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1. Chapter 1: The Rookie


A/N: After my last story, I decided to do one that was less dark. This world is a mix of the anime and the games, and I will be leaving a lot of episodes out. It’s going to be slightly darker than the anime – not that that’s saying very much – but it’s not going to be some godforsaken world like the Sun Soul. Anyways, I hope you enjoy the story. Make sure to review.

Disclaimer: I don’t own Pokemon.

Today, he reflected, was the most important day of his life. He had been eagerly waiting for this ever since he had been old enough to understand when he would get a pokemon of his very own. Ash had been weighing the pros and cons of the Kanto starters for months now, and he had decided that he wanted a charmander. Ever since he had seen a trainer win a tournament with a charizard on the television he had wanted one. The fire pokemon was strong even when it was young, and only got stronger as it aged and evolved.

He had made sure to bed early last night so he wouldn’t be late to Professor Oak’s lab. His alarm clock had been set an hour earlier than it needed to and he had made sure his mom knew to wake him up at the time his alarm was supposed to go off. There was no way that he would be late.

It turned out that his plan worked great. Ash was ready to go to the lab whenever his mom was done worrying over him. She was fussing over him and making him promise to stay safe, although she wished him luck just as much. He just let her worry since she might not see him for a long time. Instead of listening, he just envisioned himself becoming Champion with his future charizard at his side.

“Oh!” His mother suddenly exclaimed, looking past his shoulder at the clock. “You need to get going if you want to get to the lab in time! Make sure you come back here and say goodbye before you leave! I’ll have your backpack ready.”

Ash smiled at her and nodded, the excitement killing any words he might have said. He walked off in the direction of Oak’s lab, and he smiled and waved to some of the people that wished him good luck on his journey. Pallet was such a small town that everybody knew that he and a few other kids would be starting today.

In no time at all he was at the large white building. Its windows looked shiny in the sunlight, and he saw that three other kids were standing in front of the doors. Ash walked up nervously, but before he could greet them a familiar, irritating voice broke out from them.

“Oh look!” Gary said arrogantly. “It’s the loser. I’m surprised you even showed up – we all know that I’m going to beat you.”

Ash gritted his teeth but said nothing. The other two kids – a rather short boy named Jonathan and a pretty girl named Amelia – looked uncomfortable with Gary’s teasing but were too meek to protest against him.. They just looked down and kept their eyes away from Gary.

Finally, Ash snapped. “Shut up Gary! I’ll beat you when we get our pokemon!”

“Yeah right.” Gary smirked. “A loser like you doesn’t have any chance against me! But let’s do it. I’ll show you what it means to be a real trainer.”

Ash tightly nodded, glaring at Gary. He reigned in his temper, not wanting to start a fight the day he got his first pokemon. He would just have to beat him in their battle.

The next few minutes passed in silence. Gary dismissed them all, smiling cockily while he leaned against the lab’s wall. Ash stood quietly for a moment before walking over to Jonathan and Amelia. They quietly began to chatter about what pokemon they wanted and how they would start off.

Jonathan and Amelia would be travelling together, and they invited Ash to go with them. Ash quickly accepted. He didn’t want to be on his own yet and going with Gary wasn’t likely to happen – not that either of them would want to travel together to begin with.

Finally, the glass doors neatly slid open. The soon-to-be trainers rushed in eagerly, wanting to be the first to get their pokemon. Gary pushed past the rest of them and Ash was forced to the back. As they entered the cold lab, a short woman in a pristine white lab coat greeted them.

“Hello!” She said warmly. “You must be the new trainers I was told about. Follow me and I’ll take you to Professor Oak.”

Gary chatted with her as she led them to the professor, but Ash was too nervous to listen. He and the other two kids shared anxious glances as they moved into a small room to the right of the main lab.

Inside was a small table that had three pokeballs on it. Professor Oak stood next to it and smiled reassuringly at them, and greeted them all by name. The familiarity loosened the tension they were feeling, although Gary didn’t need it. He had an overabundance of confidence as it was.

Now that he didn’t feel like he had a lump in his throat, Ash noticed a small problem.

“Professor Oak?” He asked quietly. Oak looked at him curiously, and despite knowing the man for years Ash found himself regretting speaking up. “There are only three pokeballs.”

Oak looked confused for a moment before he realized the problem.

“Oh! I must have made a mistake.” Oak said, cheeks turning red from embarrassment. Ash and the other two trainers looked at each other anxiously, not sure if they would get their starters today.

“Don’t worry.” Oak said as he saw the look they shared. “You’ll all get a pokemon. One of you will just have to wait a few minutes for me to procure one.”

They shared a sigh of relief. Oak smiled and continued.

“Now, who is willing to wait on their pokemon? I don’t want the others to have to wait.”

Everyone shared a moment of silence. Gary wasn’t paying attention since he was sure to get one of the three pokemon no matter what. The other three trainers just looked at each other, silently hoping that one of the others would volunteer.

After a few moments passed and it became evident that no one was going to say anything, Ash spoke up. He felt a lump of disappointment in his throat as he realized he would have to wait but decided it didn’t matter. As long as he got a starter it was fine.

“I’ll wait.” He said sadly. Oak looked impressed with him and smiled.

“Good. Just let the others get their pokemon and I’ll see if I have any others ready.” Oak turned away from him and addressed the others. “The pokeball to the left is bulbasaur, a grass type. The pokeball in the middle is charmander, a fire type. The pokeball to the right is squirtle, a water type. Each of them have their strengths and weaknesses, but a skilled trainer can use any of them very well.”

Ash watched enviously as Gary pushed in front of the others and grabbed the squirtle’s pokeball. Gary released the small blue turtle and sized it up. Apparently he found it to his liking because he smiled at it.

Jonathan chose the charmander and let it out of its ball as well. He looked at the orange lizard in awe, and laughed when the charmander curled up in a ball and tried to sleep. The other boy tried to pet it and the charmander lazily looked up at him.

Amelia picked the bulbasaur. The grass type looked pretty calm and began to investigate its surroundings. After Amelia started talking and petting it the Professor cleared his throat.

“Now that you have your pokemon, could you please return them? I have an important announcement.”

Gary grumbled as he returned his squirtle and cockily stared at his grandfather. Amelia and Jonathan didn’t say anything and just looked at the old professor. Ash followed their example.

“Now that I have your attention, I’m going to give you each a project to work on during your travels. You see, recently I invented a machine called the pokedex. It collects a detailed amount of information on pokemon, but I need someone else to search the world for me. I’m too old to gather them myself, so I’m entrusting each of you a pokedex to collect the information for me.”

With that said he opened up a small bag on a table in the corner and withdrew four small red computers. He handed one to each of them, and Ash looked at curiously before wondering why he had four pokedexes ready but only three pokemon.

“Err, Professor Oak?” He asked. The old man looked at him after he had given Gary a pokedex. “Why did you have four pokedexes but only three pokemon?”

“I have lots of Pokedexes in that bag.” Oak explained. He turned back to the new trainers. “Once you activate the pokedex and put your information in it will serve as your identity. Now, the pokedex gives you information on any pokemon you come across. For example, it will give you what type it is, what it likes to eat, what species it is, and will tell you what moves it knows.”

Ash’s eyes widened as he heard just how much the pokedex could do. Professor Oak continued to list its features, which revealed that it had information like the pokemon’s habitat, gender, and a detailed description on the species. When he scanned something with it the pokedex it would give a basic summary of the pokemon, but to learn more about it he had to actually open it up and read.

“Now that you know what it can do, I suggest you all go outside and get ready for your journey. Make sure to activate the pokedex at your earliest opportunity. Ash, please stay in here.”

Ash grudgingly nodded and waved Jonathan and Amelia goodbye. Oak said something to his grandson before Gary ran out of the lab. The professor left the area to get Ash’s new pokemon. He hoped that Oak could find him a charmander.

“We’ll wait for you, don’t worry!” Jonathan said with a smile. “Just come meet us at the gate when you’re ready. Amelia still has to get her bag anyways.”

He grinned and thanked them. When they left he searched around the small room for a chair. After he found one he sat down and impatiently waited for Professor Oak, although he made sure to activate the pokedex while he was waiting. It was a simple process that began once he turned it on and all he had to do was put his name and other information into it.

Activating the pokedex only took a few minutes off of his wait. He tried to count down the time and keep himself from fidgeting too much, and by the time he’d counted to twenty minutes Ash thought he would go crazy.

Professor Oak finally came back holding a plain pokeball. Ash jumped out of his seat in excitement and anxiously waited for Oak to give him his new partner. When Oak held his hand out Ash practically snatched the small orb out of his hand and stared at it in awe.

He pressed the release button and eagerly watched as red energy shot out of the ball and coalesced into a small, pink creature. Ash was momentarily disappointed at not getting a charmander, but that was soon forgotten.

He’d finally gotten a pokemon! Ash crouched down next to the pink creature – a male nidoran, he remembered – and carefully examined him. The nidoran looked at him curiously and twitched its ears. The new trainer grinned, but didn’t pet him. He remembered that they were supposed to have poisonous barbs on them.

Ash stood up and aimed the pokedex at Nidoran. The small creature looked up at him and its right ear twitched again. The pokedex scanned it and gave Ash the summary on Nidoran.

Nidoran, the Poison Pin Pokemon. It stiffens its ears to sense danger. The larger its horns, the more powerful its secreted venom.

This nidoran knows the moves: Peck, focus energy, confusion, and leer. Its ability is poison point, which poisons pokemon that use physical moves against it.

“How big are its horns compared to other nidoran?” He asked the professor. Oak looked closely at it for a moment before answering.

“Quite large.” He admitted. “This is an impressive specimen of its breed. It will do quite well no matter what you use it for. I must admit that it has quite the advantage in knowing confusion. One of its parents must have been a psychic type.”

Ash grinned at that and looked at Nidoran. “Do you want to be friends?”

The Nidoran just looked at him and twitched its ears before nervously looking around. Ash remembered that they were supposed to be one of the more nervous breeds of pokemon and kneeled down. Maybe if he looked smaller it would be more comfortable.

He held his hand out and the pink creature cautiously stepped forward. Nidoran sniffed his hand and didn’t try to attack him and calmed down a bit. After Nidoran seemed to be calmed down Ash returned him to his pokeball and thanked Oak.

Ash could barely hold in his excitement at finally having a pokemon. Who needed a charmander? He had Nidoran, which evolved into pretty powerful pokemon.

As he walked out of the lab he noticed that Gary was waiting outside with a cocky smile on his face. Ash gritted his teeth as he saw Gary and withdrew his pokeball.

“What took you so long, Ashy-boy?” Gary asked as he released his squirtle. The turtle tried to mimic its owners pose, but fell over doing it. Ash had to hold back a laugh as the turtle got back up, but the squirtle still noticed.

“C’mon.” Gary said, annoyed at Ash’s laughter. “I bet squirtle can beat your pokemon easy.”

Ash grinned and released Nidoran. The small pokemon scratched its large ear when it came out and looked at Ash.

“Hey, Nidoran. Can you beat that squirtle for me?” Ash said. Nidoran looked over at Gary’s squirtle and growled, extending its large poisonous barbs. Squirtle shrunk back a little, clearly intimidated by the dripping beads of poison.

“Ha!” Gary said, clearly not as impressed as squirtle. “That’s the pokemon Gramps gave you? It’s not even a real starter. Go get him, squirtle. Use tackle!”

His face colored in anger, but he wouldn’t let Gary talk like that to Nidoran. Nidoran growled loudly and his barbs began to drip more poison. The small creature squared itself as squirtle charged at him.

Ash thought fast, going over Nidoran’s capabilities. He knew that Nidoran wouldn’t be very durable, so he couldn’t just let squirtle tackle Nidoran. The squirtle nearly tripped several times as it ran towards Nidoran, but Ash didn’t laugh at it. He needed to focus.

“Dodge and peck!” He cried. Nidoran jumped out of the way at the last second and let the turtle run into the lab’s wall. His pokemon lunged at the dazed turtle and rammed its vulnerable underbelly with his horn.

Squirtle cried out in pain, but at the insistence of its trainer it pulled itself up and continued fighting. The turtle tried another tackle, this time hitting Nidoran in the back before he or Ash could react. Even as Nidoran was knocked back a foot, squirtle began to fall over. Nidoran’s barbs had injected the tired squirtle full of venom when it tackled Nidoran, and the turtle was unable to fight.

Ash cheered Nidoran on for a moment before taking a risk. He didn’t pull his pokemon back into his ball, instead motioning for Nidoran to follow him. The pink creature cheerfully followed Ash as the new trainer went home.

Gary didn’t give them any trouble. He was too shocked that he had lost to bother them. They left Gary with his unconscious squirtle and walked back to Ash’s home in euphoria over their win. Ash grinned and jumped almost the entire way home.

His mom was watching TV when they entered the small house. When Ash and Nidoran walked in, she jumped up and squealed in excitement when she saw the small pokemon.

“Oh, Ash! It’s so cute!” She cried before scooping Nidoran up. Ash tried to call out a warning before she pricked herself on one of the poisonous barbs. His mom just looked at him admonishingly. She was carrying Nidoran strangely, but Ash realized that it was a position that would keep Nidoran from accidently pricking her.

“Don’t you remember?” She asked as she carried the happy Nidoran around with her to get Ash’s backpack. “I studied under Professor Oak for a few years. He taught me a lot about pokemon.”

Ash blushed in embarrassment as he remembered that. His mom set Nidoran down before going to get his backpack. Nidoran walked next to his feet and sat down. He seemed to be listening for something, although Ash thought the little creature was just paranoid.

After a few minutes his mom brought out his blue backpack and handed it to him. Ash unzipped and looked inside to make sure it had everything he would need.

Food for him and his pokemon? Check.

A map? Check.

Rope and potions? Check.

A few more things were in the bottom and side pockets, but he didn’t look at those yet. He had all the necessities and anything else he could buy at Viridian City. Now all that was left was to say goodbye to his mom.

Ash turned to her, but before he could say anything she had wrapped him in a crushing hug. He sputtered and thought his ribs were going to crack, and when his mom finally let go he gasped for air.

“Stay safe.” She said. Ash thought that he could see tears in her eyes, but she pushed him out of the door before he could check.

The new trainer waved her goodbye and when he was finally out of sight of the house he ran to the gate that separated Pallet Town from Route 1. Ash saw the others waiting on him and both of them looked at Nidoran in curiosity.

“Is that a Nidoran!” Amelia asked excitedly. “That’s so cool. I didn’t even know the Professor had one.”

Nidoran looked uncomfortable under the attention and sat down on the soft dirt. He scratched his ear as an attempt to ignore the attention Amelia was giving him.

“So what moves does he know?” Jonathan asked. “Charmander knows growl, scratch, and ember. I’m going to try and teach him smokescreen later.”

Ash told his new traveling partners Nidoran’s move set, and both were surprised when they heard that the poison type knew confusion.

“Wow, you’re really lucky.” Jonathan said. “But I think we need to get going. My mom got to Viridian City in three days and I want to beat her record.”

Ash and Amelia grinned and nodded their assent. They wanted to get their journey underway just as much as Jonathan did. With that they set off down the worn dirt road of Route 1, eager to venture out into the world.
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Ash had to return Nidoran after a while. Although his starter was valiantly attempting to keep up with them, its stubby legs and slow speed caused it to be pretty tired after half an hour. He didn’t want Nidoran to tire himself out before they could find something to battle.

“So,” he began in attempt to revive the conversation, “did you guys see the battle between Bruno and that Marcus guy last night?”

“That was awesome!” Jonathan said loudly. Ash noticed that a few pidgey roosting in the tree above them fled due to Jonathan’s loud voice. “Bruno actually lost! I think Marcus or whatever his name is lost to Agatha though.”

“What happened?” Amelia asked curiously as they walked down the trail. “My parents made me go to bed before the battle came on. I only got to see the end of Lorelei’s match.”

“Oh it was great!” Jonathan said boisterously. “Marcus’ Gengar beat all of Bruno’s pokemon except for onix. I think Bruno got pretty mad over his loss.”

Ash and Amelia listened intently, but eventually they got bored of Jonathan practically swooning over the Elite Four. Amelia diverted the conversation to something that neither Ash nor Jonathan had known about.

“So have either of you heard about the spearow flock that’s been causing trouble around here?” She asked. Jonathan looked pretty nervous – everyone in their class at Pallet Town had known that he was terrified of bird pokemon – but Ash wanted to know more.

“I thought that Professor Oak had them driven off a few weeks ago?” Ash said, reflecting back to the day that Oak had left with his gigantic dragonite. Gary had been bragging about being taught by his grandfather all day after that.

“He did.” Amelia confirmed. “But they came back. I heard they’ve been attacking trainers, so we should probably be on guard. My older sister in Viridian City told me that the Pokemon Center there has been getting a lot of hurt people in from them.”

Jonathan groaned and kept a hand on his pokeball. Ash noticed that he was quickly glancing around at the trees as if he was trying to spot the flock.

“Too bad none of us have an electric type.” Ash said. “Nidoran doesn’t have any moves for a lot of pokemon at once. How about you guys?”

“Bulbasaur knows vine whip and sleep powder.” Amelia said off the top of her head. “I’m going to teach him poison powder and razor leaf soon. But right now I don’t think he could do very much against a flock of spearow. They would have way too good of a type advantage.”

“Ember would be able to fight off a few of them.” Jonathan whispered as he continued searching the area for birds. Both Ash and Amelia looked at him oddly. “But he would have to get closer before he could really do anything.”

Ash shrugged. They would just have to run if they came across the flock. For now it seemed like the sun was about to set.

“Hey, guys, it’s getting dark. Do either of you know how to set up a camp?”

Jonathan and Amelia shook their heads. Ash sighed, realizing that he probably should have asked someone to teach him before setting out on their journey. It looked like the first night would be pretty uncomfortable.

They continued on for a bit longer before reaching a place that would be comfortable to sleep in. It was a small clearing surrounded by trees. The clearing had decent cover from any surprise rainfall they might get and was out of the way enough to keep them out of trouble.

At least they had all remembered to bring their sleeping bags, Ash thought as he laid his out on the ground. Jonathan was out searching for logs or something to burn while Amelia had begun to divide up small portions of food for them. Ash had to find a place to get more water in case they ran out in the morning.

Their large, thick plastic water bottles still had plenty in them, but none of them were willing to just play around in the wilderness. They’d all heard too many horror stories of kids getting lost and being found after they’d died from the wild. None of them wanted to be like that.

Ash yawned and wondered where Jonathan was. He definitely wouldn’t be in any trouble – the pokemon around Pallet Town tended to be young and weak and wouldn’t want to mess with a charmander – but he wasn’t the smartest guy in class and could get lost. Anyone could get lost when it was this dark, although charmander and its tail flame would come in handy.

Just as he and Amelia were beginning to get worried, they heard a rustling at the edge of the trees. Amelia released her bulbasaur and Ash was just about to release Nidoran when they realized it was Jonathan. Their friend stumbled into the dark campsite with his arms full of small branches and other foliage.

Both of them were in awe of how much Jonathan had managed to carry and didn’t say anything as he threw the massive pile into the small circle of stones they had created and collapsed near his sleeping bag. He was barely visible in the dim light from charmander’s tail, but Ash could see him tiredly point at the pile of fuel.

“Catch that on fire.” He said with a yawn. Charmander shot a small stream of flame onto the brush before walking over next to his trainer and curling into a ball, although the lizard was careful to keep its tail flame away from Jonathan.

“Put that out before you guys fall asleep.” Jonathan said tiredly. Ash nodded and got off of his sleeping bag so that he could scoot closer to the fire’s warmth. He released Nidoran, who seemed rather happy with the small camp. The small creature sniffed around for a few moments before sitting next to Ash and staring at the fire.

Ash heard snores coming from his left, which meant that Amelia had fallen asleep. He smiled as he thought of his two new traveling partners. Jonathan and Amelia had been good friends at school, but they hadn’t really associated with him very much. In fact, the only thing he had really known about them was that they would be leaving on their pokemon journies, just like him. The rest of the class had been either too young or deemed too irresponsible to leave Pallet Town.

He was pulled out of his thoughts by Nidoran, who seemed to be growling at something. Ash frowned in concern and stayed silent as Nidoran’s ears twitched. If there was something out in the woods, it would definitely be Nidoran to realize it.

After a while Nidoran relaxed, but Ash was still on edge. He hadn’t realized just how nervous sleeping in the wilderness could make him. Ash grew less tense, but he still tried to listen to the forest. The trainer grew tired after about half an hour of sitting next to the fire and decided to go to sleep.

Before he went to the sleeping bag he poured a pile of dirt they had gathered over the dwindling flame, extinguishing it. As he slid into his sleeping bag he looked at Nidoran, who had stayed close to him the entire time.

“Will you wake up if you hear something?” He asked slowly, unsure if Nidoran could understand him. Luckily, however, the small creature seemed to nod at him enthusiastically. Ash smiled at his starter. “If you hear something, make sure to wake us up.”

Nidoran nodded and curled up next to him, although he kept his back and its poisonous barbs to the fire pit. The pink pokemon didn’t want to hurt his trainer by accident.

Soon enough they were both asleep, tired after their first day on the road.
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Ash yawned as he woke up and stretched his stiff muscles. He looked around and noticed that Nidoran was standing next to him. The small pokemon nipped him again to keep him from going back to sleep.

“I’m up.” The trainer said, waving Nidoran and his sharp teeth away.

It looked to be almost noon if the powerful sun was any indication, and Ash realized that he needed to wake the others up. They all wanted to get to Viridian City as fast as they could, so every hour counted.

He walked over to Amelia since she was closer and shook her awake. She groaned and told him to go away, but he kept at it until she finally got up. Amelia rubbed her eyes and tried to smooth out her hair.

“What time is it?” She asked with bleary eyes.

“I think it’s close to noon.” He replied. “Do you want to wake up Jonathan? I’ll go fill up our bottles.”

“Sure.” She shrugged. Amelia dug around in her backpack for a moment before handing her bottle to him. After he’d taken it she walked over to Jonathan’s sleeping form and lightly kicked him in the back.

Jonathan just waved her away, obviously still trying to sleep. Amelia sighed and walked over to Charmander, shaking the lizard awake. It had the same reaction as its trainer, but snorted out a small cloud of smoke to keep her away.

Ash watched from a small distance away with Nidoran as Amelia sent out Bulbasaur. The grass type looked around before focusing its eyes on its trainer.

“Wake them up with vine whip.” She commanded. Bulbasaur nodded in agreement and sent out small vines from around its bulb, which it when smacked the sleeping forms with. Jonathan shot up with wild eyes and Charmander had a similar reaction, although the lizard also tried to use ember on Bulbasaur. Amelia returned Bulbasaur before it could get hurt.

“What was that for?” Jonathan grumbled. He rubbed the red spot on his arm where the vine had hit him before returning the irate charmander.

“That’s for not getting up.” Amelia said with a smirk. “Come on, we need to get going. It’s almost noon.”

Jonathan sighed and got out of the sleeping bag. Ash walked over and picked up the water bottle that had been behind the other trainer.

“Can one of you get my sleeping bag while I fill these up?” He asked. Jonathan sighed and nodded to him and began to walk over to the blue bag.

Ash soon found himself at the small stream with Nidoran, who was carefully listening to their surroundings. He took the top off of the bottles and quickly filled the thick plastic containers up. Jonathan would probably need to have Charmander boil it for them – he’d remembered about the dangerous illnesses people got from drinking water from ponds, and the bottles were made to be nearly incapable of melting – but it should be fine.

By the time he’d gotten back to the campsite his companions had cleaned everything up. Amelia looked to have just finished packing up her things, while Jonathan was leaning against a tree. Jonathan looked like he was about to fall asleep again, but every time he closed his eyes Bulbasaur – who Amelia had released while he was gone – lightly whipped him again.

Suddenly, a horrible shriek broke the serene silence of the forest. Nidoran’s ears twitched and turned toward the source – Amelia. Ash curiously looked for whatever had made the normally calm girl scream, and easily identified it.

A small purple rattata was pawing at her backpack and had completely ignored Amelia. She flushed from her embarrassment at screaming and turned to Bulbasaur.

“Use vine whip!” She commanded. The grass type nodded and released its vines, which brutally smashed into the small rodent. Rattata growled and ran towards Bulbasaur with its teeth bared. Bulbasaur tried to whip it again, but the rattata suddenly seemed to vanish before impacting the grass type.

Ash watched curiously as Bulbasaur was knocked onto its side by the quick attack. The rattata wasted no time in savagely biting and scratching Bulbasaur, and nearly bit one of Bulbasaur’s vines when Bulbasaur used them to pull itself up.

Amelia was digging through her bag for something when the rattata used quick attack again, although this time Bulbasaur stood strong against the attack. The rattata tried to bite Bulbasaur again, but it was knocked over as Amelia threw a pokeball at it.

As the small ball bounced off of the rat, it opened up and shot a beam of red energy at the rattata. It sucked the pokemon into the ball and everyone was silent as it shook three times before finally clicking.

“YES!” Amelia exclaimed, pumping her arm into the air as she walked over to the pokeball. She reverently picked it up and stared at it for a moment, seemingly unable to believe that she had caught her second pokemon.

“Good job, Bulbasaur!” She said to the wounded pokemon. Amelia kneeled down and wrapped it in a tight hug, but drew away when Bulbasaur winced from its injuries. “Do any of you have a potion? My mom forgot to buy mine.”

“Yeah.” Jonathan said as he dug around in his bag. A few moments later he withdrew a small bottle. He tossed it to Amelia, who deftly caught it and unscrewed the cap. She sprayed it onto Bulbasaur’s injuries, and the grass type closed its eyes happily as the potion healed the scratches and bites.

Amelia recalled Bulbasaur, who looked quite happy to be going into his ball. Ash did the same with Nidoran. Neither could keep up with them yet, and Ash didn’t want Nidoran to get tired.

“Now that that’s over,” Jonathan said as he put his backpack on, “let’s get going. I want to break my mom’s time.”

They all agreed and set off a few minutes later. Ash hoped that he would find a pokemon or another trainer to battle.
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After about an hour of walking they found another trainer, a girl that was fishing next to the path. Ash grinned and the group walked over to her. He wanted Nidoran to get lots of experience before the first gym leader.

“Hey!” He called out. The girl looked over at him irritably, allowing Ash to get a better look at her. She had orange hair that was tied into a unique ponytail.

“What do you want?” She asked in annoyance, clearly not impressed with him. Apparently she expected that he wanted a battle as her pokeball was in her hand.

“Do you want to battle?”

“Sure.” She grinned cockily. “Don’t expect to win though. One on one?”

Ash just smiled and nodded before tapping the release button. Nidoran growled when it was released and extended his barbs to their full length. The girl looked surprised at the appearance of Nidoran but shrugged and released a pokemon that Ash recognized as a staryu.

He waited for her to make the first move. She was definitely more experienced than him, so he would give her a few seconds to act. Staryu wasn’t something he knew a lot about, so an indication of its abilities would be nice.

The girl seemed to realize this and grinned. “Use harden and follow up with tackle!”

Ash responded quickly. “Confusion!”

Nidoran’s eyes glowed a bright, ethereal purple as it stared at the rapidly approaching staryu. The staryu seemed to realize what was about to happen, but continued its charge. The psychic attack knocked the staryu onto the ground. It didn’t get back up for a moment, and Ash hoped that he had gotten lucky and knocked it out with one hit.

Unfortunately the staryu pulled itself back up, but the girl seemed a bit more wary of him now.

“Use water gun!” She cried. “Then harden and tackle again.”

The staryu seemed to nod at her before turning back to Nidoran, who warily watched its opponent. A second later a strong jet of water erupted from staryu’s core, and although Nidoran tried to dodge he was too slow.

Nidoran was stunned for a second, giving staryu a chance to finish up its attack. It seemed to glow for a moment, becoming completely rigid, before launching into Nidoran. Ash frowned as Nidoran cried out in pain and tried to think of a way out of the situation. His frown vanished as he realized that the staryu’s gem seemed slightly duller than it had before. It looked like poison point had come in handy yet again.

“Use peck on its gem.” He said. Nidoran jumped at the slower staryu and lowered its head. Its sharp horn landed straight in the center of staryu’s gem, sending cracks through it and causing a look of panic on the girl’s face as her pokemon collapsed.

Ash grinned and congratulated Nidoran when he realized staryu had fainted. The girl returned her pokemon and grumbled in annoyance, but walked over to him and shook his hand.

“You did good.” She admitted. A few seconds later she sighed and dug around in her pockets, pulling out a wallet. Ash watched curiously as she pulled out a few bills and handed it to him.

“What’s this for?”

“If you’ve got more than a thousand pokedollars you have to give the winner of a battle a share.” She explained. “It’s a pretty new rule, but it’s made to give trainers a reason to get better. No one wants to lose money just because they’re bad at battling.”

“Oh.” Ash said. He frowned for a moment. “What happens if you lose all your money? How would you buy food and stuff?”

“If you have a thousand pokedollars or less you don’t have to pay.” She explained. “Now, could you please let me get back to fishing?”

Ash didn’t say anything and left with his new spoils, returning Nidoran as he walked back to his friends with a grin on his face.

“Good job!” Jonathan said excitedly. “Why did the staryu get all weak and slow after it tackled Nidoran, though?”

“Nidoran has the poison point ability.” Ash explained, still smiling at his victory. “If something hits him his barbs can poison them. That’s how I beat Gary.”

Jonathan instantly stopped walking and turned to look at Ash. “You beat Gary?” He asked incredulously. “Why didn’t you tell us about it?”

“Yeah.” Amelia added. “That would have been a great story to tell us yesterday.”

“Well,” Ash began, scratching his head in embarrassment, “remember how he wanted to battle me once we got our starters?”

His companions nodded.

“He waited for me outside the lab and challenged me once I left. His squirtle wasn’t trained and just kept on trying to tackle Nidoran. Nidoran’s poison point knocked it out after we made it run into the wall.”

“Wish I could have seen it.” Amelia sighed. “Gary’s really been a jerk lately. Oh well, we probably won’t have to see him until the Conference.”

“Hopefully.” Muttered Jonathan. Ash nodded in agreement. They were quiet as they continued on their journey.

Every hour or so they encountered another trainer, most of whom were beaten by Ash. Amelia didn’t want to do anything until she could get Bulbasaur checked out and she didn’t trust Rattata yet. Jonathan battled them once Nidoran began to get tired. He won all of his battles as well.

By sunset both of them were rather tired from battling and the road. Ash had begun to feel the soreness from the first day of walking and his feet were aching a lot. He was starting to wish that he could just get carried around in a pokeball. At least he could just sit down.

Finally they found a good place to spend the night. It was almost exactly like their first campsite, but this one had a small pond right next to it. Not even Nidoran could detect any pokemon living in it so they judged that it was safe.

Everyone took the same jobs they had before, although this time Jonathan got plenty of fuel for the fire very quickly. He wasn’t quite as tired as Ash was and didn’t have to search around in the dark. By the time Jonathan had gotten back Ash had filled up the bottles and he and Amelia were making a small ring of stones for the campfire.

“Could you guys hurry it up?” Jonathan panted as he struggled to hold up the huge amount of fallen branches and small plants.

“Almost done.” Ash said distractedly, placing one of the last rocks in the small circle. Amelia just scoffed and looked up at Jonathan with an annoyed expression.

“It’s your fault that you got so much wood. What you’ve got would be enough to keep it burning for a week.”

“Oh, shut up.” Jonathan grumbled. “Now hurry up and let me put this stuff down. My arms are starting to hurt.”

Amelia rolled her eyes but finished up their small pile of stones. Jonathan threw the massive pile of brush into the ring and sat down, panting heavily. He pulled his pokeball off of his belt and released Charmander.

“Could you catch that on fire?” He asked the lizard. Charmander yawned and lazily touched its burning tail to the pile of vegetation, instantly catching it on fire. All three trainers sighed in relief as the heat began to warm them against the cold night air.

Charmander watched the dancing flames for a moment before walking over to Jonathan and curling up by his side. Jonathan idly patted his head as he began to talk to the others.

“So, the first gym leader is a rock trainer, right?” He asked as he continued petting Charmander. Ash and Amelia released their pokemon as well, although Amelia kept Rattata in its ball. Apparently she still didn’t trust the rodent.

“Yeah. His name is Brock.” Amelia replied, leaning onto Bulbasaur. “My sister met him two years ago when she started out. He’s supposed to be the weakest gym leader, mostly thanks to inexperience. But Jessica said that he was still pretty tough.”

“Of course he is.” Jonathan snorted. “He’s a gym leader. If he was weak the League would find a new one. But I’ve heard the Sensational Sisters at Cerulean are the weakest.”

Ash raised a quizzical eyebrow. “The Sensational Sisters?” He interjected. “I thought those were just performers.”

“Nope.” Amelia said, shaking her head. “They do a lot of shows, but they’re also gym leaders. But I’ve heard that they’re actually pretty tough. My sister lost to one of them the first time. She said that they just didn’t care much about the gym and would probably be some of the hardest gym leaders if they were more focused.”

“Yeah, but who cares about that? I just want to see one of their shows.” Jonathan said with a grin. Ash looked at him in confusion.

“Why would you want to do that? I just want to battle them and get the badge.”

“Well,” Jonathan said with an even wider grin, “let’s just say that they’re so popular for a reason. Not all of the people are there just because they’re talented.”

“I still don’t get it.” Ash said with a growing sense of confusion. Jonathan just sighed theatrically and looked at him condescendingly.

“I’ll tell you when you’re older.”

Amelia rolled her eyes but barely held in a laugh. Ash just blinked and shrugged. Clearly he didn’t get the joke. It wasn’t like he understood half the things that came out of Jonathan’s mouth anyways.

“What are you guys going to use against Brock?” Amelia asked, returning to their original subject. “I’m just going to use sleep powder on whatever he sends out and then use vine whip or razor leaf if I’m able to teach it to Bulbasaur.”

“I’m about to look at Nidoran’s entry on the pokedex and see what moves he learns.” Ash said with a shrug. “If there’s something that would be effective against Brock I’ll try to teach it to him. If not I’ll either find another way or catch a pokemon that can. How about you, Jonathan?”

“Oh, that’s easy.” Jonathan said slowly, putting down his pokedex. He had pulled it out and seemed to be looking at the information on Charmander. “It says that he can learn metal claw pretty easily. I’m going to wake up early and try to get him started on it. Of course,” he said with a grin, “my dad says there’s a loophole for fire types.”

“Really?” Amelia asked with a suspicious tone. “What is it and why would he know about it?”

“I really don’t know if I should tell you.” The trainer said playfully. When he saw Ash’s glare he relented. “Fine, fine. My dad says that he found it on accident back when he was a trainer and went to the gym. You see, Pewter City’s gym hasn’t been renovated in a really long time and still has a really sensitive sprinkler system in it.”

Dawning looks of realization spread across Ash and Amelia’s faces. Jonathan looked rather proud of himself, judging by the imperious smirk he wore.

“Wow.” Ash whistled. “Looks like you’ll have a pretty easy time with Brock if you use a fire attack. I’d have thought they’d get that fixed in a rock type gym.”

“Well they didn’t. But,” Jonathan frowned, “I really don’t want to take advantage of that unless I have to. It wouldn’t really be a win, would it? Just me taking advantage of a loophole.”

Ash and Amelia nodded their understanding. The conversation continued for a while, each getting to know each other and what their goals were. Last night they had been too tired to really talk to each other, so this was a nice change.

He learned that Jonathan didn’t really have a set goal other than to be a good trainer and succeed. Amelia wanted to win the Indigo League, although she admitted that just getting to the Conference would be a great success in her first year as a trainer.

And he, of course, wanted to be a Pokemon Master. Surprisingly, they hadn’t laughed at it. Most people did laugh at his dream, thinking that it was just a youthful fantasy that would go away in a few months. But Ash knew that he could do it. He could feel it in his heart.

The group didn’t stop talking until late in the night, although as they grew more and more tired the conversation began to die down a bit. Eventually everyone but Ash went to bed, although Nidoran was still awake and keeping him company.

Ash was reading the detailed entry of Nidoran on the pokedex, carefully examining his moves. He’d picked out double kick, which would work well with focus energy, and Nidoran’s confusion attack. There weren’t many moves good against rock types, but he’d already begun to work out a strategy that should work against Brock. It would be better if he knew what pokemon the gym leader would use, but as long as it wasn’t something too powerful Nidoran would at least be able to hold his own.

“Hey, Nidoran.” He asked, carefully nudging the small pokemon on its barbless face. Nidoran sleepily looked up at him, his large ears twitching. “Do you think you could learn how to use double kick?”

Nidoran nodded before walking over next to the empty sleeping bag and curling up into a ball. Ash wasn’t sure if the nod was to get him to shut up and let Nidoran sleep or if it was a real confirmation. It looked like he would have to find out tomorrow.

Ash got into his sleeping bag after putting out the fire. It had been a long day.
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He was woken up by a stinging sensation on his face. Ash yelped and stood up, but got caught in his sleeping bag. When he had untangled himself and escaped it, he glared at the culprit.

Bulbasaur just stared back at him with unblinking eyes. Ash eventually broke the stare and grumbled as he stood up. Nidoran obediently stood next to him as Ash dug around in his backpack for food.

Nidoran quickly snapped up the pieces of food Ash put on the ground in front of him and looked at the trainer with begging eyes. Ash sighed and gave him a bit more, but put the food away after he’d gotten a sandwich.

“Why’d you have Bulbasaur whip me?” He complained to a smirking Amelia. “It was a lot funnier when I got to see it happen to Jonathan.”

“Stop complaining.” Amelia retorted. “The rest of us have been up since seven. You just stayed up too late.”

“Wait, what time is it?” Ash asked in a panic. He didn’t want to waste more time by oversleeping.

“Don’t worry, it’s just nine. We don’t want to waste time any more than you do. We’ve got about another day or so of traveling.”

He sighed in relief and recalled Nidoran before beginning to clean up his sleeping bag. Ash finished his sandwich as he shoved the highly compressed sleeping bag into the backpack. One thing he noticed was that he was much sorer than yesterday and every move brought aches and pains.

“So where’s Jonathan?” He asked, not noticing the other boy anywhere. The entire camp was packed up and their water bottles had been filled again, but Jonathan wasn’t even at the small pond. Maybe he was trying to teach Charmander metal claw.

“He’s trying to teach Charmander that move he was talking about last night.” Amelia explained as she recalled Bulbasaur. “It’s actually pretty funny.”

“How?” Ash asked with a raised eyebrow.

“Jon has no idea how to teach it.” She said with a grin, sitting down on the soft dirt. “He’s just been telling it to harden its claws or something like that. Charmander just looks up at him and tries to go back to sleep.”

“So it’s true that pokemon take after their trainers.” Ash said with a grin, laughing at the image Amelia had painted. She laughed as well, but an annoyed voice broke it.

“Oh, shut up.” Jonathan said as he stumbled into the camp, breathing heavily and covered with ash. Both of them stared at Jonathan, slowly taking in his disheveled appearance.

“I wish someone had told us how we’re supposed to teach pokemon moves.” He complained as he collapsed onto a rock. “After Charmander started trying he ended up concentrating so hard that he snorted out a bunch of fire.”

“Did you put it out?” Amelia asked in alarm.

“Yes, mother, I put it out.” He scoffed. “It got me covered with a bunch of soot and dirt though. And Charmander didn’t help at all. He just went to sleep while I did all the work.”

Ash grinned at the story. “Do you need to clean up?”

“Nah.” Jonathan replied, although he flushed for some reason. “I actually only have one set of clothes, so I can’t exactly wash them in the pond. It would hold us back too long anyways.”

“Why do you only have one pair of clothes?” Amelia asked. “That’s disgusting! You can’t just wear one set the entire time we’re on the road.”

“Well, I sort of got in a rush when I was packing…” He said in embarrassment, scratching the back of his head. “But I left a few pairs with your sister and aunt last time we were flown to Viridian. If they threw them out I’ll just buy a few other pairs with that money I won.”

Amelia just sighed, clearly used to these sorts of things. Ash decided to get onto another subject before they headed out.

“Are you going to let your rattata out?” He asked curiously. “Bulbasaur is still hurt and you might need him to protect against wild pokemon.”

Jonathan seemed to agree with him, judging by the vigorous nod he gave. Amelia flushed and looked down at the rodent’s pokeball, lightly tapping it in apprehension.

“I’m still kind of scared of him.” She admitted. “He hurt Bulbasaur pretty bad, and I’m afraid he’s going to try and attack me if I let him out.”

“Well, you’ve got to do it eventually.” Jonathan said with a shrug. “Better to make friends with him now than later. I say you do it before we leave the camp. We’ve got some time to spare.”

“Fine.” She said. Amelia began to search in one of her backpack’s pockets before pulling out a small piece of pokemon food. “Could one of you let your pokemon out?”

Both of them nodded. They tapped the button on their pokeball and the red energy soon coalesced into Charmander and Nidoran. Both looked around curiously, but seemed to understand what they were released for when Amelia released Rattata.

The rodent hissed when it was released and all the fur on its back stood up. It bared its sharp teeth at them all before growling at Amelia, who had kneeled to the ground and was holding out the food. Rattata looked like it might try to bite her when she began speaking, but a loud growl by Charmander and the sound of Nidoran’s barbs extending rid it of that idea.

“Listen.” Amelia said firmly. “You might not like me right now, but I want you to. And if you keep on like this you’re never going to be released from your pokeball. If you act better we can be friends and you’ll get stronger. So make your choice.”

Rattata’s ears drooped at the prospect of staying in the pokeball and it cautiously approached Amelia and took the food from her hand. Amelia smiled widely as the pokemon nibbled on the piece of food and spoke to it again.

“You’re going to have to back into the ball now, but I promise to let you out as soon as I can. Is that all right?”

The rodent growled for a moment but cautiously nodded. It hissed as it was returned. Amelia smiled and shrunk the pokeball before placing it back on her belt. She was clearly pleased with the results she’d gotten and cockily glanced at Ash and Jonathan before walking onto the nearby path.

“C’mon!” She called back to them. “Let’s get a move on.”

Ash and Jonathan groaned before following her on their sore legs, although the pain began to lessen as their muscles were stretched. They caught up with Amelia pretty quickly and began their third day.

It progressed much the same as the last day. None of them were really concerned with getting to Viridian City very quickly, instead opting to enjoy the traveling and the frequent battles. Nidoran had recovered admirably from his battles the previous day and seemed to be itching for a fight against the other trainers.

Jonathan had his own good share of battles – winning most of them, more than making up for any losses – but eventually decided that Charmander had had enough. From that point on – about four hours after they’d started walking – it was just Amelia and Rattata and Ash and Nidoran’s insatiably appetite for battling.

Amelia had proved to be pretty good as well – she was about the same level as Jonathan, and learned how to take advantage of Rattata’s small size and surprisingly ferocious temperament rather quickly – and only lost two of her five battles. Ash kept his unbroken streak, much to the annoyance of his companions.

One thing that he had noticed was that there were a lot more trainers today, which he judged to be due to their proximity to Viridian City. They couldn’t be more than a day away from the frontier city.

Still, by the end of the day he was extremely tired. Nidoran was still energetic – something that Ash didn’t understand after all the fighting the small pokemon had done – and still wanted to fight. The last battle he had been in was an incredibly easy match against a younger trainer’s caterpie. Needless to say, the caterpie was knocked out with a single confusion.

The tired group was looking for another campsite when a loud, piercing shriek split the air. Ash looked up and saw a pidgey perched high above them on a tall tree and grinned. One looked to be slightly larger than the others and looked down its beak at the group, apparently unimpressed with the trainers.

As it shrieked again, fluffing up its feathers and trying to look as intimidating as possible, his grin grew. He wanted the prideful creature. Ash decided to let Nidoran get one last battle in and pulled one of the empty pokeballs off his belt. He noticed that Jonathan had a hand clenched around Charmander’s pokeball and another in a tight fist. Jonathan’s face was pale and he was looking away from the bird.

He tapped the button to release Nidoran and laughed when the pidgey puffed up even more before it shrieked out another challenge. Nidoran instantly locked eyes with it and lowered his larger horn, extending his barbs with a small clicking sound.

Pidgey waited until Nidoran was ready before swooping down with another loud shriek. Ash let it get off its branch before giving an order to Nidoran, who was squared and more than ready for the bird pokemon.

“Use confusion.” He commanded. Nidoran’s eyes glowed an ethereal pink, and pidgey seemed to try to spin around in midair for a second. Ash grinned as the psychic attack took effect, but winced when the pidgey went careening into a small tree. It didn’t look to be harmed from the impact, but it continued to stumble around as it clumsily stood up.

“Tackle it.” He said. His pokemon charged at the pidgey quickly, covering the ground at a decent pace considering Nidoran’s small legs. The pidgey turned to look at Nidoran just a moment before the poison type tackled it, knocking the bird unconscious.

“Great job!” Ash cheered as Nidoran walked over to his feet. He leaned down to pat him on the head before returning to the situation. A second later he hurled his pokeball at the pidgey and hit the bird in the wing. The ball bounced off before opening up and sucking the pidgey into it.

Pidgey was helpless to resist in its unconscious state and the pokeball clicked after rolling around a bit. Ash pumped his arm up into the air in victory and walked over to pick the newly occupied pokeball up, reverently attaching it to his belt.

“Is it gone yet?” Jonathan asked tightly through closed eyes. Ash just grinned.

“We’ve got a new traveling companion. Does that count as it being gone?”

Ash and Amelia laughed as Jonathan groaned. Amelia gave him a thumbs up, but they were interrupted by Jonathan dramatically groaning and throwing his hands in the air, although the other boy made sure to reattach the pokeball to his belt first.

“Why would you catch the feathered menace?” He lamented, falling to the ground and burying his face into his hands. “It’s probably going to watch me at night with those cruel, beady little eyes…”

“Wait, since when did you use words like that?” Amelia asked. “I didn’t even know you knew what menace meant.”

“Ha, ha.” Jonathan laughed sarcastically, standing up and glaring at her. “Of course I know what menace means. I’m not dumb. Whatever, let’s just go. I don’t want more of those monsters to find us.”

The other two rolled their eyes, but followed him as he stalked down the path. Jonathan kept a close eye on all the trees they passed, searching for any bird pokemon.

“Why are you so scared of bird pokemon anyways?” Ash asked, recalling Nidoran. “There are a lot of pokemon a lot scarier than them.”

“I’m not scared of them.” The other boy said in a very high voice. “I just don’t like them.”

“Oh, here we go.” Amelia groaned, apparently knowing what was about to happen. “You’ll be sorry about asking him about that later.”

“Shut up!” Jonathan growled, turning to face Amelia. “It’s your sister’s fault anyways.”

“What happened?” He asked curiously. Ash had met Amelia’s older sister a few times before, although he’d never talked to her very long. She’d seemed nice. Maybe she just liked messing with Jonathan.

Amelia laughed. “She was showing off her new murkrow after she got back from Johto while Jon was over a few years ago. Jon spent the night and –”

“And that stupid bird decided to watch me sleep.” Jonathan said irritably. “I woke up and saw those creepy, glowing red eyes staring at me and freaked out. That stupid bird got scared and decided that I was dangerous so it used nightshade on me. That’s when everyone woke up.”

“Yeah, because you were screaming like a little girl.” Amelia said, although there wasn’t any bite to her words. “Besides, it’s not like it hurt you that bad.”

“Didn’t hurt me that bad?” Jonathan asked incredulously. Ash noticed that they seemed to have forgotten about him. Apparently this was an old argument between them. “I was sick for a week and still have nightmares about that damn bird.”

Amelia rolled her eyes and waved her finger at him disapprovingly. “Language,” she said condescendingly. “What would your mom say if she heard you say that?”

“Don’t remind me.” Jonathan grumbled. “Remember that one time when –”

Ash decided to put an end to the conversation. He was tired, and there reminiscing was starting to get on his nerves. Even if the story about the murkrow was pretty funny…

“I see a place we could set up for the night.” Ash interjected, pointing out a small area a few feet away from the trail. Several picnic tables and chairs were there, making it much nicer than the other places they’d stayed. Another pond was next to it and reflected the sunset.

Jonathan grinned and walked over, leaving Amelia behind and huffing in annoyance. Ash shrugged and followed sluggishly. They quickly delegated the responsibilities again, although Jonathan groaned when he realized he’d have to get the firewood again. Ash didn’t envy his job, not if Jonathan was half as sore as he was.

Ash didn’t focus on him too long, instead refilling everybody’s water and releasing Nidoran. Pidgey stayed in the ball. It would probably be best to wait until morning before releasing the bird. By then it would be completely recovered.

Soon enough everyone had completed their routine and Jonathan came back with a much smaller pile of brush than usual. Ash knew that for once he wouldn’t be the one putting out the fire. He just wanted to sleep.

He rolled out his sleeping bag and got in, feeling Nidoran burrow into his side. The last thing he heard was the muttered conversation between Amelia and Jonathan, filled with laughter and jokes.
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Ash practically leapt out of his sleeping bag as a sharp pain erupted throughout his side. All of his fatigue vanished as he glared down at Nidoran, whose ears were twitching. The small creature’s eyes were nervously glancing around the campsite and Ash realized that something was wrong.

Jonathan and Amelia were still sleeping, but Ash resolved to change that. He quickly skirted around the small ring of stones and the smoldering remains of the fire and lightly kicked Jonathan in the back. The other boy groaned and turned over but didn’t wake.

Ash groaned in annoyance and kicked him again, this time much harder. It wouldn’t really hurt Jonathan, but it might give him a small bruise for a few days. This time it worked, and Jonathan snapped up and glared at Ash.

“Don’t say anything.” Ash said sternly. “Nidoran thinks something is wrong, so we should probably get out of here.”

The other boy grumbled a bit but began to pack up his things. Ash walked over to Amelia and repeated the same process he had done with Jonathan. She was a much lighter sleeper than either of the boys and scrambled out of her sleeping bag on the first light kick.

“Is something wrong?” She asked once she’d awoken. Ash nodded and explained the situation. Amelia seemed alarmed – she always read about pokemon at school, so she probably knew that nidoran were good at sensing danger – and quickly packed her things.

Ash got all of his stuff packed pretty fast. He’d only taken out his sleeping bag and a small bag of food for Nidoran, so there wasn’t much to do. By the time he was done Amelia and Jonathan were impatiently waiting next to the tables.

Just as he began to walk over – recalling Nidoran as he did so – he heard what seemed like dozens of loud, shrill cries. All of the trainers’ eyes widened as they recognized the familiar call of a flock of spearow.

“Crap!” Jonathan exclaimed as he began running down the path. “Run!”

Ash and Amelia were only too happy to follow suit and ran down the path after their friend. Neither could run as fast as Jonathan – he was one of the fastest kids in Pallet Town – but they managed to keep up as they ran from the flock of spearow. Ash could hear the flocks’ wings beating as they continued to cry out.

He took a chance and looked behind him for a moment. Ash instantly regretted that decision. Several dozen spearow were following the group and some had even begun to overtake them. He could see that several had managed to get in front of Jonathan.

The trainer hoped that they would get bored, but after what Amelia had said about them he doubted it. Spearow were notoriously fierce when protecting their territory, so the only way they would escape the flock was if they passed the unseen barrier that marked the end of the flocks’ land. Of course, their territory might be too far to escape from, especially if they were led by a fearow.

As if to confirm his fear, he heard a deeper, more intimidating squawk that rose above the chorus of spearow. Ash cursed and focused on running, doing his best to ignore his sore muscles and the fatigue that was rapidly building up in his legs. He could see that his friends were slowing down as well, although both were still managing to keep ahead of him.

Even as his body began to slow down, the burst of adrenaline he’d received when he saw the flock chasing them fading, he focused on just running. The sound of air being displaced by the spearow just a few feet behind him kept him going.

Until he tripped, anyways. Ash cried out as he fell onto the rough path and skinned parts of his forearms. The others turned back to look at him in panic, but he tried to get them to move on. The spearow wouldn’t kill him – very few people were killed by pokemon, and those that were killed using died due to an accident, their own negligence, or one of the powerful, raging pokemon like a gyarados – even if they would probably hurt him a bit. Jonathan and Amelia could just find help and come back to get him.

“Run!” He shouted at his friends, even as the caws of the spearow grew ever closer. “I’ll be fine.”

Jonathan was all too happy to follow his orders – probably too terrified of the birds to do anything helpful anyways – but Amelia hesitated for a moment before the rapidly approaching flock and their fierce cries got her to leave.

Ash closed his eyes and covered his head, anxiously awaiting the sharp beaks and claws that were sure to come. He waited for a moment, and was surprised when nothing happened, although he could still hear the spearow just behind him.

Suddenly, he heard a deep voice call something out. Ash began to look up just to be nearly blinded as a blindingly bright bolt of electricity arced through the air before striking the flock behind him. Ash hissed in pain as his vision went completely white and focused on what he was hearing.

The trainer could hear small thumps as the spearow hit by the bolt of lightning fell to the ground. Ash’s vision was beginning to clear up, but he still couldn’t see very well. He began to stand up when he noticed that almost every spearow seemed to have been knocked out, but went back down as he heard the fearow’s annoyed shriek.

He looked back up and managed to see a glimpse of a massive, dull orange bird flying at a high speed towards the direction of the voice that had probably saved him a lot of pain. Ash’s vision finally cleared aside from a few flashing spots and he managed to lock his eyes onto the fearow as it swooped downwards.

Ash saw a yellow, canine-like pokemon that was shooting small bolts of electricity off of its body as it casually dodged the large bird, who nearly face planted into the ground before pulling up at the last second with a loud call. He watched the pokemon – which he recognized as a jolteon – dodge another swoop before the voice called out another command.

His eyes focused on a tall teenager. The mystery trainer had a cap on that hid their eyes and had a wide grin on his face as he pointed at the wary fearow that circled above them. Jonathan and Amelia were standing next to the stranger with amazed looks as they watched the jolteon.

“Hyper beam!” The teenager shouted. Jolteon didn’t show any sign of hearing it other than opening its jaws and tracking the fearow. Small orange particles of energy began to coalesce into a ball of fiery energy in the jolteon’s mouth before a powerful beam erupted from the jolteon’s maw.

Ash was awed by just how powerful the move was. It blasted through the air, narrowly missing fearow. He thought that it was over, but the jolteon swept its head to the side and caught the fearow in the beam.

Fearow shrieked in panic as the beam swept over its chest, singing feathers and blasting it away. The large bird managed to catch itself slightly before it slammed into the tree and collapsed to the ground in a state of unconsciousness.

Even if the bird had fainted in the end, Ash was more impressed that it had managed to withstand a hyper beam. He’d been reading up on some of the more advanced attacks on his pokedex, and hyper beam was definitely one of the most notorious moves in that regard.

His attention was soon drawn to the trainer again, who was ruffling the jolteon’s ears in pride. Ash noticed that the small bolts of lightning that were still arcing off of the jolteon’s fur didn’t seem to bother him at all.

Ash stood up and began to walk towards the trainer and his friends, ignoring the dozens of unconscious spearow behind him. He already had a pidgey, so wasn’t particularly interested in having another pokemon that was practically identical. Besides, spearow were pretty aggressive and he’d heard that a lot of them fought with their trainers’ other pokemon.

“Are you all right?” Jonathan called out as he approached them. His face wasn’t quite as pale as it had been when they’d first started running and he seemed to be back to normal.

“Yeah.” Ash responded. Amelia looked concerned, but looked satisfied by his answer. He turned his attention to the mystery trainer. “Err, thanks for saving me from those spearow.”

“No problem.” The other trainer grinned. Ash could see that he had warm brown eyes and dark red hair, but was otherwise pretty average looking. “My name’s Michael. What’s yours?” He asked, sticking out his hand.

“Ash.” He responded, shaking Michael’s hand. The older trainer’s eyes suddenly returned to the unconscious fearow and pulled out a pokeball. Michael carefully threw the pokeball and easily caught the fearow.

“Sorry about that.” Michael said once he’d called the pokeball back to his hand. “But that fearow is the whole reason I’m down here. The League heard about the flock and hired me to capture it.”

Amelia’s eyes brightened. “You work for the League?”

“Not officially.” Michael shrugged. “I do a few odd jobs for them, but it’s on a pretty infrequent schedule. Mostly I just take care of aggressive pokemon and catch them. After that I either keep them or just give them to the League.”

“What about those spearow?” Jonathan spoke up, saying the word spearow with distaste.

“Those little guys?” Michael asked, sending a glance to the small birds. “They won’t be a problem. Most of them will just go back to their nests now that the fearow is gone. It’s always the fearow that turns them aggressive.”

Jonathan just nodded, but still glared at the fallen birds.

“Anyways,” The older trainer continued, “are all of you okay?”

The group nodded. Ash’s scrapes were just a small nuisance.

“Good. So, you guys are on your way to Viridian City, right?”

“Yeah.” Amelia responded. “How far away is it? We’ve been travelling for a few days.”

Michael thought for a moment. “Two hours, if you can keep up with me. I need to get back to Viridian anyways, so I might as well get you guys there too.”

“We can keep up.” Jonathan said resolutely, puffing out his chest in pride.

“Alright then.” Michael grinned. “Let’s get going.”

XxXxXxXx

They arrived at Viridan two and a half hours later. The entire group - except for Michael - was sweaty, dirty, and tired and couldn’t wait to get to Amelia’s sister’s house. From the way Amelia and Jonathan fondly recalled memories of the place it was rather nice.

Michael accompanied them through Viridan, saying that he could wait a while before heading to the Pokemon Center. That would be there next location after they dropped their things off and got cleaned up.

Ash was amazed at the size of Viridian and eagerly took in all of the sights that he could. He had never been to a city before, aside from a few visits to nearby cities when he was younger, and was amazed at how much bigger everything was than in Pallet Town.

His amazement soon ended, his fatigue winning out over the sights. Fortunately, Amelia’s sister – a twenty year old named Jessica – lived close to the city’s border. The Pokemon Center was only a few minutes away, so they wouldn’t have to worry about getting lost.

As they walked towards the small home that Amelia and Jonathan pointed out, Ash decided to ask Jonathan what pokemon he had. Maybe he would have a fighting type. He still wasn’t sure how he was supposed to teach Nidoran double kick.

“What other pokemon do you have?” He asked curiously. Michael perked up, clearly happy with this line of questioning.

“Aside from Jolteon, I’ve got a steelix, gyarados, arcanine, machamp, and alakazam.” Michael grinned, aware of the awed looks on the group’s faces.

Amelia spoke up first. “That’s incredible!” She exclaimed. “Most of those are really hard to control. How long have you been a trainer?”

“Six years, give or take a few months.” Michael shrugged. He turned his attention back to Ash. “Why did you want to know?”

“Well, I wanted to know if you had a fighting type.” He admitted, nervously scratching the back of his hat. “I don’t know how to teach my Nidoran double kick, and that’s the only move he can learn that could hurt Brock.”

“Brock, eh?” Michael said. “I remember him. Yeah, I can give you some pointers. The secret for a Nidoran is to just get it to jump and use the attack. Their legs aren’t long or strong enough to do the kick by themselves, so you’ve just got to get gravity on your side and then just drop kick.”

“How will I know if I’ve got it right?” Ash asked curiously. “I know that I’ve seen a lot of fighting moves glow, but I don’t know if that’s just a technique or not.”

“In a way, it is. The glowing limb or area is the part that’s going to be used in the attack, but the glowing itself is caused by complete mastery of the attack.” Michael explained. “When your Nidoran evolves it’ll take a bit of time and practice in order to get it used to the attack enough for it to glow.”

“I get it.” Ash nodded, noticing that both Amelia and Jonathan were listening intently in hopes of getting a few tips. “Thanks.”

“No problem.” Michael shrugged. He suddenly stopped in front of a small, grey house. Despite its drab color it looked rather happy looking and possessed a homely feel. The grass in front was slightly overgrown and he could see a massive Persian happily curled up on the small porch.

“This is it!” Amelia cried. She ran towards the house, closely followed by Jonathan. Their fatigue seemingly vanished in the face of hot food and showers. Michael and Ash trudged towards the thick wooden door, attempting to ignore the large Persian that stared at them as if they were nothing more than a rattata.

Ash noticed that Michael examined the Persian for a moment as they passed it. Amelia had given it a few scratches behind its ears as she and Jonathan had waited on the others and the feline was purring happily.

Once everyone had assembled on the small white porch, Amelia loudly knocked on the door. Ash could hear footsteps approaching a few moments before the door opened, revealing a happy looking teenager with a stark resemblance to Amelia. She looked to be about eighteen and her warm brown eyes widened when she saw the group.

“Hey, Amelia!” She said before grabbing her younger sister up in a hug and picking her up off the ground. Amelia coughed from the force and her sister blushed in embarrassment before putting Amelia back down.

“Hi, Jessica.” Amelia wheezed out. “I don’t know if Dad told you, but Ash is going to be staying with us. Is that guest room still there?”

“Yeah.” Jessica said. She turned to look at Ash. “Sorry, I didn’t recognize you. How long has it been? Three years?”

“That sounds about right.” He responded. Jessica nodded before turning to Jonathan. The other boy grinned at her and held out his hand.

Jessica just smiled and wrapped him up in a hug. “Hey, Johnny. You need to come out here with Amelia more. It’s been ages since I saw you.”

“Only a few months.” Jonathan grinned back as he stepped out of the hug. Now Jessica’s eyes moved onto the last member of the group. When she saw Michael, her face twisted into distaste. Ash thought it was odd on the woman’s perpetually smiling face.

“Oh, great.” She said in annoyance. “It’s you.”

“I’m not particularly happy about this either.” Michael responded with a roll of his eyes. “I thought that I wouldn’t have to see you again after knocking you out of the Conference a few years ago. Anyways, I suppose I’ll be leaving now. Good luck to all of you.”

“Wait, wha—” Ash and Jonathan spoke in unison, only to be cut off by Michael practically fleeing the area. They looked at each other oddly, each regretting the fact that they wouldn’t be able to grill the other trainer for more advice.

“Good riddance.” Jessica growled before brightening up. “Anyways, come on in. Amelia, Jonathan, you can have your normal rooms. Ash, I’ve got a guest room that you can stay in. I’ll have one of those two show you to it later.”

They all nodded and obediently followed her into the home. It projected the same cheerful feeling as the outside of the house, and Ash noticed that several pokemon were idly laying about. The Persian that had been outside followed them in, butting its head into Jessica’s leg. She absentmindedly scratched it as she showed them to a small room filled with couches and comfortable looking chairs.

“Have a seat.” She said. “I’ll be back in a few minutes with some food. I remember how hungry I was after going from Pallet to Viridian.”

The group thanked her and picked out their seats. Amelia took an entire couch all to herself while Jonathan found a large recliner. Ash found a couch. He jumped when a small creature shaped like a exclamation point floated up from next to where he sat, earning a laugh from his companions.

“What is that thing!” He hissed, pointing at the strange creature that stared at him with its blank white eye. Amelia laughed for a second before calming down.

“That’s an Unown.” She said. “Jessica caught it in the Sevii Islands.”

“An Unown?” Ash said, meeting the creature’s stare with new interest. “Aren’t those legendary in Johto? The Thousand Arms of Arceus, or something?”

“Yep.” Amelia said smugly. “They’re really rare. Jessica’s gotten all kinds of people wanting to study it, but she won’t let them. She’s afraid they might hurt the little guy.”

“Is it very strong?” He asked curiously. Legends were legends for a reason, and anyone who managed to catch them had to be really strong.

“No, it’s not.” A new voice said, breaking into the conversation. Ash looked over and saw Jessica carrying a tray of food. She handed it out to the hungry trainers before continuing. The Unown floated over to her and levitated next to her head.

“He’s not very powerful at all, and is practically useless in battle.” She continued. The Unown hummed in a tone that Ash construed as irritated, but quieted down when Jessica patted it calmingly. “But he’s very intelligent. I don’t know why he let himself be captured, but he’s been a big help. He can get some of my pokemon that aren’t very aggressive a lot more pumped for battles, so that’s helped me out.”

The Unown hummed again before levitating out of the room. They all looked at it leaving for a moment before digging into the hot food. Jessica watched them with a mix of disgust and bemusement.

“Is that how I ate at your age?” She asked. “No wonder all of my traveling partners left me. That’s just appalling.”

They ignored her, but by the time they’d finished eating Ash and Jonathan had some questions for her. Ash began to ask her about Michael, but Jonathan beat him to it.

“So, what’s up with you and Michael?” He asked, swallowing the last mouthful of food. Surprisingly enough he had been the cleanest eater out of all three of them. “He seemed like a nice guy.”

Jessica rolled her eyes and leaned back in her chair, petting the massive Persian that had just leapt up onto her lap. “I’m sure he is, but we have our share of distances. We didn’t get along back when I still travelled, and he was what trainers would call my “rival”. Neither of us liked each other very much, but were both similar in skill level and encountered each other a lot. I’m sure at least one of you will have one by the end of the year.”

All three glanced each other. Jessica noticed it and smiled.

“Looks like you got started a bit early. Who is the lucky guy?”

“Gary.” The group answered in unison. Jessica laughed but turned serious after a moment, turning back to Amelia.

“You sent me a message about an injured Bulbasaur. Can I see it?”

Amelia’s eyes widened as she realized that she’d forgotten about the grass type and quickly released it. Bulbasaur took a fighting stance and looked at the Persian before charging it. Its trainer groaned as she realized that it thought it was in a battle and tried to call out a command to stop.

Persian lazily yawned and batted Bulbasaur away as it tried to tackle the great feline. Bulbasaur finally heard its trainer’s commands to stop after it got back up and glared at the Persian.

“It looks fine to me.” Jessica said with a grin. “A few scabs and bruises, but nothing to be concerned about. If a pokemon is that willing to fight it probably just has minor injuries. You shouldn’t even bother going to the Pokemon Center.”

That cheered them up, but their conversation soon fizzled out. The group’s exhaustion had begun to catch up to them, and Amelia soon called dibs on the shower. Jonathan rolled his eyes but didn’t say anything, content to wait his turn. He was less bothered by the grime and dirt of the road than the other two and continued talking to Jessica.

Several hours later everyone was full and clean. Amelia had showed him the bedroom he would be staying in before she went to her own room to sleep, but Jonathan and Ash stayed up quite a bit later. Eventually they too began to tire, but before they went to bed Ash realized that he had forgotten about his pokemon.

“Hey, Jessica.” He said to the tired woman. She glanced up at him, clearly waiting for his question. “Can I release my pokemon? I’ve got a Nidoran and a pidgey and neither have been out in a while.”

Jessica blinked. “Yeah, that’s fine. There’s a perch in your room that your pidgey can sleep on. Your Nidoran can just go wherever. None of mine will bother it, but Persian might want to play with it.”

Ash shrugged and thanked her before heading back to his room. It was small and painted the same dull grey as the rest of the house, but the bed was rather comfortable looking and there was a small eevee curled up on it.

He pulled the sheets back so that he could get in, unintentionally antagonizing the eevee in the process. It growled at him in a spectacularly unintimidating manner and went back to sleep. Ash smiled and released his pokemon before he got into bed.

Nidoran instantly walked over to his feet and sat down, but Pidgey seemed to be more resistant. The proud bird puffed out its small chest and leveled a steely glare at him, seemingly attempting to challenge him. Ash rolled his eyes and walked closer to the small bird, his bulk making it back down a little. Nidoran followed and growled at Pidgey, lowering his horn.

“Listen.” He said calmly, kneeling to the bird’s level. “We can do this the easy way or we can do it the hard way. If you accept that I’m your trainer now everything will be fine. If you don’t then I’m going to have train Nidoran on you. What’s your answer?”

Pidgey tried to meet Ash’s eyes but looked downwards. Its chest sunk down a little. Ash frowned at the disheartened bird, although he was glad that it had accepted him as its master. Maybe a real name would return its pride.

“So, do either of you want names?” He asked suddenly. Both of his pokemon stared up at him, although Pidgey nodded. Nidoran shook his head. Ash frowned in concentration as he thought of a suitable name for Pidgey. He’d heard that pidgeot had impressive plumage. “Alright. Pidgey, is Plume a decent name?”

Pidgey nodded and fluttered its wings. Ash almost jumped as the bird landed on his shoulder, digging its sharp talons into the covered flesh. The newly designated Plume nipped his ear, although it wasn’t painful.

“Alright, you can sleep on that perch over there.” Ash said, pointing out the small, gnarled branch that extended from the wall. Plume fluttered over to it and nuzzled her head into her wing as Ash flipped the light switch.

Ash had carefully picked Nidoran up before turning off the lights. He was careful to avoid the poisonous barbs covering his friend’s back lest he accidently poison himself. Nidoran was completely still as Ash placed him onto the bed, right next to the sleeping eevee.

He yawned as he slipped into the bed and felt blackness begin to overtake him. The last thing he felt was the comforting weight and warmth of Nidoran and the eevee.

XxXx

The next morning, everyone was frantically trying to get ready. They wanted to make some progress into the Viridian Forest, but they had all overslept an hour or two. Luckily, Jessica had stayed up a bit later last night and prepared food and replaced their supplies for them. That cut nearly half an hour of waiting time out.

Eventually the group was completely ready, each in clean clothes and more than ready to tackle the Forest. It was just a twenty minute walk away, so they weren’t in such a hurry once everything was packed. Jessica was giving them last minute tips, but Ash noticed something on the newspaper.

He curiously examined the photo of a grim looking Michael outside of the Pokemon Center – which seemed to be slightly damaged and covered with soot – with his jolteon standing next to him. Michael looked far more dangerous than Ash had thought the teenager could. The teen had a scowl on his face and his eyes – despite being nearly hidden beneath his hat – blazed with anger.

Above the large picture that covered nearly a quarter of the page the headlines read in massive print: Trainer Defends Pokemon Center! Team Rocket members still at large!”

Ash didn’t have time to read it before Amelia walked over.

“What’s holding you?” She asked. Ash looked up and realized everyone else was ready to go.

“Nothing much.” He replied and held out the newspaper. Amelia took it and began to look at it. “Now check out the headlines.”

“Wow.” She muttered, her eyes growing wide as she looked at the scowling face of Michael. “He must be really strong to be able to beat Team Rocket. It says here that he almost captured them with just his Jolteon. They escaped in a…balloon?” Amelia said incredulously. “Who uses hot air balloons for anything?”

“I don’t know.” Jessica said, butting into the conversation. “But don’t try to follow his example. Michael’s not my favorite person, but I know that he’s strong enough that Team Rocket won’t want to bother him. They know their limits and will certainly limit their activities when he’s in the area.”

“How do you know all that?” Jonathan piped up. He didn’t move from his position by the door.

“He was my rival.” She shrugged, avoiding his real question. “It was my business to know how strong he was. And he was stronger than most trainers even a few years ago. Michael’s probably only gotten stronger since then. But that’s not important. What is important that you stay out of Team Rocket’s way. Run if you can, only fight if you have no other choice.”

They sighed and nodded. Even if they would rather fight the criminals, they realized that their pokemon wouldn’t even be a challenge for hardened Rockets.

“Alright.” Jessica smiled. “Now get going. By the way, Amelia, I’m planning on entering the Indigo Conference this year. I’ll just fly around to get my badges.”

“That’s great!” Amelia exclaimed. “Maybe I’ll get to battle you.”

“Maybe.” The older girl shrugged. “Now, you should go before it gets too late. The Viridian Forest isn’t a fun place to be and you need to get as far in as possible. Good luck.”

The group thanked her and finally left Viridian, all eager for what was to come.

XxXxXxXx

“It’s getting dark. Should we find a place to stay for the night?” Jonathan said, breaking the comfortable silence. Ash and Amelia quickly agreed, both beginning to tire. They had been walking through the dense forest for nearly six hours, although there had been breaks in the constant battles with wandering pokemon and the “bug catchers” – new trainers that tried to catch the easily available bug types and train them into fighters.

As Plume had proved when she singlehandedly wiped out a full team of three caterpie, a weedle, and a beedrill, they weren’t doing a very good job. Charmander had defeated the others just as easily and appeared to becoming far more skilled with his flames.

Amelia had seemed to take joy in beating the appallingly weak trainers. Bulbasaur had spent quite a bit of time mastering its grass moves before Amelia had told him to knock out the bugs, and Rattata had proved just how brutal it was when it used its sharp fangs to tear into the bugs.

They continued walking through the darkening forest for several minutes before finding a good spot. It was wide open and next to a small stream and would be easily defendable against any of the highly territorial pokemon that made their home in these woods.

Once their routine had been completed Ash released Nidoran. He had about two weeks before he would have to face Brock at Pewter City and he would need every second of spare time to teach Nidoran double kick. Focus energy was already mastered, so at least he could fall back on that if he needed to.

Amelia and Jonathan released their own pokemon that needed to learn moves. Jonathan had Charmander scratching at a rock, which was apparently one of the best ways to learn metal claw. Amelia had Rattata attacking a tree with its long fangs so it would learn hyper fang. Bulbasaur was strengthening its vines by holding up large rocks.

All of them made progress. Charmander’s claws had begun to shine brightly and make thin gouges into the rock, although the lizard still had a bit more to go. Jonathan was quite pleased with his pokemon and gave it an extra bit of food, which Charmander happily ate before curling up and falling asleep next to his trainer.

Rattata’s fangs had begun to glow a bright white whenever it lunged at the tree, and large chunks had been torn out of the wood. Amelia praised it and also gave it more food. Bulbasaur was exhausted by the effort from his own training and also received extra food.

Nidoran improved the most. Ash had managed to find a video of a Nidoran using double kick in the pokedex files and showed it to Nidoran. The small pokemon now had an idea of what to do, and had practiced jumping high into the air before drop kicking whatever he was told to. His small feet had begun to shine brightly whenever he did the move.

Everyone was tired by the time they were done and quickly fell asleep, putting out the fire before they got into their sleeping bags. The pokemon were left out in order to warn the trainers of any approaching bug types.

XxXx

The next two weeks passed in much the same manner. Trainers grew scarce as they ventured further into the massive forest, but their encounters with wild pokemon grew. Only the roving groups of pikachu could give them much trouble, but if the group managed to separate them they were easily fought off.

Most of the trainers they met now were much more powerful than the ones at the entrance of the forest and had teams full of beedrill and butterfree, although some had more exotic options such as a rare scyther or bugs from Hoenn and Sinnoh. Only a few trainers had a more varied team, which showed them as trainers that were in the same situation as the group.

All of their pokemon had grown much stronger from the constant battles and had toughened up a considerable amount. Bulbasaur’s bulb was growing larger, showing that it was nearing evolution, and had learned razor leaf and had mastered poison powder.

Charmander had perfected metal claw and could easily tear boulders apart. His tail’s flame had begun to glow brighter and his skin had taken on the slightest hint of red. His evolution was also nearing.

Nidoran had mastered double kick several nights ago and had taken to using it in combination with focus energy during battles. Ash was glad that Nidoran seemed to be quite skilled with the move and knew how to apply it to great effect.

According to their map they were only a few miles from Pewter City. The forest was already beginning to thin and everyone was anxious to finally return to civilization. Their clothes were dirty, their hair was matted, and tempers had begun to fray. There still wasn’t any real conflict, just slightly acerbic comments and cutting criticism, but everyone could see where the situation was taking them.

As they walked down the path through the thinning forest they were all feeling extremely anxious. Civilization was a welcome thing right now and each of them couldn’t wait to get clean and eat all that they could. The pokemon also seemed desperate to get out of the forest. None of them naturally lived in forests, so they were all uncomfortable with the trees.

Just as they walked out of the clearing, a long, shining blade sliced through the air in front of them. Ash jumped back in a panic, hurriedly releasing Nidoran. He jumped away – closely followed by his shocked companions – and looked at the source of the attack.

Ash rolled his eyes and sighed as he saw a determined looking kid garbed in fake looking samurai gear glaring at him. Unfortunately the sword was very real, as shown by the sharp edge. The kid looked at them proudly and buried his sword into the soft ground before speaking to them.

“Are you trainers from Pallet?” He asked, leaning on the sword. Ash noticed that his helmet was slipping to the side as if it hadn’t been put on correctly.

“Yes.” Amelia answered cautiously, a hand on Rattata’s pokeball. “Why do you ask?”

A wide grin split across the kid’s face and he released his grip on the sword and withdrew a pokeball. He tapped the button and released a large pincir that clicked its large horns ominously at Nidoran.

“I was defeated by a trainer from the town of Pallet!” The kid exclaimed. “Now I must regain my honor. Prepare to be defeated!”

“You want to take this?” Ash asked Jonathan. The other boy grinned widely with a gleam in his eye. Jonathan laughed at the expression on the kid’s face when he saw Charmander.

“Your fire lizard shall not defeat my Pinsir!” The boy cried. “Pinsir, use hyper beam!”

The group’s eyes widened and their jaws dropped as small particles of orange light began to gather in the gaping maw of the pinsir. Jonathan recovered from his shock quickly and began to command Charmander.

“Dodge it!” He shouted. Charmander barely jumped to the side before the hyper beam burst from the pinsir’s mouth, the powerful beam missing Charmander by a great distance and blasting through the trees. It was clear that the pinsir wasn’t very experienced with the powerful attack, as it only managed to keep the beam going for a single blast. The pinsir was tired from the attack and collapsed to the ground for a moment, although it began to pull itself up.

By the time it was ready to fight again, Jonathan had already acted.

“Ember.” He said. Charmander reared his head back and released a small ball of flame that hit pinsir. The tired bug had no chance against the attack and fainted, leaving Jonathan with a pleased smirk and the Samurai Kid with a crushed expression.

“How did you beat my Pinsir?” The Samurai Kid shouted angrily. “Your pokemon shouldn’t have been able to dodge the hyper beam!”

“Oh, calm down.” Jonathan replied, patting Charmander’s head before returning the lizard. “Maybe if you actually trained your pinsir with it you would have won.”

The Kid’s face turned red with anger. “How dare you insult me! I still have a pokemon left. Put your lizard back out.”

“Fine, I just hope –” Jonathan ceased his talk when he began to hear dozens of wings beating and a low buzzing sound echo throughout the forest. Everyone looked around the clearing nervously as the buzzing grew louder.

Jonathan quickly released Charmander again. Ash and Amelia released all of their pokemon, afraid of whatever was causing the noise. The Samurai Kid just ran away as fast as he could, something that made them realize that the situation was very bad.

A few moments later a dozen beedrill burst through the trees, their stingers raised and dripping venom. They instantly zoned in on Jonathan and Charmander, although a powerful ember forced them to stay away.

Ash knew he wouldn’t be able to help much with Nidoran, so he recalled the small pokemon. Plume was awaiting orders, her wings tensed and ready to launch her into the air at a moment’s notice. Amelia had already acted, ordering Bulbasaur to use vine whip and razor leaf on the beedrill.

“Gust!” He shouted, his voice barely carrying above the loud buzzing. Plume’s sharp hearing picked his words out, however, and the pidgey burst up into the air. With a few beats of her small, powerful wings Plume had thrown several beedrill onto the ground where they were easily knocked out by Rattata.

Unfortunately the rest of the beedrill realized the threat Plume posed and went after the bird. Ash called out a warning but Plume was too slow to dodge the numerous barbs that shot from the beedrill’s stingers.

The poison stings hit their mark and Plume began to fall to the ground. Ash ran to catch her, but the remaining beedrill tried to do a similar attack on him. He saw the small, sharp barbs flying towards him and closed his eyes even as he attempted to jump away.

Ash prepared to feel the barbs injecting poison into him, but instead heard a loud gale of wind. He opened his eyes in wonder when he didn’t feel any pain and saw that the beedrill were flying away. A magnificent bird flew after them, throwing them down to the ground for Rattata with a single flap of its powerful wings.

When all of the bugs had been defeated the bird swooped down onto Ash’s shoulder. Ash buckled from the bird’s weight but managed to keep from going to his knees. He was aware of the amazed stares coming from his companions and looked at the bird.

A proud pidgeotto stood perched on his shoulder. The body had grown and become more powerful, but the fierce glimmer in the black eyes of the bird marked her as Plume. Ash winced as she nipped at his cap – the bird now much too tall to nip at his neck as she had before – and the sharper beak penetrated his hat and drew a bit of blood. Nevertheless he raised a hand to pat Plume on the beak.

“Thanks for saving me.” He whispered. Plume chirped – a rather disconcerting sound coming from such an incredibly massive bird – and took off of his shoulder and into the air. Ash winced as the sharp talons dug into his shoulders through his jacket and gouged into his flesh.

He returned Plume and turned back to his amazed companions.

“Let’s get to Pewter.” He said before walking back down the path. The others stared at his back for a moment before following.

XX

“What kind of idiot uses hyper beam in woods where beedrill are known to nest!” Jonathan exclaimed, dramatically throwing his hands into the air. “How did he even teach his pinsir that move anyways? There was no way someone that inexperienced actually managed to teach it.”

“Probably a TM. That pinsir obviously had no idea what it was doing. Remember how fast Michael’s Jolteon used it?” Amelia responded as they entered the Pewter City Pokemon Center.

They had arrived at the city roughly an hour after their spat with the beedrill and Jonathan had been speaking about the idiocy of the Samurai Kid the entire time. Both Ash and Amelia certainly agreed with him, but would be much happier if he would just drop the subject. Aside from a strange man attempting to get them to buy random rocks nothing interesting had happened since they left the forest.

“Sounds right.” Jonathan shrugged. “So, who wants to fight Brock first? Our pokemon are fine aside from a few bruises and I want to get going again as soon as possible.”

The group looked at each other, none willing to let the others go in front of them. No one said anything for a while until Amelia finally broke the silence.

“Rock-paper-scissors.”

Everyone decided that that was fair. Ash ended up winning the most out of three rounds, so he would be the one to battle Brock today. He just hoped that Nidoran was ready.

After the order was decided – Amelia would go after Ash and Jonathan would go last – they got two spare rooms in the Pokemon Center – Amelia would be in one while the boys shared the other - and put their stuff in them. It was barely noon, so they had plenty of time to shower and change their clothes.

An hour later, when everyone felt refreshed, they got directions to the gym and made their way to it. The gym was just a short distance away in the small city, and when they finally got to it Ash was practically jumping in excitement.

The gym was much less imposing than he had imagined, Ash mused as he walked to the heavy wooden door. It had thick slabs of stone at the front, supported by massive wooden beams. The stone only covered the front, though. On the back and the sides it was just an ordinary looking building.

Ash and the others struggled to get the heavy door open, although a good push forced it inwards. The room was dark and he could feel hard stone underneath his feet as he slowly walked in. He saw that there was a thin path of flattened stone that led to a small, lit area.

A teenager with dark skin and a green vest on sat on a small pedestal. Ash assumed that it was Brock. The teenager stayed still as he saw them enter.

“What are you here for?” He asked in a deep voice. Ash took in a deep breath and ignored his nervousness.

“I’m here to battle you for the Boulder Badge.” He replied. Brock nodded – Ash noticed that the teen’s eyes were almost completely closed, strangely enough – and began to speak again.

“It will be a two-on-two battle. You can switch pokemon. The victory will only go to whoever knocks out all of their opponent’s pokemon, although forfeit is allowed. Are you ready?”

Ash nodded. Brock stood up and led them to a massive room.

He looked at the massive chamber in awe as he stepped in and examined the landscape carefully. The gym’s interior had been carefully molded into a rocky battlefield with a small flat area in the very center.

He looked around and saw that there were balconies far above the battlefield, presumably for spectators. Ash noticed that Brock had walked over to the opposite side of the massive battlefield and was patiently waiting for Ash to finish looking around. He saw Jonathan and Amelia up in a balcony.

“Are you ready?” Brock shouted. Ash nodded and sent out Nidoran. The small creature growled as it appeared in the center of the field.

“Your pokemon is cute.” Brock called out. “But it’s no match for me. Go, Geodude!”

A round rock with small, beady eyes and two powerful looking arms appeared in front of Nidoran. It crushed its stone fists together before glaring at the small pink creature. Nidoran growled at it and extended his barbs.

“Begin!” Shouted the gym trainer that would be supervising the match. Ash wasted no time.

“Focus kick!” He cried. Ash didn’t want Brock to know what exactly he was doing, so he had changed the focus energy and double kick combo into focus kick. Nidoran instantly tensed up before leaping as high as it could.

“Tackle.” Brock said lazily. Geodude tried to slam itself into Nidoran, but as it passed under the small creature Nidoran performed doublekick. Nidoran’s glowing feet seemed to land in just the right spot and the geodude was knocked out.

“Impressive…” Brock muttered before grabbing another pokeball. “But that was just practice! Go, Onix!”

Ash blanched as the massive stone snake materialized in front of Nidoran, its crest lowered as it glared at Nidoran. His pokemon backed up a bit, his large ears twitching nervously, but Nidoran did not flee. Its barbs began to leak more poison as it growled at the onix.

“Body slam.” Brock ordered. The onix roared and dropped its body on top of Nidoran. Ash didn’t have to tell Nidoran to jump out of the way.

His thoughts raced as he attempted to find a way to defeat the onix. Onix weren’t as powerful as they looked, but their massive bulk intimidated pokemon and made even a tackle ridiculously powerful. Their bodies weren’t very hard, however, and they could be penetrated with the right attack.

“Focus kick.” Ash repeated. Nidoran’s ears twitched in confirmation and tensed before leaping up into the air. Onix didn’t bother to dodge, confident in its defense.

Brock should have been more cautious. The attack got a lucky location – the soft skin in between the rocky segments – and onix roared in pain. Ash grinned and began to order a follow up attack, but Brock was faster.

“Dig.”

Onix forced itself into the air before tearing into the ground. Its body quickly vanished into the hole made by its crest and Ash realized that this might be it for Nidoran. There was no way he could defend against an onix using dig. All he could do was capitalize on the opportunity in any way he could.

“Run around, Nidoran!” He shouted. Nidoran obeyed and ran in random patterns amongst the small rocky crags and the dirt floor. It did little, however. A few seconds afterwards onix burst up into the ground directly beneath Nidoran.

Ash gulped as Nidoran went flying into the air, propelled by onix’s crest. If Nidoran just landed on the ground he would be badly hurt. But if he found a way to get rid of that energy…

“Focus kick!” Ash shouted in desperation. Brock’s eyes widened and began to shout at his onix to dig again. The onix was too slow to avoid Nidoran’s powerful attack.

Nidoran’s feet glowed as it dropkicked the stone serpent. The massive amount of energy he had accumulated during the fall all went into the attack on onyx’s large head. Nidoran’s attack sent small cracks threading throughout onix’s head and knocked the rock type unconscious.

As onix’s massive body crumpled to the ground a great amount of dust was kicked up. Ash held his breath and silently hoped Nidoran was alright. He hadn’t been able to see the small creature’s body due to the dust and didn’t know how badly he had been hurt by the fall.

There was nothing but silence in the chamber as they waited for the dust to clear. Ash released his breath when the dust cleared, revealing that Nidoran was slowly crawling off of onix’s body.

Nidoran ran to Ash in excitement when he was safely off the onix. Ash praised him and patted the small pokemon on the head for a while before returning the tired pokemon. When he stood up from his kneeling position he became aware of a tall figure just a few feet away from him.

“You did good.” Brock admitted, holding out a small badge shaped like a boulder. “Here’s the Boulder Badge. Are your friends going to come back tomorrow?”

“Thanks. They’ll be here tomorrow.”

Brock nodded in satisfaction. Ash supposed that he needed some excitement. It couldn’t be easy to just sit on that pedestal all day.

Ash soon found himself outside the gym with Amelia and Jonathan. They seemed rather impressed with his performance, although he was just glad that Nidoran hadn’t gotten hurt and that he’d won the battle.

“That was awesome!” Amelia said loudly, attracting the attention of several passerby. “I thought that you would end up losing against the onix, but you actually pulled out a win without Nidoran fainting! Me and Jonathan are going to have to do really good to outdo you.”

Jonathan just nodded, although he had a grin on his face. Ash expected both of his friends to win their battle.

XXX

Amelia’s battle had just begun. It was a one on one battle and she had chosen Bulbasaur. Brock had used his onix again and it seemed warier than it had the previous day. It tried to dodge the worst of the attacks and was doing surprisingly well for such a bulky creature.

“Rock throw.” Brock commanded. Onix tore a piece of one of the small mountains off with its powerful mouth and hurled it at Bulbasaur.

“Dodge.” Amelia shouted. Bulbasaur used his vines to pick itself up and avoid the massive chunk of rock.

“Now, vine whip!” She cried. Her pokemon lashed out at the onix with its vines, the effective attack cutting into the thick stone of its body. Bulbasaur continued to use vine whip against the weakened onix, although Brock soon put an end to that.

“Dig.” Onix performed the same maneuver as it had with Nidoran and tunneled through the earth until it was directly below Bulbasaur. Amelia fully expected that and had Bulbasaur push himself away with his vines.

Onix burst out of the ground, raining chunks of earth upon Bulbasaur and the two trainers and creating a massive cloud of dust. It seemed to know where Bulbasaur was, as it quickly snaked its way towards a specific location.

“Stun spore!” Amelia shouted, unwilling to let the onix get close to Bulbasaur. Ash could see just the barest hint of golden spores coating the massive stone serpent before the dust swallowed it back up.

“Slam.” Brock said. Onix roared and reared up out of the dust cloud before falling down onto Bulbasaur. Its movements were slow and thick, proving that the stun spore had worked effectively. Amelia ordered Bulbasaur to dodge and Ash saw just the smallest hint of a small green body through the cloud.

“Now, razor leaf! Finish it off with vine whip.” Amelia ordered. Bulbasaur – now out of the dust cloud – obeyed and fired dozens of sharp leaves at the stone snake. Onix roared in pain as the leaves cut into its stone body, but collapsed when Bulbasaur used vine whip one last time.

Brock sighed when onix fell to the ground, but handed Amelia the Boulder Badge anyways. Amelia grinned and ran out of the gym after praising Bulbasaur for his victory.
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“Metal claw.” Jonathan said. Charmander’s claws grew metallic and shiny as they gouged into Brock’s graveler. The rock type roared in pain and tried to use fight back but Charmander ignored its resistance and continued to tear into it.

After a few moments the graveler fainted and Brock sent out a rhyhorn. It dumbly looked around for a few seconds before focusing on the fire type. The rhyhorn charged at the lizard, fiercely roaring as it neared its target.

“Metal claw.” Jonathan lazily repeated. Charmander nodded and casually sidestepped the charging rhyhorn, tearing into the stone body of its opponent as rhyhorn passed. The rhyhorn tried to turn and attack Charmander, but it ended up flipping over and slamming into one of the stone hills.

Ash and Amelia both blinked as the rhyhorn accidently knocked itself out. Jonathan’s battle had been shorter than either of theirs and he and Charmander had proven to be powerful fighters. Charmander was surprisingly agile and fast, although it still barely managed to dodge the worst of the rock attacks.

Brock seemed just as dumbfounded as he stiffly walked over to Jonathan and gave him the Boulder Badge. He also seemed to be talking about something to the other boy and Ash saw the gym leader recall rhyhorn and hand the pokeball to Jonathan, who reverently took it from Brock’s calloused hands.

“Did he just give Jonathan a rhyhorn?” Ash asked Amelia as they stood up and walked out of the balcony.

“It looks like it.” Amelia responded, equally dumbfounded. Although Jonathan was a good guy, he wasn’t someone that you would give a pokemon to. He could be rather irresponsible at times.

Ash just shrugged and walked out of the gym, closely followed by Amelia. Jonathan had a wide grin on his face as he waited for them. He was tossing the pokeball up and down in the air and didn’t seem to notice them at first.

When Amelia tapped him on the shoulder he took his eyes off of the pokeball.

“Can you believe it?” He shouted excitedly. “Brock gave me a pokemon! And I got the Boulder Badge too!”

“Why did he give you that rhyhorn?” Amelia wondered. Jonathan brightened even more and seemed to be practically bouncing around in excitement.

“Brock said that it was causing trouble around Pewter so he had to go catch it. He doesn’t want to put the time into training it when he has several good teams already and figured that I could use it. Brock saw that I only had Charmander, so he decided that I would be able to put the rhyhorn to better use than either of you.”

“That makes sense.” Ash shrugged. “Anyways, let’s get ready. Do both of you have everything packed?”

“Yeah.” Amelia replied. “Hopefully we’ll be able to get to Mt. Moon within a week. I don’t want to be out in the wilderness for so long ever again.”

“Agreed.” Jonathan said. “I’m completely ready. Let’s just head back to the Pokemon Center and –”

All of a sudden the strange man that had been attempting to sell them rocks outside the city shoved past them, rushing into the gym. They all looked at the man oddly before shrugging and continuing on their way to the Pokemon Center. They’d been meeting a lot of weird people lately.
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Ash stood outside of Pewter with his friends. Plume was flying overhead, scouting out their path and reporting potential dangers. The road could be dangerous and treacherous at times, so every bit of safety helped.

Amelia and Jonathan stood next to him, both looking eager and determined to get past Mt. Moon and into Cerulean City. It would be a long journey, but by the time they finished they would be much, much stronger.

He grinned and started walking. They might have all the time in the world, but he didn’t have all of the patience in the world. Ash wanted to be at Cerulean as fast as he could.

And then he would get to show just how good he was.






2. Chapter 2: The Sisters


A/N: Thanks to everyone who reviewed, followed, or favorited last chapter. Sorry for the long wait and I hope that you all enjoy the story.

Mt. Moon was an imposing sight. The massive mountain towered above them, dwarfing even the tallest of the trees a thousand times over. Fearow and other birds cawed at each other from their nests in the rocky sides of the mountain.

Fortunately, they didn’t need to go over the mountain. The only fast path was underneath it.

Ash gulped at the thought of being underneath the millions of tons of stone and dirt. He would prefer that there were an alternate way to get to Cerulean, but Mt. Moon was the only real way unless they decided to go back to Viridian again and take some of the side routes. There was a reason that trade between the two halves of Kanto – the west consisting of Viridian, Pewter, and the myriad of smaller towns such as Pallet and the east, which consisted of Cerulean, Saffron, Celadon, Vermilion, Lavender, and Fuchsia – was extremely limited and it was almost entirely due to Mt. Moon.

“What are we waiting for?” Amelia asked, noticing that both Ash and Jonathan had stopped. “Mt. Moon won’t take us more than a day to go through and there are plenty of markers.”

“Sorry.” Jonathan muttered. “But do we really have to go down there? I don’t like the idea of being underneath a mountain. What if it collapses?”

Amelia rolled her eyes. “That’s not going to happen. The worst that can happen is that we find an overaggressive onix or something. Besides, I bet Rhyhorn will like it.”

“Fine.” Jonathan said, relenting. “Let’s go, Ash. We might as well get this over with.”

He gulped again and followed his friends as they neared the mountain’s entrance. A Pokemon Center stood to the right of the large entrance, but they didn’t bother to stop at it. The group had only been traveling for a week and had plenty of food and water left. Although they had been slowed down considerably – in no small part due to Ash constantly stopping to battle every trainer that they saw, although the others tended to do the same, if on a smaller scale – the travel was still quite fast.

Only Amelia seemed comfortable as they entered the dark cave. Small beams of light shot down from holes in the mountain and kept the cave from being pitch-black. Ash saw a beam of red light flash out from Jonathan’s barely visible hand and form into the small, stocky body of Rhyhorn. The stone creature roared in happiness at being released and butted its heavy head against its trainer’s leg.

Rhyhorn had been extremely disobedient for a while. When she was first released from her ball she attempted to run back to Pewter, but when Jonathan recalled the rock type and let her out again, Rhyhorn realized there wouldn’t be any escape. Instead the pokemon opted to destroy their campsite and charge into trees.

Jonathan – who rarely grew angry with anything, although he was easily annoyed – snapped when the Rhyhorn attempted to charge at Ash and Amelia, who were already releasing their pokemon. He released Charmander and systematically destroyed Rhyhorn until it was so beaten and exhausted that it couldn’t attempt to fight him.

Ever since he had defeated it in battle, Rhyhorn had been like a dumb, overly affectionate growlithe. Her massive body and horn weren’t ideal for physical affection and had caused Jonathan quite a few bruises. Jonathan didn’t seem to mind, however. He kept her out of the ball at night with Charmander and tended to use her to fight off any wild pokemon.

Jonathan paid little attention to Rhyhorn and just pushed her off before she accidently hurt him.

“Make sure there aren’t any other pokemon around, alright?” He said. Rhyhorn stared at him dumbly for a few seconds before the meaning of his words sunk in. When the words made sense it nodded and charged into the darkness, roaring a challenge to any other pokemon.

“I hope she gets smarter when she evolves.” Amelia commented while Jonathan sighed. Ash just sniggered. They continued along through the cave for hours. Rhyhorn appeared to have scared any zubat away, so they weren’t attacked by the dangerous hordes of the bat pokemon that trainers told each other horror stories about.

Still, something seemed odd about the tunnels. They hadn’t encountered a single pokemon or trainer since entering, despite the fact that this was the most commonly used route for newbie trainers going to Cerulean or Pewter City. It put Ash on edge, although neither Amelia nor Jonathan appeared to notice anything.

“I’m telling you,” Jonathan said loudly, his voice echoing through the tunnels, “A gyarados would beat a dragonite with no problem. It can use dragon type attacks and isn’t weak to any of the dragon attacks a dragonite would use.”

“And I’m telling you that you’re an idiot.” Amelia retorted. “A dragonite is a lot more powerful than a gyarados to begin with and could just use a lightning attack. Even if the gyarados could beat it, the dragonite could just fly out of range.”

“A gyarados could fly after it.” Jonathan objected.

“Gyarados can’t fly!” Amelia exclaimed, apparently having gotten into this argument before. “I’ve been telling you that for years.”

“Of course they can.” The boy said. “Why else would they be listed as a flying type in the pokedex?”

Amelia groaned and began to retort, but Ash stopped her.

“I can hear somebody.” He hissed. Jonathan and Amelia just rolled their eyes.

“Of course you do.” She replied. “It’s not like this is a restricted area. I’m surprised we haven’t seen another trainer yet. We have to be close to the end. I doubt we even have two hours of walking left.”

Nevertheless, they stopped and stayed quiet. Ash listened intently for the voices he was sure he had just heard, but nothing surfaced. After a few minutes the others grew annoyed and moved on. He nervously followed him, not liking the feeling that they were going into danger.

Ten minutes later they began to hear loud hisses and cries from further down in the tunnel. The others seemed to realize that something was awry, and when Rhyhorn began to growl – a deep, powerful rumble that reminded Ash of an earthquake – Jonathan cursed and recalled the pokemon. No one wanted to be detected until they knew what was wrong.

As they began to draw closer they each began to develop a painful headache. Ash thought that he could almost hear a sound, but whenever he tried to focus on it his concentration slipped and he found himself walking into a wall or tripping.

“Do you think it’s some sort of pokemon?” Jonathan asked nervously as they crept through the tunnel.

“No.” Amelia said, shaking her head. “It sounds more like someone’s captured a bunch of wild pokemon. You know our headaches? My sister told me that zubat and their evolutions can use supersonic and give people and pokemon headaches and confuse them.”

Ash groaned as the pain grew worse. He clasped his hands over his ears in the hopes of blocking out the painful noise. To his surprise it managed to work and he was capable of walking in a straight line as long as his ears were covered. The others followed his example and they began to increase in speed.

The cries and screeches of pokemon grew even louder as they continued and Ash almost lowered his hand to grab Nidoran’s pokeball. He didn’t want to know what had managed to cause so many pokemon – especially the tough wild ones that had survived in the depths of Mt. Moon – such pain or distress.

Unfortunately his question was soon answered. As they walked through the slowly brightening tunnel – the greater amount of light was provided by electric lamps hanging from the ceiling – the group suddenly saw two adult men in black uniforms with a crimson “R” on the front walking around a turn.

The men saw them as well and shouted something to someone behind them. Ash saw one of them tapping a pokeball and felt panic surge over him. He’d seen those uniforms in various news articles and on TV. Only one organization wore uniforms like that – the notorious Team Rocket.

Jessica’s orders to them if they ever saw Team Rocket sprang to mind and he went to obey them. Although being one of the valiant heroes that fought the villainous group sounded quite appealing when he was far away from the danger he found that being in a potential confrontation with them was much more terrifying than he would have ever dreamed.

“Run!” He shouted before taking off back into the tunnels. Ash kept his ears covered – his running wouldn’t do him any good if he couldn’t go straight – and glanced behind him. Jonathan and Amelia were quickly gaining on him, although the Rockets were running after them even faster.

He turned his head back and tried to stop when he saw a glimpse of a very large set of fangs a scant foot ahead of him. Ash cried out as he tripped into the gaping maw of the massive golbat – presumably owned by Team Rocket – but Nidoran’s pokeball suddenly shook of its own volition and released the small creature, who hissed menacingly at the golbat.

The others had run into their own foes – a coiled ekans that was hissing at Jonathan and a koffing that menacingly grinned at Amelia. Ash pulled away from the golbat at the last second, narrowly avoiding its sharp teeth.

Suddenly he heard a loud hiss and a sort of squelching noise. Ash turned his face – pale with fear – back to the golbat, which seemed to have collapsed onto the ground. He saw the familiar form of Nidoran pulling his small horn out of the golbat’s stomach and turning back to Ash.

His face grew even paler as he saw the red blood on Nidoran’s horn. Nidoran’s red eyes glinted with rage and determination as he turned and charged to aid Charmander in his battle with the ekans. Bulbasaur was mercilessly whipping the koffing with its powerful vines, forcing the helpless koffing to the ground.

Ash fought the urge to vomit as he saw the brutal fight. He glanced at the golbat and was relieved to see that it was getting back up, although it wouldn’t be able to fight for a while. Even if the golbat was Team Rocket’s that didn’t mean it should die.

He had heard of pokemon fighting like this in defense of their families or trainer. It was something that every child knew. Pokemon could be dangerous. Even the weakest could easily kill a human, but all but those that were most overwhelmed by hatred were naturally against taking a life except for food or necessity.

But this was more terrible than anything he could have dreamed of. He knew that it was necessary – Team Rocket were real criminals, not the harmless ones on cartoons that made overly complicated plots and failed at doing anything – but it was still horrible.

Suddenly it was all over. The Team Rocket pokemon were unconscious and bleeding, although they wouldn’t die. Their pokemon had turned towards the two men that had been chasing after them. Nidoran in particular seemed to be preparing to attack them with his horn and inject poison into their veins.

Just before Ash feared Nidoran would snap, a massive, moving pile of purplish goo pushed past the two Rockets and formed into a muk. Ash couldn’t hold down the wretch that resulted from the muk’s horrible smell – it was like someone had mixed rotting corpses, old garbage, and every other vile smell in existence and made a pokemon out of it – and spilled his breakfast onto the cavern floor. Amelia and Jonathan had similar reactions. He managed to place Plume’s pokeball in his jacket’s inside pocket as he did so.

“Recall your pokemon.” A cold voice suddenly ordered, breaking the tense silence that had resulted from the muk’s appearance. Ash closed his nose with one hand and turned his burning eyes towards the source of the voice.

The man who had spoken was a tall, handsome man with cold eyes and proud features. He had an air of haughty sophistication about him and spoke in icy, cultured tones. His long hair was a deep blue, so Ash assumed that it was dyed.

“My name is Executive Pierce.” The man said as he walked up next to the muk. “Although I must say that your pokemon are most impressive, they couldn’t hope to defeat my muk. Certainly not in their pitiful forms.”

Nidoran and Charmander growled while Bulbasaur stayed silent. Ash gritted his teeth and fought back the urge to lunge at Pierce.

“Hand over your pokeballs or we will kill your pokemon.” Pierce continued, delivering his ultimatum. “It would be quite the shame to waste such fine specimens of their breeds, particularly when two of them are quite rare.”

The group was too petrified to resist the two Rockets as they came up and pried the pokeballs from their hands. Ash was grateful that he had hidden Plume’s ball, as the Rockets didn’t thoroughly search the group.

Nidoran shot a regretful look at Ash before one of the Rockets returned him to his pokeball. Ash’s throat and eyes burnt as he realized that he might never see his friend again. The thought that he might be killed by the ruthless group never even crossed his mind.

“Thank you very much for your cooperation.” Pierce said condescendingly. He motioned for the other two Rockets to lead the group behind him. The muk gave a horrific mockery of a grin at the children as they were roughly pushed behind Pierce as he briskly walked down the tunnel.

“Your pokemon will not be returned to you. They are my, ah, organization’s now, although you will be freed when our operation here is over. We have no interest in detaining children.”

“Why don’t you just let us go right now?” Jonathan asked nervously, his normally jovial voice high with fear. “It’s not like we could do anything without pokemon.”

Pierce smiled humorlessly as they were led into a large cavern. Dozens of wild pokemon of all sorts – geodude, clefairy, paras, zubat, and golbat were the most common of the breeds - were in cages far too small for them and were making a racket.

Twenty Rockets were injecting something into pokemon – these seemed to be trained, since they were much quieter and seemed to be aiming much more precise attacks at the Rockets than the random violent outbursts of the wild pokemon – that Ash assumed to be some sort of anesthetic since the pokemon went limp afterward.

Pierce seemed annoyed by the racket and pulled out some sort of remote from his pocket. He had a smile on his face as he pressed one of the numerous buttons on it. All of the pokemon cried out in pain as their cages sent thousands of volts through their bodies. Many of them were knocked unconscious. All were silent.

“Now that we can be civilized, I will give you several options that will decide your fate.” Pierce began; completely unfazed by the torture he had just put nearly a hundred creatures through. “You can put up some sort of futile resistance. That unwise course of action will result in your deaths, or at least permanent maiming.”

Amelia squeaked in fear. Ash paled even further and his hands started shaking. Pierce just smiled again.

“Did you think that we would spare you because you are children?” He said, shaking his head at their foolishness. “We have eliminated quite a few of the older trainers that have resisted us already. However, that would be a waste. Your second option is to be quiet and complacent. That will result in your release. Of course, there is a third option, one that will allow you to ascend to greatness and fight for the greater good of all.”

Pierce seemed to have a fire in his eyes now, and his words were almost maniacal in their conviction. It was a far cry from the cold, sophisticated man from before.

“You are each capable trainers.” The man said softly. “Your pokemon were quite powerful for such weak forms and could only grow more powerful in time. And there is a way to get them back, you know. You,” he said, pointing to Jonathan, “could have your Charmander back. You,” he repeated, pointing to Amelia, “could have your Bulbasaur back. And you,” he concluded, pointing at Ash, “could have your Nidoran back. All that I ask is that you join us.”

All three of them blanched and couldn’t hide their disgust. Pierce frowned – the strongest expression Ash had seen him use so far – and began speaking again.

“I understand your concerns.” The man began softly. “You likely believe the unfortunate misconceptions of the masses that we are,” Pierce’s face twisted in revulsion, although Ash got the feeling that it was all an act, “criminals.” The man spat out. “But we are so far beyond their judgments. We are making a better world for all! Are humans not the most intelligent and resourceful creatures on this planet? Are we not deserving of complete mastery of this world? Shortsighted men claim us to be criminals, but they cannot see that we are fighting for a better future, a future in which the monsters that walk the earth are under humanity’s control and no longer pose a threat! Is that not a goal that you would desire to attain?”

There was silence for a brief moment after Pierce’s speech. Jonathan broke the silence in his blunt manner, his disgust and annoyance overriding any semblance of self-preservation.

“Hell no!” Jonathan said. “Not if it means that I’ll be as stupid as you, you psychotic jackass.”

Ash hid back a groan at Jonathan’s retort. He had the same idea, but that didn’t mean he was going to voice it. They were all going to die now.

Pierce’s face drained of blood and his green eyes blazed with self-righteous indignation.

“How dare you speak to me that way.” He hissed, storming towards Jonathan before thinking better of it. “I offer you life and a chance to unlock your true potential, and you dare to disrespect me? I have done things that you cannot even dream of, thing so great that they will soon be recorded in the annals of history forever. Unfortunately,” he said, his rage morphing into cold satisfaction, “you and your friends’ deaths will not be amongst those records. Muk, kill them. Painfully.”

The group tried to run away, but the muk was upon them in a second. Its heavy, disgusting body completely covered them and Ash thought he would pass out from the horrible smell. Ash began to cry out in pain as he felt the toxic body begin to mold around him in an attempt to melt him down into the muk’s body, and suddenly everything went black.
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His eyes snapped open and the memories of the muk’s thick, squishy body covering him with its poisonous burn flashed to the forefront of his mind. Ash quickly pushed himself up in a panic and searched for the muk or Pierce.

Instead of the terrifying Rocket Executive or the muk that had almost killed him he was treated to a sight that was quite possibly worse. He was in a cave that appeared to have been transformed into a makeshift hospital. Several unconscious pokemon – most appearing to be the poison types favored by the Rockets, although a sedated growlithe was also there – were being tended to by a Nurse Joy and his friends were laid out on small cots. His friends seemed to be awakening as well. None of those things were what he was paying attention to.

A gigantic steel creature with a lighter, silvery x across its face stared at them with bright red eyes. It looked as though it were taller than Ash and was made up of a metallic blue metal. Four powerful, molded legs with clawed “feet” kept it on the ground.

Ash stared at it in fear, afraid of the powerful creature. Suddenly, he heard a strong, confident voice coming from on top of the creature. He looked up and saw a man – no older than twenty-five – with messy, silvery hair slide off of the gigantic pokemon’s “head”. The man wore a strange looking suit that seemed to give him good mobility and had strange purple lines on the front.

“Hello.” The man said calmly and in a friendly manner, “I’m Steven Stone.”

He pushed himself up on weak, trembling limbs. The slight burn of the muk’s poisonous body was still there, but its strength had greatly diminished and it was now little more than an uncomfortable tingle. Ash saw that the others were doing the same.

“Easy there.” Steven said calmly. “You’ve had quite the experience.”

“Where am I?” Ash choked out through his dry throat. Steven didn’t answer for a moment, instead walking over to a small, rolling table next to Ash’s bed and grabbing a water bottle off of it. He handed it over to Ash – who greedily began to drink from it – and began to explain.

“You’re in the same cavern that the Rocket’s were operating in.” The man began, taking a seat on one of his unmoving pokemon’s powerful legs. “A group of League officials and I were investigating the Rockets and took action when we saw the muk attacking you. You and your friends were knocked unconscious by the muk, but my friend here,” he said, patting the monstrous pokemon’s metallic leg, “threw it off before it could cause any further harm. After that I had you and your friends pulled out of the battle before you could be hurt.”

“Thanks.” Ash mumbled. Suddenly he remembered that Pierce had taken his pokeballs. “Wait! Where are my pokemon?”

“Calm down.” Steven said soothingly. “We found your pidgeotto’s ball in your jacket pocket. It’s on that table. What other pokemon did you and your friends have? We’re still trying to identify their owners.”

Ash sighed in relief and collapsed back down, his arms unable to support his weight any longer. He struggled to pull himself up so that he could speak to Steven.

“I had a Nidoran. Amelia had a Bulbasaur and Rattata. Jonathan had a Charmander and Rhyhorn.”

Steven nodded and had a look of concentration on his face. “I know they found a Nidoran as well as a Bulbasaur, Charmander and Rhyhorn. No Rattata though. Did your friend manage to hide the pokeball?”

“Maybe.” Ash replied, a frown on his face. “I wasn’t able to keep an eye on her though.”

“Don’t worry about it.” Steven said. “No one should have to be prepared for this. All of you did well. The Rockets that you fought at the beginning told us that you were skilled.”

“Not really.” Ash replied, blushing a little. To distract himself from the curious eyes of Steven he turned to the table and grabbed Plume’s pokeball, holding it tightly. He never wanted to let it go again. “I was useless. It was Nidoran that did everything.”

“Don’t sell yourself short, Ash.” The man told him. “You couldn’t have done much. The fact that you raised your pokemon to be strong enough to defeat Rocket pokemon with barely a scratch on them speaks volumes to your skill. Particularly since you’ve only been training for a few weeks.”

Ash blushed again at the praise, but had a question.

“How did you know how long I’ve been training. Or my name?”

“Jonathan,” Steven began, nodding at the unconscious boy, “has already woken up and told us what happened. Plus we examined your pokedex. It serves as an ID.”

“Oh. Will you need to ask me any questions?” Ash questioned. Steven nodded, his face growing slightly hard for a moment before it relaxed.

“Just one. What did the leader of these Rockets call himself?”

“He said he was an Executive.” Ash said with a furrowed brow as he tried to remember the minutes before the muk had enveloped them in its shapeless body. “But his name was Pierce.”

“Thank you.” Steven said before standing up. Ash thought he could see the beginnings of a scowl on the man’s face. “I’ll leave you to rest. Nurse Joy,” he said, attracting the redhead’s attention, “will give you a final examination and if you’re good to go you’ll be cleared for travel.”

With that the man walked out of the room, his gigantic pokemon levitating up and following him. Ash stared after him for a few moments before turning his attention to Nurse Joy, who approached him with a smile. What he didn’t miss was the rather large syringe that she had in her hand. It was filled with a pale purple, watery liquid.

“Why do you have that?” He asked cautiously. Nurse Joy glanced at the syringe for a moment before returning her eyes to him.

“Oh, don’t worry about that.” She said sweetly. “It’ll just clear away any toxins left by the muk. It won’t hurt very much.”

Nurse Joy sighed when he continued to stare at the syringe in horror.

“Why are they all afraid of needles.” She muttered. “It’s not that big.” Nurse Joy looked him in the eyes and began talking in a louder, persuasive voice. “Listen, if you don’t take this quickly you might have to go to a hospital. I’m sure that would set you back a long way on your journey.”

Ash reluctantly nodded, keeping his eyes on the needle. He had had to have shots a few weeks before starting his journey in order to keep him from getting sick – whether from natural causes like bacteria in the water or from some of the more common poison types in the region – and they had hurt. But he would rather go through a bit of temporary pain than have to wait around in a hospital for a week.

The Nurse Joy smiled – rather sadistically, Ash thought – and pulled out some sort of stretchy looking material and tied it around his arm, causing one of his veins to protrude from his skin. She took a moment to examine the skin and determine the best area to inject. Ash hissed in pain as she slid the cold needle under his skin, although he noted that it wasn’t nearly as painful as the last shots he’d had.

Whatever liquid was inside the syringe was cold as it entered his bloodstream. Ash unconsciously shivered for a second as it flooded into his blood, but soon it was over and Nurse Joy smoothly removed the needle. She quickly placed a small bandage over the injection site before stepping back.

“Was that really so bad?” She asked with a smirk. Ash rolled his eyes, although he yawned before he answered. He seemed to be very tired all of a sudden.

“No.” He mumbled nearly incoherently before collapsing back onto his cot. The world was spinning and was beginning to blacken and he was tired enough to have run a marathon. “What’s happening?”

“Don’t worry.” Nurse Joy said soothingly. “It’s just to put you asleep while I perform a few other tests. When you wake up you’ll be free to leave.”

That was all Ash heard before he fell into unconsciousness.
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“Are you guys ready?” Ash asked Jonathan and Amelia as he swung his backpack on. They had been unconscious for nearly a day while Nurse Joy gave them a cocktail of drugs that would temporarily boost their immune systems and remove the last traces of the muk’s toxins from their bodies. Apparently they had all been affected much worse than previously believed, although they were completely fine now.

They had been given their pokeballs back when they had finally awoken. Ash had nearly cried when he got Nidoran’s ball back, realizing that it was just good fortune that the Rockets hadn’t instantly transported his ball to wherever their headquarters were.

“Let’s get going.” Jonathan replied from his position near the exit. He stood out of the way of the League officials as they went about their business, although he exchanged friendly greetings with most of them. “I’m tired of this mountain.”

Ash and Amelia nodded in concurrence and began to walk out. They had already told Nurse Joy that they were leaving and they didn’t want to stay here any longer. Of all of them, Ash wanted to get to Cerulean City the most. He had realized that he hadn’t called his mother at all, too enraptured with travelling and the wonders of the world he was experiencing to even think about something as mundane as his mother.

He gritted his teeth at how much of a jerk he had been. His mom was probably worried sick, and would probably be pretty mad at him as well. Not that he didn’t deserve it, he bitterly reflected as he walked out into the bright sunlight.

As they all stopped for a moment to squint and let their eyes get adjusted to the sunlight, they heard someone calling out, “Wait!” from behind them. The group turned around curiously and despite their state of near blindness, they were able to make out the tall form of Steven.

They stopped and watched as the man hurriedly jogged up to them. His suit – Ash wasn’t sure how it hadn’t gotten even a smidgen of dirt on it – didn’t seem to inhibit his movement in the least.

“I’m sorry for holding you up like this,” Steven apologized as he came to a stop, “but I just heard that you were about to leave.”

“What do you want?” Amelia asked hoarsely. She had gotten the worst of the muk’s toxins and was still slightly weak, although she was fit for travel.

“I realized that there might be groups of Team Rocket waiting in ambush.” Steven explained. “The League has everything under control in there, so I figured that I wouldn’t be of any use to them. You are all still vulnerable and I know that the Rockets will be trying to regain their losses.”

“Oh.” Amelia said weakly. “Thanks.”

Steven just nodded and looked to the other two members of the group. They grinned and welcomed him along. Both realized that Steven was an incredibly strong trainer and welcomed the opportunity to pick up any tips.

With that they began to walk down the unkempt path that would take them to Cerulean City within three or four days.
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They all sat around their campfire, huddling around the warmth. A cold front had come in while the group had been recovering in Mt. Moon and it had added a new degree of difficulty to travelling.

Jonathan was holding onto Charmander and taking in the fire type’s body heat. He was in the best situation out of the trio. Ash was stubbornly refusing to admit that he was cold and sat silently about a foot away from the fire. Amelia was so close to the fire that Ash thought she would burst into flame and looked like she was turning blue.

Steven was the only one that seemed perfectly fine. He seemed to be used to this sort of weather, as he was lazily reclining against a tree a few feet away from the fire and amiably chatting with the trio in an attempt to distract them from the icy air and cutting wind.

“So, Jonathan,” he began, his voice barely heard over the howling wind, “what are your goals? I know you’ve just started out, but surely you have something you want to achieve.”

Jonathan yawned and pulled himself up. “Hey, Charmander, go over and help Amelia out. She looked like she’s freezing.” Amelia coughed out her thanks as the lizard wrapped around her, bringing warmth to her cold body.

“Sorry.” Jonathan said to Steven. “Anyways, I just want to get some experience in before I set any goals. I want to know if I’m any good or not before I try to achieve anything. I’d rather not get disappointed if I fail.”

“I suppose that makes sense.” Steven said. Ash thought he heard an undertone of disappointment in his voice. “How about you, Amelia?”

“As long as I get to the Indigo Conference this year, I’m happy.” She said through chattering teeth. “But I want to win the Indigo League one day. My sister and parents placed pretty high in it, but none of them ever managed to win.”

“How high did they place?” Steven asked interestedly, leaning forward. Ash listened curiously as well. He knew that Jessica was a good trainer, but he didn’t know how good. Amelia grinned proudly – despite being battered by the weather – and replied.

“My parents both got into the top eight and my sister made it to the top four.” She stated. “They only tried once, but I’m going to try as long as it takes to win.”

The silver-haired man nodded. “Your persistence is admirable. I hope you succeed. What are your goals, Ash?”

Ash felt a sudden reluctance to divulge his dream. He didn’t have any problem telling it to his friends, but they were just newbie trainers like him. They didn’t know how skilled any of the other two would become or how far they would rise.

But Steven obviously wasn’t a new trainer. He practically radiated quiet self-confidence and had an aura of authority that Ash had only encountered in Professor Oak before. Besides, anyone capable of controlling that monster of a pokemon that he had seen Steven riding around had to be powerful. And, even barring all of that, Ash had the strange feeling that he had seen Steven before.

Despite his doubts, Ash hesitantly spoke up.

“I want to be a Pokemon Master.” He said, feeling slightly embarrassed just to admit it. Hopefully Steven wasn’t able to see his light blush in the dark.

“That’s quite the goal.” Steven commented lightly. Ash was just glad that the man didn’t laugh at him. He didn’t even sound skeptical, just curious. “How are you going to accomplish it? Are you going to become a master of a certain type, or are you going to take one of the other routes? Any of the ways takes at the very least a decade, and becoming a true Pokemon Master is a lifelong mission.”

“Well,” Ash began, losing some of his nervousness, “I want to become one. But I don’t want to master a single type of pokemon. That wouldn’t give me a good enough variety to take any of the other routes.”

“That’s not true.” Jonathan interjected from his spot by the fire. “Most of the Elite Fours and Champions are a master of a single type. And they’re all Masters by default. I mean, Lance hasn’t even had a challenger come close to beating him in years and those two Hoenn Champions – Wallace and that steel guy – are all Masters of a single type.”

“I don’t think that I would do good without any variety.” Ash admitted. Even as he spoke he attempted to remember the name of the Hoenn Champion that abdicated his position about a year ago. “Anyone can win against me if they have a type adv— wait, you’re Champion Steven! I watched your match against Wallace before you left Hoenn.”

“Wait, what!” Jonathan shouted as he pulled himself up and stared at Steven. The man had a silly grin on his face as the group realized his identity. “You mean – what – really?” He finished weakly.

“Yes, I’m the steel guy.” Steven said, still grinning. “I’m surprised you recognized me. Hoenn is pretty far away.”

Jonathan’s jaw dropped. “Are you kidding?” He cried. “We watch all the Champion battles!”

The conversation went on like that for a time. Jonathan seemed to be determined to ask everything he could possibly think of, and Ash wasn’t too far behind. Amelia was the only one who was quiet. She had a small frown on her face and seemed to be thinking.

Finally, after what seemed like hours of unrelenting questions by the two boys, she broke into the conversation.

“If you’re the Champion of Hoenn, why are you here?” She asked. “Shouldn’t you be at home?”

“Former Champion of Hoenn.” Steven corrected. He seemed glad to have a break from the curious boys. “I got tired of being the Champion. It just…wasn’t for me. Instead I decided to explore new areas and look for rare stones.”

“But…but you were Champion.” Ash said weakly, clearly not understanding why anyone would want to leave such a prestigious position. “That’s what every trainer dreams of.”

“Dreams aren’t always as exciting as you’d think.” Steven said lightly. “Listen, you’re all going to go somewhere. Maybe one of you will even become Champion. You’ll understand then. But for now,” he smiled, “does anyone want some tips?”

All of them grinned excitedly and began to pepper the Champion with questions. It was a long time before they finally went to bed, leaving Metagross – Steven had told a curious Amelia its name and some basic information about it – as the guard.
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It wasn’t until the next day that Amelia questioned Steven again. She wasn’t quite as star struck as the boys, although she was still amazed that they had a Champion travelling with them. Amelia just couldn’t believe that he had been at Mt. Moon right when they had needed help the most.

So when they stopped to take a break – all of them were tired from the aftereffects of the muk’s toxins, although Ash constantly forcing them to stop for battles with other wandering trainers exhausted them as well – and even Ash and Jonathan were too tired to pester the Champion with questions, she took her chance.

“There has to be another reason why you came to Mt. Moon.” Amelia said as they sat at one of the numerous tables the League had set up on the routes throughout Kanto. “I mean, wouldn’t all of the rare stones be taken by now?”

“You’re right.” Steven admitted as he leaned back in his chair. “Most of the stones are gone, but I was investigating another stone from some of the old folk tales around here. Tell me,” he said as he leaned forward and clasped his hands together on the table. “Have any of you heard about the Moon Stone?”

“I’ve heard about moon stones.” Jonathan said. “They’re supposed to be really rare though.”

“Oh, they are.” Steven responded. “They’re the rarest ones of all. Their rarity is why there aren’t many nidoking wandering around.” He seemed to direct this at Ash, who was idly scratching an exhausted Nidoran behind the ears. Ash perked up and listened closer. “But they aren’t what I’m talking about. I’m talking about THE Moon Stone.”

“What’s the difference?” Ash asked. Jonathan and Amelia nodded their agreement.

“Well, it’s supposed to be a gigantic moon stone.” Steven began. “People used to worship it, at least according to this weird scientist I found down there. He thought that the clefairy used it as a space ship.”

None of the group had a response to something that stupid. Steven laughed.

“That’s what I thought. Anyways, I was trying to find it when I noticed that all of the wild pokemon were gone and I was getting a supersonic migraine.” Steven grimaced at the memory. “Lance warned me of Team Rocket, so I made sure to call the League once I’d located them. By the time we were ready you three were getting attacked by that muk.”

“Oh.” Amelia said. She felt rather foolish for being so suspicious. The group was quiet for a while before Steven stood up.

“I think we’ve been sitting around long enough. Let’s get going. Cerulean is only a few days away.”

The group eagerly nodded and followed the Champion. They were all eager to reach Cerulean City. That was where their journey would truly begin.
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“Sorry, but I have to go.” Steven said to the group. He had just told them his plans – to go back to Mt. Moon to find the Moon Stone and then explore Kanto some more – but they didn’t want him to go. The Champion was awesome in every possible way, and he’d taught them things about training and pokemon in general that would have taken them months to learn on their own.

“Couldn’t you stay until we leave?” Jonathan pleaded desperately. He was the one most enthralled with Steven – the man was practically his idol now.

“Sorry.” Steven repeated. “But I’m sure we’ll meet again. All three of you are going places – I know it. Hopefully one of you will be ready for a battle by the time I see you. Good luck.”

“Thanks.” They said in unison, each practically glowing at the praise he’d given them. Ash, of course, was more interested in the possibility of battling Steven. That would be incredible!

“I’ll see you all again one day.” Steven promised before releasing Metagross. The gigantic creature allowed Steven to climb up on top of it before folding its legs to its chest and levitating down the road at an incredible speed. They watched them leave for a second before turning to each other.

They were at the gates of Cerulean City. Quite a few curious onlookers had gathered when Steven had released Metagross, but they were already walking away. Ash grinned as he looked at his friends.

“What are we waiting for? Let’s get to the Pokemon Center!”

The group nodded and quickly found a map of the city. Although they were slightly intimidated by its size – this city was much larger than Pewter and Viridian, and positively dwarfed Pallet Town – they adapted to it rather quickly and reached the Center within half an hour.

It only took a minute to check in thanks to the Center being rather deserted, but once in they quickly went to their rooms and cleaned up, taking advantage of the wonderful showers. All of them had practically forgotten how wonderful it felt to be clean, although their empty stomachs brought them down to the small cafeteria the Center possessed.

Since there were only a few other trainers in it – Ash only counted three others there – they were free to be as loud as they wanted. They were aware of a few annoyed glances being sent their way by the staff and other trainers, but they were far too glad to finally be in civilization again to worry about that.

“So who gets to challenge them first?” Amelia asked as she devoured the hot food they had been given. All of them had abandoned any sense of propriety when they had seen the wonderful aroma and sight of the food.

“I’ve already had my turn.” Ash said, not even looking up from his massive plate as he tore into his noodles. “One of you can go first.”

“Thanks.” Amelia and Jonathan said in unison before glaring at each other.

“Rock-paper-scissors?” Amelia asked confidently. Jonathan glared back and nodded.

In the end, Jonathan ended up becoming the one who battled the Sensational Sisters first. He seemed rather pleased about this for some reason that Ash couldn’t quite fathom and had a silly grin on his face as they ventured to the gym.

Much like Pewter, the gym was only a few minutes away from the Center. Unlike Pewter, however, the gym was practically bursting with people – most of them teenage boys and young adults, Ash noted. Very few seemed to be actual trainers, so Ash assumed that they were just here for one of the Sisters’ shows.

As they walked in a teenage girl in a uniform walked up to them, pushing through the crowd with ease.

“Are you here for the show?” She shouted, breaking above the clamoring and cheers of the large crowd.

“Gym.” Ash and Amelia told her. Jonathan, however, seemed to be more excited about the show.

“Sorry.” The girl said. “But the gym’s closed right now. You can come back after the show. It’s on until four.”

Ash and Amelia groaned in disappointment. That meant that they had to wait at least three hours before coming back. Jonathan seemed fine, however.

“How much is a ticket?” He asked eagerly. The girl smiled at him.

“Just fifty poke.” She replied. Jonathan grinned and began to dig around in his pockets. In just a few moments he had pulled out a few wads of cash and handed them over to the girl. “There are still plenty of seats available. Just walk in and one of the attendants will bring you in.”

“You guys go on.” Jonathan said as he was led away. “I’ll meet you guys at the Pokemon Center later.”

As he walked away and disappeared into the thick crowds Amelia turned her head to look at the dumbfounded Ash.

“…What just happened?”

Ash just helplessly shook his head. “I guess we should come back later. We probably can’t find Jonathan even if we did want to buy tickets.”

Amelia shrugged. “Let’s get going then. Maybe we can find out where some good pokemon are. I hear Cerulean has some pretty powerful ones nearby.”
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They were rather tired by the time they returned to the gym. The duo had spent most of the day at a nearby café where trainers tended to congregate and learned a lot about the area around Cerulean. Both had already bought a small map and marked out likely areas for powerful pokemon to stay at and were eager to search around.

Cerulean City was the home of the water gym for a reason. It was surrounded by rivers, lakes, and ponds that held massive amounts of water pokemon. Most were weak – magikarp, golden, and krabby were the most common – but they were quite good for beginning trainers to raise. Aside from the legions of weaker pokemon that made the area their home, there were also formidably creatures such as kingler, seaking, staryu and even the monstrously powerful gyarados. Ash just wanted one of them to diversify his team.

But now they were back at the gym. It was mostly empty, save for a few stragglers from the performance that were standing around and chatting to each other. They searched for Jonathan, but couldn’t find him. Ash and Amelia assumed that their friend had decided to go ahead and challenge the Sisters and followed a few signs that brought them to a massive room dominated by a swimming pool that was probably larger than some villages. A few strips of land ran through it, allowing non-water pokemon to have a chance.

As they walked in, curiously glancing around and searching for any possible advantages in their upcoming gym battles, Ash spotted Jonathan walking over to them with a proud grin on his face. Three tall – and beautiful, Ash noticed, causing him to blush in embarrassment – teenage girls in swimsuits were circling around the edge of the pool and going to the opposite side.

“You guys got here just in time!” Jonathan shouted excitedly as he neared them. “My battles just about to start. I was about to send you a message over the pokedex.”

“We can send messages through our pokedex?” Ash asked. He shook his head and ignored whatever answer his friend was about to give to him. “Nevermind. How are you going to battle them? You don’t have anything that’ll be really effective against a water gym.”

“Well,” Jonathan said as he nervously glanced over his shoulder, staring at the massive pool, “I had been planning on having Charmander turn the water into steam, but I don’t think that’ll work too well anymore. I’m just going to keep them on the land and try and keep on the defensive.”

“Good luck.” Amelia said before giving him a light smack on the head. “And that’s for leaving us to go see that stupid show. Make sure to win.”

Jonathan gave a shaky grin and waved them away. After the duo had taken their place in the observer’s station – a raised platform with thick, clear walls that would protect them from most stray attacks – he took his place on the challenger’s platform. The Sister that was facing him – the only one with a natural hair color, a rich, golden blonde – took her position and waved for the referee to explain the rules.

Ash didn’t really pay attention to the referee. He knew it would just be the standard rules – as many pokemon as the challenger had against the same amount of gym pokemon, and they would go until one of the opponents’ pokemon were all knocked out or one of them forfeited.

Both of the friends were tense as the Sister sent out a large seel. It didn’t look like much of a battler, but all of them knew that appearances could be deceiving. Behind the happy grin on the seel’s face could lay a hardened veteran of many battles. The seel happily leapt into the water and began swimming in a small circle to warm up.

Jonathan didn’t seem nervous at all, although Ash knew he had to be. He released Charmander, who lazily got up from his curled position and looked around his surroundings. Ash had to hold back a snort as the Charmander realized that it was surrounded by water and began to glare at Jonathan. The trainer merely shrugged guiltily and pointed at the seel, who had jumped out of the water and was now happily looking at Charmander with its tongue lolling out of its mouth.

Charmander’s normally lazy and sleepy personality vanished as he saw his opponent. Even from the distance they were at Ash could see the small lizard’s tail flare up and his body tense up. The tension in the moments before the battle began was thick.

When the referee finally called out for them to begin, the seel quickly followed a short whistle from its trainer and dove into the water. Jonathan called out for Charmander to run out to the center of the pool, where a large island provided more protection.

As the lizard slowly shuffled towards the island, the seel suddenly burst out of the water near it, startling the poor Charmander. Ash winced as the small creature slammed into Charmander’s side with its sharp horn before leaping back into the water. He wasn’t sure if Jonathan could win this one.

“Smokescreen.” Jonathan shouted from his platform. Charmander heard and shook off the surprise attack. Smoke poured from its wide jaws and began to hide him from view. Some of the smoke seemed to settle on the water’s surface and stain it a dark grey.

Seel didn’t attack for another minute. It was only when Charmander had finally run out of the smoke that obscured him from view and the Sister gave a sharp whistle that it burst out of the water and splashed Charmander with a large wave of water.

As Charmander was distracted, the seel opened its mouth and fired a beam of multicolored energy that strongly reminded Ash of pictures of the aurora borealis that he had seen. He recognized it as an aurora beam and gave a sigh of relief when he realized that it probably wouldn’t knock Charmander out.

Despite the attack’s power – Ash knew that the seel had probably perfected the move – Charmander weathered it and listened to his trainer’s frantic shouts to recover. Seel had taken advantage of the lizard’s pain and was charging at him.

“Smokescreen!” Jonathan screamed from his position. He looked desperate as he realized that Charmander could be easily taken out by another attack.

Fortunately for them, Charmander reacted quickly enough to blast copious amounts of pungent smoke right into the charging seel’s face. Ash saw the seel miss Charmander by nearly a foot before the two were obscured from his vision.

“Metal claw and slash!” Jonathan commanded desperately. Ash supposed that he was just giving Charmnder moves to use. There was no way he could actually see the brutal battle going on in the smoke.

Suddenly the Sister whistled sharply again, this one a different pitch than the others. Seel pulled itself out of the melee as soon as it was able, although Ash saw Charmander chasing and slashing at it with glowing claws. Most of them connected with the seel, slowing it down and letting Charmander get a few more good hits in.

Ash was amazed that Jonathan had actually managed to do that much damage. He’d honestly expected a complete domination by the Sister, but his friend had actually managed to pull out a small victory. The seel couldn’t take too much more damage after the beating it had just taken. Of course, the victory hadn’t come without a cost. Charmander was limping from something and had discolored areas all over him.

The Sister seemed to realize that seel wouldn’t be able to escape if Charmander was allowed to continue his brutal attacks and whistled again, this time at a very low pitch. Everyone was surprised when seel turned around and opened its small mouth, releasing yet another aurora beam directly into Charmander’s chest.

Amazingly enough, the lizard remained standing, although it looked like anymore damage would knock him out. Jonathan realized that as well and quickly took advantage of Charmander’s last reserves of strength.

“Slash!”

Charmander’s tail blazed in one last show of defiance as he ran at seel and slashed at it with glowing claws. Seel cried out in pain as the attack impacted, although it was cut short as the tired creature fainted.

There was silence for a moment from all sides of the arena. Even Jonathan didn’t believe he had managed to win that round.

A moment later Ash and Amelia burst into cheers and were loud enough that Jonathan turned towards them and gave them a thumbs up. His attention was pulled back to the battle when the referee announced that the battle would be starting up again.

Charmander didn’t seem impressed when the Sisters sent out a small, pink heart-shaped pokemon. Ash had never seen it before, which was quite surprising considering how many foreign battles he watched. He aimed the pokedex at it, but nothing came up except a screen saying, “Scanned pokemon not found in regional database. National Pokedex upgrade required. Please see your pokedex supplier for more information.”

Ash frowned and put the pokedex away. Maybe Professor Oak could get him that upgrade. He put the matter out of his mind and focused on the match.

The pink pokemon was already in the pool and proved to be exceptionally fast. Charmander was halfheartedly blasting the surface of the water with embers, but none of them even came close to hitting the water type. Its attacks got weaker and weaker as the pokemon drew nearer.

“Luverin, finish it off!” The Sister shouted from her platform. A moment later the pokemon leapt out of the water by Charmander and shot a water gun at Charmander. It impacted square in the lizard’s chest and knocked it unconscious.

He could see Jonathan frowning as he returned Charmander. A second later Rhyhorn’s pokeball landed out on the strip of land and released the stone creature, who grunted as it saw the water surrounding it. When the match was continued, it was still until it heard the Sister’s whistle.

For some reason the whistle caused it to panic and frantically search the area despite Jonathan’s attempts to calm it.

“Rhyhorn!” Jonathan shouted. “Calm down. Nothing’s going to hurt you.”

It slowed down in its search, but Rhyhorn continued to sniff at the ground. Suddenly, Luverin erupted out of the water next to Rhyhorn and shot a water gun at the scared creature. Ash and Amelia groaned as the pokemon went berserk and charged straight at the area where Luverin had attacked it from.

Jonathan never even had a chance to calm his pokemon before Rhyhorn fell into the water. Ash and Amelia shouted in fear the moment they saw it, and Jonathan looked terrified as he recalled Rhyhorn just a second after it sunk into the water.

“Challenger Jonathan forfeits the match!” The referee cried. Ash and Amelia groaned and stood up. They both felt awful for Jonathan – he had managed to win a battle with Charmander, but victory was torn from him in the second half of the match before he even had a chance.

Their friend was waiting for them by the time they had left their box. He was morosely staring at his pokeball with a blank expression, although he didn’t seem to be angry. Ash wasn’t quite sure how to approach him – he knew that Jonathan didn’t take losing very well, a trait that he shared.

Fortunately, Amelia was more adept with these matters. She walked up to him and gave him a hug. Jonathan gave her a small smile and returned it.

“You did good. A lot better than most people would have done.”

“I know.” He mumbled. “But I thought I was actually going to win after Charmander did so good. I guess I’ll just have to train some more. He’ll do even better when he evolves.”

Ash nodded, although he was too uncomfortable with the situation to say anything. He wasn’t very good at comforting people, plus the interaction between Jonathan and Amelia reminded him just how much of an outsider he was in the group.

His thoughts were interrupted when the Sisters walked up. The blonde one that Jonathan had just battled was in the lead. She seemed rather happy.

“That was, like, totally incredible!” She said in congratulations when the Sisters grew near. Jonathan blushed slightly.

“I still lost.” He muttered.

“That doesn’t matter at all!” The Sister said. “You still put up a better fight than most people would have. So I’m giving you the Cascade Badge.”

Jonathan looked up hopefully, although he had a bit of confusion mixed in. “Wait, what? You’re giving me the badge?”

“Of course!” The Sister said cheerfully. “It’s not like you actually have to win to get the badge. The gym leader just has to think you deserve it. And I think you deserve the badge.”

His friend grinned as the Sister pulled out a small, metallic case with the Cerulean insignia inscribed upon it and opened it, revealing several rows of gleaming badges shaped like a rain drop. The Sister carefully withdrew one of the badges and handed it to Jonathan, who proudly took it in his hand.

“There you go.” The Sister exclaimed. She suddenly seemed to notice Ash and Amelia. “Oh, are you here to challenge us too?”

“Yeah.” They said in unison. For some reason the Sisters frowned, although it was quickly wiped away and replaced with their former cheerfulness.

“Both of you can have a badge too. Our pokemon are pretty tired out from our show and won’t be ready to battle for a few days. The only one left is Luverin.”

Ash was surprised, but shrugged it off. Even if he’d been looking forward to battling the Sensational Sisters, it didn’t really bother him that he’d be getting the badge for free. A badge was a badge, after all.

Amelia, however, was more scrupulous than he was.

“Could I just fight you in a one-on-one battle?” She asked the lead sister. “Luverin only battled for a minute or so and didn’t take any damage. It should be fine.”

“He.” The Sister corrected before sighing. “Fine. Get up on the platform.”

Amelia nodded and waved back to her friends as she moved up to the platform. Jonathan and Ash waved back and called out, “Good luck!” before moving back into the observation platform.

A few minutes later everything was ready. Amelia had already released her choice – Bulbasaur, who was eager to fight after being cooped up in his pokeball for so long – and the Sister – or Daisy, as Ash had learned from a swooning Jonathan – had released Luverin. They were just waiting on the referee.

Mere seconds later the referee announced the rules and sounded her whistle. Daisy quickly blasted on her own whistle, which caused Luverin to dive into the water.

“Get in the middle of that island and keep your vines out!” Amelia shouted. “Try to get the fish onto land if you can.”

Bulbasaur grunted in understanding and extended its powerful vines. He warily glanced around the pool in preparation for Luverin’s attack. Ash and Jonathan tried to find the pink blur that would give Luverin’s location away but found nothing. It was probably deep under the water.

Suddenly the pink pokemon burst from the water and shot a high powered jet of water at Bulbasaur. It did little damage to the grass type. Bulbasaur reacted quickly and wrapped its vines around Luverin with supernatural speed.

“Smash it on the ground.” Amelia ordered. Bulbasaur gladly complied and repeatedly slammed the helpless pokemon against the ground. Despite Luverin’s frantic squirming and bites, Bulbasaur refused to let it escape and quickly knocked it out.

Ash and Jonathan were slightly disturbed by the tactic Amelia had used, but put it to the back of their minds as they went down to congratulate her. Daisy sighed and returned Luverin before walking over to them with her sisters.

“Good job!” Jonathan said as he gave her a high five. Ash nodded in agreement with a smile on his face.

“Here’s the badge.” Daisy said from behind them. Amelia grinned widely and eagerly took the shining rain drop from the older teen’s hand. The Sister looked at Ash. “By the way, unless you want to wait a few days you can have the badge now.”

“Sounds good to me.” Ash replied as he began to take the badge from her hand. Suddenly his hand was batted away by the referee. He looked up in annoyance.

Now that he actually got a good look at the referee – he didn’t bother to before, other than a quick glance – he was able to recognize her as the girl that he’d beaten in the first few days of his journey. Her eyes displayed just as much annoyance as he felt and her hand was on a pokeball.

“Aren’t you that girl that I beat my first day as a trainer?” Ash said, feigning stupidity. Maybe he could rile her up. If she wanted to battle him then he could distract her enough to where she made stupid mistakes.

The Sisters snickered as the referee blushed. Ash smirked as her face twisted in anger.

“Shut up!” She growled. “I’m challenging you to a pokemon battle. As a gym leader here, I don’t think you’re ready for the badge.”

Ash stared at her in confusion. “But I already beat you. On my first day as a trainer.”

“Shut up.” She repeated. “I wasn’t taking you seriously. Now let’s go. Get up on the challenger’s platform.”

The trainer shrugged. He supposed that Plume could use the experience. Only Nidoran had been training very much over the last few days. Besides, it had been too long since Plume had stretched her wings.

Both of his friends wished him good luck before going back over to the observation platform. The Sensational Sisters groaned in annoyance and went with his friends. Ash expected that Jonathan wouldn’t be paying attention to the battle.

One of the Sisters stayed behind in order to act as a referee. Ash placed a hand on Plume’s pokeball as he stared intensely at his opponent, barely listening to the rules. He knew them by heart.

He only reacted when he heard the Sister yell out, “Begin!”

Plume screeched out a challenge as she erupted from the pokeball. Her chest was proudly puffed out and she spread out her wings in an expression of dominance. Ash smiled at Plume’s antics, although he was more focused on his opponent.

The girl sent out a starmie. Ash supposed that it was just the evolved form of the staryu he’d faced in their last battle. He instantly began to analyze what he knew of starmie.

It could rapidly spin its back star in order to propel itself out of water and through air for a short period of time. He also knew that they had powerful psychic abilities and could fire weak energy beams from their jewel.

“It can shoot energy beams from its jewel and can fly out of the water!” Ash said to Plume. He figured that he didn’t need to be shouting when Plume’s sensitive ears could hear him just fine. Plume screeched out a challenge as she launched herself into the air with a single flap of her powerful wings.

“Starmie, use water gun and knock it out of the sky!” The redhead shouted. Ash noticed that she was actually having to talk to starmie instead of blowing on the whistle like the other Sisters. She was evidently less experienced than the other gym leaders.

“Dodge them.” Ash ordered. Plume screeched in acceptance even as the water type began to fire powerful jets of water into the air. Fortunately for Ash and Plume the starmie seemed somewhat inexperienced when it came to attacking flying types and couldn’t keep up with Plume’s incredible speed and erratic movements.

The battle continued on like this for a while. Ash wanted to tire the starmie out before getting in close with a wing attack or another physical move – he knew they could learn psychic and a few other ranged attacks that could put Plume out of commission for the battle – and so far it seemed to be working. Starmie’s attacks were starting to become weaker and less focused, which had the added bonus of frustrating his opponent.

Just a few moments before he was about to begin the next stage of the battle by allowing Plume to begin to cause actual damage, his opponent finally became frustrated enough to change her strategy.

“Starmie, use thunder wave to paralyze it!” She cried. Ash frowned at the move. He hoped that Plume would be fast enough to dodge it. Being paralyzed would end the battle if Plume fell into the water.

“Dodge it!” Ash shouted. Mere moments later the starmie shot a small burst of lightning out from its temporarily glowing jewel at Plume. Plume easily swerved out of the way of the attack and screeched in annoyance. The trainer noticed that starmie seemed to recoil from the shriek, which gave him an idea.

“Screech as loud as you can.” He ordered. Plume followed his order quickly, which resulted in the starmie being temporarily distracted as it recoiled from the painful noise. “Gust.”

“Get out of the way!” The redhead shouted frantically. Unfortunately for her, the starmie was still recovering from the screech when the powerful gale of air slammed into it, hurling it into the water. Ash groaned when he realized that he just gave his opponent an advantage. Starmie would be much more maneuverable in the water.

His opponent also seemed to realize this. “Use rain dance and follow it up with thunderbolt!” She said with a wide grin. Ash’s face paled as he realized that this could very easily lose him the match. The added water would amplify the electric attack to ridiculous levels and would easily knock out Plume.

“Evade it. Keep low to the water.” Ash said. He couldn’t think of a way to get out of this without potentially harming Plume, but he realized that the thunderbolt would do a lot more damage than one of his desperate attempts at salvaging victory.

Plume soared through the air, ignoring the rain drops that were beginning to pepper her body. Ash knew that the rain dance wouldn’t adversely affect her, although it might make flying a little bit more difficult. Her feathers were oily enough to keep the water from soaking them through.

The only way he could think of to avoid the thunderbolt was to keep it from ever happening. Starmie couldn’t use thunderbolt underneath the water without knocking itself out, so he had to hit starmie hard enough to keep it from being able to complete the attack.

He got his chance soon enough. The starmie exploded out of the water and went high into the sky as its jewel began to glow and send small arcs of electricity ominously into the air. Ash wasted no time in giving Plume an order when he saw the starmie leap out of the pool.

“Quick attack!”

Plume didn’t nod or screech in confirmation this time, instead following the order as quickly as possible. She disappeared from her position nearly fifty feet away from the starmie and nearly instantaneously reappeared into its side.

Ash dimly heard Jonathan and Amelia cheer for him as the starmie’s attack was disrupted and it was knocked back onto the ground. Plume didn’t seem to have taken much damage from the attack, so he felt safe in ordering her to continue the attack.

“Wing attack. Then use fly. Peck if it’s still conscious.”

Plume called out in confirmation as she launched herself at the knocked over starmie. As it began to pull itself up from the ground, urged on by its trainers desperate pleas, Plume slammed into it with glowing wings outspread. Starmie was thrown back to the ground and Plume launched herself up into the air in order to continue her attack.

“Get up, Starmie!” The redhead cried desperately. “Use swift and watergun!”

It never had the chance to follow its trainer’s commands. Plume had fallen into a dive as its jewel began to glow and by the time the starmie was ready to attack Plume had reached it. Ash winced as the starmie was forced onto its back again. The starmie couldn’t take much more damage.

Ash’s thoughts proved to be correct when Plume finished off his string of commands. While Starmie pulled itself up with its dexterous arms the pidgeotto casually launched itself off of the ground and slammed its beak straight into the starmie’s jewel.

The starmie couldn’t take any more damage. Its cracked jewel began to lose color and vibrancy as it was knocked unconscious. Ash grinned widely and pumped his fist in triumph as he realized he won. Plume cried out in victory and fluttered over to his shoulder.

He nearly buckled against the bird’s massive weight, but managed to hold himself up. Ash kept his grin as he stroked Plume’s impressive crest.

“You did awesome.” He whispered. Plume lightly pecked his hat in affection as Ash began to walk down from the platform. Daisy, Jonathan, and Amelia were already waiting for him. The trainer had a wide grin on his face as he saw Daisy holding up the Cascade Badge for him.

Before he could take it, Jonathan and Amelia walked over. Jonathan heavily clapped him on the back, sending him teetering. Plume glared at the shorter trainer, but Jonathan ignored her gaze.

“That was great!” He exclaimed loudly. “I didn’t think you would be able to get out of that rain dance and thunderbolt combo.”

“Yeah.” Amelia grinned, pushing Jonathan out of the way. “I wouldn’t have thought of using quick attack. I would have just used gust. We’re going to have to battle soon.”

Ash smiled and nodded before turning to Daisy. The other Sisters had seemingly vanished from the area. His opponent – whose name he still didn’t know, he realized – was probably still circling around the gigantic pool.

“Good job.” Daisy said with a smile. “Here’s the Cascade Badge. By the way,” she said to the entire group, “you should all come back when you get better. I want to see how good you get.”

“Of course.” Jonathan said with a grin. Ash suspected that he wouldn’t just be coming back for the battle.

The trainer turned his thoughts away and took the badge from Daisy’s hand. He looked at it curiously for a moment, memorizing the smooth curve of the metal, before placing it in his pocket. It could go in his badge case later.

He was distracted by the redhead walking up to him. Despite the short temper she had displayed in and before the battle, she seemed remarkably composed.

“Good job.” She muttered before holding out her hand. “Look, I’m sorry about being a jerk earlier. My name’s Misty.”

“Ash.” He responded as he shook her hand. The trainer wasn’t really sure what to do. Both of them were saved from an awkward situation by Daisy, who smiled and motioned for her sister to follow her.

“Come on, runt. We’ve got to close down.”

Misty shrugged and left. The trio looked at her oddly as she turned back.

“I’m going to beat you soon, Ash! Just you wait.”

The group was quiet as the two gym leaders left. None of them were quite sure of what to make of the girl.

“Well, that was weird.” Amelia muttered. “Anyways, let’s go. We probably shouldn’t be out after dark.”

“Agreed.” Jonathan said. Ash nodded and returned Plume to her ball with an apologetic nod. A few moments later they made their way out of the gym and to the Pokemon Center.

Ash was glad that they had gotten there early. It would give him a lot more time to make excuses and try to save himself from the verbal whiplash that would be sure to follow when he finally contacted his mother.
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“Five weeks.” His mother said in a terrifyingly calm voice. Ash gulped and had to fight the urge to shut the visual down. She might not be able to do anything to him through the screen, but her eyes made him question that fact. “It has been five weeks since you’ve called me or sent me a message.”

“Sorry.” He muttered. Ash didn’t really have anything to say in his defense. It was clear that he was in the wrong.

“Do you know how worried I was?” She hissed. “The only reason I didn’t have Professor Oak fly me out there was because Jonathan and Amelia’s parents told me that they were with you and that you were fine. I didn’t even know that you were travelling with them until two days after you left!”

He didn’t try to say anything, instead opting to look down in shame.

“I’m not going to tell you to send me a message every day.” His mother said in a slightly more relaxed voice. “But you need to remember to call me whenever you get to a city. I was so worried about you.”

“Sorry.” He repeated quietly. Ash felt extremely guilty about forgetting his mother. Even if he was on his journey there was no excuse for it. “I’ll call you whenever I can.”

“That’s all I want.” His mother said with a small smile. Most of her tranquil fury seemed to have dissipated. “Good luck, honey. I’m sure you’ll do great!”

“Bye.” They said in unison. A moment later the screen went black. Ash sighed, although he brightened up when Nidoran – who had been quietly sitting next to his foot the entire time – carefully butted his head against Ash’s leg.

“Thanks, buddy.” He said tiredly. “Let’s get to bed.”

Nidoran chirped at that and twitched his ears. Ash knelt down and carefully picked the small creature up. A few minutes later they were both asleep in the rather comfortable bed the Pokemon Center had provided for both of them.

It had been a long day.
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“So, guys, what’s the plan?” Jonathan asked as he took a break from devouring his breakfast. “Are we leaving for Vermillion today or are we going to take a few days off?”

Amelia paused in her own ravenous frenzy. “I was hoping we could stay here for a while. Ash and I found a few good spots to find pokemon and fishing poles are really cheap around here. None of us have a water type, so at the very least one of us need to catch one.”

“Agreed.” Jonathan said with a yawn. “But I’m going to go back to bed soon. I feel like I’m about to go to fall into my cereal right now. Maybe I’ll meet up with you guys later.”

“Oh, come on.” Ash interjected. He had just finished clearing his plate. “You blew us off yesterday to go see that show. Don’t do it again.”

Jonathan shrugged. “Alright, I’ll go. But don’t blame me too much if I fall asleep in the middle of what we end up doing.”

“We won’t.” Amelia smirked. “I’m used to it by now.”

Their friend rolled his eyes and shrugged again. “Funny. Anyways, where do we buy some fishing rods? We should try to get out early before the other trainers get up.”

Amelia and Ash nodded in agreement and continued eating, although Ash tried to think of where he would fish. The older trainers that had hung around the café yesterday warned them to stay pretty far away from each other while they fished or looked for pokemon – apparently the pokemon around Cerulean were slightly skittish and tended to shy away from groups.

A few minutes later they put their cleared plates away and left the Pokemon Center. It wasn’t a long trip to the Pokemon Mart, but the crowds slowed them down somewhat. Still, it took hardly any time at all before they were leaving the store with three high-quality fishing rods. In almost no time at all they found themselves at the city boundaries in preparation for their explorations.

“We need to split up.” Ash reminded the others when they showed no sign of going their own ways. “Do all of you have a map so that you don’t get lost?”

“Yeah.” Amelia nodded. “I say we meet up at the Pokemon Center later. Does six sound good?”

The two boys nodded. They awkwardly stood around for a few moments before Amelia and Jonathan ran off their own separate ways, leaving Ash standing alone. He shrugged and withdrew his map. The trainer had spent a few minutes last night marking likely locations for pokemon on it and wanted to be reminded.

Unfortunately, just as he began to put his map up and walk down the road he heard a rather unwelcome voice.

“Oh look, it’s the loser.” Gary sneered from behind him. Ash groaned and turned around. He’d been hoping he wouldn’t have to see his rival again until the Indigo Conference. “I’m surprised you’ve made it this far. I half expected for Brock to beat you so bad that you quit.”

Ash glared at Gary. “What do you want? Still sore about our last battle?”

His rival colored a bit, but retained control over his temper. “Shut up.” He growled. “You just got lucky. I didn’t think you even knew how to let your pokemon out.”

The trainer’s glare intensified as Gary continued. Now Gary had a devilish smirk on his face and had withdrawn one of the six pokeballs clipped to his belt.

“You know what?” He asked with a wide grin. “Let’s have another battle. I could use some more spending money. How many pokemon do you have?”

“Two.” Ash retorted. Gary smiled condescendingly.

“Only two?” He gasped in faux surprise and theatrically pressed his hand to his heart. “I’ve already got fifteen. I guess I can’t hold you to my standards though. Not everyone is as talented as me.”

“How about you stop talking and battle me.” Ash said stonily. He already had Plume’s pokeball in his hand and was tossing it up in the air and catching it. Nidoran could be saved for last. “Two on two. We don’t stop until one of us surrenders or our pokemon is unconscious.”

Gary nodded with that annoying smirk still firmly on his face. He tapped the release button on his pokeball. Ash did the same.

Ash sighed when the two beams of red light formed into two identical pokemon. Plume was giving Gary’s pidgeotto – a massive creature that looked to be near evolution judging from its magnificent plumage – a condescending glare. Gary’s pidgeotto simply looked at Plume for a moment before glancing away in boredom.

“That’s a pretty small pidgeotto you’ve got there, Ash.” Gary grinned. “Think it can keep up?”

“Can yours? It doesn’t look very smart.” Ash retorted. Gary kept the grin on his face, responding to Ash’s words with a command.

“Get up in the air.” His rival ordered. With a powerful push of its massive wings the pidgeotto launched itself up into the air. Ash examined the nearly flawless pokemon in curiosity, trying to find any weaknesses Plume could exploit.

Unfortunately, he found none. The gigantic bird’s form was perfect and its bulk would keep it from being affected by many of Plume’s weaker moves. It was slower than Plume, however, so that was an advantage. And from what Gary had said about his number of pokemon Ash figured that it wouldn’t be nearly as well-trained or skilled as Plume was.

“Fly. Keep away from it as best as you can.” He told Plume. His friend nodded before launching herself upward to join her opponent in the sky, voicing a loud shriek of challenge as she pushed upwards. The pidgeotto returned the challenge before diving at Plume with raised talons.

Gary had a smug smile on his face when Plume failed to dodge the attack, despite Ash’s calls. Plume barely seemed affected by the attack, however, and had forced the larger bird away with a snap of her sharp beak.

“Screech.” Ash ordered. A second later, Plume released a horrific sound that reminded Ash of grinding metal. Gary’s pidgeotto was badly affected by it due to its sharp ears and lost focus for a moment. “Wing attack. Follow with peck.”

“Focus!” Gary screamed. When the pidgeotto heeded his call, Ash noticed that he had a cocky grin on his face. It shrunk when Plume still managed to painfully jab his bird with her sharp beak, but didn’t vanish. “Now use twister. Knock that runt out of the sky.”

Ash had a bad feeling about this. He’d never even heard of twister before, although he assumed it had something to do with a wind attack. “Dodge whatever it sends at you.”

He hadn’t been expecting Gary’s pidgeotto to flap its wings and fire a full-fledged tornado at Plume. Ash had to shield his eyes from the massive dust clouds pulled up by the attack.

“Get out of its way!” He shouted, losing his composure. Plume could be hurt extremely badly by that attack if she was thrown into the ground. And then he wasn’t sure if he would be able to resist punching Gary in his smug face.

A few seconds later his vision cleared enough for him to see that Plume had mostly evaded the attack, although her feathers were dirty and ruffled. She shrieked in annoyance but waited for Ash to give her an order.

He couldn’t think of a strategy. The only moves he had had Plume use would be mostly ineffective against the larger pidgeotto, but he had to do something if he wanted to keep Plume from being blasted by attacks like that twister. Of course, there was one move that the pokedex had told him Plume had, although he had never bothered to use it before.

“Whirlwind!” He cried out in desperation. Plume shrieked and flapped her wings, sending a powerful gust of wind at the other pidgeotto. Ash watched urgently as the pidgeotto tried to dodge the attack due to Gary’s urgent shouts, but cheered when it was hurled into the ground. Not even its massive bulk could keep it protected. “Finish it with fly!”

Plume shrieked in acceptance and dived at the injured pidgeotto. Ash had a massive grin on his face as Plume swept down at the other bird and jabbed her talons into its exposed chest with incredible force. The pidgeotto fainted quietly.

“Is that the best you’ve got?” Ash mocked. It looked like he was right. Even though that pidgeotto was probably one of the best specimens in Kanto it wasn’t nearly as well-trained as Plume. “I’m not very impressed.”

Gary had a sneer on his face. “I just got that one.” He replied. “Let’s see if your Nidoran’s gotten any better. Wartortle certainly has.”

“Good job, Plume.” Ash said before calling her back. A moment later he released Nidoran, who growled when he saw Gary. “Get ready, Nidoran. This’ll probably be a hard fight.”

His rival smirked. “And you won’t win this one either. So you nicknamed your pidgeotto? How cute.”

Ash glared. “Let’s just battle. I have things to do after I beat you.”

“Whatever.” Gary yawned. He casually released Wartortle, who Ash carefully examined. The turtle was certainly more intimidating than it had been as a squirtle and Ash figured that Gary would have spent a lot of time training it after his loss. His rival never had liked losing.

The atmosphere was tense. Both trainers knew that they had to win this. Ash might have beaten Gary’s pidgeotto with Plume, but that was just a warm up for this battle – the real battle. Nidoran and Wartortle were their strongest pokemon and both would serve as the real test of each other’s strength.

Ash knew that Wartortle would be slightly faster than Nidoran, so he decided to wait. Maybe he could get lucky and poison Wartortle before the battle really got going. A few moments later Gary made the first move.

“Water gun!” He shouted. Wartortle didn’t show any reaction other than opening his mouth and shooting the powerful blast of water at Nidoran. “Follow up with rapid spin. Try to keep away from its spikes!”

“Stand your ground and prepare focus kick.” Ash ordered. Nidoran wouldn’t be able to jump out of the way of such a fast attack and he didn’t want his friend to waste the energy doing so. It was best to prepare for the next stage of the battle. Nidoran recoiled from the attack, but it didn’t do much damage.

Nidoran glared intently at Wartortle as it pulled itself into its shell and launched itself at the smaller pokemon. Ash idly noticed that tufts of its fur were still exposed. As Wartortle spun towards Nidoran, Ash grinned. His friend was already jumping up into the air and preparing to use his combo.

It worked to perfection. Wartortle narrowly dodged Nidoran, but was knocked to the ground when Nidoran used double kick. Ash cheered for Nidoran and ordered him to get back. There was no doubt that Wartortle would be much more proficient in close combat than Nidoran due to its superior size, strength, and speed.

“Water pulse.” Gary ordered in annoyance. “Then finish the runt off with bubble.”

Wartortle was good at following orders. It quickly shot a large ball of water at Nidoran, who failed to avoid the attack. Ash gritted his teeth and gave Nidoran the order to use an attack that could possibly change the tide of battle.

“Confusion.” Ash barked. Despite the pain Nidoran had suffered, he stared at Wartortle straight in the eye before Wartortle could use bubble. His eyes began to glow a bright, vibrant pink and slowly grew in intensity.

“Where did you learn that?” Gary shouted in confusion. Ash just grinned as the helpless Wartortle was slowly raised into the air by Nidoran’s psychic attack. Despite its struggles it was lifted a few more feet into the air before being thrown away by Nidoran.

“Get up and fight back!” Gary roared as he began to lose his composure. Ash gave Nidoran a moment to rest before pressing his advantage. The confusion had taken a lot out of him and Wartortle was having trouble getting back up.

When he deemed Nidoran to be ready, Ash began the fight once more. “Poison sting. Follow up with focus kick.”

Nidoran growled as he lowered his body and shot several thin, poison filled needles at the Wartortle. Most were deflected by Wartortle’s thick shell, but one managed to land in its vulnerable belly and injected its poison into the creature.

Ash grinned when he realized that Wartortle couldn’t keep fighting if he took another major hit. The confusion had battered him pretty badly and now he would be steadily weakened by the poison, albeit a bit slower than Ash had hoped.

“It’s time to get serious.” Gary said angrily. “Use protect and then finish that runt off with your newest attack!”

He rolled his eyes. Gary probably thought that Nidoran would be defeated by something like aqua tail. Ash knew that Nidoran still had more than enough fight in him to survive Wartortle’s attacks. All he had to worry about was the protect.

Although Nidoran went through with the attack – it had been too late for Ash to tell him to stop – it did absolutely nothing against the thin green shield that Wartortle had created. Now he just needed to get away from Wartortle before he could attack.

“Get away as fast as you can!” Ash shouted. Nidoran’s ears twitched as he heard the command. He quickly scampered away from the weakened Wartortle, but couldn’t have anticipated the water type’s next move.

Wartortle reared his head back and shot an icy blue beam of energy directly into Nidoran’s back as the small creature ran away. Ash shivered as he felt the air grow cold around them but was too afraid that Nidoran had been hurt to notice.

“Good job.” Gary told Wartortle smugly. The ice beam had knocked Nidoran out the moment it had hit, its energy to powerful for the tired creature to resist. Ash was stunned as his friend collapsed to the ground, unbelieving that he had actually lost.

“Better luck next time, Ashy-boy!” Gary said with that same smug grin. “Guess that first time was just a fluke. Maybe you’ll get to my level someday.” With that he returned Wartortle and walked off.

Ash didn’t move except to go to Nidoran’s side. The shocked trainer gave him a revive. He patted his friend on the head in consolation when Nidoran looked up at him in sorrow.

“It isn’t your fault, buddy.” Ash whispered. “It’s mine. I should have realized that Gary would be fitting Wartortle up with TMs and power it up as much as possible. I should have been training with you and Plume more.”

Nidoran was silent as Ash continued to absentmindedly pat his head. Ash just stared at the sky in confusion.

How he had lost? He had never lost a battle. Trainers much more experienced than he was had been soundly beaten by Nidoran’s unpredictability and decent power. So how in the name of Mew had he lost to Gary of all people?

He sighed and pulled himself from his thoughts. Maybe this was a sign. Cerulean was the gateway to the rest of Kanto, where his real adventures and the real trainers were. Gary was just the first of those that could beat him. Nidoran and Plume were strong, yes, but they couldn’t win these battles with just the two of them and on their own strength.

They needed to train and he needed to diversify his team. He wanted to progress as far as he could in the Indigo Conference and take the League by storm. He wanted to win.

And he definitely wanted to beat Gary every time they met. Ash frowned and stood up. Nidoran looked up at him in curiosity.

“Let’s go, Nidoran.” He said with renewed determination. “We’ve got a team to build.”

Nidoran growled in agreement and kept his head high as he followed Ash down the trail. Half an hour later they had arrived at one of the likely spots Ash had circled on his map. The pokemon sat down next to Ash as he sat down and released Plume, who happily released a piercing cry when she was released.

Ash smiled and leaned against a large rock as he cast his large lure into the river. It was nice to relax.
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Amelia was bored. There was no other way to put it. She couldn’t find any trainers to battle, which meant she couldn’t improve. In fact, there weren’t even any wild pokemon around to fight. Rattata had made sure of that by snapping at any of the other pokemon he sensed.

Maybe things would be less boring if Jonathan or Ash were here. They were always doing something fun or exciting. Arguing with Jonathan always killed the time and it was practically second nature to them by now.

Ash, on the other hand, would have been fun to battle if he were here. He didn’t really talk much in Pallet Town, always with his nose stuck in some book about pokemon or arguing and fighting with Gary. Her face twisted in distaste as she thought of the stuck up boy.

He hadn’t been that bad back when they had first started school – and had even been best friends with Ash for a while, she dimly remembered despite what a strange concept it was to her now – but over the past few years he had become even more arrogant than before and became something of a bully in their class, albeit a well liked one.

She shook herself out of her thoughts. If she kept on thinking about Gary she would have the strong urge to punch something. Hard.

Ash was a much better subject. He was nice enough and was clearly going to be an incredibly powerful trainer when he became more experienced and placed some diversity into his team, but for now she would still be able to pose a significant challenge to him.

All three of their little group were unusually skilled – that was something that she had noticed quite soon, once they had begun to sweep nearly every trainer they had encountered out of the way – although Ash was clearly the most powerful. He hadn’t even lost a battle yet.

She frowned and wondered whether he would continue his winning streak. It seemed unlikely, although she had to admit that she would like to be the one to do it. Ash was the most formidable opponent right now, although she and Jonathan were close to him in skill level at the moment.

Her thoughts turned to her best friend. She wasn’t sure where he had ventured off to, although she assumed it was to a shaded spot where he could take a nap. He had seemed quite tired from their journey and wouldn’t be in a very good mood until he’d slept well, so she hoped he did.

Amelia closed her eyes for a moment and stopped thinking. This was supposed to be a time for relaxing and spending time with her pokemon, who were currently asleep and huddled against her.

Rattata was curled up on her lap and seemed to be dreaming, judging from the small twitches on his face and the adorable little growls that came out from his small body. She knew that he would be ready to awake at a moment’s notice if he heard something nearing their fishing spot.

Bulbasaur had just recently dozed off and had trapped her right arm under his small, heavy body. She had made sure to loosen it enough to where it wouldn’t cut off blood flow and would be easily movable if she actually managed to – wait, there was a pull on her lure.

“Speak of the Giratina.” She muttered with a grin, smoothly pulling her arm out from underneath Bulbasaur and taking hold of the fishing rod. It was a rather weak pull, but she could feel it growing stronger.

Rattata growled at her when she began to stand up, but landed on all fours when he fell and turned to the water. He began to scurry towards it in curiosity, but she kept him from going to near. She didn’t want him getting hurt if it was a powerful water type.

“Stay over here.” She ordered. Rattata hissed and drooped his ears. Amelia looked at him guiltily. “I’ll give you a treat later.”

Her gluttonous pokemon seemed to perk up at that and quickly scrambled over to her. Amelia grinned widely and began to focus on pulling whatever had bitten her lure up onto the ground where Rattata and Bulbasaur could knock it out.

It was a surprisingly short battle. Whatever pokemon she had caught couldn’t have been very old or strong yet, or else it would have attempted to put up a stronger resistance to her efforts to overpower it.

Soon enough the mystery was explained. Amelia grunted as she gave a final herculean effort and pulled the pokemon up into the air, revealing a creature with two long, brown-green tentacles and a bulbous body at the top with two large eyes and even larger smooth red orbs above its eyes. She immediately recognized it as a tentacool, a rather common pokemon throughout Kanto and the surrounding regions.

The creature’s lack of rarity didn’t diminish its usefulness in any way, however. It was common, but because of that there were a surprisingly low amount of trainers that were willing to train them, preferring more exotic breeds instead.

But it could be honed into a powerful weapon and defensive powerhouse in its own right given enough time and effort. Poison types were notoriously difficult to defeat unless you had a pokemon that was effective against them or immune to poison, due to their toxicity to surrounding life and environments. Combined with the fact that few pokemon were effective against them made them a popular choice to wear down opponents.

So she was quick in ordering her pokemon to attack. Gently, of course. She didn’t want to injure a pokemon, even if it wouldn’t be joining her team in a few short minutes.

“Rattata, hyper fang. Bulbasuar, use stun spore.” She ordered. Her friends faithfully carried out her commands and quickly overwhelmed the tentacool while Amelia picked up and prepared the pokeball she had set out next to her bag.

When she was sure the tentacool was helpless against the pokeball her pokemon were ordered to back off. She hadn’t brought any revives and she wanted to talk to the newest member of her team before continuing to fish or search for other trainers to battle.

Rattata and Bulbasaur quickly stopped their assault on the helpless creature and backed away. Bulbasaur calmly plodded to her side while Rattata continued to circle around the weakened tentacool, baring his fangs and hissing.

Amelia primed the ball before throwing it. It struck its target, landing on the gelatinous body before rolling off. The ball was motionless for a moment before the button glowed a bright scarlet and opened up, transforming the tentacool into iridescent red energy and pulling it in before snapping shut.

She watched carefully as the ball shook several times. When it finally stopped moving and clicked she walked over and carefully picked the ball up. Amelia looked at it for a moment before releasing Tentacool into the water.

It was almost completely motionless as the waves began to carry it away, but Amelia’s sharp eyes caught its tentacles wrapping around some sort of supporting structure in the water that kept it from drifting away.

Amelia made sure it was secure before pulling out her pokedex and scanning the pokemon.

“Tentacool. The Jellyfish Pokemon.” The robotic voice said as it began to give Amelia the abridged version of the entry on the pokemon. “Its body is almost entirely composed of water. It ensnares its foe with its two long tentacles, then stabs with the poison stingers at their tips. 

This tentacool currently knows the moves: Poison sting, supersonic, acid, toxic spikes, bubblebeam, and wrap. Its ability is Liquid Ooze, which inflicts damage on foes using any draining move.”

It had a pretty good move pool, Amelia thought as she looked over the information the pokedex had pulled up. Tentacool tended to learn a vast amount of moves anyways, but for such a young example of the breed it was impressive.

She would have preferred for it to have Clear Body as an ability since it would negate some attacks that would make Tentacool near useless, but she could easily find a way to incorporate Liquid Ooze into her battle strategies. At least it would give her an edge against some grass types.

But now wasn’t the time to be making strategies. It was the time to make friends with the newest member of her team. Amelia didn’t know what personalities that tentacool tended to display, but she hoped that this one would be easy to get along with.

“Hi.” She said cheerfully. Tentacool looked up at her fearfully with its large eyes. “I’m your new trainer and you’re my new friend.”

It just shrank back, apparently still afraid of her.

“Don’t worry.” Amelia said soothingly. “I’m not going to hurt you and neither are my friends.”

Rattata sent an annoyed glance at her, but she glared back until he calmed down. He was much more irritable than Bulbasaur, but she was sure Tentacool would be able to fight him off pretty quickly. The normal type hated getting in battles with poison types to begin with, so hopefully there wouldn’t be a problem.

Bulbasaur grunted in agreement with Amelia and seemed to do the bulbasaur equivalent of a smile at Tentacool. Apparently Tentacool was encouraged by this because it seemed to lose some of its timidity.

“So, do you want to be friends?” She asked. Tentacool stared up at her before nodding. Amelia wasn’t quite sure how it knew to do that, but was glad that it did. The trainer wasn’t sure how else Tentacool could have said yes.

“Good.” Amelia smiled. “We’re going to have a nice relationship.”

She promptly returned Tentacool before releasing him closer to her. The aquatic pokemon looked at her in confusion as it fell to the ground, but seemed to know not to resist when she began to heal its injuries with the variety of paralyze heals and potions she had brought.

When it was all over with, Amelia transferred him back into the water. Tentacool wouldn’t be very happy on land, after all. And when all of her pokemon had returned to their happy positions she threw the lure back out into the water.

Getting her pokemon some extra experience couldn’t hurt, she thought as she leaned back against the tree trunk and began to idly scratch the snoozing Rattata’s ears. And they deserved to get stronger.

Of course, she didn’t especially mind if she didn’t find another pokemon to catch or battle. The peace was nice.
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“Metal claw.” Jonathan yawned. Charmander lazily used the attack on the large rhyhorn, carving deep gouges into its side and knocking it unconscious in a single blow. The rhyhorn’s trainer, a large hiker that looked rather disgruntled at being beaten by a kid, returned the ground type and walked over.

“Here’s your winnings.” The gigantic man scowled. Jonathan casually thanked him for the charity and sent him on his way.

He rolled his eyes when the man was gone. That was the third battle he’d had since splitting up with the others an hour earlier and he had easily won every single one of them. All of them had thought that Cerulean would hold trainers of a higher caliber than the ones they had previously encountered, but so far he’d been disappointed. It seemed that nearly everyone he met was an amateur.

Jonathan shrugged and looked over at Charmander, who had curled up on the warm rock and was trying to sleep.

“Hey, no sleeping.” He scowled. “If I don’t get to do it, you don’t either.”

Charmander growled in annoyance and shot a small poof of smoke at him. Jonathan rolled his eyes.

“Quit your whining.” He said. “Let’s find a nice clearing or something. I don’t want to sleep where other trainers might find us. Jerks might wake us up.”

The lizard seemed to understand that and stopped giving him the evil eye. Jonathan smiled when he realized his friend wasn’t annoyed anymore and released Rhyhorn. Might as well give both of his pokemon time to stretch their legs.

He was careful when the gigantic ground type was released. Rhyhorn could be a bit “enthusiastic” in her greetings and he didn’t want her to accidently bruise his leg. She would be terribly torn up about it later and would probably be sulking for the rest of the day once Rhyhorn realized what she did.

So he casually side stepped her initial happy charge. Rhyhorn hurtled past him before finally realizing that he wasn’t there. When she turned around and trotted towards him at a much safer pace he let her butt her hard head against his leg in greeting, although he winced a bit as the stone impacted it.

Nevertheless he patted her head – snickering when he heard the stone creature rumble in happiness – before looking over at Charmander. The stupid lizard had already tried to go back to sleep.

“Will you get back up?” Jonathan asked in annoyance. “You’re like a snorlax.”

Charmander shot another small cloud of oily smoke at him in annoyance, but got up as Jonathan casually waved it away. He waddled over to the trainer’s side and waited for Jonathan to scratch his neck.

“How would you get on without me?” Jonathan asked the silent creature as he caved in to his friend’s pleading eyes. “Anyways, let’s go. I was looking at the map while you beat that rhyhorn – not you,” he said when Rhyhorn glanced up at her name, “and found a few spots that look pretty isolated. It should only take about an hour or so to get there.”

Jonathan really could sympathize with Charmander’s reluctance – he didn’t exactly enjoy the prospect of shoving through the tall grass and walking that much on his tired legs either – but didn’t throw his friend a bone. Charmander needed to get his endurance up anyways, and walking sounded like a fine way to do it.

Despite Charmander’s annoyed snorts of smoke, Jonathan knew that the lizard was following just behind him as they began to set off. The only bad thing about the journey would be that Rhyhorn had gotten excited and charged through the tall grass surrounding the small clearing where he had just battled, forcing them to take her way.

Still, it wasn’t as though they were in a hurry. Jonathan cheerfully whistled a random tune as he followed his pokemon’s path of destruction through the brush, completely unaware of where it could take him.

Life was an adventure, after all. Why not follow the paths it presented him?
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Ash roared in victory as he yanked whatever was biting on his lure out of the water. Whatever it was had to be extremely light – he hardly had the strength to lift a seaking or staryu out of the water – but it put up an incredible fight.

Nidoran and Plume were both waiting for whatever formidable foe Ash pulled out of the water. Plume’s feathers were puffed up, making the massive bird seem even more intimidating, while the barbs on Nidoran’s back were leaking a clear, potent poison. Ash had made sure to bring plenty of antidote for whatever pokemon would be the newest addition to their team.

While he hadn’t exactly been expecting to pull up a gyarados or psyduck, he hadn’t been expecting the small blue creature fiercely remaining attached to his lure to have put up such a strong fight.

The horsea was small, but had proved that it had enough fight to earn a place on any newbie’s team. It looked strangely angry for its breed and glared at Ash and his pokemon for a moment before it let go of the lure and landed on the ground, although it spit a glob of ink at them as it fell.

Plume easily fluttered out of the way and Nidoran clearly wasn’t the target. Ash, however, got a face full of ink that left him gagging and sputtering in an attempt to get the foul smelling and tasting liquid out of his mouth.

He was blind and useless to his pokemon while the horrible ink was covering himself, so he quickly set to wiping as much of it off. Soon enough Ash was able to see, but he knew that his face was stained with ink and would probably be completely black for a few days. But his problems didn’t matter. The fight his pokemon were in did.

Ash still couldn’t talk – he was still spitting up ink and trying to remove that awful taste from his mouth, although he hadn’t thrown up…yet – but he was capable of priming a pokeball and was more than ready to hit the horsea with it if his pokemon began to go too far. The trainer knew that his pokemon would have taken offense to the attack upon him and might endanger the horsea if not stopped fast enough.

As he watched the battle he was pleasantly surprised with his friends’ composure. They were fighting hard against the fierce horsea, but were reigning themselves in to avoid causing real danger to it. Ash was proud that they had such good self control.

The battle was incredibly short. Despite the horsea’s insane method of fighting – it was firing powerful jets of water at his pokemon incredibly quickly and seemed to have no defense other than a great offense – his pokemon were hardly even disturbed by its attacks.

Plume was simply too fast for them to accurately strike her and seemed to be toying with the water type and Nidoran seemed to be spending more time dodging the attacks than really fighting.

When Nidoran finally became serious and recklessly charged the horsea, the horsea pulled the same trick as before. Ash had to hold in a laugh as Nidoran was sent reeling from a blast of sticky, reeking ink, but felt more than a few twinges of sympathy for his friend.

Nidoran backed off and attempted to wipe his face off on the grass. Ash decided to end this and catch the horsea once Plume had weakened it.

“Gust.” He ordered, ignoring the thick feeling of ink on his tongue and the strong urge to gag. Not even spitting had removed it. Plume cried out in acceptance and flapped her powerful wings, sending a strong blast of air at the weak horsea.

Ash was impressed that it managed to stay strong, although he knew it would only take one more attack to knock it unconscious. The horsea had almost no endurance and had to be tired from the struggle it had put up in order to keep from being pulled up with the lure.

“Quick attack.”

Plume seemed to flit out of existence for a moment before she appeared in front of the horsea. The force gathered by her speed was more than enough to knock the small creature out and she was no worse for wear when she flew over to Ash and landed on his shoulder.

He smiled and stroked her crest before kneeling down.

“You did good, Plume.” Ash said happily. “But could you make sure the horsea doesn’t escape? I’ve got to clean up Nidoran first.”

Plume nodded and fluttered over to the horsea. Ash felt a bit of sympathy for the poor water type when he saw Plume delicately put her sharp talons onto its back. If it was conscious it would probably be terrified.

Now that he didn’t have to worry about the insane horsea spitting ink at him he turned back to Nidoran. His friend looked pathetic trying to rub his face against the grass and nearby rocks, succeeding only in smearing the ink further.

“Nidoran.” Ash called out. Nidoran’s ears twitched and the pink creature slowly waddled over to Ash before he whined sadly. “I know, I know. Just stay still for a moment.”

Ash picked up the towel he had brought in order to dry himself off and carefully began to wipe the ink off of Nidoran’s body. Most of it was concentrated on his face, although some had landed on his barbs. The trainer made sure to avoid those. His poison would probably end up destroying the ink later anyways.

His job was far less than perfect. Nidoran still had black smeared all over his body, but Ash figured that a quick dunk in the water would get most of it off. Maybe Nidoran would be more amenable to it if Ash joined him. He wasn’t looking forward to meeting his friends with a face full of ink.

“Oh well.” Ash muttered as he pulled the permanently stained towel off of Nidoran’s head. He could still use it, at least. “Nidoran, no hard feelings towards our new friend, all right?”

Nidoran growled at the mention of the horsea, but didn’t do anything. Ash took that as acceptance.

“Alright, Plume, you can get off of him now.”

Plume glared down at the horsea before fluttering over to Ash’s shoulder. He managed to stay mostly upright this time. Ash paused to pet her before throwing the primed pokeball at the unconscious horsea.

It sucked the horsea in before rocking a few times. Ash grinned when he saw it click and staggered over to collect the newest member of his team.

“Plume, could you get up in that tree?” He said to the bird. “I don’t want Horsea to be intimidated.”

Plume nodded and launched herself into the air before eventually settling in one of the trees whose branches were strong enough to hold her great weight. Ash would have to make sure he released Horsea in a position where he couldn’t see the bird.

Nidoran quietly sat by his foot. Ash crouched down and scratched behind one of his large ears before releasing Horsea. Maybe it wouldn’t be so violent if it didn’t see him as such a large being.

Horsea was still unconscious when it was released, so Ash took the opportunity to scan him with the pokedex.

“Horsea. The Dragon Pokemon.” The pokedex began. “If Horsea senses danger, it will reflexively spray a dense black ink from its mouth and try to escape. This Pokemon swims by cleverly flapping the fins on its back.

This pokemon currently knows the moves: Bubble, smokescreen, water gun, bubblebeam, and agility. Its ability is Swift Swim, which increases the pokemon’s speed when it is raining or in water.”

Ash nodded slowly. Horsea would definitely be a good team mate. It could cover quite a few weaknesses that his team had at the moment. But right now he needed to make friends with it.

The trainer carefully dug a revive out of his pocket and snapped it in half over Horsea’s…mouth? Ash wasn’t sure. Nevertheless, the powder inside the diamond shaped container went into the Horsea’s system, shocking it back into consciousness and repairing most of the damage.

He didn’t expect the Horsea to blast him in the face with a weak water gun the second it woke up. Ash hissed in pain as the force of the attack knocked him onto his back. The trainer wearily pushed himself up and realized that Nidoran was about to attack Horsea.

“Nidoran, stop.” He ordered calmly. His friend glanced at him and loyally sat back down. Ash wasn’t foolish enough to think that the pink pokemon wasn’t more than ready to poison their newest team mate, however. Nidoran was quite protective, after all.

Ash turned back to Horsea, who was warily staring at him. At least he wasn’t attacking. That could have caused a problem.

“Please listen to me.” He said soothingly. Horsea still didn’t attack, which Ash took as a good sign. “I’ve captured you. That means that I’m your trainer and that they,” he motioned to Nidoran and Plume, although Horsea didn’t look back at the large bird, “are your teammates. I’m not going to hurt you. I just want to help you get stronger.”

Horsea perked up at the last sentence. Ash grinned. It looked like he’d found what Horsea wanted out of their relationship.

“I’m wanting to be the best trainer and I think that you can help me toward that goal. Do you think you can keep up?” He asked slowly. Horsea eagerly nodded, the determined spark lighting up in its eyes. “Good. So are you going to stop attacking us?”

A somewhat less eager nod. Ash grinned.

“Well then, Horsea, welcome to the team.” Suddenly a thought sprung to his mind. Would Horsea want a nickname? When he voiced the thought to Horsea, the water type nodded.

Ash struggled to think of a name that would fit Horsea. He went through countless names – Blaster, Berserker, and Wave to name only a few, but none of them seemed to fit. Horsea seemed to like the names that had something to do with water more, so he eventually listed everything that had even the most tenuous connection to water until he finally found one that Horsea liked: Torrent.

“Alright then, Torrent,” Ash said. The name rolled off of his tongue fairly well and it seemed to fit the fiery Horsea. “Let’s get a move on. I want to see what your limits are.”

Torrent’s eyes narrowed in concentration as Ash returned him and began to walk back the way he came with Nidoran walking by his side. Plume flew high above them, searching for possible challenges to test Torrent on and any threats that they should flee from.
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“Wrap and poison sting.” Amelia commanded. Tentacool coiled around the other trainer’s krabby and bound it with its powerful tentacles. When the water type was defenseless, Tentacool stabbed its stingers into the krabby’s hard shell and injected as much poison into it as it could before the krabby overpowered it and forced Tentacool to retreat.

“C’mon Krabby, use vicegrip!” The other trainer – an overconfident teenage boy that had stumbled upon her fishing spot and promptly challenged her – shouted. Amelia rolled her eyes as the krabby slowly pushed itself towards Tentacool.

She didn’t even have to tell Tentacool to push itself away. It easily propelled itself a safe distance away from the krabby and awaited her next order.

“Supersonic and follow up with bubblebeam.” She said casually. Tentacool’s deep red orbs glowed as he sent out a wave of supersonic sound at the slowed krabby. It quickly took effect and disoriented the krabby even further, causing the creature to sink to the bottom of the riverbed.

Now it was just a waiting game, she thought with a smile. The krabby was completely useless now and she could tell that the poison was already beginning to work on its victim.

When it was sure that the krabby was defenseless, Tentacool forcefully ejected a stream of bubbles towards its foe. They pushed the krabby back but didn’t do much damage.

“Stay away from it and dodge any attacks.” Amelia commanded. Tentacool understood and stayed far away from the rapidly weakening krabby.

A few minutes later she had accepted the money from the put out trainer and had begun to reexamine Tentacool’s performance in the battle.

It was fast in the water, although nearly useless on land. Tentacool was adept at neutralizing foes as well and could escape from most attacks that would crush or hold it thanks to its small body.

All in all it had been a success. Tentacool had proved its worth.

Now all that was left to do was get back to Cerulean. It was nearly time for them to meet up again.
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Jonathan knew he needed to turn back soon, but he didn’t care. He had just wandered into someone’s house or workplace – although it reminded strongly of Professor Oak’s lab due to the pristine whiteness of the place and the strange machines and computers whose purpose he couldn’t divine – and was currently looking at a small clefairy.

He grinned and knelt in front of it. Although he would like to catch it – clefairy were notoriously rare in Kanto, only being found in the depths of Mt. Moon – he realized that whoever owned it would be rather put out with him if he tried. It wasn’t so far from Mt. Moon by itself without being captured or bought.

Of course, now he wanted to find whoever lived here.

“Charmander, do you smell anyone?” He said to the lizard. Charmander sniffed the air before pointing to the clefairy.

“Besides the clefairy.” Jonathan responded with a roll of his eyes. “Are there any humans that are here?”

Charmander just pointed a claw towards the clefairy. Jonathan sighed and began to turn away. He doubted that the owner of the house would want him snooping through their things.

Just as he reached the door, he heard someone cry out frantically in a voice that almost made him scream out, “Nerd!”. Jonathan turned back and looked for the source of the voice. He didn’t see anything. Maybe it was just a haunter playing a trick on him.

“Down here!” The nasally voice cried again. Jonathan gaped when he saw the clefairy pointing at itself.

“How the hell can you talk?” He asked in astonishment. “You aren’t psychic.”

The clefairy crossed its arms in annoyance – an oddly human gesture. It disconcerted Jonathan a bit.

“That’s because I’m not a pokemon.” It retorted. Charmander nodded in agreement. “My name is Bill and I own this place. I was doing experiments with a transporter, but it changed me into this clefairy.”

“Is there a way to change you back?”

“Yes.” Bill replied. “See that computer over there?”

Jonathan turned his head and saw a small console that seemed far more boring than the more exotic equipment that littered the rest of the room. He looked over at Bill.

“Yeah.”

“Good.” Bill said in satisfaction. “There’s an icon on the screen that has the word ‘Activate’ underneath it. When I get into the transporter and close the door, press the button.”

The trainer shrugged as the clefairy clumsily walked over to the large machine. He guessed that Bill hadn’t gotten used to his form yet.

When the transporter’s large hatch smoothly closed, Jonathan found the icon and tapped it. He covered his eyes when the machine began to glow a brilliant, impossibly bright white. Jonathan warily looked at the other transporter when the light was gone. A bit of smoke was still seeping out of the machines, but it seemed to be fizzling out.

Jonathan watched in wary fascination as the other transporter’s hatch opened, revealing the form of a scrawny man with messy green hair and a pale, thin complexion. He wore an expensive looking suit and looked to be very reserved. All in all it was a bit different than what the trainer had expected.

He had judged Bill to be some scrawny guy with a lab outfit, not someone whose appearance screamed, “I’m richer than you!”

“Thanks for getting me out of that form.” Bill said as he stumbled out of the transporter. “I was afraid that I would be stuck like that until one of my acquaintances came over next week.”

“Not a problem.” Jonathan said with a grin. He looked down to Charmander, who now seemed quite bored. “Anyways, I should probably go. I was supposed to be back at Cerulean a while ago.”

Bill nodded. “Of course, don’t let me keep you. But before you go, here’s a reward.” The man dug around in one of his pockets for a moment until he pulled out a crumpled ticket. “I was sent this by one of my friends in the League, but I’m not going. Giving it to you is the least I can do.”

“What is it?” Jonathan asked as he took the paper. He looked down at it, but it was just a ticket with a few numbers.

“That,” Bill said, “is a ticket to the S.S. Anne, a luxury cruise liner that sails the world. It’s going to be stopped in Vermillion City in three weeks, so you should head down that way if you’re interested.”

Jonathan frowned. “Is it only good for me? I don’t want to get separated from my friends.”

“Hmm.” Bill hummed. “That might be a problem. I’ve heard that any trainers that can beat Lt. Surge the week before or the two days that it’s staying in Vermillion will receive tickets. That’s probably your best bet. Anyways, when it leaves it will be going to Fuschia City. Your ticket will get you to Fuschia, but after that you have to get off.”

The trainer grinned. “Thanks. This’ll help a lot.”

“No problem.” Bill replied as the trainer ran out of the house.

Jonathan returned Charmander as he ran out the door. As much as he liked having his friend walk with him, the lizard wasn’t very fast over long distances. And considering he had several miles to go before he could get to Cerulean he couldn’t have anything slowing him down.
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“So we just have to beat Lt. Surge to get our tickets?” Amelia asked. Jonathan nodded. “That shouldn’t be too difficult. Rattata and Bulbasaur shouldn’t have too much of a problem with him. Tentacool might, but I wasn’t planning on using him yet anyway.”

Ash wasn’t so sure. He’d been talking to other trainers here in the Cerulean Pokemon Center Cafeteria that had come from Vermillion. They’d claimed that Lt. Surge had started to put everything he had into his fights, brutally beating opponent pokemon until they had to be rushed to the Pokemon Center.

While he was sure some of it was exaggeration, Ash was just as sure that there was quite a bit of truth hidden within the rumors. Tales of Surge’s brutality were famous amongst trainers and anyone who followed the Kanto battling scene so it wasn’t too hard to believe that he’d gotten worse. Still, surely the League would have intervened by now if he had been taking things too far.

Even if Surge was going to be more difficult to defeat than Ash would have expected, he was sure that he could still do it. Only Torrent was actually weak to electric types and he was sure Nidoran could beat any of Surge’s pokemon in a one on one battle. Of course, they needed to get there before he could come up with any real strategies.

“Alright, so are we ready to leave?” Ash asked, speaking up for the first time. The others looked over at him and nodded. “Good. We need to get to Vermillion in two weeks if we want to have time to beat Surge and explore the area. So let’s leave at about noon. That gives us two hours to stock up on supplies.”

“Sounds good. Let’s get going then.” Amelia added in.

They nodded and picked up their bags. It was time to get a move on. Vermillion awaited them.






3. Chapter 3: Vermillion


They walked into the gym warily. The group had just gotten back from checking in at the Pokemon Center in Vermillion and were disturbed by the sheer scope of the injuries the pokemon there had been put through. None of them were irreparable or life threatening, but for it to all have happened at a single gym was worrying.

Hopefully the journey to Vermillion had toughened them up enough to where they could beat Surge without suffering much damage. It had been a difficult journey – the weather seemed to be against them, and events such as storms and frigid cold had slowed them down – and they had been quite glad when they saw the sunny city of Vermillion.

Ash had spent most of the time battling the myriad of trainers that were travelling down the same road. Most were coming from Vermillion – Surge had frightened most potential challengers away as the tales of his newfound brutality became more famous amongst the Kanto trainers – and were happy to challenge him.

All of his pokemon were almost ready to evolve. Nidoran had been training particularly hard since he was the only one of Ash’s pokemon to have a real chance against Surge and was showing many of the signs that showed he was about to evolve: longer barbs, stronger poison, and slightly more aggression.

Plume’s plumage was growing more colorful and her crest was starting to lengthen. Her body was also growing tougher and more powerful. Torrent was showing the hints of the barbs that would emerge when he evolved into a seadra and was becoming even more aggressive.

They had also trained after they made camp and had eaten. Ash was relentless in their journey, to the point where even Jonathan and Amelia had stopped attempting to keep up.

Now they were in the gym that would pose their first true challenge. Brock had been a trial by fire, the Sisters had been formidable, but Surge was going to truly test their mettle. Everything Ash had worked for would be put to the test.

It was dark in the gym, much like it was in Pewter City. Unlike Pewter City’s gym, however, this gym looked more like a warehouse than a gym. There were no environmental factors he could take advantage of other than the plain square of dirt that they would be battling on and was extremely plain.

He noticed that there were two tall trainers standing near each other. Both wore clothes meant to highlight their ruggedness and tough looks. They both sneered at the group as they walked in. From in between them a gigantic, shadowy figure stood in the darkness. The figure stepped forward, revealing it to be the instantly recognizable form of Lt. Surge.

Ash looked up at the massive man in astonishment. He knew that he and his friends were hardly tall, but he’d never seen anyone so mindbogglingly huge before.

Lt. Surge was at least twice the height of Ash and had about ten times the bulk. His two gym trainers – both imposing in their own right – looked positively tiny in comparison. And apparently, judging by the smirk he wore and the clothing that showed off his ridiculously large muscles, his personality fit his appearance.

“So,” he growled as he stood between the two gym trainers, “which of you babies are first? Maybe you runts will put up a challenge.”

Ash stepped forward and stared Surge in the eye. He felt rather ridiculous as he stared almost directly upward, but kept a defiant glint in his eye. Surge wouldn’t cow him.

“I’m first.”

Surge looked down at him in disbelief before bursting into laughter. Ash glared up at the man and clenched his fists as the gym leader roared in laughter for what seemed like an eternity. The two gym trainers joined him.

Then the laughter abruptly stopped.

“Oh. You’re serious.” Surge said. A grin split his broad face. “Alright, runt, let’s get this going. One on one. First to knock the other’s pokemon unconscious wins. Surrendering is an automatic forfeit.”

Ash nodded and continued to glare at the man. One of the tough looking gym trainers led him to one side of the arena while the other led Jonathan and Amelia to an area walled off with clear plastic. Surge took the other side of the arena and withdrew a pokeball.

Surge laughed as he tapped the button to release whatever pokemon was in the ball. Ash withdrew Nidoran’s ball and did the same, resolutely staring at the scarlet energy that was beginning to coalesce into the form of a pokemon.

A few seconds later he was able to identify the pokemon. It was a large, powerful looking raichu that had an arrogant smirk on its small face that matched that of its owner. Surge knelt down and scratched the electric type behind the ears before pointing at Nidoran’s small form.

“Wreck it.”

The raichu bared its fangs and beat its tail against the ground. Ash saw small arcs of electricity sparking out of its yellow pouches as they began to glow a bright white. He wasted no time in giving Nidoran an order.

“Confusion! Dodge that attack if you can.” He shouted. Nidoran’s ears twitched in confirmation of the order. His eyes glowed a bright pink and Raichu was slowly raised into the air before being slammed into the ground.

Raichu was too tough to be badly hurt by the attack. It seemed more annoyed by the psychic assault than anything and glared at Nidoran when it had pulled itself back up.

“That’s the best you can do?” Surge laughed. “Raichu, finish this. Use thunderbolt! Follow up with mega kick and mega punch if it’s still up.”

Ash gritted his teeth as Raichu’s electric sacs glowed a bright white before quickly releasing a massive surge of electricity. The electricity formed into a bright yellow bolt that surged directly at Nidoran, striking him before Nidoran could try to avoid the attack.

“Use focus kick.” He shouted. Nidoran didn’t confirm the order in any way other than tensing up as he focused his energy.

Unfortunately, Raichu was too fast for Nidoran. Before Nidoran had completed focusing his energy, the orange mouse had scampered over to Nidoran and jumped up. Nidoran tried to attack back as Raichu neared him, but couldn’t react fast enough.

Ash wanted to close his eyes as Nidoran was hit with the full force of Raichu’s mega kick. His friend went skidding down the field from the power of the attack. Nidoran wearily pulled himself up and tried to prepare itself for Raichu’s mega punch but was pushed back another few feet as the attack impacted.

“Come on, Nidoran, you’ve got to dodge!” Ash screamed. He didn’t want Nidoran to be put through a beating like those pokemon at the Pokemon Center.

Surge had a wide grin on his face. “So you’re little Nidoran is still standing? Not very impressive, but it’s better than what I’ve been getting through here lately. Raichu, finish it off with body slam.”

Raichu nodded gleefully at the command. It sprinted at Nidoran as the smaller pokemon recovered and slammed into the pink creature again, sending Nidoran sprawling. Ash noticed that it was slower than before and seemed slightly tired. Maybe Raichu had been poisoned from hitting Nidoran.

Fat load of good it would do him now. Nidoran was about to be knocked out. Even though he was pulling himself to his feet, Ash could see that his best friend was only one good hit away from being defeated.

“Huh.” Surge grunted. “It’s still up. Raichu, body slam one last time. I’m bored.”

The mouse had small arcs of electricity sparking from its cheeks as it made one last charge. Ash closed his eyes as Raichu grew nearer, waiting to hear the horrible pounding sound that would accompany the powerful attack when it hit the defenseless Nidoran.

But he never heard the impact of Raichu’s body impacting his friend. Instead he saw a brilliant white light that was powerful enough to be seen through his closed eyelids. A powerful roar that couldn’t have belonged to Nidoran sounded throughout the gym. Ash opened them up in confusion and curiosity, wondering what had happened.

A wide grin split his face when he saw the source of the light: Nidoran, who was so infused with the light that Ash could barely make out his shape. His form was quickly morphing and growing. He quickly recognized it as evolution.

The entire gym was silent as Nidoran’s transformation continued. Surge was looking at the evolving Nidoran with an indecipherable look on his face, but Ash thought he could see a hint of respect in his eyes. Both of his friends were holding their breath.

Suddenly the light grew even brighter in an incredible surge. Ash quickly shut his eyes lest it blind him. The intense light still left stars in his eyes.

When he was able to see again, he looked straight at Nidora—Nidorino, he corrected. Ash was struck by the strong resemblance Nidorino bore to his previous form. Although much bulkier and stronger looking, the basic looks of Nidoran hadn’t faded.

Ash looked at the powerfully built pokemon in awe for a few moments before grinning.

“Nidorino, focus kick.”

Nidorino growled in confirmation and jumped high up in the air, his previous fatigue and injuries no longer preventing him from fighting. Raichu and Surge were still too stunned to do anything, giving Nidorino a free hit on the weakened Raichu.

Ash grinned even wider when Raichu was knocked to the ground. It looked like the poison was doing its work. He knew that the Raichu was still more powerful than Nidorino – a single evolution without additional training wouldn’t close the wide gap between the two pokemon, although it would definitely help to shrink it – but hopefully the poison would continue to work and keep the Raichu slow and unsteady.

“Horn attack!” He shouted. Nidorino twitched his ears – they were about the same size as they were as a Nidoran, although they looked far more proportional and less awkward on Nidorino’s larger body – and charged. Ash hadn’t been completely sure if Nidorino would know the move, although he was glad that he did.

The pokedex entry on Nidorino – he had looked up almost everything about the Nidoran line and memorized it – had said that they instinctually knew the attack in order to take full advantage of their incredibly powerful horn. Of course, the attack came with an added bonus when used by Nidorino. If the attack hit a susceptible area, the horn would inject a powerful poison into the foe’s body. It would be much more potent than that of a Nidoran’s poison.

“Dodge it and use thunderbolt again.” Surge snapped, finally regaining his senses. “Keep away from it.”

Although Surge had recovered from the shock of seeing Nidoran evolve, Raichu was still stunned from the powerful focus kick. It was pulling itself up, but Ash knew that it wouldn’t be able to avoid Nidorino’s charge.

A few moments later, Nidorino hit the slowly recovering Raichu. Ash cheered for his friend as Raichu was sent flying from the force of the attack, but quickly began giving his friend orders again.

“Focus kick again. Follow with horn attack.”

Nidorino charged at Raichu again before forcing himself upwards with his strong legs. His feet glowed as he landed on Raichu’s battered body. The helpless mouse was sent sprawling onto its back. Although the mouse tried to recover – Surge’s wild shouts at it to get up probably helped motivate it – and had even managed to pull itself up again it was quickly bowled over by Nidorino’s ruthless charge.

Even Ash had to wince as Raichu was sent flying, its body going limp as the combination of the powerful poison coursing through its veins and Nidorino’s powerful, brutal attacks finally took its toll on the mouse.

He looked up at Surge, who looked as stunned as Ash currently felt.

“Wha – how?” He said, unable to comprehend his loss. “I lost? To a kid?”

Ash couldn’t exactly blame him for being so shocked. He certainly hadn’t expected himself to make such a great comeback, not when Surge’s powerful Raichu had been close to knocking Nidoran out without even breaking a sweat.

Then he realized something. He had won. He had won and Nidoran had finally evolved.

“Come here, buddy!” He shouted in glee. Nidorino looked over and trotted over to Ash, who quickly knelt down and patted his head, although he carefully avoided the long, sharp horn. It was still leaking clear, potent poison. “You did great! Raichu never even had a chance.”

Nidorino snorted and pushed his head up against Ash’s hand. Ash smiled and patted him some more before he moved his hand upwards to scratch his friend behind his sensitive ears. He made sure to avoid the new spikes and barbs that had come with the evolution, although they were starting to lower now that the battle was over.

Although most of Nidorino’s wounds appeared to have been healed by the evolution, Ash could see large bruises and mottled areas on his friend’s tough skin. Apparently evolving didn’t completely heal injuries. He would have to get the wounds checked out at the Pokemon Center as soon as possible.

He scratched Nidorino a few more times before he stood back up and returned his friend to his pokeball. Nidorino growled happily one last time before the scarlet energy engulfed him and brought him into the ball. Ash attached it to his belt before turning back to Lt. Surge.

Who, as it happened, was only a few feet away from him. Ash jumped in surprise – how was such a large man so quiet? He quickly calmed down and met Surge’s eyes. The younger trainer noticed that Surge was cradling Raichu in one of his massive arms.

Ash half-expected Surge to punch him in the face for embarrassing him and hurting Raichu so badly. So he was rather surprised to see that the man had a wide grin on his face and held out his hand. The trainer carefully shook the gym leader’s hand, wincing when Surge nearly crushed it.

“Good job!” Surge roared. “I haven’t lost since I was given the order to go all out on every challenger. You’ve got talent!”

He smiled at the praise. But something bothered him.

“Thanks. But why would the League tell you to stop holding back? No one’s getting the badge anymore.”

Surge’s wide grin reminded Ash of pictures he’d seen of a sharpedo. “You know those tickets for that cruise ship I have to give out to anyone who beats me? The League only wanted the best to get onto that ship for some reason. I’m not complaining. It’s good to see the runts that think they can beat me get sent off with their tails between their legs.”

Ash nodded, not really sure how to respond. Surge laughed again before fishing around in one of his pockets. He pulled out the Thunder Badge and a wadded up piece of paper.

“Here’s your ticket.” Surge said loudly, presenting Ash with the crumpled piece of paper. Ash took it carefully. It looked like it had been in that coat for a long time. “It’s a little crumpled, but that shouldn’t be a problem. Just give it to the guy in front of the boat. It’ll be here in a few days, I think. And here’s your badge. Don’t lose it.”

“Thanks.” Ash said gratefully as he pocketed the ticket and badge.

“Alright then.” Surge muttered. “Are your runt friends going to battle me? Because I’ve got to get Raichu to the Center. She’s pretty beat up.”

Ash nodded. Surge had that same grin on his face as he eyed the duo.

“They don’t look like a challenge. Tell them to come back in an hour or two. Raichu’ll be ready to beat their pokemon into unconsciousness by then.”

The younger trainer nodded again. Surge didn’t look at him again as the gigantic man swept out of the gym, carrying Raichu like a baby.

One of the gym trainer’s came up to him. The other was walking over to Jonathan and Amelia.

“Alright, you’ve got the badge.” The tall trainer growled. “Now get out before Surge gets back. He doesn’t have time to babysit you.”

Ash rolled and his eyes and nodded. This trainer wasn’t intimidating compared to Surge. Nevertheless, he left the gym with his friends in tow.

He winced at the bright light that assaulted the group as they left the gym, but quickly grew used to it. Ash waved his friends’ congratulations away as they slipped through the crowded city. All he wanted to do was get Nidorino to the Pokemon Center. His friend had done great at the gym and he wanted him fixed up as soon as possible.
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Ash ended up not returning to the gym with his friends. Nurse Joy had told him that they would need to hold Nidorino for several hours to make sure he hadn’t suffered any complications from evolving after such a beating. She said that if bones or tissues were damaged right before evolution the pokemon could be permanently weakened from the misplaced systems, although it could be easily corrected if caught quickly.

It was extremely rare, but Ash wasn’t about to take any risks with his friend. Nurse Joy would need his permission to do anything for Nidoran unless it was life threatening, so he decided to stay there just in case something needed to be done.

Jonathan and Amelia went to the gym at his urging. They were disappointed that he wouldn’t be joining them for their battles, but he didn’t want them to have to wait to battle Surge. He didn’t think that either of them would beat Surge on their first try – he had only won because Nidoran had evolved at an extremely fortuitous time, and he was much better than either of his friends – but the first battle would show them just how far they would need to go before defeating Surge.

Ash sighed and relaxed. All of his pokemon were out, something that he was afraid he wouldn’t be able to do in such a densely populated city. A small aquarium to his side was placed in the room for Torrent, who was darting back and forth in the container. Plume sat on the back of the chair he was reclining in, cleaning herself and smoothing out her feathers. An unhappy Nidorino – covered in monitoring devices that would let Nurse Joy know if she needed to fix anything – sat by his feet.

Nidorino butted his large head against his hand, causing the trainer to idly scratch behind his friend’s ears. The pokemon had been trying to tear the small pads and devices that were monitoring his functions and chemical levels off all night, so Ash was happy to give Nidorino some sort of distraction.

Plume chirped loudly – its size caused the noise to sound more like a rumble – and gently pecked Ash’s hat in an attempt to get attention. Ash rolled his eyes and gently stroked Plume’s bright plumage. She cooed happily at the affection.

Torrent splashed frantically in an attempt to get his attention, his small eyes focused on the bag of food that Ash had bought for him. Ash smiled and poured some food into the aquarium. The horsea quickly sucked it in through his snout before calming down.

The smile stayed on his face as his pokemon continued to vie for his attention. It was nice to finally relax and be around his friends.
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He was asleep when Jonathan and Amelia knocked on his door. Ash sleepily opened up his eyes and stood up, gently pushing Nidorino – who was already alert, his hearing not diminished by the evolution – off of his feet. The trainer stretched for a moment before walking over to the door. He had fallen asleep in the chair and was feeling rather stiff.

“Wait a minute.” He said to his friends as they knocked on the door again. At least he assumed it was his friends. No one else had a reason to knock on his door since Nurse Joy could just call him from the video phone in the room.

Ash yawned as he opened the door, revealing the forms of his friends. He wasn’t sure what time it was, but he wanted to get this over with and go back to sleep.

“What do you guys want? Did you win?”

Judging from the expressions on their faces, they hadn’t. Ash wanted to be sympathetic to them, he really did, but couldn’t see why this couldn’t have waited till morning. And – considering that there was no light at all coming through the blinds – he doubted that it was morning.

Jonathan spoke up first. “…No. He kind of curbstomped us. That raichu of his beat Charmander with two attacks. I was actually kind of hoping that he would evolve in the middle of the battle like Nidoran did.”

“That’s not good.” Ash muttered. “So you both lost?”

“Yeah.” Amelia growled. “Bulbasaur was beaten by one thundershock! He should have been resistant to it. I guess I haven’t been focusing on his training as much as I should have.”

“Why didn’t you use Rattata?” Ash asked curiously. “He’s a lot more aggressive than Bulbasaur and you’ve managed to perfect his hyper fang.”

Amelia frowned. “I saw what that Raichu did to Nidoran in just a few hits. Nidoran is tougher than Rattata, so I didn’t think that he would be able to take a single hit without being knocked out. But I might have to use him next time. Sometimes the best defense is a good offense.”

Ash and Jonathan nodded. The trainer turned back to his friends.

“Look, I’m sorry that you lost. But could you guys leave? I’m about to pass out. We can go train tomorrow.”

Jonathan and Amelia agreed and apologized for waking him up before they left. Ash sighed when they left and closed the door. He wasn’t sure what he would do tomorrow while they battled other trainers.

He needed to get Nidorino used to his new form if it turned out nothing was wrong. Torrent needed to be worked out – they hadn’t had many opportunities to do so on the way to Vermillion, although he fought a few times in ponds or rivers –and he wanted to see if he could get Plume to evolve. She was close to it and seemed to be getting more aggressive lately.

Ash shook the thoughts away. He just wanted to sleep. All of the important things could wait until tomorrow.

The trainer ignored the bed and reclaimed his position next to his friends. In a few minutes he was unconscious. This time he wasn’t woken up until morning.
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The group found themselves in the wilderness outside Vermillion the next day. It was rather cool outside, but it wasn’t storming or freezing like it had been on the way to the city. Trainers were practically everywhere – Ash had been challenged several times since leaving the city, and quickly won all of the battles thanks to Nidorino’s new strength – and he was getting annoyed by the lack of peace.

Ash had split off from Amelia and Jonathan. They had decided to spend the day battling trainers and toughening their pokemon up – both of his friends were hoping for at least one of their pokemon to evolve today – while Ash had decided to go out and search for another member of the team. He had heard that there was a wide variety of pokemon around Vermillion.

But for now he was just relaxing. He had managed to find a relatively remote area away from the masses of trainers battling each other and only had to defeat a few challengers that had wandered into his spot before he was able to take a nap.

Plume was settled in one of the sturdy branches above him and was raptly glancing around the clearing. Torrent was lazily swimming around the small pond next to the clearing he had found. A few other pokemon had been in it when they’d arrived, but Torrent had quickly driven them off.

Nidorino was sitting next to his leg. He had been deemed perfectly fine by Nurse Joy earlier in the morning and was happy to test his new strength against challengers. For now, however, he was content to simply rest with the others. His ears remained tense and twitched whenever he heard a far off noise.

Ash didn’t notice any of this as he fell asleep, his eyes closing almost against his will as he leaned back against a tree. He didn’t think anything of it – his pokemon would keep him safe from any possible threat.
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He didn’t know what woke him up. Ash knew he didn’t hear anything, but he could feel a slight itching around his nose. The trainer groaned in annoyance and opened his eyes.

Ash wished he hadn’t.

A short, round creature with a yellow torso and brown midsection and legs stared at him. It had tired looking eyes and a short trunk was slightly above its mouth. Ash stared at its face for a moment in shock – it was only a few inches away from him.

Then he reacted. Ash forced himself up – making sure to keep away from the drowzee, as he had identified the pokemon – and jumped away. The drowzee stared at him with tired eyes and raised its claw. The trainer glanced away in order to avoid the drowzee’s hypnosis and frantically searched for his pokemon.

There were no identified cases of a drowzee so much as hurting a human, much less killing one. They were generally extremely peaceful, and only ventured to human settlements or approached humans in order to feed – a process that took nothing but a dream from the human it found.

But Ash didn’t want to be around a wild pokemon without his own being there to protect him. All pokemon were dangerous and could accidentally hurt someone without even realizing it. He didn’t want to risk anything.

Fortunately, he found his friends rather quickly. Unfortunately, they were all asleep.

Nidorino was lazily sprawled on the ground, sleepily pawing the ground as he dreamed. Plume had her head buried under her wing. Torrent, however, was still awake. Ash could see that whatever the drowzee had done was either wearing off or hadn’t taken full effect, as Torrent’s eyes were still half-closed but were slowly rising.

“Torrent!” Ash shouted. Although for a second he feared his attempt at waking the horsea up had failed, that fear vanished when Torrent’s eyes suddenly snapped open. Torrent glanced up at him questioningly, but turned toward drowzee when the creature made a loud wheezing noise.

Something within Torrent shifted. His eyes narrowed and the calm that Ash and the other pokemon had instilled into him vanished, replaced by the rage and love of battle that Ash had seen when he first captured him.

The drowzee didn’t have a chance to react before Torrent fired a water gun at it. Ash took his chance to come up with a strategy and act on it as the drowzee toppled over. Torrent continued firing water guns, although the drowzee resisted them now that it was aware of the threat Torrent posed.

Ash saw his bag a few feet away from the drowzee and took his chance. He dashed behind the occupied drowzee and quickly knelt down and sifted through it, frantically searching for a pokeball. The trainer glanced back at the battle as he unzipped the section that held his shrunk pokeballs.

Torrent was being hypnotized. Drowzee was holding his arms up. Pink energy was floating off of its body and energy was forming into a transparent that gently swayed back and forth in front of Drowzee’s body. The pink energy was forming into a bright purple energy. Several flew towards Torrent, striking the hypnotized horsea.

He quickly turned back to his bag and withdrew a pokeball, tapping it in order to prime it. When he turned back, he noticed that Drowzee – who looked to have been badly weakened by the brief fight with Torrent, showing that it hadn’t been ready for the battle – was staring and pointing at him. Ash glanced to see what had happened to Torrent and was shocked when he saw that his horsea was staring at him with emotionless, glowing purple eyes.

Torrent was rearing his head back when Ash took his chance. He hurled the pokeball at Drowzee, stunning it for a moment as the pokeball bounced off. A moment later Drowzee was transformed into scarlet energy and sucked into the pokeball. Ash glanced at his friend and was relieved to see that he had snapped out of whatever mind control Drowzee had placed him under.

Ash didn’t even bother to look at the pokeball, instead opting to shout out to his other pokemon. Drowzee’s power over Torrent had been broken when it was pulled into the ball, so perhaps the hypnosis he had placed onto Plume and Nidorino had been broken as well.

His theory turned out to be correct. Nidorino sleepily got up and looked up at Ash, while Plume immediately snapped to attention and prepared to attack whatever was in the pokeball. When Nidorino realized that there was a threat his ears grew rigid and his long barbs and spines extended out of his back, dripping potent poison.

For a few tense seconds they waited. Judging from how frantically the pokeball was shaking, Drowzee didn’t want to be captured. Ash moved away from the shaking ball and prepared to command his pokemon. He tapped another ball to prime it.

Finally, the pokeball stopped shaking and clicked, confirming Drowzee’s capture. Ash carefully picked up the ball, but before he released the most recent addition to the team he looked at his friends.

“Get ready to restrain Drowzee if it tries to attack. Be careful not to let it hypnotize you. Knock it out if you have to but don’t hurt it.” He said tersely. His friends grunted in acceptance of the order.

Ash tapped the button, releasing Drowzee. It warily glanced at the surrounding pokemon before settling its gaze on Ash. He thought that it dearly wanted to attack the group, but apparently it was too concerned for its safety to attack a group of three angry pokemon and their trainer.

“Hey, Drowzee.” Ash said slowly. Drowzee continued to stare at him. Its trunk twitched. “You’re a part of my team now, alright. We’re teammates. So don’t try to hypnotize us.”

Drowzee’s eyes narrowed, but didn’t seem to be angry. Ash didn’t like not being able to read its emotions very well. It continued to stand absolutely still, but Ash knew it wasn’t trying to use its powers. Even the most powerful psychics had to manifest their abilities through some way – a movement or twitch, although sometimes it only showed itself through glowing eyes or other body parts – and Drowzee was far from their ranks.

Ash slowly took out the pokedex and aimed it at the frozen drowzee. If it found annoyance with his actions it did not display them. The pokedex scanned Drowzee for a moment before giving Ash its summary.

“Drowzee. The Hypnosis Pokemon.” The pokedex stated. “It puts enemies to sleep, then eats their dreams. Occasionally gets sick from eating bad dreams. 

This pokemon currently knows the moves: Hypnosis, disable, confusion, poison gas, and meditate. Its ability is Insomnia, which prevents the pokemon from sleeping.”

It had a good move set. Ash scanned the future moves it could learn on the pokedex and was impressed by the amount, even if there wasn’t much variety. He could supplement it with TM’s if he had to.

He also took the opportunity to determine Drowzee’s gender. He didn’t want to refer to Drowzee as an ‘it’ any longer than he had to. The pokedex said that Drowzee was female.

“So,” he said with a smile, “do you want to go train? I want to see just what you can do.”

Drowzee didn’t respond in any way, instead opting to turn around and sit. Ash stared at Drowzee’s back in bemusement. Had she just ignored him?

He looked helplessly at her before glancing to his friends. Torrent made some noise that Ash recognized as his growl and shot a bubblebeam – intentionally weakened, Ash could see – at Drowzee. Drowzee didn’t react as the glowing bubbles hit her, instead glancing over at Torrent with glowing blue eyes.

Torrent’s eyes turned blue as well and he unsteadily swam over to a rock, which he attached himself to before Drowzee released her control over him. Ash looked at Drowzee with barely concealed fear at the casual way in which she controlled Torrent.

Nidorino seemed to have had enough. Confident in his new power, he extended his barbs and charged at Drowzee with his horn lowered. Ash tried to shout at his friend to stop, but Nidorino had already been taken over by Drowzee, who didn’t even bother looking at him.

Unfortunately for Drowzee, Nidorino knew confusion as well. Although it was much weaker than any true psychic pokemon’s power and was only due to genetics, it still gave Nidorino the ability to resist Drowzee’s ability to a limited degree. His friend refused to move, instead resolutely glaring at Drowzee.

Plume quickly moved to assist Nidorino. She screamed out a challenge for Drowzee before using quick attack, slamming into Drowzee before the slow pokemon could react and weakening its focus. Nidorino quickly broke free of Drowzee’s control and tackled it – Ash could see that, despite his anger, Nidorino took care not to stab it with his horn or poison Drowzee – which knocked his newest pokemon to the ground.

Nidorino leapt back and prepared to tackle Drowzee again as she got up, but Ash intervened.

“Nidorino, enough!” He said sternly. “If Drowzee wants to ignore me, that’s fine. She’s on this team whether she likes it or not. But we won’t force her to listen through fear or intimidation. Just leave her alone.”

His friend looked down and nodded. Ash sighed and looked at Plume. The large bird had her head hidden under her wing and wasn’t looking at him. Torrent had left the rock and was bobbing up and down with the waves. The horsea seemed to have a newfound respect for Ash, judging by his stare.

“Alright, let’s go.” Ash sighed. “I think we’ve worn out our welcome here. We should get some exploring in before it gets dark.”

He quickly returned Drowzee – she wouldn’t follow him anyways and would only slow them down – and Torrent. Plume took off into the air above the trees. Ash could just barely see the large bird flying through the branches and leaves. Nidorino nuzzled his hand, seeking forgiveness.

Ash gladly scratched behind his ears before setting off. They had a lot to do and even more to see.
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That night they stood in Ash’s room at the Pokemon Center. He had gotten back several hours ago, but Jonathan and Amelia had just returned from their long day of battling. Both were exhausted but pleased with their efforts.

“So what did you do all day?” Jonathan asked in between bites. He and Amelia had brought their food from the cafeteria into Ash’s room.

“Not much.” Ash shrugged as he leaned back in the chair. All of his pokemon were in the same positions as last night, although he hadn’t released Drowzee yet. He wanted her to be a surprise. “I walked around, relaxed, battled a few people. I caught a pokemon a few hours in.”

Amelia and Jonathan snapped up. “What kind?” She asked. “We didn’t see any wild pokemon. I think the trainers scared them all off.”

“A Drowzee.” Ash stated proudly. “She tried to eat my dreams while I took a nap and put my pokemon to sleep. We managed to beat her though and caught her pretty easily.”

He pulled out Drowzee’s pokeball and tapped the button, releasing the sullen pokemon. Jonathan and Amelia jumped back when they saw the creature, although they soon began to examine the frozen pokemon with interest.

“It…doesn’t look very happy.” Amelia stated. Jonathan nodded in agreement. “Does it move?”

Ash shrugged. “I know that she moves, but she won’t obey me. She just stands there.”

Amelia hummed. “Did you try battling it again? Sometimes they only respect you if they’re badly beaten by one of your pokemon.”

“No.” Ash said sharply. “I’m not going to hurt Drowzee unless there’s no other way. There’s another way to get her to respect me. I just haven’t found it yet.”

His friend shrugged and backed down. Jonathan spoke up.

“All of our pokemon got a lot stronger. Charmander evolved and Rhyhorn is finally able to remember more than one command.” He stated proudly. “Plus Rattata and Bulbasaur evolved!”

Ash raised an eyebrow. “Three of your pokemon evolved in one day? That’s incredible!”

“Yeah.” Amelia responded. “They were all really close to evolving. All they needed was one extra push. Tomorrow we’re going to beat Surge. Are you going to be there?”

“Of course.” Ash said. “Nidorino is completely fine and I don’t think I can do anything for Drowzee anytime soon. Besides, I already missed your first match. I want to be there when you both win.”

His friends smiled. “Alright then,” Jonathan announced, “we’re going to leave. We need to get some rest before going to the gym. See you later.”

“Bye.” Ash said. His friends left the room. He was quiet for a moment before going to shut the slightly ajar door and turning back to his pokemon. “So, are you guys ready for bed?”

Nidorino was already asleep – he was exhausted from the long day of travelling and the numerous battles he had taken part in – so couldn’t respond. Drowzee just continued to stare at the wall, completely ignoring him. Plume chirped and fluttered over to his shoulder, causing him to sag a bit before recovering from the additional weight. Torrent was sleeping in his aquarium.

Ash gently stroked Plume’s bright plumage – eliciting a pleased chirp from the bird – before pointing at her large perch. She quickly followed his order and fluttered over to the perch. He smiled at her before heading to bed.

He suspected that tomorrow would be an exciting day.
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The next morning they found themselves in the gym. Ash had immediately gone to the observation box after greeting Surge. Jonathan followed him since Amelia had won the coin flip that would determine which of them got to battle Surge first.

He made idle chatter with Jonathan, although he only really paid attention when the battle started. Ash stopped talking when the two gym trainers that constantly flanked Surge joined them in the box.

Amelia sent out Ivysaur – who looked to be about average for the species – first. Ivysaur squared itself as Surge sent out Raichu – who, Ash noticed, hadn’t lost any of its arrogance from its defeat. Raichu looked to still be injured from his match with Nidorino, as he was limping and looked far weaker than it had when he fought it. Nevertheless, Raichu and Surge projected confidence that couldn’t be matched.

Ash quickly identified Amelia’s strategy. Ivysaur wasn’t very fast, but was reasonably durable and could take quite a bit of punishment from Raichu’s electrical attacks. Although he was being pummeled by Raichu at first, Amelia had Ivysaur inflict numerous status conditions – she used stunspore, leech seed, and poison powder on it whenever it came near – before finally going on the offensive.

Even with the disadvantages, Raichu nearly beat Ivysaur due to Surge’s experience and skill and its own brutal power. It remained standing for five minutes after the status conditions were inflicted on it and only seemed slightly slowed down, although it was clear to see that Raichu had lost much of its stamina and strength.

It still fell after a particularly damaging technique that Amelia seemed to favor – picking her opponents up with vine whip and either slamming them repeatedly into the ground or hurling them across the arena – forced the badly weakened Raichu into unconscious.

Ivysaur collapsed the moment the battle was over. Ash could see the bruised, discolored patches all over his body as well as singed areas left from the lightning Raichu had used. Even though Ivysaur was moderately resistant to it and Raichu had lost much of its power, Raichu was still powerful enough to cause major harm with only a few of its attacks.

Amelia quickly collected her badge from Lt. Surge – who looked annoyed at her strategy and victory – and joined Ash in the observation box. Jonathan gulped as Amelia walked in, although Ash and Amelia both wished him luck.

Jonathan sent out Charmeleon. The lizard was large for its breed and seemed to have kept the same personality it had had as a Charmander. It was just as docile and didn’t seem to have gained the aggression that Charmeleon were famed for.

When it saw the small Pikachu Surge sent out, Charmeleon bared his teeth and forced his tail to blaze up. Ash glanced away from the bright flame for a moment before returning his gaze to the battle. Pikachu didn’t back down from Charmeleon’s challenge, instead opting to glare at the lizard and release small arcs of electricity from its cheeks.

While he knew it wasn’t as powerful as Raichu, Ash could tell that this would be a difficult battle. That Pikachu was a fighter and wouldn’t back down until it was beaten senseless.

Surge made the first move. “Quick shock.”

Pikachu blurred towards Charmeleon with a quick attack and struck him before using a weak thunder shock. It didn’t do much damage, but it stunned Charmeleon for a second. The mouse used the opportunity to skitter away.

“Dragon rage!” Jonathan shouted. Charmeleon blasted Pikachu with purplish flames, although the mouse dodged the attack due to Surge’s warning.

Surge continued to use the quick shock combination, something that exasperated Jonathan and caused him to begin losing his temper. Ash groaned when he saw Jonathan finally snap. It was likely what Surge had been waiting for.

“Blast that Pikachu!” He shouted to Charmeleon. Charmeleon waved its tail around in the air and caused its flame to grow large. Ash took his hat off as the temperature grew much higher and could already feel the sweat coming.

Ash saw that Pikachu was being forced to stay away, although it was still firing thunder shocks at Charmeleon at the behest of Surge. When the air grew hot enough to keep the Pikachu from stunning Charmeleon with another quick shock, Charmeleon reared his head back.

An inferno erupted from its maw. It wasn’t focused and wasn’t a specific attack – the lack of control and lack of concentration made it weaker than a flamethrower or other concentrated fire attack – but it was still powerful and engulfed a wide area.

Charmeleon continued spewing fire around the gym for nearly thirty seconds. Ash was completely blinded by the powerful flames and had to cover his eyes. The temperature was becoming nearly unbearable, although it wasn’t dangerous in the least.

The inferno finally ended. Charmeleon looked completely exhausted but still searched the area for Pikachu. Ash quickly found Pikachu, its small form unconscious. It would be fine after a rest, but for now it looked awful. Pikachu’s fur was singed, but didn’t seem to have any outstanding injuries from being caught in the blaze.

Ash put his hat back on and stared at the tired Charmeleon in awe. He didn’t know if even Nidorino could stand up to the raw power that Charmeleon had displayed. Nidorino was certainly powerful and versatile, but Ash doubted that he could defeat Charmeleon easily in a straight fight.

He was quiet as Jonathan triumphantly claimed his badge and shook Surge’s hand. Surge seemed to respect those that defeated him with power more than those that had done so with status conditions and trickery.

Still, he wasn’t sure how Jonathan would have fared against Raichu. Pikachu was obviously well-trained, but it wasn’t the kind of pokemon that Surge seemed to work best with – overwhelmingly powerful and fast enough to avoid most attacks. The mouse took a bit longer to react to Surge’s commands as well and didn’t blend well with Surge’s strategy.

Oh well, a win was a win. Ash congratulated him as his friend returned. They were quickly herded out of the gym by Surge’s trainers and returned to the Pokemon Center. Ivysaur and Charmeleon might have won, but they were both exhausted and – in Ivysaur’s case – battered from their opponents.

The rest of the day was spent eating and relaxing. Jonathan and Amelia both went over their individual battles and gave each other recommendations on how to do better. Ash spent most of the time thinking about how he could get Drowzee to respect him. He wanted the psychic type to warm up to the team and fit in.

And until Drowzee respected him, it would be alienated from the rest of his adoring pokemon. Ash really didn’t want that.

They had a week until they could board the St. Anne and travel to Fuschia. He was going to make the most of this free time.
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The next week went by extremely fast, almost as if it happened at an accelerated rate. None of the group trained particularly hard, instead opting to relax and enjoy the rare peace.

Amelia and Ash made sure to secure their tickets in a safe place. Jonathan did the same with the ticket that had got from Bill and sold the other ticket for a good bit of cash. The St. Anne was a very famous vessel and there were plenty of people willing to pay a lot for the opportunity to be on the ship.

They still trained, of course. Few of the trainers that hung around Vermilion were willing to battle them again due to the rapidly growing reputation and skill of the trainers. Not many people had defeated Surge since he was cut loose by the League, and when people realized that they were the ones that had defeated him, they either challenged them or left the area.

No more evolutions took place, although Plume and Torrent were obviously nearing the limit. They were growing in power rapidly and were becoming stronger and more efficient with their attacks.

Soon, however, they wouldn’t be able to improve. There were limits on how powerful unevolved pokemon could become. Their bodies just weren’t capable of growing past a certain point.

At least that was what an old, experienced trainer – he was one of the few that had defeated Ash – had told him. Ash remembered the words, although he wasn’t completely sure about their veracity.

But today the St. Anne had arrived at Vermillion. The group had watched it come in early in the morning, although they left when they realized that it would be a few hours before they could get on it.

The St. Anne was an impressive ship, even if Ash knew absolutely nothing about boats. He couldn’t have imagined a ship being so massive. It was dozens of times larger than even the pictures of wailords that he had seen, or even gyarados. The trainer couldn’t understand how it managed to float.

They had rushed back to the Pokemon Center after it came into port and packed their things. All of them made sure that they had their tickets secured before going to the cafeteria. None of the group ate very much. Amelia had read the informational packet going around Vermillion and heard that the St. Anne would have a feast later that night. Ash couldn’t wait.

Before they had left for the ship – they were going to get there a few minutes early in order to be the first ones on board – Ash had made sure to call his mom. He had made sure to call her every night while he stayed at the Pokemon Center, but figured that he might not be able to call her again for a few nights.

But now they were standing in the front of the long line that would grant them entry into the ship. He’d been annoyed when quite a few people had already been waiting in the line when the group arrived, but Ash had put it out of his mind. They wouldn’t have to wait too long.

And now, half an hour later, they were finally being processed.

“Tickets, please.” A tall, clean-shaven sailor said to them. Ash held out their three tickets and handed them to the sailor. The man scanned them with some sort of device. When it was determined that they were legitimate, he smiled at them.

“Go ahead. Your rooms are BD98 and BD99.” He said to the group. “One of your tickets isn’t from the Vermillion gym, so one of you will be staying in FC76. Directions can be found on any part of the ship. If you require assistance, there are numerous personnel you can ask for help. Have a pleasant stay.”

“Thanks.” The group said in unison as they took their tickets. They walked until they found a reasonably open area. Ash led them to a corner.

Amelia looked at them. “Alright.” She began. “Who’s going to go to the other room? It sounds like its first class, especially since Jonathan got his ticket from that researcher. Jonathan, are you going to stay in it? It’s your ticket, after all.”

Jonathan didn’t hesitate. “Nah. I don’t want to be alone.”

“Well, can’t we all just stay in it?” Ash asked. If it was a first class room then it should be large enough for all of them to stay in.

“No.” Amelia said with a shake of her head. “All of these rooms are made for one person. The pamphlet said that passengers had to specifically request rooms that could hold more than one person. We’d be cramped.”

Ash sighed. “Do you want it, Amelia? I’m fine with being in normal quarters.”

She shook her head. “I’d rather not be alone. You can have it.”

He shrugged, although he was slightly disappointed that he’d be separated from his friends. But he was willing to take this one for the team. Maybe he’d get more food. That would definitely be a plus.

“Sounds fine. Anyways, let’s go check out our rooms and put our stuff up. You guys want to meet up here in an hour? We have nearly eight hours before dinner and I heard that there’s a pokemon tournament in the lower decks.”

The others grinned and enthusiastically nodded. Ash bid the others goodbye and went to find his room. A map of the ship showed him where to go and he found himself there in no time at all. It was almost at the very top of the ship – just a stairway away from the deck.

Although the entire ship reeked of wealth and elegance, the section of the ship that Ash found himself in was the pinnacle of luxury. He doubted he would ever find himself in such a nice place ever again and was determined to enjoy it.

Still, he couldn’t help but feel a little self-conscious as he strode through the halls. Few people were strolling around, but those that were had clothes on that probably cost as much as everything he owned. None seemed to look down upon him, but they did give him a few odd looks.

Not that he could blame them – he did stand out in his worn travelling outfit. It was a stark contrast to the refinement and wealth that surrounded him. The stains from hard travel were much different from the perfection surrounding him.

When he did find his room, however, he was amazed. It was the nicest place he had ever been in. The carpet covering the ground was thick and soft, while there were several areas for his pokemon. Three large beds that could easily fit a nidoking in them stood to the right, while a large aquarium encircled the room. Four massive perches extended from the sides of the room.

Expensive wooden furniture was scattered throughout the room, and a large, comfortable looking bed stood at the back. If it weren’t for the fact he had to meet up with his friends in a few minutes he would have tried to go to sleep in it.

As it was, he left his small bag of equipment in the room. He wouldn’t need it. All he needed were his pokeballs.
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An hour later he found himself facing an opponent in the large stadium that had been constructed below deck. The tournament offered substantial prizes for the people that made it to the Top Four, so it had attracted almost every trainer on board.

First place received ten thousand dollars and a mystery pokemon. Ash doubted it was anything special, but it would be nice to have another member for his team.

Second place received five thousand dollars and four of the newest Silph Co. products – ultra balls. They were said to be much more effective at catching pokemon than ordinary pokeballs and were valued much higher than the cash prize.

Third place received a thousand dollars and one ultra ball. Fourth place received a thousand dollars.

Ash didn’t really care about the rewards though – he just wanted to win. He was one of the first matches and found himself facing a scrawny teenager with a pinched face.

The boy didn’t say anything to him, instead quickly releasing a small raticate. Ash was glad that the teenager didn’t try to engage him in banter and sent out Nidorino.

Nidorino snorted when he saw the raticate but prepared to charge. His long barbs extended, dripping clear, potent poison. Ash sprang into action the moment the referee let them go.

“Poison sting.” He said tersely. Nidorino opened his mouth and fired multiple white darts at raticate. Although the other trainer shouted for his pokemon to avoid, Raticate was too slow and was struck by all of the barbs.

The poison worked quickly. It wouldn’t knock the Raticate out for a while, but it was already slowing it down and draining its stamina. Raticate soon charged at Nidorino with a glowing fang after its trainer ordered it to use hyper fang.

“Focus kick.” Ash said lazily. Nidorino roared as he tensed up for a moment – he was much faster at focusing his energy than he had been as a Nidoran, and was also quicker at producing his other attacks – and leapt high into the air.

Raticate never had a chance. Nidorino slammed his feet into the rat, knocking it out without suffering a single scratch. When he was sure that Raticate was unconscious, Nidorino scurried over to Ash. Ash laughed and scratched behind his friend’s ears.

“Good match.” He called to the teenager. The teen just recalled Raticate and growled at him. Ash shrugged and went to the heavily protected side of the arena.

He watched the tournament for more than an hour before he was called up again. Jonathan and Amelia had both won their matches. They had both fought rather weak trainers, just as he had. There was a noticeable discrepancy between the trainers in this tournament. Some looked to be beginners while others were quite powerful.

His next match was against a stocky man that looked to be in his thirties. Ash smiled at him and greeted him as they took their positions at the stadium. The man smiled and nodded at him before speaking.

“You’ve got talent, boy, but you aren’t going to beat me!” The man proclaimed. “I’ve been training pokemon for years! Go, Vileplume.”

Ash observed the large grass-type carefully for a moment, analyzing it. It was large for its species and looked to be well-trained. Vileplume was staring at him and was tensed up.

He didn’t say anything back to the man, instead releasing Plume. Plume screamed her challenge to the Vileplume as she was released and puffed up her feathers in order to look more intimidating. Ash smiled as he heard the many admiring comments made about his friend.

“Go!” The referee shouted.

Ash didn’t even have to say anything. Plume forced herself up into the air with her powerful wings and easily dodged the shower of poison Vileplume had blasted at her the moment the battle began.

“Gust.” He muttered. Plume heard and flapped her wings at Vileplume, sending a powerful blast of air at the grass-type. Vileplume was too slow to avoid it and was knocked over.

“Get up!” The other trainer shouted frantically. “Use stun spore!”

“Fly.”

Plume quickly dived. By the time Vileplume was beginning to pull itself back up she was upon her opponent. Ash watched carefully as Plume’s talons raked Vileplume. The grass-type looked to be extremely fragile in the face of Plume’s sharp talons.

“Sleep powder!” The other trainer shouted. Vileplume shook its body and released a sparkling purple powder out of its flower. It slowly wafted up through the air, although it would be a while before it reached Plume.

Ash rolled his eyes. The trainer didn’t seem to be living up to the boasts he’d made. While Vileplume was certainly powerful and experienced, the trainer himself was making rookie mistakes. He wasn’t trying to put any strategies together and was blatantly screaming his moves.

“Gust. Blow it back.”

Plume screeched and flapped her wings. The powerful wind produced swept most of the poison powder – if it weren’t so concentrated it never would have worked – back at Vileplume. It didn’t poison Vileplume, but the powder irritated the grass type.

“Fly. Gust and wing attack if it stays up.”

Vileplume had no chance to avoid Plume’s attack. The bird barreled into the grass-type, raking it with her sharp talons for a second time before flying back up and using gust. When Vileplume – who was helpless against the attack – was knocked over, Plume flew down and slammed into the Vileplume with a brightly glowing wing.

That knocked the unfortunate grass-type out. Ash smiled at Plume as she excitedly flew back to him and landed on his shoulder and nodded at the other trainer. His opponent looked annoyed for a moment before nodding back.

He recalled Plume before sitting next to his friends in the stands. They congratulated him and clapped him on the back before returning their focus to the battlers.
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The next few rounds went well for him and Jonathan, but not so well for Amelia. She faced a rather powerful battler – he was experienced enough to easily command a Machamp – and was promptly defeated. Amelia was annoyed at her defeat, although she wasn’t very bitter.

Now they were in the Top Four. He was also facing a rather unexpected opponent – Jonathan.

They had both been shocked when their names were called out, but both were eager to face the other. None of them had ever battled each other before, so this would be a great opportunity to test each other’s strength. The gloating rights for whoever won were just an added incentive.

Although he knew that Jonathan was a much stronger trainer than most beginning trainers, Ash knew he was better. Jonathan had raw power – he had seen how strong Charmeleon was the previous week, and Rhyhorn was no slouch either – and was skilled, but relied too much on that power and never implemented many strategies. Combined with the fact that he had a tendency to lose his temper and had lost control of his emotions several times during previous battles made Ash feel confident.

Ash nodded at Jonathan as they sent their pokemon out. They both sent their starters, predictably enough.

Aside from Nidorino being the most powerful member of his team, Ash also knew that the others weren’t ready for a match against Charmeleon’s sheer strength. Plume was fast and tough, but she wouldn’t be able to stand up to his flames or fight him when the lizard was even faster than she was. Torrent couldn’t fight outside of water, although his type would let him beat the fire-type in most cases.

As for Drowzee…well, she still wouldn’t follow orders.

He certainly understood why. Charmeleon was intelligent and powerful, and possessed the speed and strength to counter most of his pokemon. Rhyhorn wasn’t very good for competitive battling – she was powerful, but too dumb to follow orders and could only remember two commands at a time.

Nidorino looked surprised when he saw the identity of his opponent but quickly tensed up and extended his barbs. Charmeleon seemed to have the pokemon equivalent to a grin on his face and rapidly swished his tail around, increasing the temperature around him.

“Go!”

“Poison sting.” Ash said. Nidorino quickly launched the shower of barbs from his mouth, although Jonathan quickly countered it.

He seemed very relaxed as he battled Ash. “Burn it away.” Jonathan said calmly. “Then blast Nidorino!”

“Dodge. Follow with confusion.”

Nidorino quickly dodged the first blast of fire that consumed the poison sting, although he had slightly more difficulty with the massive inferno Charmeleon launched at him. Ash had to hide his eyes from the bright flame and was forced to trust in Nidorino’s abilities.

Ash silently cheered for his friend when the flames cleared. Nidorino was completely unscathed – he had managed to run away and dodge the blast – and was currently staring at Charmeleon with glowing eyes.

Charmeleon was helpless to resist the psychic attack. He attempted to thrash against the mental energy – mostly due to his own pride and Jonathan’s frantic shouts – but failed. Nidorino’s eyes flashed even brighter for a moment when he forced Charmeleon higher and higher above the ground.

“Slam him. Follow it up with a horn attack.” Ash said with a grin. Nidorino’s eyes flashed again as he forced Charmeleon down to the ground as hard as he could with his meager psychic ability. Charmeleon was stunned for several seconds, giving Nidorino the opportunity to charge across the short distance separating them.

Jonathan seemed to realize that he might not win if Nidorino got up close. “Blast him again! Use fire tail!”

Ash wasn’t sure what fire tail was – it must have been some secret technique Jonathan had developed in the days that Ash wasn’t with him – but he didn’t give Charmeleon a chance to use it. As the lizard was pulling itself up, Nidorino slammed into him with incredible force.

“Get up!” Jonathan screamed. “Use dragon rage or fire tail!”

“Use poison sting.” Ash commanded. “Follow it up with horn attack.”

Charmeleon recovered faster this time, although not quickly enough to avoid the poisonous darts that Nidorino aimed with perfect accuracy – accuracy resulting from untold amounts of battles with other trainers and hours spent training in the forest.

But he was fast enough to stop Nidorino’s second charge. Charmeleon growled and turned around as Nidorino charged at him, slapping the poison-type to the side with his incredibly powerful tail. Ash wasn’t too worried about Charmeleon’s temporary advantage – he was already becoming sluggish and would be exhausted and weak within a minute or so.

“Slam.” Ash commanded. Nidorino’s ears twitched as he moved to attack Charmeleon again, although the lizard was still too fast and slashed at Nidorino’s side. Charmeleon seemed to be becoming angry, and its rush of adrenaline was letting it counteract the poison for a short period.

It only worked out in Ash’s favor. The accelerated heart rate would pump the poison through Charmeleon’s veins even faster than before. Soon the lizard would be slow and weak enough for Nidorino to safely engage him in close combat.

“Charmeleon,” Jonathan called out with a smirk. “Blast him.”

Charmeleon reared its head back, but Ash already moved to stop the lizard from engulfing Nidorino in flames.

“Horn attack.”

Nidorino bravely charged straight at Charmeleon and struck him a mere moment before he would have been caught in Charmeleon’s blast of fire. Charmeleon was knocked onto his back, but Ash ordered Nidorino to back off. In less than thirty seconds Charmeleon would be too badly poisoned to fight back.

Unfortunately, Ash had forgotten about Charmeleon’s ability, Blaze.

Jonathan hadn’t. He grinned when Charmeleon forced itself back up, its eyes glowing a vivid, bloody red. Charmeleon was wreathed in flames and didn’t seem affected by Nidorino’s poison or previous attacks at all.

“Charmeleon!” Jonathan smirked. “Blast him.”

Charmeleon didn’t disappoint. He released a gigantic, white blast of flame from his mouth. Nidorino was completely engulfed in it, causing Ash to be tempted to call the battle off. Bragging rights weren’t worth Nidorino being seriously hurt.

But Nidorino surprised him yet again. Using his newfound endurance and resilience, the poison-type sprinted through the hot flame and slammed into Charmeleon, knocking the fire-type over. Ash took the opportunity.

“Horn attack!” He shouted. Nidorino’s ears twitched, showing that he heard the order even above the din of the roaring crowd.

Nidorino quickly performed the attack on the downed lizard. Ash could see that Charmeleon had been knocked unconscious by the blow. Its body had only been temporarily revitalized by its ability, not truly healed.

Jonathan looked dumbfounded as he returned Charmeleon. Ash just grinned at him and waved before calling Nidorino over.

His friend was bruised and slightly burnt, leaving Nidorino’s entire body tender. Ash wasn’t worried about the damage. Even without any medical aid the injuries would be gone in a day or so. Pokemon were much tougher and healed much faster than any human. Nidorino were even more resilient than most.

“Good job, buddy.” Ash whispered as he gingerly patted his friend’s head. Nidorino wouldn’t be seriously hurt by the injury, but he would definitely be sore for a few days. “I’ll make sure to get you some food tonight.”

Nidorino growled softly before Ash recalled him. Ash glanced at Jonathan as the other boy walked back to their spot in the stands. He followed a few moments later.

He didn’t go back to their seats, instead opting for a closer view. Ash would be in the final battle in just a few minutes and didn’t want to have maneuver through the masses of people in the stands.
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His next opponent was the trainer that had beaten Amelia. Ash wasn’t expecting to win this battle.

Anyone that managed to keep a Machamp firmly under control – or anyone that managed to train one at all, really – had to be incredibly powerful and experienced. And this wasn’t a Machamp that had been quickly evolved from a Machoke. It was massive. The Machamp stood even taller than most of its kin and looked even bulkier. There was no way it was a weaker, more rapidly evolved Machamp.

And he had nothing to fight it with. Even if any of his pokemon besides Drowzee were effective against it, they simply weren’t powerful enough to face a Machamp.

The Machamp was much faster than Plume and too strong to risk sending her out against. Torrent was out of the question – he was too delicate and there wasn’t any water around to begin with. Nidorino was too beaten to even consider using.

That left Drowzee. He consigned himself to defeat as he sent the rebellious psychic out. Drowzee looked bored as she stared at the Machamp, only glancing back at him once. Ash wanted to close his eyes and turn around. This was going to be quick.

“Go!” The referee shouted.

His opponent – a massive man that looked to have trained with his Machamp, judging from the absurd amount of muscle he possessed – looked at Ash with something resembling pity.

“Sorry, mate.” He said with a lazy drawl. “This is gonna be a fast one. Machamp, dynamic punch.”

Drowzee sat down when she heard the order. Ash just groaned in defeat as the Machamp sprang into action.

A ball of light formed around each of Machamp’s fists before it charged the sitting Drowzee. It wasn’t particularly fast as it ran towards the psychic, but Ash knew that it could launch punches faster than he could see.

“Hypnosis.” He said. Drowzee glanced back at him once before calmly returning her gaze to Machamp. She wasn’t going to listen to him, not even to keep herself safe.

And then Machamp was upon Drowzee. Ash could only track its fists for the first punch before Drowzee was knocked unconscious. Even though its attack didn’t have type effectiveness on Drowzee, the punches it sent were so powerful that Drowzee couldn’t resist them.

Ash sighed and returned Drowzee. He wasn’t disappointed at losing the battle. It was expected when he was going up such a superior opponent. What disappointed him was that Drowzee refused to listen to him. She must really hate him.

He nodded back at the other trainer. His opponent didn’t really seem happy to have won so easily – he looked like the type that wanted challenges.

The trainer glanced over at the referee, who was declaring Ash’s opponent the champion of the tournament – Ash thought that the referee called him Brian. He called up Ash, the trainer that Brian had defeated, and Jonathan.

When they had all walked into the center of the arena, the referee began to announce the place they had achieved and what their prize would be.

Brian got the money and the pokemon. He released it in front of the entire stadium, so Ash was able to see what it was. Ash had to admit that he was surprised when a powerful looking scythe was released from the ball. He had been expecting some weak but rare pokemon, not one that was a valued piece of any team.

Ash was given the hefty collection of bills and a case containing his new ultra balls. The referee quietly warned him to take them to his room as quickly as possible. There were plenty of people willing to steal such rare items.

The third place contender was given the money and his ultra ball before being given the same warning as Ash. He noted that the referee didn’t seem to care about anyone but the Top Two, at least judging by the disdainful glances the referee was giving to the third place winner and Jonathan.

Jonathan was handed his money. After that the referee – who was apparently in charge of the entire tournament – congratulated the winners again and thanked everyone for participating.

And after that, of course, was the mad rush by everyone to get out. They still had two hours before they needed to be at the banquet, but most of the crowd and trainers seemed to think that every second counted.

Ash and Jonathan just shrugged and stayed in the stadium. There was no way that they would be able to get through the crowd. Besides, both of them hated lines. It would be better to just wait here for a while than be trampled by the mad rush to get out.

Then Ash realized something.

“Hey.” He said loudly. Jonathan looked at him, showing that he had heard him over the loud roar of the crowds talking. “How are you going to find Amelia again?”

Jonathan’s eyes widened. “Oh. Damn it. I forgot about her.”

Ash grinned at Jonathan’s fear. The other boy was going to get a verbal chewing when he got back to the room. Amelia probably didn’t like getting left in the crowd.
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Ash stared at the ultra balls in awe. He hadn’t really thought of how they’d compare to an ordinary pokeball. They shared their shapes, but the ultra ball’s design and coloring was just more…impressive, he supposed.

Something about the design just exuded an air of professionalism and elegance. Of course, that could just be an illusion created by his mind due to the fact that he was holding something that was more valuable than what most people owned.

He was dragged from his thoughts by Nidorino. His friend was relaxing on one of the beds – a potion bought at the built in Pokemart had healed the worst of the damage, although Nidorino was still exhausted – and stared at the door with erect ears.

Ash hastily put the ultra ball back into its case and placed the case under his bed. Nidorino didn’t seem particularly worried, but it was better to be on the safe side. A few moments later he heard knocks on his door.

Nidorino still didn’t seem worried, but Ash glanced at him and Plume. They both became more alert and looked ready to attack if anything happened.

He looked through the eyehole and relaxed. As he had expected, it was just his friends.

Ash let them through. They greeted him before continuing whatever argument he’d interrupted.

“Look, I’m telling you that it’s not my fault!” Jonathan growled. Ash noticed that he had surprisingly nice clothes on. They weren’t formal, but they were much nicer than the travelling clothes that Ash wore. “It’s not like I could have run through the crowd just to find you.”

“I know that.” Amelia said. “But it’s still annoying. It took me ages to find my way back to the room.”

She was wearing nicer clothes as well, although they were in better condition than Jonathan’s.

“Where’d you get those clothes?” He asked. Jonathan sighed as he was interrupted.

“My sister sent them to us through the PC.” Amelia replied before looking around the room. “Wow, this is really nice. I kind of wish that I’d picked it.”

Jonathan nodded in agreement. “Are you sure that you want to come to dinner with us? If I kept this room I would just sleep until we got to Vermillion. That bed looks great.”

Ash grinned. “I’ll get to enjoy it later. Right now, though, I’m starving. How much time have we got?”

Jonathan checked his watch. “We’ve got fifteen minutes. We should probably get going. I don’t want to be late.”

He shrugged. Although he would have liked to get his mom to send him some better clothes, he supposed it didn’t really matter. Ash was a trainer. What difference did it make if he actually looked like one?

Ash quickly returned his pokemon and placed their balls on his belt. He walked over to his bed and pulled out the case that held his ultra balls. Even though he was sure that the room was secure, he just wanted to be careful.

“I’m ready.” He announced as he picked up the case and captured it with one of his spare pokeballs. The pokeball could be reused later if he needed it. Besides, those ultra balls were much more important.

Jonathan nodded. “Let’s go, then. I’m starving.”

Ash could definitely sympathize with that. He kept up admirably as they raced to the banquet room, happily awaiting the opportunity to gorge on everything he saw.
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The banquet turned out to be one of the best things in Ash’s life. It turned out that they had a practically unlimited amount of food to eat, something that he took full advantage of. Plus, it turned out that he wasn’t alone in wearing dirty travelling clothes. Quite a few of the other trainers were dressed similarly to him.

He and Jonathan were honored along with the other high-placers in the tournament. Although none of them were acknowledge directly in the captain’s brief speech, Ash hadn’t thought that they’d be mentioned at all. The tournament was just a way to keep everyone busy, after all. It wasn’t really competitive or important.

After about two hours, however, most people began to clear out. They were tired and full and had no desire to mingle anymore. Their group stayed in the banquet hall and continued to excitedly look around and talk to other trainers.

They all split up after a while, although at ten o’clock they all met back up at the entrance. By then Ash was exhausted and wanted to return to his room. He’d had an exciting day and wanted nothing more than to go to sleep.

But he wanted to say good night to his friends first. They were both still full of energy and were bouncing all over the place.

“Hey, Ash!” Jonathan called when he first spotted him. Ash smiled and waved back at him. Amelia was coming from his other side. They both arrived at him around the same time.

“What’s up?” He asked. Jonathan looked rather pleased – the short boy had a wide grin on his face and had something in his pocket.

Jonathan grinned wider. “I just bought a pokemon off this guy. It was only five hundred dollars.”

“Really?” Amelia asked with peaked interest. “What is it?”

“A magikarp.” Jonathan said proudly.

Ash stared at him.

Amelia ended up being the one that broke the silence. “A magikarp?!” She sputtered, wildly waving her hands in the air. “You bought a magikarp? Why would you waste the money?”

Jonathan looked offended. “Hey, shut up! He’s going to evolve into a gyarados soon, and then we’ll see whose talking.”

“It’ll still be me.” Amelia said drily. “That stupid fish isn’t going to evolve. Magikarp take forever to train and you don’t have the patience for it.”

The boy growled in annoyance but didn’t respond to Amelia’s jab. Ash took the moment to interrupt their little spat, although he had to admit he didn’t understand the decision either.

“Hey, guys, I’m going to bed.” He said with a yawn. “I’m tired.”

Both of them stared at him oddly, their argument forgotten.

“Really?” Jonathan asked in bemusement. “It’s only ten. We were going to go explore the rest of the ship. Are you sure you don’t want to come?”

Ash shook his head. “I’m fine. Just really tired. You guys go on without me – I already feel like a dead man walking.”

Amelia shrugged. “Alright. I guess we’ll see you in the morning, then.”

He nodded tiredly and began to walk away. Before he left he heard Jonathan quietly ask Amelia a question.

“Are you sure that creepy Drowzee of his isn’t screwing with his head? He’s never this tired.”

Ash frowned and ignored Amelia’s retort. He rubbed his temples with his head. There was nothing wrong with him, he was just tired.
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He didn’t know how long he was asleep in his bed. All he knew was that he was having very pleasant dreams, consisting of beating Gary, becoming Champion, and then becoming the most powerful Pokemon Master in the entire world.

His fantasy world was shattered by a loud knock on the door. He lazily opened his eyes and blinked a few times to unglue them. Ash yawned and stood up, ignoring the urge to climb back into his bed and ignore all external influences.

Ash figured it was just a crewmember coming to tell him it was morning or that they were going to be docking soon. The knocking sounded too heavy and powerful to belong to either of his friends. He stood on his toes to peer into the small glass.

He couldn’t really see who it was, although he could see that they were wearing a black uniform. Since most of the crewmembers did wear dark-colored uniforms – he’s only seen the actual sailors in white – he clumsily opened the door. Besides, he really just wanted to go back to sleep.

The trainer yawned again and looked up at his visitor. He was about to greet them when the words died in his mouth.

He stared at the Team Rocket grunt in confusion and terror for a moment before trying to run to his pokeballs. Ash barely made it into the room when the grunt grabbed him by the neck and slammed his face into the wall. The trainer grunted in pain as a short spike of pain flashed through his nose, although he didn’t think it was broken.

Ash could feel hot liquid draining from his nose onto his face. He groaned in pain and tried to stand up, but his vision was swimming and blurred with tears. His muscles were weak and shaky from the stunning blow and he collapsed back down to the ground.

The trainer had to struggle not to fall unconscious. His vision was turning black at the edges, but he could see the grunt kneeling in front of him to take the pokeballs off of his belt. Ash tried to struggle, but his body stopped obeying his mind. He was helpless as the grunt carefully began to reach for the pokeballs.

Suddenly, the grunt turned his head as a fearsome roar erupted from the side. Ash saw that the grunt tried to take one of his own pokeballs, but was tackled to the ground by an enraged, protective Nidorino. He could see Plume screeching in the background and Torrent thrashing wildly in the aquarium in an attempt to escape.

His vision dimmed, but he saw Nidorino – fearsome and angrier than Ash had ever seen him before; his horn and barbs were dripping the clear, powerful poison in dangerous amounts – attacking the grunt. Ash tried to call Nidorino off, but his vision dimmed as the blow finally took its toll on him.
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Ash was confused when he was finally woken up. He couldn’t remember what happened to make him feel so bad, although he could recall fuzzy images and memories of terror. The trainer felt weak as he pushed himself up. A large, coarse tongue was licking his face and he wanted to get away from it – the spit tingled and burned a little bit.

He opened his eyes and realized that Nidorino was licking him. Ash smiled as best he could and shakily patted his friend. Then he realized that he was leaning up against a wall and that he was very sore and very tired. Plus there was some hot liquid covering his mouth.

The trainer also became aware of his pokemon huddled around him. Even Drowzee was standing above him, staring him in the eyes. Ash smiled at her and stood up on trembling limbs. He curiously checked his pokeballs and realized that they were all still there. Torrent was huddled as close to the glass of his aquarium as he could.

Ash frowned and tapped Torrent’s pokeball. He wasn’t sure what was going on, but he just noticed that the ship was shaking a little bit. He looked around the room to see if anything strange was happening when he noticed a body on the floor.

He stumbled over – he was aware of Nidorino closely following him to support him – to the body and knelt to see if whoever it was needed help. They didn’t look to be breathing, and they were face down. Ash couldn’t tell if they were hurt or not or if they were a member of the crew. Although the figure seemed oddly familiar somehow, Ash couldn’t remember where he’d seen him.

The trainer nearly fell over when he knelt, but Nidorino carefully kept him from falling. Ash nodded his thanks to his starter pokemon and felt the unconscious man’s pale, exposed neck. It was oddly cold, and then Ash realized it.

That man was dead. Ash’s eyes widened in horror and he tried to pull himself away from the cold, limp corpse. He stumbled again, but Nidorino carefully held him up with his long, wide body. Ash breathed quickly and loudly as he stared at the corpse.

Then he noticed signs of a fight. Blood was on the carpet around where he woke up – he wiped his mouth and saw with horror that his sleeve was stained red, explaining the slight metallic taste on his lips. The door looked to have been forced open and more blood stained the thick, lush carpet around the corpse.

“What happened, buddies?” He asked in a tight, terrified voice. Ash looked at Nidorino and saw that his pink face had traces of blood and that his horn was stained red, although the clear poison was beginning to dissolve it.

“What did you do?!” Ash tried to scream, although it ended up as an awkward, choked out sentence. Nidorino didn’t seem ashamed at all and slowly walked over to the corpse, tucking his horn underneath the body and flipping it.

That’s when Ash saw the mask and scarlet R on the grunt’s shirt. Team Rocket.

He gulped and sat down, cradling his aching, sore head in his hands. Ash was on the verge of tears – he had just been attacked and Nidorino had killed someone in his defense. Did that mean it was his fault that the man died? Would Nidorino be put down by the League? That would be the worst thing in the world. Nidorino was one of his best friends.

Ash couldn’t really blame Nidorino, though. Even if he was horrified by his friend’s actions, Nidorino just acted on his instincts and protective urges. He thought he was doing the best thing.

Still, he felt the distinct urge to vomit. Nidorino walked over and supported him as he wretched, throwing up the banquet all over the beautiful carpet. Ash was ashamed of himself and felt the urge to cry as his blood mixed with the vomit.

He pulled himself up again and slowly moved away from the smell, heading toward the open door. Ash was stopped by a growl from Nidorino. The pale boy turned back to his friend with red-rimmed eyes and tried to see what Nidorino wanted.

The pokemon was poking a pokeball on the grunt’s waist. Ash looked at in horror for a moment, realizing what Nidorino wanted him to do. He gulped and slowly walked over to the body and knelt when he was close.

Ash took the pokeball with shaking hands, making sure not to touch the body. When it was over he scrambled away from the body as fast as he could and stared at it for a moment. Nidorino insistently rubbed up against him and roused Ash from his stupor.

He carefully clipped the pokeball to his belt. Ash was sure that it was illegal, but he wanted the pokemon inside of it to be safe. The League would probably take it up soon anyway.

Ash took another moment to recall Plume. She would just get excited and there wasn’t much she could do right now. He took a deep, rattling breath as he looked at the body. He needed to call the crew. They would know what to do.

As he stumbled over to the phone – taking care to stay away from the blood, corpse, and vomit – the ship’s small shakes suddenly increased by many magnitudes and threw him off his feet. Ash grunted in pain when his body slammed into one of the walls, although he slowly picked himself up.

“Attention, my dear friends.” A cultured, oddly familiar voice said over the intercom that was in every room. “This is Rocket Executive Pierce. To those who are currently resisting our acquisition of your pokemon and valuables, please desist or you will be killed. To my men and the rest, I suggest you hurry up. This ship will be destroyed in five minutes. Tick tock.”

Memories of Pierce flooded through Ash’s mind – his refined cruelty and deceptively elegant manner at the forefront of it all – and the trainer realized that the Executive wasn’t kidding. This ship would blow up in five minutes. He had to get out of here – he was sure that his friends would be fine. They were strong enough to escape Team Rocket.

“Nidorino.” He choked out. His friend’s ears twitched and he looked at the trainer. “Help me out of here. This place is about to blow.”

Nidorino nodded and stayed a little bit ahead of Ash, ready to fight off any threats. Ash recalled Drowzee. She wouldn’t be much help, especially since she wouldn’t listen to him.

Ash slowly forced himself to walk out of the room and into the hall. His swirling vision and a strange ringing in his ears slowed his progress immensely, and he was nearly run over by a swarm of panicked people when he stepped out of his room. Nidorino leapt back and gently pushed Ash back into the room.

“Thanks.” He muttered through a dry throat. Nidorino growled when he saw a Rocket grunt and two minor poison-types chasing the crowd, but didn’t intervene. When they’d passed, Nidorino slowly walked back outside and looked for threats.

Ash slowly stumbled after his friend, taking a few moments to steady himself when he got tipsy. He was beginning to feel terrified – time was running out and he still had no idea how he would escape. Maybe there would be life boats, but they were probably already leaving with whatever passengers they could get.

He silently raged at Team Rocket for giving everyone such a short amount of time to escape. Ash was sure it was intentional – Pierce probably wanted to kill as many people as he could. Still, he wasn’t sure how they would destroy the St. Anne. Probably a hyper beam of some sort.

Soon enough, the duo found themselves slowly climbing the stairs that would take them to the deck. Ash was silently glad that he’d picked the suite. If he hadn’t there’d be no way he would escape. Jonathan and Amelia were probably already out – Charmeleon could easily blast a hole through the steel walls and give them a way out. He wasn’t sure how they could swim away though – it was storming and they didn’t have a life boat.

They would find a way, he assured himself. They were strong enough.

As they finally climbed out of the stairs – Nidorino tackled the door open, snapping it off its hinges – Ash realized that it was storming much worse than he’d feared. It was almost completely black, the darkness only chased away by the electric lights and brief flashes of lightning.

He really didn’t want to go into the ocean during such terrible weather, but he didn’t have a choice. Suddenly, his attention was attracted to a large, bat pokemon swooping at him, briefly illuminated by the lightning. Ash tried to call out for Nidorino, but his voice was drowned in the raging storm.

Ash’s vision went blurry again – the rain and loud thunder weren’t helping his headache – but he felt a pokeball snap open and release a pokemon. He managed to make out a short, squat form before the lightning flashed again.

Drowzee was protecting him. Shock and glee raced through him in equal measure as he saw Drowzee raise its clawed hand at the pokemon – a golbat, he could see now – and stare at it with powerfully glowing eyes that illuminated the area around him. The golbat bared its fangs at Drowzee as a blue glow suffused its large form.

The psychic took control of the golbat and slammed it into the ground, immobilizing it. Nidorino had realized something was going on at that point and charged the golbat, slamming into it with his horn and knocking it unconscious.

Ash looked at Drowzee with awe for a second before she returned to her pokeball. Nidorino roared at him, reminding Ash that they were still in danger.

Their progress continued to be painstakingly slow, and Ash was beginning to consider returning Nidorino. Pokemon couldn’t die in their pokeballs – they were essentially frozen in time, and, even if the pokeball broke, it would just release them. Nidorino was a strong enough swimmer to get to land if he had to, and if not he would be recovered from the wreck.

Before he could do so, however, he saw nearly a dozen large helicopters with a crimson R on them take off into the sky. Ash clenched his fist in anger as the Rockets escaped, leaving him and who knew how many others to die in this wreck. Tears burned at his eyes, but he didn’t let them run free.

Suddenly an immense power made itself known. It was impossible to describe – it made his drenched skin tingle and cast a bright, icy blue light throughout the area. Everything for miles was illuminated in the eerie light – Ash could see several lifeboats making their way through the crashing waves and a large, serpent like pokemon arcing its way through the waves. A gyarados.

Then he was drawn to the source of the light – an impossibly bright blue orb that hung in midair. A humanoid figure hovered in the middle of it, although Ash couldn’t make out the details. He knew that it was the source of the great power.

And it soon displayed its power. Before it had been passive – only tingling and illuminating and causing the waves underneath the figure to leap impossibly high – but now it was active. Ash screamed as the tingling turned into a single moment of intense, invisible burning as the light grew brighter and brighter until it seemed like a miniature blue sun.

He recalled Nidorino the moment he wasn’t stunned by the pain. His friend wouldn’t die like this.

A tiny, bright beam of energy split off from the main ball of it and flashed towards the ship. It hit the bottom part first and quickly traced upwards, destroying and cutting a clean, precise line through everything it touched.

The figure glanced at its handiwork for a moment before flashing away, leaving nothing but a bright trail of icy blue energy and hundreds of dead men. Ash glared at it hatefully for a moment before he was thrown from his feet.

With a great groan, the ship began to split. It slowly began to be submerged into the raging ocean, the bright lights of its cabins and deck being extinguished as the St. Anne died.

Ash finally began to cry as he began to slide down the deck. He shut his eyes as a bright flash of light erupted through the darkness. For a moment he thought he was dead, but he was still falling, drenched, and freezing.

Then a pair of talons pulled him up by the neck of his jacket. Ash’s eyes glanced up in shock and saw Plume struggling to pull him away from the sinking ship, although even the large bird was struggling to do so. He was tempted to recall her, but he knew that she would just pop out again.

Plume carried him for a distance until he was off the ship and then began to slowly lose altitude through a mixture of exhaustion and strategy. Ash felt the neck of his coat began to tear from the force being exerted on it, but by then he was only a few feet above the clashing waves.

Finally, his jacket couldn’t handle the stress and tore. Plume screeched in terror as he was swallowed up by the crashing waves, but he quickly recalled her. Even as he was pulled under Ash knew that she wouldn’t survive in this storm for long.

He was too exhausted to struggle against the powerful waves, and he could barely keep from expelling the air he’d gulped in and breathing in deadly water. Ash closed his eyes against the sting of the salt and winced as the waves passed his body around.

As his lungs started to horribly burn, he felt a pokeball shaking. Torrent looked at him from a few feet away and determinedly swam over to him, obviously wanting Ash to grab him. Ash didn’t do it – he was too heavy for Torrent to move.

But when Torrent started thrashing in annoyance, the exhausted and suffocating trainer retained enough of his intelligence to grab on to the water-type’s small body. Torrent surprisingly managed to pull him to the surface, albeit slowly and with a great deal of difficulty.

Ash’s eyes snapped open when he could feel cold air on his face and he gratefully sucked in as much air as he could, breathing in quick, deep breaths. The burning in his lungs abated and he could feel something besides his mad desire for air.

“Thanks, Torr—” he began to mutter. Suddenly, another wave crashed down on him. Ash gurgled as he was pulled under the waves, and Torrent tried to get to him again. The trainer could see that Torrent was being thrown around by the waves worse than he was – horsea weren’t meant to be swimming in the middle of a massive storm, after all. Torrent should be safely connected to a rock.

He saw a bright light illuminate the water for a single moment, but he couldn’t see what it was. His vision was going blurry and he couldn’t focus on anything. Ash’s lungs burned and he couldn’t even move himself anymore.

As his vision dimmed, he couldn’t find it in him to keep fighting for air. He slowly began to relax, giving up on the frantic, painful struggle.

His vision finally turned black and he lost all consciousness. But before he did so, he felt a large, spiky force pushing him upwards. Ash barely registered it before blacking out.
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A/N: I usually don’t end with a cliffhanger, but I felt it was appropriate for this chapter. The next chapter should be out relatively quickly, since I have the plot and characters hammered out now. Anyways, thanks for reading and make sure to review.






4. Chapter 4: Celadon


A/N: Sorry for the wait, but I had two weeks of being unable to write. Anyways, I like this chapter well enough but I’m not quite sure about it. It’s much more serious than the other chapters, but I plan for that to calm down starting next chapter. I started burning out at the end. Whatever, I hope everybody enjoys it and remembers to review. 

A bright light woke him up. Ash was confused when he finally became aware again – he couldn’t remember anything other than the jumbled feelings of fear, awe, and horror. Where was he and why was he put here?

He tried to remember the last few moments before he’d fallen asleep. Although he could remember the maelstrom of emotions, he couldn’t remember the event that caused it. His mind suddenly snapped out of confusion and he remembered everything.

The destruction of the St. Anne, the heroics of his pokemon, the horrible burning that came when he was plunged underneath the surging waves – everything. Ash’s eyes snapped open, ignoring the gunk that glued them shut. It stung for a moment, but he didn’t care. He needed to make sure his friends were safe.

Ash pushed himself up with trembling arms and looked around. He was in a hospital. The room was stark white and bare aside for an IV connected into his arm. Nobody else was around.

He tried to pull himself out of his bed, but the action prompted an immediate wave of nausea. A small device connected to his body through several transparent wires began to beep, but Ash found himself feeling too sick to pay much attention.

As he waited for his dizziness to fade, a Nurse Joy slid into the room. Even in his sick state Ash had to raise an eyebrow at that. Most Nurse Joys opted to stay with the pokemon centers. Not many chose to heal humans as well.

She looked cheerful as she saw him, although she looked ready to put him back to sleep if he started acting up. Ash glanced at her as she sat down on a chair beside his bed.

“Good morning!” She said brightly. Ash just stared at her with bleary eyes. Nurse Joy wasn’t fazed. “I guess you’re wondering why you’re here, huh?”

“Yeah.” He coughed out. His throat wasn’t dry or raspy, but it felt as though he hadn’t used it in a while. “Where are my pokemon? What happened to the ship? How did I get here? How long –”

The Nurse Joy shushed him. “Calm down, Mr. Ketchum. I’ll answer all of your questions. I just need you to stay calm.”

Ash took a few deep breaths and looked at Nurse Joy. She nodded and smiled at him when he appeared ready.

“Good. Now,” she said, glancing at a clipboard, “all of your pokemon were found on you. Your seadra managed to get you to the surface. We found you washed up on a beach a few miles from Vermillion thanks to your pidgeotto. All of the others were safely in their pokeballs.”

He let out a sigh of relief. Nurse Joy scanned the clipboard again.

“They’re currently in holding right now – when we tried to release them they were too wild for us to control. All of them tried to escape and get to you. We’ll get them back to you as soon as we think you can safely be around them.” She reassured the trainer when she saw Ash’s worried face. “We just didn’t want them hurting themselves.”

The trainer nodded and waited for her to continue. Her face was grim and sorrowful as she told him the fate of the St. Anne.

“The St. Anne was sunk.” She said with a bowed head. “It was somehow destroyed, but the police don’t know what caused it. Did you see whatever did it?”

Ash’s eyes stared off into space as he remembered the humanoid figure encased in the orb of energy. He didn’t know what it was, but it had destroyed the ship in a single attack.

“Yeah.” He choked out, overcome by the painful memory. “I saw it, but I don’t know what it was.”

Nurse Joy looked at him with regretful eyes. “I’m sorry we have to drag this up, but the League needs to know what happened. Whatever did this can’t go unpunished.”

He nodded and calmed down a little. “It’s fine. But do you know what happened to my friends? They were on the ship with me but we got separated.”

The Nurse read over her clipboard again before zeroing in on the relevant information. She glanced up at him.

“Information from your pokedex says that you were travelling with Amelia Franklin and Jonathan Lindon. Is that correct?” She asked. Ash nodded. He was a little surprised that his pokedex had survived the experience, but not amazed. It was built to be incredibly durable.

“They’re safe.” She said reassuringly. He let go of some of his tension and collapsed back onto his bed. “It says here that they were found at a small town in the Seafoam Islands. They were completely fine.”

He nodded thankfully. Just as he was about to ask his next question, she answered it.

“You’ve been here for a day.” She said calmly. Ash was relieved – he was afraid that he’d been unconscious for a week or more. He certainly felt like he had. “We hooked you up to an IV as soon as we got you in. You’ll be free to go in a day or two, depending on your condition. You didn’t suffer any major injuries aside from a minor concussion and bruised nose. It’s a miracle, really.”

Then something she’d said before dawned on him.

“You said a seadra pulled me to shore?” He asked slowly. Nurse Joy nodded. A wide grin split his face – Torrent had evolved! Even though he didn’t like the horrible circumstances that had forced it, he was glad that he and Torrent were close enough for his friend to evolve to save him.

Nurse Joy must have understood his excitement. “I guess your horsea evolved, then?” She said drily as he continued grinning. Ash nodded, although he quickly stopped. His face and neck were sore.

“Alright then.” She said when she looked over the rest of the clipboard. “That’s it for the medical questions. Are you okay with seeing the police right now? We don’t want you to have to go through anything you aren’t ready for.”

Ash shook his head determinedly. “I’m fine. They need to know.”

She sighed and nodded before walking out the door. Before she left, though, she glanced back at him. “If you need me or anything else, just tap the buzzer next to your bed. Officer Jenny will be in shortly.”

He nodded again and glanced over at the table. The buzzer was a small rod that had buttons in the side. It looked like it had bed controls as well. Maybe he would play with that later.

A few moments later an Officer Jenny walked into the room. She looked a little bit taller than her sisters and cousins that Ash had seen and seemed far sterner and colder. More professional.

Her face softened when she saw him, however. She adopted a kinder look and sat down next to him.

“Hello, Mr. Ketchum. I have some questions for you about the events two nights ago.” Officer Jenny said gently. “Are you sure that you’re up to answering them?”

He nodded. “I want to help set this right.”

Officer Jenny smiled. “Good. Then let’s get underway. It won’t be very long, but I need you to do your best to remember what happened. You’re our only conscious witness.”

Ash tightly nodded his understanding. It felt like a lot more weight was just added to his shoulders. He slowly began to go over the worst night of his life in more detail, making sure that he didn’t miss anything the police could use.

“Do you know who it was that boarded and destroyed the vessel?” She asked, staring into his eyes. Harry nodded.

“Team Rocket. One of them came into my room, but my pokemon…protected…me from him.” Ash said. Officer Jenny didn’t seem to miss the hesitation behind his words and he grew worried. What would she do if she realized that Nidorino killed someone? “And I took his pokeball. I didn’t want it getting taken back by Team Rocket.”

Officer Jenny nodded. “Yes, we realized that it didn’t belong to you. The zubat inside is being rehabilitated. It will be given to you once it is deemed safe, if you want to take it.”

He nodded, quickly analyzing some of the benefits a zubat could bring to his team. Aside from some of the obvious uses – a zubat could lead him out of caves and provide a training partner for Plume – he wanted to give it a good home. Ash wasn’t sure what Team Rocket did to their pokemon, but considering that most of them were broken enough to hurt or kill humans, it couldn’t be good.

The Officer smiled a bit and wrote something down on her clipboard. “Please continue.”

Ash coughed. “Anyways, one of their executives, Pierce,” Officer Jenny’s eyes narrowed at the name and she quickly scribbled down a few notes, “got onto the intercom and told everyone that we had five minutes to escape before he blew the ship up.”

Officer Jenny just nodded comfortingly at him as he stopped for a moment. He squeezed his eyes shut before continuing.

“The Rocket that went into my room slammed my head into a wall.” He said with far away eyes. The memories were flashing before him. “That gave me a concussion, I think. I wasn’t able to get out onto the deck until time was almost out. I was on the deck when the ship was destroyed.”

The officer had a look of barely concealed excitement. Apparently she hadn’t expected this much information from him. Ash swallowed as the images ran before his eyes.

“The Rockets all escaped in helicopters.” Ash said. Officer Jenny wrote notes on that as well – he knew that helicopters were rare and mostly illegal for everyone but the League. They were too upsetting to pokemon and tended to cause an increase in attacks and accidents. “But they left something behind. I couldn’t really see it, but it was more powerful than anything I’ve ever seen.”

“Do you think it was a pokemon?” Officer Jenny asked eagerly. Ash shrugged, wincing as his broken down muscles surged with a dull pain.

“I couldn’t really see it.” He admitted. “It was in this orb of blue light – it was so bright that it lit up the entire ocean for as far as I could see. All I could see was something that looked like a human hovering in it.”

The officer sighed. “I see. What did it do?”

“It just sent this tiny beam of light at the ship.” Ash recalled. “Then the ship got cut in half and I started falling. My pidgeotto caught me and pulled me to a few feet above my water, but I fell in and got knocked out. After that I woke up in here.”

“Thank you very much.” Jenny said. “You’ve been a great help to us.”

Ash nodded and laid his head down. He was starting to get tired. There was a sharp beeping sound in the room, but he just ignored it. All he wanted was to rest. It was probably just something for Officer Jenny.

“It looks like you have some very important people interested in you.” Jenny said drily. “Lt. Surge and Steven Stone have just arrived at the hospital. They’re coming to see you.”

He blinked in surprise. Words couldn’t describe the shock he felt. While he could understand why Surge was here – this was his city, and it was up to him to protect it from all threats, both internal and external – he wasn’t sure why Steven was here. Maybe it was because of Pierce. Steven seemed to have a personal problem with the man.

Officer Jenny stood up. “Thank you again.” She said. As she began to exit the room, Ash realized that he hadn’t asked something very important.

“Err, Officer Jenny?” He called out hesitantly. She paused and glanced back at him. “How many other people got away from the wreck?”

She frowned and her face lost all warmth. An expression of sorrow and regret flashed over her features.

“Aside from you we’ve only discovered eighty survivors. Most of those escaped in lifeboats. Only a few managed to escape using pokemon or other methods.”

Ash’s eyes stared past her. Eighty survivors. The St. Anne was gigantic, one of the three largest ships in the entire world. According to one of the pamphlets about it, the ship could hold up to four thousand people counting the crew. And the ship was usually filled to the brim with passengers – that meant that only about a fortieth of the people on board survived the attack.

And that wasn’t counting the thousands of pokemon that had been on board either – they either drowned, escaped, or were trapped underneath the wreckage. Many would probably never be recovered. So many people lost.

He was having trouble believing it – how could so many people, many of which he’d seen laughing and talking around the ship, just die? How could so many people just be snuffed out of existence in less than a day. Ash couldn’t really wrap his mind around it. All he could really understand was the sheer horror of what had happened.

There was despair – more of it then he had ever felt. But anger was there as well, burning at the injustice of the situation and the monsters that had perpetrated it.

Officer Jenny’s voice cut through his thoughts, dragging him away from his stunned realizations and jumbled emotions.

“They’re almost here.” Officer Jenny said, her own voice reflecting some of the maelstrom of emotions that he was feeling. “I need to go. Good luck, Ash. This must be difficult.”

He just nodded and stared ahead, silently awaiting his guests. Maybe they could explain some of the details. Ash barely noticed Officer Jenny leaving the room, quietly closing the door behind her.

His attention was jolted back to the world when two familiar forms entered the room. One was a giant – bulky and powerful, with a personality to match. The other was shorter and slim, but possessed a sort of presence that couldn’t be ignored.

“Hello, Ash.” Steven greeted. His tone was grim, lacking most of its usual warmth. Ash could tell he was making an effort, however. Although his face could be mistaken for his namesake, it wasn’t so hard as to be disturbing.

Surge was far less reserved. “How’s it going, runt?” The giant asked boisterously. Despite his personality seeming the same, Ash could detect just a hint of the despair and rage that Surge must be feeling.

While the destruction of the St. Anne was a tragedy for everyone, it was personal offense for Surge. He was Vermillion City’s gym leader – its protector and leader. This wasn’t just an attack for him; it showed that he had failed in his duty. And if the tales and rumors he had heard about Surge’s youth were true, then Team Rocket would have a hard time surviving anywhere in Surge’s territory from here on out.

Ash winced as a very large Raichu jumped up onto his bed and sniffed him for a moment. He glanced at the curious mouse for a moment before Raichu jumped onto Surge’s shoulder. When the pokemon was comfortable, Surge continued.

“Anyways, runt, we’re here because the League doesn’t understand a lot of what went on, regardless of what Officer Jenny just told you. We know it was Team Rocket, but we don’t know who commanded it or how they managed to destroy a ship that large without a hundred hyper beams.”

He nodded and pushed himself up on weak limbs, fighting the wave of nausea that washed over him. When he was sure he wasn’t going to vomit, he started.

“I already told Officer Jenny what I remembered.” Ash admitted. “But I can tell you again.”

“Alright.” Steven said. He didn’t take a seat, but remained standing. It looked like this would be brief. “I want to know two things. Who commanded the raid and how was the ship destroyed?” The former Champion glanced at the same clipboard that Officer Jenny had brought in. “The report says that Pierce led it, but are you sure? How do you know?”

Ash quickly responded. Steven was actually frightening – he wasn’t the friendly, joking man that had protected him and his friends from Rockets on the way to Cerulean City. This was the former Champion, someone who protected an entire region. And Steven was angry, even if he was good at hiding it – whatever anger at Pierce that Ash had detected previously was nothing compared to this.

“He said so over the intercom.” Ash shrugged, wincing at the soreness in his shoulders. “I would recognize that voice anywhere.”

Steven nodded in understanding. “And the thing that destroyed the ship? Officer Jenny didn’t write much about it down. Just that it looked human and was surrounded by energy.”

Ash winced. “I don’t really know how to describe it. It looked humanoid – but it was floating and was surrounded by a ball of energy so bright that it lit up the entire sea. But it was just so powerful. It blew through the ship in just a few seconds.”

He didn’t miss the glance that Steven and Surge shared. “What is it?”

“Sounds Legendary.” Surge said, ignoring Ash’s question. Steven nodded, his eyes losing any hint of warmth. They were cold now – afraid. “Nothing else could have done something like that.”

“Legendary?” Ash asked, a trace of panic entering his voice. Legendaries were legends for a reason – they weren’t something that anyone wanted to have as an enemy.

Steven shook his head. “That doesn’t get out of here, Ash. I doubt it’s even true – there has to be another explanation.”

He nodded resignedly. Ash wouldn’t have spread anything like this around anyways. All he wanted was for this incident to be put behind him and his journey resume.

“I should go.” Surge said suddenly, shifting his bulk towards the door. “There’s a lot of stuff to clean up. Besides,” he grinned horribly, exposing more teeth than usual, “Team Rocket is about to suffer quite a few casualties.”

With that he left, leaving Ash and Steven alone. The former Champion glanced at Ash and some of the tension seemed to leave his face. Ash wondered just how much of it was a show.

“Thanks for your help. Hopefully it will help clear some things up when we get more information.” Steven said. He looked at Ash for a long moment, considering him with sad eyes. “And Ash, I’m sorry you had to go through that. No one should have to face such an awful situation.”

Ash just nodded uncomfortably. He didn’t want to be reminded of it anymore. All he wanted to do was get on with his journey and never think about the St. Anne ever again. Not when so many horrible things had happened on it.

The former Champion suddenly seemed to remember something. Ash watched curiously as the slight man dug around in the pocket of his suit before he pulled out a small, compact device. It was a dull yellow and appeared to be able to open up.

“Here.” He said, handing the small device to Ash. The younger trainer carefully took it, examining it further. It was made of a smooth material and had a large, light blue button in the center. Ash figured that it would make it open up or activate it. “This is a PokeNav. It’s a product my father’s company recently invented.”

“What does it do?” He asked curiously. Ash had heard of something called a pokegear before, but that was supposed to still be in the testing phase.

The older man closed his eyes for a moment and began to recite something, something apparently repeatedly memorized. “The PokeNav was created in order to assist young and experienced trainers in keeping track of a pokemon’s attributes and feelings. However, it also possesses a map of the region you are in and more detailed maps of your current location, although you can view other areas as well. It also serves as a miniature video phone and can keep track of up to three hundred different individuals and their numbers.”

Steven opened his eyes. “Sorry about that, but my father was particularly enthusiastic about this invention. He’s spent all of his time drilling that information into my head for the past few months. Anyways, this serves much the same function as the pokegear, if you’ve heard of those.”

Ash nodded. Steven continued.

“But it also allows you to keep track of any awards or badges you’ve earned and can serve as a trainer I.D. Although,” he said, “I don’t suppose you need that feature, considering you have a pokedex. It’s only just started to be distributed in Hoenn, although I have several with me.”

“Why are you giving it to me?” Ash asked confusedly. “I mean, I’m grateful, but I don’t see what I’ve done to earn it.”

Steven smiled. “I’m giving it to you for several reasons. For one, you have potential. You’re going to be a great trainer Ash, and soon. From what I’ve seen you’ll be one of the lucky few that are naturals at training and battling – I want to help you along that path.”

“You also seem to get into quite a bit of trouble.” Steven said drily. “I know that you’re pokedex has some of the same functions, but I figured that the maps would be helpful to you and the phone function is useful to everyone. Hopefully the PokeNav will help you out sometime in your journey.”

Ash pondered this for a moment. “Thanks. This’ll be really helpful.”

The former Champion half-smiled. “I hope it will. I’m sorry, but I’m afraid that I must go.” His eyes narrowed and the stern Champion seemed to come back for a moment. “Our mutual friend needs to be brought to justice.”

“Good luck.” Ash said. He meant it – Pierce needed to be put back in prison. Although he didn’t know how the man escaped custody, he needed to be put back in it.

Steven nodded a bit longer before standing up. Before he left, however, he left Ash with a few words.

“By the way, Ash, I’m looking forward to battling you one day.”

Ash grinned widely, despite the pain that branched out through his face. That would be the greatest day of his life. He barely noticed when the former Champion silently slid out of his room, too enraptured in the thought of one day battling him to notice anything.

When he did realize that he was alone, Ash slowly collapsed into his soft bed, exhausted. His weight sank into the mattress, and he closed his eyes. He was asleep in no time at all.
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A tongue brushed across his cheek, and his eyes snapped open. It was only when the area that had been licked began to tingle from a dose of minor toxins that he realized Nidorino was in the room. Ash blinked a few times, only pushing himself up when Nidorino licked him again.

Wait. Nidorino was in here.

He grinned widely as he saw the large head of his friend looking at him, somewhat annoyed that the trainer had escaped his tongue.

“Hey, buddy!” Ash grinned. Nidorino grunted softly and butted his head against Ash’s side. The trainer winced at the impact, but the exhilarating feeling of seeing his friend again blanked out the pain.

Ash scratched Nidorino’s ears before looking around. He grinned when he realized that the rest of his pokemon were crowded into the small room as well. Plume was haphazardly perched on a thin metal bar which, judging from the slight bend it had, wasn’t meant to hold a sixty pound bird.

Drowzee stood by his bed, staring at him with dull eyes. She glanced away when he looked at her, apparently ashamed of something. Ash couldn’t figure out what – she saved his life.

The only one missing was Torrent. Ash missed his friend’s absence, although he could understand why the nurses couldn’t put him out – it was rather difficult to lug an aquarium large enough to hold a seadra into such a small room.

Still, he was resolved to see his friend and thank him the second he could. Torrent was the only reason he was still alive – as much as his other friends might have wanted to help him, they couldn’t have pulled him to safety. Plume was too exhausted and wasn’t strong enough to carry him, and the others would have killed themselves trying to swim to the shore.

In fact, he wasn’t even sure the awkwardly shaped Drowzee could swim. He almost smiled at the thought, but then he realized he hadn’t thanked any of them yet.

“Hey.” He said softly, attracting their attention. “I just wanted to thank all of you. There was no way that I could have gotten out of that without you.”

Plume preened at the praise, while Nidorino just butted his side again, softer this time. Ash smiled and scratched the large creature’s sensitive ears again. Then he looked over at Drowzee – she was still glancing away from him.

Ash wanted to make sure to thank her specially – he knew she didn’t like him, but she still saved his life. Maybe that spelled the end of her animosity towards him, or at least the beginning of it.

“Hey, Drowzee.” He said slowly. She looked over at him, her dull eyes glazed with interest. “Thanks for protecting me from that golbat. I know you didn’t have to.”

She looked at him carefully, her face not revealing anything. Well, Ash didn’t think it did, anyway. He couldn’t claim to be an expert on the facial expressions of Drowzee.

“So,” he began hesitantly, “do you want a nickname? All the others have one.”

Drowzee considered it for a moment, the intelligence that Ash knew to be there working quickly behind her beady eyes. A bit later, she slowly nodded. Ash grinned widely, glad that she seemed to have gotten over her anger at being captured.

Giving her a name was a lengthy process. Drowzee was far pickier then any of his other pokemon and treated most of his offers with distaste. Some seemed somewhat acceptable, but she still didn’t accept them. Nevertheless, he filed them away in case they couldn’t agree on one.

“How about Dazed?” He ventured. Personally, he thought it was a stupid name. But Drowzee seemed to have a liking for names that he considered odd. Besides, even if he thought it was stupid, it still fit her. Her glazed, beady eyes and dull expression did nothing to dispel that assumption, even if he knew it to be false.

Strangely, however, she seemed to like it. Her trunk swayed slightly as she nodded almost imperceptibly, Drowzee’s eyes losing some of their glaze. Ash smiled. Even if it wasn’t his first choice, it seemed that she liked it well enough.

“Alright!” He said happily. “Dazed it is.”

Dazed sleepily nodded before returning to staring at the wall. Ash shrugged, deciding that that was all he was going to get from her.

Instead, he returned to speaking to his other pokemon, lathering them with affection that both he and they had missed during his time away from them.
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Ash had a smile on his face as he left the hospital, feeling the hot sun on his face for the first time in four days. While the hospital wasn’t the worst thing he’d ever experienced, it was certainly one of the most boring. Aside from a few long conversations with his mother, who had been understandably terrified, and his pokemon almost nothing happened.

He had been released just an hour ago. Although the doctors wanted him to stay an extra day, he had refused. Every one of their tests had said he was fine, and he wanted to get out and continue his journey. If he had to he would just take it easy for a few days.

His friends would definitely be glad to be venturing into the wilderness again. They had been getting antsy in the hospital – last night he had been forced to return them to their pokeballs after they’d gotten a little too rambunctious.

It didn’t take him long to reach Vermillion’s gates. The hospital was only about five minutes away – conveniently placed in case someone had gotten injured in the wilderness and needed immediate assistance. Vermillion was pretty small, anyways, so it wasn’t an inconvenience to the populace.

Ash smiled as he stepped outside of the safe boundaries of the city. Even if he wasn’t even close to being away from the urban area, it was still nice knowing that he was able to do this.

He had made a new plan during his stay in the hospital. While he had originally intended to challenge Koga after they docked at Fuschia City, that plan had fallen through. Now he was going to Celadon. Erica wasn’t supposed to be very difficult, so it wouldn’t be too stressful.

After that he was going to head to Saffron, and then to Fuschia. When he defeated Koga he would have to get to the Seafoam Islands if he hadn’t caught another water pokemon before then. Although Torrent was much more powerful now, he still wouldn’t be able to do much against Blaine in Cinnabar.

That was Torrent’s only real drawback – he couldn’t fight outside of water. Kingdra were capable of learning to levitate in the air – it was something to do with their dragon abilities – but Ash didn’t see Torrent evolving again for a long time. So Ash would have to find another water pokemon if he wanted to stand a chance against the experienced Blaine.

But for now he needed to focus on his journey to Celadon. It was best to focus on the present, not the future.

Ash released Plume and Nidorino. Nidorino softly grunted and carefully butted his head against Ash’s leg. He grinned and patted his friend’s head. Plume screeched out her welcome and lightly pecked Ash’s shoulder before taking to the skies.

He stood there for a moment, looking at his pokemon. It was great to be around them in the wild again. Another head butt from Nidorino brought him back to earth.

“Alright, guys, let’s go.”

Nidorino growled and followed Ash. Ash put one hand on the PokeNav, silently reminding himself to call his mom soon. She had been terrified of him going back out to the wilderness, but he promised her that he would call every other day. The PokeNav had played a good role in getting her to let him continue his journey.

Celadon awaited him.
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It was three days later when he ran into that Misty girl. Ash had battled countless trainers on the road – plenty of people were travelling between Vermillion and Celadon, after all – and had won most of them. There were quite a few experienced trainers, however, and he lost several times.

Overall, however, he was happy with his friends’ success. He knew that there were lots of people better than him – he had only been a trainer for a few months, even if he was naturally talented at battling. Still, he was more than holding his own against the more experienced trainers. They might have won, but it made his pokemon grow more and more powerful from the experience.

So he almost didn’t notice it was her at first. She was fishing at a small pond by the road in a way reminiscent of the first time he had encountered her. If it weren’t for his habit of challenging everyone he came across he wouldn’t have known it was her.

“What are you doing here?” He asked bemusedly, confused as to why he kept finding her in random places. Maybe she was following him.

“I could ask the same thing about you.” She retorted. Ash saw her pull a pokeball off of her belt. He grinned and readied Nidorino’s ball. Nidorino was probably tired from all of his battles, but he would be up for this. “Whatever. Let’s battle.”

He wasn’t surprised when the familiar form of her Starmie appeared, gem glowing with anticipation. Ash silently tapped the button that would release Nidorino. Misty’s eyes narrowed when she saw the large creature, but she didn’t say anything.

There was a tense standoff for a moment as the trainers retreated to a safe distance. Misty made the first move.

“Psychic!” She cried. Ash frowned, but didn’t need to tell Nidorino to dodge as Starmie glowed a bright blue. Nidorino easily jumped out of the way as a light wave of telekinetic force blasted towards him.

“Poison sting. Follow with horn attack.” Ash muttered, too low for Misty to hear. Nidorino quickly moved to carry out the order, firing several of the thin, poison-secreting barbs at Starmie. When they stunned Starmie for a moment through their powerful venom, Nidorino charge at Starmie with his horn lowered.

Starmie had no chance to dodge, despite its trainer’s frantic shouts to dodge. Nidorino slammed into the creature’s gem, sending small cracks threading throughout it as his powerful attack met it. The Starmie seemed as though it would recover for a moment, but the bright light of its gem faded a bit.

Ash was actually disappointed as Starmie collapsed. While he knew he would win the battle – while he was sure Misty had trained quite a bit since her last defeat, he and his friends had become exponentially more powerful – he had expected it to take longer than a single attack.

And, if Misty’s shocked face was any indication, she had as well. Ash frowned again before congratulating Nidorino, who seemed pleased with defeating the Starmie yet again. The display seemed to snap her out of her stunned state, but Ash rejected the proffered wad of money with a shake of his head.

“I only take money from actual battles.” He said in annoyance, perhaps more harshly than he had intended. “Train more.”

Misty’s face morphed from shocked to angry. “I have!” She shouted. “But apparently I’m not a fanatic about it like you!”

Ash just glanced at her. “What’re you talking about?”

“You must have been training all day for the last few weeks.” She retorted bitterly. “Last time your pokemon weren’t much more powerful than mine. Now your Nidorino knocked Starmie out with one hit.”

“Eh. He evolved.”

Misty just glared at him. “Evolving doesn’t do that much. You have to have been doing nothing but training him.”

Ash just sighed. “Not really. Anyways, I’m leaving. This wasn’t much fun.”

His opponent just glared at him. “Fine. I’m going to beat you next time.”

He smiled, although he was feeling a bit annoyed at her. After this, he doubted that she would ever catch up. “Looking forward to it.”

Nidorino growled at Misty as they walked by, continuing on their journey. Ash glanced at him disapprovingly but didn’t say anything. He was more caught up in his thoughts than he was on the world.

He didn’t understand why the battle was so easy. Although he had beaten her every time before, it had always been somewhat of a challenge. This couldn’t even really be called a battle. Maybe it was just because he’d gotten to know Starmie’s weak point, but had evolution really made Nidoran that powerful?

Only a few of the pokemon he’d faced on the journey so far had been knocked out by a single attack. He’d just considered them as weaker pokemon belonging to new trainers, although he might have to reexamine that theory. While Misty was hardly a Master or incredibly powerful, she wasn’t weak. She was certainly better than most people their age.

This really wasn’t a big deal, but he saw it as a sort of symbol – he was moving forward, growing more experienced and more powerful. He almost couldn’t believe that it was just because he and his friends had grown in strength – he half-believed it was just to luck.

Regardless of the motivations underlying his thoughts, they stuck with him as he travelled down the road with Nidorino at his side.

Celadon awaited them.
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Ash was tired and dirty when he finally arrived at Celadon. The journey after he’d defeated Misty had been harsh and draining. Although it was short – the route between Vermillion and Celadon was one of the shortest in Kanto, at least between two major cities – the way around Saffron City was full of forests, which were in turn full of beedrill and other annoyances.

While he would have stopped in Saffron to challenge the gym leader there, Sabrina, he knew that he didn’t stand a chance against Sabrina yet. She was one of the gym leaders that ensured that rookies and unprepared trainers didn’t go to the Indigo Conference. Although not as brutal as Surge or the gym leader at Viridian, she was one of the most powerful trainers in Kanto.

He was advancing by leaps and bounds, but he knew that he wasn’t ready for the kind of firepower that Sabrina had at her disposal. Even the thought of facing her famed Alakazam made him shudder. Ash had watched her fight a challenger with an umbreon one time on TV.

Even though the umbreon couldn’t be directly harmed by its psychic attacks, the Alakazam and Sabrina had used a loophole: it picked up one of the large pillars that dotted the stadium and smacked the umbreon with it, knocking it unconscious. Despite the great power picking up the pillar must have taken, Alakazam didn’t even appear drained.

But he could defeat Erica. She wasn’t known for being a particularly powerful gym leader, although she was still competent. Still, she would be weak to Nidorino, Plume, and any of her poison-types could be taken care of handily by Dazed.

All in all, this would be like facing Misty again. Except easier.

Still, he was going to the Pokemon Center. It was too late to challenge Erica and he couldn’t wait to get a hot shower and even hotter food. His friends would appreciate it as well. He hadn’t packed a surplus of supplies like he usually did due to the comparatively shorter journey, so neither he nor his pokemon had been able to eat as much as they’d have liked.

It was a short trip to the Pokemon Center. He moved quickly through the empty streets, focused only on getting signed in. When he reached the Center, it only took a few minutes to get a room.

Ash went to the cafeteria first, getting food for both him and his pokemon. He didn’t bother staying in the vacant cafeteria, instead taking the trays up to his room.

When he was in the room – he glanced around it, noting that it was exactly the same as the other rooms he’d gotten – he set down the trays and released his pokemon.

Nidorino snorted at Ash before he tore into the food Ash had placed on the floor. Plume chirped before carefully pecking at the small pellets. Dazed just looked at it for a moment before levitating a portion of the food to her.

Ash was conscious of the lone member of their group that wasn’t out. He walked over to the aquarium that dominated an entire side of the room and tapped Torrent’s pokeball, releasing the seadra.

He just stared at the larger, powerful form of his friend when it materialized. Torrent still looked a lot like he had as a horsea, only more mature and angrier looking, although the determined, dangerous look in his eyes was still there.

Torrent was several times larger than he had been as a horsea, and far bulkier. The small, thin scales on his chest had fully developed, leaving a jagged crest of armor over him. His small “wings” had grown into large, spiky appendages and his tiny, curled tail had grown larger and more powerful looking. Ash also noticed that the small nubs that grew on the side of his head had become angular, sharp looking fins.

All in all, Torrent’s appearance now fit his personality: a dangerous fighter that loved nothing more than the thrill of battle. But it also showed the strength that he had developed just to save Ash.

The seadra glanced at him for a moment before butting his head against the aquarium. Ordinary glass would have broken from the force, but the Pokemon Center seemed to have anticipated the power some pokemon held – the glass didn’t even have the hint of a crack.

“None of that.” Ash chided gently. Torrent obeyed and sank back a bit. “And thanks a lot. You saved my life. There’s no way we would have gotten to safety without you.”

Torrent puffed his scaly chest out a bit, as though he were saying “I know.” Ash laughed and poured some of the food specifically for water pokemon into the aquarium, which Torrent quickly gobbled up.

Ash spent a bit more time with all of his friends before taking a shower and then going to bed, exhausted but no longer dirty.
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The next morning, Ash found himself standing outside of the Celadon Gym. It was…unique. The gym had been designed to resemble the flower of a gloom, with the noxious scent to match. He assumed that it was produced by actual gloom, as he knew that it was the favored pokemon of Erika.

Ash quickly ascended the steps and walked into the gym proper. The atrium appeared to be a greenhouse, albeit a stylized one. He knew that the gym held several greenhouses as well as a perfume manufacturing plant, so this was just to solidify the atmosphere.

While it was certainly nice, he wanted to get out of it as soon as possible. It wasn’t only due to his need to battle Erika either – the disgusting smell the gloom produced a foul mixture of rotting trash and decaying flesh, was even more prevalent inside the gym. He reminded himself to get nose plugs if he ever returned to the gym.

He quickly hurried to the receptionist, a teenage girl that was reading a magazine. She laughed at him when she noticed him – Ash had given into the stink and was doing his best to cover his nose with his hand.

“First time here, huh?” She asked. Ash nodded. “It’ll get better in a few minutes. Anyways, I guess you’re here to battle Erika.”

Ash nodded again. She glanced down at a clipboard and picked up a pencil. He could see her cross a few things out before she looked up again.

“Looks like it’s your lucky day. There aren’t any other challengers scheduled yet. You can just go on through. She’ll be waiting in the garden. Just go in the door to your left.”

“Thanks.” He coughed out before following her instructions. The door took him into a small hallway. Ash kept on walking and ended up in a large garden with all manner of grass-types. Most seemed to scurry away when he appeared, although a few of the more powerful or curious ones just stared at him.

He felt a little uncomfortable under their intense gazes and ignored it as best as he could. Ash walked a little bit deeper into the garden in order to try and find Erika. She wouldn’t be too difficult to find.

Ash wandered around a bit before he finally found her in an area by the stadium. She was sitting by a small artificial pond, surrounded by oddish, a large gloom, and a bulbasaur. He was instantly reminded of Amelia’s and winced, although he put it out of mind. Now wasn’t the time for reminiscing.

“Oh, hello.” She said calmly, carefully setting an oddish down before she stood up. Ash glanced at her for a moment, taking her in. The best word to describe was elegant – everything about her seemed dignified, from the careful, graceful way she moved to her aristocratic tones. “I suppose you’re here to battle me?”

He nodded. She smiled and walked over to the battlefield. Ash followed and noticed that, contrary to what he had expected, the battlefield was completely plain. There were a few plants scattered about it and ordinarily hard, tightly packed dirt was replaced with dark, loamy soil, but that was the full extent of the modifications.

“This shall be a three-on-three battle.” Erika called out when they had taken their positions. “The battle shall continue until one of us either surrenders or our pokemon are knocked unconscious or rendered unable to battle.”

Ash nodded and placed a hand on Dazed’s pokeball. While Nidorino would likely have just as easy a time defeating the grass-types, he suspected that Erika would start out with her powerful Gloom. Nidorino or Plume would still have been able to defeat it, but he wanted Dazed to get in some more experience.

He released Dazed when he saw the gym leader release a pokemon. When the red light coalesced into the form of their pokemon, his expectations were fulfilled. Erika’s large, powerful Gloom was sleepily looking at Dazed, meeting the drowzee’s dull gaze with its own.

Surprisingly enough, the appearance of the gloom didn’t empower the noxious scent that pervaded the area. Ash was thankful for that – he was just beginning to get used to it.

Erika began the battle. “Stun spore. Continue with acid and sleep powder.”

“Dodge, follow with confusion.”

Despite Dazed’s awkward shape, she was still able to avoid the attacks of the Gloom. Ash made a mental note to avoid that part of the battlefield – the stun spore and sleep powder was neutralized, but the acid would still be somewhat dangerous.

Ash grinned when Dazed stared at the Gloom’s half-closed eyes. He doubted that the Gloom would be able to stay conscious after this powerful attack. If it did, it would be easy pickings for Dazed.

The attack went just as planned – Dazed raised a clawed hand at the Gloom and took control of it. Ash grinned as the Gloom was suffused by a large blue aura of light. A moment later the Gloom was yanked high into the air by psychic power and slammed into the ground.

He expected the battle to be over then – while the actual slam might not have done that much, being in touch with psychic power weakened and hurt poison-types.

But the attack didn’t seem to do as much as he had hoped. Gloom pulled itself up quickly and stared at Dazed in annoyance. Its eyes were fully open now.

“I’ve trained my dear Gloom to be strong against such attacks.” Erika shouted, her loud tone contrasting with the soft, quiet image she put up. “Now, petal dance!”

Ash didn’t have to tell his pokemon to dodge as Gloom began to rapidly spin, firing out dozens of sharp, pink petals. Dazed was too slow to avoid many of the petals, however, and was hit by almost all of them. She put up a psychic barrier to protect her from some of the damage, but it still weakened her greatly. The trainer knew she wouldn’t be able to take much more damage after being hit by such a powerful move.

“Hypnosis!” He cried. Dazed quickly followed his command, raising her arms into the air and staring at the Gloom. Pink energy floated off of her body and floated at the opponent, transforming into purple blobs as they hit Gloom.

Erika wouldn’t let him win that easily. “Sunny beam!”

Despite the energy Dazed was focusing on subverting the Gloom’s will and putting it to sleep, Gloom stayed strong and followed Erika’s commands. Ash was impressed with its willpower – Dazed was pretty good with hypnosis, so it must have been incredibly strong to resist the psychic attack.

Unfortunately, he realized what was going on. Gloom was using Sunny Day, intensifying the sun’s rays and making a particular, potent attack readily available.

“Hurry up, Dazed!” He shouted as cold realization swept over him. “It’s about to use solar beam!”

Dazed certainly got the message. Ash watched with bated breath as the drowzee produced more energy, focused entirely on bending Gloom to her will before it could unleash the devastating attack. Eventually it seemed that she had succeeded – Gloom’s eyes were beginning to close, although bright white energy continued to gather in its flower.

“Focus, Gloom.” Erika said calmly. Despite the soft tone, Gloom was snapped back into reality by its trainer’s words. Still, Ash could tell that it wasn’t fully there, as it only seemed able to focus on gathering energy.

And then it released the power it had gathered. Ash shouted at Dazed to dodge as Gloom focused the energy into a powerful, blinding beam of energy. He had to focus on Dazed, but could still trace the bright beam at the sides of his vision.

It soon became clear that there was no need. Although Dazed hadn’t succeeded in putting the powerful Gloom to sleep, she had succeeded in disorienting it. The Gloom still had the ability to use the devastating solar beam, but couldn’t properly aim it.

Ash shrank back when the wildly aimed beam flashed towards him, but the barriers in front of him stopped the attack, albeit with a small degree of difficulty. He soon returned his focus to the battle and decided to take advantage of the Gloom’s temporary distraction.

He figured that it was time to use an attack that he had been working on with Dazed during the journey to Celadon. They hadn’t quite perfected it, but it was still more than powerful enough to knock out Gloom. Even if Gloom was resistant to psychic attacks, it was exhausted from the solar beam and the failed hypnosis.

“Psybeam!”

Dazed calmly gazed at the weakened Gloom as she focused her energy. Ash grinned at Erika’s frantic pleas for Gloom to dodge it – that meant she was scared.

His grin widened as he saw a beam of multicolored energy blast from Dazed’s eyes. It worked perfectly, and struck the Gloom with a great deal of psychic power. For a moment the Gloom remained standing, staying resolute in the face of its defeat. But then its strength failed and it collapsed to the ground unconscious.

“Good job, Dazed!” He called out. Dazed turned back and looked at him for a moment.

Erika took the time to send out her next choice, a large tangela. Ash studied it for a moment before returning Dazed. He saw her look back at him in relief before the energy suffused her and took her back into the pokeball.

Plume erupted onto the field a few moments later, announcing her arrival with a loud shriek. She flew around the confines of the field for a few moments before Ash gave her an order.

“Gust, follow with wing attack.” He muttered. Plume quickly followed the quiet commands, blasting the Tangela with a gust of wing. The Tangela managed to keep itself upright and prepared a few of its vines.

As Plume dived towards the Tangela at a high speed, Erika made her own move.

“Vine whip, absorb, and bind.” She said serenely. Tangela enacted the orders so quickly that Ash couldn’t warn Plume. Its vines snapped out at unnaturally fast speeds and slammed into Plume with incredible force, slamming her into the ground.

It then waddled over to Plume and entangled it with its vines, leaving the bird immobile and helpless. Ash winced as the vines restricting Plume began to glow a bright white, digging into Plume and absorbing her energy. In just a few seconds she was exhausted, unable to do anything despite Ash’s pleas.

“Slam.” Erika said calmly, her tone belying the brutality of the order.

Plume was knocked unconscious when the Tangela brutally raised her and slammed her into the ground in a scene reminiscent of Dazed using confusion on the Gloom. Ash gritted his teeth and recalled his beaten pokemon, hoping she would be alright and angry that she hadn’t been given a chance to really fight.

It was time to get serious.

Nidorino appeared on the field, powerful and strong. Ash grinned as he saw the barbs extend and drip clear venom.

“Nidorino.” He called. His friend continued staring at the Tangela, but his large ears tensed and twitched. “Don’t hold back. Focus attack.”

The large creature growled and tensed up, focusing its strength temporarily to vastly increase its power. Nidorino then charged at the Tangela quickly, leaving none of its power in reserve as it slammed into the surprised Tangela with its horn, jabbing the Tangela painfully and throwing it several feet away.

Ash smiled. Focus attack was a new combo he’d made during their journey to Celadon. It was just a combination of focus energy and horn attack. Perhaps he wasn’t the most creative when it came to naming his attacks, but the powerful combination worked well, so it didn’t really matter.

Horn attack was powerful enough on its own, but when Nidorino’s strength was amplified by focus energy…well, it could do quite a bit of damage.

Erika seemed stunned, perhaps expecting the rest of his pokemon to be a trivial matter to defeat. But she soon recovered and sent out a Weepinbell.

“Razor leaf.” She commanded tersely, a bit of anger seeping into her tone. “Then use sleep powder and slam.”

“Focus attack.” He ordered again. There were plenty of other ways he could have proceeded, but he wanted to finish this up and get Plume to the Pokemon Center. She wouldn’t be badly harmed by the brutal attack, but he wanted her to be out of pain as quickly as possible.

Although Erika tried to warn her Weepinbell, it was too slow to avoid the danger. Nidorino charged at it, slamming his horn into the firm flesh and throwing it several feet away. He slammed into it when it wasn’t immediately knocked unconscious.

When the stunned Erika recalled her pokemon, Ash congratulated Nidorino. He didn’t bother recalling his friend as he stepped out of the challenger’s box and walked over to Erika. She seemed annoyed at her defeat, but it was quickly wiped away from her features.

“You did well.” She said serenely as she withdrew the Rainbow Badge from a pocket. “You have proven your skill and have shown that you deserve this badge.”

Ash carefully took it from her and examined it. The badge was more stylized and colorful than the others he had collected. It was shaped like a flower, showing grass, with rainbow colored petals. He looked at it for a few more seconds before withdrawing his badge case and carefully placing it into the fourth slot.

“By the way,” Erika began, “return here one day. I would like a rematch. But for now, I suggest you return to the Pokemon Center. Your pidgeotto suffered quite a bit.”

He nodded at the mention of the rematch and had to hold back a grimace and glare at the mention of Plume. Ash just said, “Alright.” After that, he quickly left the gym and its disgusting scent. Ash wasn’t exactly happy with it right now.
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Plume was currently in stasis. She had moderately severe injuries, although nothing that would permanently damage her. But she would be staying in the Pokemon Center for a day as the Nurse Joys did whatever it was they did. After that she wouldn’t be able to battle for a week, since the damage she suffered bruised most of her body, which would be exhausted by the healing process anyways.

Ash was annoyed that Nurse Joy wouldn’t let him see his friend, but could understand it somewhat. Plume needed to heal, and the excitement and worry that Ash would bring might pull her out of stasis and into consciousness. Still, that didn’t mean he liked it. He wanted nothing more than to go and sit by her as she healed.

At least Dazed was fine. She wasn’t badly hurt by the petal dance to begin with, so he just had to buy a weak potion to give her. After she’d drunk it she was perfectly fine, if a little tired. In a day or two she’d be back to normal.

Right now, though, he was wandering Celadon in an attempt to forget about his worries. He couldn’t do anything about it right now, and sulking wouldn’t help anything. Besides, maybe he would find something interesting.

Now that he thought of it, there was supposed to be a Game Corner in the city. It was also supposed to be pretty close to the Pokemon Center, less than half an hour away. While he wasn’t supposed to go into places like that – his mom would kill him if she ever found out – it was perfectly legal.

If someone was old enough to wander the world and be around creatures capable of breathing fire and crushing stone, gambling wasn’t a big deal.

Despite the silent voice of his mother chiding him for even thinking about gambling, he found himself in front of the Game Corner soon enough. He didn’t go in for a while, instead opting to just look at it.

The Game Corner was different than any of the other buildings in the city. It wasn’t quite as gaudy as he’d imagined, given the wild stories and descriptions of it he’d heard, but it was still bright and flashy – obnoxious, really.

Flashing lights displayed the names of businesses and people that Ash had never heard of. Bright colors and grinning faces covered the outside, along with the name of it, “The Game Corner”.

All in all, Ash wasn’t too impressed. It wasn’t as though he was about to gamble in the first place – although he had quite a bit of money thanks to his numerous victories, he knew that if he started he would just keep on playing until he had nothing left.

Still, curiosity at what was so appealing about this place made him go inside. He felt a little awkward amongst all the adults venturing freely into the room, but there were quite a few trainers his own age and some a few years older. No one paid him a second glance.

Ash still couldn’t see the big deal about this place. It was full of slot machines, which looked somewhat interesting, and tables for other games, but nothing really exciting. He would much rather be battling right now.

Nevertheless, he continued walking around. He recognized most of the games, although a few were unknown to him. Ash didn’t bother going up to the front desk to get a Coin Case, instead opting to explore.

After a few more minutes of this, he grew bored. He had found himself in a mostly empty area of the Game Corner, far from the casino and seemingly only existing for employees. Ash was about to return to the outside and find something else to occupy his time when he saw a door, made to look unobtrusive and hidden in a shadowed corner.

His curiosity spiked, Ash checked to see if there was anything that told him not to go in. There was nothing.

Since it looked like he wouldn’t get in trouble for entering, he pushed in. Although nothing prohibited him from going in, Ash didn’t want anybody catching him. So he was careful when he walked through the door.

It opened into a long hallway that branched off into several others. Ash glanced around as he slowly made his way down the hall. The walls were bare and grey; a stark contrast to the ostentatious Game Corner. He almost wondered if he had gone into a different building.

Ash took the first turn that came up. It led to yet another long hallway. He continued walking down it, wondering where everybody was. Maybe this was just an abandoned section of the Game Corner, or maybe they had just built it. The trainer couldn’t think of any other reason as to why it was so dull in regards to the rest of the Game Corner and seemingly empty.

Eventually the hallway reached a set of stairs. Ash hadn’t taken any turns this time, realizing that it wouldn’t be a good thing if he got lost in here. There wasn’t a way to differentiate the areas and he wanted to be able to easily remember his way back.

He cautiously crept down the stairs. It was a rather long flight, but he could see a plain, unmarked door at the bottom. Since he knew exactly where he was, he decided to go down and see what was in the abandoned section.

Ash quietly pushed the doors open and stepped through. The room he entered was far different than the spartan design of the section that he had just left. It seemed more professional; more like an office than the grey walls of the abandoned section or the glitzy casino.

It was pristine. White walls, perfectly arranged potted plants, and an unnerving absence of dirt or grime perfected the image. He looked around curiously for a moment before going on. This must be where the administration was, although he wasn’t sure why it was in such an out of the way place.

As he walked through, two men walked in through the only door in the room. They were laughing and talking as they entered, but that wasn’t what attracted his attention. What attracted his attention was the black uniforms they wore and the crimson R emblazoned across their chests.

His blood froze. Memories of a pale, limp man huddled into the fetal position flashed through his mind. A sinking cruise ship, a cruel man with blue hair, and the stinking rot of a muk enveloping him took its place an instant later.

“…and then those idiots spend a hundred thousand on a bunch of balloons and really expensive machinery. Can’t imagine why the boss granted it – that Michael guy is bad news. His pokemon are strong, but it isn’t worth it when one could probably tear this facility down in a few minutes.”

“Yeah.” The other man said with a nod. “I get what you’re saying. Maybe he has a plan for that kid. Or maybe he’s just trying to keep those idiots and their talking cat busy and far away from here. It would be great if they all got killed. I mean, if he really wanted those pokemon he could send anyone but the idiots – they’d have a better chance.”

The first man snorted. “Damn right. Anyways, have you heard what Proton’s up to? He’s supposed to be…wait, what the hell is that kid doing down here. We haven’t gotten any new recruits.”

Ash stared hatefully at the man, anger he had never known before bubbling up to the surface like magma. His fingers gripped tightly around Nidorino’s ball.

The second man growled. “Look, kid, take your hand off that pokeball if you don’t want to get hurt. Do you really think you can beat us?”

Two bursts of scarlet light was Ash’s answer. Common sense was telling him to flee, but the memories of the St. Anne and the burning desire for justice overruled it. The grunts he’d met before weren’t particularly impressive, so he figured he could at least overpower these before leaving and heading to the authorities.

“Well, looks like we’ve got ourselves a hero.” The first man grinned. “Don’t be easy on the brat, but don’t kill him either. I want to know how he got in here. Victor and Hugo were supposed to be guarding the outer door.”

Ash scowled at the putrid, oozing grimer that appeared from one of the grunt’s pokeball’s. A koffing joined it a few moments later, spitting its oily, stinking smoke out.

“Dazed, psybeam on grimer, repeat. Nidorino, protect her.”

He’d been careful in choosing his pokemon. Grimer could badly poison anything that came in contact with them since they didn’t have the fine control of their toxins like muk. Koffing weren’t anywhere near as volatile, but he’d like to take it down from a distance.

Dazed had the psychic power that badly hurt poison-types and could safely disable the more dangerous ones. Nidorino would be completely immune to their toxins and dangerous presence – the chief danger in dealing with poison-types – and could protect Dazed if they got too close.

The Rockets clearly hadn’t trained much with their pokemon. Their commands were long, overly complex, and slow to come out. By the time they’d finished telling their pokemon what to do – revealing their entire strategy to Ash in the process – Dazed had prepared her psybeam.

It flashed at the more dangerous grimer, quickly impacting it and blasting sludge all over the room. Ash noticed that it was markedly more powerful than when Dazed had used it on Erika’s Gloom, although it wasn’t lethal. He was glad – the Rocket’s pokemon were broken and abused, he didn’t want them to die. It wasn’t their fault they were being used like that.

Still, grimer wouldn’t be fighting any time soon. It was clearly unconscious, as it was no longer attempting to maintain a form. Instead it was just a large, toxic puddle on the floor.

“Use explosion!” The second one cried out in a panic. Ash froze when he heard the command and saw the koffing concentrate heavily as it prepared to release its energy.

He had nothing to worry about. Dazed had already unleashed another psybeam, which flashed through the air and slammed into the koffing. The small pokemon was deflated and unconscious.

“Hypnosis!” He ordered, the rage at Team Rocket subsiding into a more refined, cold anger. “Don’t put them to sleep though, just keep them from doing anything. Nidorino, make sure they don’t escape and watch out for the door.”

Dazed quickly carried out his orders. Her hypnosis was nearly instant – she didn’t have to put as much effort into doing it to humans, especially since Ash didn’t want them fully asleep. One tried to run away, but Nidorino was too fast for him. The powerful pokemon charged at the fleeing man and slammed him to the side. He wouldn’t be going anywhere for a while, especially since Dazed quickly put him under her hypnosis.

Ash walked over to the nearest Rocket, trusting in his pokemon to keep him safe. The Rocket was completely helpless – the hypnosis made him too exhausted to struggle or attempt to attack Ash, although he was still aware and able to answer any questions he had.

Although he was going to leave soon – he didn’t want to be in a Team Rocket stronghold alone and with only two pokemon to use – he wanted to have some evidence to bring to the police. He couldn’t let this operation go on.

“What do you do here?” He asked, trying to remember the questions people always asked on those shows his mom liked. Ash kept his voice as calm as possible, letting only a bit of his anger leak through.

The man sleepily looked up at him. He seemed to struggle for a moment, but Dazed raised one of her hands, apparently using some sort of persuasion on him. Ash was very glad that he had a psychic pokemon.

“This is a base that we use to supply our agents in Celadon.” He said quickly, as though he had memorized it. “It is also a research facility, where we test experimental drugs and compounds in order to see their effects on pokemon.”

Ash’s interest was aroused, despite the fact that he knew that he would hate the answer he would be given.

“What kind of drugs?”

“Things that make the little monsters bloodthirsty and full of hate.” The grunt said with a nasty grin. His professional, detached tone was gone. Now it was filled with malice. “Drugs that make the monsters go insane, but make them strong. Sometimes they backfire and warp it, but that’s only when the spooks mess up. Or when they’re bored.”

Ash’s vision flashed red. He fought back the urge to punch the man in the face. The trainer glanced over at Dazed.

“Put all of them to sleep. Nidorino, push them into that corner.”

His commands were quickly followed. Dazed easily forced the grunts to sleep and prolonged the pokemon’s unconsciousness. The bodies were quickly pushed into a corner of the room filled with plants.

Ash wasn’t sure what to do next. He wanted to just run back to the police and tell them about this place, but he knew that they might not listen to him. Or worse, Team Rocket would just clear out in the time it took to mobilize any sort of force to invade the stronghold.

Still, while he was sure he could take on quite a few grunts with little to no trouble if they were all this weak, he didn’t want to be going in without anyone knowing where he was. He was going to do the best he could to defeat the grunts, but he didn’t want to just be locked up forever if he was beaten.

Then he remembered the PokeNav. He quickly yanked the useful tool off of his belt, incredibly grateful to Steven at that moment. Ash pressed the blue button and held the tool with nervous hands as the device smoothly unfolded, revealing a small black screen.

He punched in a few numbers and called the police. The PokeNav automatically sent the call to the nearest police force, so, in this case, Celadon City. As an afterthought, he lowered the volume. It was up pretty high so that he could hear his mom in the loud Pokemon Center.

“Hello, how can we help you?” A bored Officer Jenny said. Ash made sure to stand out of the camera’s way – he didn’t want to be seen by the police. They might ignore him just because of his age.

“There’s a Team Rocket base hidden in the Games Corner.” He said, doing his best to lower his voice. The result was closer to a comical attempt than a convincing display. That didn’t matter though, since it still disguised his voice. “It’s in the empty section. Go down the hallway, take the first right, and keep going straight until you reach stairs. Head down the stairs and you’ll enter the compound.”

Officer Jenny was paying attention now. “Is this some sort of sick joke?” She demanded.

Ash frowned. “No. Let me show you some proof.”

He carefully picked up the device and walked over to the pile of bodies. Ash aimed the camera towards the distinctive uniforms. Officer Jenny gasped when she saw them.

“They’re still alive.” He said, his voice shifting into its natural range. “Just asleep.”

“A team will be sent there immediately.” Officer Jenny said. Her voice was stern and professional. “Get out of there.”

His response was to cut the phone off. He didn’t think that they could trace PokeNavs yet – they were new in Hoenn, and almost entirely unknown in Kanto – but he didn’t want to take that much of a risk. All Ash wanted to do was do his best to damage Team Rocket and then escape before attracting more attention to him.

“Alright, buddies, let’s go.”

Nidorino grunted in response and walked in front of him. Dazed kept to his side, prepared to fight any sudden threats. Ash had a moment of uncertainty about this, but the anger at Team Rocket and the memories of their horrible deeds overwhelmed it.

The door opened up into a short hallway. It had the same perfectly clean and professional style of the previous room and had two doors on each side of it. Ash opened up the first door on his right and glanced in. A Rocket grunt was sitting down at a computer.

“Hypnosis.” Ash whispered. Dazed quickly raised a clawed hand, focusing her psychic energy and sending out the pink energy. It latched onto the grunt quickly, the overwhelming power of the attack crushing his will and forcing him to sleep.

He stepped into the room cautiously, glancing around. Aside from a few computers, he didn’t see anything. When he reached the grunt, he quickly removed the lone pokeball from the unconscious man’s belt.

Ash looked for a place to hide it. Even though he didn’t think the grunt would be waking up any time soon, he didn’t want to be surprised.

Soon enough he found the perfect spot: one of the potted plants. Ash forced the ball down into the soft soil and smoothed it over. It would take a while for the grunt to find it.

When that was over with, he moved on. He quietly left the room and shut the door. The trainer glanced down the hall to make sure there weren’t any grunts coming his way. After he was assured that there wasn’t, he stepped to the room across from this one and silently creaked the door open.

Two grunts, both at computers. Ash pushed the door open some more and glanced at Dazed. She raised both of her hands and sent the pink energy at each of them. They were put to sleep almost instantly, although one tried to fight it.

When they were unconscious, Ash repeated the same process. Each had two pokeballs this time, so he had to be a bit more creative. Two went into the potted plants in the corner of the room, while he stuffed the others into the small gap between the beams supporting the large desks and the desk itself. When the last two were wedged in tightly, Ash moved on.

The other rooms were much the same – both had two grunts inside, which were easily dispatched. Ash repeated the process of hiding their pokeballs and moved on. He followed the right turn the hallway took, but ran into two more grunts walking towards him.

“What the hell?” One asked in confusion when he saw Ash. He just stared at him oddly until he saw Dazed and Nidorino. “We’re under attack!”

Both sent out large, angry raticate. Ash was reminded of Amelia’s raticate for a moment, but suppressed it. Now wasn’t the time for that.

“Use hyper fang!” The second grunt shouted. His raticate quickly followed the order, skittering towards Nidorino with bared teeth.

“Hypnosis on the back one.” Ash ordered. “Nidorino, horn attack.”

Nidorino growled before charging the raticate. Although the raticate tried to use the powerful hyper fang attack on the larger pokemon, Nidorino sent it flying backwards with the force of his horn attack. Ash winced as the rat slammed into the ground. It wouldn’t be battling for a while.

Meanwhile, Dazed had already put the second raticate to sleep. The grunts tried to pull out another pokeball, but Ash had Dazed use hypnosis. They collapsed to the ground, unconscious.

Ash looked at them in disgust before walking past them. “Let’s go. The police should be here soon and I want to beat as many as I can.”

Nidorino grunted in agreement before racing a little bit ahead of Ash, prepared to guard the trainer against any threat. Dazed just quietly plodded along behind them.

They took many turns in the large compound, travelling deeper and deeper underneath Celadon. Quite a few Rockets were taken by surprise and disabled by Dazed, saving Ash the trouble of defeating their pokemon. Ash only had to battle five or six of the grunts, and all were easily defeated by Nidorino and dazed.

He was almost disappointed in how easy this was. Team Rocket was supposed to be the most dangerous criminal organization in Kanto, dwarfing and assimilating almost all others. Ash knew that they were dangerous and willing to commit horrible atrocities – his own experiences could attest to that – but on the individual level, they were quite weak.

Maybe these were just the throwaways, he mused as he travelled into yet another room. It seemed to be much larger than the others and much darker – only a few dim lights illuminated the room, and they were all too weak to let Ash see what was going on.

He had a bad feeling about this, and that feeling was realized when he stepped into it. The lights in the room flashed on, lighting the large room.

Ash wished he had never entered this place. He was in the laboratory, or wherever it was that the Rockets tested their horrifying drugs.

There were dozens of pokemon in small, cylindrical containers. The containers were roughly ten feet high – they went from floor to ceiling – and four feet around. They were made of a clear, glass-like material, although Ash knew that it had to be something much tougher.

Some of the pokemon imprisoned and subjected to the horror of this place were rather mundane – small, haggard rattata, pidgey that flapped their wings and attempted to fly through the glass, or pikachu that angrily released all of their power in attacks on the containers.

Others were more uncommon or rare: rhydon raging and thrashing, a lone magmar doing nothing at all, as though it were in stasis, and a single eevee pathetically curled up into a huddled ball.

All of the poor creatures looked as though they were insane or broken. Most of the raging ones had small tubes connected to their body, cleanly inserted. A clear substance was being fed into their bodies, likely giving them the drugs Ash had heard of. Ash gritted his teeth and clenched his hands tightly. This was an abomination.

Nidorino growled deeply at the spectacle, but did nothing. Dazed’s eyes began to glow a bit, but she never used her power. Judging from how the other pokemon’s attacks did nothing to the containers, Ash wasn’t surprised that she didn’t waste the energy on attacking the seemingly invulnerable material.

“Let’s go.” He growled, his cold anger flashing with waves of hatred again. “We can’t do anything here. The police will free them.”

“I wouldn’t be too sure about that.” An amused voice spoke up from behind him. Ash quickly whirled around and groaned. Three grunts were behind him, all with their pokemon out. “You won’t get out of here fast enough to warn them, brat. In fact, you’re going to be down here for a very long time.”

Ash scowled, but hid the glee that spiked through him. The Rockets didn’t know that he’d phoned the police. They wouldn’t be packing up any time soon. Certainly not fast enough to escape the wrath of the League.

“Of course, you seem to be a slippery little bastard.” The grunt sneered. “So, I guess we’ll just have to alert everyone else regardless.”

He pulled out a small device and pressed a large red button. Ash inwardly groaned when alarms began to go off, causing a long blaring sound and making the alarm lights flash a bright red. It looked like he wouldn’t be sneaking up on any grunts after this.

“And now, you can either give up peacefully or we will –”

The grunt had no time to finish. Dazed released a powerful psybeam that hit the lead grunt first, blasting him back and leaving him unconscious. Then she swung it towards the other grunts and their pokemon, knocking the grunts out but only weakening the pokemon. Only one was knocked out, a small grimer.

“Huh. Didn’t know you could do that.” He muttered. “Nidorino take care of that ekans and raticate. Dazed, psybeam.”

The raticate growled and ran towards Dazed, apparently seeing her as an easier target. A psybeam directly to the face dissuaded it of that notion, hurling it back and slamming it into the wall. Dazed sent out a second psybeam afterwards, blasting the raticate once more and knocking it out.

Nidorino seemed to be having a bit of trouble with the ekans. Although they had fought the snake pokemon before – they were commonly used around Celadon, so he had battled many trainers with them – this one was particularly fierce and actually posed a challenge. Ash was surprised it hadn’t evolved by now.

He didn’t bother giving Nidorino commands – they were too close, and Nidorino knew what to do best when faced with close combat. All he would do was slow his friend down. It wasn’t as though Nidorino knew many moves he could pull off instantly that would actually hit the fast, evasive ekans.

His friend grunted as the ekans bit him, but his tough hide kept the fangs from penetrating his skin. Nidorino ignored the pain and took the opportunity to jab the ekans with his horn. It didn’t actually hurt the ekans – its scales were too hard for the horn to penetrate without momentum – but the force knocked it backwards and stunned it for a moment.

That moment was all Nidorino needed. His friend charged at the stunned snake and slammed into it, hurling the lighter pokemon backwards into the wall. Nidorino wasn’t done, however. He quickly ran over to the ekans and reared up before stomping on it with incredible force.

The damage from the attack knocked the ekans out, although Ash could see that it wouldn’t die or even be disabled from battling for more than a few days at the most. Still, all he needed was the ekans unconscious. As long as it didn’t wake up for a while, everything would be fine.

“Let’s get going.” He said. “We need to get out of here before more arrive. The police will arrive soon, so let’s do as much as much damage as we can.”

His friends nodded in agreement. Ash took one last sorrowful look at the lab before moving on. He was getting vengeance on the Rockets – now he just had a few more victims to avenge.
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He noticed that it was getting much more difficult to fight through the Rockets when they knew he was there. They were staying in pairs and trios now, making every battle more difficult. The Rockets were also getting more powerful and more disciplined – whether that was because he wasn’t surprising them or a real increase in their quality wasn’t known to him.

Nevertheless, he continued tearing through them. Dazed and Nidorino were getting a little bit tired, but they were driven by their desire to hurt Team Rocket.

The only battle they really had trouble in was when four grunts ambushed them. All of their pokemon were more powerful than the norm for Rocket grunts, but they couldn’t match the combined might of Dazed – whose psychic abilities gave her quite an advantage over the poison-types – and Nidorino, whose raw power and skill enabled him to crush the pokemon that tried to fight him.

Eventually, however, he found that there weren’t any more of the grunts. Just a long stream of unconscious bodies and pokemon behind him. Ash was wary of any that were waiting in ambush, but he couldn’t find any. Neither could Dazed or Nidorino.

He continued following the single hallway. Although it branched off into many rooms and had many turns, it had never branched off into another hallway aside from the first time. It made finding all the possible Rockets and anything important much easier.

Ash eventually ran into another pair of grunts. These seemed more important though – they didn’t wear the masks that made the other grunts anonymous and faceless. They also wore different uniforms, grey instead of black.

And they each had a more powerful and evolved pokemon out, unlike the weak ones used by the grunts. Ash cautiously looked at them. Both were large and powerful looking – a gigantic, thick arbok and a hissing golbat. The grunts glared at him before giving orders to their pokemon.

“Arbok, fire fang.” The one on the left ordered. His massive, powerful looking arbok gladly followed his order, quickly slithering to Nidorino with a maw filled with flame.

“Psybeam!” Ash shouted in a panic. “Nidorino, focus attack on arbok!”

Dazed seemed to focus all of her power into the psybeam. The beam was brighter and more intense than what he’d seen previously, and although smaller it was more focused. It slammed into arbok, suffusing the serpent with a multicolored aura.

Although arbok was weakened, it wasn’t knocked out from the powerful attack. Nidorino took advantage of its temporary disadvantage to focus its energy before charging at the snake. He impacted the arbok with incredible force, further stunning it but still failing to knock it out.

The other grunt finally acted, apparently realizing the arbok wouldn’t be able to win alone. “Hyper beam. Aim for that drowzee and then the brat.”

Ash looked for something to hide behind when he heard the order. It wouldn’t stop a fully powered hyper beam, but maybe he could make it not kill him. When he found nothing he clenched his fists and got ready to try to jump out of the way.

He shouldn’t have bothered. Even as the golbat prepared the incredibly powerful blast of energy, Dazed moved to protect Ash. A psybeam just as powerful as the one that struck arbok slammed into golbat. The golbat screeched angrily as it was hurled backwards, but its attempt to use the hyper beam was cut off.

Ash nodded his thanks at Dazed, whose eyes were glowing brightly in anger. “Confusion on golbat.”

Golbat had no chance to resist the psychic attack. Dazed easily took control of the golbat’s mind with her mastery of the attack. The bat turned on its former master, hissing and flailing as Dazed awkwardly manipulated its body.

The Rocket had no chance to avoid the golbat’s frantic attacks. A wing smacked him in the face with great force, sending him to his back and stunning him. Dazed seemed to lose control of the golbat after that, but knocked it out by forcing it to fly as high as it could and then into the ground.

Ash had kept an eye on Nidorino, but hadn’t been paying as much attention to him. His friend was dominating the weakened arbok, jabbing it with his horn and dodging its fast, vicious strikes. By now the arbok was slowing as the numerous injuries inflicted upon it took their toll.

By the time he was able to pay full attention to his friend’s fight, Nidorino was already about to knock the arbok unconscious. Ash glanced over at the last grunt, who refused to leave the battle and continued to shout out commands to the rapidly weakening arbok.

“Hypnosis.”

Dazed performed her most useful ability quickly, causing the grunt to crumple to the ground in unconsciousness. Ash just glared at the body for a moment before returning his focus to the battle. Nidorino had taken advantage of the arbok’s confusion at the lack of commands from its master to jab it painfully with his horn, finally knocking it out.

Ash looked at the bodies of the grunts in disgust before moving on. He wasn’t sure how much more Nidorino could take. This was a hard battle for him if the small dents in his hide from the arbok’s sharp fangs and the slight sluggishness with which he moved were any indication. Combined with the exhaustion he had to be feeling from fighting his way through legions of much weaker pokemon, his friend would probably be knocked out soon.

One more room, he promised himself. These Rockets were much more powerful than the others he had faced, so he had to either be reaching the end or reaching a very important place. Either one meant that he could strike a real blow against Team Rocket.

If he had successfully cleared an entire hideout by himself, then he could know that he was capable of doing real damage against them and that he had little to fear from the average member. If he managed to take something important or detain an important member, then he could strike a huge blow against them.

Ash gave him and his pokemon a few minutes to rest before entering the room. It looked like he was in an entirely different building. Instead of the clean, pristine design of the other rooms, this one reeked of luxury. He was reminded of the St. Anne.

Large, expensive carpets covered the floor of the room. Paintings and banners with Team Rocket’s emblem on them filled the walls. A large, mahogany desk was in the center of the room. On the wall behind it, a small plaque held the Rocket motto.

“Steal pokemon for profit. Exploit pokemon for profit. All pokemon exist for the glory of Team Rocket.”

He scowled and turned his attention to the inhabitant of the room. The man was tall, even if he was sitting down behind the desk, and stern looking. Something about the man seemed dark and cruel – his pale skin seemed to have a shadow cast over it and his eyes seemed fake somehow, too dispassionate and blank to be real.

And then everything about the man subtly shifted until it revealed an entirely different person. In the place of the tall, dark man a hunched man with a purple Mohawk appeared.

“Ah, so you’re our little intruder!” He said jovially as he stood up. The man gave an awkward little bow. “Welcome to my base. Of course, it was quite rude of you to battle your way here, but I can forgive you. By the way, what did you think of that little trick? It takes quite a bit of practice to pull off that well.”

Ash looked at him oddly and took a step back. This wasn’t how he’d imagined a Team Rocket leader to be. He had thought that they would all be like Pierce: cold, threatening, and cruel beneath a thin shell of sanity.

The man seemed to pick up on his thoughts. He gave a wide grin. “Ah, I suppose I’m not what you expected, eh? Executive Petrel, Team Rocket’s resident master of disguise and commander of the Celadon hideout at your service!”

He just stared at the Executive, taken aback. The Executive smiled again.

“Well, I’m obligated to inform you of a standing offer to join Team Rocket!” He said flamboyantly. “While I’m sure that you won’t accept, it’s still there. My boss wants skilled individuals such as yourself in our little organization. Age doesn’t really matter, after all.”

“No.”

Petrel smiled and shrugged. “Oh well, I had to try. Anyways, I suppose this is the part where we battle?”

Ash couldn’t say anything before the strange man threw out three pokeballs at once. A golbat, koffing, and raticate were revealed as the scarlet energy solidified.

The Executive gave a little sigh. “I’m afraid this group won’t give such a powerful trainer much of a challenge. My real team hasn’t been sent over from headquarters yet.” A grin crossed over his face. “Of course, you could always accompany me there yourself. It would save me quite a bit of trouble.”

He didn’t have time for this. “Psybeam on the koffing. Focus horn on raticate. Follow with confusion on golbat.”

The koffing was instantly knocked out by the psybeam, and raticate barely had time to hear Petrel’s calm order to dodge before being hit by the full power of Nidorino’s attack. Ash grinned when he saw the raticate slump over in unconsciousness. Golbat was quickly taken control of by confusion and forced to slam itself into the ground.

“Hypnosis.” He ordered; glee at so easily defeating the Executive overtaking him. Ash frowned when he realized that the grinning Rocket Executive was still awake and none of the pink energy had been released.

He glanced over at Dazed to see what was wrong, but shrank back when he saw a large floating mass of purple shadow hovering over his friend’s frozen body. Two clawed hands were holding his friend in place as a long, wide tongue licked Dazed.

Ash knew what that thing was. A haunter – a powerful, mischievous pokemon that did not mean good things for him. Haunter were susceptible to the emotions and mind of their trainers. If this one had become more like Petrel, well, it was dangerous.

Dazed had no chance against the surprise attack. The haunter’s lick sapped her of all energy and almost instantly knocked the tired psychic unconscious. Ash watched with horror as it turned towards him and gave a wide, toothy grin before lazily floating over to Nidorino, who was finishing off the golbat.

“Nidorino, watch out!” He shouted. “It’s a haunter.”

Nidorino looked back at the haunter, but was suddenly distracted by a large blast of flame that barely missed him. Ash looked at the source of the fire – a small but powerful looking houndoom that had somehow remained hidden. It leapt at Nidorino with bared fangs and a flaming maw, but it couldn’t do anything before Haunter had reached the distracted pokemon and grabbed it with its clawed, ethereal hands.

Ash was paralyzed with the fear Haunter brought in its wake. All he could do was watch as it casually restrained Nidorino and gave it a long lick, ignoring the long rows of poisonous barbs. Nidorino instantly froze, although Ash could see him shivering a bit.

Petrel seemed perfectly at home with the sudden chaos. He stepped forward with a silly grin on his face, although Ash couldn’t consider him a harmless, awkward fool anymore. Although he didn’t show any obvious malice, he was just as dangerous as Pierce. Ash grimaced as the Executive’s grin widened.

“Sorry about the deception.” He said sincerely. “But I saw some of the security footage with you battling. This was much cleaner than the alternative, as I’m sure you will agree.”

He just growled, although his anger faded and twisted into terror as Haunter menacingly floated towards him. Its wide grin – reminiscent of Petrel’s now that Ash saw them side-by-side – showed its sharp fangs and its dangerous tongue.

“None of that now.” Petrel chided. Haunter shrank back but continued to bare its long, curved fangs at Ash. “Now, I suppose you just knocked out most of my men…and women, of course.” He added. “Can’t forget the women. Might make Ariana mad.”

Ash slowly nodded, confused by whatever reference he was making. Surprisingly, Petrel frowned. Without the silly grin on his face, it was much easier to see him as a Team Rocket leader.

“You should have just killed them, you know.” He said casually, scratching the houndoom’s ears as it walked over. “Most of them are useless to begin with and now I have to keep on paying them. You’ll be worth the whole damn group soon enough.”

He scowled. The anger he felt at Petrel’s confidence that he would join Team Rocket managed to push the fear Haunter inspired back. “I’ll never join Team Rocket.”

“Eh.” Petrel shrugged, leaning back on his desk. Ash saw a sneasel jump up beside him from behind the desk. “I heard that my boss managed to procure a pretty powerful psychic. It’s amazing what people will do after a psychic messes with their head. With how powerful you are, you’ll definitely be seeing it. I give you a week, tops.”

Ash’s fists clenched and he looked down at his unconscious friends. He thought about trying to send out Torrent, but knew that it would be futile. Torrent was far too weak on land to have a chance against any of the pokemon individually, let alone when all three were working together.

Petrel glanced over at Haunter, his dopey grin returning. “Hey, use hypnosis on the kid. Give him a taste of his own medicine, eh?”

Haunter’s grin was so wide that Ash thought it would burst outside the corporeal shadow. It raised its shadowy, clawed hands and began to wave them back and forth. The ghost’s eyes began to glow a bright, bloody crimson.

Ash felt his eyes begin to droop as Haunter continued to wave its hands. The psychic power it exerted slowly shut down his mind, showing its inexperience with the move. A master of it like Dazed would have dropped him in an instant.

Just as his mind began to grow fuzzy and his vision dimmed, he became aware of a massive burst of heat near him. Suddenly the power of the hypnosis began to fade and his mind began to become more alert. Still, he could barely see anything as he was suddenly pushed out of the way and pulled to safety by a large creature with burning fur, although it wasn’t very painful.

He finally regained full awareness as a pair of hands carefully guided him into the hallway he just cleared. Ash’s eyes snapped fully open and he struggled to turn back to Petrel’s room. All he could see was massive bursts of flame and the familiar blue and pink blasts of psychic energy.

“Wait,” he shouted, straining to reach his pokeballs, “my pokemon are still in there! I have to get them.”

“Calm down, kid.” A stern, feminine voice said reassuringly. “They’ll be fine. That Rocket is already beaten. I’m Officer Jenny, and I’m in charge of this force. Are you hurt?”

Ash calmed down a bit now that he knew it was the police, but still wanted to go and personally get his friends. But he supposed that the police would have everything wrapped up soon enough.

He pulled himself free from the Officer and looked at her. She was older than the average Jenny, and looked as though she had seen a lot of things. A massive, panting Arcanine was at her side and stood a foot taller than she did. Ash supposed that the Arcanine had pulled him out of the room. Now that he thought about it, his back did feel kind of wet, probably from the dog’s saliva.

Once he reminded himself to wash the jacket at the first opportunity, he answered the Officer.

“I’m fine.” He said as calmly as he could, although now the memory of the Haunter’s disturbing grin was starting to come to the forefront of his mind. “He was just starting to hypnotize me when you arrived.”

She seemed relieved by that, but suddenly grew angry. “What the hell were you doing in here to begin with?” The Officer demanded with a cold tone that reminded Ash far too much of when he got in trouble with his mother. “A Team Rocket hideout isn’t a good place for a kid to be.”

“I was attacking it.” He admitted, aware that it probably sounded implausible to the Officer. Ash couldn’t have blamed her either, although the stream of unconscious Rockets and pokemon should prove his claim unless she was completely unreasonable. Which she likely wasn’t, since one didn’t get to be the head of a team that attacked a Rocket hideout by being blind.

Officer Jenny got a strange glint in her eye that made Ash feel like hiding in a corner. “And why were you doing that instead of leaving it to professionals?”

“I did call you.” He said in an attempt to defend himself. “I just wanted to get some of them myself first.”

“You got a bit more than some of them.” She said drily. “We counted forty-two unconscious Rockets on the way down here. Most didn’t even have their pokemon out. Now, aside from the obvious stupidity of you attacking a Rocket stronghold on your own, why didn’t you just leave after knocking a few of them out?”

He frowned. “Did you hear about the St. Anne?”

She frowned as well. “Yes. What does that have to – wait.” Officer Jenny said, narrowing her eyes. “I thought you looked familiar. You’re that kid that survived that damn wreck, aren’t you? I get it now.” She sighed. “Even if I don’t think it was smart.”

Ash had to admit that it wasn’t the smartest thing that he’d done. He wasn’t really thinking, though – he was too busy remembering the horrible things Team Rocket had done and the vengeance that their victims deserved.

A stout officer with a rather impressive beard left Petrel’s room and walked up to Officer Jenny. “Captain, we’re finished in there. The Rocket leader is unconscious. That nidorino and drowzee have already been teleported to the Center for treatment.” He shook his head and sighed. “They’ll be fine, but Haunter licks are tricky. If it wasn’t taking it easy on them for some reason they probably would have already died.”

His blood froze again at the news, although he was overjoyed by the fact that his friends were fine. Still, the thought of them dying was one of the worst things Ash had ever feared. If it weren’t for Petrel’s mercy – probably so that Ash wouldn’t hate him and Team Rocket even more – his best friends would be dead.

He was in a slight daze after the news, but he was aware of Officer Jenny’s words.

“Kid, you’re coming with us. You have some information that could help us and we need to discuss whatever your award will be.” Her lips pursed in annoyance. “What you did was one of the stupidest things I’ve ever heard of as well as the most unlikely success, but the fact remains that you saved us a lot of trouble and discovered a Team Rocket hideout in a major city.”

Ash nodded and allowed himself to be led by Officer Jenny. Her Arcanine guarded both of them as they travelled up through the hideout, flanked by a small group of officers that weren’t needed. He kept his head low and wondered what was about to happen. His tired mind idly thought that this seemed like the spot where a story would cut off – a time when everything else had come to a close and only the future awaited.

The rather odd and pointless thought was accompanied by various odd thoughts and fantasies as he was carefully lead to the nearby police station. Officer Jenny made a point of keeping him as out of sight as possible and whispered to him that she didn’t want him being seen by anyone. Team Rocket had their ways of finding things out, and she didn’t want a ten year old being targeted.

Eventually they reached the police station. It was a bare, practical building that looked more like a fortress than an actual police station. Officer Jenny quickly guided him through it before taking him to a silent, grey room that was empty save for two chairs and a small table.

“I have a few questions I have for you.” Officer Jenny said wearily. “I’ll make it fast. I’m tired and I have work to do. So sit down.”

Ash quickly obeyed her and took a seat. She took the one opposite to his and looked at him.

“Let’s get this over with.” She sighed.
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He was out in two hours. The questioning itself was quick – he was asked for his name, how he had discovered the base, and anything odd he’d seen in the base. After he’d answered the basics, they just asked him what the Executive’s name was. Everything else they already knew for sure.

The rest of the time was spent making sure that his identity was obscured. Officer Jenny certainly made it clear that she thought that he was one of the stupidest people she had ever met, but that didn’t mean she would even think about letting him be put into any danger.

She had authorized the use of full restores on his pokemon – an expensive service that was one of the few things trainers had to actually pay for at Pokemon Centers – and got all three of them out in just a few minutes. They had already been sent to the station and picked up by him. Ash couldn’t wait to let them out and congratulate them on their performance.

Despite the fact that he had his friends back, he would also be staying in Celadon for a few more days. Officer Jenny had to make sure all evidence of his presence was wiped out from all but the most secure documents before letting him go, and there was also whatever reward she would be giving him.

The Officer had already added a small bonus to his trainer card that would give him free access to full restores at any Pokemon Center and a few other minor rewards, but had also mentioned that he would be receiving one of the pokemon that had been rescued from the Rockets. They just had to find one that didn’t need rehab and wasn’t dangerous.

Ash looked forward to having a new member on his team, although he was nervous about having one that had been subjected to the Rockets’ treatment. Still, he wasn’t about to refuse it. At least he could give it a better home.

But for now he was just glad that he and his friends were safe and that the Rockets wouldn’t be able to hurt anyone else in Celadon. Now he could just get on with his journey and stay far away from the Rockets and their plots.

A smile crossed his face. He would be getting a new member for his team, he had proved to himself that his team really was strong enough to fight, and he had his route planned out.

While waiting to be released from the station, he had decided to head over to Saffron. Ash wasn’t sure whether he was anywhere near Sabrina’s level yet, but he figured that he should at least try. After all, that was what being a trainer was all about. Finding challenges and pushing your limits until you were the very best.

So he wouldn’t be skirting around Saffron anymore. It was time to face a real challenge. Sabrina was waiting for him.






5. Chapter 5: Saffron


Here’s the next chapter of Traveler. Huzzah. Anyways, something of interest happened while I was writing this – I got my first flamer! Many thanks to OC Hater for wasting both of our time. Anyways, aside from random trolls, thank you for your reviews. 

This chapter has quite a bit of battling in it, but also details Ash’s journey more and shows the pokemon more as well. Anyways, enjoy. 

Ash cheerfully strolled around the Celadon Department Store. It was gigantic – larger than any store he had ever seen and with a selection to match. While it held all of the standard supplies and gear for trainers, it also had luxury goods for particularly wealthy trainers. That wasn’t even going in to the massive variety of items for the average citizen.

But he was here for very specific things: TMs. On a previous visit he had used some of his hard-earned money to buy more powerful versions of the standard potions, as well as antidotes. There had been a vast migration of poison-types to the areas around Celadon recently, as several new factories had been opened. Ash didn’t want any of his friends that weren’t immune to poison being hurt in the battles they were sure to have.

He only returned because of a reflection of his friends’ attacks and powers. While all of his pokemon were reasonably powerful – in particular Nidorino, although Ash expected the rest to close the gap somewhat when they evolved – their move pool was vastly limited.

Nidorino primarily relied on horn attack and his vast physical power to win battles. It worked well for him, but Ash wanted to expand his strengths. He currently had few attacks that would be able to attack opponents at a distance or in the air. Confusion was one of his more powerful ranged attacks, but was only good at a distance of a few yards. Even though Nidorino knew the move, his psychic abilities were mediocre.

Ash was working on teaching Nidorino fury attack and horn drill. Fury attack would let him use his horn to great effect. His horn was already his greatest weapon and its hardness and sharpness would enable his fury attack to be far more powerful than the norm. While it was normally considered a minor threat, Nidorino could make it a dangerous attack.

As for horn drill, Ash knew that it was amongst the most powerful moves Nidorino had the potential to learn. Although it required so much of its users focus that it could easily miss, the attack had so much sheer power behind it that it could easily knock an opponent out. Unfortunately, Ash didn’t think Nidorino had the experience or power to even begin to learn it yet. Every attempt so far had been a miserable failure, which caused irritation for both of them. He was about to give up on it for now.

Torrent was already limited since he could only battle in water. He was incredibly powerful in it, however. Ash thought that he was probably the most balanced member of his team, as he had learned a wide variety of moves since he had evolved. Part of it was because Ash spent an inordinate amount of time training with him to make up for the lack of opportunities Torrent had been given to battle.

His move pool had expanded a bit since his evolution. Ash had managed to teach his friend the move Twister, which was able to amplify the power of the large whirlpools Torrent could create in water sources. He had also been taught agility, allowing him to amplify his exceptional speed in the water already. It made him too fast for most pokemon to catch or defend against in the water.

Plume had the standard problem associated with most flying-types – she was fragile and could only attack with momentum behind her, or with powerful blasts of wind. She was hopeless in close combat, and if knocked down she was an easy target. Ash had been working to make sure she was too fast to be pulled to the ground, but was encountering difficulties. He tried to teach her a move called tailwind, but she just couldn’t get it to work correctly.

She was reaching her peak. Ash wasn’t sure why she hadn’t evolved into a pidgeot yet, considering how many battles she had been involved in, but he knew it was coming soon. Plume resembled a pidgeot as much as a pidgeotto now, but hadn’t made the last change that would unlock the rest of her power. He was waiting for it anxiously, since she didn’t seem to be able to train effectively anymore.

Dazed had proved to be a valuable member of the team – her hypnosis let him end battles against unwary foes before it could begin, and her ability to inflict great damage against the poison-types so many trainers used was a boon. But she was also slow and lazy. If an opponent got close to her, she was almost helpless. She needed focus to use her power, and it was difficult for her to focus when she was being pummeled. Unfortunately, that wasn’t something he could train her in. It was a rare occurrence anyways, so he didn’t count it as too bad a problem.

But he had managed to teach her a few new moves. She seemed to have a basic understanding of many of the moves the pokedex said that she could learn, but hadn’t mastered any beyond the basic abilities of her species. That let him teach her a move in only a few days, a unique situation he was trying to take full advantage of.

Aside from psybeam, he had managed to teach her future sight and was in the process of teaching her zen headbutt. While he would have preferred spending time on the incredibly powerful psychic, Ash had realized that she needed some way to defend against close enemies. Besides, she already had a head start on both of the moves. Dazed was capable of focusing a bright blue covering of psychic power onto her head, which would amplify the power of the basic head butt several times over, and was working on a reflective shield.

He suspected that she would master it within the next two days. She was making good progress on it, and probably would have mastered it already if he didn’t have to split his focus between all of his friends.

But right now he was gearing his friends up for the remainder of their journey. While he wasn’t expecting a win against the famously powerful Sabrina, he would at least do his best to give her a good battle. And no matter how powerful his pokemon had become, he knew they couldn’t win through pure power. He needed a few tricks up his sleeves.

That was why he was standing in front of a massive array of TMs, proudly displayed in the trainer section of the store. Most were too expensive for the average trainer, but he was willing to blow most of his money on the devices. He had already bought the necessary supplies for his journey and had been given a few thousand dollars the police had recovered from the Rocket hideout. Officer Jenny said that it was a fair enough bonus for stopping their operations in Celadon City.

He glanced over the glass-covered disks. They were all three thousand dollars. Expensive, but by no means as exclusive as some people portrayed them as. It would still be quite a drain on his resources, however. Ash only had enough to buy five without completely emptying his deposit, so he would have to make his selection carefully.

One of the first that he picked was ice beam. He remembered the potent power of the attack when Gary had used it on him, and realized that it would be extremely useful on quite a few types. It would be an easy way to take down any flying-types, grass-types, ground-types, or the extremely rare and powerful dragons. He quickly placed it into the small bag he carried.

Another that caught his eye was blizzard. While he wanted to diversify his team’s move pools, he also knew that ice was a rare type that was quite useful for offensive pokemon, considering how many types it was effective against.

It was a bit longer before he picked out his next choice: thunderbolt. Although it lacked the sheer power that the thunder attack possessed, it was much more precise and reliable. Additionally, it still packed a powerful punch. He put it into the bag.

Ash almost took the earthquake and psychic TMs. Both were incredibly powerful and useful moves and would make Nidorino and Dazed much more powerful in many ways. They would make them far more dangerous to the fully evolved forms that could generally survive the attacks they currently had.

He struggled with taking them for a moment before putting them both down. Nidorino still wasn’t powerful enough to use the move to its maximum potential and didn’t need to worry about using earthquake when he was already training in other areas. It would probably just confuse him for a while, possibly hampering his effectiveness.

Psychic would make Dazed a far more powerful fighter, particularly when she evolved into a hypno – something she was already showing the signs of doing. But since she could learn it without a TM and had already begun practicing the attack, he didn’t want to waste the money on it.

Instead he picked out another TM, shadow ball. He would give it to Dazed – she would be able to use it most effectively against Sabrina’s psychics and would need it should she ever fight other psychics. It was decently powerful and would harm and cripple psychics. Additionally, it would lower their ability to resist her psychic attacks, at least for a time.

The last was for Plume. She lacked the ability to use the powerful elemental moves that her companions could, but this one was still a useful attack that Ash was sure would be used well by his friend. It was aerial ace – a highly precise attack that would be amplified by Plume’s talents.

When he was confident in his selection – he had pondered over many of the disks, and marked a few in the notes section of his PokeNav so that he would remember to get them some other time – he took the TMs to the front desk and bought them.

The clerk was friendly and got him out in just a few minutes and also gave him a TM case that would let him use the TMs more safely. Ash thanked her for the help and left. Officer Jenny said that she had found the best possible pokemon to go with Ash. He couldn’t wait – when he had his new friend, he could finally get on with his journey.

Exploring the massive city of Celadon – the largest city in Kanto, even surpassing Saffron – had managed to keep him busy for the last four days, but he was getting bored. He was able to venture into the surrounding areas, but he could never go quite as far as he liked. It would be a relief to escape.

So he practically ran to the police station. He had brought his bag of supplies with him to the Department Store, so he could leave immediately after receiving his new partner.

Officer Jenny was waiting in the lobby for him. Ash’s eyes immediately locked onto the small red and white orb that she held. Then he looked at the officer and realized that she looked tired and impatient.

“It’s about time you showed up.” She scowled. “I was about to leave this with one of the rookies. Where were you?”

“Buying TMs.” Ash shrugged, used to Jenny’s abrasive personality by now. Unless you were doing something illegal or were part of Team Rocket, she was more bark than bite. He eagerly turned his eyes to the ball. “What’s in it?”

Ash wasn’t sure what could be in it. He had seen a wide variety of pokemon at the base, although only a few looked to have been in good enough condition to be given to him so quickly.

Jenny glanced down at the pokeball. “A magmar. The records found at the hideout indicate it had arrived just a day before. They didn’t have enough time to fill it with those damn drugs. It’s just as bad tempered as the rest of its breed, but I think you’re strong enough to control it. .”

He grinned as she handed him the ball – magmar was a treacherous and savage pokemon, but he knew how to pacify it. Despite their disagreeable personalities, magmar were just as honorable as most fire-types. Although that honor went out the window during battle, if he could defeat it the magmar would probably respect him enough to take orders and behave reasonably well.

“Thanks. So, what happened to the other pokemon? I remember an eevee in there.”

Officer Jenny snorted. “That damn eevee was the most savage thing I’ve ever encountered. It tried to kill two growlithe and I had to send Arcanine in to knock it out. Nearly bit one of the rookies’ fingers off. It’s being rehabilitated along with the rest of the pokemon we recovered.” She said with a frown. “But I’m not sure how well it will work. We’re waiting to see if those drugs wear off – those seem to be the main problem.”

He scowled. If Team Rocket had permanently damaged the pokemon’s mind, he wasn’t sure what would happen to the poor creatures. While the League would do everything it could for them, they could see when something was a lost cause. Ash hoped that the situation didn’t come anywhere near that.

But for now he pulled his thoughts away from the depressing situation. He suddenly remembered that he could get on with his journey now and looked at Officer Jenny.

“Thanks for everything.”

She gave a rare smile. “No problem, kid. You might not be the smartest trainer I’ve ever met – attacking a Rocket base alone proves that – but you’re a good kid. Try not to get into any trouble.”

Ash promised he wouldn’t and left the police station. He absorbed as much of the city as he could as he walked to the gates that would let him out into the wild. Celadon really was a beautiful city, although he was slightly embittered towards it due to being cooped up inside of it.

Still, he wouldn’t miss it too much. His journey was far more enjoyable than sticking around in a city for who knows how long. Ash also wanted to get his newest partner out and see if he could manage to reach an understanding with it.

As well as things had turned out with Dazed, he didn’t want a repeat of the situation. He’d prefer to simply get the magmar to respect him and battle with him willingly without both of them being put into a life-threatening situation.

But for now he needed to focus on his journey. Ash released Plume and Nidorino as soon as he stepped outside of the gates. Dazed preferred to stay in her pokeball unless they were relaxing or she was needed. Since she was unable to move very fast or for long distances, it worked for both of them.

Plume cried out a greeting before taking to the air, scanning for any threats and enjoying the feeling of air beneath her wings. Nidorino grunted and lightly butted his head against Ash’s leg, getting an ear scratch in response.

Ash grinned and began to set off. He couldn’t wait to get to Saffron.
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Aside from a small flock of territorial sparrow that attempted to attack him – they were easily scared away by an angry Plume – he encountered no threats during the first. He managed to travel a good distance, but realized that he had to stop early.

While he had to release the magmar, he also had to give the TMs to his pokemon. On the road he had made the decision as to what pokemon would receive what TM.

Nidorino would receive ice beam – Ash knew that he would need a more focused attack to round him out, since Nidorino mostly focused on overwhelming force. He would also need the precision of ice beam in order to hit flying-types as easily.

Ash wasn’t quite sure if this was a wise decision, but he was giving the blizzard to Torrent. It could be used to freeze other water pokemon and the water itself, and could also be used to attack foes that were on the ground. Blizzard would also be a rather unexpected move for a seadra to learn.

But he was also giving it to Torrent for another reason – Ash was hoping that he would build up some sort of resistance to ice in the process of mastering and using the powerful ice-type move. Ash knew that kingdra weren’t quite as weak to ice as some other dragon-types, but they still harbored a weakness to it. Any help at all would a boon.

As decided at the store, shadow ball would be given to Dazed. She was clearly the best one to wield it.

Thunderbolt was being given to Nidorino since, according to the pokedex, he was the only one on his team that could use it. It would also prove to be another effective defense against pokemon that could normally evade him by hiding in the water or by flying away.

Aerial ace, of course, would be given to Plume.

He did have a specific problem that required him to walk for another thirty minutes: he couldn’t find a pond. Ash would need it in order to let Torrent battle effectively against the magmar should things come to that. Plus, Torrent had been neglected recently. The seadra deserved to be allowed to swim in something larger than the cramped aquariums of the Pokemon Center.

Eventually he got lucky. The pond wasn’t as large as he would have liked, but would be sufficient for his needs. Torrent would be given plenty of mobility and would be happy in it.

Ash quickly let out his remaining pokemon. He called out Plume’s name, calling his sharp-eared friend back down from wherever she was flying. His friend swooped down quickly and landed on his shoulder. Now that he was more used to such things, it barely fazed him.

Nidorino had gotten a little bit tired two hours ago, so Ash had returned him. Now he growled as he was released before coming to sit by Ash’s leg. Ash smiled at him before releasing Torrent into the pond. The seadra made some odd noise that Ash couldn’t fully identify, but before Ash could walk over to him Dazed was released.

She glanced at him and snorted, but quickly stared intently at a tree. Ash just smiled and walked over to Torrent, kneeling down and letting his friend lightly – and carefully – nuzzle his hand. He gently patted Torrent’s hard scales before standing up and addressing his friends.

“I got a new pokemon from the hideout.” He announced. His pokemon listened to him carefully, although they didn’t circle around him or give any other indication of that fact aside from twitching ears. Ash thought they looked somewhat interested, however. “It’s a magmar: big, strong, and bad-tempered. We’re going to fight it if we have to, but first I have to give you all something. They’ll give you new attacks.”

Ash withdrew each of the disks and carefully removed them from their glass casing. He pulled out both of Nidorino’s first, trying to remember how to apply them. The trainer fumbled for a moment with the tiny TM case before inserting both disks into their slots.

He then returned Nidorino and shrunk the pokeball before placing it into a small, spherical slot. Ash pressed a small button on the bottom of the TM case and watched curiously as Nidorino’s pokeball slowly began to glow. First it glowed an icy blue, but that light slowly faded until it was replaced by a bright yellow light.

When the pokeball stopped glowing and a small green light briefly flashed, Ash carefully removed Nidorino’s pokeball and released his friend.

Nidorino seemed dazed for a moment as he took in his surroundings. Ash waited for him to regain his focus before giving him and order.

“Nidorino, use ice beam on that tree over there.” He said, pointing out his target. Nidorino nodded and looked at the small sapling for a moment before opening his fanged mouth. Ash shivered for a moment as intense cold gathered around Nidorino.

A moment later several light, icy blue energy beams erupted from Nidorino’s mouth. Out of the three arcs of energy, only one hit the tree. Ash briefly noted that he would have to work on Nidorino’s aim, but then he noticed what the attack did to the tree.

The sapling was completely incased in a thick, craggy shell of ice. Large crystals jutted off of it and glittered in what little sunlight remained. Ash just stared at it for a moment before a wide grin.

“Great job, buddy!” He said ecstatically; he couldn’t get the glee out of his mind. If just one of those energy beams managed to do that, he couldn’t imagine what all three could do. All he had to do was work on his friend’s aim. “Now, use thunderbolt on that rock.”

Nidorino briefly stared at the gigantic boulder nearly thirty meters away. Ash and the other pokemon watched in interest as Nidorino’s body suddenly began to be covered by an aura of bright electricity before a gigantic arc of it flashed off at the stone, leaving Nidorino in his normal state again.

Ash had to cover his eyes before looking at the target. He grinned again. A massive scorch mark covered the rock. So far it looked like his TMs were worth the hefty fee.

Next, he returned Plume. He quickly repeated the process with her pokeball. It was mostly the same, although the pokeball glowed white this time. When the information had been downloaded into Plume’s mind, he released her.

“Use aerial ace on the tree.” He ordered. Plume nodded and quickly launched herself into the air with her powerful wings. Ash put a hand over his eyes and watched carefully as she suddenly began a dive.

He could barely see her as she launched herself at the second sapling he had chosen. Ash could only see that her dark form was covered in streaks of bright white light. When she was nearing her target, she suddenly disappeared before reappearing right in front of the tree.

The tree snapped in half. A slow grin split Ash’s face as he saw the damage Plume could cause – her other attacks were decent, but nothing really outstanding. This would let her do much more damage.

“Good girl.” He said. Plume screeched back in return before perching in a tree. Ash turned towards Torrent. “You’re up next.”

Torrent nodded in response before Ash returned him to his pokeball, quickly repeating the process with the TM case. His ball glowed the same icy blue.

Ash quickly let his friend out again, letting the temporarily stunned Torrent regain himself before asking him to do anything. When Torrent was back to normal, Ash gave his order.

“Use blizzard into the sky.” While he wanted to see what it would do to water, Ash figured that it might hurt Torrent. Normally Ash wouldn’t be hesitant – Torrent was tough and more than willing to embrace pain if it made him stronger – but he didn’t want any of his pokemon being weak for the likely battle against magmar.

Torrent closed his eyes for a moment before aiming his long, tube-like snout into the sky. Ash watched closely as the air around Torrent became frosty for a few moments before gathering into his friend’s mouth. An instant later a massive cone of icy wind erupted from his snout, carrying small, hard chunks of ice with it.

Ash looked at the impressive display with glee. While ice beam seemed incredibly powerful to him, blizzard was even more so. It was less focused, but the sheer power the attack possessed more than made up for that unfortunate aspect. Torrent had another powerful weapon at his disposal.

“Great job, Torrent.” He said. Torrent proudly puffed his hard, scaled chest out before swimming off. Ash watched him explore the pond for a few moments before turning to Dazed. “You’re next, Dazed.”

His friend looked at him with her tired eyes before nodding, snorting a little before she was pulled into the pokeball. Ash carefully inserted the shadow ball TM into the case. In just a few moments Dazed had learned the powerful attack.

Ash quickly released his friend again. When she was prepared to attack, he pointed at the same boulder that Nidorino had used thunderbolt on. “Use shadow ball on it.”

Dazed’s eyes didn’t glow in the way he was used to whenever she used her powers. Perhaps it was because it was a ghost-type attack, but her eyes seemed to dull a little, become somewhat more blank. She outstretched her hands and focused her power. A small, black ball with small, odd arcs of blue lightning coursing across its surface formed in her hands. It grew a bit more before Dazed shoved it towards the stone.

He watched in awe as the shadow ball impacted the boulder, exploding upon impact and sending showers of dirt and shards of stone raining throughout the area. He hadn’t known that the attack possessed so much raw power.

“Good job.” He said with a grin. “Now, everybody get ready. I’m about to release the magmar. Don’t attack and try to stay out of its sight unless it attacks.”

Ash waited for a moment to allow his pokemon to get ready. He knew that this would be a hard battle if it came to blows, although he dearly hoped the magmar wouldn’t try to attack. The trainer hated fighting his own pokemon.

But he also wished that the magmar would be peaceful for a more pragmatic reason – magmar were dangerous. They were vicious fighters and wielded great power. It could use powerful fire attacks, was far quicker than its appearance suggested, and were physically powerfully.

Beyond that, they were prone to changing the battlefield to their favor. They could release massive bursts of flame that would send an entire environment into an inferno, which would then allow them to be perfectly hidden amongst the flames.

So it was with a bit of trepidation that he withdrew the magmar’s pokeball off of his belt and enlarged it to full size. He stared at it for a moment before tapping the button that would release the creature.

Ash looked on with awe at the pokemon that emerged. It was tall – not too tall compared to large pokemon such as machamp, but taller than his other pokemon. He suspected it stood at a little above five feet. The magmar looked to be a little taller than the norm and was bulky, just like the rest of its species.

It possessed the standard, mesmerizing flame design upon it, and its arms were covered in red, rigid scales. Black metal shackles clung to its neck and legs, and a row of red spikes ran down its back. A yellow tail that reminded him of a Charmander’s proudly raised up into the air. Two small lumps on its forehead burned with two large flames, giving it an intimidating appearance.

Then it attacked. Magmar roared before stamping its foot against the ground. An explosion of flames intermixed with thick smog burst outwards, lashing out towards Ash and setting the area ablaze. The Magmar turned its gaze towards Ash before roaring again.

Ash did the wise thing and ran, narrowly avoiding the searing fire. He still felt as though his face had been scorched off – even if the flames didn’t hit him, they still produced horrific heat. The trainer glanced around and quickly found Nidorino.

Nidorino had his horn lowered and was charging towards the enraged Magmar.

“Just try to restrain him!” Ash shouted. Magmar probably still thought it was under Rocket control. He didn’t want to hurt his newest partner unless it was absolutely necessary. “Torrent, extinguish the flames!”

Torrent quickly did so, firing massive jets of water into the flames that were slowly spreading. Ash scampered away from the battle, looking for a safer place to command from. He eventually found a spot that was away from the raging battle and was protected by several boulders.

He turned his attention back to the fight. Nidorino was narrowly dodging the streams of flame that Magmar was spitting at him, although Ash could tell that his friend was being pushed to the limit of his endurance. There was no way he could keep this up for long, and attacking wasn’t an option.

“Nidorino, back off.” Ash shouted, hoping that his friend could hear him over the crackling of the flames. “Let Magmar recover.”

Nidorino heeded his command, slowly edging away from the Magmar, who warily glared at him. When Nidorino began to lower his guard, Magmar stood up straighter and released an intense blast of flames out from its body. Ash had to duck his head due to the immense heat.

Magmar seemed more focused now. It began to walk towards Nidorino, every step leaving small, smoldering flames in its wake. Ash shouted at Nidorino to be ready, causing his friend to tense up. He could see that Nidorino was actually nervous – he hadn’t fought many fire-types before, and certainly none capable of this amount of destruction. Still, Nidorino would stand his ground no matter what.

Then Magmar let loose a massive stream of flame, all focused on Nidorino. Ash’s eyes widened and he quickly shouted for his friend to jump. Nidorino managed to dodge the flame.

“Poison sting!” Ash shouted. While he didn’t want to hurt Magmar, the pokemon was far too powerful to simply avoid. It showed no indication of tiring and only seemed to be blasting even more intense flames. He was getting ready to let his other pokemon enter the fray, although he wanted to defeat Magmar “honorably” in a one-on-one battle.

Nidorino quickly adhered to his command, sending several of the small needles into Magmar’s hide. The creature growled in annoyance and blasted another stream of flame at Nidorino, which was promptly dodged.

“Ice beam.” Ash ordered, more confident now that he knew Magmar would be weakening. While the attack wouldn’t do much to the fire-type, Ash figured that the intense cold generated by the beam would weaken Magmar, or at least force it to use more of its power to keep the flames around it hot.

The beam quickly erupted from Nidorino’s maw, faster now that he had an idea as to how to use it. Ash grinned when all three of the icy beams impacted Magmar, sending a thick layer of ice into existence where it struck, although Magmar’s flames melted them almost instantaneously.

That seemed to do it for Magmar – it no longer simply randomly blasted flames in an attempt to be intimidating or to instantly defeat its foe. Now it roared – a loud, terrifying sound that sent a long stream of flame blasting out of its mouth.

Following that, it began to spew thick, oily smoke from its mouth. It completely obscured the area from Ash’s view, and he worriedly looked for his other friends in case something went wrong. He put a hand on Magmar’s pokeball, willing to recall it if it proved too dangerous.

Then a massive blast of flame erupted from within the smoke, burning it all away. Ash’s eyes widened in fear when he saw that Magmar was fighting Nidorino personally. It still used its blasts of flame – they cooked the area around it, although as a pokemon Nidorino was barely troubled by the secondary effects – but used just as much of its seemingly limitless energy encasing its fists in flame and brutally punching at Nidorino.

Nidorino was holding his own. Although he had patches of his tough hide that had clearly been hit by the powerful attacks – they were blackened, although it was mostly soot – Nidorino continued to fight valiantly. For every blow or blast of flame he took, he jabbed Magmar’s similarly tough hide with his sharp horn.

Ash could tell that both were giving it their all. Although they mostly seemed evenly matched, Ash could tell that Magmar would ultimately be the victor. Despite the drain’s on its strength – the poison was beginning to cause it pain and slow its movements and the ice beam seemed to have temporarily weakened its flames – it was still fighting as hard as it was in the beginning.

His friend, on the other hand, was tired. Nidorino was burned and beaten from the constant attacks, and the minor wounds that he had given to Magmar were barely hindering it. He decided that he would give Nidorino one last order before recalling him from the dangerous, brutal battle.

“Thunderbolt!” He shouted. Nidorino quickly followed his command and unleashed the massive blast of electricity. It struck Magmar quickly, sending thousands of volts through its tough body and dropping it to the ground for a moment. Even if it wasn’t as powerful as thunder, thunderbolt still caused intense pain for a few moments.

“Confusion.” Ash ordered, trying to press his advantage as much as he could. Nidorino didn’t have much left in him, so the trainer was attempting to use everything that was left to its maximum potential.

Nidorino struggled to use the attack – his psychic powers were weak at best and could prove difficult to use when he was hurt – but ultimately pulled it off before Magmar could recover and begin its relentless assault.

While true master’s of psychic attacks – Dazed, for instance – could use confusion to control an opponent’s mind or cause great damage, Nidorino was limited in ways that they weren’t. For him, the attack functioned more as telekinesis.

Magmar was slowly raised up eight feet above the air before being slammed heavily into the ground. Ash winced but continued watching. He panicked when Magmar slowly pulled itself up, its eyes suddenly ablaze with fury. Still, the durable pokemon had obviously been hurt by the two attacks – it was moving more sluggishly and the flames were flickering and slowly dying.

“Horn attack.” He ordered calmly, realizing that Nidorino could pull this off. Magmar only looked to need a single powerful attack to defeat it.

Nidorino tiredly grunted in response and lowered his head before charging. Magmar prepared itself and caused flames to burst up around it before meeting the charge head on. The flames seemed to explode in fury when the two pokemon impacted, obscuring the result from Ash’s eyes.

He worriedly waited for the flames – which had been mixed with a healthy bit of smoke and smog – to clear. Plume helpfully launched out of her tree and blew it away with a few beats of her powerful wings. Ash thanked her before warily looking at the result.

Both of the fierce pokemon were unconscious. Magmar’s large body had been thrown back a little, and its large fist – now surrounded with thin wisps of smoke instead of flame – was laid on Nidorino’s head. Nidorino’s entire body was covered with the soot from Magmar’s angry blazes, but didn’t look to be seriously injured.

Ash quickly recalled Nidorino before releasing his friend right next to him. He hurriedly dug in his pack for a revive. When he found the small, diamond-like container he snapped it in half over Nidorino’s mouth after gently opening it.

Nidorino leapt up and jabbed his horn at Ash’s face when he first awoke, still confused and under the impression that he was fighting. Ash snapped his head back before the sharp horn could hit him and reminded himself to be more careful when waking up his friends.

His friend quickly realized what was going on and grunted in apology before butting his head against Ash’s leg. Ash scratched his ears and withdrew his pokedex. He aimed the small device at Magmar and let it scan the creature.

Magmar. It began. The Spitfire Pokemon. Its body always burns with an orange glow that allows it to hide. It is known as a tireless pokemon prone to unprovoked violence and wily treachery. 

This Magmar knows the moves: Smog, ember, smokescreen, fire spin, clear smog, flame burst, fire punch, lava plume, and flamethrower. Its ability is flame body, which may cause burns on contact. 

Ash reminded himself to wear resistant gloves if he ever had to touch Magmar. He glanced at Magmar to make sure it was still unconscious before examining the area, hoping that the battle hadn’t done too much damage.

His hopes were dashed. The entire clearing was wrecked. What had once been grass was now a barren area covered with a thin layer of ash. Trees had been burnt by the powerful flames, although some had escaped the destruction. Most were blackened and gnarled now, with only a few cinders still burning thanks to Torrent’s valiant efforts to end the inferno.

At least it would recover soon enough. Pokemon would clear the damage up and use whatever they could from the aftermath. Vegetation would grow back quickly or repair what damage it could – trees and plants had to be tough to survive the devastation a single pokemon could wreak.

The trainer flipped open his pokedex to examine more information on the Magmar. While he had read quite a bit on the species during his trek, he wanted to know more about this specific specimen.

Magmar was male – unsurprising due to the incredibly high amount of males amongst the breed – and weighed a hundred and ten pounds. It was surprisingly light for its bulk and height. The creature was around the same height he’d guessed – five feet and four inches.

Ash took another revive out of his pocket. He’d stocked up on them in Celadon since they were pretty cheap in the city. Using two wasn’t a real drain on his supply.

He hesitantly approached Magmar’s body and knelt beside it, taking care to avoid the small trickles of flame still in the area. The heat he produced even when unconscious was incredible – it was making Ash sweat just from being around him, although that could be from the powerful fire-attacks he had used previously.

Luckily for him Magmar’s mouth was open, saving him the trouble of finding a stick or something else that would let him open it up. With a hint of trepidation he snapped the revive and let the powder fall into Magmar’s mouth.

Ash stood up and backed away a little, although he made sure that Magmar would be able to see him. He wanted to actually speak to Magmar and try to reason with it – battling it should have earned its respect, so he would hopefully not have to have another repeat of last time.

Magmar’s eyes snapped open and the powerful pokemon quickly pushed itself back up, keeping wary eyes glancing around the clearing. They normally focused on Ash, however.

“I’m not going to hurt you.” Ash said soothingly. Magmar snorted in disbelief, small bursts of smoke erupting from his nostrils. “Really.” He said to try and convince his new partner. “I’m not part of Team Rocket.”

The pokemon eyed him carefully, small flames erupting around his feet. Ash ignored them.

“I promise that I’m not.” He said calmly. “I actually broke into their hideout and beat most of them. The police managed to free you after I called them.”

He could tell that Magmar was still unsure – the large creature still stared at him with disbelief, although it didn’t seem to consider him dangerous.

“Look,” he sighed, “I don’t know how to prove to you that I’m not dangerous. All I can promise you is that you’re part of my team now and that I’ll do my best to make you stronger. Maybe you’ll believe me eventually.”

Magmar perked up when heard the mention of becoming stronger. Ash grinned when he saw that, like most pokemon, that was one of the things Magmar cared most about.

“In fact, I bet that you’ll be able to beat almost anything we come across if you if you train with me.” Ash smiled. Magmar narrowed his eyes at Ash before nodding. He grinned widely, glad that he wouldn’t have to go through so much trouble this time.

“So, do you want a nickname?” He asked. “Most of my friends do.”

Magmar growled when Ash mentioned them being friends and shook his head. Ash accepted it without comment – maybe Magmar would be more accepting of a nickname when he had travelled with them longer. Or else he might just not want a nickname – either way was fine, really.

“We’re going to start in the morning. Do you want to go back into your pokeball to sleep?”

The large creature flared up in response, causing small flames to burst out from its body. Ash assumed that meant that he didn’t.

He just shrugged and searched for a spot untouched by the flames. When he did he rolled out his sleeping bag. Nidorino walked over to him slowly, obviously still sore and weakened from his fierce battle. Ash smiled comfortingly at him and retrieved another potion from his pack, which he had been carrying with him.

Nidorino was back to normal in no time, although he would need the entire night to fully heal. Ash quickly spotted all of his pokemon, making sure that they were all ready for anything. While Magmar had agreed to travel and train with him, Ash wasn’t inclined to immediately trust him. The warning of the pokedex rang all too clearly in his mind.

Magmar was curled up in the midst of the ash, his tail flame near his head. He didn’t seem all to inclined to try to attack or escape, but Ash wasn’t about to be careless when dealing with such a powerful pokemon.

Plume was up in a tree, nearly invisible to most. Ash could only see her because he knew what to look for – her body had a distinct shape that was able to be identified. He could see that she was keeping a careful eye on Magmar.

Ash couldn’t see where Torrent was but knew he was probably at the very bottom of the pond. It wasn’t like Torrent would be able to go anywhere else very easily.

Dazed was lurking in the woods. He had seen a glimpse of her glowing purple eyes earlier, showing that she was using some sort of ability. Ash was counting on her to keep an eye on Magmar. Although Plume had sharper senses, Dazed had the advantage of not needing to sleep. In addition, she could stealthily knock Magmar out without resorting to the brutal battle Nidorino had endured.

He was content with his precautions and quickly got into his sleeping bag. It was still somewhat early, but the stress of dealing with Magmar had left him tired. Besides, he wanted to get up early. There was a lot of ground to cover.

Ash fell asleep quickly, barely noticing as Nidorino laid next to him with wary ears and a preparation to fight.
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A light kick in the ribs woke Ash up. He knew it wasn’t a human – the foot was too wide and blunt and he could feel dull claws – and quickly sat up with bleary eyes. Ash’s exhaustion was wiped away by a surge of adrenaline when he felt a surge of heat and saw flames blasting out from a single, angry source – Magmar.

Nidorino growled at him. Ash nodded. “I see. Are the others fighting?”

His friend nodded before tensing up. Ash looked at him curiously for a moment before he felt another severe blast of heat. The trainer snapped his head towards the source and quickly dodged out of the way – Magmar had sent a massive stream of flame straight towards him and Nidorino.

“Ice beam!” Ash ordered, keeping his head as best he could. He remembered the pokedex entry on Magmar saying that they were slowed down by the cold. If he could slow down the powerful pokemon even a bit it would help minimize the damage Magmar could do.

“Torrent!” He shouted, hoping that it would reach his friend’s ears. Torrent was probably still sleeping – sounds were dulled through the water and he would already be fighting if he knew what Magmar was doing.

Ash yelped as Magmar spit another stream of flame at him. He dodged the flames and returned to his position between the rocks. He felt Magmar’s flames continue to burn around him until his pokemon apparently drew his attention away.

He looked out onto the battle scene, which looked like something from an epic tale. The flames produced by the angry Magmar made all of his pokemon appear black, their individual features unable to be discerned aside from their shape. Flames bathed the background, providing a dangerous feel.

And Magmar itself was fighting off Nidorino and Dazed at once, roaring and blasting flames to keep them at bay. Nidorino had clearly landed a few blows, but nothing that would put Magmar out of action. Dazed looked to be trying to use hypnosis, but her attempts to utilize the pink energy was being thwarted by blasts of flame from Magmar.

Ash hoped that Torrent would show up soon. Nidorino wasn’t able to beat Magmar by himself without a bit of luck, and the battle was too intense for Ash to try to help his friends by giving them orders. It was up to them.

He shouted for Torrent again when he realized that his friend hadn’t surfaced. Ash smiled when he saw Torrent burst out of the water to get an idea of what was going on.

That’s when Torrent realized that they were all in danger. It was also when Torrent finally got a chance to show off his newfound power.

First, Torrent shot a high-powered jet of water from his snout, slamming into Magmar and attracting the beast’s attention. Ash could tell that the water gun was nothing but a weapon to test Magmar’s power.

Apparently Magmar passed, because Torrent promptly used twister, blasting a huge amount of water into the air and dousing Magmar. Ash saw that it weakened Magmar, although it didn’t manage to knock him out. He was actually impressed with the technique – Ash hadn’t thought of any use for twister beyond creating whirlpools or pulling flying-types out of the air.

Torrent then fired another water gun, this one much more powerful. Magmar was visibly staggered by the attack, causing his flames to die down and giving Nidorino the opportunity to painfully jab Magmar’s tough hide with his horn.

The pain snapped Magmar back into awareness and caused him to roar in anger. Despite being weakened, Magmar roared and smacked Nidorino away with a flaming fist. Nidorino was hurled back a few feet and Magmar menacingly advanced. His flames were no longer as intense, but they produced a huge amount of smoke due to the water covering him.

That gave Ash’s mind – panicked over the danger Nidorino in and the brutality Magmar was displaying to his friends – an idea.

“Torrent, twister!”

His friend quickly followed his command, sending another gigantic blast of water towards Magmar, dousing the powerful pokemon and temporarily stunning it. Its power to resist the water was slowly fading with the repeated attacks.

“Thunder!” Ash shouted. Nidorino’s ears twitched and he quickly released the massive blast of electricity at Magmar.

Magmar was instantly knocked out as the thunderbolt – which had proven to be powerful enough to stun him before – struck him, amplified by the water he was covered in. While he might have remained standing had he not been a fire-type, the weakening effects of the water upon his power rendered him unable to resist the powerful combination.

Ash returned Magmar, unwilling to let it play anymore tricks. He staggered into the clearing now that it was safe, going to his pack – which had miraculously remained safe from the fire – and removing several super potions and a single revive.

As he walked over to his wounded friend, he looked over in Torrent’s direction. “Great job, Torrent. Could you put out the rest of these fires?”

A cry that he took as an affirmative was his answer. Ash nodded his thanks and knelt down next to Nidorino, who had fallen to the ash-covered ground. Dazed slowly stumbled over, clearly exhausted from the battle.

“Good job, Dazed. Are you alright?” He asked while looking at Nidorino’s wounds. It was clear that Magmar had held nothing back in his brutal assault. After seeing what the flames had done to Nidorino – they had actually burned him, not just caused him minor damage that would be healed with a good night’s rest – he was thankful that he had avoided them. The fire probably would have killed him.

Dazed tiredly nodded. Ash gave a sigh of relief and pulled out the super potion bottle. Nidorino kept his pain hidden as Ash sprayed the healing liquid onto his burnt, injured hide. The outer damage immediately healed, although Ash knew that Nidorino wouldn’t be doing any battling for a while. He didn’t want his friend to accidently be hurt due to an internal injury.

He would have to send him to the Pokemon Center once they arrived in Saffron. Ash figured that the time he was battling Sabrina would be the best time to do so – Nidorino wouldn’t be able to do much thanks to his typing and could use the time to relax.

When Nidorino was healed up, he returned his friend. Leaving him out would just cause Nidorino pain. Ash looked to Dazed.

“How did this start?” He asked angrily, allowing some of the emotion he felt at Nidorino’s injury to slip into his voice. “Did Magmar try to escape, or did he actively try to attack?”

Dazed shook her head at the first option and nodded at the second. Ash growled in anger. Magmar was proving to be more than willing to follow the pokedex’s description of it. He wouldn’t get rid of him yet, but he would do his best to put fear into Magmar if it would keep the powerful beast from trying to harm his friends.

Ash sighed, letting some of the anger fade away. There was nothing to do yet. He could deal with Magmar in the morning – by then Magmar would be conscious, but far too weak to actually do anything. Dazed and Torrent would be more than sufficient for fighting him in such a state if he still resisted.

“I’m going to sleep.” He told Dazed, causing her to perk up in interest. “You can eat my dreams, if you’re hungry. You probably haven’t eaten in a while.”

Dazed blinked. She then snorted, causing her trunk-like nose to flutter a bit. Ash hadn’t seen her do that many times before, so he couldn’t really determine what it meant. It was difficult to discern his friend’s emotions at the best of times – she was usually completely neutral about most things, never letting her expression change.

So he didn’t have a hope to figure out what that meant. It would take him a lot longer to understand, but hopefully it was something good. Ash shrugged and wished Dazed a good night before walking over to where Torrent was.

Ash knelt down by the pond, which was somewhat shallower thanks to Torrent’s manipulation of twister. Torrent looked up at him as he approached and snorted.

“Hey, buddy.” Ash said. “You did great. There was no way we could have stopped Magmar without you.”

Torrent preened a bit and puffed his chest out in pride. Ash smiled.

“You can go back to sleep now.” Ash continued. “We all need to be rested before we face Magmar again. We’ll be releasing him in the morning.”

The seadra looked rather happy about that – his eyes widened in glee and his chest puffed up even more. Ash knew it was characteristic for his friend. Torrent liked nothing more than fighting powerful opponents – while he enjoyed winning, he enjoyed fighting even more so. It was unfortunate that he didn’t get to exercise that love very much.

Torrent looked at Ash for another brief moment before retreating to the bottom of the pond. Ash lingered at the shore for a bit longer before returning to his sleeping bag. It, like his pack, had remained unscathed throughout the battle.

Of course, considering how durable it was built to be Ash wouldn’t have been surprised if it had taken the entire flamethrower. They had to be built tough and resistant to many different substances.

Ash quickly wiped as much soot and ash off as he could before slipping back into the sleeping bag. The bag would be easy to clean, but it would be horribly uncomfortable in the morning.

He slept without dreams that night.
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When he woke up in the morning, he was greeted to the full devastation that had been wrought. The fire had been put out by Plume and Torrent, but it had destroyed the clearing to a degree that even he hadn’t anticipated. It was little more than ash at this point.

Dazed emerged from the woods as he awoke, apparently having waited for him. He let out a loud whistle to attract Plume. She was probably out hunting for any sort of food – she liked the treats and food he provided much less than his other friends – but would quickly heed his call.

Torrent was roused by a loud shout. He was clearly pumped for battle – he was jumping in and out of the water quickly, firing water guns and practicing his techniques. Ash just grinned at the energy his friend displayed.

Soon enough, Plume dived down from the sky. She got rid of most of her speed and managed to land comfortably on Ash’s shoulder, although her great mass and the speed she retained nearly bowled him over. Ash managed to keep himself upright, although he staggered a bit.

He clenched Magmar’s pokeball, almost putting it back on his belt. Eventually he overcame his nervousness and tapped the button, releasing the pokemon that had nearly killed him.

Magmar was conscious. He glared at Ash in annoyance, but made no move. It was clear that he was still too waek to battle. All he could do was glare and growl.

Ash had no time for this. Magmar had hurt Nidorino and had tried to hurt his other friends.

He stepped forward until he was only a foot or so from the violent pokemon. Plume was silent and met Magmar’s glare with her own predatory one. Ash ignored the waves of heat that radiated from Magmar, his own anger more than matching it.

“Listen here.” He snarled, ignoring the part of his brain that screamed at him to get away from Magmar. “You went too far. I forgave you the first time – you were angry and afraid. But you tried to kill my friends. Nidorino is hurt.”

Magmar snorted in amusement with that. Ash scowled.

“You seem awfully cocky for something that got beaten so badly that you can’t even attack me.” Ash growled, daring Magmar to attack. “Now listen. I am your trainer. I have beaten you twice. You will listen to me.”

The pokemon glanced away.

“I think I’ve proved that you aren’t too strong for me to handle.” Ash said, calmer this time. “And also that I’m not going to hurt you. If I wanted to hurt you I could have thrown your pokeball into the grass or dug a hole and left you in it.”

Magmar looked uncomfortable at that suggestion, and some smoke erupted from its body. Ash continued, hoping that he could avert any more danger.

“If I have to I will repeat this every day. You attack, I beat you. I’m not going to let you hurt my pokemon, but I won’t give up on you either. Or else you can just stop being disagreeable and join me. I’ll make you stronger than you could ever be on your own.”

His foe bowed his head before slowly nodding. Ash thought that it was genuine this time – Magmar had to realize that he couldn’t keep on fighting. Not when Ash and his friends had proven to be inventive and powerful enough to get around his overwhelming power.

Magmar walked away before motioning at his pokeball, which was still in Ash’s hand. Ash glanced at it.

“Do you want back in?”

A nod. Ash shrugged. “I’ll give you a super potion later, I guess. By the way, if you’re just going to try and attack us again, I suggest you don’t. I won’t be so lenient with you again.”

Another nod. Ash returned Magmar and walked back to his sleeping bag. He quickly rolled it up and forced it into his pack. When everything was ready he returned Dazed and Torrent and set off on the road.

It was time to move on.
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He didn’t challenge as many trainers as he usually did. For one, his pokemon were all tired from the battles with Magmar. In addition, he didn’t feel as though he needed to tire them out even more by putting them into so many battles.

Plume did get a few in. She hadn’t been capable of attacking Magmar – the flames were too fierce for her to get in close – so she was still ready for battle. He didn’t get to use her as much recently, so it was nice testing her out.

She proved to be more than capable of defeating most opponents, although anything too experienced or powerful easily defeated her. Ash noticed that she had far more difficulty in combat than his other friends, although she excelled at other areas. He figured that she would fix that after she evolved.

Still, nothing of interest happened until he had been walking for around two hours. He hadn’t encountered anyone on the road for a while, so wasn’t surprised when he heard the familiar sounds of a very intense battle between pokemon far in the distance. Ash had been expecting to meet someone for a while now.

Ash continued walking until the sounds were much closer. He could hear more than the familiar roars and screeches now – he could hear the crackling of flames and the painful screech of metal grinding against metal.

He curiously walked off the path a little, wondering if this would be a battle worth using his tired pokemon for. They were still in fighting shape, after all. Only Plume could use her maximum potential, though, so he wasn’t quite sure.

The sounds grew louder and louder, and he was able to see intense flashes of light and flame. He could also tell that something huge was moving nearby – he could see something gigantic, bright, and shiny through the trees that hid the battle from him.

Ash carefully pushed his way through the light trees – he suddenly realized he was off the trail. It didn’t matter, though. Plume would be able to guide him back easily.

Eventually he reached the edge of the clearing where the massive battle was taking place. He couldn’t see anything through the suddenly thick vegetation and pushed his way through it. Before he could see anything, however, something massive slammed into him from behind. Ash was thrown forward and couldn’t even cry out before a hot, heavy paw was carefully placed on his back.

He didn’t dare to move as an oddly hot nose carefully sniffed him. Ash was completely frozen, too busy wondering what had just attacked him to be worried about trying to escape.

From the size and heat of its body, he assumed it was an Arcanine. He had developed a great appreciation for the breed during his stay in Celadon. Officer Jenny’s was a prime example of the breed and had guarded him for the first day.

But this one wasn’t as friendly. Its heavy paw pressed a little harder on his back, making him fear that the weight would bruise him if it didn’t end up breaking one of his bones.

Suddenly someone rescued him from the massive dog.

“Let him go.” The voice said firmly. He heard Arcanine whine before quickly stepping off of Ash. Ash stayed in place for a moment before pulling himself back up, gladly accepting the proffered hand from his rescuer.

“Sorry about that.” The voice said as Ash was pulled up. “There have been a few people following me lately. Arcanine’s just a bit paranoid.”

Ash nodded his understanding before raising his head. His back was hurting a bit, but he would probably be fine in a few days. It wouldn’t even bruise that badly.

He glanced over his rescuer’s face. It was almost completely nondescript, not someone that most people would remember. The only distinctive things about the trainer were his dark red hair and warm brown eyes. His eyes burned brightly in some way that Ash couldn’t quite describe.

That’s when he realized who this was, although the Jolteon that had approached them helped to jog his memory.

“Michael?” He asked incredulously, amazed that he had actually encountered the trainer again. Ash barely remembered him.

Michael stared at him for a moment before grinning. “I remember you! You’re Ash, right?”

He nodded. “What are you doing here?”

The trainer frowned. “I’m training for the Indigo Conference. I’ve already gathered all of my badges, so I’m getting a head start.”

Ash blinked. “You already have your badges? It’s only been two months since trainers were authorized to receive badges again!”

“What can I say?” Michael shrugged. “It’s a lot easier when you’ve already trekked all over Kanto and have a flying type. I just flew – much faster than walking.”

He shrugged in return, not saying anything. Michael took the opportunity to ask his own question.

“So what are you doing?” He asked as he scratched Jolteon’s spiky, charged fur. The small arcs of electricity didn’t appear to affect him. Before Ash could respond, he recalled all of his pokemon. Ash was somewhat disappointed that he never got a chance to actually see them.

Ash thought for a moment. “I’m heading to Saffron to challenge Sabrina. After that I’m going to Fuschia.”

Michael nodded. “Glad to see you’re challenging yourself. Most trainers avoid Sabrina like the plague and find one of the minor gym leaders to battle instead.”

He wasn’t sure what to say, so remained silent. Michael continued. “You’ve been travelling on the road, right?”

Ash slowly nodded. Michael seemed relieved by this.

“Good. Have you seen two people in white Team Rocket uniforms walking on the path? They’ve somehow managed to follow me since Viridian City.” Michael growled in annoyance. “I’m hoping I managed to shake them off.”

Although his fists clenched tightly at the mention of Team Rocket, Ash shook his head. Michael gave a relieved sigh. “That’s the best news I’ve had all day. Anyways, did you come back here for something? I’m afraid I got a little distracted.”

“I was just trying to figure out who was battling.” Ash said. “I was hoping to see if you would battle me.”

Jonathan looked thoughtful for a moment. “How many badges do you have?”

“Four.”

“Find me again when you have eight and have trained up a bit more.” Jonathan said with a shake of his head. “You don’t stand a chance right now, and I don’t want to accidently hurt one of your pokemon. Do you –”

He was suddenly distracted by a surprisingly deep growl from Jolteon. Michael quickly turned around and groaned. Ash, despite feeling a bit disappointed at the rejection, curiously followed his gaze.

Two people in white Team Rocket uniforms were standing in some sort of odd pose. A meowth stood between them with its claws raised. Ash assumed that these were the Rockets that had been following Michael.

They kept their pose, completely ignoring the fact that Jolteon was absentmindedly firing powerful arcs of electricity off of its body in annoyance. Michael was tensed up and had a hand on his pokeball.

Ash examined the Rockets carefully. One was clearly a man, although he appeared to be very feminine. His hair looked to be died a light shade of blue and hung in a curtain around his face. He wore the standard Team Rocket uniform, differentiated from the rest only in that his uniform was white.

The other was a woman, although he couldn’t make out her features from so far away. What he did notice, however, was the obnoxious, physics-defying, magenta monstrosity that was her hair. It looked to be several feet long and appeared to require copious amounts of hair product to keep in place. He was almost impressed at her ability to keep it that way in the wilderness. She wore the standard female uniform, although it had had the midriff cut out.

He barely paid attention to the meowth. It had kept its pose with the others, apparently not ashamed of its trainers.

The female suddenly began some sort of recitation or speech. “Prepare for trouble!” She cried, thrusting her arms into the air. Ash blinked. Michael groaned in annoyance and reached for his pokeball.

“Now make it double!” The man said flamboyantly, waving his arms around. Ash blinked again. Michael tapped the release button on the pokeball.

“To protect the world –“The female began again, before being interrupted by a massive, thirty-five foot long Steelix bursting out of its pokeball. Steelix instantly zeroed in on the Rockets and didn’t seem to need any orders.

It reared its head back and blasted a massive, thick green beam of air from its mouth towards the Rockets, firing the attack so quickly that the Rockets had no chance to avoid the attack. All three were hurled into the thick bunches of trees behind them, apparently knocked out by the blow. Ash had to wince at the sound of the impact – it sounded like they hit with incredible force.

Michael turned to Ash. “You should head to Saffron. I have to fly these idiots to Celadon.” He snorted. “Then they can be arrested and I’ll be free to train. By the way, a herd of rhydon are moving through the area. Be careful, and good luck with Sabrina.”

“Thanks.” Ash replied before heading off, a little disturbed by the surreal events. He certainly hadn’t anticipated to meet Michael again – he’d actually forgotten about his encounter with the teen, or at least put it out of mind.

Still, he was impressed and a little fearful of how powerful his pokemon appeared to be. He had known that Jolteon was powerful – its highly accurate and powerful hyper beam was proof of that – but hadn’t really thought much of his other pokemon. Ash couldn’t recall what other pokemon Michael had, but if they were all about as powerful as Steelix he would have to train much more.

Ash shrugged it off and looked for Plume as he stepped onto the road. He was surprised that she hadn’t come to try to fight Arcanine off. He supposed that she was hunting or had gotten distracted or something – he could see her form high up in the sky, almost too high to make out.

He looked up at his friend for a moment before continuing down the path, hoping that the rest of the journey to Saffron would be smooth.
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Ash encountered the rhydon herd three days later. The rest of his journey had been smooth – Nidorino had healed up nicely and was currently plodding along beside him, although he wouldn’t be battling. His other friends had fully recovered and were getting quite a workout. Trainers had become more abundant along the road and he was more than happy to defeat most of them. Three or four proved too strong for him, but they were the exceptions.

But now he was standing completely still, staring at the large group of rhydon that were standing in the large plain dangerously close to the road. There were only ten or twelve, but they were each surrounded by two or three rhyhorn, making the herd seem almost innumerable.

He was paying more attention to the gigantic creature that led them. While it wasn’t a rhypherior – they were too far from the mountains, and rhypherior tended to be too territorial to leave their homes – he couldn’t say that it was much better.

While all of the rhydon were gigantic – all but the youngest stood at six feet – the rhydon that led them was a monster. It appeared to be one of the giants that occasionally sprung up amongst pokemon. The rhydon stood at what had to have been at least nine feet and looked to be a time and a half again as wide and bulky as the others.

And it was currently staring straight at him. Ash froze and hoped that it wouldn’t detect him as a threat, but discreetly got ready to return Nidorino and run away as fast as he could. Rhydon wouldn’t intentionally hurt or kill humans, but they were too strong and too ignorant as to how fragile humans were in comparison.

He wasn’t that lucky, however. The beast roared and charged at Ash as fast as its legs could carry the massive bulk. Ash quickly followed through with his plan and took off into the nearby forest, hoping that the rhydon would be willing to end the chase there. It would have trouble navigating through the woods.

Ash ran a few feet into the trees before looking back, hoping to see Rhydon standing at the edge or walking away. Instead the creature continued to charge at him, not bothering to go around or dodge the trees. Apparently such a powerful creature could charge through them with little trouble.

The trainer yelped and took off again, only a few feet ahead of the charging monster. He wasn’t sure how long his adrenaline pulled him through the run, but eventually his body began to tire and his lungs began to burn.

While he was certainly much faster than the stone behemoth, he was slowed down. For one, he hadto carefully watch his steps lest he trip. He also had to dodge around the numerous obstacles the forest threw at him, while Rhydon simply charged through anything that got in its way.

Just when Ash thought that he would pass out from exhaustion, he tripped over a root and stumbled into a small clearing. He sprawled to the ground and turned to look at his chaser. Rhydon was standing over him, its massive body making him look positively tiny in comparison.

Ash glared at the pokemon before quickly releasing his own. Plume was somewhere above, hopefully getting ready to launch an attack. Magmar – who had behaved himself quite well, although he was still less friendly than the others – erupted from a pokeball and roared at Rhydon, menacingly flaring up.

Rhydon snorted and turned to the smaller fire-type. Magmar didn’t back down, however. Instead he puffed himself up and caused the flames around him to flare up even more. Ash took the time to scramble away to a safer area, despite his exhaustion.

Nidorino was quickly released from his pokeball. Ash could always return him from the battle if the brawl grew closer. His friend was perfectly capable of ranged moves, but Ash had deemed him too sensitive for physical combat.

His friend snorted at him and readied himself. Ash nodded down at him.

“Use ice beam. I don’t think that Magmar can take this thing down on his own.” Ash said calmly, hiding the fear that he felt. He released Dazed, but didn’t give her any orders yet.

Nidorino quickly fired his ice beam, using the hours of practice Ash had put him through since he had recovered to use. As the blue energy beams grew close to Rhydon, however, Magmar casually blasted the beams with a plume of flame. Ash looked on curiously as the ice beam was destroyed. He’d have to remember that.

“Let him do this.” Ash muttered to the annoyed Nidorino. “If he needs help, we’ll help him.”

His friend snorted and sat down, clearly not happy to be helping Magmar. Ash just watched the battle.

Rhydon attacked first, casually launching its massive fist towards Magmar. Magmar easily dodged the attack and spit a flamethrower at Rhydon. The powerful attack washed over Rhydon’s stone body, annoying it but causing no real damage.

Magmar roared and stamped its foot, causing the grass around it to be set ablaze. It didn’t spread, however, so Ash didn’t have to worry about putting it out. The flames did little to annoy Rhydon, who simply launched another powerful punch.

His partner dodged the attack again and used an even more powerful blast of flame, which again did little. Magmar blinked and looked confused when Rhydon remained unharmed. Rhydon seemed to grin before launching another punch, this one too fast for the distracted Magmar to dodge.

Ash winced when Magmar was sent sprawling to the ground by the incredible force of the punch. He still didn’t order Nidorino to help. Magmar had endured much worse than that. Unless he really needed help, Ash wouldn’t give any. His partner needed to realize that he wasn’t the most powerful pokemon in the world.

Magmar dodged the stomp Rhydon aimed at him and pulled himself up. Rhydon roared and shot dozens of small rocks from his mouth, slamming into Magmar and hurling him back even more. His partner remained standing, though, and punched Rhydon with a flaming fist.

The force actually knocked the monstrous Rhydon back, although it didn’t do any lasting damage. Magmar continued to launch the punches, using his speed to keep Rhydon off balance. For a while, it worked.

Finally, Rhydon had had enough. It squared itself and took the next fire punch easily before roaring and forcing itself at Magmar. Ash sighed when Rhydon displayed the speed that such a gigantic creature shouldn’t have. This wouldn’t end well for Magmar.

He was right. The massive force carried by the charge sent Magmar flying into a tree, which ignited due to his flames. Magmar fell heavily to the ground but tried to regain its footing. Rhydon didn’t give him a chance. It slammed into Magmar again, crushing him into the ignited tree. Ash could see the tree splintering beneath the immense force.

Magmar still fought, however. He continued to spit powerful streams of flame at the stone beast, no matter how little damage it did. Rhydon roared as it picked Magmar up and threw him to the ground. Ash knew it didn’t really hurt the highly durable pokemon that badly, but that was where he drew the line.

Even as he was ordering Nidorino to use ice beam, a large blur came from the sky and slammed into Rhydon. The force was barely enough to knock it off balance, but it distracted the giant pokemon from attacking the fallen Magmar.

Ash looked in awe at Plume, who had been knocked onto the ground from the impact. She was completely fine, if a little bit ruffled. The pidgeotto was already righting herself and preparing to launch into the air again.

The annoyed Rhydon had different ideas. It gave a deep rumbling growl as it casually walked over to the bird with its fist raised. Plume barely managed to fly out of the way of the punch, escaping a serious injury by a hair.

She flew off again, leaving the Rhydon with plenty of rage but only three other targets to use it on. Ash’s eyes widened and he quickly ordered Nidorino to use ice beam and Dazed to use psybeam. It was for one simple reason: Rhydon was charging at them.

All three took the time to scramble away. Nidorino’s ice beam seemed to do the most damage to Rhydon – the massive creature slowed down immensely as ice crystals froze over its body, although it quickly began to knock them off with its powerful movements.

The psybeam stunned it for a moment, but barely attracted its attention. Rhydon appeared to realize that Ash was giving orders, so Ash was the new target. He scrambled out of the way as it charged him, but Rhydon’s hard elbow clipped his shoulder as it charged past.

Ash was thrown to the ground by the impact, and he could feel that he would have a bad bruise later. But he didn’t think that his shoulder was dislocated or the muscles and tendons injured. It would just hurt terribly for a few days, although he would have to get it checked out in Saffron.

Then a large tornado slammed into the Rhydon with incredible force and even managed to knock it over for a brief moment. Ash looked up at the source of the attack: a gigantic, majestic bird that looked down on the Rhydon with furious eyes.

It looked like Plume had finally evolved. She hadn’t changed much since she had already been half-pidgeot, but it was still noticeable. Plume was larger now – fiercer, prouder, and more impressive in every area.

But Ash realized he had to stop her from attacking the annoyed Rhydon. While she was certainly more powerful, Rhydon was far out of her league. Even if it didn’t have a type-advantage, so far Rhydon had proven to be mostly invulnerable to most of their attacks. Flames did nothing to it, physical attacks barely knocked it off balance, and even ice beam had done little other than to slow it down.

“Get back up!” He shouted to Plume before she could try to dive at Rhydon. “Use twister again.”

Plume screeched in understanding and forced herself back up into the air, quickly flapping her wings and summoning another twister. Rhydon grunted in annoyance as it was knocked over. Ash took the opportunity to run to the other side of the clearing. Dazed and Nidorino followed him.

He glanced over at Magmar before giving orders to his friends. Magmar looked to be nearly unconscious, although he was still trying to futilely stand up in order to fight again. The creature was still watching the battle with darkened eyes.

Ash quickly made a strategy for the stone behemoth. Physical attacks and some elemental attacks did almost nothing to it. Even ice beam had proved to be little more than a hindrance to Rhydon, although Ash suspected that the effects would eventually add up.

“Ice beam. Confusion.” He ordered in a calm voice that belied the fear that he felt. Nidorino grunted and quickly fired the ice beam. All three energy blasts hit Rhydon, causing a thick layer of ice to form on the rock.

Rhydon roared again – a sound that resembled stone grinding together – and quickly shattered the ice before charging at the three again. Another twister from Plume knocked it off balance, however, and it grunted in annoyance.

That’s when Dazed’s confusion hit. It quickly overwhelmed Rhydon’s mind, giving Dazed complete control. She quickly caused the behemoth to hit itself with its own fists – blows that caused more real damage than anything save the ice beam, Ash noticed.

Nidorino followed up with another ice beam. It had a greater effect than the first two, although it still didn’t seem to badly hurt Rhydon. The thing was like a mountain that could walk.

Soon enough, despite Dazed’s attempts, Rhydon regained control of itself. But now it was done playing with them – its eyes were narrowed and it was panting in anger.

It suddenly stamped on the ground, causing a large earthquake. Ash was slammed to the ground as the earth shook, as was Dazed. Small cracks began to thread throughout the ground, but they were less important than the earthquake.

The earthquake was weaker for Ash – he wasn’t sure why, but it didn’t carry the incredible force it did for his friends. Magmar was almost unconscious and Nidorino had been knocked to his side.

Rhydon completely ignored the twister that Plume sent at him, apparently using its full power now. It lowered its head and showed that its gigantic, sharp horn was glowing. Ash paled as he identified the technique as megahorn.

That it could use such a powerful and advanced technique spoke volumes to the Rhydon’s sheer experience and power. It was the ultimate technique that any Rhydon could learn without the assistance of a TM. The attack inflicted an inordinate amount of damage in the hands of an ordinary Rhydon, so Ash couldn’t even imagine what it could do in the hands of this thing.

He quickly returned his pokemon and pulled himself up. There was no way his friends would be able to dodge the attack when they were still on the ground. At least he was able to stand up.

Rhydon was too enraged to realize what the attack would do to Ash. It charged at him, not even noticing when he leapt out of the way. The Rhydon plowed through the forest, apparently ignorant to the fact it was only tearing trees to shred, not its target.

Ash released his friends again and told them to spread out. They were just providing easy targets by remaining clumped together. He anxiously waited for Rhydon to emerge – he could see its huge grey form walking back to them, but none of his friends had a clear shot.

He was considering alternative strategies since it was clear that he wouldn’t defeat the Rhydon through force unless he got extremely lucky. It was just too strong.

His first was to release Torrent and let the water-type blast Rhydon with water. Normally he wouldn’t release Torrent onto land – he was almost incapable of movement and had difficulty fighting – but desperate times called for desperate measures.

His second was to throw one of the ultra balls he had kept and buy them time to escape. Ash doubted that the ultra ball would hold Rhydon for long, though. Ultra balls were much more powerful than ordinary pokeballs, but they still required the target to be weakened first. In addition, they could still be broken by a sufficiently powerful pokemon. Besides, Ash didn’t want to risk the chance of accidently capturing the Rhydon.

For one it was clear that Rhydon was still far too strong for him – he was having trouble getting Magmar to respect him, and Rhydon was exponentially more powerful than Magmar. He wouldn’t be able to work on Magmar if he was too busy keeping Rhydon from escaping his pokeball and wreaking havoc.

His third was to fight the Rhydon and tire it out. Not a very good plan since it seemed to be as tireless as Magmar, but hopefully it would realize that it needed to return to its herd.

Ash decided to use the first and third options. The second was still unnecessary.

Torrent looked slightly confused when he was released, but his eyes instantly zeroed onto Rhydon as it walked back into the clearing. His small eyes instantly lit up and he jumped up and shot a powerful water gun at the beast.

Rhydon looked surprised when it was struck by the high-powered jet of water. It was even forced back a bit. A powerful ice beam sent by Nidorino that was amplified by freezing the water already there annoyed it even further.

“Hypnosis.” Ash said, never taking his eyes off Rhydon. It looked as though it were preparing for something: its body was tensed up as though it were about to unleash an attack. He didn’t like the implications of that – if it put its real power into an attack, all of his friends would be knocked unconscious.

It acted before the pink energy could be unleashed, although it was clearly building up quickly. First, Rhydon used an attack Ash recognized as stone edge. Dozens of large, sharp stones were pulled up from the ground and hurled at his pokemon.

Ash sprawled to the ground, narrowly avoiding three of the stone chunks. His pokemon weathered the assault admirably, although they managed to avoid most of them. Dazed had just released the pink energy that would hopefully put Rhydon to sleep.

Even as the pink energy floated towards it, Rhydon used earthquake again. But this wasn’t of the same ilk as the weak earthquake from before. Instead of Rhydon simply stamping its foot to create the powerful tremors, it leapt nearly a foot into the air before slamming into the ground with incredible force.

The shockwave threw Ash backwards. He winced when he slammed into a tree – he landed on his sore, bruised back. It nearly made him cry out in pain, but he gritted his teeth and wearily pulled himself up. As he did so, the trainer glanced around to see what happened to his pokemon.

Nidorino was struggling to pull himself up some twenty feet away. He looked as though he were in pain, but could still fight. Torrent wasn’t badly affected by the attack – it seemed that he had flopped upward as the worst of the shockwaves had rolled through the earth. Dazed was in a similar situation to he and Nidorino.

He didn’t know where Plume was, and also noticed that Magmar was slowly pulling himself up, although the fire-type looked as though he were about to pass out.

But one good thing did occur – Rhydon was asleep. Ash grinned and wiped some of the dirt off of him before giving his order.

“Torrent, water gun followed by twister. Plume, twister. Nidorino, ice beam. Dazed, psybeam.”

All of his pokemon quickly moved to follow his order, realizing that this was their chance to defeat the monstrously powerful Rhydon. Rhydon was quickly struck by water gun, which, when followed by twister, knocked it back.

Plume’s twister knocked it back another few steps. Nidorino’s ice beam managed to do real damage, though. The energy beams quickly froze over the water, creating a massive layer of ice over Rhydon’s body. Dazed’s psybeam slammed into its head, causing the Rhdyon to cry out through its deep slumber.

But an unexpected attack managed to do more damage. Magmar first blasted its form with a massive cone of flame, melting the ice and causing the water to cause more damage. His newest partner then used his fire punch to slam into Rhydon’s back, causing the behemoth to fall over.

Ash stared at Rhydon. It was still asleep, but looked as though it could awaken at any moment. He didn’t want it coming after them again, so he ordered everyone to repeat their attacks.

Rhydon woke up right as Nidorino fired his ice beam. The stone creature took the pale energy to the face, causing a thick layer of ice to form over its skull. Ash smiled a bit as Rhydon fell back down, although it grew wider when Magmar slammed his flaming fist into the back of Rhydon’s armored head, forcing it to stay down.

Despite the damage it had just taken, however, Rhydon pulled itself up and launched a lazy punch at the weakened Magmar. Ash stared in shock as Magmar crumpled to the ground, and prepared himself for the rest of a brutal, difficult fight.

But instead of charging them or using an attack, Rhydon just glanced at them for a moment before snorting and walking away. Ash blinked confusedly as Rhydon lumbered away, casually smashing through trees as it left to return to its herd.

Ash supposed that it had had enough for one day, although he hoped that it left because it thought it couldn’t have won the fight. But after the ridiculous amount of damage it had taken without so much as slowing down, Ash doubted it. More likely it had just gotten bored and tired of fighting him.

Either way, he was happy. His friends couldn’t have taken much more of that, and he was just glad to be escaping with everyone mostly unharmed. Ash stared at the lumbering beast’s grey back for a moment longer before making a mental note to find it again one day. He wanted to test his strength against it eventually. Such a powerful pokemon was rare.

But for now he just congratulated his team and pulled his pack off. He barely realized that he still had it on. Ash quickly pulled out a few potions before addressing his tired pokemon.

“Good job, everyone.” He announced to his friends. They all looked incredibly pleased with themselves and their efforts, if not incredibly exhausted. “We’re going to stay here for the night. I don’t think anyone wants to keep on travelling right now.”

He gave them more personal congratulations as he tended to their wounds. They all gave him some form of affection as he did so, and he had a grin on his face as he stood up from Dazed. She had taken the least amount of damage aside from Torrent, so she was last.

But his grin faded as he looked at Magmar’s unconscious form. He was hoping that he would have won Magmar’s respect with this battle, or at least showed Magmar that he needed to work with the trainer to become stronger.

While Magmar had gotten better over the past few days, Ash could tell that he still didn’t fully respect him. Instead it was more of a truce – Ash let Magmar battle and display his strength and Magmar behaved. He hoped that Magmar would develop a true relationship with him and the rest of the team.

He walked over to the fire-type with a revive and several potions in hand. Magmar had taken a beating from Rhydon and would need the potions to heal. Although he would heal from it naturally within a few days, Ash didn’t want his newest party member to be in pain.

Ash ignored the powerful heat Magmar emitted from his body as he knelt beside him. He sprayed most of Magmar’s obvious wounds with hyper potion. The potion would heal any internal damage through being circulated by Magmar’s blood.

When he was sure Magmar wouldn’t be in too much pain, he used a revive. Magmar seemed to groan as he pulled himself up off the ground before glancing around the clearing. Ash assumed that he was searching for the Rhydon.

“It left.” Ash informed the fire-type. Magmar’s eyes narrowed at this, and he seemed ready to go chasing after Rhydon. He decided to put that out of Magmar’s head. “Don’t go chasing after it. It’s out of our league.”

Magmar snorted in annoyance, sending out small puffs of smoke. Ash frowned.

“You know it’s true. That thing beat us without even trying.” Ash said. He sighed. “But we managed to fight it off together.”

His newest partner stared at him.

“Look, you know you couldn’t have beaten it alone. You need to become stronger, and I can help you do that.” Ash continued. Magmar seemed to be accepting his words though, which was a good sign. “How about you really become part of the team? When we get strong enough, we’ll come back and defeat it.”

Magmar looked thoughtful for a few moments before nodding. Ash grinned.

“Do you want a nickname now?”

Magmar froze for a few seconds before nodding. Ash’s grin grew wider.

“Well, then. Let’s get started.”

It took less time to find an acceptable name for Magmar than Dazed, but it still took a while. Magmar was still rather picky, and anything that he didn’t consider fitting or fearsome was immediately discarded.

Ash tended to lean towards names that related to fire since Magmar liked those most. After using almost every synonym for fire he could think of, he finally came up with a name that seemed fitting.

“Infernus.”

They both thought it was fitting. Considering how bad-tempered and powerful Magmar was, Ash was perfectly happy with it. Magmar also seemed fine with his new name – he apparently liked the connotations.
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It was three days later when Ash arrived in Saffron City. Ash had decided to focus all of their time on travelling. There were no battles on the road, and any challenges were politely rejected or ignored. He just wanted to get his friends to a Pokemon Center where they could be healed.

Ash had managed to get a bit of training in at night, however. Dazed had managed to learn zen head butt and was working on psychic again. Plume had finally learned tailwind, and he had gotten Nidorino working on ice beam and thunder. Magmar continued to train with his powerful fire attacks.

He was impressed with Saffron. It was slightly smaller than Celadon, but its majestic buildings and wealthy appearance made it seem even more than the urban sprawl of Celadon. Ash had heard that it was even more impressive after dark, when the massive buildings lit up the area around them for miles around.

Most of the people were rather snooty though – they either completely ignored him or looked at him like he was beneath them.

Ash put up with it. He didn’t care about the people. He cared about getting his pokemon healed and fighting Sabrina. Still, he sent a few of his own glares back to particularly obnoxious people.

The trainer arrived at the Pokemon Center soon enough. He quickly checked in and showed his trainer’s license. Ash hid a smile when Nurse Joy saw that he was authorized to receive free full restores. She looked as though she were almost in shock.

Although he could have gotten all of his pokemon full restores, he only authorized it for Infernus and Nidorino. Both were still hurting several days after their intense battles, so he was somewhat worried about internal damage. It would take much longer for them to heal naturally than it would to simply fire them up with potions.

The rest only got a basic check-up. He was called from his standard room when the procedure was finished. It was quick – he was only waiting for about thirty minutes.

All of his friends aside from Nidorino and Infernus were returned. Nurse Joy said that Nidorino and Infernus had minor internal damage that would take several hours to repair. Ash just shrugged and accepted it.

He took his friends up to his room and released them before taking a shower. It was still about noon, so Ash had plenty of time to do take a shower and explore the city. There was plenty of time to burn and he’d heard about a second gym in Saffron. Even if it wasn’t what he was here for, he would at least challenge it and see if they were any good.

If he recalled correctly, the gym was fighting-type. He knew that it wasn’t an official gym – cities could only have one – but it would at least serve to test his skills.

It didn’t take long to get directions from one of the other trainers in the Center. Apparently it was just a few minutes away, although the trainer hadn’t seemed very impressed when she spoke about it. Ash assumed that it would be a pushover.

Nevertheless, he left for the gym. All of his pokemon needed a workout, and he needed something to do while Nidorino and Infernus recovered.
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The gym was barely recognizable as a gym. It was old and run down, although the tall, strong men in martial arts uniforms seemed proud of it. Ash stepped forward, attracting the guards’ attention. He was somewhat wary of them – this wasn’t in the best district of Saffron.

“Do you seek to challenge the master of this dojo?” One of the fighters asked imperiously. Ash stared at him for a moment before nodding. “Very well, but you must first defeat one of our students in order to show if you are worthy. Do you accept?”

He nodded again. The fighter motioned for Ash to follow him and stepped into the gym. Ash followed suit, noting that the inside was less beat up than the outside. Although hardly gym material, it seemed much more respectable than it first appeared.

Ten people were fighting in the center of the room, which resembled a small, square stadium. Ash noted that they instantly removed themselves from it as he entered.

“Jeremy, we have a challenger!” The guard exclaimed. A teen stepped out from the crowd with a determined expression on his face. “Challenger, the rules are simple. This will be a one-on-one battle. If you lose, you may return tomorrow. If you win, you are given the right to challenge the Karate Master.”

Ash frowned at the mention of the so-called Karate Master. It seemed an odd title, although it probably fit the man.

He stepped onto one side of the small stadium while Jeremy stood on the opposite side. Jeremy quickly released a large, angry Primeape. Ash stared at it for a second before releasing Plume.

She didn’t have much room to maneuver or use her attacks, but she would still be effective. All she had to do in order to use aerial ace was to fly into the air, and she could easily defeat the fighting-type with gust or quick-attack. Her offensive power had been increased quite a bit.

Plume called out her arrival, doing little other than to annoy Primeape. It was tense, clearly waiting for its trainer to give it to the command to attack. Ash was actually impressed – quite a few Primeape had too short a temper and too little discipline to hold back at anything.

“Primeape, use karate chop!” The fighter shouted, causing Primeape to savagely rush at the serene pidgeot.

“Gust.” He ordered. Plume lazily nodded and launched herself a bit into the air before using gust. The resulting blast of air hurled Primeape out of the stadium, although it quickly recovered and rushed at Plume again.

“Gust. Quick wing.” He said. The combination was another simple one: Plume would use gust to knock the opponent off balance and then use quick attack to gain the necessary momentum for wing attack. It worked well enough and was one of the few that he could use in such cramped quarters.

The charging Primeape was thrown back again, although it seemed to suffer more damage this time. Plume quickly followed with quick wing, causing massive damage as the fighter was thrown into the wall. It wearily got back up, but another quick wing knocked it out for good.

“Good girl.” Ash muttered. Plume used quick attack to quickly return to him, puffing her chest out proudly as he congratulated her.

“Very well, challenger.” The guard said as Jeremy slunk off into the rest of the pack. “Karate Master Hamm will be out shortly.”

Ash waited patiently for the Master to come out. He hoped that he would receive a better fight out of the dojo’s leader. The trainer didn’t have to wait too long – the Master walked out from a door at the back of the gym about a minute later.

He was old, but still looked strong. His hair was short, but a rather impressive moustache covered his face. Ash nodded at him, receiving a bow in return.

“Hello there, challenger!” The old man said jovially. “Let’s get this started. This will be a two-on-two match. Are you ready?” Ash nodded. “Then let’s go!”

Ash started out with Dazed this time. She would be his best bet against the fighting-types. Besides, he wanted to test out her zen head butt.

The old man looked at Dazed for a moment. “Go, Makuhita!”

Ash’s brow wrinkled in confusion as he tried to remember the name, but his eyes widened as an unfamiliar, bulky pokemon appeared in front of him. It was fat and yellow, although Ash suspected that it possessed much more muscle than it let on.

“Use vital throw!” The Master shouted. Makuhita moved slowly towards Dazed, but Ash managed to intercept it before it could do anything.

“Psybeam, followed by shadow ball.”

Dazed’s eyes glowed brightly as she tapped into her power. A psybeam quickly erupted into Makuhita, the colorful beam of energy doing great damage and hurling the fighting-type back. It clutched its head from the psychic energy, allowing Dazed to easily use her second move.

The shadow ball slammed into Makuhita’s thick body, exploding and throwing it backwards as it did so. Makuhita was instantly knocked out by the impact with the dojo’s wall, although Ash was glad to see that all it had was a couple of bruises.

Hamm didn’t look surprised. “He is my newest training partner.” He called out. “My next pokemon has been fighting with me for years! Hitmonlee, go!”

Ash frowned when the Hitmonlee erupted onto the battlefield. He’d only fought one of these before, and it hadn’t ended well. They were fast, used powerful attacks, and had a strong resistance to psychic and elemental attacks.

Nevertheless, he left Dazed in. Plume wasn’t much of a choice either, given her reduced mobility in the gym. He just had to hope that this would be weaker than the one he had fought before.

Hitmonlee leapt at Dazed, not needing an order from its trainer. Ash frowned.

“Psybeam. Shadow ball. End it with zen head butt.”

Dazed quickly carried out the attacks. Hitmonlee dodged the psybeam through some very impressive acrobatics, and resisted the shadow ball well. It wasn’t even thrown back from the blast, although it clearly took some damage.

It was hit by zen head butt, however. The attack still did little to it, although Hitmonlee clutched its head in pain. Ash took advantage of the Hitmonlee’s distress and ordered Dazed to use another psybeam.

This time, the psybeam hit. It blasted Hitmonlee away, although the powerful fighter shook the pain off and charged back at Dazed, easily dodging the attacks that Ash ordered.

“Hi-jump kick!” The Master shouted. Hitmonlee leapt into the air and slammed its foot into Dazed’s chest, knocking her to the ground. Ash tried to order her to stand up, but another swift kick from Hitmonlee knocked her out.

He frowned and recalled his fallen friend. Plume was sent out an instant later, crying out to announce her arrival.

“Gust, quick wing.” He ordered, hoping that the combo would keep Hitmonlee away from Plume. Plume screeched and blasted a powerful gust towards the surprised Hitmonlee, surprising it and blasting it into the wall. She quickly used quick attack and slammed into Hitmonlee with her wing attack.

Hitmonlee was clearly hurt by the attack, but recovered quickly. By that time, however, Plume had already escaped and was awaiting her next order.

“Gust. Aerial ace!” Ash commanded.

Plume flapped her wings again, repeating the process of Hitmonlee getting slammed into the wall. She then used aerial ace, quickly slamming into Hitmonlee. Although the fighting-type attempted to avoid the attack, it was knocked out by the powerful attack.

The Karate Master was in shock. “Hitmonlee?” Ash watched as Hitmonlee was recalled. Surprisingly, however, the Master seemed pleased. “Very impressive, challenger. You have completed our challenge. Unfortunately, we can’t give you a badge. But we can give you this.”

Ash watched carefully as the Master pulled a black belt from his pocket and offered the crumpled length of cloth to Ash. He carefully took the proffered garment and looked at it.

“This is a black belt.” The Master explained. “It is a sign of your strength, and has been worn by many powerful fighting-types over the years. The belt will not provide any real power to a fighting-type, it will show that they are powerful.”

“Thank you.”

Ash carefully folded it and held it in his hand. The Master smiled at him.

“Return here one day, should you ever wish to challenge or train a fighting-type you obtain. This is the place that will assist you.”

He thanked the old man again and left. While the Hitmonlee wasn’t particularly disappointing, overall the experience had been a waste of time. Still, it gave Dazed the opportunity to try out zen head butt. Even though it had done little against Hitmonlee, he expected that it would be far more effective against a weaker pokemon.

Ash quickly returned to the Pokemon Center. He couldn’t wait to get Nidorino and Infernus back.
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They were both fine. Although all of his pokemon were fine to battle, Ash decided to wait two days before heading to Sabrina’s gym. He wanted them all to get a good amount of rest before battling the most difficult gym leader yet.

But, two days later, he found himself standing in front of Sabrina’s gym. It was an unusual building, but elegant and beautiful. The gym was a mass of elegant, sculpted curves and was an odd shade of silver.

Ash cautiously stepped in. There weren’t many people there, although a few mysterious individuals in light, billowing clothing glanced at him for a moment before returning their focus to whatever it was they were doing before. He assumed that they were psychics training with Sabrina.

Suddenly, a tall, imposing woman manifested in front of him. Ash flinched and leapt back before glancing up at the woman. She had narrow, imperious eyes and black hair that was barely tinted green. Her clothing was similar to the other psychics, although her clothes were tighter and red.

“I apologize for startling you.” She said politely. “But I sensed that you were here to battle with me. I am Sabrina, the Gym Leader of Saffron City.”

“Hi.” Ash said, heart still beating from Sabrina teleporting in front of him. “I’m –”

“Ash Ketchum.” She replied. “You arrived in the city two days ago, beat the Dojo, and have been a part of many important events over the past few months.”

He looked at her uncomfortably, wondering how she knew all of those things. She smiled warmly, which was far different than the stories Ash had heard about her. Most trainers said that she never seemed to have emotion, a trait that most psychics shared.

“I know those things because I am psychic.” Sabrina replied in a tone that Ash couldn’t understand. He wondered if she had read his mind or had just guessed what he was thinking. “My powers enable me to watch over my city, protecting it from harm. Of course, I have received some information from my fellow gym leaders. Surge had good things to say about you.”

Ash gave a half-grin, still somewhat uncomfortable. Although Sabrina certainly wasn’t malicious, she was odd. Not in a bad way, but in a way that made him feel off-balance.

“You are here to battle me, yes?” She asked. Ash noticed that her warm red eyes – something he hadn’t heard about before – seemed to be analyzing him.

He nodded. She stared at him for a moment before turning around and walking off.

“Follow me.” She stated. “I would prefer to end this soon. A threat is in my city.”

Ash blinked, but did as she said. He followed her out of the wide, airy atrium into the stadium. It was a dark room, lit only by torches placed evenly throughout it. But it still had more than enough light to battle. Massive pillars appeared to hold the room up, but Ash figured that they were decorative. No one would risk having pillars in a place where pokemon battled.

But the floor was particularly interesting. While the battlefield in itself was average – bare and flat, with only dirt as a covering – the floor seemed to be made out of some beautiful, thick glass or stone. It was almost distracting.

Then he noticed that Sabrina wasn’t leading him anymore. She was in the gym leader’s box, apparently having teleported there. Ash frowned and stepped into his own box.

“This will be a three-on-three battle.” She called out. Ash saw that a pokeball was hovering in the air next to her, held aloft by glowing psychic energy. “The match shall end prematurely should either of us forfeit. Pick your fighter.”

Ash held out Infernus’ pokeball. He wanted to see just how useful the fire-type was against Sabrina. Infernus certainly had the raw power to at least hold his own. Nidorino was his next choice, since he would still be an effective fighter against Sabrina’s psychics. Dazed would be his last choice.

Sabrina sent out her choice first. Ash was surprised to see a large Venemoth. He had thought she would use her Alakazam or Kadabra first. He shrugged it off, though.

Infernus roared when he was sent out, stamping his foot and causing flames to burst out of his body. Ash grinned at the display of power. It meant that Infernus was more than ready to battle.

“Flamethrower!” He said. Infernus had sharp enough ears that he didn’t need to shout. The fire-type quickly reared its head back and spit the long tongue of flame out of his mouth, bathing the entire battlefield in fire. Psychic barriers prevented it from escaping the arena and causing real damage.

Venemoth survived the flamethrower and quickly flew at Infernus. Ash was surprised – Sabrina hadn’t said anything.

Then he nearly smacked himself in the face. Of course she didn’t give a verbal command – Sabrina was a psychic. She could easily communicate with her pokemon mentally.

“Flamethrower!” He repeated. Infernus quickly obeyed and blasted the approaching Venemoth with flames, quickly taking it out of the battle. Ash shouted out his congratulations, causing Infernus’ flames to blare up.

Then Sabrina sent out what he had feared: Alakazam. It was a lanky pokemon with thin muscles. Although it appeared physically frail – it was thin and wiry, with little muscle able to be seen on its furry frame – Ash knew that the body wasn’t where the mustached creature’s power was.

Alakazam stared at Magmar with amusement for a moment. It glanced at Sabrina for a moment, giving Ash the chance to attack.

“Lava plume!”

Magmar roared his understanding and stamped his foot to the ground. An explosion erupted around him, releasing a wave of smog and flames towards Alakazam. Lava erupted from the ground and flew towards Alakazam as well.

Alakazam casually stared at it with glowing blue eyes. A bright blue shell surrounded it, forcing the mixture of fire and smog to flood around it. It deflected the lava just as easily before using its own attack.

The psychic crossed its spoons before being surrounded by a blue aura. Ash shouted at Infernus to dodge, recognizing the signs of psychic. Infernus quickly heeded his order, dodging as an invisible blast erupted from Alakazam’s body.

Unfortunately, Infernus wasn’t fast enough. The blast managed to clip him, throwing him back nearly twenty feet. All that kept him from being thrown out of the arena was the psychic barriers.

Infernus grunted as he fell to the ground, but pulled himself up. Ash cheered him on and gave him the order to get in close. Alakazam was immensely powerful, but it couldn’t take physical hits nearly as well.

His friend charged towards Alakazam, carefully dodging the psychic blasts that the furred creature constantly sent at him. But when he was almost in striking distance, Alakazam unleashed yet another powerful attack.

It crossed its spoons and prepared what Ash recognized as a psybeam. But instead of being a true beam, Alakazam somehow caused it to be more of an explosion – the bright, colorful energy erupted all over the battlefield.

Infernus was impacted by the energy. He remained standing, but it was clear the psybeam had hurt him. The fire-type continued to sluggishly charge at Alakazam and released several flamethrowers in the process.

Alakazam protected against them just as easily as the first one. When Infernus had finally gotten close enough to get in a good attack, Alakazam used psychic again. The blast of telekinetic force slammed into Magmar and hurled him into the psychic barriers again.

His friend didn’t get back up. Ash sighed and recalled Magmar. He expected that the rest of this battle would go by quickly.

Nidorino grunted when he was released. He dodged the powerful wave of force sent by Alakazam and waited for Ash to give him orders.

“Ice beam. Follow with thunderbolt. Poison sting when close, follow with focus attack.”

The pokemon growled and quickly released an icebeam. Alakazam blocked it with the psychic shell again before sending a powerful psybeam in return. Nidorino dodged it and sent a thunderbolt as he charged towards Alakazam.

Alakazam’s shell broke that time, although the thunderbolt failed to hurt it. Nidorino growled and sent a dozen poison needles towards Alakazam. The shell blocked them again.

Ash frowned in annoyance. He wasn’t able to do anything to the powerful Alakazam. It just used that shield to block everything that had a chance of actually hurting it. When something got uncomfortably close to it, it just blasted them away with psychic.

Hopefully Nidorino would prove fast and agile enough to avoid that. It would be incredible if he managed to defeat Sabrina’s Alakazam, although he doubted that he would even land a hit on it without shadow ball.

Nidorino made it within a few feet of Alakazam before the psychic grew serious. It crossed its spoons and glowed blue before picking up Nidorino with its mind. Ash watched helplessly as Alakazam hurled Nidorino across the battlefield.

He winced as his best friend slammed into the psychic barriers, instantly knocking Nidorino out. Ash recalled him sadly before sending out Dazed. She lazily stared at her opponent with glazed eyes.

“Shadow ball.” He ordered as quickly as he could. Ash wanted to negate Sabrina’s advantage as best he could.

Dazed quickly fired the shadow ball at Alakazam. Alakazam prepared its barrier, but the ghost-type move shattered it. Most of the shadow ball’s power was drained by the destruction of the barrier, however, and didn’t seem to affect Alakazam badly.

Alakazam crossed its spoons. A grey, shadowy aura formed around it as a positively gigantic shadow ball formed. Dazed tried to send another shadow ball at it, but her attack was simply absorbed into the larger, more powerful shadow ball.

“Dodge!” Ash cried, hoping that Dazed would be able to avoid the dangerous attack. As he said it, Alakazam pushed its spoons outward and sent the shadow ball blasting towards Dazed.

Ash watched in horror as the attack slammed into Dazed. It was so fast that he barely realized it had move if there wasn’t a long trail of shadow following it. Dazed was blasted backwards, slamming hard into the barrier. There were small arcs of black lightning flashing on her.

He blinked and recalled Dazed, shocked at how easily he had been defeated. Although he knew that he had little chance of winning, Ash had at least thought he would have put up a fight. But that Alakazam defeated his friends as easily as it would have a rattata.

It was the first time he had ever been dealt a truly crushing defeat in an ordinary battle. Gary only won because he had powered Wartortle up with TMs. Even most trainers that defeated him suffered a few unconscious pokemon.

Sabrina had only lost Venemoth, which he almost thought was intentional. It was never even a match between them.

He looked at the gym leader, only to realize that she wasn’t there. Ash shrugged and sighed before turning around. The trainer yelped in surprise as he realized Sabrina had been standing directly behind him.

She met his eyes with her cool red ones. “You are not yet strong enough to defeat me. You have potential, Ash Ketchum, but you need more time to develop. Return to me when you are ready.”

Ash slowly nodded. Sabrina stared at him for a moment before vanishing into thin air, presumably to get ready for whatever trouble she had sensed.

He just stood there for a moment before shrugging. Ash had known that he wasn’t ready for this gym. Now he realized just how much he could improve – he knew that he could beat Sabrina. He would if it was the last thing he did.

A few moments later he left the gym. He took one last lingering gaze at the elegant building before heading back to the Pokemon Center. It was a long walk and he wanted to get his friends checked up.

XX

His friends were fine after a day, so Ash quickly left Saffron City. While it was impressive and fun to explore, it didn’t exactly help his journey that much. So he was heading to Fuschia now, where he would hopefully be able to quickly defeat Koga and find somewhere to train, or at least train his pokemon to be powerful enough to beat Sabrina.

He wasn’t very anxious to return here, to be honest. Ash had heard what the trouble Sabrina had sensed was – the night of the battle, Team Rocket had invaded the Silph Co. headquarters and attempted to steal some sort of top secret project they were working on. Fortunately, Sabrina, some of the gym trainers, and the police managed to fight the Rockets off.

Sabrina hadn’t been particularly gentle in dealing with the Rockets. Most had been put in the hospital, although some were simply knocked out. The reports showed that most had been placed into deep comas and that most had minor brain damage.

Ash was actually somewhat frightened when he saw just what Sabrina was capable of when she wasn’t holding back. He had taken down a Rocket base, true, but he mostly did it through stealth. Besides, the Rockets he fought were minor players. The ones Sabrina crushed were hardened agents, if the media was to be believed.

He pushed the thoughts out of his mind as he walked out of Saffron’s gates, opening up into the wilderness. Ash just wanted to get on with his journey and be in the nice, quiet forests and plains of Kanto.

Unfortunately, a few minutes later a familiar, annoying, and all-too smug voice decided to interrupt his journey.

“Well, Wartortle, look who it is.” The source of the voice laughed. “It’s Ashy-boy and the weakling. Think we should show them just how much better we are?”

Ash froze and looked up from the path, clenching his fists as he saw the smirking, smug face of Gary Oak.

Sorry for the cliffhanger, but I didn’t want to write another ten page battle scene. That’ll be next chapter. Anyways, thanks for reading.






6. Chapter 6: Fuchsia


“What’s up, loser?” Gary grinned. His arms were crossed and he had a cocky smile on his face. Wartortle stood by his side with a similar pose. “Where are the other losers?”

“We were separated.” Ash scowled. He didn’t like thinking about the circumstances of their separation. It always made him see rushing water and bright, ethereal light.

Gary smirked. “Guess they got a bit of common sense and dumped you. I know I would have, if I were stupid enough to go with an idiot like you in the first place.”

Ash clenched his fists, but didn’t respond. He would just sound like an idiot and add more fuel to Gary’s fire. Besides, it looked like Gary was exaggerating his personality to try and get a rise out of him.

“Huh.” Gary stated, the smirk vanishing. It was replaced by a superior sneer. “Looks like you actually managed to evolve one of your pokemon. Good job. Did it take you this entire time?”

He frowned in annoyance. “I don’t have time for this. What do you want?”

Gary uncrossed his arms. “Let’s see how much worse you’ve gotten. How many badges do you have?”

“Four.”

His rival snickered. “Six. All from actually beating the gym. How did you get yours? Are you one of those losers that have to clean a gym to get its badge?”

Ash frowned. “No. Are you one of those losers that had to go to the minor gyms so that you can actually win?”

Gary colored in annoyance. Ash thought he might have hit a nerve. “No! You know what, let’s battle. I’ve been needing a good laugh.”

The trainer coldly smiled. “This is going to be pretty funny, isn’t it?”

His rival sneered, but didn’t say anything as he led Ash to a large, circular clearing a little further into the forest. Ash glanced around it, noting anything he could use to his advantage. There was nothing. It was just an average, empty section of the forest.

“How many have you got?” Gary growled. He snickered when Ash answered. “Only five? I had that many in my first week. Whatever, let’s get this over with.”

Wartortle stepped forward. It had gotten larger and looked to have gained quite a bit of power since they last met. Ash grinned.

“Nidorino, do it.”

Nidorino stood across from Wartortle. Both glared at each other for a moment. Wartortle’s furry ears were twitching, and Nidorino’s barbs had extended, leaking their potent poison.

Ash made the first move. While Wartortle had the advantage in almost every area when he had faced Nidoran, now he faced Nidorino. Nidorino could at the very least match the turtle.

“Horn attack.”

Nidorino instantly charged forward, tearing across the short distance between them. Gary called out for Wartortle to dodge, but the creature had only just begun leaping when Nidorino’s sharp horn slammed into it, injecting a massive dose of venom into it.

Ash grinned at the shocked expression on Gary’s face as Wartortle was thrown backwards by the force of the blow.

“Ice beam!” Gary shouted. “Knock that stupid Nidorino out!”

Wartortle quickly fired a massive ice beam at Nidorino. Nidorino used the agility he had gained since evolving and leapt out of the way. The beam slammed into a tree and completely froze it, covering the trunk in a thick shell of ice and coating the leaves in a fragile layer.

“Aqua pulse!” Gary roared, clearly annoyed. His fists were clenched and his face was turning red. “Then use aqua tail!”

The turtle quickly obeyed. A large ball of water flashed towards Nidorino, but was also dodged. Wartortle then charged towards Nidorino with surprising speed, although it was clearly getting slower and weaker due to the venom injected into it.

“Thunderbolt!” Ash shouted. Nidorino quickly unleashed the bolt of lightning, striking Wartortle directly in the chest. Wartortle looked surprised for a moment before crumpling to the ground. It was returned moments later by Gary.

“That was just luck!” Gary shouted in disbelief. “You won’t do so well against this one! Go, Growlithe.”

Ash grinned when he saw Growlithe. It was clearly experienced and excited to battle, as the fire-type instantly set into a pose. The Growlithe yipped and jumped before spurting out a few flickers of flame into the air. He let Gary start this round.

“Ember, then use take down.” Gary shouted. Ash grinned – Gary was mad and making stupid mistakes. If he was thinking, he would have remembered Nidorino’s poison point. Besides, there was no way Growlithe could take Nidorino close up.

Growlithe opened his mouth and shot several balls of fire. Nidorino resolutely took them. They clearly hurt him a bit, but didn’t really any real damage. Ash smiled.

“Confusion.”

Nidorino glared at Growlithe with glowing eyes. Growlithe yelped as he was pulled up into the air and heavily slammed into the ground. Ash half expected it to be knocked out then and there, but Growlithe proved resilient and stood up on firm legs.

Gary didn’t seem too put out with this, though. “Overheat!”

Ash blinked – where had Gary gotten the TM for that? That was one of the very few moves considered powerful enough to limit. And for good reason – overheat was capable of knocking out many pokemon in one hit, even if they generally resisted fire.

“Dodge!” He shouted. Ash didn’t want Nidorino getting taken out by a cheap move like that.

Growlithe began to glow a bright red as it accumulated the necessary energy. A few moments later, it opened its mouth and unleashed a bright orange blast of flame. Ash had to turn away from it – the intensity and power of it nearly burned him from twenty feet away.

Nidorino tried to dodge, but Growlithe managed to score a direct hit. Gary smirked, apparently expecting that to be the end of Nidorino. It fell from his face when he realized that Nidorino was still standing – tired and hurt, but ready to battle for at least another minute.

“Focus horn.” Ash commanded. Growlithe was too exhausted by the powerful attack to do anything. Apparently Gary hadn’t bothered training it with overheat very much. It just didn’t have the endurance to fight back.

Nidorino quickly focused his power before charging at Growlithe. The fire-type feebly tried to dodge thanks to its trainer’s shouted commands, but Nidorino easily adjusted his course and slammed into it.

Growlithe heavily landed on the ground, clearly knocked out. Ash had to hide a wide grin at the stunned expression on Gary’s face.

“Still think it’s just luck?” He taunted. Gary sneered but didn’t respond in any way aside from returning Growlithe.

A moment later a Kadabra appeared on the field. Ash frowned at it – it made him think of the crushing defeat that he had received at Sabrina’s hands – and recalled Nidorino. He would probably be able to knock it out, but he didn’t want Nidorino getting hurt or weakened.

Instead he sent out Dazed. Gary scoffed at the smaller pokemon, but Ash just smiled. Dazed had a few surprises ready.

“Psybeam!” Gary shouted. Kadabra quickly shot a psybeam at Dazed, the psychic power bending its spoon. Ash winced as the power caused a minor head ache. He hoped that this would be over with soon.

Ash didn’t bother telling Dazed to dodge the psybeam. She was too slow to avoid it at such a close distance and could take the hit easy enough. As he predicted, the psybeam barely even pushed her back.

He suspected that Gary hadn’t spent much time training his pokemon aside from Wartortle. Most of them seemed strong enough, but they were undisciplined and wild. They only seemed to trained with the powerful TMs Gary had used on them once and didn’t have the endurance to fight for very long.

“Shadow ball.”

Dazed was shrouded in a light grey aura for just a moment before she hurled the shadow ball towards Kadabra. Gary’s eyes widened and he quickly called out a command.

“Reflect!”

Kadabra closed its eyes and quickly summoned a golden panel of light. Ash fought back a wince at the sudden headache it produced before focusing on the battle. He thought the skill looked similar to the orb that Alakazam had enclosed itself in, but it seemed thinner and more brittle.

Despite the attempt to protect itself, shadow ball slammed through the wall before slamming into Kadabra’s chest. Kadabra was slammed onto its back, although its massive, thick tail absorbed some of the force. It wearily pulled itself up before looking at Dazed.

“Psychic!” Gary roared.

“Shadow ball.” Ash ordered at the exact same time.

Kadabra was obviously having trouble using the powerful ability. It was clear that it was able to use the attack – it was slowly being enveloped in a bright orange aura – but it was doing it extremely slowly. By the time its eyes began to glow and its spoon began to bend, Dazed had formed her shadow ball and threw it.

The shadow ball knocked Kadabra out. Ash sighed in relief and rubbed his temples when Kadabra was unconscious. That headache was finally going away. He would actually be able to focus now.

Despite the relief he felt, he couldn’t hide his smirk when he saw Gary’s face. It was red and twisted into a scowl. Apparently Gary wasn’t that used to losing. Maybe the power some of his pokemon possessed let them muscle their way past most trainers. Or maybe he just didn’t battle as many as he should, or deliberately picked out weaker ones.

Nevertheless, Gary continued their battle. He sent out a gigantic, powerful looking Pidgeot. Ash looked at the impressive pokemon before grinning. It looked like it was time for Plume to get a good fight in.

Plume shrieked out her arrival before taking off into the air. Gary shouted for his Pidgeot to follow.

Ash was thankful for his hat as he looked up at the sky. It managed to block out the worst of the sun and let him see the battle better than Gary could. He suspected that it would be a boon – this might be the only battle he had any real trouble with.

“Twister.” He muttered, trusting Plume’s keen ears to let her catch the order. She heard, as she quickly launched a small tornado at Gary’s Pidgeot. The Pidgeot managed to fly out of the attack’s way, although it was clear that it had difficulty. Gary’s Pidgeot was made for power, not speed.

“Whirlwind!” Gary yelled, waving his arms as he spoke. Ash frowned when the Pidgeot sent a large gust of wind at Plume, catching her in it and throwing her out of the sky for a few seconds before she recovered. “Now, use wing attack!”

Plume had only just recovered when the massive Pidgeot slammed into her. She was sent flying through the air, but recovered again. Ash frowned and came up with a strategy.

Just like last time, Gary’s Pidgeot was just too large and powerful to take on physically. It also seemed quite well-trained and skilled, so it wouldn’t be as simple of a fight as the others were. He didn’t have surprise on his side anymore – Gary knew that Ash was better than him, and wouldn’t be careless.

But he had managed to perfect a move that would magnify his advantage exponentially. If Plume had to win through speed and agility, then that’s what she would use.

“Tailwind!” He ordered with a slight grin. Although he hadn’t used this in an actual battle yet, the training he had done with Plume ensured that it would be impressive.

Plume quickly kicked up a massive whirlwind around her. Ash honestly didn’t understand how it worked, but he knew that Plume could somehow make the powerful winds speed her up while slowing down and buffeting the enemy.

All he knew was that it worked wonderfully. Plume was fast before, but now she was tearing through the air so quickly that Ash could barely track her. And that meant Gary had no hope of doing so.

“Quick wing, followed by aerial ace.”

Ash had to wince at how effectively Plume carried out his order. She almost instantaneously slammed into Gary’s Pidgeot, slamming it out of the air thanks to the incredible speed she had already gained added with that of the quick attack. The wing attack was almost overkill.

He had to admit that Gary’s Pidgeot was impressive. Had it been a fair fight, then it might have defeated Plume. Unfortunately for Gary, he seemed to think that air battles were the same as land ones. While land was mostly static and one could easily win without using abilities to alter it, in the air wind and speed were key, although bulk and power could be just as useful if one knew how to use them.

Pidgeot remained flying, and seemed to have a surprise of its own. It sent a challenging cry to Plume, showing that it wasn’t defeated yet.

“Hyper beam!” Gary shouted desperately, apparently realizing that Pidgeot was already half-defeated.

His Pidgeot quickly followed the command, finding Plume and locking on. An instant later it shot a massive blast of energy, swerving it through the air in the hopes of defeating Plume.

Ash shouted for Plume to dodge, but he was too late. Despite her speed, the Pidgeot was lucky and skilled enough to catch her in the beam. She was almost defeated by the blow, but still had a little more in her.

He cheered her on as she completed the last order he gave her: aerial ace. She dove at Pidgeot from her lofty height before suddenly disappearing. A moment later she appeared behind the Pidgeot and used the attack.

Although the aerial ace knocked Pidgeot out, it seemed to drain the last of Plume’s energy. She slowly began to descend, struggling to remain in the air. Ash quickly took notice of this and recalled her, thanking Plume as he placed her pokeball back on his belt.

“Good girl.” He muttered. Then he turned back to Gary. “Come on, Gary. One more.”

“No.” Gary sneered. “I’m done here. I don’t know how you’ve been beating me, but you have to be cheating somehow.”

Ash had to hide a smirk as Gary stormed out of the clearing with a face red from rage. As his rival turned his back to him and walked back onto the road, Ash couldn’t hold back one last quip.

“Smell ya later!” He called to Gary, snickering all the while. It felt good to win.

He quietly left the clearing a few moments later. While beating Gary was fun, he had a journey to attend to. The journey to Fuschia City was a long one – the terrain was rough and could take anywhere from two to three weeks, depending on the weather.

So it was best to get started.

XX

The first week of his journey led him to Vermillion. It was a standard journey – a few wild pokemon attacked or investigated him, and he fought them off. None were any that he wanted, although they provided a fun break from the trained pokemon he usually fought. Both were prevalent on the road from Saffron to Vermillion.

Aside from wanting to get a shower before embarking on a journey that would be at least two weeks, Ash also needed to stock up on supplies. He had just used the massive amount of spare food and essentials to get him by during the journey to Vermillion and needed to restock.

Along with the usual food and necessities, Ash also bought supplies that might be needed for the mountains and harsh conditions. He didn’t want to be stuck somewhere and wanted his journey to continue smoothly.

He bought ten new pokeballs as an afterthought. While he didn’t plan on catching many pokemon, they would be useful if he needed to outrun something and needed a bit of time. And if he did end up catching any pokemon, the pokeballs would be able to serve their intended purpose.

Ash had thought about going to battle Surge, but opted not to. The areas that he would be traversing over the next few weeks would be draining on his pokemon. Even the regions a day away from Vermillion would be harsher than the norm for Kanto. He didn’t want any of his friends being tired out. And he didn’t think Surge would be so easy to defeat this time, not after the lucky win Ash had gotten.

In addition to his trainer-based activities, he took the time to call his mother. While the PokeNav worked extremely well, he wasn’t sure how well it would be able to work out in the wilderness of southeastern Kanto. He just wanted to let her know his plans and not to worry.

When all of that was over, he went to bed. He was going to have a long day tomorrow.

XX

He left the Pokemon Center early. Ash wanted to stop relatively early at night and see just how far he had gotten. Progress would certainly be slower than usual thanks to the rugged terrain and bad weather that plagued the southeastern reaches of Kanto.

Ash quickly made his way through the bustling city. Even in the early morning, it was full of people laughing and talking as they made their daily commute. He watched them with minor interest as he passed by, wondering how could they live in such a large city.

The trainer shrugged it off as he finally reached the gates. Several trainers passed him by, joking and making odd gestures as they walked in. He glanced at them for a moment before stepping out into the wilderness.

Nidorino and Plume were quickly released. They greeted him affectionately before taking their usual positions. He smiled and set off down the worn dirt trail.

Fuschia City awaited him.

XX

Nothing remarkable happened for the first nine days of his journey. The roads were mostly empty in the areas he travelled in, and most wild pokemon either ignored him or were too busy surviving to bother with a single trainer.

Ash had seen glimpses of the powerful pokemon that roamed the mountains he was currently hiking through: onix, geodude, graveler, and machop were common sights. They always ran away or hid when they became aware of his presence, however, so he never really got to study them.

He resolutely trekked down the rocky path. It was slowly declining in quality as he went further into the mountains. Although there were quite a few small towns and villages in this area, most were too busy with their own lives to maintain the roads. He’d only stopped in one so far, and they’d been quite hostile. Apparently they liked their solitude.

A storm was brewing. Dark clouds had slowly begun to encroach on the mountains, although they hadn’t yet begun to release their water. Ash wasn’t looking forward to the time when it finally poured down rain.

Aside from the obvious annoyance, it would also cause the narrow paths to become slick and muddy. If they got too dangerous, he would have to slow his pace down or even stop for a while until it became safer.

Even as he thought about the potential dangers of the rain, he felt a raindrop fall onto his nose. Then another. And another. Soon enough a light, steady drizzle was falling from the sky.

Ash sighed. It looked like this wouldn’t be a pleasant journey. He supposed that he should find a cave or some other shelter for the night – it was already nearing nightfall. Sleeping in a pleasantly dry place and waking up in the middle of a swamp wasn’t the best experience.

Although it took a while, he eventually found a large, dry cave that had more than enough space for him and his friends to comfortably sleep in. It was dark, so he released Infernus. Thanks to Magmar’s intense tail flame, there wasn’t a great need for wood.

Strangely, however, Infernus was wary as he took in the environment. He quickly whipped his head towards the back of the cave and spit a massive blast of flame into it. Ash leapt back and yelped in surprise.

“What did you see?” Ash asked. He was afraid that they had stumbled into a swarm of zubat or something. That would be more than dangerous enough for Infernus to attack.

Then he got his answer. A shrill, angry cry alerted him to the fact that there was something else in the cave. Something that was much larger than a zubat.

Infernus roared and blasted flame at the source of the cry again. Ash was able to watch this time and saw a large, humanoid shape in the midst of the flames. It was sprinting towards Infernus, taking long leaps and bounds instead of humans’ quick, choppy movements.

“Flamethrower.” He ordered, settling to the back of the cave. Ash didn’t want to get caught in the middle of it.

The fire-type gladly accepted the order, unleashing yet another stream of flame at the humanoid figure. It seemed to hurt whatever it is, but didn’t knock it out. Ash began to get worried when it finally came within striking distance of Infernus and launched a brutal, yet graceful, punch into Infernus’ chest.

Infernus easily took the blow, but it clearly made him angry. Ash decided to take control of the situation before Infernus lost his temper and burned everything around him.

“Fire punch!”

Ash grinned as Infernus launched his powerful fire punch into the side of the humanoid’s head. It sent the creature sprawling onto the ground, although it quickly recovered and kicked Infernus’ legs out from under him.

He had a good feeling of what the creature was. From the general shape and fighting style it was using, it seemed to be a machoke. That meant he needed Infernus to use his fire abilities to their maximum potential – machoke were dangerous foes in close combat and could unleash a huge amount of damage.

Infernus might be tireless and practically indestructible – as Ash had learned in the times when he had to battle the powerful pokemon - but he wouldn’t be able to beat a machoke at its own game unless he cheated.

“Flamethrower!” He shouted. Infernus growled and quickly followed the command, unleashing the massive stream of flame when the Machoke was preparing to punch it. Machoke – Ash was able to confirm it in the light of the flame, thanks to the hulking body structure and subtly reptilian face – stumbled backwards from the flames before recovering a bit.

“Fire punch.”

The Machoke quickly dodged the burning fist and retaliated with another chop to Infernus’ stomach. Infernus just snarled and blasted another cone of flame at the fighter. It hit Machoke squarely in the chest and made the fighting-type shield itself from any further flames.

Infernus quickly launched another fire punch, knocking Machoke back into the stone walls of the cave. Ash put a hand on a pokeball and got ready to throw it. He briefly thought of using one of his ultra balls, but figured that a pokeball would be more than sufficient. Machoke weren’t powerful enough to necessitate one.

Machoke would be pretty useful to the team, and it was strong enough to stand up to Infernus for more than one hit. At the very least he could train it to match up with the rest of his team. He needed a fighting-type to balance things.

“Flame burst.” Ash shouted. The roaring and crackling of the flames was drowning out some of the noise he made, so he had to raise his voice. Infernus quickly followed through with his order, roaring and stamping his foot down. Flames exploded from his mouth and bathed Machoke.

Machoke’s muscular form sunk to the ground from its position on the wall, clearly unconscious. Ash grinned. It was nice fighting these pokemon. Unlike that monster of a Rhydon, Machoke was actually capable of being defeated. Machoke was powerful, but not ridiculously so.

“Good job, Infernus.” Ash called out before wiping a few beads of sweat from his brow, just now realizing how hot it had gotten. He’d have to remember to not use Infernus so much in enclosed areas. Infernus caused his flames to blaze up in response. “Get ready. I’m about to catch it and revive it.”

Ash lightly tossed the pokeball at the unconscious creature. It quickly caught the fighting-type. Machoke had no chance to resist.

He opened his hand up, causing the ball to float up to his hand. Ash glanced at it for a second. Although he could tell that Machoke wouldn’t be as rebellious and angry as Infernus had been – it hadn’t attacked until Infernus did, for one –, he expected Machoke to put up some sort of a fight.

So he released Dazed and Nidorino. They would both be powerful weapons against Machoke.

They wouldn’t have any trouble with a single fighting-type. Ash relentlessly drilled all of his pokemon at night – they weren’t battling very much, so he either set them against each other or made them practice for several hours – and they had all mastered their TMs.

Dazed had finally managed to perfect psychic since they set out from Vermillion. He’d had her use it in one of the scarce battles they were forced into, and it was just as powerful as he had expected. Although it was incredibly powerful and she had mastered it, he used her weaker attacks more often. Psychic drained her rather quickly, although he hoped that that weakness would be overcome when she evolved.

Nidorino still couldn’t learn drill horn, but he had instead become incredibly proficient at both ranged and close combat. He was more than capable of hitting far away targets somewhat accurately, and had also begun to improve the power behind his TMs.

Of course, Nidorino still favored physical fighting. That was what he was built for. His tough hide, sharp horn, and powerful venom made him Ash’s best physical battler. Nidorino could even match Infernus, although it was always close.

So a lone Machoke would be child’s play.

Ash smiled at his friends as they materialized and accepted whatever affection they decided to give him. When they were done, he held out the pokeball. Both of the new arrivals understood and prepared to battle if necessary.

Machoke was unconscious when it was released. Ash took the moment to scan it with his pokedex.

Machoke. It began. The Superpower Pokemon. Its muscular body is so powerful, it must wear a power-save belt to be able to regulate its motions. Because it is so dangerous, no one has ever removed the belt.

This Machoke knows the moves: Focus energy, low kick, karate chop, low sweep, seismic toss, revenge, vital throw, and submission. Its ability is Guts, which causes it to become more powerful when hurt or put under an effect.

Ash figured that it would turn out to be pretty useful. Machoke would definitely be getting up in the thick of things, so it would be useful for it to be able to get an extra bit of power in tough situations.

He checked Machoke’s gender after that. Ash didn’t like to refer to any of his pokemon as “it” when they actually had a gender. Machoke was a male.

After he had all the information he wanted, Ash took out one of his revives and kneeled by the unconscious pokemon. He carefully snapped the diamond-shaped container over Machoke’s mouth, releasing the restoring powder.

When Machoke stirred, Ash stood up and backed away. He didn’t want to be too close to Machoke if he was angry. Ash didn’t think that he could take a hit from something strong enough to lift boulders with one hand.

Infernus tensed up when Machoke wearily pulled himself up and looked around. Ash glanced at him and motioned for the fire-type to relax. Nidorino would be more than sufficient to protect him and he didn’t want Machoke to be intimidated.

Machoke didn’t take long to realize that there were several pokemon around him. He quickly tensed up and looked as though he were about to make a run for it. Ash stepped forward, serving to both attract Machoke’s attention and to hopefully calm it.

“Don’t worry.” He said in a soothing tone. “We aren’t going to hurt you unless you try to hurt us.”

The fighting-type looked at him with narrow eyes. He didn’t lose the tension in his body, but didn’t look as though he were about to attack or flee. Ash smiled.

“Good. Look, I caught you. You know what that means.”

Machoke snorted and nodded. Ash noticed that he slackened and let himself lean back on the cavern wall with crossed arms. He guessed Machoke realized that he couldn’t escape or make any real attempt to fight back.

Now that he was sure that Machoke wouldn’t cause any trouble, it was time to start making peace with his newest friend. Ash didn’t want to go through the same troublesome process he had with Infernus.

“I don’t know if you’re upset with me right now or not, but if you are, you’ll get over it.” Ash said confidently. “You’re one of my partners now, and I promise that I’ll do my best to make you as strong as you can possibly become. As long as you don’t cause trouble and do your best, you’ll get stronger than you could ever have imagined.”

Machoke look interested, but still kept its lazy pose. He just looked at Infernus and nodded with a bored expression. Ash figured he was asking if he would be better than the Magmar. The trainer voiced it, and received a nod in return.

“I can’t answer that.” He admitted. “I don’t know if you’ll be as strong as Infernus, but you’ll definitely have a better chance than if you just stayed out here and trained in the wilderness. So, are you willing to work with us?”

The fighting-type looked surprisingly thoughtful for a moment before shrugging and nodding. Ash grinned.

“Awesome!” He exclaimed, gleeful that he wouldn’t have to worry about Machoke trying to attack him in his sleep. Fighting-types generally tended to be honest and upfront. Machoke probably wouldn’t break his promise, although Ash would still be careful. “Do you want a nickname? All of my other friends have one.”

Machoke shrugged and nodded again, apparently not caring that much. Ash sat down and started to come up with names. He would throw them out to Machoke whenever he thought of one, although the fighter tended to quickly shake his head.

After a few minutes, the rest of his pokemon got bored with his attempts. Infernus went to the back of the cave and curled up, his bright tail flame leaving just enough light for Ash to be able to see. He was obviously bored.

Dazed just turned to stare at the heavy rain pelting the ground outside, lost in thoughts that Ash couldn’t hope to decipher.

Nidorino just curled up next to Ash, still somewhat wary of the Machoke. Ash absentmindedly patted his friend’s tough, leathery hide as he brainstormed, so used to being around Nidorino that he didn’t need to look in order to avoid the poisonous barbs.

It took nearly thirty minutes to find a name that Machoke found acceptable. Ash had generally focused his nicknames around subjects applicable to fighting-types.

Both of them found Warrior to be dull and unimaginative. Machoke had quickly shaken his head when Ash suggested Champion. Ash almost suggested Brute, but he knew that it didn’t describe Machoke at all. Hulk was almost accepted, but Machoke eventually shook his head. Goro just popped into his head from somewhere, but he didn’t like it that much. Countless others were passed between them, always rejected after a brief moment of thought.

Ash was starting to grow weary and tired when they finally picked upon a name that Machoke liked: Bruiser. It didn’t carry negative connotations like Brute, didn’t seem to be a title that Machoke hadn’t earned, and it was more original than Warrior.

So, Bruiser it was.

“Alright, Bruiser.” Ash said, trying out the new name. “I don’t know if you’re tired or not, but I am. So, pick somewhere to sleep. I can put you in your pokeball if you’d rather be in it, but I won’t make you go in.”

Bruiser shook his head. Ash was surprised that he could – his grey, tough neck was so thick with muscle and hard skin that it looked like it couldn’t move. He nodded in response to Bruiser’s answer and started pulling out his sleeping mat from his pack.

As he did so, he looked at Bruiser, who still hadn’t moved. He just stared at Ash curiously, judging him in some way that Ash didn’t understand.

“If the storm has let up by morning, that’s when we’ll leave. We need to get a move on,” Ash said, ignoring whatever Bruiser was staring at him about. He didn’t want to feel self-conscious. “Get some rest in. Tomorrow’s going to be a long day.

Bruiser nodded and looked around for an unoccupied spot. Ash watched him curiously until the fighting-type found an area to his liking and sat down, leaning on the cavern wall and relaxing. It seemed as though he was asleep the moment he closed his eyes.

Ash returned his focus to his own mat. He brushed as much of the dirt and muck from the road and cave as he could before laying down on it. It was a little chilly inside the cave, so he stood up and moved by Infernus. Nidorino loyally followed, curling up when Ash had gotten back into a sleeping position.

The steady crackling of Infernus’ tail flame and the pattering of the rain outside put him to sleep quickly.

XX

The next morning, the storm still hadn’t abated. Ash had decided to tough it out anyways, but the moment he stepped out of the cave he realized that it was impossible.

Overnight, the storm that was still surging through the mountains had turned the hard, packed trail into a mudslide. His shoes were almost completely engulfed the moment he stepped outside. There was no way that he would make more than a few miles in this weather.

So he sighed and went back into the cave. It looked like he would be stuck here for a while. That mud made it way too dangerous and pointless to even try to go. Coupled with the heavy rain still pelting the ground, he couldn’t see any point in soldiering through it.

Ash released his friends once he had dropped his pack to the ground. It was already soaked. He was extremely thankful for Infernus when the fire-type materialized. The cave was already acquiring a noticeable chill, but Infernus’ tail flame helped to banish it. A quick burst of flame into the cave heated it enough to be comfortable.

The others looked at him questioningly, confused as to why they were already released.

“Storm’s too bad. Can’t travel today.”

Ash frowned as he answered their wordless question. He had hoped to get out of these empty mountains and make some serious headway on his journey to Fuschia. According to the PokeNav’s map, he was only five days from Fuschia. It would probably be more than a week now, thanks to the mud and this delay.

Oh well. He couldn’t change the weather. It looked as though he would have to make the best of this miserable situation. His pokemon could still dramatically improve through training, although the cramped quarters of the cavern would inhibit the training somewhat.

He turned to his pokemon with a grin on his face. They wouldn’t be getting out of training today, even if it wouldn’t be too difficult.

This was going to be fun.

XX

The next morning, he and his friends were ready to go. None of them were drained from the workout, which merely consisted of them using their most powerful moves over and over. They were shot into the rain, so he couldn’t see how strong they were. But that wasn’t the point – what mattered was that it worked on his friends’ endurance. He wanted them to be able to use any of their moves at any time, no matter how tired they were.

He was just glad that the storm had finally broken up. It had stopped raining late last night, so he could at least try to make some progress. The mud would make it a miserable experience, but he would still be moving forward.

Ash left early in the morning. The weather was notoriously volatile in these parts, and he didn’t want to get trapped again. That cave was horribly boring – he and his friends ended up trying to sleep the moment training was over just to kill time.

The sun was bright and hot when he went outside, which made him squint. It also made everything even more miserable. Thanks to the heat, the massive amount of water deposited by the rain was starting to evaporate, causing horrible humidity. Ash had been sweating even before he left the safe confines of the cave.

In addition, the mud was still thick and deep. Ash frowned when it tried to swallow his foot, although he was able to pull it out with a yank. He dearly hoped that the rest of the path wasn’t this bad.

Before he began, he released Plume. All of his other friends would be bogged down in the mud, and he would like to have at least one of them out if he ran into trouble. Plume would be more than powerful enough to deal with any threats he might encounter.

He stared at the long, winding path ahead of him with trepidation. Although he knew it wasn’t the case, he hoped that part of it would have magically avoided the immense storms wracking the region.

Ash shook his head out of those thoughts. He had to deal with it, so he might as well not complain. A moment later he set off into the muddy area.

Fuschia awaited him.

XX

He arrived at Fuschia six days later. The storms had left almost the entire area soaked, so for the first two days his journey was hot, humid, and muddy. It was one of the most miserable times he had weathered so far. Most wild pokemon had become highly active after the storm, so he also had to be on constant vigilance.

But he had finally arrived. He was on a hill that overlooked the small, secluded city. It was far less ostentatious than Celadon and Saffron, and its private nature provided a nice contrast to the large, sprawling cities he had recently travelled to.

The buildings were pretty small. There was nothing really outstanding about the place, although he could see the confines of the massive Safari Zone from his viewpoint. It was gigantic in comparison to the small city that stewarded it.

Ash wasn’t sure he was going to visit the Safari Zone. He wanted to get all of his badges as quickly as possible so that he would have plenty of time to train his existing team and possibly find new members that wouldn’t be weak in comparison by the time of the Conference.

He had planned out his route. After defeating Koga, he would head towards Cinnabar Island. Ash decided to take the sea route instead of travelling all the way around Kanto. Fuschia had several ferries in its small harbor, so it wouldn’t be too difficult to find transportation.

During that time, he would try to stop in the Seafoam Islands. He wanted to find a water-type that could operate on land as well, although one of the rare ice-types would be great as well. Ash didn’t have anything that could hope to counter one of the powerful dragons, which he was sure to see if he made it to the advanced stages of the Conference.

After he defeated the Cinnabar gym, he had decided to go back to Sabrina. By then he would hopefully be powerful enough to defeat the psychic leader. If he wasn’t, he would train until he was.

And when he defeated Sabrina, he would head to the widely feared and widely avoided Earth gym. Its leader, Giovanni, had a reputation for being ruthless and brutal during battles. He had a worse reputation than Surge when the electric leader was fully unleashed. More pokemon were injured battling him than all of the other gyms combined.

That was also why Ash wanted to defeat the mysterious gym leader. It was the ultimate test of strength until one entered the upper echelons of the Indigo Conference or was lucky and skilled enough to face the Elite Four. To defeat the Earth Gym was the ultimate status symbol amongst most trainers, a sign that the trainer was truly powerful.

But that was a long way from now, Ash thought. For now he just needed to focus on Koga.

He looked down at Fuschia for a few more moments before setting off. It was too late to battle – it was almost dark – but he wanted to get plenty of rest before this battle.

XX

The Pokemon Center was probably the largest structure in the town aside from the gym. Unlike the small homes and modest offices and buildings, the Pokemon Center was massive. It was the size of five or six of the buildings around it and was two stories.

Since the Fuschia gym wasn’t very popular amongst trainers due to Koga’s unforgiving nature and brutal strategy – the gym leader normally poisoned a pokemon and then either put it to sleep or paralyzed it, leaving it completely helpless – Ash supposed that it was for trainers visiting the Safari Zone.

He didn’t really care about that, though. All Ash wanted was hot food, a shower to get rid of the dried mud and muck from the horrible journey, and a bed that didn’t wasn’t covered in a layer of dried, cracking mud.

Luckily, he got all of that extremely quickly. Afterwards, he let out all of his friends that were allowed to be released before collapsing into the bed. They were just as exhausted as he was, and all quickly found comfortable areas to sleep in.

Ash glanced around the room one last time, smiling as he saw the sleeping forms of his friends. The trainer felt Nidorino’s large body at the foot of his bed and patted his friend one last time before lying back down. He fell asleep almost instantly.

XX

Late the next morning, Ash found himself outside of the Fuschia Gym. It was a fifteen minute walk from the Pokemon Center, but that just gave him time to examine the simple city more carefully. He liked the small buildings and architecture. Saffron was impressive, but it was just too big for his liking.

The Pokemon Center wasn’t in the best condition, he noticed, but everything worked well. He had remembered to call his mother before leaving, updating her on his status. Ash hadn’t spent very long speaking to her, though. He was much too anxious to challenge the gym.

Ash liked the Fuschia Gym. It didn’t have the elegant beauty of Sabrina’s gym, but wasn’t as plain as Brock’s warehouse. The building possessed a simple style that reminded Ash more of a cleaned up version of the Dojo than anything else.

He stepped into the gym. The battlefield was clearly visible in the background, although a small desk was set up in front of the door. It was occupied by a young woman, appearing to be just a few years older than Ash. She looked up at Ash and smiled.

“Hey there.” She greeted casually. “I’m guessing you want to battle my father?”

Ash nodded, assuming that she meant Koga.

“Ah, the strong silent type, are you?” The girl asked with a grin. Ash stonily looked at her, not sure how he was supposed to react. Gyms were usually all business. “We don’t get too many of those. Not that we get too much of anyone, nowadays.” She drily remarked.

He cautiously nodded. She smiled again and stood up.

“Anyways, my name’s Janine.” She offered as she slid the chair back to the desk. Ash could see that she wore a martial arts uniform, although the odd purple hair in an even odder style and the cape made it seem less practical.

“Ash.” He replied to her as she turned around and motioned for him to follow.

She bobbed the back of her head in a nod. “Nice name. Anyways, my father’s the gym leader here. I’m training to use Poison-types just as well as he can. Usually my Aunt Aya is the receptionist since she doesn’t battle anymore, but she was sick today.”

Ash was a bit overwhelmed. He had gotten used to the silence of the wilderness. The only communication he had was with his pokemon, who he didn’t need to talk. He understood them just fine. Even Dazed was becoming easier to read.

“That’s nice.” He offered, privately hoping that he could just battle Koga and get out of here.

“Yeah, my father’s usually checking up on the Safari Zone right now, but you’re lucky. He got back just a few minutes ago.” She chattered, not seeming to realize that he’d spoken. “Good luck with my father. He’ll probably beat you.”

He frowned. “Thanks.”

“You’re welcome.” Janine replied, evidently not understanding the sarcasm or just ignoring it. “Anyway, he’s here –”

A shadow leapt out from nowhere and choked Janine before kicking her legs out from under her. Ash put his hand to Nidorino’s pokeball, but he stopped when the figure turned towards him. He recognized the odd man as Koga.

Koga nodded at him before returning his focus to the helpless Janine.

“You’re getting lazy.” He chided with a raspy voice as he placed a thin, booted foot onto her throat. “You must be aware of your surroundings even when distracted. I will have to put you through more rigorous training after this challenge.”

Ash blinked.

Koga took his foot off of Janine’s neck and helped her up. “You cannot be a true member of this gym until you can fight as well without pokemon as you can with them. There are only twelve members of this gym. I would like to see a thirteenth soon.”

“Of course, Father.” Janine said almost reverently. She was rubbing her neck a bit, but didn’t seem to mind the attack. “I’ve been getting lazy. I’ll train with Bruce later.”

Ash watched the odd family dynamic curiously, although he took the time to take in Koga.

The man was obviously a fighter. His tight martial arts uniform showed that he wasn’t particularly bulky, but he was built lithe and strong. Ash could see that he moved with the fluid grace of a trained fighter. His fierce eyes and angular face made it all the more noticeable.

“Good.” Koga replied to Janine. He turned to Ash. “Who are you, challenger?”

“I’m Ash Ketchum.”

Koga nodded. “I believe I’ve heard about you from Surge. Good. This will be a good fight.”

Ash nodded, a determined expression settling on his face. He would live up to what Surge had claimed. Koga would be defeated.

Janine stepped forward, her voice shifting into the professional tones of a League referee. She looked at Ash.

“Challenger, take your place on the battlefield.”

He nodded and walked over to the nearest box. Koga quickly travelled to the opposite side.

“This will be a three-on-three battle.” Janine called out as she took her own position. “The challenger will send out the first pokemon.”

Ash frowned at the disadvantage, but quickly sent out Infernus. Although he wanted to use Dazed at some point in this battle, he wanted to hold her back for a while. She would definitely be his trump card should he need it. Brute still wasn’t quite up to his standards. The Machoke was improving quickly, but still couldn’t match his other friends.

Infernus roared as he was released onto the bare battlefield. He stamped his foot and spit a long stream of flame into the air, attempting to intimidate Koga and whatever pokemon he would send out.

Koga examined Infernus curiously. He scratched his chin as he thought.

“Your magmar is impressive!” Koga shouted, his raspy voice loud and clear even from across the battlefield. “But can he defeat my own ally?”

He released a gigantic muk onto the field. Ash gagged as the putrid, rotting odor of the pokemon hit him. It reminded him far too much of when he was trapped underneath Pierce’s own monstrous muk.

Koga didn’t wait for the normal formalities. He instantly began giving orders.

“Use poison gas, then sludge!” Koga ordered coolly. Muk quickly followed the orders, producing a large quantity of purple, poisonous gas from its toxic body. It then spit thick, dark sludge towards Infernus. Ash could smell the poison from his box.

“Dodge, flamethrower.” Ash said. Infernus quickly leapt out of the sludge’s way and blasted a massive stream of flame towards Muk. The fire burned away the poison gas, leaving the area around Muk safe. It also temporarily stunned the poison-type, dealing some damage in the process.

Ash figured that it would be easy to press his advantage. “Flamethrower, close in and fire punch.”

Infernus charged towards Muk, dodging three more sludges and sending a steady blast of flame towards the putrid creature. Koga was calling out attacks, but none of them managed to land on Infernus. Soon enough, the fire-type had closed in and slammed his flame-covered fist into Muk.

He grinned when he saw Muk recoil. At least he knew that it wasn’t too overwhelmingly powerful. It wouldn’t be able to take hits with the power that Infernus possessed.

“Lava plume, follow with fire punch. Flamethrower if conscious.”

Infernus stamped his foot to the ground, ignoring the poisonous gas that Muk had begun to produce. An explosion of lava and flame burst around it, coming up from underneath the poison-type and badly burning it. A moment later the ruthless fire-type slammed his flaming fist into the injured Muk, knocking it out for good.

Ash grinned. This was just as easy as he had hoped. Koga had a reputation for being difficult to defeat, but most pokemon weren’t as powerful or as well-trained as Infernus.

Koga had a frown on his face. “I see that I will not be disappointed. You will not so easily defeat my next pokemon, however. Go, Weezing!”

He hadn’t faced many weezing before. One or two had been in the service of the more powerful Rockets he had fought, but weezing weren’t particularly popular. Their gas was incredibly dangerous, and the smell didn’t help. But he did know that they were incredibly dangerous if they released their poison and also that they were incredibly durable to physical attacks.

He recalled Infernus. While he didn’t think the fire-type would have a difficult time with Weezing, he didn’t want him getting poisoned. Nidorino would be a much safer choice.

Koga didn’t say anything about Nidorino. He just stared at him for a moment before calling out a few random words to Weezing. The smelly pokemon puffed up a bit more.

Ash frowned. He knew Koga was laying some sort of trap. It would be best to take Weezing out from a distance just to be safe.

“Ice beam, thunderbolt.”

Nidorino quickly blasted Weezing with the ice beam. All three energy beams struck their target, encasing Weezing in a thick shell of ice. Ash grinned as the poison-type fell to the ground, its gasses unable to keep it aloft when covered with ice.

His friend grunted as he released the thunderbolt. Ash had to avert his eyes, but could hear Koga’s single command. He felt a surge of real panic.

“Nidorino, get out of the way!” He screamed, hoping that Nidorino could react quickly enough.

An instant later a massive surge of energy blasted out from Weezing. Ash felt a momentary, bright flash of heat and light. He had to cover his eyes and turn his face away, but looked back at the battlefield as soon as he could.

Ash sighed. Nidorino hadn’t been able to avoid the explosion. His friend was laying unconscious not too far from him, his stomach exposed and his eyes shut.

He had been afraid of the possibility of Koga using self-destruct, Ash thought as he returned his friend. It was a common tactic for those that used koffing and weezing. The poisonous gasses inside of the pokemon were extremely volatile, and could be exploded at will. It didn’t cause any permanent harm to the koffing or weezing either, so it was barely sacrificial.

Still, had hadn’t expected Koga to use it. The gym leader generally focused more on inflicting conditions that would slowly weaken his foes or simply overpowered them with whatever pokemon he used. Ash hadn’t been expecting him to use the sacrifice tactics that most trainers found annoying at best and cowardly at worst.

“Your Nidorino was too powerful for Weezing.” Koga said calmly. Ash started and looked at the gym leader. He hadn’t been expecting any sort of justification – normally it was only idiots that explained their strategy. “I chose to do at least some damage.”

Ash frowned, but nodded. He just wanted to get on with the battle.

He didn’t waste any time in choosing his next pokemon. Dazed was quickly sent out. Koga had managed to equalize this battle and Ash didn’t want to give the gym leader any chance of victory.

Koga’s stern expression twisted into a frown when he saw the drowzee. Ash grinned at the expression. He had Koga afraid.

Then the gym leader smiled. “Thank you, Challenger. You have given me an opportunity to try out my newest pokemon. It’s quite exotic, and I doubt that you have seen it before. Go, Seviper!”

Now it was Ash who was frowning. He had heard the name before and knew it was going to be something like arbok, but he wasn’t sure of the extent of its abilities. Ash didn’t even know what it looked like.

It had to be a poison-type, however. That gave him confidence. Koga’s newest twist didn’t matter. Dazed still had the advantage.

Then Koga sent out the pokemon.

The first things he noticed were the fangs. They were at least six inches long and were a bright crimson, matching the serpent’s eyes. Seviper’s long body was tightly coiled, although he could easily see the power hidden in the scaled muscles. Its tail ended in a massive blade, with the black scales slowly shifting into a crimson.

All in all, it looked extremely dangerous. Ash certainly wouldn’t give it a chance to get close to Dazed.

“Sludge bomb!” Koga ordered. Seviper was fast. It managed to spit the poisonous substance at Dazed before Ash could blink. “Then attack with Poison Fang and Poison Tail.”

“Block that sludge.” Ash ordered, knowing that the toxins would probably take Dazed out of the battle. At the very least they would make her easy prey for Seviper. “Then psychic.”

Dazed created a thin, telekinetic barrier that blocked the sludge bomb. The poison slid around it, falling to the ground with an audible hiss. Ash smiled, glad that he had avoided the immediate danger.

Despite its quick reaction time, Seviper wasn’t particularly fast. It was taking longer than he’d expected to wind towards Dazed, although the glowing, poison-dripping blade and fangs promised danger and pain when it finally arrived.

That wouldn’t happen. It made itself easy prey for Dazed’s psychic. Seviper was hurled to the other end of the battlefield by the wave of psychic force, causing immense damage to it when it landed. Ash could see that Seviper couldn’t take much more.

Koga didn’t seem particularly worried. “Use Sludge Gas!”

Seviper quickly followed the order. First it spit a massive amount of poisonous, purple sludge into the air – Ash was amazed it could even store that much in its body, although pokemon and their abilities were always a mystery. It was heading towards Dazed, but Ash figured that there wasn’t enough to break Dazed’s barrier.

Then Seviper opened its maw and released a large stream of hot flame, hitting the sludge with perfect accuracy. The sludge quickly shifted into a gas form, surrounding Dazed and forcing her to breathe it in. No barrier would protect her from it.

Ash began to panic – he hadn’t expected anything like that. Dazed didn’t seem to take too much immediate damage from it, but he knew that it would probably slow her down and begin to drain her soon.

“Get out of there!” He shouted. His order snapped Dazed out of her trance and she quickly heeded his command. Dazed used some of her power to blast the toxic gas away, although it was an imperfect process. There was still plenty spreading throughout the battlefield.

Koga ordered Seviper to go after Dazed. Ash felt a sinking feeling in his stomach at the thought of Dazed being anywhere near the long, sharp fangs and gigantic blade. He was almost ready to forfeit the match. Dazed just couldn’t handle that kind of physical damage.

“Use psychic on it when you can. Block anything it attacks you with!” Ash ordered, too worried about the stumbling, weakened Dazed to shorten his orders. She slowly nodded and turned her squat form to face the serpent. It was halfway across the battlefield.

“Flamethrower.” Koga commanded. Seviper’s stream of flame quickly raced across the field towards Dazed, although she managed to raise a telekinetic shield to block it. The heat still did a bit of damage, but it was far better than the alternative.

She sent a psybeam in response, proving to Ash that she was weakening. Dazed was always good about following orders. The psybeam meant that she was too tired to use a psychic.

Seviper took the beam. It knocked the serpent back a bit and stunned it, but Seviper quickly continued winding towards Dazed. The serpent dodged a second psybeam and sent another flamethrower in response.

Dazed’s fragile barrier shattered beneath the onslaught, allowing the full force of the flamethrower to hit her. Ash had to turn his face from the intense blast of heat. The sinking feeling in his stomach only got worse.

When he turned back, Seviper was just about to lunge at Dazed. Dazed looked ready to collapse, but pulled herself up from the position the flamethrower had forced her into. Ash quickly called out for her to use a psybeam. He didn’t think that she had the focus required for a zen headbutt.

Her psybeam lacked any of the usual intensity. It barely affected Seviper, only serving to annoy it as it swiped its blade – which was glowing a bright purple and leaked massive quantities of poison – at Dazed. The blade easily injected the poison into her, and Ash got ready to forfeit. He wouldn’t put any of his pokemon through this.

Then Dazed unleashed a massive wave of psychic power, hurling Seviper back. Ash blinked and stared at Dazed as she stood upright and began glowing, the power now suffusing her banishing the effects of the toxins.

A wide grin slowly split his face as he realized what was going on. This battle wasn’t over – Dazed was evolving!

He felt a brief surge of thanks towards whatever gave him such a great piece of luck, but soon began to simply observe Dazed’s transformation. Dazed was glowing so brightly that he had to shade his eyes – and even then it still caused a decent bit of pain and an overwhelmingly strong urge to snap them shut – but he forced the pain back and got the best look he could.

From what he could make out, her form was rapidly shifting and growing, although sometimes reverting back to the form of a drowzee. Gradually, however, she stayed in the taller, leaner form of a hypno longer and longer before reverting back.

After nearly a minute of this, the white energy suddenly intensified beyond belief. Ash remembered the great surge of light that had nearly blinded him when Nidoran evolved and turned his head. Even with the warning, the white light that burned with the power of a sun could be clearly seen through his eyelids.

Then it disappeared. Ash rubbed his eyes for a moment before opening. He still saw stars, but now he could see somewhat decently. The first thing he did was look towards his friend.

Dazed was far taller and more human-like than she had been as a drowzee. Her previously rotund form was now tall and lean. She now had fully yellow skin, the murky brown of her drowzee form having completely vanished. Two cat-like ears had sprouted from her head, and her eyes were just as sleepy as before. A large nose had appeared in place of her trunk, although it was roughly the same size as the trunk had been. Dazed had also grown a long, white mane of fur. It seemed longer than the other members of her species, but Ash remembered that the pokedex had said females had longer manes.

He noticed that she didn’t have the pendulum that all hypno possessed. Perhaps she would have to fashion it herself somehow. Ash didn’t pay much attention to it, however. Even though she would be weaker without the pendulum, Dazed’s psychic powers would still be amplified.

Koga still seemed a little bit shocked, so Ash decided to take advantage of it. Seviper was angrily hissing at Dazed, but seemed too well-trained to make a move without its trainer’s command.

“Psychic!” He called out. Dazed’s new ears twitched and she stared at Seviper. Ash could see a bright blue light emanating from her face – presumably from her eyes – and that Seviper was now surrounded by an icy blue aura.

Koga quickly recovered and tried to call out orders, but Seviper was helpless to do anything but futilely struggle against the psychic power controlling it. Dazed then released a massive blast of telekinetic force, sending Seviper flying across the battlefield and into the invisible barrier surrounding it.

Ash blinked, in awe of how powerful the attack was. He knew that drowzee and hypno’s power was mainly held in defense against psychic and elemental attacks, but the offensive power displayed by Dazed was impressive. It was probably just related to the overall boost in power she received from evolution.

Seviper couldn’t handle the powerful psychic assault. It weakly tried to struggle back up and return to the fight, but Koga recalled it.

Koga looked at Ash. “You did well. It is clear that your drowzee cared a great deal for you in order to evolve. You have proven worthy of the Soul Badge.”

“Thanks.” Ash replied. He walked out of the box before jogging over to Dazed. She was only an inch or two taller than him, but it was odd. As a drowzee, he had towered over her.

“You did great!” He said with a grin. Dazed had no mouth now, but he could see in her eyes that she was smiling. His tone shifted to one of concern. “Are you alright? You took a real beating out there. Is the poison gone?”

Dazed slowly nodded. Her eyes no longer seemed exhausted as they had as a drowzee, Ash noticed. Instead they merely seemed sleepy.

He smiled again and patted her on the shoulder. Dazed stiffened at the contact, but quickly relaxed. Ash turned to Koga, who had left his own box and was patiently waiting for him.

Ash walked over. Dazed stayed in her position, blankly staring into empty space.

Koga had a badge case out and was in the process of removing one when Ash walked up. He patiently waited for Koga to give him the badge.

“I can see that Surge was not exaggerating.” Koga said as he handed Ash the badge. Ash examined the badge for a moment. It was in the smooth form of a fuschia heart. “There’s still many months left before the Conference. Should you continue advancing at this rate, I believe that you will do very well.”

Ash nodded. “Thank you.”

Koga nodded. “I expect you to return here in several months.” The gym leader suddenly smiled widely, exposing his teeth. “I want a rematch, and I will use my true team against you.”

That made Ash grin. “I’m looking forward to it. I’ll return when I’m ready.” He promised. Koga nodded.

“Very well, then. But for now, I must leave. Janine requires training, and there is much to do. I bid you farewell.”

Ash said his own goodbye before leaving the gym. He returned Dazed – who was still staring into space with glazed eyes – and hurried to the Pokemon Center. Even though Dazes seemed perfectly fine, he wanted to get her checked on. It was best to get it over with – that poison might cause minor complications in the future.

He reached the Pokemon Center soon enough. Unfortunately, there was no one at the front desk at the moment. Ash frowned and picked out a seat. It might be a while.
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Ash didn’t have to wait too long. After about ten minutes, a tired, worn-down Nurse Joy emerged from the back. She was clearly exhausted, but managed to keep a surprisingly sincere smile on her face as he stepped forward.

“Hello! How may I help you?” She asked. Ash coughed before answering. He had been congested for the past few days, probably a result of the horrible weather and the many different areas he had passed through. It wasn’t a problem though. Not yet, anyway.

“Some of my pokemon were hurt at the gym. Also, my drowzee just evolved, but she had just taken a pretty bad beating and breathed in poison before she did.” He replied. “I just want to make sure she isn’t going to have any problems.”

Nurse Joy clucked her tongue disapprovingly when he mentioned the gym. “I’ve told Koga a million times to stop using poison so much. He’s giving me more work than I can handle.” She growled to herself. The nurse’s tired face shifted from the annoyed look quickly, however. “You made a good choice. That poison might be in your drowzee’s system. Just leave your pokemon with me. They’ll be cleared as soon as I can work with them.”

Ash nodded his thanks and handed over the necessary pokeballs. He would probably get Nidorino and Infernus back in just a few hours. Nidorino might need a potion or two, but he was tough. Once he was conscious he would be ready for battle in a day or so. Infernus hadn’t even been hit, although he might have been mildly poisoned by the contact with Muk.

He went back to his room. It was a little bit dirty and had an odd, musty odor pervading the air, but Ash didn’t really care. Compared to the conditions he had been sleeping in for the last few weeks, however, it was wonderful.

Since it would be a while before he could get his pokemon back, he would only be paying his room a brief visit. He needed to collect his pack, which held all of his money. While his friends were being healed, Ash was going to go down to the harbor and see if there were any ferries that he could take to the Seafoam Islands. He wanted to get out of this city, so he might as well get all the arrangements out of the way.
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Before he left for the harbor, Ash went to the Pokemon Center’s small library and computer room. He sat down at one of the PCs and quickly placed a large portion of his money into a slot on the side of the PC. It quickly transferred the money to his trainer identity, which meant that he could use it anywhere and didn’t have to worry about it being stolen.

Once he had put most of the money onto his account, Ash logged off and went to the main desk. Nurse Joy was gone, but one of her assistants had taken her place. She was only a few years older than him and was just as exhausted as Joy was – the girl was currently face planted into the desk and snoring softly.

Ash lightly tapped her shoulder. When the girl resolutely stayed asleep, he sighed and shook her shoulder. That woke her – the girl instantly snapped up and looked around with wild eyes.

“I’m awake! I’m awake! I wasn’t sleeping!” She said frantically, eyes quickly glancing around before settling on Ash. When she saw him, she visibly relaxed. “Oh, sorry. I thought you were Nurse Joy. Anyways, how can I help you?”

“I’m going to be heading to the Seafoam Islands soon.” He explained. “Do you know where I could find a ferry?”

The girl looked thoughtful for a moment. “There’s a ferry leaving for Cinnabar in a few days. You could probably buy a ticket. It would be expensive, though.” She warned. “It’s a long trip, and there have been a few gyarados in the area as of late.”

“Thanks for the tip, but money’s not an issue.” He said with a shrug. “Could you tell me where to get a ticket?”

“Give me a minute.” The attendant said. Ash nodded and patiently waited as she scrounged through a few flyers and pamphlets sitting on the table. Soon enough, she found what she was looking for and handed it to Ash. “Captain Stewart. This will give you the information to find him. Do you need anything else?”

Ash shook his head. “No, but thank you.”

“We hope to see you again.” The attendant replied as he left. Ash was too focused on reading the flyer to acknowledge her. He only looked up to exit the Pokemon Center.

It took a few seconds to decipher the writing on the crumpled piece of paper, but it gave him everything he needed to know. Ash quickly folded it up and put it into his jacket’s pocket, just in case he needed it in the future.

Now that he knew where he needed to go, he headed off. Ash wasn’t in a hurry. He had plenty of time.
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Half an hour later, Ash found himself at the harbor. He felt uncomfortable around the ocean, no matter how calm and peaceful it looked. The memories of churning, icy water and the drowning ship were always at the forefront of his mind. Ash did his best to ignore it, but he only had limited success.

It didn’t take long for him to find a sailor that could point him to the ferry he was hoping to catch – the Roaring Wailmer. An odd name, he thought, but who was he to judge. He named one of his pokemon Dazed.

Ash felt somewhat awkward as he waited on the dock by the gently rocking ship. He tried to stay in the very center of the wooden pier, but that was just attracting more odd looks. Eventually one of the sailors on the Wailmer casually leapt off and walked up to him.

“Ya need something, kid?” The large man asked in a scratchy voice. It sounded like he had been swallowing extremely coarse sand. He had on a long overcoat and had a pipe in his mouth. All in all, he appeared to be the stereotypical grizzled sailor.

Ash nodded and straightened up his posture.

“I need to buy a ticket for this ship to get me to the Seafoam Islands. Can you tell me who to talk to?”

The sailor laughed. “That would be me, actually. Captain Stewart of the Roaring Wailmer at your service. Anyways, tickets are two thousand each.”

Ash winced at the steep price but nodded and began to count out the money. The only other vessel going to the Seafoam Islands and then to Cinnabar was a bit more than sketchy, and appeared to be barely seaworthy. Each of the three sailors he had spoken to since arriving had warned him away from it as well.

“Hold on, kid.” The Captain said, placing one of his calloused hands up in the air. “I’m just messin’ with ya. It’s only a thousand. And before you shell out that kind of money, you should know the dangers. The route to the Seafoam Islands is tricky, and I don’t want you getting into a situation you can’t get out of.”

“Is it the gyarados?” Ash asked. “A few people have already told me about them.”

Captain Stewart shook his head. “The sea serpents? They aren’t a big deal. I’ve got one of my own, and a few other surprises for the nasties. No, I’m just talking about the sea. Its prone to storms and freak weather this time of year. Lots of corsola colonies set up as well. I won’t have much trouble, but I figured a kid like you should know of the dangers.”

“I’m fine with it.” Ash replied. He held out the money.

The Captain grinned, his scraggly beard waving in the salty wind as he did so. He pulled a slightly soggy ticket out from his pocket and handed it to Ash, taking the money in return. “Glad to see some of you kids still have balls. Get here in two days at about eight in the morning. Everything will be ready by then.”

“Thanks.” Ash replied. He looked at the small ticket for a moment before placing it into his jacket pocket. It would be safe there – he always had his jacket on, and this way he wouldn’t forget it.

Now that his business was done, he marked the location of the Wailmer on his PokeNav’s map function. After that, he began the journey back to the Pokemon Center. Hopefully he could at least get Infernus back.
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Nidorino had more severe injuries than he had expected, but his friend would be ready to battle in just two days. He was tough.

Infernus had been mildly poisoned, but his own high body temperature had been more enough to destroy the tiny dose he had been given. Nurse Joy gave him an antidote just to be sure that all traces would be removed. Ash planned on taking him out to battle some of the trainers that hung around the area. The magmar needed to get rid of some of his aggression.

Dazed was covered in all sorts of medical scanners. Small pads were placed on her chest, apparently to check on her respiratory functions. Ash couldn’t pretend to know what all of them were for, even if he had picked up a healthy amount of pokemon medical knowledge over the past few months. Steven had been adamant in making sure he knew the basics.

Ash was glad that all of his friends would be alright, but he had been hoping to test Dazed out on some of the unsuspecting trainers in the area. She had potent abilities as a hypno. He wanted to see just how powerful they were.

Since Nidorino and Dazed couldn’t leave the Pokemon Center, however, Ash opted to stay with them. He could battle all he wanted tomorrow. Right now he would be with his friends.

He shrugged and looked around his small room. Nidorino was too exhausted to stay awake and, despite his best efforts to stay awake by Ash’s side, had fallen asleep next to Ash’s feet. Dazed was staring at the sleeping poison-type. Ash didn’t know if she was merely watching Nidorino’s dream or taking a bit of sustenance from it.

Torrent was restlessly swimming around in the large aquarium, head butting the nigh invulnerable glass every now and then. When it failed to even crack, he would angrily glare at the transparent material before returning to his swim. Ash knew that there was a large lake to the northeast of Fuschia, and he would definitely be taking Torrent to it tomorrow. His friend hadn’t had many chances to battle or even swim over the past few months.

Plume was haphazardly perched on the back of his chair. She had finally realized that she was too heavy to perch on Ash’s shoulder anymore – it had only taken four or five times of her massive bulk knocking him over to impress that fact into her head – but still tried to perch as near to him as possible. Ash just made sure to lean his weight forward in the chair a bit to balance it. He liked being close to Plume.

Infernus and Bruiser were too large and wild to have in the room. Bruiser was still just a bit too wild, although he was far calmer and more peaceful than Infernus. He also didn’t have full control over his massive strength, although the restraining belt Bruiser wore helped. That led Ash to believe that he had only recently evolved from machop.

As for Infernus…he would probably get bored and burn the entire Center to the ground. Infernus was still far more aggressive than even Nidorino, and only Torrent’s lust for battle matched his own. Combined with the fact that Infernus enjoyed exercising the great power at his control, and it added up to mean that he was best kept in a pokeball in a city.

Ash smiled as he thought of his friends, but it morphed into a thoughtful frown. He wasn’t sure what he could do today. There weren’t any books, and Ash wanted to stay with Nidorino and Dazed in the room.

Then he remembered the pokedex. He hadn’t been looking at the wonderful little device as much lately, although he still checked up on entries that he wanted to investigate. Ash had probably read every entry in the pokedex he could at least once, but he figured that he might as well read it again.

He never knew what he might encounter in his journey, after all, and he would like to be ready.

On that note, Ash withdrew the pokedex from his jacket pocket and flipped it open. He decided to start at the first entry he could access: bulbasaur. It would be a long road from there.
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The next day he took his friends out to battle. Nidorino was healed enough to walk around with him, and Dazed had been cleared completely.

His first stop was the groups of trainers that hung around the roads into the city. They generally preyed upon newbie trainers or anyone that looked like they could beat. Ash tested Dazed out on them. She performed perfectly – her psychic powers were greatly amplified and easily eliminated most foes they fought. Some did quite a bit of damage to her, however, and she was knocked out once.

Ash gladly paid the prize money to the trainer that succeeded in defeating Dazed. The trainer had a powerful gengar and more than deserved the win. Besides, he still made quite a bit and learned just how far he could push his friend.

After that he moved onto another road, where he let Infernus battle. Although Infernus quickly overpowered most opponents, he had a few battles that posed a great challenge to him. An espeon and feraligatr were the most powerful foes, and Ash actually had to reassert his authority over Infernus when the enraged magmar began to try to take things a bit too far with the foes. That disappointed Ash a bit, but he realized that it would take a lot longer to fully fix some of Infernus’ worst habits.

Torrent enjoyed the battles at the large lake. He proved that, despite being unable to battle very much over the past month, he was still more than able to keep up with the rest of the team. Ash couldn’t wait until Torrent evolved into a kingdra and was able to take part in battles on land.

All of his other pokemon got in several battles as well. Bruiser performed admirably, although he still had difficulty in fights where he couldn’t simply overpower the foe. Ash would have to remember to focus on training Bruiser’s technique more.

Plume continued to show off her speed. While she didn’t have access to many powerful moves, the sheer force and speed that she put behind them more than made up for it. All Ash would have to work on was mastering some of the most advanced moves that pidgeot could learn, although Plume would have to become far more experienced and powerful before that could occur.

By the end of the day, all of them were tired and ready to return to the Pokemon Center. They were all pleased with the day’s outcome, however. It would be the last bit of battling they could get in for a few days.

Ash quickly fell asleep, although he remembered to call his mother and set several alarms before he collapsed into bed. The last thing he felt was Nidorino jumping to the foot of the bed before he fell into unconsciousness.
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He dragged himself to the dock early the next morning. Ash gave a groggy goodbye to Nurse Joy before leaving. She’d helped him out a lot during his stay.

It was horribly cold. Fuschia was in one of the colder regions of Kanto to begin with, but it was still summer. Maybe a cold front was coming in, although it might just be the early morning chill. Whatever it was, it made Ash wish that he had a much thicker jacket.

Ash had been sleeping in the past few days, so the trip to the dock was brutal. He wanted nothing more than to go back to the warm bed he had just left at the Pokemon Center and find another way to the Seafoam Islands.

Still, he managed to get himself there. He arrived nearly half an hour early, and had woken up an entire hour before that. Captain Stewart was waiting outside the ship, which was clearly ready for travel. The small crew was lazing about the ship, apparently having completed their work.

The Captain looked completely at home in the freezing weather. He removed his long pipe from his mouth when Ash walked up. There were only four other people waiting with him, all looking as miserable as Ash.

“Ahoy there!” He said cheerfully, blowing a long stream of smoke out of his mouth. Ash blinked. “I’m glad to see you, kid. You’ll definitely be getting your money’s worth – we’re going to be sailing straight past a storm. Nothing dangerous, but it’ll be fun.”

Ash tiredly nodded and grunted. Stewart just laughed and turned to one of the other sailors. He was too tired to listen to their talk, and stared with trepidation at the cold, churning ocean. The Captain only interrupted him from his thoughts once in order to tell him the safety plans. At least that meant that Ash wouldn’t have to focus when the Captain gave explained them to the rest of the passengers.

He dearly wanted to find any excuse to get away from the sea. Ash was sure he would try to stay inside and away from actually having to see the sweeping waves, but that didn’t make much of a difference. The best solution would just be to sleep through the entire trip or not know that he was in a boat to begin with.

Thirty other people showed up before they boarded. The sailor that checked everyone’s tickets just waved Ash through, telling him to pick whatever cabin he wanted. Apparently seeing him converse with the Captain was enough proof that he had a ticket.

Ash felt his heart pounding as he walked onto the smooth wooden deck of the ferry and almost fell over as the boat rocked. He found his sea legs soon enough, however, and managed to make his way to the first cabin he saw without falling over.

He quickly locked the door when he went in and set his pack down. Ash released Nidorino and Dazed before collapsing onto the thin, uncomfortable bed. The trainer barely noticed the springs lightly jabbing into his back before falling into unconsciousness. All he felt before blacking out was Nidorino settling at the very foot of the bed.

The Seafoam Islands awaited him.






7. Chapter 7: The Caverns


A/N: I altered my style a bit this chapter, so tell me if you like the change or not. This chapter came out pretty good, at least in my eyes, so I hope all of you like it as well. Remember to review, and Happy Valentine’s Day!

Ash casually leaned over the side of the ship, staring at the deep blue waves. They’d been travelling for two long days and he had gradually gotten more comfortable on the ship. A small storm had rocked the boat for most of the first day, but after that the ocean had been mostly peaceful.

While being on the boat didn’t make his fists clench or his teeth grit anymore, he still couldn’t wait to get off of it. Aside from being quite dull, he just wasn’t comfortable around the ocean. Too many bad memories.

He sighed and pulled himself up, barely noticing how cold the steel bar was. The boredom was the worst part of this trip. Most of the passengers kept to themselves, and he could only talk to the small crew so many times before they had to go off and work.

Captain Stewart talked to him more than any of the others, and Ash found that he quite liked the old sailor. The Captain had apparently been quite the powerful trainer at one point, although he never challenged any of the Leagues. He still had a gyarados and a few other pokemon that he wouldn’t say anything about to prove it.

Still, the Captain had been busy for the last few hours. Ash looked down at Nidorino, who was anxiously pacing around him. His friend still hated the ocean with a fierce passion and rarely accompanied Ash to the deck. But he was acting more stressed and nervous than usual right now.

“It’s alright.” He said soothingly, crouching down to his friend’s level. Nidorino just looked up at him with wild eyes before beginning to pace again. “We’re safe.”

Nidorino grunted softly and shook his purple head. Ash sighed and patted his friend again. “Do you want to go back into your pokeball? I’ll be heading inside soon anyway.”

Ash was somewhat surprised when Nidorino shook his head again, but didn’t question his friend’s decision. He shrugged it off and returned to his former position. Watching the ocean was calming, even if it left his heart pounding and his face pale if the waves grew too strong.

He watched the ocean. The sun was hidden behind a thick layer of clouds, so everything appeared gray and dull. It matched the temperature perfectly.

Then he noticed something. Something far away was moving, but he could barely see it. Still, from the distance he could see it from it had to be quite large. Ash felt a sinking sensation in stomach as it slowly drew nearer, but didn’t do anything yet. He didn’t want to cause any alarm if he couldn’t actually tell what it was.

Ash thought about releasing Plume to go and check it out, but eventually thought better of it. There were too many things that might try to attack her. Plume would be more than capable of defending herself, but he didn’t have access to anything that could help her if she got injured.

So he waited for another two minutes, eyes locked on the approaching creature. It finally grew near enough that he could make out massive, looping coils and a large, open mouth. That’s when Ash’s blood froze.

“Gyarados!” He shouted. Everyone had to be warned. Ash knew that none of his pokemon had the firepower to stop a gyarados. Nidorino had thunderbolt, but that alone wouldn’t stop one of the great sea serpents.

Panic ensued the moment he spoke the dreaded word. Two burly sailors quickly ran over to him, dropping their previous tasks the moment they heard him.

“Where?” One grunted, his hand on a pokeball. He remembered that the sailor’s name was Briant. Ash pointed at the looping coils of muscle and scale that were quickly drawing closer. Both sailors grew pale. “Damn it! Astley, go get the Captain. We don’t have the power for this.”

The shorter of the two nodded and ran off. Ash glanced down at Nidorino before turning to the sailor. Nidorino was shaking a bit, but his eyes were hard and ready for battle.

“What do we do?” He asked. The huge man looked down at Ash with worried eyes.

“You have any electric-types?” He asked. Ash noticed that his hands were shaking a bit as the man gripped onto the iron bars.

Ash shook his head. “Nidorino knows thunderbolt, though.”

Briant gave a tight nod. “Good. Get ready to use it. The Captain can drive it off, but he might need a distraction. Go to the middle of the deck. It’s not safe to be on the edge.”

He nodded and followed Briant’s instructions. Ash noticed that his entire body was shaking a bit in both fear and anticipation of the coming battle. While he doubted that he would contribute very much to this fight – Captain Stewart’s gyarados and whatever other pokemon the older man had would be the main players – this would be the first time that he fought a gyarados.

Soon enough, Captain Stewart ran out of the cabins and onto the deck. He was surprisingly swift for his age, and had a hard look that was unfamiliar to Ash. Stewart had two pokeballs in his hands and quickly spotted the gyarados that was making its way towards them. It would reach the boat very soon.

“Everybody that isn’t a trainer get inside!” The old man roared, his voice easily overriding the strong winds that had suddenly begun to form. He looked over at Ash. “You! Do you have any electric-types?”

Ash shook his head. “Nidorino knows thunderbolt.”

“Good!” Stewart shouted, a wide grin suddenly forming on his aged face. “Use it the second it gets close enough. I’m gonna lay a surprise for this beastie!”

“You heard him, buddy.” Ash muttered to Nidorino. Nidorino resolutely nodded and tensed, more than ready for the fight to come. The trainer just watched the gyarados get closer and closer. Soon it was near enough that he could discern its features.

A few seconds later, it was in range. Nidorino tensed and briefly became surrounded by a massive aura of arcing electricity. It then focused onto his horn before blasting through the air towards the ominously advancing gyarados, who had just begun to rear its massive head back in preparation for the attack.

The massive bolt of electricity struck the gyarados in the massive plates that armored its underside. Gyarados roared in pain as electricity coursed through its body, but its sheer power managed to resist the bulk of the attack. It then ducked underneath the water in order to avoid any more such attacks.

Ash fought down the burst of adrenaline that flooded his veins and grinned over at Nidorino. “Good job! You know what to do when you see it again.”

Nidorino grunted in response and squared himself in an attempt to keep more stability. Ash glanced over at the Captain, who had just thrown two pokeballs high into the air.

They opened, releasing two long, serpent like pokemon into the water. The larger of the two was clearly the gyarados that the Captain had told Ash about. It was an ancient, monstrous specimen of the breed. Its scales were heavy and plated, but scarred from innumerable battles. The fins surrounding its gaping mouth were torn, but that didn’t detract from the twenty five foot long beast’s terrifying appearance.

As for the other, it was much like the gyarados in size, but it was far less bulky and was slim. It was still larger than most pokemon Ash had seen, but it had an incredible beauty to it that Ash hadn’t seen in any other pokemon. Its tiny, almost unnoticeable scales changed color as it moved. Ash didn’t know what it was, but the elegant creature seemed far too perfect to ever use in battle.

“Gira! Find that damn gyarados and use giga impact! Tora, calm that thing down!”

Ash watched in awe as the two massive serpents began to follow their orders. The gyarados dived down into the water, its size and bulk splashing salty sea water onto the deck as it did so. The other pokemon began to glow a vivid pink, slowly sending pulses of pink energy into the water and the air.

He stared at the mysterious pokemon for a few more seconds before walking over to Captain Stewart, who looked oddly calm for the situation. Ash stumbled when the boat began to rock – he didn’t know what the two gyarados were doing, but it was causing the sea around them to explode upwards. The remnants of a hyper beam blasted out of the sea, carrying a good amount of water with it before the bright orange beam dissipated.

“What do you think of the battle, kid?” Stewart asked with a grin. The Captain was casually leaning on the side of the cabins, his former seriousness gone and replaced with childlike glee. “Wish it were above water. Battles between gyarados are incredible.”

“It’s impressive.” Ash said with a small smile. A sudden cyclone erupted out of the water, slamming into the side of the ship. It barely knocked the ferry to the side, but it did completely drench Ash. He sighed before continuing. “What’s your other pokemon? I’ve never seen it before.”

Stewart laughed and took his pipe out of his mouth, blowing a great deal of smoke into the air. “That, boy, is a milotic. One of the rarest pokemon in the world as well as one of the most powerful. I think of milotic as a sort of counterpart to gyarados. I’m lucky enough to have the pair - I looked for its pre-evolution for sixteen years before finding it. She was worth every second of it.”

Ash nodded, but flinched when the two gyarados suddenly exploded out of the water only twenty feet away. He shielded his eyes from the sea water, but Stewart just calmly watched and smoked his pipe. The trainer quickly returned to watching the battle.

The Captain never gave Gira any orders. Gira seemed experienced enough to battle incredibly well on its own. Ash noticed that it was slightly slower than the other gyarados, but the other’s attacks barely seemed to scratch the thick armor of scales Gira possessed. Gira’s own attacks seemed more refined – it bit right in the small chinks between the gyarados’ armor.

“This shouldn’t take too long.” Stewart said, breaking the silence. “That gyarados is just a baby. Probably just evolved – its scales are thin and its pretty tiny. Gira is just playing with it.”

While he wasn’t sure he could call anything that enormous tiny, Ash accepted the old sailor’s words. Stewart seemed to be a Master when it came to water-types, or at least have the knowledge of one.

Ash watched the battle for a few more minutes, in awe at the sheer endurance and power of the gyarados. They had both done damage to each other that would instantly knock out and badly injure any other pokemon, but neither seemed willing to stop.

It wasn’t until the other gyarados used hyper beam, blasting the thick stream of bright orange energy straight into Gira’s armored hide and blasting Gira into the sea, that Stewart gave any orders.

“Gira, use thunder. Tora, get up here.”

The milotic elegantly floated out of the water somehow. Ash wondered if it was part dragon or psychic. It landed heavily on the deck besides them and nearly took up the entire length of the ship, although Tora took up less room when she coiled up.

Tora gave out a low, keening cry as she placed her scaled head near Stewart. The old sailor grinned and patted her gently before turning his focus to the battle. Gira had just pulled itself out of the water and was arcing with electricity.

“Won’t that hurt Gira as well?” Ash asked.

Stewart shook his head. “Gira’s a tough old bastard. He has some resistance to electricity now. It’ll hurt, but it won’t knock him out.”

Ash was satisfied with the explanation and watched carefully as Gira released an incredible amount of electricity into the water, sending the amplified attack straight into the other gyarados. The gyarados roared and thrashed wildly for a few seconds before falling unconscious. It slowly sank into the water. Gira roared his victory before slowly swimming back to the ferry.

“Good job, Gira.” Stewart said lazily. Gira roared in response. Ash unintentionally backed away when he saw the gaping maw and the fangs that were longer than his arm. “I’ll be sure to get you something special once we hit land.”

Gira seemed satisfied and patiently waited to be recalled. When Stewart did, he turned to Ash. “Kid, you should get your Nidorino and head to your cabin. Clean up is going to take a while.”

Ash nodded and did as the Captain said. Nidorino followed right behind him as he walked back to his room, hoping that it hadn’t gotten any water in it from the battle. The deck was completely flooded, but the rest of the ship had seemed pretty secure.

It turned out that he was lucky. While there was a bit of water that had drained into the halls, his cabin was completely dry. Ash sat down on his bed and pulled out the pokedex. There wasn’t much to do, and he wanted to look over the pokemon that frequented the Seafoam Islands.
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The rest of the journey was thankfully uneventful. It took another two days for them to arrive at the small group of islands, but it wasn’t quite as boring. The gyarados attack had been the talk of the ship, and Stewart had let him see Tora and Gira again afterwards, along with his third pokemon, which was a wailord that was larger than the ferry. Ash was amazed at how strong all of them were. They were old, but hadn’t lost any of their strength.

He had learned quite a bit about water-types as well. Stewart had taught him a few things about seadra that the pokedex hadn’t mentioned – apparently they could learn to levitate in the air after extensive training, although Stewart didn’t recommend that Ash try it unless he had a few months of down time – and told Ash that he might find one of the rare Dragon Scales in the Seafoam Caverns or at one of the small markets at the Islands.

While he didn’t plan on evolving Torrent yet – he wanted Torrent to grow more powerful and get some additional experience before he evolved – Ash wouldn’t mind having the Dragon Scale. They were incredibly rare and were only found in dragonite or the other fully evolved dragon lairs, and he would jump at the chance to obtain one.

Ash felt quite a bit of relief when he saw the four islands from the boat. He didn’t have quite as much trouble with the ocean anymore, but it still made him anxious and he wanted to get back onto land the second he could. His pack was ready and he was practically jumping as the ship neared the small harbor.

As they drew mere minutes away from disembarking, Ash fought his way to the front of the line and listened to Captain Stewart as he spoke to them. The Captain was precariously perched atop a crate and seemed perfectly comfortable shouting instructions at them.

“Now that we’re nearly at our destination, I have to tell you a few things!” He shouted over the wind. “We’re staying here for four days. We’re leaving at eight in the morning on the fifth day, so don’t sleep in. You can either come back to the ship to sleep or find somewhere on the island. If any of you trainers are interested in heading into the Seafoam Caverns, wait and talk to me after the rest leave.”

Ash groaned when he heard he would have to stay aboard. He slipped through the crowd to the empty area near the Captain, who nodded at him in greeting. Stewart leapt down from his perch, not showing any discomfort from the shock of the fall.

“I’ll go ahead and tell you what to do.” He said, taking his pipe out of his mouth. “Anyways, the entrance is pretty easy to find. But buy a thick jacket and plenty of things to keep you warm.” Stewart warned. “The Caverns are the coldest place in Kanto, and it’s the Ice Time at the moment.”

“The what?”

“The Ice Time.” Stewart replied with a shrug. “It’s what the locals call it when the entire cave system freezes over. Normally only the bottom levels are frozen, but for a few months every year the entire cave freezes. It means that there are more ice-types running around, but it’s dangerous as hell. Be careful in there and make sure you have enough food. Do you have a fire-type?”

Ash nodded. “A magmar.”

Stewart grinned. “Good. Don’t try to use it in battle – the water-types will hurt it badly – but using it to keep you warm is a good idea. You’ll go through hell in there, but it’s worth it. By the way, you need to go to the Pokemon Center and tell the authorities you’re going in.”

Ash nodded his thanks and went to rejoin the rest of the crowd. He really was glad that he would be able to get off the ship early. Dry land would be a great relief.

A few minutes later the ship docked. Ash was amongst the first of the passengers off. He felt a quick surge of glee when he landed on the wooden dock – he was finally on solid ground, if not land. The trainer quickly escaped the area before the other passengers could clog it up.

He glanced around the island once he was away from the dock. The Seafoam Islands were small and isolated, but they served as an important way station between Fuschia and Cinnabar. They were tropical, but the air was rather chilly and held none of the warmth that he had expected, likely due to the “Ice Time”. It was incredibly bright, however.

The resort area that they had landed it was rather small. Ash thought that he might like to return sometime when it was actually warm. None of the locals or tourists seemed to notice how cold it was, however. Many were either laying out on the beach or frolicking in the shallow water. He shuddered just from watching the display and found his attention drawn to a small herd of slowpoke that carelessly slept on the beach. A few were awake and lazily dipping their tails into the river in search of food. Ash frowned when he saw an odd looking man with a lab coat and distinctively large nose watching the slowpoke with a strange look in his eye as he scribbled down notes.

His hand almost went to his pack in order to withdraw a pokeball, but he thought better of it. Ash didn’t want to disturb the herd, and he expected that such an action would annoy the locals. Besides, in a few hours he would be in an environment full of far more powerful pokemon.

Ash walked around for a bit and took in the sights. The area appeared to be an ordinary tourist trap – huts full of gaudy jewelry and brightly colored souvenirs littered the area. Quite a few people were stopped at them, either examining the wares or buying them.

He turned away and looked for someone he could ask for directions. It didn’t take too long, and he quickly found a helpful local who gave him directions to the Pokemon Center. Ash thanked the tall, shirtless man and followed his instructions.

The Pokemon Center wasn’t too far from the beach. It was unlike many other Pokemon Centers in that it had a similar style of architecture as the buildings around it. If it hadn’t been for the large insignia emblazoned upon the building and its distinctive size he never would have noticed the difference. It was wide and flat and only appeared to be a single story, and was built with simple plaster walls.

Ash walked in after taking it in. He casually pushed the door open, but gasped when the air of the Pokemon Center hit him. It was freezing and he wished he had a jacket. There were quite a few people lingering in it and talking and laughing to each other. Ash thought that it might be the busiest Pokemon Center of its size that he had encountered.

Before he talked to the Nurse Joy casually leaning on the counter, he followed the sign that would take him to the room where he could speak to Professor Oak and see about that zubat that had been taken from the dead Rocket grunt’s belt. He hadn’t even thought of it for more than a month, but he’d been thinking about his venture into the Seafoam Caverns a lot during the sea trip and realized that Plume wouldn’t be able to do anything in the Caverns.

While she would probably take whatever cold temperature there was better than he would, Plume wouldn’t be able to stand up to anything that had access to an ice-type move. The cold would weaken her to begin with, and an actual attack would easily defeat her. In addition, she probably wouldn’t have room to maneuver in a cave.

Since he liked to have something that could scout, Ash had decided to check on the zubat. If it was rehabilitated, great. He would be able to meet a new friend. If not, he could just keep Plume in her pokeball.

Ash felt a little nervous as he punched in Professor Oak’s number. The large screen was black as the Pokemon Professor was called, and Ash patiently waited until it finally flickered to life. He looked at the small room the screen revealed curiously. He recognized it as Professor Oak’s main computer room. It was rather comfortable looking, and had windows that Ash could see out of. Professor Oak wasn’t there.

He frowned, but the Professor entered the picture a few moments later. Oak had on his usual lab coat and outfit, but his graying hair was bedraggled and far messier than it ordinarily was. The Professor’s eyes were red and tired, and he squinted at Ash for a few seconds before recognizing him.

“Oh, hello, Ash!” Oak exclaimed. He stood up a little straighter and a grin stretched across his tan face. “It’s been a long time. How is your journey coming along?”

Ash grinned. “Great! I’ve already got five badges and I’m heading to Cinnabar for my sixth.”

“I’m impressed.” Oak commented. “Your mother told me how far you’d gotten, but I’m afraid that I forgot. What are you doing in the Seafoam Islands? Do you need something?”

He nodded. “I took a zubat from a Team Rocket grunt. It was taken away for rehabilitation. Do you know where I could find it? I’m heading into the Seafoam Caverns and I want something that could help me navigate.”

Oak’s grin faded with Ash’s news. “I heard about the St. Anne. I’m sorry you had to go through that.”

Ash grunted, not wanting to discuss it. Oak seemed to understand the signal and continued, his tone becoming lighter as he moved away from the grim subject.

“Anyways, I’ve actually been holding that zubat for you.” Oak said, leaning onto the table that held the screen. “The League sent it over just under two weeks ago. She’s in good shape, but be careful with her. The zubat is terrified of everything. She’ll do whatever job you need done, though. Give me just a minute to send her over.”

Ash thanked the Professor and found a comfortable seat to wait in while Oak prepared to send his zubat over. He was a bit worried that the zubat wouldn’t be able to function well if she was as timid as Oak claimed, but supposed that she would still be a better choice to have in a cave than Plume.

That was when Ash realized that he would have to send Plume’s pokeball over if he wanted to use Zubat. Trainers that had more than six pokemon on them had their seventh locked until their ID was given authorization to have more, which only occurred when the trainer proved themselves powerful and responsible enough to care for the additional pokemon.

He pulled Plume’s pokeball off of his belt and released her. Plume squawked out a greeting as she was released and gently pecked his bag. She scanned the small, brightly lit room in confusion before cocking her head and looking up at him.

“Hey, Plume.” He said with a grin, although he felt a bit of guilt at leaving her behind, no matter the reasons or logic in doing so. She lightly chirped. “I’m about to explore a cave. It’s full of ice-types, and I’m afraid you’re going to get hurt.”

Plume shook her head and shrieked in an attempt to convince him otherwise. Ash felt the guilt grow more, and he found himself kneeling in front of her.

“Look, I’m going to have to send you to the Oak Corral. It’s only for a few days, and I promise I’ll get you back the second I can.” Ash said with a pained look on his face. “I really don’t want to, but you won’t be able to fight well against the pokemon we’ll be fighting. I just don’t want you to get hurt.”

The pidgeot turned her head away from Ash, trying to ignore him. Ash continued to apologize until she finally looked at him again, although it was clear that she was insulted. He sighed and tried to stroke her head. Plume grudgingly allowed it, although she refused to look at him while he did so.

Professor Oak finally arrived, a plain pokeball in hand. Ash sighed and stood up.

“Just put your pokeball in the transfer machine and they will trade places.” Oak explained. “Don’t worry, I’ll take good care of your pidgeot.”

Ash tensely smiled and stood up. “I’ll get you back as soon as I can.” He promised Plume. She just looked at him stonily. “Bye.”

He recalled Plume and felt a hard pang in his chest as he placed the pokeball of his second friend into the transfer machine. It glowed for a moment before disappearing, replaced by Zubat’s pokeball. Ash noticed that there was a lump in his throat as he took the new pokeball and examined it.

It had no markings, and was completely indistinguishable from any other. Ash sighed and put it onto his belt. He wish he had another spot to put it. There was just something wrong about putting it in Plume’s spot.

“Thanks.” He said to Professor Oak. The older man just smiled and nodded, although his face grew a bit more serious.

“Be careful in the Caverns.” Oak warned. “I explored them once in my youth. I have confidence in you, but they are treacherous and the wild pokemon are more aggressive during the Ice Time. Try to avoid the deeper levels, and good luck.”

Ash nodded his thanks and prepared to leave. Before he cut the connection, however, he had one last thing to say to Oak. “Hey, Professor, could you tell my mom I said hi? I don’t think I’ll be able to call her a while.”

The Professor smiled. “Of course. She’s coming over for lunch later. I’ll tell her then. Stay safe, Ash.”

He smiled at the Professor. “I will. Bye, Professor.”

Ash cut the connection. He smiled at the blank screen before turning around. The pangs in his chest at leaving Plume were slowly weakening, although he was sure that he wouldn’t forget his friend. He looked at Zubat’s pokeball once more before leaving the room. It was time to get on with his journey.
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A Nurse Joy smiled at him as he approached the counter. She was tanner than the Nurse Joys he had seen elsewhere and her uniform was also thinner and less restrictive. An assistant and a chansey stood next to her, but the assistant was speaking to another trainer.

“How may I help you?” She asked. Ash noticed that she had a different accent than the ones on the mainland. It was a bit sharper and caused her to speak noticeably faster.

“I was told that I needed to tell you if I wanted to go into the Caverns.” Ash replied. Nurse Joy frowned and leaned forward, casually resting on the counter.

“I can’t let you enter the Caverns right now unless you have more than three badges or can defeat my friend here.” Nurse Joy said, nodding at the tall trainer speaking to the assistant. The man grinned and looked at Ash, baring his teeth. “The Caverns are dangerous during the Ice Time, and I need to know that you won’t be getting yourself killed.”

Ash grinned and withdrew his pokedex. He quickly went to the section that held his trainer ID and showed it to Nurse Joy, revealing to her that he had five badges. She sighed.

“I guess I can’t stop you. But be careful,” she warned, “right now the pokemon in there will be much stronger than they are normally. They are dangerous, far more so than the average pokemon that you have come across. Some will be aggressive, and all will be more than ready to fight you off. Make sure you buy more than enough supplies – the Caverns can be treacherous. Try to leave markers so that you can find your way out.”

He nodded his understanding and his thanks. Nurse Joy sighed again and pulled a small ticket from her pocket.

“By taking this you understand and accept that the Pokemon League of Kanto is not responsible for your safety for however long you stay in the Seafoam Caverns.” Nurse Joy said in an official monotone. “You understand the risks that you are taking and agree not to blame the Pokemon League of Kanto should you be injured in the exploration of the Seafoam Caverns.”

Ash took it without hesitation and thanked Nurse Joy again. She looked towards the tall, fierce looking trainer that was talking to the assistant as Ash left. “You’d better head to the entrance. He doesn’t look like he’ll wait long.”

Before he exited, he heard Nurse Joy speak to the trainer again. “I really hope he’s not one of the unlucky ones. We need to get the badge limit raised – we get too many cocky young trainers that get trapped and lost in those caves.”

He ignored the comment and headed to the marketplace that he had seen a little past the Pokemon Center. It wasn’t very big, but it looked to have all of the necessary equipment that he would need from the quick glance he took at it.

When he got to the small market, it was packed. There were several dozen vendors, all hawking their wares at small booths for high prices. Ash was jostled and shoved around as people bustled through the market, but managed to find his way to someone who sold the equipment he would need.

“How may I help you?” The somewhat overweight man asked Ash as he approached. He had the same accent as Nurse Joy, although it was much thicker. “I offer everything any trainer could ever need in order to brave the dangerous Caverns: heavy coats, rope, ice heals, gloves – you name it!”

Ash nodded at him and looked around. The booth was small, but filled to bursting with plenty of things. He found several things that he wanted over the next few minutes. Although the vendor’s hawkish eyes made Ash feel a little awkward, he found a thick coat, equally thick gloves, and several of the ice heals – potions modified to quickly warm pokemon – as well as a thick coil of rope and a small ice pick. He already had plenty of potions, pokeballs, and revives.

“How much is this?” Ash asked, his voice slightly muffled behind the stack of items he was carrying. The vendor quickly glanced over the items before responding.

“That would be four hundred and eighty seven.” The fat man grinned, apparently quite glad that Ash had purchased so much. Ash sighed at the high price and forked the necessary bills over. “Thanks for your business, kid. Have fun in the Caverns.”

“Thanks.” He muttered before transferring most of the equipment into the storage compartments in his pack. His pack implemented similar technology to that of the pokeball – although he kept important things like his sleeping mat, a pokeball, and other necessities ready for access at all times, everything else could be transferred into the three storage compartments. They didn’t have infinite space, but it let him carry much more than he normally could.

With that, Ash left the bustling market and retreated to a more isolated spot in the wide, open streets. He leaned against a wall as he looked at the small ticket that Nurse Joy had handed him. It was slightly crumpled from being shoved into his pocket, but was readable.

The ticket gave him instructions to the entrance as well as giving him permission to enter. Its instructions were fairly simplistic – it gave him a list of roads to take and where to go after that. Apparently the entrance was somewhat hidden in order to dissuade people that weren’t strong enough to enter from finding it.

Ash carefully folded the ticket before beginning to follow the instructions, keeping it ready as a method of reference. He wasn’t always the best at following directions, but it wouldn’t take him too long to find his way. It was a pretty small island, after all. Besides, he had great motivation to do so.
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His trip across the small island took him far away from the small town that dominated the east coast and through the wild part of the island. After thirty minutes he had left even the roads behind, and another thirty minutes later he had made his way through the light foliage and reached the western coast of the island.

The island was beautiful. Despite the chilly weather and strong winds, the vegetation was still lush and green. Ash had to admit that he liked the coast more, however. Even if it was next to the ocean it was a majestic sight. Tall, jagged towers of rocks guarded the coastline, and the beaches were full of herds of slowpoke. He only encountered one group of trainers, all of whom had pale skin and wild eyes. They didn’t speak to him and barely acknowledge his existence as they passed him by.

It only took a few more minutes to find the massive beach that held the hidden entrance to the Caverns. The beach took up almost the entire length of the western coast, periodically dotted with large clusters of stones. Ash released Nidorino as he entered it. The island’s forests might have few wild pokemon, but the beaches were full of coastal pokemon. He didn’t want to be caught off guard.

He was thankful that they weren’t aggressive. The few slowbro that led the herds watched him with slightly more awareness than their slowpoke brethren, but made no move against him. The slowpoke only watched him dumbly – when they realized that he was there at all, that is.

Ash followed the beach until he found a large hill of weathered stone. He recognized it as the entrance to the caverns and casually walked to it, easily stepping over a lone slowpoke that was belly-up in the coarse grey sand. It was apparently involved in a staring contest with a particularly large boulder.

Soon enough he found the area where the stone began to form a sort of funnel. He stepped into it, but a light cough distracted him. Ash nervously snapped towards the source of the sound, but relaxed when he saw that it was the tall trainer from the Pokemon Center.

“Hey, wait up!” The trainer said as he stood up from a long, flat stone bench and walked towards Ash. “I’ve got to take that ticket. Your name’s Ash Ketchum, right?”

Ash nodded and handed the ticket over to the man. The trainer looked Ash over for a moment before speaking.

“My name’s Will. Anyways, I’m just here to give you a few tips before you go into the Caverns.” Will said easily, leaning against the tall wall of stone. Ash listened attentively.

“Rule number one: keep warm. I can’t tell you how many people have gotten frostbite from that cave. Some people die. Rule number two: be prepared at all times. This is the Ice Time, and every pokemon in those caves is powerful, aggressive, and mean right now. Ice-types are going to be in the higher levels, and they can take out your pokemon in a hurry if you aren’t careful.”

Will frowned. “You should know the other rules. They’re common sense. Leave markers, leave when your supplies get low, don’t antagonize wild pokemon. None will try to injure or kill you unless you do something that means you deserve it, but they’ll do their best to drive you out. Stay in the upper levels if you can, and be careful.”

“Thanks.” Ash said, making sure to burn those tips into his brain. He didn’t want him or his friends to get hurt.

The older trainer sighed. “Just be careful. Those Caverns are dangerous this time of year, and I don’t want to have to call your family if something happens to you. Anyways, good luck.”

“I will.” Ash promised. “And thanks.”

“Don’t mention it.” Will said, waving his thanks off. “Anyways, have fun. I’m out.”

With that the older trainer left the small stone funnel and began the long trek back to the town. Ash watched his retreating back for a moment before withdrawing his coat and gloves and getting the rest of his supplies ready.

He looked down at Nidorino, glad that his friend was a good choice to go into the Caverns with. His friend might be a native of forests and plains, but he was more than tough enough to take whatever this Cavern threw at them.

Ash had a grin on his face as he and Nidorino walked further into the stone funnel. This would be the greatest challenge he had faced yet, and he couldn’t wait to conquer it.
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His first thoughts as he entered the Caverns proper mainly revolved around the fact that he should have bought another coat. The air was freezing, and he immediately felt the icy air chill his bones. Ash just stood still for a second and got slightly used to the cold temperature.

Nidorino fared much better. Pokemon were naturally resistant to all sorts of things that humans couldn’t take, but Ash hadn’t expected Nidorino to seem as though he were barely chilly. His friend was casually sitting next to his foot, more than ready to protect him. The cold didn’t even faze the pink creature.

Ash’s teeth chattered a bit and he couldn’t focus for another minute. He slowly adjusted to the temperature, only aware of Nidorino patiently waiting for him to toughen up. When he was finally ready to continue and had quashed the desire to leave this forsaken, freezing cave and retreat to the gloriously hot – relatively – air outside, he looked around.

The cave was much larger than he had expected. It wasn’t cramped or a tunnel like Mt. Moon, but was actually a cavern – the stone roof raised high into the air, and he could see a few rays of sunlight shining down through holes in the thick roof. Ash almost felt guilty now – Plume would have plenty of room to fly, although he realized that the bitter cold would harm her much worse than any of his other friends.

He pushed the thoughts out of his mind. Ash couldn’t do anything about that, and he could at least make a new friend while Plume was being pampered at the Oak Corral. Speaking of his newest partner, Ash pulled the pokeball off of his belt and got ready to release Zubat.

“Be nice.” He told Nidorino as he reached into the pack, withdrawing some of the pokemon food he bought. “This is that pokemon we got off of the…the grunt. She’s apparently terrified of everything, and I don’t want to scare her.”

Nidorino grunted and caused his barbs to recede. The poison that had been dripping off of them was quickly absorbed into his friend’s skin, leaving no trace of it. Ash smiled at the diminutive stance his friend took, the powerful, aggressive posture receding. His friend almost looked like an abnormally large Nidoran.

He released Zubat. It was tiny, but its long, thin legs made it look slightly larger. Its purple wings doubled its size, and its ears were as large as its body. Ash saw it helplessly land on the cold ground, apparently able to ignore the freezing stone. Zubat opened its mouth, showing four small fangs and shrieked. A second later it froze tensed up, ready to fly away. He guessed that it had seen him with its echolocation.

“Shh.” He said, kneeling to the ground. “I’m not going to hurt you.”

Zubat looked no different. Ash slowly inched closer to it, hands up in a placating position. The pokemon might not be able to actually see him, but hopefully it would understand what he was doing. He stopped moving closer when Zubat bared her fangs, doing her best to appear intimidating.

“Look, do you want some food?” He asked slowly, trying to soothe the frightened pokemon. “I know you must be hungry.”

He smiled when Zubat slowly crawled over using the tiny hooks at the end of its wings. The pokemon was extremely cautious and looked ready to flee at any instant, so Ash set the food down and backed away a little. Since Zubat didn’t seem bothered by the cold, he assumed that the dry food being set on the stone floor wouldn’t be a problem.

When Zubat gingerly began to chew on the small pellets, crushing it with its small fangs before gulping it down. Ash let Zubat become comfortable eating before talking to the tiny bat.

“See?” He said. “I’m not going to hurt you. I just want to be your friend.”

Zubat froze and looked at him with a cocked head. It relaxed a moment later and returned to eating the food. Ash got the feeling that it was about to try and flee.

“Look, if you want to go back to the Oak Corral, I’ll let you. I understand that Team Rocket did some pretty bad things, but I just want to be your friend.”

The pokemon finished the dry food before looking up and cocking her head. Ash patiently waited. Nidorino just stayed still.

Finally, Zubat slowly made her way over to him. It was cautious and Ash could tell that she didn’t quite trust him yet, but it was a start. At least she felt somewhat safe around him.

He slowly raised a hand and tried to pet Zubat. She shrank back, but didn’t try to flee as he gently petted his newest partner. Eventually she relaxed and leaned into his gloved hand, causing Ash to smile.

“Hey, do you mind helping me with something?” He asked. Zubat cocked her head and looked up at him oddly, her ears twitching. “We’re in a cave system, and I think I’ll need your help to navigate in some areas. I won’t ask you to battle, but could you help me out when I need it?”

Zubat nodded. Ash grinned and scratched behind her ears. “Thanks.”

That got one problem out of the way. He didn’t have a permanent light-source aside from Infernus, and he didn’t want to keep his most temperamental friend out in this cold for very long. While Infernus could take it, Ash remembered that magmar had a habit of trying to heat up cold surroundings. Additionally, the fire-type would be slow and sluggish in this environment.

He scratched Zubat’s ears one last time before telling her that he was about to put her back in the pokeball. Zubat didn’t seem to mind, so he went ahead and did it. While he didn’t ordinarily tell his pokemon when he was recalling them, he figured it would be best to do so with the timid Zubat.

When Zubat was back inside her pokeball, Ash stood up and looked around the cavern. Most of it was stone, but in the center a large, thick layer of ice bridged the cavern. Ash looked at it with distrusting eyes. He definitely wouldn’t be walking over it.

Ash spotted a large opening in the stone wall on the other side of the cave. It looked as though it would take him deep into the cave system. He looked over at Nidorino and nodded towards it. “Let’s go.”

He was glad to get moving. It helped to keep some of the cold at bay and let him think about something besides the unpleasant temperature.

The walk over to the gaping opening only took a minute. Although he was careful to avoid the sections of the floor slick with ice, this area seemed to be quite dry. Ash knew that he would not be so lucky on the lower areas.

Ash glanced down the dark tunnel and released Infernus. He didn’t want to be going blind into the cave and wanted to save the small lantern he had bought for a more desperate time. If everything went to plan, he would be in the Caverns for three or four days before leaving. Something was sure to go wrong in that amount of time, so the lantern would be a last resort.

Infernus didn’t roar when he was released, and seemed far more subdued than usual. He looked at Ash with an annoyed look and blasted a small spurt of flame after a moment, temporarily warming the area.

“Sorry.” Ash said. Infernus slowly nodded, the cold already beginning to slow him down and weaken his body. “But I need you to light the way through that tunnel. I promise that I won’t call you out anymore unless I really need you for something.”

The magmar seemed far more happy about staying in his pokeball than he had before. Ash figured this would be the only time that Infernus wouldn’t mind staying out of battles.

Infernus groggily stepped forward into the tunnel, a little unsteady. He grew more comfortable as he continued, but slowed down. Ash followed right behind him, although he gave Infernus plenty of room to swish his tail.

Suddenly, Nidorino growled. Ash looked down at his friend curiously and saw that Nidorino was staring up and was baring his fangs. He felt his body tense as he looked up at the cave ceiling, paling when he saw that there was a gigantic mass of small, furry bodies huddled together on the stone.

He had walked straight into a huge number of zubat. They didn’t seem to be aggressive, but it was the fact that they were right there and he hadn’t noticed them that mattered. Ash got ready to run down the tunnel, but a large bat that fell out of the midst and landed on the floor blocked him. It was a golbat, and it was hissing at him.

Ash’s desire to run faded. If the golbat wanted a fight, it would get one. He knew that his friends could take on this entire colony. It would be difficult, but they could do it. Numbers didn’t mean much in a confined area and a massive flamethrower.

Golbat stretched its huge wings out and menacingly stepped towards Ash in an odd sort of stumble, but the fangs kept Ash from being scornful. Then Nidorino growled and stepped forward, squaring himself and preparing for battle. Infernus did so as well, despite his sluggishness and the cold that weakened him. Ash felt a momentary burst of pride and happiness over how loyal his friends were.

It stumbled back a little and hissed again, but Infernus stamping his foot and flaring up seemed to make the golbat realize that fighting them wouldn’t be a good idea. Golbat hissed at them one more time and flew up to the ceiling, taking its place in the mass of zubat huddled together for warmth.

Ash grinned at his friends. “Thanks.” He hoped that they could solve most of their disputes like that. While his pokemon were strong, they couldn’t take a dozen battles with the hundreds of zubat and golbat that probably lived in these Caverns.

Nidorino grunted in reply and Infernus just let the flames he had ignited die down. Ash felt a stab of pity for the fire-type, who looked positively miserable at the moment, but knew that he needed Infernus’ help.

So they continued, Ash making sure to keep the pace up. Hopefully it would keep Infernus from cooling off too much and would let Ash return him sooner.

It only took a few more minutes for them to emerge from the dark tunnel and into a huge cavern that positively dwarfed the opening one. Ash could see that huge holes in the ceiling illuminated most of the cavern. While it was still quite dark, he was able to see well enough.

Ash looked around a bit more, looking for a route through. Most of this room was ice, but a few rushing currents seemed to be too powerful for ice to form on them. He saw the odd zubat flying around, but they seemed few and far between. Every now and then he saw a glimpse of another pokemon moving in the darkness, although he judged that most either had homes to keep them warm or were able to survive underneath the ice.

He turned back to Nidorino. “Well, this looks like it’ll take a while. Let’s get going.”

Nidorino growled in approval and followed Ash as he set off to explore the area.
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He eventually got used to the cold. Ash didn’t ignore it, and the icy bite made his hands and toes painfully cold, while a light ache all over his body kept him wary of the weather. If it weren’t for his heavy coat and gloves, he was sure that he would have had to leave the freezing cave system. As it was, he knew that he was underprepared.

Infernus saved him many times. Few golbat or zubat were willing to antagonize the fierce, powerful fire-type, although the ones that did were quickly defeated. His most valuable function was to use his immense power to heat the air around Ash and his high body temperature helped to keep Ash from freezing. Ash released him every hour or so.

Nidorino had eventually been worn down from the intense cold, although he had more of a resistance to it than Ash did. The constant battles with aggressive wild pokemon such as seel, krabby, and staryu eventually caused Ash to recall him.

The pokemon in this cave were just as aggressive as he had been warned. Although he had an easy time with them – they were unusually powerful, particularly for how young they seemed, but had no sense of tactics aside from ambushing and then attacking him – he knew that they were just the beginning. He had only had one battle with an evolved pokemon so far – a huge, vicious dewgong that had burst out of the ice and tried to blast them with an ice beam – but it had been horribly difficult. It had taken Brute to finally take it down, although the dewgong swam away before Ash could try to capture it.

Torrent loved this cave. As a water-type, he was highly resistant to ice, even though he couldn’t stay in it for extended periods of time. But these Caverns were his chance to shine, and the seadra had taken full advantage of the fact. Ash was using him the most thanks to the plentiful supply of lakes – some of them hadn’t frozen over for some reason, although they were littered with chunks of ice – and Torrent had quickly begun to fight off and intimidate even the most aggressive of the weaker pokemon.

Bruiser was his main pokemon for land. Ash figured that the fighter needed more experience, and the fighter was surprisingly durable against the cold and effective against pokemon that attacked him on the land such as a surprisingly enraged slowpoke, several moderately powerful psyduck, and the krabby that seemed to be everywhere.

Dazed only saw a little bit of use – just to hypnotize the more powerful pokemon or to knock any attacking colonies of zubat out with a single psychic attack – and she seemed more than happy to stay in her pokeball. Her species lived in temperate or warm areas, not icebergs.

Zubat saw a surprising amount of use. He didn’t dare use her in battles – she would probably try to fly away or hide behind him – but she served well as a scout and was able to guide him through particularly tricky areas. She saved him a lot of trouble with both the environment and with other zubat. They seemed more content to remain huddled together and warm when they saw her with him. Ash still hadn’t nicknamed her, though. Zubat still seemed a little nervous around him.

He had begun to cycle his pokemon out over the two days he had been traversing the Caverns, going deeper and deeper into them. None were out too long, since the strengthening cold was draining even for them. Ash wasn’t sure how much deeper he could possibly go – he had gone steadily deeper into the earth the entire time, and soon the cold would become so powerful that he would be forced back.

Ash still had plenty of rations, however. He didn’t need that much food, and neither did his pokemon. They’d gotten used to not having quite as much as they’d like during his travels, although Ash made sure that they all had enough to be comfortable. The team needed to be in great condition in such a dangerous area.

The trainer had gotten lost several times, sometimes losing several hours before Zubat and luck set him back on the right track. He had remembered the tips given to him and had Nidorino frequently gouge huge carvings into the stone walls with his incredibly sharp and powerful horn. Ash hoped that would be enough, although he was doing his best to memorize every section of the immense cave system as he travelled through it.

As of now, he was in a particularly confusing area of the cave. Zubat was clutching to his back, lightly jabbing him with a claw in order to direct him through the proper route and Bruiser plodded along behind him, the tunnel to thin for them to walk side by side. He hated these areas – sending Zubat ahead to discover the safe way made it simpler, but the fact that anything could be waiting on the other side of a curve made him anxious.

He sighed in relief when they finally emerged from the tunnels, which were lit by his small lamp. Ash carefully turned the lamp off and placed it back into the storage compartment before continuing out of the tunnel.

The trainer’s eyes widened in surprise when he stepped into the cavern. In itself, the large room wasn’t particularly impressive. What was impressive was the fact that a huge number of psyduck congregating in it, practically filling the entire room. He estimated that there were around thirty.

This wouldn’t be so surprising anywhere else. Psyduck always congregated in large groups, usually led by a golduck. Safety in numbers and whatnot – they were practically defenseless on their own if their headaches peaked. While they would exhibit powerful psychic abilities during such a time, they were in so much pain that they were unable to react to other danger.

He just didn’t think that they would do the same in an environment like the Seafoam Caverns. The only psyduck he had seen in the Caverns were in small groups of three or four, so he’d assumed that it was the standard.

They didn’t react to his presence – most stared into space with a vacant expression eerily similar to Dazed’s. Ash ignored that little tidbit and looked towards Bruiser. His friend nodded and stepped forward, ready to protect Ash if the psyduck tried anything.

Ash also got ready to release all of his pokemon. While psyduck weren’t very dangerous, all of the ones he had encountered in the Caverns were far more powerful than their mainland counterparts. In such a large group, they could be very dangerous.

Unfortunately, he couldn’t turn back. He had upset quite a few seel when he passed by earlier, and he had heard them calling for reinforcements. Ash wasn’t sure that they wouldn’t try to hurt him when he went back – they had been furious, far from the usual for the normally docile seal.

He tried to creep around the large group, who took up the entire center and only left the edge for him to move in. Once or twice one of the pained psyduck walked into him, knocking them down. Those incidents made Ash hold his breath and get ready for the fight of his life, but the psyduck didn’t seem to notice. Instead they just looked at themselves in confusion, quacking a few times as they wondered why they were on the ground.

Ice crunched underneath Ash’s shoes as he moved around the flock of psyduck, but they didn’t attract attention. Ash thought that he and Bruiser would get out unscathed when a loud, angry cry alerted him to a new danger.

He nervously turned and was faced with a golduck stalking towards him, red eyes burning with rage and claws outstretched. It cried out again and faced Bruiser, who matched its stance. Zubat clutched harder onto his back. Ash winced a bit as her sharp claws jabbed his skin, but he ignored it as best he could. He had bigger things to worry about.

Before the battle began, Ash took notice of the golduck’s appearance. It was smaller than most of its kind, but was still dangerous. Instead of the small bulk that most golduck needed to battle each other, this one was lithe and thin looking. Nevertheless, Ash could still see the powerful muscles working beneath the feathers that were so thin and small that they looked like flesh.

It was blue, and had webbed hands and feet. Golduck had small claws, but they looked extremely sharp. A long tail emerged from its rear for swimming, and overall its body was extremely hydrodynamic. The duck cried out at him again before it suddenly focused on Bruiser with glowing eyes, alit with psychic power.

Ash immediately recalled Bruiser, sending out Dazed instead. Bruiser had no chance against a psychic attack, not with the kind of cold they were facing. Dazed looked at him in annoyance when she felt the cold, but quickly returned her focus to Golduck.

He took one of his ultra balls from his pack. Ash wanted to catch a pokemon while he was in the Caverns, and this golduck seemed more than powerful enough to make a good addition to his team. The dewgong had been his first choice – it had knocked out half of his team – but the golduck would be just as good.

Dazed prepared herself as Golduck used some sort of psychic attack on her. Ash grinned as she casually dispersed the attack into nothingness, her psychic powers far too formidable for Golduck to stand against. She leveled a cold glare at Golduck, her eyes glowing in preparation.

“Hypnosis.” He ordered, his blood beginning to pump and make him forget the cold. Dazed began to slowly wave her pendulum, opting to use her natural abilities instead of the skill itself. Her natural abilities worked more quickly than the skill did, but could be disrupted if the victim had a strong enough will to close its eyes.

Her pendulum rocked through the air, attracting Golduck’s attention with every swing. Ash smiled as he saw the power it gave her. Dazed had left him for a few minutes yesterday as he set up camp, and when she emerged she held the pendulum in her hand. She showed it to him, and he was able to tell it was made from the weathered stone of the Cavern.

He thought that this fight would be over before it began, but Golduck managed to break Dazed’s spell and attack with a blast of water. Ash recognized it as a hydro pump.

“Disable!” He ordered, wanting to make sure Golduck didn’t have access to its attacks. Water and ice-type moves seemed more powerful than they normally were in these Caverns. Ash couldn’t let Golduck keep using the amplified power.

Dazed resolutely took the attack, using her power to direct some of it around her. Ash could still see that it hurt her, but the effect was dampened somewhat by her barrier. She held her own and quickly focused her power. Dazed’s eyes glowed bright as she enveloped Golduck in a blue aura. Golduck froze, unable to do anything for a short amount of time.

Disable wasn’t a move Ash had used often. He’d used it a few times against trainers with devastatingly powerful pokemon, but normally he was able to either overpower them or outmaneuver them. It locked them in place in its basic form, and Ash heard that at its more advanced stages it was able to make a pokemon forget its moves for a while as well as immobilizing it.

“Hypnosis.” He repeated. Dazed quickly took advantage of her opponent’s helplessness, lulling Golduck to sleep with her swaying pendulum. Ash grinned when he saw Golduck’s eyes slowly droop before shutting altogether.

When Golduck collapsed to the ground, the psychic energy of the disable no longer suffusing his body, Ash carefully threw the ultra ball at it. He realized that this was the first time that he would ever use one of the powerful tools, despite the fact that he had received them nearly two months ago.

The ball hit Golduck once before transferring the water-type into it. Ash watched with held breath as the powerful ball rolled around. Apparently Golduck didn’t want to be caught. He suspected the struggle would be much more frantic had Golduck been awake when it was captured.

“Get ready .” He said to Dazed. Thankfully, their caution proved to be unnecessary. The ultra ball proved to be too powerful for Golduck, and it shuddered for a moment before glowing. A moment later it had been transferred to the Oak Corral.

It was then that Ash remembered the psyduck. He had ignored the catatonic creatures for the battle – they wouldn’t pose a threat unless he directly attacked them – but now realized that some of them were beginning to stir. Two were already up and staring at Ash with blank eyes that seemed to have just a bit of malice in them. Ash knew that psyduck weren’t as stupid as they seemed, and felt a little nervous.

“Zubat, let’s go. Dazed, good job. You did great.”

Dazed turned around and seemed to smile at him with her sleepy eyes before he returned her. He quickly edged into the small, jagged opening of the tunnel behind him, watching the psyduck all the while. More were beginning to stand up, and he was rather glad the exit was so close. None followed him, although several psyduck’s eyes were beginning to glow a bright blue.

He quickly retreated into the dark tunnel, ignoring the fact that it was even more freezing than the psyduck room. At least that had been warmed a bit by the flock’s body heat. This tunnel was safe, but it brought the deep chill in his bones back. His adrenaline was beginning to fade.

Once he was far enough in, he let Zubat leap off of his back and begin to look around. He heard her shriek a few times in order to use her echolocation. Since he didn’t feel her slam onto his back in order to hide, he assumed that there wasn’t anything else in the cave.

Ash released Infernus when he had made sure there was enough room. He leaned against one of the wet cave walls as his friend was released, bringing heat back into his body. Infernus growled and swished his flaming tail around, quickly heating the air up.

He nodded at his friend, sorry that Infernus had to suffer but glad that he was here. “Thanks, Infernus.”

Infernus gave a deep rumble from his chest in response, making all of his flames flare up a bit before relaxing. The magmar liked these tunnels more than the caverns, Ash had noticed. They heated up faster, making it better for both of them.

When he noticed that Infernus was beginning to tire, Ash returned him. He was going to give Infernus whatever he wanted when they got out of these caverns. The fire-type had made all of this possible.

Ash gladly relaxed in the warm air for a while. He noticed that it dissipated unusually fast, but chalked it up to being in the bottom of a huge cave system. There couldn’t be much more to go before he hit the bottom. The trainer only had one day to travel before he had to make his way back up, and he dearly hoped that he would be able to reach the bottom level.

Zubat landed on his back, apparently done scouting. Ash smiled and let her lead him through the darkness, avoiding anything that might make him trip or fall. He might be miserable and cold right now, but he thought that this was worth it.

He stepped forward, beginning his journey to the bottom of the cave.

XX

Ash had thought that the pokemon on the upper levels were powerful. They were, especially for their age, but they didn’t hold a candle to the monsters that lurked on the bottom levels.

A single dewgong knocked out Nidorino, Dazed, and Bruiser. It was only through Torrent’s sheer ferocity and protectiveness that it was fought back, and even then they only managed to fight it off. Ash quickly revived his friends and fled the area, knowing that he was too close to his goal to leave now.

He got into several more battles, all just as heated as the first one. Ash and his friends quickly adapted to fighting the pokemon, relying on Dazed’s psychic techniques to weaken and render the powerful creatures that attacked them without hesitance helpless and then focusing all of their attack power on it. They had defeated massive dewgong, kingler, and golduck with the strategy. All of them had become much tougher thanks to the intense cold and powerful pokemon.

Ash did notice that the golbat and zubat colonies were nowhere near as aggressive or powerful as the water or ice-types. They would generally shy away from Ash, and when they did attack they were easily dispatched.

The trainer was thankful for that – he didn’t know how well they could protect themselves from an entire colony of empowered zubat and golbat.

Even as the pokemon increased in power, the terrain did in difficulty. The upper levels had hardly been a breeze, but they were neither as cold nor filled with dangerous obstacles. Ash had been forced to find alternative ways to get to the small, jagged outcroppings of rock and islands that let him continue. Torrent just wasn’t powerful enough to force his way through the strong currents with Ash on his back.

Despite the difficulty, Ash continued. He was still fine on rations, and his pokemon were tough enough to keep on going. Ash wasn’t sure why he was so concerned with reaching the bottom of the cave system, but supposed it was just another challenge. It was part of his personality to seek out the greatest challenges he could and overcome them, so perhaps that was it.

Right now he was taking a break on a particularly large island that had small holes and thin, cracked ice everywhere. It was only a few hundred feet from the next area, but he wanted to take a break before continuing. Nidorino was huddled up to him and serving as a sentry. Ash had seen a few cloyster hanging around the shores earlier, so he wanted to be ready. His team hadn’t fought a cloyster before, so he had been thinking of strategies to battle one.

Infernus wouldn’t do much unless his flames managed to heat up the insides of their shells. Nidorino could freeze them or send lightning coursing through the shells, or else he could just have his friend test and see just how strong his horn was. Dazed could probably force them away or give Ash time to escape. Bruiser could probably pry them open or push them away.

Then he heard something he had come to dread: the mournful cry of a dewgong. He instantly shot up, but felt the little blood left in his face drain away. Ash quickly released Dazed and Bruiser.

Ash heard the call again, but this time he heard another one crying out in response. He felt the strong urge to curse and snapped his attention towards the returning call. The trainer tensed up and prepared to run.

A positively gigantic dewgong was pulling itself up onto the island. No dewgong was small, but the ones in the Caverns dwarfed the average one. Ash gritted his teeth when he saw it begin to pull itself towards them. Three seel followed it. They were probably its pups.

Then he heard the distinctive sound of an ice beam. Ash dropped to the ground and saw a beam of cold energy pass over where he had been. He shivered as the icy air hit him, but got ready to command his pokemon.

That’s when he realized that three more dewgong, almost as large as the first, had appeared. They also appeared to be very angry and very powerful. Each was surrounded by at least one seel pup that innocently followed its parent. Ash grimaced – mothers were always the most dangerous.

Combined with the fact that he could barely take one of these things down, Ash realized that this wouldn’t be a victory for him. All that could happen was that either he or his friends would be hurt.

So he returned all of his friends, frantically shoved the pokeballs into his pack, and took off towards the entrance into the deeper level of the caverns. His legs, tired from the climbing, travel, and cold, felt like lead as he sprinted, but he managed to make it to the oddly smooth, ice entrance.

The wind was painfully cold against his face and left the sensation of needles when he finally stopped. He was completely winded from his short sprint and his lungs screamed at him for putting them through that. Ash only paused in his wheezing to glance behind him. The dewgong hadn’t bothered following him. It looked as though they didn’t think he was worth the effort.

Ash just rested for a few minutes, only pausing to release Infernus. His friend knew the process by now and set to warming the area up, slowly restoring feeling to Ash’s body. He didn’t know how long they stood there, but by the end he felt almost normal again.

“Thanks.” He told his friend. Infernus just beat his tail around and nodded before Ash recalled him. His friend looked completely miserable by the end, despite warming up the area. Afterwards, Ash released Nidorino.

Nidorino looked him over to make sure he was fine before butting his head against Ash’s cold leg. Ash smiled. “Good to see you too, buddy. I think this is the last chamber. Are you ready to go?”

His friend growled and nodded in response. Ash smiled and looked around. They were in a hall of ice, which was curiously reflecting some unseen light. He was confused by the fact that the heat Infernus had generated was already gone, as well as that the ice hadn’t even begun to melt.

He frowned, but had to appreciate the sight. Despite how cold it was – he was already feeling his extremities tingling – it was majestic. Ash shook his head and walked down the hallway, wondering where it would take him. It almost didn’t seem natural – the hallway’s walls were smooth ice, although the floor was the ordinary weathered stone he had grown used to.

Ash’s frown grew, but he began the walk down the long hallway. It went down as long as he could see, which gave him more evidence that this wasn’t altogether natural.

The two walked down for several minutes before seeing the end of the tunnel. It shone with the dim light that seemed to pervade each of the caverns. Ash didn’t bother looking at it again for a while – he was too busy staring at the seemingly sculpted ice walls. They seemed to release thin wisps of cold mist, although it quickly diffused into the air.

Eventually they reached the end. When Ash stepped through, his breath was stolen. Not from any shock – he couldn’t see anything yet – but due to the fact that it was so crushingly cold. It made the room that he had just come from seem positively warm.

Despite the brutal cold, Ash continued. It wasn’t as though he could go backwards. Not when those dewgong were riled up and hunting him. He glanced down at Nidorino to see how he was doing. Nidorino was shivering, but wouldn’t let Ash see any more than that.

He walked out onto the edge of a huge cliff. Ash was careful – slick ice completely covered the ground – as he moved closer to the edge and looked out over the room.

It was massive, far beyond anything he had ever seen before. While no larger around than any of the other main caverns, the cave opened up all the way to the sky, which appeared high up in the air. Ash could actually see the sky for the first time in days. He stared at it with glee for a few moments before the cold snapped him back to reality.

He looked down, expecting to see the standard setup of the caverns: thick coverings of ice with a few rocky crags. What he saw was far different.

There was no water. Only a massive sheet of ice that was so thick that it appeared completely flat – not even the huge islands or spikes were visible. A single small doorway down on the icy field to his right looked to be an exit, something that he had wished for for days. But that wasn’t what grabbed his attention.

Ash saw a huge, upraised sort of structure. It was open, but it had steps leading up to it from the ice that were painstakingly carved from the ancient, tough stone. They were covered in ice that appeared blindingly bright thanks to the sun’s rays. The structure seemed to be a sort of shrine, albeit one covered with frost and partially hidden by swirling, icy mist.

The structure was impressive and positively huge, but even that wasn’t what grabbed his attention.

A creature slept on the shrine. It was covered in a swirling shell of pale mist, hiding all but its form from Ash’s view, but from what Ash could discern it appeared to be a bird. He saw that it was larger than any bird could physically be, and seemed to have fine, icy-blue feathers that released the obscuring mist.

He just stared at it with rapture for a moment, drawn in by the beauty of the bird. Even if he couldn’t actually see it, the barest hint of its form and the power it exuded even without moving drew his attention.

Ash looked down at Nidorino to see what he thought, but his friend seemed to be kneeling. He completely ignored the horrible cold in his awe, only moving when Nidorino had risen again. His friend’s eyes were far away and unseeing of the world around them.

“Let’s go, Nidorino!” Ash said, excited and hoping to get a better look at the creature. He turned to his right and saw a long flight of slick, icy steps that would take him down to the ice level. Nidorino seemed uncomfortable with it, but carefully followed.

He was careful on the steps. Ash didn’t want to have gotten through the Caverns just to fail now. Although there were a few close calls, he grew nearer and nearer to his majestic goal. It was all he could really focus on. The ordeals he had faced coming here, the cold that only seemed to be magnified with every step he took – those things were trivialities in the face of the mysterious raptor in front of him.

Ash neared the bottom of the painstakingly carved stone stairs when he suddenly tripped. He cried out in surprise as he fell down the last four stairs, wincing as he impacted the icy stairs and then the perfectly smooth ice, which sent him sliding. The trainer rubbed some of the pain out of his limbs, although he was more focused on the loud echoes his surprised cry had sent throughout the cavern. Nidorino quickly leapt down after him, nimbly avoiding the same fate he had.

He eventually came to a stop. Nidorino carefully walked over to him and nudged him to see if he was alright. Ash smiled and reassured his friend that he was fine, but the sudden howling of wind that hadn’t been present before cut him off.

The trainer glanced over at the source, shivering as the temperature in the room seemed to drop another ten degrees. Ash’s eyes widened when he saw the mist that surrounded the strange bird slowly dispersing throughout the room, carrying even colder temperatures with it. He could barely see through it as it covered him, but it soon swept past him, leaving only a thin layer of it behind.

He covered his eyes and face as best he could with his cold glove as it swept him by, but removed his hand when the temperature warmed slightly. Ash heard a haunting cry that made him think of ice and winter. It carried an air of power with it, sending a chill through Ash yet again.

Ash looked up and saw that the great bird had awoken. It stood up on legs larger than his and outstretched its wings, showing off its true size. The bird called out again, sending another chill throughout the cavern.

It was massive. He had known that it was huge, but Ash hadn’t thought it would be nearly double his height. The bird’s wingspan had to be at least twenty feet, and its long, streamer-like tail gave it another ten feet in length. Its tail flapped gently in nonexistent wing, sending out waves of cold with each movement.

Its body was simply huge, mostly consisting of large feathers the color and consistency of ice. They released a freezing aura that he could feel from here, similar to the overall feel of the Caverns but far stronger. He saw that the feathers on its chest were much lighter than the rest, more like soft snow than ice.

The wings appeared to be made of ice. Its feathers were thin but looked to be sharp and smooth. The frame for the gigantic appendages seemed to be made of partially clear but strong ice. Each feather reflected the dim sunlight that reached the heart of the Caverns, making the bird seem to sparkle and flash with every small movement.

Large talons gripped the icy stone, tearing light gouges into them. They were supported by light blue legs that were far larger than Ash’s one but seemed perfectly sized in comparison to the rest of the bird’s huge body.

Its head was just as large as the rest of its body, but the crest drew most of Ash’s attention. The eyes were closed at the moment, and thus unnoticeable. But the crest was impressive – three massive, perfectly formed shards of ice that gave the bird an even more majestic presence, almost as though it were royalty of a sort. A small, delicate, perfectly formed beak was currently open as it cried out its haunting melody.

The bird filled the air with its song one last time before opening its eyes. They made Ash step backwards and have the urge to run. Its eyes were glowing. Not the familiar glow of psychic power, but a glow of icy energy that consumed its eyes, revealing an ancient power that Ash couldn’t hope to match.

Ash recalled Nidorino and took another step back, getting ready to run. The great bird suddenly placed its attention onto him, glowing eyes burning with some emotion Ash couldn’t fathom before it suddenly shrieked.

Its earlier cries were nothing compared to this. The shriek caused the temperature throughout the room to lower and froze Ash to the bone. Ice throughout the room slowly cracked underneath the sheer power of it, and Ash thought that his body would be torn apart and frozen by the cry.

Although every movement Ash took as he slowly backed away burned his muscles and body, he stood strong against the powerful cry, despite the pain and power behind it. He edged towards the door that was only a hundred feet away, ready to sprint at a moment’s notice. Although the bird was majestic and powerful and beautiful beyond belief, it was clearly too dangerous and too powerful.

His mind was too fuzzy and tired to really think about what the bird was, although he knew that he wouldn’t be finding it in his pokedex. All he cared about was getting away and out of this thing’s way.

The bird suddenly launched itself far up into the air with a single beat of its powerful wings. It shrieked again, cracking more of the ice, and stayed aloft in the air for a few seconds as it stared at Ash with eyes that glowed with primordial strength. Ash noticed that snow had begun to fall in the cavern, despite being hundreds of feet beneath the surface.

It shrieked again in what Ash recognized as anger or annoyance. The eyes flashed with more power as it suddenly flapped its wings, sending a huge wave of icy air flecked with chunks of ice and snow towards Ash. Ash supposed that it didn’t like being awoken from its slumber before he took off towards the small exit.

He only looked back once. The wave of air added another foot of ice to the area of the cavern floor where it hit, healing all of the damage done by the cries. Ash shivered as he dumbly realized what that would have done to him and took off.

Ash heard another haunting cry before feeling the bird’s presence approach. It was moving incredibly fast, and he didn’t have to see it to know that it was nearing him quickly. He could feel the air that was infinitely colder than anything he had felt before approaching him, carried by the bird’s huge, frozen body.

The trainer glanced back again, flinching when he saw the bird diving towards him. A roaring blizzard that had come out of nowhere followed behind it, adding thick layers of snow and ice onto what already existed. Ash quickly finished the last dash to the small entrance, not stopping when he reached the safe area.

He could still hear the angry cries of the bird as he sprinted in, and the air around him continued to get colder and colder. It was painful to breathe, and his legs felt as though they were about to give out from underneath him. Surges of adrenaline continued to push him forward, however, and slowly the cries of the bird and the freezing blizzard it carried with it quieted and eventually disappeared.

Ash still heard the cry of the bird – it was omnipresent, haunting the entirety of the Caverns now that he realized its existence, the singing emanating from the air and stone itself. It was weaker now, though. Barely noticeable unless he focused on it.

The tunnel he had entered was bright in comparison to the rest of the cave system – there were small cracks in the surface high above that let a bit of light into the tunnel. It was much like the long hallway he had taken into the bird’s resting place, although it was made of carefully carved stone instead of ice. The tunnel had had an upward slant.

He also noticed that it was steadily getting warmer the longer he continued. Ash stopped sprinting when he felt he couldn’t keep it up any longer and dropped to a slow walk. While he wanted to just stop and take a breath and give his frozen lungs a break, he knew he couldn’t. His entire body was freezing and numb, and he had to keep moving.

While the air was getting warmer, it still wasn’t enough. Ash paused and collapsed against the wall before fumbling with Infernus’ pokeball. It took a while – frozen fingers weren’t dexterous – but he eventually got his friend out.

Ash sighed in relief as Infernus emerged. The magmar seemed surprised that the temperature was so warm – it was about as warm as the upper levels, a nice contrast from the frozen tombs he had been traversing for the last day – and quickly set to work heating the area up.

“Thanks, Infernus.” Ash said gratefully. Infernus just snorted and waved his tail around some more. They both enjoyed the heat for a few more minutes. It seemed to come much easier in this tunnel than anywhere else in the cave – Infernus had to work less to get more, and the air remained heated without his constant effort.

He stayed in the wonderfully warm air for a long time, enjoying the feeling of actually being warm for once. While he could feel the bird’s influence freezing the air around him, he and Infernus inhabited a warm bubble that defied the great bird’s presence. Ash sighed when he realized that he had to get a move on. His body felt warm and comfortable, and he had mostly recovered from the bird’s power.

“Thanks.” He repeated. “You just saved my life.”

Infernus snorted again before Ash recalled him. Although it was warmer than the rest of the cave system, it was still too cold for the magmar. Icy environments and Infernus just didn’t mix well.

Ash released Bruiser and Zubat in Infernus’ place. Zubat quickly attached herself to his back while Bruiser just looked for something to battle.

“We’re safe.” Ash said as Bruiser looked down the long hallway. “I just don’t know if we will be in the future.”

Bruiser nodded, but looked somewhat disappointed at not having a chance to battle. Ash didn’t share his disappointment. He’d had enough of battling for a few days. All he really wanted to do was find a warm, soft bed and sleep until he had completely forgotten the deep freeze of this cavern.

They continued walking up the hallway, all three of them growing more and more happy and carefree as the chill slowly lessened, giving just the hint of truly warm air. While Infernus had provided plenty of welcome heat for Ash over the past three days, it just wasn’t the same as natural warmth.

As they walked up the long, narrow hallway, Ash thought of the bird. Now that he wasn’t half-dead from the numbing cold and frozen air of the bird’s chamber, he knew what it was: Articuno, the Bird of Ice and one of the three legendary birds of Kanto. It was spoken of only in ancient myths and legends, renowned for its power over ice and unnatural might, which matched those of the other birds.

While he was a bit annoyed over the fact that Articuno had tried to turn him into a frozen statue, his sheer awe at the great bird overshadowed it. He couldn’t believe that he, Ash Ketchum, a trainer of less than a year, had already seen one of the fabled legendaries. It was a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity for most people – less, in fact, since the vast majority of the population never saw a legendary at all.

Aside from his awe at seeing one of the birds so highly regarded amongst the people of Kanto, Ash was amazed at the bird’s strength. It was more than just a pokemon; Articuno seemed more like a force of nature than a mere bird of exceptional size and with control over ice. It was an extension of ice itself, frozen air and water given an avian shape, a winged creature whose wing beats carried blizzards and unnatural cold in its wake.

Ash focused on his encounter with the legendary bird for the rest of the time they spent walking through the long hallway. It wasn’t too long of a time – ten to fifteen minutes, perhaps – but it felt like an eternity as he constantly thought of Articuno. He could barely believe that he had actually seen Articuno, or that he had survived its ire.

But the first glimpse of sunlight breaking into the tunnel tore him from those thoughts, instilling a deep sense of glee in its place. He slipped past Bruiser and took off as fast as he could in his eagerness to escape the Caverns.

His motions disturbed Zubat, who seemed to have fallen asleep as he walked, and she gave a small hiss of annoyance as she nearly fell off. Ash slowed down a bit and felt a bit guilty at disturbing his small friend, but he awkwardly managed to pat her as he jogged.

He stopped just before he entered the actual sunlight. Aside from realizing he could actually feel a breeze coming from the exit – it carried a light scent of salt with it, but not nearly as much as the Caverns did – he remembered that zubat weren’t supposed to be in the sun. Their bodies were just too sensitive to the sunlight, and if they stayed in it for more than just a few minutes their skin would become lightly burned.

Zubat was too timid and terrified of everything as it was. She had warmed up quite a bit towards him – she was happy to be around him and let him pet her, and she even got along with his other pokemon relatively well – but he knew that the fragile bond they had developed hinged upon him keeping her safe. The bat could be tough, but her general personality was just too timid for him to put her in harm’s way.

“Sorry.” He muttered to her. “I forgot that you didn’t like the sun. I’m putting you back in your pokeball, alright?”

His scout gave an understanding cry in response. Ash took that as his cue to return her. He looked back towards Bruiser, who looked just as gleeful to return to the surface as he was.

“Well, what are we waiting on?” Ash asked Bruiser with a grin. Bruiser perked up, his eyes almost manic at the thought of escaping the Caverns. “Let’s get out of here!”

Ash suddenly took off, running as fast as his tired legs would let him. Bruiser wasn’t far behind, his massive bulk barely inhibiting his speed as he followed Ash with short, choppy steps. He grinned widely as he felt the light and warmth of the sun hit his face for the first time in days.

He didn’t even look at his surroundings for a moment. He just basked in the feeling of finally being away from those forsaken Caverns. It wasn’t a hot day – it would have been fairly cold if he had arrived from anywhere but the heart of the Seafoam Caverns – but it felt incredible.

Eventually his eyes opened. He continued to enjoy being away from the Caverns – even though the conditions had grown steadily better as he left through the hidden exit the feeling just didn’t compare to knowing that he had finally escaped – but he realized that he had to focus.

He was standing on a large patch of stone. The tunnel was small and almost unnoticeable, just a small, smooth cut in the earth’s surface that was half-hidden by the immense boulders that covered the area. Grey sand and herds of slowpoke lazing in it dominated the landscape before him, and the cold ocean seemed incredibly calm.

Ash turned backwards and noticed that Bruiser still seemed to be relishing the fact that they were out. He looked up and saw that the tunnel led into a huge hill. It wasn’t quite a mountain, but it was as close as the Seafoam Islands were going to get.

The trainer stepped away from the patch of sea-weathered stone and into the grey sand, which crunched underneath his cold, wet shoes in a way that was wonderfully different than the way snow or slush did. He found a small stone to sit on and called Bruiser over. Ash wanted his friend close.

He pulled his PokeNav from one of the storage compartments – he hadn’t wanted it getting messed up during his venture into the Caverns – and activated it. When all of the covers had opened, he squinted at the screen that was dimmed by the sun’s light. Ash fiddled with it for a while before getting to the map.

Ash selected the Seafoam Islands’ map and quickly found his location. It showed that he was at the very southern tip of the island, not too far from the small town he had arrived at. He smiled when he saw that he didn’t have to walk far and stood up. The trip would only be thirty minutes or so unless there was particularly rough terrain.

“Bruiser!” He called out. His friend had walked away and was curiously examining a slowpoke. The slowpoke was belly up in the sand and had its head submerged under the sand. Bruiser was carefully poking it, seemingly putting all of his focus into the task.

Bruiser looked back at Ash and stood up, not embarrassed in the least. Ash just laughed. “We aren’t too far from the town. Let’s go.”

His friend nodded and took his position by Ash’s side. Ash was tired, but he was too excited to really notice it.

With that, they set back to the small seaside town. It would be a short journey.
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When they arrived nearly an hour later – it turned out that they had to find their way around a few cliffs – Ash went straight to the Roaring Wailmer, although he returned Bruiser before entering the town. Ash could go to the Pokemon Center tomorrow. Right now he just wanted to talk to Captain Stewart and take a very long, very comfortable sleep in the bed that he hadn’t been nearly grateful enough for.

He didn’t have to show his ticket to the sailor that stood by the ship with a bored expression on his face. The man recognized him and waved him aboard, only glancing up from his magazine once.

Ash found Captain Stewart fairly quickly. The older man was lazily sprawled out on a long, reclining chair. He was reading some sort of book, but Ash didn’t look at the title.

“Hey, Captain.” He called out wearily, too tired to care about how he sounded. The Captain grinned widely and stood up, tossing his book to the side.

“Glad to see you back, kid!” Stewart laughed. He pulled out a cigar and lit it before saying anything else. “Were the Caverns everything you heard?”

Ash thought for a moment about the brutal cold, dangerous terrain, monstrous pokemon, and the powerful raptor slumbering in the heart of the crucible. As he thought about the cold, he realized that he was still wearing his jacket. He took it off and slung it over his arm before answering.

“Yes, it certainly was.” He replied drily. “I went to the deepest levels. Just one of the pokemon down there managed to knock out half of my team, the cold was so intense that I had to use my magmar every hour or so just to stay alive, and I had to spend hours trying to find safe paths.”

Stewart’s grin grew wider. “That sounds about right.” His brow furrowed. “Wait, you went to the deepest levels? What did you find down there aside from the pokemon? I only went down until I couldn’t bear the cold anymore and nearly had Gira defeated by a dewgong and a pack of seel.”

“I saw Articuno.” Ash said bluntly, his eyes far away as he recalled the experience. “It was just around an hour or two ago, in fact.”

Stewart chuckled. “Nice joke. Now, really, what did you see? Any water stones or just a bunch of ice. I know a few guys that have gone down there before, but none that went down during the Ice Time.”

“I saw Articuno.” He repeated. “It was sleeping on some sort of shrine. I think that it’s the cause of the Ice Time – I could feel it everywhere.”

“You aren’t kidding, are you?” Stewart asked dumbly, taking his cigar out of his mouth and staring at Ash. “Where did you see it?”

“At the very lowest level of the Caverns, or at least I think so.” Ash replied. “It was just in this huge cave that opened up into the sky. I accidently woke it up, and it tried to attack me. I ran into this weird hallway, though, and found my way up to the surface. People must have made it a long time ago as a short cut.”

Stewart listened in wonder. He sighed and shook his head after a while. “Do you remember where that entrance is?”

Ash nodded. He doubted he would ever be able to forget it, although it might take him a while to find the exact area again.

“Well forget it.” Stewart ordered firmly. “Don’t tell anyone else about it unless you know that they won’t tell anyone else. Don’t even talk about Articuno except to people you can trust. Those caverns are dangerous, and if you tell the world that Articuno dwells within you’ll get all kinds of idiots and crazies trying to find it.”

“I get it.” Ash replied, perfectly understanding Stewart’s position. He hadn’t been planning on telling many people anyways, not if it meant disturbing Articuno’s rest and forcing the legendary to find a new place to roost. Besides, he would never tell the location of the hidden entrance. If somebody was going to see the great bird, they would have to go through the same trials that he did.

Stewart smiled. “Good. You’re a lucky one, kid. I’ve only seen a single legendary in all my years of travelling – a Latias, and that was only a glimpse while I was in Altomare. But seeing Articuno close up…I envy you.”

Ash couldn’t recall what a Latias was, but got the gist of it. He suddenly yawned, causing Stewart to laugh again. “Go sleep, kid. Three days in those caves must have been damn hard. Enjoy your rest.”

He nodded thankfully and staggered to his cabin, the exhaustion finally hitting him after being staved off for hours by a constant supply of adrenaline. Ash released Nidorino, Dazed, Bruiser, and Zubat before he collapsed into bed. They all looked incredibly happy to be on the surface again, but he didn’t have much time to watch them before he was lulled into unconsciousness.

XX

The next day was a lazy one. Ash woke up late – he had slept through the rest of the day he got back and most of the morning of the next – and hung around the ship for an hour or so, eating all of the food that he could get his hands on. Captain Stewart eventually kicked him off the vessel, telling him that he needed to have some food left over for the voyage to Cinnabar and that Ash should go explore the town.

He didn’t bother looking around the town at first. Ash went straight to the Pokemon Center, realizing that he hadn’t called his mother yet and that he needed to get Plume back.

Ash hoped that Plume had gotten over some of her anger at him. He knew that she was a prideful pokemon, and probably thought that him sending her to Professor Oak meant that he saw her as weak, but he hoped that she would realize that it was just because she would have gotten hurt.

The trainer wasn’t looking forward to sending back Zubat. She had proven to be a valuable friend, and he didn’t damage her already fragile emotional state. Zubat had only just begun to really trust him; Ash could only hope that that trust wasn’t damaged by him sending her back.

Nurse Joy looked a little surprised when he stepped into the Pokemon Center. Ash saw that Will was nowhere to be found. The older trainer was probably preparing someone else to go into the Caverns.

“So you’re back.” She said as he walked up to the counter. “How were the Caverns? Were they what you expected?”

Ash shivered. “It was a lot more than I expected. I should have taken another two jackets.”

The nurse smiled. “Sounds about right. Anyways, what do you need?”

“I just need you to check up on my pokemon. It got pretty cold and I’m not sure how well some of them took it.” He replied, taking all of the pokeball’s but Zubat’s off of his belt and placing them on the counter. Ash had to snap out a steadying hand to keep Dazed’s ball from rolling off the counter.

Nurse Joy called out for her assistant. The teenager came out from the back room a moment later and took the pokeballs after Nurse Joy gave her instructions.

“They’ll be ready in about ten to fifteen minutes.” She said. Ash thanked her and went to the Transfer Room. No one else was in it, so he didn’t have to wait on a line like he had feared. The Pokemon Center was just as busy as it had been when he first arrived.

He quickly punched in Professor Oak’s number. The machine hummed for a minute as it activated, the black screen slowly coming to life. It made one last noise before suddenly cutting on, displaying the same room Ash had seen last time.

Professor Oak wasn’t in the room, so Ash took the time to release Zubat. The small pokemon squeaked as she was released before flying to her ordinary position. Ash didn’t even wince at the slight pain he felt when her small, sharp hooks grabbed onto his shirt. He’d gotten used to it over the time they spent in the Caverns.

“Hey, Zubat.” He whispered, taking care not to scare the flighty creature. Zubat hissed back at him in a friendly manner. “I’m just telling you that I have to send you back to the Oak Corral. We’re going to be in the sun a lot, and you wouldn’t be able to come out of your pokeball.”

Zubat hissed in a somewhat less friendly manner, her hooks jabbing harder into his back. Ash just frowned; he could detect the undertone of fear in her hiss. It was higher and more piercing than her usual squeaks and hisses.

“Shh.” He said soothingly, reaching around his back to lightly pet Zubat. “I’ll see you as soon as I can, alright? But you’ll just be stuck in your pokeball for the next few days or weeks, and I’d rather you be outside.”

His friend hissed again. Ash sighed and glanced at the screen. Professor Oak still hadn’t arrived yet, so Ash still had some time.

“I promise that I’ll see you soon. You’re a good friend. I wouldn’t just leave you. Come on, Zubat, I just need you to trust me, alright? I’m not going to forget about you.”

Zubat’s hiss was a little bit lower this time, and Ash felt that he was making headway. He didn’t want Zubat to become distrustful or angry at him. Ash really did like the little bat, even if her meekness could be a little difficult to work with at times.

“You know what?” Ash asked. He felt Zubat shift around on his back. “I never nicknamed you, did I? You’re a part of the team now – one of our friends. Do you want a nickname?”

His friend clutched a little tighter and squeaked in what Ash assumed was agreement. Ash realized that he would have to get Zubat off of his back when he was talking to her from now on. It made her much more difficult to interpret.

“Is that a yes?” He asked, just to be sure.

Zubat squeaked again.

Ash had been thinking of a nickname for his newest partner ever since he had first released her. He had narrowed it down to a fairly narrow list, and he started off with his favorite. Perhaps it wasn’t the most creative, but Ash thought it fit Zubat. At least her main role for the team, anyways.

“How about Seeker?” Ash questioned. Zubat squeaked in the same tone again, which Ash assumed was satisfaction. If she didn’t like it, he was sure she would lightly jab him with her small hooks. “Alright, then. Seeker it is.”

The newly dubbed Seeker squeaked again. Ash smiled and scratched her ears and spoke to her some more for the next few minutes. He started to grow tired of waiting, but after a while a red-faced Professor Oak appeared on screen, panting and sweaty.

“Oh, hello, Ash!” The Professor wheezed out. Ash returned the greetings and patiently waited for the older man to recover. When he did, Oak continued. “Sorry about the wait. I was out in the fields with your pidgeot. She’s been a great help in managing the rattata.”

“I’m glad she could help.” Ash said with a grin. “Plume’s actually what I came to talk to you about. Could you send her over? I’m going to be on a ship for the next few days and I don’t want Zubat cooped up in her pokeball the entire time.”

Oak nodded. “Of course! I actually have her with me right now. You know what to do.”

Ash whispered a goodbye to Seeker before returning her, promising the zubat that he would see her again soon. Seeker squeaked a goodbye before she was returned.

He carefully placed the pokeball into the transfer machine. Oak did the same with Plume’s pokeball and a moment later the balls had been switched. Ash took Plume’s ball from the machine and clipped it onto his belt. While he was sad that he had to send Seeker away, he was ecstatic to have one of his first friends back.

“Before you leave, could you tell me how your trip into the Caverns went?” Oak questioned. “Gary was thinking about heading into them for a little extra training in a few months.”

Ash took about five minutes to tell his experiences to Professor Oak, although he left the part about Articuno out. He didn’t think the Pokemon Center was secure enough, although he knew that he would tell Professor Oak about the legendary sometime in the near future.

“I see.” Oak said, scratching his chin and reclining back into his chair, deep in thought. “Perhaps I can get Gary to wait until the Ice Time is over. If I’d known it was that dangerous, I’d have done my best to stop you from going in.”

“I would have found a way to get in anyways.” Ash said confidently, a little bit of spirit breaking into his answer.

Oak frowned, although his eyes showed that he was amused. “I’m sure you would have. Telling you not to do something never did work out very well. Anyways, have you talked to your mother yet? She’s been very worried about you.”

Ash shook his head, a bit of guilt worming its way inside of him. “I’m calling her right after this. I just wanted to get everything ready beforehand.”

The Professor sighed. “I won’t keep you then. Send my regards to Gary if you see him. He hasn’t called me in a long time.”

He frowned, but didn’t get a chance to say anything before the monitor cut off. Ash sighed and punched in his mother’s number. He didn’t want her to be worried about him.
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After a long conversation with his mother about his experiences in the Caverns – he had made sure to keep most of the dangerous bits out of the story, although he made clear that it wasn’t an easy journey – Ash left for the markets. He wanted to see if they had found any Dragon Scales.

An hour later, he walked away from the busy marketplace empty-handed. Ash was a little disappointed that he couldn’t find the item, but figured that there were plenty of opportunities in the future. But while he had been shopping, he realized that he should probably get Golduck from the Oak Corral and meet him. The Cinnabar Gym was known to be difficult, and he didn’t want to use Golduck without knowing that the pokemon would obey him.

Ash transferred Bruiser over to Professor Oak. The older man didn’t seem to have a problem about having to work with Ash twice, apparently glad to see Ash after more than three months.

Once he had Golduck, Ash went out to the forest. He had to search a while for a clearing sufficiently large enough to comfortable hold all of his pokemon, but he got lucky and found one on the northern end of the island. There were two tasks he needed to complete before he could relax with his friends.

First, he had to talk to Plume again. Ash just hoped that she hadn’t harbored a grudge against him. Plume had her pride, and he probably hadn’t done that pride a favor.

Second, he had to meet Golduck and feel out the newest addition to his team. Golduck had seemed far more aggressive than any of his pokemon outside of Infernus, so Ash wasn’t sure if the water-type would be under control by the time they reached Cinnabar.

Ash didn’t hesitate in either of his tasks. He first let out all of his pokemon aside from Torrent, Plume and Golduck.

Nidorino grunted and looked up at the sun, basking in the rays that he hadn’t felt in several days. He stayed like that for a while before taking Ash’s side, receiving a pat on the head as greetings from Ash.

Dazed had a similar reaction, albeit more subdued. She nodded at Ash once before exploring the clearing, experimentally glancing up into the sun now and then.

Infernus, however, went wild. He seemed prepared to freeze for a few minutes as he saved Ash’s frozen body from dying, but froze when he realized that they were no long in the Caverns. A moment later Infernus began roaring and stamping his foot on the ground, sending flames cascading in all directions and causing the earth around him to bubble and crack in Infernus’ glee.

Ash just smiled and stepped away from Infernus. The fire-type had suffered greatly for him in the Caverns. He wasn’t about to take away Infernus’ fun.

After a few minutes, even Infernus had calmed down. Ash put a hand on Plume’s pokeball, unclipping it and returning it to its normal size. He almost hesitated, but quickly threw the ball into the air and released Plume before he could think about it anymore.

Plume shrieked out her arrival, drawing the attention of the rest of his friends, before taking to the skies. She began to circle over the clearing, letting loose piercing cries. Ash could feel her keen eyes glaring at him.

Nidorino didn’t seem to like that. He tensed up and gave a deep, rumbling growl. Ash placed a calming hand on his head, carefully avoiding the horn that was beginning to leak poison.

“Don’t hurt her.” He said to his best friend. “She has a reason to be made.” Ash turned his gaze to Plume, who was still circling high in the sky. “Plume! Come down. I want to talk to you!”

His friend shrieked again before slowly coming down, losing altitude at a lazy rate. Ash patiently waited with his arms crossed, knowing that he had as much time as he needed. Plume was just a bit upset.

She finally landed, carefully slamming into the ground just a few feet in front of him. Ash met her fierce gaze calmly, undaunted by the bird’s sheer size and power. Nidorino growled at Plume and tensed up.

“Calm down, Nidorino.” Ash commanded. He turned back to Plume. “It’s nice to have you back. How was the Corral?”

Plume shrieked at him and beat her wings. A bit of charred earth and soot left over from Infernus’ celebration was whipped up and thrown at him, but Ash didn’t particularly care.

“Is that a yes or a no?”

His friend shrieked at him in annoyance and stepped closer on her talons, but a growl from Nidorino and the smell of charged power in the air kept her back. Ash frowned.

“Look, those Caverns were brutal. There were ice pokemon there powerful enough to take out half the team. We got lost several times. We encountered Articuno and nearly froze to death. How would have you helped out? All that would have happened is that you got hurt, and I really don’t want that to happen.”

Plume’s puffed out chest seemed to deflate a little, but she still seemed a little angry. Ash sighed and continued.

“Do you think I liked transferring you? You’re one of my first friends. I like Seeker, but she can’t replace you.” Plume’s chest puffed out again, and Ash stepped closer. “Listen, I just traded you to keep you safe. You’re strong, but you couldn’t battle against those ice-types, not when they were given a power boost.”

The bird preened under his praise and Ash smiled. He meant everything he said, but he did have to embellish it a bit. Plume’s vanity was the best way to approach her, although it was usually kept in check by her loyalty and friendliness.

“I promise that I’ll never leave you unless I have to. This was just a bad area. There isn’t another place in Kanto I can think of where you’ll need to leave.” He said, pressing his position. Ash gently stroked Plume’s smooth crest, making her lean her head forwards.

She had no objections to him touching her, and seemed pleased enough with him, so Ash assumed that he was forgiven. He hoped that he didn’t have to be separated from his friend for a long time.

The group relaxed for a while, enjoying the chance to actually communicate and see each other instead of hurriedly moving along in the hopes of not freezing to death. Infernus was particularly pleased – he was practically dancing around the clearing, sending small bursts of flame through the air around him with every movement. Ash had Plume blow any that managed to gain a fuel source out, although most died on their own.

After an hour of messing around and relaxing, Ash finally remembered Golduck. He had a frown on his face as he called over his friends.

“We have a new teammate.” Ash announced. “Dazed, you remember him. Nidorino, you probably got a glimpse of him. He’s a golduck and, if he’s as aggressive as I remember, we might have some trouble with him. Get ready to battle.”

Nidorino growled. Ash saw an arc of electricity travel up his horn before dissipating. Dazed’s eyes began glowing, clearly ready to battle the powerful golduck.

Ash stepped back and released Golduck. The large blue creature seemed annoyed at being released, but quickly scanned the surroundings. When it saw Ash, its eyes glowed a bright blue and it spit a fast, powerful blast of water at him.

He flinched and ducked, but it turned out that there was no need. Dazed had erected a barrier of shimmering blue energy in front of him a split second before the powerful water gun hit. Ash slowly looked up and saw that Nidorino and Infernus were attacking Golduck. The others were forming a circle in order to keep the combatants from escaping.

Dazed continued to stand by him, maintaining the psychic barrier with minimal energy. Ash just watched as his friends battled Golduck. They only had a little bit of trouble battling the powerful water-type and it also gave Ash a chance to appraise Golduck’s skills.

The first thing he noticed was that Golduck seemed much weaker than it had inside of the Caverns. Granted, he hadn’t gotten many chances to actually see its capabilities, but Golduck just didn’t have the power it had previously displayed. It was reacting slower, had less power behind its attacks, and could only use its psychic abilities a few times before it was exhausted.

Despite its lessened power, Golduck held its own against the combined might of Nidorino and Infernus. It spit water at Infernus, dodged several of Nidorino’s thunderbolts, and did its best to viciously attack both of his friends. Golduck took as many hits as it dealt out, but it seemed to have no battling instinct other than to attack relentlessly.

It was Infernus that took the frenzied Golduck out. While Nidorino drew its attention and dueled it in a battle of claw and horn, Infernus attacked it from the rear and wrapped his large, hot hands around Golduck’s torso. Infernus roared and flared up, sending flame blasting out from all over his body.

Golduck squirmed and bit and kicked, but the flames eventually knocked it out. Infernus casually dropped his defeated foe to the ground and belched flames into the air as a sign of his victory. Nidorino just grunted and curiously stood over Golduck.

Ash complimented his friends on their work before withdrawing his pokedex and scanning the unconscious Golduck.

“Golduck, the Duck Pokemon.” The calm, mechanical voice said. “Golduck is the fastest swimmer among all pokemon. It swims effortlessly, even in a rough, stormy sea. It sometimes rescues people from wrecked ships floundering in high seas. When it swims at full speed, its forehead begins to glow.

This Golduck knows the moves: Water gun, confusion, water pulse, aqua tail, zen headbutt, and hydro pump. Its ability is Damp, which enables it to have a resistance to explosions and fire-type moves. Electric attacks will be amplified.”

Ash could definitely make use of its move pool. While not as formidable as it had once seemed, Golduck still had a fair bit of power backing him up. Coupled with its impressive move pool, he was sure that it would be a good opponent for Blaine. Its ability had a few perks, but he was ambivalent about it. Water-types already resisted fire. That weakness to electricity was a huge hole, but Ash could work around it in most cases.

The trainer checked Golduck’s gender. It was a male.

He walked over to the fallen Golduck and kneeled beside him. Ash put his pokedex up and gave Golduck a revive. A few seconds after the white powder fell into Golduck’s mouth, the pokemon stirred and began to pull itself up with its strong arms.

Ash stepped back and gave Golduck a little space. Nidorino and Infernus took their places by his side. He nodded at Dazed, who took the signal to flank Golduck and prepare to disable and hypnotize him.

Golduck wearily stood up. It looked ready for battle, and its eyes glowed with its fury when it saw Infernus. The water-type quickly spit a powerful water-gun at Infernus, but Dazed disabled it the moment afterwards. Infernus flared up the instant before the water hit him, converting some of the water gun into steam and taking only a little bit of damage.

Infernus roared and stepped forward. His fist erupted in flame and the bad-tempered pokemon prepared to take his vengeance on Golduck.

“Infernus! No!” Ash commanded, leveling a stern look at the aggressive fire-type. Infernus growled and looked as though he might ignore Ash, but another command caused Infernus to acquiesce and return to his former position. “Thanks. We don’t want to hurt him.”

The magmar snorted at that, which Ash ignored. Ash stepped forward and placed his hands up in a gesture of peace. Golduck glared, but he was still locked in by Dazed’s disable and couldn’t do anything.

“Calm down. I don’t want to hurt you.” Ash said placatingly. Golduck glared and began to move a little. “But if you keep on trying to attack us, I’ll just have my friends knock you out again. I have all the time in the world, and I just want to be friends.”

Golduck growled and waved his arms a little. He quacked angrily when Ash just stood there staring at him. Ash could tell that the disable would wear off in just a few moments. The psychic lock was already beginning to fizzle out.

“So, are you going to calm down?” Ash asked as the disable finally wore off. Golduck tensed and prepared to fight, but a deep growl from Nidorino convinced him otherwise. “Like I said, I just want to be friends. If you come with me, I’ll make you a lot stronger.”

Unlike most pokemon Ash had met, this statement didn’t draw much interest from Golduck. He seemed almost insulted by the remark and stood up much straighter. But he did glare and nod at Infernus. The fire-type roared at the challenge and spit a massive flamethrower into the sky, causing small, burning embers to float down around them.

Ash grinned. It looked like he had a way to get Golduck to cooperate. “You want to battle Infernus?”

Golduck quacked and nodded, never letting his gaze drift from Infernus. Ash’s smile grew wider.

“Then let’s make a deal. I’ll let you battle Infernus, but under a few conditions: I won’t be commanding him, and if you lose, you have to cooperate with me and join my team. If you win, I’ll take you back to the Caverns and release you. Deal?”

An unholy gleam entered Golduck’s ruby eyes and they began to glow with psychic power. Golduck nodded and prepared for battle. Ash nodded at Infernus and let the fire-type square up. Ash and the rest of the team moved far away from the fierce battle about to take place.

When the rest of the team had moved to safety, the battle began. Golduck quacked angrily and went for the obvious way to defeat the powerful magmar – his psychic power.

Golduck’s eyes and head glowed brightly, providing a bright spot that stood out even in the powerful rays of the sun. An aura of blue energy enveloped Infernus, and Golduck’s eyes surged with even more light.

Infernus roared angrily and threw off the psychic attack, his body too powerful for the attack and his rage too bright. He seemed to remember Golduck’s improved resistance to electric attacks and didn’t bother blasting the water-type with a flamethrower. Instead, Infernus blew a huge cloud of thick black smoke from its mouth, small embers mixed in with the gas.

Ash could still see Infernus even as he moved into the obscuring cover of the smoke – Infernus wasn’t built for stealth, not when he constantly had flames blazing from his body and licks of fire trailing him in combat – but it was still harder to discern him. He heard Golduck squawk in anger and heard sizzling sounds.

Suddenly, the smoke was blasted away by a burst of flame. Ash coughed and covered his mouth as some of the smoke drifted over to him, but turned his attention to the battle when it passed. Infernus seemed to have blasted the smoke away with a small explosion of flames, but had turned to fire spin in its stead.

Infernus flared up and released a twister of flame towards Golduck, which curled around and trapped the water-type in a vortex of swirling flame. Ash could barely see through the inferno and was very glad that most of the grass and vegetation had already been burned away. He looked towards Plume and nodded at his friend. She quickly took off and began blowing out flames that had the potential to spread. The trainer looked on at the battle curiously, surprised at the strategy Infernus was using.

He hadn’t used fire spin very much. Infernus was generally capable of powering through most foes, and the fire-type generally had a strong aversion to using the camouflage afforded to him by the flames. But it looked like Infernus disliked Golduck enough to override that quirk.

Infernus roared and flared up as Golduck blasted him with a hydro pump. He was hurt by the attack, but his almost supernatural stamina allowed him to survive the attack. The fire-type suddenly disappeared into the flames, his body allowing him to stalk unseen through the blaze.

Golduck quacked in surprise and suddenly formed a ball of blue energy in his hands, which he threw onto the charred ground. It formed a massive wave that exploded outward when it hit the ground, slamming into the fire spin and weakening the flames’ power.

But Infernus had dodged the attack and suddenly appeared behind Golduck, leaping from the vortex of flame and slamming a burning fist into Golduck’s back. Although the flames didn’t badly hurt Golduck, the sheer force behind the blow sent Golduck sprawling to the ground. Golduck quacked and shot a high-powered jet of water at Infernus, but it did little other than to slow the fire-type down.

Ash grinned when Golduck was consumed by a massive flamethrower, Infernus’ rage fuelling the hot flames. It wouldn’t hurt Golduck, but it would weaken the proud pokemon. Infernus quickly pressed his advantage and slammed a burning foot onto Golduck’s chest, pinning the water-type beneath his weight.

When Infernus pulled his large foot up and prepared to slam it down and send an eruption of flame and lava blasting up from beneath Golduck, Ash drew the line. He snapped his attention to Infernus and called out for him.

“Infernus! That’s enough!”

Infernus obeyed him almost instantly this time, extinguishing the flames that consumed his body and caused the heat waves that made his appearance shimmery and indistinct to die down. Plume blew out the fire spin, which was easily gotten rid of thanks to Infernus no longer powering it.

After Plume blasted the rest of the flames out, she fluttered over to Ash and took her place beside him. Ash smiled at her, glad that she hadn’t held a grudge. A moment later, however, he stepped forward until he was just a few feet away from Golduck.

“Good job, Infernus.” He said with a grin. Infernus roared and seemed quite pleased with himself. Apparently the fire-type had little love for Golduck.

This fight did make Ash realize that he was wasting Infernus’ potential. He had just been using him as a nigh unstoppable juggernaut for the month or so that they had been travelling together, using him as a battering ram that defeated opponents through sheer power and ferocity. Ash had actually somewhat forgotten about the cunning and other abilities that Infernus had displayed, as well as the strategic use.

To be honest, Ash was disappointed with himself. He’d let both Infernus and himself down. He would just have to remedy that in the coming days. But for now he focused his attention on the ash-covered Golduck, who had pulled himself up on tired arms.

Golduck retained his pride. He ignored Infernus’ celebrations and stood up as tall as he could manage. The water-type looked Ash straight in the eye, pride bent from the crushing defeat but not broken.

“Are you ready to be part of the team?” Ash asked with a grin. Golduck snarled as best he could, although his defeated appearance ruined the effect. “We made a deal. I’d expect a golduck to honor it.”

The water-type stood up even straighter, eyes blazing with anger. He quacked and nodded, bowing his head a bit in acknowledgment.

“So are you going to cooperate?” Ash questioned. Golduck slowly nodded, although it looked extremely difficult for him to do. “Good. I promise that I’ll make you as strong as I can.”

Golduck quacked in response, seemingly unconvinced, before walking away and turning his back on the rest of them. Ash shook his head in annoyance. While Golduck had acquiesced to join the team, it didn’t seem like he would be very close with the rest of them.

Oh well, Ash thought as he looked at the rest of the team. Now that the drama had passed, they had returned to their former activities. There would be plenty of time to try and work that arrogance out of Golduck later. For now, he just wanted to relax.
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The next morning found them on the ship as it disembarked from the port. Ash stood with Nidorino by his side, watching the familiar town slowly fade away as they moved farther and farther away from the Seafoam Islands.

While Ash couldn’t say that he would ever miss the Caverns or the trials within, he had grown fond of the island and appreciated the strength the Caverns had imparted upon him and his pokemon. After facing the icy depths of the Caverns, he was sure that he could do anything. It had made them all tougher, both physically and mentally.

He had kept Golduck, although he got Professor Oak to bring Bruiser to the screen so that Ash could apologize and explain his reasoning. Bruiser seemed far more understanding than Plume had and accepted Ash’s reasons, although he still seemed disappointed. Ash promised to bring him back soon, though.

Golduck was responding better to Ash, although he had a fierce rivalry with Infernus and disliked the others. He respected their power but hated them for it at the same time. Ash hoped that he could reach the water-type and make him a bit more amenable over the trip to Cinnabar.

Captain Stewart promised to help Ash with the unruly Golduck in his off-time and gave Ash permission to let the water-type swim alongside the ship. Ash hoped that the physical work could make Golduck happier and more receptive to his outreaches.

As the small outline of the Seafoam Islands finally vanished from Ash’s view, he turned away and looked towards the direction of Cinnabar. The Seafoam Islands had been an important part of his journey and had posed difficulties that he wouldn’t forget, but he was excited to move on and test his strength against new challenges.

Ash had a grin on his face as he thought of Blaine, the old, experienced battler that would be his next challenge.

Cinnabar Island awaited him.






8. Chapter 8: Cinnabar Island


A/N: Thanks to everyone who has reviewed and supported this story! Thanks to all of you, I finally broke the one hundred mark! This one is a bit heavy on battling, but overall I liked it.

Anyways, here’s the next chapter. Enjoy!

“That Golduck’s nothing but trouble.” Captain Stewart sighed as he sat down on a large box. Ash nodded in agreement and sat down across from the older man. “He’s got a bit of potential, but he’s too angry and arrogant to use it. It’ll take time to reach him.”

Ash shrugged helplessly. It was their last day at sea and they would be able to see Cinnabar Island within a few minutes. They had been trying to train Golduck over the three day journey, but even with the old trainer’s help Golduck proved to be far too stubborn to properly train. He followed Ash’s commands every now and then, but only really obeyed when Ash reminded him of their deal or when his own pride was at stake.

While Golduck refused to train, Ash was sure that he would do his best if Ash actually put him into battle. Golduck was too prideful to accept anything less than his best when it actually mattered. In the battles Ash had with the off-duty sailors Golduck performed quite well, following every order and managing to use some semblance of strategy.

That was why Ash would be using him against Blaine. It was a risk and Ash had thought about choosing a different pokemon to open with, but he decided that there wasn’t a way that using Golduck would hurt him. Even if he lost with Golduck, he would at least do some damage and it might help to drive into Golduck’s thick skull that he wasn’t as powerful as he thought. If Golduck won a battle then he would have proved his worth on the team, although Ash would still have to work on the attitude.

“By the way, kid, are you coming back to Fuschia?” Stewart asked as he removed his pipe from his mouth and blew a ring of smoke into the frigid air. “That’s where we’re headed after we dock. I’ve got to make another few circuits.”

Ash shook his head. “I’m thinking of heading back to my home town after I’m done here. I’ll see if the Viridian Gym is open. If not I’ll just get someone I know to teleport me to Saffron.”

He’d come up with his plan on the first day back. Once he hit Cinnabar he would be the closest to home he had been in months. Ash was sure that Professor Oak would let him borrow his Alakazam in order to teleport to Saffron. If not he could just fly there on Plume, although he felt incredibly nervous about trying something like that. Plenty of trainers flew on the backs of pidgeot, but he would prefer to just be teleported.

Captain Stewart absentmindedly nodded. “Never been to either of those places myself. I’ve never wandered far from the coast. Heard about Sabrina though – most of the trainers I take are terrified of the woman.”

The trainer smiled, remembering how easily she defeated him. He could definitely believe that people complained about battling her.

Suddenly the ferry’s horn blared, shattering the calm silence that had prevailed over the last hour of the ride. Stewart’s head snapped over and he stood up.

“I’ve got to go. It looks like we’re getting close to Cinnabar.” Stewart said lazily as he stretched out his tired muscles. “Good luck on your journey, kid. I hope you get that Golduck under control.”

Ash nodded in understanding. “Aren’t you going to have to come back down to give out instructions?”

“Nope.” Stewart replied with a shake of his head. He was already walking away. “I’ve got someone else to take care of that. Sorry, kid, but there’s a lot of paperwork I’ve got to fill out. Cinnabar’s a stickler about that kind of thing.”

“Alright.” Ash said shortly. “Maybe I’ll see you again sometime.”

Stewart nodded and walked into the cabin area, his long coat flapping around his legs. Ash watched the old man walk away for a moment before sighing and looking out to the west. While most of what he could see was nothing but calm, gently rolling waves, he could see Cinnabar coming up

The trainer felt a little sad that he had to say goodbye to the old sailor. Although Stewart could be a little coarse and desperately needed to shave, Ash liked him and Stewart had taught him a lot. Ash doubted that Golduck would have trained at all if the Captain hadn’t told him how to approach the arrogant water-type.

He sighed and stood up. Now that he was done attempting to train Golduck and didn’t have anything else to do he should go back to his cabin. Ash had forgotten to pack the previous night, and he assumed that he only had an hour or two left before they disembarked.
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An hour and a half later they landed. One of the sailors that Ash had never talked to delivered the speech that told them when the ship would be leaving, the main attractions, and what pokemon could be found on the island.

Ash found it curious that the sailor didn’t mention the gym at all. Gyms were one of the dominant features of any city – the gym leader was responsible for protecting cities and towns in their territory from any threats and headed the League forces in the area. It was odd that its location wouldn’t be given to newcomers.

He shrugged it off, though. It shouldn’t be too hard to discover the gym. They were hardly inconspicuous.

The first thing he noticed about Cinnabar Island was that it was hot – it was a tropical resort just like the Seafoam Islands but on a larger scale. And since it didn’t have an “Ice Time” Cinnabar was just as hot and bright as Ash would expect a tropical paradise to be.

The second thing was the volcano. It was the dominant feature of the island and was what Ash had been able to make out an hour ago, but he hadn’t expected it to actually be the entire island. The volcano proper was at the very center of the island, and small mountains covered in forests jutted up around it. Cinnabar was built on one of the bottom slopes of those mountains, where the land had almost flattened.

Ash wondered if any powerful pokemon lived in the immense mountain. He was sure that he would probably find solitary magmar wandering around somewhere nearby – volcanoes were their favored habitat and magmar weren’t particularly shy or afraid of humans – but figured that there had to be some other fire-types thriving in or around the volcano.

He promised himself that he would search around the slopes. Ash wasn’t sure that he was up for actually looking inside the volcano – that seemed stupidly dangerous – but there couldn’t be any harm in being around it. Maybe he would get lucky and find another magmar that Infernus could battle. It would be interesting to see how his friend compared.

But for now he should just focus on finding the gym. Once he beat Blaine he could explore to his heart’s content. It wasn’t as if he was short on time.

Ash sighed and looked around the town. It was a typical tourist trap. Bright colors and countless vendors vied for the crowds’ attention; all seeking to take their own bite into the tourists’ wallet. He did his best to ignore the vendors and various tourist attractions.

What he couldn’t ignore was the stereotypical music playing in the background, the same tune that seemed to play in every resort he’d ever seen on television. It made Ash want to run out to the wilderness and embrace its silence.

“Excuse me.” Ash said as he went up to one of the vendors. The tall, broad-shouldered woman seemed to think that he was a customer and went into a spiel about her product.

“Hello!” She exclaimed with a great deal of almost convincing cheer as she waved her hands over a wide selection of pokeballs. Most were just painted different colors but Ash spotted some of the rarer variants. “You’ve found Regina’s stall of balls! Poke, great, lu –”

Ash raised his hands up. “Sorry, but I just need to know the directions to the gym.”

The vendor frowned and the excitement instantly drained out of her body. “Head down that road for about a minute until you reach the end. Now shoo. I’ve got business to do.”

“Thanks.” Ash replied stonily. The vendor ignored him and looked for more potential customers with keen, predatory eyes.

Although he had his misgivings about the validity of the woman’s directions, he followed them anyways. It wasn’t as if he had anywhere else to go. He suspected that the rest of the advice would be just as unhelpful. If it led him to a dead end he could always just find the Pokemon Center and ask the Nurse Joy in charge.

Ash managed to slip through the crowd until he reached the very end of the road. He got out of the bustling crowd and looked around for the gym. When he saw nothing but a few merchandise stands and the ruins of some old wooden building he frowned.

“I guess she was just messing with me.” Ash said with a scowl. “Where’s the gym?”

“You’re looking for Blaine’s gym?” A soft, low voice asked. Ash snapped around in surprise and stepped back when he realized a tall man was right behind him. He took a moment to take the man in.

The man was aged, although the wrinkles on his face were faded and barely noticeable. He had a large, bristly mustache and long, light brown hair. A pair of sunglasses covered his eyes, glinting with the sun’s light. He wore a bright red shirt and pants, and a necklace made of large green beads. Ash suspected that if he looked at the man’s eyes they would be red and glazed over.

“Yes.” Ash replied warily. He didn’t particularly want to be around the strange man. “Do you know where I could find it?”

“I do, in fact.” The old man said with a smirk. “The answer is a riddle. His gym is where you put your glasses.”

Ash sighed. He suspected the man was wasting his time. “Could you just tell me?”

“No.” The old man quickly replied, amusement coloring the tone. Ash had a scowl on his face as he thought it over. He wasn’t the best at riddles. Battling was much easier.

The obvious answer was on his face. But, as he had learned from Gary when his former friend went through an odd phase where he was obsessed with riddles, the answer was rarely the most obvious one.

Ash thought about it for a few more seconds before it struck him. “In front of my eyes?”

“You are correct!” The old man exclaimed sarcastically, throwing his hands in the air. “Look over there to see your prize.”

He turned to the old, overgrown ruins that the old man pointed at. Ash sighed. “Are you serious? That’s a wreck.”

The strange man grinned, although it had a sad undertone to it. “Blaine got tired of battling tourists that cared more about postcards and t-shirts than pokemon. That’s when he abandoned the gym.” His words took on a particularly strong tone of disgust when he mentioned tourists.

Ash frowned. It sounded as though Blaine had just moved the location instead of actually abandoning his gym leader status. But if Blaine had abandoned it without telling anyone the location of the new gym, the League would probably put him in all sorts of trouble. So he had to have told someone.

“I’m a real challenger though, not a tourist. Blaine has to give me a battle.” Ash replied with a bit of fire in his voice. “Do you know where the real gym is? Blaine had to have told someone where he moved.”

The man shook his head. “I’m afraid not, my friend. Blaine only has to accept your challenge if you can actually find the gym. But if you need anything, here’s my card.”

Ash carefully took the proffered card from the old man’s fingers, glancing down at it. “The Big Riddle Inn?”

An odd name for a hotel, but Ash supposed that it fit the man perfectly. Ash glanced up to ask a few more questions but realized that the old man had vanished. He frowned and looked around. Still no sign of the strange man.

Ash suspected that the old man was more than he seemed. He was just a bit too knowledgeable about everything. He was probably just someone in the know – possibly even one of the people Blaine had told the location to.

Although he could probably learn a bit from the man, Ash decided to avoid the Big Riddle Inn as best he could. He didn’t want to put up with his oddities if he didn’t have to, especially since it just seemed like the old man was only trying to waste his time.

Nevertheless, he placed the card in the pocket of his jacket. The town looked as though it were filled to capacity. While the Pokemon Center should have plenty of room it was best to be on the safe side.

He figured that he should probably head to the Pokemon Center. Ash could remember the directions to it pretty easily, and perhaps one of the nurses would know where he could find the gym.

Ash walked away from the ruined gym a few moments later. He wanted to be able to look around the town and island before nightfall, so it was best to get started.
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“What do you mean there’s no room?” Ash asked in annoyance. He tried to keep his patience with Nurse Joy – she looked horribly stressed out and exhausted – but he couldn’t keep all of it out of his tone. “Are any of these people actual trainers?”

Nurse Joy shook her head. “Maybe one or two are real trainers, but most are just tourists that have a trainer’s license. They’re abusing the system, but I can’t legally force them out. I’m really sorry, but we just don’t have enough room. People are even sleeping in the lobby.”

Ash sighed. “Thanks for your time. But do you know where the gym is?”

“The gym? I have no idea.” Nurse Joy frowned. “Blaine just took off one day and set a fire in his old gym. It has to be somewhere on the island, but I wasn’t informed about it. But if I know Blaine, it’ll be somewhere that no one will expect – somewhere that only the smartest or the strongest would be able to reach. I’m sorry that I can’t help you.”

He grinned and waved it off. Nurse Joy just gave him a hint. Maybe he would be able to find it on his own, even if it would take a while. “It’s fine, and thanks for taking the time to talk to me.”

Nurse Joy smiled at him before leaving to attend to the tourists. Ash scowled at the tourists clogging up the Pokemon Center before he left. He would have to spend even more time looking for a place to sleep now. While he would be fine curled up somewhere on his sleeping mat and with his friends, he would prefer to stay under a roof for at least tonight.

Unfortunately, even after two hours of searching that had put him in a very bad mood, he had no such luck. Although Ash went to almost all of the hotels that he could find – and there were a lot considering that this was a resort town – they were all completely full. Apparently he’d had the misfortune to come during the busy season, so there was no chance of him finding a room.

Ash hesitantly pulled out the card that the old man had given him. While he really didn’t want to see the stranger again, it looked like he had no choice. Unless he wanted to be searching the town for the foreseeable future in the vain hope that he could find a place to stay he had to at least try the Big Riddle Inn.

It had the name of the hotel in the upper right corner, under which was a simple drawing of a volcano. A house and clouds were on the left side of the card. Under the volcano were a few lines of text. Ash angled the card into the light and squinted at the small words.

“If you look near the swings you’ll see my hands, or at least my face.” He read aloud.

Ash’s eye twitched as he realized that it was another riddle. He wouldn’t be surprised if the old man printed these out just to mess with people, although he couldn’t see how the Big Riddle Inn stayed in business if nobody knew where to find it.

He scowled and put the card back in his pocket. While it wasn’t doing anything for his somewhat short temper at the moment, it might be useful later. Ash made sure not to “accidentally” tear it as he put it in.

Unfortunately the Inn was his best bet, so he would do his best to find it. If he couldn’t find it then he would just set up camp outside of the city. It wouldn’t be too bad, although he preferred sleeping in an actual bed when he was in a city.

The trainer turned back into the hotel he’d just left. While the receptionist hadn’t been able to get him a room, maybe she could tell him where the Inn was.

She was reading a magazine when he came in. Ash supposed that there weren’t that many people coming in this late – it was sunset by now – and she didn’t have to pay as much attention. The receptionist quickly put the magazine away when he walked up and looked at him with a raised eyebrow.

“Look, I’ve already told you that we don’t have rooms. I doubt any of the other hotels do either, come to think of it.” She said in an annoyed tone. Ash frowned and brushed her off.

“I just need to know where I can find the Big Riddle Inn.” He said stonily, not bothering to be particularly polite. Ash had gotten fed up with this about an hour ago.

The receptionist raised an eyebrow. “That’s the one that crazy guy runs, right?”

Ash wordlessly nodded, figuring that was an apt description of its proprietor.

“Sorry, no one knows where that place is. I think a few trainers have gone there, but they never say anything. All I know is that it’s somewhere outside the city proper.”

“Thanks.” Ash sighed. He should have figured that it wouldn’t be that easy. Oh well, at least this made his choices somewhat easier. If he didn’t find the inn he could just make camp wherever he felt like.

The receptionist was already back to her magazine and waved him away. Ash frowned at her for a moment before leaving the brightly lit hotel, just a bit annoyed with the teenager.

But he didn’t have time to be annoyed. Ash didn’t want to be stumbling around outside the city at night so he needed to hurry up. Hopefully he wouldn’t have to. Plume didn’t have the best night vision, but he hoped that she could use the little daylight they had left to find the hotel.

He wasted no time in heading towards the main gate. Ash had passed it several times while looking for a hotel, so didn’t have to ask directions. The walk to it took only about five minutes, so Ash didn’t burn up too much precious daylight.

Ash quickly walked out of the confines of the city, releasing Nidorino and Plume once he did so. Plume quickly soared up into the air with a single beat of her powerful wings. She took her position high above Ash, scanning for any danger. Nidorino took Ash’s side, staying just a little bit behind the trainer.

“Hey, guys.” Ash said with a grin, his mood lightening a bit thanks to his pokemon. “I’m looking for a hotel called the Big Riddle Inn. Plume, could you help me out?”

Plume shrieked an affirmative and took off. Ash slowly walked down the trail. His friend would easily be able to find him even if it was dark, and he might get lucky and find the hotel in an area where Plume’s vision might be unable to penetrate.

He wandered around for a bit, although he always stuck to the trail. Cinnabar Island had similar trees and plants to the mainland, although most of the trees here were much taller and thinner. There were a few large patches of the light forest that had been completely burned down. Ash figured that it proved at least some fire-types made their home on the island.

About fifteen minutes later, he heard a loud shriek coming from above. Ash looked up and smiled at Plume as she gracefully landed in the space just a few feet in front of him, her massive bulk not inhibiting her in the least.

“Did you find it?” Ash asked hopefully. The sun was almost completely down and he would have to set up camp soon, even if he was only about a mile from the city.

Plume nodded proudly and puffed out her chest. Ash smiled and gently stroked her crest, whispering his thanks to her. She soaked up the attention, chirping brightly.

“Can you show me where it is, or do we need to wait until tomorrow?” Ash asked, not wanting Plume to fly at night if it might cause her problems.

His friend seemed to snort at him as best a bird could and took off, sending a gale of powerful wind to the ground that kicked up a huge cloud of dust and sent Ash stumbling back. Plume shrieked out her position to him once he had recovered, prompting him to look up. She slowly flew forward, pausing and circling around when Ash didn’t follow fast enough.

Ash coughed a bit to get some of the dust out of his lungs and followed Plume, his eyes locked onto her dark form. It was getting dark, but he figured that the hotel couldn’t be too far away. So he followed his friend’s direction, doing his best to get around every minor obstacle the terrain threw in his path. Nidorino managed to guide him around small gaps in the earth caused by the constant seismic activity.

Eventually the journey took them up several steep hills, causing Ash to believe that they were starting to climb one of the mountains or the volcano itself. Night was converging quickly, so Ash increased his already brisk pace. He saw a small playground at the base of one of the hills. Ash’s mind flashed back to the riddle, “If you look near the swings you’ll see my hands, or at least my face”. It looked like he was getting close unless, of course, the old man had given him the card purely to mess with him.

But after scaling the steep hill – he felt a little annoyed at Plume for being able to fly; she constantly shrieked at him in order to get him to go faster and flew over his head now and then, apparently unable to understand that hills were difficult to climb up – he was able to see a faint glow coming from a large, dim shape.

Ash’s hopes rose drastically in the moment Plume lazily glided over to the shape, which he recognized as a large building. The fatigue in his legs from the climb practically vanished as he jogged towards the building. Plume circled over the building and he could hear Nidorino’s large, heavy feet pattering the ground as his friend charged behind him.

He slowed down to a brisk walk as he neared the building. From here he could vaguely make out the sign above the door proclaiming the building to be the “Big Riddle Inn”.

“Finally!” He exclaimed. Nidorino growled in agreement. Ash looked up to Plume, who was still circling over the building. “Thanks, Plume. You did great!”

Plume cried out in response before he returned her. Ash pulled the door open – it was a bit of a struggle considering that it was thick, heavy wood, but he managed – and stepped inside. He held the door so that Nidorino could get in as well and looked around.

The room was quite large, although the ceiling was a bit low. Several large windows opened up an incredible view that showed off the glowing lights of the town and the wide expanse of untouched forest that provided a buffer between the town and the Big Riddle Inn.

A small, empty desk was right in front of him. Several small tables holding various pictures of the sights around Cinnabar Island dotted the room. He noticed that most of them focused on the volcano. More pictures showed off the forest or some of the wild fire-types. Ash counted a ninetales, vulpix, arcanine, and several magmar in the portraits.

“So you managed to find me.” The low, soft voice of the old man spoke up from his left. Ash snapped his attention to the old man, who was leaning on the brown wooden wall with his arms crossed. “As a prize, I give you free rooms here at the hotel.”

Ash nodded. “Thanks.”

He blushed as his stomach suddenly growled. Ash hadn’t eaten since he got off the ship and it was beginning to show. The old man grinned.

“I guess I’d better get started on supper. Your room’s over there.” He said, pointing to a hallway. “First one on the right. The hot springs are through those stairs. They’ll take you out back.” The old man continued, gesturing towards a set of stairs that descended into the ground. “I’ll just call you when dinner’s ready.”

Ash nodded his thanks and headed to his room, Nidorino calmly following. He saw the proprietor go off to wherever the kitchen was before he went out of sight.

He wrinkled his nose when he stepped into the room. It was fine – the furniture was well-looked after and everything looked fresh and clean – but there was the slight stench of sulfur in the air. Ash sighed and figured he’d get used to it in a few minutes. The smell was probably from the hot springs underneath the hotel. There probably wasn’t any getting around it.

Despite the unpleasant smell, Ash found the rest of the room to be satisfactory. He placed his pack underneath the bed and found a toothbrush and other toiletries inside the small connected bathroom. Ash looked around and let Nidorino jump up on the bed.

Ash sat down next to his friend a few moments later, done exploring. The room was pretty small, so there wasn’t that much to see. He just patiently waited for dinner, patting his friend every now and then and making a plan of what to do tomorrow.

He figured that he would explore the island in search of the gym tomorrow. Blaine might have hidden it well, but Ash would find it even if he had to walk over the entire island. The gym leader couldn’t hide it from Plume’s eyes, and Ash knew that he would find it.

After that he would probably stay in Cinnabar for a few days to relax and hopefully let Infernus test his strength against others of his kind. Infernus was the most powerful member of his team, although Nidorino was a close match in both power and experience. It would be interesting to see how he compared against other magmar.

And then it was back home. Ash still had two badges to get, but he figured a bit of relaxation wouldn’t hurt him too badly. Besides, if he was at the Oak Corral he could stay and train with all of his pokemon. It would be nice to not have to switch out just to train them.

Suddenly, the call for dinner reached his ears. Ash snapped out of his thoughts and rushed out of the room, pausing only to let Nidorino out. His stomach had a far stronger hold on him than his mind did at the moment.

XX

“Huh. Is that how I used to eat when I was a trainer? You’re worse than a snorlax.” The old man said as Ash tore into the food, staring at the boy in disbelief. Several empty plates and bowls were littered around him and Ash was half-way through another. Ash’s utensils were almost a blur as he dug in. Nidorino was little better. The poison-type was devouring bowl after bowl of food.

Ash just ignored the man. He had barely realized how hungry he was until he reached the hotel. It was nice to have a practically unlimited supply of food. When he was finished that bowl, he sat back and sighed. The proprietor decided that was the best time to cut in.

“Well, now that you’re done eating most of my food, what’s your name, kid?”

“Ash Ketchum.” He replied, sitting up a little bit. “What’s yours?”

The old man ignored Ash’s question. “So you’re a pokemon trainer. What pokemon do you have? Aside from your Nidorino, that is.”

“A pidgeot, seadra, hypno, magmar, and golduck.” Ash said, listing the pokemon he currently had. “Those are the ones I have on me, at least.”

He noticed that the man’s eyes brightened when he mentioned Infernus. The man leaned forward and clasped his hands together. “You’ve got a magmar? How well-trained is it?”

“He’s one of the most powerful members of my team, along with Nidorino here.” Ash grinned, patting his friend on the head. Nidorino grunted in thanks and quickly dove back into his dinner.

A wide grin split the old man’s face. “I’m glad. I’ve grown up around magmar. They can be devastatingly powerful if trained correctly. If it’s doing so well, I suppose you must be quite the trainer. If you can find Blaine’s gym, I’m sure you’ll put up a fight.”

“Thanks.” Ash replied. “Are you sure that you don’t know where the gym is?”

The old man shook his head. “Sorry, Ash, but Blaine’s gone. Those ruins are all that’s left of the gym. Damn tourists ruined it for all the real trainers.”

He frowned. While he hardly thought that the old man was telling the whole truth, it was clear that he wouldn’t get anything out of him. It looked like he’d have to find the gym leader himself.

The rest of their dinner was quiet, with only a few snippets of conversation here and there. Ash finally grew full a few minutes later and went to his room after telling the strange old man good night. He released Dazed and took a shower before heading to bed, despite how early it was.

He wanted to get up early tomorrow so that he could have as much time as he could to search for the gym. If he had to sacrifice a few hours of scanning the pokedex database, so be it.

Ash took nearly an hour to go to sleep. He couldn’t help but twist and turn as he fruitlessly sought sleep. Normally he was either exhausted when he went to bed this early. All the other times he went to bed at an incredibly late hour, so it wasn’t that hard.

But he finally got himself tired enough to sleep. His last thoughts were that Dazed might have been helping him out.
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He woke up just as early as he’d hoped. It looked like the sun had only just risen and the air still held an early morning nip, although it was still warmer than most places on the mainland. Ash carefully slid out from under his covers, taking care not to disturb Nidorino. His friend was still curled up on the bed, ears twitching as he slept.

Ash nodded a hello at Dazed who was staring at him. She blinked in return and returned to staring out the window. Dazed’s odd habit of staring into space or at walls had lessened since she had evolved. Instead she stared at sources of light or living creatures, analyzing their every movement. It had disconcerted some of the passengers and sailors aboard the Roaring Wailmer, but Ash didn’t particularly care. Dazed could do what she wanted. She wasn’t hurting anyone.

The trainer quietly got ready in the bathroom, brushing his teeth and taking his shower in just a few minutes. When he was done, Ash left the room and entered the main room. Dazed quietly followed him, shuffling behind the trainer and curiously examining the furniture and lightbulbs.

He didn’t see any breakfast, unfortunately. Ash shrugged it off. There was some food in his bag that he needed to eat. It was getting a bit old and he didn’t want to waste any of it. Besides, he was still feeling a little bit full from the huge meal he had gorged himself on last night.

Ash looked around a bit more but soon realized that the there wasn’t very much to look at. While everything was clean and in good condition, the old man didn’t decorate beyond the bare minimum.

Since there wasn’t anything to do in here and he could hear the old man’s loud snores coming from the lone bedroom near the flight of stairs that led to the hot springs Ash figured that he could just leave. He’d be coming back anyways, so it wasn’t as if he needed to wake the old man up.

The trainer walked back into his room and woke Nidorino up. His friend frantically looked around and growled until he realized it was Ash. Nidorino grunted an apology at Ash and stretched before jumping off of the crumpled, balled up sheets.

Ash accepted his friend’s apology before tidying up the room. He figured it was the least he could do since the old man had given it to him for free. Afterwards he left the hotel, although he remembered to recall Dazed before he did so. She had more endurance as a hypno, but she still didn’t enjoy walking for long periods.

When he left he released Plume. She shrieked in happiness at being released and took to the skies. Ash grinned and looked around. He hadn’t been able to see his surroundings very good last night.

It turned out that they were on the slope of the volcano. The fiery mountain loomed above him, its presence a reminder of nature’s power. The Big Riddle Inn was on a carved out, flat piece of the mountain, almost a quarter of the way up. Ash supposed that the slight slope he had been travelling on had added up to quite a bit of height.

He turned his attention away from the volcano. Ash needed to focus on the important thing: finding Blaine and his hidden gym. Sight-seeing could come later.

A few moments later he set off. Ash decided to explore around the base of the volcano first. Blaine would probably set it up somewhere around the mountain of fire just for symbolic purposes. It would make sense.

But as he began the first steps of his search, Ash began to have a bad feeling that he would be searching for a very long time.
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It turned out that his prediction came true. For two hours he searched, finding nothing except a few clawed out burrows and several very annoyed vulpix. Ash managed to get away from the foxes quite easily – they weren’t aggressive enough to chase him very far. After that he’d had lunch, feeding all of his pokemon the last bits of spare food. They deserved the treat.

Then he’d searched for another three hours. That hadn’t turned up anything besides a few tourists that apparently had no idea it wasn’t safe to be outside the city walls without any pokemon. Ash sent them back to the city, knowing that any mischievous or aggressive pokemon would terrorize them.

After that, he’d looked higher up on the base of the volcano. Ash wouldn’t be surprised if Blaine had managed to hide a gym on the volcano’s slopes, disguised and camouflaged from all but the most perceptive seekers.

And then even that hadn’t turned up anything. He’d found evidence of magmar living around the volcano, but nothing else. Ash was beginning to get incredibly frustrated with the search and had finally retreated down past the slope of the volcano until he was back in the forest. At least this way he might find a trainer to battle, even if it was probably wistful thinking.

But right now he was investigating a massive stretch of charred earth. The blackened stumps of trees littered the area, showing that it was once a forest. A thin layer of ash and soot covered the entire clearing, causing each of his steps to leave an imprint. Gouges were ripped out of the earth and partially-hardened magma covered the area around it. All in all it looked as though a huge battle had taken place.

Ash kneeled and examined one of the tree stumps. The entire area was still quite hot and the ash in particular was still painful to the touch. Cinders burning in some of the tree stumps – Ash noticed that some of them looked like they’d been torn apart instead of just incinerated – told him that whatever did this couldn’t be very far away.

He looked down at Nidorino. “Get ready. I think that whatever did this is close. Do you hear anything?”

Nidorino’s face tightened in concentration and his long ears twitched. A few moments later he shook his head, although Ash noticed that he didn’t seem completely sure. His friend seemed quite wary of something, although not even Nidorino knew what it was.

“Should I be on guard?”

Nidorino nodded and glared around the destroyed portion of the forest. Ash looked up at Plume. She still hadn’t attacked, so Ash assumed that she hadn’t seen anything from her lofty position. Hopefully that meant he would be fine.

Just to be safe he released Infernus. Judging from the sheer amount of devastation the area had been put through he assumed that a magmar had battled. The gouges in the earth resembled Infernus’ lava plume attack. Still, Ash doubted that a single magmar could have wreaked this much destruction unless it was quite powerful. More likely it had been two fighting over territory. Magmar weren’t exactly the most sociable pokemon, after all.

Infernus seemed to sense something the others didn’t. He immediately walked to a safe distance from Ash and flared up, releasing a huge wave of heat from his body as he roared a challenge. Ash quickly backed away and was quickly followed by Nidorino.

“Be careful. This could get ugly.” He warned his friend. Nidorino nodded and got ready to protect Ash from any threat. Ash released Dazed just to be on the safe side. She hadn’t gotten much action lately and she would be invaluable against a fire-type.

And then a gigantic explosion occurred. Ash covered his eyes and was grateful that he had released Dazed – she instantly threw up a psychic barrier that easily shielded the three of them from the flames, heat, and lava that had accompanied the blast.

Wait, lava?

Ash watched with wide eyes as the familiar form of a magmar erupted from beneath the layer of ash and hardened magma at the edge of the clearing. Only this time it wasn’t on his side.

Infernus roared again, challenging the newcomer. The magmar roared back, blasting a huge wave of flames toward Infernus. They were easily dodged, and Infernus sent a powerful blast of flames blazing back in response.

While the magmar dodged them, Infernus beat his tail around and roared again. The other magmar repeated the ritual and gave Ash the chance to examine it closer, although the waves of heat produced by the two battlers caused the other magmar’s natural camouflage to act up and shroud some details.

From what he could see, this magmar was smaller than Infernus, but built stockier. It seemed older, however, as Ash could make out a few massive scars crossing over its body. In addition its attacks seemed more focused than the reckless, powerful attacks of Infernus.

Ash decided to let Infernus handle this. He’d heard that Blaine had an old, powerful magmar on his team, back from his days of being in the Elite Four. This way he could learn what worked and what didn’t work against it.

Infernus made the first move. He stamped his foot, sending the earth around him blasting upward and causing lava to explode from around him. Magmar roared and expertly dodged the attack, displaying speed and agility beyond what Infernus was capable of.

Magmar quickly closed the ground against Infernus, dodging or taking the blasts of flame Infernus constantly sent at it. The older fire-type slowed for a second as it neared Infernus. Its eyes burned a bright red and a purple ball of energy flashed towards Infernus. Ash winced – he recognized a confuse ray when he saw one.

Ash’s friend roared and suddenly attacked in all directions, releasing massive blasts of flames from all over its body. Magmar seemed smug about its successful attack and turned its head up to the sky. Its arms glowed brightly for a moment before firing a beam of bright, golden energy into the sky.

He began to pant as the sun suddenly intensified, casting a bright glare over the area. Ash was glad that he had his hat. It managed to block the worst of it, although the heat continued to be a problem. Dazed’s barrier only blocked some of the heat from the battle itself, so this addition just amplified the discomfort he was feeling.

Magmar casually walked up to the wildly flailing Infernus and punched him in the gut. Ash winced at the attack. It didn’t do much, but it had to have hurt his friend. The wild pokemon wreathed its fist in flame and punched Infernus in the face, clearly expecting the blow to be the end of the battle.

That’s when Infernus breathed a stream of white smog from his mouth, covering Magmar and sending the older pokemon reeling and clutching at its face. Infernus quickly took advantage and spit a stream of powerful flame at Magmar, distracting it as Infernus slammed a flaming fist into its face.

Infernus continued the relentless assault, hurting Magmar not with the flames on his fists but by the sheer force and power behind them. The previously confident Magmar was helpless underneath the constant blows and was finally knocked to the ground. It wasn’t unconscious thanks to its immense durability and energy, but it was defeated.

His friend suddenly slammed a shackled foot onto Magmar’s chest. An instant later the earth around him exploded, sending chunks of earth slamming into Magmar’s back. Infernus stepped off of Magmar and blasted it with a flamethrower, adding insult to injury. The attack did little, but it made Magmar realize that it had made a mistake.

The older fire-type suddenly blasted flames everywhere – Ash noticed that quite a few of the blasts were aimed at him and the other pokemon, although the barrier managed to hold up – and ran away. It blended in perfectly with the rippling flames, but Infernus didn’t seem fooled. He charged after Magmar, blasting huge streams of flame with a newfound ferocity.

Infernus angrily roared when he realized that his foe had eluded him and turned back to Ash. With a stamp of his foot the flames covering him were extinguished, although the inferno around them blazed, albeit far away from Infernus and the others.

“You did great, Infernus!” Ash shouted. Dazed lowered the barrier and let Ash run up to his friend. Infernus roared at the praise and shot a huge blast of flame into the air, apparently not even tired from his recent battle. The trainer grinned – he really liked how tireless Infernus was. He’d be up for a battle in just a few hours.

Then he turned to the inferno. It was still roaring and the heat was brutal – he was sweating like crazy – but Ash figured Plume could get rid of it easily enough. He whistled and called her down. While it might have been smart to call out Golduck, Ash didn’t expect the water-type to actually do anything. Golduck refused to do anything outside of battles.

Plume quickly extinguished it with great gusts of wind. The flame had already begun to weaken and die once Infernus stopped powering it, but now it was being swept away, leaving nothing but a few cinders that would soon die in the charred surroundings.

Ash wiped a bit of sweat from his brow. He looked at his hand in distaste. His sweat was gritty and black from the soot.

“Thanks, Dazed. Infernus, you did awesome. I bet you’ll beat anything Blaine throws at us!” Ash said. Dazed nodded with a bowed head while Infernus roared again and blasted even more fire into the atmosphere. With that he returned them, letting them rest inside their pokeballs.

Once the last of the flames were gone, Plume landed in front of him. He grinned at her and lightly scratched her head. Plume chirped at the contact and leaned into him, causing Ash to stumble back and laugh.

“You did good, girl. I’m going to head back to the hotel.” Ash said, observing the world around him. Sunset had just begun, and he knew that it would be useless to try to find anything in the dark. He couldn’t even find that accursed gym in the day.

Plume nodded her understanding and took off, leaving large talon marks in the ash. He looked down at Nidorino, who seemed much more relaxed now that the hidden threat had been vanquished.

“Alright, buddy, are you ready?”

Nidorino nodded. Ash grinned and set off. He might not have had the most productive day, but at least it had been kind of fun. At least the walk back wouldn’t be too bad. He was only about half a mile from the Big Riddle Inn.
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As he left the huge clearing, he almost ran into a tall figure. Ash leapt back and looked at the shadowed figure with careful eyes. Nidorino growled and squared himself for battle.

“Oh, sorry. I didn’t see you there.” The figure replied. The deep voice revealed the figure as a man. Despite the casual words, the voice carried with it a powerful undertone of authority and power. Ash noticed that it had a slight accent that Ash couldn’t place. “I’m just going to investigate a fire I saw a few minutes ago. Do you know what they are?”

Ash took in the man before answering.

The first thing he noticed was how absolutely massive the man was. He was quite tall, although not to a ridiculous extent, and his burly frame balanced it out. His build was powerful, filling out his height without seeming odd or disfiguring.

The second thing was the hair. It was long and styled backwards in order to keep out of his eyes, but what attracted Ash’s attention was that it was light red. Not quite pink, but closer to it than any other shade. The color seemed to fit the man, however, and didn’t detract from his intimidating appearance.

His clothes were also unique. He wore combat boots and an odd sort of suit. It was mostly dark blue, although the chest and stomach area were a bright crimson, as were the cuffs. The suit was made of some odd material that Ash couldn’t really describe, although it looked highly durable and somewhat shiny.

Ash couldn’t help but notice the cape. It was small enough to be relatively practical, but at the same time it was a cape. He didn’t think that he had ever seen anyone wear a cape before out of movies, and all in all it seemed like an odd clothing choice.

The man’s face was fierce looking, although it was relaxed and calm at the moment. It was angular, a characteristic only augmented by his hair.

All in all it wasn’t a look that Ash ever expected to see travelling in the forest, although he had the funniest feeling that he’d seen the man before. It was at the back of his mind, but it was like something was keeping him from realizing it.

Ash shook his head and answered the tall man. “Me and my pokemon got into a battle with another magmar. It ran off, though, so everything’s fine.”

The man frowned. “Are you alright? Magmar can be pretty dangerous.”

“I’m fine.” Ash confirmed. He went out on a limb, figuring he had nothing else to lose. “Do you know where I can find the gym here?”

Ash was met with an ambiguous expression. “I might. What’s your name?”

“Ash Ketchum.” He replied honestly. “What’s yours?”

“My name is Wataru. Anyways, I can give you help. Of a sorts, at least. You see, Blaine built another gym, one that tourists never see. It’s in a place where firefighters can never win.” The man said with a grin. Ash scowled – what was it with weird strangers and their riddles?

Fortunately, this was an easy one considering where they were. The place where firefighters could never win – a volcano.

“No way.” He whispered, eyes growing wide. “Blaine built his gym in the volcano?”

Wataru nodded, a slight smile on his face. “Correct. Since you figured it out, I’ll give you another hint. Have you come across the Big Riddle Inn?”

Ash slowly nodded, mind racing at the possibilities. And then Ash pieced it together. The riddles along the same vein as the one Wataru just gave him, the hotel that was the only building even close to the immense volcano.

“You’ve got to be kidding me. The hotel owner is Blaine?” He said incredulously. Wataru smiled.

“Indeed. Anyways, look for a gyarados. Blaine is waiting.”

Ash nodded distractedly, disbelief overtaking his other thoughts. He couldn’t believe he’d missed it. After talking to the man and even spending the night there, he hadn’t even been suspicious of the old man. Maybe he’d thought that the old man – Blaine, he corrected – knew something about the gym’s location, but never that he was the gym leader himself.

“Thanks. But how’d you know that any—” Ash suddenly stopped talking, finally noticing that Wataru had vanished. He sighed, slightly annoyed at the helpful man’s disappearance. It just didn’t seem right that such a large man was able to slip away like that.

Oh well. That didn’t matter at the moment. What did matter was that he knew where the gym was and how to enter it.

Ash had a wide grin on his face as he set off, no longer feeling the accumulated fatigue of the day.

Blaine awaited him.
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Sunset was just beginning to end when Ash reached the Big Riddle Inn. He was heedless of his own exhaustion that had accumulated over the day of constant searching, too focused on his task to let such a minor thing inconvenience him. Ash had a badge to earn.

Nidorino, on the other hand, didn’t show any hint of tiredness. Ash had to envy him for the immense endurance and durability that his friend possessed, although it had been helped by the fact that Nidorino never had to battle all day.

Blaine wasn’t in the hotel. Ash figured that the gym leader was waiting in the gym. That just pushed him on more – he remembered Wataru’s hint to look for a gyarados. He assumed that it was some sort of statue or picture – there was no way a real gyarados would fit in the hotel.

But he didn’t go blindly rushing in. Ash looked around the hotel’s main room and thought for a moment. If the entrance was somewhere in the hotel, than it had to be connected to the volcano. None of the hotel proper actually touched the volcano, which meant that it had to be out back or underground. That meant his best bet was to search those hot springs Blaine had told him about.

Ash briskly walked over to the stairs and went down. Nidorino slowly followed him, able to traverse stairs with little difficulty but uncomfortable with the narrow, carved wood. The air grew hot and a strong smell of sulfur entered his nose.

He wrinkled his nose in disgust and waited on Nidorino, who was only halfway down the stairs. When his friend caught up with him, Ash looked around the hot springs. They were pretty small, but looked comfortably warm. That didn’t attract his attention though. What did was the large statue of a gyarados’ head that supplied the springs with their water.

They carefully walked up to it, managing to walk along the damp, slick stone that surrounded the springs. Ash was slow, not wanting to get all of his things wet. Nidorino didn’t care about that. He gleefully jumped into the hot, bubbling water and swam over to the statue. His friend leapt out of the water and patiently waited for Ash to arrive.

Ash smiled at his wet friend before curiously examining the area around the statue. There wasn’t a door or anything hidden behind it, so it looked like something about the statue itself would let him enter the gym.

He ran his fingers over the rough, grey stone. Ash winced at the heat radiating from the statue but got used to it after a few second. The trainer sighed when he found nothing around the neck or the sides of the head and lightly searched the burning top of the stone, careful to keep his hands from touching it for more than a moment or two.

Ash suddenly grinned when he felt something press down a bit as he applied pressure. He figured that that was his way into the gym. The trainer carefully angled his hand so that only his light glove would make contact with the hot stone before pressing down.

The moment it wouldn’t go anymore he yanked his hand back. Even with the barrier his glove provided it was still quite painful to put his hand on the gyarados’ head. Ash waited for a moment before the stone suddenly began to grind.

He stepped back carefully as the gyarados statue suddenly swung away, nearly hitting him and knocking him into the hot springs. The water that fell from its mouth was suddenly cut off, and a huge section of the cavern wall smoothly slid into the ground.

Ash curiously peered at the large pathway that had been provided for him. It glowed ominously with dim red light, but he couldn’t actually see into it. A little thing like that wouldn’t dissuade him, however.

“Let’s go, Nidorino.” He said to his friend as he stepped into the pathway. Now that he was closer, he could see that it was a short staircase carved from the stone. The steps were uneven and ragged, so he assumed that a pokemon had done it in a hurry. It was lit by candles placed into alcoves by the stairs.

He traipsed down the stairs casually, noting the growing heat but ignoring it. Blaine’s gym was in the volcano, so he’d be experiencing a lot worse in a few minutes. Before he reached the bottom of the stairs, Ash was able to make out two huge, steel doors that hid the next area from his eyes.

Ash had to admit that he was feeling a bit nervous. Blaine certainly had a flair for the dramatic.

The trainer almost tried to pull the doors open himself, then realized how stupid that was. He had entered the side of a volcano. Those doors would probably be burning hot.

He quickly released Infernus. “Hey, could you open those doors for me?” Infernus seemed disappointed at the lack of the battle but prepared to do as he asked. “Carefully, please.” Ash hastily added.

Infernus growled but did as he asked. His burning hands weren’t even affected by the intense heat blazing off from the massive doors and he looked almost bored as he yanked them open with his immense strength.

“Thanks.” Ash said before returning the fire-type. Infernus would get a battle he wouldn’t be forgetting soon enough.

Ash couldn’t help but freeze when he entered the next area. Aside from the huge wave of heat that crashed into him, imparting upon his skin a burning sensation and causing him to sweat, the huge room he entered was simply awe-inspiring.

They were in the heart of the volcano. A huge platform that was suspended over the bright, burning magma by huge, thick chains sat in the center, the lone protection against a fall. Smoke hovered everywhere, stagnant and shrouding the other side of the arena from his view. When he looked up, he could see out of the volcano’s dome. The darkness of night was easily banished by the bright, molten magma.

He shook himself out of his shock and stepped forward, drawing closer to the edge of the stone. Ash didn’t dare look down – he’d probably jump back and make himself look weak in front of Blaine, wherever the old man was.

Suddenly the volcano was illuminated by several massive lines of lights. Ash could see that the rest of the area, previously shrouded in the darkness, was mostly just a large ring of stone around the very edge of the arena. The other side of the arena was also illuminated, showing that a set of doors similar to the ones he had come in through blocked the entrance.

Ash had to blink at the sudden light. When he heard the familiar voice of the old man, however, he quickly glanced up and ignored the slight pain in his eyes.

“It looks like you found your way here after all.” The soft voice called, easily reaching Ash’s ears despite the bubbling of the magma. Ash looked up and saw the familiar form of Blaine, casually standing on the edge of the volcano.

“Hello, Blaine.” Ash called out, placing particular emphasis on his name. He could see that the man had a wide grin on his face.

Blaine didn’t acknowledge his statement with anything other than a slight nod. “It’s not a hat, but it keeps your head dry. If you wear it, it’s only because you already lost it.”

Ash groaned as Blaine gave him yet another riddle. Even though he glared at the gym leader, Blaine just patiently stared at him. He finally gave in and thought it over, realizing that Blaine wouldn’t battle him until he solved it.

It took him a while, but he finally solved it. Ash would be quite happy to never hear another riddle again. Blaine had given him enough for a lifetime.

“A wig!” He shouted in an annoyed tone. Blaine nodded with a pleased look on his face.

“And you’re right again!” He exclaimed, suddenly tearing off his long hair and pulling his glasses off. Ash took the moment to look at the Fire Master.

Blaine was almost completely bald aside from two shocks of hair on the sides of his head. His eyes were narrow and fierce looking. They also had the effect of making his face look far less calm and relaxed. Now it seemed bony and sharp, a far cry from his former appearance.

“Now, are you ready to battle?” He shouted, his voice shifting from the mellow and soft pitch to a sharp, harsh bite. It made him seem far more intimidating.

But Ash just nodded, a wide grin on his face. This looked like it would be an awesome battle.

Before they went any further, Ash went over what he knew about Blaine.

Until about fifteen years ago, Blaine had been one of the Elite Four and had reached the rank of a Master. He left the prestigious position once he and his pokemon grew older and more frail, although he was still a powerful battler and more than worthy of the Gym Leader title.

He was also incredibly intelligent, which showed itself in the construction of this gym. Not just anyone could have built their own arena over a lake of burning magma. The fact that they weren’t burning up just from being this close to the volcano proved that he had some method of draining the heat.

All of that just made him all the more appealing to defeat. The things Ash had to go through just to find this gym made it all the better.

“This will be a three-on-three battle.” Blaine barked; a pokeball already in his hand. He adopted a slightly sadistic tone before putting his black sunglasses back on. “Ready to begin? I hope you have a burn heal!”

Ash groaned at the pun but nodded and stared at the gym leader with a determined expression on his face. He reached down for Golduck’s pokeball. It would be best to get the weakest member of his team out of the way first and let him do some damage. Besides, he didn’t have any better members aside from Nidorino, who he wanted to use as a safety in case Golduck messed up, and Infernus, who he wanted to save for last.

“Go, Rhydon!” Blaine shouted, sending the massive rock-type onto the field. Ash grinned and sent out Golduck. He wasn’t sure why Blaine had a rhydon, although he supposed it might be to defeat trainers that thought they could win as long as they had something effective against fire-types.

Golduck quacked angrily when he was released. He glared at Blaine and Rhydon before turning to Ash.

“This is a gym battle!” Ash shouted, hoping that the statement would get Golduck pumped up. “If you want to show how strong you are, now’s the time!”

The water-type suddenly tensed up and prepared to fight. Ash grinned at that. It looked like Golduck would come through for him in this battle.

“A water-type. How predictable!” Blaine sneered. “You’ll find that your victory isn’t as easy as you think.”

Ash frowned as the powerful rock-type stretched. It yawned as it looked at Golduck with a disinterested expression. Golduck quacked and prepared to move.

“Hydro pump!” Ash ordered, starting the battle off. He remembered the sheer physical force of the last rhydon he had fought and added “Keep it away!” as an afterthought.

Golduck quacked and followed Ash’s command, rearing his head back and spitting a powerful jet of water at Rhydon.

“Rock blast.” Blaine said sharply. Several rings formed around Rhydon’s huge body before forming into large stones. Rhydon quickly hurled them into the water, blocking it and preventing most of it from even touching the rock-type. One went around the hydro pump and slammed into Golduck, sending the water-type to the ground. “Now use take down. Knock it off the platform.”

Rhydon roared and charged at the fallen Golduck. Ash frantically shouted out commands.

“Aqua pulse. Knock it off with aqua tail!” Ash ordered. Golduck quacked and quickly formed a blue ball in his hand and blasted it towards Rhydon. It slammed into the rock-type and formed a huge wave that slowed Rhydon down and caused it to stumble as it neared Golduck. The water quickly burned away into steam when it touched the platform.

Even then Rhydon was too close to avoid. The confused rock-type was still charging at Golduck, but it had slowed down enough that Golduck was able to stand up and jump away before slamming his short tail that was suddenly covered with a spiral of water into the passing Rhydon.

It didn’t knock Rhydon over the edge or even knock it over, but it did throw Rhydon off course and send it away from Golduck. Golduck quickly fired a water gun into its back, although it did little. Ash glared at Golduck for acting without his permission but came up with a strategy during the short break.

Blaine’s Rhydon lacked the pure power and size of the rhydon he had fought before, but it was still too durable for him to defeat through ordinarily means. Not with Golduck, anyway. The only way he would win was if he either switched pokemon – which he didn’t want to do – or knock it into the bubbling magma. He didn’t feel guilty about the strategy since rhydon were capable of living in magma, their stone hides granting them an immunity to it.

“Earthquake!” Blaine suddenly commanded. Rhydon roared and pulled its massive foot up, preparing to slam it down and send shockwaves blasting throughout the suspended battlefield. Ash knew he had to act fast.

“Confusion! Throw it off the platform!”

Golduck thankfully followed his command. With bright, glowing eyes he stared at Rhydon, enveloping the behemoth with a blue aura. He did his best to stop the beast, but the foot went down and a massive wave of force travelled through the ground, quickly throwing Golduck off of his feet. The disobedient water-type managed to throw Rhydon to the very edge of the platform before his concentration shattered.

Blaine didn’t seem to particularly care about the battle. Ash suspected that this was just to test him and see if he was a worthy challenger. The man was a highly skilled trainer, but he’d barely used Rhydon to do anything.

“Use thunderbolt!” Blaine barked. Rhydon roared and slowly became enveloped in running, writhing currents of electricity. Small arcs of it jumped off every now and then as the rock-type leisurely charged the attack.

“Hydro pump!” Ash cried, realizing that this would spell the end for Golduck. Golduck almost didn’t obey – Ash saw that he seemed to struggle with the command – but shot a powerful blast of water from his mouth just as Rhydon fired off the thunderbolt.

The thunderbolt was aimed to meet the hydro pump in midflight. While it wouldn’t stop the attack the lightning would be greatly amplified by being conducted through the water. Combined with Golduck’s great weakness to electricity in the first place, it ensured that the water-type would be taken out of the battle.

And it worked. Golduck shuddered and twitched as the huge amount of electricity coursed through his body before collapsing, clearly knocked out. But the hydro pump did its job as well. Ash knew that it wouldn’t knock Rhydon out, but it carried enough force behind it to knock the huge pokemon off of the edge.

Both trainers quickly recalled their pokemon, now with more of an understanding of each other’s abilities. Ash figured that Blaine won out in this situation – he knew more about how Ash worked without revealing too much about his own skills.

“Looks like you aren’t too weak after all!” The old man laughed with another pokeball in hand. “But that was just a wake-up call. Get ready to feel the burn!”

Ash frowned and placed Golduck’s pokeball back on his belt. He looked down at Nidorino to see how his friend was doing. Nidorino was sweating, but looked more than ready to battle.

“You’re up, buddy.” Ash said. Nidorino growled in happiness and casually leapt the distance to the platform. He roared and extended his barbs, which were already leaking potent venom. The poison-type lowered his head and prepared to charge.

“I hope you’re ready.” Blaine grinned as he released his next pokemon. “This is the only one of my pokemon older than I am!”

A large, beautiful ninetales appeared on the field. It luxuriously stretched and yawned, unaffected by the intense heat. Ninetales looked at Nidorino with bored scarlet eyes, its shining golden fur glistening as it moved into a combat position.

“Fire spin.” Blaine ordered, beginning the battle with the most powerful attack at Ninetales’ disposal. Ninetales leapt forward with its elegant mouth wide open, exposing its fangs for a moment before releasing a huge stream of spinning red-orange fire with a yellow flame spiraling around it.

Nidorino quickly dodged without being told, knowing the attack would quickly end the battle against him. He quickly followed Ash’s shouted order of, “Poison sting!” and launched dozens of small needles filled with poison towards Ninetales.

A quick burst of flame destroyed most of the barbs, but a small number struck their target and injected their venom into the fire-type. Nidorino squared off and prepared to attack again.

“Use confusion and get in close!” Ash ordered. Normally he would have had Nidorino just use confusion and then focus horn, but he suspected that even the shortest period of vulnerability would be exploited by Blaine. This Ninetales seemed to be the first pokemon Blaine would actually be using against him and, judging from the fire spin, it was packing a lot of power.

Nidorino charged while using confusion. Ash had had him and Dazed work on using the minor psychic attack while moving, preventing Nidorino from being a sitting duck while using it. His friend’s eyes glowed a bright purple before enveloping Ninetales in a bright aura.

Ninetales didn’t need a command to respond to the confusion attack. Its crimson eyes flashed brightly for a moment, easily breaking the psychic attack’s power and sending the aura dissipating into nothingness.

“Incinerate.” Blaine growled. Ninetales calmly reared its head back and blasted a huge stream of purple-blue flame towards the charging Nidorino. Nidorino barely leapt out of the way of the powerful attack, the flames nearly enveloping him. “Now quick attack to the side.”

The fire-type blurred away a mere moment before Nidorino would have slammed into it, gracefully appearing on the other side of the battlefield. Nidorino quickly halted and barely managed to avoid going over the edge. He turned as fast as he could and resumed his charge.

“Flamethrower!”

“Use ice beam!” Ash said, a strategy forming in his mind. As Nidorino charged, he opened his mouth and fired the three beams of icy energy at Ninetales. They all landed just as Ninetales blasted the stream of orange flame from its mouth, causing the energy beams to shift into water and douse the Ninetales.

Now that the Ninetales was temporarily weakened, Ash used the chance to get focus horn ready. He shouted out the command, causing Nidorino to slow his charge as he amplified his strength with focus energy. Ash grinned as Nidorino resumed his charge, barreling straight into the stunned Ninetales.

Ninetales yelped as Nidorino’s sharp horn jabbed it and threw it several feet backwards. Ash grinned when he saw that it was already growing more sluggish. It looked like Nidorino had managed to pump the Ninetales full of venom.

But Blaine wasn’t done yet. “Ninetales, use fire race!”

Ash furrowed his brow. “Nidorino, get ready.”

The fire-type suddenly flickered away, displaying surprising endurance. Despite the fact that it was poisoned, Ninetales still used quick attack. But it left a huge trail of fire wherever it went, quickly surrounding Nidorino in a circle of roaring flames and blasting his friend with some of them.

Ninetales suddenly appeared behind Nidorino, looking haggard but still able to battle. It suddenly jumped at Nidorino’s back with bared fangs and a dawning orange glow in its mouth. Nidorino didn’t need Ash’s warning to respond – his sharp hearing enabled him to dodge the attack before Ninetales could land it.

“Ice beam!” Ash said. Nidorino quickly followed through, launching an ice beam at the surprised Ninetales’ back. The ice beam did very little, as Ninetales’ incredible body heat melted the thin layer of ice in an instant. But Ash wasn’t done yet. “Now, thunderbolt.”

Nidorino instantly complied, blasting a huge arc of electricity into the drenched Ninetales. Ninetales twitched and collapsed to the ground, clearly spent but not yet unconscious. Ash’s friend quickly charged towards the fallen pokemon, intent on finishing it off.

“Overheat.” Blaine said with a grin. Ninetales complied, using the last of its energy to blast the charging Nidorino with a huge release of flame. Nidorino survived the powerful attack, but was badly weakened. Ninetales was completely spent. Its head collapsed to the ground, finally unconscious.

“Good strategy, but you got stupid at the end.” Blaine scolded as he recalled Ninetales. “Don’t get close. There’s always one last trick when everything else is lost. But I suppose it’s time for my most powerful pokemon to make an appearance. I can guarantee that this pokemon is too hot to handle! And it has a power that should interest you – it turns all of its opponents into ash!”

Ash groaned at both of the puns. He had hoped that Blaine would stop making the terrible jokes during the battle, at least.

“I choose…Magmar!” Blaine roared, throwing his arms into the air for dramatic effect. Ash watched curiously as a huge wave of magma surged up into the air, remaining stable thanks to being controlled by an incredible power. A dark shape was suspended in the sheet of magma, barely visible through the molten rock.

Then it uncurled, allowing the magma to fall back into the volcano. Magmar hung suspended in the air through some power that Ash wasn’t aware of, although he supposed it might be the minor psychic abilities he was informed of through the pokedex. Whatever it was, it was very impressive.

Magmar was a beast. It was old and battle-scarred, but it was no less powerful for it. The fire-type arrogantly glared down at Ash and Nidorino, staying stable in the air for a moment before lightly falling to the platform. Ash heard an audible sizzle as it touched the ground.

The absolutely massive Magmar looked powerful. It was even larger than Infernus and its hulking form wavered and shimmered in the volcano’s heat. Ash knew that this thing would be brutal to fight.

He knew that he would have to switch to Infernus once Nidorino was defeated. There was no way Nidorino would be able to defeat Magmar in his current condition and none of his others would be able to battle it in these conditions. Dazed was too sensitive to the temperature, Plume was vulnerable to the heat it produced and its flames, Torrent would just flop around, and Golduck was out of the running.

But he knew that he and Nidorino would do their best to weaken it. Nidorino was tough and could take a few more hits before going down.

Blaine began the battle. “Fire punch!”

“Poison sting.” Ash ordered. Nidorino managed to dodge the first fire punch and shot the poisonous pins into Magmar, but Magmar simply exploded with flame in order to destroy most of them before punching the tired Nidorino and sending him across the battlefield.

Ash frowned. After knowing Infernus for so long, he knew that the minor dose of toxins Magmar had received wouldn’t do anything. Magmar just had too good of endurance and its high body heat would neutralize most of the venom before it grew into a problem. He had to try something else.

“Icebeam, then use thunderbolt!” He cried, hoping that he would be able to do some damage. Ash didn’t think Infernus could defeat Magmar unless he managed to weaken it in some way first. Hopefully the trick would do something, even if Blaine could block the worst of it.

The ice beam didn’t work out quite as well as he had hoped. Magmar simply caused flames to burst from his body in order to reduce the effect of the ice beam, although most of it just evaporated into steam instead of into water as he had hoped. But it was still better than the thunderbolt – the thunderbolt didn’t do anything. Magmar just crossed its arms and somehow caused the thunderbolt to diffuse into nothingness.

Nidorino was just as shocked as he was and stumbled a little bit before trying again. Magmar just had a sadistic look on its face as Nidorino attempted the ineffectual attack.

Ash quickly raced through everything he had learned about magmar in a wild hope to understand what was going on. He couldn’t think of anything for a few moments, but then he remembered reading a minor note about an ability called “Air Lens” that particularly well-trained and powerful magmar could learn. Although he couldn’t remember how it worked, he knew that it wasn’t too big a surprise that Blaine would have taught Magmar that trick.

Blaine just grinned widely. “Flamethrower.”

Magmar quickly launched a huge stream of white-hot flame from his mouth, bathing the entire battlefield with the powerful attack. Ash cried out in concern for Nidorino, but when the flames cleared he could see that Nidorino was still standing. Badly weakened and covered in soot, but able to battle just a bit longer.

“Horn attack!” Ash shouted, desperate to do at least some damage to the powerful Magmar. Nidorino grunted in exhaustion but leapt towards the nearby Magmar, ignoring the heat radiating from the fire-type and driving his horn into Magmar’s stomach.

The fire-type grunted before grabbing Nidorino with burning hands and hurling him over the edge. Ash recalled Nidorino before he even began to descend down into the lava. He glared at Blaine, who didn’t seem too concerned with Magmar’s action.

“What?” The old man grinned. “I have systems in place for that kind of thing. Now get focused – this has been a good battle so far and I want to see what you’ve got.”

Ash scowled and released Infernus. The powerful fire-type roared and stamped his foot as he was released. Magma blasted upwards from the lake at the bottom of the volcano, the molten rock showering the battlefield with the burning substance.

Blaine had a wide grin on his face as he observed the display. Magmar roared in return, sending a massive stream of white-hot flame bursting from his mouth, reaching high up into the air before dissipating. The display of strength didn’t tire it at all.

Infernus roared and tensed up, awaiting Ash’s commands. Ash smiled at that. It was nice knowing that Infernus liked and respected him enough to hold back his own battle-lust and frenzied instincts.

Ash began the battle, seeking to begin on the offensive. “Clear smog!”

Infernus quickly heeded the command, squaring himself before spewing torrents of white smog from his mouth, spreading it all over the battlefield. Thankfully for Ash it wasn’t so opaque as to obscure his view of the arena.

The smog would hopefully weaken the older Magmar. It wouldn’t do much and could probably be burned up relatively quickly, but it would drain Magmar’s strength for a while.

“Fire Combat!” Blaine commanded as he crossed his arms. Magmar quickly wreathed itself in flame and charged at Infernus, using what Ash recognized as a flame charge. That meant that Blaine was using some sort of combination.

“Dodge and fire punch.” Ash shouted. Infernus sidestepped at the last possible moment and sent a burning fist into Magmar’s side. But Magmar managed to twist out of the way and used both fists to attack Infernus with its fire punch.

Infernus easily dodged the attacks and retaliated with his own fire punch. Ash noticed that Infernus was incredibly fast in the volcano. While never slow aside from in the Caverns, right now he was moving at an unprecedented speed. He supposed that the information about magmar moving faster in high temperatures wasn’t an exaggeration.

Unfortunately, Magmar was sped up as well. It dodged just as many attacks as Infernus did and retaliated with an unending barrage of fire punches. The flames did little to either magmar, but the force behind the two fire-types’ punches dealt a moderate amount of damage.

Ash noticed that Magmar was slowly winning. Its punches were stronger, its attacks faster. Infernus was slowly being pushed back towards the edge, although he was dealing quite a bit of damage to his foe himself.

But at the same time Ash could see that Nidorino had managed to pump his powerful venom into Magmar. Magmar was growing more and more sluggish, allowing Infernus to almost match the well-trained fire-type. Still, it was clear that Infernus would be defeated long before the toxins completed their work.

Blaine seemed content to let Magmar and Infernus’ fierce battle rage on without his interference. He obviously had confidence in his pokemon’s abilities.

Ash frowned. Blaine had more experience with magmar than he did. If Blaine thought that Magmar would win, then Magmar would win. Unless, of course, Ash decided to shift the battle and give Infernus a bit of rejuvenation.

“Flamethrower! Then use fire punch!” Ash ordered, finally interrupting the brutal duel. Infernus leapt back and roared at Magmar, releasing a huge blast of flame as he did so. The flames washed over Magmar, doing little other than distracting it.

Infernus roared again and rushed forward, slamming his fist into Magmar’s chest and sending the other fire-type stumbling backward. His friend tried to continue the attack, but it seemed that Blaine had had enough.

“Giga impact!” The gym leader roared. Magmar quickly recovered when it heard the command and tensed up before charging. Yellow-orange energy covered its body and a sphere of purple energy surrounded Magmar.

Magmar suddenly rushed forward at an incredible speed, catching both Ash and Infernus off guard and throwing Infernus off of the platform. Ash cried out in worry for his friend, but a statement from Blaine cut him off.

“It’ll be fine.” Blaine said dismissively. “Your magmar is just trapped down there. I’ll have mine fish it out in a few minutes. Good job, though. I almost thought you would beat me for a –”

Then the entire volcano rumbled. Both of the trainers’ attention snapped to the lava lake, which was bubbling and shaking, sending waves of heat upward. Ash winced at the heat but continued watching.

He stumbled backwards in surprise when a massive wave of magma blasted upwards, given form by a will born of rage and pain. Ash shielded his eyes and watched in awe as Infernus revealed himself, completely rejuvenated thanks to the magma and completely enraged.

His friend launched himself out of the large column of molten rock, slamming into Magmar with incredible force and sending the surprised fire-type crashing to the ground. Before Magmar could recover, Infernus roared and began to savagely slam his fists into his foe over and over again, although Magmar’s incredible endurance allowed it to resist and do a bit of damage to Infernus.

“Clear smog!” Ash shouted, seeing an opening. Infernus quickly followed through, spitting the thin, opaque smog directly into Magmar’s face. It roared and began thrashing as it breathed in the toxins, using all of its dwindling strength in an attempt to struggle free from Infernus.

Unfortunately, the poison that Nidorino had injected into it had begun taking effect for a while now. The wild struggle was only causing Nidorino’s toxins to work faster, pumping through the hot blood with increasing frequency. In turn, Magmar’s monumental endurance was whittled down and its struggles were slow and sluggish despite the beneficial environment.

“Confuse ray!” Blaine snapped, a wide frown splitting his face. Magmar’s eyes glowed as it began to access the power, but Ash had his own reply.

“Hit him.”

Infernus’ eyes lit up brightly at that remark, and almost seemed to smile as he brought his fist directly onto Magmar’s burning forehead. The older fire-type grunted and collapsed again, stunned from the powerful blow.

After that, Ash let Infernus have his fun. Infernus didn’t have anything that would be more effective on Magmar than ordinary kicks and punches – the flames of a fire punch did more to help Magmar than hurt it – and quickly began to beat Magmar. Magmar constantly spit and struggled, sending massive streams of flame bursting into Infernus’ face to little avail.

Still, Magmar refused to go down. Their tremendous endurance, only heightened by their proximity to the volcano, allowed each to take blows far more powerful than they normally could. Infernus had the edge now, though.

Even Infernus got bored of the slug-fest after a minute or so. Through a combination of the toxins coursing through its body and the injuries it had suffered during the battle, Magmar was putting up little fight, in turn leaving Infernus with little fun.

So his friend stood up, ignited the entire sky with a huge flamethrower, and slammed his shackled foot into Magmar’s chest. The older magmar roared in pain and renewed its struggles. Another stomp from Infernus stopped the newfound resistance in its tracks, however, and Infernus slammed his other foot to the ground.

While it did nothing to actually contribute to the dwindling fight, the display Infernus put forth was quite impressive and helped to show just who had the dominance in this particular battle. When he stamped his foot to the ground, the entire magma lake trembled and bubbled before exploding upwards, surging and staying in the air for a few moments before sluggishly dropping back down to its previous position.

Infernus roared and allowed flames to burst from his entire body, an instinctual show of dominance over powerful foes. Ash just grinned at his friend, seeing that Magmar had slackened and fallen unconscious.

Blaine returned Magmar with a wide, manic grin on his face. He looked over at Ash and quickly walked over, although he released Magmar into the lava . Ash patiently waited for the old man to meet him, allowing Infernus to continue roaring in celebration of his victory. His friend deserved it.

“Well, looks like you aren’t weak after all.” Blaine laughed when he finally reached him. He dug around in his pocket and pulled out the Volcano Badge. “I haven’t had to give one of these out in a while, but I think you deserve it.”

Ash gladly took the badge, taking a moment to examine it. It was red and shaped like a flame. A small pink diamond was embedded in the center, surrounded by the glossy red material.

“I would have crushed you in my younger days.” Blaine mused. “But those are long gone. Congratulations.”

“Thanks.” Ash replied as he pocketed the badge. “How has anyone else gotten this badge if you hide down here?”

Blaine snorted. “They don’t, obviously. I get maybe three challengers a year, and usually only one manages to beat me. Most are just idiots playing around in the hot springs.”

Ash nodded thoughtfully, but Blaine cut his thoughts off.

“Here’s some advice: You’re good and your pokemon are strong, but you can be better. I don’t know much about that Nidorino, but your golduck was terrible. That rhydon was a baby and she still crushed it.”

He frowned. “Golduck is new. I’m still trying to catch him up.”

Blaine snorted again. “And you used it in a gym battle? That’s stupid. But I don’t really care. What I want to talk about is that Magmar of yours. Infernus, I think you called it?”

At Ash’s silent nod, he continued. “That magmar is powerful. It probably has the same amount of power behind it as mine and knows how to use it. But its technique is pathetic. If Magmar hadn’t been poisoned, I would have wiped the floor with you. Teach it some techniques besides those blasts and Clear Smog. Unpowered punches aren’t going to cut it against a real opponent in the Conference – you need someone that can help teach it.”

Ash nodded again, grateful for the advice even if it was something he’d begun to notice himself. “Thanks for the advice.”

Blaine smirked. “You’re welcome. But I’m willing to make a deal with you. You aren’t as completely useless as most of the people I’ve met lately, and I consider magmar to be my specialty, so I’m going to extend a training offer. When you’re done getting your badges, come back here for a few days. I’ll help your Magmar shape up so it won’t be a complete disgrace to the species.”

A wide grin shaped on Ash’s face, awe overshadowing everything else in his mind. He was being invited to train with a former member of the Elite Four, even if it was only for a few days! That was a once-in-a-lifetime chance.

The gym leader seemed to take that as a yes. “I’ll give you two days to train with me. Don’t bother trying to call – just show up. Anyways, this isn’t just for you.” He said with a dangerous grin. “Magmar here wants a rematch just as much as I do.”

Ash blinked when an explosion of magma erupted from the lake, Magmar’s distinctive shape shadowed and blurred inside the protective cocoon of molten rock. A moment later the floating magma fell back to the lake, leaving only a floating Magmar in its wake. It gave a mockery of a grin towards Ash, which Ash hesitantly returned.

Infernus suddenly roared, blasting a stream of flame at Magmar. The fire-type, who seemed to have been fully healed by the short amount of time spent in the magma, casually absorbed the burst of flame. Magmar didn’t even bother retaliating.

“It’s all right! The battles over, Infernus.” Ash shouted to his friend. Infernus roared and seemed enraged by the presence of Magmar. He didn’t attack, but quickly leapt from the suspended battlefield over to the large ring of rock. When he took his position next to Ash he calmed down a bit, although he still glared at Magmar. “Hey, good job. You did great.”

His friend roared in response and spat a small blast of flame into the air. Blaine and Magmar just snorted, unimpressed by the display.

“Well, you’ve got your badge now.” Blaine said in a friendlier tone. “Run along. I’ll let you stay one more night for free. Anymore than that and you’re paying for everything.”

Ash blinked.

“Well, I’ve got to stay in business somehow.” Blaine said, cackling at the look on Ash’s face. “It’s not as though I get many visitors. Or League funding, for that matter.” He muttered with a scowl. “Bastards.”

“By the way, next time you come here, I expect a hot battle.” Blaine said before waving him off. Ash groaned at the pun but supposed he was lucky Blaine hadn’t come up with a worse pun. That one was fairly minor in comparison, and anything was better than another riddle.

Ash went out the way he came. He returned Infernus before edging around the hot springs. His friend probably wouldn’t bother going over the stone. Infernus would probably just walk through the hot water and turn it all into steam.

He gave himself a reminder to return to the hot springs tomorrow. While he wouldn’t be getting in, he knew that Nidorino and Golduck would probably enjoy it. Infernus could just take a short bath in the lava lake if it turned out that he was injured.

But he didn’t really pay attention to much else than that as he walked back into the hotel. It was getting late, and the fierce battle with Blaine had worn him and his pokemon down. Golduck would be fine in the morning and hadn’t sustained any serious injuries, so he didn’t need to rush to the Pokemon Center.

The trainer pulled out his PokeNav and checked the time. It was nearly nine. Ash shrugged. While it was almost as early as he’d gone to bed yesterday, he didn’t care that much. He’d had a busy day and was completely worn out. His pokemon were probably just as bad.

Ash didn’t even bother getting dinner. He was sure he’d hate himself for it in the morning, but for now he just wanted to sleep. Something about the volcano’s heat had just drained him completely, taking any energy that he hadn’t used in his long search during the day.

He released Dazed and Nidorino. Nidorino was still unconscious, so Ash released him onto the bed. Dazed looked at him with questioning, sleepy eyes and cocked her head to Nidorino.

“We found the gym.” Ash said tiredly, although a grin spread his face as he thought of his victory. “It was a hard battle, but we managed to pull out a win.”

Dazed cocked her head at him, clearly expecting the location. Ash grinned.

“It turned out that we were pretty close to it the entire time. You know those hot springs behind the hotel?” Dazed nodded slowly, her expressive eyes narrowing as she realized what he was aiming at. “Well, it turns out that Blaine hid a secret door to his gym inside it. The door led to the inside of the volcano.”

His friend froze. Ash smiled. “That was about my reaction. Anyways, do you want to know anything else? I’m about to go to bed.”

Dazed looked thoughtful for a moment before shaking her head. She stared at him for a moment as he plopped down into the bed, pausing only long enough to take off his shoes and jacket and to pull the sheets up a bit so he could slip in.

The psychic-type cocked her head at him for a moment before turning and staring out the window. Ash watched his friend stay like that for a while before exhaustion and fatigue suddenly piled onto him as if from nowhere and sent him into a deep sleep.

XX

A freezing splash of water woke Ash up. He sputtered and tried his best to twist out of the cocoon his sheets had formed around him, wildly flailing all the while. Ash coughed and glared up at the old man that was standing by his bed with a bucket in hand and a smirk on his face.

“Get up.” Blaine barked, his tone belying the grin on his face. “You have company.”

Ash frowned and continued glaring at the man, although his interest was peaked. He quickly untangled himself from the soaked sheets and put his jacket that was lying crumpled on the floor on. “Who is it?”

“You’ll see.” Blaine grinned, casually throwing the bucket onto the ground with a loud clang. Ash scowled at him. “Hurry up. This is important.”

The trainer continued to glare at the old man as he walked out, leaving a dripping, annoyed trainer behind him. Ash sighed and looked over at Nidorino. His friend was still in a deep sleep, apparently more tired than Ash had thought. While he hadn’t been knocked unconscious last night, Nidorino had still been in a tough fight and taken a good deal of damage. It wasn’t a surprise he was so out of it.

But for the moment he glanced around for Dazed. She should have stopped Blaine from throwing that water on him. All of his friends tended to be protective over him, and Dazed had proven to be no exception to the rule.

She wasn’t there, although her pokeball was still empty. Ash shrugged it off, supposing that she was probably looking around. Dazed had never gotten the chance to properly explore the hotel, although, now that he thought of it, he hadn’t seen the upper floors either.

Oh well, he thought. Right now he just needed to get dry. He wouldn’t forget this little trick. Hopefully he would be good enough to get some payback on Blaine when he came back here to train.

Ash quickly pulled out the spare set of clothes that were practically identical to his ordinary set and put them on in the bathroom. He didn’t bother drying his hair with one of the towels. If everything went to plan he would be leaving in an hour or two anyways, so it didn’t really matter what he looked like.

He left Nidorino dozing on the bed. Nidorino had earned the rest, and Ash wasn’t one to take that from him.

The trainer was curious about who could possibly be looking for him. There weren’t that many people he’d gotten to know very well during his journey. Most people he met were just good for quick battles before he moved on. The two that he had gotten to know quite well were traipsing around Kanto themselves now, far from him.

But when he entered the main room, he froze. Steven Stone was casually sprawled out in one of the chairs, easily chatting with Blaine. Blaine actually seemed quite animated, and from what Ash could make out they were talking about technology of some sort.

“Steven? What are you doing here?” Ash questioned, making his presence known to the two men. Steven snapped his focus to Ash and he smiled reservedly.

“Hello to you too, Ash.” He replied easily. “I’m sorry to say that I’m not here to make small talk.”

“What do you mean?” Ash asked, still surprised at the Champion’s appearance. “And how did you find me?”

The Champion smiled. “Someone we both know – Professor Oak. Normally he wouldn’t tell me your location and I wouldn’t ask, but when I let him know what a pressing matter this was he told me that you were heading to Cinnabar. One of my friends in the League called up Blaine here and asked him about you yesterday, although my friend said that he talked to you last night as well.”

Ash took on a puzzled expression, trying to remember the name of the stranger that had given him the gym’s location. “Wataru?”

“That’s one of his names.” The Champion replied with a grin. He looked as though there was some hidden joke that Ash hadn’t quite gotten yet. “Anyways, back to business.”

Steven sighed and his face became hard, shifting from Steven to the former Champion of Hoenn. “I’ve tracked down someone that we both have had trouble with. Normally I wouldn’t ask anyone other than a gym leader or a member of the Elite Four to accompany me on this venture, but I thought that you were strong enough to stay safe and had more of a right to bring him in than anyone else.”

Ash’s face grew pale as the blood drained from it. “You found Pierce?” He whispered, white-hot hatred flashing through him as he thought of the Rocket Executive. His fists curled up into balls and he could feel the bite of his nails into his skin.

“Indeed.” Steven replied, looking no more pleased about the Executive than Ash. “He’s hiding in the Sevii Islands, where he’s serving as the commander of a Rocket branch. We were going there anyway to stamp them out before they could get a foothold in the islands, but when I discovered Pierce was there I decided to see if you wanted to come.”

“Of course I do!” Ash said. His voice was determined and as strong as he could make it even as flashbacks to a drowning ship ran through his mind. “I’ll do anything to help out.”

The Champion nodded. “Good. I won’t be placing you into direct danger, but you’ll be in the fighting. From what Blaine has told me, your pokemon are more than ready for the task. In fact, they’ve been sufficient for a while now, if the reports from Celadon are anything to go by. Good work, by the way.” Steven added. Ash nodded his thanks and smiled. The Champion quickly continued, however. He leaned forward with his clasped hands and serious eyes.

“I’m not going to lie to you. This is going to be dangerous. You know what Pierce is capable of more than anyone. He won’t be a danger to the three of us, but you need to be prepared.”

That’s when Ash realized something. “The three of us? Someone else is coming?”

Steven grinned, letting his hard exterior crack a little. “Indeed. I think you’ve already met.”

A large, burly man suddenly ducked up through the stairs that led to the hot springs. Ash instantly recognized him as Wataru, and the man nodded at him with a grin. His cape flared out dramatically behind him, showing that a row of six pokeballs lined his waist.

“Ash, here’s our other companion. You would probably know him better by his first name and title: Lance, Champion of Indigo Plateau and Master of the Indigo Elite Four.”






9. Chapter 9: The Sevii Islands
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Ash froze and stared at the Champion with an awed expression on his face, finally realizing why he had thought he recognized the man. He’d watched every single one of the Champion’s rare battles against unlucky challengers for the past two years, awed at the sheer power his pokemon displayed and imagining himself battling the legendary trainer.

For that was what Lance was to the majority of Kanto. As the Champion he was their greatest protector, the leader against terrorists and crime syndicates like Team Rocket and their ilk. He was the greatest trainer of both Kanto and Johto, the best of the best. Lance was a heroic figure, rarely appearing on camera when not battling or when giving a report on the most recent cell of Team Rocket that had been destroyed or arrested.

He had never actually thought he would meet the Dragon Master, not anywhere outside of Indigo Plateau. Ash tried to say something to the idol of almost every trainer in the Indigo League, but the words caught in his throat and died.

Lance didn’t seem to have that problem. He gave Ash a grin and held his hand out. Ash shakily shook it, doing his best to keep from looking stunned.

Ash noticed that Lance’s large hand was covered with thick, calloused skin. It looked like the Champion trained himself along with his monstrously powerful pokemon.

“How’s it going?” Lance asked amicably, not appearing to be the powerful force he truly was. “Sorry about messing with you yesterday, but I try not to broadcast my real identity when I’m incognito.”

“Of course.” Ash stammered with wild eyes, still barely believing that he was talking to Lance. Steven was a former Champion, yes, but Ash hadn’t been bombarded with tales of Steven’s heroism for the last seven years. Lance was much closer to home.

Lance nodded and turned to Steven, still grinning. “When are we leaving? We need to get to the Sevii Islands as soon as possible.”

Steven looked thoughtful for a moment. “I say we leave the hotel as soon as possible. The boat is already waiting, so we’ll be able to leave quickly. I’ve already showed the authorities here my authorization, so everything will be cleared out.”

“Good.” Lance said, nodding in satisfaction. “Those Rockets need to be stopped as soon as possible.” His voice suddenly shifted into a joking manner. “You know, Steven, we could get there in just under an hour if we flew on my dragonite.”

The Hoenn Champion frowned and went pale. Ash thought he almost looked queasy. “No thank you. I’d prefer for my feet to stay firmly on the ground, or at least on something solid. I remember that last time – I was sick for hours.”

Lance laughed loudly and turned his attention to Ash. His face lost the wide grin and became much more serious. “How good are you at battling, Ash? Steven’s told me that you’ll be able to hold your own, but I’m still not comfortable bringing an eleven year old on this mission.”

Ash snapped out of his daze. “I’ve fought Rockets before. I cleared out all of the grunts in that base in Celadon.”

The Champion raised an eyebrow. “That was you? Good work.”

“I already told you that. Ash was on the St. Anne as well. He’ll be fine.” Steven said as he leaned back in his chair. Ash noticed that Blaine was watching the interactions with keen eyes, observing every little movement and noise. “Rockets are hardly a challenge. I expect that Ash will be able to hold his own perfectly fine. He won’t be a burden.”

Ash felt a surge of thanks towards Steven for backing him up. He could understand why Lance would be nervous about bringing him along, but Ash knew that he would be able to keep up. He had to. Pierce needed to be served justice and Ash wanted to be one of the people that brought it to him.

Lance seemed a little more assured and slightly more confident, but still looked troubled. “I guess I can’t say no. Just stay safe, Ash. Team Rocket isn’t very powerful without terror on their side, but they are dangerous. I’m sure you know that better than anyone.”

The trainer nodded with a frown on his face, recounting his run-ins with Team Rocket. Lance didn’t need to tell him that.

Steven looked at Ash. “You should probably start packing. We’ll leave the moment you’re done.”

Ash nodded and rushed off. He was far too anxious to get to the Islands and find Pierce to waste any time. Besides, he didn’t want to hold the Champions up.

He noticed that Dazed was staring at him when he ran in. Ash smiled and nodded at her before he quickly gathered anything that he had left out. Most of it was fairly minor, consisting of things such as his extra pair of clothes that he had washed. They were dry, so he went ahead and stuffed them in the bag.

That was about it, really. Blaine had provided him with everything else he would need, so Ash never had to pull it out of his bag. Just to be sure, though, he searched the room one last time.

Dazed was looking at him oddly, so he hurriedly explained himself as he slung his pack around his shoulders and tidied up a bit.

“We’re heading off to the Sevii Islands.” He said as he passed her by. Her eyes widened. Apparently she recognized the name. “There are some Rockets there that we’re helping to take care of.”

His friend’s eyes flickered a bright blue when he mentioned the Rockets, but she seemed more curious than anything else. Ash glanced over at her as he gently called out Nidorino’s name. The exhausted poison-type was still asleep and didn’t seem to want to get up.

He sighed and lightly poked his friend. Nidorino instantly leapt up. His horn was leaking a bead of poison and his barbs stood up on end. Nidorino’s sensitive ears were standing at attention and he growled before looking at Ash.

“We’re leaving, buddy. Do you mind going into the pokeball?”

Nidorino grunted and shook his head. He only paused to lightly butt his head against Ash’s stomach before the trainer recalled him. A moment later Dazed disappeared in a flash of scarlet light as well.

Now that he had everything he needed Ash left the room. The three League officials were muttering and whispering to each other when Ash walked in but quieted down soon after.

“You’re already done?” Steven asked in a surprised tone. “I thought you would be gone for quite a while.”

Lance grinned and got out of his chair. “Not everyone is like Wallace, Steven. Most people don’t have to bring four outfits and makeup everywhere they go.”

Steven sighed and shook his head, although Ash could see a smile tugging at his lips. Ash thought that the Hoenn Champion seemed much more relaxed than any other time he had seen him. The Champion was always polite and pleasant, but there was always a tenseness and wariness about him that had lightened somewhat in the presence of the Indigo Champion.

“Well, let’s get going.” Steven said. He looked over at Blaine. “Thanks for helping us out. I’m sorry if we were a burden.”

Blaine smirked. “It was no problem. It’s not often that I get such prestigious guests.” He swiveled and focused his eyes on Lance. “But if a certain someone wants to repay me with more than the bare minimum of funding, that would be great.”

“See about actually telling trainers where your gym is and we’ll talk.” Lance replied easily, not batting an eyelash at Blaine’s sarcasm. “Ash here is probably the only trainer that will be showing up at the Conference with the Volcano Badge.”

The gym leader rolled his eyes. “I’m not about to be swarmed by a bunch of weaklings that aren’t worth my time. I didn’t become a Master just to crush newbie trainers that think they’re half-decent.”

Lance smiled. “Glad to see you haven’t changed any, Blaine. Good luck with the gym.”

Blaine shrugged his farewell off and left the building, leaving the two Champions and lone trainer alone. Steven looked slightly confused at Blaine’s abrupt departure, but Lance seemed used to it.

“Don’t worry.” Lance said in an attempt to explain things to Steven. “That’s downright friendly for him. If he didn’t like us he’d give us a riddle.”

Steven still seemed unsure, but figured it didn’t matter. “Let’s get going. It won’t take too long to get to the town, but we need to be getting to Knot Island before sunset.”

With that they left. Ash didn’t feel too uncomfortable with the Champions, although he didn’t think that he would be joining in their small talk anytime soon.
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An hour later Ash found himself on a small, fast boat in the middle of the ocean. The Champions had managed to bypass all of the customs and regulations for exiting ships with a flash of their identification, so they’d left Cinnabar barely thirty-five minutes after leaving the hotel.

An old, quiet sailor was in charge of getting them to the Sevii Islands. He wore a League uniform and refused to talk to Ash when the trainer had walked into the cabin. Ash wandered around the small ship for a while before returning to the deck. They had wonderful weather and he was determined to enjoy it.

The Champions had retreated to somewhere within the ship, so Ash was left alone. He didn’t mind that much. There wasn’t much he could contribute to whatever they were discussing and they would tell him later anyways.

Despite his excitement at being allowed to travel and fight with the Champions, Ash couldn’t help feel a bit nervous. Aside from the obvious problem of Pierce – Ash realized that he didn’t know anything about the Executive’s actual abilities aside from the fact he was more than willing to kill his opponents – Ash didn’t know what he would be doing.

It was clear that the Champions would be performing the riskiest operations. Ash wasn’t sure if he was ready for the consequences of that anyway. He knew that, although the Champions would do their best to avert it, there was a high possibility that some of the grunts would be injured or even killed when dealing with Champion-level pokemon.

But he could help. He could at the very least make sure no one tried to attack the Champions from behind or do the things that the Champions didn’t have time for. His pokemon were strong enough to do that.

He suddenly turned around. Ash could hear Lance and Steven’s voices coming up behind him, although they weren’t loud.

“We need to debrief you.” Steven said suddenly, coming and sitting in one of the chairs that surrounded a small, shaded table. Lance took the last. “You don’t need anyone to tell you that fighting Team Rocket is not a game. You’ve had more experience fighting them than most trainers.”

Ash nodded.

“So I’ll hurry on to the important things.” Steven stated. “There are a few rules for you to follow. One: avoid direct danger whenever you can. I want you supporting and preventing Rockets from flanking us. The main action is too dangerous when dealing with our pokemon. Two: follow any command we give you, no matter how odd it may seem. Three: be careful.”

He nodded again. All seemed like common sense. Steven continued.

“We are coming here to purge all Rocket activity in the Sevii Islands. There are a few League teams in the area already, but Pierce is considered dangerous enough and important enough to call us in. It doesn’t hurt that all of us have a few bones to pick with him.” Steven said with a dangerous smile. It was out of place on the normally calm man’s face. “There is another member of the Indigo Elite Four taking care of the situation on Floe Island, but she’s gathered some information on the Rockets.”

If the Elite Four member was a she, Ash assumed that it was Lorelei. He didn’t think that Agatha would be much for battling in the field anymore, although he knew that she was still a monster when it came to battling.

Lance began speaking now, his tone far more serious than it had been at the hotel. “There have been reports of four major operations. The first is on Knot Island, where a group of grunts have taken control of the town. The second is on Floe Island, where they’ve been interfering in the Icefall Cave and capturing Lapras. The third is on Knot Island as well, where they’ve been snooping around Mount Ember.”

“Where’s the last one?” Ash questioned after Lance didn’t speak for several moments. The Champion had a frown on his face and looked troubled.

“We don’t know what it is, really.” He admitted, clenching his fists. “Their main base is known to be somewhere on Chronos Island, but we haven’t had luck in finding it. The Rockets are just too strong there for the League forces to fight through. Even Lorelei can’t battle her way through. That’s what we’re for.”

Ash nodded, a little surprised. The Elite Four were by far the most powerful trainers in both Kanto and Johto. Even the winners of the Conference each year were oftentimes unable to defeat one of their members, although they tended to be around the same skill level. Each member of the Elite Four was practically a small army.

Lance grimaced. “Most of our forces are away from those islands as well, mopping up the Rockets that they have defeated. Not many of them can be spared for the liberation of the other islands, so, aside from a few scouts, we won’t have much support. The one’s that will be helping us won’t be much for battling either.”

He stayed quiet, letting the Champion speak. Ash had gotten over a bit of his awe at being around Lance, but he couldn’t bring himself to interrupt the man.

“We’re shutting down and investigating a few of their operations the day we arrive.” Lance continued, slipping back into his official tone. “Knot Island will be where we land, so I’ll be heading to Mount Ember to defeat the Rockets there. Steven is a bit more conspicuous than I am, so he will be heading to Chronos Island after we exit the ship.”

“What am I going to be doing?” Ash asked, getting a little excited over the coming experiences. They would be dangerous, but he just wanted to fight Team Rocket.

“You’ll be taking back the town on Knot Island.” Lance replied. He looked pleased with Ash’s objective. “It’s a small town, but important. There are only a dozen Rockets holding the town, so it shouldn’t be too difficult to do. When you beat them, I’m sure the townspeople will be glad to detain them. I’ll be sending any League trainers I find to the town as well, so feel free to explore the island once you’re done.”

Ash’s interest peaked at that. He knew that the Sevii Islands contained many pokemon that were found only in Johto, although the tropical climate also allowed pokemon rare in Kanto such as tangela to be somewhat common in the islands. It would be nice to see if he could add an uncommon pokemon to his team.

“How much longer until we get there?” Ash asked. He knew that the Sevii Islands weren’t too far from Cinnabar, and they had left quite early. Still, he would like to know just how long he would have to complete his task.

Steven glanced at his watch. “I’d say another hour and a half. We’re making good time.”

Ash nodded and sank back into his chair. The Champions continued to make small talk for a while before falling silent themselves, each of the trainers thinking about the coming conflict, thinking of what they would do and how they would react to threats.

They sat in silence for a long time, but eventually Lance stood up. He shrugged his muscular shoulders and stretched.

“We should all start getting ready.” He said. “Ash, get moving. You don’t want to be tight in the middle of a battle. Not around Rockets, anyways. They’ll be aiming for you.”

Ash nodded and stood up, although he felt a little self-conscious as he began to walk around, stretching his arms and legs and loosening up. When he noticed that the Champions were doing their own exercises, he lost the slight feeling of awkwardness.

He tired of the exercises quickly and was glad when he felt the blood flowing through his body again. Lance told him to keep on walking around the ship. They were able to see the faintest outline of Knot Island and its massive, dormant volcano that rivaled Cinnabar’s in size.

Ash made sure to keep on moving and took the time to let Nidorino out of his pokeball. His friend eyed the calm, glittering ocean with distrusting eyes – a sentiment that Ash could understand perfectly, even if he had gotten over some of his trepidation regarding the sea – but followed Ash around and practiced a few of his attacks.

Just as the island grew near enough to where they could make out finer details, Lance came over. “Your Nidorino looks strong for the amount of time you’ve been training. What other pokemon do you have?”

“A pidgeot, seadra, hypno, magmar and golduck.” Ash recited, naming his friends in the order he got them in. He frowned at the mention of Golduck. He had meant to trade the water-type out for Bruiser before he left Cinnabar, but had gotten caught up in the excitement. Hopefully Bruiser would understand, although he hoped that he could find somewhere to trade his friends out in the islands.

Lance’s approving nod grabbed his attention though. “A decent team, especially when you gain more experience. I’ll go ahead and tell you that Kingdra are particularly impressive, although I might be just a bit biased.” He laughed. “Still, that should be more than sufficient for beating the grunts.”

Ash grinned in return before he realized he had a question. “How am I supposed to reach you two when I’m done? Do I just wait around for you to come back?”

“Steven will take care of that.” Lance assured them. He turned his head to the island, which was getting steadily closer. Ash estimated that they had about ten minutes before landing. “He has all the communication system ready, you just need to join it.” The Champion looked over at the island again with a frown. “Sorry, Ash, but I’ve got to go. I can’t leave the ship when it lands. I’ll attract too much attention with my friend.”

He nodded. “Alright. Good luck.”

“You too.” Lance replied with a grin. He reached to one of the pokeballs on his waist and released the pokemon within. Ash’s eyes widened when it took the massive, hulking form of Lance’s famed dragonite.

Dragonite was a monster even for its powerful species. It stood at nearly eight feet tall, dwarfing even the Champion’s large build. The dragon was covered in a thick armor of light orange scales, each about the size of Ash’s hand. Its scales became lighter and more like bands on its chest and underbelly. Large, thin antennae sprouted from its large head, just a few inches above its large eyes. A small, barely noticeable horn jutted out from the top of its skull, centered between the antennae.

He noticed that, while it had become bipedal and gained limbs after its evolution from a dragonair, Dragonite still retained the basic serpentine shape. Its body was much thicker and basically formed of nothing but hard scales and powerful muscle, but the limbs seemed almost an afterthought.

Its wings were small and stream-lined, clearly meant for fast flying. They weren’t as small as some illustrations made them out to be, however. The wings were just large enough to support the dragon’s massive bulk and were still completely massive.

All in all, the pokemon looked incredibly powerful and nigh indestructible.

Ash realized that, considering this Dragonite was Lance’s primary pokemon and the only one ever seen by the public eye, it was quite possibly the most powerful pokemon in all of Kanto and Johto. It could defeat his entire team without blinking even if they fought it all at once.

He had to admit that he was in awe of the incredibly powerful pokemon. It commanded respect and possessed an air of power and authority without doing anything at all. Ash could see why it was seen as an almost legendary pokemon. While it wasn’t a force of nature like Articuno had been, it possessed an air of regal might that conveyed age, wisdom, and above all power.

Then it yawned widely, exposing large, sharp fangs, and lightly clapped Lance on the shoulder in a gesture of friendship. Lance grinned and patted his friend’s hard, scaly hide before looking over at Ash.

“Ash, this is Dragonite. Dragonite, this is Ash. He’s going to be helping us with Team Rocket.”

Dragonite’s eyes seemed to smile at him and it gave Ash a cheerful wave, unintentionally showing off its huge claws. Ash hesitantly waved back, giving Dragonite a small smile as he did so. Dragonite gave a wave to Nidorino as well, who replied with a friendly grunt.

Lance tapped it on the shoulder after they had introduced themselves and Dragonite lowered its back. The Champion easily leapt on, situating himself into a comfortable, safe area. As Dragonite tensed and prepared to fly off, Lance looked down at Ash.

“Good luck, Ash, and stay safe!” He called out an instant before Dragonite blasted off the boat at an incredible speed, its powerful legs propelling it high into the air before a few flaps of its wings, which seemed to have grown a bit while flying, took it even further. Just a few seconds later the duo was gone.

Ash groaned and pulled himself up. The powerful wind that resulted from Dragonite’s wings had knocked him down. Nidorino had a similar experience. He grunted as the poison-type stood back up, clearly a bit annoyed at the experience.

“I suppose Lance has left, then?” Steven asked from behind Ash, coming up from the inner area of the ship. “He always was a show-off.”

He couldn’t help but grin at that. “Won’t the Rockets notice a dragonite?”

Steven smiled, a bit more cheerful than usual. “They won’t have time to do anything even if they do. Dragonite might look bulky, but he’s quite fast. He can sense them and paralyze them with a thunder wave before they can do anything.” He stated, waving Ash’s concerns away. “Anyways, we’re about to land, so I need to get your PokeNav number.”

Ash quickly gave it to him. He had memorized the device’s identification number the day he got it. It wasn’t as though he had much else to do while laying in the hospital. This was the first time he had had cause to use it, though, so he had to think for a few moments.

The former Champion quickly put the number into his own PokeNav. “Good. I’ll call you soon so you can put my number in. Call me if you need anything or when you’re done. I don’t know if Lance has told you yet, but a few Rangers and League scouts will come to assist you whenever he finds them.”

“Thanks.” Ash replied. “What do I do with the Rockets after I’m done with them? Lance said the islanders would probably help and that the League trainers would detain them, but I’m not sure if I want to just leave them.”

“They’ll be fine. You have a hypno, right?” Steven asked. When Ash nodded the Champion continued. “Just have it put them into a deep sleep. That way they’ll be unconscious for a few hours and will be too weak to try to escape for the rest of the day.”

Ash nodded his understanding. He’d planned to do that anyways, but it was nice knowing that it was supported by Steven. Dazed had much more powerful psychic abilities since evolving, so it wouldn’t be too much of a drain on her to put a couple of humans to sleep.

Steven looked over at the island with narrowed eyes. The beach that they were landing at was less than a minute away.

“The town is easy to find. It’s about five minutes if you follow the beach to the west.” Steven informed him. “Try to keep a low profile and keep an eye out for any grunts. From what we’ve seen, they’re in plain uniform.”

“Why?” Ash asked, puzzled at the odd choice. It would just make it easier for someone such as himself to differentiate them from the islanders.

Steven frowned, the slightest flash of annoyance dashing through his eyes. “The Sevii Islands aren’t officially a part of the Indigo League, so the Rockets are free to operate in the open. The people here are too independent and isolated to mount an effective resistance, and the Rockets have cut off most of the communication. The Rockets have nothing to fear from them and don’t expect us to enter Knot Island yet.”

He nodded, understanding it well enough. Ash didn’t have much of a head for political stuff, so he was glad that Steven had left any of that out. But he understood tactics quite well. Steven’s explanation made sense.

The boat suddenly slowed before coming to a stop. Steven glanced down at Ash. “We can’t land on the beach.” The former Champion explained. “The boat has to get out of here quickly. Good luck.”

“Thanks.” Ash nodded. A narrow plank fell from the side of the ship, sending up a spray of salt water when it landed. He carefully walked down the plank and onto the damp sand of the rough beach. His shoes got a little wet, but he didn’t care that much. He would need new ones soon anyways.

Nidorino grunted and walked up beside him. Ash knelt down and patted his friend on the head before looking back at the ship. The plank had already been raised and the ship was already leaving. Steven gave him a nod before the ship began to speed up, quickly taking it far away from his eyes.

He turned and looked out at the beach. It was a long stretch, probably half a mile long. The sand was rough and gritty. Some of it was black, giving the crushed stone a much darker appearance. All in all it was about what he’d been expecting. No one had ever claimed the Sevii Islands were resorts.

Ash quickly released Dazed, Plume and Torrent. He needed Dazed to be ready at any moment, so he didn’t want to waste any time keeping her in her pokeball. Plume could hopefully give him an exact number on the grunts and where they were located, although she would be good for protecting him from any sneaky Rockets as well. Torrent would be useful to keep any Rockets from trying to escape on a boat and would probably be able to take down any Rockets and their pokemon positioned around the shoreline.

While Infernus was more than powerful to effortlessly defeat the grunts, Ash didn’t want to use him for this battle. Nidorino could do the same job just as well as Infernus, particularly when he was supported by the rest of his friends. Besides, Nidorino was much more discreet. Infernus tended to be quite loud and obvious.

Golduck had performed decently in the gym battle, but Ash didn’t trust him enough to use him in something like this. He was too brash and arrogant to use stealth, so he would probably just attack anyone he saw.

Plume tried to call out her standard greeting, but Ash placed a finger to his lips.

“I’m glad to see you to.” He said, assuring her that he wasn’t being rude. “But we’re going to fight some Rockets. I need all of you to be as quiet as you can. I want to surprise them.”

His friend’s eyes flashed with rage as he spoke of the hated organization, but she understood. Ash smiled at her and gave her instructions.

“I need to know how many there are. They’re all in their uniforms, so they should be easy to spot. Just come back when you’ve found as many as you can.” He told his friend. Plume cooed softly before blasting off into the air with a single beat of her powerful wings.

Ash watched her go for a moment before turning back to the rest of his team. “Torrent, could you go hang around the harbor? I don’t want any of them escaping on boats. Just use twister or make a whirlpool on any boats they use. Just head to your right for a few minutes and you’ll find your way there.”

Torrent snorted loudly in confirmation and flailed wildly. He had appeared in shallow water, so he had to flop around a bit before he got into water deep enough to swim in. A few seconds later he was off, sinking deep into the gently rolling waves.

“Dazed, you’re going to be hypnotizing the Rockets and protecting Nidorino.” Ash stated. His friend nodded, just the barest hint of excitement hiding behind her glazed eyes. “Nidorino, you’re going to take down any pokemon that get too close. Plume and Dazed will help you out.”

Nidorino grunted and butted his head against Ash’s leg. Ash smiled and knelt, although he made sure to keep everything but his shoes off the sand. He didn’t want to get sand in his clothes when he was about to fight Rockets. Any distractions might be dangerous.

He calmly waited for Plume to return, giving his remaining friends random comments. Ash wasn’t really focused on the present, however. Most of his thoughts were based on strategies he could use against the Rockets. They wouldn’t be very powerful, but he needed to avoid fighting them in groups. At the very least he would need to pick a few off before he did anything.

About ten minutes after she flew off, Plume returned. She gracefully landed a few feet in front of Ash before puffing her chest out. Ash smiled and nodded at her before becoming serious again.

“Steven said there were about twelve grunts. Is that right?”

Plume nodded.

“Are they all in the open?” He asked. While he was sure there would probably be one or two relaxing around in one of the few buildings in the small town, most would probably be keeping tabs on the villagers.

His friend nodded again.

“Did you see any sentries away from the rest?”

Plume chirped and nodded. “Good job, Plume! Can you show me where they are? I want to thin them out before we attack.”

The great bird took off again, flying in lazy circles over their heads as Ash stood up. When he was ready to move she slowly headed in a direction. Since the forest next to the beach wasn’t very dense he knew he would be able to easily keep track of her.

So he set off, Nidorino and Dazed by his side. He clenched his fists as he thought of the coming battle. Team Rocket was about to pay.

XX

A few minutes later they found the first Rocket sentry. It had taken longer than expected since Plume accidently flew ahead a few times, but all in all it was a smooth journey. Ash peered out from behind a few bushes and took a good look at the grunt.

He was leaning against a short, albeit thick, tree. An ekans was coiled up next to his foot and looked to be asleep. The grunt looked to be dozing as well. Apparently he wasn’t expecting any threats.

Ash grinned. That worked out well for him. He looked over at Dazed, who quickly used her hypnosis attack. The pink swirls of energy quickly landed on both the trainer and pokemon, knocking them out for several hours.

“Good job.” He said to his friend as he warily walked over. Plume hadn’t shrieked or attacked, so he assumed that he was mostly alone. Nidorino was warily guarding him as he knelt next to the collapsed grunt and removed the two pokeballs from the grunt’s belt. Ash returned ekans and dropped both of the pokeballs into his pack. The League could have them later.

He caught sight of Plume circling above them when he looked up and followed her. There were at least two more grunts serving as sentries, so he had some work to do.

When the grunt was taken care of, Ash set off. Nidorino and Dazed plodded behind him, Nidorino warily glancing around and twitching his ears and Dazed focusing on Ash.
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They repeated the process two more times. Ash’s pack was almost full with the pokeballs now, so he’d put them into a storage compartment. That would make it harder for the Rockets to find them later if he got captured as well, so that was a nice perk.

The Rockets that he’d knocked out were both similar to the first in their level of vigilance. One had almost woken up from their nap, but a quick hypnosis from Dazed had kept him unconscious. They wouldn’t be bothering anyone for a long time.

Now they were at the town. Ash was glancing on it from a cluster of trees that were overgrown with bushes. Nobody would find him unless they were looking in earnest.

Ash wasn’t sure if this even constituted a town. While it was the only settlement on Knot Island that he knew of, it only looked to house about fifty to sixty people. He had heard that the Sevii Islands had a low population, but this was pushing it. Still, it only made sense. There was no way that the Rockets could have gotten away with taking over the town with only twelve grunts otherwise.

He could see four walking around, laughing and without a care in the world. About a dozen villagers were walking around in the area he could as well, although they gave passing grunts hateful looks and a wide berth. A few of the younger ones looked as though they wanted to attack the foreigners.

Unfortunately for the villagers, the two ekans, koffing and single arbok that menacingly hovered and sat around the Rockets. kept them from trying anything. Rocket pokemon had no inhibitions regarding the attack of human and would at the very least do serious harm to anyone that attempted to attack their handlers.

Ash was glad that Team Rocket had kept with their normal pokemon. Dazed would tear them apart. Even the arbok would be unable to challenge her new power.

He waited until the long, dirty street was almost clear of the villagers before giving his friends an order. “Nidorino, hit those Rockets with ice beam. Follow it up with a thunderbolt on the pokemon. Dazed, just use hypnosis on them. Use psybeam on any that resist.”

Nidorino tensed up and opened his mouth. Cold radiated from it before he launched the three blue energy beams. Some of the pokemon detected the attack, but they had no time to do anything before the icy beams of energy slammed into three of the Rockets.

The last leapt in surprise and frantically looked around, but another weak cold energy beam slammed into him as well, the weakened version of the attack sending him to the ground in an unconscious state. All of the pokemon, unsure of what to do without their handlers’ commands, looked around in confusion.

Dazed quickly released her hypnosis attack though, her evolved form’s strength allowing her to put all of them into a deep sleep. Only the arbok remained awake, and the hypnosis had left it tired and confused. It reared up and hissed, but a psybeam from Dazed quickly put it down.

Ash stepped forward. Plume didn’t call out at him, so he assumed the area was clear. He had told her to warn him if more Rockets approached.

All of the villagers that had been wandering around the street when he began him attack ran towards him with gleeful eyes, although a growl from Nidorino and the glowing eyes of Dazed kept them back.

“Who are you?” The first, a tall teenage girl, demanded. She didn’t seem angry, just confused. “Where did you come from.”

Ash didn’t really feel like answering her questions. There were Rockets around and he didn’t want to be ambushed.

“I’m here to fight the Rockets.” He said shortly. The boys standing beside her had wide grins on her faces. “So please get out of my way. I have things to do.”

She frowned and didn’t let him pass, even when Nidorino menacingly stepped forward. “No way. You’re way too young to battle them. They’ve got some pretty strong pokemon. My dad’s all got beat easily.”

“Mine are stronger.” Ash said. He might have sounded arrogant, but he didn’t care. All he wanted was for her to get out of the way so that he could do the job the Champions gave them.

“Let him through, sis.” The boy on her left said. He was a few years older than Ash and was extremely tan. “If he’s here to help then he’s got to be strong enough. Let’s just get those Rockets’ pokeballs and hide them.”

The teenager looked at Ash disapprovingly before letting him pass. He had an annoyed look on his face as he looked around for more Rockets. They had to be showing up soon. Ash barely paid any attention to the villagers that were running around.

Then Nidorino grunted and used thunderbolt. Once the bright flash of light was gone, Ash saw a long golbat fall from the sky. It landed with a heavy thump and was clearly unconscious, but otherwise it seemed to be okay.

“Thanks.” He told Nidorino before glancing around. They’d taken down half of the confirmed Rockets and those villagers hadn’t been very quiet. Ash wanted to be ready.

Nidorino grunted at him before returning to his wary state. His barbs were bristling and leaking their potent venom, clearly ready to attack anything that drew near.

Suddenly a group of three Rockets turned around a corner and saw him. They shouted in surprise and released all of their pokemon. Ash counted four ekans, two zubat, and two koffing. The one that appeared to be their leader released an arbok and a weezing. He assumed that he was the leader of these grunts.

“Return your pokemon and hand them over or we’ll attack!” The leader shouted, clearly thinking that their numbers would be an advantage. He didn’t seem unconfident in the least. “You can’t win this.”

Ash smiled and glanced over at Dazed. “Psychic.”

Dazed’s eyes shined luminously before a huge wave of telekinetic force erupted from her body. Ash saw her stone pendulum glow a bright blue as well and swing forward in the air as she used her power.

The uncontrolled blast roared through the air, carrying dust and loose objects on the road in its wake before slamming into the group of Rockets. His enemies were sent flying backwards before they landed heavily on the ground about ten feet behind them. None of them got up.

He turned around and nodded to his friends. That was nine of them. Only three Rockets were left to find, although he would have to look around and ask the villagers if there were any more just to be sure.

This was even easier than he’d expected it to be. He’d hardly expected a challenge since most Rocket grunts were barely trained and expendable, their real power lying in numbers and simple fear. They were obviously unaware of how to battle. If they were they wouldn’t have clumped themselves together like that.

Maybe there would be trouble if there was an Executive directing the operation since they were highly trained and had a strong, varied team of pokemon, but apparently Knot Island wasn’t important enough.

Suddenly he heard a loud, piercing cry from Plume and looked upward. His eyes widened and he jumped back as a feral looking zubat swooped down onto his former position with bared fangs, its rage too powerful for the minor burns the sun was giving it to dissuade it.

Another followed it, this one’s fangs clamping down just a few inches in front of Ash as he jumped away again. They both fluttered up into the air on their purple, membranous wings and looked as though they were about to attack him again.

He kept his eyes on the twin zubat as he began to order Nidorino to use a thunderbolt. But Plume suddenly dived down from her lofty position, flapping her wings once to cause a huge, powerful gale of wind. Both zubat were dragged down to the ground and slammed into the earth by the attack, easily knocked out despite their aggressiveness.

“Thanks!” He called out to Plume as she swept past his head and began the climb back into the sky. She gave him a loud cry of acknowledgement as she sped upwards before disappearing into the light blue air.

Ash looked around and saw that a few villagers were coming out of their homes and small buildings and looking at him curiously. They didn’t seem sure of what to make of him as many looked pleased with the piles of unconscious Rockets but looked at him oddly.

Nidorino suddenly perked up. His large ears twitched suddenly and he snorted at Ash. The trainer ignored the villagers’ curious stares and glanced down at his friend.

“What do you hear?” He asked quietly, not wanting any of the villagers to overhear him. Ash didn’t exactly like their stares. It put him on edge.

His friend just nodded towards the water and slowly trotted towards it. Ash jogged behind him, followed by Dazed’s surprisingly quick shuffle. She stopped for a moment as they passed the Rockets they had just defeated and used hypnosis on the bunch before following Ash again.

They reached the small harbor in no time. It consisted of a single large boathouse with a company’s emblem prominently placed upon it, a small beach, and four vessels bobbing outside the boathouse on the slow waves. A large building that looked modern and quite out of place in the small town stood proudly on a small, sloping hill.

Ash only had eyes for the small, fast-looking boat with the Rocket symbol starting up and racing away. It only had a single occupant, but Ash was unwilling to let the grunt escape.

“Thunderbolt!” He ordered, hoping that Nidorino had trained enough to be accurate at this kind of range. Nidorino confidently stepped forward and began charging the thunderbolt up, but his services were suddenly no longer required.

The boat was suddenly blasted upward by a cyclone of water erupting beneath it. It carried the boat high up before the swirling water lost its power and collapsed into the ocean, carrying the rapidly spinning boat with it. Ash could see the grunt’s confused expression before the boat landed, causing a huge amount of water to spray into the air.

Ash blinked at the sudden display. He certainly hadn’t been expecting that.

A small, spiky blue head made him realize just who had helped him out. His friend bobbed up and down in the waves before diving beneath. The grunt suddenly flew out of the waves gently lapping the beach, carried by a fierce blast of water.

The grunt was completely drenched and sputtered as he looked around with wild eyes. Ash nodded to Dazed. She promptly hypnotized him, causing the confused grunt to collapse onto the sand.

“Thanks, Dazed.” He said to his friend. While Dazed blinked her response, Ash shouted out to the ocean. “Good job, Torrent!”

Torrent leapt into the air once before disappearing into the ocean again. Ash was happy to let his friend enjoy the time in the sea. He’d played his role and wouldn’t get a chance to be in the ocean for a long time when they returned to Kanto.

Ash watched the ocean for a few more moments before heading back to the town. There were two more grunts to find before he could relax. All Ash could be thankful for was that they weren’t able to escape. Plume would easily take them down if that happened.

When he walked back onto the central road, he noticed that everyone had vanished. Ash looked down at his companions as a flash of nervousness went through him. “Get ready.”

Nothing happened for nearly a minute. Ash constantly glanced around the deserted street, wondering just what had convinced the villagers to retreat. He suddenly saw a small flash of blue light before he was frozen and held up in the air.

Ash’s eyes widened and he tried to escape the trap he was in. He hovered nearly five feet into the air and a light film of blue energy covered his vision. Ash couldn’t even move a muscle. He was completely trapped.

Nidorino roared in fury when he realized what was happening and quickly fired a thunderbolt underneath Ash. Ash didn’t hear anything yelp or scream at the attack so he assumed that it missed. Actually, he couldn’t hear anything very well. Everything seemed muted.

Suddenly he was blasted through the air, the telekinesis speeding the throw greatly. Ash couldn’t help but shout in surprise as he rapidly approached a very hard, very solid stone wall, but he felt a powerful yank in his navel and his organs lurch as he suddenly came to a complete stop.

Ash’s eyes watered in pain as everything in his body attempted to keep moving forward, but he just breathed as deeply as he could and blinked a few times until the pain was mostly gone. He suspected that he would have a few bruises tomorrow.

He noticed that he was mere inches away from the rough stone. Ash felt a burst of adrenaline infuse him as he realized that something had psychically attacked him and thanked Dazed for somehow stopping it as he was gently lowered to the ground.

When he was able to he scrambled up and looked towards the battle, ignoring the lingering pangs that shot throughout his entire body. He saw that a lone Rocket grunt was yelling at a large arbok and average looking drowzee as they battled Nidorino and Dazed.

Nidorino was protecting Dazed from the arbok, jabbing its hard scales with his sharp horn and dodging its own lightning quick strikes. Ash noticed that his friend was dominating the snake, jabbing at sensitive spots that would weaken it in the long term and easily knocking the serpent away when its powerful jaws snapped too close.

Dazed was turned towards him, trusting Nidorino to protect her. A small, glowing barrier protect her from the drowzee that was intently staring at his friend with glowing eyes. She blinked at him when he stood up and stumbled closer. When he was fine, albeit rattled and slightly out of it, she turned towards the drowzee with furious eyes.

Ash blinked away some more of the pain and watched the battle, ignoring the Rocket as he gave his pokemon commands. His friends were far too powerful for the Rocket to overcome. Arbok was almost defeated and Dazed was about to enter the fray as well.

Dazed stared at the drowzee and waved her hand as a small, focused aura of psychic energy covered her. Drowzee was quickly enveloped in the same sort of aura and froze, completely unable to move thanks to the great power of Dazed’s disable.

The psychic-type suddenly exchanged the blue aura for a light grey one as she prepared a shadow ball. Ash watched in surprise as it grew larger and larger until it seemed that Dazed could put no more power into it. Her shadow ball appeared large enough to knock out several psychic-types at once.

Just as the drowzee escaped from the disable it was struck by the ruthlessly powerful shadow ball. It squealed in surprise as it was blasted backwards by the immense blast of energy, unconscious before it hit the ground.

Dazed silently stared at Nidorino for a moment. Ash narrowed his eyes at her with confusion before he noticed Nidorino suddenly freeze. Arbok managed to strike him once, but his tough, leathery hide kept the needle-sharp fangs from penetrating and the venom was a mere annoyance.

Nidorino moved. He roared and charged the surprised arbok, jabbing his horn brutally into its stomach before tossing it to the side. The arbok squirmed and struggled for a few moments before Dazed sent a thin, weak psybeam into its side.

Ash didn’t say anything, although he looked at the fallen arbok with concern. It wasn’t too bad of an injury for such a fierce battle, but it wouldn’t be able to battle for a week. When he looked over at his friends, however, he had to intervene.

“Nidorino, stop!” He shouted desperately, surprised and slightly fearful at his friend. Nidorino was menacingly advancing on the grunt, horn lowered and a thick bead of poison balling at the tip. His intentions were clear.

Nidorino growled at Ash and continued to advance, the aggression and rage that fuelled him in battle as a Nidorino keeping him from heeding the trainer’s command. Ash scowled as Nidorino took a light jab at the grunt who just barely scrambled away from the enraged pokemon.

“Stop!” He shouted, finally reaching his angry friend. “Nidorino, back off!”

His friend suddenly stopped, allowing the grunt to escape to the wall and cower. Dazed glared at the grunt and disabled him, preventing him from doing anything else. Ash frowned at Nidorino.

“I know you want to hurt him.” Ash said slowly, letting Nidorino calm down a bit more. “I hate them too. But you can’t kill him! I don’t want you to be a killer, even if you are protecting me.”

Nidorino grunted and looked away. Ash recognized it as Nidorino being slightly ashamed, although he suspected that it was more due to the fact that he had ignored Ash’s commands rather than trying to attack the grunt.

“Please.” Ash continued. “Don’t try to kill him. Just let Dazed knock him out.”

His friend grunted softly and sat down next to Ash, his face lowered. Ash sighed and gently patted his friend on the head, forgiving him. He couldn’t fault Nidorino for trying to do it, not after everything Team Rocket had done.

“Dazed, hypnosis.” He said, realizing the grunt was starting to move. Dazed quickly complied and sent the grunt into a deep sleep. She continued to look around the area, although her weak physical senses limited her somewhat. Aside from her hearing and smell she didn’t have much to go on. Still, Ash trusted her to protect them.

“Look, buddy, no more attempted murder, alright?” Ash asked with a small smile, trying to make the situation sound less serious. Nidorino glanced away from him but nodded. He figured that he could accept that. “Anyways, there’s one more Rocket to find. Be on the lookout.”

With that they set off, the issue mostly behind them. As they walked down the street, Ash realized he hadn’t thanked Dazed yet.

“Thanks for saving me.” He told his friend as they walked down the empty street. Dazed nodded sharply, her eyes smiling a bit. Ash made small talk for a bit longer before he noticed that Nidorino was tensing up and his ears were twitching. “Do you know where the last Rocket is –”

Ash spun around with a panicked expression when he heard some sort of battle cry coming up from behind him. He flinched and raised his arms to protect himself when he realized that the last Rocket grunt had somehow snuck up behind them. The grunt was just a few feet away and was wielding some sort of small metal club.

It was also headed directly towards Ash’s head. He tried to lean backward, but the man was too close and the blow was going to land. Ash thought for sure everything was going to go black, and when he just stayed like he was he opened his eyes. The trainer never even realized that he’d closed them to begin with.

The Rocket was frozen, shut down by ethereal, raging blue energy. Ash released a shuddering breath that he’d held and stepped back, his entire body shaking as he realized how close to death he’d come.

Dazed looked furious. Her normally inscrutable expression was alit with what Ash could easily recognize as pure, unadulterated rage. The stone pendulum was vibrating and shaking from invisible surges of energy tearing through the air and Dazed’s eyes were bursting with energy.

Nidorino was worse. His fangs were bared and the barbs on his back stood straight up, secreting more poison than they ever had before. He lowered his horn but seemed to think better of it. Instead he roared furiously and glowed with incredible power before sending a monstrously powerful surge of electricity into the grunt.

Ash could just watch dumbly as the grunt tried to spasm and twist and turn as the thunderbolt coursed through his body. Unfortunately for the grunt the disable still worked, trapping him in the psychic stasis. Nidorino roared again and prepared to leap at the man, but Dazed made her move first.

Her pendulum swung upwards, forcing a small rush of wind to follow it as a side effect. Dazed’s blazing eyes shined even brighter for a brief moment before a surge of psychic power blasted from her body, carrying the grunt with it and slamming him into the side of a house several dozen feet away.

Although the disable had dissipated in the force of the psychic attack, the grunt was too injured and stunned to try to run. He did manage to shakily pull himself up, however. At that, Nidorino roared and charged, but even as the grunt looked in fear at the raging poison-type, a huge gale of wind slammed him into the hard stone again as a terrifying shriek sounded through the air.

As Plume dived down towards the beaten grunt with her sharp beak and razor talons, Nidorino charged with murder on his mind and Dazed slowly shuffled towards the hated Rocket, Ash snapped out of it. He shakily called out to his friends once, but the adrenaline pumping through their system and the blood pounding in their ears prevented them from hearing him.

He called out again in a slightly firmer tone. When they continued to race towards the Rocket, he found the fire that every good trainer had.

“Enough!” He shouted, not letting any of the shakiness and nervous energy that ran through his body pervade his tone. His friends slowed but did not yet stop. “All of you, STOP!”

They ground to a halt. Nidorino stopped charging just a foot away from the man, his horn lowered and the aggression and desire to destroy that was normally held back by Ash’s friend fully released. Plume screeched at the Rocket as she swerved away just an instant before she would have raked his torso with her huge talons and blasted back into the sky. Dazed simply stopped and turned to Ash, her eyes still glowing but with rationality returned.

Nidorino growled at the man before turning away, lowering his head as he looked at Ash. Ash had no idea where Plume was, but imagined that she had a similar reaction. Dazed simply used hypnosis on the murderous Rocket before slowly shuffling over to Ash’s side.

“Please, just calm down.” Ash said tiredly. Nidorino grunted in apology and sat down in front of him, keeping his head lowered and his eyes away from Ash’s. Dazed stared at him with an inscrutable expression, but Ash thought he saw a little guilt in her eyes.

“No more of that.” He said, almost pleading with them. “Let’s just get the villagers and throw the Rockets somewhere safe. I want to go relax somewhere around the island.”

His friends nodded and still looked a little ashamed. Again, Ash thought that it was for disobeying orders, not for almost killing a man.

It didn’t bother him that much, though. He’d managed to stop them and hopefully they wouldn’t try anything like it again, even if he was attacked. His friends needed to get in control of their emotions, no matter how protective they were of him.

Ash sighed and walked off, his friends flanking him. He set off to find the villagers. They would be able to watch the Rockets for a while.

XX

Most of the Rockets and villagers were in that large, modern building he had seen before. Although Ash didn’t spend much time with them other than telling the mayor that they needed them to watch over the Rockets. He didn’t really know anything about restraining people other than using hypnosis on them, so he trusted the villagers to find a way. The League scouts and Rangers that would be coming later would be able to ensure their security anyways.

He, however, was wandering around outside the town. Ash didn’t really want to stay and listen to the thanks or glares of the townspeople – apparently a few hadn’t minded Team Rocket all that much, despite the fact they had essentially taken over the town and threatened the villagers daily – so he left after finding Torrent and returning the water-type.

Ash just wanted somewhere that he could be alone with his friends. He still needed to call Steven and tell him that he was done, but he didn’t want to do it somewhere that it could be listened to.

Although there were plenty of good spots – one of the beaches had plenty of rocks to sit on that would keep him away from most of the sand and one field he had found had a good view of the area – he eventually settled on a small meadow. There were a few butterfree flying around, but he didn’t bother them and they didn’t bother him.

He and his pokemon found their spots quickly. Even Infernus was released, despite the fact that he immediately incinerated the area around him with a roar. Plume quickly blew them out, however, so little harm was done.

The only one that he felt any hesitancy about releasing was Golduck. Ash hadn’t let him out since the gym battle and didn’t particularly want to break that streak. He just wanted to relax and not have to deal with arrogant, obstinant pokemon.

But once the rest had settled down – Nidorino by his side, Plume in the tree he was sitting against, Dazed sitting in an isolated area with blank eyes, Torrent angrily flopping around before finally carving a tiny pool to sit in with his powerful water gun and Infernus curling up on his blackened, ash-covered section of grass – Ash released Golduck.

His newest teammate looked around haughtily before quacking in annoyance. Golduck looked at him with an annoyed expression, clearly wondering who he was supposed to be fighting.

“I didn’t release you to fight.” Ash said tiredly from his comfortable position. Nidorino grunted and glared up at Golduck from beside him, a little spark of electricity jumping out of his horn. “We’re relaxing right now. I just wanted to congratulate you on your first gym battle. You did well against that rhydon.”

Golduck rolled his eyes and ignored Ash’s admittedly forced praise. He sent one last glare at the trainer and his pokemon before wandering off to the opposite side of the meadow, as far as the water-type could get without Ash returning him. Ash just sighed at the display and dug around in his pack for his PokeNav.

He saw that he had a message sent to him from an unknown number. Ash figured that it was Steven, so he saved the number and called it back.

It took a few rings and beeps before Steven picked up. He was panting and there was a lot of crashing and screaming in the background.

“Ash?” Steven asked in a guarded tone. “Is that you?”

“Yeah.” Ash quickly replied before worriedly asking his own question. His hand was clenching the PokeNav tightly as he heard another massive crash. “I’m just calling to tell you that I’m done. All of the Rockets are being guarded by the villagers. Are you all right?”

“I’m fine.” Steven said shortly. “But I have to go. I’ll see you in a few hours.”

Ash nodded, even if Steven couldn’t see him. “Alright, but –”

He made out another explosion in the background, much closer than the one’s before it, before the call was cut off. Ash frowned and stared at the PokeNav for a moment before putting it away. There was no denying that he was worried, but he trusted Steven. You didn’t get to be a Champion by being weak, after all.

That still didn’t calm the worried thoughts about the former Champion as he leaned back against the hard bark of the tree, doing his best to relax. He couldn’t help it – Steven was, if not quite a friend, a good person and a mentor. And, unlike Lance, Ash hadn’t seen Steven in action. Ash didn’t know how he’d compare to the legendary Indigo Champion.

But his frenzied thoughts slowly relaxed and disappeared into nothingness. Ash fell asleep soon after his thoughts began to slow, finally drifting into unconsciousness about ten minutes after his call to Steven. The experience of his mind slowly shutting down despite his recent experiences was almost surreal.
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Something poked him. It was slightly silky, but at the same time firm and almost rough in places. Ash barely recognized it as being strange and grumbled at it to go away, still tired and wanting to return to sleep.

It curiously poked him again. Ash scowled and covered his face with his hands. He figured it was Dazed poking him. She had a habit of picking up odd obsessions every now and then, discovering new curiosities and then discarding them a day later. The trainer thought that she had become newly enamored with the sensation of touch. It had happened before.

“Go away, Dazed. I’m trying to sleep.” He grumbled, still very weary. Ash didn’t know what had happened to make him this tired, but he knew some sleep would cure it.

He was poked again. Ash finally opened his eyes, too annoyed to let Dazed keep on poking him.

Ash wasn’t looking at Dazed.

Instead of the large, yellow furred form of his friend, Ash saw a short round pokemon curiously staring at him. Its true form was obscured by countless thick, blue vines. Two curious, bright eyes peeked out from beneath the shadows created by the vines and blinked at him. Red, boot-like feet shot out from the mass of tangled vines, keeping the creature raised off the ground.

He blinked at it. It blinked in return, curiously waggling its vines around and trying to poke Ash again. Ash ignored the pokes and just stared at it.

Ash had seen this pokemon far too many times in his pokedex to not recognize it. Tangela were odd, memorable pokemon, so it was somewhat difficult to forget. Aside from that there had been a small population of the curious grass-type on an island a few miles south of Kanto. Professor Oak had teleported Ash’s class to the island there once to observe them.

The trainer looked around for his pokemon. All of them were snoozing aside from Dazed. She was watching him carefully but wasn’t moving to stop the tangela. Ash knew that tangela were incredibly passive and friendly, so he didn’t particularly care if Dazed let it nearby, although he would have liked a warning. Dazed would protect him from anything dangerous.

Tangela curiously poked his body with its vines, still curious about Ash. The trainer quietly took a pokeball from his pack. There were several in the first storage compartment at all times, which helped since he wouldn’t have to worry about differentiating the captured Rocket pokemon from the empty pokeballs.

“Hey there.” Ash greeted quietly, not wanting to startle the curious pokemon. Tangela jumped up a little in happiness before wrapping one of the long, prehensile vines around Ash’s hand and trying to shake it.

Ash laughed as Tangela shook his hand, helping to assist with its task. Tangela cocked its head at Ash – the only reason Ash could tell was because the large, friendly eyes were skewed at an awkward angle.

He wondered where it had picked up the human gesture of shaking hands. Ash assumed that it had observed a human doing it, or might have even had a trainer before. It didn’t really matter, but it made him a little curious.

Tangela made a happy noise that Ash couldn’t describe very well – it was some mix between a squeal, grunt, and chirp – and shook Ash’s other hand.

“What are you doing here?” Ash asked. He didn’t expect much of a reply since this was a wild tangela and the breed weren’t the smartest pokemon in the first place, but he had to laugh at the odd hop the grass-type did. It was a nice change from some of his new pokemon. Most of them were moody or reserved.

Tangela didn’t seem to fully understand the question, but cocked its head and made the noise again, much louder this time. Ash suddenly heard a roar and saw that Nidorino had awoken to the sight of Tangela standing over Ash. His friend quickly jumped up and prepared to charge.

“Nidorino, no!” Ash cried. Nidorino started at Ash’s order and looked at him quizzically, although he never let his focus on Tangela break. “It’s harmless. Tangela won’t hurt us.”

The grass-type made the happy noise again, although it looked ready to flee in the face of the angry Nidorino. When Nidorino didn’t attack, Tangela curiously ran its vines over Nidorino’s body. Nidorino jerked back, causing Tangela to look downtrodden for a brief moment before looking at Ash.

Ash, however, was thinking. Tangela was comfortable around him and his team. Tangela’s species were also capable of dealing a great deal of damage in a battle thanks to the versatility and protection their vines gave to them. They also evolved into an incredibly powerful grass-type – a type in which Ash was lacking.

He didn’t plan on catching Tangela without its permission, however. Battling it was a perfect possibility, but fighting such a friendly pokemon felt…wrong somehow. But he figured he could at least get an understanding of its basic abilities.

Tangela cocked its head at him when he took out his pokedex and aimed it at the pokemon. Ash had to keep the searching vines away from his pokedex while it scanned Tangela.

“Tangela, the Vine Pokemon.” The cool, monotone voice stated. “It is shrouded by blue vines. They are covered in a growth of fine hair and are moving at all times. If broken, they grow back within a day.

This Tangela knows the moves: Ingrain, sleep powder, vine whip, absorb, poison powder, sludge bomb, bind, mega drain, stun spore, giga drain and leaf storm. Its ability is Chlorophyll, which allows it to move much faster in sunlight.”

To be frank, Ash was stunned at the amount of moves Tangela knew. It had some incredibly powerful grass-type moves behind it, and many of its attacks would bring down other pokemon easily through a mix of sheer power and status ailments that would befall them.

He glanced at the pokedex and saw that Tangela was a male.

But he also realized that Tangela had been trained before. He’d scrolled through the list of moves that they were able to learn enough times to know they couldn’t learn sludge bomb naturally. It had to have had a trainer sometime. The only way it could’ve learned sludge bomb was if it was given a TM.

Still, that didn’t mean he didn’t want to catch it. Tangela would be an awesome addition to his team. It would certainly be a nice contrast to the surly, haughty Golduck.

“Hey, do you have a trainer?” He asked slowly, hoping it would have enough time to comprehend his question. A few seconds later Tangela shook its head, although Ash could catch a note of sorrow within its wide eyes. Tangela returned to its normal self a few seconds later, almost as if the question had never happened.

“Well, do you want to come with me and my friends? I think you’ll be a good addition to the team.” Ash asked, still keeping his words slow and simple. Tangela blinked and thought for only a few seconds before it cheerfully nodded, causing all of its vines to sway and bounce.

Ash grinned and stood up. He noticed that Nidorino was watching with just a little bit of interest. Dazed was still observing from afar, but she seemed to smile at him before he turned his attention to Tangela. The rest of his team was asleep.

He extended his arm out once he stretched and got some of the stiffness out of his body. Tangela was shorter than him, but quickly raised a vine and shook his hand. Ash grinned, but yelped in surprise when Tangela yanked him in for a huge with its other vines.

The trainer couldn’t help but laugh once he’d gotten over his surprise and returned the hug. Tangela felt rather odd. Its vines were spongy, but possessed a hardness and firmness to them that showed the power they held. In addition it was almost slippery thanks to the fine hairs on its body.

A few seconds later Tangela released Ash, beaming up at him with bright eyes. Ash smiled and showed Tangela the primed pokeball he’d pulled out previously. “Do you know what to do?”

Tangela nodded and hopped up and down in excitement. In the middle of its leap, Tangela suddenly snapped a vine out and grabbed the pokeball, taking it from Ash’s hand and tapping it against itself before being sucked in.

The ball quickly clicked, showing that it had succeeded in its capture. Ash sighed when the ball suddenly disappeared. He’d forgotten that he was past the limit.

Oh well. He needed to return to the town anyways. Lance and Steven would probably be there soon since it looked to be sunset or so. Besides, he needed to make sure that the Rangers and League officials had gotten there and secured the Rockets.
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It was silent when he got back to town. There were plenty of people in the streets, but most looked reserved and withdrawn. They ignored him as he passed by, causing him to be a little more cautious. He thought that most would have been excited over the Rockets being defeated.

He kept Nidorino out as he walked through the streets. Ash noticed that some of the villagers had their own pokemon out as well. Most were common – rattata, raticate, sentret and furret were the ones bounding beside most villagers – while others were somewhat rarer, such as the odd tangela or kingler.

Ash assumed that the pokemon had been confiscated by Team Rocket once they arrived. They wouldn’t let anybody have a pokemon. Even if it was weak, a single pokemon could be devastating if fighting for its trainer or family.

Soon enough he arrived at the large building that dominated the entrance to the town. Small concrete steps led him up the small hill to it. It seemed to be the town’s Pokemon Center as well since quite a few villagers with pokemon or pokeballs were walking in and out. Ash tried to avoid them since quite a few looked furious.

The interior was warm and homey despite the impressive size. It was jam packed though, so Ash had to work his way through the thick crowd. Everyone seemed to be clamoring for their pokemon to be checked out first. Ash couldn’t blame them. If Team Rocket had gotten their hands on one of his pokemon for any amount of time, he would be furious.

All in all it seemed to be an average Pokemon Center, albeit an incredibly large one. It seemed to serve quite a few more functions than healing pokemon, however. Quite a few people standing above the rest and taking orders wore suits and seemed professional. They were also serving the rest and looked to be in charge, so Ash figured that they were the leaders of Knot Island.

He managed to slip through the throngs of people and enter a room that had a sign labeled “Trading Room”. Not many people were over there, so he was able to make pretty good time. A large machine dominated the interior of the room, taking up nearly a quarter of the available area. Ash assumed that it powered the trades between the Sevii Islands and the other regions.

Nobody else was in the room and it looked particularly well-maintained. The rest of the interior looked like it hadn’t been well looked after, so he was somewhat surprised. Maybe the Rockets had used this area as their base. It would make sense since they would have to stay in a fortified location with easy access to more pokemon.

The trading room was brightly lit and several monitors and trading machines lined the walls. Ash walked over to one of the monitors and sat down. Nidorino curled up beside his feet in a position where he could easily watch the door. His ears were stiff and alert as Ash punched in Professor Oak’s number.

While he was waiting on the Professor to pick up, Ash released Golduck. The water-type glared around at the monitors before settling his annoyed eyes on Ash.

“We aren’t battling.” Ash sighed. Golduck rolled his eyes and seemed to sneer at Ash. The trainer just frowned. While it might have been bad that he didn’t mind letting Golduck go for a while, he couldn’t help it. He just couldn’t get the water-type to work with him. Even Infernus had been manageable in the beginning.

“I’m sending you away.” Ash said flatly, not bothering to sugarcoat it. It wasn’t permanent anyways. He just needed to get another member of his team to grow. “You did well in your gym battle, but you won’t train or work with me. I’ll bring you back eventually, but for now I want to train someone else.”

Golduck seemed to smirk, not displeased at all by the news. He almost seemed happy. Ash sighed and looked at the monitor as it clicked on, showing Professor Oak staring at Ash from his desk.

“Ash?” Oak asked, surprise etched onto his face. Ash smiled at the Professor and nodded.

“Hey, Professor Oak.”

“What are you doing in the Sevii Islands?” Oak questioned, almost angry. Realization slowly dawned on his face. “Wait, you didn’t really go along with Steven, did you?”

Ash nodded. “He wanted my help.”

“Why would you go?” Oak asked, voice rising as his face grew red. “He told me what you were doing. It’s dangerous! Team Rocket is dangerous! You should know that better than anyone.” The Professor said, his tone growing softer when he saw Ash scowl. “Please, just come back. Those two are Champions. They don’t need your help.”

The trainer frowned. He could see where Oak was coming from – he knew Team Rocket was dangerous! – but he knew what he was doing. He knew that Steven didn’t need his help, but at least he could do something.

“I have to stay here and help.” Ash said firmly. “They might not need me, but at least I’m doing something. I can take care of myself. Did you ever hear about the Rocket base in Celadon.”

“Of course.” Oak replied, his frown still present. “A boy managed to sneak in and –” The Professor’s face paled and his hands began to shake. “Ash, what did you do?”

Ash frowned. “I did what I had to. I found a Team Rocket base and took it down.”

Oak’s eye twitched. “You attacked a Team Rocket base! Alone? What possessed you to do that!”

“St. Anne.”

The Professor sighed and relaxed back into the chair, looking very tired all of a sudden. “I understand what a horrible experience that was for you, but you can’t keep on attacking Team Rocket. They’re dangerous and won’t hesitate to hurt you. You know that!”

A drowning ship, a haunter grinning widely in his face, a metal club headed straight for his skull.

“I know.” He muttered, scratching the back of his neck. “But I have to fight them. I’m strong enough and I’m not going to stand by while they hurt everyone. I’ve already beaten a group on Knot Island. That’s where I am, actually.”

The older man rubbed his temples. “Does your mother know?” He asked hoarsely. Ash shook his head. “Does she know about Celadon? I know that she heard about the St. Anne – she was the one who told me.”

Ash’s guilty expression told Professor Oak all the man he needed to know.

“Please don’t tell her.” Ash pleaded. “She’ll just worry over it.”

“She should worry over it.” Oak snapped, his friendly demeanor slipping away. “You’re leaping into deadly situations without thinking of her. She has a right to know these thing!”

Ash looked down. He’d forgotten how good the Professor was at making him feel guilty. He knew that he was in the wrong in this case, but he still thought it would be better for his mother to be ignorant. There was no way he would stop fighting Team Rocket but he didn’t want his mother worrying over him all the time.

Oak continued after a few tense moments. “I’ll make you a deal. I understand that you are a strong trainer that can handle yourself, although I don’t agree with what you’re doing right now. But Cinnabar is quite close to Pallet and I assumed you will be returning there.”

He nodded, figuring what Professor Oak was getting at. “I was planning on coming back to Pallet anyways.”

“Good.” Oak nodded. “When you’re done with your business in the Sevii Islands, return here and spend time with your mother. While you’re here, I expect you to tell her what you’ve been up to.”

When Ash adopted a nervous expression, Oak dropped his angry tone and comforted him. “Delia isn’t a harsh woman, Ash. She won’t try to keep you from going on your journey. But don’t you think she deserves to know?”

“Fine.” Ash allowed. He had been planning on returning to Pallet Town anyways. It wasn’t as if fulfilling Oak’s request would be difficult. And his mom did have a right to know what trouble he was getting into, even if he would prefer she remain ignorant to it.

The Professor smiled softly and became casual once more. “Now that that’s over with, what were you calling about?”

“I just caught a Tangela.” Ash replied. “Do you mind sending it over?”

Oak nodded. “Of course. Give me a few moments.”

Ash sighed and patted Nidorino when Oak left. The conversation had left him a little drained. He hadn’t had a serious conversation in a long time, especially not one that hit so close to home. He’d been friends with Jonathan and Amelia, but they’d never been close enough to express their deeper thoughts around each other. His pokemon were closest to him and he was always so relaxed and things were so simple that he’d never really thought that much.

He was cut from his thoughts by Professor Oak’s return. Oak was carrying the plain pokeball Ash had captured Tangela with in his hand before placing it into the transfer machine.

Ash took Golduck’s pokeball off of his belt and placed it into the trading machine. It glowed for a moment before switching places with Tangela’s pokeball. He took his newest friend’s ball off and placed it onto Golduck’s former spot.

“Could you keep Golduck away from my zubat?” Ash requested, knowing that Golduck would take great pleasure in tormenting the timid bat. “Machoke can probably handle him, but Zubat isn’t tough enough. Golduck is usually aggressive and doesn’t like other pokemon…or people, for that matter.”

The Professor smiled as he took the ball from the machine. He inspected it carefully. “He’s one of those, is he? All trainers get one pokemon that they just can’t work with eventually. I must admit to being curious as to how you’ll work this out. Anyways, is that all?”

Ash nodded. “Thanks, Professor. It was good seeing you again.”

Oak inclined his head as he stood up from his comfortable, cushioned chair. He was barely visible in the monitor. “I’m glad to see you again as well, Ash.” His face grew more serious. “Be careful and remember your promise. I’ll hold you to it.”

The trainer nodded in return before the monitor cut off. He stared at it for a few more moments before he got out of his chair and looked down at Nidorino. His friend was lazily lying beside the chair, although his eyes were sharp and alert.

“Let’s go. We need to introduce Tangela to the team before we meet up with Steven and Lance.” Ash told his first partner. Nidorino grunted in response and stiffly pulled himself up. The trainer waited until Nidorino was fully ready before leaving the building.
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Five minutes later they were on the shores of a beach, about a quarter-mile away from the town. Ash didn’t like the villagers’ stares and wanted to be somewhat isolated while introducing Tangela. Aside from his desire to escape their curious eyes, he wanted Tangela to be able to meet Torrent along with the rest of his team.

When he found a nice spot on the beach Ash released his team. Dazed was the first one out and took a slightly isolated position. Plume was next and fluttered over next to Ash, the powerful winds she produced whipping up a small sandstorm that nearly knocked Ash over. It died down after a few seconds, but it left Ash spitting sand out of his mouth.

Plume cooed an apology at him and lightly nipped the back of his hat. Ash smiled and lightly stroked her crest before releasing Infernus. The powerful fire-type roared when he was released and looked around for his opponent, much like Golduck had done. But when he realized there was no foe, Infernus snorted and curled up.

Ash sighed at Infernus when the fire-type caused the sand near his tail to transform into raw, molten glass. Infernus barely noticed and curled up even tighter.

Torrent was last. He snorted a greeting at Ash when he appeared in the water and puffed out his armored chest and spines. When Ash smiled and greeted him, the water-type began swimming in backwards circles, bored.

“We have a new teammate.” Ash explained to his waiting friends. “It’s a Tangela. Be nice.”

His friends had mixed reactions to that. Dazed seemed perfectly content with the new addition. Nidorino didn’t seem to mind either, as did Plume. They were both apparently content that their positions weren’t threatened thanks to their type advantage.

Infernus didn’t seem particularly impressed. He stood up and roared, blasting a huge stream of flame into the sky as though to prove how much better he was than the grass-type. Ash just shook his head at the display and glanced over at Torrent. While he didn’t get to spend as much time with the water-type as he’d like and couldn’t read his expressions and mannerisms as well as the others, Ash could tell that Torrent didn’t like the sound of the Tangela.

It wasn’t too surprising. Torrent was proud of being one of the three most powerful members on the team and the only one without a weakness to another member. Nidorino had Dazed and Infernus had Torrent. A grass-type of unknown strength probably made the seadra feel defensive.

“It’ll be fine.” Ash said soothingly. Torrent looked at him with trusting eyes and grudgingly nodded. “Anyways, here he is.”

Tangela hopped up and down when he was released, excitedly glancing between each member of the team. He ran up to Ash first, though, quickly shaking his hand before running over to Plume.

The great bird gazed down at him interestedly but squawked and tried to fly away when Tangela unexpectedly tried to hug her with his vines. Tangela quickly withdrew them when she struggled and instead tapped her on the head with one of the extended vines. Plume didn’t seem too offended by the display, but turned her head away from Tangela and proceeded to push her ruffled feathers back down.

Nidorino warned Tangela off from hugging him with a low growl, but accepted one of the grass-type’s probing vines that curiously ran over his head. After a few moments Tangela made his odd, happy noise and moved onto Infernus.

Ash knew Infernus was planning something the moment the devious fire-type’s eyes seemed to glint happily. Infernus was a good member of the team, but he was still a magmar. They had a mischievous streak that could never be completely defused, although, as shown in Infernus’ case, it could be minimized.

He called out a warning to his newest friend, but Tangela didn’t hear it before curiously touching Infernus with several of his vines. Tangela made a distressed gurgling noise when Infernus suddenly increased his body temperature by a huge degree and quickly withdrew his scorched vines before running over to Dazed.

“Infernus, no more of that.” Ash said sternly. Infernus rumbled in agreement but didn’t seem to upset. He figured that the fire-type had known this would be a one-time trick. He looked over at Tangela, who was hiding behind the impassive hypno. “Tangela, it’s all right. He won’t do it again.”

Tangela shot Infernus an uncharacteristically dark glare – Ash could see the wide, friendly eyes narrow and darken in the midst of the wriggling vines – before poking Dazed. He didn’t do much more before running over to the water’s edge where Torrent waited.

Torrent didn’t seem very happy about the grass-type prodding him, but didn’t do anything to dissuade Tangela either. That gave Ash some hope for an eventual friendship between the two. He shot Torrent a grateful smile in response, causing Torrent to swell up in pride as he soaked in the attention.

“There are a few others, but they aren’t here right now.” Ash told Tangela. The grass-type had waddled over to Ash after meeting Torrent and looked up at him with attentive eyes. “So, are you good at battling?”

Tangela bobbed his head up and down. Ash grinned. While he would have to test his newest friend out before using him, at least Tangela had a battling background. His wide move pool hinted at such.

“Well then, let’s get started.” The trainer said with a grin. Tangela bobbed up and down, clearly excited at getting a chance to show off his skills. Ash was glad – he’d be testing all of Tangela’s limits.
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An hour later Ash was both pleased and worried.

He was pleased because Tangela was better than he could have hoped. Tangela had proved to be a wily opponent, a far cry from his normal dullness. The grass-type was quite skilled at using his vines to wrap an opponent into submission and poison, paralyze or drain his opponent. Ash hadn’t let his newest friend show off the fullest extent of his power, but he knew enough to realize that Tangela was powerful.

Nidorino had sparred with Tangela, although he didn’t use his poison. Tangela was able to effectively immobilize him thanks to the dexterous vines and the writhing shell of vines provided a strong barrier against Nidorino’s horn. It wouldn’t be as effective in a real fight thanks to Nidorino’s poison and added strength, but Ash knew that Tangela could handle himself in a fight.

But, despite his happiness over Tangela’s abilities, Ash was worried that Steven or Lance hadn’t called him yet. He had expected to be called a while ago. It was beginning to get late and –

His PokeNav rang. Ash quickly took it off of his belt and flipped it open. Steven was the one calling.

“Hey, Steven.” Ash said into the device. Steven’s image came up. He looked tired and dirty, although the odd suit he always wore looked almost pristine. Ash assumed that it was made out of a very durable material.

“Hey.” Steven replied tiredly. “Where are you? I just got back to Knot Island. I’m waiting in the Center. Lance should be getting back soon.”

Ash held back a sigh of relief. “I’m training with my pokemon. I’ll be right there. Where are you in the Center?”

“A Ranger will show you to my room.” Steven told him. Ash saw the former Champion’s screen shake a bit before Steven reappeared, now sitting in a large, cushioned chair. “Ah, Lance just arrived. We’ll see you soon. Goodbye.”

Ash gave his own farewell before the screen blackened. He folded up the PokeNav and placed it on his belt. After that he looked out at his friends. Most were either wandering around the beach or standing near each other. Dazed was huddled together with Nidorino and Tangela while Plume casually circled above them. Infernus and Torrent were in their own little areas, happy in their solitude.

He called out a warning before returning all of them except for Nidorino. All of his friends aside from the poison-type and Infernus were quite tired from the day’s excitement and their mock battle against Tangela. Infernus wasn’t the best choice to walk through a forest, so Nidorino was his best choice.

Nidorino grunted as he plodded over to Ash. Ash made sure he was ready before heading towards the town. He was incredibly excited – he wanted to hear just what the Champions had gotten up to during the day.
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“And the hero returns!” Lance said with a grin. The Indigo Champion was carelessly sprawled across a sofa, clearly exhausted but in high spirits. Ash grinned and nodded his thanks towards the Ranger that had brought him here. His guide gave a nod in return before returning to the base level.

“The Head Ranger here gave me the report.” Lance continued, still speaking quite loudly. On anyone else it would have been a shout. On Lance it just sounded right, befitting his position. “The villagers said you did quite well against Team Rocket. No fainted or injured pokemon. I have to admit, you did much better than I’d expected.”

Ash looked down at the praise. “They weren’t very good.”

Steven finally spoke up. He looked much worse than he had over the video phone. His silvery hair was matted with sweat and grime and he bored several scrapes and cuts on his arms. The only untouched part of him was his suit, and even that looked like slightly crumpled.

“How are you? I heard some…disturbing accounts about the grunts.” The former Champion said, sounding genuinely worried.

The trainer froze, a large metal club flashing through his memory as well as the retribution his pokemon had given.

“I’m fine.” He said stonily, not wanting to talk about it. “My pokemon handled it.”

“They did a good job too!” Lance said, lazily raising his head so he could look at Ash. “The one that got thrown into the house won’t be doing much for a while. He’ll be fine, though.” He said hastily when he saw the glare Steven sent him. “Just a little banged up, is all.”

Ash relaxed a bit, letting some of the tension fall from his body. He was fine. He just needed to calm down and forget the worst parts of the battle.

“What did you do while I was here?” He questioned as he slid into a small chair.

Lance smiled widely, turning his mouth upwards. It possessed more wildness and ferocity than happiness. “I destroyed three Rocket camps at the base of Mt. Ember. They haven’t told us what they were doing there yet, but one of the Rangers has an alakazam that’s working on them. All we know right now is that they were trying to dig something up. All of their operations on Knot Island have been shut down.”

Ash grinned back. It was just what the Rockets deserved, although he was admittedly curious over what they could have been doing. Were they trying to make the volcano erupt somehow?

But he was pulled from his thoughts by Steven. The Master was far less exultant than Lance was. His demeanor was grim and tired, showing that he’d been through a lot that day.

“I went to Chronos Island.” He revealed. His voice was completely smooth. No traces of emotion flickered through it. “I met up with Lorelei and a few League forces and searched the forest for Team Rocket.”

Ash waited patiently as the man paused. Steven would tell him when he was ready.

“We found at least thirty wandering through the woods, patrolling and searching for League forces.” He said, eyes distant. “When we found them, they regretted it. Metagross took down most of their pokemon, but a few of us were hit by some of their attacks.”

Steven motioned at his bruised, beat-up appearance. “I got off easy. A weezing exploded near me, but I was only caught by the edge of the explosion. Metagross protected me from the worst of it, but a few of the League forces weren’t so lucky. We have about eight of them in the hospital right now. They were teleported back to Kanto for medical care.”

He had a lump in his throat as Steven recounted his experiences, wondering why the friendly man was telling him this. Was he just trying to ensure that Ash knew how dangerous Team Rocket were? Because Ash knew. Pierce had ordered his muk to kill him, after all.

“But we found their base.” Steven smiled, a bit of the grimness fading. “They didn’t know we did, but I have the location. Tomorrow we’ll be storming it. Pierce is trapped.”

Ash grinned widely. He couldn’t wait to go into it. “What will we be doing?”

Steven gave him a thoughtful frown. “The League will be spread throughout the forest in order to keep any of the Rockets from escaping. Lance and I will be storming the warehouse. You will be watching over the warehouse in order to make sure no Rockets have the chance to be caught by the League.”

He nodded. While it wasn’t the most action-packed role, Ash figured that he’d had enough excitement for a while. Helping would be enough and he’d be doing an important job. “Do you know how many there are?”

“No.” Lance replied, finally sitting up. He had a frown on his face. “We have estimates that place more than eighty of them inside their warehouse, but nothing concrete. All that we really know is that there a lot of them and that Pierce is inside.”

Ash leaned back in his chair with a grin. Pierce was going to pay. But he pushed the satisfaction away. He wanted to know everything about what they would be doing. “So, how are we getting there.”

“It’s a choice between teleportation or flying on my dragonite.” Lance said with a smirk towards Steven. The former Hoenn Champion was clamping down on the arms of his chair at the mention of flying. “The Ranger with the alakazam has an abra we can use. It’s probably the better choice anyways. We’ll be in before they know it and Steven won’t be sick for the first half-hour of the battle.”

Steven scowled but didn’t react in any other way than standing. “I need to get cleaned up.” He announced. The former Champion glanced at Ash. “You should get to bed – you have the room to the right of this one. I’m sure you’re exhausted from the battle today. You’ll need your energy tomorrow.”

Ash nodded his understanding and left the Champions. Steven was certainly right about him being tired and he definitely needed to get a shower. He was dirty and smelled like dried sweat. Definitely not a good combination.

He found the room Steven had told him about quickly. It was unlocked, but a card key sat on the small wooden table by the door. Ash took it and locked the room before continuing into the room.

It was small but comfortable. Aside from a few tropical decorations, it was an ordinary Pokemon Center room. Before he went into the bathroom to get cleaned up, Ash released Dazed and Nidorino. Tangela probably wouldn’t like the artificial surroundings very much.

After both of his friends found themselves a comfortable area, Ash went to the bathroom to get cleaned up. It was going to be a long day tomorrow.
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About three o’clock the next day, the group had assembled in a small field outside the city. It looked to have been burned by some sort of fire attack, so Ash figured one of the fire-types that lived around Mt. Ember might have come to the area.

He had woken up extremely late this morning, but greatly enjoyed it. Ash normally woke up early on his journey, so the luxury was appreciated. After that he got ready and made all of his preparations for the battle. All of his pokemon were made aware of what they were going into. Most of them seemed anxious to take the fight to the Rockets, although Tangela surprised him with his vehemence.

All in all, Ash was ready for this. He was glad to have a part in preventing the spread of Team Rocket, no matter how minor that part might have been. It was enough for him.

“Abra wants to know if she can look in your mind to get the location.” The Ranger told Steven. “We can get to it if you show us a map or a picture, but this is much faster and more precise.”

“Of course.” Steven said with a nod. He didn’t seem bothered by a psychic intrusion.

Abra yawned and looked into Steven’s eyes for a moment. The man went slack but remained standing. He stayed like that for a while, long enough for Ash to glance at him in concern.

“He’s fine.” The Ranger assured Ash. “Abra’s just young, is all. She’s not used to getting information from peoples’ minds yet. My Alakazam is experienced enough to have gotten it and teleported you to it by now.”

“Can she talk to you?” Ash asked curiously. He’d heard of psychic-types that could use telepathy, but he was never sure if they were just myths. If not he couldn’t understand why Dazed wouldn’t speak to him.

The Ranger looked surprised. “Of course. It takes a fair bit of specialized training, but psychic-types like the abra family or the ralts family are capable of using it. Most psychic-types that hang around humans long enough can as well, although it’s an off and on kind of thing. Some just aren’t capable of it.”

“I don’t think your hypno can speak, Ash.” Lance interjected. He was leaning against a tree and patiently waiting for Steven to be revived. “Not yet, anyways. From what Sabrina’s told me they have difficult communing with non-psychics. They’re more focused on physical manifestations anyways. Hypnosis and telekinesis and whatnot.”

“Oh.” Ash said with a frown. He’d never come across an entry in the pokedex that had claimed hypno could speak, but he had hoped after hearing about the abra.

Abra suddenly tore her eyes away from Steven, allowing the former Champion to slump to the ground. He waved away any attempts to help and clambered back up to his feet. Steven blinked a few times and brushed his silvery hair out of his eyes before looking at Lance and Ash.

“I’m ready if you two are.”

The Ranger grinned. “Alright, Abra. You know what to do.”

Ash suddenly saw a flash of light before suddenly appearing in a completely different area. He blinked in surprise before looking around. Steven and Lance were right next to him and Abra was behind them. She vanished in a small flash of light an instant later.

So that was teleportation. Ash had expected it to be unpleasant, but in reality it didn’t even feel like he’d moved. It was just that he’d been warped through space, not that he’d been thrown hurtling through some alternate dimension that made him spin and feel sick.

“Surprised, huh?” Lance grinned, swinging his arms around to warm them up. “Teleportation’s a pretty easy way to travel. You blink and you’re somewhere a hundred miles away.”

Ash smiled and nodded but looked at Steven. The slight man had a frown on his face as he looked past the forest’s edge.

He followed Steven’s gaze and blinked in surprise. Once the forest diminished and died, a small meadow began. In the center of the meadow was a huge building, easily a hundred feet tall. It was obviously the Rocket base, although it wouldn’t be so obvious to an unknowing observer. There was no logo emblazoned upon the side or any other indicator other than the fact that Ash knew where they were going.

Roughly twenty people working in pairs patrolled the perimeter. They had arbok and weezing out, polluting the air with their noxious fumes. One had a massive, savage Houndoom beside him. It snarled and breathed small blasts of flame towards any of the Rockets that drew near.

“Steven, call Lorelei.” Lance ordered, eyes focused on the Rockets. “Tell her to be on standby. I’ll take these Rockets out, but if any try to run away I want her to be ready.”

Steven took out a small black device and began typing in something. Ash watched curiously, but Steven glanced over at him. “Ash, wait by the door when the Rockets are defeated. Lance and I will enter the building. You just wait for any stragglers fleeing the scene.”

Ash nodded in understanding and looked at Lance. The Champion had a removed a pokeball from his belt and tapped the button, releasing a long, serpentine pokemon that was around fifteen feet long. It had dark, glossy eyes and a small horn on its forehead. Small feathery wings adorned the sides of its head and it was covered in sapphire scales everywhere but its belly, which was a bright blue. Small blue orbs hung under its neck and on its tail.

He immediately felt a calming aura engulf him, although the slight anxiety he was feeling nullified most of its effect. Ash stared in awe at the massive Dragonair.

“Hey, Saph.” Lance said softly to his pokemon, gently tickling its chin as it lunged at him and licked the side of his face. “Use thunder wave on the Rockets and their pokemon.”

Saph gave a low, happy call in reply and turned towards the patrolling Rockets. Thanks to their dense coverage, none of the criminals had seen the group.

It stared at the Rockets before releasing a blue stream of electricity from its horn. The stream arced towards the Rocket with the Houndoom before splitting off and slamming into all of the visible Rockets and their pokemon, overloading their nervous systems and paralyzing them. A second thunder wave knocked all of them out.

Ash started when they were unconscious, but a restraining hand from Steven kept him from leaving the cover. Steven shook his head at Ash and nodded to the Rockets.

He moved back and watched carefully as another three pairs of Rockets ran out from the other side of the warehouse, apparently alerted to the fall of their comrades somehow. One of them pulled out a small handheld device to presumably call for help, but Saph fired off another thunder wave that knocked them out.

Lance pointed to two small cameras by the large, heavy doors blocking the entrance. An instant later Saph fired a thunder wave at the cameras, overloading them and frying their circuits.

With that the Champions ran out from their cover towards the large, steel doors that blocked the entrance. Saph picked Ash up and quickly darted after them, easily catching up with the Champion’s head start and dropped Ash next to them before she was returned by Lance.

Steven tried to open the doors with the button, but a small keypad above it suddenly beeped and gave them a message. “Only authorized personnel are allowed within this building. Please enter the two passwords given to you by your superiors.”

Lance scowled. “Passwords? Really? Well, that doesn’t matter. I have my own.”

The Champion quickly released his hulking Dragonite. It was quiet and had determined eyes as it waited for Lance’s instructions.

Steven released the familiar form of Metagross as well. Both moved back about ten feet and were quickly followed by Ash.

“Stay behind us while we do this.” Steven said calmly. “Metal Claw!”

Metagross gave a cold, mechanical roar that sent chills down Ash’s spine. It sounded like grinding metal. The huge steel-type then raised an “arm” that glowed a bright, metallic silver before slamming it down on the thick steel doors. They crumpled like paper, torn down with barely any effort.

Ash heard shouts and screams coming from inside the warehouse as Metagross tore the doors down and telekinetically picked them up before hurling them into the warehouse. Dragonite gave a roar of its own before bursting into the warehouse after Metagross, a hyper beam already charging in its mouth.

“Get back to the forest line!” Steven shouted as he ran towards the building. He turned his head to look at Ash before vanishing into the ravaged entrance. “Stay safe!”

He quickly followed the command, releasing his pokemon except for Torrent and Infernus when he got to the safe zone. Infernus would just attract too much attention. Ash would release him in a battle, but until then he was relying on stealth.

From the gaping hole torn into the side of the building, he could see bright flashes of light and small explosions. Shouts and screams continued to echo out, but he never heard anything that might be from the Champions or their extraordinarily powerful pokemon.

Plume was circling in the sky, high up enough so that she wouldn’t be easily seen but low enough to where she could interfere and attack if needed. Nidorino was crouched next to his side, horn lowered and ready to charge or launch a thunderbolt.

Tangela had an interesting strategy: he crouched in front of Ash, serving as camouflage in front of the shrubs and bushes. It wouldn’t stand up to a critical glance, but in the heat of battle it would work well enough.

Dazed was hidden at an angle. Despite her skin color she seemed to disappear in the forest, probably manipulating the air or the surroundings minds with her abilities. He could only see her because he knew her so well. Her eyes were focused on the gash in the steel and her pendulum was up and waiting, already trembling with energy.

He waited for several minutes. The blasts that raged throughout the warehouse and caused the massive steel building to shudder and quake gradually slowed before almost disappearing. Ash figured that Steven and Lance had taken down most of the opposition.

While he would have doubted the viability of the assault had it been any other two trainers, Ash had complete confidence in the Champions. He’d seen both of them battle on television before and it was simply awe-inspiring. Even when they hadn’t been using their full strength against challengers they had proven to be on an entirely different level than the Elite Four. They were worth a hundred trainers each.

But one last explosion tore through the building, blasting an even larger hole in the wall on a different side of the warehouse. Ash managed to spy several shapes sprinting out of the improvised exit before he whistled to Plume. When he gave her the signal she dived towards the Rockets with a fierce shriek.

They didn’t have any pokemon, so the criminals were helpless to resist Plume as she flapped her powerful wings and sent a huge gale of wind into the Rockets. The three uniformed men shouted in surprise as they were sent to the ground with crushing force. Plume sent another gust into their collapsed forms for good measure before tearing back up into the air with a single flap of her wings.

Ash grinned at his friend before snapping his head back to the original entrance. He saw a slight, hazy form slipping out of it from the corner of his eye.

He squinted and prepared to give Nidorino an order. But then he looked at the haughty, aristocratic face of the fleeing man and froze.

Pierce was running away from the warehouse and hadn’t even noticed him.

For a moment Ash couldn’t think. He could just feel the icy waters of the roaring ocean pulling him deeper, the putrid stench of the muk enveloping him and burning him with its toxic, acidic body. He shuddered before snapping his eyes open and scowling. It was time for Pierce to be the weak one.

“Disable! Thunderbolt!” He roared, anger taking over. Pierce was alerted to him now and released three pokemon before any of Ash’s friends could do anything.

A monstrous, feral-looking umbreon leapt in front of Dazed’s vision, its dark-typing allowing it to absorb the disable with no ill effect. It snarled and bared long, needle-like fangs. The yellow rings that adorned its body glowed brightly and its red eyes gleamed with savagery and maliciousness.

The next pokemon was a dark purple, round, bipedal shadow. It hovered just a bit above the ground with its legs pointed downward. Its bloody, scarlet eyes seemed to grow darker when it spied Ash and the other pokemon and shadows coalesced around its floating form. The gengar grinned broadly, a wide row of razor-sharp fangs suddenly appearing in its face.

The last was one that Ash had intimate experience with. His face paled and he stumbled backwards as the gigantic muk appeared. It poisoned the ground around it, not exercising the least bit of control to prevent such horrific damage to the earth. Its blank eyes looked off into space, not caring about its surroundings in the least.

Muk easily absorbed the thunderbolt, the electricity doing little to its thick, oozing form.

“I don’t care who this is – kill them.” Pierce said calmly, no fear or anxiety about the destruction of his warehouse showing. “Golbat, get me out of here.”

A golbat suddenly swooped down and landed near his feet in a slavish manner. Pierce didn’t even spare Ash a glance before climbing on. Golbat quickly took off, dodging Nidorino’s automatic thunderbolt.

Ash grit his teeth in frustration when Pierce began to lift off, but he grinned in satisfaction when Plume suddenly swooped into the flying bat, raking its sides with her large, sharp talons and slamming it to the ground with a blast of air.

Pierce kicked his golbat in disgust when he got up and eyed Plume in annoyance. “I don’t know who you are, but I suggest that you leave. I will not hesitate to kill you and your pokemon.”

The trainer stepped out of the trees and shadows, looking the man he feared the most straight in the eye. “I’m not going to let you go. Not after what you’ve done.”

Ash scowled at the Executive and twisted his hat around. He would need the additional visibility.

Pierce stared at him oddly for a moment as he strode over to a safe area behind his pokemon, apparently fine from his crash other than a bit of dirt and dust on his clothing.

A slight glimpse of recognition worked its way into the man’s cold, dispassionate eyes. They glinted in an amused sort of interest. “Ah, yes. The boy. Where are your friends? I was hoping to wring the other boy’s neck personally.” He sighed in faux sympathy. “It would have been a much kinder fate than allowing muk to eat you.”

Ash clenched his fists, not willing to let Pierce goad him anymore. “Psychic!”

Dazed reacted quickly to the order, suddenly appearing in the tree line and blasting a huge wave of telekinetic force at the opposing pokemon. Umbreon snarled and jumped in the way of the blast that would have hit Pierce. The psychic energy was easily absorbed by the ferocious dark-type and what remained only clipped Pierce and sent him stumbling. Muk was caught by a great deal of the blast, however, and groaned in pain as it was sent flying into the side of the warehouse. Gengar grinned before disappearing, suddenly popping out in Pierce’s shadow.

Pierce snarled at him, the icy composure that Ash had come to associate with the man breaking. He was acting like he had back when Jonathan had insulted him in the heart of Mt. Moon.

“Kill them!” He roared, cold eyes growing hot and hateful. “Umbreon, tear out that runt’s throat!”

Umbreon’s rings glowed a bright, sickly yellow as it bared its long fangs at Ash. He glared back and met its hateful scarlet eyes with his own brown. The canine snapped its jaws once before charging towards Ash, small shadows collecting around it.

It gave a furious snarl as it neared Ash, poisonous sweat leaking out of its body. Umbreon opened its jaws and suddenly leapt at Ash with deadly grace, only to be met with an angry Nidorino’s ice beam mid leap. The feral dark-type yelped as it was slammed into the side of a tree by the ice beam before snarling and getting back up.

Ash’s mind kicked into overdrive as he formulated strategies. He wasn’t about to let Pierce or his deadly pokemon escape.

The first thing he did was to back away from the fight. He didn’t want to be caught by any attacks. Pierce’s pokemon would be aiming to kill, and his own would be fighting seriously. An accidental hit could seriously injure him.

The second was to match his pokemon to their best opponent. Nidorino was already entangled in a fierce battle with the Umbreon, jabbing his horn in an attempt to hold the dark-type away from Ash and Dazed. Ash didn’t want to interfere in that battle. It was much too fierce and even a moment’s distraction for Nidorino could give the quick, ruthless Umbreon an opening to go for the kill.

Dazed was still focusing on Muk, firing her psybeam at it with pinpoint accuracy. Ash was content to let her continue taking potshots at Muk, but he cried out for her to watch out when he saw a large, purplish shadow stalk towards her from the woods.

The psychic snapped around and raised a barrier just a moment before Gengar would have struck with its large, razor claws. Dazed’s eyes glowed a bright blue as she engaged Gengar, keeping the shifting, agile ghost away from her.

“Tangela, sludge bomb on Umbreon.” Ash ordered, speaking clearly so that the slower-witted Tangela would understand him. Tangela gave him an odd sort of chirp in response and turned towards Umbreon. His newest friend’s vines suddenly withdrew a bit from around his hidden face as a glob of brown, noxious sludge was shot from inside the vines.

Ash grinned as the reeking, poisonous sludge slammed into Umbreon, giving it a dangerous dose of poison and sending it crashing to the ground. Nidorino didn’t waste any time in taking the advantage, firing an ice beam into the fallen dark-type before charging towards it with his horn lowered.

He looked away as Nidorino slammed into Umbreon with incredible force. Ash tried to ignore the pitiful yelp that emerged from the snarling muzzle of the dark-type and focused on the rest of the battle.

Dazed and Gengar were still sparring with one another, each firing fast, precise attacks at the other in order to test their defenses. Gengar was on the run, but seemed to be effortlessly dodging her psybeams by phasing through trees and melting down into shadows in order to disappear. But he wasn’t able to make a move in return, so Ash felt comfortable leaving her alone for now.

Muk, on the other hand, was a real problem. It was slowly making his way over to them with a wide, melting mouth open. A trail of highly toxic sludge was left in its wake, bubbling and releasing the smell of trash into the air.

Ash couldn’t help but gag as the scent finally reached him. He’d thought the stench was bad in Mt. Moon. In the warm, tropical environment of the Sevii Islands the rotting smell of trash and decomposition was horribly amplified.

He made sure to breathe in through his mouth after that, although the sensation of actually tasting the Muk’s scent was quite possibly even more disgusting. It at least let him focus on the battle, even though his eyes watered slightly from the putrid odor.

Muk slowly grew nearer, forcing Ash to make a move. Tangela was hardly the best choice Ash had to battle the large, powerful poison-type, but he just didn’t have time to release Infernus.

“Stun spore, then use sleep powder.” Ash ordered as he backpedalled from the approaching behemoth. Tangela kept by him at a safe distance, shaking his body and releasing a cloud of gold-orange powder from beneath his vines at Muk. Muk slowed down as the spores touched its large, toxic body, but the orange spores were melted by the sheer acidity of its body. The sleep powder met a similar fate.

Ash grimaced as he ran out of options. Dazed would be the ideal choice to help him, but a cursory glance towards her revealed that she was still locked in a fierce battle with Gengar, although she seemed to have the edge now. A psybeam appeared to have hit Gengar, disrupting its abilities and hurting it badly. It was moving slower now, although it seemed much more aggressive.

Plume couldn’t do anything against the amorphous blob of toxins. She just didn’t have the power to knock it back or do anything to it. Even touching it would cause her to be severely poisoned, so a distraction attempt was out.

“Stun spore.” He ordered again. Tangela loyally followed his order and shook his body, releasing more of the orange spores. They settled on Muk, slowing the monster and giving Ash enough time to release his saving grace.

Infernus roared in fury when he was released, realizing the danger that they were in. He didn’t bother wasting the flames that erupted with his roar into the sky, instead directing the stream into Muk. The noxious poison-type bubbled and gurgled in pain under the intense heat, but continued advancing even as its toxic body slowly evaporated into the atmosphere.

“Flamethrower!” Ash ordered calmly, not letting the panic go to his head. “Follow with fire punch.”

That was all he could get out before Tangela suddenly grabbed him with two long, blue vines. Ash squirmed in surprise as his newest friend placed a vine in front of his mouth and nostrils as the poisonous gas released from Muk’s body slowly advanced towards Ash.

It drew near and Ash stopped struggling, realizing what Tangela was trying to do. Infernus blasted Muk with a flamethrower, his robust constitution allowing him to ignore the worst effects of the poison. Temporarily, anyways.

As the toxic fumes grew closer, Plume dived down from high in the sky and flapped her wings. She shrieked her success when the majority of the gas was blown into the forest, far from the fierce battle raging in the corner of the meadow.

Infernus continued his long blast of flame on Muk as he advanced, holding none of his power back and preparing to end the fight. Ash realized that Infernus had the situation handled and glanced over to Dazed.

Dazed was on the defensive now. Gengar was flitting from shadow to shadow, visible only thanks to its distinctive coloration, scarlet eyes and wide, bloodthirsty grin. It hurled shadow balls at Dazed at an awe-inspiring rate, the dark, ghostly orbs of energy quickly shattering whatever psychic shields she set up in order to avoid the blasts.

“Do you know if you can hold onto Gengar with your vines?” Ash asked Tangela. The grass-type looked confused by the question for a few moments before happily nodding. “Could you catch it from here? Dazed just needs a few moments to take it down. Try to take some of its energy with absorb.”

Tangela happily bounced up and down before releasing two of its vines. They grew to an incredible length before snapping towards Gengar with unnatural speed. Ash couldn’t even see them blur as they caught the bloodthirsty ghost and restrained it, wrapping around its small limbs and binding them together.

Gengar released a hiss that was audible from where Ash was standing before beginning his struggle. It tried to melt into an incorporeal shadow, but Tangela’s long vines suddenly tightened and began to glow a bright green. Ash recognized it as the absorb he’d ordered.

The ghost briefly fell limp as a massive surge of energy was sucked away by Tangela’s probing vines, but when Dazed’s eyes flashed a bright blue and a high-powered psychic blasted into it, Gengar frantically tried to tear away from the trap it found itself in, but it could do nothing before the psychic tore through its shadowy body and knocked it unconscious.

Ash gently patted Tangela on the head for his work and thanked him before he turned to Dazed. “Make sure Pierce doesn’t get away!”

Dazed nodded and shuffled towards Pierce with her pendulum gently swaying, seductively attracting attention to itself and the calming psychic energy it released. The Executive seemed nervous for the first time since he’d met the criminal and had a hand tapping at one last pokeball around his waist. Ash was satisfied that Pierce wouldn’t escape in the confusion and looked towards Infernus and Muk.

Infernus still hadn’t let up on the flamethrower. Muk seemed to have lost half of his mass in the form of toxic gas, but Plume dove down from the clouds every now and then to blow it away before it could hurt any of them.

Finally, the fire-type let go of the flamethrower and rushed towards Muk with a burning fist. Muk squelched as the fist impacted it and reared up. Ash frowned in concern when he realized that Infernus’ fire punch had gotten stuck in Muk’s thick, gelatinous body, leaving Infernus completely helpless to any other attacks.

Muk reared up as high as it could despite its reduced size and mass and surged towards Infernus. Infernus was nearly covered by the large body of Muk before punching it again and forcing it off. Unfortunately that left his other hand stuck in Muk’s body.

Ash prepared to order Dazed to finish the fight and let Infernus go free, but Infernus had other ideas. He roared and spat a huge blast of flame in Muk’s face, forcing the poison-type to shrink back. It still kept Infernus’ hands securely imprisoned in its sludgy body and pulled the fire-type down with it.

Muk oozed onto Infernus when the fire-type fell, enveloping and smothering Ash’s friend.

“Infernus!” Ash cried as he saw his friend disappear under the still-huge body of Muk. He started forward, but a restraining vine from Tangela kept him from running over to his friend. The trainer snarled in anger and looked towards Dazed. “Psy—”

Muk began to bubble. It opened its mouth in pain and concern before looking down with its beady black eyes, the only things on its body that weren’t toxic or sludge. A familiar, burning hand suddenly plunged up through its back, tearing a hole in its thick body.

A second one followed. Both slowly burned brighter and more intense until Ash could feel their incredible heat. He had to turn his head after just a few moments. It felt as though he were sitting right next to a bonfire.

Muk’s body bubbled more and more, but it wasn’t until both arms shot up through its body, ablaze with bright white and orange flame, that Muk exploded. What mass hadn’t been lost in the form of gas was shot throughout the entire meadow in small chunks of moving, wriggling sludge.

Ash looked in both awe and horror as Infernus pulled himself up from the remnants of Muk, still covered in the toxic sludge and looking tired for the first time that Ash could remember. He stamped his foot and caused lava to burst up around him before he let loose a proud, victorious roar. A huge stream of flame crackled into the sky, burning some of the sludge on Infernus’ head.

Infernus suddenly flared up, melting off the rest of Muk before proudly accepting Ash’s congratulations. Ash grinned at his friend and praised him for the battle.

If Infernus had caused any pokemon other than that Muk to explode, Ash would have been horrified. It was a cruel, horrible death for even the worst of creatures. But in a muk’s case, such an attack wasn’t lethal. The explosion was painful, true, and greatly weakened the muk for a long time to come, but muk were interesting creatures. They were alive in an odd way alien to most living organisms. By being destroyed, they separated into many grimer.

Most of the grimer were small and practically defenseless, but it was more than possible for them to come together and form into a new, larger grimer or even a full muk. But it would be a completely different organism than the one that had been destroyed. Fission like that destroyed the original’s identity, giving birth to many new organisms.

So, while Infernus had killed the Muk that haunted Ash’s dreams, he had just given birth to many new organisms. They would have to be captured soon to prevent any ecological damage from occurring thanks to the inexperienced grimer, but Ash thought it was the best fate that could have happened. Whatever damage and torments Team Rocket had wrought upon Muk for it to become so aggressive and hateful would be gone forever, left in the past for the new population of grimer.

Ash focused his attention on Pierce. The man was blank-eyed and calm, but it didn’t seem like he was really hypnotized. He had seen people hypnotized by a hypno before in Mt. Moon and in the form of the Rockets that had taken over Knot Island, but Pierce wasn’t perfectly calm. The Executive had too much nervous energy about him.

He narrowed his eyes and glanced at Dazed. She looked perfectly fine, so what could –

A vine suddenly pushed him to the ground. Ash yelped in surprise and looked over up at Tangela from his fallen position. The grass-type stood in front of him bravely, a bloody, furious Umbreon captured in his vines. Umbreon snapped his jaws on one of the vines holding him, cutting the vine off, but Tangela barely seemed to notice.

The dark-type tried to lunge at Ash from inside the web of vines Tangela had bound it in, but the wriggling vines simply grew tighter and immobilized it. Umbreon continued to glow brightly and snarl and spit poisonous saliva and sweat at Ash, but the trainer was completely safe.

Ash quickly pulled himself back and stumbled away from the twisting and snarling Umbreon, staring at the bloody creature in horror. Umbreon was clearly injured – Ash could see that its side was stained a dark red and one of its long, narrow ears looked torn – but it didn’t seem injured enough for that much blood.

His mind was instantly alit with fears of what the feral monster might have done to Nidorino. Ash felt immeasurable guilt swell up in him when he realized that he hadn’t checked on his first friend after the first phase of fight, knowing that he might have consigned his friend to a horrible fate.

He clenched his fists and glanced at Umbreon with hateful eyes before glancing at Pierce. The Executive was no longer feigning hypnosis. Pierce had a small smirk on his face, matching the cold persona that Ash had grown familiar with far better than the psychotic, murderous look he’d worn during the beginning of the fight.

“Knock it out.” He said tightly, not letting any of his fear or horror into his voice. Ash couldn’t let Pierce know that he’d gotten to him. Tangela gurgled in reply and quickly sucked out all of Umbreon’s energy, leaving the feral canine limp in his vines. The grass-type casually tossed the unconscious Umbreon aside, letting the dark-type fall to the ground heavily.

Ash gritted his teeth as he looked around for Nidorino. He couldn’t see him in the immediate area, so he whistled for Plume. His friend swooped down from her lofty position and circled around the air about twenty feet above him.

“Find Nidorino and make sure he’s safe.” Ash called up to her, making his voice just quiet enough so that Pierce wouldn’t be able to hear very well. Plume shrieked her understanding before taking off in search of their endangered comrade.

He glanced over at Tangela again. The grass-type was attentively watching him with a cocked head. “Use stun spore on Umbreon and come with me.” Ash looked over at Infernus. “Come with me. We need to make sure Pierce doesn’t get away.”

Infernus tensed up at the name and something, fear, perhaps, no matter how alien the emotion was on Infernus, shot through his eyes. Ash frowned at that, but Infernus loyally walked ahead of him as he neared the frozen Executive.

“Don’t try anything.” Ash warned. Pierce just stared directly ahead, feigning hypnosis again. “Or I’ll have Da—”

Pierce moved fast, so fast that Ash had no time to react. He plucked his last pokeball off of his belt and released whatever tormented monster slumbered within. Dazed tried to move, but whatever was in that pokeball was powerful enough to break her psybeam before she even used it.

Ash yelped in surprise when a metagross burst into the meadow, taking a good portion of the available space up with its incredible bulk. It gave the same cold, mechanical roar that Steven’s Metagross had released before rearing up and slamming its front two legs onto the ground.

A massive earthquake ripped through the ground, leaving deep gouges and fissures in the earth. Ash was pulled away by Tangela just a moment before the deadly attack would have hit him. He nodded his thanks at the grass-type before focusing on the powerful pokemon that had taken over the field.

He didn’t know much about metagross aside from the fact that they were amongst the most powerful pokemon in the world, native to Hoenn, around the same level of intelligence as an alakazam, and nigh invulnerable to physical attacks. Ash wasn’t sure if he could take this monster of a pokemon down by himself. The Champions would be his saving grace if he wasn’t strong enough.

But he wouldn’t let Pierce walk over him. He would put up a fight, even if Metagross was probably strong enough to take on his entire team.

“Infernus, flamethrower!” Ash cried. Infernus pulled himself up from where he’d been knocked over and roared before following the command. A huge blast of flame burst from his mouth, streaming onto Metagross.

“Light screen.” Pierce sneered. He looked over at Ash with a smirk. “You should run while you can! My dear cousin is still occupied in the warehouse and won’t be able to save you this time.”

Ash frowned in confusion. Cousin?

But he didn’t have time to ponder it. The flamethrower had been nullified by Metagross’ light screen, which appeared in the form of a bright, golden cube that simply absorbed the flames. Infernus was already rearing his head back to try again, but Ash stopped him with a shout.

“Fire spin. Blind Metagross.” He commanded, stepping back from the battle. If Ash’s next strategy worked right then it wouldn’t be a good idea to stay around the battlers.

Infernus released a twister of orange flame at Metagross, heating the air up by an incredible degree. It didn’t break upon the light screen as flamethrower had. Instead it encircled Metagross and swirled around it, completely blinding the steel-type and weakening it thanks to the intensity of the flames.

“Fire punch!” Ash ordered. He turned towards Tangela as Infernus’ camouflage took effect, allowing the powerful fire-type to disappear into the roaring inferno and strike from anywhere. “Metagross is going to snuff out the fire spin. Can you hold it down when that happens?”

Tangela bounced up and down as he nodded. Ash grinned and patted him on the head. “Thanks.”

Ash couldn’t see anything beyond the swirling column of fire that engulfed Metagross other than a few glimpses of blue-gray steel, but a metallic roar showed him that Metagross must have been hit by the fire punch.

An instant later the light screen exploded outwards, carrying the flames with it. Most of the flames died before they could reach Ash, but a few white-hot cinders managed to survive. One hit Ash on the arm, causing the boy to hiss in pain and clutch at the small burn. He did his best to ignore the pain and focused on the fight.

Metagross was hurt by the fire spin and fire punch. It looked a bit less confident than it did before the battle began, but it still looked as though it could easily take on Ash’s team.

“Beam spread.” Pierce commanded in a casual manner before Ash’s pokemon could counterattack. He was standing straight and tall, apparently uncaring of how the battle went. Ash wondered why he hadn’t run yet, but figured that the Executive fully understood that there was no way he could escape without something that could teleport or fly. The Executive was probably just trying to take Ash down with him.

Ash didn’t have to tell his pokemon to dodge whatever Metagross was about to do. He and his pokemon all leapt behind some sort of cover, mostly large, thick trees. He spotted Tangela using its vines to pull him up into the branches of a tree. A moment later, just as a huge sphere of pulsating white and gold energy formed in front of Metagross, Tangela yanked him up as well.

He recognized it as the beginning of a hyper beam, although Metagross seemed to be using its psychic abilities to hold the ball of hot energy in place as it grew and grew until it was much more powerful than it would be normally.

Metagross didn’t seem to care that its targets had hidden. The hyper beam was suddenly released at full strength, but not in the way Ash had expected. Instead of a single large, powerful beam, the hyper beam was released as a hundred smaller ones. Each carried incredible power behind it, the focused energy capable of cutting through trees and stones as though they were paper.

The forest was left in ruins. A single one of the tiny hyper beams cut cleanly through an entire trunk and possessed enough power to carve through several trees before fizzling out. Everywhere around them the trees were collapsing and smoking from the immense heat and energy of the hyper beam. Ash’s own tree wasn’t fortunate enough to escape, but Tangela pulled him down as the grass-type left the tree. He managed to spy Infernus nursing a wound to the shoulder in the midst of the chaos, but he thought that Infernus would be fine. His friend had taken worse than a hyper beam.

While it had done some damage – the modified hyper beam had reduced the forest to fallen timber and had caused several dozen neat, molten holes in the side of the steel warehouse as well as the damage to Infernus – the hyper beam left Metagross completely exhausted. Pierce seemed to be fruitlessly searching for their bodies amongst the fallen trees and smoke, but he wouldn’t be finding anything.

The deadly attack had made Ash’s next strategy much easier. Metagross would be helpless as it recovered from the incredible strain the hyper beam placed upon its body, so Ash was going to take full advantage of it.

“Shadow ball, flamethrower, smokescreen, leaf storm!” Ash cried out breathlessly, speaking as fast as he could. His friends needed as much time as they could get.

A forgotten player in the battle suddenly made her presence known. Dazed blasted her powerful shadow ball into Metagross’ side from her hidden position in the forest. Its energies disoriented the psychic-type and caused immense pain for Metagross, adding an additional effect upon the exhaustion the hyper beam brought upon it.

Infernus refused to let his injured shoulder hold him back and released the most powerful flamethrower Ash had ever seen from him, pouring all of his remaining power and fury into it. The massive cone of white flame washed over Metagross, the sheer power of the blast not inhibited in any form.

Before the flamethrower had even finished, Tangela shook his body and released dozens of green, glowing leaves surround him, carried by a cyclone. They shuddered for a moment before the cyclone carried the razor-sharp leaves towards Metagross at an incredible speed.

While such an attack wouldn’t ordinarily do much damage to Metagross, the flamethrower had served to soften and melt some of Metagross’ nigh invulnerable body. It would quickly harden again, but the leaf storm had been fired soon enough so that it did some real damage.

Infernus staggered towards Metagross with a feeble roar before he spewed out a huge cloud of black, oily smoke. Ash was at enough of an angle to where he could still see Metagross, although the right half of its huge body was still obscured from his vision.

From what he could see, the barrage of attacks had done quite a bit to the titan. Metagross looked to be in terrible pain from the shadow ball and flamethrower and slowly staggered upwards, having finally recovered from the hyper beam.

There was no worry in Pierce’s voice as he gave a string of commands to Metagross. He seemed almost bored. “Evasive Attack Combination.”

Metagross screeched in return, the high-pitched sound grating on Ash’s ears. Ash blinked as he suddenly realized that there were four Metagross staring his friends down, each blurry and indistinct. A light blue aura of psychic energy covered each of them and they rushed towards the exhausted magmar at a terrifying speed that a gigantic steel monster should never reach.

None of them had time to react before the four Metagross rushed in on Infernus. Ash didn’t even have time to blink before Metagross reached his friend. All he could make out was a raised arm that shined a brilliant white before coming down on Infernus’ body, golden star-shaped particles blasting into the air as the huge metal claw crushed Infernus, sending the fire-type slamming into the ground with horrible force..

Ash blinked before a horrible rage overcame him. Infernus was crumpled on the ground, hot blood steaming and pooling from the large wound the attack had given him onto the ground. From what he could see the attack hadn’t done any serious damage, but it had knocked Infernus unconscious and had hurt his friend. The severity of the wound mattered little to Ash when rage pounded through his head and his vision pulsed red.

“Shadow ball!” He roared to Dazed. “Tangela, hold it down!”

“Hyper beam.” Pierce said lazily. He was haughtily standing up with a smirk on his face, amused at Ash’s anger. “Full power. Kill the runt. You can take the shadow ball.” The Executive seemed annoyed at some unspoken signal, however. “Yes, I’m sure! Just kill him!”

Metagross roared in reply and stared directly at Ash with its cold red eyes. He thought he could see a hint of remorse in its eyes before it prepared the attack. Ash blinked in fear as a sphere of churning red and gold energy formed in front of its face, the steel-type too fast for him to react in the least. Even Tangela was unable to pull him out of the way before the lethal hyper beam flashed towards him.

But a perfectly aimed ball of shadowy energy collided with the hyper beam midway through its journey, stopping the attack in its tracks. As the attacks met, a huge explosion occurred, hurling Ash and Tangela several feet back from the sheer force behind the blast.

Ash groaned and sat up, his ears ringing. He blinked sluggishly and looked at the exhausted Metagross. The strain of firing so many hyper beams in such a short amount of time weighed heavily upon the steel-type and it was helpless to resist as another shadow ball hurled by Dazed slammed into it, knocking the immense beast to the ground.

His perception was skewed, but he thought he saw relief in Metagross’ eyes before it was thrown back by another shadow ball. It tried to pull itself back up, but it was a half-hearted effort. Dazed ruthlessly hurled more and more shadow balls at the incredibly powerful and resilient pokemon, preventing it from carrying out any of the commands Pierce was calmly giving it.

Ash began to pull himself up as Metagross was hit by one last shadow ball, this one finishing the immensely powerful steel-type off. It crashed to the ground unconscious, causing the ground to tremble.

He was assisted by two helpful vines that supported him as he stumbled towards Infernus. Ash was barely aware of his own injuries, although he still knew of them.

From what he could feel he would be badly bruised the next day. His mouth tasted like dirt and grime and his face felt like it had a heavy covering of ash on it. Ash didn’t care, though. He just collapsed next to Infernus, examining his friend’s wound with furious eyes.

“Dazed, use psybeam on Pierce!” He shouted. It wouldn’t kill the Executive that had done this and so many other horrible things, but it would make him feel just a fraction of the pain his victims did.

Ash saw Pierce cry out in pain, real emotion and hurt on his face for the first time Ash had ever seen. Pierce slumped to the ground as Dazed sent another, weaker psybeam at him for good measure, the weak psychic attack blasting him onto his back.

He barely cared anymore. Ash just lightly touched Infernus for the first time, ignoring the hot pain coursing through his hands from Infernus’ uncontrolled body heat. The trainer took most of his hand off when it grew too intense even for him but kept on staring at his friend’s injury.

Infernus was hurt. He had a large gash on the center of his chest where the powerful attack Metagross had used impacted and blood was dribbling from the wound. A neat hole was burned into his shoulder, not going all the way through but coming close. Ash blinked and stared at both wounds in horror for a few moments before his sense returned to him.

Ash fumbled for Infernus’ pokeball to return the injured pokemon. But even as he set his finger on the button that would return his friend to stasis, Infernus awoke slightly and blinked at Ash, reaching up for the trainer before collapsing again. He was returned a second later, out of his pain for a while.

He warily stood up, sending a glare at Pierce – who Dazed had disabled while Ash examined Infernus – before leaning on one of the few trees still standing after Metagross’ devastating attack. The trainer gratefully accepted Tangela’s support and let the grass-type prop him up.

He knew just how much this battle had cost him. Infernus was badly hurt, Dazed had come close to being eviscerated by Gengar, and Nidorino was still somewhere, probably hurt and possibly…no. That couldn’t have happened. Nidorino was more than strong enough to take on that Umbreon. His friend was too tough to be…that.

Ash was suddenly aware of a gentle presence that prodded at his mind. He opened the eyes that he had unconsciously closed and stared at the bright blue form of Saph. The dragonair gently cooed at him and floated towards him before wrapping him up in its comforting coils.

Tangela hopped up and down and tried to hug Ash through the dragon’s coils. Ash smiled at both of them but it slipped away when he looked at the familiar, limping form of Lance.

The Champion had a frown on his face as he surveyed the devastation, but his entire body tightened with anger when he saw Pierce. “Dragonite, get Steven. We found him.”

Lance didn’t waste time on the Executive once Dragonite had taken off. He walked over to Ash with a remorseful expression on his face.

“Are you okay?” The Champion asked worriedly. He put a hand on Ash’s shoulder and kneeled in front of him. “What did Pierce do to you?”

“I’m fine.” Ash replied stonily, still a little dazed from the explosion. “My pokemon, though…”

The Champion frowned and stood up. He released an immense pokemon, although it was smaller than dragonite. Ash looked at it through hazy eyes, noting that its stone was grey and rocky, but it had wings and looked like some sort of small dragon.

“Ash, what pokemon are you missing?”

Ash blinked before responding. “Nidorino got separated from me during the fight.” Ash said guiltily. “My pidgeot is looking for him right now.”

Lance nodded and glanced at the large stone beast. “Aerodactyl, go look for his Nidorino. Help his pidgeot bring it back safely.”

Aerodactyl gave a low, rumbling growl before taking off, his large wings somehow supporting its massive weight. Ash watched it fly off, realizing that he’d seen that kind of pokemon before in a news article. It was one of the ancient, extinct pokemon that had been successfully cloned.

Those ancient pokemon were still incredibly rare, but they had been given immune systems that allowed them to survive in this new world. He never thought he’d see one in person, although he supposed it would make sense for the Champion to have access to such a rare pokemon.

“Listen, everything’s going to be fine.” Lance said soothingly. “Nidorino are tough. Yours is particularly powerful from what I’ve seen.”

Ash nodded, still numb. His ears were ringing and everything Lance said seemed just a bit fuzzy and indistinct. But he could understand it well enough, even if it was hard to concentrate on what the Champion was saying.

Lance suddenly turned his head and called out to a newcomer. Ash followed his gaze and made out the furious form of Steven, his gigantic Metagross that positively dwarfed Pierce’s floating behind him with a matching expression.

Steven stormed over to Ash, the angry expression fading into that of a worried one. “What happened?”

“Pierce’s Metagross fired a hyper beam. Dazed intercepted it with a shadow ball. I got his by the explosion.” Ash said, stumbling over his words a bit. Steven’s face darkened at the mention of Pierce’s Metagross but he was too concerned about Ash to do anything other than nod at the fallen man. Metagross quickly floated over to the Executive and stood on top of him.

“Lance, he needs to get to a Pokemon Center. Can Saph take him?”

The Indigo Champion nodded and looked at Saph. “You heard Steven. The Pokemon Center on this island can take care of him and his pokemon.

Saph crooned at Lance in understanding and uncoiled from around Ash, although it made sure that Tangela could keep him standing before doing so. Ash pulled himself up tiredly before looking at Lance with a curious expression.

“What about Nidorino?” Ash asked worriedly. “I need to get him and Plume.”

“I’ll take care of them.” Steven said. “Just give me their pokeballs and I’ll make sure they’re safe.”

Lance decided to interject. “I have several full restores on me at the moment.” He explained. “Nidorino will be fine, I promise.”

Ash wasn’t happy about it, but he trusted the Champions. He took Plume and Nidorino’s pokeballs off of his belt and handed them to Steven. The Master carefully took them and placed them on several additional slots on his belt.

“They’re in good hands.” Lance assured him as Ash returned Tangela and Dazed and climbed onto the waiting dragonair’s back. Saph’s small wings suddenly grew several sizes and the dragon-type began levitating in preparation to fly. Her scales were smooth but it was easy to securely hang onto her.

Lance walked over and spoke one last time to Ash before the young trainer was taken away. “You did great.” He said approvingly. “Not many people could have taken down Pierce. I’m glad we brought you along.”

Ash grinned at the praise before Saph took off, levitating just a bit higher before beginning to fly in earnest. She was careful and did nothing that might knock Ash off or even make him uncomfortable.

They quickly gained altitude. Ash’s stomach lurched when he looked down, but after a few movements he calmed down. Saph’s soothing aura helped him to lose some of the fear he felt at being up so high, enabling him to look down at the vast forest of Chronos Island without feeling any fainter than he already was.

He spotted several groups of people dressed in League uniforms rushing towards the Rocket warehouse as they passed over the forest. They were only flitting glances and he was too high up to make out any details, but he was just glad that they were there. At least there were enough of them to make sure none of the Rockets escaped.

Ash wasn’t sure how long they spent flying, but after a while they began their descent. Saph was travelling at an incredible speed if the massive expanse of forest behind them was anything to go by, but she somehow kept the air from buffeting Ash. In fact, the winds seemed almost nonexistent. Perhaps she was manipulating the weather.

Saph carefully and quickly guided them down into the small town on Chronos Island. It was much larger than the one on Knot Island, but was still positively tiny compared to any of the great cities or towns of Kanto. Ash thought it was possibly the size of Viridian City, probably quite a bit smaller.

But that didn’t matter. Saph knew exactly where to go. She gently landed right in front of a Pokemon Center. A Nurse Joy and several other workers were waiting in front of it. Nurse Joy quickly helpled him off of Saph, keeping him steady.

“Thanks.” He directed towards Nurse Joy and Saph. The large dragon-type crooned her response at him before taking off again, probably heading back to the warehouse. She vanished in just a few seconds, no longer restricted by Ash’s safety.

“Sam, take his pokemon.” Nurse Joy ordered in a no-nonsense tone. A boy a few years older than Ash quickly removed the pokeballs from his waist. “You, what pokemon of yours are injured? The Champion was rather urgent.”

Ash answered quickly, a sudden bout of clarity striking him in order to help his friends. “My magmar has a hole in his shoulder and got his by a meteor mash from a metagross. I don’t think any of my other pokemon are hurt too badly.”

Nurse Joy gave a sigh of relief and gently pulled him into the Pokemon Center. She guided the injured trainer through several hallways before reaching a room. He was put into a small bed before Nurse Joy began to rapidly do a bunch of things that Ash couldn’t follow.

“This might hurt a bit.” She warned. Ash didn’t have a chance to see what she was doing before a sharp pain spiked in his hand. He winced but didn’t try to get away from the needle she’d stabbed him with. A few moments later his vision faded and dimmed before cutting to black.
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Ash awoke an indeterminate amount of time later. He was sore all over, but his ears were completely fine. They weren’t pounding with pain or ringing anymore, which was a great step up from the last time he’d been conscious.

He looked around curiously. Ash remembered being pulled into a Pokemon Center before being given the anesthetic, and this room definitely gave credence to that memory. It was just an average Pokemon Center room, albeit one with emergency medical equipment thrown up.

When he tried to move his hand, he felt a sharp pain. Ash hissed and immediately let himself fall back down. He looked at his left hand and saw that it had a needle stuck into it, feeding some sort of liquid into his body.

Ash frowned, but didn’t try to get back up. Whatever was getting pumped into him was there for a reason. Besides, he was sore all over. Even the slightest motion sent pangs of pain throughout his body.

So he waited, worried about the fate of his friends. Infernus would probably be fine, but there were all kinds of things that could go wrong when an attack that powerful hit. He just couldn’t get that niggling worry out of his head.

It was Nidorino that he was really worried about. He at least knew what happened to Infernus. Nidorino had been pulled away before he got into the real fight with the savage Umbreon. Ash had no idea how bad his injuries were, but they had to have been bad enough to leave some of the blood that matted Umbreon’s fur. What really struck Ash about the danger Nidorino was in was that Umbreon had gotten away from him. Nidorino was far too stubborn and protective to let the dangerous dark-type anywhere near Ash.

But Ash still held onto his hope. Like Lance had said, Nidorino was tough. He would pull through.

He was suddenly pulled from his thoughts as the light wooden door was carefully opened. Two figures that he instantly recognized as the Champions stepped through. Their expressions were both hard, but they lightened up when they saw that Ash was awake.

“And the hero’s awake!” Lance said loudly. He was grinning maniacally. “Damn good job, Ash! Like I said before, I’m glad we brought you. Pierce is now secured behind bars. He won’t be getting broken out anytime soon!”

Ash gave the boisterous Champion a small grin. It made his face feel sore, but it was worth it. He was glad to have earned his hero’s approval. But Steven was different. The former Champion obviously thought that Lance’s praise was more than enough and looked at Ash with a critical expression, obviously worried.

“How are you feeling?” Steven asked. He looked completely fine, untouched from the storming of the warehouse. The former Champion walked over to Ash and handed him a water bottle. “You’ve been kept hydrated for the last three hours.” He explained. “But I know from experience that it doesn’t help with your throat.”

Ash nodded his thanks towards him before taking small sips of water. He knew that if he tried to take huge gulps that he would end up regretting it later. When he finally had enough to sooth the slight burn in his throat Ash replied to the patiently waiting Steven.

“I’m fine.” Ash said. It wasn’t a complete lie. He was sore and bruised, but that was to be expected. He could easily get over that. What mattered right now was his pokemon. “Did you find Nidorino? How’s my magmar?”

Lance took over. “Calm down there, Ash. We found Nidorino. He was hurt, but he’ll be fine. Your magmar is already healed. It took four doses of full restores, but all the damage was healed.”

Ash sighed in relief. “How badly was Nidorino hurt?” He asked worriedly. Even if his friend would be fine, he wanted to know what Nidorino had been put through.

Steven frowned, a shadow flashing over his face. “He was savaged by Pierce’s Umbreon. It looked like he dealt just as much back, but Nidorino was knocked out. He had a few broken bones and some bad bites. They’re working on him now.”

The trainer crashed back down to the bed. He suspected that Steven wasn’t going into the worst details in order to avoid upsetting him, but what he’d been given was enough. Ash scowled and looked at the ceiling before asking some more questions.

“What injuries do I have?”

“Nothing major.” Steven said calmly, but a flash of restrained anger burned through his face as he described the injuries. “A few lacerations and gashes on your arms and chest. You had a few minor burns and severe bruising on the front of your body. Everything but the bruising has been fixed. You’re going to be sensitive and a bit weak for the next few days, but aside from that you’ll be fine.”

Ash sighed in relief, but froze after that. He’d had a lot of work done. Just how long had he been unconscious. When he voiced those thoughts, Steven smiled.

“Just five hours.”

The trainer looked at the former Champion quizzically, unable to believe that. He didn’t even feel any cuts or stitches, let alone gauze or anything else for the burns.

Steven seemed to understand his confused expression. “You only had minor injuries. Nurse Joy just had to stitch you up and put some modified potion on your cuts. About an hour later it had healed enough for the stitches to dissolve. She just used a modified burn heal for everything else. Unorthodox, but it works. Your bruising was the only thing she couldn’t fix.”

Ash nodded. He didn’t have any more questions relating to his pokemon’s injuries or his own. But he still had a few things to ask about the battle itself. “How did your battle go?”

Lance suddenly made his presence known again, dominating the room with his loud, powerful voice. “It was child’s play!” He boomed, no longer serious as he had been during the operation. “A few more Rockets than we’d expected, but it was child’s play for Dragonite and Metagross!”

The bedridden trainer cocked his head. “But you were expecting about eighty grunts.”

“Exactly!” Lance laughed, the same maniacal grin on his face. His cape lightly flapped from the small breeze coming through an open window as he continued grinning. It seemed that their victory had made him quite excited. “They were almost boring to fight. Most of them just tried to run after we defeated their pokemon. Those grunts weren’t even good distractions for Pierce.”

Ash scowled at the mention of Pierce. The Executive might be behind bars now, but Ash would hate him with a burning passion for the rest of his life. Pierce had ended and ruined too many lives for him to just vanish out of Ash’s memory.

“The Rockets have been sent back to Indigo Plateau.” Steven said calmly. “They are awaiting trials at the moment. Their pokemon are being rehabilitated.”

“What’s happening with Pierce?” Ash asked. The grunts were just a minor problem in comparison to the man that had destroyed the St. Anne and left thousands to die. “And his pokemon, for that matter.”

Steven frowned thoughtfully and leaned back in the chair he had taken. His hands were clasped together as he spoke. “Pierce is actually being sent back to Hoenn. He’s too valuable for the Rockets to not attempt a rescue attempt and they don’t have enough of a presence in Hoenn to try one.”

“Back?” Ash questioned.

“He came from Hoenn.” Steven admitted, his eyes glinting with anger at the thought of Pierce. “That’s why we have first dibs on him. He’s one of ours, and we’re taking him back.”

Ash frowned. He could understand their reasons for taking him back to Hoenn, but he wanted Pierce to pay for his atrocities in Kanto. The people of Kanto were the ones he had terrorized. Still, justice was justice. They were all united against Team Rocket, after all.

They were silent for a while until Lance spoke up. He had a slight smile on his face. “By the way, don’t think you aren’t getting rewarded for your work. You kept one of the worst criminals in Kanto from escaping and played a vital role in battling Team Rocket.”

He leaned forward curiously. Ash was never averse to an award.

“I just added forty thousand dollars to your trainer card.” Lance said, grinning wider at Ash’s stunned expression. That was twice as much money as he’d made in his entire career so far, and he’d battled more trainers in a few months than most did in a year. “That about a tenth of the money we’ve recovered so far at the warehouse, so I thought it would only be fair to give you it.”

“Thanks!” Ash said in a daze, stunned at the reward. Lance just smirked.

“Did you think that’s all? Steven and I both have something for you as well.”

Ash managed to pull himself up, curious as to what the Champions might have gotten him. Lance suddenly snickered. “We aren’t giving it to you yet. You’ll get it when we arrive at Cinnabar Island.”

“When are we leaving?” He asked in a disappointed tone, annoyed at Lance for stringing him along.

“Tomorrow.” Steven replied as he suddenly stood up. “You’ll be ready to travel by noon and Nidorino will be stable enough to put into a pokeball.”

While he was annoyed that he wouldn’t be getting whatever it was the Champions were giving him right now, Ash was more focused on the fact that Nidorino would be healed by tomorrow. From the injuries Steven had described he’d expected Nidorino to stay in the Pokemon Center for at least two days.

Ash suddenly felt tired. It had been lingering with him the entire time he’d been talking, but the excitement had made it come to the forefront of his mind. He collapsed back onto the bed.

“It looks like your painkillers are taking effect again.” Steven said quietly. “We’ll leave you to your rest now.”

Lance gave him a grin and another bout of praise before leaving, cape trailing in his wake. Steven followed him moments later.

Before the former Hoenn Champion left, however, he glanced back at Ash. “You did better than I could have imagined. As Lance said, not many trainers could have taken down Pierce with only their pokemon. Keep on going, Ash. You’re going somewhere.”

With that Steven left Ash. Ash struggled to keep awake, but he couldn’t fight the exhaustion for very long. Soon he fell into unconsciousness, getting some well-deserved rest.
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Well, there’s chapter nine. Thanks for reading, everybody, and make sure to review! 

But before I end this, I have one last thing to say. I’m going to be having a tournament in the story sometime soon, and I need some trainers for it. If you want to, send me a PM with your trainer and their pokemon or leave it in a review if you’re leaving one. 

Here are the rules: No legendaries. Any legendaries are going to be instantly disqualified. I’d hope that all of you can come up with something more creative than a pseudo-legendary or shinies, but those aren’t instantly disqualified. I need a list of all of the pokemon’s moves, a basic personality and appearance for the trainer. 

Anyways, thanks for reading!






10. Chapter 10: Pallet Town


“So, how many pokemon did the League recover?” Ash asked from his chair. They were currently on the boat that was taking them back to Cinnabar Island. He was still sore all over, but most of his injuries were healed or healing. Nurse Joy had said he’d be fine to travel in about a week or so.

Infernus was back to normal. He was furious when Ash had released him earlier that morning. The fire-type hadn’t seemed to realize how badly he’d been injured and thought he was still in the fight. Ash had calmed him down before he burned down the gigantic forest that encompassed Chronos Island, but it had been a close call. Right now he was in his pokeball, resting so that he could fight soon.

Despite having several full restores used on him, Nidorino wouldn’t be battling for at least another week. Medicine was able to perform near-miracles in this day and age, but there were limits to what it could do. Being mauled by a rather powerful, cruel Umbreon was one of them.

Nidorino wouldn’t have any lasting problems, but he wouldn’t be back at his prime for about three weeks. He’d be able to battle soon enough, and Nurse Joy had assured Ash that Nidorino would heal faster if Ash used him in battles more. The poison-type’s real problem would be getting all of his muscle back and working out some of the injuries.

All of his other friends were fine. Dazed had been slightly injured by Gengar’s claws, but she had managed to escape before the ghost could do any real damage. Tangela hadn’t taken any damage at all aside from a few broken vines. They had already grown back. Plume hadn’t participated in the fight aside from taking out golbat, so she was more than ready to take up the slack Nidorino would be leaving.

Lance answered him from his own chair. They were sitting around the ship’s shaded table, glad to relax after the hard day yesterday. Steven had been in a bad mood all morning for some reason, although he hadn’t taken it out on Ash or Lance. He expressed it by constantly frowning and being quieter than usual.

“Three hundred and forty two.” Lance recited from memory. “One hundred and five of the ekans line, one hundred and forty-six of the koffing line, four of the houndour line, fifty of the zubat line, twenty-three of the grimer line and fourteen of the murkrow line. Pierce’s pokemon aren’t being counted.” He added. “Aside from those grimer, anyway.”

“What’s happening to them?” Ash questioned, leaning forward in interest despite the dull throbbing that erupted in his muscles.

Lance frowned, looking a bit remorseful. “No Team Rocket pokemon is normal. They are either broken until they work and will happily attack other humans and pokemon without provocation or are simply disturbed ones, much like the humans that make up Team Rocket. But Pierce’s…Pierce’s are something else.”

Ash looked at Lance curiously. The red-haired Champion had an uncharacteristically dark look on his face. He seemed to be brooding as much as Steven was at the moment.

“Pierce’s are in the second category.” Lance explained. “Mostly, anyways. That Umbreon is vicious. We tracked its record through a DNA sample. Even before it somehow managed to find its way to Team Rocket it had a long list of assaults on trainers and pokemon. We’ll probably have to put it down. It’s not like we can use a psychic to help it.”

He grimaced along with Lance. Ash could truly say that the Umbreon was the only pokemon he’d ever really hated. It had nearly killed his first and best friend and had tried to do the same to him. But he didn’t want it to die, even if it was as deadly as Pierce. But sometimes he supposed there was no other way.

“What about the Gengar?” Ash questioned again. He didn’t have to worry about Muk. That nightmare had been broken up into about twenty-six grimer, each of which were completely innocent of the crimes their progenitor had committed.

“We’re still examining it with psychics.” Lance replied. He took a long swig from a bottle whose contents Ash wasn’t quite certain of before elaborating. “Remember the Ranger that teleported us?”

Ash nodded.

“Well, they’ve got that thing disabled for an indeterminate amount of time. It’s quite vulnerable to the skill, so we’re just making sure it doesn’t get away. It’s been cooperating with us thus far, but the Alakazam working on it isn’t able to verify anything.”

Lance’s face suddenly twisted in annoyance. “As for that Metagross of his, Steven’s taking it back to Hoenn with him.”

Steven scowled. “Lance!” He snapped. His face was dark and stony. “That’s enough.”

The Indigo Champion glared at Steven, the first sign of discord Ash had seen between the two. He curiously watched the interaction, although he couldn’t say that he liked it.

“He stopped Pierce. I think that you should let him know why you were so invested in taking him down.” Lance growled, standing up from his chair. Steven did the same, meeting Lance’s glare with his own flinty stare. Ash noticed that Lance positively dwarfed the slight build of Steven. “It’s not that bad.”

Ash just continued watching, doing his best to stay out of it. He had to admit that he was curious over what was going on. The Champions seemed to be very good friends. It was odd for them to be even the least bit hostile to each other.

The two Masters stared each other down for several more seconds before Steven relented. He sighed and sat back down. “Fine.”

Lance didn’t smile, but he relaxed a bit and followed suit. He kept a watchful eye on Steven.

“What’s going on?” Ash asked confusedly, figuring that now was the best time to ask. Steven just frowned and glanced away.

“Well, Lance thinks that I should give you a bit of background on Pierce.” Steven said calmly, face losing some of its tenseness. He still frowned, but he seemed less bitter. “Do you remember why I came to Kanto?”

Ash’s mind flashed back to their first meeting. “Something about looking for rare stones, right? You mentioned the Moon Stone.”

“That’s right.” Steven said with a smile before frowning again. “I told you the truth, just not all of it. You remember how I told you that Pierce was from Hoenn?”

The younger trainer nodded slowly, not seeing where this was going until a remark from Pierce came to the forefront of his mind.

“You should run while you can! My dear cousin is still occupied in the warehouse and won’t be able to save you this time.”

Pierce’s haughty, aristocratic tones echoed in his mind, causing Ash to shudder as a wave of hatred rolled through him. He hadn’t understood the remark at the time considering that he had adrenaline pumping through his veins and much more important issues to deal with – a powerful, murderous Metagross, for instance. But now he put it all together. The context made sense now that he had time to think about it.

“He said something about his cousin.” Ash frowned, eyes narrowed. “He said that his cousin wouldn’t be able to save me that time.” He paused for a moment. “You’re Pierce’s cousin.” Ash said flatly.

Steven’s glance away from Ash was all he needed to know. Ash’s frown grew. He wasn’t really sure what to feel. Steven didn’t mean any harm by it, and it wasn’t like he was obligated to tell Ash that he was related to the man that tried to kill him after they first met, but the former Champion should have told Ash after they actually took the fight to Pierce.

“It’s not something I’m especially proud of.” Steven replied quietly, pulling his head up but still looking past Ash. “He’s done terrible things, more than you could ever know. He’s my blood,” the Master spat, suddenly bitter “, but he’s no family of mine.”

Ash cocked his head and just silently watched Steven, waiting for the man to continue. Steven had a faraway look in his eyes, far from his usual determined expression.

He took the time to examine Steven. Now that Ash knew what he was looking for, it was easy to find. The former Champion had several similarities to Pierce, although nothing that would really draw attention. Both of them had silver hair, although Pierce had more of a blue tinge to it. Their faces had a similar bone structure, although where the aristocratic features made Pierce seem cruel and arrogant they made Steven look commanding, a Champion.

Lance leaned back in his chair, eyes watchful with an ambiguous emotion behind them.

“Let me tell you about him. It’s about time it came out. I won’t go into a lot of detail.” Steven told Ash, frowning as he began. “I’ll tell you the basics. He was never nice, even as a child, but he was polite and charming enough. Took to my family’s status quite well. Better than I did, at any rate. Still, if I was ever around him long enough I was disturbed. There was just something not quite right about him. He lied just a bit too much; everything he did just seemed too well rehearsed. So I stayed away from him. We were never particularly close.”

Steven’s face darkened. “But he never did anything really bad as far as I know. Just took his jokes and pettiness just a little bit too far. It wasn’t until we were both about twenty-three that he showed his true colors. That was just after I’d become Champion. About six months after winning the title from Drake, I got news. My family protects a beldum colony.” He explained. “Every member of my family gets one as a starter, whether they’re going on a journey or not. It’s where I got Metagross and Pierce got his.”

Ash noticed Steven’s fingers unconsciously tap two of the pokeballs at his waist as he told him that. He quickly returned his attention to the Champion’s tale.

“Anyways, I got news from my father that the entire colony had been taken.” Steven said with a scowl. His fists clenched at the memory. “They were our pokemon, our neighbors and friends for generations. They would have swarmed anyone that came within a mile of their mine. Considering that Pierce disappeared the next day and had been acting strange for the past few months, we realized that he must have been connected to it rather quickly.”

“I began my hunt for him. There was no League involvement until one of an agent tasked with stopping Team Rocket’s advancement into Hoenn reported seeing Pierce attacking a League group with his Metagross. That’s when I began my search in earnest.” Steven sighed before continuing.

“It took me a year, but I finally managed to track him down to the Rocket’s base in Hoenn. He’d taken control of the Hoenn branch and was promoted to Executive, I later learned. I led the attack on it and we permanently removed Team Rocket from Hoenn. We already had our own Teams to worry about.”

The Champion’s eyes darkened and he scowled. “We drove them off and arrested almost all of them, but what we found wasn’t pleasant. Almost every single Rocket had a beldum or one of its evolutions. Pierce’s second-in-command had a metagross, although it was badly trained. But we found what happened to the one’s that weren’t used for the Hoenn branch. Most were experimented on, forced to fuse into metang or metagross before they were even mature enough to know what they were. The results…weren’t pretty. Most were permanently insane.”

Ash sympathized with Steven. He’d never been in that exact situation, but he’d seen the experiments and drugs the Rockets pumped into pokemon. Just the memories made him furious. Infernus had almost been amongst their number.

“You’ve seen what a metagross can do.” Steven said softly. “Even a badly trained or inexperienced one is capable of wreaking havoc. Before trainers, a single metagross could destroy an entire town in a day. Metagross are one of the two most powerful pokemon species in Hoenn. They are only matched by salamence in Hoenn and only a few other species in the entire world. When they were driven insane by the process, most of them dealt with it the only way they could: Rage. We tried to fix them, but Metagross told me that they were unfixable.” Steven said sorrowfully, his fists white as he clenched them.

The younger trainer had a bad feeling about what Steven was going to say next. There was only one solution when dealing with frenzied pokemon that powerful. Locking them away wouldn’t work since they could tear their way out of anything thanks to their immense strength and it would be cruel to entomb them forever. Metagross were nearly immortal, or so Steven had said. They were creatures of steel, living but undying until they were destroyed. And if Team Rocket discovered their prison and released them…

“You know what we had to do.” The former Champion said tightly. “There was no other way.”

Ash didn’t say anything. He just sighed and looked away. There wasn’t anything to say to that anyways.

Steven wasn’t done, however. “As you might have guessed, Pierce escaped. I looked for him, but it was another year or so before Lance sent me word that Pierce had been spotted in Kanto. I always expected him to be in the Rocket homeland, but I never had a chance to look.”

The Master leaned back into his chair and closed his eyes. “I think you know what happened next. I gave my title to Wallace after he proved capable and came to Kanto. It was time for a vacation anyways. There are lots of rare stones in Kanto that haven’t been swept up yet and a few legendary ones that I wanted to seek out. Pierce was my main objective, but the Rockets disappeared whenever I drew near.”

“Until Mt. Moon.” Ash interjected, the memories flashing through his head.

“Until Mt. Moon.” Steven repeated with a smile. “It was actually pure chance that I came across him. I had been looking for the Moon Stone earlier, but I noticed something was wrong when the zubats disappeared. You can imagine my surprise when I found their operation. I called in the League and waited for a prime opportunity to strike, but Pierce forced my hand.”

Ash nodded slowly. That would be when he, Jonathan and Amelia were being smothered by Muk.

“I caught him and had him locked up.” Steven said with a slight smile, although it quickly shifted back into the frown he’d worn this entire conversation. “But his location was somehow discovered. He and other captured Rockets were all broken out of the facility they were imprisoned in. Considering that it was completely destroyed otherwise, we suspect that something extremely powerful did the work.”

The trainer frowned as realized something. “You think that the thing that blew up the St. Anne did it?”

“Exactly.” Steven smiled. Just as before, however, it returned to being a puzzled frown. “Unfortunately, I have no idea what it is. It’s powerful, far beyond even the strongest of alakazam. But it can’t be a legendary. From what little we know of them, none would ever help Team Rocket. There has to be another explanation.”

Ash didn’t say anything. Again, there was nothing to say to that.

Steven shook his head. “I apologize. I went off track. Anyways, after he was broken out of prison, Lance and I went on high alert.”

Ash looked over at Lance.

The Indigo Champion nodded. “Pierce is dangerous. He was ruthless and had a metagross underneath his control. Even most gym leaders would be helpless against him and the police wouldn’t be able to fight off the numbers and power he wielded. The St. Anne just proved my fears once and for all.” Lance sighed, closing his eyes. “That’s when I began fighting the Rockets in earnest. They’d never been much of a threat before. Dangerous, yes, but the police were containing them. The St. Anne proved otherwise.”

“What did you do?” Ash asked with a quizzical cock of his head. He hadn’t heard of any new measures taken against the Rockets.

Lance looked surprised. “You mean you never heard?” He asked incredulously. “The week after the St. Anne Tragedy I increased measures against them. Hypno and alakazam were authorized against anyone wearing a Team Rocket uniform, no permission needed. Rockets were officially terrorists.”

“I guess I was on the road that week.” Ash said with a shrug, although he was a little bit concerned about the psychics. “Couldn’t those psychics be used to abuse people, though?”

The Indigo Champion fervently shook his head. “Sabrina and an Elite Four hopeful named Will – he won the League two years ago and has been training with us since – trained them personally. They’re incorruptible and won’t allow the abuse of innocents.”

Ash nodded in understanding. That made sense. He actually did remember Will vaguely from the Indigo Conference a few years ago. Will had managed to beat Lorelei and Bruno, although Agatha tore him apart.

“Anyways, I think we should let Steven tell the rest of his story.” Lance told Ash. Steven gave him a nod.

“Thank you, Lance. After you told me that Pierce was the one that led the attack on the St. Anne, I had a trail again.” Steven said calmly. He seemed to have taken the reprieve Lance gave him and used it wisely. Most of his anger was gone. “I knew that he was still trusted and that he would probably be in hiding for a while. Of course, it was the second Rocket Executive you sent us that allowed me to get started.”

He smiled at the praise. “Petrel?”

“Indeed. I spoke to him several days after he was captured. He was surprisingly helpful.” Steven said with a frown. “He told me information on Pierce and another Executive named Proton. We’re still looking for Proton, but Petrel did give us good information on Pierce. All that kept us from taking Pierce were the Sevii Islands themselves.”

Steven took a deep breath. Ash figured he was probably tired of talking for now. He’d been going for the last ten minutes.

“It took a week for us to be allowed to bring the League into the Islands.” Lance elaborated. He took another chug from his bottle before continuing. “After that we sent Lorelei with about a hundred trainers. Normally Bruno would have gone, but Lorelei was born in those islands. She knows them better than anyone.”

“After the League managed to quarantine the spread of the Rockets and force them back to just a few of the Islands, we came in.” Steven began. “I contacted Professor Oak and got him to give me your location since I assumed you would be strong enough to hold your own and deserved a chance to strike back at Pierce. I’m glad I was right about that.” He said with a small smile. “After that we found you at Blaine’s gym and you know the rest.”

Ash sat back and thought. He’d learned a lot more than he’d expected, about Pierce and Steven’s mission to bring him in. He wasn’t really angry with Steven to begin with. A little annoyed, but even that was fading. Hopefully Steven trusted him enough to tell him important things like that in the future, though.

He noticed that Steven looked a little anxious. Lance seemed to approve of Steven’s choice to tell him, though, and had a slight smile on his face. Ash thought on everything for a bit longer.

“I don’t hold it against you.” Ash finally admitted. “I wish you would have told me before I heard it from Pierce, but the past’s the past. Nothing can change that.”

The former Champion smiled, but Lance interrupted them and stood up, towering over both the trainer and the former Hoenn Champion.

“Good, good. Now everything’s fine.” He laughed. Lance took another swig of whatever was in that bottle. Ash thought he should probably lay off of it. “So, how about this. We’ve had enough dark and dreary events and stories for the past few days. We just hurt Team Rocket badly! We should be happy!”

Lance let out a boisterous laugh and regally sat back down into his chair. Ash couldn’t help but grin at the display and ignored the slight burning in his muscles. Steven had an amused smile on his face as well.

The Indigo Champion suddenly reached underneath the table and pulled up two more suspicious bottles. He handed one over to Steven, who looked at it with a distasteful look on his face and left it sitting on the small wooden table. Lance smirked and handed over the much smaller bottle to Ash.

Ash looked at it suspiciously. He really didn’t think that he should even be holding the bottle. Nevertheless, when Lance gave him a “go on” motion, Ash took the cap off and smelled the bottle.

He recoiled from the bottle with a disgusted look on his face, nearly dropping it. Lance laughed and took the bottle from him in an easy, smooth movement.

“I figured that would happen.” The Indigo Champion laughed again as he placed the bottle under the table. “You do seem like a Steven.”

“A Steven?” Ash asked curiously. Steven rolled his eyes and pushed his own bottle over to Lance, who happily took it back.

“Someone who doesn’t do anything fun.” Lance said as he leaned back in his chair, sending a joking smirk towards Steven.

“Someone who doesn’t do anything stupid.” Steven corrected drily. “And really, Lance? Trying to give an eleven year old alcohol?”

Lance shrugged. “Just a little bit. One celebration drink isn’t going to hurt him. Besides, he needs to loosen up a bit.”

Ash blinked and stared at Lance. The Champion caught him staring and laughed again. “Well, since Steven doesn’t follow the traditional way to celebrate our victory, I guess we’ll just have to pass the time a different way. Anyways, did either of you ever hear about that time I beat…”

He grinned as Lance went off into a rather entertaining story and relaxed. It was a nice day and Lance was right – he needed to loosen up. For today, at least.

The time passed rather quickly after that.

XX

The familiar volcano of Cinnabar loomed in the distance, the only part of Cinnabar Island that was actually visible. Ash stared at it for a moment before heading back to his chair. He’d gotten restless of sitting in one place for so long, but he wasn’t quite sure if the pain of getting up and walking around was worth it.

Steven watched him as he walked back over to his chair on unsteady legs. The former Champion glanced over to Lance. “I think it’s time that we give him his rewards. I’ve received a message saying that the crowds are going to be miserable on Cinnabar. It’s simpler to do it now.”

“Alright.” Lance shrugged. “Sit down, Ash. I’ve got something for you.”

Ash watched Lance pull a pokeball off of his belt with anticipation. Lance casually released his absolutely massive Dragonite, who caused the small ship to sink a little in the front.

Dragonite patted Lance on the back and cheerfully waved at Ash and Steven. They both returned it with a smile.

“Dragonite, remember what I told you this morning?” Lance said. Dragonite nodded and casually pulled a loose, awkwardly placed scale from its body and handed the scale to Lance. A new scale, bright and perfectly placed, was revealed to be underneath the old one.

“Here’s your reward from me.” Lance told Ash, handing him the Dragon Scale. Ash looked at it in awe. The scale was small compared to Dragonite’s new one and it was still larger than his hand. It weighed about half a pound and was nearly an inch thick.

“I think you deserve a dragon of your own.” The Indigo Champion grinned. “You’ve earned it.”

Ash’s eyes were wide and excited as he placed the Dragon Scale into his pack. He’d expected something like this, but actually receiving a gift from Lance was an honor in itself. The fact that it was from one of Lance’s own prized dragons and would help him a lot was even better.

“Thanks!” He exclaimed, his grin as wide as it could be. Lance just smiled back and sat back down, motioning for Ash to look at Steven.

Steven didn’t hand him anything, but remained sitting. “I have the same gift for you as Lance – something that will make you a better trainer and evolve your Nidorino.”

“A moon stone?” Ash said, a bit confused as to why Steven wasn’t handing him anything. The former Champion smiled.

“Not just a moon stone. A shard of THE Moon Stone.” Steven said, smiling as he mimicked their first conversation about it. “Legends around Mt. Moon claim that the Moon Stone makes pokemon that live around it more powerful, pokemon that evolve from it or pieces of it even moreso.”

The former Champion dug around in his suit pocket and handed Ash a tiny shard of stone. Ash took it carefully, noting its glossy, smooth texture before examining it more closely. It was impossibly black, seeming to suck all the nearby light into it. No light was reflected.

Ash placed the evolutionary stone into one of his storage compartments. There was no way he would just allow it to just be in his bag. A moon stone was rare enough, fetching thousands of dollars on average. It was a precious thing. But a shard of the Moon Stone? It was priceless.

“It’s a little small, but it should be more than potent enough for Nidorino to evolve.” Steven explained. “I only took a small sample. The Moon Stone is too important to the pokemon of the mountain to take any more.”

“Thanks.” Ash said gratefully, amazed that Steven had given him such a unique gift. He wouldn’t be able to use it for another few weeks since it wouldn’t be safe for Nidorino to evolve until after he had healed, but the fact that he had the shard was much more important.

He tried to extend his gratitude, but Steven just smiled and nodded. Apparently the man knew what the gift meant to Ash.

“You’re welcome.” Steven said. “By the way, I recommend that you pay a visit to Mt. Moon sometime during your journey. The journey to the Moon Stone is a difficult one, but it is nearly sacred to pokemon that evolve from it. It is a sort of status symbol, or so Metagross tells me.”

Ash almost frowned at the mention of a metagross, but held it back. He wouldn’t let a single bad experience color his views of the entire species.

“I’ll be sure to do that.” He commented. “Where are you guys going after this?”

Lance entered the conversation. He stepped away from the large dragon-type and Dragonite suddenly took off, the absence of its massive weight allowing the boat to rise up a few inches. It sped towards Cinnabar Island at an incredible speed, vanishing from Ash’s sight after a few moments.

“Dragonite’s just going to deliver a message to the harbor master at Cinnabar. He needs to know to prepare for the return of the League forces and Lorelei.” Lance explained when Ash looked questioningly at him. “Anyways, I’m headed back to Indigo Plateau. We’ve got Pierce, but there are plenty of other Team Rocket cells. Perhaps Petrel will give us the location of their headquarters now that Pierce is out of the picture.”

“I’m returning to Hoenn.” Steven frowned. “Pierce’s trial needs to be protected, and Wallace has other duties at the moment. In addition,” he continued, his face darkening, “my family and I have some matters to discuss with Pierce. It wouldn’t do for me to be absent.”

Ash nodded, although he was a bit disappointed. He liked Steven. Even if he knew it was necessary, he didn’t want the former Champion leaving.

“I’ll be back in a few months.” Steven assured him when he saw the disappointed look on Ash’s face. He smiled. “I still have a vacation to catch up on, after all.”

The trainer grinned. Lance suddenly looked over at the rapidly nearing Cinnabar Island. “Ash, do you have any idea where you’re going now?”

Ash nodded. “I’m going home for a few days. Nidorino needs to relax and I’d like to see some of my other pokemon.”

Lance looked thoughtful for a moment. “You live near Professor Oak in Pallet Town, right?”

He nodded slowly, not sure where Lance was going with this. The Champion glanced over at him. “Do you have transportation ready?”

Ash shook his head. He hadn’t really thought about actually getting there. Since there were plenty of ferries that he could take, it hadn’t seemed like it would be much of a problem. It would be quite expensive, but he was hardly strapped for cash at the moment.

“Well, you should thank me.” Lance smirked, crossing his arms over his broad chest. “It’s Cinnabar’s tourist season. You won’t find a ferry to anywhere other than the largest port towns and cities.”

He cocked his head at the Indigo Champion, hardly understanding why he should be thanking him for that. It sounded much more inconvenient than anything else.

“The message Dragonite is carrying just arranged for a League ferry to take you wherever you need to go.” Lance said with a wide grin. “It’ll be waiting for you next to where we stop. Just head off of this ship and get onto that one. The captain will get you to Pallet Town as fast as he can.”

Ash blinked, surprised by Lance’s thoughtfulness. “Thanks! Do I have to show him any identification?”

Lance shook his head as he glanced back over to the growing form of Cinnabar Island. “No. All you need to tell him is that I sent you over.”

“Alright, then.” Ash shrugged. He leaned back into his beach chair and stared at Cinnabar. It would be nice to go back to Pallet Town. He needed a short break.

XX

“Welcome aboard, trainer!” A short, balding man greeted as Ash tiredly stepped onto the ship. He was very sore and the enhanced recovery had taken all of his stamina. “Champion Lance himself called and gave orders for me to take you wherever you want to go.”

Ash grinned exhaustedly at the exuberant man. “Thanks. Could you take me to Pallet Town?”

“Of course!” The man cried out. “If I remember right, that’s about a two day journey.” The man scanned Ash over. “You look exhausted. Would you like me to show you to your room?”

“Yes, please.” Ash responded. About two days of sleep sounded very good at the moment.

“My name’s Taggart, by the way.” The sailor said as he led Ash into one of the three cabins. “There’s plenty of food in the pantries of your room if you ever get hungry, and if you need anything just come to me. You’ve got free reign of the ship, so feel free to wander around.”

Ash nodded his understanding and thanks towards the man as Taggart showed him his room. Taggart slid a card key into the door in order to unlock it before handing the key over to Ash. He gratefully took it and placed it into his jacket pocket.

“And here you are.” Taggart said jovially, waving Ash in. “Like I said, if you need anything just come and get me.”

“Thanks!” Ash replied gratefully. Taggart just smiled and waved his gratitude away before leaving.

Ash closed the door and locked it before turning around and examining the room. He expected it to be like the ferry he had taken to Cinnabar from Fuschia: dreary, plain, and uncomfortable.

What he found was anything but. It was more like the lavish interior of the St. Anne than anything else, practically reeking comfort. There were several large, soft looking beds for pokemon and one massive bed for him. Four perches were spread throughout the room, each large enough to hold Plume. An absolutely massive aquarium dominated an entire wall. Torrent would definitely be glad to be out of his pokeball.

He grinned as he glanced around the opulent room again. Of course Lance would arrange for him to have quarters like this. Ash quickly released all of his friends except for Infernus. Even with the money Lance had given to him he wasn’t sure if he could afford to replace all of this if Infernus burned it down.

All of his friends did what he expected of them by now. Nidorino loyally took a seat by his side and gently rubbed his head against Ash’s leg.

Plume chirped and lightly nipped at Ash’s hat before hopping over to where she could listen to him speak. Dazed cocked her head and blinked happily at him before standing perfectly still, staring blankly at the bright lights that illuminated the room. She still hadn’t gotten out of that habit.

He walked over to the aquarium and released Torrent into the water. Torrent blinked in surprise at being released before his black eyes widened and focused on Ash. The seadra rammed up into the glass in his attempt to touch Ash. Ash just grinned at his friend.

“Hey, Torrent. You did great the other day. We couldn’t have gotten that grunt without you.”

Torrent puffed up in pride at the praise. He snorted a few bubbles out before ramming the glass again. The thick, powerful material held up quite well against the force. It didn’t even show a hint of cracking. Still, Ash would prefer that Torrent not break anything.

“That’s enough of that.” He chided gently. Torrent cocked his spiky head and gently rammed again, keeping his head against the cool glass. Ash smiled and lightly tapped the area where Torrent’s head was pressed. “I’ve got some good news for you, by the way. I’ll tell you in a minute.”

His friend snorted bubbles before pulling himself away from the glass. Ash smiled at him again before turning to the rest of his friends and releasing Tangela.

The grass-type blinked in confusion and looked around before settling its happy gaze on Ash. He yelped as Tangela pulled him into a hug with his powerful vines, but laughed and lightly returned it. Tangela tapped him on the forehead with one of his blue vines before letting Ash up.

“Hey, everybody.” Ash said with a tired grin. His friends were all incredibly attentive to him, peering at him with loyal eyes. “You all did great fighting the Rockets. Pierce got arrested and the others won’t be seeing the light of day for a long time.”

Nidorino grunted happily from beside him. Dazed’s eyes lit up at the mention of Pierce being arrested, as did Plume’s, although the flying-type’s sharp eyes also narrowed in anger. Ash glanced over at Torrent. He seemed particularly pleased as well, despite the hatred burning in his eyes at the mention of the Executive.

They were the pokemon that had been with him at Mt. Moon or during the sinking of the St. Anne. Plume hadn’t gotten a chance to actually encounter Pierce outside of the battle on Chronos Island, but she hated him with a passion after he had first threatened Ash. Nidorino held the same hatred, although he had actually met Pierce before the Executive stole him.

Torrent only knew of him, but the water-type was just as protective as Ash of the rest. The fact that Pierce had tried to kill him on the St. Anne had made just as deep a mark on Torrent as it had Ash. He was actually glad that Torrent had never gotten a chance to battle Pierce. While he would have been useful Ash wouldn’t have been able to keep him from killing the man.

Dazed was much the same. Although less outwardly emotional than the rest of his friends, Dazed held a dark streak when it came to protecting him. He was surprised that she hadn’t attempted to attack Pierce during their battle, although he supposed that she recognized Metagross as a greater threat.

Tangela didn’t even seem to know who Pierce was and just cocked his head at Ash in confusion. Ash smiled at him, causing the grass-type to make his odd, happy noise.

“Anyways, we’re headed back home.” Ash continued, unable to hold back a grin. He loved travelling and training, but it would be nice to see his mother and Professor Oak again. Maybe Jonathan and Amelia would be there.

But he noticed that most of his team just looked confused at that. He gave a mental sigh. Of course. Only Nidorino had been to Pallet Town, and even that was only for about an hour.

“Anyways,” he repeated, “it’s going to be a two-day journey. We won’t be doing anything, so all of you can rest or do whatever you want. We’ve had a hard week.”

Nidorino snorted in agreement. Ash rolled his eyes. “So, I’m going to bed soon. The rest of you are free to do whatever you want.”

Plume chirped at him and lightly pecked his head. Ash stumbled back a bit, making him wince as his sore muscles screamed in pain. He didn’t let it show aside from that, though, and just smiled at Plume. She chirped again and fluttered over to one of the massive wooden perches.

Dazed just blinked at him with an inscrutable expression and turned her focus back to the bright light, completely motionless in her concentration. Ash grinned at her as he slowly walked over to the massive, comfortable looking bed.

His thoughts suddenly flashed to his injured friend. “Hey, Nidorino, do you want me to just release you onto one of the beds?”

Nidorino snorted at him and shook his head. Ash watched sadly as his friend slowly hobbled over to the bed, keeping his head high despite his pain. Despite his pity for Nidorino, Ash couldn’t help but be proud. His friend was tough and prideful. No injury would hold him back for long.

His friend carefully leapt onto the bed beside Ash. Ash smiled softly and patted his friend’s head. Before he could lay down and took a nap, however, he realized that he’d forgotten to give Nidorino and Torrent the good news.

Ash glanced down at Nidorino. “Hey, buddy, I forgot to tell you something.”

Nidorino twisted his head upward and stared at Ash curiously. The trainer grinned. “We got a reward from Lance and Steven. I know you won’t be able to use it for a while, but I figured that I should tell you what Steven gave me.”

The poison-type grunted questioningly, apparently a little annoyed by Ash postponing the question. Ash laughed. “Okay, I’ll tell you. Steven gave me a moon stone, one of the fragments from the Moon Stone of Mt. Moon.”

His friend snapped up, looking at Ash with awe in his eyes. If he wasn’t so injured Nidorino probably would have tried to tackle Ash in excitement. As he was, however, he just nudged Ash and licked his face.

He grinned as the area Nidorino licked began tingling from the weak toxins in Nidorino’s mouth. Ash gently patted Nidorino again before reaching into his pack.

“You’re still too injured to use it yet, but when you’ve fully recovered I’ll let you evolve.” Ash explained. “But you can see it. Just make sure not to touch it.”

Nidorino nodded excitedly, eyes locked on Ash’s pack. When Ash pulled the glistening, inky-black stone from the storage compartment his friend nearly salivated. The poison-type just stared at the small sliver of black rock, enraptured in its appearance.

“I’ll leave it out so that you can look at it, but promise that you won’t get close to it.” Ash said sternly. Nidorino nodded without a second thought, his ears twitching at Ash’s voice. His eyes never left the shard. “Alright then. Make sure to rest a little.”

Nidorino nodded again. Ash sighed and took the Dragon Scale out of his pack. The dragonite scale was heavy in his hand as he walked over to Torrent’s aquarium, his sore muscles screaming in protest.

Torrent eyed the scale with barely restrained excitement. When Ash drew closer, Torrent suddenly rammed into the glass at full strength, futilely trying to get to the Dragon Scale in Ash’s hands.

“Calm down, Torrent.“Ash said softly. Torrent snapped out of his frenzy at Ash’s words, suddenly becoming calm and complacent. “Thanks. Lance gave me this.”

He placed the Dragon Scale up against the smooth glass of the aquarium. Torrent floated closer until his long snout was pressed against the wall. The seadra stared at the Dragon Scale in awe, shivering in excitement.

“Do you think you’re ready to evolve?” Ash asked seriously. “I know that you’re pretty young, but you’re definitely strong enough. This is up to you.”

Torrent didn’t even hesitate before nodding. Ash grinned.

“Alright. I’ll give you the Dragon Scale when we get to Pallet Town.” Ash said. Torrent wriggled excitedly and began floating around backwards. He grinned. “It’ll be nice to have you around more often.”

Torrent snorted bubbles in agreement and continued to swim around the tank. Ash watched him for a while with a smile on his face as he thought of the coming evolution.

Seadra were almost unique in their method of evolution. They had latent genes that wouldn’t be expressed until they came into contact with draconic DNA. The contact would cause the dragon-type DNA to transfer an activator, which would cause the latent genes to suddenly activate in every cell in a fast chain reaction and be expressed, resulting in the evolution into kingdra.

Technically they could evolve into kingdra from any part of a dragon-type or even when battling a dragon, but there was a reason the Dragon Scale was the most common method. Aside from the fact that dragon-types were incredibly rare, the simplest and most pain-free way was to simply get a scale. They were the only part that would be shed into the ocean by aquatic dragonair and dratini, and a mere touch in combat wouldn’t allow the activator to work.

At least, that was what his pokedex said. He understood the gist of it, but didn’t really dwell too much on the scientific aspects. All Ash needed to know was that he just had to touch the Dragon Scale to Torrent for a few seconds and then he would evolve.

He smiled at Torrent one last time before hobbling back over to the large bed. Nidorino had adjusted to a more comfortable position and was already asleep, his exhaustion overpowering his obsession with the moon stone shard.

Ash picked up the shard and placed it into the storage compartment along with the Dragon Scale. Both of his friends were completely obsessed with their respective evolutionary items and he would like to be able to talk to them over the next few days.

Once they were safely packed away, Ash looked over at Tangela. His newest partner was walking around and looking at each of the exhausted pokemon, confused as to what he should do.

Ash felt guilty for leaving his new friend like that. Tangela seemed lost.

“Tangela.” Ash softly called out, careful to not wake Nidorino. Tangela gurgled happily and bounced over to him before tapping him on the forehead with a vine. He grinned and pointed at Dazed. She had turned the lights out and was now staring out the window, enraptured by the bright light of the sun. “Dazed could use some company, and I’m sure you’d love to get some sun. Most of us are going to be asleep.”

Tangela made his odd noise and affectionately tapped Ash’s forehead again before waddling over next to Dazed. She gave him a cursory glance before returning to her observation. The grass-type lightly prodded her with a curious vine before he gracelessly fell over and basked in the sunlight.

After Tangela was happy, Ash got underneath the covers and relaxed his head into the soft pillow. Exhaustion overcame him instantly, and he was asleep within seconds.

He had no dreams.

XX

Ash strolled through Pallet hesitantly, surprised at just how foreign the place seemed. It was his hometown, but now it seemed as strange and unfamiliar as any of the great cities he had visited.

He had just disembarked from the ship. Taggart had waved him goodbye and Ash had to admit that he was a bit sad to leave the man and the ship. The sailor was good company on the few occasions that Ash emerged from his room and his cabin itself was magnificent.

Of the two days they had sailed, Ash spent about a day and a half of it sleeping or resting. Any other time was spent eating or talking to his pokemon. It was the most he’d relaxed since beginning his journey and was certainly the most comfortable he’d been.

All of his pokemon had enjoyed the ride just as much. Dazed often left the room and explored the ship. She could never sleep, so there wasn’t as much appeal in lazing about all day. Torrent wasn’t quite as tired as the others, so he spent most of his spare time trying to break the glass of the aquarium, although he never even managed a crack.

The two days of rest did Nidorino good. He wasn’t hobbling around anymore, although his movements were still stiffer and displayed obvious pain. Ash suspected he would be able to move freely within another two or three days.

Right now Dazed was shuffling alongside him, able to easily keep up thanks to him still being sore and weak. Ash wasn’t sure what had made him weaker, the explosion that caused the damage in the first place or the healing that had drained most of his vitality.

He had his cap lowered over his eyes at the moment. Ash was aware of the curious gazes of Pallet’s few inhabitants focused on him. Some of them probably guessed who he was, considering that not many new trainers visited Pallet. Professor Oak didn’t hand out starter pokemon to just anyone, after all.

Ash wasn’t sure what day it was, so he walked over to the restaurant his mother owned and operated. If it was a weekday she’d be working there. If not she’d be at Professor Oak’s or working around the house.

Dazed attracted more attention than he did, Ash noticed. Most people looked at the psychic-type warily, fearful of the hypno. Ash frowned at that. Those stupid stories about hypno made everyone distrust them. Dazed wouldn’t hurt anyone as long as they didn’t try to hurt her.

It only took a few minutes to reach the restaurant, even with his slowed pace. Despite how strange and odd his hometown was to him, Ash could never get lost in it. He remembered every building and every road of the small town.

The restaurant was empty and dark. Ash smiled. That meant it was a weekend and he would actually have time to talk to his mother without her work getting in the way.

He made his way over to the housing section of Pallet, following the worn dirt path in a daze. It was a short journey since his mom wanted to have work close to home and he was there in just two minutes. There were a lot less people walking around when he neared the houses. Most were probably working at the small harbor or at Professor Oak’s.

When Ash finally made it to his house, he just stared for a moment, barely believing that he was back here. It had been about four months since he’d left on his journey. He couldn’t believe that he had actually come back to Pallet Town.

Dazed tapped him on the shoulder, yanking him out of his trance.

“Thanks.” He smiled. Dazed returned the smile with her sleepy, expressive eyes before Ash walked up to the door. Ash rang the doorbell and waited to see if his mom would answer. While he waited he looked over at the large hill that Professor Oak’s laboratory was located at. It overlooked all of Pallet, the dominant feature of the town. Its windmill sluggishly churned, barely visible from where he was standing.

He snapped his attention to the door as it was suddenly opened, revealing the familiar face of his mother. She looked at him oddly, clearly not recognizing him. Ash grinned and pulled his hat up, showing his face.

“Hey, mom.”

Ash’s eyes widened and he wheezed as his mother pulled him into a rib-shattering hug. He managed to awkwardly return the hug, despite the fact that his arms were essentially crushed. His mother didn’t let go of him for another few seconds.

When she finally let him go, Ash took a few deep breaths and winced as he rubbed his ribs. It looked like he would be bruised even worse tomorrow. Nevertheless, he grinned at his mom.

She had faint traces of tears in her eyes as she looked down at him. “Oh, Ash! I’m so glad to see you again! Why didn’t you tell me you were coming? I would have cleaned everything up and made you something to eat and –”

“It’s fine, Mom.” Ash replied, still grinning widely. He couldn’t believe how happy he was right now. “I wanted it to be a surprise.”

His mom wiped her eyes. “Of course. Come in, I’m sure you must be starving.”

Ash’s eyes lit up. He might have had plenty of good food onboard the League ship, but nothing measured up to his mom’s cooking. The trainer nearly dashed into the house after his mother, pausing only to keep the door open for Dazed.

He thanked his mother before finding a place to sit. The house looked just the way he remembered it. Ash sighed and stared at everything that was so familiar, yet so foreign. It was going to be strange staying in Pallet Town.

XX

“So, who’s your friend?” His mom questioned as he finished eating. Ash smiled and looked over at Dazed. She was staring at a clock, tracing its ticking hands with her lightly furred fingers.

“That’s Dazed.” Ash replied, still watching his friend curiously. “She’s my fourth pokemon.”

His mom hummed for a moment to signify her understanding. “I guess you never told me about your pokemon. I’ve met the ones at the Corral, but I don’t know any of the others.”

A grin split Ash’s face. Now that he was done eating he was more than happy to show his friends off to his mother. “Do you want to see them?”

His mom’s eyes lit up. Ash sometimes forgot that she was as interested in pokemon as he was. She had been studying to become a Pokemon Professor before she’d met his father, after all.

“Of course!” She exclaimed, quickly standing up and taking his clean plate. “Just let me clean everything up and you can show me.”

Ash scratched his head. He didn’t want to wait to show his mother his pokemon, but he didn’t want to imagine what Infernus would do if he was released inside a house. Torrent wouldn’t be too happy about it either, but at least he wouldn’t burn it down.

“A few of my pokemon probably wouldn’t be too happy inside a house.” He explained. “Could we go over to the Corral? I want to see my other pokemon anyways.”

His mom nodded excitedly. She seemed even more excited than he was. “I’ll just be a minute!”

He smiled and relaxed in his chair. Dazed shuffled over to him, glancing at his mother curiously as she furiously scrubbed dishes and put them away.

“That’s my mom.” He whispered to Dazed. She nodded in understanding but continued to stare at the woman. “Can you make sure that Infernus doesn’t cause any trouble? Nidorino isn’t up to it at the moment.”

Dazed nodded again, her eyes showing a bit of amusement. Ash shook his head and looked over to his mom. She had just finished getting everything put back up again.

“Let’s go!” She said. Ash nodded and stood up, leaving the house after his mother exited. Dazed shuffled after them.

Ash had a smile on his face the entire time. It was nice to be around his mom again. Just talking over the videophone wasn’t the same.

XX

As they neared Professor Oak’s lab, his mom changed the topic. They’d been catching up a little bit. Ash informed her of how far he’d come, although he refrained from telling her about the Rockets just yet. Professor Oak’s promise still weighed heavy on him, but he wanted to have a conflict free day with his mom before getting into the Rockets.

“So, where’s Nidoran?” She asked him.

Ash frowned. “He got hurt a few days ago. He’ll be fine, but he’s not really up for moving around a lot right now.”

“I’m sorry.” His mother said comfortingly. “How’d he get injured?”

He glanced away. “Just a really tough fight.”

His mom seemed to be a little suspicious, but left the topic. They’d just arrived at the laboratory and had rang the doorbell.

Both of them were quiet as they waited for Professor Oak. His mom seemed to want to touch upon a topic, but couldn’t manage to get it out. Ash didn’t want to force her to talk about something she was uncomfortable with, so he just remained silent.

Before that could happen, however, Professor Oak opened up the door. He had a friendly grin on his face as he saw them.

“Delia, Ash!” He exclaimed. “Come in, come in. Do you need anything? Are you hungry?”

“Oh no!” His mom replied, clasping her hands together. “Ash is actually here to show me his pokemon.”

Professor Oak nodded and grew serious all of a sudden. “Ah, yes. I actually need to speak to you about your Golduck, Ash.”

Ash inwardly groaned. He should have known that Golduck would cause trouble. “What did he do?”

“He’s been attacking the other pokemon.” Oak replied. He narrowed his eyes at Ash. “I know that you have difficulty with him, but you need to speak to him during your visit. If his aggression continues, I will either have to bring out dragonite or keep him in his pokeball for extended periods of time.”

“Understood.” Ash replied, his face hard. He liked Professor Oak. He wouldn’t let Golduck cause any more trouble.

Professor Oak lightened up after that. “Anyways, I’ll take you to see them.”

The Professor led Ash and his mother to the wide fields of the Oak Corral. There were hundreds of different pokemon wandering around, playing or simply investigating the area. Most were grouped up with their own species.

Packs of growlithe – one led by an old, absolutely massive arcanine that Ash recognized as Professor Oak’s – ran around, yipping and shooting small embers at each other. Rattata and raticate hissed whenever they came too close and some of the trees at the back of the fenced in area were completely filled with pidgey and several pidgeotto.

Ash grinned when he saw a large herd of nidoran congregating in the center of the largest field. They were led by a large nidoqueen. Members of both genders were present and several Nidorina sat in the midst of the group, playing with the young nidoran. Two nidorino guarded the group, eying the rest of the pokemon in the area distrustfully.

Oak noticed Ash’s stare. “Ah, yes, how is your Nidoran coming along? I haven’t seen him since you left my lab.”

“He’s doing great!” Ash grinned, happy to talk about his friend. Dazed rolled her eyes as she shuffled alongside him. He ignored her. “He evolved a few months ago, but he’s hurt right now.”

The Professor sent him a serious look, clearly asking him if Nidorino had been hurt against Team Rocket. Ash gave the man a guilty nod when his mother looked away for a moment. Oak sighed and shook his head.

“I suggest you keep him away from the herd. The two nidorino don’t like newcomers. They barely tolerate the other pokemon at the Corral.” Oak explained as they walked past the herd. Both nidorino growled and extended their barbs as they passed. Ash just snorted in amusement. Nidorino would easily beat both of them.

As it was Dazed’s sleepy eyes widened in glee and her eyes glowed. Ash smiled as she used a weak psychic to kick up some dirt in the poison-types’ faces. They sputtered and snorted before warily glancing around.

“What other pokemon do you have, Ash?” His mother asked as they passed a frolicking group of oddish. She smiled at them as the group passed. “I know about Nidorino, Dazed, Pidgeot, Zubat, Golduck and Machoke but you’ve barely mentioned any of your other pokemon.”

“I’ve got Torrent, a seadra, Infernus, a magmar, and Tangela.” He recounted. “Infernus is just a bit temperamental. He’s the one I didn’t want to release inside the house.”

His mother nodded in understanding. Professor Oak frowned. “A seadra? In that case, let me take you to a pond. I’ll have one of mine find the rest.”

Oak whistled. The huge Arcanine that was playfully rolling on its side and letting three growlithe jump on top of it suddenly leapt up and gracefully ran over to the group. The growlithe yipped in annoyance but followed Arcanine.

Two of the growlithe ran over to Ash and his mother, playfully jumping on their legs. Both of them just laughed and scratched behind the fire-types’ ears. The last tried to jump onto Dazed. She gave it a disdainful glare and caught it with a psychic, gently placing it onto the ground. Undeterred, the puppy tried again only to meet a similar result.

“Arcanine, go find that Machoke you like to play with and the Zubat he stays with. Bring them to the lake.”

Arcanine barked loudly, a wave of heat carried by his breath. The massive dog disappeared as it ran quickly, its age not hindering its incredible speed in the least. Each of the growlithe ran after it as fast as they could barking and yipping as they futilely tried to catch the great canine.

Oak smiled at the disappearing dogs fondly before motioning for the group to continue. “Your Machoke has been staying around your Zubat ever since he got here. When he’s not keeping Golduck under control, they’re inseparable.”

Ash couldn’t hold back the smile that split his face when he heard that. He was glad that Bruiser was helping Seeker. She needed it.

Then he realized that Oak had forgotten someone. “What about Golduck?”

Oak’s face twisted in distaste. “He’ll be somewhere around the lake. That’s his usual haunt when he isn’t attacking any of the other pokemon.”

“Has he hurt any of them?” Ash asked worriedly. Golduck had been disrespectful and haughty, but he hadn’t seemed the type to attack other pokemon.

“No.” Oak said stonily. “Not beyond the usual they get from their little mock battles. Most of the time your Machoke or Arcanine take care of him before it gets serious. If he had, I would have had Dragonite knock some sense into him a long time ago.”

Ash nodded again, still frowning. He would definitely have a talk with Golduck. It didn’t matter if the water-type liked him or not. There was no excuse for causing trouble.

After a few more minutes of walking, they left the rolling hills and entered a patch of light forest. Trees and vegetation were sparse, but what was there was completely occupied by pokemon. Pidgey, spearow and rattata were everywhere, although the rodents quickly scurried away from wherever they stepped.

His mother was uncharacteristically quiet the entire journey. Ash tried not to focus on it too much, but he couldn’t help be a little nervous about it. If he had learned anything during his life, it was that his mom hated silence. It worried him, but he knew that she would say what she needed to sooner or later.

About a hundred meters into the forest, it opened up into a large lake. Ash had visited it several times before with Gary, but it had been awhile. He smiled fondly at the memories of the two playing while Professor Oak’s Arcanine watched over them with vigilant eyes.

“Ah, there’s our troublemaker.” Professor Oak said. He pointed Golduck out to Ash. The water-type was quacking furiously on the other side of the pond, flanked by a confused looking psyduck and an abnormally large krabby. “That’s his little gang. That psyduck just wandered in here one day and Gary caught the krabby a few weeks ago.”

Ash frowned. It looked like the group was trying to intimidate a small, yellow rodent. Golduck menacingly stepped forward and his head began to glow, but the yellow rodent suddenly released an absolutely massive blast of electricity that dropped all three of the water-types.

“Ah, that’s my Pikachu.” Oak said proudly as he began to walk over to the nearly unconscious water-types. “I found him about two hours after you left. He was chewing on some cables. He’s actually been quite good at keeping most of the pokemon in line.”

Pikachu’s ears perked up and he chattered excitedly as Oak walked closer. The rodent quickly scrambled over to Oak and climbed up the older man, settling contentedly on his shoulder. Oak smiled and scratched underneath the mouse’s chin.

“Good job, Pikachu. Were they going after one of the squirtle again?” He asked. Pikachu nodded and chattered on. Oak smiled and turned to Ash. “This is Golduck’s trainer.”

The mouse cocked his head and glared at Ash. His small red electric pouches sparked dangerously, but a reprimanding tap on the head from Oak caused him to stop.

“He’s here to help out.” Oak explained. Pikachu narrowed his eyes at Ash and nodded. “Well, Ash, you should start releasing your pokemon. It’ll be a few minutes before Arcanine and the rest get back.”

Ash nodded and released all of his friends. Nidorino grunted softly and stuck close to him, although he grunted a greeting towards Professor Oak and his mother. Apparently Nidorino remembered them from all those months ago.

Plume shrieked out a welcome and hopped over next to Ash. She curiously cocked her head at Professor Oak and his mother before lightly nipping Ash’s hat. He smiled softly and gently stroked her crest, making her chirp in happiness.

Torrent was released into the water. He kept his head above the motionless water of the lake and gave Ash a friendly rumble from deep within his scaled chest. Ash grinned widely at him and nodded, silently letting Torrent know that Ash was going to be keeping his promise.

Tangela was next. He took a moment to become aware of his surroundings, but quickly pulled Ash down into a hug with his vines. Ash laughed and patted his newest friend on his vine-covered head before Tangela let him go. When Tangela realized that there were other humans present, he waddled over and shook both of their hands with his blue vines. Both Oak and Ash’s mom had much the same reactions Ash did, although their surprise covered it up a bit.

When Tangela was done greeting the humans, he waddled over to the fallen Golduck and lightly ran his vines over the water-types form. Although Golduck was conscious he was too weakened to do anything about the invasion of space other than quack in an extremely nonthreatening manner.

Last, but certainly not least, was Infernus. He roared when he was released and shot his powerful flamethrower high into the sky, disturbing a flock of pidgey resting in a nearby tree and causing them to fly away in a panic. Infernus seemed to snicker at the fleeing birds before he looked at Ash and nodded his greeting. Ash nodded back with a grin. It was nice to see Infernus again.

“Hey, everyone.” Ash said. “This is my mom and Professor Oak. I just wanted to introduce you guys to them. We’re going to be taking it easy for a few days.”

Only Infernus seemed to have a problem with that. He snorted a great blast of fire and smoke and gave a deep rumble from within his chest. Ash just rolled his eyes as Infernus stalked over to Golduck and kicked him.

“Wait until he’s able to fight back.” Ash ordered. Infernus snorted again but did as Ash asked. He sat down and curled up on the sandy shore of the lake.

“They’re all so cute!” His mom gushed. She immediately began to fawn over his pokemon, but made sure to keep away from Nidorino’s dangerous horn and barbs. Tangela and Plume seemed happy to receive the attention, but Dazed just sat there vacantly and tried to ignore his mother. His mother didn’t even try to go near Infernus, more than aware of his bad temper.

Ash just watched with a slight smile on his face. She didn’t stop petting and complimenting them for nearly five minutes. As she stood up, Arcanine bounded over to them, Bruiser and Seeker coming close behind. Seeker was cradled in his large, muscular arms to prevent the sun from damaging her.

When Bruiser stopped in front of Ash, he gave the trainer a sort of salute and made a happy grunt. Ash grinned back. “It’s good to see you too, Bruiser. Has everything been good for you?”

Bruiser nodded but pointed over at Golduck. The water-type was beginning to stand up, the immense damage from Pikachu’s attack having healed a bit. He still couldn’t move very well, but Golduck was making progress.

“I’ve heard about him.” Ash said darkly. “I’ve heard that you’ve been doing a good job keeping him check, though. Thanks for that.”

The fighting-type beat his powerful chest proudly, letting Seeker go in the process. Seeker suddenly launched herself towards Ash, slamming into his chest and making him take a step back at the unexpected contact.

“Hey, Seeker. I missed you too.” Ash said fondly, lightly scratching behind her furry ears. Seeker clicked in excitement, digging her hooks into his chest. He didn’t mind that much. He’d had much worse pain over the course of his journey. “You’ve been good, haven’t you?”

Seeker chattered and clicked before crawling around him onto his back and taking her place. Ash grinned and looked over at his mom. “This is Seeker. I got her from…”

His voice faltered a bit, the pale face of the dead grunt flashing to the forefront of his memory. He shook his head and cleared his thoughts.

“I got her after Vermillion.” He continued, making sure his voice stayed strong. “She was a lifesaver in the Seafoam Caverns.”

“Thank you!” His mother said warmly, stepping closer to him and scratching Seeker’s ears. “How did that go, by the way? You only gave me a few details. Samuel told me about his own experiences there. It must have been exciting!”

That was one word for it, he supposed. He almost said that he saw Articuno, but that immediately died. Even if Captain Stewart had said he would be fine to tell people he trusted about it, Ash just didn’t want to tell anyone else. It was a private thing, something he would treasure his entire life.

“It was cold.” He stated simply. The corners of Professor Oak’s mouth twitched upwards as the older man’s eyes became lost in memory. “There were really strong pokemon there that swarmed me, and I caught Golduck over there. Nothing too exciting.”

Golduck quacked furiously at him from where he stood, but was still too weak to try anything. Infernus just snorted and lazily stood up. He casually walked over to the trembling Golduck and pushed him over. The fire-type’s eyes glinted in dark amusement as Golduck toppled over, unable to keep himself standing.

Ash just sighed. He’d deal with Golduck later.

“How deep did you go down?” His mother asked curiously. Ash grinned. He wouldn’t mind seeing Professor Oak’s reaction to this.

“To the bottom levels.” He smiled, sending an amused glance at Professor Oak. The Pokemon Professor looked stunned. His mouth was open in surprise, clearly not expecting that answer. Ash had left quite a bit out in his previous explanation to Oak. “I still had plenty of rations, but I got lucky and found a passageway that led to the surface.”

His mother looked relieved at that. Ash wondered what kind of stories Professor Oak had told her. They were likely true, considering how vividly he remembered those brutal explorations, but he’d have thought that Professor Oak wouldn’t want to worry his mother.

“Anyways, this is Bruiser.” Ash said, changing the topic. He gestured to Bruiser as he did so. “I caught him on the way to Fuschia. He helped out a lot in the Caverns.”

Bruiser grunted a greeting to Delia, who smiled and waved back. “It’s nice to meet you!”

The fighting-type nodded in return, although he looked a bit uncomfortable with the conversation. Ash talked more to his pokemon than he did most of the people he came across, but he still didn’t talk that much. All of them were usually so tired after travelling that they just didn’t feel like making conversation.

“And I guess that’s it.” Ash shrugged. “I guess we can go back home now.”

Professor Oak nodded. “Before you leave, however, there are a few things I would like to speak to you about. Will you be leaving now?”

Ash shook his head. “I’m going to talk to Golduck now. I’ll meet you two later.”

“Alright!” His mom exclaimed. “I’ll go home and start cooking. That snack you had before you came here wasn’t nearly enough! What do your pokemon eat, honey?”

The trainer frowned. He usually just fed them ordinary pokemon food or scraps of his own. Tangela didn’t need very much pokemon food if he got enough sunlight for photosynthesis to augment his energy intake, but Ash just fed him the same as the others. It was what most trainers did. Feeding pokemon anything else could be prohibitively expensive, although thanks to Lance’s gift that might change.

“Ah, you just use the trainer’s diet?” Oak said amusedly. He turned to Delia and explained. “Feeding pokemon on the journey is expensive and difficult. There normally just isn’t enough room in a trainer’s pack or storage compartments to carry food for each pokemon. A few bags of general food is more than enough.”

“Oh.” His mother said with a frown. “I don’t think I have any pokemon food. I usually just feed Pikachu normal food.”

Professor Oak glanced at Ash. “I’ll tell you what each of them would like to eat while Ash has his talk with Golduck.”

His mother nodded and the two walked off with Arcanine elegantly loping alongside them. Ash watched them for a moment before turning back to Golduck with an annoyed expression. The trainer stepped towards Golduck, who had mostly recovered from the electric attack.

“What do you think you’re doing?” Ash hissed. Golduck just stared at him with a sour expression, clearly annoyed with Ash. “I didn’t send you here so that you could bully other pokemon and cause trouble. I sent you here because I thought it would make you happier and better-tempered.”

Golduck just rolled his eyes and crossed his arms. Ash frowned and took another step forward.

“Get your act together!” He said sternly. “I didn’t care that much when you disobeyed or caused trouble around me, but I won’t let you cause trouble for Professor Oak. He has too much on his hands to bother with you.”

The water-type quacked nonchalantly and looked away. Ash had enough.

“Listen to me.” He commanded in a dangerously calm tone. Golduck slowly turned his head to him but kept his rebellious, haughty expression. “I’ve had enough of your attitude. I caught you, so accept it! Maybe I would let some of this slide if you actually had the power to back up your attitude, but you don’t! Any member of this team could beat you in a battle, so shape up!”

Golduck’s eyes and forehead glowed brightly with psychic energy as rage from his offended pride bubbled inside the water-type. He flashed towards Ash and spit a high-powered jet of water directly at the trainer’s head. None of Ash’s pokemon were prepared or ready to intercept the dangerous attack.

Ash’s eyes widened as he saw Golduck move and he tried to duck to the side, but he knew that he wouldn’t be able to dodge the water gun. It was fired at a force powerful enough to cut through steel, he had no idea what it would do to him.

He suddenly felt the light, furry weight on his back vanish and heard a high-pitched shriek before he felt a spray of water that left intense, stinging pain all over his exposed skin, but he didn’t feel any of the horrible pain he’d been expecting. Ash slowly opened his eyes and suddenly grew furious.

Seeker was crumpled on the soft soil just a few inches in front of him, her small form bent inward from the force of the water gun she had taken for him. He could see blood oozing from her soft blue fur. Ash froze for a second before looking at Golduck with pure rage.

“Knock him out.” He said flatly, too furious for any emotion to enter his tone. Ash knelt down and carefully picked up Seeker, cradling the small zubat to his chest. The trainer was gentle as he placed her back on the ground, taking care to leave her in a position that he could examine her injury.

The center of her body had a large, bleeding hole in it. It wasn’t deep, but Seeker wasn’t made to take a serious hit. She was fragile. Around the hole her blue fur had been torn off by the high-pressure blast, exposing leathery skin that was extremely light mix of purple and grey.

Ash calmly took one of his super potions from his bag and glanced over her bleeding wound again. Seeker was in danger. The super potions would stabilize her, but she needed serious help.

“Plume!” He called out as he sprayed the super potion onto Seeker’s wound. The skin began to knit together at the edges, but the important thing was that her bleeding had mostly stopped. It would only be temporary, however.

His friend shrieked and gently landed next to him, taking care to avoid kicking up any dust. Her eyes were initially fierce, but they softened as Plume looked at Ash and Seeker.

“I don’t have her pokeball.” He explained to Plume. “I need you to find Professor Oak and give her to him. He’ll know what to do.”

Plume chirped sadly in response and raised one of her massive talons for Ash to place Seeker into. Ash gently put the unconscious zubat into the outstretched talon, making sure that Seeker was secure in Plume’s grip before he let the brave zubat go.

His friend immediately took off, slower than she normally would thanks to the precious luggage she bore but still faster than he could have gone. Ash watched Plume go for a moment before he turned back to the scene of the battle with furious eyes.

Golduck was unconscious. Nidorino had his horn lowered to the water-type’s throat, although he was completely motionless. Ash frowned at that, but knew that he was lucky Nidorino hadn’t gone any further. If he had been hurt, Ash shuddered to think what would have happened.

Infernus looked down at Golduck with a disgusted expression. He placed a burning foot upon the water-type’s chest and caused the earth around him to explode upwards, hurting the unconscious Golduck even more. The fire-type would have done more, but Ash walked over and shook his head.

“Leave him. Tangela, stun spore.” He commanded in a stony voice. “Dazed, keep him hypnotized if he wakes up. I’m going to get his pokeball. The rest of you stay here.”

Dazed nodded, her eyes blazing a bright blue. Ash nodded at her before he ran off, sprinting madly across the forest. Rattata skittered before him, leaping out of the way of the frenzied trainer as he tore through the woods.

His vision was a blur as he raced out of the forest and across the large, open fields of the Oak Corral. Ash was barely aware of where he was, only that he needed to get to Professor Oak’s laboratory and make sure Seeker was safe and then get Golduck’s pokeball.

After what seemed like an eternity of running, he arrived there. His mother was waiting outside for him with a concerned expression on her face. She caught him as he tried to run by and looked into his eyes.

“What happened?” She asked worriedly. “Pidgeot just brought zubat back! Professor Oak just sent her to Viridian City.”

“I hurt Golduck’s pride.” Ash said bitterly, wheezing and breathing deeply. His bruises and sore muscles had decided to remind him that he was still injured. Dull, aching pain wracked his front. He’d known that Golduck was angry and volatile, but he didn’t think Golduck was that dangerous, that sensitive about his pride. He had never said anything that would really offend Golduck before, and certainly not so bluntly, but this was unprecedented. “He tried to attack me with a water gun. Seeker flew in front of it.”

His mother put her hand in front of her mouth, horrified. “But Zubat was badly hurt. How much power did Golduck put into his attack?”

Ash frowned. He knew that even as bad as the injury was for Seeker, it would have been far worse for him. Even the weakest, most fragile of pokemon could take attacks and damage that humans couldn’t fathom. What was a bad wound for Seeker would have been lethal for him.

“All of it.” He replied as a scowl twisted across his face. “Where’s Professor Oak right now?”

“I’m here.” Oak announced as he suddenly opened the door. He looked furious, although the Professor reigned his emotions in. The older man glanced at Ash with a frown. “What happened?”

“Golduck tried to attack me with a water gun.” Ash said, repeating what he had said to his mother. “Seeker blocked it.”

Oak sighed and looked down. “I’ve been afraid something like this would happen. Once I saw her injury I knew that Golduck was responsible.” He reached into his pocket and pulled out Golduck’s ultra ball. “I took the liberty of getting his ball.”

“Thanks.” Ash said shortly as he took the ultra ball. He clenched it tightly, causing the blood to drain from his fingers. “I’ve got to go get Golduck.”

“I can help with that.” Oak replied. He placed two fingers into his mouth and whistled. A few seconds later Arcanine came tearing up from the fields, his tongue lolling out happily. “Arcanine, take Ash to the lake. Go as quickly as you can.”

Arcanine barked and licked Oak’s face before he lowered himself to the ground. Ash quickly found a comfortable position on the great dog’s back. A moment later Arcanine took off at an amazing speed. The rolling hills and large laboratory vanished in just a few seconds.

Ash had to duck his head to protect it from the wind buffeting his form. He wound his hands into Arcanine’s fur and held on with his legs as best he could. The physical strain it put him through was brutal, but he didn’t have to keep it up long. In just a more seconds they arrived at the lake, which was eerily calm considering the events that had just taken place.

The powerful canine barked as he slowed to a trot before finally stopping. Ash leapt off Arcanine’s back and onto shaking legs. He scratched Arcanine’s large ears and thanked him before turning to his friends.

He glared at Golduck’s unconscious form before he returned the problematic water-type. Ash didn’t even know what he would do with Golduck. There was no way he would use him again after this, but he didn’t even want to own Golduck. No other trainer should be put in danger by the water-type, so giving him to the League was out of the question.

“Let’s go, everyone.” Ash said with a sigh. Most of his pokemon still looked furious, although Dazed seemed to have calmed down some. She normally had the coolest head of any of his friends, so he wasn’t surprised.

Ash returned all of them, but frowned when he realized that he didn’t know where Plume was. Only Bruiser remained out and seemed even more furious than the rest. He was eying the ultra ball Ash held with pure hatred, his huge hands clenching tightly.

“She’s going to be fine.” Ash said soothingly, although he didn’t even know if that was the truth. Bruiser was probably the closest to Seeker out of all his friends. He knew that he needed to help calm the fighting-type. “Professor Oak sent her to the Viridian Pokemon Center. They’ll make sure she’s safe.”

Bruiser calmed down a little at Ash’s words, but still looked like he wanted nothing more than to snatch Golduck’s ball from Ash’s hands and snap it. Ash didn’t bother rebuking Bruiser. He wanted to do the same thing.

He sighed again, feeling all of the weight from the past few days. They hadn’t been easy, and as he stared at the ultra ball in his hand he felt that they wouldn’t be getting any easier tomorrow.
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They ate at Professor Oak’s house that night. All of his friends were quieter than normal, but didn’t seem quite as furious or upset as they had earlier. Ash was happy about that. Bruiser remained sullen and upset, but Ash knew there was nothing he could do to help that.

About an hour after Professor Oak had sent Seeker to the Pokemon Center, Ash got some news. Seeker would be fine, although she would have difficulties flying for a few days. She also wouldn’t be able to grow fur in the area that the water gun had struck. All in all it was better than Ash had expected and managed to lift his mood a bit.

Right now, however, they were eating. Ash had practically devoured every plate put in front of him, eager to taste his mother’s cooking. It was just as good as he’d remembered.

Nidorino was eating from a huge bowl of vegetables and fruits and seemed quite happy from what Ash could see. Plume, who had simply stayed in Professor Oak’s home while Ash went to the lake to retrieve Golduck, had a large amount of standard, albeit expensive, pokemon food. Ash supposed that his mother wouldn’t want to prepare a caterpie for his friend.

Dazed simply stood in the corner, keeping a watchful eye over Ash. She got her sustenance from his dreams every now and then, so she didn’t have much to do.

Torrent was in a large aquarium. Professor Oak had poured some sort of odd mixture of pokemon food and an unknown substance into it, which the seadra happily sucked in through his snout. The water-type was restless as the others ate. Ash assumed that Torrent was anxious to evolve and join the rest of the group on land.

Ash actually didn’t know how Infernus ate. The fire-type simply took a bag of pokemon food from Professor Oak and went far away. He could usually go about a week without food before needing more, so Ash didn’t have many opportunities to discover that information.

Bruiser had the standard pokemon food as well as vegetables, much like Nidorino. Tangela only ate a few of the dry brown pellets before becoming bored. He was going around and running his vines around everything, apparently fascinated by Professor Oak’s home.

But he didn’t focus on his friends that much. Ash talked and laughed with his mother and Professor Oak, but his real attention was centered purely upon the ultra ball that sat innocently in the center of the large, expensive table.

When Professor Oak saw him staring at it, he shifted the focus of their conversation. “What are you going to do with him, Ash? The League will take him if you have no other option, but I don’t think Golduck would work well with another trainer.”

Ash nodded. Golduck wouldn’t work well with anyone. “I don’t want to give him to the League, but I’ll never use him again, not after this.”

It was his mother who expanded upon one of the fledgling ideas he’d come up with.

“Why don’t you send him back to the Seafoam Islands.” She suggested as she began to pick up the plates. “Not many trainers go there, and the ones that do are capable of handling him. It works out for everyone.”

Ash’s eyes lit up at that. He’d had an idea like it before, but he’d focused on other solutions. “That’s a great idea! Can you transfer it to the Pokemon Center there, Professor Oak?”

The older man nodded seriously. “Of course. I have to agree, this is the best solution. If we release a pokemon as temperamental and powerful as Golduck into the wilderness around Pallet, all sorts of problems might ensue. But he’ll be balanced out in the Caverns.”

Oak stood up and took the ultra ball off of the table as Ash’s mother went off to the kitchen. “I’ll make arrangements immediately. By the way,” Oak said softly once Ash’s mother was away, “I don’t mind if you wait until tomorrow to follow through on your promise. You’ve had a stressful day.”

Ash nodded in thanks as Oak left, carrying Golduck to his fate. He shook his head. He had actually forgotten all about speaking to his mother about some of his more dangerous activities. But he was still thankful to Oak for giving him some extra time. Like the man had said, Ash had had a stressful day.

He sighed and looked over at his pokemon. Most of them were finishing up their food. They’d gorged themselves and would probably be sick later. Ash had only given them a little bit more food than usual onboard the ferry. His mother had given them a feast.

Tangela suddenly pulled on his sleeve with one of his bluish vines. Ash looked down and smiled at the grass-type, although he noticed that Tangela’s wide, friendly eyes held a touch of concern. He yelped in surprise as Tangela suddenly pulled him into a hug, but couldn’t help his widening smile at his newest friend’s display of affection.

When he pulled back from the hug, Ash realized that he should stop moping. Seeker was hurt, but she would be fine. Golduck was being released. The problem was mostly solved, even if he couldn’t help but feel guilty over Seeker’s injury.

But he had to look to the future. What was done was done. There was nothing he could do to change that, but he could make sure nothing like that ever happened to his friends again.

He smiled and glanced over at his friends, who were curled up or leaning back, completely sated from the absolutely immense amount of food they’d consumed. It was time for him to relax just like his pokemon were.

It was a vacation, after all.
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The next morning, he was sitting in his living room. He’d just finished breakfast. Professor Oak had brought Seeker over to him. She was still unconscious, but she was healed. Ash just had to wait for her to wake up.

Nidorino was comfortably curled up next to him on the couch, contentedly taking a nap. Ash just patted him every now and then as he kept watch over Seeker’s tiny, unconscious form. She had been placed on a soft pillow on the small table in front of him.

“Are you okay?” His mother asked in concern. She was sitting across from him reading a book. Ash could see that it had a happy-looking Mr. Mime and Jynx on the cover.

“Yes.” Ash replied, wincing at his stony tone. He really needed to start talking to people more often. After so long in the wilderness with only minimal contact with other people – mostly just challenging other trainers and either taking or giving money depending on the victor – he had a little bit of trouble with his tone of voice. “I’m fine.”

His mother frowned and leaned forward in her chair, carefully placing her paperback onto the table. “Are you sure? I know you’ve been through a lot on your journey. The St. Anne…” She began, trailing off as Ash’s fists clenched.

“I’m fine.” He repeated. Ash wanted to end the conversation right then and there, or at least direct it into a less serious topic, but he realized that now would be the best time to follow through on his promise to Professor Oak. Despite his resolve, Ash still had a bit of trouble in actually saying the words. “But there’s probably some stuff I should tell you about.”

“What is it, sweetie?” She asked, her eyes wide and concerned. That seemed to be the emotion she expressed most for him these days. Ash couldn’t say he blamed her. “Did something happen on your journey?”

The corners of his mouth twitched upward. Ash couldn’t even begin to say how much had happened on his journey.

He’d made two friends and lost them in less than two months. He’d made the closest friends he’d ever have in the form of his pokemon. He’d witnessed the destruction of the St. Anne by an unknown entity with more power than he could imagine. He’d taken down an entire Rocket base on his lonesome. He’d encountered the legendary Articuno a scant four months into his journey. He’d battled an international criminal and won.

But he didn’t say all of that.

“A few things, actually.” He began somewhat nervously. “You know what happened on the St. Anne, but I guess I never told you about what happened in Mt. Moon, or in Celadon, or in the Sevii Islands.”

His mother frowned, clearly not liking where the conversation was taking them. “What do you mean?”

“Well, did you ever hear about that Rocket hideout that got busted in Celadon City?” He said, scratching his head. His mother nodded slowly.

“Samuel told me about it. He heard something from his contacts in the League, something about a new tra—” She froze and turned furiously calm eyes on Ash. “You didn’t.”

Ash wished he could melt into the couch at her blazing glare. “I did.”

“Why!” She exclaimed, not shouting but coming very, very close. Her face was turning an odd mixture of red and white from the fear and rage she was experiencing at the same time. “You saw what they did at the St. Anne! You nearly DIED!”

He shrank back even more, silently hoping that Dazed would come by. Then he could just have her put him to sleep until his mother’s rage passed over. Despite his feelings, Ash still managed to reply to his mother.

“That’s why I did it!” He said back, doing his best to keep his tone level and calm. “I found their hideout and alerted the police, but I had to fight them. I was strong enough and I couldn’t let them keep on doing what they were doing!”

“That’s what you called the police for!” His mother shouted, finally losing a bit of her control. She stood up and waved her arms furiously as she continued. “They would have handled everything. They didn’t need your help, it’s their responsibility to fight the Rockets, not an eleven-year old’s!”

Ash frowned and kept his cool. His mom had the reaction he’d expected. He didn’t want to make the situation worse. “But I did it and I was fine.”

“But what if you weren’t?” His mother hissed. She looked like she was going to say more, but suddenly paled as some of his words hit her. “Wait, what did you mean when you were talking about Mt. Moon or the Sevii Islands? Did you attack Rockets there too?!”

He nodded steadfastly. “Yes, I did. Well, in the Sevii Islands at least. We just ran into them at Mt. Moon.”

“And why didn’t you tell me about this?” His mother asked in an icy tone. Her arms were crossed and she was breathing deeply. Ash could tell that she was doing her best to calm herself down and it seemed to be working. Now his mother had regressed into her tranquil fury, not the rage from earlier. “Why didn’t I hear about it from Jonathan or Amelia’s parents?”

“Well, I didn’t think about it.” Ash confessed. His week of travelling with Steven had caused him to put the Rocket situation behind him, as had his first talk with his mother. “I don’t know why they didn’t tell their parents.”

His mother sat down, her eyes still iced over with anger as she glared at him. Ash really wished that he could vanish into the air. What was worse than her shouting was the disapproval and disappointment plain in her eyes. That made him feel guilty and put a lump in his throat, much worse than the glazed, indifferent state that her shouting put him in.

“Tell me what happened at the Sevii Islands.” She said in an eerily calm tone. Ash was well-aware of her unflinching, hard gaze as he began.

“I went there with some friends.” He started, taking care to avoid mentioning the Champions. That wasn’t a detail his mother would appreciate. “We went there and helped some fighters out. The Rockets got expelled from the Sevii Islands and I got away with just a few scrapes and bruises.”

While that was a bit watered-down and he was stretching the truth a little, he hoped that it would be enough to please his mother. Well, she wouldn’t be pleased by the news, but she’d be marginally less furious with him.

Unfortunately, she cut to the issue that he really didn’t want her to breach. “Who were these “friends” of yours?” She questioned, fixing him with her hard stare.

“Just some people I met during my journey.” He replied, trying to worm his way out of the question. Ash knew that he wasn’t doing much more than postponing the inevitable, but at least it was something.

“Who are they?” She said again, clearly not fooled. Ash sighed and leaned back in his chair, trying to get as far away from his mother as possible.

“Lance and Steven.” He said, hoping that his mother wouldn’t realize just who he was talking about. While there weren’t many Lances in the world, there were plenty of Stevens.

Unfortunately his mother did connect the dots for one of the names. “Lance?” She asked, surprise marring her fury for a moment. “As in the Lance? Champion Lance?”

Ash nodded slowly. His mother’s right eye twitched. “And where did you meet the Champion, might I ask?”

“Steven.” He replied, looking past his mother in order to avoid meeting her eyes.

“And who’s Steven?”

“Former Champion of Hoenn.” Ash said, still not looking at his mother.

She sighed and buried her face in her hands. “I’m going to have a long talk with Samuel about this.” His mother said, voice muffled. She pulled her head up. Ash noted that she just looked tired and sad all of a sudden. Her anger had broken. “Ash, why didn’t you tell me about this before?”

“I was afraid that you’d make me stop my journey.” He admitted. “I thought that you’d think it was too dangerous.”

“I’m not going to make you stay home.” His mother sighed, still appearing to be exhausted. “Travelling makes you happy, and you’d probably just run away the second I turned around.”

Ash couldn’t help a light smile at that. “Probably.”

“Just…just try not to do things that dangerous again.” She told him tearfully. Ash was surprised at the sudden mood change, but didn’t to fight when she stood up and walked over to engulf him in a rib-shattering hug. “I worry enough without knowing that you’re fighting Rockets.”

He nodded and awkwardly patted her back. She just squeezed him tighter, making him cough a bit. His mother didn’t relent however, and Ash was almost afraid that he’d have to get Nidorino to help him get her off.

She suddenly released him and held him by the shoulders. Ash met her eyes as she continued speaking. “We’ll talk about this later. I just need time to think.”

Ash nodded again and watched his mother as she stood up and walked to her room, regret for putting her through this welling up inside of him. He didn’t regret what he did, though. He’d helped to strike major blows at Team Rocket and had saved many pokemon and humans in the process. It was worth it, even if he didn’t like making his mother worry.

He collapsed back onto the couch again and just stared ahead, but a light chattering suddenly grabbed his attention. Ash’s eyes widened as he stared at the shivering, terrified form of Seeker.

The trainer gently picked her up and nestled her in his arms, drawing his brave pokemon in tight to his chest. She struggled for a moment as she grew more aware, but Seeker stopped when Ash whispered to her.

“Shh, it’s me.” He said softly, doing his best to comfort his meek friend. She looked up at him, her attention drawn by his familiar voice. “Thank you so much, Seeker. You saved my life.”

Seeker chattered something in return and struggled to get out of his arms. Ash gently placed her down and watched her tired, awkward struggle to climb onto his back. When she had finally managed it, Ash smiled and looked back at her.

“I’m sorry you got hurt.” He said softly, moving his arm back so that he could gently scratch behind her furred ears. “It should never have happened.”

The zubat chattered something in return and licked his cheek, causing Ash to smile briefly before it shifted into a frown. “I have some bad news for you, though.”

Seeker whined and grew tense. Ash comfortingly pet her, taking care to be gentle.

“It’s nothing too bad.” He said soothingly. “You’ll just have a bit of trouble flying for a few days and won’t grow fur where you got hit. But you’ll be as good as new soon!”

Ash smiled again when Seeker chattered loudly into his ear. He resumed his petting of her. “Of course, I bet you don’t fly anyways. From what I saw you just have Bruiser carry you everywhere.”

Seeker shrieked indignantly and lightly nipped at his neck. It didn’t draw any blood, but it made Ash aware of her displeasure.

“Alright, alright!” He laughed. “I believe you. But you’ll need him to do that for the next few days. You need to take it easy.”

He glanced down at Nidorino, who had woken up during their talk. His first friend was still lazily laying down, but his ears were twitching with interest. “Hey, buddy, could you go find Bruiser? He’ll want to know Seeker’s awake.”

Nidorino grunted a reply and stretched before lightly leaping off of the couch. He was still a little stiff, but he was moving much better. A few seconds later he had left the home through the open door, his keen ears guiding him to Bruiser.

Seeker chattered a bit more into his ear. Ash’s smile held strong as she remained clutched onto his back. He didn’t say anything to her, but was content with petting the meek pokemon that had taken a potentially lethal attack for him.

The calm setting was disrupted as Bruiser came in. His small, beady eyes were wild with joy when he saw Seeker awake and something Ash recognized as a wide smile split his reptilian face. Ash gently pulled a squirming Seeker off of his back and handed her to Bruiser, who took her and placed her onto his own back with gentleness unexpected from such a powerful pokemon.

Bruiser grunted something to Seeker, who chattered back excitedly. The fighting-type stared at Ash with respect and pounded his chest before leaving to another room. They couldn’t go out into the sunlight. Zubat were sensitive to the sun at the best of times. At the moment she was in no condition to brave daylight.

Ash suddenly stood up as Nidorino plodded into the room. He gave his friend a smile before he walked into his mother’s room. Nidorino followed slowly behind, still a tad unsteady.

“Hey, mom, I need to ask you something.” He said as he walked into the plain room. It was perfectly neat, just like the rest of his house. Everything was well-organized and spotless.

His mother was sitting on her bed reading a book. She looked stressed and her face was a bit blotchy, although she was doing her best to hide it. Ash frowned when he saw the state she was in, feeling guilty for causing it.

“What is it?” She asked a bit tightly, as though there were something in her throat. Ash cocked his head at her in concern before he spoke.

“Do you mind if Bruiser and Seeker stay here while I’m gone?” He requested. “Seeker won’t be able to fly and will need special care for the next few days. Bruiser won’t be happy if they’re separated, and I’m sure that he could do something to help you out.”

“Of course!” She answered with a smile on her face, cheer dominating her tone. “I’m sure he’ll be useful and I’d be glad to help her out. I owe her as much as you do.”

Ash nodded thankfully at his mother before turning to leave. Just before he left the door, Ash glanced back. “Are you alright?”

His mother waved his worries away. “I’m fine.” She said nonchalantly. “I just have to think for a while.”

The trainer frowned again but left. His mother was strong. She’d be fine.

Instead of returning to the couch, Ash left his small home. He felt a little bit happier and smiled as he took a pokeball off of his belt and examined it.

He had a promise to keep.
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About fifteen minutes later Ash found himself at the lake. It was calm and placid, the water still and smooth. Dozens of pokemon were hanging around the lake this time of day, mostly just pidgey and rattata looking for water and shade. A few of the pokemon from the Corral were wandering around and playing, but he didn’t pay them too much attention.

Only Nidorino, Dazed, Plume and Tangela accompanied him to the lake. Ash didn’t want to disrupt Bruiser and Seeker’s play and doubted that Seeker was really up for travel yet anyways, even if Bruiser did protect her from the sun. Infernus was lazing about in a small field that he’d turned into charred wood and ash.

He couldn’t help the fond smile that split his face when he thought of Infernus. The fire-type had behaved himself quite well. Aside from spitting a few weak flames towards pokemon that were too curious or too close, Infernus hadn’t even gotten in a fight.

That probably wouldn’t last long. Ash had seen Infernus eying Arcanine with a measuring eye, apparently judging the old canine to be a worthy foe. He’d actually be interested to watch that battle. Arcanine had been on Professor Oak’s powerful team many years ago, after all.

But right now he was focused on Torrent. The seadra was aggressively darting around in the lake, scaring away goldeen, magikarp and the odd staryu. Torrent didn’t want anything disrupting his evolution.

Ash stared at the massive Dragon Scale in his hand. It was surprisingly light for its sheer size, but still held an impressive weight. He lightly rubbed his thumb over the rough surface of the dull yellow scale, taking care to avoid the sharp edges and tips.

He glanced up when Torrent gave an anxious rumble, impatient for his evolution. Ash grinned and walked over to the water, kneeling by the lakeside and offering the Dragon Scale to Torrent.

The seadra glanced at Ash with eyes full of gratitude and respect before he reverently touched his spiky head to the Dragon Scale. Ash watched with a small smile on his face as Torrent kept his head to the Dragon Scale.

Ash frowned after about ten seconds. Torrent still wasn’t glowing or showing any of the tell-tale signs of evolution. He almost wanted to ask his friend if something was wrong when Torrent suddenly dived underneath the water, splashing Ash.

He coughed and spit up some of the lake water that had gotten into his mouth before watching the lake with worry. Ash wasn’t sure if this was normal or not. He resolved to go to Professor Oak if Torrent stayed under for more than a minute.

Wide fingers suddenly tugged on his jacket sleeve. Ash turned his head only to see Dazed standing behind him, her eyes fixed upon the water. When she insistently pulled on his sleeve again, Ash knew that she wanted him to get back.

A little confused, Ash nevertheless followed her until he was a few feet away from the water’s edge. He suddenly realized that the entire area had gone completely silent. No pidgey chirped or sang, no rattata squeaked or hissed, no pikachu nipped or squealed in their play.

He looked around and froze at what he saw. Hundreds of pokemon were surrounding the clearing, more arriving every second. Countless pidgey lined the trees, a few sparrow and fearow interrupting the unbroken group every now and then. Nidoran and their evolutions were flocking to the lake, guided by a silent, reverent Nidoqueen.

Arcanine silently leaped into the area with serene grace, leading two dozen uncharacteristically quiet growlithe behind them. The great dog lowered his head but kept his eyes on the water, the normally friendly eyes glinting with an emotion Ash couldn’t decipher.

Ash glanced at the shore of the lake and realized that countless water-types were leaping out of the water. They all congregated according to species, a dozen staryu and a single starmie leaping back to give goldeen and a few isolated seaking space. Close to fifty horsea leapt out of the water, which had begun to tremble and vibrate. The horsea seemed as awed as Ash felt. Their small heads were lowered to the water, doing their best to see what was occurring within.

As the last of the pokemon arrived, the lake suddenly surged, small waves beginning to form inside of it, lapping the shore with slowly increasing force. Ash just watched silently, perfectly understanding the incredible awe that the pokemon around him felt.

He had to avert his eyes to the ground for a moment as a small glow lit deep within the lake, bright enough to penetrate from the very bottom. Ash managed to catch a glimpse of Nidorino staring at the water as well, just as enraptured as the others were.

But he almost immediately returned his eyes to the small, glowing form of his friend. It was growing more and more intense, the bright light slowly spreading throughout the entire lake. From the heart of the lake, the immense amount of energy Torrent was producing grew more and more powerful, causing the waves to grow larger and stronger, crashing into the shore with increasing force.

Ash ignored the water that was soaking him, keeping his eyes firmly focused on Torrent. By now the glow had spread through almost the entire lake, making the clear water seem as though it were made of molten silver. The light was almost too intent to look at, but Ash held on as long as he could.

Just as he thought he would have to avert his eyes once again, the impossibly white light vanished. Ash blinked a few times. He still saw stars, but they had regressed enough to where he could actually make out the world.

The waves slowly calmed down, no longer crashing against the shore with unmatched fury. It seemed that with the incredible power released by the evolution, the invisible storm that had swept the area vanished.

He glanced around, noting that the pokemon were still silent and motionless. Ash figured that he should follow their lead.

And then a vast whirlpool formed in the middle of the lake, a huge funnel forming in an instant. Ash’s eyes widened as the water churned and swirled impossibly fast, the huge tunnel of churning, foamy water reaching all the way to the bottom of the lake.

Ash was aware that his mouth was open. He’d known that Torrent would become more powerful after evolving into a kingdra but this…this was beyond his wildest dreams. Torrent struggled to make an ordinary whirlpool before, let alone one that could engulf an entire lake.

The pokemon around him remained as quiet as before, even as the whirlpool suddenly died down and the lake returned to its ordinary state at an unnerving speed. He continued to stare at the newly murky water, its clarity marred by the dirt and sediment Torrent’s whirlpool had pulled up.

He almost jumped back when a huge cyclone of twisting water erupted from the center of the lake, thousands of gallons of water swirling in the vortex. The cyclone sped towards him, but Dazed and Nidorino remained calm. Dazed even placed a calming hand on his shoulder, one of the few times she actually touched him. Ash was too stunned to notice.

Just as the perfectly maintained cyclone of water would have begun to soak the land and ravage the earth, it collapsed with perfect precision into the water, making a huge splash of water that was mostly maintained in the lake. Ash had to cover his head to keep from being soaked, but when he looked back up he was more than aware of the powerful new creature before him.

Ash examined the kingdra levitating above the calming water with a mix of curiosity and reverence. Torrent stared down at him in return, his expression inscrutable.

The kingdra before him was much larger than Torrent had been, standing at least two feet higher as he levitated above the smooth water. His body was streamlined and elegant, yet had not lost a bit of the power Torrent had possessed as a seadra. A crest-like fin lined the kingdra’s cheeks, and the belly scales were far more compact, smooth and interwoven instead of the rough, overlapping scales of a seadra.

A large, beautiful fin erupted from the kingdra’s back and his snout had become thinner and smoother. It was lowered at him as the kingdra continued to examine him. His tail was still curled up, but far less compactly than it had as a seadra. Instead it was long and sweeping and much more powerful.

Elaborate horns branched out from the back of the kingdra’s head, giving him a wise, regal appearance.

All in all, the kingdra was beautiful, yet the beauty was balanced by the sheer power it exuded. Torrent was now regal and elegant, having grown out of the rough, brutal looks he had possessed before. A new wisdom and air of power engulfed him and glinted in his scarlet eyes.

Ash could barely believe that his little horsea had become this mighty beast of the sea.

Torrent slowly levitated until he was in front of Ash, looking down at him with an inscrutable expression. His eyes were narrowed and glinted with an emotion Ash couldn’t fathom.

The trainer was nervous as the powerful kingdra inspected him, measuring him with his intense gaze. Ash had heard of pokemon that didn’t respect their trainers after evolution, having grown too powerful for them to command. But he had a greater fear with Torrent. Kingdra were given wisdom when they evolved, knowledge that added a new air to the inspection.

He didn’t know what he would do if Torrent suddenly realized that Ash had been a bad trainer in some way. Ash didn’t think he had been, but kingdra were intelligent. Torrent would realize things that Ash would overlook.

Torrent suddenly puffed out his chest, proving that habits didn’t die with evolution. Ash wanted to flinch as the kingdra grew even larger and more powerful, but he reigned the urge in. He wasn’t weak, and he wouldn’t let Torrent think that he was.

The tension was palpable. Torrent was inscrutable, and the silence was overbearing. Ash didn’t let his gaze slip from Torrent’s eyes though, his brown meeting Torrent’s scarlet eyes. He could see a new air of regal power within them, accompanied by tempering wisdom.

Dazed’s hand tightened almost imperceptibly on his shoulder as Torrent suddenly moved, actually changing his high posture for the first time since evolution. Ash didn’t flinch and simply watched as Torrent lowered himself to Ash’s level, remaining just an inch above the earth.

Ash noticed that Torrent was still almost a foot taller than him. He stopped focusing on that detail when Torrent closed his eyes. The trainer couldn’t help but stare at his friend, now aware of even more details that had changed with evolution such as the lighter hue of his scales and the obvious hardness each possessed.

He clenched the Dragon Scale tight, barely realizing he still held it even as the edge cut into his hand. Torrent was still unmoving and Dazed’s hand was growing tighter.

And then Torrent bowed, dipping his powerful body in front of Ash’s. The trainer was breathless as Torrent remained prostrated before him, barely believing it. Only Dazed’s light tap was enough to get him to move again. He touched Torrent’s head and walked closer to the powerful form of his old friend.

“Thank you.” He whispered to Torrent. The kingdra gave him a low, happy rumble in response before he pulled himself upward, pausing only to lightly headbutt Ash affectionately.

Ash stumbled back but laughed, making the first real noise since Torrent had began his evolution. The noise seemed to break the spell that had enraptured the pokemon around the lake. They all chirped or squeaked or howled for several seconds, creating a painful amount of sound.

He winced and covered his ears, but noticed that Torrent straightened up and held his head high, clearly appreciative of the roaring cacophony.

And then it ended just as soon as it had begun. The clearing once again became quiet, if not silent. The forest was full of soft noises and rustling as the pokemon returned to their previous activities. Rattata returned to their burrows, pidgey created howling winds as they flew away, the water pokemon created splashes as they returned to their lake.

Soon only Ash and his friends were left. He stood by Torrent and looked up at his new friend.

“Well, you can come on land now.” He grinned. Torrent looked down at him with scarlet eyes, curious as to what Ash was doing. “So, no pokeball for you for a while. Let’s go.”

Torrent rumbled happily as he and the other pokemon followed Ash. Ash slowed only to put the Dragon Scale back into his pack. It was a trophy for him now.

He walked as fast as he could back to his house, a wide grin stretching his face all the while. He couldn’t wait to show Torrent to his mom and Professor Oak.
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The next day he was walking around the Corral with a bored expression. He only had Dazed walking with him. Nidorino had gone over to the herd of nidoran. Ash noticed that he only had to growl and extend his barbs to get the nidorino guarding the herd to back off.

While he was concerned for his friend – he wouldn’t be able to protect himself well if the nidorino decided he was a threat – Ash didn’t stop him. Nidorino knew his limits. Besides, Nidorino needed to mingle with his own kind. Arcanine would intervene if things grew too intense.

Torrent was down at the lake. While he could easily live on the surface now, he still preferred the water. He was more powerful there, even with the incredible power he wielded on the surface. Ash couldn’t wait to test him out in battle.

Plume circled high above him and Dazed. She had gone off alone earlier and seemed bored when she returned. Considering that her feathers were slightly ruffled and she had a few scratches on her, Ash assumed she had been searching for a battle. It certainly hadn’t been fulfilling, though. Plume was more antsy now than when she’d left.

Tangela was lying out in the sun about fifty feet away. A few curious rattata had ventured up to them and nudged the grass-type with their heads. Ash grinned as Tangela suddenly moved a few vines, causing the nervous rodents to squeal loudly and scurry away, although Tangela caught them with his bluish vines and began to tickle them mercilessly.

Infernus was…somewhere. Ash hadn’t seen him at his burnt field, so he honestly had no idea where the fire-type had gone. He knew that he would find him in a few hours, however. The fire-type never ventured too far from Ash.

Bruiser and Seeker were staying at his house. The machoke had taken it upon himself to guard Seeker from all threats while she recovered and refused to leave her side. Ash just made sure to spend about an hour with them whenever he went home.

Ash couldn’t help but smile. Despite some of the unpleasantness that had happened with Golduck two days ago, he was happy. Everything was calm and peaceful, and nothing could ruin his day.

Even the weather was happy. The sun was bright but not too hot, there were just enough clouds in the sky to provide shade, and there was plenty of wind to keep everyone cool.

As he had thought before, nothing could ruin this. It was idyllic and perfect, and he was going to take the chance to really rela—

“What’s up, Ashy-boy?” A snide voice suddenly asked from behind him. Ash froze and turned around with disbelieving eyes.

It looked like someone could ruin his perfect day after all.
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11. Chapter 11: GMFO


“Hello, Gary.” He said tightly. Ash couldn’t help but clench his fists. “What do you want?”

Ash turned to face Gary. His rival had his normal smug smirk on his face and was casually throwing a pokeball up and down in the air.

“Nothing much.” Gary shrugged, still smirking. “Just a battle. I think it’s time I beat you again.”

He couldn’t help the small smile that crept onto his face. It looked like he wouldn’t have to look far for Torrent’s first battle after all. Gary had no idea what kind of trouble he was in.

Ash nodded. “Alright, then. But my pokemon are spread out over the ranch.”

Gary never lost his smirk and just waved it off. “Go ahead and call them over. They won’t make any difference. I’ve gotten a lot stronger since we last battled. You won’t get lucky this time, Ashy-boy.”

“Well, I’ve gotten a lot stronger too.” Ash grinned. He whistled and called down Plume. She shrieked loudly as she slammed into the earth in front of him. Plume sent a cursory glance at Gary and looked at Ash skeptically. “Go get Torrent, Infernus and Bruiser.”

Plume nodded and took off, the powerful winds her wings produced forcing both of the trainers back. Ash knew to guard his eyes after being in that situation several times before, but Gary wasn’t so fortunate.

Ash just smiled as Gary groaned and began to rub at his eyes. The other trainer would be fine by the time Torrent arrived.

“So, four-on-four?” Ash asked in a friendly manner. He almost felt sorry for Gary. Almost.

His rival scowled at him and nodded. “I hope you brought some tissues, because I’m going to destroy you this time. You’ll really be a loser.”

Ash just kept his small smile on his face and crossed his arms. Torrent would be arriving any minute now. He glanced over at Gary. “I’ll use the first pokemon that gets here. Go ahead and send out yours.”

Gary rolled his eyes. “Don’t tell me what to do, Ashy-boy.”

Nevertheless, Gary looked over at the nidoran herd. Ash watched curiously as he whistled, but frowned when he saw the large, powerful Nidoqueen that led the nidoran plod over. She made the ground rumble a little bit as she walked, and Ash glanced at her with a measuring eye.

Nidoqueen was built to take hits. She had thick plates of armor over her, too heavy for weaker physical attacks to penetrate. Even Nidorino and his sharp horn would have difficulty really injuring her without delving into his fledgling psychic abilities or elemental attacks.

But Torrent wouldn’t have much trouble. Ash hadn’t actually had him use his attacks, but if that display at the lake was any indication his power had grown dramatically. This probably wouldn’t even be a battle.

Ash cocked his head curiously when he saw Nidorino staring at Nidoqueen with wide eyes filled with some emotion Ash couldn’t quite decipher. He groaned when he actually realized that Nidorino was “interested” in Nidoqueen. Nidorino hadn’t been around others of his species, so Ash supposed that he shouldn’t be too surprised, but it might cause problems in the future.

Besides, Ash hadn’t thought Nidorino would go for Nidoqueen. The matriarchs were completely infertile, after all. Still, he wouldn’t talk to Nidorino about it for now. There was nothing important going on yet.

“Your Nidorino won’t be able to beat her.” Gary sneered, motioning proudly to the massive creature standing next to her. “I’ve been training her for weeks now. She’s crush him.”

Nidorino growled deeply, something Ash could hear from where he was standing. Ash smiled softly and heard an odd trumpeting noise from behind him. Torrent had arrived, although he wasn’t visible yet.

“Who said I would be using Nidorino.” He retorted. “He’s injured.”

“What?” Gary said, looking shocked. “But you always use it!”

“Not this time.” Ash said with a wide grin as he saw a large, blue form from the corner of his eye. He looked at the regal form of Torrent and pointed at the powerful water-type. “Gary, meet Torrent.”

Gary paled, but it was replaced by anger a few seconds later. “How did you get a kingdra!?”

“Skill and luck.” Ash shrugged. He smiled fiercely. “But enough talk. Let’s get this battle going.”

His rival scowled and nodded. Both trainers walked far away from each other until they were a safe distance from any attacks. Nidoqueen and Torrent took their places in front of their trainers, staring each other down with determined eyes.

Ash started the match. Torrent was slower outside of the water, but he was still much faster than Nidoqueen.

“Smokescreen.” He commanded. “Then use ice storm.”

Torrent quickly obeyed, blasting huge quantities of oily black smoke from his snout until it obscured the battlefield. He moved all the while, levitating back and forth to prevent Nidoqueen from attacking.

“Charge it and use superpower!” He heard Gary cry. Ash frowned at that. It would work perfectly into his strategy, but why would Gary have Nidoqueen charge headfirst into a smokescreen?

Meanwhile, Torrent had blasted a huge amount of frozen air around the clearing, causing the air to become thick and hazy. Ash felt the chill from where he was standing, a testament to its strength. Then Torrent levitated backwards with astounding speed and rumbled loudly as he pointed his head up and began to rapidly spin, whipping up powerful winds. About three seconds after he began he was standing within a tornado, barely visible from outside the cocoon of rapidly whipping wind.

Ash saw Nidoqueen burst through the smoke, charging as fast as she could at Torrent. He frowned when he saw her rear her head back as she charged, but didn’t think anything else of it as Torrent released the twister, sending it spiraling through the area of frozen air. The twister carried the cold air and thousands of small, sharp chunks of ice with it, becoming far more dangerous.

Nidoqueen continued charging, collecting small particles of brightly glowing orange and white energy before she released them in a powerful hyper beam. It slammed straight into the ice storm and weakened greatly, although it passed through. Ash didn’t have to call out a warning. Torrent lazily levitated away from the weakened hyper beam. It flashed off into the distance before it hit a tree, completely destroying it even in its weakened state.

He was actually impressed when Nidoqueen managed to keep on charging. Most pokemon required a period of rest after using a hyper beam. Either Gary had trained her extensively in its use or he had found an incredibly powerful Nidoqueen.

But he wasn’t impressed when the tired Nidoqueen heedlessly charged straight into the powerful, freezing winds. She was trapped in the icy vortex, Torrent controlling the twister in order to keep it focused upon his foe.

Ash couldn’t see anything of Nidoqueen’s large form but a faint shadow. The white, hazy twister obscured his view. All he could make out was the cold, heavy air and the small shards of ice as they were whipped into an ever more powerful storm.

And then the storm dispersed, the cold air diffusing into the atmosphere. Chunks of ice fell to the ground and shattered and the winds died down. Ash glanced over and saw that Nidoqueen was lying unconscious, completely defeated by the powerful combination.

“Good job, Torrent!” He called out with a grin. Torrent gave him a happy rumble in return, not even appearing tired from the effort of controlling the storm. The kingdra seemed more excited than anything else.

He could barely make out Gary’s expression from across the field, but he could tell it wasn’t a happy one. Gary looked to have a large frown on his face as he recalled Nidoqueen, apparently unnerved at how easily such a powerful pokemon had been defeated.

Perhaps Gary would have done better had Ash not surprised him, but it didn’t look like he had any good options. Torrent would only really be damaged by dragon-type attacks, and those were astoundingly rare. Considering that he lacked the weakness to ice that allowed most dragons to be defeated, Torrent might as well be unstoppable in this fight.

Gary had a determined look on his face as he sent out a large, proud looking Blastoise. His rival’s starter rumbled deeply at the sight of Torrent and crushed his fists together, clearly not intimidated.

“Watch out, Blastoise!” Gary called out. “This one’s dangerous.”

Blastoise roared his understanding and slammed a foot into the ground. Gary had a focused look on his face as he stared at Torrent. Ash supposed that he was futilely looking for some sort of weakness he could exploit on the powerful dragon-type.

He would find none, Ash knew. Blastoise were only capable of learning a few dragon-type moves if he remembered the pokedex information correctly, and it was doubtful that Gary had taught him any. Dragons were rare enough that it was pointless to prepare for a battle with one.

Ash was content to let Gary make the first move. He was confident in Torrent’s power and figured it wouldn’t hurt to give his rival a fighting chance.

“Brine!” Gary suddenly shouted. “Then use hydro pump and use rapid spin with withdraw!”

Blastoise reacted quite fast. It quickly fired two large blasts of saltwater from its hydro cannons, each almost too fast for Torrent to dodge. Almost.

Then, before Torrent could send an attack in return, Blastoise pulled its head, arms and legs into its shell. Ash frowned as it began spinning rapidly. He knew what Gary was about to do.

“Twister!” Ash ordered as Blastoise used its own hydro pump in order to launch its heavy body towards Torrent. The rapid spin would prevent hydro pump from working, but Blastoise’s momentum would be at least slowed by twister.

As Blastoise flew closer, Torrent’s back fins moved slightly. Ash was surprised when an absolutely massive twister, dwarfing the one that had been used in the ice storm, swirled into existence in front of Torrent. His friend effortlessly sent the twister spiraling into the protected Blastoise.

Ash had to admit that Gary’s strategy was a good one. If Torrent hadn’t been a kingdra, his twister wouldn’t have been nearly powerful enough to catch Blastoise in midair, buffet it with heavy winds and hurl it several dozen feet away. In fact, if it had actually managed to hit it probably would done a decent bit of damage to Torrent. Something as massive as Blastoise carried a good bit of force behind it.

Blastoise groaned and pulled itself up from the ground. It brushed itself off and glared at Torrent, who impassively gazed back with his scarlet eyes. While Gary’s pokemon was hurt by the impact, it hadn’t done any lasting damage.

Gary looked like he was clenching his teeth. “Blastoise, use ice beam and then use rain dance. Follow that with earthquake and protect.”

Ash frowned at the varied combination of moves. It looked like Gary had spent quite a bit of money to beef up Blastoise’s moves. Despite the variety, it wouldn’t do anything.

Ice beam could easily be dodged by Torrent. Even if it did hit it wouldn’t do much more than slow his friend down. Rain dance would actually help Torrent. It would give him more water to use in his attacks and make him faster. Earthquake wouldn’t affect Kingdra since he levitated.

“Let it use rain dance.” Ash said. Torrent rumbled a reply before easily dodging the ice beam sent at him. The vast distance between the two pokemon made the evasion quite simple.

Blastoise roared as a ball of glowing white energy coalesced into its hands. The water-type awkwardly thrust its stubby arms into the air, sending the energy ball flying into the sky. Ash patiently waited. Mere moments later rain clouds began to form over the area, making it darker.

He frowned when he felt the patter of raindrops against his skin. At least he didn’t have to worry about the rain getting his hair wet or hurting his visibility. His hat kept the worst of it off.

If Ash hadn’t thought Blastoise was powerful in his own right before now, the rain dance proved it. The rapidly increasing severity of the small storm was something only a powerful pokemon could achieve. Considering that Blastoise had probably spent the last four months in Gary’s team, Ash supposed that he shouldn’t be surprised. It was probably the only permanent member of the team if Gary had caught as many pokemon as he’d said.

Ash felt the ground lurch beneath him, nearly knocking him off balance. The rumbling only lasted for a few seconds, though, so he managed to keep his feet. He frowned again. All the rain was making the ground soft and muddy.

“Now, use withdraw and hydro pump!” Gary shouted. Ash frowned and glanced over at Torrent. No rapid spin meant that his attacks wouldn’t be deflected.

“Hydro pump, then blizzard.”

Blastoise’s shell blasted off of the ground and flew towards Torrent. His friend carried out his commands and shot an incredibly powerful blast of high-pressure water into Blastoise’s rapidly approaching shell. It was powerful enough to spend the large, heavy pokemon a dozen feet in the direction Torrent fired at.

Ash grinned when Blastoise pulled his head out of his shell, confused and dazed from the impact. That shell was tough but it couldn’t protect him from everything. He grinned wider when Torrent blasted a massive wave of freezing air at the tired Blastoise.

Blastoise had no chance to avoid the massive column of swirling, icy air. It covered an area of nearly a hundred feet, relentlessly powerful and advancing. The blizzard was focused entirely upon Blastoise, and his soaking wet body was frozen over by the freezing air.

“Torrent, break up the rain.” He ordered. While it was a bit convenient, it was getting annoying. The rain was growing heavier and hitting harder. His visibility was beginning to get reduced.

Torrent rumbled as he turned his elegant head into the air and spun, creating another swirling twister around him. It collected much of the rain that impacted, but Ash wouldn’t be using it for an attack. The kingdra suddenly blasted the twister up into the air. It went straight into the heart of the clouds and seemed to explode, the powerful blast of air carrying the clouds away with it.

Ash nodded his thanks to Torrent as the rain died down and vanished. Gary looked furious and was clenching his fists tightly.

“You won’t beat me!” Gary roared, furious at his Blastoise’s defeat. “Go, Alakazam!”

That made Ash frown. Torrent probably wouldn’t have much trouble, but he knew Dazed needed some practice fighting Alakazam. She would be his prime battler against Sabrina whenever they went, so she needed to be the one to fight this battle.

“Dazed, you’re up.” He said to his friend. She seemed to smile with her sleepy eyes as she walked from behind him and onto the battlefield, the soft mud squelching as she walked. “Torrent, you did awesome!”

Torrent rumbled and levitated over to Ash. The powerful pokemon took his position next to Ash and happily butted his head into Ash’s shoulder, although Torrent made sure to put the bare minimum of force behind it. Despite Torrent’s self-control, Ash was still nearly knocked over. He just laughed, though.

“Torrent, you’re amazing!” He said happily, patting his friend on the head as Gary sent out Alakazam. The psychic-type’s eyes narrowed when it saw Dazed, apparently recognizing the hypno.

Gary’s face was red as he began giving rapid orders to Alakazam. The psychic-type levitated over the mud that would slow it down and stared at Dazed, its spoons crossed and trembling with barely restrained power.

“Shadow ball, teleport, thunder wave, shadow ball, reflect, light screen, teleport, psycho cut!” Gary ordered, breathless by the time he finished the long chain of commands. Ash frowned at that. He wouldn’t be able to counter that many attacks easily.

“Poison gas all over the battlefield.” He ordered. “Shadow ball when it gets close, then stun it.”

Dazed’s yellow body grew tense as he gave her orders. Her pendulum swayed back and forth, the focus for her power flapping in an invisible wind as she prepared. The hypno’s eyes glowed brightly as she opened her mouth and spewed a thick, dark cloud of smog over the battlefield. It would take about a minute for it to fully take effect, but it had already begun to diffuse through the air.

Alakazam suddenly took action. It crossed its spoons and its eyes glowed a dull gray as a small shadow ball formed between its foci. A moment later the small, intense shadow ball flashed towards Dazed. She easily sidestepped it and threw up a powerful light screen as Alakazam suddenly appeared behind her.

Alakazam’s small shock of electricity was absorbed by the light screen, melting into nothingness as it impacted the barrier. The psychic-type didn’t hesitate in throwing another shadow ball, although it too failed to penetrate the light screen. Ash could tell that it wouldn’t be long, though. Dazed’s barrier was already thinning and cracking.

But he didn’t give her anymore commands. Dazed wasn’t an Alakazam. She couldn’t take in long chains of commands effectively. She could take care of herself. Ash would only give an order when necessary when dealing with psychics.

Dazed hurled her own shadow ball back at Alakazam, but it had already teleported away. Ash couldn’t help but grin when it appeared in the middle of the battlefield, which had become swamped in the oily, poisonous gas. Alakazam couldn’t help but cough and choke for a few moments as the poisonous gas entered its lungs.

“Now!” He shouted. Dazed quickly hurled her own shadow ball at the temporarily weakened Alakazam, but the other psychic managed to catch it at the last moment between its spoons, although it was obviously a struggle.

Alakazam suddenly created two thin shells of blue and yellow light over its body, its eyes glowing brightly as it did so. Ash recognized that it was an advanced form of reflect and light screen, one that provided more protection but expended less energy. He’d read about it in the pokedex, but hadn’t expected to see it from Gary.

It looked like he really had been training hard. Ash had noticed that he’d improved greatly, but this was a surprise.

Now that the reflect was filtering the air and preventing more of the poison gas from entering its lungs, Alakazam moved again. Ash noticed that it simply levitated about, staying above the gas. He’d expected it to teleport.

But Alakazam just stared at Dazed with glowing eyes. Ash frowned as both of its spoons began to glow brightly, but a spark of realization entered his eyes when Alakazam began swinging them in Dazed’s direction.

“It’s psycho cut!” He shouted. “Dodge them, your barriers won’t do much.”

Dazed nodded and prepared to move as glowing white crescents began to fly from the bright spoons whenever Alakazam swung them. They flew through the air at an incredible speed, leaving ripples of cut air behind them.

Ash winced when Dazed proved too slow. She just didn’t have the maneuverability that Alakazam did. There was no way she could really dodge the flurries of crescents. They were too fast and she was too slow.

But he couldn’t let Alakazam attack Dazed with impunity. “Psychic, then shadow ball.” He ordered as calmly as he could. Ash felt Torrent comfortingly tap his head with his snout.

Normally Ash would have Dazed try to evade the psychic attack, but there was no way she could. In this case, the best defense was a good offense.

Alakazam only increased the rate at which it sent the psycho cutters at Dazed’s weakened body. The few that had hit had done a bit of damage, but she could still fight back.

As a new barrage of the spinning crescents flashed towards her, Dazed’s eyes glowed with the light of the sun. Her pendulum blasted forward and trembled as she sent her own psychic towards Alakazam, the wave of telekinetic force overwhelming and disintegrating the glowing crescents.

Ash smiled softly when the psychic wave slammed into Alakazam, sending it floating backwards several feet. It was clear that the attack did little to Alakazam thanks to its impressive shell of protective energy, but it exposed one of Alakazam’s weaknesses: while covered with the barrier/light screen combination it couldn’t teleport.

So when Dazed fired a large, swirling ball of shadowy energy, he was secure in that Alakazam couldn’t avoid it. He was right in his assumption. The shadow ball slammed into the psychic-type’s frail body, shattering its barriers and sending it crashing into the ground.

“Again!” He ordered as he saw Gary prepare to give more orders. Dazed quickly blasted Alakazam with another psychic, although Alakazam managed to block it with his own impressive abilities. But Alakazam couldn’t defend against a second shadow ball, which slammed into its chest and sent it to the ground again.

Gary looked desperate. Apparently he hadn’t expected Dazed to stay conscious through the psycho cut, let alone be powerful enough to retaliate.

“Teleport behind it and use hyper beam!” He cried out. Alakazam shakily stood up and teleported. A split second later yet another shadow ball flashed through the place it had once been.

“Light screen.” Ash grinned. Alakazam had just appeared behind Dazed in a flash of light, the hyper beam already prepared in the moment it had vanished.

Alakazam’s spoons were crossed as it released the swirling ball of white and orange energy in the form of an immense, powerful beam. It slammed into Dazed’s hastily prepared light screen, golden barrier meeting multihued energy.

Torrent rushed in front of Ash as the world in front of him exploded, taking the entire force of the blast in order to protect the trainer. Ash coughed and patted Torrent in thanks. That could have been bad.

“Thanks, buddy.” He wheezed. Torrent rumbled his reply. Ash noticed that Torrent didn’t seem badly affected by the blast, although it did force the powerful pokemon back a foot or so.

Ash waited for the smoke to clear with bated breath. At such a close range, the hyper beam would either shatter the light screen or simply explode upon it. If it destroyed the light screen, Dazed would be unconscious. If it rebounded or exploded, Alakazam would be unable to teleport in time.

When the smoke cleared, a wide grin split Ash’s face. Dazed was still standing, although her entire body was trembling and charred from the immense heat and force that resulted from the blast. Alakazam was unconscious, body crumpled against the ash-covered ground. Both spoons were lying a few inches away from its hands.

Unfortunately, Dazed collapsed mere moments later, unable to remain standing after the immense amount of damage she’d taken and the incredible amount of energy she’d put into surviving the hyper beam.

Nevertheless, Ash kept his smile on his face even as he returned Dazed. He held the pokeball to his face and whispered to his unconscious friend.

“Good job, Dazed.” He said quietly, uncaring of the destruction around him. The poison gas was already vanishing without Dazed’s power fuelling it. “You did wonderful.”

He placed the pokeball back on his belt even as Gary recalled Alakazam with a stunned look on his face. Ash couldn’t blame him. That Alakazam was powerful, far more so than he’d expected. No Alakazam was weak, but it was clear that Gary had trained it well. Gary must be furious that it had lost to a hypno.

“How –” Gary shouted across the clearing, which had been devastated by the furious battles that had taken place. Long gouges in the soft ground ran from where the psychic crescents had carved their way through and a large crater had been blasted into the ground from the reflected hyper beam. “Nevermind. You’re better than I thought, but you won’t beat my last pokemon. Go, Umbreon!”

Ash’s blood froze as he saw the lithe, ebony form of Gary’s Umbreon materialize. Its rings glowed and flashed in the daylight, creating a mesmerizing effect. Umbreon daintily stepped forward, its head held high as it assumed a fighting position.

For an instant he saw a massive, slavering Umbreon in its place, teeth bared and poisonous sweat dripping from its body. Ash shook his head and stared at the sleek Umbreon again, although the image of Pierce’s feral beast overlaid it for another brief moment.

He took a moment to calm himself down, making sure to take deep, soothing breaths. Gary sneered at him.

“Hurry up! I don’t have all day, you know.”

Ash frowned and looked for Tangela. He remembered how easily the grass-type had ensnared Pierce’s Umbreon. Hopefully he would be able to do the same thing in a real fight.

Just then a lance of electricity struck Umbreon’s side, knocking it down making the dainty creature yelp in pain and surprise. Gary shouted at Ash with an indignant expression. “What do you think you’re doing! You can’t attack before the battle starts.”

He ignored Gary and looked with horror towards Nidorino, who was charging towards Umbreon with his horn lowered and his barbs extended, leaking poison from both of his natural weapons. Nidorino’s eyes were wild and frenzied as he slowly charged towards the dark-type. His friend would take another ten seconds or so to reach Umbreon, but that time was vital.

“Nidorino, stop!” Ash cried, running onto the field. He was too slow thanks to the mud, however, and wouldn’t be able to get in Nidorino’s way. The poison-type was deaf to his pleas, too overcome by rage and fear to realize what was happening.

Desperate, Ash reached towards his pokeball. Gary might count it against him as a loss, but Ash didn’t care. He didn’t want Umbreon to get hurt.

He paled and stumbled a bit when he realized that it wasn’t there. Ash had left most of his pokeballs at home. Right now he only had Tangela’s, Dazed’s and Infernus’. Tangela and Dazed tended to get tired quickly from too much walking, so he wanted to be able to carry them home easily. Nidorino had needed to get some exercise to get his strength back, so Ash had left his ball with the others.

“Plume, Torrent! Stop him!” He shouted. Ash looked over at Gary, who was watching the whole spectacle with a bemused expression. “Gary, recall Umbreon!”

“What?” The boy exclaimed. “No way! You just want to score an easy win. Umbreon, knock that Nidorino out! Use psychic.”

Umbreon growled softly and turned to face Nidorino, who was now mere seconds from crashing into it and goring the dark-type with his horn. Nidorino grunted softly as he was enveloped in psychic energy, but his eyes glowed a bright purple as he used his own weak abilities to dispel it. Ash was beginning to wish he hadn’t had Nidorino train with Dazed to nullify weak psychic attacks.

The dark-type barely leapt out of the way as Nidorino went charging by with incredible force, not agile enough to catch Umbreon while in mid-charge.

Ash stopped when he saw Plume suddenly dive out of the sky. Torrent levitated by him at an impressive speed and stayed in front of Umbreon, more than ready to protect the dark-type from Nidorino’s berserker rage.

Gary was furious now. Ash’s rival was storming over to the battle with a red, splotchy face and clenched fists. “What do you think you’re doing, loser? This is a one-on-one battle. Get rid of your other pokemon.”

He glanced over at Gary with a scowl. “I’m trying to save your Umbreon’s life. Nidorino got mauled by an Umbreon. He’s dangerous right now.”

The other trainer rolled his eyes. “Uh huh. Sure he did. Umbreon, just knock him out real quick. I’ve had enough of this loser.”

Umbreon looked uncomfortable but growled an affirmative. It dashed around Torrent’s huge body and leapt at Nidorino with bared fangs. Nidorino roared and sent a powerful ice beam straight into Umbreon’s body. The dark-type yelped in surprise as it fell to the ground, completely vulnerable to Nidorino’s next brutal charge.

Just before Nidorino would have slammed into Umbreon with his dangerous horn, Plume knocked him to the side with a weak gust. Ash nodded to her in thanks. She knew that Nidorino was still hurt and had taken care to avoid hurting him even more. Nidorino probably injured himself even more with this attack.

Nidorino grunted in pain and shakily pulled himself up before growling at Plume. He ignored her after that and tried to charge at Umbreon, who was beginning to rise from the ground. Ash dashed towards Nidorino from where he was, but just before Nidorino would have impacted the dark-type Umbreon was recalled in a scarlet flash of light.

“I’ve had enough of this.” Gary sneered. “You might have strong pokemon, but you’re weak, Ashy-boy. You can’t even control a Nidorino.”

Ash scowled but focused on Nidorino, who had stumbled in confusion as Umbreon vanished, his rage too strong for him to realize what had happened. Nidorino’s anger began to break without the catalyst that sparked it, and the bloodlust vanished from his eyes as he looked around confusedly.

He walked over and carefully kneeled in front of Nidorino. His friend looked up at him tiredly and grunted in confusion, apparently not remembering what had happened.

“It’s alright.” He murmured soothingly, lightly running his hand over Nidorino’s rough hide. “Just calm down.”

Nidorino breathed deeply and sat down, grunting in pain as his old injuries came back with a vengeance. He leaned his face into Ash’s hand and closed his small eyes as the loss of his rage left him weak and exhausted.

Gary, however, just looked at them with disgust as he released a clefable. It danced around in excitement when it realized it had been released before it looked up at Gary.

“I’m done with this. Teleport me away.” Gary said with a scowl. “I’ll battle you again when you can actually control your pokemon. Smell ya later, loser!”

An instant later Gary and Clefable vanished in a flash of light. Ash glared at the spot with silent fury before returning his focus to Nidorino. His friend was clearly in pain. He needed to get Nidorino’s pokeball and give him a potion. Unfortunately, both of those things were at his home.

“I’ll be right back.” He promised Nidorino. “Plume, Torrent, Tangela, take care of him. Make sure he doesn’t move.”

Torrent rumbled his understanding and levitated over to Nidorino’s collapsed form. Plume just shrieked out her response and took off, circling over the poison-type. Tangela, who had wandered over thanks to the excitement, made his happy gurgling noise and contentedly sat down next to Nidorino and ran his vines over the poison-type.

Ash just nodded at them thankfully before taking off, heedless of any lingering pain or soreness in his own limbs. Nidorino was more important.
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“He’ll be fine.” Professor Oak announced as he finished his examination of Nidorino. He sent a stern glance at Ash. “Now, would you care to explain to me why a large portion of my Corral has been torn to pieces? If you wanted to test out your kingdra’s abilities, there are much better places to do so.”

“Wait, did Gary not stop by?” Ash said in surprise.

Oak frowned, the lines on his face deepening. “No. Why would he?”

“I battled him.” Ash revealed. He scratched the back of his neck and stood up out of his chair.

They were in the lab’s lobby. It had been about a half hour since Gary teleported away. Ash had run to his house and returned to Nidorino in order to get him to Oak. He’d put a potion on his wounds just to be safe, but Nidorino didn’t seem too beat up.

The Professor sighed sadly and rubbed his temples as he collapsed into a chair. Nidorino grunted and pulled himself up once Oak was no longer standing above him.

“No, he didn’t stop by. Did he say why he was here?” Oak questioned.

Ash shook his head. He was frowning as well now, feeling a little sorry for Professor Oak. “No. He just showed up and battled me. After Nidorino tried to attack his Umbreon, Gary just got mad and teleported away.”

“So that’s how all this happened.” Oak muttered, sending a cursory glance at Nidorino, who had plodded over to Ash’s feet and collapsed to the ground. “How was he?”

“A lot better than I expected.” Ash replied honestly. Saying that Gary had been weak would be a lie. He’d have won even without Torrent, but Gary had gotten a lot stronger. “Last time we battled I beat him pretty easy. This time I would have had some trouble if it weren’t for Torrent.”

Oak smiled. “I’m glad he’s improved. This little competition you two have got going is doing wonders. From what I’ve made out whenever he contacts me he’s been training hard. I can’t wait to see you two battle in the Conference. Whoever you face will get a nasty surprise.”

Ash smiled with the older man. “I can’t wait either. Speaking of the Conference, I still need two badges. Sabrina’s and Giovanni’s.”

The Professor frowned deeply at the mention of Giovanni. “Be careful in Viridian, Ash. Giovanni is dangerous. I’ve heard stories from my contacts in the League about Giovanni using a powerful, unknown pokemon in some of his gym battles. He has no concerns about injuring challengers’ pokemon. It’s a bit worrying, actually.”

“I’ll be careful.” Ash promised. “But I want to get Sabrina’s badge first. I know I’m not ready for Giovanni yet, even with Torrent.”

“Good. Don’t become too reliant on him or too sure in his strength.” Oak warned. “Kingdra are powerful, yes, but not invulnerable. A strong trainer will be able to defeat him without too much difficulty.”

He nodded his understanding. Ash knew that Oak offered good advice. He couldn’t become too reliant on Torrent, no matter how powerful the dragon-type was.

“I want to challenge Sabrina again soon.” Ash revealed to the Professor. He met the older man’s eyes. “Could I get Alakazam to teleport me to Celadon and then Saffron?”

“Why Celadon?” Oak asked with a calculating gaze.

Ash grinned. “I’ve got to pick up a few things before facing Sabrina. Dazed is going to be my main battler and she’s strong, but she had trouble with Gary’s Alakazam. She needs to get a bit more mobility.”

The Professor’s eyes widened in understanding. “I see. Yes, that could work. It isn’t often that one meets a hypno with that ability. Very well, when would you like to leave?”

“Tomorrow.” Ash said without any hesitation. “It’s been nice relaxing, but it’s time to start my journey again.”

“Just call me if you want Alakazam to pick you up.” Oak said. “It can take time to develop the skill and power to teleport across long distances.”

Ash grinned again. “I will. Thanks, Professor!”

Oak waved his thanks away. “It’s no problem. Alakazam needs to get out more anyways. All she does nowadays is lay around and contemplate the universe.”

The trainer laughed at that. “I guess Dazed is getting a head start. She just likes to stare into space.”

They talked for a few more minutes before Ash left, a mostly fine Nidorino trailing behind him. The rest of his friends had gone to their favorite places. Dazed had gone back to the house, Torrent had sunk to the deepest part of the lake and Tangela was sleeping on the field, which had quickly dried thanks to the sun beating down on it.

Ash couldn’t help the little shocks of excitement that went through him as he contemplated resuming his journey. Pallet was nice, but he wanted to seek out challenges and explore the wilderness again. He wanted to get stronger.

But he could wait another day. He needed to tell his mom he was leaving and get ready for a few days of very intense training with his friends.

Sabrina was waiting for him, after all, and he was going to beat her this time.
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His mother wasn’t too happy about him leaving so soon, although she didn’t try to stop him. She had come to terms with what he’d done over the past four months, but had relentlessly drilled into his head that if he ever came across a particularly dangerous situation he was to leave it alone.

Ash would be lying if he said that he would actually do that, but his mom never actually made him say that he would. He wouldn’t be seeking it out – he never had – but if he found more of Team Rocket, it was a given that he would take them down.

But aside from all that unpleasantness, their relationship had resumed mostly unchanged. The only thing out of the ordinary Ash could detect was that his mother would sometimes stare at him with sad eyes. Ash just tried to ignore that. It made him uncomfortable.

Of course, part of her willingness to let him leave again so soon was that he’d promised to return after he defeated Sabrina. He liked being able to see and train all of his pokemon at the same time, and he certainly enjoyed spending time with his mother again.

Besides, he would have to return in order to challenge Giovanni. While he could always teleport to Viridian, Ash would prefer to walk. It gave him more of an experience and he would also get to see the familiar sights of his childhood again. The nostalgic value alone would be worth it.

Just before he left the small, clean home and went to Professor Oak’s, he remembered something that he’d been meaning to ask for days now. He glanced back at his mother, who was staring at him with a forlorn look in her eyes, although it quickly returned to normal when she realized he was looking at her.

“What happened to Jonathan and Amelia after the…you know.” He asked, omitting the St. Anne for both of their sakes. Ash didn’t like talking about the tragedy and his mother didn’t like hearing about it.

His mother was deep in thought for a few moments. “They were found on the Seafoam Islands.” She finally answered. “Amelia’s mother told me that they were in Fuschia right now. They were completely fine from what I heard, aside from the obvious.”

Ash nodded with a slight smile on his face. He remembered that they washed up on the Seafoam Islands, so his mom hadn’t given him too much extra information. It was still nice to know that his former travelling companions were safe, though.

“Thanks, mom.” He said gratefully. “I’ll be going now. Professor Oak is probably waiting on me.”

“Good luck, sweetie!” His mother told him cheerfully, no hint of her previous concern on her face. “Make sure you cha—”

Ash was already out the door, having hurried up when his mother began to say that. In no time at all he was sprinting to the lab, six pokeballs on his belt and fire in his eyes.
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“Alakazam is ready to take you.” Oak told him. The older man was sitting down behind his desk, hurriedly writing down notes. One of his aides patiently waited next to him. Ash recognized her as the woman that he’d seen on the first day of his journey. She sent him a friendly smile as she waited on Oak. “Just go outside. She’ll be finished meditating soon.”

“Thanks.” Ash replied. Before he stepped out of Professor Oak’s office he glanced back at the busy man. “By the way, if I run into Gary I’ll tell him to call you.”

Oak’s head snapped up. He smiled warmly at Ash. “Thank you. Good luck against Sabrina.”

“Thanks.” Ash repeated, tipping his hat in acknowledgement. “Good luck with your research.”

With that Ash left. He didn’t want to keep Alakazam waiting.

By the time he got outside, Alakazam had teleported in front of the lab. She glanced up at Ash with sharp eyes when he walked outside, measuring him carefully. Ash just stood still and let her. Alakazam was the only one of Professor Oak’s pokemon that he hadn’t had much experience with. The psychic-type had always been too aloof to put up with him and Gary playing with her.

Alakazam motioned for him to come closer. Her spoons were trembling violently as he grew closer. She glanced at him again with a questioning look.

“I’m ready to go.” He told her. Alakazam nodded and crossed her spoons. Ash blinked and they were suddenly in a bustling metropolitan, surrounded by small throngs of people and the odd crowd that walked through the streets.

Ash turned around and saw that he was right outside of the Pokemon Center, although far enough away to stay out of other trainers’ way. He turned back to Alakazam, who looked exhausted from the long trip. He couldn’t blame her considering that Pallet and Celadon were several hundred miles apart.

“Thank you. Are you all right?” He asked in concern. Alakazam just rolled her eyes at him before straightening up. She crossed her spoons as her eyes burned a bright blue. An instant later she disappeared, noticeably lacking the bright flash of light that had accompanied the Abra that teleported him at Chronos Island. He guessed that it was a result of Alakazam’s decades of experience.

But he figured that he needed to move on. There was a lot to do and he only had a few days to do it. Ash had his schedule for Sabrina planned, and he would like to meet that goal.

So he walked into the Pokemon Center and signed in. Nurse Joy recognized him and gave him a cheery hello, which Ash did his best to return. Once he got his room he left. He didn’t need to go there yet.

Ash had two important stops to make: The Celadon Department Store and the police station.
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“Is Officer Jenny here?” He inquired politely. The receptionist, a teenage girl wearing a police uniform, rolled her eyes.

“Kid, you’re going to have to be way more specific.” She replied boredly. “We’ve got three here. One an ordinary officer, one trains our growlithe and the other’s the chief.”

“I need to see the chief.” Ash told her. He wanted to say hello. She’d helped him a lot during his time in Celadon so he should at least drop by.

The girl squinted at him. “Why would a kid like you need to see the chief? She has more important things to do than talk to you.”

He frowned in annoyance. “Trust me, she’ll want to see me. Just tell her that Ash Ketchum wants to see her.”

“Fine.” The girl sighed. She snapped her fingers, causing an odd, blocky pokemon to appear in midair. It made a few high-pitched whistles and looked at the receptionist with blank eyes. “Pory, go tell the Chief that an Ash Ketchum wants to see her.”

The porygon whistled again and vanished. Ash looked at it oddly, causing the receptionist to chuckle a bit.

“Erika thought we needed a porygon.” The receptionist said as she rolled her eyes. “Don’t ask me why. Pory is just going to deliver the message to the chief.”

Ash nodded his understanding even as the porygon reappeared. It whistled a few times, causing the teenager to glance at her computer screen with a frown.

“Huh. I guess she does want to see you.” The receptionist muttered. She smoothed out some loose strands of hair and pointed to an elevator down the hall. “Just head to the elevator and go to the highest floor. It’ll open up into the chief’s office.”

“Thank you.” Ash replied as he walked past her. When the elevator arrived, he punched in the button that would take him to the fourth floor. In about twenty seconds he had been taken up to Jenny’s office.

When it opened up, Ash carefully walked into the bare, plain office. He looked around and saw little in the way of decoration. The walls were gray and the only decorations were in the way of awards and medals that dotted the walls.

“What’re you doing here?” The familiar voice of Officer Jenny asked bemusedly. Ash turned to the older woman. She was sitting behind her desk, which was covered with papers and files.

“I just wanted to say hi.” Ash said easily. He walked over to Officer Jenny’s desk and sat down in one of the wooden chairs. “You helped me out a lot when I was here last.”

Jenny shook her head. “It wasn’t a problem. You found a Rocket cell operating in my city. Anyways, I can’t take off work right now. We’re still dealing with the aftermath of the raid.”

Ash cocked his head quizzically. It had been more than a month. “Why?”

“I’ve heard about some of the things you’ve done since leaving Celadon City, so I guess I can tell you.” Jenny said with a tight smile. She looked quite stressed out. “The facility we were holding the pokemon we recovered from the lab was raided by Rockets. We don’t know how they found it, but they took every single pokemon there before blowing it up somehow.”

She suddenly gave him a calculating stare. A smile tugged at her lips. “Actually, quite a few of them were recovered when a few not-to-be-mentioned people attacked a Rocket base in the Sevii Islands. You wouldn’t know anything about that, of course.”

Ash kept his steady frown and met her eyes. She had a smirk on her face now. “How’d you know I was there? I was told that I was staying classified.”

Jenny shrugged and put an innocent look on her face. “I have no idea what you’re talking about. Some of the reports I looked at had a certain similarity to a few reports I put in myself a month or two ago. At least in regards to a certain someone.”

He shrugged. Jenny’s expression grew dour, the lines around her eyes growing deeper and harder.

“I’m not going to bother reprimanding you for going after the Rockets again, even if it’s only because you had help. Very, very powerful help.” She said sternly, although she softened a few moments later. “Now, I don’t have much time, but I want to know how you’re doing with that magmar I gave you.”

A smile worked its way onto Ash’s face. “He’s doing great!” He exclaimed. “He’s one of the strongest members of my team now.”

Jenny nodded with a pleased expression, although Ash noticed that she made a few sudden notes on a piece of paper. “No discipline issues? Magmar can be dangerous.”

“Nothing bad.” Ash shrugged. “After the first few days I got it into his head that we should work together. Now he just has anger issues.”

“Good, good.” The officer said. She looked at the mounds of paper on her desk. “I’ve got to get back to work, but I’d like to wish you good luck. You’re a good trainer and you’ll go far.”

Ash smiled again. “Thanks. Good luck with the city, Officer Jenny.”

She nodded distractedly. “With Erika in charge, I’ll need it.” Ash heard her mutter as he went back into the elevator.

He couldn’t help but grin at that, although it quickly vanished. Ash needed to start working on what TMs he was going to buy.
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The Department Store’s selection was as great as ever. It was extremely busy today, but the trainer’s floor was largely empty in comparison. Most trainers opted to shop at the much cheaper Pokemon Marts when they didn’t need anything special. Ash didn’t mind. He liked it being quieter.

Another trainer was examining the TMs as well – a tall man whose face Ash couldn’t make out from the shadows cast by the man’s hat – but they ignored each other. Ash pulled out the list he’d made for his pokemon. They were getting strong enough to get more powerful moves now and they needed more variety anyways. In the Conference he would need every advantage that he could think of.

For Nidorino he was getting earthquake and shadow claw. He would probably get more TMs at a later date, but for now he was just getting the most important things. Nidorino would be able to use earthquake to devastating effect once he evolved and he would need shadow claw to have an advantage over any psychics.

For Plume he was getting double team. She didn’t need many moves at the moment, so he figured he would just help her out with what she was already great at. Plume could use double team to greater effect than any of his pokemon and it would help to keep electric or rock-type attacks from hitting her.

For Dazed he bought the TM that would give him an edge against Sabrina. Dazed had everything she needed but mobility. This move would solve that.

For Torrent he bought rain dance. While not the most powerful of moves, it would be useful for the powerful water-type and enable him to gain a bit of an advantage. Torrent would be practically unstoppable if he had extra water to draw on.

Infernus’ TM was the most difficult to choose. Aside from clear smog and a few other support moves, Infernus only knew fire-type moves. That was something he wanted to remedy now. So he spent several minutes browsing up and down the TM section. Ash knew the TMs Infernus could learn by heart, so it wasn’t too hard to eliminate the vast majority of useless machines.

He ended up buying brick break. It would give Infernus an edge against rock-types and hopefully allow Infernus to deal even more physical damage. Ash was sure that he could find a way to augment the brick break with another of Infernus’ moves.

Tangela got sludge bomb. It would give the grass-type a bit of variety and the effects of the toxic sludge could be devastating upon an opponent. Sludge bomb could blind and slow down opponents, or just distract them with its foul smell.

After that, Ash headed to the counter. His other pokemon didn’t really need any moves. Seeker wasn’t a battler and Bruiser wouldn’t be fighting until Seeker was healed. Ash doubted he could get Bruiser away from Seeker right now if he wanted to.

Once everything was paid for – he still had just a little under thirty thousand dollars left, despite the amount of expensive TMs he’d bought – Ash hurriedly left the massive building and went out into the fields nearby the city.

He had a lot of training to do.
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It only took a few minutes to use the TMs. He withheld Nidorino’s, however. His friend wouldn’t be able to resist testing out his new moves despite his injuries. While Nidorino would be ready to do some minor battling in three days or so, he just wasn’t ready yet.

Ash was more than aware of Nidorino’s annoyed gaze on him as he looked out at the rest of his friends. They were all standing or levitating in front of him, most interested. Infernus was curled up on a pile of ash and Dazed was polishing her pendulum with her long white mane, although her keen eyes never left him.

“I’ve given some of you TMs before, so you know how this works. Infernus, Tangela, I just want you to use the move you learned on whatever I tell you to.”

Infernus snorted a great burst of flame as he stood up and stretched, the heat radiating from his body making the air around him waver and shimmer. Ash had to glance away from the disconcerting effect Infernus’ camouflage create.

“Infernus, you’re up. See that boulder over there?” He asked, pointing towards a large, roughly spherical stone that sat next to the pond they were training next to. Infernus nodded, his heat growing more intense. “Use brick break.”

The fire-type lazily walked over to the boulder and cocked his head at it for a few seconds. He stamped his foot and roared before rearing his fist, which was glowing a bright white, and roughly chopping at the boulder with incredible force.

Ash blinked in surprise as Infernus’ burning hand carved deep into the boulder before the attack ended. Infernus’ hand seemed to be stuck, and the fire-type glanced at it in annoyance before blazing up. He could see smoke curling up from the crack even as the boulder slowly began to soften and melt from the incredibly high temperature. In just a few moments Infernus yanked his hand out of the boulder, sending drops of molten rock flying everywhere.

He nodded his thanks at Dazed when she caught the molten drops of stone and telekinetically placed it back on the boulder, which was now misshapen at the top.

“Good job, Infernus. Can’t wait to see you use it in a real battle.” Ash said with a grin. It looked like rock-types wouldn’t be having much of an advantage over Infernus anymore. He was sure that his friend would put it to good use.

Infernus snorted flame as his eyes lit up with a malevolent gleam. He glanced at his fist again with darkly amused eyes before curling up into a ball on his pile of ash, although he kept one eye exposed in order to watch the others.

“Plume, show me what you can do.” Ash said with a grin. Plume let out a piercing shriek before she catapulted herself up into the air, circling around high above them to gain a little speed before she began to use the move.

Ash saw Plume’s body grow white as she began to use the move, moving rapidly in order to create multiple illusory copies of herself. They were moving so quickly that Ash had no hope of even telling which one was the real Plume.

He had to glance away after a few moments. The appearance of six different pidgeot rapidly flying and spinning in the air was extremely disconcerting.

A few moments later Plume landed in front of him, looking extremely pleased with herself. Ash grinned and gently stroked her crest, eliciting a bright chirp from the massive bird.

“Good girl.” Ash said fondly. He stepped back and looked over at Tangela. The grass-type was sitting down and happily watching the proceedings, although when he noticed Ash looking at him he leapt to his feet.

Tangela gurgled happily at Ash and waited for Ash to give him a target.

Ash looked around for several moments. He didn’t want to hurt the environment at all, so there was only one real target. Infernus would get to finish his job later.

“Sludge bomb on the boulder.” Ash said as he crossed his arms and eyed Tangela critically. The grass-type gurgled again before turning to the rock. He suddenly spat a huge glob of toxic sludge from his mouth. The disgusting brown mixture completely covered the cooled stone, although a few drops spattered around the boulder as well.

He wrinkled his nose, but congratulated Tangela nonetheless. If it was that bad being next to it he couldn’t imagine the sludge actually landing on him. Ash almost felt sorry for his future opponents.

“Good job.” He said nasally, trying to only breathe through his mouth. Tangela hopped up and down excitedly before hugging Ash with his vines. Ash returned the hug happily enough, although he had difficulties with breathing. “Infernus, could you burn that? Dazed, get rid of the gas.” 

Infernus casually pulled his head up and spat a small, intense stream of white flame that completely engulfed the disgusting boulder. He held it for about ten seconds before returning to his nap. Dazed’s eyes burned brightly as she gathered the toxic gas resulting from the sludge’s burning up and sent it high into the air.

“Thanks.” Ash replied, finally smelling again. The air still held a trace of the noxious sludge’s scent, but it was diluted now. He got back to business and looked to Torrent. Just as he began talking, he hesitated. Ash really didn’t want to cause a small storm, not yet anyways. It would inhibit Infernus’ training and cause him no end off annoyance.

“Torrent, you know you can do rain dance?” Ash asked. The regal dragon-type nodded. “Alright, then. Sorry, buddy, but I can’t have it raining yet.”

Torrent rumbled his understanding. Ash smiled and turned to his friends. “We’ve got a big battle coming up. Do any of you remember Sabrina?”

Dazed’s eyes flashed briefly at the memory. She almost flinched, although Ash saw her reign in the twitch before it was really noticeable. Her pendulum was trembling, barely held in place by her tight control over her emotions.

Nidorino had a grimace plastered over his pointed face. His eyes were narrowed as he recalled the humiliating defeat he had suffered at the hands of Alakazam. Ash was glad that he wouldn’t be using Nidorino in this fight. It had been stupid of him to use him against Sabrina the first time, no matter how powerful Nidorino was.

Infernus, however, instantly snapped up. Flames flickered around him as his eyes blazed with anger. Ash sent a warning glare to get him to calm down. Ash would probably be using him in the battle. The fire-type could work out his fury then.

“So, I want everyone to get used to their new moves.” Ash announced. His friends drew forward eagerly. They always liked pushing the destructive potential of their power to the absolute limit. “Dazed, you’re going to be with me. I need to work with you the most.”

Dazed nodded and shuffled over to him. She took her place by his side and absentmindedly continued polishing her pendulum. Ash glanced back at his team. “Torrent, work on dragon pulse and practice hydro pump some more. Tangela, try and get ancient power working. Infernus, just practice your Haze technique. When you’re done with that, work on fire blast.”

Infernus snorted flame to show he understood. Torrent and Tangela rumbled and gurgled respectively and headed off.

Ash was working on new techniques. Infernus’ strategy of incinerating the opponent and beating what was left of them to a pulp worked fine most of the time, but against Sabrina it just wouldn’t be enough. He would have to go with his camouflage and fire spin in order to have an edge against her powerful psychics.

Torrent had proven to be perfectly capable of battling on land. His strength with the moves he did know was simply incredible, but Ash wanted to see what he could do with dragon pulse. Dragon-type moves were exceptionally powerful and would give his friend an additional bit of variety. While he had learned hydro pump a few weeks ago, Torrent still had some difficulty. All he needed was practice.

Tangela needed to learn ancient power. He needed to get a bit of variety in his move pool, in particular variety that would let him crush any flying-types that tried to battle him. While Tangela could easily take down slower flying-types by ensnaring them in their vines and sucking out all of their energy, Ash knew that a fast opponent like Plume would be too swift for Tangela to catch.

But Dazed was the one that needed his personal attention. The others would be fine working on their own. She was the one that would be carrying them during this battle.

The others walked off. Only Plume was left, cocking her head at him oddly, confused as to why she hadn’t been given a duty.

“Hey, girl.” Ash said with a slight smile. Plume cooed at him gently, lightly pecking him and sending him staggering backwards. “I’ve got an important job for you. I want you practicing air slash, but every now and then go check on Infernus. Blow out any fires that he doesn’t extinguish and keep the others on their toes.”

Plume chirped happily and took off, whipping up powerful winds as she tore into the air. Ash was sure that she would enjoy practicing air slash against the others. Hopefully they would get a chance to try their moves out for real, although Plume might be too fast for them to easily hit.

Now it was only Ash, Nidorino and Dazed. Nidorino didn’t seem too happy about being unable to train, but loyally followed Ash as he and Dazed walked over to a large field less than a quarter mile from their location. Ash had discovered this place when he had been stuck at Celadon for a few days after the Game Corner incident. It was ideal for training any of his friends.

But the massive, open field was absolutely perfect for training Dazed with her newest technique. It was large enough to pose a challenge yet small enough to mimic the conditions they would find inside a gym.

“Alright, Dazed, you see that tree over there?” Ash asked, pointing to a massive, gnarled tree that dominated the center of the field. It was isolated from all other trees, ancient but alive. “Teleport.”

Dazed’s eyes flashed briefly before she vanished with a brief flash of light. She appeared about three-quarters of the way to the tree about two seconds later. Her yellow body and white mane were easily visible against the dull green of the grasses that dominated the field.

Ash frowned. Teleportation was instantaneous if used properly and at such a short distance should be perfectly exact. He shrugged it off, however. Dazed was probably just having trouble grasping it. She was a beginner, after all.

“Dazed, come back.” He called out. Dazed appeared about twenty feet away from him, her expressive eyes showing herself to be as confused as Ash was. “Are you all right?”

Dazed nodded. She shuffled over to him, a brief flicker of annoyance passing through her. Ash barely managed to catch it before she shut it down, returning to her normal state.

“Again.” He ordered. Dazed nodded slowly and gazed at the tree for a mere moment before her eyes flickered and she disappeared. Ash grinned when she appeared less than ten feet away from the tree, although it still wasn’t precise enough for his tastes. An instant later she appeared about six feet from Ash.

“Good job.” Ash congratulated. Dazed didn’t respond, but her eyes did become less narrow. “Again. We need to keep doing this until you can do it perfectly.”

Dazed nodded and began the drill again. Ash was rather pleased when she pulled it off almost perfectly this time, although it was clear that the repeated teleportation was beginning to take its toll on her. He had heard that drowzee and hypno didn’t have the raw power or specialization to use teleportation as effectively.

Judging from the weakness Dazed was displaying after about ten of the drills, Ash believed it. The abra line had evolved to naturally utilize teleport. Their brains and bodies were specialized for it, as were a few other psychic-type families. Drowzee and hypno were built more for physical and mental manipulation, not tearing holes through space and time.

So this would have to be a last resort strategy. Dazed was getting better and he was sure that her endurance and the ease in which she teleported would improve with time, but as of now she would have to end battles quickly.

He frowned at that. It wasn’t completely unexpected, but it seemed that he would have to develop a strategy aside from teleport and shadow ball.

Ash glanced over at Dazed, who had just appeared beside him again. Her eyes were drooping and her body was beginning to tremble. He frowned and walked over to his friend. “That’s enough, Dazed. You’re doing great. Take a break.”

Dazed stared at him thankfully, her pendulum slowly coming to a rest. The flickers of blue energy that encompassed her entire body slowly died down and she closed her eyes.

“We’ll start training again in an hour.” Ash told her. “Are you just going to rest here?”

The psychic-type nodded stiffly, her body clearly weakened by the strenuous exercises. She slowly sat down and closed her eyes as she began to meditate. It would help to heal her body and prepare her for another bout of training, although Ash would make sure that he was much easier on her this time. He didn’t want her overexerting herself.

With that he walked away. He needed to make sure that the others’ training was going along well. Nidorino slowly plodded along behind him, still annoyed if his little huffs of annoyance were anything to go by but too loyal to be obstinate.
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Over the next five days, his friends’ training progressed nicely. Dazed was able to teleport up to ten times before the drain was too much and was still able to fight well. He’d gotten her to perfect using two shadow balls at a single time. She finally had the focus and power to utilize the advanced technique, although it drained her rapidly. Ash would try not to use it very much.

Infernus had grown bored after five days of relentless training. Ash ended up leaving the rest of his friends to train by themselves for a while on the last day while he took Infernus out for battles.

His friend hadn’t improved much in respects to power or endurance, but Ash could tell that he’d mastered the Haze technique. It wasn’t very difficult, but Infernus didn’t like using it. He liked mauling his enemies until they were defeated, although Ash knew from personal experience that Infernus wasn’t entirely above using underhanded tricks.

Despite his newfound power, Torrent still hadn’t mastered dragon pulse. Ash suspected that he would have to find some method of help. Dragon-type moves were notoriously difficult to learn for those inexperienced with them and Ash knew that it would take at least another few weeks for Torrent to master the attack. As of now he could only form a small sphere of green energy before it fizzled out.

Tangela had mastered ancient power in two days. He went from barely being able to pull pebbles from the earth with his mind to ripping huge chunks of earth and stone from their static prison with ease. Ash was absolutely stunned at Tangela’s astounding growth rate. The grass-type had an incredible move pool and was quite powerful when he actually battled, but Ash hadn’t expected him to learn a completely new move so quickly. Tangela were hardly known for their intelligence, after all.

Plume didn’t do much except heckle the others, swooping out of nowhere to practice her air slash. She’d almost mastered it. The pidgeot was capable of launching several powerful, spinning blades of air with a single flap of her wings, but they were never quite strong enough to make it to her target. Ash suspected she would have it down within a week.

But Ash was as pleased with Nidorino as he was with the others. Nidorino had reigned in his uneasiness from being unable to let out his aggression and hadn’t become bad-tempered or dangerous. His friend was always shifting around and looking uncomfortable, but Ash knew that he would be fine.

He’d actually begun to let Nidorino fight in minor battles. When Infernus would have been overkill – some trainers he battled had nothing more than a rattata or spearow – Ash let Nidorino get a workout in. While the poison-type hadn’t lost his abilities, he had lost quite a bit of his endurance from his mauling at the hands of Pierce’s Umbreon.

Nidorino was getting better though. He was able to fight half-way decent opponents and Ash was going to give him his TMs soon. He wouldn’t be strong enough to safely evolve for a while, but it wasn’t too far off. Two weeks at the most.

But Ash was done with training. He knew he was ready for Sabrina now. Ash knew what he was getting into now. He’d fought her before knowing of her immense power, but never experiencing it.

Now he knew what to expect. Sabrina was unlike any opponent he’d ever faced before, but he’d defeat her. Dazed was ready, Infernus was frothing at the mouth to repair the wound his pride had sustained against the gym leader and Torrent was eager to show off his strength.

Sabrina was waiting for his challenge, and he was ready to deliver.
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He typed in Professor Oak’s number into the video phone. Ash needed Alakazam to take him to Saffron. He’d hoped that Dazed would be capable of teleporting him to Saffron after her training was complete, but she couldn’t teleport long distances. The most she could do was a couple of hundred feet before the strain would become too much for her. Dazed just didn’t have the talent for teleporting.

“Hello?” Oak asked as he appeared on the screen. He wasn’t looking at Ash. Instead he was tinkering with a pokeball. Ash could make out an odd purple covering on top of the ball, although Oak quickly hid the ball and looked at the screen. “Oh, Ash! How are you? Did your training go well?”

“I’m doing fine.” Ash replied with a friendly grin. “I think I’m ready to take on Sabrina. Dazed can’t teleport long distances, but she knows enough. Could you send over Alakazam?”

Oak nodded and smiled. “Of course, of course. Give me a moment. She’s meditating.”

Ash dipped his head in understanding. He knew how psychic-types liked to meditate, even if he couldn’t understand it personally. His body was far too restless to sit still of rmore than a few minutes.

The Professor rose out of his chair slowly, showing the strain age had put on him. He paused to stretch out a few kinks before walking out of Ash’s view.

He patiently waited for about two minutes before the Professor came back onto the screen.

“She’s waiting outside of the Pokemon Center.” Oak informed him as he sat down, sighing in relief as he got into the cushioned chair. “Try not to keep her waiting. She’s been oddly temperamental the last few weeks.”

“I won’t.” Ash promised. “Thanks, Professor.”

Oak waved his thanks away and pulled out the pokeball again, although Ash noticed that he took care to keep the purple casing away from Ash’s eyes. While he was curious about the mysterious pokeball, Ash didn’t bother asking about it. The Professor would have told him if he wanted Ash to know.

With that the screen cut off. Ash stared blankly at it before pulling himself out of his seat. He left the room in a hurry. Alakazam was waiting and he really didn’t want to annoy her.

Ash found himself outside of the Pokemon Center in just a minute. He’d already checked out and gathered his belongings from his room. His pack was slung tightly around his shoulder and his pokeballs were on his belt.

Alakazam waited just a few feet out of the Pokemon Center. Oddly enough, she didn’t seem to be attracting attention. Ash noticed that every now and then someone would send a curious glance her way, but it seemed that most people didn’t realize she was there at all.

She motioned for him to come near, pulling her spoon closer to herself. Ash complied and walked closer, apologizing to one of the pedestrians that walked into his path. The man just ignored him and went on.

“Can you take me to the Pokemon Center in Saffron?” Ash asked.

Alakazam nodded and crossed her spoons. Ash only saw her eyes flash a bright blue for a moment before they appeared in a similarly large but radically different city.

He blinked at the sudden change in lighting and scenery and looked over at Alakazam. She glared at his attention and stood back up, refusing to allow wariness to show. A moment later she crossed her spoons again and vanished, leaving nothing but thin air behind.

Ash took a moment to glance around. He would be lying if Saffron was his favorite city. It was too big and dirty and full of people that could be quite snooty at times. But none of that changed the fact that Saffron was an incredible city. While it didn’t possess the sheer size that Celadon possessed, Saffron compacted more into less. What Celadon had in sprawling suburbs Saffron had in immense skyscrapers, just low enough to not anger wild pokemon.

He took a moment to appreciate the sight before a well-dressed gentleman brushed past him, sending the trainer stumbling. Ash glared at the man that had ruined his little bout of thoughtfulness, annoyed at the fact the man didn’t even glance back. After he’d checked his pockets and belt to make sure nothing had been taken, Ash walked into the Pokemon Center.

It only took about five minutes to get a room. Ash didn’t actually go to it, though. He was much too worked up over challenging Sabrina again to bother. Everything was passing in a blur as he focused on every possible strategy he knew that Sabrina might employ and did his best to create a counter.

After all of that was over and done with, he made his way to the gym. While it was easy to get lost in Saffron’s intricate network of roads and alleys, Ash managed to remember this area well enough. He’d spent enough time in this section of the city during his last visit to recognize the areas he needed to, although Ash was still a bit fuzzy on the details.

Nevertheless, he found the elegant gym after about fifteen minutes. He’d taken a few wrong turns, but a few signs and locals had managed to get him back on the right track.

He took a moment to take in the unusual building. It was just as he remembered: A smooth, silvery surface with gentle curves and lines. While the gym was much different than the dull gray buildings around it, the contrast only made it more beautiful by highlighting its refinement and the skill that had been put into creating it. It embodied what Sabrina and the psychic-type were about: Strength through skill.

Ash took a deep breath before walking towards it, patiently waiting for some of the small crowds to pass by. A few other trainers that stuck out like a sore thumb in the city waited outside as well, some leaving the gym with despondent looks on their faces and others looking at the gym with a hopeful smile.

The trainer ignored the others as he gently slid the large, sculpted door to the side. He glanced around and saw that practically nothing had changed. Psychics drifted around, accompanied by psychic-types and others training with their order. A few paused to give him a cursory glance. They flinched almost instantaneously and hurried along their way.

He frowned at that, not liking what that said about him. But he wandered further in, feeling quite out of place amongst the cool decorations and simple designs. It just felt above him in a way, as though it belonged to an exclusive club to which he did not belong.

And then Sabrina appeared a mere foot in front of him, her cool crimson eyes gazing at him dispassionately. Her dark hair that held just the barest hint of a murky green floated upwards for a moment as the psychic energy accompanying her arrival dispersed before it collapsed back into place, not a hair out of line.

“Hello, Ash.” The woman intoned in her eerily calm tone. It looked out of place next to her warm smile. Despite the chill it sent racing down Ash’s spine, he found it relaxing. Such a lack of emotion kept him focused and calm. “You have returned to face me. Do you believe yourself to be of sufficient strength?”

“Yes.” He replied honestly. “I’ve gone through a lot since I last battled you. I’m ready.”

Sabrina closed her eyes. When she opened them they were glowing brightly with a deep purple energy. “Indeed. You have seen much, Ash. Things that few have ever seen. I have seen your progress. While I feared for you when the Ice obscured my vision, I should not have. You have been honed through cruel environments and great threats.”

Ash felt uncomfortable as she mentioned watching him. He just didn’t like knowing that someone had access to his life like that.

“Do not worry.” She said in her monotone voice. “I can sense you only in times of great emotion, as I can every strong trainer. My powers are limited to this city, which I watch over and protect from forces that would do it harm. It is difficult to know the mind of another when they are in Fuschia or the Seafoam Islands.”

For some reason that didn’t make Ash any more comfortable.

Sabrina’s smile grew, her cool eyes in direct contrast with the show of happiness. Ash somehow knew that her smile was genuine. Perhaps it was her own mind’s immense power overshadowing his own, juxtaposing his thoughts and feelings with her own.

It continued to grow at that, a secret smile that he didn’t know the meaning of.

“Come.” She told him, eyes growing less narrow and shifting to a warm scarlet. “You remember the way, yes?”

Ash nodded and followed the powerful psychic as they walked through the silent halls of the gym. Several of the robed psychics patrolling the area flinched away from Ash as he passed by but nevertheless bowed and showed great reverence towards Sabrina.

She seemed above it all. Sabrina gave cool nods to the psychics, but no other acknowledgement.

“Why do –” He began.

“They can sense the events you have shaped and survived.” Sabrina replied tonelessly. She never slowed down. “Ice has touched you, its presence born from mere contact. It hurts us, the source more than we can bear.”

“Ho—”

“I am strong.” She replied, once again speaking before the words could leave his lips. Sabrina paused only as she raised her hand to the massive doors that locked them out of the stadium. A faint glow suffused her hand and the immense, silvery doors smoothly opened. “The Ice will leave you soon. It is a mere memory of the source, one that you have been forgetting since you gained it. I can ignore it.”

Ash nodded slowly, unsure of what she was speaking of. Articuno, obviously. But how could a mere memory of something hurt a psychic?

“I have said too much.” Sabrina told him as they entered the large, dark stadium. As she stepped in, dozens of torches suddenly alit with a bright fire. The familiar battlefield was illuminated, perfectly smooth.

He admired the sight of the floor around the immense battlefield. It was made of an ambiguous stone or glass, shining but not clear. Ash wanted to look at it some more to discover just what it was, but he realized that the gym battle was more important.

When he looked up, Sabrina had already teleported to the gym leader’s box. Ash had expected it this time, but he was still a little shocked at the ease in which she used her powers. Sabrina waited calmly for him, four pokeballs levitating around her. They swirled around her at a slow speed, carelessly floating through the air in a blatant violation of physics.

Ash stepped up to his own box. He glanced over at Sabrina.

“This will be a four-on-four battle.” She called out. One of the pokeballs hovered in front of her, likely containing the pokemon she would use first. “The match shall end prematurely should either of us forfeit. Pick your fighter.”

He blinked in surprise. A four-on-four? He’d expected a three-on-three like she’d chosen last time. Ash frowned and took one of the pokeballs off his belt.

Sabrina’s voice suddenly met his ears from across the battlefield. “I have had a vision of our battle. Let us see if it will come to pass.”

Ash grinned and released his pokemon. Tangela appeared on the field. He gurgled happily and hopped up and down, although Ash noticed that he looked around for a bit in search of the trainer.

“Tangela, you’re in a gym battle!” Ash called out. Tangela gurgled even louder and jumped up higher. His vines unwrapped themselves and wriggled around in the air due to the grass-type’s happiness. “We’re battling psychics. I know you’ll do great!”

Tangela made an odd mixture of noises in understanding and tensed up, waiting for Sabrina to send her pokemon onto the field. He tensed up and prepared to fight as she released a small, slender espeon. Its scarlet forehead crystal glinted brightly as it sauntered up to the middle of the field.

Ash quickly noted the power it seemed to wield. Just from being relatively near it he could feel the barely controlled strength. Espeon would be a powerful opponent.

While he hadn’t planned on using Tangela in a gym battle yet, Sabrina had forced his hand. With a four-on-four battle he would have to either use Plume or Tangela. Nidorino was healing well, but he wasn’t up for a battle against Sabrina. With his weakness to psychics it would be stupid to send him out anyways.

Plume couldn’t fight in these enclosed quarters. They were high up, but nowhere large enough for a bird much larger than Ash was to comfortable fly around and maneuver. It would automatically put her at a disadvantage. She was invaluable everywhere else, but she just couldn’t work well in a gym.

Tangela, however, would be fine. He was powerful, showed great skill at battling, and didn’t have a disadvantage. While his real strength rested in physical fighting, he also had ranged attacks. When it came to battling indoors, he was by far the best choice.

“Begin.” Sabrina’s voice announced, echoing throughout the vast chamber.

Within moments Espeon attacked. A powerful psybeam shot out of its gem and slammed into Tangela without warning. Tangela didn’t seem to notice, however. He was knocked back a bit, but the psybeam failed to actually hurt him. His shell of vines dampened any effect the psybeam might have had.

“Leaf storm, trap it with stun spore!” Ash ordered. He stayed quiet. Sabrina seemed far too honorable to read minds during a gym battle, so it wouldn’t do to throw caution to the wind.

Tangela happily carried out his orders. He fired dozens of razor-sharp leaves from inside of his vines, each glowing and glinting as they flew towards Espeon with incredible force. An intensely bright layer of psychic energy stopped the worst of the attack, but quite a few leaves managed to slice through the barrier and hit Espeon.

The lapse in concentration caused the shield to collapse, leaving Tangela free to shake his spherical, vine-covered body and release the golden powder that would paralyze Espeon.

Even as the stun spore cloud descended over the battlefield, Espeon’s eyes and gem flashed brightly for a moment before a bubble of psychic energy covered Espeon, the swirling purple energy keeping the stun spores from getting to the psychic-type. A moment later the psychic barrier exploded, carrying an immense amount of force behind it.

Tangela gurgled unhappily as he was thrown back several feet but leapt to his feet and awaited more orders from Ash. The cloud of stun spores had been dispersed by the wave of force, diffused throughout the battlefield.

Espeon was in the center of it all. Its eyes grew brighter and brighter as the power it wielded intensified. A ghostly, unnatural wind whipped around the lavender psychic-type, forming a shell that dragged and pulled dirt up from the battlefield at an incredible speed. In just a few seconds Espeon had completely vanished, the only thing hinting about its presence the bright, glowing eyes.

Ash frowned. Tangela was stumbling around from the force of the wind, although he wasn’t being harmed. If Tangela wasn’t able to keep his footing, there was no point in even trying to battle. So he’d have to solve that first.

“Ingrain!” He shouted, struggling to be heard over the howling wind. Tangela managed to catch his voice, though. Several of his vines at the bottom of his body snuck into the ground and rooted Tangela in place. Aside from a small influx of energy, it kept Tangela from being knocked around. It limited his mobility, but Ash could have him snap off the vines if needed.

Now it was time to use Tangela’s vines’ insusceptibility to pain to use. But first he’d have to get rid of that sandstorm. Tangela couldn’t breach the shell. His vines would be shredded and battered before they could penetrate it.

“Ancient power, second.” He commanded. Tangela quickly obeyed him.

Tangela could use two variations on ancient power. The first and most common was to simply form a silver energy ball in front of its body and fire it. The second was a bit rarer since not many pokemon had an affinity for it. It involved using the energy normally used to produce the ball to tear great chunks of earth from the ground and throw them at the opponent.

A small ball of energy formed in front of Tangela’s body. It spun rapidly, casting a great silvery glow about the field that managed to penetrate the dense layer of sand swirling through the shifting air, before it separated into small beams that carved into the dirt around Tangela.

Four chunks of earth were quickly ripped from the battlefield, leaving Tangela surrounded by a crater. He stood on an island of earth whose only entrance and exit without entering the crater was a narrow strip of land, almost too thin for Tangela to walk on.

The chunks of earth levitated around Tangela for a brief few seconds before they were hurled into the sand shell that Espeon had erected. They were barely visible once they were thrown at Espeon aside from the narrow outlines of silver energy that surrounded them.

Espeon’s sandstorm abruptly halted, the particles of dirt and sand collapsing to the ground as one. Ash heard a high-pitched cry, but he knew Espeon hadn’t been knocked out by the attack. The furiously glowing eyes and tense lavender body told him that much.

“Vine whip and absorb!” He commanded quickly, hoping to take advantage of Espeon’s distraction while he could. Tangela complied happily, sending eight of his extendable vines lashing towards Espeon, who was finally visible again. Two of the vines moved to strike from the sides, an attempt to attack even if Espeon destroyed the vines closest to it.

It proved to be a good strategy. Espeon quickly erected a layer of interlocking, golden pentagons that stopped the six vines attacking from the front from hitting Espeon. Several blobs of psychic energy, most blue but with intense, purple hearts, struck through brief holes in the barrier to sever the vines.

But the two vines that attacked from the sides remained unscathed. They struck into Espeon with incredible force, sending the fragile creature to the ground. Tangela quickly took advantage of Espeon’s stunned state and wrapped his vines around its lavender body before yanking it towards him.

Espeon struggled for a bit, but when Tangela began to suck its energy through the vines. It slackened a bit, although a thin layer of psychic energy overlaying its fur helped to prevent as great a loss of its strength.

When Tangela brought it closer as gently as he could, seeking to not cause unnecessary harm, and released four more of his vines to speed up the process of draining its energy Espeon’s eyes suddenly flashed.

Ash called out a brief warning to Tangela, but he was too late. A small barrier of psychic energy blasted out from Espeon’s body, taking almost all of its remaining strength but severing Tangela’s vines. Espeon’s eyes suddenly glowed a harsh, vibrant red and Tangela became surrounded in a scarlet aura.

Tangela gurgled in pain as the psychic assault began, immense force battering him from all sides, but he determinedly stared at Espeon. The pale lavender psychic-type had fallen into the crater, unable to escape without exposing itself to harm for several seconds. With the degree of exhaustion it was suffering, Espeon would be unable to escape.

He grinned. “Use your ingrain to wrap it up.”

The grass-type focused for a brief moment, doing his best to ignore the intense pain and pressure that pounded down on him. Even as the roots that kept him firmly stuck to the ground erupted out from his island, Espeon’s split tail quivered. Espeon tried to leap out of the way as three small vines erupted from the earth Tangela stood on, but was rendered too slow by tiredness.

Tangela quickly ensnared the Espeon, two of the vines firmly pressing it to the ground. When it paused in its struggles and prepared to intensify the psychic assault on Tangela, the grass-type used the third vine to painfully jab it in its forehead gem.

Espeon gave out a high, piercing cry of pain but it was quickly cut off. Tangela had shot off eight more of his vines once Espeon’s psychic had been disrupted and wrapped them around Espeon. Once he’d gotten his vines around enough surface area, Tangela sucked just enough energy from Espeon for the psychic-type to be rendered unconscious.

The grass-type stood up with a new vigor and hopped up and down in excitement. He used his vines to pull him away from his island as Espeon was returned by Sabrina.

“Good job, Tangela!” Ash congratulated, hands shaking in excitement. Tangela had performed better than he’d hoped. He hadn’t been sure how Tangela would work against a powerful psychic-type like Espeon, but Tangela did great. “Keep it up!”

Tangela gurgled happily and waved some of his vines around.

Sabrina smiled and released her next pokemon. Ash looked curiously at the Mr. Mime that emerged onto the field. He’d only battled two before. Both had been effective, but very unorthodox. This would be a difficult fight.

Mr. Mime had a round, white body with a red spot in the center. Spindly, light pink arms and legs were connected to its round body by red spheres, much like the one on its chest. It had red cheeks and a pair of blue horns.

Ash gazed at it analytically, taking in as much as he could in the brief few seconds before the match resumed.

Mr. Mime didn’t look like much, but Ash knew that they were powerful. It was masterful at erecting defensive barriers and attacked with power one wouldn’t suspect from such an odd looking creature. He would have trouble getting close to it, but once he had gotten Tangela or his other pokemon close it would be a quick battle. Like many psychic-types, Mr. Mime were extremely fragile physically.

And then it began.

“Leaf storm.” Ash ordered. Tangela quickly followed through on the command. He pulled his vines away from his face and shot dozens of sharp, glowing leaves towards Mr. Mime. The psychic-type brightened when it saw the attack and waved its odd hands, which had a faint glow of power about them.

Ash wasn’t surprised when the leaves bent and fell to the ground as they slammed into an invisible barrier. Mr. Mime had powerful defenses against ranged attacks.

“Get close. Break through its defenses with vine whip when you can.”

Tangela charged towards Mr. Mime as fast as he could. Unfortunately, that was still extremely slow.

Mr. Mime’s permanent smile grew wider as Tangela waddled over, vines whipping towards the psychic-type. It waved its hands through the air, creating a barrier infused with enough power that Ash could actually see it. He didn’t like what Mr. Mime was doing and called out a warning.

“Get ready to swing yourself away!” He called out. Tangela didn’t acknowledge the order aside from extending some of his vines.

The psychic-type’s smile didn’t change as it awkwardly jutted out its thin arm. Tangela did his best to push himself away with his vines, but he couldn’t escape as the barely visible barrier sped towards him. Ash winced as Tangela was slammed backwards at an incredible rate, carried forcefully by the barrier as it continued flying forward.

“Use ancient power!” Ash cried as Tangela was crushed against the psychic barriers that prevented attacks from escaping the arena. Tangela tiredly pulled himself up, his armor of vines not enough to prevent an injury from that attack.

Tangela determinedly formed the swirling, silver ball of energy in front of him as yet another wall of psychic energy was sent towards him. As it neared, Tangela fired the ancient power. It carved straight through the barrier, although it weakened and diffused into the air a few moments later.

The grass-type continued on with the first strategy. He pulled himself up on his vines and began to “walk” on them at an impressive speed.

But then Mr. Mime spread his hands apart, still unscathed from the battle. Two small, compact barriers formed about twenty feet away from Tangela on each side of him. Mr. Mime clapped his hands together, causing the two barriers to fly towards each other, crushing Tangela in between them.

Ash cried out in worry, but just frowned when he saw Tangela’s form lying crumpled and unconscious. He returned the grass-type with narrowed eyes. That wasn’t something he’d expected. It was clear that Sabrina had trained her Mr. Mime far beyond the others he’d met.

But if she and Mr. Mime were going to be brutal with his pokemon, he’d return the favor.

Infernus stamped his foot and roared in fury when he was released. Flames and lava erupted around him, leaving him nothing more than an intimidating, shimmering figure. He kept the aura of flames wreathed around his form, ready to crush all opposition.

“It took down Tangela!” Ash shouted to his friend. The flames around Infernus intensified, burning white-hot. Infernus didn’t like Tangela and took malicious glee in sending sparks his way, but Tangela was part of the team. Besides, Infernus would want to prove just how much stronger he was than the grass-type.

Sabrina smiled softly and the battle began again.

Mr. Mime created another barrier and send it crashing towards Infernus at an incredible speed. It would crush him to the psychic walls and put an immense amount of strain on his body. The barrier was brighter and more intense than the ones that had defeated Tangela.

Infernus didn’t even roar as it came closer. He simply reared back his fist and crushed the barrier with his burning hand. The psychic energy dispersed in a brilliant flash of blue light that lit up the entire battlefield for a brief instant.

Ash blinked, stunned. Infernus didn’t even bother using brick break on the barrier. He just punched it.

A wide grin split his face. “Infernus, flamethrower! Get close and beat him.”

Infernus roared and charged, rearing back his head and spitting a brilliantly intense white stream of flame towards Mr. Mime, whose perpetual smile had vanished. The psychic erected a barrier just in time for the flames to wash harmlessly over the invisible wall.

Mr. Mime’s face showed its strain as it worked to keep the barrier working against the constantly growing flames that streamed around it. Infernus was growing closer and closer, an inferno of fire and smoke carried in his wake.

When the flames suddenly cleared, Mr. Mime put down the barrier, which had several cracks in it, only to see Infernus mere feet away. Ash was more than a hundred feet away, but he could see the awe and fear that flashed across Mr. Mime’s normally stoic face.

The psychic-type erected another barrier, this one glowing brightly thanks to the immense amount of energy poured into it. Infernus’s aura of fire crashed against the barrier even as Infernus reared his fist back and brutally chopped his hand into the aura.

For a moment nothing happened. Infernus and Mr. Mime were locked into a stalemate, both of the powerful pokemon putting all of their power into winning this confrontation.

And then the barrier shattered, a great burst of blue light flashing throughout the room as Infernus’ brick break slammed into Mr. Mime and sent the spindly creature to the floor.

Ash hissed as the massive blast of energy swept throughout the battlefield, carrying dust and smoke in its wake. The psychic barriers around the arena were visible for a few brief seconds as they struggled to keep the immense amount of power within the arena’s bounds.

He staggered backward as just a tiny bit of the energy managed to slip through the barriers. Every hair on his body stood on end and floating as the psychic power washed over him and his nerves screamed for just a moment.

It was over as fast as it began. Ash breathed deeply for a moment and secured his cap back into place before looking back on the battlefield.

Infernus had a shackled foot firmly planted on Mr. Mime’s thin chest, flames curling down on it. The psychic blast had dispelled Infernus’ fiery aura, but Infernus’ entire body was still covered in flames. He picked up his foot and slammed it into Mr. Mime’s chest, knocking the troublesome psychic-type out for good.

“Good job, Infernus!” Ash called out with a silly grin on his face. Infernus had once again proved his strength. “I’ll probably bring you back out soon.”

The fire-type roared in return and stamped his foot in victory, causing the earth around him to churn and explode upward, lava pouring from the gouges in the battlefield. Ash grinned at the display before returning his friend. If Alakazam was as powerful as before, Infernus could be a deciding factor.

As it was, he wanted to save Infernus’ vast strength. Torrent might not be sufficient against Alakazam, and Ash wanted to weaken the powerful psychic as much as he could before sending Dazed out.

Both trainers sent their next pokemon out.

Torrent rumbled his arrival, glancing around the ruined battlefield with great distaste. The earth had been ravaged by Infernus’ lava plumes and torn apart by Tangela’s vines. It would be difficult for anything to navigate unless they could levitate or fly.

Sabrina’s smile never faded. She sent out an odd creature. Ash had seen it before on TV, but it must have been a foreign pokemon since he didn’t know almost everything about it. He knew that most of the gym leaders had received at least one foreign pokemon to diversify their teams and force trainers to adapt, but he really wished that they hadn’t. It was difficult to battle when he didn’t know something’s capabilities.

The pokemon she sent out was about his height. It was primarily a light green and white, although a red spike erupted from its chest and back. Its forearms were thick, supported by thin yet extremely muscular arms. Bold, rounded hips and strong legs made up its lower body.

What made Ash jerk in surprise was when sharp blades extended out of its elbows. Its large, red eyes were fierce and determined, although they held great intelligence and respect as they surveyed Torrent.

The pokemon bowed to Torrent and waited. It was perfectly still, albeit tense and ready to strike at any moment.

“Gallade would prefer for you to strike first.” Sabrina said softly, although her voice echoed throughout the gym. “It is against his code to be the aggressor.”

Ash shrugged. “Torrent, blizzard. Spread it across the battlefield and then use ice storm.”

Torrent rumbled as he released a huge amount of freezing air and shards of ice from his snout. The icy air quickly spread across the battlefield, creating a cold zone that would greatly hinder Gallade. A moment later he levitated backwards, far away from Gallade.

The moment Torrent acted, Gallade began a smooth, graceful sprint. It was obviously a fighting-type judging from its strong and efficient movements.

It leapt high above the ice field, although it had no chance of jumping all the way across the swirling, icy mist. Ash blinked in surprise when it suddenly vanished just a moment before it would have landed. Gallade suddenly appeared directly behind Torrent and sliced down his back with his sharp blade.

Torrent roared in surprise, although the blade failed to do real damage. He quickly levitated away and shot a powerful water gun at Gallade. The psychic-type immediately teleported away and appeared next to Torrent, although the powerful water-type was ready this time.

The moment Gallade appeared, Torrent shot a water gun straight at the psychic-type. Gallade wasn’t fast enough to avoid the powerful jet of water and was flipped backwards, although it gracefully landed on its feet and teleported away a second later.

Ash frowned. Gallade was much more dangerous than he’d expected. It hadn’t showed anything that would really harm something as powerful and resilient as Torrent yet, but it was highly maneuverable and could take a hit. He needed to crush it quickly.

“Ice storm!” He shouted to Torrent. “Focus it on you.”

Torrent quickly did as Ash commanded. His fins waved a bit and he spun, causing an immense twister of churning air to form, carrying with it dirt torn from the ravaged floor. The twister ripped through the battlefield, dominating and whipping the entire area with harsh wind.

When it reached the ice field, which had only just begun to fade as the heat from the surrounding area diffused into it, Torrent guided the icy air into it with his own power, turning the formidable twister into a storm of wintery air and sharp chunks of ice.

Gallade appeared in front of Ash’s box. It was tense and prepared to sprint, but obviously didn’t have a way to attack Torrent while he was in the eye of the storm. The psychic-type sent a few testing psycho cutters, but the brutally powerful wind destroyed them the moment the psychic crescents grew near.

It vanished an instant later. Ash looked around the destroyed battlefield in an attempt to find Gallade again, but there was nothing. He frowned, but his attention was dragged to Torrent’s ice storm when the huge column of twisting air suddenly narrowed and intensified.

A moment later Gallade appeared in front of Ash again, sporting several wounds and a thin layer of frost over its body. It was obviously worse for wear and wouldn’t be as effective.

Ash couldn’t help Torrent right now. His friend couldn’t even hear him, let alone act on his commands. Remaining in the ice storm was the best possible strategy for Torrent at the moment. Gallade couldn’t penetrate it without suffering great harm himself and Torrent could do whatever he wished.

The column of ice and air suddenly surged towards Gallade, kicking up air and leaving a deep gouge in the earth as it moved along. Torrent’s huge form was barely visible inside, a shadow inside the light blue air.

Gallade tensed up. An aura of blue energy suffused its form and it suddenly began a long, loping sprint into the ice storm. Ash couldn’t help but admire its courage. Not many fighting-types would willingly attack something like that, even if they had a strategy to deal with it.

And Gallade did have a strategy to deal with the ice storm. As it neared it, Gallade leapt upward and did a sort of spin. When it entered the storm, its body flashed a bright blue before huge amounts of energy erupted from its lithe body.

The effect was dampened enough by the ice storm to allow Ash to actually watch it. Energy exploded outward, carving through the heart of the storm. Ice shards and the air itself was carried outward by the burst of energy, dispersing the ice storm aside from a few remaining swirls of air.

Torrent was revealed. He looked surprised, but he quickly regained control of himself. Gallade was obviously exhausted, but it quickly teleported behind Torrent and elegantly spun around, slicing into Torrent’s back with his glowing blade.

Unfortunately for Gallade, that didn’t actually weaken Torrent. It simply made him angry. Torrent promptly spun behind and delivered a powerful hydro pump into Gallade, the incredibly powerful blast of water slamming into the psychic-type, who was too tired to teleport away in time.

Gallade was slammed into the torn ground by the powerful attack and was helpless as Torrent shot another hydro pump into its body with unstoppable power. The psychic-type struggled to get up again, but Torrent rumbled loudly and blasted him with one last hydro pump.

The powerful pokemon tried to pull itself up one last time, but collapsed.

Ash was grinning ear to ear. He wasn’t sure if Infernus could have taken down Gallade that easily. Torrent had taken a few hits, but his armored hide and typing made them mostly ineffective. Infernus would have had more trouble defending against the maneuverable Gallade.

Sabrina recalled Gallade. Her smile was still there, but it grew a little as she released her last pokemon.

He sighed when he saw the old, powerful Alakazam appear. It was sitting down on air, its power keeping it levitating.

Alakazam glanced at Torrent and landed to the ground. Its spoons began to glow brightly, trembling violently as power surged through them.

“Hydro pump!” Ash called out. “Get close.”

Torrent rumbled and flew towards Alakazam. As he shot a powerful hydro pump at the psychic-type, Alakazam casually erected a barrier. It grew slightly brighter as the blast of pressurized water impacted, but it held up without any noticeable strain.

Alakazam stared at Torrent for a moment as the water-type grew nearer. The psychic seemed to smile and crossed its spoons. A blue aura surrounded it and a matching aura encompassed Torrent’s form.

Torrent froze, locked in place by Alakazam’s psychic. Ash frowned and felt worry gnaw at his stomach, but it was completely wiped away when Torrent rumbled loudly – the ground shook – and suddenly broke Alakazam’s mental control.

Alakazam look shocked for a moment as Torrent surged toward him, furious and ready to do battle with the powerful psychic-type.

But as Ash’s friend neared, Alakazam casually teleported to the side. As Torrent went ramming past him, Alakazam closed its eyes. The aura around it grew brighter and shifted hue, becoming a dark, rich orange.

It sent a psybeam towards Torrent, perfectly aimed. The powerful, intense beam radiated light and sent Torrent hurtling backwards when it impacted. Torrent survived the attack, but it had done a good bit of damage on him.

Ash clenched his teeth. He’d known that Alakazam was powerful from their last bout, but he realized that Sabrina was holding back. This time he would meet Sabrina’s full strength.

“Hydro pump, follow with twister and blizzard!” He shouted. Torrent quickly followed through. Alakazam teleported just inches away from hydro pump, but simply crossed its spoons as the twister neared. A column of light appeared within the swirling mass of air and exploded outwards, destroying the twister with it.

As the blizzard lanced towards Alakazam in a focused column, the psychic-type simply flashed energy through its eyes and conjured a shimmering wall of psychic energy. The blizzard struck it, a howling current of ice and air.

Alakazam was visible from Ash’s angle, so he could see its surprised expression at the powerful attack. It raised both spoons and crossed them, causing the barrier to grow in power until it lit the entire room like a miniature orange sun.

Ash shielded his eyes the best he could, but the light still blinded him. He closed his eyes and opened them a few seconds later. Stars still juxtaposed with his vision, but he could at least see some of the battle.

The psychic-type had teleported away from its previous position, allowing the rest of the blizzard to go roaring past it. Torrent tried to shoot a hydro pump at it, but Alakazam simply crossed its spoons and conjured a wall of light mere inches from Torrent’s snout.

Torrent’s hydro pump was quickly stopped when the barrier slammed into his snout, stopping up the hydro pump and shooting Torrent backwards. The water-type was forced into the psychic barriers surrounding the arena as the light screen continued to ram him, relentlessly slamming into his friend over and over again.

When Torrent finally shattered the light screen and roared towards Alakazam, the psychic-type simply crossed its spoons again. Vibrant orange-white particles of energy coalesced into a ball in front of its mouth. When Torrent grew closer, Alakazam fired the devastating hyper beam straight into Torrent’s chest.

The resulting explosion forced Ash to look away again. When he looked back, his heart sank.

Torrent lay in the middle of a shallow crater, the powerful water-type crumpled and unconscious. Smoke trickled from his body, which was covered in soot and dust.

Ash sighed and recalled Torrent. He thanked his friend for his efforts before sending out Infernus.

Infernus’ eyes narrowed in fury when he saw Alakazam. Flames swirled around him, leaving him an indistinct shadow in their midst.

“Haze!” Ash commanded. Infernus complied, using fire spin to surround the entire arena in a writhing mass of flames. Alakazam and the area directly around it was the only thing left untouched, its powers preventing the flames from encroaching upon it.

Alakazam looked around with calculating eyes. Infernus was nowhere to be found, but Ash expected Alakazam to find him shortly. Psychic-types could usually detect the minds of others, or at least their emotions. The powerful magmar’s emotions were probably no more subtle than he was.

And Infernus emerged from behind Alakazam with murderous eyes, the crackling, roaring flames disguising his entrance. He leapt towards Alakazam with a glowing fist, the other at his side and writhed in flames.

The psychic-type snapped towards Infernus with its spoons crossed. A barrier was quickly erected in front of it, but Infernus’ fist shattered it thanks to the greatly enhanced power brick break lent him.

But Alakazam vanished in that instance, finding a new safe harbor amongst the inferno. Ash scowled in anger and annoyance. Infernus vented his fury by letting loose a brutally powerful flamethrower, glowing white hot and intensifying the flames even more.

Infernus vanished into the fire the next instant, his anger helping to display his location. Where he walked the flames surged and intensified, the only obvious indicator of his location.

Ash could see Alakazam. It had appeared in the same spot Gallade like to teleport to: right in front of Ash. The psychic was wary, its spoons crossed and its body shrouded by a light screen and barrier.

He grinned. He could take advantage of this just like he had with Gary. Ash wouldn’t even have to tell Infernus what to do.

It was a tense few seconds as they waited for Infernus. His friend had calmed his anger. Flames no longer exploded wherever he walked. Alakazam stood with its back to Ash’s box.

Infernus suddenly erupted from beside Alakazam, a single leap placing allowing it to be close enough to attack. His flaming fist smashed into Alakazam’s side, the force of his fire punch diffused across the entirety of Alakazam’s fragile body. The attack didn’t really hurt Alakazam thanks to its protection, but it rattled it.

Alakazam couldn’t avoid the next brick break. Infernus’ fury fuelled the attack and, despite the immense power Alakazam had entombed in the light screen and barrier that hugged its form, it shattered both of them. The psychic went staggering back, no longer protected and lightly injured, but it no longer played with Infernus.

Ash almost closed his eyes as Alakazam’s eyes glinted a bright orange. Cracks formed in its spoons, only to be mended mere moments later. An immense wave of power erupted from Alakazam, sweeping everything in its path away.

His jaw nearly dropped in awe as the pale energy extinguished the flames that covered the entirety of the battlefield, snuffing them out in one fell swoop. Infernus was affected as well. His fledgling psychic abilities allowed him to weather the brunt of the assault without too much trouble, but when he leapt at Alakazam with a furious glare Alakazam simply shot him with a psybeam.

Infernus dispelled the worst of the psybeam, but it still hurt him. He sailed through the air towards Alakazam, however, and slammed his fist into the psychic’s chest. Ash grinned widely, although his smile vanished when Alakazam crossed its spoons.

A lance of psychic force, far more refined than Dazed’s massive blasts, sliced through the air. Infernus’ eyes widened in fear, knowing the power behind it would knock him unconscious.

So he did what he did best: fight. Infernus reared back his head and let loose the most powerful flamethrower Ash had ever seen. It was not particularly large or ostentatious, but narrow, refined, and burned hot enough for Ash to feel it past the barriers.

In short, it was the perfect match for Alakazam’s lance.

The two attacks met midway between the two pokemon. They swirled around each other and formed a ball for just a brief instant. The next it exploded, smoke obscuring the view. A wave of concussive force erupted from the explosion, rattling Ash’s teeth and sending him stumbling back even through the psychic barriers.

He gasped and pulled himself upright before gazing onto the field. As the smoke cleared, he saw Infernus’ body lying unconscious. Ash groaned in despair but looked at Alakazam. It was struggling to stand as well, supported only by its psychic power.

Ash slowly grinned. He had a chance. Alakazam had shown itself to be more powerful than he could have imagined in the last few minutes. It had almost effortlessly defeated Torrent and would have defeated Infernus without taking more than a few bruises had it not been for that explosion.

So he released Dazed. She locked on to the Alakazam instantly, her pendulum quivering and flapping in an invisible wind as she saw the being that had so effortlessly defeated her before.

“Shadow ball!” He shouted.

Both Dazed and Alakazam began creating their shadow ball, the powerful psychics gazing at each other with intense, gray eyes.

Ash noticed that, despite its weakened state, Alakazam’s ball grew much larger than Dazed’s in a much shorter amount of time. By the time that Dazed hurled her ball, Alakazam’s had grown nearly twice as large.

Alakazam clearly meant to allow its immense shadow ball to absorb Dazed’s, just like their last battle. Unfortunately for it, that strategy didn’t work. Dazed wasn’t a mere drowzee anymore. Her evolution had given her strength.

The gargantuan shadow ball Alakazam had formed exploded, not powerful enough to absorb Dazed’s attack. Alakazam vanished into an explosion of shadowy energy.

Ash held still with bated breath, mind furiously hoping that Alakazam had been taken out by its own arrogance.

When the smoke cleared, he realized that he wasn’t so lucky. Alakazam was clearly weakened, but it took the attack well. It was shuddering and twitching as arcs of grey electricity jumped across its frail body, but it could fight.

Alakazam almost immediately teleported away, disappearing just as Dazed’s psybeam sliced through the air. It appeared at the other end of the battlefield, next to its mistress. The psychic-type’s eyes shimmered a bright, angry orange as it crossed its spoons.

Ash frowned as Alakazam was enshrouded within a psychic bubble, its aura extending and swelling. He had no idea what this technique was.

Sabrina’s smile and eyes grew happy, no longer simply amused.

Alakazam rose into the air slowly, its eyes closed as it focused all of its energy into maintaining the strange technique. Dazed took a wary position, all of her power ready to be used to fight Alakazam.

Dazed’s foe floated high into the air within its psychic bubble. Ash noticed that it was a little hazy around the edges, as though Alakazam was having difficulty keeping it up. That made him hope that the energy intensive technique couldn’t be maintained for long.

But the next few seconds made him realize that the bubble didn’t need to be maintained for long.

The bubble moved. It soared towards Dazed at an incredible speed, crossing the entirety of the immense battlefield in less than two seconds. Dazed promptly teleported away, just a second away from being slammed by Alakazam.

Ash flinched as it slammed into the psychic barrier mere inches from his face. He caught a glimpse of Alakazam serenely sitting inside of the bubble before it pulled away from the barrier – which was shining as brightly as it could under the immense strain it was placed under – and blasted towards Dazed.

Dazed was ready this time. She hurled a shadow ball at the bubble an instant before teleporting back to the area in front of Ash. Unfortunately, Alakazam destroyed the shadow ball. Ash didn’t understand how, but a lance of psychic energy sliced into the shadow ball and caused it to disperse into nothingness.

He didn’t even understand how this technique was possible. Ash hadn’t even heard of it before, and he’d spent weeks poring over Alakazam’s entry in his pokedex in an attempt to know their abilities inside out. There were some incredible things mentioned, but this? Creating a bubble of psychic energy that let Alakazam move quickly and be completely invulnerable? This was just unreal.

Sabrina honestly should have a position on the Elite Four if she created this technique. This was simply incredible.

But Alakazam’s bubble was failing. It was darting as fast as it could by Dazed, sending tendrils of psychic lances that caused immense explosions wherever they hit. Even as it forced Dazed to teleport more and more to escape the sure defeat the bubble would impart on her, Alakazam’s energy was failing.

Ash was sure that it would be able to keep up the technique for at least a few minutes if it were at full strength, but in its exhausted state Alakazam was fading fast. He didn’t think that it could survive more than another twenty seconds of this at the rate the bubble was fading.

Of course, Dazed was weakening as well. She couldn’t keep up with the amount of teleports required of her. Her reaction time was slowing by just a hair each time. Soon she wouldn’t be able to escape quickly enough.

It was a battle of attrition.

Fortunately, it was a battle Dazed would win. After three more of the little cycles, Alakazam flashed towards her one last time, the last of its energy poured into the move.

Dazed’s eyes burned with pain, but she managed to teleport one last time. Alakazam’s bubble failed a moment before it would have slammed into Dazed and knocked her out. The psychic-type’s bubble finally broke and dispersed, sending Alakazam flying towards the barriers.

It was returned before it could actually hit. Sabrina had a wide smile on her face. Ash blinked.

Then it hit him.

He’d done it. He’d defeated Sabrina, one of the most powerful and feared gym leaders in Kanto. He’d won!

Ash grinned so widely it felt as though his face would tear. But he paid his burning facial muscles no mind. He shouted congratulations to Dazed, his voice almost cracking with the sheer joy he felt.

This wasn’t just a victory. This showed that he was really worthy to be a pokemon trainer. He’d done great things in his short time as a trainer, but this meant he really had skill. Ash had what it took to be in the Conference.

“You did well.” A warm voice said to him. Ash snapped his focus to Sabrina. “Few trainers are capable of defeating me. You are one of them.”

“Thanks!” Ash said happily, the silly grin never fading. “It was an awesome battle!”

“It was.” Sabrina agreed with a dip of her head. “You have proven your strength. I am honored to present you with the Marsh Badge. You have earned it.”

Ash reverently took the small, polished badge from Sabrina. He eyed the simple circle that meant so much with glee. The Marsh Badge was simple. All it was were two concentric golden circles, far less ornate than most others he’d received.

“The battle went as I foresaw.” He heard. Ash glanced up at Sabrina. “Your victory was always assured.”

He cocked his head. “It was?”

“Yes.” Sabrina replied, her eyes drifting past him to see the universe. “You had the skill and power to defeat me. Had you chosen another strategy, perhaps you would have failed. But I believe you would have found a way. The future is never set, but it is probable.”

Ash frowned. The adrenaline still coursing through his veins addled his thoughts. That was a bit too complex for him to decipher right now.

“It will come in time.” Sabrina said with a smile. “Before you leave, however, I would like to request a rematch in the future. I would like to test my skills again.”

“Of course!” Ash happily agreed. This battle was one of the best he’d ever had. He’d love to have a similar experience, especially if it didn’t have so much riding on it. “I’ll come by when I can.”

Dazed shuffled next to him then. She looked exhausted, the bags under her eyes greatly intensified. Ash smiled softly at her, temporarily ignoring Sabrina.

“You did great, Dazed. I couldn’t have expected better.” He murmured. Dazed smiled at him with her eyes, the bags vanishing for a brief moment. “Do you want to go in your pokeball?”

The hypno sleepily nodded. Ash quickly followed her request. She deserved everything he could possibly give. All of his friends had earned it.

“I have faith that you will meet the challenges ahead.” Sabrina said as she motioned for him to follow. As they made their way to the entrance of the gym, she continued speaking. “The gym leaders see great things in your future. I have confidence that you will achieve them.”

Ash was silent for several moments. They had just arrived in the wide, airy atrium. Several psychics nodded reverently to Sabrina, although they continued to shy away and flinch at the sight of him.

“Thank you.” He said politely. “I hope I can meet your expectations.”

Sabrina just nodded at him before vanishing. Ash blinked in surprise before he opened the elegant door and left.

He’d had a long day.

But he’d achieved a lot. Sabrina was defeated. Only one more gym leader remained.

Giovanni awaited him.

A/N: Well, there it is. I’d like to apologize for the time it took me to update. I know I said that I’d try to update Tuesday or Wednesday, but apparently I had to make up for my Spring Break. I just had too much stuff to get done to write as much as I’d like. 

Anyways, thanks for reading! The tournament is next chapter, along with some unexpected surprises. 

I’d also like to thank everyone who has reviewed, followed, or read my story. I’ve gotten tons of support, and it makes me really glad to write. Make sure to review! 






12. Chapter 12: The Tournament


Well, here’s the next chapter. But I realized that I was a little off with my wording last chapter. The Indigo League tournament is called the Conference in my story. The one in this chapter is just a tournament. We’ve still got a few chapters until the Conference. Sorry for not being clear.

Additionally, I’d like to thank MafiaMello, Corpj123, psychoyoshi79, Garm88, Draton, Find Pie, ShinObi87 and Crisscrossanime for submitting their OCs. Sorry if yours didn’t get picked, but I felt that these were the ones that fit in best with the tournament. I’ll be referencing a few of the ones that didn’t get picked, though.

Right now, Ash was walking toward the Pokemon Center. He’d checked out and gotten his pack. It was time to go home.

Ash ended up sticking around Saffron for another three days. All of the pokemon that had participated in the fight had taken heavy injuries. Even Tangela had been unable to battle for more than a day, even after a heavy dose of potions.

Infernus and Torrent had worse injuries than Tangela, however. Torrent had been subjected to a full power hyper beam from Alakazam, which had done quite a number on him. His armor was still slightly frail on his chest, although he was able to fight again. Infernus was simply bruised all over his body, although his tough body and incredible rate of healing ensured he was ready to fight after a single day.

It only took two days for his friends to be well enough to fight again, but he had decided to stick around one last day. He needed to get Nidorino back into battling. His friend was almost back to his full strength, but he was still a little slow and lacked the endurance he’d had before being mauled.

Fortunately, Saffron had plenty of trainers to battle. Most were of average ability and were easily defeated by Nidorino’s strength and experience, but a few proved tough enough to pose a real threat. That’s when Ash called Nidorino back in and let out Infernus or Dazed. Infernus couldn’t go more than a day without a fight and Dazed was one of his only pokemon that hadn’t sustained a serious injury from Sabrina.

Nidorino just needed a few more days of training before Ash could use him seriously again. Ash hoped that he’d be ready in time to face Giovanni. He would like nothing more than to defeat the last and greatest gym leader of Kanto with his starter by his side.

A grin split his face as he thought of Giovanni. He knew he wasn’t quite ready for the Earth Gym, but he was getting close. Just a week or two of training and he knew he’d be ready to at least attempt to battle Giovanni. Defeating Sabrina had given him more confidence in his abilities, at least in regards to the powerful gym leaders.

But right now he needed to call Professor Oak and get him to send Alakazam over. Dazed had improved a bit on her endurance in regards to teleportation, but she would never be able to teleport him long distances. It just wasn’t what the drowzee line was built for.

Normally he would have just called Professor Oak on his PokeNav, but thousands of magnemite and magneton had been passing through the city and suburbs in huge swarms. The electromagnetic waves they produced were disrupting almost all of the signals to and from Saffron. Only places with specially prepared facilities such as Pokemon Centers could actually get calls out.

Ash was a little annoyed at his bad luck, but knew he shouldn’t have been surprised. Magnemite and magneton swarms passed through cities like Saffron every month or so. They were attracted to the vast amounts of electricity being produced, although they usually passed by for easier sources such as power plants specifically set up to feed them.

Of course, Saffron had it easier than most cities. Sabrina and her psychics were able to scramble their minds and give them a compulsion to leave. It generally worked well from what he heard.

But he’d heard that something was off about this most recent swarm of the creatures. Normally they drifted aimlessly, seeking any possible source of electricity. They tended to be slow and lazy since they normally didn’t have much power to feed on. Right now they were energized, ceaselessly following some source that humans couldn’t detect. Ash had heard that electabuzz and elekid herds were following it as well.

It was worrying, but they weren’t hurting anybody. The League was keeping an eye on it from what he’d heard, but didn’t disrupt anything. They didn’t want to accidentally hurt pokemon, after all.

He’d given thought to catching one of the electric-types as they drifted through Saffron, but it was much too risky. They were generally nonthreatening and extremely passive, friendly, even, but if he threatened one of their swarm they would attack. It wouldn’t end well for him. The same with electabuzz, although they had much worse tempers. They were much like magmar in that way.

He stepped into the video phone room, passing several other trainers. Most had pleased smiles on their faces, as though they had just spoken to their loved ones after years away from them.

Such a statement probably wasn’t so far from the truth. A year would be an exaggeration, but it wasn’t uncommon for trainers to stay in the wild for weeks without contact with the outside world. They might run into small towns and villages along the way, but those out of the way places usually didn’t have video phones.

Ash glanced around the massive room. Although the Saffron Pokemon Center was exceptionally large, it was still filled to the brim with trainers. More and more were beginning to stop and train in and around cities now that they’d gotten their badges and didn’t have to travel all the time, so the relatively empty ones he’d seen throughout his earlier journey were slowly filling up.

Even though there were more than twenty video phones available, Ash still had to wait for someone to get off of theirs. He tapped his foot impatiently as the call dragged on and on. Another trainer, a teenager much taller than him, tried to skip in front of him, but a glare from Ash and a tap to Nidorino, who was sitting beside his feet, made the trainer walk away with a disgruntled look on his face.

He smiled slightly at that. Even injured and weakened, Nidorino was still so obviously tough that not that many trainers would want to mess with him. Not many trainers battled as much as Ash did, and Nidorino had taken part in a good chunk of those fights. Plus the nasty, thick scars left by Umbreon’s sharp fangs showed just how dangerous Nidorino could be.

Ash idly patted his friend on the head, eliciting a happy grunt from Nidorino. He started talking to his friend, not really caring what the other trainers thought. Most were talking to their own pokemon anyways, although three or four of the dozens of trainers waiting to get on the video phone were eying them with distaste.

“So, how do you think Seeker’s doing?” He asked, glancing down at his friend. Nidorino grunted and looked up at him. “I’m hoping she’s healed up well. I’d like to take her with us to Mt. Moon.”

Nidorino nodded and grunted excitedly at the mention of Mt. Moon. His ears perked up and he butted his head into Ash’s leg. Ash winced and rubbed the lightly aching spot but grinned down at his friend.

“Yeah, yeah. We’ll go there once we’ve beaten Giovanni. I think I’m going to get another circuit of the gyms done before the Conference. I’ll need the practice.”

The poison-type grunted his understanding. Ash kept on talking for a few minutes, heedless of anyone around him. He just wanted to pass the time until he could finally talk to Professor Oak.

Ash was suddenly torn away from his one-sided conversation with Nidorino.

“I’m done. You can stop talking to your rodent now.” A voice sneered. Ash glanced up in surprise and scowled as a boy about his age with long purple hair and cold, serious black eyes pushed past him. He glared at the boy’s back for a few moments before continuing up to the video phone. The trainer had a surprisingly adult voice for one so young.

Nidorino growled menacingly at the boy as he walked away, but loyally followed Ash a few moments later. Ash quickly typed in Professor Oak’s number. The screen flickered to life and showed Oak’s work station just a few moments later.

“Hey, Professor Oak!” Ash greeted with a grin. Oak, who was tinkering with that same purple pokeball, quickly put it out of Ash’s sight and snapped his attention to the trainer. He smiled at Ash and returned his greeting.

“How did your battle go, Ash?” Professor Oak inquired, curiosity gleaming in his aged black eyes. “I had expected to hear from you the same day you left Celadon.”

Ash grinned widely enough to cause a little pain in his cheeks. “I won!” He exclaimed. Ash sobered up a moment later, although he still had a huge smile on his face. “I was going to call you and my mother that day, but a swarm of magnemite has been passing by.”

Professor Oak hummed in understanding. “Ah, that makes sense. I must confess that I haven’t been paying attention to national events at the moment. I’ve been too wrapped up in my research.”

“What’re you researching?”

“Oh, this and that.” Oak said vaguely, waving his hand through the air to dismiss the question. “Nothing that would really interest you. It’s much more interesting to old men who haven’t been outside of a musty old lab for a decade or so.”

Ash couldn’t hold back his smile at that. “And who would that be? Definitely not you, Professor.”

A smile tugged at Oak’s lips. “I suppose not. I’m not quite that old. Not yet, anyways.” He leaned forward on his desk. “You wouldn’t have heard of any of these men. They’re just researchers for Silph. They’re quite high up on the ladder, but aren’t exactly in the public eye.”

“Oh.” Ash replied with a nod. He shook his head. “By the way, could you have Alakazam teleport to the First Pokemon Center of Saffron City?”

“Of course.” Oak said. He fiddled around with a remote sitting on his desk and pressed a large, red button. At Ash’s questioning look he explained. “The button activates an alarm in Alakazam’s basement. It saves me quite a bit of time.”

Ash nodded his understanding. He saw Alakazam teleport directly behind Professor Oak and tap him on the shoulder with one of her dull claws.

“Ah, there you are.” Oak said pleasantly. “Could you teleport to the First Pokemon Center at Saffron? Ash needs you to bring him back to Pallet.”

Alakazam sighed and rolled her eyes. Her small moustache twitched as she crossed her spoons and vanished. Oak smiled fondly after her for a few moments before turning back to Ash.

“Well, you should get leave now. Alakazam is waiting.”

“Thanks, Professor.” Ash grinned. A second later he cut off the monitor. He glanced at it for another few moments before shaking his head and walking away.

“You can go.” He said to the next trainer in line. The tall, broad-shouldered man nodded and thanked him gruffly before stepping past him.

After that, Ash slipped through the crowd, although he paused to return Nidorino first. The crowd had grown much larger since he had first entered the room, which was making his friend antsy. Nidorino didn’t like crowds. It was a natural instinct for Nidorino. They were the protectors of their herds. Being around a lot of unfamiliar faces could confuse them and make them a bit more aggressive than usual.

Ash made good time. The crowd wasn’t too dense for him to slip through small gaps, so he didn’t have much trouble. It still took a minute or so, but it was better than if he’d been bigger.

Still, he’d taken much too long for Alakazam. The psychic-type was standing out on the side of the street when he left the warm, comfortable atmosphere of the Pokemon Center. It was raining heavily, the dark clouds that had been hovering over the city casting a gloomy shadow on Saffron. The shadows made the ordinarily dull and colorless Saffron City even more lifeless.

Aside from the constant lances of lightning that lit the entire city for brief instants, there was little light. It was possible to see, but it was as dark as twilight.

In other words, Ash wouldn’t mind leaving the city. It wasn’t going to be a happy place for the next week or so.

“I’m ready.” He said to Alakazam. Ash noticed people around him giving him odd looks, although a few seemed to see what he was talking to. Alakazam probably erased the image of her from most peoples’ minds. Her kind attracted quite a bit of attention, after all, and it was best to stay incognito to keep Rockets away.

Not that any amount of Rockets would have an effect on Alakazam. She was exceptionally powerful, even amongst her kind, at least if the old videos Ash had seen of Professor Oak in his battling days were any indication. Alakazam was probably even stronger than Sabrina’s, as crazy a thought as it was.

She nodded and crossed her spoons. Ash briefly blinked and found himself standing outside of Professor Oak’s lab.

The weather was perfect. It was bright and sunny, but not too hot. There was a nice breeze and he could see dozens of pokemon playing and relaxing in the field.

Ash grinned. This was much better than Saffron. It was an incredible city, but it was just so lifeless. He much preferred the sun and wide open spaces than the compact, crowded city.

“Thanks.” He said to Alakazam. She just rolled her sharp eyes before crossing her spoons again. A moment later she vanished. Ash shrugged and walked up to the lab. He knocked and waited quietly, although he took the time to release his friends. They deserved some time in the open.

“Hey, everybody.” He greeted happily. Most of them called back or, in Infernus’ case, nodded and crossed their arms. Tangela pulled him down for a brief hug, which Ash gladly returned. “We’re at Pallet for a while. Just go wherever you want. I’ll call you when I need you back.”

Tangela tapped him on the forehead affectionately with one of his vines before waddling off. Ash assumed that he was going to the fields. The grass-type was a favorite of the younger pokemon. He always took the time to play with them and didn’t mind their rough-housing.

Plume pecked him before shrieking her goodbye. She took off, kicking up a cloud of dust and tearing some of the grass from the ground. Ash coughed and wiped his face but watched her go with a smile. He didn’t know what she did. The flying-type often flew to the forest, close enough to come if Ash needed her but far enough away for privacy.

Dazed didn’t go anywhere for a few moments. She stared at Ash with her inscrutable eyes for a few moments and nodded to him, her eyes lighting up in a smile. Ash smiled back, although he wasn’t sure what that was about. He didn’t have time to inquire, however. A few moments after that Dazed vanished in a flicker of light, appearing by Tangela an instant later.

He would be lying if he said that he wasn’t surprised by their friendship. Dazed was generally aloof from the rest of the team, although she spent some time with Nidorino. She was almost always around Tangela, however. Ash couldn’t figure it out.

Torrent rumbled to him before floating away elegantly, his fins gently waving in the air. He was headed in the direction of the lake. The water-type had a liking for the water. It was where he was most powerful and he often sank to the bottom of the lake for hours on end.

Infernus snorted a bit of smoke at him and glanced around the area. His eyes lit up with his inner fire when he saw Arcanine lazing around with the growlithe puppies, however, and he stalked over to the great canine. Ash grinned. He couldn’t wait to watch their fight. The two powerful fire-types had been testing each other in contests and feats of strength the entire time he was in Pallet last time. Infernus seemed determined to grow stronger than Arcanine, who, aside from Blaine’s Magmar, was the only truly powerful fire-type he’d met.

Nidorino, of course, stayed by Ash’s side. Ash idly scratched behind his friends ears, aware that Nidorino was staring at the nidoran herd. He knew that his friend felt compelled to join his own kind, but appreciated that Nidorino stayed with him. He was the best friend Ash had.

He stayed there for a bit longer before the door opened. Ash only had a moment to grin before he was wrapped up in a tight, crushing hug.

“Oh, Ash, I’m so glad to see you!” His mother gushed, tightening her grip on him. Ash coughed as the vice grip grew even tighter, although he made sure to hug his mother back. A few second later she let him go and smiled widely at him. “I heard about your match with Sabrina. I’m so proud of you!”

“Thanks, Mom.” He said, still grinning happily. While things had gotten much better between he and his mom before he left for Celadon, it was still a bit tense. It looked like his mother had finally sorted everything out. That made his grin grow even wider. He’d been afraid that things would take weeks to return to normal. “How was Pallet while I was gone?”

His mother pulled him into the large home before she answered him. He listened with a small smile at his face as she chattered on. It was clear that she’d missed him. Ash could say the same about her.

“Oh, nothing too exciting.” She began as they entered the house. “Professor Oak was busy most days. He told me that he’s been working on something really important, but it’s confidential.”

Ash nodded. “Silph?”

She nodded. “That’s it! Anyways, he’s been busy, so I’ve been working at the restaurant a lot. There hasn’t been much business. A lot of people have been here with Professor Oak this week. I guess he needs more help than usual. I’m actually catching up with him right now.”

He nodded again. If Professor Oak was busy, then someone else would have to feed the pokemon and keep the lab running. It must be something extremely important if he was willing to bring most of his part-time assistants in.

But now he needed to ask about what was really important.

“How’s Seeker doing?”

“She’s doing wonderful!” His mother gushed. They’d just entered the kitchen. Professor Oak was sitting down at one of the tables with a newspaper. A cup of cold water sat next to his empty plate. “Seeker’s been on a potion regimen for the last few days, but she got off of it yesterday.” His mother said brightly.

She took a seat and motioned for Ash to sit down. He did and nodded a hello to Professor Oak, who returned it before returning to his newspaper. Professor Oak looked extremely stressed out and tired. Ash had detected hints of it during their call, but in person he could see the deep bags under his red eyes.

Ash turned back to his mom. Nidorino had curled up next to his leg. His mom hadn’t seen him yet, so Nidorino was spared from being hugged and cuddled like he was a nidoran. The poison-type’s side was leaning on Ash’s foot, providing a comfortable pressure.

“And Bruiser?” He asked. Ash felt a little guilty about the fighting-type. He’d done a bad job of using him after sending him to the Corral. While he didn’t want to split him up from Seeker, he wanted to use his friend some more. Bruiser had done well in the time they’d had together, even if he had a ways to go before he equaled the rest of the team.

“He’s been carrying Seeker everywhere and stayed with her the entire time!” His mother crooned. Ash noticed that she was acting unusually perky, even for her. He wondered if she’d had coffee. “It’s so adorable!”

Ash nodded, a small, genuine smile slipping onto his face. He could see that image very easily. Bruiser had appointed himself Seeker’s protector, after all. It wasn’t surprising that his devotion wouldn’t have wavered. They were as close as any other members of his team.

“I’m quite impressed with you, you know.” Oak said, speaking up for the first time. He’d put the newspaper down and had his glass of water in hand. “Very few trainers can defeat Sabrina. For you to have grown this strong in just a few months…it’s amazing.”

“Thanks. I’m actually amazed myself.” Ash replied, leaning forward onto the table. Nidorino grunted softly in protest and rolled over onto his side, happily laying out on the cool tile floor. A thought entered his mind. “How are the others from Pallet Town doing?”

Oak’s face lit up, some of the stress vanishing. “Gary just got the last necessary badge for the Conference! He’s just got the Rainbow badge. Now he’s going to challenge Koga.”

Ash nodded, a frown on his face. He was surprised that Gary wasn’t really challenging himself. Gary was more than strong enough to take on Koga. Alakazam was quite powerful, if not the monster that Sabrina’s was. It just didn’t make sense to him.

“I haven’t had much contact with Jonathan or Amelia.” Oak admitted, looking a little embarrassed. He scratched the back of his neck and averted his eyes for a moment. It was odd on the distinguished Professor. “The last time they called in was after they beat Erika.”

He sighed dejectedly. Ash had hoped that Oak would have more concrete information on his former travelling partners. Now that he had been on his own he probably wouldn’t want to travel with them again – he just felt closer to his pokemon this way, and even if he was friends with them he’d felt like a third wheel in their duo – but he still wanted to know how they were doing.

“They haven’t called me, but I can tell you what pokemon they have.” Oak told him. Ash perked up at that. He wanted to battle them whenever he saw them, and knowing what pokemon they had would do a good job of preparing him for that. It would be nice to know how far they’d come as well.

“Let’s see…” Oak began, staring thoughtfully into space. His eyes suddenly brightened and he snapped his fingers. “Jonathan has a charmeleon, rhyhorn, kingler, magnemite, and gyarados. Amelia has an ivysaur, raticate, tentacruel, dewgong, and kangaskhan.”

Ash nodded. It looked like they’d progressed quite a bit, although he had no way of knowing how strong they actually were. He’d almost forgotten about Jonathan’s gyarados. That was probably the one he’d seen escaping the wreckage of the ship. He was actually looking forward to seeing it in action. Gyarados were powerful pokemon, as Captain Stewart’s gyarados had proved more than once, and he wanted to see how Jonathan had raised it.

Of course, he knew that Torrent would have fun that battle. Not many water-types could even hope to challenge a kingdra, but gyarados were amongst that tiny number. It would be amazing, especially if Jonathan was capable of controlling the great sea serpent.

His mother finally spoke up. “Ash, where are you heading to after this? I know you aren’t going to stay here long.”

Ash smiled guiltily at her. “I’m going to head to Viridian to take on Giovanni eventually. But I know I’m not ready yet. I need to train some more.”

His mom flinched and turned pale a bit at the mention of the Viridian gym. Ash looked at her oddly but didn’t press the issue. If his mom wanted to tell him something, she would. That meant it was either very private or something that she wanted to forget.

Still, for her to react so badly at the mention of Giovanni was odd. It made Ash curious. Hopefully she would tell him eventually.

“I’ve told you before that Giovanni will be a brutal battle.” Professor Oak interjected hastily. “I’m glad to see you understand that. Gary’s wanted to battle him for a while now.” The older man sighed, rubbing his temples. “He doesn’t seem to understand just how dangerous Giovanni is. The man is far more skilled than all gym leaders but Sabrina and Blaine.”

Ash rolled his eyes. Gary was smart. He should have more common sense than to even think about challenging Giovanni yet.

“How much longer do you think I should train before taking him on?” Ash questioned. Professor Oak knew enough about his abilities and his team to make an accurate guess. He seemed to know Giovanni pretty well, as well as his team.

“That’s a good question.” Oak muttered, scratching his chin. “Torrent will be highly effective against most of Giovanni’s pokemon, but he will eventually sacrifice one to defeat it. Kingdra can levitate to avoid ground-type moves and have a type advantage. He uses primarily rock and ground-types. Still, the rest of your pokemon won’t be particularly effective.”

Ash paid close attention to the Professor. Although he didn’t know about many of his battling achievements since the Professor was tight-lipped about them, he knew that Oak had been incredibly powerful back when he was a trainer.

The Arcanine that could easily keep hundreds of pokemon in check while still having time to play and the Alakazam that could teleport half-way across the country without too much trouble was testament to that. And he wouldn’t even mention the Dragonite, who rarely made an appearance at the Corral. Ash didn’t even know where it lived.

“Pidgeot wouldn’t be able to do much damage.” Oak continued. “She’s too weak offensively and defensively. She just couldn’t do the damage required. Nidorino will be back to snuff soon, but I doubt he’ll be capable of taking on Giovanni’s Nidoking or Nidoqueen.”

Nidorino growled from beneath the table, clearly offended. The vibrations were powerful enough to make Ash’s leg tingle a bit. Ash just rolled his eyes and leaned down to scratch behind Nidorino’s leathery ears, careful to avoid the poisonous spines. His friend calmed down, appeased by the action.

His mother’s eyes lit up and she glanced underneath the table. Ash grinned when she leaned down and began to pat Nidorino carefully, knowing enough about the breed to avoid the locations of the spines. Judging from Nidorino’s sudden relaxation, he didn’t mind the attention too much.

Oak had a small smile on his face before he continued. “Anyways, Magmar is one of your most powerful pokemon, but he isn’t cut out for battling Giovanni. He’d do some damage thanks to his rather aggressive temperament, but not enough. Hypno would do well against both of the Nidos, but Giovanni knows how to deal with type disadvantages. He isn’t averse to using pokemon outside of his favored types.”

Ash nodded slowly, making sure to remember every word. He wanted to know what to expect, even if it wasn’t particularly descriptive.

“Tangela, however, would be your best bet. They are quite rare amongst trainers and can be quite effective against Giovanni. But I’d suggest you train Bruiser.” Oak said with a serious expression. “He will be effective if Giovanni pulls out one of his most powerful pokemon, as well as the golem and rhydon he commonly uses. You also need to train Bruiser. Machoke need an outlet for their strength, and he’s not finding it here.”

He averted his eyes from the Professor’s stern expression. Ash was aware that he’d neglected Bruiser. It didn’t make him particularly happy, after all. He knew that he needed to do something about it.

“I’ll make sure to start training him again.” Ash replied awkwardly. “I’ve just been distracted lately.”

“It’s fine.” Oak told him, dropping some of his sternness. “I understand that you’ve been through a lot lately. Just do your best to take care of him in the future. Machoke can be dangerous if left alone for too long.”

Ash nodded seriously. Machoke could be aggressive and antsy if they felt bored or lax. With the immense power they packed even with their power save belts on, they could be devastating.

“Enough of this talk.” His mother spoke up. She was smiling, although it was a bit strained. “Ash, you must be starving. I’ll get you something to eat.”

He started to say something, but when his mother instantly started fixing him some food, he just quieted down. Ash wasn’t really hungry since he’d had a huge breakfast at the Pokemon Center, but shrugged that concern away. It wasn’t like he was going to reject food.

Besides, he would be training hard for the next few days. He should probably get as much food in as he could.

XX

“Hey, guys!” Ash exclaimed as he walked into the guest room. His mom had converted it into a room for Bruiser and Seeker. Seeker was hanging up on a high beam, hissing and chattering to Bruiser. The hulking fighting-type was doing push-ups on a bare section of the floor, his thick, reptilian skin taut and unyielding as he performed the exercise.

The effects of his words were immediate. Seeker chattered excitedly and fell from her beam. Ash worried for a brief moment before she caught herself and fluttered over to him. He smiled softly and scratched her behind her sensitive ears, laughing as she leaned into his touch. Her small hooks held onto his shoulder as she nuzzled at his cheek.

“I missed you too, Seeker.” He laughed. Ash kept on scratching her ears as he looked over at Bruiser. The powerful reptilian fighter had easily pulled himself up from his exercises, showing no visible strain from the workout. Bruiser smiled and walked over to him. “You too, Bruiser. How’s it going?”

Bruiser grunted, a deep noise that Ash knew to be his sign of approval, and beat his leathery chest with a powerful fist. Ash knew that was what his friend did when he was happy.

“Good, good. How’re you healing up?” He asked concernedly, twisting his head as far as he could to see Seeker. She nudged him with her head and squeaked excitedly, pulling up to expose her front.

Ash examined the spot carefully. The spot that had been a wide, gaping wound when Golduck attacked her had completely healed over. It was raised just a bit more than the rest of her skin. At the very edge of the wide, hairless scar was the beginning of light, leathery skin. After that her soft blue fur started up again, a little sparse around the massive scar, but still there.

Seeker pulled herself back down. She steadied herself on Ash’s shoulder and squeaked again. Bruiser crossed his arms and watched the two with his version of a smile, although his beady eyes were mostly focused on Seeker.

“Thank you so much.” He whispered, gently stroking the top of her head. Seeker chattered happily and squeaked again. “I know I never got to really thank you. You were barely conscious last time.”

The zubat squeaked happily and leaned into his touch. She seemed quite happy, causing Ash to smile. “Anyways, I just wanted to thank you. You were so brave.”

Seeker buried her head underneath one of her purple wings, drawing a smile from Ash. “You were. I’ve never seen anything braver.”

He laughed quietly as Seeker did her best to hide from his praise. Ash shook his head in amusement and looked over to Bruiser, his smile turning upside down. “Bruiser, I’d just like to thank you for helping her so much. You’re a great friend to her, and I couldn’t have asked for anyone better to protect her.”

Bruiser puffed out his chest and beat it again, obviously proud at the compliment.

Ash lowered his head a bit and stole a glance at Seeker. She was still hiding from her in embarrassment, although lightly rubbing circles on her soft blue back was getting her to squeak in happiness.

“But I’d also like to apologize to you.” He said seriously, meeting Bruiser’s eyes. The fighting-type started at that, looking at Ash with evident surprise. “I’ve been a bad trainer to you. I broke my promise to bring you back as soon as I could. I sent you here just so I could try to train Golduck.” Ash spat, fury bubbling to the surface as he saw Seeker’s tiny form shiver and flinch at the name.

He took a few breaths, noting that Bruiser did the same. When he was calm enough, Ash continued. “I’ve been a bad trainer to you. But I promise I’ll do better from here on out. You and Seeker are just as important as the rest of my team.”

Ash glanced away, worried that he might have reawakened any dormant anger Bruiser felt. He wouldn’t blame the fighting-type.

So he felt the urge to flinch when a strong, powerful hand clenched his shoulder, although not tightly enough to bruise. It was still uncomfortable, but a concerned grunt brought his eyes back to Bruiser. The machoke was looking at him with eyes glimmering with a strange emotion.

Now that Ash was looking at him, Bruiser let go of his shoulder. He stood up tall, showing off his impressive height, and pointed at Ash. A moment later he slammed his fist into his chest, producing an audible thud. Bruiser stared at Ash intently before bowing his head.

Ash smiled unsteadily and repeated the action, although his was much less impressive. Eleven-year-old muscles were much weaker than Bruiser’s iron-hard muscles, after all.

Bruiser’s bowed head snapped up, eyes looking at Ash and his bowed head in confusion. A wide grin split his reptilian face and he carefully clenched Ash’s shoulder in respect. It was a very human gesture.

He smiled back at his friend and did the same. Seeker climbed off of his shoulder and onto his back, clicking and using her echolocation in an attempt to understand what was going on. She seemed to know enough to avoid interfering, and was as quiet as could be.

When Bruiser let go, Ash looked at his friend. There wasn’t any bitterness or annoyance in his small, beady eyes. There was nothing but friendliness and that same glimmer from before. Ash couldn’t put a hand on it.

But he did know one thing. He was forgiven. And that meant that it was time to start making his absence up to his friend.

“So, Bruiser are you ready to start training? I want to use you in the next gym.” Ash said with a smile. Bruiser grinned widely, his eyes shining with happiness. It was then that Ash realized that he’d never used the fighting-type in a gym battle. He felt a brief flash of guilt before he pushed it away.

It was time to get down to business.

XX

“Come on, I know you can do it!” Ash said encouragingly. His pokedex was in hand, set to the entry on dragon pulse. It described the best way to teach the attack quite well, and gave him several visual examples from different pokemon as a sort of guide.

Torrent rumbled angrily, a little frustrated. He nodded though and focused again.

Ash knew that the lack of progress with dragon pulse was annoying Torrent to no end. His friend had never had any trouble learning moves before. He had always been the one who understood them the quickest, in fact.

But Ash knew what really made Torrent angry was that he had evolved now. Even with all of the power at his disposal, Torrent was feeling as though he wasn’t strong enough.

He knew that Torrent could do it, though. His friend was making excellent progress. The move was difficult to learn, as with all dragon-type moves, but Torrent almost had it down. It was only a matter of time. Probably within the next few hours, if things kept progressing. Torrent could make the powerful energy ball and even launch it, but before it could reach its target it would disappear into the air.

Torrent reared his elegant head back and poured his power into the formation of the ball. Light green energy formed in small particles in front of his snout and quickly coalesced into a bright ball of swirling energy. It was almost jade in its coloration, although a bright white core shined at the center.

When it had grown to be almost half as large as Torrent himself, the dragon-type turned his head towards the absolutely massive cliff they’d been using as target practice. He closed his eyes and used his power to shoot the massive sphere of energy straight into the cliff side.

At least that’s what was supposed to happen. Instead, the energy sphere exploded half-way there, releasing a huge amount of energy into the area in the form of a massive explosion. Ash flinched, but Torrent quickly flew in front of him and blocked most of the explosion. Ash was still sent stumbling back a few steps, but Nidorino quickly steadied him.

“Thanks, Torrent.” Ash said with a strained grin. Torrent rumbled at him and puffed out his powerful chest, clearly pleased with himself. “Say, you want to take a break for a minute?”

Torrent happily accepted the break with a grateful nod. He levitated next to Ash and watched curiously as Ash sat down and glanced at his pokedex screen.

He just couldn’t get why Torrent wasn’t able to master the move. This accident proved that he was close, since it actually exploded with the full force of the attack instead of fizzling out, but Torrent still had a ways to go. Ash was doing everything he could to help, but dragon pulse was living up to its reputation in regards to difficulty.

Maybe it was because he’d never come across a pokemon that knew dragon pulse. For every other move he’d taught his friends, he and his pokemon had personal experience with. Dragon pulse was an unknown aside from the pokedex entries.

Ash sighed and took a sip of his water bottle. It was quite hot today. He’d known it was the end of summer, but the temperatures had been mild so far. Today seemed to be the weather’s retribution for its lenience.

They were several miles away from Pallet, deep in one of the massive forests that entombed the small town. There were a lot of boulders, trees, and huge, sheer cliffs for his friends to test their moves on and there weren’t many pokemon about.

Pallet and the surrounding areas were home to the weakest pokemon in Kanto for a reason. Its mild climate and vast natural resources, mostly untouched by humans, made it a relatively safe place for young pokemon to grow up and learn. They were mostly from common, migratory pokemon like flying-types or raticate, but a few rarer breeds like pikachu also bred here.

During spring and mating season, it was easy to find an egg or two almost anywhere one looked, although angry parents were usually close behind. He and Gary had learned that lesson well when they’d tried to take an egg they found home. Two large, furious raticate managed to run them off before they could make off with their prize, though.

He smiled at the memories. It was almost a shame that most of the young pokemon were leaving the area now that summer was ending. While it made training easier and less tedious since he didn’t have to worry about destroying their homes, Ash was sure that Tangela would have enjoyed playing with them. Come to think of it, Seeker would as well, although not until it was dark.

Ash’s lips curled up at that. Bruiser and Seeker were training as well. Well, Bruiser was. Seeker was just staying and socializing with the rest of the team. She didn’t like fighting – it scared her. After the things she’d been through, Ash couldn’t blame her. If she didn’t want to fight, he wouldn’t be the one to force it.

He’d have to go around and check on the rest soon. It wouldn’t be that hard to find his scattered friends. Plume was within earshot and she could guide him to the others easily.

Bruiser and Infernus had been sparring. Infernus was working on his own close combat skills. While he had plenty of power and speed behind his strikes, he was undisciplined. Ash didn’t want him abandoning his vicious, brutal style, but he would like Bruiser to teach Infernus how to deflect blows without taking their full force and how to be more efficient.

For Bruiser it served to get him used to fighting. Ash was sure that he’d had a few spars with other pokemon at the Corral, but he wasn’t sure how many were up to par with his own pokemon. He wanted Bruiser as strong as he could be before taking on Giovanni.

The rest of his team were working on the same things they had when they were at Celadon. All of them needed some work. They were much closer to performing the powerful moves Ash knew they were capable of, but they still had a while to go.

Plume was so close to perfecting air slash. Ash was going to be helping her after he’d checked on everyone and Torrent was done for the day.

Tangela was just having fun. Ash had instructed him to work on moving around on his vines. It gave him much better mobility and greatly improved the speed in which he got around. He’d need that to avoid any nasty tricks Giovanni pulled. Fortunately, Tangela was having quite a bit of fun with it. Over the next few days Ash would have him work on power whip. It would give him a bit more power behind his attacks.

Aside from his mobility training, Ash wanted to start using Tangela more often in battles. The grass-type was on the cusp of evolution. He was displaying all of the signs the pokedex said to watch out for: lengthening vines, more energy, and even faster vine growth.

Infernus still had to perfect fire blast. The fire-type had almost mastered the move, but it was still prone to exploding at random times. Ash suspected that Infernus only had to devote another day or two to learning it before it would be under his control.

Dazed was working on a technique Ash called Flurry. It worked by Dazed producing a dozen tiny, weak shadow balls and hurling them at the opponent, or even multiple targets. While the shadow balls were weak, they could do quite a bit of damage and were able to distract an opponent. It was difficult and energy-consuming for another psychic to block all of the shadow balls, so Ash hoped it would help them out in battle.

Nidorino was just following Ash around and getting used to the rough terrain. He was still a little slow, although Ash was thinking that he would evolve Nidorino within the next two days. His injuries were no longer severe enough that evolution would harm him. Now it would just heal him perfectly.

But he didn’t think that Nidorino was ready quite yet. There were still a few mottled bruises on his hide, although they were faded and barely visible. Ash was going to wait until they were completely gone to give Nidorino the shard.

It wasn’t as if he didn’t want to evolve Nidorino. He’d been waiting for this moment for months, as had Nidorino. He just wanted his friend to be safe above all else.

A deep, concerned rumble from Torrent snapped him from his thoughts. Ash glanced up at the concerned visage of his friend and stood up, causing Nidorino to do the same.

“Sorry, Torrent.” He said with a shake of his head. “I was just thinking. Are you ready to start up again?”

Torrent nodded, his scarlet eyes blazing with determination. Ash grinned. “Alright. Do it again. Take your time.”

The dragon-type rumbled his understanding and repeated the process. When the energy ball had grown to gargantuan proportions, Ash began to get a little worried. He wasn’t sure if his friend was capable of controlling that much power yet.

But Torrent continued to fuel it until it was almost as large as he was. Torrent’s eyes shone with glee as he turned his head and fired the massive dragon pulse towards the rocky cliff.

Ash honestly thought that this was it. Torrent had finally perfected the attack through his own iron will and determination to succeed.

Then, a little more than half-way, the dragon pulse exploded in a flash of bright green light. Ash turned his face away from the heat, although he was shielded from the explosion by Torrent’s nearly invincible body. He opened his eyes and nodded thankfully at his friend before staring at the cliff face.

The explosion hadn’t done much damage, but it had gouged out a large chunk of the rugged stone and pulled it to the ground. Loose rock around it began to fall out as well, more and more stone and dirt falling and kicking up a huge cloud of dust.

Torrent levitated protectively in front of Ash and Nidorino, preparing to blow the rubble away if necessary. Fortunately, it never came to that. The rock slide ended as soon as it began, harming nothing and only leaving a huge pile of rubble and torn rock at the base of the cliff, along with a huge dust cloud.

And then the three froze. Nidorino’s ears twitched and Torrent’s eyes glinted with something Ash couldn’t quite make out through the thick haze of dust. Ash frowned when he heard a deep, annoyed roar flash out over the landscape, loud enough to be heard all throughout the forest.

He thought it seemed quite familiar for some reason. Ash just couldn’t place his finger on where he’d heard it before. What he did suspect was that they’d annoyed something very large and very powerful with the explosion and resulting rock slide.

“Get ready.” He warned. “I’ll call Plume if you two can’t handle whatever this is.”

His friends didn’t respond. Torrent simply took up a defensive position in front of him and prepared to unleash the fullest extent of his wrath and power should the newcomer be a threat. Nidorino flanked Torrent, a current of electricity running up his horn and sparking out in a brilliant, incandescent arc.

The roar grew louder, a constant, powerful rumble that dwarfed that of Torrent’s. The deep, intimidating timbre of Torrent was like the crash of the ocean: powerful, but it was never constant. This was the earth crashing against itself, a constant boom of thunder cracking through the air.

And then he saw a tan blur coming from high in the air before the ground shattered beneath the newcomer, kicking up an explosion of dust and wind that knocked Ash onto his backside. He barely had time to tell his friends to hold themselves back before the force of the impact hit and stunned him, rendering him useless for a few seconds.

He groaned as he pulled himself up, but he never let his eyes stray from the cloud of dust. Whatever had just slammed into the ground with enough force to splinter the earth hadn’t attacked yet, but he wasn’t about to be careless. Anything with that much power behind it had to be a monster, and considering that it was capable of flying it was probably a dragon-type.

When the dust cleared, all of the tension intensified.

A massive dragonite, large enough to match the cornerstone of Lance’s team, stood before him. Its scales were twice as large as his hand and blanketed its huge body in a thick armor, yet it was still sleek and aerodynamic enough to let it break the sound barrier. Everything that was regal about Lance’s Dragonite spoke true for this one as well, but the numerous scars and dents on its scales bespoke of even more battles against unspeakably powerful foes.

Almost anyone else would have been terrified of the beast. Its eyes were narrowed in annoyance, red from lack of sleep. The normally friendly, upturned mouth of a dragonite was flipped into a frown. The antennae that would allow it to detect air currents and utilize powerful electric-type attacks were rigid and sparking.

But he just grinned. He knew this Dragonite. It belonged to Professor Oak, his prime enforcer when it came to dealing with unruly pokemon around Pallet Town and in the Corral. Ash knew that Dragonite lived somewhere around Pallet, but he hadn’t known it was in this area.

“Dragonite!” He exclaimed, recognizing the powerful creature. Ash didn’t know it as well as he did Arcanine since it normally rested and lived far from the Corral, but he’d seen the dragon enough to recognize it. “It’s me, Ash!”

Dragonite cocked his large head at Ash in confusion and stared at him carefully, some of the aggression leaving his bulky form. It took him a moment, but his eyes sparked with recognition. At that his aggression vanished, although Dragonite was still annoyed.

“I’m sorry for the noise.” Ash apologized, trying to appease the annoyed creature. “Did we disturb you?”

The dragon-type nodded, watching Ash intently with his sharp eyes. Ash had walked in front of Torrent, much to the annoyance of the kingdra and Nidorino.

“If I’d known you were around here I would have found somewhere else to train.” Ash told the bulky dragon-type. He pointed at Torrent. “Torrent’s just trying to learn dragon pulse, and I didn’t want to destroy any trees. I’d thought the cliff was tough enough to stand up to it.”

Dragonite’s eyes lit up when Ash pointed to Torrent. He nodded his understanding to Ash and stared intently at Torrent, measuring the water-type up. It was a tense affair for a few seconds since neither Ash nor his friends could decipher Dragonite’s emotions, but it leveled off.

The old dragon seemed to have found Torrent acceptable. He roared in a friendly manner to Torrent, waving one of his brutally powerful arms at the water-type. Torrent rumbled back, dipping his head respectfully to the more powerful pokemon.

Ash stepped back when Dragonite shooed him away. He and Nidorino watched carefully as Dragonite gracefully walked over next to Torrent and motioned for Ash’s friend to watch carefully. Dragonite gave a low roar to Torrent, not particularly powerful for the dragon-type but still holding enough energy to make the earth vibrate.

Torrent rumbled something in return, causing Dragonite to nod. He looked over at the mass of rubble and gouged out chunks of stone and tensed up. Ash watched in awe as a massively powerful ball of green, glowing light formed in front of Dragonite. It was as large as Torrent’s last, disastrous attempt at dragon pulse and took less than a second to form.

He suspected that Dragonite could easily make one several degrees more powerful. Dragonite didn’t seem to be strained at all by the beginning stage of dragon pulse.

Dragonite held it for a while, grunting at Torrent quickly. Ash couldn’t hear any sign of effort in his grunts. He seemed more bored than anything else, although interested in helping Torrent.

And then he fired it.

The dragon pulse was obviously more powerful than Torrent’s. When it was released a shockwave of air and force blasted outwards, displacing air and kicking up a small cloud of dust. Despite the haze, Ash could easily make out the vibrant ball of energy as it flashed at the immense pile of rubble.

It exploded in a supernova of green light and heat. Ash had to shy away from the heat, Torrent too entranced by the work of the masterful Dragonite to levitate in front of him. The experience wasn’t too bad, although Ash’s skin tingled for a while and he felt a light covering of dust on his exposed skin.

That wasn’t important though. What did matter was that Dragonite was grunting some more instructions to Torrent, waving around with his large arms to emphasize his points.

Ash just watched Dragonite for the remainder of the time. Dragonite left relatively quickly, just three minutes or so after he began teaching Torrent. In that time he used dragon pulse twice more, reducing what little remained of the pile of rubble into fine powder and a few odd chunks of ravaged stone.

Dragonite waved them goodbye before he launched himself away, knocking Ash onto his back and forcing Torrent and Nidorino back a few inches. He vanished in just a few seconds, becoming a tiny dot high in the sky by the time Ash was able to look up.

He glanced around the area. Dragonite had left a mess. Dirt covered everything in a fine layer. The earth had been cracked and caved in underneath Dragonite’s pressure, unable to withstand the force of his landing. The huge chunks of stone and earth that had fallen from the cliff were reduced to dust.

Even if he had left a mess, it was all worth it.

“Torrent, do you think you’ve got this?” Ash asked. It was always easier for his friends to learn new moves after they’d actually seen them in action. Torrent was always quite intuitive when it came to learning anyways, so with an example he should be able to complete his learning. He had mostly mastered dragon pulse anyways. This was just the last push.

Torrent nodded, determination blazing in his eyes again. Ash held his breath as his friend levitated into a position where he could safely fire the attack. His eyes were intent on the large, scaled form of his friend.

A small, intense ball of soft green light formed in front of Torrent’s mouth, a core of white energy providing the support. Ash nodded at that, pleased. Torrent wasn’t succumbing to his annoyance and trying to overcompensate with one of the huge spheres. He was taking it easy.

His friend focused intently for another second before firing the ball at the cliff.

It flashed towards the sheer stone wall at an incredible speed, glowing brightly and providing the light of a second, miniature sun. Ash watched, a wide grin slowly growing on his dirty face.

And then it fizzled out, just a few feet away from the cliff.

Ash sighed, but patted Torrent’s side in consolation. He was close, so close.

But it was progress.

“Again.” He ordered. “You’ve almost got it.”

Torrent puffed his chest out and fired another dragon pulse, but met with a similar result. But it got closer. Ash noticed that it was a bit more intense as well, carrying more power behind it.

“Again.”

Torrent gladly carried out the attack again, refusing to succumb to his annoyance. It failed again, but got ever closer to the target.

They ended up performing the attack countless times. Every time Torrent got closer and closer to his goal, but something would go wrong. The dragon pulse would weaken and vanish at the last second or lose too much strength. Sometimes it would actually hit but would lose most of its power.

Nearly an hour later, Ash sighed and leaned back against the tree. He was growing weary of this. He would like nothing more than to take a break and go check on his other friends. But he had a responsibility to Torrent. His friend was going crazy trying to perfect this technique, and he wouldn’t let him do it alone. The trainer refused to give up, just like Torrent.

“One more time.” He said groggily. Nidorino had curled up by his foot a while ago, bored and exhausted. They had walked around and trekked over quite a bit of rugged landscape to get here. Ash wasn’t surprised that Nidorino was so tired. Aside from the remnants of his injuries, his species were meant for open plains and grasslands, not a forest.

Torrent rumbled his agreement. Despite his enthusiasm and growing skill with dragon pulse, Ash knew that his constant failures were grating on his nerves and grinding his patience into nothingness. Ash did his best to be encouraging, but his own weariness wasn’t helping any more.

This time, though, there was something different. The sphere of green energy formed faster, glowed a bit brighter, burned more intensely.

It was as though Torrent had poured all of his remaining effort and power into this one attack.

The dragon pulse was released, leaving a trail of green shimmers in its wake. It slammed into the cliff without losing any of its energy, releasing its power in the form of a massive explosion.

Ash blinked and stared in awe at the huge gouge Torrent’s dragon pulse had ripped in the cliff. Torrent froze and stared as well, amazed that he had finally done it. Nidorino leapt up in surprise at the sound of the explosion and scanned the area carefully.

And then Ash ran over to Torrent, jumping in excitement and patting him heavily, shouting his congratulations.

“You did great, Torrent!” He yelled excitedly, too excited to care about his volume. Torrent didn’t seem to mind either. His scaled body was shaking in excitement, still only because Ash was patting him. “I knew you could do it! You just needed a teacher.”

Torrent rumbled in agreement and happiness and leaned his regal head into Ash’s hand. Ash laughed and patted him again.

Nidorino joined in on the celebration as well, just as excited to be done with watching Torrent throw energy balls as he was for the dragon-type’s accomplishment.

Ash grinned as Nidorino lightly tapped Torrent with the tip of his horn in a friendly manner.

Torrent wasn’t ready for Giovanni yet, but it was a start. As long as they trained diligently, he would be fine.

Now, however, it was time for the rest of Ash’s friends to buckle down. They were probably doing great on their own, but Ash had a few strategies to work on.

He grinned. This was going to be fun.

XX

Ash watched Bruiser easily lift a huge boulder with a critical eye. He’d been training with Bruiser all of yesterday and today. After Torrent had mastered dragon pulse two days ago, he just checked up on his friends’ progress before going home.

Yesterday and today had been exclusively for Bruiser. Ash would be training with him on other days, but he would have to start switching his focus on the other members of his team to keep them up to snuff. He didn’t want to neglect any of them, after all.

Nidorino was sitting down next to his foot, idly shooting thunderbolts at one of the massive blocks of stone that littered the area. He was bored during the training. Ash let Nidorino battle whenever they came across a trainer, but trainers were rare on the western side of Kanto, let alone in the wilderness near Pallet.

Seeker and Tangela watched from underneath the shade of a massive tree, its canopy keeping the shade from hitting Seeker and burning her skin. She and Tangela had become friends quickly, although Ash doubted they would ever be as close as Seeker and Bruiser were. Still, it was nice. Tangela kept her busy while Bruiser trained and Seeker liked sitting on top of Tangela.

He’d recognized a major problem with training Bruiser: Ash had no idea how to train a fighting-type.

Most physical moves weren’t too difficult to teach. Either they simply harnessed an element like Infernus’ normally did or were simple and natural for the pokemon to carry out, like Nidorino’s horn attack.

Fighting-type moves, however, required finesse. They weren’t just punching and kicking, they were techniques. They weren’t natural for a pokemon to learn, although fighting-types picked them up much easier than others. In a way they were similar to dragon-type moves. They required a teacher.

Unfortunately, Ash wasn’t a fighter. He didn’t know how to teach Bruiser to use any new fighting-type moves. Bruiser knew a healthy amount already, which were probably taught to him by other fighting-types or through imitation. But he didn’t know the extremely powerful fighting-type moves like cross chop or dynamic punch. Ash also wanted to teach him foresight. It would let him see ghosts when they turned invisible and dispel illusions created by pokemon.

He had tried to teach Bruiser the moves through descriptions and videos on the pokedex, but Bruiser just didn’t get them that way. Pokemon seemed to learn best through an actual demonstration, although the pokedex entries were useful as a reference.

So right now he simply had Bruiser testing the limits of his strength and gaining battling experience by battling his other friends.

The first objective was pointless. Bruiser didn’t seem to have any practical limits on his strength, even with the power save belt. He could effortlessly lift huge boulders and tear trees out of the ground. Both of those were impressive, but it ruined the purpose of the exercise.

Ash would lie if he said it wasn’t incredible to see Bruiser perform such feats of strength, however. If a human tried to do that, even if they were as strong as Bruiser, it would tear their arms out of their sockets and cause irreparable damage to their bodies. Humans just weren’t made for such things. There was a lot more to lifting and strength than just muscle, after all. Bruiser had nigh unbreakable bones and incredible tough tendons to go with his incredible strength.

The second objective was far more practical. Bruiser failed to defeat the others in most cases. Infernus simply used his flames, speed and great power to overwhelm Bruiser and Tangela simply wrapped his vines around Bruiser before he sucked the energy out of him.

Plume, Dazed and Torrent didn’t battle Bruiser. Ash knew that Bruiser had no hope of defeating Plume or Dazed thanks to their type advantages, so it would be pointless. Bruiser needed to get a workout and experience, not just be thrown about like a rag doll. Torrent was just too powerful to spar with the fighting-type.

“That’s enough, Bruiser.” Ash called out. He took a quick sip from his water bottle before standing up. Bruiser gently placed the rock back into its original position and walked over to him, swinging his arms around. The fighting-type looked like he was having the time of his life.

“Bruiser, who do you want to fight now?” He asked. Bruiser’s reptilian face was suddenly split by a grin. Even though the fighting-type frequently lost and only won every now and then, he was getting better. It certainly hadn’t dampened his fighting spirit.

Bruiser pointed at Infernus. The fire-type was taking a break from battling and was sitting in a large pile of ash. Ash grinned and called Infernus over.

Infernus lazily stood up and gave a malicious grin towards Bruiser. The two had a fierce rivalry, stemming all the way back to their confrontation at the cave. Bruiser’s main goal was to defeat Infernus, while Infernus enjoyed beating Bruiser into a pulp. While Infernus constantly held the edge and always would if Ash didn’t tell him to avoid elemental attacks, the fights were getting tougher for the fire-type. Bruiser was getting to know his tricks.

The fire-type stalked over to them, his eyes narrowed and filled with amusement. Fire danced around his skin, although Infernus extinguished it when he neared. Ash had told him to not use it when battling Bruiser. It gave Infernus an incredible advantage when Infernus was too hot to even hit.

Both of the fighters squared up and took their positions. Bruiser’s stance was far more disciplined, showing his incredible strength while prepared to be more fluid in combat. Infernus’ was aggressive, consisting of him tensing up and leaning forward. He was ready to leap into the fray faster than Bruiser could react.

“Go.” Ash said, his eyes glued to the fight. He was trying to pick out both of their weaknesses, although he knew both of their combat styles and flaws by heart.

The fight began as predicted. Infernus launched a brutal punch straight at Bruiser’s face, forcing the fighting-type to defend. That set the pace for the rest of the fight.

Although Infernus couldn’t use his flames in the fight, he proved to be an adept fighter without them. Even though the flames made him the juggernaut and monster in combat that he was, he was still fast, strong and brutal without them.

Infernus launched fast, powerful strikes. They were unrefined but when just one could send Bruiser stumbling back they didn’t have to be. He made up for his lack of discipline with sheer ferocity and power.

Bruiser, on the other hand, showed his mastery of close quarters combat. He blocked and redirected most of Infernus’ blows and did his best to dodge those that were too fast. He struck with enough strength to send Infernus crashing to the ground, although Ash knew that he was holding back. All machoke did when it came to their strength. But Infernus was too fast for Bruiser.

It ended as it normally did – with Infernus outmaneuvering Bruiser thanks to his superior speed and reflexes. Bruiser overextended in a punch, leaving himself exposed to a brutal fist to the gut from Infernus, who took advantage of Bruiser’s pain to launch a flurry of blows into Bruiser’s body. In a matter of seconds Bruiser went down, durable but unable to match Infernus.

Ash smiled and applauded for both of them. It had gone on longer than usual and showed that Bruiser was making real strides. While he had plenty of skill and strength – more than enough to defeat most trainers – he just wasn’t used to fighting. That was Bruiser’s main problem aside from Ash not really knowing how to train him. It was much easier to correct, however, and Bruiser was already making progress.

Bruiser drowsily pulled himself up, eyes narrowed in determination. He assumed his stance again. Infernus snorted a small burst of flame, clearly amused. Nevertheless, he prepared himself.

The trainer grinned. Bruiser didn’t have the skill or power of a great battler yet, but he definitely had the heart and will of one.

“Begin.”

XX

The next day was one to relax. His friends had worked incredibly hard over the past few days, practicing their moves and leaving the areas they frequented in ruin from their intense battles.

But it was also one of the most important days in Ash’s journey, despite the lax atmosphere.

Today was the day that Nidorino would evolve.

He had proven time and again this week that he was healing. Nidorino had battled well in the occasions Ash had used him and had worked hard to regain his former strength. Now that the last of the faded bruises had vanished, Ash was confident that it was safe.

Ash had allowed Nidorino to choose where he would evolve. He figured it was only fair since Ash had postponed it for so long.

Much to his surprise, Nidorino had chosen the area right in front of Oak’s lab. It was the exact location where Ash and Gary had first battled, with the then Nidoran being triumphant over Gary’s Squirtle.

He gave a soft smile at the memory, thinking back to how much he’d grown since then. It was such a short time ago, but seemed to have happened decades ago. Ash had changed so much since he’d started off with his two travelling companions and Nidoran.

Nidorino grunted excitedly, hopping around the area. Ash grinned and dug the shard of the Moon Stone from his pocket, the impossibly smooth surface glossy against his fingers. As he exposed it to the world, Ash looked around the area.

All of his friends were there. Dazed stood right behind him, motionless but interested. Infernus flanked him, his eyes burning with excitement. Ash suspected that the fire-type couldn’t wait to battle Nidorino again, especially not when the poison-type would be even more powerful. It would give Infernus someone who could really test him.

Tangela was plopped down on the dirt beside him, happily gurgling and absorbing the sun. He was playing with two of the tiny nidoran from the herd. They had come over when Ash had talked about evolving Nidorino. Both of the juvenile poison-types hissed and scratched playfully at each other and tried to jump on Tangela, although the grass-type quickly caught them with his vines and tickled them mercilessly.

Ash smiled at the scene and turned over to look at Plume. She was also behind him, her huge body standing high above him. He gently stroked her crest as Nidorino worked the rest of his energy out, eliciting a soft coo from the flying-type.

Bruiser and Seeker stood in the shadows of Oak’s lab. Seeker clung to Bruiser’s back, only her head exposed. She was clicking and using her echolocation constantly. Ash knew that she was just as interested in this as the others. Bruiser eyed the scene with curiosity and barely pent up excitement.

Torrent was next to Infernus. The immense heat the fire-type’s body produced didn’t bother the powerful water-type, so he didn’t get uncomfortable. As one of the oldest members of the team, Torrent was amongst the most excited. Ash could see it in the intent stare and small quivers that went up Torrent’s body. But the kingdra remained refined and dignified and did his best to avoid showing his feelings.

All the others crowding around Nidorino were of the nidoran herd, although Arcanine and his growlithe had joined them as well. Nidoqueen was shushing the others, although the excited nidoran continued to squeak and play. Ash grinned as one of the excited poison-types accidently ran into his leg, bumping off and giving him an apologetic squeal before returning to its herd.

He noticed that the nidorina appeared to be particularly interested in Nidorino and his upcoming evolution. They were eying him intently, completely ignoring the nidoran bouncing around them. The nidorino, on the other hand, were snorting and growling at Nidorino. Nidorino just ignored them, too ecstatic at his upcoming evolution to care about his soon-to-be subordinates.

“Nidorino, it’s time.” Ash said quietly, putting his hand high into the air and revealing the shard of the Moon Stone to the crowd.

It had an immediate effect on the pokemon.

All of the nidoran herd instantly stared at it as though it were the most important thing in the world. The nidoran were uncharacteristically silent and sat down, too enraptured by the stone to think about playing. The nidorina froze and bowed their heads, scarlet eyes wide with awe. All of the nidorino had a similar reaction. They even paused in their growling. Nidoqueen bowed her great head, her wise eyes shining with respect to the shard.

The rest of the pokemon merely froze. Arcanine no longer had to worry about calming the loud, playful growlithe. They were in awe, albeit lesser than that of the nidoran herd.

His friends were under the shard’s spell as well. It seemed to possess a power that it hadn’t had when he first showed them on the boat coming back to Pallet. Something about it actually being used, free to exercise its power upon a willing pokemon, gave it an ethereal shine that drew their attention. Its inky coloration seemed even darker than usual, yet brighter in its power.

Even Infernus was rooted to the ground, Ash noticed wryly. He couldn’t seem to take his eyes off of the tiny sliver of the Moon Stone.

Nidorino slowly approached, limbs trembling as Ash knelt to the ground and held out the shard. His ears were flat and his barbs were nowhere to be seen as he approached the shard, his gaze never once leaving the item that would make him an opponent to be truly feared.

Yet he showed willpower beyond any of the other pokemon present when he managed to break the shard’s spell. Nidorino raised his head to stare Ash in the eyes, gratitude welling up inside of them. Black met brown for several moments, pokemon and trainer silently thanking each other for everything that had lead to this point.

Nidorino grunted his gratitude to Ash before slowly lowering his head and gently placing his horn on the shard. He was almost tender in the care he showed to the shard of the Moon Stone, showing respect that was almost religious.

Ash’s first and greatest friend held his horn to the shard for several seconds before he stumbled backwards, an impossibly bright light suffusing the tip of his sharp horn. Nidorino roared as the glow suddenly spread throughout the rest of his body in a single second, leaving the ordinarily pink creature a brilliant, glowing white.

He wanted to avert his eyes from the glowing form of his friend badly. The light stung his eyes, making his nerves scream at him to look away.

But he couldn’t. He refused to. Nidorino was his first friend. Ash hadn’t seen the full transformation from the timid Nidoran into the powerful Nidorino. He wouldn’t miss this for anything.

Nidorino roared in pain as the light intensified. He reared up on his hind legs and stayed there, balanced and supported by some invisible, helpful force. Spasms wracked his glowing form as his body grew and shifted into the immense form of his new form. His body shuddered and twitched as more and more of the bright energy coursed through it.

His glowing body suddenly lengthened and thickened, thick layers of pure muscle and nigh impenetrable scales growing over his own thick hide, bones lengthening and growing dense and strong, organs shifting and his skeleton snapping into position.

Thick, burly limbs erupted from his smaller ones. They twisted and snapped into place, eliciting another roar of pain from his friend. His legs went through the same process, swelling with muscle and thick armor before they suddenly grew and wrenched themselves into place, guided by the evolutionary genes.

Ash clenched his fists at Nidorino’s roars and screams, the process obviously much more painful than it had been the first time. His friend’s roar refused to let up, growing in deepness and power.

His new, massive body, still glowing with evolutionary energy, shuddered and twisted in pain. He roared even louder, the deep tone threatening Ash’s subconscious and raising the hair on the back of his neck. Ash shuddered but didn’t tear his eyes away.

The poison-type’s barbs and spines glowed even brighter, looking small and out of place on the much larger body. Ash winced as the agonized roars intensified, the horrible noise elicited by the sudden lengthening and growing of the rows of spines, the spikes growing nearly half a foot in most instances.

The effect continued all the way up the poison-type’s spine until it reached his head. His magnificent horn, his greatest weapon and capable of doing much more than stabbing and goring, suddenly lengthened to nine inches, a weapon fit for a king.

His ears remained mostly the same, although the small spikes on them lengthened and grew thicker.

The last of his agonizing transformation to occur was the growth of the tail. After the rest of his body had twisted and morphed into place, his immense, powerful tail sprouting from Nidorino’s rounded exterior. It elicited the loudest roar of them all as the entirely new body part erupted from nothing, the thick, muscular tail that could shatter boulders with a single swing writhing uncontrollably.

And then the light left his friend, exposing his new form to Ash’s eyes.

Nidorin – Nidoking was magnificent. Painful spasms still wracked his body from the agonizing process, but he stood straight and tall, dignified.

He was much larger than his previous evolution. He could stand on his hind legs, which were thick and layered over with thick scales. His body was no longer pink, but a deep, rich purple that befitted a king amongst nidoran. Nidoking had distinctly reptilian features along with his mammalian ones, mostly consisting of the thick plates of scales that gave him his armor.

His horn was much larger and thicker, but no less sharp. It ended at a wickedly pointed tip, which would leak venom much more potent than it had as Nidorino. Nidoking’s ears were mostly the same, but a tiny bit larger and the insides were a dark green.

Nidoking’s eyes were narrow and fierce, showing the true power that his form and mind possessed. His arms were thick and highly muscular, more than powerful enough to shatter stone if need be. They ended in claws, not very sharp but very effective in crushing. All of his spines had lengthened dramatically, growing much more fearsome than before.

Unlike before, Nidoking wasn’t just one color. While predominantly purple, his muscular chest was the exception. It was gray, highlighting the muscles that powered Nidoking’s huge body.

But the biggest anatomical difference was his tail. It was a fearsome weapon, just as dangerous as his horn. The thick length of muscled and impenetrable armor could crush stone and end a match with a single attack if need be.

Nidoking’s sudden collapse brought Ash back to reality. His eyes widened and he rushed forward to help his friend. Dazed didn’t try to stop him, so he surmised it was safe.

The moment he got within a foot of Nidoking’s shuddering, pain-wracked from, Nidoking’s massive head snapped up. Ash froze and met Nidoking’s pained black eyes.

His friend’s eyes held no recognition. They were dark and furious, the pain remaining from his transformation leaving nothing but rage behind them.

Nidoking opened his mouth and roared, revealing rows of huge fangs. The roar was that of a beast, a predator that had firmly implanted itself in the subconscious of every human with its power and the furious intent behind it.

Everything in his body ordered him to run as Nidoking pulled himself up onto his shaky hind legs, instincts telling him to do so but without the experience to use them well.

But he stood stock still and kept on staring Nidoking in the eyes, refusing to be intimidated. Everything about the situation went against the survival handbooks and safety courses he’d had to take before getting his license, but Ash didn’t care. Nidoking was his friend. He wouldn’t back down.

Nidoking stood up to his full height and roared again, stamping his foot and making the earth tremble. He growled deeply at Ash and stepped forward until there was virtually no distance between the two.

“Stop this now.” Ash ordered, letting none of his nervousness enter his tone. Nidoking stared at him with no recognition, fury being the only thing present in the black eyes. “It’s me, Ash.” He said in a friendly, soothing manner. Nidoking just growled again, exposing his fangs as he did so.

“I know that hurt.” He said quietly. Nidoking just stared at him furiously, claws opening and grasping at nothing. “But it’s over now. You know me. It’s Ash, your trainer. We’re best friends.”

Nidoking’s eyes suddenly flickered in recognition. His rage vanished almost instantly, cognition returning to him. He snapped his head around and looked down at his massive claws and legs. The poison-type experimentally moved his arms around, staring at them as though he couldn’t believe they were there.

And then he placed one of his arms behind Ash’s back and pulled him into a crushing hug, having picked up the human expression of affection from being around Ash’s mother so much lately.

Ash blinked in surprise as he was pulled into his friend’s thick, muscular chest, but grinned. He was careful as he patted Nidoking’s back. He knew where the main spikes were, but there was always variation. It would put a dampener on the occasion if he accidently stabbed himself with one of Nidoking’s spines.

He was let go of a moment later. Ash was impressed by his friend’s level of control over his immense strength, but figured that he shouldn’t have been too surprised. Nidoking had always known his capabilities very well.

“Are you alright?” He asked his friends, sympathy and worry coloring his tone. Ash had seen the pain Nidoking had went through during evolution. It had been an amazing but brutal thing to watch.

Nidoking grunted an affirmative, a shudder passing through his huge body. Ash stepped back and realized that he was still clutching the shard in his hand. It hadn’t cut him thanks to its perfectly smooth, rounded edges, but it had left a deep indentation in his flesh.

He grinned at Nidoking and motioned for him to walk over to him.

As Nidoking made his first hesitant steps, the spell broke.

The nidoran swarmed him, squealing and hissing happily. Nidoqueen stood still, but watched Nidoking with an inscrutable expression. While the nidorina hesitantly approached Nidoking with interested expressions, the nidorino stayed close to Nidoqueen. Apparently Nidorino’s evolution into Nidoking had placed him far above the protectors of the herd.

Ash grinned as dozens of pidgey began chirping and calling to one another. They and a few rattata had approached while Nidoking had been evolving, it seemed. He’d been too focused on his friend to even notice.

Not as many pokemon turned up for Nidoking’s evolution, but it was still an impressive amount. His friend was practically buried in a horde of nidoran and nidorina and seemed rather pleased by the attention, if a little surprised. Nidoking kept on struggling forward through the crowd until the excited juveniles let him pass.

Nidoking walked straight to Ash on awkward legs. He nearly stumbled several times, but kept his body tall and as dignified as he could manage. Ash was still as Nidoking walked over to him and knelt, dipping his head in respect to the trainer.

Ash was frozen, not expecting the gesture. A slow grin spread across his face, though. “You don’t need to bow to me, Nidoking. We’re friends.”

The huge poison-type nodded and seemed to smile at him before rising. He was still covered in most of the excited nidoran, who were jumping up and trying to climb his gigantic body, but they weren’t too loud.

“Looks like you’ve got some admirers, buddy.” Ash said with a wry grin, glancing down at the squirming nidoran. He sent a pointed glance over to the nidorina and Nidoqueen. “I think they want to talk to you.”

Nidoking nodded, clearly not surprised at that. But he pointed a large claw at Ash and nodded.

“I’ll be fine.” Ash told him, a soft smile on his lips. He was glad that Nidoking was as loyal and friendly as ever, but he knew that he needed to be with his own kind right now. The evolution of a Nidoking was a rare thing, one that the herd had a right to celebrate. “We’ll have plenty of time later. I’ll make sure to get my mom to get you some sitrus berries.”

The poison-type’s black eyes lit up, clearly happy at the mention of his favorite berry. Ash grinned. “See, I’ll get everything set up. You just go and be with the herd. We have plenty of time.”

Nidoking nodded and lowered his head to Ash again before walking off awkwardly, still not used to his legs. He stumbled, but it happened less and less often as he joined the herd and slowly made his way to the fields. Nidoqueen supported him and kept him from tripping and crashing down on the smaller nidoran that crowded around him.

Ash watched them go with a wistful smile on his face. The other pokemon were leaving now that the main spectacle was over. Pidgey flew away on their small wings, guarded by a few pidgeotto and a lone pidgeot in their midst, and rattata and the solitary raticate scampered away.

Arcanine dashed off in a blur, followed by the happily barking and yapping growlithe. After the great canine left, it was only Ash and his friends that remained.

He turned around and glanced over at them. “Well, I guess all of you can go off and do whatever now. Tomorrow’s going to be a hard day.”

His friends showed their understanding before wandering off. Only Dazed remained, staring at him blankly while she idly polished her stone pendulum in her white mane. Ash didn’t blame them. When he said that tomorrow would be hard, he wasn’t lying and his friends knew it. They were going to relax as much as they could before they went through a particularly brutal day of training.

Ash smiled at Dazed. “Looks like it’s just you and me, Dazed.”

Dazed cocked her head and blinked, still polishing her pendulum with graceful movements. Ash just shook his head and smiled wider before he walked down to his house. He needed to tell his mom the good news. He’d kept the event a secret so that he could surprise her and Professor Oak.

He wasted no time. There was a lot to get ready and Nidoking wouldn’t be with the herd forever.
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Ash was in his room. His mother was up at Professor Oak’s house getting everything ready. They’d be eating outside at the Corral tonight so that Nidoking and the other pokemon could join in on the celebration.

He was going to go up to help her out in a few minutes. But for now he had something he needed to do.

There were two items in his hands. One was a huge plate of a scale, tan and bent. The other was an inky black shard of the Moon Stone. Both were trophies, the most valuable things he owned. Gifts from two of the most powerful trainers in the world.

They were also going to stay in his room from now on. He didn’t want to risk losing them to a thief or accident if his pack was lost, so it was best to keep them in a safe place. Ash would probably place them in a case sometime soon, but for now he just placed them in one of his drawers.

When that was done he found the broken half of a pokeball on his dresser and picked it up. He gazed at it intently, taking in every scrape and jagged edge on the broken pokeball. It was clear that it had had a rough career even before being broken.

He smiled as he put it into the storage compartment he reserved for his personal belongings. Not much was in there now that he’d removed his treasures, but the pokeball helped to make it a less empty place.

That tattered, broken half of a pokeball was much more valuable to him than almost any other material possession. It was what symbolized the end of his and Gary’s friendship and the beginning of their rivalry.

He’d meant to bring it on his journey with him, just to make sure that he always had some motivation to become better. But he’d been so excited over starting off and beating Gary that he’d forgotten. Not that it really mattered. Aside from the fact he had plenty of motivation from his friends to get stronger, Ash had barely considered Gary worthy as a rival after the first time he’d beat him. That sentiment had vanished after Gary beat him in return, but had returned in full force after he’d easily defeated Gary outside of Saffron.

But now Gary was worthy again. He’d lost, but it was clear that he’d grown. He wasn’t weak anymore. Ash was better, but Gary was catching up. It had the potential to be a real challenge one day.

Ash stood in his room for just a few more minutes, looking around and trying to remember how he’d thought before he began his journey. His room just seemed so foreign to him now, far from the sleeping mat he’d gotten used to and the harsh life on the road. It was strange.

But he shook it off and turned around. Ash started when he realized that Dazed had been standing less than a foot behind him, silent and invisible to his senses. He gave her a dirty look and rolled his eyes as he walked around her yellow body.

She smiled at him with her sleepy eyes before shuffling behind him. Ash couldn’t hold back his smile as they walked out of his room and left the small house. Bruiser and Seeker were nowhere to be seen. The fighting-type had happily lugged all of the necessary equipment. He assumed that Seeker had been covered by something in order to protect her from the sun.

Ash had called Plume about an hour ago, just after his mother had started gathering everything she would need for the dinner. She was tasked with finding the others and telling them to come to the Oak Corral later. He would have done it himself, but he had no idea where Nidoking or Infernus would be.

Nidoking was definitely somewhere in the Corral. Some of the pokemon would leave for a while, but the nidoran herd was always too edgy and paranoid to trust the wilderness, even with their powerful guards.

Infernus…well, he was probably somewhere in the Corral as well. Ash could never find him when he looked for him, although he’d seen Infernus testing himself against Arcanine and any of the other fire-types he could find every now and then.

Still, he didn’t need to worry. Plume would find them easy enough and get them to the lab.

“Can you teleport me outside of Professor Oak’s house?” He asked. While he didn’t mind the walk, Dazed still needed practice with teleportation. It wasn’t the most important part of her strategy, but still held a key role in allowing her to maneuver around the battlefield. She had neglected it for the past few days.

Despite her own dislike of teleportation, Dazed nodded. Her eyes glowed brightly before the two of them vanished in a flash of light. They instantaneously appeared outside of Professor Oak’s home and lab. Ash saw Bruiser setting up a table on the nearby field. He gave a friendly wave at Bruiser, which was happily returned.

“Thanks.” He said to Dazed with a nod. She smiled at him with her eyes and followed him as he walked into the home, not bothering to knock. Dazed followed him into the kitchen and began staring at one of the lights with a peaceful expression, oblivious to Ash as he walked up to his mother.

“Do you need help?” He asked. While Bruiser was setting everything up and doing the heavy work, his mother had a lot to handle. Making food for both the humans and Ash’s friends along with Arcanine was a great task, after all. Ash couldn’t help that much with the cooking – he was awful at it, even after months on the road – but he could help prepare.

His mother nodded thankfully. She was making a dish that Ash didn’t recognize, but it looked delicious. “Just get on the potatoes. I’ll tell you what to do once you’re done with that.”

Ash walked over to where a small bag of potatoes were and set to work. He jumped as a small, furry body swept down onto his back and shoulder, but laughed when Seeker started chattering into his ear.

At least it wouldn’t be boring.
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“Nidoking is perfectly healthy.” Oak announced after he had finished examining the powerful poison-type. He stood up and glanced over at Ash with respect in his eyes. “I must say, you’ve trained him quite well. I knew he would be an impressive specimen the moment I saw him, but you’ve made him stronger than I could have anticipated.”

Ash grinned at the praise from the Professor. Nidoking gave his own pleased growl at the assessment, causing the ground around him to quiver a little bit. Until he gained a bit more control over his new power and typing, Nidoking would have issues like that.

“He has a bit to go before he’s ready for the upper levels of the Indigo Conference, however.” Oak announced, sending a cursory glance at Nidoking. The poison-type seemed annoyed at the slight criticism, but didn’t act out on it.

“You really did bond well with him.” The Professor said with a wry grin. He looked at Ash. “He hasn’t reached his potential yet, but he will eventually. You’ve done a marvelous job. Most newly evolved Nidoking would have gone on a rampage right then.”

Ash frowned. “Just for that?” He asked incredulously. It was barely even criticism. For such a slight thing to spark a rampage seemed silly. Ash had read about Nidoking’s short tempers, but he hadn’t thought it was that extreme.

“Indeed.” Oak said with a small smile. He walked over to the table and sat down before starting to get into the remainders of his food again. “When they first evolve, they have absolutely awful tempers. There are just too many hormones and too much testosterone in their system for the first few weeks. It levels off, but it seems that Nidoking won’t have that problem. I’ve heard that it isn’t as bad when they see another as superior, but this is the first time I’ve ever seen the principle in action.”

That made Ash sigh in relief and send Nidoking a thankful nod. He was very, very glad that he wouldn’t have to worry about Nidoking going berserk and destroying everything in sight at the drop of a hat.

Nidoking snorted and pulled up the absolutely massive bowl Professor Oak had provided for him. It was filled to the brim with fresh fruit and large, juicy berries. He would still be able to get by fine on the pokemon food Ash normally carried, but he would need berries and fruit mixed in with his diet every now and then.

He’d already eaten the bowl full of sitrus berries his mother had given him. Oak had graciously given up a decent portion of his supply for Nidoking. The Professor said that being allowed to study Nidoking so closely was all the payment he needed, but Ash figured he was just being nice. He was the Pokemon Professor of Kanto. Oak could have ten nidoking delivered to him if he just wanted to study them.

Ash glanced around the scene with a soft smile. It had gotten dark an hour ago, so Seeker was free to fly around and mingle with the other pokemon. She’d spent quite a bit of time on his back before becoming brave enough to meet the rest of Ash’s pokemon, most of whom she’d only seen or had the barest amount of contact with.

He was glad to see that she was mostly accepted. Infernus had shot a warning blow of flame at her when she tried to flutter over to him, but the rest of his friends were quite happy to see her. Even Infernus wasn’t too hostile, although he refused to let the zubat anywhere near him. It looked like her sacrifice for Ash was greatly appreciated.

Infernus and Arcanine had left a few minutes ago. Ash could see long streams of flames blasting into the air from a few fields over, getting larger and more intense each time. He could only surmise that the two were having another of their contests.

Torrent was still hanging around, gladly taking the opportunity to meet other pokemon. His friend had lost the worst of his temper during his evolution. It was still there, but it took a lot to bring it out. What was left was newfound wisdom, power, and the desire to meet and mingle with other pokemon. It wasn’t as though Torrent had had many chances to socialize when he was unable to be out of water, after all. He was just doing his best to make up for it.

Dazed hung in the darkness, always watching Ash protectively. Alakazam had joined her, weary of the excitement. Both of their eyes were constantly glowing, so he assumed they were communicating. They had similar personalities, so Ash wasn’t too surprised.

Tangela was excitedly hopping around and making friends with the Corral pokemon that had showed up. He’d eaten his fair share, but had left to make friends once he’d finished. Right now he was happily poking one of the nidorino, who had sat down and looked resigned to Tangela’s curious jabs.

Bruiser was wandering around, meeting all of his teammates again. He’d been with the team long enough to know most of them, but they’d all changed while he had been gone. Although it had only been a week or so after Ash had exchanged him for Golduck before they returned to Pallet, big things had occurred in that time. They’d all been changed and Bruiser needed to catch up.

Most of the nidoran herd was running rampant, one of the juveniles skittering underneath the table the humans were sitting at every minute or so. Others were jumping at Tangela, feebly trying to knock him over. He just released one of his vines and tickled them until they ran away or were collected by one of the nidorina, who were doing their best to keep order amongst the herd. They all looked very tired.

Plume was standing with Oak’s Dragonite and positively massive, battle-scarred Charizard. Ash had never actually seen it before, but he’d heard of it from his mother and Gary from time to time. Apparently the monster of a fire-type was Oak’s starter, comparable in power to his Dragonite. Aside from how ridiculously powerful that Charizard was to even compare to such a powerful dragon-type, it looked just like the tales from centuries ago had seen its kind: Vicious and awe-inspiring.

He’d gotten over his desire for a Charmander. He had a friend that was just as good, better in many ways. Nidoking could never be replaced.

But he would always have a soft spot for the pseudo-dragon. It was just such a powerful battler that he’d always respect it.

Oak’s Charizard lived up to its species’ reputation. It regarded the celebration with a broad sneer on its snout, exposing long, shining fangs. The flame that burned on its tail was absolutely massive, the gigantic torch constantly burning a bright blue. Thanks to reading Charizard’s entry on the pokedex so many times, Ash knew what that meant: Power. Incredible power and strength built up from countless hard battles and harsh training.

Despite its distaste for its surroundings, Charizard seemed to get along fine with Dragonite and Plume. It didn’t seem to really mind Plume, at the very least. Dragonite, on the other hand, was downright friendly. Apparently waking it up with a massive explosion had made the dragon-type a bit grumpier than usual.

It suddenly met his eyes. Ash didn’t let his gaze waver, causing Charizard to snort a bright stream of white flame. Charizard glanced away at a low rumble from Dragonite.

Ash was pulled away from his observation by his mother’s voice. She’d been chatting with Professor Oak constantly, taking breaks only to go get some more food from the kitchen. His mother had tried to fill up Nidoking’s bowl, but Ash had gotten her to stand down on that. Nidoking was his friend and his responsibility, as were the rest of the team.

“So, how’s the training going?” She asked curiously. “I know you’ve had some troubles with Bruiser.”

“Eh, good enough.” Ash said with a shrug. “I still can’t help him other than having him fight the rest of the team, but that’s not helping him much. He needs someone who actually knows how to fight. Fighting-types are strong, but their real strength is in their technique.”

His mother nodded in understanding. Ash was well aware that she knew that. She’d never been a trainer, but she had studied under Professor Oak for years. All of this was basic information anyone studying to become a researcher would know in the first week.

“Have you tried finding a master?” His mother questioned. “If you even knew where to begin it would help you out a lot.”

Ash sighed. “I have. There’s the Dojo in Saffron. They said I could come by if I ever needed help training a fighting-type.”

“No!” Professor Oak said sharply, cutting into the conversation. “They are skilled martial artists, but they leave a lot to be desired when it comes to training. That Dojo has fallen far since it was the Saffron gym.”

“I noticed.” Ash grinned, recounting his easy victory there. “It wasn’t very difficult. I used type advantages, but they should be able to counter that.”

Professor Oak nodded. “Indeed. Give me a few days and I’ll find you a real trainer for Bruiser. It wouldn’t be for very long, but you just need to know the basics. Bruiser can take care of the rest.”

“Really?” Ash asked incredulously, having a hard time accepting that Professor Oak would do that for him. He was a busy man. Taking what would probably be quite a bit of time out of his day for a new trainer was surprising. “Thanks!”

“It’s no problem, Ash.” Oak said, waving his thanks away. “I know you have the potential to go far, and I believe that this person would be a good teacher to help you on your path.”

Ash grinned his thanks to the Professor. He had no idea who his teacher would be, but he was excited for it. Professor Oak knew a lot of strong trainers. There was no doubt that he’d get a strong one.

Their conversation turned to other things after that, mostly about things around Pallet and the other Pallet trainers. Although he was interested in talking to his mother and Professor Oak, he found his attention slipping away as he focused on training and felt the fatigue from the day wear upon him.

About two hours later, they went inside. Ash had Dazed teleport his mother home. She’d had a tiring day and he knew that she had work the next day. He walked with the rest of his friends, although Infernus was still nowhere to be found.

Most of the plates and silverware that had been used were collected by Alakazam with a single flicker of her eyes, cleaning the mess up and sending the assorted dishes to the kitchen to be washed in mere seconds.

Before Ash left, he and Professor Oak bid each other goodbye. Ash’s mind was still swimming with thoughts about his future training by the time he got home.

He slept on the couch that night. Nidoking was too big to travel up the stairs, although he was still allowed on the ground floor so long as he was careful. His friend curled up into a ball next to the couch as they both drifted to sleep.

Ash stayed up a bit longer. He was able to notice Seeker landing on top of him and huddling in close for warmth, as well as Bruiser sleeping up against a wall and Dazed standing vigil over him.

She was the last thing he heard before he went to sleep.
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“Alright, Nidoking, let’s do this.” Ash said. Nidoking roared and crushed his claws together, showing just how ready he was. The other members of the team were gathered around them in a circle, anxious to see how Nidoking had improved.

Ash wouldn’t be trying to teach Nidoking any new moves today or the rest of the time he spent training around Pallet. This was just to get Nidoking used to his new form and the power that came with it. The form of a nidoking was drastically different from that of a nidorino or nidoran, so Nidoking would have to train to get comfortable with his new body.

That would happen later. For now, Ash just wanted to see what kind of strength Nidoking possessed.

Nidoking roared again, shaking the earth. He focused on the massive boulder Ash had pointed out a few minutes ago and walked over to it. While he was still having difficulty using some of his physical attacks like double kick, Nidoking was quite proficient at destroying things.

He pulled back his claw and roared loudly before slamming it into the tall, thin boulder. A deep crack formed where his fist hit. His second punch caused more and more cracks to thread throughout the stone before it finally collapsed, shards of sharp stone bouncing harmlessly off of Nidoking’s armor.

Ash blinked. Nidoking had done that without any sort of actual attack. He’d known that his friend would be incredibly strong, but Ash hadn’t expected him to be that powerful. Attacks naturally amplified the user’s strength, focusing it and intensifying it. He could only imagine how hard Nidoking would hit with any physical moves he taught him.

“See those trees?” He asked, pointing the new targets out. Nidoking nodded and lumbered over to them. “Hit them with your tail.”

Nidoking snarled in understanding and turned around. He swept his powerful tail into the densely packed cluster of trees behind him, shattering all with a single blow and sending splinters of wood flying through the area. Ash nodded his thanks to Dazed when she erected a shield of bright blue energy in front of him.

He grinned widely when he realized just how much strength Nidoking possessed. Nidoking had always been strong, but his evolution had put him into a whole new level.

His body had evolved to be the greatest protector and leader of a nidoran herd. His scales were hard and highly resistant to physical attacks and provided resistance against most elemental attacks. His tail could crush and splinter anything it hit. His punches could shatter stone.

All that was left for Ash to test was how much stronger his elemental attacks had become. Ash knew that Nidoking wasn’t ready to learn a new move yet, but after seeing his ease in attacking it might be time to test out his old ones.

As Nidoking roared proudly, Ash found a new target for his friend.

“Use ice beam on that rock.” Ash commanded, pointing out a very large, spherical stone. It was probably six feet high or so and nearly as large around.

Nidoking reared his head back and charged the ice beam in less than a second. Ash barely had time to see the small, light blue ball of energy form on the tip of Nidoking’s horn before the ice beam was released. As usual, three arcs of icy energy were released from the ball, leaving a trail of frosty air in their wake.

What wasn’t usual was their intensity. Nidoking had become adept at using ice beam as a nidorino, but no amount of expertise could create the amount of power put into the ice beam. Each of the three beams was brighter and more intense than before his evolution, a shade lighter.

Just one of the arcs of icy cold energy was enough to completely freeze half of the boulder’s front over, leaving a thick layer of jagged ice over it. The other two were enough to freeze the rest of the front over, leaving all of the boulder Ash could see caked in the thick ice.

Ash blinked, not expecting that. He’d known that Nidoking increased in strength in every area aside from speed and evasiveness – his reflexes were improved, but the massive weight of his body would keep him from being particularly swift – but he’d only expected a marginal improvement in regards to ice beam and other elemental attacks.

A grin slowly crept onto his face, replacing his earlier shock. “Nidoking, I think you’re ready for a real battle.”

Nidoking roared and stamped his feet, triangular eyes narrowed eagerly as he waited for Ash to select his opponent.

Ash scanned over his friends critically, trying to figure out which one would be the most even match for Nidoking. Plume was automatically out. Nidoking could just use ice beam or thunderbolt to take her down. If he banned Nidoking from using them, it would just prolong the battle. Plume didn’t have the offensive power to take him down anyways.

Infernus was out. He’d do well, but Ash really didn’t want to burn down the entire forest. That showdown could be saved for later. He knew that the two were itching to fight each other.

Torrent would have an automatic advantage. Ash would like to avoid that. He wanted to see Nidoking’s real capabilities. That cut out Dazed as well. She’d likely be needed to contain the damage anyways.

Bruiser was the only one that could match Nidoking’s raw strength, but Ash didn’t think that he would be a challenge for Nidoking. The fighting-type just didn’t have the skill or experience to defeat Nidoking yet.

That left one option.

“Tangela, you’re up.” He said with a grin. The grass-type happily bounded over and stood in front of Nidoking, vines out and eyes friendly. Still, Ash could see the determination in his friend’s stance. Tangela would do his best to make it a good battle. “Nidoking, no ice beam.”

Nidoking growled his understanding and prepared to charge. Tangela bravely stood his ground, vines out and ready to battle.

Ash and the rest of his friends got far away from the battle, Dazed keeping a constant vigil by Ash. She would prevent any of the attacks from causing undue harm. Plume continued to circle over them high in the air, watching the battle with her keen eyes.

“Begin.” Ash called out, carefully analyzing their movements. Nidoking had gotten more used to his body, but he was still rusty. His walking was slow and unsteady, causing him to lumber towards Tangela at an easily avoidable pace.

Tangela casually avoided the attack by walking away on his vines. He pulled his spherical body over to a tree when Nidoking grew too close.

Nidoking roared in annoyance and turned to Tangela. He opened his mouth and shot dozens of tiny, poison-filled needles at Tangela. Tangela yanked himself away as fast as he could, but several of the barbs landed on him and injected their poison into his vines.

Tangela gurgled and sent the vines that had been poisoned towards Nidoking, preparing to lash at the powerful poison-type. Nidoking easily slashed the vines off with a swipe of his claws. They weren’t sharp, but the force behind them was enough to complete the task.

Of course, by doing that he ruined whatever chance he had of the poison in the vines being funneled into Tangela’s body. Nidoking didn’t appear to care about that, though. A quick lash from two more of Tangela’s extendable vines did almost nothing to the ground-type, but annoyed him enough for the adrenaline running through his system to really pick up.

Nidoking roared furiously and suddenly charged at a surprisingly fast pace towards Tangela, the adrenaline and fighting instincts taking over his body and removing any uncertainties he had with his new form.

Tangela’s bright eyes suddenly widened in fear and he did his best to pull himself away. Nidoking roared and fired another poison sting attack at Tangela. They were too close to defend against or dodge, so the majority of the barbs slammed into Tangela and injected their contents into the grass-type.

The grass-type collapsed to the ground, his weakness to poison crippling him as the massive dose was forced into his body. He struggled to pull himself up, but by the time he had Nidoking had slammed into him.

Ash winced at the blow. The sheer force that Nidoking’s charge carried behind it sent Tangela flying into a tree, although the hardy grass-type’s shell of vines absorbed most of the shock. Still, it slowed Tangela up enough for Nidoking to charge over and pick Tangela up. Tangela struggled and whipped Nidoking with several of his vines, but they failed to actually hurt Nidoking thanks to his thick plates.

Tangela quickly wrapped even more of its vines around Nidoking and began draining his energy, but Nidoking furiously slammed Tangela into a tree. The blow stunned Tangela, but he continued to suck energy from the poison-type.

It all ended when Nidoking fired another burst of poison sting at Tangela. All of the barbs hit and stabbed into Tangela, delivering their dangerous contents into the grass-type’s system. Tangela’s vines feebly let go of Nidoking, although the grass-type continued to helplessly struggle against his fate.

“That’s enough.” Ash called out. He was worried that Nidoking would be too battle-crazed to respond to his commands, but those concerns were alleviated when his friend instantly straightened up and stepped back from Tangela’s unconscious form.

“You did great, Tangela.” Ash murmured to Tangela’s pokeball as he recalled his friend. Tangela had put up a good fight, although he was unable to do much to Nidoking’s formidable body. In a real battle Tangela would have used status conditions through stun spore and sleep powder before wrapping his vines around Nidoking and draining most of his energy, but he was limited as much as Nidoking had been.

That had been a battle to show off Nidoking’s abilities. Tangela knew that and hadn’t used stun spore or sleep powder, which were usually important for his battling technique. It would have been much closer had Tangela been able to use his full potential.

Still, Nidoking had shown himself to be quite formidable, even when he hadn’t gotten used to battle yet. He was able to shrug off vine whips as though they were nothing, when as a nidorino they would have crippled him. His resistance to Tangela’s mega drain was also quite impressive. Tangela’s mega drain had done quite a number on all of his other opponents.

But all this told him was that he had a very powerful pokemon on his hands and that he needed to teach him how to move well without being enraged first.

He wanted Nidoking to get a bit more battling experience in before they started working on that, though. In particular, he wanted Nidoking to get experience battling an opponent that had the firepower to penetrate his defenses.

“Infernus, you’re up.” He grinned.

Infernus’ eyes were alit with dark glee as he stepped forward, a light wreathe of bright flame dancing around his body. He and Nidoking stepped forward, and the battle began.
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Four days of training later, they were finally finished. For the moment, anyways. Today was the end of this training spree, although certainly not the last.

Once he’d gotten used to his body, Nidoking’s only real weaknesses were his inability to maneuver well. He had ranged attacks like thunderbolt and ice beam that were powerful enough to fight off all of Ash’s pokemon except for Torrent and was almost undefeatable at close range. Only Infernus had pulled it off, and he had fainted right after from the wounds he had gained.

Dazed and Plume were quite adept at exploiting Nidoking’s only apparent weakness. When Plume used tailwind to whip up a windstorm and manipulate the storm to propel her, she was often too fast for Nidoking to fight back against. She didn’t have the firepower to actually defeat him – her air slash attack was quite powerful, but all it did was knock Nidoking over – but she could tire him out quite well. He almost always ended up defeating her in the end, though, thanks to a lucky thunderbolt.

Dazed, however, could easily avoid his attacks thanks to teleport. Psychic was enough to badly hurt Nidoking, while psybeam was enough to finish him off. Even if Ash had opted to give Nidoking his TMs – shadow claw and earthquake would greatly expand his ability to attack, but Ash wanted to wait until Nidoking had complete control over his body before giving him such destructive moves – Dazed would have been able to avoid them.

When he wasn’t training Nidoking, Ash had worked with the others. Dazed had mastered the multiball technique, so he’d started training her to use teleport in other ways. He knew the destructive potential of earthquake quite well thanks to the videos he’d seen on the pokedex, so he’d figured that learning to avoid that could save Dazed a great deal of pain. So he’d taught her how to teleport just high enough above the ground for the average earthquake to pass under her. He’d have to test it against Nidoking in a few weeks.

Infernus hadn’t progressed as much as Ash would have liked. He was advancing by leap and bounds in the battling department thanks to the constant battles against the other pokemon, but he hadn’t bothered mastering fire blast. Ash had been too busy with Nidoking and Bruiser to focus on him much, although he’d be correcting that during their next training spree.

Plume had spent most of the time perfecting air slash. She was adept enough with it to slash thick trees in two, and it seemed to be shaping up to be her favorite move. It was far more precise than gust or whirlwind and was much more focused. Ash was going to start trying to teach her hurricane soon. That would was the most powerful technique a pidgeot could learn, and he thought that Plume was ready. Of course, it would also be an opportunity to spend more time with her and try to develop strategies that would work against rock-types and heavier opponents.

Tangela was obviously close to evolution. His vines were growing longer and longer, and his attacks were growing much more powerful. It was only a matter of time before he evolved into a tangrowth. Ash couldn’t wait. Tangrowth were amongst the most powerful of grass-types. They were essentially tangela, but given much more power in their attacks.

Torrent had been rather bored. Aside from battles with Nidoking, which the dragon-type almost always won unless Nidoking was particularly ferocious, he didn’t have much to do aside from practicing dragon pulse over and over again. Ash was going to have to work on some more techniques for Torrent.

Bruiser had the same problems as he had before. Ash had continued his attempts to teach Bruiser, but the fighting-type just couldn’t learn from him. It was rather frustrating for the both of them. His friend had so much potential waiting to be unleashed, but he couldn’t utilize it.

There was nothing for Ash to do now. He was about to head up to the Professor’s lab right now.

Last night had been a hard one. He could only have six teammates with him, so he had to drop one of them temporarily for Bruiser.

Even though he didn’t like it, he had to ask his friends if any would volunteer. It ended up being Plume, although he didn’t like that. Ash didn’t want his friend to feel any less valuable than the other members of his team. He hated leaving her behind.

No matter how much he had tried to get her to stay with him, though, she wouldn’t relent. Plume had just cooed at his protests and lightly pecked him on the head.

He’d finally given up, although he made sure to protest just a little more. She still wouldn’t hear of it.

Ash sighed at the memory. Plume was currently flying above the house, basking in the morning sun. A flock of pidgey and a few pidgeotto had joined her, shrieking and chirping in unison with the powerful flying-type.

But for now it was time to say his goodbyes.

“Seeker, be good.” He said with a grin, lightly ruffling her soft fur. Seeker hissed indignantly at him and fluttered onto his shoulder. She chattered happily into his air, giving her own goodbyes. “I know, I know. You’re perfect.”

Ash leaned into Seeker and whispered to her conspiratorially. “Try to keep Plume company. I know she’ll be fine, but I think you two could learn a lot from each other.”

Seeker chattered understandingly and fluttered over to Bruiser, who was standing next to Ash. He grunted happily as the tiny zubat landed on his shoulder and began hissing at him. Bruiser grunted what Ash recognized as a laugh and lightly tapped her on the forehead with his finger.

The zubat chattered happily at the both of them before flying up onto one of the beams crossed over the ceiling. She hung there as Ash’s mother walked up, a cheery smile on her face. It wavered when she looked at Ash, but it came back in full force a few moments later.

“Be careful, sweetie.” She said to him quietly as she wrapped him up in a hug. Ash gasped as the air was crushed out of his lungs before returning the hug.

“I’ll be fine.” He wheezed back. “I’ll be back before you know it.”

His mother smiled sadly at him. “I know, I know. You’re a strong trainer now. But a mother has to worry.”

Ash didn’t say anything back, instead opting to respond with a smile. His mother returned it before standing up.

“Well, you’d best get going.” She said cheerfully. “I know Professor Oak is busy. Good luck!”

“Thank you.” He said with another nod. Ash returned Bruiser before he stepped out of the door.

The last words he heard from his mother were “And remember to change your –”

He was out before she could complete the sentence.
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“Ah, hello, Ash. Come right in.” Professor Oak said in a friendly manner. Ash nodded at him and gladly walked into the house. He wanted to get going as soon as he could.

Professor Oak guided him to the dining room, where they both took a seat. Oak sipped at a steaming cup of coffee, which was all that was left of his breakfast. Ash could see that the rest had already been finished, leaving nothing but crumbs on the two plates.

“Well, I suppose you’re here about your teacher?” Oak questioned as he took a quick drink of coffee. Ash nodded. “Then you’ll be pleased to know that I found you one. I believe that you’ll be quite impressed by him when you meet him.”

“Who is he?” Ash questioned curiously, leaning forward in interest. He had been thinking about the mysterious teacher ever since the night of Nidoking’s evolution. Professor Oak had access to an almost unlimited amount of trainers, quite a few of whom were quite strong.

“I can’t tell you his name.” Oak said with a shake of his head. “It was part of the deal I worked out with him. What I can tell you is where he’s training right now.”

Ash frowned. That seemed odd. “Where is he?”

“Mt. Hideaway.” Oak replied promptly. He placed the drained cup of coffee on one of his plates before continuing. “It’s just a few days away from Pallet Town, so it’s not too hard a journey. Your teacher trains there regularly, and he’ll be there for another month. That gives you plenty of time to arrive and train.”

“Isn’t that the place where the gigantic onix live?” Ash questioned. The name seemed familiar, and he had quickly remembered the local tales and legends about the mountain. He could also recall seeing it mentioned as a footnote in the onix entry of his pokedex.

Professor Oak smiled. “Indeed. I believe he’s searching for one of the onix. I’d be interested in studying it, if he succeeds, anyways.”

“Where is he on the mountain?” Ash asked, knowing just how hard it could be to find something in that large an area. His experience trying to find the Cinnabar gym attested to that.

“That’s part of the test.” Oak replied with a wry grin. “He’s powerful and has his pick of students. Those that are worthy will find him. My recommendation was only enough for him to give me his location.”

Ash sighed. That made sense, and made him wonder just who this trainer was. He must be incredibly strong if he could pose tests like these. If they were really so powerful, he might have heard about them before.

“You have a PokeNav, correct?” Oak said. Ash nodded. “Good. Hand it over, please. I’ll put the location of Mt. Hideaway into the map.”

Oak held his open hand out and waited for Ash to hand him the small device. When Ash did, the Professor quickly opened the PokeNav and input the necessary coordinates. Now a small waypoint would be on the PokeNav’s map whenever Ash looked for it.

“Thanks a lot, Professor.” Ash said gratefully as he took his PokeNav back and clipped it back onto his belt. “I won’t disappoint.”

Oak smiled with a strange expression. It flitted off of his face too fast for Ash to read it, but it made him curious. “I’m sure you won’t, Ash. You never have.”

Ash smiled faintly and tipped his hat to Professor Oak. “Well, I guess I should be going. Thanks for everything, Professor.”

The Professor nodded and waved him away. “Good luck!” He called as Ash went out the front door. Ash nodded back one last time before leaving the laboratory.

He was excited as he stepped outside of the lab and into the warm morning sun. It had been weeks since he last travelled on land, venturing through the great forests of Kanto with only himself and his pokemon.

Ash took a moment to check the location of Mt. Hideaway on his PokeNav. It was about sixty miles away to the east and had a bit of rugged territory around it, but most of the areas he would be travelling through were made up of the same gentle landscape that entombed Pallet Town.

The trainer traced the worn dirt path that would take him to Mt. Hideaway. He shifted his pack to a more comfortable position before starting on his newest journey, pausing only to release Nidoking. Nidoking needed the practice walking.

Nidoking grunted deeply and gave Ash a friendly nod.

Ash grinned back and nodded to his friend. “We’re setting off again. Are you ready?”

Nidoking growled happily and crushed his claws together, producing a small shockwave of air. Ash shut his eyes quickly but kept his excited grin on his face. It would probably go away when the realities of travelling caught up with him again, but right now he was just too happy to care.

“Alright, then. Let’s go.”

With that they set off, preparing to grow ever stronger.
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The first day passed by quickly. It was boring since there were few trainers to fight and the wild pokemon were too terrified by Nidoking to try anything, but it let them make great time. Even Nidoking was tired by the end of the day, although it was more so because his species wasn’t meant to travel long distances than any real physical exhaustion.

The second day had been brutal. Aside from being a bit rusty in all of the chores he had to perform – cleaning up the fire pit he’d made, making sure to pack every artificial thing he had pulled out was securely contained or put into his bag, and a host of other minor things – he was also horribly sore. It wasn’t as bad as the second day of his pokemon journey, but the muscles that had been made hard and durable thanks to the long days of walking and running had atrophied a bit while he’d been on boats and training around Pallet.

Aside from that the sun had been brutal that day, baking almost everything. If it weren’t for his cap he would have been badly sunburned. A few fearow that lived in the area had also tried to antagonize him, squawking and cawing at him as he passed through their territory. Nidoking quickly ran them off with a few ice beams, but it was still rather annoying.

In other words, travelling wouldn’t be quite as fun as he remembered until he got used to it the harder parts of it. Perhaps it would have been better if there were other trainers, but the routes were mostly empty thanks to the aggressive fearow that patrolled the area. Ash figured that the League would be sending someone in to set them straight soon enough. It wasn’t close enough to Pallet for Professor Oak to intervene.

But right now, during the second night, he’d just entered a large town, consisting of about six thousand. It was named Dandra Town and was one of the larger settlements in Kanto, although far out of the way and not prone to exposure to the outside world because of it.

Ash had heard of Dandra Town every now and then, but knew it wasn’t really important aside from its size. It was miles away from any real center of civilization – its only real neighbor was Pallet, and thanks to the difficult-to-navigate land, large cliffs, and dense population of aggressive spearow and fearow it had few visitors.

Judging from the solar panels and windmills dotting the area, several small factories and several gigantic farms that he’d spotted as he neared the town, they didn’t need to be. Dandra town looked to be a self-contained society. All it really needed was trainers to keep the local pokemon at bay.

There were only a few locals about at this time of night, but they all seemed rather friendly. He was pointed to one of the local Pokemon Centers quickly and wished a good night. Ash happily returned the farewell. Dandra’s citizens were a welcome change from Saffron’s.

The streets were clean and organized. Most were neat, standard fare of a small town like this, just on the cusp of becoming a more meaningful settlement. Small shops lined the long streets, most rather unassuming. A lone Poke Mart was visible, slightly more ostentatious than its neighbors but rather diminished compared to what Ash was used to.

He quickly worked his way through the streets and found the Pokemon Center. It was one of the largest buildings in town, not surprising considering that trainers were amongst the few that would make the journey to the town. They probably gave the town much of its revenue.

Ash didn’t slow down as he pushed the door to the Pokemon Center open. He was tired, dirty, and stank of dried sweat. All he wanted was a shower and a bed. His sleeping mat wasn’t as bad as the alternatives some trainers used, but it still didn’t compare to an actual bed.

He gave a weary, albeit friendly, smile to Nurse Joy as he walked up to the counter. It was returned with the standard cheerfulness Nurse Joys exhibited, although she looked a little bit concerned at the exhaustion he displayed.

“Are you alright?” She worried.

“I’m fine.” Ash said tiredly, giving her an exhausted grin. “I just started travelling again. It’s a bit exhausting, is all.”

Nurse Joy nodded her understanding. “Of course. We’ve had a fair few trainers come in lately with that same problem. It’s about the time that they start taking breaks in their journeys. Anyways,” she said, bringing herself back on track, “how can I help you?”

“I just need a room.” He told her politely. She nodded and fumbled with a drawer on the counter before withdrawing a key with a small tag with his room number attached. “Here you are. I hope you sleep well!”

“Thanks.” Ash replied as he took the key. He checked the room number. 122. He frowned at that. That meant he was on the very last room of the first floor. Most Pokemon Centers this size had twenty-five rooms on a floor. “Why are so many rooms filled?”

Nurse Joy smiled and pulled out a small flier. She handed it over to Ash, who took a curious glance at it.

“Annual Dandra Town Pokemon Tournament!”It proclaimed in large, bold letters. Underneath the announcement it read, “Come and battle with fierce trainers and compete for fabulous prizes! See who is the strongest. More information available at the Tournament. Dates: August 14, August 15.”

Ash perked up at the mention of the tournament. Even if it didn’t give out the best prizes, it would still be a good way to test out his skill. He was good, but he wanted to see just where he fell amongst the average trainer.

“Where do I register for this?” He asked eagerly, clenching the paper until it bent out of shape.

Nurse Joy laughed. “Just leave me your name and I’ll sign you up. You came at a lucky time. The Tournament’s tomorrow. If you’d gotten here just a day later, you would have just had to watch.”

Ash nodded, a curious glint in his eye. “This is an annual thing, right? What kind of prizes are there?”

“Hmm.” Nurse Joy said, tapping her chin and leaning forward onto the counter. “Usually there are cash prizes for the Top Four, but the Top Two usually get an additional prize. Last year the first place winner got a fire stone and water stone.”

His eyes lit up. He couldn’t really use either of those, but evolutionary stones were expensive. If he never ended up with a pokemon that could use one of the two to evolve, he could just sell them for a good bit of cash. It wasn’t as if he’d need the money thanks to the huge sum Lance had given him, but at the very least he’d be able to help another trainer.

“There’s a cash fee to enter.” Nurse Joy warned. “Three hundred dollars.”

Ash shrugged that off. That would have been a decent sum before, but he had all the money he needed right now. It was well worth the price to test his strength against other trainers. “Fair enough. Do you need my trainer card?”

“Please.”

He handed it over. Nurse Joy quickly ran it through a scanner, although she looked quite surprised at the information that came up.

“Seven badges?” She said with a stunned look on her face. “My, my. This year will have quite the fierce competition. And access to full restores? What did you do for the League to get that privilege?”

“This and that.” Ash said with a grin, never tiring of the reactions he got when people saw how much he’d accomplished.

Nurse Joy shook her head exasperatedly. “Never mind. I don’t think I want to know. Anyways,” she said as she passed his trainer card back to him, “you’re all signed up. The Tournament is held at one o’ clock, so make sure you’re ready. I’ll be taking all of you to the arena.”

“Thank you.” Ash said politely. “Good night, Nurse Joy.”

She smiled cheerfully at him. “Good night, Mr. Ketchum. I look forward to seeing your performance tomorrow.”

Ash smiled and tipped his hat before he left to find his room. He needed to take a shower and sleep. It looked like he would have a long two days in front of him.
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He was groggy when he woke up. His room was filled to the brim with sleeping pokemon. It was much more cramped then he was used to, thanks to many of his friends’ evolutions. Nidoking took up a good chunk of the room on his own. His friend had been annoyed when he realized that he couldn’t sleep on the bed with Ash anymore, but he’d managed to assuage his instincts by curling up into a surprisingly small ball next to the bed.

Tangela was at the foot of the bed, vines wrapped around his spherical body in a dense shell. They twitched every now and then, mostly when Tangela happily gurgled in his sleep. Ash smiled at his friend before looking around.

Dazed was, as usual, standing in the darkened corner and staring straight at him. She gave him a succinct nod and returned to watching him protectively.

Bruiser was sleeping leaned up against the wall, eyes completely shut and arms crossed. His thick, muscular chest rose and fell as he breathed slowly and deeply.

Torrent was still in his pokeball, as was Infernus. While Torrent had no problem being outside of his pokeball for extended periods of time, he had difficulties sleeping. Besides, the roof was barely high enough for him to comfortable levitate.

The reasons Infernus was in his pokeball were rather obvious.

Ash shook his head and yawned before standing up and carefully getting off of his bed, making sure to avoid waking any of his friends. He quickly put on his clothes, which were lying in a messy pile on the floor. They were a little wrinkled, but he was sure that the other trainers would be just as messy.

Before he went into the small bathroom to brush his teeth and get his familiar morning routine in, Ash made sure to put on his hat. He couldn’t forget the hat.

The rest of his morning routine went by quickly. He woke the rest of his friends, although he let Tangela stay out of his pokeball. If there were as many trainers out there as he expected, he figured Tangela would be the best choice. The grass-type was much friendlier than most of the team and would enjoy making friends with the other pokemon.

Normally he had Dazed as his follower, since she was inconspicuous and observant, but he knew she wouldn’t want to be around so many people. It would make her more paranoid than usual, although it would be disguised under her vacant stare. Ash had learnt long ago how to read past that, though.

Tangela gurgled happily and waved some of his vines around as he waddled after Ash. Ash held the door open for his friend as he walked into the small hallway. One other trainer was walking down the hallway, a short teen with short, spiky blond hair and cargo pants followed by an elegant ninetails. He didn’t give Ash a passing glance as he smoothly walked by.

Ash shrugged it off and continued on his way. He entered the Pokemon Center’s atrium just a few seconds after the blond trainer had shoved his way in.

He paused in surprise when he saw just how many trainers were in the atrium. He’d known that there were twenty, but it was odd seeing so many trainers in one place outside of one of the great cities. The room was practically filled to the brim with them.

There were girls and boys, teens and adults. Every different kind of person was accounted for. But they all had one thing in common: they were here to win.

Ash took a moment to check out the pokemon waiting with their trainers. There were quite a few that were somewhat uncommon in Kanto, but he saw even more native species. It certainly wouldn’t be an easy tournament to win. Judging from the variety he saw, he couldn’t just rely on one of his friends to dominate the competition. He’d have to be a bit more creative than that.

He pulled out his PokeNav and checked the time. They still had two hours until they would be called to the tournament. That would be plenty of time for him to brief his time on what was going on.

But first he needed to get breakfast. He was starving.

XX

Ash sat on a large, mossy boulder that overlooked the rest of the tiny clearing where his team sat. They were each eating their own little bit of pokemon food, although Ash had gotten some of the Pokemon Center’s normal food to feed them. His friends deserved it.

As they ate, Ash started talking. Dazed was the only one really watching, but judging from the tiny nods and twitching ears of his friends, they were all listening.

“So, guys, we’re going to be in a tournament today.” He began. That got his friends’ attention. Nidoking, Infernus, Torrent, and Bruiser seemed particularly enthusiastic. They liked fighting the most, and tournaments generally brought strong opponents. “I think there are going to be around twenty opponents, so the competition might get tough at the end. But I know we can win.”

Nidoking growled happily and crushed his claws together, body language that Ash was beginning to recognize as anticipation and excitement. The rest of his friends had similar reactions, even Tangela. Tangela might not be very aggressive, but he did love testing out his strength. Most pokemon did, from what Ash had seen.

“I’m going to try and use all of you at least once.” Ash announced as he lazily leaned back on his forearms. The rough stone scratched at his exposed skin a bit, but the moss helped to soothe the minor damage it did. “You’ve all been working hard lately, and all of you deserve it.”

His friends seemed happy at that. Ash realized that he had neglected Bruiser over the past few weeks and he really didn’t want to make that mistake ever again. It still put a bad taste in his mouth just thinking about how he practically abandoned one of his friends.

“We need to get back in about an hour.” Ash said, counting off the amount of time he’d already eaten up. “So, let’s get to it. We need to come up with some basic strategies. There’s a lot of variety in the tournament.”

The pokemon in front of him nodded and listened attentively as he began speaking. They wanted to win this just as much as he did, more, most likely.

Ash grinned as he started addressing each member of the team. He didn’t know if he would win this, but he knew that he would at least make his opponents fight bitterly for their victory.
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“Everyone, line up!” Nurse Joy called out in a loud, commanding tone that brooked no argument and demanded compliance. All of the twenty two trainers in the Pokemon Center’s atrium quickly followed her instructions, eager to begin the battles.

“Alright, here are the rules for the Tournament!” She shouted, making sure to be heard over the murmurs and whispers of the group. Quite a few seemed to have made friends with one another, or at least acquaintances. Since he had only come back to the Pokemon Center five minutes ago, Ash wasn’t one of them. “All of you have been grouped into pairs. Once we reach the stadium, a monitor will display the teams. You will be battling other teams until only two teams remain. Then, both partners will battle one another to determine the finalists. The rules are simple: No items or enhancers such as X products are allowed, any form of cheating will get you disqualified, and you must stop when the other pokemon are unconscious or their trainers forfeit.”

Ash listened curiously. He wasn’t sure how he felt about working with a partner. It might be nice, but he didn’t want to have to carry them both if his partner was a weak trainer. That could ruin his chances of victory.

On the other hand, if he had a decent partner they would be able to overpower the enemy quite easily. It might pose problems when he had to battle them, but at least the majority of the tournament would be easy.

“You’d do well to work together.” Nurse Joy warned. “You’ll be battling together and need to depend on one another. Any discord will weaken your efforts.”

He nodded slowly, barely noticing it. Many of the other trainers had similar reactions. Ash glanced at them all closely, taking each of them in. Any of them could be his partner, and he would like to at least recognize them.

Nurse Joy suddenly broke into a large, cheerful smile. “Well, that’s it! A few more things will be explained at the tournament, but that’s the gist of things. Let’s go!”

With that, Nurse Joy and her small, energetic oddish lead them out of the Pokemon Center and to Dandra Stadium. Ash hung in the back, watching the rest of his competitors carefully and trying to analyze them the best he could.
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“Welcome, ladies and gentleman of Dandra Town, to the sixth annual Dandra Town Pokemon Tournament!” An announcer boomed over the intercom. The large crowd – probably a thousand people or so, Ash couldn’t judge very well – cheered raucously in response. “Thank you, thank you! Now, let’s take a look at our competitors. I’ve been told we have a good group this year!”

Ash gave a faux smile as he walked into the center of the stadium with the rest of the trainers. His nervous expression betrayed the anxiety he felt at being in front of so many people. This stadium only held about a thousand people and he was feeling distinctly uncomfortable. He could only imagine what being in front of tens of thousands of people at the Conference would feel like.

Nurse Joy directed them into a straight line, whispering their instructions to them as she passed by and making sure to give the nervous trainers friendly, encouraging smiles.

“Step forward when your name is called.” She whispered to Ash as she passed by, just loud enough to be heard over the roar of the crowd. Ash gave a shaky smile to her, feeling a little better as she continued. “Don’t worry, you’ll do fine. You’ll get used to the crowd in no time.”

And then she was gone. Ash glanced after her, but glanced up towards the announcer’s box when they began shouting into their microphone. He winced at the noise. The only loud noises he usually heard were explosions and the clash of battle. The constant chanting of the crowd and booming of the announcer felt foreign.

He edited out the names the announcer called out until it reached his own.

“Ash Ketchum, please step forward!” The announcer shouted excitedly, keeping the same boisterous tone he had for the other competitors. Ash adopted a nervous smile, shifting away from his usual frown, and hesitantly waved to the crowd like the other competitors had done.

They shouted and cheered in response, the cacophony assaulting him from all directions.

He was glad when the announcer moved on and called the next competitor out. Ash didn’t like being the center of attention for a huge audience like this. That made him frown. He’d have to get over that before the Conference. It would be no good if he wasted all of his hard work by being uncomfortable and freezing up during a battle.

Ash just stood there, a small frown on his face as he thought. He wasn’t snapped back to reality until the huge monitor screen underneath the announcer’s box suddenly flickered on, showing a massive set of brackets for the tournament. On the very ends of each bracket two names and a picture appeared, showing who their partners would be.

While he quickly found his picture and that of his partner, a teenage girl with long brown hair and blue eyes, he wasn’t able to read the names very well. The font was just a bit too small.

“Trainers!” The announcer roared. “I will call out your name and that of your partner. Step out of the line when your name is called and pair up. Further instructions will be given out when everyone has their partner.”

Once again, Ash blanked out until he heard his name called out. He snapped back into focus and stepped forward, putting a strained smile onto his face again as the crowd roared for him.

“Ash Ketchum and Jaimie Sezare, please step forward!” The announcer called out excitedly. Ash glanced to his left and saw that his partner had stepped out of the line the same time he had. It looked like there were only three teams left to pair up.

Ash walked over to her quietly, trying to ignore the crowds’ gaze and calls. She offered him a friendly wave as he walked over, which he returned with a tight nod. They both walked over to the box that the other teams had entered after being paired up. Most of the trainers were giving each other distrustful glares, fierce and competitive now that they had been differentiated.

“Hi, I’m Jamie!” The girl said in a friendly manner, offering him a hand to shake. Ash took it and used the opportunity to glance over the girl. Jamie looked like a rather experienced trainer. She was fair-skinned, but had a slight tan and enough scars and scrapes to show that she’d travelled a while. Her worn shorts and faded shirt only added to that assessment.

“Ash.” He returned. “How long have you been a trainer?”

She adjusted her small, red-framed glasses before she answered. “Four years. How about you?”

“…Four and a half months.” He replied, a little embarrassed. Ash knew he was strong, but he knew that most trainers his age weren’t, whether it was due to lack of commitment, laziness, or being untalented.

Jaimie didn’t seem too bothered, although she frowned a bit. “Huh. How many badges have you got? We can discuss our pokemon later.”

“Seven.” He said firmly. “I have the Volcano badge and Marsh badge. You don’t need to worry about pulling any slack.”

“Really?” She asked bemusedly, staring at him from behind her glasses. “I didn’t even know there was still a gym in Cinnabar. And how’d you beat Sabrina? I tried her and she tore me apart with her Mr. Mime.”

Ash grinned. “It’s just a matter of knowing where to look.” He said mysteriously. “As for Sabrina, it’s just skill.”

Jaimie whistled, barely audible over the din of the crowd. “Wow. I have nothing to be worried about then. We can talk strategy later. The announcer’s about to come back on.”

He nodded and returned his gave to the monitor, which had just shifted from the brackets to a man’s face. The man’s face was narrow and thin, but not disturbingly so. Ash assumed it was the announcer, an assumption that was validated when the man’s lips began moving in conjunction with the audio system.

“I have several announcements to make before we allow the trainers to begin strategizing and working with their partners.” He announced grandly, waving his hands in the air for dramatic effect. “First off, the prizes.”

The announcer grinned and let the clamor of the crowd die down before continuing. “We have a few more sponsors and a few more competitors than last year, so we have better prizes. Third and fourth place will receive one thousand dollars and five Silph Co. great balls! Second place will receive two thousand dollars and two ultra balls!”

Ash watched intently as the announcer leaned into the camera conspiratorially. He wasn’t too impressed with the prizes so far, but he didn’t care that much. That wasn’t why he’d joined the tournament.

“But we have a very special prize for the first place winner.” The announcer grinned. He moved off of the screen for a moment and returned with a small pack. He removed a large, round black object from the bag. Ash’s eyes widened when he recognized the sight of a pokemon egg. “Thanks to the kind donation of a local breeder, our first place winner will receive this egg. He wouldn’t tell us what it was, but we imagine that it is going to be quite the surprise!”

That determined it. Ash wouldn’t just be putting up a great fight, he would be winning this competition. There were similar determined expressions on some of the other trainers, and for good reason. Pokemon eggs weren’t exactly common. Anyone could buy them from a breeder, but uncommon pokemon could be extremely expensive and unavailable to the common trainer.

Ash might have plenty of money, but he didn’t really want to buy a member of his team. That ruined the whole point of training to him. It was supposed to be an adventure, one where you earned your rewards and companions. He didn’t really mind if people bought pokemon from breeders, but it just wasn’t for him.

But earning them? That was fair game.

The announcer was suddenly handed a piece of paper from outside of the monitor’s screen. He skimmed over it briefly before a wide grin spread over his face.

“I have more news!” He shouted dramatically. The crowd quieted and grew tense. “This tournament only accepts twenty competitors! Right now we have twenty-two. As a result, we are picking two random teams to battle each other for entry into the tournament!”

Ash frowned. He really hoped that he wasn’t picked. That would weaken at least some of his friends early on, which might prove dangerous to his future battles in the tournament. Additionally it would allow some of the other trainers to get a feel for his skill level and style.

The tension in the air was palpable as another sheet of paper was handed to the announcer. He read over it once before announcing the unlucky competitors that would have to battle each other.

“Here are the trainers that will be battling for entry.” The announcer said, stating the obvious. Every trainer listened intently, privately hoping that they weren’t chosen. “Raymonds and Fennex, step forward. James and Minors, step forward.”

Raymonds and Fennex stepped out of the box. One had short, spiky hair and a black, no-sleeved shirt. He had a slight grin on his face, apparently not taking this seriously. The other had dark blond hair held out of his eyes by a pair of goggles. His face was empty, clearly not pleased with being picked out.

James and Minors stepped out a moment later. One had long brown hair and glasses. The other looked as though he were too young to have a trainers license. Both were rather nervous, although the older of the two had a faraway look on his face.

“Trainers, your battle will commence in fifteen minutes!” The man in the monitor shouted to them. “Use your time to prepare a strategy. Your future in this tournament depends on it. For the rest of you, follow Nurse Joy. She will take you to rooms where you can prepare yourselves. The preliminary battles begin in one hour.”

Both of the unlucky teams were guided to opposite ends of the field by a tired looking official. They were huddled together and hurriedly discussing their tactics by the time Nurse Joy walked over to the competitors in their box, a cheerful smile on her face.

“Follow me!” She chirped. “You need all the time you can get before you battle.”

With that the remaining competitors followed her out of the bright, sun-baked stadium, sticking close to their partners and sending suspicious glances at the others.

Ash hung in the back with Jaimie. He didn’t care much about getting competitive with the other trainers. He was going to win this. Now was just a chance to get a feel for the others.
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“Here’s your room!” Nurse Joy said to Ash and Jaimie. She opened the door for them and ushered the two in. They were the last pair to be shown their rooms, but it had only taken three or four minutes away from them.

Ash nodded his thanks before walking in. He glanced it over. It was bare and boring. The only furnishings was a small, round table and several chairs pulled up to it. That was perfectly fine by him. It minimized distractions.

He took a seat. Jaimie followed suit a moment later. They both looked at each other awkwardly for a moment, not really sure where to start. It ended up being the older member of the pair that broke the silence.

“So, what pokemon do you have?” She began, raising her hand and putting a finger up as she listed off her own. “I’ve got a Venusaur, Kadabra, Charmeleon, Dragonair, Graveler, and Starmie.”

The team was well-rounded and held a few of the more common pokemon Kanto trainers used, but Ash started at the mention of a dragonair. All dragon-types were fantastically rare. Dratini and their line were amongst the rarest.

“How did you get a dragonair?” He asked, stunned.

“By spending two months straight in the Safari Zone and getting really, really lucky.” She said, scratching the back of her neck embarrassedly. “I spent almost all of my money, but I ended up finding a dratini behind a waterfall. The rest is history.”

He nodded. It was plausible. Dragonair were known to nest in the Safari Zone, even if they were incredibly rare. Still, to spend two months of his life in one place in search of one pokemon…it was unthinkable.

Ash shook himself out of his thoughts and answered her original question. “A Nidoking, Kingdra, Hypno, Magmar, Machoke, and Tangela.”

Jaimie grinned. “You’ve got your own dragon? Awesome! No wonder you beat Sabrina.”

He nodded stiffly in reply, not bothering to mention that it was Dazed that had really won the battle against Sabrina. It wasn’t particularly relevant to the conversation.

“We need to make sure our choices complement each other’s.” He said, speaking up. Jaimie listened attentively, nodding as he spoke. “So, I’ll send out my pokemon first and then you send yours out. Hopefully we’ll be second every time…”

And so started a forty-five minute long discussion on strategy. They made tactics for each of the potential pairs of pokemon on the battlefield, even the ones that likely wouldn’t happen, such as Charmeleon and Infernus.

Ash didn’t give her his full capabilities and neither did she. With teams as powerful as theirs, it was likely that they would end up battling each other eventually. He wasn’t about to give her any information that she didn’t need to know for them to work well together.

Even if he didn’t trust her with everything, he did acknowledge that he liked her. She was friendly enough and was easy to get along with. That could only be a boon on the battlefield.

He was jerked from his thoughts by a knock on the door. Ash glanced over to it as Nurse Joy’s head poked inside. “The first battle’s starting. Come with me.”

Both of them stood up and left with Nurse Joy, waiting until the rest of the line of trainers had passed before joining in. Ash felt just the barest hint of nervousness as Nurse Joy lead them out to the large battlefield.

Ash blinked as the hot sun crashed down on him, glad that his hat shaded his eyes from the worst of the light. He glanced around at the roaring crowd, who were chanting and screaming in excitement. It just made him feel nervous.

“And here are our competitors, folks!” The announcer roared as the trainers walked onto the field. “Twenty strong, fierce battlers just waiting to see who’s the strongest. All are strong, but only one will emerge as our victor!”

His fists clenched in determination. That victor would be him, no matter what. The other trainers had similar expressions and reactions.

“First up, Ash Ketchum and Jaimie Sezare versus Harlon Smith and Dan White. Competitors, take your places!”

Nurse Joy pointed him and his partner to the competitors’ box nearest to the entrance. She sent Harlon Smith – a tall teen with brown hair and fierce hazel eyes – and Dan White – a trainer of similar age but much shorter – over to the opposite side of the stadium.

Ash and Jaimie stood side-by-side as they walked up into the box, elevated about ten feet over the field with an open view. He clenched his fists nervously as he felt the eyes of hundreds gaze upon him, judging and analyzing him.

“Is this the first time you’ve been in front of so many people?” Jaimie asked curiously as she leaned onto the railing, smiling and sending friendly waves to the spectators, much to their delight.

Ash nodded. “I’ve battled in front of a few hundred people before, but nothing like this.”

She hummed understandingly. “Don’t worry about this. You’ll be fine. Just focus on the battle. The crowd doesn’t matter.”

He smiled at her thankfully and put a hand on his belt. The other trainers had arrived and climbed up their box. Now the announcer had begun to announce the rules.

“This match will be two-on-two for each trainer!” He said, amplified voice booming and echoing throughout the arena. “Pokemon are considered disqualified when they are recalled by their trainer or are knocked unconscious. The losers of this match will be knocked out of the tournament. Smith and White will send out their pokemon first. Now…let the battle begin!”

White and Smith send out their pokemon almost immediately. White sent out a massive marowak, which wielded two large, thick bone clubs. It wasn’t uncommon for marowak to adapt to using two bones, but it was something to watch out for in any case. Smith released a nidorina. She slunk over to Marowak’s side, prepared to defend the larger pokemon at any cost.

Ash frowned as his mind raced over the possibilities. This match would be made very short with Torrent, but he and Jaimie wanted to keep their dragon-types hidden until they were truly needed. Nidoking didn’t need to be worked out yet, and Infernus would be needed later. Dazed would be the best option since she could attack at a distance and avoid their close-range attacks.

When she was released, Dazed met her opponents with an impassive stare, not looking very impressed. Ash hid a grin at that. Jaimie quickly followed suit with her Starmie, which opened its appearance with a loud screech.

The moment Starmie appeared, Nidorina and Marowak suddenly opened up with an ice beam, showing that they’d been exposed to TMs. That meant he’d have to be careful about them. It was just an opening move, meant to distract Dazed and Starmie from the sudden charge both of the opposing pokemon made.

Dazed’s eyes flickered a bright blue as a psychic wall of shimmering energy materialized in front of her and Starmie, easily blocking both of the weak ice beams.

“Wave, water gun!” Jaimie shouted. Starmie – or Wave, Ash supposed – screeched again as its back limbs quickly spun, releasing a spiral of water from the tip of its uppermost limb. The jet of high-powered water flashed towards the charging Marowak, which deftly dodged the water gun as it continued its sprint.

As it neared, it suddenly shifted directions towards Dazed. Marowak cried out furiously as it suddenly gained momentum and leapt at Dazed, who stared at the rapidly approaching Marowak with an unimpressed expression.

“Psybeam.” He ordered. Dazed’s eyes flashed as an intense beam of rainbow light shot out and struck the approaching Marowak in the chest. The ground-type roared angrily as it was sent to the ground, quickly leaping up at the urging of its trainer and approaching again.

“Psychic.” Ash said, no longer paying attention to Nidorina. He could see her out of the corner of his eye, leaping and forcing Starmie on the defensive. Ash questioned Smith’s intelligence at sending a poison-type onto the field against two psychic-types, but didn’t really care. Marowak was his main concern.

Dazed’s eyes burned as she sent a wave of telekinetic force towards Marowak as it charged towards her. Marowak showed incredible dexterity and skill by rolling out of the way seamlessly, elegantly regaining its footing before leaping at Dazed again, too close for her to dodge.

So Marowak and White were rather confused when its clubs struck nothing but air. Marowak looked around confusedly, still a little blinded by the flash of light that illuminated the area. It didn’t take much longer before an incredibly powerful psybeam slammed into its back and sent it crashing forward.

Marowak snarled and began to follow the shouted commands of its trainer. It reared back and suddenly breathed a stream of flame onto one of its bones before covering the immediate area with it, shrouding the dirt and sand in a cloud of fire. Ash saw the bright blue flash of an ice beam before Dazed swept the cloud of flame out of the air with a psychic.

Dazed teleported again as Marowak fired an ice beam at her. Ash noted that one of its bones was glowing white-hot while the other had been covered in a layer of ice. It wouldn’t really simulate the effects of a fire-type attack or ice-type attack, but the burning bone would hurt if it hit anything. The icy bone would be more for discomfort than anything else.

Marowak suddenly found Dazed in the corner of its eye and slammed one of its clubs into the ground. Chunks of earth, glowing in a dull blue outline, rose from the plain battlefield and shot outwards in all directions.

His friend easily caught the chunks and held them in midair with her telekinesis before sending them back at Marowak, who had charged at her the moment she broke her focus to block the attack. It casually batted the hurled chunks of earth out of the way with its ice bone and leapt at her.

“End this.” Ash ordered, tired of Marowak’s game. Dazed happily obliged, catching Marowak in mid-leap and keeping it frozen in a thin, surging blue aura. Marowak visibly struggled, showing incredible strength and willpower as it managed to actually move through the psychic.

Its struggles ended as Dazed concentrated immense amounts of force onto its body from all directions, instantly knocking it out. Dazed dropped it to the ground and allowed White to call it back, Marowak vanishing into a bright scarlet light.

While White prepared to release his last pokemon, Ash decided to take advantage of the momentary lapse.

“Dazed, hit the Nidorina!” He commanded. Dazed’s eyes flickered as she turned to the battle between Wave and Nidorina and used the same trick she’d used on Marowak. Nidorina was helpless to resist as she was battered by psychic force and finally knocked out by a high-powered water gun from Wave.

Ash frowned at that. It was an easy battle. He’d expected more, but when he saw his foes’ next choices, he realized that he’d get it.

White had released a vicious looking crobat. It clung to the ground at the moment, but hissed as it saw the battle and flew into the air with incredible speed. Ash stared at it curiously. He’d never battled a crobat. All he knew was that they were fast, impossibly so. This might be a challenge.

Smith released a huge, angry typhlosion. It stood up on its hind legs and roared, causing a mane of fire to blaze up around its neck. Typhlosion landed back on all fours and prepared to charge, the flames rising and wavering with the cheers of the crowd.

“Ares, you’re up!” White roared. Crobat flashed through the air at that, baring its needle-like fangs and doing a series of acrobatics to warm up.

Smith was quieter, just calling out a quiet series of commands to Typhlosion. The fire-type roared and flared up again, reminding Ash distinctly of Infernus.

“We’ll need both of our pokemon to take on that crobat.” Ash muttered to Jaimie. She nodded, having come to that same conclusion. “Take on that Typhlosion. Dazed’ll keep the crobat away.”

And with that exchange, the battle began. Crobat tore through the air, a blur too indistinct to actually follow. It avoided Dazed entirely, launching itself towards Wave. The starmie quickly fired water gun at Crobat, but the poison-type easily evaded the blast of water and darted in at the psychic-type. It evaded the next water gun as well.

Ash winced as he saw a flash of dull grey covered one of Crobat’s wings as it slammed into Wave. The steel wing impacted straight into Wave’s bright gem, sending a sharp crack through it and knocking Wave unconscious.

Typhlosion was racing towards Dazed, fangs bared and nothing but a blur of fire. It was now being supported by Crobat, who was darting towards Dazed.

His mind raced. Teleportation would only be a temporary solution. The opponents would be expecting it and Crobat would be too fast to avoid for long.

“Mutliball!”

Dazed’s eyes flashed a light grey as a dozen tiny shadow balls formed in a ring around her. They circled the hypno slowly, being aimed and prepared to fire at her foes.

The rest was up to Dazed. Ash couldn’t help her, all he’d be doing is distract her. Only she knew when to fire and where.

Crobat suddenly disappeared, a dozen illusory copies appearing in its place. Ash frowned at the double team, knowing that it would complicate things. The illusory Crobat swooped in at Dazed, suddenly disappearing as she locked onto the target with her abilities and fired her shadow balls.

The real Crobat was thrown to the ground by one of the shadow balls, although the shock quickly wore off and it shot back up into the air. It was a bit slower, though, so that was a plus.

Of course, that didn’t help it much when it was suddenly consumed by an enormous burst of orange and yellow flame. Ash grinned as the charred form of Crobat fell to the ground, unconscious from being engulfed in the flamethrower but mostly unhurt. It was returned in an instant.

“Great job, Ignis!” Jaimie cheered. Her Charmeleon growled and spat another burst of flame. It shot another stream of fire at the racing form of Typhlosion, but the faster creature easily avoided the flame and spat its own flamethrower at Charmeleon in reply.

“Disable. Dream eater.” Ash called out as Typhlosion leapt at Dazed’s still form with all the grace of a predator. It was suddenly frozen and outlined in a light blue aura, helpless to resist as Dazed stared it in the eyes and began to sway her stone pendulum in front of its eyes. Typhlosion couldn’t help but follow the entrancing motion, ignoring the cries of its trainer in favor of the pendulum.

In just three more seconds the Typhlosion’s will had been broken by Dazed’s natural hypnosis. She gently lowered the snoozing creature to the ground, making sure not to wake it.

Ash couldn’t help but wince at the next part of the process. Dazed’s eyes outstretched her hand, which began to glow red. A thin stream of red energy slid through the air until it touched Typhlosion, instantly creating a connection. Both of their bodies were suddenly engulfed in an aura of red energy, leaving the two as black outlines.

Typhlosion began to whimper and claw at the ground as its dreams were roughly torn from it by Dazed, who exhibited none of the care and tenderness she used when devouring Ash’s dreams. Before the process could go on any longer Typhlosion was suddenly recalled by Smith, who looked visibly shaken by the technique.

“I forfeit.” He shouted with a tremor in his voice. His hands were shaking as he placed Typhlosion’s pokeball on the belt. White nodded understandingly and patted Smith on the shoulder.

“And there you have it, folk, a stunning battle!” The announcer shouted, barely audible over the roars of the crowd as victory was realized. “With power like that behind them, who knows how much further Ketchum and Sezare will go in this competition?”

A wide grin suddenly split across Ash’s face as he realized he won. The trainer glanced over to Jaimie and saw that she had a similar reaction.

“You did awesome, Ash!” She cried before returning her Charmeleon. “With the two of us, this competition is going to be a breeze!”

He smiled and nodded before recalling Dazed and walking out of the box, whispering his thanks to her as he entered the area where the other competitors were stationed.

“And now for our next match!” The announcer cried. “Amell and Austin versus –”

Ash didn’t pay attention to the rest as he took a seat next to Jaimie. They had a prime view of the battlefield from their spot and he needed to watch carefully. He needed to know everyone in the competition. There was no telling who he would battle.
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Ash and Jaimie ended up getting a pass for the next round of the competition. They performed the best out of all the competitors, losing only one pokemon during their battle. The other matches were much closer, and he’d seen some pretty tough competition in the other battles.

But now they were up again, facing their opponents, Ryan Dillard and Spencer Kale. Dillard was a young teenager that had a confident smile upon his face. He looked friendly enough, but Ash knew that he had the experience and skill to back up that confidence. He’d obliterated the competition although his partner had been much weaker, although no push-over. Kale was wiry and quiet, looking a bit uncomfortable with being in the center of attention.

“Ketchum and Sezare choose first! Go!”

He quickly sent out Infernus. Kale’s team had been mostly weak to fire, and Infernus could easily fight the others. Kale was his priority. They wanted to take out the weaker team so they could focus exclusively on Dillard. If Infernus was defeated, Ash had plenty of other strong options.

Infernus roared and spat a huge column of white flame into the sky before he stamped his foot and caused the earth to explode around him and leak lava around him. The spectators loved it and cheered Infernus on. The fire-type started oddly and glanced at them as though he wanted to shoot a flamethrower into the stands.

Jaimie sent out her Venusaur. It was going to cover the no-man’s-land in clouds of stun spore and sleep powder. Even if the opponent pokemon were able to avoid being affected by it, both substances were rather combustible. That would pose quite the nasty surprise.

Dillard grinned and sent out a massive, regal houndoom. It howled and spit a flame of dark flame traced with flecks of black soot inside of it into the air in imitation of Infernus. Infernus’ eyes glinted as he took in the other fire-type, clearly ready to take Houndoom on.

Kale nervously released a slowbro, who lazily sat down and yawned before the sudden bite of Kale’s voice snapped it out of its laziness. Slowbro stretched and looked at Infernus with a dopey expression. Ash saw the shelder attached to its tail clench a little tighter.

“Flower, cover the field with stun spore and sleep powder!” Jaimie shouted over the crowd. Flower yawned and looked at her in annoyance before he shook his body and sent huge clouds of both dangerous powders floating around the field. They didn’t go near Infernus.

“Houndoom, Flash Charge!” Dillard shouted. Ash was surprised that he could hear him above the cheers.

Houndoom tensed up before leaping forwards, strong muscles pushing him at a fast pace. He spat a huge blast of flame into the clouds of powders, igniting them and sending them into a huge fireball. Flower grunted in annoyance and slowly backed away from the inferno, clearly uncomfortable. Infernus simply kept his eyes locked on the approaching fire-type, who was carrying a wave of fire at its heels.

Ash groaned to himself. He knew that strategy would backfire. At least it would just give Infernus more strength.

“Infernus, intercept.”

Infernus roared before charging into the flames, his camouflage hiding him from all but the most perceptive of eyes. Houndoom was heedless as it charged through the flames, aiming directly towards the angry Flower, who had begun charging solar energy in direct violation of Jaimie’s orders.

“Flower, use razor leaf! C’mon, for me!” Jaimie pleaded to the lumbering grass-type. Ash looked at her oddly, not understanding why her Venusaur wasn’t listening to her. She was far too experienced for that.

Flower ignored her and continued charging its energy. Houndoom suddenly leapt from the crackling inferno that covered the majority of the field now, only visible as a black, horned blur as it aimed for Flower.

Unfortunately, Infernus punched it as it jumped outside of the flames. The magmar appeared as if from nowhere, nearly invisible amongst the inferno.

The punch sent Houndoom sprawling, the powerful fire-type not meant for taking hits. It whimpered and snarled as it pulled itself up and prepared to attack Infernus. Infernus simply adopted a fighting stance and prepared for the brutal melee that would follow amongst the flames.

Ash could hear Dillard shouting objections to his Houndoom, even above the roaring flames. Apparently the enraged dark-type was deviating from their plan. That could only be good for him. At least it distracted Houndoom from its real target: Flower.

Houndoom breathed a huge stream of flames at Infernus, heedless to the ineffectual nature of the attack. Ash grinned at that. It was fighting stupidly. While he’d seen the overwhelming power and skill it wielded in previous battles, Houndoom was only really effective when Dillard could command it. At all other times it seemed to be nothing more than a furious, slavering beast that barely understood how to battle other than bite and blast it with flames.

Infernus reacted with blinding speed, the heat pervading the battlefield speeding up his reaction time and lending him strength. He ducked underneath Houndoom’s pounce and slammed his fist into the dark-types gut.

Ash could only hear a yelp before the two took their battle to the flames, only visible to him through the leaping pillars of fire and dim roars and cries that penetrated the roaring of the crowd and flames.

He sighed and glanced over at Flower. The venusaur was still staying far back, not contributing anything to the fight. Jaimie was shouting and pleading with it, but it just wouldn’t listen. Flower was resolutely avoiding anything to do with fire or the fight.

It went on like that for another minute. He couldn’t see the details of Infernus’ battle and Flower wasn’t doing anything, so it was rather boring. Ash was a bit worried about what Slowbro was getting up to. The water-type could be dangerous if it got a hold of Infernus.

And then he saw the flames explode in a certain area. Ash worriedly glanced over to the destroyed zone and saw that something had pushed the flames back. He was able to see into the battle a bit now.

Infernus was standing over the collapsed form of Houndoom. He was covered in bites, but he didn’t seem particularly concerned. Instead, he stepped onto Houndoom and shifted all of his weight to that foot, eliciting a pained yelp from the dark-type.

The fire-type reared his head up and spat another stream of white-hot flame into the air, showing his pride in defeating Houndoom without much trouble. The crowd loved it and jumped out of their seats at the arrogant display of power.

Ash could only say that he was glad that Houndoom had gone into a frenzy at Infernus’ first attack. He had been able to see Dillard’s despondent expression over the course of the battle. Houndoom was a loose cannon, highly effective and fully capable of destroying most opponents with its fire when controlled by a trainer, but a rampaging mess when angered. It would have been a difficult fight otherwise, but Infernus’ own skill had managed to avert disaster.

Even as Infernus roared his victory to the heavens, Slowbro waddled into the exposed area, its psychic powers creating a protected area for it to walk through, and shot a water pulse at Infernus’ chest.

Infernus was thrown off of Houndoom, who was promptly returned by Dillard. He quickly pulled himself up and snarled at Slowbro, who blinked dumbly in return. The fire-type snorted a burst of flame and smoke before disappearing into the flames, nothing but an indistinct waver amongst the flickering inferno.

“Water pulse!” Kale shouted again. The shelder on Slowbro’s tail clenched hard and Slowbro looked up. A sphere of blue energy formed above his mouth before transforming into a fount of water, which exploded outwards and extinguished most of the flames around him.

Ash winced as Infernus was hurled backwards by the force of the water. His friend was still fighting strong and furiously, but he couldn’t take many more water pulses.

None of his techniques would work well against Slowbro. Brick break would hurt, but Slowbro would dampen its effects with its psychic abilities. Fire-type attacks wouldn’t do much to the resistant creature. So there was only one venue left.

“Infernus, beat it!” He cried. Infernus tensed up and leapt as soon as the order left Ash’s mouth. The fire-type slammed a fist into the back of Slowbro’s head, knocking the water-type over. Slowbro tried to get up, but a huge flamethrower from Infernus that left the dirt around them glowing with embers and ash kept it down.

Just as Infernus prepared to deliver a finishing blow, a huge, shaggy form burst up from beneath him. Dirt exploded outwards, covering the entire area with a thin layer of it. An absolutely massive creature, standing at least eight feet high and four feet across, had erupted from the ground and was now standing protectively over Slowbro as the water-type recovered. Two huge, curved tusks of solid ice jutted out from its face. A pig-like snout twitched and snorted as the gigantic Mamoswine that had torn Dillard’s previous opponents apart made an appearance.

Ash frowned at the behemoth. It was going to be absolutely brutal, so he couldn’t hold anything back.

“Flamethrower!” He shouted. Infernus, who had just recovered from being thrown on his back, quickly followed suit, fearlessly facing Mamoswine and bathing it in flame. Ash had to look away from the inferno it was so bright.

When he looked back, Mamoswine stood strong. It hadn’t even moved, but had taken the flamethrower easily. Mamoswine snorted at an order Dillard gave it and it slowly began a charge towards Infernus.

Even as Infernus faced the oncoming monster without flinching, Ash spotted Slowbro preparing a water gun that would ruin any efforts at defense from Infernus. He began to cry out a warning, but a huge beam of pure white energy suddenly flashed across the field and slammed into Slowbro, hurling it into the psychic barriers that enclosed the battlefield and knocking it unconscious.

Ash grinned. It looked like Flower had finally made an appearance now that the flames were gone. The grass-type lumbered over to the battle angrily, its beady eyes furious. Flower gave a deep bellow as it walked over, sending out a steady stream of razor-sharp leaves into Mamoswine’s side as it did so.

Mamoswine simply ignored the razor leaf attacks as it charged towards Infernus. It lowered its head and prepared to slam its tusks into Infernus’ side as it grew within five feet. Infernus tensed up and leapt out of the way, rolling and spitting a stream of flame at Mamoswine as he did so.

The behemoth snorted and slowed down. Dillard was calling out a constant stream of commands to the monster as it prepared another charge. Ash couldn’t make them out, but knew they wouldn’t be good.

Ash expected its next move to be an earthquake, or perhaps another charge. Instead, Mamoswine turned its massive head and opened its huge mouth. A stream of freezing air shot out from the lumbering creature’s mouth and hit Flower, hurting the venusaur but not knocking it unconscious.

He took advantage of the distraction to strategize. Ash didn’t know much about Mamoswine. They weren’t from Kanto, for one, and weren’t common anywhere. What he did know was from information passed around when the undefeatable creature made its first appearance at the tournament.

Mamoswine were ice and ground-types. They were as powerful as snorlax when charging and were incredibly dangerous. It took a lot to take them down and they had a dangerous move pool.

But he did think he had a strategy. He didn’t know if even Infernus could take the Mamoswine down through brute force, but he could try to get it to overheat. The behemoth’s thick fur would be baking hot already in this sort of heat, so if he pounded it with fire and got it moving enough it wouldn’t be able to fight.

“Change out for Ignis.” He said, never taking his eyes away from the battlefield. “We need firepower.”

Jaimie nodded and hastily recalled Flower, attracting a bit of attention from the announcer as she did so. She released Ignis, who quickly ran over to the fight.

“Ignis, use flamethrower on Mamoswine!” She shouted, glancing at Ash to see if that was what he wanted. He nodded and turned his focus back to the battle.

“Infernus, take him head on.”

Infernus roared and prepared himself as Mamoswine turned towards him. It completely ignored Ignis’ flamethrower and focused on Infernus. Mamoswine grunted loudly as it charged towards Infernus with unstoppable force, bulk carrying incredible power behind it.

His friend bathed it in a stream of unrelenting flame as it neared, leaving the Mamoswine nothing but a dark shape hurtling towards him. Ignis lent her own flame, devouring Mamoswine from all directions.

Ash spotted its ice tusks melting as the heat intensified. It just couldn’t take the heat. Mamoswine was already slowing, but would still hit Infernus with a good deal of force. The behemoth was too close to avoid.

“Take it!” He shouted, trusting that Infernus was still strong enough and Mamoswine was weakened enough for this to work.

And so Infernus took a stance and lunged at Mamoswine as it met him, grabbing its huge, icy tusks in his burning hands and anchoring himself to the earth as unstoppable force met pure determination and unwillingness to bend to any foe.

The crowd finally went silent as Infernus held the weakened Mamoswine in its tracks, forcing a stalemate. Both foes struggled to win the titanic struggle, Infernus utilizing all of his strength to defeat Mamoswine. Ignis continued to help, forcing all of her power into her flames as they slammed into Mamoswine’s side.

It went on for several tense seconds. Ash could barely believe it himself. Perhaps he could believe it of Bruiser and his titanic strength, but for Infernus to hold a rampaging Mamoswine in its tracks…it was simply awe-inspiring.

And then Mamoswine fell, the heat too much for the mammoth. It collapsed behind the force, allowing Infernus to push it over even as the last remnants of its icy tusks melted in his hands. Before Infernus could begin attacking it with his flames again, Dillard recalled Mamoswine.

Ash let go of a breath he hadn’t realized he was holding. He stared at Infernus with awe, silent but screaming congratulations at the same time. Infernus just shakily stood there and roared, spitting flame throughout the battlefield to the immense cheers of the crowd.

Infernus collapsed after that, the effort of stopping Mamoswine too much for his powerful body to handle. He stared at Ash proudly before he was recalled.

He blinked and felt a crazy grin spread over his lips. Ash was just too frozen to do anything else as the crowd chanted his name and cheered him on. Jaimie was the one that ended up pulling him from his stupor and leading him to the box, shouting congratulations and squealing over Infernus as she did so.
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He and Jaimie stared at each other from opposite ends of the battlefield, partners turned opponents. Both knew each other’s skill well enough, but both were confident in their ability to win. The crowd cheered their names, expecting a great battle from the first battle between partners.

“This will be a one-on-one battle.” The announcer began solemnly, far from the boisterous attitude he’d claimed so far. “Choose your pokemon wisely. This will determine who enters the finals. Prepare yourselves and fight your former partner with all the ferocity you possess. Sezare chooses first.”

Ash wasn’t surprised when an immense blue serpent appeared on the field, exuding a calming aura and staring at him intently with large, glossy eyes. It coiled around itself and remained serene even as the crowd froze with awe at the sight of a dragonair.

“C’mon, Serpent, you can do it!” Jaimie cried, pumping her fist in the air. Serpent raised her head and gave out a low, soothing cry.

He just grinned. If Jaimie wanted a competition between dragons, she would get one. Ash trusted that Torrent would come through for him.

Torrent rumbled his arrival onto the field, shaking the earth around him. He levitated several feet above the earth, raising his elegant head in a dignified manner as Serpent’s spell over the crowd broke and they began clamoring for the refined kingdra.

“And in a stunning development, we find ourselves watching a clash between dragons!” The announcer cried in a stunned manner. “I can’t believe my eyes! Which of these powerful creatures shall find victory today?”

“Ice storm.” Ash said quietly. The crowd was quiet now, too enraptured by the battle to cheer and roar. He didn’t want to give away anything to Jaimie. She had trouble controlling a few of her pokemon, but she was a strong battler. He couldn’t give her an advantage.

Torrent quickly spewed the thick haze of frost from his snout and let it diffuse over the field, an impenetrable barrier for Serpent. Before Jaimie could react he twitched his rear fins and created a gigantic tornado. The kingdra levitated with the twister, which he pushed to greater and greater sizes.

“Thunder wave!” Jaimie shouted. Serpent cried out loudly as the orbs beneath her neck glowed brightly and shot out a huge lance of blue electricity. It flashed towards Torrent and would end the battle immediately if it hit, but Torrent simply maneuvered the twister in front of the bolt of paralyzing electricity.

Torrent suddenly levitated into the twister, which by now engulfed the entire width of the field and rose a hundred feet into the clear blue sky, carrying huge amounts of dirt and dust inside of its spinning winds, and began forcing it forward. From what he could see, Jaimie had blanched when she realized that Torrent was nigh invulnerable inside of the twister.

Ash smiled softly. He needed to save his real energy for the finals. This wasn’t a real fight. He knew that Serpent was an incredible force in battle. All dragons were. Even dratini were capable of a good amount of destruction if given reason.

That was why he had to end this quickly and decisively. Serpent couldn’t fly above the twister, since at that height she would have run into the psychic barriers, and couldn’t find a way around it. The hurricane-force winds would defeat the powerful dragon-type in just a few seconds if she tried to go through it, especially when the blizzard was assimilated into the twister.

So he wasn’t worried as Torrent and his twister surged toward Serpent, an indomitable force that could not be stopped by any means.

And then he saw a bright blue glow focus on Serpent, briefly illuminating the entire stadium. Ash’s widened and he nearly smacked himself. In his haste, he’d forgotten the most potent of dragonair’s abilities: Weather manipulation. The twister might survive her neutralization, but it would be weakened beyond belief.

Jaimie was grinning widely as the blue light exploded outwards from the orbs on Serpents’ neck and carved their way through the twister. While it had little effect at first, the blue light hovered in the air and slowly calmed the roaring winds.

Ash had a deep frown on his face as he examined the effects. The twister was dying now, the blizzard that swirled inside of it leaking away and losing its potency as warm air heated it. Even the winds were returning to nothing more than a particularly fierce summer breeze.

Then the light vanished, returning to Serpent’s orbs in a single flash. For her part, Serpent looked exhausted. Apparently the effort of neutralizing a massive tornado was quite substantial. She was still able to fight, however, even if at reduced ability.

Torrent seemed fine, if a little tired. He had incredible endurance and creating the ice storm was much simpler than calming it. At least Ash still possessed an advantage.

Still, it was clear that creating another ice storm wasn’t a possibility. Jaimie was onto him now. He had to end this decisively.

“Blizzard!” He cried. Torrent reared back and shot a huge blizzard, exponentially larger and more powerful than the one he had used in the ice storm. It swept across the ground, leaving a trail of frost in its wake. Dirt froze over as it passed by and crystals of ice formed on the battlefield’s surface.

“Fly out of the way!” Jaimie shouted. Serpent struggled, but managed to levitate upwards. She barely stayed above the surging blizzard, the effort showing in her constant dips and twitches. Her body and mind wasn’t meant to take the kind of punishment she had just put herself through.

“Dragon pulse. Follow with another blizzard.”

Torrent easily formed the sphere of writhing energy and aimed it at Serpent’s weakening form. A week of constant practice had done him good. He quickly released it, the sphere of draconic energy slamming into Serpent and releasing its power in the form of an immense explosion, the light of a sun emanating from the contact for a brief moment.

When Ash could see again, he saw that Serpent was crumpled to the ground. She was strong – she’d proven that by stopping the ice storm – but it was clear that she had no real way of surviving the kind of firepower that Torrent could use with ease. Dragonair didn’t have the sheer power or endurance that kingdra did.

All was silent for a moment.

“Ash Ketchum advances to the finals, showing his strength in a brilliant display of power and skill! This battle will be remembered for years!”

Ash just smiled a bit, nodding at Jaimie with respect. She was a good trainer, if a little too soft on her pokemon. But, judging from her dragonair, she was doing well. Nothing else had managed to completely neutralize ice storm.

He recalled Torrent and thanked his friend for his strength before walking off of his box. The crowd was still silent as he went to the competitors’ box, which was largely empty except for the last pair remaining.

The eyes of the crowd weren’t so intimidating anymore.
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“And for the Finals, we have two incredible trainers! Ash Ketchum, who has shown that he has skill far beyond his age, and Jack Conolley, who has dominated each match he has engaged in. This is a one-on-one match. The stakes are high, but you must choose wisely if you wish to win. Conolley will choose first. Begin!”

Ash didn’t like that the final match was a one-on-one. It just didn’t seem to work well. But he supposed it did work well for the organizers. It gave a dramatic air to the last battle of the tournament and had the side effect of keeping it from dragging on too long. The tournament had been going on for well over seven hours now, which was absolutely brutal in the summer heat.

Conolley was a tall teen who had a constant, good-natured smirk. He was good, that much was evident. Ash had seen the way he defeated his opponents, carrying his much weaker partner’s slack.

His opponent waved at him, which Ash hesitantly returned. He felt nervous again, the feeling of invincibility that had stayed with him following his victory over Jaimie practically nonexistent now.

Conolley released the one thing that Ash really didn’t want to battle: a huge, roaring gyarados that had nothing in its eyes but pure rage. The creature took up a huge portion of Conolley’s side of the battlefield. It was at least forty feet long.

He had nothing against it. Torrent was tired from the battle now that the adrenaline had left his system. Dazed didn’t have the power to hurt the monstrous sea serpent that thrashed before him, belching fire as it roared. Bruiser had no chance. Infernus could barely stand, let alone fight. Tangela couldn’t face it, not with it being capable of breathing fire.

Nidoking was weak to it, but he had thunderbolt behind him. He wasn’t a good choice, but he was a choice. Ash was starting to wish he’d captured one of those electric-types running through Saffron City.

Nidoking roared loudly and pounded his chest as he was released, not intimidated in the least by Gyarados. The great sea serpent roared at him and slowly wound its way closer.

Ash formulated a rough strategy. Gyarados was invincible. Its armor was thicker than Nidoking’s, so poison sting and other weak, ranged attacks would be useless. A punch would hurt Gyarados, but wouldn’t do enough. Aside from that, there was the sheer problem of attacking a forty foot sea serpent up close.

What he did have was thunderbolt. Gyarados wouldn’t be instantly defeated by it, but the sea serpent would be badly hurt if he used enough of them. At the very least it would keep it from attacking. The sea serpent was limited in mobility as it was, and the underside of its body was more vulnerable. It was his only chance.

“Hydro pump.” Conolley said with a laugh, thinking that the match would be over quickly. Ash couldn’t blame him. Nidoking was strong, but he was fighting against a beast ancient cultures had revered as a minor deity, just underneath the Legends themselves.

Gyarados reared its head back and spat a huge torrent of water at Nidoking, the flow constant and never stopping. Even as he realized that fact, Ash’s mind flashed back to his battle against Blaine. The part of him that had accepted defeat was momentarily vanished by his hope.

“Thunderbolt!” He shouted desperately. “Follow with ice beam.”

Nidoking resolutely did as he commanded, his increased reflexes allowing him to perform both actions before the incredibly powerful hydro pump that could wash a town away hit him. He lowered his head and shot a lance of bright, burning lightning into the flood of water.

Conolley’s eyes widened in fear and shouted for Gyarados to stop, but the Gyarados was too busy blasting water that it couldn’t hear. It did understand when the incredibly amplified thunderbolt travelled through the hydro pump and into its body.

Gyarados writhed in agony as the electricity raged through its system. It thrashed and twisted in an attempt to avoid the pain, pushing the psychic barriers protecting the crowd to their absolute limit as its incredibly powerful body slammed into the barriers. Fire surged from its mouth wildly, the inferno tinged a light blue and bathing the battlefield around it in flames.

Nidoking fired the ice beam just as the hydro pump was about to hit him. A small part of the hydro pump was frozen solid, giving Nidoking just enough time to sidestep before the remainder of the hydro pump forced the frozen part forward.

“Thunderbolt! Charge it!” Ash cried, able to see victory, no matter how unlikely it was. Nidoking roared and charged as fast as he could. A bolt of electricity left his horn and slammed into Gyarados’ twitching form with perfect precision, sending the beast back into its spasms.

“Gyarados, get up!” Conolley snapped, a bit of worry on his face. Gyarados followed the order as best it could, pulling itself up from its agonized spasms in a display of incredible willpower. “Block the electricity with thunder. Wrap it up.”

Gyarados roared furiously, pure hatred in its feral eyes as it regarded Nidoking. Nidoking roared back and shot another lance of lightning at Gyarados. The sea serpent reacted quickly, closing its eyes as a huge surge of electricity left its body and collided with the thin, intense thunderbolt.

Thunderbolt was no match for the power of Gyarados’ thunder. The more powerful electric-type attack was simply absorbed by the immense surge of electricity that arced past it and slammed into the psychic barriers just in front of Ash’s face.

Ash blinked in surprise before looking back to the battle. Nidoking was still racing towards Gyarados, having abandoned the thunderbolts. Now he shot ice beams at Gyarados, although they were blocked by immense breaths of fire from the powerful sea serpent.

As Nidoking charged closer, Gyarados suddenly snapped towards the poison-type. Nidoking was helpless to resist as Gyarados coiled around him, squeezing Nidoking with crushing force. Nidoking roared in agony, but kept the great sea serpent at bay by pushing outward as hard as he could.

Conolley seemed surprised that Gyarados hadn’t knocked Nidoking out instantly, but began to react. Ash was faster, though, seeing another faint glimmer of victory.

“Thunderbolt!” He roared, making sure that he was audible to Nidoking. Nidoking bared his teeth with the efforts as an arc of lightning raced up his long horn and shot straight into Gyarados’ mouth as the massive creature tried to breathe fire on him.

Gyarados couldn’t even roar as agony raced through it, too powerful for the monster to resist. It writhed in pain and fury and accidentally let Nidoking go. The ground-type struggled to pull himself up, but quickly did so at Ash’s command.

“Horn attack!” Ash cried. Gyarados was quieting down, breathing heavily and struggling to get back up. This was their last chance.

Nidoking didn’t even roar as he barreled into Gyarados’ sensitive underside with his sharp horn. The horn pierced through Gyarados’ massive plates of scales, which were still thick even on the underbelly, and injected a huge dose of poison that would be enough to drastically weaken Gyarados into it.

But that wasn’t all. Even as the spectators watched in awe and Conolley in horror, Ash shouted one word.

“Thunderbolt!”

Gyarados roared in agony as a huge current of electricity lashed through him, still too strong and overwhelmingly powerful to be knocked unconscious by the blow. Ash felt pity for the sea serpent as its gaping maw opened and closed helplessly, barely conscious but still feeling every bit of the attack.

“I forfeit!” Conolley shouted as he suddenly recalled Gyarados, looking at the pokeball with pity and admiration. He looked at Ash. “Ketchum, you are a magnificent battler. You deserve to win this competition.”

Ash smiled and tipped his hat to him, feeling a little guilty for putting Gyarados through that much pain. But then he froze.

He just defeated a massive, furious Gyarados with Nidoking.

The roar of the crowd was a stark contrast to the silence within his own head.
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“And here is the Champion of the Annual Dandra Pokemon Tournament, Ash Ketchum!” The announcer roared to the crowd as he placed a heavy medal around Ash’s neck. He had three others in his hand, one for Conolley, one for Jaimie, who had defeated Conolley’s partner for third place, and Conolley’s partner, whose name Ash didn’t know.

“The money will be transferred to your trainer account within the hour.” The announcer promised Ash quietly. He suddenly pulled out the reward that Ash wanted the most: the egg. The announcer held it out. Ash reverently took it, gazing at the solid black egg curiously. He couldn’t wait to see what it hatched into.

The announcer suddenly looked up at the crowd. The winners were in the announcer’s box, which had opened up to reveal them to the crowd that had come back to watch the rewards ceremony. It had been a day since Ash had defeated Conolley and won the tournament, and he had never felt better.

He had made sure to give all of his friends full restores. They were still tired, but they were healthy now. Ash couldn’t thank them enough. All of them had battled with incredible skill and put everything they had into winning.

He’d also made sure that there were no hard feelings between he and Jaimie. He liked her well enough and didn’t want her to hold a grudge. She’d assured him that there was no bitterness and was happy for him, if not disappointed in herself.

“Ladies and gentleman, before we continue with this rewards ceremony, please give our Champion a round of applause!”

Ash grinned and waved up at the crowd as he cradled the ebony egg in one arm. They cheered him on even more.

He didn’t like battling in front of them that much, but he thought he could grow to accept the cheers.

And it’s done. Thanks for reading this far! I just finished writing this at 3 A.M., so bear with me if there are some mistakes towards the end. 

First off, I’d like to apologize if I didn’t put someone’s OC in. I was rushed towards the end and I’m a little sleep deprived at the moment. Just PM me and I’ll try and make it up to you in the future. 

Please, please, please make sure to review. My hands and fingers might not be functional anymore. Let’s try to get to three hundred! 

Once again, thanks for reading! Next chapter will be out as soon as I can write it!






13. Chapter 13: The Master


`Thanks for the huge amount of support last chapter! You guys are awesome and that really makes me feel awesome too. Sorry for the long update time. My prom was last weekend and I’ve had a lot of tests to study for. The next one won’t take as long. 

Well, enough of the author’s note. I know everyone just wants to read the story. Here’s Chapter Thirteen. 

Ash was standing on a large hill, thick forest lining the path. The terrain had transformed from the relatively gentle, flat forests into steep hills and sharp drops. He had to be careful exploring now. Plume wasn’t here to warn him whenever he was getting close to danger.

He stared out over the huge forest in front of him, the vibrant green and brown of the vegetation shining brightly in the sunlight. It was an incredible sight, one that imparted the full majesty of nature upon him.

But he didn’t care too much about the forest. He’d seen trees everywhere during his journey. It paled in comparison to the Viridian Forest, where the canopy was so thick in places light couldn’t penetrate, where air hung heavy and still amongst the dens of bug-types.

All of his attention was reserved for the lonely mountain that jutted up from the landscape, dominating the countryside for miles around. Foothills guarded the solitary mount from those too weak-willed to approach it. It was covered in a thick forest of its own, but there were huge chunks of it missing in some areas, as though it had been torn away. Ruts in the earth visible from where Ash stood carved winding lines throughout the thick forest.

In other words, Mt. Hideaway was just as impressive as Ash had expected. It held nothing against the Ore Mountains, where Mt. Silver jutted up through the clouds and served as the primary barrier between Kanto and Johto, but Ash had only seen the tiny mountains that guarded Fuschia’s territory. Mt. Hideaway was gigantic in comparison.

Ash glanced over at Nidoking. His plates of armor shined dully in the sunlight, keeping the duo from attracting too much attention. After leaving Dandra Town three days prior, several thousand dollars added to his trainer card and the large, black egg heavy in his pack, the lax atmosphere of the wilderness around Pallet was replaced by older, more territorial pokemon. Nidoking had kept the worst of them away. Few pokemon, no matter how aggressive, were willing to anger a Nidoking. It tended to be bad for their health.

There had been a few attacks by wild fearow, of course. They were plentiful in the area and too mindlessly aggressive untamed to allow him to pass by unscathed. After Nidoking sent three of them to the ground with two thunderbolts, they had left him alone. Now the worst he encountered was a hungry rattata or raticate nosing about in his bag when he was asleep.

“Well, there’s Mt. Hideaway.” He spoke up. Nidoking grunted and stamped the ground excitedly, clearly ready for an actual challenge. Ash grinned at his friend before returning his gaze to the mountain. “Be careful. There are some really big onix around here. I’d like to avoid a fight if we can.”

Nidoking grunted at him, pounding his claws together. Ash knew that he still disliked onix from their experience at Pewter Gym. They had won, but getting up close and personal with a huge stone serpent would rattle the bravest of pokemon.

At least Nidoking would be able to sense them coming. Thanks to his secondary typing, Nidoking was able to sense huge vibrations in the ground, which usually heralded earthquake or other strong attacks. In this case, it would be enough to discover tunneling onix.

Ash sighed and idly shifted his pack to a more comfortable position, careful to avoid jostling the egg too much. Pokemon eggs were incredibly difficult to break – usually only the sharp claws of nest thieves like sneasel could shatter the thick shell – but he wanted to be careful.

“Let’s get going.” He told his friend. “We’ve still got a long way to go.”

Nidoking nodded and followed him as Ash walked down the unkempt dirt trail, his huge, muscular tail acting as a counterbalance against his hulking body.

Ash sighed as he kept himself from simply running down the hill. Mt. Hideaway was huge. It looked as though it was only a mile away, but he probably had another half hour of walking before he arrived. And then there was the issue of actually finding this mysterious teacher.

It was going to be a long day.
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Ash panted as he walked up the steep mountain. He’d finally gotten past the foothills and reached the mountain proper just an hour ago. After taking a short lunch break, he’d begun his search.

So far there was nothing. The forest wasn’t too dense, but there was just too much of it for him to actually search it well. Looking around the sections of the mountain that were little more than dirt and a few upturned trees was much easier, but still difficult. While it gave him better visibility, seeing the ruts and winding grooves in the earth that were at least six feet deep and eight feet wide made him feel very nervous.

If he met the onix that looked to be about three times the size of its kin, Ash figured he would run. Torrent would probably be able to force it away or possibly defeat it, but there was too much danger when battling pokemon that gargantuan. The onix probably wouldn’t be trying to hurt or kill him, but pokemon that size often didn’t know their strength. There were far too many training accidents involving onix for Ash to take them lightly.

Nidoking wasn’t able to navigate the harsh terrain, not without tearing it to pieces in the process. His species lived in grasslands and plains, not mountains. He just didn’t have the right kind of body structure to easily move around such steep areas.

So instead he had Bruiser with him. While Torrent could have easily levitated behind Ash, the dragon-type wouldn’t be able to get rid of obstacles as well as Bruiser would have. Tangela would have difficulty moving around as well, and Dazed would have to constantly teleport to get to higher elevations.

Bruiser pulled him up to the flat area. Ash gave him a thankful nod and stayed on his knees for a few seconds, panting from the exertion of getting up the steep landscape. When his lungs stopped burning, Ash pulled himself up and looked around.

They were in a huge bowl. It almost looked like a meteor had landed in it, although Ash suspected that the onix were a more likely explanation. Judging from the gaping holes in the ground that indicated onix tunnels, this was one of the places that they surfaced, for whatever reason.

Ash frowned. “Bruiser, I don’t think this is a good place to be.”

Bruiser nodded his agreement, beady eyes glancing warily around the crater. Ash paused only to brush some of the dirt off of his clothes before he started walking forward, making sure to put some distance between him and the hill he’d climbed to get up here. If an onix did surface, he wanted to be away from the drop-off.

After a minute of brisk walking, they had gotten about halfway through the gigantic crater. Ash suddenly froze. Bruiser did as well, although he adopted a fighting position. He grunted at Ash and stood protectively over the trainer.

The entire earth was rumbling and groaning. But it wasn’t from beneath the earth. It was as though something incredibly large was coming their way on the surface. He frowned and glanced towards the direction in which the rumbling was loudest.

Ash put a hand on Torrent’s pokeball. He was the only pokemon he had that would be able to do real damage to the behemoths that lived beneath this mountain.

And then a loud roar that sounded like stone grating upon stone echoed throughout the crater. Loose dirt and rubble fell from the sides, creating small clouds of dust around the crater’s slopes. Ash snapped to attention and prepared to run. He didn’t need to be fighting anything that big.

He couldn’t hold back the flinch that occurred when a gigantic serpent made of interlocked, thick boulders that were closer to black than grey suddenly shot off the side of the crater, roaring angrily and shaking even midflight.

Ash didn’t let his awe at seeing an onix that was about fifty feet long literally fly through the air distract him from his primary goal: Escape. He sprinted to the right as the furious, panicking onix barreled towards him, leaving a huge, segmented groove in the earth.

Onix suddenly came to a stop and began bucking wildly again, roaring angrily and slamming its head into the ground over and over again. Thanks to its sheer size and stone body, the powerful blows that would have crushed a house into mere splinters did nothing to harm the creature.

When he was a safe distance away, around two hundred feet or so, Ash turned back to Onix. The magnificent serpent was still furiously slamming its gigantic head into the ground over and over again, but now Ash was able to see what had upset the gigantic rock-type so much: a large, burly man that was absolutely tiny in comparison to the beast he was riding. He had a maniacal grin on his face as he easily held onto Onix’s large, sharp crest, displaying superhuman endurance by holding on despite the immense force rattling the rock-type’s body.

Ash’s jaw dropped when he realized what he was seeing. Someone was riding an onix. Someone that wasn’t being thrown off and seriously injured by the stupid act. Someone that looked as though they were having fun.

And then the man leapt off of the rampaging Onix, flying at least twenty feet into the air before expertly landing on two feet. He tensed up and released one of the pokemon on his belt, releasing a powerfully built hitmonchan. It didn’t seem at all perturbed by the Onix that was now glaring at them with pure fury in its huge, slit eyes.

“Hitmonchan, you know what to do!” The man, who was about six and a half feet tall and muscular enough – Ash could tell, since the insane man wasn’t wearing a shirt – to not look weedy, shouted happily.

Hitmonchan experimentally punched the air several times, fists moving so fast that they appeared to be a blur. It suddenly leapt at the Onix with incredible speed, darting around Onix’s sluggish attempt at a bite and punched it in the forehead with an ice-covered fist.

Onix roared in pain and thrashed angrily, creating an incredibly dangerous situation for the insane man and Hitmonchan. It angrily slammed its head into the ground, sending deep fissures carving throughout the area and shaking the earth.

Ash struggled to keep his footing as tremors rocked through the ground. Bruiser planted his feet until they dug into the ground and maintained a steadying hand on Ash’s shoulder. He nodded at the fighting-type in thanks before returning his gaze to the battle.

The gigantic man had taken the opportunity to nimbly jump onto Onix’s neck, just near the base of its “skull”. He held on tightly, taking care to avoid being pulled into the crevasses on the Onix where its boulders met and ground against each other.

Onix reared up and roared, its fury overcoming its sense. It lashed with its tail, attempting to crush the annoying creature clinging to its back. Unfortunately for Onix, the man dropped off and leapt onto the ground below just as the tail slammed into the back of its skull.

Ash watched in awe as the gigantic serpent reared up one last time and gave a single defiant roar before it collapsed, the blow hitting one of its weak points. He couldn’t believe his eyes – a single human had defeated one of the largest onix in the world with only minimal assistance from a pokemon.

The man kept the maniacal grin on his face as he brushed a bit of the dirt incurred from battling Onix off and walked over to Hitmonchan, which was practicing its punches on the air. He patted Hitmonchan on the back before returning the pokemon.

He suddenly turned back and glanced at Ash. Ash just stared at the man who had just done the impossible.

“Hello, there!” The man cried out in a deep voice. He tensed up for a moment before jumping towards Ash, crossing the two hundred foot distance in just a few bounds. When the man expertly landed a foot or so in front of Ash, he extended a hand in a friendly greeting.

Ash just stared at him for a moment, taking the man in. He stood a foot and a half taller than Ash, with the muscle to match. The man wore nothing but a ragged pair of plain pants, worn and torn from harsh training and abuse. Manacles were clasped around his ankles and wrists, apparently serving as training weights. The man’s skin was dark from the sun, almost matching his brown hair. His face was calm and serene, the opposite of what Ash would expect after defeating an Onix.

But all that was secondary. Ash recognized this man. He’d watched him battle a challenger the night before he began his journey. This wasn’t just a fighting-type expert, this was a Master. Before him stood Elite Four Bruno, notorious for the Elite Four challenges he’d ended by crushing the unprepared.

“You’re Bruno!” Ash exclaimed, eyes wide and his hands shaking. He’d met Lance and Steven, true, but that had been somewhat planned. Bruno was a complete surprise.

“Indeed I am.” Bruno replied calmly, not surprised in the least at Ash’s awe. “And what is your name, Trainer?”

Ash shook some of his awe away. “Ash Ketchum.”

Recognition flashed through Bruno’s eyes. The Master crossed his arms and looked down on Ash critically and then at Bruiser. “So you’re the one Oak told me about. For you to have made it this far is somewhat impressive. The good Professor told me that you are strong, but let us put this to the test. Battle me.”

A wide grin split Ash’s face. “Yes, Sir!”

Bruno nodded and turned around. He leapt about fifty feet before turning back around, a pokeball already in his hand. The Master seemed immune to Ash’s bemusement and sent out Hitmonchan.

The fighting-type needed no prompting. It glared at Ash and punched the air again, fists shifting between burning flame and frost before they’d even completed a single punch. Ash glared right back.

“Bruiser, you’re up.” He ordered. Bruiser nodded at him thankfully, a grin stretching his reptilian face. Ash knew that Bruiser wouldn’t win. None of his pokemon could match that of an Elite Four member. But Bruiser was the one that would be training with Bruno. Maybe he could pick something up from this battle.

Bruiser pounded his chest as he took a fighting stance just a few feet in front of Hitmonchan. His beady eyes were narrow and focused as they took in his opponent.

“Hitmonchan, this is your battle.” Bruno shouted. “Begin.”

Hitmonchan nodded and suddenly sprinted towards Bruiser and threw an impossibly fast punch. Bruiser tried to dodge, but Hitmonchan’s superior speed enabled it to deftly strike him twice in the chest with a glowing white fist.

Bruiser went stumbling back, but managed to dodge the fist Hitmonchan threw at him as he retreated. It was somewhat slower than the first one, but still impossibly fast. Hitmonchan didn’t seem at all perturbed by Bruiser’s dodge and got in closer before launching a flurry of punches at Bruiser.

Ash’s friend took several of the powerful punches, his bulky frame being forced back as the punches slammed into his body again and again with crushing force.

“Low sweep!” Ash shouted. Bruiser ducked the next punch and swept his leg underneath Hitmonchan’s. The fighting-type seemed surprised at the trick and went down. Bruiser took the opportunity to throw his own monstrously powerful punch at Hitmonchan, catching it in the chest and knocking the breath out of it.

Bruiser quickly raised his foot to stamp on Hitmonchan, but the fighting-type easily caught the foot in between its two glove-like hands and twisted, sending Bruiser toppling to the hard ground. Before he could land, however, Hitmonchan shot up from the ground and punched upwards, slamming its fist into Bruiser’s jaw and snapping his friend’s head upwards.

Ash winced as Bruiser fell unconscious. That had been brutal. Apparently Hitmonchan had no qualms about fighting dirty. He quickly recalled Bruiser, thanking his fallen friend.

“Send out your next pokemon.” Bruno called out. “It is clear that your machoke needs work.”

He nodded and sent out Torrent. His friend would be the best answer to the powerful Hitmonchan. Torrent had the most raw power out of his friends and would be able to shut Hitmonchan down with Ice Storm.

Torrent rumbled and stared down his snout at Hitmonchan, who glared back unflinchingly. It raised both fists and prepared to battle.

“Ice storm!” He shouted. “Keep away from it!”

His friend quickly followed suit, blasting a blizzard all over the area. Hitmonchan simply stood there as the cloud of freezing air neared, leaving a trail of ice shards and frost behind it. The torn dirt was changed into a glittering expanse of pale blue and white.

HItmonchan acted instantly. It rushed around the cloud of icy mist and tried to circle around to Torrent. Torrent casually fired a hydro pump at it, followed by a powerful blizzard. The fighting-type was forced to back away from the attacks and warily darted away.

That was Torrent’s cue. His rear fins swished around elegantly and formed a great, roaring twister. It reached a hundred feet into the sky and quickly gathered earth, ice, and air into its great winds. Torrent elegantly floated into the Ice Storm and began to direct it towards Hitmonchan with his mind.

The fighting-type backed away with a stunned expression on its face, although it quickly turned to determination. It raised both fists and closed its narrow eyes for a moment, a look of intense concentration forming on its face as a sphere of light-blue energy was formed between its hands.

Hitmonchan continued to focus even as the great storm drew ever closer, the concentration shifting to a look of impassiveness. The fighting-type suddenly forced its glove-like hands outward, sending the sphere of energy directly into the Ice Storm.

Ash grinned when the focus blast only caused the storm to momentarily paused before Torrent caused the immense column of ice and air to surge forward once more, headed directly towards the helpless fighting-type.

But Hitmonchan had one last trick up its sleeve. It closed its eyes and spun around to gather air, forming a small whirlwind to appear around it as visible sparks of energy arced off of its body. Hitmonchan’s body was suffused by an aura of energy just as the Ice Storm consumed it.

He watched intently as both whirlwinds collided, Hitmonchan quickly being engulfed. The two pokemons’ forms were visible only as dark outlines in the midst of the clashing twister and what Ash recognized as a vacuum wave.

And then an immense explosion occurred, a shockwave blasting out from Hitmonchan’s position and hurling Torrent out of the Ice Storm. While it didn’t knock him over or send him into unconsciousness, the shockwave did manage to momentarily stun Torrent and cause him to lose control over the Ice Storm.

The Ice Storm stayed in action for just a few more seconds, whipping up a sandstorm as it roared forward, uncontrolled by Torrent’s iron will. Ash’s eyes widened as the most powerful technique he’d devised slowly fizzled out, winds slowly dying down as the power that whipped them into a whirlwind vanished.

Hitmonchan stood in the midst, panting and weakened by the effort to dispel the powerful storm, but not done yet. It glared defiantly at Torrent and suddenly reared its fist back. The fist began to glow brightly before Hitmonchan suddenly dashed forward at an incredible speed, the energy it used for the mach punch dramatically increasing its speed.

Torrent automatically fired a powerful hydro pump, the long training sessions with Ash imprinting that tactic firmly into his mind. The hydro pump was ducked by Hitmonchan, who reacted to quickly for Ash to see as anything but a blur before it leapt and punched Torrent in his armored chest, the speed gathered from the charge dramatically increasing the force.

Ash winced as Torrent went careening back, although his friend was still able to fight. But a slow grin spread across his face when he saw Torrent’s expression. Torrent’s temper had been dulled thanks to his evolution, leaving a fierce willingness to battle but tempered by new wisdom and power.

But it hadn’t vanished. It still lurked deep within Torrent, just waiting to be unleashed.

And judging by the murderous glint Torrent’s scarlet eyes possessed, Hitmonchan had just shattered all of the barriers keeping Torrent restrained.

He decided to let Torrent do this by himself. Trainers were only there to give directions and overall strategies, not to direct every single moment of the fight. Torrent knew what he was doing.

Torrent was deceptively calm as he levitated to face Hitmonchan, who had tried circling around him. He quickly fired off three hydro pumps, not showing the least bit of strain as the incredibly powerful attacks jetted towards Hitmonchan, whose body flashed white as it dodged the attacks with supernatural speed.

Hitmonchan was grazed by one of the three blasts of water, however, and that sent it reeling back in pain. Instead of immediately taking advantage of the situation and firing another hydro pump, Torrent twitched his rear fins and blasted a huge stream of freezing air and ice shards high into the air, where they hovered thanks to his unyielding control.

Four twisters, each slightly smaller than the one he had used previously, erupted into existence around him, quickly turning dark brown thanks to the loose dirt and earth that was yanked into them. They spun faster and faster as Torrent’s body remained tense and furious. The twisters slowly converged upon Torrent, merging into a single, massive funnel of roaring wind.

Ash took a few steps back. The twister was a little too close for comfort, and even his awe at seeing what Torrent was truly capable of was trumped by his desire to avoid the massive twister. It was at least a hundred feet wide and reached several hundred feet into the air, quickly sucking up the clouds of cold mist that Torrent had previously shot into the sky.

He could see Torrent point his elegant head up and shoot another long blast of freezing air into the sky. It was easily absorbed into the tornado and spread throughout the lashing winds. Ash could feel the intense cold and the force of the tornado from where he was standing, more than a hundred feet away.

While the monstrous tornado that Torrent had formed was impressive, it paled in comparison to the effort required to actually move the gigantic column of wind. It started off slowly, Torrent clearly adjusting to the strain, but it slowly picked up its pace and moved towards Hitmonchan.

All of that had taken less than five seconds.

Hitmonchan took a hesitant step back as the icy funnel neared. It hesitantly raised its fists, however, and bravely charged into it with a glowing fist. The boost to its speed carried it through the worst of the wind and straight into Torrent’s rigid body, although Ash saw Hitmonchan’s body be knocked off course by the immense power of the wind. That probably did a ton of damage to it.

Torrent’s barely visible form was knocked backwards by Hitmonchan, but Ash saw that he maintained control of the tornado. Hitmonchan remained in the eye of the storm; although its body staggered as it launched several more lightning-fast punches at Torrent. The fighting-type apparently realized the only way it would beat Torrent was to overpower him, and the beating it gave his friend showed its dedication to that goal.

Ash was simply amazed at Torrent’s endurance. While he had no type-disadvantages that Hitmonchan could easily exploit and a thick layer of plate-like scales, to take so many hits from an Elite Four member’s pokemon spoke volumes about Torrent’s sheer strength.

Still, Torrent was going to faint soon. He’d been trapped by his own power. He couldn’t release the tornado – leaving that powerful of a storm raging uncontrolled would be extremely dangerous – and couldn’t respond to Hitmonchan’s attacks while maintaining control.

But he could perform one last trick. Ash grinned as the tornado quickly intensified and shrank, growing much thinner and taller while losing none of its potency. It was a solid column of dirt and ice now, neither of the combatants visible through the thick veil of the elements.

There was no eye of the storm to hide in anymore. Torrent and Hitmonchan were being hurt by the storm in equal amounts, the dragon-type having realized that if he couldn’t win, he might as well take the fighting-type down with him.

And that’s exactly what happened. Roughly ten seconds after Torrent enacted the sacrificial plan, the storm suddenly stilled and exploded outwards, the intense blast of air carrying ice and dirt with it. Ash shielded his face from the blast, which was strong enough to make him feel it even at his distance.

When he looked up, he saw Hitmonchan’s body collapsed on the frozen ground, the focused Ice Storm too much for its body to handle. Torrent was still levitating, although it was taking everything he had not too collapse.

Unfortunately, the strain creating, maintaining, and dismissing the Ice Storm had placed upon his body was too much. Torrent managed to turn to Ash and met his gaze with mutual pride before the scarlet eyes snapped shut and he collapsed.

Ash recalled his friend, feeling nothing but awe. Torrent had almost singlehandedly defeated an Elite Four pokemon! Even if he did have an advantage in being able to create Ice Storms and use blizzard, it was an incredible feat. While Ash suspected the battle might have gone differently had Hitmonchan been given directions by Bruno, the fact remained that Torrent had won.

“You’re amazing.” He whispered to his friend as he placed the pokeball back onto his belt. Ash grinned out at Bruno, who had actually let an expression of surprise slip onto his face. The trainer released his next pokemon even as Bruno released his own.

Nidoking emerged, releasing a fearless roar as he analyzed the surroundings. He stamped and sent a small ripple blasting through the earth, although it was nothing on a true earthquake. The poison-type roared again as Bruno’s pokemon materialized.

Ash’s eyes widened as the cornerstone of Bruno’s team appeared: A gigantic, six-foot tall Machamp. It was well over the average size for its species, its muscles being far larger and standing more than a foot over the average. He remembered the last machamp he’d fought, which was onboard the St. Anne, and how he’d lost spectacularly to it.

There was no way Nidoking could match it in power. A Machamp was even stronger than machoke and much faster when it came to fighting. It was like battling four highly-trained, extremely powerful Bruisers at one time.

The key would be in poisoning it. If he could slow it down and damage its body enough, perhaps Nidoking could strike it down with long-ranged attacks or even get a good horn attack in.

“My friend, this battle is yours!” Bruno called out. Machamp nodded as a wide grin split its reptilian features. It used one of its fists to beat its chest before glancing at Nidoking with an unimpressed expression. “Begin!”

“Ice beam!” Ash shouted. Nidoking quickly followed the command, the energy beams all colliding with Machamp as it charged towards them. Machamp was barely slowed, although it was stunned for a moment as a thin layer of ice froze over it. The fighting-type simply flexed in order to break the ice. “Poison sting and get away.”

Nidoking opened his mouth and shot out dozens of the barbs, his potent poison loaded into each one. Before they could strike, Machamp shot a ring of purple energy out of one of its fists. The ring struck the ground, causing it to glow a light purple. The fighting-type raised the hand that it had shot the ring out of, causing the purple earth to rise up and shift into stone. All of the poison barbs slammed harmlessly into the wall of stone, each breaking and releasing its dangerous contents onto the earth.

Machamp suddenly charged and leapt over the wall, landing straight in front of Nidoking. His friend shot an ice beam and struck the fighter directly in the chest, but Machamp flexed again to send the debilitating layer of frost falling to the ground. It grinned widely before launching a flurry of blows, too fast for Ash’s untrained eyes to see.

Nidoking did his best to fight back, but he just wasn’t fast enough to escape from Machamp. Powerful, lightning-fast blows sent him crashing to the ground. Although Nidoking’s plates of armor helped to dampen the impact, the rate of attack was so fast that Nidoking was unconscious in less than five seconds.

Ash blinked as one of the strongest members of his team fell into unconsciousness. He recalled his friend and frowned. Against that kind of strength, he would have to use skill and evasion.

Dazed appeared on the field. Almost instantly Machamp charged towards her, fists raised and ready to knock her out with a few blows.

“Disable! Use psychic and psybeam!” Ash commanded. Dazed’s eyes flickered blue and her pendulum flew forward, carried by an invisible wind, as Machamp became frozen in a light blue aura of psychic power.

The psychic-type quickly blasted the helpless Machamp with a wave of psychic energy, only to find that it did little to the fighting-type. Dazed’s eyes burned blue as she fired an incredibly powerful psybeam at Machamp, only for the fighter to suddenly break out of the disable in a display of incredible willpower and sheer physical strength.

Ash grimaced as the rainbow colored beam of intense energy slammed into Machamp’s chest and did little other than slow the powerful fighting-type down. Machamp had a grin on its face as it rushed forward. Just as it would have slammed its fists into Dazed, the psychic-type teleported away. The fighting-type scowled and looked around, only to be shoved forward by a powerful psychic blast.

“You can’t beat it through attacking!” He called out to Dazed. “You have to tire it out.”

He trusted his friend to understand the message he was trying to impart. Ash couldn’t just come out and say his strategy, after all. A pokemon trained by an Elite Four member would easily analyze and tear his friend apart.

Fortunately, Dazed came through for him. She stared at Machamp with glowing eyes, entrancingly swaying her pendulum back and forth. Ash glanced away from the hypnotic motion and looked at Machamp.

The burly pokemon had frozen, its eyes hopelessly lost in Dazed’s spell. Dazed stepped up her efforts, reaching into Machamp’s mind with her power and slowly twisting it to fit her desires. Machamp’s eyes began to close. Ash grinned, knowing that he’d managed to defeat a second member of Bruno’s team.

But then Machamp had to ruin the moment. Its eyes snapped open and a wide grin emerged on its reptilian face, showing that it had just been playing with them. Machamp suddenly reared back one of its fists, which glinted a dark, metallic grey, and suddenly flashed towards Dazed.

Dazed stepped back and tried to teleport, but before she could utilize her immense power one of Machamp’s fists slammed into her chest. Without a psychic barrier to protect her from damage, the force of the blow sent Dazed staggering backwards, leaving her open to more of Machamp’s attacks.

“Zen head butt!” Ash shouted, panicking as Machamp closed in, an unstoppable force in such close quarters. While psychic would have been safer, Dazed was too stunned to maintain the focus needed to exercise the mental attack. Zen head butt was much simpler to pull off.

The psychic-type’s eyes briefly glinted blue. A shell of blue energy created a barrier around her head and she leapt at Machamp with uncharacteristic speed.

Had it hit, the zen head butt would have at least given Dazed the time to teleport away and continue her attack.

Unfortunately, it didn’t. Machamp simply sidestepped the attack and used two of its muscular arms to snatch Dazed out of the air. The other two fired quick, precise punches to Dazed’s body, instantly knocking her out.

Ash sighed and thanked Dazed as he recalled her. That put him down to two pokemon. He wanted to save Infernus until last. The fire-type was the only one that stood a chance against Machamp, but he couldn’t take him on with the monster of a fighting-type at full strength. The only way he could win against Machamp was if he softened him up first.

Tangela gurgled happily as he emerged onto the field in a flash of bright light. He waved his vines around excitedly as he spied Machamp, who began to charge towards Tangela with two of his fists emitting frosty air while the others were burning with flickering orange flame.

“Ingrain, Effect Spores!” He called out. Tangela displayed his skill as he performed both commands at the same time. Even as he rooted himself into the ground and began to drain nutrients from the soil, Tangela shook his body and sent a potent mix of both stun spore and sleep powder billowing around him.

Machamp grunted in annoyance and stepped back from the impassable boundary. Ash grinned. The fighting-type was stuck for now. That gave Tangela plenty of time to wear him down in a battle of attrition.

“Vine whip, wrap and giga drain.” Ash ordered. The grass-type gurgled happily as he sent out a dozen extendable vines, each lashing out at Machamp with incredible force. Machamp managed to block and snap most of the vines thanks to its incredibly fast reflexes, but it wasn’t able to completely avoid the damage. Long red marks from the lashes remained, although it didn’t do much damage to the bulky Machamp.

Unfortunately for it, the other vines had also managed to wrap tightly around its legs. Machamp struggled to get free, but the vines simply tightened and glowed faintly as they began to extract energy from the fighting-type.

Machamp was helpless for several seconds as Tangela sucked away its strength. It struggled and thrashed around wildly, but only succeeded in tripping itself and falling over. Tangela quickly took advantage and wrapped five more vines around Machamp’s body, although it avoided the arms that would easily snap out of the bindings.

The fighting-type slackened for a moment before rearing its large head back. Ash’s eyes widened in surprise as a small stream of feeble, orange flame shot out of its throat and directly into the cloud of stun spores and sleep pow –

No.

“Ancientpower!” Ash quickly shouted as the massive clouds of sleep powder and stun spore ignited in an immense fireball. Tangela reacted quickly, shooting several balls of energy into the earth and wrenching walls of stone and ground up around him.

The makeshift barrier protected Tangela from the inferno that roared around him, but the horrible heat likely did a number on him. Just because he was protected from the fire didn’t mean that he would escape unscathed. Convection was forgotten by too many trainers when devising strategies. Ash wasn’t one of them, but sometimes it couldn’t be avoided.

As the roaring flames died with their fuel source, Machamp suddenly leapt through the remnants of the flames with a furious look on its face. It charged the walls of stone and leapt, rearing a single fist back as it did so.

“Wrap.” Ash shouted as Machamp landed, shattering the wall of stone with a single punch. The other hands rapidly removed the rest of the barrier in Machamp’s way and hurled it aside. Machamp casually snapped the vines that rushed out to ensnare him and picked Tangela up, tearing him from the ground despite the roots he’d planted. Machamp’s movements told him what was going on, even if Ash could no longer see the action well thanks to the remaining barriers.

Machamp grunted and hurled Tangela high into the sky. Ash winced as his friend slammed into the ground again several seconds later, but knew that the worst of the damage had been absorbed by Tangela’s spongy layer of vines. Still, that kind of impact would have rattled him.

“Ancient power!” Ash called out again. Tangela tiredly pulled himself up, his ordinarily wide eyes narrowed in pain. Nevertheless, his friend fired another sphere of energy at the ground. Chunks of the earth were ripped from their roots and levitated around Tangela.

Tangela quickly hurled the three large stones at Machamp, who deftly caught each of them and crushed them into rubble. It menacingly approached, all of its fists now burning with a dark orange flame. Machamp reared its head back and fired another weak flamethrower, although Tangela blocked it with another ancient power.

Machamp suddenly broke into another sprint. It vaulted over the wall of earth Tangela had created and struck the grass-type with all four of its fists at the same time. Ash winced as Tangela screeched in pain, a truly horrible sound.

The grass-type was hurled backwards by the combined force of the blows, flying back at least twenty feet. Ash watched as his friend stood up again on wobbly, boot-like feet.

“Sludge bomb!” Ash shouted. “Then give him everything you’ve got!”

Tangela pulled the vines guarding his face back as he shot the glob of dark, murky sludge at Machamp. It was too fast for the fighting-type to dodge and sizzled as it met Machamp’s flesh. The fighting-type roared in pain and staggered backwards, giving Tangela the opportunity to use his full strength.

Four huge chunks of stone were gouged from the earth and hurled at Machamp, each meeting their target. Thanks to its anchoring abilities, Machamp managed to remain standing, although it was clearly injured by the attack. A tornado of spinning, razor sharp leaves slammed into Machamp’s chest next, the faintly glowing leaves carving faint lines into the fighting-type’s tough hide.

And then came the vines. Three dozen extendable vines, a tiny portion of Tangela’s massive collection, shot out from his friend’s form and wrapped around Machamp’s entire body, instantly glowing green as they rapidly sucked energy. The increased surface area only sped up the rate of the reaction.

Ash grinned, thinking that he’d finally found a way to beat Machamp. There was no way it could escape this, not when it was covered in the burning sludge.

Then, of course, the ridiculously powerful Machamp had to prove him wrong. Something in it snapped as the vines wrapped ever tighter, causing it to roar and suddenly flex. Every single vine ripped at the sudden expansion of the muscles, leaving the most dangerous situation Machamp had faced nothing but tattered vegetation.

Machamp launched a feeble stream of sputtering orange flame at Tangela, igniting his friend and causing Ash to stare in sympathy. Tangela quickly stopped it by using his vines to pull dirt onto the tiny flames, but by that time Machamp had already sprinted towards him and delivered a powerful punch straight into Tangela’s body.

His friend went flying across the barren crater, tumbling at least thirty feet before he finally caught himself. Tangela hopped up gingerly, luminous eyes shut in pain.

Guilt gnawed at his stomach and he prepared to recall his friend back, only to put the pokeball back. Tangela’s body was slowing glowing brighter and brighter until the grass-type had become a miniature sun, casting the entire crater in shining light as his vines all raised and began to wave around in a hypnotic motion.

Ash watched in awe as Tangela began the process of evolution. It wasn’t as dramatic as Nidoking’s or Torrent’s had been, but it was just as incredible to watch. Even Machamp watched with an intent stare, no longer seeking to attack the evolving pokemon.

The first thing Ash saw was that Tangela’s body shot up and lengthened at least three feet, growing from a short, squat form to a tall one. His vines, each independently glowing with intense white light, wriggled furiously. Some vines on his sides began to meld together, forming the long, strong arm-like structures of a tangrowth.

Each of his vines began to grow thicker, each of the hundreds of miniature limbs both lengthening and thickening in order to fully cover his new, large form. The last change was his feet. They grew longer and wider in order to accommodate his new body.

And then the glow faded, much faster than either of the last two evolutions Ash had witnessed. There appeared to be no pain involved, and it was an overall quick process. No drastic changes aside from the height and arms had occurred, and Tangela had always had a high pain tolerance.

Tangrowth stood tall and strong in Tangela’s place, eyes wide open and narrowed in determination. He was extremely tall now, at least six feet. His three “fingers” had small red tips and extended from his pair of blue arms.

Ash grinned as his friend experimentally swished his arms around, giving the same familiar happy gurgle, albeit quite a bit deeper, as his new limbs responded to his command. Tangrowth hopped up and down before tensing up and staring at Machamp, his wounds healed by the process of evolution.

He was glad that it was Tangrowth that had evolved after taking that beating. Any other pokemon that evolved with that kind of damage would be put under heavy observation. But Tangela and Tangrowth healed incredibly fast, thanks to every cell in their body dividing rapidly and being able to become any sort of specialized cell. They just didn’t take much damage.

Machamp eyed Tangrowth with new eyes, analyzing every feature that could prove a threat. It only took a moment, and Machamp was soon racing towards Tangrowth with a dangerous glint in its eyes.

As the fighting-type neared, it spewed another flamethrower at Tangrowth.

“Ancient power!” Ash shouted. Tangrowth gurgled and swept its arm upwards, new strength and control over its power enabling it to rip a large shield of rock from the ground with the motion. Energy shined around his hand as he levitated the rock, protecting his body from flamethrower.

Machamp tried to vault over the stone shield, but Tangrowth pushed his arm outward and sent the stone crashing into the fighting-type. While an annoyance to Machamp, it was no obstacle. The fighting-type casually smashed his way through it and landed straight in front of Tangrowth.

Tangrowth, reacting quickly thanks to the drills Ash had put him through, reached out with his arms and several of his long vines in an attempt to subdue the powerful Machamp.

The vines wrapped around Machamp’s legs. When the fighting-type flexed in an attempt to snap them again, the stronger material managed to resist the move. They shined a bright, iridescent green as they began to sap even more energy from Machamp.

Ash’s friend lashed out with his arms and went for Machamp’s arms. They were incredibly fast, but Machamp reacted even faster and casually tore both of the arms off with a single motion. The limbs wriggled in a gruesome manner as Machamp angrily tossed them over its shoulder, leaving them to twitch in the torn dirt.

Had Machamp done the action to anything but a Tangrowth, it would have been horrible. As it was, the action was nothing more than an annoyance. Tangrowth wouldn’t even register the pain, detecting the even only as loss of feeling and versatility.

“Wrap it up!” Ash commanded, making sure he was loud enough to be heard. Tangrowth quickly responded and lashed out with a dozen vines, assisting those that had already locked Machamp into place.

Machamp wouldn’t be defeated so easily, however. It simply blasted another trail of crackling flame onto the vines and lit them on fire, softening them enough so that it could snap them. The powerful fighter grunted as it leapt at Tangrowth and began a quick, efficient beat down.

There was nothing Ash could do this time. Machamp wasn’t playing around anymore. It didn’t throw Tangrowth and give him a chance to recover. It simply launched an invisible barrage of powerful blows with its fists, alternating between fire and ice punches.

While Tangrowth was taking it incredibly well, Ash couldn’t watch it anymore. He raised Tangrowth’s pokeball and recalled his friend, knowing that Machamp was only seconds away from finishing the fight anyways.

“You did amazing.” He whispered to Tangrowth’s pokeball. It shook a little in response, growing a bit warmer. Ash smiled. “I couldn’t have asked for better.”

With that he put the pokeball on his belt and picked up the last of his pokeballs, and one of the most powerful on the team. He quickly tapped the release button and allowed Infernus to materialize.

The fire-type roared and shot a magnificent trail of white flame into the air when he saw Machamp, eager to test his strength against the powerful pokemon. Machamp grunted in response and began to walk over, a juggernaut confident in its abilities to withstand anything Infernus could throw at it.

“This is the pokemon of an Elite Four member!” Ash shouted. Infernus tensed up, excitement gleaming in his eyes at facing a foe like that. The fire-type seemed to believe he finally had a worthy opponent. “It’s taken down Nidoking, Dazed, and Tangela. I’m counting on you.”

Infernus roared and blazed up, eyes locked on the approaching Machamp. A huge wreath of white flame burst from his body, leaving him an indistinct, menacing figure in the blaze. He tensed up and prepared to do whatever Ash ordered, the flames encasing his body providing the necessary heat to speed up his reflexes to incredible levels.

“Flamethrower, Haze.” Ash called out, struggling to be heard over the roaring of the flames encasing Infernus. The fire-type understood, however, and quickly launched a long stream of white fire from his mouth, surging towards Machamp with incredible intensity.

Machamp simply frowned and used rock tomb again, sending the purple energy ring into the ground and erecting a shield of stone. The rock absorbed most of the heat, although by the end it was nothing but a heap of slag and oozing magma.

The fighting-type carefully walked around the molten heap before breaking into a sprint, taking long, powerful strides across the earth that had been ravaged and torn by the battle. It paused when Infernus used fire spin, turning the area into a burning vortex of flame and heat, but warily watched the flames as it was trapped.

Ash grinned. Infernus could take it from here. It was his job to strike from the angrily swirling flames, a dark figure that stalked his foe.

Machamp didn’t stand idly by, however. It shot the purple rings out of all four arms and used rock tomb, erecting a huge, encompassing barrier of rock that would block the flames and Infernus from doing much damage.

Unfortunately, Infernus was too devious to be defeated by such a simple strategy. He raced around the barrier, still emanating long tongues of flame that trailed behind him. Infernus shot quick blasts of intense flame towards the rocky walls, the incredibly hot flame leaving the barriers just a few piles of slowly melting stone. The magma slowly dripped, likely burning the entombed Machamp.

But that was just to distract Machamp. Infernus suddenly stopped and tensed, taking a moment to wrap himself in a cloak of fire before he charged straight towards the rock walls and slammed straight through, a thin layer of molten magma collected over his skin as he did so.

Ash winced as he saw Machamp thrown to the ground, weakened by the many injuries, however slight, that it had accumulated over the battle. It was barely visible within the twisting vortex of fire, but from what Ash could see it had droplets of magma all over it, taking a heavy toll on its strength and body.

Machamp roared defiantly, however, and even as Infernus backed off and began to bathe its muscular form with hot fire, it picked up each of its fists and slammed them into the ground. The earth cracked around it as an earthquake ripped through the ground, the immense force badly hurting Infernus and sending him crashing him to the ground.

The fighting-type and fire-type leapt up at the same time, one powered by the urge to defeat Ash’s last pokemon and one powered by the urge to crush the strongest enemy he had ever faced. Both were driven by sheer determination and a furious need for victory.

Infernus recovered quickly thanks to the armor of magma that still oozed down his burning form, kept from solidifying by his incredibly hot body temperature. Ash could barely see the black droplets, laced with red veins of heat, but the imperfections they put on Infernus’ form were simple to identify.

Machamp was crippled as it pulled itself up, unable to effectively withstand the flames. It had taken several ice beams, multiple psychic attacks from a powerful hypno, and had much of its energy sucked up by Tangrowth.

Nevertheless, it charged Infernus with a fury that could only be matched by the fire-type’s.

Ash’s friend stared it down with blazing eyes. Infernus focused for a moment and showed the full extent of his power and control over fire. All of the roaring flames that had been created by fire spin slowed and stilled for a moment before suddenly whipping towards Infernus. They wrapped around him in a column of fire not too different from Torrent’s twister.

Unlike twister or Ice Storm, however, Infernus was actually enhanced by the flames that swirled around his body and hid him from view. He was stronger, harder, and faster thanks to the heat suffusing his form.

And it showed as he charged with renewed speed and determination, the extreme heat soothing the injuries he had incurred from the earthquake. Infernus raced towards Machamp, invisible in his aura of fire. The earth he left behind him was cracked and blackened, unable to withstand the impossibly hot fire.

Ash held his breath as both fighters collided, Machamp’s sheer strength and power meeting Infernus and the flames that wrapped around their creator like bright, roaring armor.

He couldn’t see anything as both were wrapped up by the flames, leaving him only able to guess at the outcome. Whatever would happen would happen quickly. Neither could last long in the brutal melee. Machamp couldn’t withstand the hostile environment of a battle amongst flames, while Infernus could only take a few hits before he would go down, powered up by fire or not.

And then the world exploded. Ash staggered backwards as wind slammed into him with incredible force, so strong that he was barely able to keep his footing. He managed to shield his face and arms with his jacket before the searing heat hit.

Ash coughed and took his hat off when it passed him by. He shook some of the new soot off of the hat, although the white sections were still a slightly darker gray. The trainer frowned at it before shrugging and placing it back on his head. It would get clean eventually.

He squinted at the field, trying to make out the results of the clash. The intense heat still radiating from the charred, broken ground obscured his vision, casting everything in a wavy glare. Ash couldn’t make anything out for sure. Smoke still curled up from the ground in oily, black clouds.

It took just a few seconds for it to clear up enough to where Ash could actually make things out. While there was still an incredible amount of smoke polluting the atmosphere, it had begun to drift away from the ground.

What he saw put a wide grin on his face.

Infernus was pulling himself up on trembling limbs, his endurance put to the test by taking just a few hits from the weakened Machamp. He glanced over at Ash and saw the trainer’s grin and cheers. The fire-type wearily nodded at Ash before collapsing, unable to keep standing from the effort of facing Machamp for mere moments.

Machamp wasn’t moving. Its body was covered in soot and ash, the thin layer of black powder leaving it almost unrecognizable. But there was no mistaking the bulky, unconscious form of the previously unstoppable juggernaut.

Ash regarded it curiously for a few moments, having to take in the pokemon strong enough to take down four of his friends. While he was hardly on Elite Four level, Ash was definitely one of the better trainers in Kanto. His Marsh Badge proved that. His friends were no slouches when it came to combat, and even a timely evolution had failed to truly halt Machamp’s rampage. It showed that he had a long way to go if he wanted to be in the elite echelons of trainers.

He recalled Infernus’ collapsed body a moment later, realizing that his friend needed to be put into stasis. While Machamp wouldn’t have done any serious damage, the beating it had given to Infernus in the few seconds it had been within reach was impressive.

“Great job, Infernus.” He whispered softly to the pokeball. “You just defeated one of the most powerful pokemon in Indigo.”

The pokeball was silent and still, the unconscious fire-type unable to respond. Ash smiled at the red and white orb before placing it onto his belt. Infernus deserved his rest. He’d done more than Ash would have expected from any of his friends.

“You are everything Lance and Oak claimed.” A serene voice, a sharp contrast to the sheer destruction that had been wrought upon the crater by the intense battle, said. Ash glanced up and realized that Bruno had somehow gotten over to him in the few seconds that he’d been distracted. The Master was unnervingly similar to Sabrina in that regard. “I believe you are fit to train with me. Come.”

Ash blinked in surprise as Bruno suddenly turned around and began walking away, casually traversing the torn land. He quickly jogged to catch up with the Master, a slow grin forming on his face.

It was just hitting him. He, Ash Ketchum, would be trained by one of the Elite Four! Ash didn’t know what he would be going through in the coming days, but he knew that he would prove the Champion and Professor right. He would meet and surpass all of their expectations, no matter what he had to do.
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Ash was beginning to regret his earlier promise to himself. He had just been pulled up the side of the gigantic crater by Bruno after an hour of climbing. While he’d managed to scale most of the steep wall by himself by carefully following Bruno’s trail, his body just wasn’t meant to take that kind of punishment. Despite his skill at battling, Ash was only eleven. He wasn’t built for this kind of work yet.

“You did well.” Bruno told him. The Master stood above him, his hitmonlee standing next to him with his segmented arms crossed in amusement. Ash was thankful for the fighting-type. It had followed behind him and kept him from falling on several occasions, easily catching him with its superb reflexes.

“Thanks.” Ash wheezed, still on all fours. His body felt like lead right now, lactic acid making everything burn as he moved. There was the urge to vomit that always accompanied extremely intense workouts roiling in his stomach, although he knew he wouldn’t have that relief.

Bruno hummed in response. He glanced over at Hitmonlee. The formal tone dropped from his voice, returning to what it had been when Ash first met him. “Friend, please go and prepare the campsite. I doubt our trainee is up to helping with dinner.”

Hitmonlee rumbled in laughter, sending the powerful muscles throughout his torso twitching. He quickly ran off to the east, his long, loping strides carrying him easily across the harsh terrain. His segmented legs extended every time he stepped down, giving him additional power.

“He was my third pokemon.” Bruno remarked with a fond smile, his eyes faraway as he watched Hitmonlee race away. “I got him after I won the P1 Grand Prix with my Machoke, three years into my journey. My uncle finally considered me worthy of using such a rare pokemon. He’s carried me through many situation that none of my other brethren could have faced.”

Ash held back a groan as he pulled himself into a standing position, listening to Bruno attentively. He wouldn’t let a single word the Master said go past him. The trainer shifted the egg in his pack to a more comfortable position as he did so. It was padded heavily with several of his unused shirts now, making it very bulky.

Bruno turned to him. “My point is, we all have a start somewhere. You’re an accomplished trainer already, despite your youth. Tell me, where did you become a trainer?”

“Pallet Town.” Ash replied immediately.

The Master shook his head. “That is where you began. What I wish to know is what made you truly begin your journey. What sent you into the frenzy to become stronger, to reach your full potential and become the best you can be? What made you realize what being a trainer meant to you?”

Ash frowned and thought. He had always wanted to be the very best, the Champion, for as long as he could remember. Ever since he had seen Lance crowned so many years ago as a mere, adoring toddler. Even when he started he had been focused on bonding, training, and battling with his friends above all else.

But what had really drove him to become stronger was Mt. Moon. Seeing what Team Rocket was like in action and knowing the depths to which they would sink made him strive to be stronger, to push himself and his pokemon harder. They were his sick inspiration, the reason he wanted to grow strong.

“The Rockets at Mt. Moon.” He replied hesitantly. Bruno nodded, black eyes calm and understanding. The man motioned for him to continue. “I saw what they did to people and pokemon. It wasn’t until the St. Anne that I really started to get strong, but it was Mt. Moon that made me want to fight them.”

“A worthy goal, but a dangerous one.” Bruno replied. He crossed his muscular arms across his bulky chest. “You have succeeded in growing stronger. In a few years you might meet me in battle. Few can defeat Hitmonchan, let alone my oldest friend. You have grown strong. Why do you need my help? From what I can see you are intelligent and determined enough to train your pokemon. They are progressing well.”

Ash averted his eyes for a moment, glancing at the bright sun that was beginning to lower over the peak of Mt. Hideaway. “I don’t know how to train my Machoke.” He admitted, not liking to show a weakness. Ash liked being able to handle everything. “All of the others are simple. They know how to use new moves and techniques. They can access their own strength easily. Bruiser is different. He’s the strongest one on the team, but he can’t use that strength very well.”

Bruno nodded. “Good. You aren’t too arrogant to admit a weakness. It’s a start.” He shifted and met the trainer’s eyes. “I believe that you are worthy to train with me. Tonight you will rest. The true training begins tomorrow.”

With that the massive man walked off, long strides easily carrying him up the slight hill. Ash quickly followed, ignoring the screaming protests from his heavy legs. He wouldn’t let his own weakness hold him back, not when he had the opportunity to train with a true Master.
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“Home sweet home.” Bruno remarked drily as they walked up the last small, albeit steep, hill and arrived at the campsite. “It is not much, but it’s sufficient for our purposes.”

Ash nodded and glanced around. As Bruno had said, it wasn’t much. The campsite consisted of two tents, a ring of stones that encircled a lightly flickering campfire, which was the only light in the dark night aside from the stars, and a few rolled up sleeping mats. Above the fire was a thin wire, which a sturdy metal bucket was attached to. Something was simmering within, bubbling lightly and sending an unpleasant smell wafting throughout the air.

The entrance to a cave stood in the background. Perhaps it held more equipment to heal their pokemon. Ash was sure that, even though Bruno’s pokemon were incredibly powerful, they needed to be healed after training, let alone after an intense battle like the one they’d had.

Hitmonlee suddenly ducked out of the cave, leaning his torso down in greeting to Bruno. The powerful fighter simply stared at Ash for a moment before placing two large bowls he was carrying by the ground in front of the two humans.

Bruno casually walked over to the fire and picked the bucket up by the thin, hot wire. The heat didn’t seem to bother him much as he poured a thick, disgusting liquid into the two bowls. It looked black and smelled rancid.

The Master handed the bowl, its contents hot and bubbling, over to Ash, who looked at it in disgust. Now that he could see the “soup” up close, he could see that it was made of a thick, tar-like substance. It was still thin enough to be edible, but Ash thought that he might actually have to chew the thick mixture. Only a few vegetables were visible in the dim light provided by the small flame, but he could see that they wouldn’t be particularly appetizing.

Bruno laughed at Ash’s disgusted expression. “This will be what you eat while you train with me. It is absolutely vile, disgusting to the strongest stomachs, but it will power you through the day. Back in the feudal era, this is what the greatest warriors ate. No others had the stomach for it.”

Ash looked back at the black soup, which stank horribly, and hesitantly accepted a worn spoon from Bruno. He glanced down uncertainly and slowly put the spoon into the black mixture, wrinkling his nose in disgust as he had to push the spoon in to the vile soup. It was just too thick to actually go in without assistance.

“I suggest you sit down first.” Bruno told him, eyes shining with amusement. He had sat down himself and held his bowl and spoon in his hand as the Master watched Ash.

The trainer shrugged and sat down on the hard, cold ground. He winced as he dug the spoon into the black soup and managed to wrench some of the mass away from the gelatinous blob. It bubbled slightly as he looked at warily.

Knowing that if it was up to him he’d throw the culinary abomination away and have Infernus burn it away into nothing, Ash realized that he had to force himself to eat the simmering black liquid. He closed his eyes as he hurriedly dumped it into his mouth.

The moment it hit his tongue his gag reflex kicked in, making him wretch, although he refused to spit the soup back up. It was like nothing he’d ever tasted. It tasted of salt and vinegar, both foul tastes thick and strong in the dense liquid.

He was still aware enough to place the hot bowl back on the ground, and the moment he did he clenched his fists and gritted his teeth. It felt as though his mouth was boiling away, the sensation as much from the horrible flavor as the heat.

Ash managed to force the slimy concoction down, just as he had some of the liquid medicine his mother had given him years ago. It left a burning trail in his throat, however, and he was fairly certain it was moving in his stomach as it settled. He wouldn’t have been surprised if it was made from a grimer’s slime.

Bruno, meanwhile, was laughing heartily. It was a deep, booming laugh that would have been pleasant under any other circumstances, but right now it just made Ash’s temporarily fractured mind furious. Had his stomach not been trying to expel itself, he might have said something.

“It gets better with time.” Bruno said in between deep breaths. It looked like there were tears in his eyes, although they were faint. “The first time is always the worst.”

Ash didn’t exactly trust that. Nevertheless, he picked the bowl up and glanced away from the black broth as he put his spoon into it again. A tremor passed through his body as he put the spoon into his mouth, but he managed to keep most of the soup off of his tongue. While it was still revolting and left a thick, slimy film across his tongue, it was manageable.

“See, you’re learning.” Bruno said amusedly. He was happily eating his own soup, barely wincing as it passed through his lips. “So, let us speak of your training.” Ash quickly glanced up and was about to put his bowl down when Bruno shook his head. “No, you aren’t getting away from the black broth that easily. You need sustenance, and this is the only source.”

He sighed and picked the heavy bowl back up, wincing as he began to eat the black broth again. By now, Ash was not concerned that he was potentially eating a grimer. He was absolutely positive. Nevertheless, he listened attentively. Hopefully it would give him some sort of escape.

“Fighting-types are pokemon of power just as psychic-types are pokemon of finesse.” Bruno began in between spoonfuls of the vile mixture he called a soup. “All fighting-types are blessed with immense physical strength, fueled by their spirit and honed through harsh training and trials. But they are useless without finesse, just as psychic-types are useless without some sort of mental strength to back their skill up.”

Bruno paused for a moment to slurp up some more of the soup, barely affected by the tar-like fluid.

“They are born with strength and instinctively know how to fight, but they need training to reach their potential. They are much like psychic-types in that way.” Bruno mused, staring off into the darkness of the mountain below them. Hitmonlee walked over and took a seat beside him. “But I digress. They are more effective than normal-types the moment they leave their egg, simply because they have at least some rudimentary knowledge of tactics and techniques”

A low roar sounded throughout the entire mountain, the furious call of one of the titanic onix. Bruno smiled softly into the darkness, somewhat amused by Ash’s surprised flinch. The call, which sounded like stone grinding stone, echoed throughout the darkness for a few more moments before cutting off suddenly.

“Normal-types and their moves simply use the body as a bludgeon, their weapon of choice one of brute force, while fighting-types must use their body as a lance, using the same raw power as that of a normal-type but harnessing it and maximizing its potential and efficiency.” Bruno continued calmly, caring little for the calls of an angry onix. “That is why fighting-types are superior. They force all of their strength and power, fuelled by their bodies and the energy that flows through them, into a single spot. A karate chop rather than a take down, for example. They can shatter stone, bend steel, and dispel the darkness with a single strike. They are the masters of battling the inflexible, pokemon who cannot adapt or rely on their sheer power to defeat their foes. Fighting-types are change, technique melded with indomitable strength.”

Ash listened attentively to Bruno’s philosophizing. It was unexpected. Bruno and the other members of the Elite Four were mysterious, rarely appearing in front of the media outside of televised tournaments or when they had taken down a Rocket cell. But Bruno’s stereotype had been that of a brute, a savage that fought with fury and cared little for thoughts and speech.

He’d never really believed it, since someone who relied purely upon force could never have the skill to join the Elite Four, but Bruno was far more eloquent than he had ever expected. It was clear that he had honed his mind along with his body.

“Your Machoke is a normal-type at the moment.” Bruno said softly, barely able to be heard over the light crackling of the flames. Ash watched the man’s shadowed face and met his dark eyes. “He has strength and knows a few techniques, but lacks discipline. He has gained a little from the wilderness, but does not know how to use the energy within him to fuel his strength and make him a force to be reckoned with.”

Bruno stared at him for a moment, inviting a question. Ash took the bait. He understood everything, but was curious about a single subject. After taking a final bite of the black broth, after which he happily discarded the bowl, which had a thick collection of salt, vinegar, and tar at the bottom, he asked his question.

“What is the energy within him?” He asked, turning to fully face Bruno. The Master was slightly hunched over, shadows cast over him by the dancing flames. “Is it just an expression?”

“No.” Bruno replied, a pleased expression on his face. “It is both concrete and metaphorical, existent and a thing of the mind. There is an energy that suffuses every living being, not our spirit but something close. I do not know a name for it, or if it can be named. It is all encompassing, existent everywhere but known by few.”

As Ash absorbed the information, Bruno continued. His speech grew more passionate, although it never lost the calm, didactic edge.

“It is the essence of every living thing. It bonds humans and pokemon together, our physiological and psychological differences overcome by it.” The Master mused, glancing over at Hitmonlee. “I know little of the role it once played in history. My teacher was old and did not have time for such things. He focused upon the practical aspects of this energy, along with the philosophical. History was useless to him, the echoes of long-dead men pointless to a bitter man.”

Ash frowned. “The practical?”

Bruno smiled again and began to trace small circles in the dirt. “Yes. It is not energy that is simply stagnant. It is able to be harnessed. Pokemon are the masters, unconsciously commanding control that few humans can match. It is fully realized in fighting-types, who, while blessed with monumental strength of their own, are able to utilize it to amplify their attacks far beyond what would be otherwise possible. Other techniques draw upon it as well.”

He smoothed out the circles he had traced, leaving the earth blank. “All life is a master of this unnamed energy in its own way. Even the meanest bacteria are suffused by it, bursting with it. Humans are no exceptions. There are few that possess any ability to harness the energy, and even fewer able to draw upon it any meaningful way. It grants us abilities beyond the norm, granting us strength beyond what our bodies are capable of giving.”

“You can use it.” Ash said. It wasn’t accusing, but a statement. He remembered Bruno casually jumping dozens of feet in a single leap, utilizing reflexes and speed that no man could possess.

A grin split Bruno’s face. “Indeed. Everyone can, really. It just requires work that very few people are willing to put in. I spent two years training before I could enhance my body with it, and that is the full extent of my abilities. It moulds to me, strengthening my muscles, hardening my bones, decreasing the strain my training places upon me.”

“Could you train me to use it?” Ash questioned. He wasn’t willing to spend two years on it, but maybe he could at least learn how to do something with this mysterious energy. Just being able to move like Bruno would be awesome.

“No.” The Master replied with a shake of his head. “I am hardly a student. Teaching is beyond me. Training is my calling, not teaching. I can show you how to shatter a rock or to teach your pokemon how to defeat an opponent by turning their attacks upon them, but I cannot describe to you the subtle nuances of the energy or how to utilize it. That is for a true master, not a man who can hardly feel it.”

Ash was silent for a while, understanding but disappointed. He hadn’t really expected Bruno to say yes anyway. It was just a wish.

“You should go to bed.” Bruno said quietly, staring into the dying flames. “You have done quite well today and will need your rest for tomorrow. Now that you have the intellectual basis, the real training can begin.”

The trainer nodded at him and stood up, wincing at the fatigue gathered during the day hit him with full force. All Ash paused to do was take off his jacket, leaving him in just pants and a thin, worn shirt. It was enough.

He rolled out one of the sleeping mats and placed it under a tent, aware of Bruno’s impassive gaze all the while. Ash ignored it and got into the large structure, glad that the heat that had seeped into it from the campfire would help to insulate him. He knew that mountains could get bitterly cold at night even during summer, especially this high up.

Before he laid down, he took the pokeballs off of his belt and set them beside him. They were uncomfortable to have on him while sleeping.

It felt odd sleeping without at least one of his friends by his side, but he knew that Bruno wouldn’t let anything happen to him. Without having to be afraid or wary of any pokemon stumbling upon him in the night, Ash fell asleep quickly.

If tomorrow was anything like today, he’d need it.
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Ash yelped as he was suddenly yanked out of the tent and held up by his ankle. He was upside down and held up in the hot sun, dizzy and confused. The trainer spied Machamp standing in front of him, a broad grin stretching across his face.

He futilely struggled against the fighting-type’s iron grip, only succeeding at eliciting an amused grunt from the gigantic fighter. Ash glared at Machamp even as the blood rushed to his head and made his face red. He knew that he didn’t exactly look intimidating at the moment.

“Machamp, let him down.” Bruno’s amused voice said, breaking the silence. Ash grunted as Machamp dropped him, although it angled it so that Ash would land on his stomach instead of his head.

Six pokeballs were suddenly dropped in front of him. Ash hurriedly grabbed them and placed them back on his belt.

“I healed your pokemon.” Bruno told him as he helped Ash up. The trainer nodded and sent an annoyed glare at Machamp, who just sent him a grin back. “They are ready to train.”

“Thank you.” Ash replied. He was about to say something else when Bruno suddenly shoved a bowl of the gelatinous black broth into his hands. The trainer grimaced and looked at it with disgust. A spoon had already been placed into the mixture, the thick soup oozing on the handle.

Bruno was all business now. “You have five minutes to eat. I suggest you take advantage of it.” He warned. “Today will be taxing.”

Ash nodded and gingerly removed the spoon from the black soup. He sighed and began to shovel it into his mouth, the taste as horrifying as ever but slightly muted by the care he took to avoid letting the mixture touch his tongue.

He was done in no time. Ash was able to scarf a lot of food down quite easily thanks to quite a bit of practice on the road, but this was a new record. The trainer sent the bowl a look of disgust as he placed it down by the fire next to Bruno’s bowl, which was wiped clean. His taste buds screamed at him for even touching the broth.

Next, Ash went for his pack. Just as he began to sling it around his shoulders, Bruno rebuked him.

“Do not take it with you.” He said with a frown. “You will need all of your speed, and our activities might be dangerous for the egg. Hitmonlee will be guarding the campsite. He’s slightly injured and needs recuperation.”

Ash nodded, not bothering to ask how Bruno knew about the egg. He didn’t seem like the type to snoop around in Ash’s things while he was asleep. Maybe he just knew things, like Sabrina did. The trainer walked over to his tent and slid the pack inside, next to the sleeping mat.

“Come.” Bruno told him when Ash pulled himself out of the tent. He immediately began walking down the slope in the direction of the forest. It was far away from the crater.

He quickly jogged to reach the man, ignoring the awful pain every movement produced in his body. His muscles felt as though they had been torn in half, but the sensation grew marginally less painful as he started moving around again. It didn’t feel good, not by a long shot, but it didn’t hurt as bad as before.

Ash settled into a steady pace besides Bruno. He had to take three steps for every one that Bruno took, but it wasn’t too difficult to keep up. It was odd to be around such a gigantic man, however. The only person Ash had ever met that rivaled Bruno in sheer size and physical power was Lt. Surge. Even Lance paled in comparison.

Now that it wasn’t sunset or night, Ash could really see the terrain of the mountain. They had spent nearly an hour maneuvering through the harsh landscape last night in order to arrive at the campsite, so he honestly had no idea where on the mountain they were. All he knew was that they were at least a thousand feet up. The air felt thinner.

“Prepare yourself.” Bruno said as they traversed the harsh landscape of Mt. Hideaway. “Today shall be a testament to your own strength as much as it is your pokemons’. I will not be lenient on you.”

Ash nodded determinedly. He wouldn’t give up, no matter what Bruno put him through.

They walked for another twenty minutes before finally arriving at a huge clearing. The earth was torn and gutted, massive tunnels and ruts crisscrossing through it. It was clear that the onix were extremely active here.

Bruno came to a stop and turned to Ash. “This is where your test begins. I want to see what you are capable of.” He suddenly released Machamp, who sent an obnoxious grin towards Ash. The trainer nodded back, not amused by its earlier antics. “My friend, use earthquake.”

Ash blinked. What?

Machamp walked out to the center of the clearing. As it did so, Bruno turned to Ash with a thin smile. “Today will be to test your endurance. The earthquake will summon and anger the onix that live around here. You are to evade them and fight them off if it comes to that. My own allies will follow you and protect you from any particularly dangerous situations. When the onix calm, they will ambush you themselves. Each will act independently.”

The trainer blinked again. Was he supposed to survive this?

Bruno glanced over at Machamp, who was tensing up. As the fighting-type leapt high into the air with a guttural roar and landed on the weak foundations of the earth, Bruno spoke up.

“I suggest you hurry. The onix will arrive soon.”

Ash didn’t waste any time. Even as the soft, structurally weakened earth began to collapse around Machamp, tremors wracked the area. A few trees collapsed, and he saw one of the gargantuan onix erupt from the ground, tearing several trees out as it surfaced.

He broke into a steady run, ignoring all of his instincts that called for him to sprint away as fast as he could. While it would do him well in the short term, sprinting would just drain his energy far too quickly. And from the looks of things, he would need all of his energy if he wanted to pass this test with flying colors.

Another explosion of earth, stone and wood occurred as a second onix surfaced. Ash took a cursory glance back and saw that this one was much thicker than the first one to arrive. It was nearly black and it looked as though it were in the process of evolving into a steelix.

The beast roared and shook the earth for hundreds of meters as it saw the first onix, which bellowed back in return. Ash saw Bruno recall Machamp and leap away from the area, apparently not insane enough to get in between two angry onix.

Ash kept his steady jog, carefully watching his surroundings. He didn’t need to trip over a root or fall into an onix tunnel. While Bruno would fish him out, he’d prefer to not require the man’s help.

Slowly but surely, he left the roars and the ear-rending crashes of the onix as they clashed behind him. Ash slowed down from his jog, wincing at the burning that had resurfaced from yesterday. He took a moment to glance around his surroundings again before he stopped for a moment.

He panted as he withdrew Tangrowth’s ball and released the grass-type. Bruiser followed suit a moment later. The decision was simple: He needed pokemon that could move fast and had good endurance. Tangrowth was still rather slow, but in the forest he was more than capable of keeping up and detecting enemies. Bruiser had good endurance and could at least hold off Bruno’s pokemon.

“Hey, guys. We’re in the middle of a test. Bruno is setting his pokemon after us and is waking up every onix he can.” He wheezed. Both of his friends looked concerned. Tangrowth had even abandoned his customary hug as he looked at Ash with concern with his saucer-like eyes. “Tangrowth, how are you feeling?”

Tangrowth gurgled and waved his arms around. Ash supposed that the pokedex entry hadn’t lied when it stated they could grow back as fast as normal vines did. The grass-type pulled Ash into a proper hug this time, although he let go fairly quickly. Apparently he was well aware of their dangerous situation.

Ash grinned when he stepped back and looked up at Tangrowth. It was odd to see the grass-type towering more than a foot above him. He’d gotten used to Tangrowth being at least two feet shorter.

“That’s good.” He said with a smile, casting wary glances around the area. “Bruiser, are you alright? You took a beating yesterday.”

Bruiser nodded, although he looked down a moment after. He seemed to be ashamed by his loss to Hitmonchan. Ash frowned.

“Bruiser, you faced one of the strongest fighting-types in Kanto and did fantastic. Not many pokemon could take one hit from Hitmonchan. You took at least a dozen.”

The fighting-type still had a frown on his broad face, but met Ash’s eyes and pounded his chest once. Ash grinned back.

“Alright, guys, let’s go.”

With that, the three set off, each paying as much attention to their surroundings as possible.

Bruno’s test was just beginning.
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It was two hours later when Ash knew he needed a break. His legs were screaming and his throat was parched. He had taken a few sips from his thick water bottle – he carried it around his neck while training – during the long walk, but he just needed a moment to sit down and calm down.

“Guys, I need to stop for a minute.” He told his friends. Bruiser and Tangrowth immediately stopped moving. Tangrowth dropped down from the sturdy trees casually, already adjusted to his body. Ash was half-surprised that the trees were able to take his weight, but figured he should have expected it. To survive in a world with pokemon, everything had to be sturdy and tough.

Bruiser simply flanked and guarded him. The fighting-type had been instrumental in repelling the only attack they’d faced so far. It wasn’t even part of the test. They’d just run afoul of a large, angry primeape and her two mankey offspring.

While the primeape had been rather vicious in her attempts to crush every bone in Ash’s body, Bruiser had managed to fight her off with a few well-placed blows. Primeape was strong, but nothing wanted to fight an angry machoke. When something could shatter a boulder as easily as it could breathe, not many things could stand a chance.

Ash was nervous as he sat down on a large stump. The tree looked as though it had simply been bitten in half, or perhaps snapped by an inadvertent blow from one of the gigantic onix. Marks of their residency were everywhere, from snapped trees to the deep ruts in the earth and boulders that had huge chunks bitten out of them.

He knew that this was when Bruno would strike. The Master had been playing with him so far. He’d heard onix roaring in the distance, just a mile away, but they’d never been drawn to him. He’d caught glimpses of a lithe, agile pokemon flitting through the forest, but could never find it when he looked.

The tension was worse than any battle could be. Ash was constantly nervous and paranoid. The slightest noise would send his and his friends into a wary silence.

Ash looked around the clearing he was in. He had no idea where he was on the mountain, although the omnipresent slope let him know that he hadn’t made his way off of it. The clearing was filled with the similar shattered trees. Only a few had emerged unscathed from the onix that had come through here. It had left a deep trail in the earth as well, deep enough for him to stand and not be able to look over the edge.

Tangrowth happily climbed to the top of one of the unscathed trees. It creaked under his heavy weight, but stood strong as the grass-type settled and began to search for any intruders. While his eyesight wasn’t very impressive, Tangrowth had good hearing. That would be more useful than sight for detecting the skilled fighters on Bruno’s team anyway.

Bruiser settled next to Ash, although he didn’t sit down. He just crossed his arms and prepared for a threat.

Just as Ash began to take a few quick gulps from his water bottle, they got it.

Ash winced as an enormous tremor rumbled through the ground, shaking everything for dozens of meters. It passed by quickly, so it wasn’t an onix. That meant it had to be an earthquake. He was right. Bruno wasn’t going to let him rest.

“Guys, let’s go.” He sighed as he stood up. There were more tremors, recognizable as those of the onix. Ash didn’t want to be around when they surfaced.

Just as he stood up, the world exploded. Ash was thrown back by the blast, but Bruiser managed to catch him and gently place him back on the ground. He placed a hand on his forehead and shut his eyes. His clothes were covered with dirt, and the hard impact of tiny pebbles had left his skin stinging.

He shook the stunning blow off, however, and looked up. Ash paled when he saw a gigantic serpent rearing up and roaring. The onix was at least sixty feet long and was close to evolving into a steelix, although it hadn’t begun to darken quite as much as the last one Ash had seen.

Onix roared again and idly flicked its tail. At least a dozen trees were snapped in half by the blow, but it was too insignificant for the stone behemoth to notice. The gigantic Onix leered down at Ash with cold, furious eyes. It apparently saw him as an intruder.

As the beast reared up and let loose another challenging roar, Ash took the opportunity to release Torrent. Nidoking was too slow to evade even one of Onix’s strikes, and just one hit could be dangerous. Torrent could at least take a few hits and had the raw power to fight such a huge creature.

“Hydro pump!” Ash shouted the moment his friend was released. Torrent’s attention snapped to Onix and the dragon-type valiantly stood his ground, not intimidated in the least by Onix. As Onix roared and shook the earth with every movement, Torrent rumbled back and fired a powerful, high-pressure blast of water into Onix’s dark shell.

Onix’s top half was knocked back, although it wasn’t actually thrown to the ground by the blast. It quickly reared back up and roared, settling its massive, cold eyes on Torrent. Ash had to run as Onix suddenly struck at the dragon-type, lashing out with speed unbecoming of its size.

Torrent casually drifted away from the blow, firing another hydro pump into Onix’s side as it missed and snapped a tree in half. Onix tumbled over, but didn’t take much damage from the attack. It quickly opened its mouth and shot a DragonBreath at Torrent, the gale of bright yellow air burning hot as it passed by Ash.

“Blizzard!” Ash shouted as he frantically looked for cover. This wasn’t a safe place for him to be right now. With a pokemon as large as onix, anything could happen.

Fortunately, he managed to get away just as Torrent released a flood of icy air from his snout, slowing the DragonBreath and dispersing much of its dangerous power into the icy field. Onix roared as the cold hit it, its cold-blooded body not used to such an extreme shift in temperature.

Ash grinned as he glanced around for Tangrowth. Bruiser was staying beside him, ready to protect Ash at a moment’s notice. He quickly locked onto Tangrowth as the grass-type swung through the trees in quick, skilled movements. While Tangrowth hadn’t had much practice moving like that, he was largely guided by instinct in this case.

Torrent was definitely the best choice for battling Onix. While onix could easily survive in most conditions outside the poles or underwater, they couldn’t take such rapid shifts in temperature. They were cold-blooded since they usually dug deep in the earth, where it grew hot thanks to its proximity to the planet’s core. Onix were still hardy enough to adapt easily to surface life when they weren’t tunneling, but they were extremely weak to ice-type attacks thanks to their biological makeup. It was a weakness Torrent would exploit well.

But Torrent couldn’t win alone, not without taking some damage in the process. He was faster than Onix, but sooner or later the monstrously huge creature would get lucky. That could be extremely, even for a pokemon as durable and powerful as Torrent.

“Tangrowth, climb on Onix and get some of your vines into the crevasses between its boulders.” He said, speaking extremely quickly. Time was of the essence. “Mega drain for all you’re worth. Use ingrain, as well.”

Tangrowth nodded happily and stealthily leapt up into the trees and began swinging over to Onix. The rock serpent was still thrashing furiously and destroying the entire area. Ash knew that it was too angry to be observant of its surroundings. That would just work into his strategy.

Torrent would be able to hold the massive creature off, if not finish it for a few more minutes. That would keep Onix occupied, and while that was going on Tangrowth could climb up the rocky carapace and reach into Onix’s slightly softer inner body. The softer, albeit still as hard as rock, area would be the only spot really vulnerable on an Onix that huge.

“Bruiser, stay with me.” He said. Bruiser nodded and got ready to block any attacks that might fly their way.

As he waited for Tangrowth to enact the plan and called out orders every now and then for Torrent, he pondered catching one of these giants. It would certainly be a boon to his team. Onix was so massive and powerful that it would take an incredibly strong opponent to take it down. Not much could actually hurt a pokemon that large.

But he immediately shot that idea down. While Onix would certainly be a good teammate, he knew that he didn’t have the resources to feed something that massive. Onix required immense amounts of food and minerals, and he certainly couldn’t afford that even with the recent supplements to his trainer account. Ash wouldn’t want to burden Professor Oak with the duty of feeding it, either. While it would be an interesting specimen for the man to study, it would be like giving him a Snorlax. In other words, prohibitively expensive.

In addition, he just wasn’t sure if he could command the behemoth. Onix were notoriously temperamental, and older ones were particularly hard to control. And the risks were enormous. Just the slightest slip up with an onix and he could destroy a building.

So that wouldn’t be happening for a while. Maybe when he was older.

Ash turned his focus back to the battle. He grinned when he saw Tangrowth easily leap onto Onix’s back from one of the few trees that hadn’t been destroyed by the rock-type’s thrashing. Tangrowth was unnoticed on Onix’s unfeeling armor, even when he extended a dozen vines into the node between two of the immense boulders.

Some of them rooted the grass-type to the roaring Onix, but others simply dug into the hard body and began to suck energy. Ash grinned when Onix suddenly froze in shock. It seemed to have no idea what was going on, apparently having never encountered a grass-type before.

And then it realized that it was under attack. Onix reared up and began to buck up and down in a futile attempt to throw Tangrowth from its back. Tangrowth had rooted itself in too deeply to be thrown off, however, and simply extended more vines into the softer flesh beneath the stone.

“Blizzard!” Ash commanded. Torrent rumbled and glared at Onix as he blasted a huge cloud of icy air towards the thrashing rock-type. The blizzard was so cold that it left a thin layer of frost over everything it drifted over, causing a huge swathe of the forest to be completely white.

Onix froze as the blizzard washed over it, leaving it encrusted in a thin layer of ice. While it would easily be able to shatter the ice with a single sharp movement, Onix was in a state of shock at the sudden temperature drop. The blizzard was much more powerful than the others Torrent had sent, so Onix hadn’t expected it. Now the stone serpent was slowly lowering itself to the ground, going dormant for a short period of time.

Ash grinned. Perhaps he’d gotten a little lucky, but at least this meant that he’d get to escape without any of his friends being hurt.

He glanced over to Bruiser. “Finish it.”

Bruiser grinned and cracked his knuckles before sprinting at the frozen form of Onix. When he neared it, he leapt and delivered a punch with all of his strength behind straight into the Onix’s forehead, right between its eyes.

Ash saw Onix’s eyes widen in pain and surprise, the power briefly shocking it awake before the force knocked it unconscious. He winced himself when he saw the dent and long cracks that had been sent throughout Onix’s skull. While the damage was quite minor and would heal itself in less than a day if he remembered the regenerative abilities of onix correctly, it looked nasty.

The fighting-type grinned proudly and pounded his chest as Onix remained unmoving. Ash nodded and congratulated him as he walked over to the unconscious stone serpent. He needed to check on Tangrowth. While he should have been relatively unharmed by the blizzard, it was better to be safe than sorry.

“Good job, guys.” Ash called out as he walked over to where he’d last seen Tangrowth. Just as he began to climb up the huge serpent’s rock body, he was suddenly knocked off his feet by something very large and very strong.

He struggled for a moment as two strong, rubbery arms wrapped themselves around him, but when Ash looked up and saw the round, happy eyes of Tangrowth, he calmed down and laughed. It would take some time to get used to the new size and strength of his new friend.

“Hey, buddy.” Ash grinned. Tangrowth gurgled cheerfully and gently placed Ash back on the ground. Bruiser walked over and stood guard over Ash, glancing around the wrecked forest distrustfully. Torrent levitated over as well, proud and regal over his victory.

“You did amazing!” Ash praised. Torrent raised his head up and rumbled his thanks, puffing out his powerful chest as he did so. The trainer laughed and looked over at Bruiser. “You too. You’ve definitely improved.”

Bruiser grunted and smashed his huge fist into his chest again. He continued to stand by Ash as the trainer glanced around at the devastated area. Their battle had completely destroyed it, although much of the damage could be attributed to Onix’s mere movements.

He frowned as another earthquake rattled the area. It looked like Bruno didn’t want to give him a break.

“Torrent, do you want to stay out?” He asked. Torrent rumbled his agreement. Ash nodded and let him remain outside. The additional firepower would be a boon in the event of another onix attack, or if Bruno ever sent his pokemon directly after Ash. He’d need everything he had to fight off one of them.

Ash turned around and charted out a new path. He needed to get out of the area quickly. It wasn’t a good idea to keep on fighting giant onix, even if he could defeat them. They were just too dangerous.

“Let’s go.”
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Bruno didn’t let up for another few hours. Whenever Ash tried to take a break, he caused another earthquake and sent the onix into a frenzy. Sometimes he did it when Ash began to slow down to a more comfortable pace. Sometimes Ash thought he did it just for fun.

There had been two more battles with the giants. Neither had been as difficult as the first encounter with the onix had been. Ash had a strategy now: Torrent would use an extremely powerful blizzard and cause the stone serpent to go into shock, freezing their shell and locking them into position. Bruiser would then run up to the frozen beast and punch it as hard as he could, instantly knocking it out.

It had its troubles, but it worked. Torrent had taken another bad hit, although he was already recovering well. He was tough.

But now Bruno was only rarely performing earthquake. There hadn’t been an attack in an hour. It was a nice break, but it was making Ash edgy. Bruno was planning something.

“Do you see anything?” He called out to Tangrowth. His friend was agilely leaping through the trees, letting out happy gurgles every now and then. Tangrowth suddenly dropped from one of the limbs and landed lightly on the ground next to Ash. He shook his large, covered head.

Ash nodded and frowned. Bruno was preparing something. The forest was silent and there was a tense atmosphere prevailing over the entire mountain.

But he would be ready. For now, he needed to lighten up. Ash looked over at Tangrowth, who was cheerfully bounding alongside him.

“So, do you want a nickname now?” Ash asked. While he’d tried to give Tangrowth a nickname before he evolved, he never seemed to like them. In addition to that, he had trouble remembering things. Now that he’d evolved, Ash hoped that the grass-type would have improved in that regard.

Tangrowth’s eyes glinted as he gurgled an affirmative. Ash grinned and raised his hand as he began counting names off.

“Bramble?” He asked. Tangrowth stared at him blankly before shaking his head. Ash frowned. He hadn’t expected Tangrowth to be very picky. “How about Phyll? Constrictor?”

The grass-type shook his shaggy body, not pleased with any of the names. Ash didn’t think the last two were very good anyways, but he was still a bit surprised. Tangrowth didn’t strike him as picky.

So he broadened his subjects. He started listing all sorts of names. Chlor, Shrub, Wrapper, and Bud were just a few of the examples. Ash actually liked Bud. It had a double meaning.

Tangrowth eventually chose “Binder”. He seemed to like some of the names that Ash thought were…odd, to say the least, but the only one he seemed to love was Binder. It fit him, although Ash felt that it wasn’t particularly creative. He’d just started to get into the interesting ones, too.

“Alright, Binder.” Ash said, experimentally rolling the name off of his tongue. “You should get back up in the trees. I want at least one of us ready if Bruno’s pokemon attack.”

He continued walking, but stopped when he realized that Binder hadn’t stopped following him. Ash glanced back at the grass-type and spoke again. “Binder, could you get back up in the trees?”

Binder stared at him uncomprehendingly, gurgling and waving his long rubbery arms around in a friendly manner as Ash stared at him. The trainer sighed. “Your name is Binder, right? That’s what you picked.”

The grass-type nodded exuberantly, sending the vines guarding its body shaking and squirming.

“So, Binder, could you please go up and watch from the trees?” Ash requested politely.

Binder blinked.

Ash sighed. “Tangrowth, could you please go up and watch from the trees?”

The grass-type happily nodded and bounded over to a tree they were passing by. He quickly used his strong vines to pull him upward, easily swinging alongside the others as they continued walking by.

The trainer shook his head, a little amused but far more exasperated. He should have known that Tangrowth wouldn’t remember his nickname, even if he had picked it out himself. Tangrowth was an incredible battler, but when it came to everyday things he wasn’t the brightest. To the grass-type, friends and having fun were important. Remembering things outside of attacks and techniques? Not so much.

Still, Ash couldn’t keep a small smile off of his face as he watched Tangrowth happily leap through the trees with in elegance that didn’t befit his bulky frame. He frowned thoughtfully a few seconds later. Nidoking had changed a bit since evolving. He’d become a bit more aggressive and prideful, along with a host of other tiny alterations, so he should probably ask his friend if he wanted a nickname. The powerful poison-type hadn’t shown any desire of a nickname, but Ash didn’t know everything.

In fact –

Ash barely had time to blink as Bruiser shoved him to the side as gently as the massive fighter could. It still sent Ash sprawling to the ground six feet away, but it kept Ash from being caught up in the melee that had suddenly ensued.

He blearily looked over at Bruiser and saw the fighting-type doing his best to defend from a short, fast figure. It was launching punches faster than Ash could see, although it wasn’t the blur of motion that Machamp could produce.

When his vision cleared, Ash realized that it was Hitmonchan. A jolt of lightning danced down his spine, sending all of his senses into overdrive. He leapt up and quickly released Dazed. She would be the best to guard him at the moment. Her psychic shields would dilute the force from any attacks that came too close and she could teleport him whenever he needed it.

She didn’t spare him a glance when she was released, instead focusing in on the fighters sending testing blows at each other, Hitmonchan a quick, lithe blur and Bruiser a steadfast wall, easily taking and avoiding some of the rapid punches.

“Psybeam.” Ash said calmly, noting Tangrowth swinging over to him from the trees. Dazed quickly followed suit, her experience showing as her eyes flickered blue for a mere instant. After focusing her great power, she released an intense, rainbow-hued beam of energy towards Hitmonchan, striking the fighting-type in the side.

The psybeam was powerful enough to knock out most fighting-types and poison-types instantly, but it simply sent Hitmonchan stumbling back. Hitmonchan recovered almost instantaneously, however, and sent an annoyed glare at Dazed. It quickly returned its focus to Bruiser, however, as the machoke sent a powerful fist at it.

“Dazed, disable. Torrent, hydro pump.”

Ash grinned as his commands were followed instantaneously. Dazed’s eyes glimmered brightly and her pendulum swept forward, carried by an invisible wind, as Hitmonchan suddenly froze, a layer of psychic power overlaying its body and locking its limbs into place. Torrent rumbled and suddenly levitated out from the trees, rearing his head back before releasing an intense jet of water from his snout.

The hydro pump carried enough power to free Hitmonchan from the disable. Hitmonchan grimaced as it was hurled backward into a tree, slamming into the wood with a loud crack. It quickly recovered, revealing that the tall tree had a deep split through the center of it.

Hitmonchan glared furiously at them and suddenly flashed towards them at an incredible speed. Bruiser grunted as a fist was slammed into his gut with incredible force, amplified by the speed of the bullet punch. He tried to recover, but Hitmonchan suddenly launched a quick flurry of blows into Bruiser, instantly knocking him down.

The fighter didn’t have time to savor its momentary victory, however. A second after it knocked Bruiser to the ground, Dazed picked it up with psychic and put an immense amount of force crushing into the creature. Hitmonchan’s eyes squeezed shut in pain, although it valiantly struggled to break out of the psychic.

Just as Dazed was about to finish the job, she suddenly collapsed. Ash’s eyes widened as his friend fell to the ground unconscious, barely catching a glimpse of a pale, grey fist drawing back from the attack. He backed away as he saw the immense form of Machamp leering down at him, a smirk on its reptilian face as it glanced at Dazed.

He tried to run, knowing that he would be able to outrun Machamp if he got a good start. Machamp wouldn’t hurt him, just restrain him.

Unfortunately, Machamp realized what he was doing and easily snatched one of its hands out and grabbed Ash’s collar before Ash could blink. It held Ash securely and forced him to watch the rest of the battle without being able to actually help.

Torrent was facing Hitmonchan, who had managed to pull itself up after the brutal psychic crush. They both stared at each other impassively, the memories of their last battle flitting between them. Hitmonchan’s fists emanated wisps of icy cold air as they stared each other down, neither one willing to make the first move.

Bruiser suddenly charged at Hitmonchan, having pulled himself up from the soft ground several seconds ago. He reared his fist back and meant to send the hardy fighting-type flying back into another tree, but a blur suddenly slammed into the side of his broad face. The fighting-type groaned and went staggering back as the form of Hitmonlee suddenly appeared.

Ash blinked in surprise at the new arrival. He’d thought Hitmonlee was guarding the camp.

Hitmonlee allowed Bruiser a brief respite. The addled machoke grunted in pain but pulled himself into a fighting stance before the fight began. He didn’t bother attacking, knowing that Hitmonlee would effortlessly strike him down.

The trainer glanced over to see how Torrent was doing. It looked like the fight had begun between the two powerful pokemon. Torrent was levitating away from Hitmonchan at a steady pace while the fighting-type sent barrage after barrage of lightning-fast blows towards the dragon-type. Ash grinned when he saw Hitmonchan suddenly fly backward from a hydro pump.

Since Torrent had the situation under control, Ash was free to focus on Bruiser. The two fighters were still staring at each other, neither wanting to make the first move. It would be a stalemate for a while, it seemed.

Of course, Ash held the means of ending that stalemate.

“Tangrowth, now!” He shouted. Tangrowth gurgled excitedly as he dropped on top of Hitmonlee with surprising grace, knowing enough of tactics to have maneuvered himself above the motionless fighter.

Ash didn’t have to tell Tangrowth what to do. The knowledge was instinctual to the grass-type, who instantly began wrapping his vines around Hitmonlee as he smothered the larger pokemon. Despite Hitmonlee’s sudden struggles – Ash could see his extendable legs kicking out furiously in an attempt to kick Tangrowth off – he just didn’t have the muscle required to push the immense Tangrowth off of his body.

After nearly ten seconds of slowly weakening struggles, Hitmonlee fell unconscious. While he would have been more than a match for any of Ash’s pokemon in a straight fight, Tangrowth’s ambush was sufficient to overwhelm the fighting-type before a fair fight could commence.

Ash grinned at that. “Help out Torrent!” He cried. His friends instantly followed his commands, leaving the unconscious Hitmonlee behind.

He tried to reach for another of his pokeballs, but found that he was grasping empty space. Ash began to panic, but calmed when he realized that his belt was dangling in front of him. The trainer glared at Machamp’s large grey hand as it tauntingly held the belt away from him, his chance of victory in plain sight.

Machamp laughed, a deep, low sound that sent shivers running down Ash’s spine. While it wasn’t particularly malicious, it was a sound humans had grown to instinctually fear. It generally wasn’t a good survival strategy to hang around a gigantic Machamp.

Sighing resignedly, Ash focused on the fight. Hitmonchan was surrounded now. Bruiser was advancing from the front, Tangrowth from the side, and Torrent from behind. Somehow the powerful dragon had managed to maneuver himself around Hitmonchan.

One of Machamp’s heavy, calloused hands covered Ash’s mouth as the duel began. Apparently it wanted to see just how good Ash’s friends were without his input.

Bruiser charged and drew Hitmonchan’s attention, although the fighter obviously recognized it as a feint. Hitmonchan casually sidestepped the charge and ducked underneath the hydro pump Torrent sent its way. Ash winced as the hydro pump slammed into Bruiser’s side and sent him flying several feet into a tree, where he landed with a loud thump.

Tangrowth was silent as he sent a dozen vines lashing towards Hitmonchan. The fighting-type’s eyes suddenly burned a bright white, obviously using the Mind Reader technique. Ash supposed it was one of the moves that drew upon the energy Bruno had mentioned. There was no explanation for how fighting-types were able to use a move like that in the pokedex.

Hitmonchan was like water as it dodged the vines with fast, fluid movements. None of the vines made contact, and HItmonchan even managed to dodge a second hydro pump from Torrent. It showed its resilience by moving so quickly even after taking quite a bit of damage earlier in the fight.

Ash winced as it reared its fist back and suddenly launched towards Tangrowth at a great speed. While the comet punch did little to actually hurt Tangrowth, it gave HItmonchan time to launch a flurry of fast, powerful blows. Its fists alternated between being wreathed in flames and entombed in ice as the beatdown began.

Tangrowth gurgled helplessly and reached out with more vines, but Hitmonchan simply darted around them and quickly jabbed Tangrowth in the base of his neck, expertly striking through the vines. Ash winced as the grass-type collapsed to the ground, knocked unconscious by the strike. Apparently Hitmonchan knew where pokemon’s weak points were at, not a natural ability of its species as far as Ash remembered, but carefully honed from long training.

Hitmonchan looked up after knocking Tangrowth unconscious, the iridescent white glow of Mind Reader leaving its eyes. That proved to be a mistake, as Torrent fired a powerful sphere of churning green energy into its chest a moment later. Torrent hadn’t been idle while Hitmonchan battled Tangrowth.

The dragon pulse sent Hitmonchan flying onto its back as it was consumed in a huge explosion of bright green energy. Ash squeezed his eyes shut at the sudden light, but opened them as soon as he was able.

Where Hitmonchan had been standing was completely destroyed by the dragon pulse. Torrent hadn’t held back. Previously splintered or cracked trees were now little more than large, charred twigs. The dirt had been swept away by the winds of the explosion, and a thin layer of ash covered everything.

Still, Hitmonchan remained. It had large burn marks all over its front, although Ash knew they were merely superficial for a pokemon. Hitmonchan had been brought to its knees by the attack, however, and was panting heavily. While it had truly proven itself to be an Elite’s pokemon, it couldn’t have much more fight in it.

Nevertheless, it pulled itself to its feet and stood defiantly against Torrent. The great dragon rumbled before rearing his head back, even as Hitmonchan reared its fist back and launched towards Torrent at an incredible speed, leaving it as little more than a tan blur.

The hydro pump went past the blur as it was carried forward by the attack. Torrent rumbled angrily as he was sent flying back by the force behind the punch, although he managed to catch himself with his levitation before he hit anything.

Torrent instantly prepared another dragon pulse, pouring all of his power into it. By the end the green ball of energy had grown to the size of a large boulder. He quickly shot the sphere of energy into the ground as Hitmonchan charged, causing an immense explosion that forced Ash to shut his eyes again.

When he opened them, he saw both combatants wearily staying on their feet, both too worn down by the draconic energy blast to fight anymore. Ash winced as he saw the energy take its toll on Torrent, his own attack’s power doing an incredible amount of damage to his body.

Dragon-types weren’t made to take their own energy. They had never been at anything less than the very top of their food web and, rare as they were, had certainly never faced competition from their own kind. There was simply no need to evolve defenses.

Torrent finally collapsed, fighting with every part of his will to stay upright. The strain was too much for his body, however, and the dragon-type fell unconscious.

Hitmonchan pumped its fist into the air proudly before staggering over to Hitmonlee’s fallen form. It lightly kicked its fallen comrade before sighing and picking Hitmonlee up and throwing him over its bulky, pad-like shoulders.

Machamp lessened its grip on Ash, allowing the trainer to recall his defeated friends. He couldn’t believe that they’d all been defeated by Hitmonchan. Hitmonchan was incredibly powerful and resilient, of course, but he’d have thought that the combined might of his friends would be enough to stop it, even without Ash guiding them.

He thought about releasing Infernus and Nidoking, but a tight grip on his jacket made him think better of it. While they’d certainly defeat Hitmonchan, Ash wasn’t so sure if they would be able to defeat Machamp. The fighting-type had only had trouble with Infernus because of Infernus’ incredibly hot body temperature and aura of flames. It would know how to fight him this time.

Hitmonchan grunted as it hauled Hitmonlee over, shaking its head when Machamp offered one of its gigantic hands out for the fighting-type. It just readjusted Hitmonlee’s unconscious form and trudged off.

Machamp let Ash go and pointed after Hitmonchan. Ash got the memo and nodded. He quickly began to follow the fighting-type, figuring that it would take him to Bruno. It looked like he’d failed this exercise.
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Bruno was a serene figure in the dark, sitting cross-legged with his eyes shut. He didn’t react at all as Ash sat down in front of him, taking a cue from Machamp.

It had taken more than two hours for them to get back to Bruno. They had been attacked by an onix once, although Machamp had casually defeated it with a quick flurry of punches. The destruction it wreaked upon the landscape – the onix was massive even for the breed of the mountain, so it had sent huge fissures carving throughout the earth simply by surfacing – had greatly slowed their travels, however.

But now, nearly an hour after night had fallen, he stood in front of the Master again. He was exhausted and knew that his pokemon needed healing, but he was proud. They’d fought hard and had proved their strength today.

“…You did well.” Bruno said after an uncomfortable silence. “Sit.”

Ash did so, mimicking Bruno’s position. He watched the Master intently.

“You and your pokemon defeated Hitmonlee and nearly did the same with Hitmonchan.” The Master began. His eyes were still closed. “Not many can. Still, you have a long way to go. Your Machoke is undisciplined.”

He nodded. “Will we train him tomorrow?”

“Yes.” Bruno replied. “You came here to strengthen your Machoke. Today you proved that you are tough enough to take my training. Today was merely a warm up. We will repeat this exercise one day.”

Ash nodded, although a frown spread across his face at the realization that this was just an exercise. While the training today hadn’t been overly difficult, it was still tough. A more intense version of today would probably entail Bruno setting every onix under the mountain after him.

A slow grin spread across his face. Now that he had a plan to actually fight the massive onix, something like that actually sounded fun.

“How long will I be staying here?” Ash asked curiously. He’d be willing to stay any amount of time to train with the Master, but he knew that the Elite Four were busy people, especially now that the conflict with the Rockets had picked up.

Bruno’s eyes opened. The man regarded him thoughtfully. A few moments later, he gave his answer. “I doubt that we will have more than a week together. It shall be enough to train your Machoke. The rest it will learn itself.”

“Is something happening?” Ash questioned. He remembered Professor Oak saying that Bruno would be on the mountain for nearly a month. Either Oak had gotten his information wrong – doubtful, considering how particular and organized the man was – or something big was occurring.

“…Something is happening.” The man allowed; his face completely blank. He stared at Ash for a few more moments. “You are trusted by Lance. I believe that he wouldn’t mind you knowing.”

Ash leaned forward eagerly, knowing that this had to have something to do with Team Rocket. There was nothing else that would convince the Master to abandon his training early.

Bruno remained stiff as he began speaking. “We have found the location of another Rocket Executive.” He started, looking uncomfortable with divulging the information. “Ariana. She was the head of research in the Sevii Islands cell. Something teleported her and her grunts out of the area before she could be arrested.”

He scowled. Ash knew that name.

“Can’t forget the women. Might make Ariana mad.” Petrel’s disturbingly affable voice whispered into his mind, hiding his malice behind a thin veneer of jovial words. It looked like the mystery of Ariana’s identity was solved once and for all.

Ash clenched his fists furiously. It sounded like that thing the Rockets were using was involved somehow. It just seemed to be everywhere, either teleporting Rockets away from the League or liberating the monsters from prison.

“She is currently operating in Celadon.” Bruno said with a frown, his face growing hard and tense. His eyes glittered with disapproval. “Erika has grown too lax in her duties as gym leader. After I eliminate the cell I will have to have a talk with her.”

“You’re going to do it alone?” Ash asked in awe. While he’d done the same thing, he’d only gotten by through a mixture of luck and Dazed being particularly skilled with hypnosis. Bruno would simply be charging through.

Bruno smiled softly. “You did the same thing. The majority will be easily eliminated. Rockets believe in quantity over quality. Executives are dangerous, but they are no threat to me.”

Ash frowned again. “What if that strange pokemon of theirs is at the hideout?”

“Then I will fight it.” Bruno said simply. He crossed his arms. “We know little about it. Should I win, an unknown threat will be defeated. Should I lose, then it will be hunted.”

He was silent. There just wasn’t much to say to that kind of thinking.

Ash frowned when he saw a pair of glowing red eyes in the darkness behind Bruno. Its eyes didn’t even notice him. They glimmered mischievously as it suddenly flashed towards Bruno. He began to stand up and tried to warn Bruno, but before he could rise to his feet Bruno had casually caught the shadowed creature and threw it onto the ground in front of the campfire.

The trainer looked at the wriggling, furious creature interestedly. Bruno had a soft smile on his face as he effortlessly held the creature to the ground with one of his massive hands. It was a small, blue canine-like pokemon. Its legs and torso were covered black, and its tail was blue. Large ears flapped around as the strange creature struggled to escape Bruno’s grip.

“This is Riolu.” Bruno said with a grin as he held the struggling pokemon up by the scruff of its neck. It glared at Ash defiantly with bright red eyes. “I received him from one of my acquaintances in Sinnoh. His Lucario had just laid an egg, and he believed that I was worthy of its offspring.”

“How does it fight?” Ash asked as he examined Riolu. He’d never seen a pokemon like it before, nor had he even heard of one. It must be incredibly rare.

“Not well.” Bruno smiled, lightly poking Riolu on its forehead. The creature sullenly crossed its arms and glared. “He is a fighting-type, although not particularly fearsome yet. When he evolves into Lucario, he will gain the steel-typing.”

Ash nodded, a small grin making its way onto his face. It sounded like it would grow to be incredibly strong. As far as Ash knew, that was a unique typing, although there might be others considering that he was less-informed about foreign pokemon. “Will he be training with us tomorrow?”

“Yes.” Bruno stated, lightly tapping Riolu’s forehead in amusement when the rambunctious creature began wriggling in excitement. “He and Tyrogue. They are actually the reason I first came to this mountain. It has been nearly a year since I last came here to train. I believed that they would do well from training here. The landscape is harsh, and there are many powerful onix.”

While he wasn’t so sure about pitting baby pokemon against the onix that ruled the lonely mountain, Ash figured that Bruno knew what he was doing. He probably had Machamp and the other fighting-types make sure that they were safe most of the time.

Bruno set Riolu back down. The canine growled cutely at him before scampering off into the darkness. Ash grinned as Hitmonlee, who had recovered from his battle with Ash, seemed to sigh before following after the tiny creature.

“Tyrogue, could you please bring the soup out?” The Master called into the cave. A few moments later a tiny, humanoid pokemon walked out with two bowls of soup. It was a light purple in coloration and looked as though it were wearing pants and shoes, although it was really just brown sections of Tyrogue. Numerous bruises and scrapes marred its small, tough body, but the fighter looked perfectly content.

Tyrogue placed the bowl of black broth in front of Ash first. He wrinkled his nose in disgust and gingerly took the spoon out of it. Gelatinous black soup oozed off of the spoon.

In an attempt to distract himself from the food – and he used that term loosely – he was about to eat, Ash watched Tyrogue. The small fighter moved gracefully, although its body was tense and tough. It bowed to Bruno before handing him the bowl, and after Bruno thanked the young pokemon for it, Tyrogue scurried over to Machamp’s side. He couldn’t hold back a grin when Machamp glanced down at the younger pokemon and patted him on the head.

“Eat up.” Bruno said in an amused tone. “Tomorrow won’t be as strenuous, but it will be long. I will allow you to watch me train your Machoke and show you how to help him, but after that I wish for you to train your own pokemon. This is an ideal training environment for ground-type pokemon, and your other pokemon will not have to worry about damaging the environment. The onix have done so already.”

Ash nodded and reluctantly began to eat the black broth, although he remembered to move it around his mouth instead of over his tongue. As long as he kept it as far from his tongue as possible, he didn’t have to think about it too much. He was still positive that he was eating a grimer.

As his stomach churned in protest of the black sludge, Ash glanced down at his belt. His pokeballs were all securely clipped on, but he figured that Bruno would be healing his pokemon again. Perhaps it would be best to leave them out for Bruno.

“That would be a good idea.” Bruno responded when Ash voiced his thoughts. He took another dignified sip of the black broth before continuing. “I suspect that they will require longer than last night. They’ve had less time to naturally recover.”

The trainer nodded before looking down disgustedly at the bowl. It was empty now, although some of the sludge still clung to the bowl’s walls. He placed it in front of the campfire as Bruno had done before and held back a sigh. His body was tired, and he was starting to feel all of the exhaustion he had forced back the rest of the day.

“I’m going to bed.” Ash said before standing up. He hesitantly left his pokeballs next to the bowl, the gently crackling flame lightly heating the red and white orbs. The trainer stared at them for a moment before shaking his head. Bruno would take care of them. “Good night.”

“Good night.” Bruno replied as Ash walked into the tent. His dirty clothes were uncomfortable as he laid down, but his exhaustion was strong enough to overwhelm that feeling.

He figured he’d just get Torrent to lightly hose him down tomorrow, Ash thought as he shut his eyes. There probably wasn’t any water easily available or safe.

Those were his last thoughts before unconsciousness consumed him.
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“Watch me.” Bruno commanded to Ash and Bruiser. They stood in the crater, close to where they’d first met. It had been similar to yesterday morning, although Bruno was more lax in allowing Ash to eat and get ready.

Tyrogue and Riolu flanked Bruno, each eagerly watching as the Master launched into a quick flurry of blows and motions that had been honed over thousands of hours of practice and training. With his enhanced abilities, Ash wouldn’t have been surprised if Bruno could take on most fighting-types himself. He was simply incredible.

“Tyrogue, Bruiser, repeat it.” Bruno told them. Tyrogue bowed respectfully to the Master before bouncing over and assuming his fighting position. Bruiser did the same, although he simply nodded to the Elite.

They both performed the motion slowly, drawing it out and memorizing the movements instead of performing them in a blur of movement like Bruno. Ash had no idea how they even kept up with Bruno’s actions. He’d moved too fast for Ash to see.

“Fighting-types react faster than most humans.” Bruno explained, seeing Ash’s stunned expression. “And when it comes to battling, you will find no better eye for detail.”

Ash didn’t bother nodding. He was too entranced by watching the fighting-types perform their motions. Bruiser had never been particularly graceful. While fast for his size, his strikes were normally rough and inefficient. He’d never been taught, and it showed.

But with a real example in front of him, Bruiser was already doing better. His movements were more fluid, less rough and choppy. Ash wasn’t sure if Bruiser would keep it, but he was improving.

That continued on for a few more minutes. Bruno had them repeat the motions several more times until Bruiser had it down pat. Tyrogue seemed to be used to the basic movements, but was there as more a guide for Bruiser than anything else.

“Enough.” Bruno said as he stepped forward. “Let me show you a new set.”

With that he performed another flurry of blows, each one focused on landing devastating punches and other strong movements. His feet rarely left the ground except when he moved to deliver a punch. Bruno was an anchor for himself, an indomitable wall.

Bruno suddenly stopped and motioned for the fighting-types to copy him. As they began their motions, Ash asked a question. “Why aren’t you kicking at all? Is it just part of that style?”

“No.” Bruno said with a shake of his head. “There are several reasons. For one, I don’t use kicks. I find them to be inefficient for my style of fighting. Additionally, few fighting-type pokemon are designed to fight with kicks. Only Hitmonlee and Blaziken come to mind immediately. Most have evolved to fight with their fists.”

Ash understood. He’d noticed that, but wasn’t sure if fighting-types were able to shift their technique towards kicks. At least Bruno had cleared that up.

He continued to watch as Bruno demonstrated basic exercises and techniques to the fighting-types. Ash could barely even believe that Bruno was human. The Master moved too fast and too gracefully for an ordinary human. Even if Ash knew the key to Bruno’s physical capabilities, watching him was awe-inspiring.

After Bruno demonstrated a complex set of motions once more, he stopped and turned to Ash. He was sweating a bit, proving that even Bruno wasn’t immune to the heat and sun that was pounding down on them.

“I’ll take it from here.” The massive man stated simply. “Go train your other pokemon. There’s nothing you can do to help here. Make the most of your time here.”

Ash frowned. “Are you sure?” He asked, not wanting to leave Bruiser behind. It didn’t feel right to not be part of training his friend.

“I’m sure.” Bruno said firmly. He inclined his head towards Bruiser. “You cannot train a fighting-type. It takes long years of training in the martial arts and a true understanding of the type to hone them into the best they can be. You would not be able to assist Bruiser if you simply watched. Go a bit away and train your other pokemon.”

His frown grew as he followed Bruno’s finger. The Master was pointing at an area not too far away, but with enough distance put between them that their training would not interfere with each other’s. Reluctantly, Ash acquiesced to Bruno’s request.

While he didn’t feel right about leaving Bruiser behind, Bruno knew what he was doing. He was a Master of the fighting-type, one of the foremost experts in the world. Ash would probably get in the way. Besides, there might be training secrets that Bruno might not want Ash to hear.

“Good luck, buddy.” Ash called out to Bruiser. The heavily muscled fighter smiled at him and waved, thick red veins bulging from his grey skin as he did so. He smiled and waved back before turning back to Bruno. “Thanks for helping me. Bruiser won’t let you down.”

Bruno’s mouth turned upwards. “I’m sure he won’t. He’s raw, but by the time I’m done with him he’ll have a foundation. This is the best way for him to learn. I’ll teach you the basics on training fighting-types one of these days.”

“Thank you.” Ash said with a dip of his head. He palmed Nidoking’s pokeball. If he wasn’t able to train Bruiser, he would definitely use the time to work with Nidoking. It was about time he got his TMs, after all.

The Master nodded at him again before turning to Bruiser. Ash took the hint and left, listening intently to Bruno’s movements as he walked away. It sounded like he was doing another group of motions and stances. Bruiser would learn well.

When he was about four hundred feet away, Ash released the rest of his friends. They’d all been healed by Bruno while Ash slept. As a member of the Elite Four, Bruno had access to incredibly powerful potions and medicines. They were powerful enough to fully heal his friends in an hour or so, even after the heavy injuries they’d sustained in their battle with Hitmonchan.

Nidoking roared and crushed his claws together when he was released, eyes instantly recognizing the harsh terrain in which they stood. Ash smiled at him guiltily, well aware that he hadn’t released Nidoking since the first battle with Bruno.

“Are you alright?” He asked. Nidoking had taken some bad hits from Machamp. It wouldn’t be too much of a surprise if he was still feeling it.

The poison-type nodded and grinned, exposing his large, blade-like fangs. Ash smiled back before he released the others. Nidoking lumbered over to him as he did so, making the earth tremble slightly just from moving.

“We’ve already trained for a day with Bruno.” Ash told his oldest friend as the other members of the team appeared. “Sorry I didn’t let you out, but it’s been pretty tough so far. Bruno isn’t too bad, but he’s challenging. It’s great!”

Nidoking nodded and rumbled questioningly, pausing only to nod at Dazed as she was released. The psychic-type blinked at him in acknowledgement before shuffling over to Ash, her eyes red and tired. Ash glanced over at his friend.

“How’re you feeling?” He asked her as he released Infernus. The psychic-type cocked her head and shrugged, lifting her thick white mane up as she did so. Ash knew her well enough to know that she was fine. The potions had probably fixed most of her injuries.

Infernus roared and set to performing his release ritual. When he was done spitting a long stream of churning flame high into the sky, Ash shook his head with a grin on his face. While the fire-type could be a handful sometimes, Ash had missed his friend.

“Did you have a good rest?” He asked with a raised eyebrow. Infernus crossed his arms and nodded quickly, snorting a quick plume of red flame as he did so. “That’s good. We’re training today. I want you to try and master fire blast today, got that?”

The fire-type nodded again, determination beginning to glint in his black eyes. Ash knew that he would actually work on it today. Infernus had been working on fire blast for several weeks and hadn’t mastered it yet, although Ash had to admit that Infernus had come quite far. Fire blast was an important move to learn, though. While flamethrower was more dependable, fire blast was powerful and intense enough to crack defenses and amplify Infernus’ already impressive destructive potential.

Tangrowth was released next. He gurgled happily when he saw Nidoking and sent a few vines to greet the large, purple creature. Nidoking blinked in surprise at Tangrowth’s new form and allowed the vines to gently tap him on the head and explore his plates before the grass-type withdrew.

Infernus received no such greeting. He was probably the only member of the team that Tangrowth actually disliked, mostly thanks to Infernus’ prank during their first meeting. Aside from that, their personalities just didn’t mesh well together. Tangrowth’s cheerfulness and Infernus’ aggressiveness weren’t good matches.

Still, Ash was glad that they’d kept from getting in a fight. Tangrowth was at a distinct disadvantage against Infernus, but the two could cause quite a bit of inadvertent destruction if they ever got into a real battle. Infernus would certainly win in the end, but Tangrowth was no push over.

He shook his thoughts away and released Torrent. The regal dragon greeted all of the others with a low rumble. Nidoking returned it, although the others simply inclined their heads or, in Tangrowth’s case, sent a few vines over to wrap Torrent in a hug.

“Well, now that that’s over with, we should get down to business.” Ash said with a grin. That drew their attention, although the mere sound of his voice would usually get them to pay attention, just as any attempts at communication on their part would gain them his. “We have four days to train. Bruiser is with Bruno, so I can focus on all of you.”

Ash paused for a moment to cough and sip at his water bottle. While he’d gotten used to the arid environment inside the crater, the dust that was constantly whipping up was still an annoyance. Aside from that, some of the soup was still clinging to the inside of his throat like black glue.

“Anyways, Nidoking and Dazed are with me today.” He began, wiping his mouth with his slightly dirty sleeve. “Torrent, you’re tomorrow. Infernus is the day after that. Tangrowth, I’ll be working with you on the last day and whenever I get a chance on the other days.”

That seemed to please all of his friends. Tangrowth was bouncing up and down, excited at being able to work with Ash a bit more often than the others. Normally Ash wouldn’t do something like that, but Tangrowth needed to get completely used to his new body before he faced Giovanni.

Ash stopped his friends before they could wander off. “I need your help. Nidoking is going to be practicing earthquake and it’ll probably attract some onix. Dazed, can you teleport and get Machamp or Hitmonchan for me? I’d like them here just in case.”

Dazed nodded. Her eyes flashed blue before she flitted away into nothingness. Ash started rooting around in his pack, trying to find the correct storage compartment for the TM case. The reorganizing he’d done thanks to the presence of the large, heavy egg in his pack meant that he wasn’t completely sure where everything was now.

When he finally found it, Ash grinned and glanced up at Nidoking to let him know he was about to be recalled. Nidoking bared his fangs in excitement, crushing his claws together proudly. An instant later he was converted into red energy and sucked into the pokeball.

Ash quickly set the shrunken pokeball into the small slot on the TM case before inserting both disks into their slots. It was a much more elegant process than his first fumbling attempts next to the pond so many months ago.

An instant later he clicked the button that would activate the process and watched. First Nidoking’s pokeball glowed a dull brown and then a vivid, striking purple. Ash grinned. Nidoking now had both earthquake and shadow claw at his disposal. He’d been powerful before. Now he had entirely new ways of fighting.

He gently pulled the ball out of the slot and put his TM case back into the storage compartment. Nidoking was released an instant later. His narrow eyes glinted with excitement, obviously anxious to test out his new abilities.

“Give it a moment.” Ash told his friend. “We need to wait on Dazed. Machamp’ll be able to take care of the onix with no problem.”

Nidoking grunted his understanding and impatiently thrashed his tail against the ground. Huge cracks spread throughout the earth when the powerful muscle struck, but Ash didn’t rebuke him for it. They were about to cause a lot more damage than that.

He’d seen a nidoking use earthquake at the last Conference. Ash couldn’t remember the trainer’s name – he hadn’t gotten to the Finals, so he wasn’t particularly impressive – but he’d won that match by a landslide. His opponent had used a steelix as his last pokemon, but one earthquake instantly knocked the behemoth unconscious as it tunneled. The arena had been torn apart by the attack, huge fissures carving throughout the ground and chunks of earth pulled upward.

If Nidoking could perform earthquake half as well as that one could, Ash would be pleased. Earthquake was an immensely powerful attack, especially when wielded by a ground-type that had a particular affinity for it. It couldn’t replace Nidoking’s immensely powerful physical capabilities, but it would let him avoid getting up close and personal right off the bat.

Ash was torn from his thoughts when Dazed suddenly appeared a few inches in front of him. He jumped back in surprise and frowned at Dazed. She liked teleporting uncomfortable close to him. It was getting rather annoying, although he could appreciate the humor of it after the shock had worn off.

Before he could say anything, a huge shadow fell over him. Ash glanced upwards and saw Machamp standing next to Dazed, dull grey skin blending in surprisingly well with their surroundings. The fighting-type leered down at him and cracked all four of its knuckles together, eyes showing that it was anticipating a fight.

He nodded his thanks at the gigantic fighter before he turned back and released Nidoking. His friend snorted angrily when he saw Machamp. Apparently his pride had been hurt worse by his defeat than Ash had thought.

“Calm down.” He said soothingly, patting his friend on the shoulder. There was no chance for him to get stabbed by a highly poisonous spike there. Nidoking’s eyes lost some of their anger, although he still glared at Machamp. The fighter just grinned back.

“Everyone, get back.” He warned. His friends followed him until they were about fifty feet away. Of all of his friends, Ash suspected that Infernus was the most interested in this development. The fire-type was always interested in gauging Nidoking’s strength and always sought to surpass it. It was a difficult chore now that Nidoking had evolved, but Ash figured that was a good thing. Now Infernus had real motivation to master fire blast and work with Ash on other techniques.

When they were a safe distance away, Ash looked at Machamp. The fighter had taken its own position and was watching with interest. It seemed a bit like Infernus in that respect.

Nidoking was standing alone now, a hulking purple figure that was distinct around the dull brown earth of the crater. His body was tense with excitement, the poison-type’s earlier annoyance with Machamp all but forgotten as he anticipated Ash’s order.

Ash grinned. “Earthquake!” He shouted. His voice echoed throughout the crater, bouncing off of the vast walls of earth and stone.

The poison-type roared and focused for a moment. Ash watched intently. It was time to see if that TM had been worth the hefty sum of money he’d paid.

Nidoking suddenly leapt high into the air, his monumental bulk briefly overcome by the sheer power stored in his muscles. When he landed, the earth shattered.

Ash staggered backwards as a wave of incredible force ripped through the earth, carving deep lines and cracks throughout the ground and forcing the area around the poison-type to explode upward. Nidoking was left standing in what appeared to be a sunken pit, although in reality he had simply caused the earth adjacent to him to shift and churn upwards.

Tangrowth carefully caught him and held him secure with his rubbery arms. Ash grinned his thanks at his friend before glancing over at Machamp. The indomitable beast simply grinned and cracked its knuckles again as it saw the power behind the earthquake.

Clouds of dust billowed upwards, wildly swirling around before they settled into a thin haze. All Ash could see of Nidoking was his muscular torso, his friend’s lower half obscured by the dust and upturned earth.

“Dazed, could you please blow that away?” He asked. Dazed blinked before her eyes flashed. Her pendulum suddenly swept to the side as an immense wave of psychic energy blew the clouds away. Ash thanked her politely before walking over to Nidoking.

Nidoking grunted happily when he saw Ash. The trainer grinned at his friend. “That was incredible! There’s no way Giovanni will be able to resist that.”

His grin slowly stretched wider. “We can practice that more later. Can you feel any onix coming toward us?”

Nidoking shut his narrow eyes for a moment before he shook his head. Ash frowned. That was odd. After Machamp’s tiny earthquake two onix had immediately surfaced. Perhaps they had learned to avoid the crater. It was Bruno’s training ground, after all. Or else the earthquake might have been enough to dissuade them, a sign that showed whatever had created it was not to be trifled with. Machamp’s weak earthquakes were probably more insults than anything else.

“Let’s start on shadow claw, then.” Ash stated. He started to back away. Shadow claw wasn’t as dangerous as earthquake, but that didn’t mean he wanted to be around it. No attack was completely safe to be around, especially not when they were used by a pokemon of Nidoking’s caliber.

He gazed curiously as Nidoking closed his eyes and outstretched one of his immense claws. The claws shined dully in the bright sunlight as Nidoking focused his energy. For a few moments, nothing happened. Then his entire arm suddenly went ablaze with black energy, outlined in a deadly violet and formed into a dark, grasping claw.

Nidoking’s eyes glinted purple for just a moment as he examined the energy suffusing his arm. He bared his teeth in amusement and then slashed with the shadow claw. It left wisps of darkness trailing behind it, the move’s energies momentarily disrupting the natural laws and keeping the intense daylight from banishing the wisps.

The energy left Nidoking as he finished his slash. It surged forward into the ground, bathing the area in darkness for just a moment. Ash watched it curiously as its ghostly energies were slowly consumed and destroyed until the ground was back to normal.

Ash noticed Dazed shut her eyes as the energy bled off into the atmosphere. He didn’t like that it hurt her and made her uncomfortable, but he did like that shadow claw was powerful enough to affect psychics even at that distance. It could at least distract them from taking advantage of Nidoking’s weakness.

“Good job, buddy!” He called out. Nidoking roared back happily, causing the earth to vibrate a bit. The poison-type was beginning to grow into his ground abilities. Everything was a bit more controlled now.

Now that he was sure that Nidoking was fine, he turned back to his other friends. Most of them seemed at least somewhat impressed with Nidoking’s new abilities. With these new additions to his arsenal only Torrent could outmatch him in raw power.

“Go and train.” He ordered, glancing at each of his friends. “I’ll be checking up on you every now and then. Don’t leave the crater or stray too far. The onix here are too dangerous to battle without some backup.”

His friends signaled their understanding before they went off to train. Dazed stayed near his side, watching the others leave with impassive eyes.

Ash turned to her with a grin. He could hear Nidoking lumbering towards him. “Well, we’ve got a lot to do. Let’s get some training in.”
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The next night and morning passed by much as the last had: After training, Ash followed Bruno back to the campsite and talked with him over dinner, he gagged down the black broth, and went to bed. There was one key difference, however. Since his friends weren’t too badly beaten by the end of the day – with the notable exception of Bruiser, who had clear signs of battle all over his body – he let them sleep outside.

Most of them huddled around his tent. None of his friends were small enough to get in the shelter with him now that Tangela had evolved and he had thought earnestly about sleeping outside with them. Unfortunately it was simply too cold at night and Bruno, assisted by Ash’s common sense, swiftly dissuaded him from that course of action.

Still, he was glad that he was close to his friends. It had been odd sleeping alone. At least he knew they were next to him now.

Infernus was the lone exception. While he did sleep outside and didn’t stray too far, he did stay a few feet away from Ash’s tent at all times. He didn’t like being close to the others, and his body temperature was hot enough to make it uncomfortable anyways.

But Ash knew that Infernus was just as happy to be out at any of them. What he wasn’t happy about was the duty Ash had imparted on him. While pokemon eggs could hatch at all but the most extreme temperatures and weren’t negatively affected, they tended to hatch faster when exposed to heat. Heat that Infernus radiated.

He wasn’t too happy about curling up with the egg at night, but Infernus didn’t protest too much. Ash just thanked him and promised that he wouldn’t have to stay with the egg after they left Mt. Hideaway. The climate was much gentler when they weren’t sleeping on the peak of a mountain.

As he tried to sleep, Ash wondered just what was in the egg. It was definitely a black pokemon, so it would probably be a dark or ghost-type. There were a handful of other pure black pokemon, but most were foreign.

He could probably get it scanned at a Pokemon Center to see what was inside, but Ash didn’t really want to do that. It was going to be a surprise, and he’d be happy no matter what he got. Ash thought it would be nice to have a baby on the team. He wouldn’t bother trying to get it trained for the Indigo Conference, but it would definitely be ready to be a participant in the next Conference.

His last thoughts were of the egg. Even as he fell into unconsciousness, his mind still swam with questions about the ebony egg. He couldn’t wait for it to hatch.
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“There’s only one more move I think you need to learn.” Ash announced to Torrent as he looked away from Bruiser. The fighting-type was duking it out with Tyrogue and Riolu, each putting their rudimentary training so far to the test. Bruiser was holding his own, although he did have more experience than the other two.

Torrent watched him with his regal scarlet eyes, waiting for Ash to continue. Ash grinned and showed Torrent his pokedex screen, which had been set to show a video of one very special, very powerful move.

“Draco Meteor.” Ash stated as Torrent interestedly watched the video, his large form shadowing the pokedex enough for the video to be visible. Torrent blinked as a strange pokemon called a Garchomp that belonged to Champion Cynthia of Sinnoh glowed a bright orange and fired an iridescent ball of orange energy high into the air. It exploded into a dozen orbs of energy spheres that caused massive explosions to wrack the battlefield.

“It’s one of the most powerful dragon-type moves in existence.” Ash recited from the description of the pokedex. It was surprisingly obscure. He’d had to really look for it in the database. “It is enough to defeat almost any opponent, although it temporarily weakens an inexperienced wielder. But I think you’re ready for it.”

Torrent rumbled his agreement, determination burning in his eyes and stance. He was never one to back down from a challenge, and Ash knew that he would work as long as necessary to harness the incredible power behind Draco Meteor.

Ash backed away and began to speak. He’d memorized most of the instructions behind the attack last night. Hopefully that would be enough, although he would probably have to ask Professor Oak if Dragonite knew it. Torrent was strong and a quick learner, but dragon-type moves were complex. A real example would speed progress along considerably.

“It’s similar to using Dragon Pulse, but to the next level.” Ash began. Torrent listened on intently. He wasn’t about to slack off, not with his discipline and this kind of reward at stake. “You’ve got to make the Pulse, but make it stronger and more intense. It’ll take everything you’ve got. Try forming that orange energy ball first.”

Torrent rumbled and waited until Ash walked away another few feet before he shut his eyes and focused. Nothing happened for a moment, but soon enough small particles of energy began to form in front of his snout. It was a much slower process than Dragon Pulse, but Ash smiled softly when he saw that some of the particles were the bright orange required for Draco Meteor. Most were the shining green of the Pulse, but it was a good start.

Suddenly, Torrent snapped his head up and fired the ball into the sky. Less than twenty feet up it exploded, sending a huge wave of force and energy through the air. Torrent levitated in front of Ash and took the worst of the blast, rumbling a bit as the draconic energy hurt him a bit.

“Thanks.” Ash said as he patted Torrent’s thick scales for a moment. Torrent rumbled back, although he seemed annoyed at the disastrous first attempt. “What went wrong?”

Torrent blinked and cocked his head. It was an expression that Ash knew meant that he had no idea.

“It was probably just bad luck.” Ash told his friend encouragingly. “You got some of the energy you needed. I’ll bet you’ll have it down in no time.”

The dragon-type seemed to smile at him with his wise eyes and nodded before levitating back to his former position. He closed his eyes and began to concentrate again.

Ash just watched, trying to find anything that might help Torrent. He knew his friend was capable of performing this attack. Torrent was strong and determined. It might take weeks of training, but he would get it down.

Ash would make sure of it.
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“Show me what you’ve got.” Ash said with a grin. Infernus nodded back, his black eyes gleaming brightly. Flames erupted from his body as the fire-type stepped forward and spat a fireball. It was white-hot, tinged with impure orange flame. As it travelled, it five “limbs” of flame erupted from the front, appearing to take on one of the ancient symbols of Kanto. It was nothing more than a strange resemblance, but one that had gathered a bit of attention from researchers.

Unfortunately, the attack sputtered out a bit before it was supposed to explode. The bright flames died down, leaving nothing but embers that flickered through the air. Ash smiled. While it wasn’t a success, it showed that Infernus was getting close to mastering the technique.

Infernus clenched his fists and angrily spat a huge column of flame into the sky. When it dissipated he appeared to have calmed down a bit, although he was still clearly annoyed with his failure. Ash knew that his friend normally mastered techniques in mere days, much like Torrent. He wasn’t used to having difficulties.

“Again.” Ash said soothingly. “Don’t let your anger get in the way. Just focus on intensifying the flames and focusing the fire to your will.”

The fire-type took a deep breath, causing the heat waves simmering from his body to slow for a moment. Small flames began to trickle down his body as he concentrated. Infernus suddenly reared his head back and prepared the attack.

Ash grinned as he suddenly let loose the powerful attack. He had been training with Infernus for two hours now and had seen Infernus’ real problem: He was getting frustrated. Infernus had failed at the attack so many times now that, although he was still making progress, he was doing little more than releasing increasingly intense blasts of flame.

It had taken him a while, but he’d managed to calm the worst of Infernus’ ire. His friend was remarkably calm now as he spat out a perfect Fire Blast, which roared through the air for nearly thirty feet before exploding in an impressive fireball.

“Great job!” Ash exclaimed, pumping his fist in the air. Fire blast was the most advanced technique most magmar were capable of learning, although there were other attacks and plenty of strategies Ash could still teach Infernus.

For his part, Infernus just seemed surprised. His eyes narrowed happily as he realized that he’d finally pulled it off. After weeks of training and solo practice, the fire-type had finally perfected the technique.

Infernus roared and stamped his foot, causing the earth around him to explode. Lava dribbled out of the torn earth, not nearly as much as Infernus would create in a real battle thanks to Ash’s presence but still enough to get the point across. He looked up to the sky and spat two fire blasts into the air, the effort much simpler now that he had perfected it.

Ash just grinned and crossed his arms. Infernus had finally gotten past one of his few hurdles. They could focus more on actual combat now. Haze wouldn’t be enough to carry them through the finals.

“You know, I think it’s time we introduce a bit more variation.” Ash said. Infernus’ eyes glinted interestedly and he walked over to Ash. Small flames burned where he stepped, his elation so great that he failed to hold back his body temperature.

“Do you remember battling Alakazam?” He asked. The fire-type snorted a plume of flame, still bitter about his loss. Ash smiled. “That’s what I thought. Let’s get started on Faint Attack, then. It shouldn’t be too hard to learn. You’ve got the right attitude for it, from what I hear.”

Infernus’ eyes seemed to smirk, and he drank in every word Ash said. Whatever someone that didn’t know Infernus could say about his temperament, they could never say that he wasn’t dedicated to growing stronger.

“There are two methods.” Ash recited. “One is just the basic way, which is to go up and distract the target before hitting them. The second is more complicated, but I know you can do it. You’ll have to use a variation on quick attack which will let you…”

Ash droned on for a bit more, glad that Infernus’ attention never strayed. He didn’t spend enough time with Infernus, he realized as he coached his friend on the process. He’d have to fix that.

Infernus deserved it.
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Tangrowth blinked at him.

Ash blinked back.

They were standing in the designated training area. Ash could see Bruiser battling Tyrogue in the background. The two had been fighting for nearly an hour, showing the incredible endurance fighting-types were known for.

“So, are you used to your body yet?” Ash asked slowly, making sure that Tangrowth would be able to keep up. His friend nodded excitedly, wrapping a few vines around him in a display of happiness. The trainer couldn’t hold back a smile and patted one of his friend’s rubbery arms. “I’m glad. You’ve been doing good these last few days, but I just wanted to make sure.”

Tangrowth gurgled back a response. Ash laughed. “Alright, alright. You’ve been working hard these past few days, and it looks like you know most of the techniques that you can naturally learn. But you still don’t know power whip. That’ll give you an edge that not much can stand up against.”

The grass-type blinked his agreement and waved his arms wildly. His eyes were bright and excited at the notion of learning a new attack. Ash nodded in a satisfied manner. If Tangrowth kept this enthusiasm up they’d be working on new techniques in no time.

“The method’s a lot like vine whip.” Ash explained, accentuating his words with hand motions. Tangrowth’s wide eyes followed them interestedly. “You’ve just got to focus your energy into the strike. Do you understand?”

A fervent nod gave him his answer. “Alright, then. Use ancient power and pull a few rocks up. You’ll need targets.”

Tangrowth easily ripped a large wall of rock and earth from the ground. Ash ignored the dust that exploded around him. It was trivial, and he could just get Torrent to wash him off when they were done.

“Try it.” Ash ordered. Tangrowth gurgled and extended two of his large vines. They twisted in the air for a moment before lashing towards the wall, each glowing an odd mixture of purple and green. Green was the predominant color, but at least Tangrowth was able to use the right kind of energy.

Despite the attack being an odd mix of vine whip and power whip, the attack still held enough power behind it to easily tear through the earthen wall, shattering the construct. Tangrowth quickly yanked his vines back, causing the remainder of the barrier to collapse into chunks of rock and dust.

Ash smiled. “Good work. Do it again.”

Tangrowth determinedly followed Ash’s command. The trainer smiled. This was his last day with Bruno, so he might as well make the most of it.
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“Bruiser is a fighting-type now.” Bruno said proudly. Bruiser pounded his chest happily, excitement gleaming in his beady eyes as he met Ash’s gaze. Ash smiled at him, just as proud as he was. “You have watched him as he became a fighter, a keen edge instead of a blunt surface.”

Ash nodded. “Thank you. I could never have taught him how to meet his potential. We owe you.”

“No.” Bruno said sharply. “It is my duty to aid promising young trainers. Bruiser is strong and deserved a teacher. You are strong and needed one.”

The man sat down on the hot, baked ground and motioned for Ash to do the same. They were in the crater, next to a large onix pit. Ash had returned Tangrowth and the others a few minutes ago once they were done training. It was getting dark and they needed to return to camp.

Bruno clasped his hands together as he met Ash’s eyes with his serious gaze. Ash steadfastly returned it. “You have helped me as well. You are no martial artist, but you are a fighter. You survived the St. Anne and have defeated Rockets everywhere you go. You have the spirit of a fighter, just not the skill. While you are not amongst those destined to learn to fight with your body, you have learned to fight with your friends.”

Ash nodded understandingly, noting that Bruno was doodling strange symbols in the dirt as he fell into a short silence. When he looked up and met Ash’s eyes once more, he continued in a grave tone.

“You are not a fighter of my kind.” Bruno said with a shake of his head. “But I have ensured that you know of the fighting-type and the philosophy and skills that drive it. Should you ever receive another fighting-type, Bruiser will not be its sole teacher. He shall teach it how to fight, but you shall teach it how to think.”

“Thank you.” He said earnestly. “I’ll do my best to impart your teachings upon any fighters I come across.”

Bruno smiled and dipped his head. “That is all I ask. I have given you knowledge and Bruiser skill. Use it and spread it. Allow everyone willing to listen to grow.”

Ash returned the nod. Bruno had been a good teacher. Outside of making his body stronger through the long hike and climb they had to do every day just to get here from the camp, Bruno had made him think. He owed the Master at least that much.

“…After tomorrow we will not see each other again for a long time.” Bruno began, a little bit of sadness creaking in his voice. “But one day, I fully expect to meet you on the battlefield.”

“I’m looking forward to it.” Ash smiled. He glanced over at Bruiser. The fighting-type had walked over to him and was now standing behind him. Riolu and Tyrogue were doing the same to Bruno. Machamp and Hitmonchan were far in the distance.

Bruno gazed off into the sunset before he pulled himself up. “We should return to camp.” He smirked, an expression far out of place on the ordinarily humble Master’s face. “We cannot part from each other without having a last bowl of the black broth.”

The trainer grimaced as he pulled himself up. He wiped his dirty hands off on his pants. He’d enjoyed Bruno’s training – aside from the knowledge he imparted upon Ash over supper, he’d shown Ash and his friends how to maximize their efficiency during battle and shortcuts on learning physical techniques – but the black broth was one thing that he’d never miss.

He walked after Bruno and wiped the disgusted expression off of his face. They would be parting in the morning. Ash wanted to make the most of the remaining time. There was no point in being sullen.
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Ash and Bruno stood side by side. The campsite had been cleaned up, although Bruno had simply put most of it into the cave and had Machamp seal it up with Rock Tomb. He’d said he would come back in a few months once the Rockets had been pushed back into hiding.

The sun was bright and hot as they looked out past the mountain. Kanto stood before them, happy and beautiful. Ash would enjoy traversing its forests again. Mt. Hideaway’s harsh terrain and constant threat of being attacked by an onix didn’t make it the most hospitable environment.

“What are you coming back here for?” Ash asked, breaking the peaceful silence. As far as he knew, Bruno didn’t have any other pokemon in training. Riolu and Tyrogue had improved just as much as Bruiser had. Bruno had pushed them to their absolute limits.

“I didn’t come here just to train Tyrogue and Riolu.” Bruno stated, still looking out at the proud landscape. “There is a gigantic onix that lives around these parts.”

Ash blinked. Bruno would have to be much more specific.

“The locals call it the King Under the Mountain.” Bruno said, eyes glinting. “It is said to be centuries old, yet hasn’t evolved. I am seeking it out. Even if it will not join me, I would be honored to battle it. The experience would be a reward in itself.”

The trainer nodded in understanding. He could get that. So many people focused on finding rare, powerful pokemon and catching them. Sometimes just seeing them or battling them was worth it.

“Are you going straight to Celadon?” The trainer inquired. Bruno sighed and crossed his arms as he looked down at Ash.

“No. First I’m going to Indigo Plateau.” Bruno told him, a fond note entering his words as he spoke of the Plateau. “I need to speak with Lance and assemble my pokemon. They have been training hard for this day. Ariana is one of the last Executives. After she falls, the Rockets will be scrambled for a week or so. That is when the League will strike.”

It made sense. Team Rocket had lost at least three Executives in a matter of months: Petrel, Pierce, and soon, Ariana. Ash didn’t know much about Team Rocket’s organization, but Pierce at least must have been a hefty loss. That Metagross of his was practically undefeatable in a remotely fair fight.

As for Petrel…well, he seemed competent. Much more affable than Ash had expected of a Rocket Executive, but that ridiculous exterior hid an intelligent, calculating mind. He’d proved that much with his ambush.

And soon the Rockets would lose another leader. They couldn’t keep up under that kind of strain. Soon they would fall and Kanto would finally be able to rest easy, free from the nightmare that had gnawed at its safety for the past decade.

Ash looked up at the massive man beside him. He had full confidence in his ability to singlehandedly wipe out a dozen Rocket hideouts, but still… “Good luck, Bruno.”

Bruno smiled. “Thank you. But it is not needed.” He glanced surreptiously over his shoulder to where Hitmonchan and Machamp were dutifully sparring with Tyrogue and Riolu, pretending that each of the blows from the younger pokemon did a great deal of damage. “Who needs luck when you have friends like these?”

The trainer couldn’t hold back a smile. “True. Well, I guess I should be leaving now. It’s a long way back to Pallet.” He turned away, but hesitated. “I know you said it was your duty to help me, but thank you. You could have told Professor Oak to find someone else. Thanks for giving me a chance.”

“I’ve heard a lot about you.” Bruno said slowly. “Lance was impressed with your efforts in the Sevii Islands and Oak has been singing about you and his grandson ever since you two started out.” A sudden grin broke out on his broad face. “What was it Agatha called you two after he wouldn’t stop bragging? Ah, yes, the “Prodigies of Pallet”. High praise from the Crone, no matter how sarcastic.”

Ash glanced away, a little embarrassed. He and Gary were good, but they were no prodigies. Still, he couldn’t help but feel a little bit of pride that Professor Oak was actually bragging about him. The Professor’s praise was rare. Encouraging words were easy, but praise? That was difficult to come by.

“But I didn’t decide to train you just for that.” Bruno said. “You’re skilled and your pokemon are strong, yes, but there are plenty of trainers with the same quality. What made me choose you was that you had something that not enough trainers possess these days: Friendship. From what the Professor told me, your pokemon are your brothers and sisters. There is great trust between you, and that is what will make you stronger than all others.”

The trainer nodded. Bruno suddenly gave him a crooked smile. “Of course, you shouldn’t let up on your training. Trust and brotherhood will not help you if you fool around all day. Continue to grow in every way, and you will truly be a match for any of the Elite Four.”

Ash grinned with pride, his brown eyes sharp with determination. “I will, Bruno. You’ll see me soon.”

“Good!” Bruno said with a great, booming laugh. It echoed throughout the mountain, eliciting annoyed screeches from fearow and spearow. “I will be waiting.”

The Master looked down at the land again once his laughter had died down. “It is time for us to part.” He said gravely. “Remember Bruiser’s training. He has the foundations, but he must fight in order to reach his full potential. I wish you luck.”

“Thank you.” Ash replied with a dip of his head. Bruno suddenly returned all of his pokemon. Riolu whined piteously before he was recalled. He released the familiar form of a Gallade. The trainer frowned at that. It looked like his suspicions about it being a fighting-type were correct.

“Normally I prefer to travel by land, but time is short.” Bruno explained as Gallade became aware of its surroundings. The pokemon bowed to Bruno before standing up and awaiting the Master’s orders. “Gallade, please teleport me to Indigo Plateau.”

Gallade’s eyes flashed a brilliant white, but there was no burst of light before the two disappeared from the lonely mountain. Ash sighed and stared at the empty space for a few seconds. Bruno had taught him a lot, even if most of it was more philosophy than real battling. Knowledge was knowledge, however, and he knew much more than he had before.

Before he started the long trek down the mountain and towards Pallet, Ash dug around in his pack for something and released Bruiser. His friend had improved greatly under the Master’s tutelage and deserved something to demonstrate his new skill.

Bruiser lowered his head in respect to Ash. Ash returned the favor. “Bruiser, you’ve learned a lot. As Bruno would say, you’re a fighting-type now. You use skill to accentuate your power, not just brute strength. So I figured you deserved something to prove it.”

He revealed the object in his hands: a smooth, long length of black cloth. Bruiser’s eyes widened at the sight, somehow knowing just what it was. The fighting-type didn’t try to take it.

“This is a black belt.” Ash recited, remembering the Dojo Master’s words from months ago. “It is a sign of your strength, and has been worn by many powerful fighting-types over the years.” His voice dropped the official tone, changing to a proud one. “You’ve become strong in more than just the body. You trained under a member of the Elite Four and he found you worthy. So take the belt. You earned it.”

Bruiser took the belt with a hand that trembled with excitement. His large, grey skin was a light contrast to the black belt. He examined it carefully with his beady eyes, taking in every fiber woven into the belt.

When his examination was complete, Bruiser frowned. He didn’t place it on or around his power belt, but instead tied it around his neck. Ash looked at him oddly. “Do you not like it?”

The fighter frantically shook his head. Ash frowned at that, but his eyes lit up in understanding moments later. “You don’t think you’re worthy of it, do you?”

Bruiser nodded, a worried grimace distorting his features. Ash smiled softly. “It’s alright, Bruiser. Just keep it until you think you’re worthy to wear it. If you think you aren’t ready then it’s your choice.” He sent a friendly glance at his friend. “But for myself, I think you’ve earned it.”

Ash smiled as his friend pounded his chest proudly, taking care not to hit the loop of black cloth wrapped loosely around his neck. Bruiser dipped his head once more to Ash as the trainer glanced out over the rugged terrain. “We should get moving. I want to get back to Pallet as soon as possible.”

The machoke grunted his understanding and followed the trainer as Ash carefully began to walk down from the peak, glad that Bruno had made a somewhat traversable trail. It would have been impossible to get up and down from the peak otherwise.

He made sure to go a bit faster than usual. Ash and his pokemon had grown stronger under Bruno’s tutelage. While most of the Master’s attention had been reserved for Bruiser, he had allowed Ash’s friends to spar with his pokemon and had lent helpful advice every now and then. This trip hadn’t been a dramatic improvement for any but Bruiser and Tangrowth, but they’d all grown in small ways.

That improvement made Ash certain of one thing: He was ready to face the Viridian Gym.

Giovanni awaited him.
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It was raining when he arrived home. Nothing major, just a slight drizzle. Still, it made Ash feel rather glum. He was tired from the four days he’d spent on the road. The return home had been about a day shorter than it had taken him to reach Mt. Hideaway. For one, he didn’t spend an entire day battling in a tournament.

Ash couldn’t hold back a smile at the thought of the town. He’d been welcomed at the Pokemon Center and people had recognized him in the streets. The attention was a little uncomfortable at first, but he could easily live with it. It was nice having people recognize his abilities.

Torrent rumbled at him questioningly when Ash smiled. He’d released the water-type when it started raining. Nidoking didn’t like the rain, and Ash didn’t want his first friend to feel uncomfortable in the least.

“It’s nothing.” He replied, glancing over at the large dragon. “Just thinking.”

His friend rumbled his understanding and grew quiet again. They remained in a companionable silence as they walked through the deserted streets of Pallet. Most people were either working or staying home during the dreary weather.

Ash pulled out his PokeNav and glanced at the time. It was a bit after noon, so that meant that his mother was probably at Professor Oak’s for lunch. He sighed and glanced over at his small house when he passed by. The rain was picking up, and he really didn’t want to spend more time in it than necessary.

He shrugged his annoyance off and released Dazed. Her eyes frowned at him, slightly unhappy with him for releasing her while it was raining. Ash rolled his eyes, although he had a wide grin on his face as he saw his friend. They didn’t get to spend time together while they travelled except at night or when they battled. Dazed wasn’t able to keep up with him on the road.

“Could you teleport us up to Professor Oak’s house?” He requested politely. Dazed nodded. Her eyes flashed briefly before they suddenly appeared outside the venerable Professor’s laboratory. “Thanks, Dazed. You want to go back in your pokeball now?”

Dazed shook her head stiffly, glaring up at the grey sky. Her eyes burned as a shell of bright blue energy formed over her head, the psychic shield protecting her furred form from the annoying drops of water. Ash laughed and shook his head before ringing the doorbell.

“Torrent, do you want to stay out here?” Ash asked as he waited on someone to answer. Torrent nodded and bowed his head thankfully. The trainer knew his friend loved being in the rain. It wasn’t as good as being in water, but it still refreshed the water-type.

He was distracted when the door opened. Professor Oak glanced down at him. “Ash! It’s good to see you. Come in!”

Ash grinned back and followed the Professor into the warm, cozy house. He held the door open for Dazed as she shuffled in, glancing about the familiar room critically. The trainer swiftly followed Oak into the dining room, where his mother sat with a half-eaten plate of steaming food.

“Ash!” His mother exclaimed when he walked through the door. Ash barely had time to take a breath before his mom barreled towards him and wrapped him up in a tight hug. He returned it as best he could. A few seconds later his mother pulled back, although she kept her hands on his shoulders. “I’ve missed you so much! How was your trip?”

The trainer grinned. “Great! I won a tournament in Dandra, and I got to train with Bruno!”

His mother blinked and her jaw dropped open in surprise. Ash smiled when he saw Professor Oak in the background, a pleased smile on his face. “Bruno of the Elite Four?”

“Yes.” He replied still grinning wildly. His mother couldn’t seem to say anything. Ash had told her about Steven and Lance, but he didn’t think she could ever bring herself to really believe it. It was pretty amazing, after all. “But that’s not all.”

He reached into his pack and pulled out the egg. Ash gently set the hard shell on the table. His mother stared at the egg and gently picked it up, examining it carefully. Professor Oak had a similar reaction. Ash knew that Oak’s specialty wasn’t eggs, but the man still had an astounding amount of knowledge about them.

“Oh, I know what this is!” His mother said happily. She was running her finger down the smooth surface carefully, smiling at the egg. “It’s a –”

“Don’t tell me.” Ash interrupted quickly. His mother looked at him oddly.

“Don’t you want to know what it is?”

Ash shook his head. “I want it to be a surprise. I don’t want my opinion to be colored by knowing what’s inside. I just want everything to go along naturally.”

Oak smiled at him. “I understand. Some of my old training friends did the same.” He sighed and looked past Ash. “I never got to raise an egg. It’s something I regret. Hatching and raising a pokemon is a highly educational experience. You bond with it in a special way. I’m sure that you’ll learn a lot.”

The trainer nodded. He could definitely see that. But he was surprised that Professor Oak had never hatched an egg before. The Professor had a long career as a trainer, although Ash had never heard just how far the man had gone. It was kept quiet, and Ash had never had the opportunity to really look for Oak’s legacy. But if his incredibly powerful pokemon were any indication, Oak had won at least one Conference.

He picked the egg up, but nearly dropped it when it suddenly shook a bit. Ash gently placed it on the wooden table and watched carefully, a grin raising across his face.

His hopes were suddenly dashed by Professor Oak.

“It’s not hatching.” The researcher told him. Ash glanced over, confused. “I’d say it’s relatively close to hatching, but eggs often shake when touched. The shaking will become more frequent as the hatching date grows closer.”

Ash frowned, a little disappointed. He’d been hoping that the egg would hatch. He wanted to see what his newest teammate was.

“By the way, make sure to call me when it hatches.” Oak told him. Ash nodded as he gently placed the egg back into his pack. It shivered again, although it was more of a twitch than real movement. “I can temporarily add an additional slot to your Trainer ID. Because of the importance of guiding and maintaining a close bond with a hatched pokemon, you are allowed to bring it along with the rest of your team.”

That made sense. Ash remembered reading something about that in the trainer handbook. Young pokemon needed some sort of parental figure in their lives, and it was best for a trainer to supervise their growth.

“If you need any tips, I’ll be glad to help!” His mother chimed in. Ash smiled gratefully at her. She was never a trainer herself, but she knew a lot. Now that he thought about it, she’d probably helped to hatch a few eggs herself. “Now, sit down. You must be hungry after being on the road.”

Surprisingly enough, Ash shook his head. “I ate an hour ago.” He explained. “I wasn’t sure if the rain would pick up, so I wanted to eat lunch just in case.”

As he sat down, his mother asked him another question. “So, what was training with Bruno like? I’ve heard a lot about him.”

“It was intense.” Ash recalled, tapping his chin with his finger. Oak slid into the seat next to his mother. “He gave me a few tips and a lot of advice, but I didn’t actually train with him that much. Bruno spent most of his time with Bruiser and taught me how to train him. A lot of it was him explaining the fighting-type to me.”

“That sounds like Bruno.” Oak said with a fond smile. “His passion is fighting-type pokemon. He realized that you had no idea how to train Bruiser, but at least he could pass his teachings on. Bruno is far more than he appears.”

Ash flashed back to their long conversations, especially the ones about the mysterious energy Bruno used. He’d told Ash a lot about it and had peaked the trainer’s interest. Maybe when he had time he’d look for a teacher. It would be amazing if he could do half the feats Bruno could perform.

“Thanks for sending me to him, Professor.” Ash said with a thankful grin. “I learned a lot. Bruiser would never have been as strong as he could have been otherwise. Now I can actually help him.”

“You’re a good trainer.” Oak replied. “You needed help with Bruiser and you’ve helped Kanto quite a bit lately. The very least I could do was to get you a proper teacher.”

His mother frowned at the mention of his battles against the Rockets. “So, where are you going next? I know that you said that you were going to Viridian City, but don’t you want to go to another gym first? It would be good practice.” She said, trying to divert the conversation away from where it was headed.

“No.” Ash told his mother. A mournful shadow flickered over her features, so fast that Ash barely caught it. He frowned at that, but didn’t say anything. “I beat Sabrina. None of the other gym leaders could pose a challenge. I want to beat Giovanni so I can start training for the Conference.”

She didn’t say anything to that. A few seconds later she spoke up. “Alright. When do you think you’ll leave?”

“As soon as possible.” Ash said without hesitation.

“That won’t be possible.” Oak said suddenly, a frown on his tan face. “The gym leader has taken a few days off. Gary is waiting there now. I’ll tell you when you can head off.”

That was odd. Gym leaders generally didn’t take time off, or at least had a substitute while they were gone. While it was probably more lax in Viridian since Giovanni only got a few dozen challengers the entire year it still didn’t make sense. The League probably wasn’t very happy with Giovanni.

“I guess I’ll spend a few more days training, then.” Ash shrugged. It wasn’t as though he was in a huge hurry. There were months before the Conference. Suddenly, something Oak said struck him. “Wait, Gary’s challenging Giovanni?”

Professor Oak scowled. “Yes.” He said shortly. “He believes that Blastoise will carry him through. Gary’s a strong trainer, but I don’t believe he’s faced off against enough powerful trainers to match Giovanni. I’m afraid that one of his pokemon will be hurt. Giovanni is not a kind foe.”

Ash frowned when another brief flash of emotion went across his mother’s face. He’d have to get the story eventually. His mother didn’t seem comfortable around the subject of the Viridian gym. It was odd, but he wouldn’t pressure her until he had more of a reason.

“I’ve started planning for him.” Ash revealed. Neither of the adults looked surprised. Oak had helped him a bit before, but Ash had looked up one of Giovanni’s battles in the pokedex database. He seemed to stick to just a few pokemon, so Ash felt comfortable in his strategy. “It’s like this –”

They spent another hour talking about his next gym challenge and Ash’s journey. Ash spent a while talking to his mother. He’d missed her.

Finally, they left Oak’s house. The rain had died down a bit, so Ash was fine with walking to his own home. Besides, that meant that he might get to see Plume and Seeker.
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Just as Ash’s home entered his vision, he heard a loud shriek. Ash glanced up into the air and grinned as he saw the massive form of a great bird hurtling towards him, the shadow large enough to cover a huge amount of land.

Plume slammed into the ground in front of him, tearing the muddy road apart with the force she landed with. She awkwardly hopped over to him and lightly pecked him on the shoulder, taking care to avoid hurting him. The pidgeot cooed happily as Ash gently stroked her crest in greetings.

“Plume!” He exclaimed with a grin. “I missed you! How have you been?”

His mother smiled and mouthed that she was going inside. Ash distractedly nodded as Plume happily shrieked and lightly butted her head into him, sending him stumbling back a bit. It looked like she’d had a good few days, although she clearly missed him.

“That’s nice.” He said softly. Plume cooed again and excitedly hopped around. Her sharp talons absolutely destroyed the soft, wet ground but Ash couldn’t find it in himself to care. He’d missed Plume. Ash hated being away from any of his friends. “So, did you get along with seeker alright?”

Plume chirped. Ash construed it as a yes. “That’s great! Did anything exciting happen?”

She shook her head. Ash hadn’t exactly expected anything, but it was always worth asking. Arcanine did too good a job keeping harmony in the Corral for anything to go wrong.

“Listen, I’ve got to go inside but I’ll be out in just a few minutes, alright?” He patted her side gently. She nodded and fluffed up her wings. “Good, good. See you in a bit.”

Plume called after him happily as he made his way to his house. He could see that his mother was just walking in. Ash glanced over at Dazed. She nodded at Plume in greetings and plodded after Ash as he began the trek. The psychic-type seemed a bit annoyed at the mud that was plastering her feet. She’d probably use psychic to clean it off later.

In just a minute he arrived at the door. Ash absentmindedly wiped his feet off before he walked in and held the door open for Dazed. She shuffled in and moved to a corner. The trainer glanced at her as he walked in, but a small ball of blue fur suddenly slammed into his chest.

Ash blinked in surprise as he was knocked back a step and glanced down at Seeker, who was cuddling into his chest. She was chattering excitedly and lightly butting her head into him. His mouth curved upwards and he lightly scratched behind his friend’s ears.

“Hey, Seeker.” He said softly. She glanced up at him with blind eyes and chattered happily. “Were you good?”

She hissed indignantly, just as she had when he’d posed the same question before he’d left. Ash laughed again. “I know. You’re always good. Did you get along well with Plume?”

Seeker chattered some more. Her small, soft ears were twitching excitedly. Ash smiled again and stroked her furry back. She shivered happily and dug in closer to his chest.

“Bruiser learned a lot.” He murmured. Seeker glanced up confusedly. “He’s always been strong, but now he knows how to use that strength. Do you want to see him?”

The zubat clicked an affirmative. Ash grinned as he released the large fighting-type. Bruiser’s eyes lit up when he saw Seeker. He dipped his head to Ash in thanks before gently picking Seeker up from Ash’s chest.

“Have fun catching up.” Ash told the duo. Bruiser nodded. “I’ll be back in a few minutes. I’ve got to check up on Plume.”

Ash walked away from the two with a smile on his face. Watching the two friends was always heartwarming. Most of his friends got along with each other and liked each other, but Bruiser and Seeker had the closest friendship out of the bunch. Hopefully the rest of his friends would gain a bond like that as time went on.

He took one last glance at the two before walking out the door. There was a lot to get done, and he’d like to see a bit more of their friendship before he started training for Giovanni. They only had a few days, and Ash wanted to be completely ready before facing the most powerful gym leader in Indigo.
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Ash glanced down in surprise when he heard a loud beeping coming from his belt. He unclipped his PokeNav and glanced down at the screen. Professor Oak was calling him. Now that his interest was piqued, Ash quickly flipped the device open and answered the message.

“Hey.” He replied, a little surprised. It had been two days since he’d returned to Pallet. Ash hadn’t expected any news from the Professor this quickly. Tangrowth waddled over from his training and peered into the screen curiously. “Sorry, Tangrowth, but I need to talk to Professor Oak.”

Tangrowth gurgled understandingly and tapped Ash on the forehead before walking away. Ash smiled and watched as he went over to continue sparring with Bruiser. They’d just started training an hour ago. It was nowhere near as intense as when they’d trained at Mt. Hideaway. Their training was more of maintenance, really.

“Ah, hello, Ash.” Oak greeted. He was in his lab. Ash could see the Corral’s wide open fields in the background. “I have good news. Giovanni returned to his gym last night. I just received the message from my contacts in the League.”

Ash grinned. “Thanks, Professor. I’ll head back to my house right now. Does my mom know?”

“No.” The Professor shook his head. “She hasn’t come over for lunch yet. Do you want me to call her?”

“I’ll tell her.” Ash told him. “I’m not sure how long I’ll be gone. I need to say goodbye before I head off.”

The Professor smiled. Ash caught a hint of sadness before Oak said his goodbyes. “Good luck, Ash. Tell me how it goes.”

“I will.” Ash promised. A moment later the screen went black. He quickly folded it back up and clipped it onto his belt. The trainer glanced out at his friends. They were completely focused on his training, although Bruiser was taking a breather. Even he wasn’t immune to the stresses of training. Seeker had stayed at the house. The sun and heat were too great for her today. “Hey, we’re leaving! I’m returning you now.”

His friends immediately stopped training and stood still, making it all the easier for them to be returned. Ash only left Dazed out of her ball. She stared at him with sleepy eyes and cocked her head, relatively certain of Ash’s request.

Ash confirmed her suspicions with his next words. “Dazed, do you mind teleporting me to my house?”

She nodded tightly and shuffled over to him. Her eyes were showed a hint of dislike at the thought of teleporting, but Ash knew she didn’t mind teleporting him too much. He made sure to thank her each time, though. Dazed hadn’t evolved to warp space and time with her mental powers. It required far more effort than it would otherwise.

They vanished in a brief flash of light. It forced Ash to blink. When he opened his eyes back up, he found himself inside of his house. Dazed smiled at him with her expressive eyes before shuffling to the corner, where she could keep a tight watch on everything.

“Thanks, Dazed.” Ash said offhandedly to his friend. She blinked at him before staring at the bright light that lit up the room. He turned to the rest of his house. “Mom! Are you here?”

“Coming!” His mother’s cheery voice called out from her room. She walked into the living room a few seconds later with a wide smile on her face. “Ash, I thought you were training for the rest of the day?” His mother grew worried. “Did something happen?”

Ash shook his head and raised his hands in a calming motion. “No, no. Everyone’s fine. Professor Oak just called and told me that Giovanni went back to Viridian. I wanted to tell you that I’m leaving soon.”

A flicker of unease passed over his mother’s face, so fast that Ash wasn’t even sure if he’d seen it. While her face returned to its normal happy smile, her voice seemed a little choked up. “Of course! I’ll pack a lunch. It’s a short journey to Viridian, but you shouldn’t have to eat those trainer meals.”

“Thanks.” Ash said with a grin. He’d gotten used to the bland, flavorless meals that most trainers bought, but it was always nice to get something else. He could easily afford good food now, but most of it would spoil over the long duration of his expeditions. Trainer Meals weren’t bad and they lasted practically forever. “I’ll go pack, then.”

He heard his mother heading to the kitchen as he jogged up the stairs. Dazed lazily teleported up behind him. Ash smiled at her and held the door to his room open for the psychic-type. She didn’t like not being able to watch him.

Ash hurriedly put all of the necessities into his pack. Most of his things were already packed, but some things like his toothbrush weren’t. He’d made sure to be able to leave at a moment’s notice.

Before he left, he went over and pulled his trophies from their hiding place. Dazed paused in polishing her stone pendulum when Ash pulled out the shard of the Moon Stone. He smiled at the inky stone. It had given Nidoking all the power he deserved, just as the massive, golden Dragon Scale had for Torrent.

He sighed and placed them both back. Eventually he’d have to get a case for them. They shouldn’t be sitting in his drawer for the next few years. Ash stood up and shouldered his pack. Dazed shuffled after him until they reached the stairs, where she quickly teleported to the bottom.

When he walked into the kitchen, his mother was humming an unfamiliar tune as she finished packing a few sandwiches. He patiently waited for her to finish. She turned around and smiled at him when she realized that he was there before returning to her task silently.

Suddenly a small blue ball of fur slammed into his chest. He coughed and glanced down at Seeker, who was relentlessly clutching to his jacket. She chattered sadly at him.

“I’ll miss you too.” He said remorsefully to her. Seeker buried her blind face into his chest. Ash gently scratched behind her soft ears, making her grow a bit lax. “But I’m leaving Bruiser behind for a few days. I’ll need him for my gym battle, but until then he’s yours.”

Seeker wriggled happily at that. Ash grinned and took Bruiser’s pokeball off of his belt so he could release the powerful fighting-type. His friend pounded his thick chest and bowed his head to Ash in respect when he saw him. The zubat happily fluttered over to Bruiser and climbed onto his back. Ash could see her small head peeking out from behind Bruiser’s.

“You heard we’re going to Viridian, right?” Ash asked. Bruiser nodded. “I’m leaving you here until the battle. I know you haven’t had much of a chance to catch up with Seeker over the last few days. Just make sure to keep up with your training.” He grinned. “We don’t want Bruno’s training going to waste, do we?”

Bruiser made a grunt that Ash construed as a laugh and nodded. He dipped his head to Ash once more before walking out of the room with Seeker. She turned back and chattered a goodbye to Ash before vanishing into the rest of the house.

Ash watched the two friends fondly for a few moments before his mother tapped his shoulder.

“Here’s your lunch!” She said as she handed him the wrapped up sandwiches. Ash quickly placed them into the storage compartment where he kept his food. The second he was done doing that, he was wrapped into a crushing hug. “Good luck.” His mother said quietly. Ash idly realized that he was as tall as she was now. “I know you can win.”

“I will.” Ash promised, pulling back and meeting his mother’s eyes. “But I’m going to be gone a while.”

His mother furrowed her brow curiously. “Why?” A dawning sense of realization made its way onto her face. “You aren’t coming back to Pallet, are you?”

“No.” Ash said with a frown. He felt a lump in his throat. He’d plotted out the rest of his journey and was glad to get back into travelling, but it had been nice seeing his mother so often. He would miss her. “After I beat Giovanni I’m going to go back through the gym circuit. The gym leaders want rematches and I want to oblige them. There’s a lot I need to do before the Conference.”

“I understand.” His mom told him quietly. She hugged him again, taking Ash off guard. He managed to return it, though, even if his arms were practically locked to his sides. “Stay safe, sweetie.”

Ash stepped back and dipped his hat in acknowledgement. “I will.” He promised as he adjusted his pack. Ash was quiet as he walked to the door. “…Bye, Mom. I’ll see you soon.”

His mother gave him a teary smile. “I know.” It took on a slightly more mischievous shape, and Ash grimaced. He knew what she was about to say. “And remember to change your under—”

He was out the door before she could finish the joke, although Ash couldn’t keep a small smile off of his face.
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Ash stood at the gates of Pallet Town. He hadn’t been here since the first day of his journey, when he’d started off with just Nidoran and his two travelling companions. The trainer spared a moment of thought for his human friends, wondering just where they were.

He hoped they’d gotten as good as he had. When they met again, Ash wanted a challenge. Jonathan had a gyarados, at least. Maybe that would be a good battle for one of his friends that wasn’t Nidoking.

As he thought of his friend, he released Nidoking. The poison-type growled happily at the sight of him and gently tapped Ash on the shoulder. His friend had gotten better at controlling his strength, but it still made Ash’s knees buckle.

“Hey, buddy.” Ash grinned. He patted Nidoking on his leathery, muscular chest. Nidoking rumbled at the contact. “Sorry we haven’t gotten to talk that much lately. Do you want to stay out with me? Plume’s watching us, so we don’t have to be too paranoid.”

Nidoking smiled, exposing his long, powerful fangs. His ears, which were the same size as they had been as Nidoran but were much more normal relative to his bulky frame, twitched happily. He stamped on the ground and sent a few trembles through it for good measure. It made Ash think a bit of Infernus.

“Sounds good.” Ash replied with a laugh. He grew a bit more sober. “Do you remember the first time we were here? It feels like it was so long ago.”

The poison-type grunted in agreement. A bit of nostalgia swirled through his sharp, narrow eyes. Nidoking gave the gates a long look before stepping forward, grunting insistently as he did so.

“You’re right. We should get a move on.” Ash said as he glanced up at the sky. Plume was circling high above them, barely a dot in the bright sun. He’d switched her pokeball with Bruiser’s. He missed Plume. She would be staying with them until at least Viridian City, and he’d likely take her through the Viridian Forest. Her skills and navigational abilities were invaluable in the dense maze of a forest.

With that he stepped forward and began the next step of his journey.

Giovanni awaited him.
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The trip was about a day shorter than it had been the first time he’d gone to Viridian. He was more experienced now and he wasn’t horribly sore, which was always a plus. It was strange seeing the first steps of his journey through more experienced eyes. What had seemed a vast and insurmountable distance before was just another few days of walking now.

He recognized quite a few landmarks from his days as a newbie trainer: the area where the group had made their first campsite, where he’d beaten Misty the first time, even where he’d first met Plume. Ash smiled at that memory. Plume had swept down from the air when they’d passed over it and terrified the pidgey and spearow roosting in the tree that was practically sacred to her. She’d taken the exact same position as she had when they’d first met and peered down her beak at Ash with faux arrogance.

Ash had laughed and asked her if she wanted to battle again. Plume had ruffled her feathers disdainfully and hopped down to the ground so that she could lightly peck Ash’s shoulder. It was still a little sore and his clothes were still dirty from when she took off and created a dust cloud.

The trainer had even recognized the place where he’d been chased by the spearow and fearow. It was a fairly distinctive campsite set up by the League, so it wasn’t too hard to identify. Ash had frowned at the memories of being so weak he’d had to have help to protect himself from a flock of spearow. He’d grown a lot since then.

He had idly wondered what had happened to fearow. Ash hadn’t thought to ask Michael when he’d last seen him in between Celadon and Saffron all those months ago. It wasn’t really important, but it would have been nice to know.

But now he had reached something that he would always remember: the gates of Viridian. They were large and thick, mostly to keep any of the aggressive pokemon competing for mates outside during mating season. Pokemon never killed anyone, but their attempts to show off their strength constantly resulted in major property damage and some minor injuries amongst the populace.

Since it wasn’t breeding season, there were only a few guards on the walls. Viridian City was notoriously hard on crime and had completely driven out Team Rocket and other organized crime groups within its famous walls. The police and guards that would ordinarily be watching for frenzied pokemon were probably focused within the small city now.

Ash gave a polite nod to the lone policeman standing outside the walls and returned Nidoking. The guard returned the nod after that and motioned for him to go on through.

He had never gone to the Pokemon Center in Viridian City, but he knew where it was thanks to the PokeNav maps. Like most major cities, Viridian’s Pokemon Center was just a few minutes in. Ash took in the sights eagerly as he made his way to the Center.

Viridian City was one of the oldest cities in Kanto, but amongst the great cities that held the major gyms it was one of the smallest. While a respectable size, Viridian City had no massive skyscrapers like Saffron or the sheer size and sprawling suburbs of Celadon. If Ash had to pick, he’d say it was more similar to Fuschia than anywhere else.

While Viridian wasn’t quite as ancient or isolated as Fuschia, it boasted a similar heritage of defending Indigo Plateau, was only accessible through the south from Pallet and the surrounding areas, west from Indigo Plateau, and north from the dangerous Viridian forest. It was practically inapproachable from the east, thanks to a small, rugged mountain chain and dense forests. There was a route that allowed Celadon to be accessed, but it was dangerous and only accessible to trainers who had six gym badges or could prove their strength.

Ash shook himself out of his thoughts as he walked up to the Pokemon Center. It was of a similar elegant style to the buildings around it. He thought it was odd that it largely rejected the standard of Pokemon Centers, but didn’t think on it too much. The Center was probably just old.

He didn’t bother going to the front desk first. There was a line already and he wanted to get his pokemon switched out. If everything worked out, he planned on challenging Giovanni today.

The trade room was practically empty, which was somewhat of a surprise considering that the lobby was filled. Ash quickly sat down at one of the computers and dialed Professor Oak. While he waited, Ash released Plume so he could say goodbye.

She would be able to avoid the ground-type attacks Giovanni commonly utilized, but she just lacked the offensive power to battle the hardy and heavy ground-types. Plume just didn’t have the right skills to deal damage. They’d already discussed this on the journey over, and she knew it was true.

“Hey, girl.” He said with a smile. Plume playfully nipped at him, although he swerved back at the last second. “You ready?”

Plume nodded. She liked the Corral quite a bit, Ash knew, although she would rather be him. At least this wasn’t a punishment for her.

Professor Oak suddenly connected. He already had Bruiser’s pokeball in hand. Ash was glad that he’d called Professor Oak just before he arrived at the city limits. It really sped the process up.

“Hello, Ash!” The Professor said with his standard greetings. “How is your journey coming along?”

Ash smiled. “Pretty good. I’m going to go get a room at the Center and then I’m heading off to face Giovanni.”

“I know I’ve said this a lot lately, but good luck.” Professor Oak said earnestly. He placed Bruiser’s pokeball into the trader machine. Ash almost did the same with Plume, but hesitated. “Giovanni is a brutal battler. You will face injuries, but I’m sure you can overcome him. You are strong, your pokemon are strong, and your will is strong.”

“Thank you.” Ash said as he bowed his head. He glanced at Plume before he recalled her. “I’ll have you back in no time at all. I won’t be letting you run away from me again for a long time.” He said teasingly.

Plume chirped happily and cocked her head at him before he recalled her. He stared at the smooth metal of the pokeball for a moment before placing it into the trading machine. The pokeball briefly glowed a bright white before vanishing. Bruiser’s replaced it.

He met Oak’s eyes and nodded thankfully as he clipped Bruiser’s pokeball to his belt. Oak smiled and nodded back before the screen cut off.

Ash made sure the pokeball was secure before he walked out of the trading room, leaving the large, black screens and their computers behind. He glanced over at the front desk and noticed that the line had disappeared.

“How may I help you?” Nurse Joy asked as he walked up to the desk. Ash smiled at her and dipped his hat before responding.

“I just need a room.” He said politely. Much to his surprise, Nurse Joy frowned.

“I’m sorry.” She said apologetically. Ash noted that she was very flustered. “But all of our rooms are full. We’ve had a huge influx of trainers for some reason. I’m so sorry!” Nurse Joy said very quickly.

Ash shook his head and held back. “It’s fine.” He replied. “Thanks for helping me out.”

Nurse Joy smiled guiltily at him. “I really am sorry. I could try to find you alternative housing if you’d like. There are a few families that will be more than happy to let you stay with them for a night or two.”

“No, thank you.” Ash said quickly. “I’ve got it under control. Again, thanks for your help.”

With that, he said goodbye to Nurse Joy and walked out of the Center. He wasn’t sure if he would be coming back in an hour not. There was a certain someone in Viridian that would probably let him stay for a night, but he wasn’t sure.
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He eventually made his way to Jessica’s house. Ash remembered the general area of it, so it wasn’t too hard to narrow it down. A few helpful sets of directions from sympathetic strangers had led him right to the small, drab house.

Ash felt a little awkward as he walked up the worn wooden steps. He’d met Jessica a lot in Pallet – it was such a small town that everyone knew each other at least a bit, even if it was only on sight – but didn’t really know her. The age difference hadn’t exactly made them stay in contact.

The trainer glanced at the sleek, powerful Persian that hissed at him as he knocked on the door. It lazed happily in the sun, one eye slit open so that it could see Ash. While it was too lazy to actually do anything without Ash posing a threat, Ash could see just how dangerous it could be. Persian were naturally aggressive to anyone they considered weak, and the long, sharp claws the specimen in front of him was carelessly exposing bespoke of incredible strength.

“Persian, stop that!” A kind, yet stern, voice chided as Jessica opened up the door. “I’m sorry about him. He’s usually not this bad-tempered.” Jessica suddenly realized who she was looking at. “Ash? What are you doing here?”

Ash scratched the back of his neck, a little embarrassed. “The Pokemon Center ran out of space. So I was just wondering –”

“Sure!” Jessica exclaimed. “You can stay for as long as you want. I haven’t had company in a while. I guess you’re here to battle Giovanni?”

Ash followed her in, but was butted out of the way by Persian. It glanced back at him with the closest it could get to a smirk on its face. The trainer frowned back as the arrogant feline strutted behind its trainer. He watched curiously as the Unown he’d seen last time whizzed through the room, emitting a strange humming noise.

“Uno, calm down!” Jessica said softly. Uno hummed some more before flying out of the room. She turned to Ash “So, it’s been a while. What’s your team looking like?”

That made a grin spread on his face. “Nidoking, Pidgeot, Kingdra, Hypno, Magmar, Machoke, Tangrowth, and Zubat.”

“Huh, the zubat kind of sticks out.” Jessica commented as she took a seat. “Nice team, though. Especially for how long you’ve been training. How’d you get a Kingdra, though? Those things are way too expensive to buy, and I haven’t even seen a Dragon Scale on the market.”

“I helped some people out.” Ash said simply. He trusted Jessica, but he wasn’t about to go into the operations at the Sevii Islands.

Jessica rolled her eyes. “Alright, thanks for going in-depth.” She leaned forward and took on a serious tone. “Look, I’ll let you go battle Giovanni – the nasty piece of work – soon. I just want to know what happened on the St. Anne. Amelia and Jon have only called twice since then, and I’m worried about them.”

“I don’t know what they’re doing. We were split up after the St. Anne was destroyed. I haven’t seen them since.” Ash said stonily, the subject of the St. Anne – falling into the freezing ocean, watching the great ship be neatly sliced in half and condemned to the depths of the sea, rushing water – causing him to tighten up. “I don’t have a way to contact them.”

“Thanks.” Jessica sighed, a troubled look on her face. “Sorry you had to go through that. I watched the stories on it – that’s awful. So many people just…gone. I’m glad you got out of that mess.”

Ash just nodded. There was nothing to say. “Could I leave my pack in the guest room?”

“Sure.” Jessica muttered, looking as though her mind was somewhere far away from the cramped living room. “Good luck with your gym battle. I never managed to beat Giovanni.”

“Thanks.” Ash said before he departed. He didn’t feel like talking much. The St. Anne wasn’t something to remember.

The guest room was fairly easy to find in the small house, even if he barely remembered it. He smiled at the Leafeon that was curled up on the bed. It looked like the Eevee that had been sleeping there that night had evolved. The trainer was careful not to wake it as he slid his pack under the bed, old habits refusing to die.

He briskly walked out of Jessica’s house and pulled out his PokeNav. It gave him directions through Viridian’s maze of streets and would lead him directly to the gym.

Ash had a scowl on his face and a blaze of fire in his eyes. Maybe it was the bad mood he’d been put in, but he wanted to beat Giovanni now more than ever. He just wanted to win and leave this city.
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“Identification, please.” A tall, broad-shouldered man said. He was polite but firm. Three pokeballs hung on his belt, each ready to be used at a moment’s notice.

Ash showed him his pokedex ID, assuming that word of mouth wouldn’t be enough. The guard glanced at it with hard eyes and scribbled something onto a clipboard before motioning for Ash to go through. “Good luck.”

The trainer nodded his thanks to the man as he passed through the checkpoint. For some reason Viridian City had become extremely paranoid. No other gym required going through a security gate to pass. Perhaps they were wary of Team Rocket’s retribution. Giovanni had been vicious when dealing with the group and had run them out of Viridian and its territory.

He paused for a moment as he saw the gym. Unlike the rest of Viridian, which was plain and utilitarian in design, the gym was ornate. Four marble columns proudly jutted from the ground as he approached and they guarded the walkway of white stone, evenly cut and distributed.

Two guards in ancient, metal armor stood sentry in front of a shimmering bronze door. They carried halberds and their faces were obscured by large helmets. Ash frowned at that. It was an odd choice and much more ceremonial than most gyms. He assumed that it was a testament to Viridian’s ancient task of guarding Indigo Plateau. Viridian was a city steeped in traditions, so the gym, which exemplified the city’s attributes, would likely adhere to some of them.

They frowned and clashed their halberds together when he walked closer. Ash met their silent glares with one of his own. He wasn’t in the mood for this.

“There is only one trainer allowed in the gym at a time.” They said in a chorus. Ash crossed his arms. “When the current trainer exits the building, you will be allowed into –”

A blur in a dark blue shirt suddenly rushed out of the building, throwing the heavy doors open with furious strength. The figure slammed into Ash and knocked him to the side.

Ash scowled when the figure spoke.

“Out of my way, Ashy-boy!” Gary said with pure rage in his voice. “I don’t have time for you today.”

The trainer frowned and grabbed Gary’s shoulder, forcing him to stay. Gary never lost a chance to put in a few comments to Ash. Something had happened in there. Probably a loss, but it must have been major. “What are you talking about?”

Gary wrenched out of Ash’s grip and stared daggers at the trainer. “I just got creamed! I couldn’t even take down his first pokemon. My pokemon weren’t even able to hurt that, that thing he sent out against me!” His voice had lost its hot rage and was now just upset. “You won’t do any better, so let me go and leave me alone!”

Ash stared at Gary as he rushed past the security checkpoint. Gary hadn’t even managed to defeat one of Giovanni’s pokemon? That was odd. His rival had a long way to go in the personality department, but he was a strong trainer. He should have been able to beat some of Giovanni’s pokemon. Something strange was going on.

“Challenger, you are now being allowed entry.” One of the guards told him dispassionately. The two casually slid the massive bronze doors open, allowing Ash to walk into the dark gym.

He breathed once before heading in. The room was pitch black for a moment before the lights flashed on and revealed a massive, plain stadium. It was of high-quality and showed no signs of the battle that had just taken place on it, although if Gary had been as easily defeated as he claimed there probably wouldn’t be much damage anyways.

Ash winced as he felt the air. It felt energized somehow, as though an incredibly powerful psychic like Oak’s Alakazam had just done some incredible feat. It made his skin tingle and the hairs on his neck and arms stand straight up. It reminded Ash of something, although his mind seemed unable to lock onto the exact source.

The only part that remained dark was a single balcony. He could barely make out a solitary form in it, although the shape became clearer when it stood up and walked over to the edge of the balcony, where it was revealed to be a tall, broad-shouldered man in a dark suit. Ash knew that this was Giovanni, although the reclusive gym leader had never been photographed clearly. When he was caught by the media, he often wore a stylish fedora to obscure his face.

Giovanni was familiar, somehow. He was stern looking and, even if he didn’t seem to be doing it intentionally, seemed dark. There was something behind those cold, dispassionate eyes that disturbed Ash, although it was replaced the moment Giovanni met his eyes. Ash noticed that they were black. Aside from the obvious, something about Giovanni’s face looked as though he’d seen it in a mirror every day of his life.

“I am Giovanni, Gym Leader of Viridian and holder of the Earth Badge.” The gym leader boomed, his powerful voice projecting throughout the massive chamber and echoing off the walls. His face was completely relaxed now, friendly even. An absolutely massive Persian that made Jessica’s look like a skitty prowled up beside him, purring loudly enough for Ash to hear as Giovanni scratched behind its ears. “What is your name, Challenger? I don’t get many of your kind anymore.”

“Ash Ketchum.” Ash replied, as much confidence as he could muster infused into his voice. It was not nearly as deep as Giovanni’s, but the effect was similar. Giovanni’s narrow eyes that reminded Ash a bit of Nidoking’s widened in shock for a brief moment and he blanched. The powerful gym leader recovered quickly, however, and it was as though the reaction never happened.

Giovanni’s voice was almost hesitant, the first show of weakness Ash had noticed. “Are you related to Delia Ketchum?” He asked quietly. The force behind his voice was still enough to let Ash hear him clearly.

“Yes. She’s my mother.” Ash replied slowly, not sure why Giovanni was asking. His mother had grown up in Pallet. He couldn’t see her knowing the reclusive Giovanni at all.

The gym leader stared at him with something new in his eyes. He pulled out a small communications device and muttered something into it. Giovanni’s eyes turned hard, but his powerful shoulders relaxed after a few moments.

Ash breathed a sigh of relief as the tingling that accompanied incredibly powerful actions undertaken by psychics suddenly disappeared. It had begun to become uncomfortable. Something about the vast energies that had been used in the previous battles by whatever highly trained Alakazam or Gardevoir Giovanni was using was oppressive, like a constant pressure on his body.

“I knew Delia long ago.” Giovanni said quietly, gently stroking the gigantic Persian’s fur. “I’ll give you a fair battle for that. This will be a six-on-six battle.”

The gym leader didn’t offer any further explanation. Instead, he raised a pokeball and silently released a gigantic, thirty-five foot long Steelix. It reared back and roared furiously, shaking the entire gym. Steelix leered at Ash with its cold, lifeless eyes and spun its head around in a complete circle. Ash didn’t like it. Something about it seemed off, too dangerous.

Nevertheless, he quickly reacted. Infernus would be best against Steelix on the surface, but Ash suspected that Giovanni would allow the beast to tunnel. Steelix were able to tear through the earth like a knife through butter. It would be trivial for one to tunnel through such a large field, especially when it was in the Earth Gym.

Instead he released Nidoking. His friend’s horn wasn’t sharp enough to penetrate the perfect armor of Steelix, but the force behind his tail was enough to crack it and his powerful earthquake would easily defeat Steelix should it try to tunnel. Steel-types and their inflexible armor were vulnerable to the powerful vibrations of ground-type moves, and the effect would only be amplified should it actually be underneath the ground.

Giovanni snapped his fingers. Steelix roared, a loud, shrill sound that reminded Ash of metal screeching against metal, and opened its gaping jaws. Neither Ash nor Nidoking were particularly impressed. The steel-type was powerful, true, but Ash had seen onix that dwarfed it.

It shut its cold eyes and focused for a moment. Several light blue rings formed around its massive body and transformed into sharp, jagged stones. Steelix’s maw shifted into a horrible grin as it sent the shards hurtling towards Nidoking.

“Confusion.” Ash ordered. Nidoking’s eyes shined a bright pink as his weak psychic abilities manifested. Confusion wasn’t a move commonly used by Ash anymore now that Nidoking had major sources of offensive power, but this was the only way he could protect against the dozens of rock shards.

Just before they slammed into Nidoking’s hard, muscular chest the weak wave of psychic power caught the shards. They were too fast for Nidoking to actually stop them, but they were slowed so much that they were little more than pebbles when they hit his friend.

“Earthquake!” Ash shouted. He didn’t want to show off ice beam yet. It might come in handy in the future. Nidoking roared and leapt high into the air before slamming into the ground. He kicked up a cloud of dust from the force and sent long, jagged fissures carving throughout the room as immense waves of force radiated from his position.

Steelix roared and thrashed in pain as its heavy armor painfully shook against its sensitive inner body, but easily survived the attack. It reared back and suddenly lashed towards Nidoking, its long body easily carrying it across the battlefield.

“Ice beam.” Ash called out frantically. Nidoking was tough but he couldn’t take a hit from Steelix. It was just too big and heavy to take on physically. “Follow with earthquake.”

Even as Steelix’s gaping maw snapped towards Nidoking, the poison-type fired an ice beam straight into it. Steelix’s eyes bugged out as intense cold radiated throughout its body, sending it into a brief state of shock. It was more resistant to sudden temperature changes than its pre-evolution, but that improvement didn’t work well when the cold struck inside the body.

Steelix collapsed to the ground for a moment, its body locked into place thanks to the sudden shift in temperature. Nidoking grinned as he performed another earthquake and caused Steelix to roar in pain again. The steel-type had been severely weakened by the lucky ice beam. For now it was a sitting duck.

Giovanni seemed to realize this as well. “Explosion.” He commanded coldly. The gym leader must have realized that Steelix wouldn’t be doing any more damage otherwise.

Ash’s eyes widened as Steelix’s body shined brightly and sent wide beams of light spreading throughout the stadium. Explosion was a brutal move, one that was rarely used thanks to the potential for serious harm it carried. It was too uncontrollable to be used safely.

“Turn around!” Ash shouted. There was barely any time to give an order before Steelix exploded in a huge fireball, an unreal amount of energy released from the reaction. Ash had to hide his face, protected only by the phenomenally powerful psychic barriers that enclosed his box. He coughed as smoke drifted into his air and worriedly glanced over at Nidoking.

Despite having no way to really protect himself from the titanic release of energy, Nidoking still stood. He was covered in soot and looked ready to drop, but he bared his fangs at Ash proudly before roaring and pounding on his chest.

Steelix was a blackened mess. Some of its armor had been slightly melted by the intense heat, but it would probably be fine after a few potions. Ash winced at the charred creature. It was disturbing, but using explosion was painful. The steel-type hadn’t deserved that.

“Good job, Nidoking!” He called out proudly. Nidoking had his armor to help him out, but it was still incredibly impressive. Ash hadn’t expected Nidoking to escape so easily from that attack, nor had he expected his friend to take down Steelix with that little trouble.

Nidoking roared and glared at Giovanni as the tall man smirked. He returned Steelix and released his next pokemon. Ash watched with bated breath at whatever Giovanni would be using next. The trainer suspected that Steelix had just been a test. Giovanni hadn’t given it much direction.

A new nidoking, six feet tall and even bulkier than Ash’s Nidoking, appeared on the field. Its armor was thick and battle-scarred, but no less tough for it. What should have been dull claws appeared to have been sharpened and honed to their most dangerous, as had the spikes on its back. Ash looked at it in respect. That nidoking was a monster, even larger than Ash’s and much more experienced.

It snorted at Nidoking disdainfully and stamped. Without even trying it send large cracks groaning through the ground. Giovanni’s Nidoking waited for its trainers command just as Nidoking did.

Ash made the first move. Nidoking didn’t have much left in him, so he knew this wouldn’t last long. “Ice beam!” He commanded, not caring if Giovanni probably expected it.

“Earth Power!” Giovanni hissed at the same time. His Nidoking briefly glowed yellow before he smashed his fist into the ground. Glowing gold cracks raced towards Nidoking, leaving a gaping chasm in its wake. Nidoking roared and fired an ice beam even as that occurred, but Giovanni’s Nidoking took it without too much trouble. It was staggered, but it simply flexed in order to shatter the layer of glistening ice.

Ash winced as the crack widened underneath Nidoking, forcing his friend to fall into it at a painful angle. Nidoking growled in agony but stared defiantly at its larger, more experienced foe. The trainer glared as well. “Ice beam! Then use earthquake.”

Nidoking quickly fired off the ice beam. All three jagged arcs of heat-draining energy blasted through the air before hitting Giovanni’s Nidoking squarely in the chest. It roared in pain and something in its eyes snapped. They became furious and bloodthirsty, and everything about the powerful old Nidoking grew a dozen times more terrifying.

Ash’s eyes widened as he saw what happened when a Nidoking went into a frenzy. He could never imagine his friend like this.

His friend fearlessly roared in defiance as Giovanni’s Nidoking raced towards him, its trainer simply watching. Giovanni obviously realized the futility of trying to command a Nidoking in frenzy and seemed to be fine watching the spectacle unfold.

Nidoking wasn’t able to use his normal method of earthquake thanks to being stuck in the ground. Instead he raised his tail, which was still on the surface, and slammed it onto the ground. If anything it seemed more powerful than before, although less refined and controlled.

Ash briefly shut his eyes as he heard his friend screech in pain as the shockwaves ripped through his armored form. At least some of his friend’s volatile poison sacs had probably leaked thanks to the powerful force. Nidoking wouldn’t be seriously injured from his own poison, but it would cause him horrible pain.

He glanced over at Giovanni’s Nidoking even as he prepared to recall his best friend. The immense beast had collapsed, but was pulling itself up. There was murder in its eyes as it glared at Nidoking, but the furious poison-type suddenly stamped its foot. The earth suddenly rippled and forced Nidoking out of the ground, closing the crevasse.

Nidoking glanced back at Ash, obviously in horrible pain. But he shook his head at the pokeball and pulled himself up. Ash didn’t bother commanding him as Nidoking faced his foe with as much dignity as he could manage.

Giovanni’s Nidoking roared and charged towards Ash’s friend. Nidoking stood his ground and met the charge head on, ducking underneath the sharp horn that would have torn through his armor like paper and grunting as he was still caught by the full force of his foe’s charge. His hulking form was send to the ground, but Nidoking managed to slam his powerful tail into Giovanni’s Nidoking’s chest.

The larger creature grunted in pain but remained relatively unfazed by the blow. He roared at Nidoking in hatred and stamped into Ash’s friend’s chest. Ash prepared to recall Nidoking. This was going too far.

Just as he began to raise his pokeball, Nidoking roared and fired an ice beam directly into his foe’s face. Giovanni’s Nidoking’s bloodlust returned in full force, but was tempered by an icy edge. It turned around and raised its huge tail and slammed it into Nidoking’s chest. Nidoking couldn’t even grunt as the thick muscle suddenly wrapped around him and began to squeeze, a potentially lethal situation.

The furious creature blinked in surprise as Ash recalled Nidoking. He whispered his thanks to his friend before glaring at the beast with pure fury. It must have been exactly how Giovanni’s rampaging beast felt.

The creature in front of him had just hurt his friend and gone far beyond the ordinary limits of a gym battle. It was going to pay, and Ash was going to spare no expense in doing so.

Dazed sleepily emerged onto the field. She looked at the massive Nidoking in surprise and glanced at Ash, her emotions for once clearly visible. Ash just glared at the feral beast. “It hurt Nidoking. Psychic.”

Ash grinned satisfactorily as Dazed snapped to the Nidoking, which had just begun to charge at her with its horn lowered. The long, purple weapon was glowing brightly in a manner that Ash instantly recognized as Megahorn. That would do serious damage to Dazed if it and would easily knock her unconscious in a single blow.

Fortunately, it didn’t even come close. Dazed’s eyes burned like miniature suns as she stared at Nidoking unflinchingly, her silent fury driving the full force of her psychic power. Nidoking roared and flailed around in confusion as it was roughly yanked into the air and held in a vice-grip.

Nidoking roared louder and stared at Dazed with pure hatred in its narrow eyes. Ash was surprised it was able to move with the crushing force Dazed was applying to it, but he supposed he shouldn’t have been. It was strong and experienced.

In fact, it almost looked like –

Ash’s eyes widened as Nidoking forcefully broke out of the psychic grip and charged toward Dazed. She reacted quickly and teleported just before it would have gored her with its huge horn. The trainer snarled. “Psybeam, catch it with psychic if it stays up.”

“Sludge wave.” Giovanni ordered, seeing as Nidoking had finally calmed down a bit. “Then Superpunch.”

He frowned as a huge blob of black and purple sludge formed around Nidoking before exploding outward, briefly obscuring his entire field of vision. Dazed easily avoided the attack thanks to her psychic shield, but that just let Ash see Nidoking appear behind her with a leer on his face. Its claws were engulfed with shadowy energy even as its body was surrounded in an aura of light blue energy.

Ash’s eyes widened as he realized what Giovanni had made: a combination of Sucker Punch, which allowed Nidoking to avoid Dazed’s notice thanks to the dark-type energy surrounding him, and Superpower, which amplified its already monumental strength to unnatural heights.

“Teleport!” He shouted frantically. Dazed did so without hesitation, sparing her from being knocked unconscious by the devious combination. Normally he would have told her to disable Nidoking, but it would have failed thanks to him utilizing dark-type energy in his attack.

Dazed quickly fired a ruthlessly powerful psybeam straight into Nidoking’s face as it charged forward. Nidoking stumbled, but the monster didn’t collapse. The psychic-type finished Ash’s earlier commands then, her eyes shining even brighter as she used all of her strength to yank Nidoking into the air and bombard him with crushing force.

Giovanni realized it was over then, and didn’t bother giving the thrashing Nidoking an order. It was all as well. Nidoking slackened in unconsciousness moments later, leaving only Dazed as Giovanni returned the brute.

The gym leader had a smile on his face, replacing the confident frown that Ash had noted before. He casually released another pokemon that Ash didn’t recognize.

It had a large black body with two small, stubby legs. The mystery pokemon levitated several feet into the air and looked to be made from earth or clay. It had a wide, rounded head with a protrusion on the top and a circling pattern. Cannon-like arms were held close to its body, and the pokemon looked as though it had several faces encircling its head.

“It’s a claydol.” Giovanni said with a small smirk. He looked down at Ash. “I had to take it because of the Interregional Gym Leader’s Agreement.” The man scowled suddenly. “At least I have an excuse to use it now.

Giovanni’s comments bothered Ash a little, but he paid them little heed. Instead he focused on Claydol. It gazed at him impassively with several of its blind faces. He suspected that it was psychic considering that it was levitating, and he automatically assumed it was a ground-type. This could be an interesting battle.

Then again, he’d rather it not be a battle at all.

“Multiball!” He ordered. Dazed’s eyes were alit with a light, flickering grey aura as she formed a dozen tiny shadow balls. They instantly began to circle around her, guided by Dazed’s relentless will.

In response, Claydol’s arms disconnected from its body and were held in the air, both of the cannon-like appendages pointed at Dazed. Its body glowed brightly as a shimmering veil of psychic energy appeared around it, encasing it in a protective barrier. Both of its cannons began to glow, prompting Dazed to immediately fire the weak shadow balls at it.

They tore through the veil, but each were weakened even further. Claydol was sent flying back and began to fall a little from the shadow balls that did hit, but quickly recovered. That did expose a weakness, however, and one that Ash should have realized earlier.

Claydol depended on its psychic abilities to levitate and operate. If it were momentarily disrupted – say, by a shadow ball – then it would be unable to function for a short period of time. All that stood in his way was getting it in without the shadow ball being weakened.

Unfortunately, Claydol soon proved that it wasn’t just an odd pokemon. Its attacks had been briefly stopped by the shadow balls, but now they were primed again.

The first was a hyper beam. From the cannon to the right a gigantic stream of red-orange energy flashed towards Dazed. She easily teleported away, but a blast of bright, light-green energy from a solar beam slammed into her a moment later.

Ash cried out as his friend was consumed in the blast, but calmed down when he realized that she had blocked the brunt of the attack with a shield. “Disable. Then hit it with a shadow ball!”

Dazed’s eyes flashed as a light blue aura of psychic energy hit the momentarily stunned Claydol. It was still too weak from its two attacks to fight against the disable, so it was helpless as Dazed hurled a massive shadow ball into its.

Claydol was silent as it fell, but managed to levitate itself back up. It circled to face Dazed with a face that appeared rather angry. The odd creature glowed brightly as it fired two shadow balls from its two cannons. As Dazed teleported away, however, it stared at the ground.

“Field Wipe.” Giovanni called out.

Ash had a bad feeling as he saw the ground tremble. Dust was pulled up as an incredibly powerful psychic force acted upon the ground. Just as Dazed reappeared, he heard a loud boom as the earth in the battlefield was torn in two, separating the sides. It would be a challenge to face later, but he couldn’t see what value it would have now.

He understood when he saw Dazed get thrown to the ground from the immense energy released from the earthquake. She barely levitated herself up before two hyper beams slammed into her shimmering shield. Ash winced as Dazed was sent staggering back, but reacted quickly.

“Multiball, shadow ball, disable!” He ordered, hoping that Dazed would process the command fast enough.

Thankfully, she did. Dazed was surrounded by ghostly energy as she sent a dozen tiny, weak shadow balls flying towards Claydol. The strange pokemon had raised the shimmering veil once again, which practically nullified the shadow balls, but it was helpless when a proper shadow ball impacted and exploded in a black cloud.

Ash grinned as Claydol fell to the ground, although Dazed was suddenly struck by an ice beam from one of its cannons. The other hadn’t charged up its attack before Claydol had lost control of its body. The ice beam barely fazed her, however, and she instantly disabled Claydol.

Thanks to the psychic energies locking it in place, Claydol was unable to actually recover its levitation. Its mind appeared to be shut down every time it was struck by a ghost-type attack, so it was essentially being kept in a coma thanks to the disable.

Now all he had to do was finish it off. “Shadow ball!”

Claydol limply fell to the ground as Dazed released the disable. She couldn’t maintain it while using a ghost-type attack, but it was no problem. The odd psychic and ground-type needed a few seconds to harness its energies again.

Just as it began to regain its senses, Dazed’s last shadow ball slammed into Claydol, consuming the creature in an explosion of black energy. Arcs of unnatural lightning jumped around on it as it collapsed to the ground unconscious.

Ash grinned. Dazed was doing great. “Good job, keep it up!”

Dazed turned to him and smiled with her eyes. She idly polished her pendulum in her white mane as Giovanni recalled Claydol. The gym leader had a puzzled frown on his face as he raised a pokeball.

The trainer frowned as he saw the spherical form of a Golem appear. It was dangerous, but it didn’t seem as apt for defeating Dazed as Claydol did. Golem couldn’t shoot a hyper beam and solar beam simultaneously, for one. Ash shuddered – he wouldn’t be missing that.

Golem leered at Dazed, its beady red eyes shining maliciously. It didn’t even need an order from Giovanni before several rings surrounded it and shifted into stone shards. Ash sighed when he saw Stone Edge once again. Giovanni seemed to like the move.

Dazed prepared to teleport as the jagged stone shards aimed outward in every direction. As they were launched, she quickly disappeared in a flash of light in order to avoid them. He frowned when Giovanni smirked.

“Magnitude. Then use Stealth Rock and Steamroller.”

Ash scowled as he saw Dazed appear. Golem’s body was surrounded in a brown aura as it leapt into the air. When it landed, the aura suddenly disappeared into the ground and created massive shockwaves that rippled through the battlefield.

“Teleport up a few inches!” He commanded. It was a strategy he’d developed for earthquake and moves similar to it. If Dazed wasn’t touching the ground they couldn’t hurt her. “Now, psychic!”

As Dazed disappeared, Golem gave Ash a disturbing grin. It reminded him starkly of Giovanni’s Steelix. Golem clenched its large fist and caused stones to be torn up from the ground around it. They were sharp and large and levitated around the battlefield. Ash frowned when he realized what they were for.

“Shield.” He shouted as Dazed appeared a dozen feet behind Golem. She followed his order instantaneously and managed to hold the large stones back before they crushed her. Ash could see that it was everything she could do to keep them back. They were straining against the shield and putting immense pressure on her. If Dazed tried to teleport she’d be slammed into by a rock.

There was only one thing he could do. If Dazed could only use shields, then he’d make the most of it. “Force your shield out! Send Golem back.”

Dazed’s eyes burned as she put herself through immense strain. The shield flared brighter and brighter and slowly pushed the Stealth Rocks backwards. Ash fell prey to the spectacle and only realized what Golem was doing right as Dazed exhausted herself.

“Teleport!” He shouted fearfully. Golem had pulled its head, arms, and legs into its shell. It spun rapidly and made a beeline for Dazed. The shields disappeared right as it would have hit them, but Dazed didn’t teleport fast enough to avoid the Steamroller.

“Dazed!” He cried as Golem slammed into her and sent her flying into the gym’s wall. She crumpled to the ground and couldn’t get up. Her body couldn’t take the hit. Ash sighed and looked at his pokeball worriedly once he recalled her. He’d seen blood before she was returned. She needed to go to the Pokemon Center and get a full restore the moment he could.

Golem cackled as it pulled itself out of the shell. Ash scowled at it. It wouldn’t be laughing for long.

Bruiser pounded his chest as he appeared on the ravaged battlefield, on the same side that Golem was on. The great chasm in the battlefield was incredibly inconvenient if a pokemon couldn’t levitate or teleport across it. Ash suspected that was the point.

“It hurt Dazed. Take it down.” Ash ordered. Bruiser nodded and entered a fighting stance. Without any input from Giovanni, Golem sent the Stealth Rocks flying towards Bruiser.

Ash grinned as Bruiser easily smashed the massive stones with a quick flurry of blows. His grin grew wider as Giovanni began to give orders.

“Focus Energy!” Ash ordered, taking advantage of Golem’s momentarily lapse. Bruiser closed his eyes and focused his power. His incredible strength would be amplified for a bit, which was just what Ash needed.

“Magnitude.” Giovanni said icily. “Then Earth Power.”

Golem quickly sent tremors blasting through the earth. It was noticeably more powerful than before. Bruiser was sent staggering back from the force behind the waves, but held his ground. He was too slow to react when Golem sent a crack carving through the ground, however.

“Jump over it!” Ash shouted. Bruiser nodded and leapt as the crack carved around him. Golem growled and clenched its meaty hands. The crack suddenly widened and the entire section of the battlefield Bruiser was in fell into the gaping chasm. He idly wondered just how deep it was.

The rock-type suddenly acted without Giovanni’s input. It was surrounded in a light blue aura that Ash recognized as both Superpower and Iron Defense before it pulled into its shell and spun towards Bruiser, leaving a deep rut in the earth. Apparently it was what Giovanni wanted it to do, however, as the gym leader simply smiled at the motion.

“Catch it and throw it into the chasm!” Ash said with a grin. Bruiser prepared himself and widened his stance as Golem raced towards him. He silently wondered just who would win this confrontation – the unstoppable force or the immovable object.

As Golem rolled towards Bruiser, it suddenly did something that worried Ash. Instead of one, two Golem appeared, both flickering and impossible to trace accurately. He groaned as he realized that Golem was using double team. It was impossible to detect which one was which.

“Get out of the way.” He called out, knowing that Bruiser would try and take Golem on otherwise. Bruiser barely had enough time to follow his order, but Golem had one last trick up its sleeve. It shot its head up and had it spit a stream of flame at Bruiser as it passed by, but the technique backfired.

Bruiser automatically punched with his full force as Golem flew by. Thanks to focusing his energy, the hit was fast and strong enough to divert Golem’s momentum and send him flying into the black chasm. Ash blinked, not horrified but glad.

Giovanni had showed a propensity toward brutal tactics in this battle, but he wouldn’t make a chasm that could lead to a pokemon’s death. So Ash wasn’t too worried as Golem flew into the chasm. After about four seconds of stunned silence he heard the rock-type impact at the bottom.

Strangely, however, Giovanni didn’t try to return Golem. Bruiser walked over to the edge of the chasm with a smile on his broad, reptilian face. He peered over, but a flash of confusion over his features made Ash worry a bit.

“Don’t get close. There’s always one last trick when everything else is lost.” Blaine’s sharp, cutting voice whispered into his mind.

“Get back!” Ash cried. Bruiser turned his head over to look at Ash in confusion, missing Golem as it erupted from the chasm and slammed its fist into the underside of Bruiser’s chin. The trainer winced as Bruiser was knocked unconscious by the blow, which had been empowered by the momentum granted to Golem by Rock Climb.

Ash recalled Bruiser and glared at Golem. The surprisingly powerful and devious pokemon had proved to be much more of a problem than he’d expected. It had to be dealt with immediately and with overwhelming force.

Torrent rumbled happily when he was released. He looked down his snout at Golem disinterestedly. Golem leered back, its reptilian face split by a disturbing grin.

“Hydro pump!” Ash commanded, even as Giovanni called out, “Explosion!”

Ash shut his eyes as a huge flash of light and heat ripped through the battlefield. He peered worriedly at Torrent, although he gave a sigh of relief when he realized the powerful dragon-type had easily held up against the powerful attack. Torrent was weakened, but hadn’t taken nearly as much damage as Nidoking.

Golem, on the other hand, was collapsed and unconscious. Some of its hard, rocky plates had fused together, leaving it a seamless sphere of stone. The ground around it was nothing but a huge scorch mark.

Giovanni actually had a smile on his face as he recalled Golem. It almost looked as though the cold gym leader was enjoying their battle. Ash liked the challenge, but he didn’t like the serious damage Nidoking and Dazed had taken. That had pushed the limits of gym battles and was horribly dangerous. Neither would be able to fight for a while if it was as bad as he feared.

The gym leader released a large Machamp next, although it wasn’t quite as impressive as Bruno’s. Nevertheless, it was quite a powerful specimen. It flexed and grinned at Ash and Torrent. He noted that its eyes were as cold as Golem’s.

“Ice Storm!” Ash snapped out. Torrent immediately set to work creating the devastating technique.

Giovanni wasn’t intimidated even as Torrent began to create the Ice Storm. “Knock Out.”

Machamp’s eyes lit up with glee. It reared one of its arms back and suddenly flashed towards Torrent, completely ignoring the field of ice in its way. The Bullet Punch carried it far, and it struck Torrent with incredible force.

Still, even though Torrent was weakened he fought back well. He immediately stopped creating the Ice Storm and blasted a stream of frozen air into Machamp’s face. Machamp was slowed down, but its arms continued launching lightning quick strikes.

Ash could see each of Machamp’s fists glowing with bright energy as they hammered Torrent, doing little damage to his thick scale plates but still hurting him. Machamp seemed to be using a technique that had no regard for its own safety – it was taking Torrent’s hydro pumps and blizzards without halting its attack. It was obviously suffering horribly, but it just didn’t care.

“Dual Chop.” Giovanni ordered triumphantly, victory gleaming in his black eyes as Machamp suddenly began launching horribly brutal chops at Torrent. Something about it seemed to deal incredible damage to Torrent, although his friend held up. He didn’t seem to be able to move, however. It was as though he were crippled.

Torrent was fading fast. He wasn’t able to escape, and Machamp had rained dozens of powerful blows on him in the few seconds they’d been battling. There was just one thing left to do. Machamp couldn’t hold up well against energy-based attack, so that was what he would use.

“Dragon pulse.” Ash said with a grim sense of finality. Torrent focused all of his power for a single moment before blasting the immense sphere of swirling green energy into Machamp’s muscular chest.

The fighting-type was finally forced back. It clutched its chest with all four of its hands and looked up at Torrent with icy rage. That didn’t even bother Torrent, who casually took the opportunity to blast Machamp in the face with an overpowered hydro pump.

Machamp’s eyes widened and it tried to step forward, but the damage was too great. Ash grinned as the dangerous fighting-type collapsed, although he knew Torrent was going to fall soon as well.

“You did amazing!” He told his friend proudly. “You can finish this, I know you can!”

Torrent rumbled an affirmative at Ash and prepared to face the last of Giovanni’s pokemon. The thought put a wide smile on Ash’s face – he’d taken some damage, but he was about to beat the Earth Gym! He’d be amongst some of the greatest trainers in Kanto, and all he had to do was finish this battle.

Giovanni’s small smile had grown larger. It looked almost proud to Ash, although he was a little puzzled as to why. But he was focused more on the ultra ball in Giovanni’s hand. It held his last foe.

His eyes widened when an absolutely massive Rhyperior appeared on the ravaged battlefield. It snorted and spun its drill before glaring at Torrent unflinchingly, the type-disadvantage not bothering it in the least. Rhyperior stamped its foot and roared its challenge to Torrent, which the dragon-type immediately returned.

Rhyperior didn’t have that cold, disconnected look the other pokemon had, but it might be the more dangerous for it. Its eyes showed respect for Torrent as the bulky creature casually stepped forward, its large black eyes meeting Torrent’s determined, tired scarlet ones.

It was eight feet tall and looked to weigh at least a thousand pounds. A thousand pounds of pure power and impenetrable armor. Torrent had never faced a worthier foe.

This would be a battle to remember. Two titans fighting for victory, both staring each other down unflinchingly in a test of wills. He would never forget this as long as he lived, no matter how far he went. This was a defining moment in his trainer career.

“Blizzard.” Ash broke the silence. Torrent reared his head back and spewed a massive amount of icy air towards Rhyperior. It would at the very least slow the massive creature down and at best instantly knock it out.

The icy haze was suddenly split in half by a small, yet horribly intense beam of energy. Ash blinked as the unnaturally powerful hyper beam slammed into Torrent and exploded, instantly knocking the proud dragon unconscious.

He blinked and returned Torrent disbelievingly. How had Rhyperior done that? Torrent was badly weakened, yes, but he should have been able to take a hyper beam. Was the rock-type really that powerful?

Rhyperior was silent as Ash sent out his next battler. He only had two left: Infernus and Tangrowth. Tangrowth was the best choice since he had an incredible advantage over Rhyperior, but Ash wanted to soften it up as best he could.

Infernus roared furiously as he appeared on the field. His eyes lit up when he saw Rhyperior standing stoically ahead of him, staring at Infernus unflinchingly. The fire-type stamped his foot and caused an immense wave of lava to explode out of the ground, a testament to his great power.

The rock-type stamped the ground as well and casually closed the great crevasse that split the battlefield. Ash blinked at the sheer power that the deed must have taken. He knew that Rhyperior was powerful, but he hadn’t thought it was that strong.

“Infernus, you have one job.” He said quietly. Infernus tensed up at his words and blazed up, flames cascading down his form and making him the best he could be. “Get to Rhyperior, and break him. You can do it.”

If Infernus could grin, Ash was sure he would be. The flames rippling down his form and leaving him an indistinct figure in the middle of a fiery haze shifted from orange to white and grew much larger. Infernus was ready.

Ash knew that Infernus could complete his job, but he knew that his friend wouldn’t defeat Rhyperior. The type advantage was too substantial and Rhyperior was essentially immune to fire thanks to its thick armor. What Infernus could do was hurt it, and hurt it bad. He could break the armor and leave it open to Tangrowth.

“Haze.” Ash said simply. There wasn’t much he could do. This was up to Infernus and all he would do was distract him.

Infernus blasted fire everywhere around the battlefield before taking off, practically invisible amongst the roaring flames.

“Quench the flames.” Giovanni said casually, unbefitting his professional image. “Once you see it, use Rock Wrecker.”

Rhyperior briskly nodded before it shut its eyes. It reared its thick head back and shot tons of cold air out over the battlefield and into the raging fires, although the Blizzard was much weaker than Torrent’s. Ash watched closely as the cold air managed to keep the flames at bay and extinguish the outlying part. It kept a zone where Rhyperior was able to avoid any sneak attacks from Infernus.

It was nearly a minute before any real actions began. Infernus shot blasts of flame towards Rhyperior, which the large rock-type steadfastly ignored. Rhyperior used Stone Edge every now and then, but Infernus was never hit.

Finally, Infernus raced from the flames at an incredible speed. The flames trailed along behind him, leaving him with a cloak of fire. Infernus spat long streams of flame at Rhyperior to distract it, but Rhyperior seemed to smile as it put its hands together.

Small chunks of gray stone came out of the holes on Rhyperior’s hands and formed together into a large rock that was outlined in red. The red outline faded and Rhyperior launched the stone toward Infernus at an incredible speed.

Infernus seemed to snort as the huge stone flashed towards him and casually smashed through it with a glowing fist. He raced around Rhyperior’s attempts at retribution and made use of his superior agility to avoid any hits.

Rhyperior finally had enough, and, at Giovanni’s command, leapt a foot into the air before landing. An incredibly powerful earthquake ripped through the arena, turning it into a few islands of stable earth and many gaping chasms.

The rock-type seemed to smile, believing that Infernus had fallen into one of the crevasses, but a sudden strike to the side of its head shook it away from that notion. Rhyperior roared and tried to fight back, but Infernus managed to dodge its slow, powerful strikes and hit Rhyperior’s chest with a powerful Brick Break.

Ash grinned as a large crack opened down Rhyperior’s front. The immensely powerful creature roared in agony as Infernus maliciously spat a burst of flame into the exposed core, but couldn’t do anything but thrash wildly as Infernus ducked underneath its furious blows and placed both hands underneath the pieces of armor exposed by the large crack.

Even though he was glad that Infernus was doing so well, Ash had to wince as Infernus wrenched the heavy shell of armor as far up as he could and created a large section of soft, exposed flesh. Infernus instantly took advantage of Rhyperior’s momentary weakness and shot a huge blast of flame into the vulnerable area.

“Enough!” Giovanni roared, his patience gone with Rhyperior. The massive creature was snapped out of its agony by Giovanni’s fury and slammed a fist at Infernus. Ash grinned as his friend ducked away and tried to circle around the behemoth, but blanched when Rhyperior’s thick, club-like tail slammed into Infernus’ side.

The magmar was sent sprawling onto the ground. He was completely helpless against Rhyperior, who was menacingly advancing, but continued to fire blast after blast of fire at the nigh invulnerable beast. Rhyperior roared and used one of its thick arms to guard the sensitive skin of its exposed chest while the other was raised at Infernus.

Rhyperior had a righteous fury about it as its arms contracted and shot a large stone at an incredible force into Infernus’ chest. The magmar was instantly knocked unconscious by the blow, the churning flames that still raged over the battlefield suddenly extinguished without his forceful will.

“You did your job.” Ash whispered to Infernus as he recalled him. He met Rhyperior’s unnervingly calm eyes, his brown meeting the titan’s dull black. This would determine the outcome of the match, and he would win. This was a test of wills – his and Tangrowth’s against Giovanni and Rhyperior.

He would win.

Tangrowth gurgled happily as he realized that he was battling, although he glanced around with confusion at the wrecked battlefield. It wouldn’t be a problem for the grass-type to maneuver, but it was odd.

“You’re my last pokemon.” Ash said quietly. He saw Tangrowth listen attentively. “It’s all up to you. Tangrowth, I know you can do this! Rhyperior has an exposed spot on his chest. You can do it.”

His friend gurgled an affirmative and stared happily at Rhyperior with his saucer-like eyes. Several dozen of his long, thick vines suddenly extended, giving Tangrowth the appearance of being much larger than he really was.

“Stone Edge and then Rock Wrecker.” Giovanni said calmly. Ash couldn’t read the gym leader’s face, but thought he saw concealed pride in his black eyes. The trainer clenched his fists as Rhyperior wrenched a dozen large, sharp stones from the ground and aimed them at Tangrowth.

“You know what to do, buddy.” Ash murmured. As the jagged stones flew towards Tangrowth, the grass-type casually extended his vines and expertly caught each of the large rocks before he let them drop to the ground. “Launch some stun spore!”

As Rhyperior focused its energy on using Rock Wrecker again, Tangrowth rustled his body and accurately shot a condensed cloud of stun spore at Rhyperior. It didn’t quite make it before exploding, but the cloud of golden spores slowly drifted towards Rhyperior.

“When it hits, extend your vines.” Ash commanded, tension building in his chest. He was so close. “Catch the rock it’s about to throw at you and get rid of it. Get into the chest and mega drain.”

Tangrowth gurgled as Rhyperior stared at him, a huge stone boulder in its large hands. Before Rhyperior send the powerful attack towards the grass-type, however, it breathed a thick blast of flame and set the boulder alit for a few seconds.

Ash’s eyes widened when the sleep powder around Rhyperior suddenly combusted, setting that entire section of the field alight. That meant that Tangrowth couldn’t get up close and personal with Rhyperior, but it wouldn’t cause too much of a problem. He could work this to his advantage.

He grinned as Tangrowth caught the boulder with his powerful vines. Although the fire spread onto the two vines that secured the boulder before dropping it, Tangrowth simply used another vine to slice through the others and send them into the crevasses with the flaming boulder.

After that, Tangrowth used several of his vines to pull itself about ten feet closer to Rhyperior so he could have more maneuverability. When he was at a good position, Tangrowth followed Ash’s commands and sent two dozen vines lashing towards the helpless Rhyperior.

Ash noticed that Tangrowth’s vines were alit as they rushed through the cloud of burning stun spore, but that simply made them more effective weapons, if shorter-lived. He could hear Rhyperior’s roars from his box as Tangrowth snuck the burning vines into his exposed skin – it was still much thicker than most organisms’ skin, but Rhyperior had grown so accustomed to little feeling that any pain was intense – and began to suck away Rhyperior’s energy.

He could see a few blasts of fire as Rhyperior tried to burn the vines away, but they were thick enough that it didn’t matter. Additionally, the vines of Tangrowth had a minor flame retardant in them, a major change from the defenseless vines of a Tangela. It wouldn’t prevent them from burning or catching on fire, but it would draw the process out much more.

Tangrowth kept it up for nearly a minute. Rhyperior was tearing through as many vines as it could, but more were always there to replace it and lash at Rhyperior to distract the beast.

And finally, Rhyperior’s gigantic form fell. It caused the entire arena to tremble a bit, but Ash was too dumbfounded to notice.

“You…you did it!” Ash shouted excitedly. Tangrowth gurgled and waved his large arms around. He tried to send a few vines over so he could hug Ash, but the psychic barriers prevented it.

He couldn’t believe it – he’d won. He’d won the Earth Badge, where so many trainers before him had failed. He was ready for anything now.

For nearly a minute he just stared at the ravaged arena with a strange, mad smile on his face. He felt like he’d gotten so excited that he couldn’t feel anything over the surge of adrenaline racing through his system. Ash finally grew aware enough to return Tangrowth, smiling at his friend as the powerful grass-type vanished into the pokeball.

“You are the first to defeat me in a very long time.” The calm, serious voice of Giovanni announced from behind him. Ash turned towards the tall man and saw him up close for the first time. Now that he wasn’t far away and obscured by shadows, Ash could see that the man had a facial structure that was sort of like his own, although there were some major differences. He wasn’t too focused on that though – he was staring at the small green Earth Badge in Giovanni’s hand.

“You are worthy of the Earth Badge.” Giovanni told him, his large hand handing it over to Ash’s small one. “Even those I fight on even terms rarely progress to my third battler. You are amongst the rare few that can claim to have defeated me.”

Ash met Giovanni’s eyes. They’d appeared cold during their battle, but something seemed a bit warmer about them now. He still noted that niggling sense of familiarity that told him that he’d seen the man before, although he knew he hadn’t.

Giovanni suddenly smiled and pet the massive Persian that was sitting beside him. Ash hadn’t even noticed the large cat until now. “I might have a job offer for you in a few years. My organization can always use skilled individuals as yourself.”

“Thanks.” Ash said with a friendly smile, although the words contributed to the sense of familiarity. “I’ll keep that in mind.”

“I expect to see you go far, Mr. Ketchum.” The tall gym leader said with a strange smile on his face. “If you’re anything like your parents, I know you will. It runs in the blood, after all.”

He wasn’t really sure what to say to that, but he didn’t have to. Giovanni abruptly began speaking again. “Go to the Pokemon Center. You need to heal.”

“Thanks.” Ash said with a dip of his hat. He glanced over at the battlefield. It was strange to think that in mere minutes it would be smoothed out by whatever psychic watched over the gym. He shook himself out of those thoughts and began to walk out the gym.

He could feel Giovanni’s eyes watching him as he left. Just before he opened the door, he felt the immensely powerful psychic presence from before appear. Ash shuddered as he felt every hair on his body stand up from the sheer power it was emitting.

The trainer looked back and saw a strange figure on the battlefield. Its eyes were glowing a bright blue from behind an odd visor and armor covered it. His skin tingled as the entire field was suddenly corrected, and he briefly met the figure’s burning eyes before he walked out. Ash’s mind ached just from looking at it.

Ash gave a short nod to both of the guards, who watched him with awe as he walked to the security checkpoint deep in thought. He barely noted the last guard, who looked at him strangely as he let the trainer through.

He was halfway to the Pokemon Center before he froze. The adrenaline in his system was dying down.

He knew where he’d seen Giovanni before: the Rocket Hideout in Celadon. Petrel had appeared as him for some reason. That on its own was odd, but not incriminating. Petrel was half-insane and transforming into the gym leader that most opposed Team Rocket would probably give him a laugh.

But what was damning was the unnaturally powerful psychic energy that pervaded the entire gym. No Alakazam could make that – not even a group. And that strange figure was not an Alakazam, nor any other psychic Ash had ever heard of. It was too humanoid, and he couldn’t think of anything that would need that odd, advanced armor.

“I heard that my boss managed to procure a pretty powerful psychic.” Petrel laughed in his mind.

Thoughts of the sheer presence of the strange psychic that had destroyed the St. Anne, released Pierce and the other Rockets from prison, and a host of other acts that Ash didn’t know about echoed in his mind – the effects were so familiar.

Connections – no matter how half-baked – rapidly formed together in a web in his mind. Memories of a dying ship and a noxious, heavy muk slowly devouring him began to surface – no. He had to stay calm.

He ducked into an alley and released Tangrowth. “Don’t let anyone in here.” Ash commanded shakily, feeling as though he were disconnected from the world at the moment.

Tangrowth gurgled worriedly at him but nodded.

Ash plucked the PokeNav off of his belt and typed some numbers in with trembling hands.

One ring.

Two ring.

Three ring.

Four ring. Ash began to get worried. He had to tell someone, the one person who could make this right.

Fifth – “Hello?” A familiar, strong voice asked him. “Who is this? How did you get this number?”

Ash dimly remembered that, although he had never called this person, he’d been given their number. It was for safety back during the operation.

“Lance, it’s Ash.” He said quietly into the phone. Ash heard a sharp intake of breath and continued. “I need to tell you something.”
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“What happened? Are you alright?” Lance questioned quickly, concern evident. Ash wished he had chosen a better place to call the Champion than this alley. It was blocking his signal from actually getting a video feed.

“I’m fine.” Ash told the man, some of his shakiness disappearing. “Just…just listen to me for a minute.”

The Indigo Champion was quiet. Ash took that as his cue to continue. The trainer took a deep breath before he started speaking. “I challenged the Viridian Gym today. The psychic that blew up the St. Anne was there.”

“What.” Lance said. Steel entered his voice. It wasn’t a question. “Are you sure?”

“I could feel it.” Ash scowled, a grim expression on his stony face. “The gym is filled with its energy without it even doing anything. No Alakazam could do that.”

Lance was quiet. Ash could practically see the contemplative expression on the Champion’s ordinarily boisterous face. He could hear the rapping on knuckles against solid oak.

“Check out the records for his last few gym battles.” Ash said, pressing his point even further. “I know one of the trainers that challenged him before me. He’s strong and he was defeated six to nothing.”

“This is unsettling.” Lance said quietly. He was silent for a few more moments. “I’ll look into it.” The Champion’s tone suddenly grew stern. “Ash, don’t do anything you’ll regret. Go to the Center and heal your pokemon. You might not have fought the Psychic, but they still have to be hurt. I’ll contact you later.”

Ash gritted his teeth. It was out of the ordinary for him, but he didn’t want to listen. He didn’t want to wait for justice. He needed Giovanni to be punished now! Ash didn’t know where Giovanni fit into the Rockets’ schemes, but the man was a part of them nonetheless.

“I will.” Ash finally muttered. He knew that the League would take care of it. They hated the Rockets as much as he did and with Lance at their head they’d act quickly. Perhaps in another region they’d try to protect Giovanni’s reputation. But in Indigo, justice was blind.

“I’ll get this taken care of.” Lance promised. Ash just nodded at the phone before the Champion cut the line.

He stared at the blank screen for a few seconds before he clicked the PokeNav shut and clipped it onto his belt. There was nothing to do now but wait.

“Let’s go, Tangrowth.” Ash said dazedly as he walked out of the alley. He simply returned his friend as they walked by. Viridian was strict on outsider’s pokemon being released unless it was a dire emergency. It would be a shame if he got into trouble before Giovanni was arrested.
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“What on earth did you battle?!” Nurse Joy shouted at him as she came back from the operating room. She was furious. Ash blinked. “Your Nidoking has two broken ribs and severe bruising around his midsection, as well as minor burns on his back. Do you know what it takes to do that to one of his breed?”

Ash sighed and scratched his neck. “Yes, I do. You can thank the gym leader.”

Nurse Joy’s eyes widened. All anger was sapped from her posture. “That explains it.” She shook her head. “I’ve told that stubborn man a million times to be easier on his challengers. One of these days there’s going to be an injury he can’t take back.”

He began to clench his fists but stopped himself. Everything was going to be fine. All he needed to do was distract himself. “How are the others?”

“Hypno has severe bruising on her back and a few broken ribs. She had a few stones embedded in her skin, but Chansey got those out. There are three gashes from whatever she hit and part of her side was skinned.” Nurse Joy recited clinically, doing her best to emotionally distance herself from the report. “Machoke is mostly fine, but his chin is cracked and he has a minor concussion. Kingdra is fine, just unconscious. Magmar is in pretty bad shape, though.” She noted. “Four broken ribs, a bit of internal damage and some breathing issues.”

Ash scowled and clenched his fists. Infernus shouldn’t have been that hurt from a gym battle. It was like battling Pierce all over again.

“Listen, a full restore will get Magmar up and running, but you need to let him soak in some lava.” Nurse Joy told him with worried eyes. “That’ll soothe his pain and fix him up better than anything I can do.” A tired smile appeared on her face. “I wish all pokemon could be healed that easily.”

The trainer nodded in agreement. It would be nice to not have to buy so many potions and revives. He assumed she hadn’t said anything about Tangrowth because there wasn’t anything to say. Tangrowth could regenerate in a few hours if he really needed to.

“Your pokemon will need to stay here for the rest of the day at least. We can release Kingdra and Tangrowth to you now.”

“Thank you.” Ash said with a dip of his hat. Nurse Joy smiled at him before walking off and waving one of the attendants over. The girl quickly handed him Torrent and Tangrowth’s pokeballs before rushing off to help Nurse Joy.

He clipped them onto his belt and watched the attendant walk into the operating room sadly. Ash hated that his friends had been so badly hurt in the gym battle. He hadn’t thought that they’d been hurt badly – except for Nidoking, anyway. Dazed hadn’t looked like she’d been badly hurt, just a little banged up. It was his fault for forgetting just how fragile she was.

Ash sighed dejectedly and walked out of the Center, taking a moment to apologize to anyone he rudely slipped past. There wasn’t much for him to do for the rest of the day. It was almost night, but he figured he had enough time to pick up some supplies before he went to bed.

Not that he would get much sleep. Thoughts of vengeance for all of Team Rocket’s victims – the drowned victims of the St. Anne, the pokemon that had been warped and twisted by the nefarious organization, the people that had been killed and terrorized – roared through his mind, demanding action. He didn’t see it going away any time soon.

But a small smile made its way onto his face as he walked through the busy streets of Viridian. Vengeance was coming, and what was probably the most powerful of Team Rocket’s supporters would be detained shortly. Whoever the head of the mysterious organization was, they would be furious when they heard of the setback.

That was the thought that kept a smile on his face as he went to the nearest Poke Mart and happily bought all of the supplies he would need through the depths of Viridian Forest.
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Something was shaking him awake. He sleepily opened his eyes and saw Tangrowth lightly poking him. “I’m up, buddy. What is it?”

Tangrowth gurgled and pointed at the door. Ash shrugged and pulled his shirt on from his night stand before he went over and peered out the hole before opening it up. His friend waddled up behind him and curiously peered over at the man standing in front of the door.

Had his friend not been there, Ash would never have opened a door for a stranger. The memory of the St. Anne still stuck with him, even if that part of it was a little fuzzy. But he was confident that Tangrowth was strong enough to protect him. If not, Torrent would be more than happy to oblige.

“Hello?” Ash stared up with distrustful eyes. The man that stood before him was odd, to say the least. He had dark purple hair, which was matched by his pants and sleeves. His formal attire – a mask that covered his eyes and a black coat – was a stark contrast to Ash’s slightly dirty travelling clothes.

“Ash Ketchum?” The man asked in a friendly manner. Ash cautiously nodded.

“Who are you?” He asked bluntly, rubbing his tired eyes. Ash hadn’t gotten as much sleep as he would have liked, and something told him that it was very early in the morning. But something about this man seemed familiar.

The man’s lilac eyes widened behind his mask. “Ah, I apologize for my rudeness!” He said with a little bow. “My name is Will, trainee of the Elite Four and apprentice of Sabrina!”

Ash blinked. Now he knew where he’d seen the man. Aside from being mentioned by Lance, he was the Champion of the Indigo Conference two years ago. That had been a fun one to watch. Will, despite his odd appearance, had similar, albeit weaker, abilities to Sabrina that allowed him to command his powerful pokemon telepathically. It had been an interesting twist.

“May I come in?” Will requested. Ash nodded and stood back. The Elite Four trainee smiled at Tangrowth. “Hello, my good grass-type! I am pleased to make your acquaintance.”

Tangrowth gurgled and poked Will in the head, dislodging his mask a bit. The tall man just laughed and poked Tangrowth back, eliciting a quizzical stare from the grass-type. Will laughed again and slipped into one of the chairs in the room.

“It’s been too long since I travelled like an ordinary trainer.” He mused, glancing around the dark room with curious eyes. “I’m afraid the League has spoiled me. Anyways, back to business.” Will coughed politely. Ash sat down in the chair across from him. “Champion Lance has requested your presence at the Elite Four rally site. I’m to take you to him.”

Ash frowned. “I need to get my pokemon.”

“I already checked on them.” Will replied. He had the grace to glance away. “They are not ready to leave quite yet. Regardless, you will not be a part of what is to come.”

“Why does Lance want me there, then?” Ash questioned.

Will smiled. “You’ll have to ask him that yourself.” He said jovially. The man offered a gloved hand to Ash. “I can teleport you there.”

Ash felt troubled about leaving his friends behind, even if they were likely unconscious and doped up on full restores at the moment, but he took the Psychic’s hand once he recalled Tangrowth. If Lance wanted to see him, Ash would oblige.

The Psychic closed his eyes and focused for a moment. Ash squeezed his eyes shut as they hurtled through a whirlwind. His body felt extremely heavy for a few brief moments before it suddenly returned to normal weight. When the world solidified around them, Ash collapsed to the soft ground and emptied the contents of his stomach onto the loamy soil.

“I apologize for that.” Will said embarrassedly. “I’m still learning teleportation, and I’m afraid that my skill and power doesn’t even compare to Sabrina’s. It was a bit rough.”

Ash just groaned and stood up on shaky legs. That was nothing like all of his other teleportation experiences. Instead of being a smooth rift in space and time, it was like Will had punched through and dragged Ash along.

“But here we are.” Will gestured grandiosely. Ash realized that they were just a few dozen feet away from a small camp filled to the brim with trainers and equipment. There were several guards with grim expressions walking towards them as they spoke.

“Did anyone see you?” The first of them, a short man with darting, suspicious eyes asked.

Will shook his head with an easy smile. “Of course not, my good fellow. The guards and police had nothing to suspect. Giovanni doesn’t know about the assault yet.”

“That damn outfit is gonna get you caught one of these days.” The gruff guard growled. Ash met his eyes unflinchingly as the guard turned his gaze on the young trainer. “Guess you’re the kid the Elite have been talking about, eh?”

Ash nodded, but didn’t say anything. He was still feeling a bit sick from the disastrous teleportation and a little out of his element. This was a far cry from the operation he had helped with in the Sevii Islands. He’d never been involved with the Rangers and League forces working on the mission aside from the ones in charge of transportation.

“Will, the Champion wants to see you and the little guy.” One of the other guards spoke up. He seemed young, just out of his teens. Ash glared at his title. “Gym Leader Sabrina has been wanting to see you two as well. She should be with Lance.”

“Of course. We’ll be on our way, then.” Will said with a bow. Ash followed the tall man as they made their way into the camp. He attracted quite a bit of attention from the Rangers and the grim men and women in dark, plain blue uniforms.

He knew the Rangers. They were an organization that was modelled after the Pokemon Rangers that governed Fiore and Almia. In Indigo, the Rangers generally served as the League’s main source of fighters outside of the police force and actually used captured pokemon instead of the strange way of the Pokemon Rangers. Although most of the time they simply wandered and protected the area they stood in and its inhabitants, they could be called into direct action by the League if necessary.

Ash glanced at the scowling trainers curiously. He didn’t recognize their uniform or where they’d fit in with the League. They were obviously part of the police, but wasn’t sure how far up they went. “Who are they?”

“ACE. They’re an elite force of the Rangers.” Will replied, automatically knowing who Ash was talking about. “They’re the best the League has to offer aside from the Elite Four. Most of them are drawn from finalists in the Conference. Each and every one is a veteran of dealing with Team Rocket. Not the most cheerful fellows, but they get the job done.”

He absentmindedly nodded. The League really meant business if they were drawing from that Conference Finalists. This was more than a force to lock the gym down should Giovanni try to fight – this was an army, drawn from the best Kanto had to offer. Giovanni had no chance now, not when the Elite Four were supported by trainers of this level.

“So this is an invasion?” He spoke up, taking in the large camp with broad, sweeping glances. It was well organized. Ordinary Rangers were partitioned off into one area while the ACE trainers kept to themselves. There was a section guarded by two silent ACE trainers that they were approaching.

“Indeed.” Will replied as he waved the two through the checkpoint. “Giovanni has a powerful psychic at his disposal. I saw the reports on the St. Anne and the prison that was destroyed. The psychic is probably nothing more than a pokemon enhanced by technological means, but its power is very real.”

Will sent a quick glance back at Ash. “This is the largest force assembled in the last thirty years. A single member of the Elite Four is usually capable of dealing with any Rocket force. But we are taking every precaution in dealing with this threat. We saw the videos that our Porygon teams gained from the Viridian gym files. It’s capable of defeating most pokemon like they’re nothing.”

“Do you think it has any chance?” Ash scowled, remembering the destruction the monster had wreaked. It was strong, but it would be defeated today.

“No.” Will said adamantly, a sudden shift from his formerly soft, polite tone. “Perhaps it could defeat a single member of the Elite Four, perhaps even two of the Elites working in tandem. But the psychic is only mortal. We have taken every precaution and will attack with overwhelming force. Our dear friend Giovanni is helpless.” He suddenly pointed to a large tent with the symbol of Kanto burned into the front. “There is Lance’s tent.”

Will stepped in first. Ash followed directly after. The tent was warm, but not uncomfortably hot. He suspected that there was some pokemon at work. It was incredibly spacious and several tables had been put up.

Ash grinned when he saw three famous figures standing around one of the larger tables. Another was less famous, but one he knew better. Then there was one figure he couldn’t quite make out – she was shrouded in shadows from where he stood.

“Hello, everyone!” Will exclaimed. The figures looked up and Ash suddenly had a wide grin on his face.

Lorelei was the first one to glance over. From the pictures he’d seen, she normally looked like she had just walked out of a classroom. Now, however, she wore clothing like Lance had in the Sevii Islands, although even more tightly-fit in order to allow for mobility.

Agatha was next. Her eyes were mismatched: one was black and one was a pale blue. It was disconcerting, but didn’t look out of place on the Crone’s wizened face. While she was old, she didn’t appear to be ancient. The old woman’s eyes were as sharp as ever and her spirit’s strength made up for what her body lacked. When she saw Ash her eyes narrowed in a knowing expression.

Lance was the last of the Indigo Elite Four. He was wearing the same outfit as in the Sevii Islands and had a wide grin on his face. “Ash! Will! How’s it going?”

“Good.” Ash replied stiffly. He could feel the eyes of the rest of the Elite Four on him. “Where’s Bruno?”

“Still off in Celadon.” Lance said with a feral grin. “He’s not too happy with Erika. Not that I am either.” His eyes darkened before a boisterous smile reappeared. “Anyways, let me introduce you to the rest of my associates.” He pointed at Lorelei. “This is Lorelei. I’m sure you’ve seen her – she was helping to secure the warehouse in the Sevii Islands.”

Lorelei smiled and waved at him. “I’ve heard a lot about you. You’ve made a good impression on some very important people. Keep the attitude you have now and you’ll go far.”

Ash nodded back with a slightly stiff smile. Lorelei seemed friendly, but he still felt a little uncomfortable. “Thanks, I’ll remember that.”

Lance pointed at Agatha. Ash noticed that her shadow seemed a bit too corporeal for comfort. For just a moment he saw it grow and writhe before settling down. It looked like Agatha didn’t always keep her Gengar in a pokeball. “Agatha.”

She rapped her cane on the ground and gave a disconcertingly kind smile at the trainer. It didn’t fit what Ash had heard about her personality. “Indeed. So you’re Oak’s little prodigy. I’ve heard far too much about you.”

Ash smiled. That was more like the Revenant Crone he’d heard about. He hadn’t had much opportunity to hone his sarcasm in the wilderness, but he figured Agatha would appreciate it. “I’m sure you’ll hear even more about me soon enough.”

“Oh, so you have spirit!” Agatha cackled. “Not just another young fool with more brawn than brains. We’ll see if it holds up until the Indigo Conference.”

“I’m sure he will.” Lance interrupted. Agatha gave Ash a crooked smile before settling back to her previous position. Her old-fashioned clothing was in stark contrast to the other Elite Four members’ tight, flexible suits, but she looked no less powerful for it. “Ash, you know Sabrina.”

He smiled at Sabrina, who returned it warmly. “You have grown stronger. Bruno taught you well.”

“He did.” He replied with a quick grin. “I learned a lot from him.”

Sabrina closed her eyes and breathed deeply. When she opened them they were alit with bright blue energy. The air around her face shined a deep blue and distorted from its presence. “The Ice is fading from you. But it will be replaced soon.”

Ash frowned. He didn’t think he was forgetting about the encounter with Articuno, but Sabrina would know better than he did. But he didn’t like the implications – would he be encountering something just as powerful in the future?

He held back a sigh when he saw Sabrina’s lips upturn. That confirmed that something huge was going to happen soon, although he noted that they shifted into her normal stoic expression moments later. Sabrina withdrew suddenly, and the light in her eyes flickered and died, leaving nothing but bright red behind.

“Karen, say hello.” Lance said with a small grin. Ash heard a sigh as the figure in the shadows stepped forward. They seemed to bend around and cling to her before falling away to reveal the form of a tall, willowy teenage girl, probably eight years older than him. She had long, silvery hair and wore a surprisingly casual outfit considering the circumstances.

“So you’re the trainer that has the Rockets quaking in their boots. How amusing.” The girl began with a haughty smirk. Her silver-blue eyes glittered unfathomably. “I would have expected you to be taller. My opinion of the Rockets is plummeting as we speak.”

Ash blinked. He hadn’t expected that.

Karen inspected him again before turning away and retreating back into the shadows. She didn’t seem very impressed with him. Ash just glanced at Lance helplessly, not really sure how he was supposed to respond to that. Most people he’d met so far had been friendly, or at the very least polite. Not many people had reacted with outright disdain.

Lance just gazed at Karen in disappointment before turning back to Ash and Will. “Both of you, come over here. You need to know the plan.”

“I thought I wasn’t participating.” Ash frowned as he walked over. Will guided him over to the spot that had been reserved for him, right between Lorelei and Will.

“You aren’t.” The Champion replied, glancing at Ash before looking at the map in front of them. It appeared to be the location of and around Viridian gym. “This is too dangerous, and I won’t allow you to take on something like this psychic. Only League forces will be participating.”

Ash’s brow furrowed. Why he was he here, then? He’d reported everything he knew of the psychic’s capabilities, which wasn’t that much. All he really knew was that it was vastly powerful and would probably require an army to take down – which the League seemed to have taken into account.

“I called you here so you could watch.” Lance revealed. “We wouldn’t have caught onto Giovanni’s indiscretions if you hadn’t called, not for a while, at least. You deserve to see his fall. Team Rocket is going to be dealt a major blow today. Besides, it’ll be educational.” He laughed.

Lance pointed at the gym as Ash grinned in excitement and thanks. “Here’s the plan. The ACE trainers are going to surround the facility from different vantage points. They’re armed with psychics, ghosts, and dark-types. If Giovanni doesn’t peacefully surrender, we’re going to blast the psychic with everything we’ve got. Karen is in charge of that group.”

“The Rangers will be evacuating the immediate area.” Lance said as he pointed out a large radius around the gym. “We need to protect the civilians in case of a battle. Sabrina and Will are responsible for restraining the psychic and giving the rest of us a chance to attack.”

Lance glanced around with a hard, determined face. Each of the Elite Four met his eyes with the same serious look. Ash’s eyes were set as well. He might not be fighting, but he’d be willing to help if it came to that.

“The Elite Four will approach the gym and apprehend Giovanni.” The Champion said seriously. His hands were clenching the edge of the table and were white from the pressure. “If he calls upon the psychic, we will do our best to defeat it. Should our initial attempts fail, we will retreat and allow the rest of the plan to follow through. There can be no mistakes. We know what this psychic is capable of, and Team Rocket must not be allowed to harness its power any longer. The St. Anne was only the beginning – a test.”

Ash’s eyes widened. Team Rocket had destroyed the St. Anne to try out their newest weapon? They had condemned thousands to death just to see what their new toy could do? His teeth gnashed together and fury rose in his heart. He’d enjoy watching Giovanni fall.

“We leave in ten minutes.” Lance finished heavily. He stood up and glanced around. “Prepare yourselves. This will be like nothing that we have seen before. Ash, come with me.”

As Lance walked outside, Ash rose and followed him. The inhabitants of the tent gazed after them, some curious and one condescending. Ash paid no heed to them. He winced as the bright light of the sun hit his eyes, which had grown accustomed to the dim tent, but didn’t let it bother him too much.

He followed Lance until they stood on the edge of a high cliff. It overlooked miles of unbroken forest and showed Viridian City far off into the distance, barely a dot on the horizon. The sight was beautiful, but he knew it wasn’t what Lance had pulled him away for.

Ash stood next to the Champion and crossed his arms in the same manner Lance was. The bright morning sun cast them in a long shadow, both of which melded together. Lance looked down at Ash, his angular face inscrutable.

“You did a good thing.” Lance said quietly. “I don’t know how high up in Team Rocket Giovanni is, but he’s important. They won’t recover from this.” He was quiet for a few seconds. Ash listened attentively, locked onto every word of the Champion. “You won’t be on the ground. It’s too dangerous there. You’ll be watching from the sky.”

Realization dawned on Ash as Lance unclipped a pokeball from his belt and released a gigantic dragonair that Ash recognized as Saph. The dragonair cooed at the two and wrapped around both trainers in greeting. Ash laughed and patted her side. Lance just smiled and stroked the top of her smooth head.

“Won’t you need her?” Ash asked as Saph unwound from around them and cocked her head. He lightly rubbed her smooth scales.

“She’s not ready for this yet.” Lance’s eyes were a bit regretful. Saph growled quietly, eliciting a shake of his head. “Saph, you’re stronger than most pokemon can hope to be. But I need the main team for this one.”

Saph cooed understandingly and snapped toward Lance so that she could lick his cheek. Lance smiled and scratched behind one of the tiny wings adorning her head. He glanced over at Ash. “She’ll get you where you need to go. Saph can make some cover so that the two of you won’t be seen by the guards.” Lance suddenly smirked. “I hope you don’t mind getting wet.”

Ash sighed. He where this was going. They were travelling by air and they needed cover. What better than a cloud?

The dragonair suddenly moved so that Ash could get on her long, thick body. Ash climbed up and glanced over at Lance. “Good luck.”

Lance grinned wildly. “The Rockets will need it more than us.” He sobered up after that. “Hopefully none of us will need it. I don’t want this getting messy.” The Champion shook his head and snapped his fingers. Saph reared up and launched into the air.

He yelped in surprise as Saph took off at a great speed, much faster than she had been the last time he rode her. Apparently any speed was fine as long as he didn’t have a concussion. Saph rumbled happily as she smoothly maneuvered through the air. The wind bent around her and left her in a bubble of calm air. Ash was just glad that she could do that – he wasn’t being buffeted too badly by the winds at such a high altitude, which was nice.

Ash glanced down at the forest. They were probably two thousand feet up in the air. The air was getting thinner but not too insubstantial. His stomach lurched when he looked down at the trees, which were little more than multihued green dots. He grabbed onto Saph tighter, grateful that her scales were just rough enough to get a good grip on.

The bundle of smooth jewels on her tail and under her neck began to shine brightly as they neared the city. Ash sighed when moisture began to gather around them and condense into a large cloud that shrouded them from prying eyes. He’d expected it to soak him to the bone judging from Lance’s warning, but it was more like he walked into a cold fog than anything else. His clothes were damp, but that was about it.

Saph gave a low, haunting call as she raced towards Viridian. Ash managed to force himself to look down after nearly a minute of flying and saw that, through the white fog encasing them, they were just a little bit away from Viridian. Its small, Spartan buildings soon began to pass underneath them at a dizzying speed.

Ash began to feel a little queasy and looked up. He hadn’t realized just how fast Saph was. Her manipulation of the air currents made it feel as though they were just gliding along, when in reality they were barreling through the air. The trainer wondered just how fast Plume was in comparison.

The dragonair gave another cry as she suddenly dove down and stopped. Ash closed his eyes and clenched onto Saph’s large body as she suddenly ground to a halt. The kickback was enormous and made him wince from the pain. It faded quickly enough, however, and he recovered enough to peer down at the gym, which was recognizable even from their height hundreds of feet above it.

He could see the ACE trainers positioned on top of the buildings. They were nearly invisible, but he could just barely make out their definition. The streets around the gym were completely deserted, and the guards in front of the gym were the only one humans he could see.

“What do you think will happen?” Ash asked quietly, thoughts strangely calm. He was about to see Giovanni given justice, and he wasn’t even sure he could feel happy about it yet. It was like he was in shock.

Saph cooed softly to him and peered back at him with wide, sapphire eyes. She flicked her tongue out of her mouth and blinked before nodding toward the gym. Ash followed her gaze and saw three figures stepping towards the security checkpoint. Lance’s massive frame was clearly visible, as was Lorelei’s slim body and Agatha’s old, frail form.

The guard seemed to be in shock and immediately let them in. Ash grinned at that – he had probably never expected three of the Elite Four to be in one place outside of Indigo Plateau, let alone at the gym. Lance nodded to the guard but was stopped by the two men in bronze armor.

A few stern words from the Champion appeared to force the guards to relent. They stood back and opened the door for the Elite Four, but Ash saw one of them speak into some sort of communications device. Ash figured he was warning Giovanni.

It was a quiet situation as the Elite Four entered the gym to confront Giovanni, so Ash took some time to analyze where each of the ACE trainers were. That way he would know where to watch if a battle came to pass.

Most were on roof tops, mainly partnered up with another trainer. Some were on the street or in alleys and they looked to be alone. Ash spotted Karen skulking in the shadows with two of the powerful trainers flanking her. He wondered just how powerful she was to be an Elite Four member in training. She certainly hadn’t received the position for her attitude.

Will and Sabrina were situated together on top of a large building. They both sat cross-legged on the dirty surface and seemed deep in meditation. Their pokeballs circled them continuously, held aloft by a constant flow of psychic energy. He could see energy pulsing beneath their eyelids, giving the two psychics and eerie appearance.

He glanced away from the psychics. They weren’t interesting yet, and he wanted to see if there were any more forces he could discover. This was an incredibly powerful force, but –

Pain.

Ash heard a distant scream echoing through the blood pounding in his ears and numbly realized it was own. He clutched his head so tightly that his nails drew light trails of blood, but that was barely noticeable compared to the vast, piercing lance that stabbed into his mind and twisted until he screamed and bled and burned.

And then there was nothing. Ash panted heavily as he began to see something aside from whiteness of his agony. The pain had vanished as suddenly as it had appeared, replaced by a gentle, soothing caress that kept him calm and healed the damage to his mind.

He shuddered briefly and wiped his eyes. It felt as though he should be crying from the pain. There was nothing.

Saph seemed fine, however, if strained. Her eyes were closed, the thick, glossy blue hidden from the world. She seemed to be maintaining all of her energy towards staying aloft or maintaining her own influence.

“Thank you.” He gasped, coughing as the aftereffects of the strange assault wracked his body. Saph cried out gently. Ash clenched his teeth and stared down at the gym. It looked like things hadn’t gone over diplomatically.

That was made all the more apparent as the Elite Four were dragged into his vision by a corporeal shadow with bright red eyes and a wide, grinning set of sharp fangs. Agatha seemed furious and rapped her cane against the ground. Another Gengar popped out of the nearby shadows and whisked her away to the top of a building where she would be safe. The first one followed and appeared by her side.

A ghostly pokemon Ash as a Mismagius appeared beside her as well, its features obscured by its large hat. What must have been some sort of foreign pokemon also materialized, its single, blazing orange eye cold and furious. It appeared to have a scowling face on its ethereal chest and was connected to the ground by a tendril of shadowy energy.

The ACE trainers quickly released their own pokemon. They seemed to have recovered from the assault when Agatha’s ghosts appeared, although they were still wincing in agony. Each quickly released their own ghosts, dark-types and psychics. The psychics’ eyes immediately began glowing, as though they were empowered by some otherworldly force.

Ash shuddered as a wave of gloom and cutting cold spread through the air thanks to the presence of so many ghost-types. He felt a brief surge of paralyzing fear wash over him, a natural response to large numbers of ghosts, but he fought it down with an iron will.

Ghost-types naturally disrupted a psychic’s powers – they weren’t of this dimension and warped reality to the tiniest extent wherever they appeared, which in turn disrupted a psychic’s ability to manipulate reality.

Dark-types simply had another kind of energy theorized to be from a universe where everything was distorted coursing through their bodies. It meant that they produced an energy field that completely prevented psychic energy from directly affecting them, unlike ghosts, who were incredibly vulnerable to psychics thanks to not being firmly grounded in reality – they were in a sort of halfway state. Ghosts couldn’t be killed, but their corporeal forms could be destroyed. They could reform quickly if powerful enough, but most would be left as nothing more than wisps for months or years.

So it made sense that almost all of the pokemon released were of the ghost and dark-types. They would be the only thing to really stand up to a psychic pokemon that powerful.

Ash watched with clenched fists as Lance released six massive, overwhelmingly powerful pokemon: Two Dragonite, one of which was the one Ash had met previously, a Charizard that rivalled Professor Oak’s, a Kingdra that made Torrent look tiny in comparison, the Aerodactyl that Ash had seen at the Rocket Warehouse, and a Gyarados that took up the entire city square in front of the gym.

Lance’s face was stone as he leapt onto Dragonite’s back and took off into the air, too fast for Ash to see as anything but a blur. His second Dragonite immediately followed. Aerodactyl and Charizard took to the skies as well, but Kingdra and Gyarados simply watched and waited. Each seemed to know exactly what to do, even without Lance’s output.

Lorelei moved like water as she released her pokemon in smooth, flowing motions. A gigantic Mamoswine appeared beside her and reared up, while a Cloyster, Lapras, and Slowking materialized in a semicircle around the Ice Queen. They were tense and ready to attack.

He was well aware that these were the most powerful pokemon he had ever seen. Only Professor Oak could rival them. Each of these pokemon were capable of destroying a town in a day and defeating an army of lesser pokemon with little effort.

These were the kind of men and women who, in times long past, had possessed the strength to band together and unite an entire nation. Their pokemon were practically undefeatable, the greatest specimens of their breed.

On their own, the three members of the Elite Four would be able to defeat anything that the world could throw at them. Supported by some of the strongest trainers Kanto could offer they were the most powerful fighting force Kanto had seen in a very long time.

These were the Masters.

But his attention was now drawn to the gym. It was rattling and some of the more ornate pieces of the impressive building were falling off. He blinked as a small section of the roof exploded, sending rubble flying high into the air.

He could see that something was hidden in the smoke – a pair of burning blue eyes that seemed subdued in some way he couldn’t place were clearly visible in the thick haze. But they flashed again and caused the smoke to be blasted into the atmosphere, leaving the figure that had haunted Ash’s thoughts visible for everyone to see.

A humanoid figure hung in the air, supported by nothing but its own mind and willpower. Sleek armor covered the creature, leaving thin sections of its body exposed. What wasn’t black and metallic was covered with thin, gray fur. But the glowing eyes that were hidden behind the black, unfeeling visor attracted the most attention.

The creature was silent. Everything froze for just a moment as they took in the entity that had proven to be such a menace.

Even Lance took a moment to examine it and had Dragonite slow down. He suddenly scowled. “Attack!”

It was bombarded with a hundred attacks at once by the ACE trainers’ teams. Shadow Balls, Dark Pulses, Night Dazes, and Ominous Winds blasted towards it, enough to kill even the most powerful psychic. Ash even caught a few psybeams and other psychic-type attacks in the mix, each far, far brighter than they should be.

The Creature seemed to regard them with disinterest as it flicked its wrist. A supernova flashed through the city as its energy set to work. Bright energy encompassed the Creature in a protective cube. Ash watched in horror as the attacks that should have carved straight through the barrier washed off harmlessly.

It flicked its wrist again and sent a shockwave towards the ground. The attack didn’t really do much, but it provided enough of a distraction for the creature to raise one armored arm and create an orb that shined as brightly as the sun in the time it took Ash to blink.

As the next volley of attacks launched, tiny beams of multicolored energy that shot out from the blue sun seamlessly intercepted each one, vaporizing even ghost and dark-type attacks. After the explosions were finished, Ash saw a countless number of intense blue beams shoot out from the small blue sun and shoot a hole through every ghost-type’s chest.

Ash felt true fear for the first time as he saw every ghost-type in the area glance down in shock at the hole in their corporeal form. Even Agatha’s pokemon had been struck by the psychic beam.

An instant later their corporeal forms exploded in a puff of ghostly energy before diffusing into the atmosphere. Each of the ACE trainers reacted quickly and recalled their pokemon immediately, although Ash noted that Agatha’s ghosts reformed after just a few seconds.

Agatha seemed furious. She tapped her cane against the building again, prompting her ghosts to immediately appear next to the Creature. They launched a flurry of attacks, but the Creature simply glanced at the ghosts with burning eyes and they exploded into their incorporeal forms.

Ash shuddered as Agatha was forced to recall her powerful pokemon, the only ones that had a chance to disrupt the Creature’s power to begin with. It was up to the rest of the Elite Four now.

Saph cried out mournfully at the scene as Lance began his assault. The Champion fearlessly commanded his draconic beasts as they darted at and around the Creature, blasting it with streams of fire and energy that would easily destroy a building. Ash couldn’t even see the Creature as it was consumed in an inferno of fire, ice, lightning, and several hyper beams.

Lorelei began her assault as well, followed by Karen. Her ice and water-types bravely began to fire ice beams and blasts of water that would effortlessly slice through steel, adding the powerful attacks to Lance’s coordinated assault.

Karen looked tense as her Umbreon, Houndoom, and a large, white pokemon with a large scythe on the side of its head shot intense blasts of dark-type energy at the Creature. Although Ash couldn’t see their effect, he knew it was the most likely thing to actually hurt the Creature now, especially since the ACE trainers were still supporting the Elite Four with their own dark-types.

He frowned and wondered uneasily what Will and Sabrina were doing. Ash glanced over at their former location and realized why the Creature hadn’t retaliated yet. Both humans had released their pokemon, who were arranged around them in a circle. All the powerful psychics were staring at the Creature, who was barely visible behind the enormous amount of attacks being thrown at it, with eyes far brighter than any Ash had ever seen.

Ash assumed that they were doing their best to distract the Creature, or at least take over its mind for a few brief seconds. Their efforts were at least preventing the Creature from acting, so they were getting something done. Hopefully the combined force of the fourteen incredibly powerful psychics would be enough to lock the Creature into place and give the Elite Four and the ACE trainers enough time to take it down for good.

The stalemate continued for another minute. During that time he began to desperately think of any way that he could possibly help or make a difference with Tangrowth and Torrent.

There wasn’t one.

Neither side was able to hurt the other, but Ash could tell that the ACE pokemon were beginning to falter. It was difficult to keep a sustained assault like that up, and even they couldn’t keep it up forever.

But the Creature was unable to retaliate either. It seemed to have enough presence of mind to casually deflect the incredible power of the attacks being thrown at it relentlessly but was too distracted by the psychics to actually finish the fight.

Ash’s palms began to sweat and the pit in his stomach began to grow when he saw each of the psychics – each some of the most powerful in the world, human or pokemon – suddenly freeze. Their eyes, which had been mostly light blue or pink, suddenly blazed in a supernova of ice blue energy. The psychics had lost their mental war with the Creature – it was just too strong.

The light hiding behind their eyes suddenly snuffed out, leaving them to collapse to the ground. Even Sabrina – the most powerful human psychic in the world, on par with an Alakazam – and her monster of an Alakazam had fallen to the Creature’s might. Ash wasn’t sure if they were unconscious or dead. He wasn’t exactly an expert on psychic combat but he dearly hoped they were just unconscious.

Lance zoomed by on Dragonite’s back and whistled. From the brief flash Ash saw on his face, Lance knew that their chances of victory were shrinking quickly. He had a hard look of determination in his narrow eyes. There was no fear.

All of Lance’s pokemon attacked at once. Each fired a hyper beam from their mouth that bathed over the Creature in a wave of golden and orange energy. Ash had to turn away from it. The heat and sheer energy released by the hyper beams was incredible that it felt as though it were burning him, even from hundreds of feet away.

The Creature banished the explosions in a swirl of psychic energy. Ash clenched his teeth even as Saph cried out mournfully. Each of Lance’s pokemon barely seemed affected by the immense strain they had just put their bodies under, but all the attack had done was show that the Creature was practically invincible. Those hyper beams would be enough to destroy almost anything – if it could block that that then nothing they could do would affect it.

Lance didn’t give up, however. He whistled again, this time at a higher pitch, which caused his monstrously powerful pokemon to snap into action and begin their attack anew. The ACE trainers did their best to support him, and Lorelei continued to blast the Creature with powerful ice and water-type attacks over and over again to little effect.

Agatha’s ghosts were flitting around the battlefield, hurling shadow balls before slipping back into the darkness. Every time they were struck by a tiny beam of the icy light, their physical forms exploded before reforming moments later. But it was starting to drain on them, Ash could see. It was taking longer to force their physical form back into being.

Finally, the Creature seemed to have enough of the battle. The shield it had raised blasted outward, encasing around each pokemon it hit and locking them into place. Even Lance’s pokemon were affected. They growled, but couldn’t even thrash against their psychic bonds. All of the others were unable to even make a sound.

It was eerie watching the Creature stare at the pokemon in disgust, casually sending them hurtling into the ground one by one with a flick of its wrist. Ash thought it seemed slightly tired, but not enough to stop it from battling with the same ruthless power it had used the entire fight.

Luckily, Saph was far enough away to avoid the psychic blast. It faded out of existence mere moments before it would have frozen her in an aura of psychic power. Ash watched in horror as the Creature suddenly hurled Lance’s second Dragonite to the ground at crushing force, although it would only be enough to bruise the powerful creature. The brutality of the act and the worry of what was to come was what really bothered him.

“Saph, can you support a Tangrowth?” He questioned, blanching as he realized what was going to happen soon. Saph cooed a reply that he took as an affirmative. “When I release him, fly towards Lance and Dragonite as fast as you can.”

Ash quickly released his large friend, who wrapped one arm around Ash happily. The trainer glanced up. “Tangrowth, I need you to catch a man if you see him falling. Make sure he stays safe.”

Tangrowth gurgled a reply and wrapped around Saph’s long body even as the dragonair took off. She didn’t bother spending the time manipulating air currents, and for good reason – the Creature had just flicked its wrist and sent Dragonite and Lance hurtling to the ground. From that height it would be fatal.

Lance was unable to hold onto Dragonite as the Creature assisted gravity’s call. His form was sent flying into the air, helplessly grasping for something to keep him from splattering against the pavement below. Ash could see him growing closer and closer as Saph launched herself through the air as fast as she could. Just a few seconds before the Champion hit the ground, several long, dexterous vines wrapped around him and yanked him onto Saph’s back.

Ash pumped his fist in victory as the Champion was settled onto Saph, but that turned into a cry of surprise when one of the tiny, bright blue beams of energy shot out from the Creature’s armored hands and slammed into Saph’s side, carving a large, neat hole through her long blue body.

Fortunately, they were close to the ground. Saph slammed into the marble surface of the gym’s exterior before crashing into the hard ground. She groaned pitifully in pain. Ash saw that she wasn’t able to move her body past the hole. It had burned straight through her spine, but there was little blood. The immense energy in the beam had cauterized the wound.

He gasped as he slammed into the ground. The air was knocked out of him and it felt like he’d cracked a rib. Every breath felt as though a knife was stabbing into his side. Nevertheless, Ash pulled himself up. Tangrowth assisted him a bit and tried to stand in front of the trainer’s body in a protective reaction.

Ash wheezed and gratefully nodded at Tangrowth, who gurgled sadly in reply. He winced as he turned to look at Lance. The Champion was hard-faced and had returned Saph. There was no noticeable sorrow on his face, but his eyes shined with immeasurable sadness. But he was all business as he hobbled over to Ash as fast as he could with what looked to be a badly injured leg. While he couldn’t see the specific injury, Ash could see a lot of blood and the leg seemed misshapen.

“We have to get out of here!” Lance shouted. He grabbed Ash’s arm and began to limp and lead him away, but they both stopped and clutched their heads in pain as another supernova of light blasted through the square. Ash looked up with eyes nearly squeezed shut from the pain and saw that every person and pokemon in the area had been locked down.

The Creature suddenly appeared in front of them, its armor menacing and dark in the sunlight. But what scared Ash the most were the burning blue eyes. They held no fear, no sorrow, and no regret. He couldn’t even see what they really looked like.

Lance stood in front of Ash and met the Creature’s eyes fearlessly. Ash took the opportunity to recall Tangrowth, ignoring his friend’s fearful gurgle. He looked past Lance’s large body and met the Creature’s eyes himself.

He was going to die.

He would not die a coward. He would not bring one of his best friends to die with him. He would not die without staring his death in the face and making it watch and see what it had done.

A long, armored arm swung up and pointed at the two trainers. Three large, orb-like fingers crushed together as a miniature sun of blue ice appeared in front of it. It intensified until it looked as though it would be able to wipe Viridian off the map with a careless gesture.

“The Champion of Indigo and a Child.” A deep, masculine voice echoed inside of Ash’s mind. He crushed his hands to his ears in a futile action to stop the horrific pain as the words ripped through his mind and split his brain in two. Ash was in too much agony to be properly awed at the fact that he was actually hearing a pokemon speak. “I had not expected the honor. This confrontation was not expected for a long time yet. My partner believed that you and your Elite Four would be a proper test of my skills, Champion. He was right. This battle was amusing. It will be a shame that none of its participants save I shall be alive to remember it.”

Ash refused to close his eyes and stared straight into the Creature’s eyes as the glow intensified even further. He idly wondered if there would be anything left of the two to find. The energy being collected in the Creature’s grip looked like enough to reduce them to atoms.

But death did not come immediately, as he had expected. Instead the creature continued to stare at them. There was no pity in its glowing blue eyes, but the light pulsed in annoyance.

“Champion, step away from the child and it will live.” The voice wracked their brains again, the pain even worse thanks to the annoyance bristling in its words. Lance accepted and began to step away from Ash, but the trainer refused to let the injured Champion do that.

Lance was worth much more to Kanto and Indigo than he was. Ash was an up and coming trainer, but Lance was a leader, a symbol of the strength and fighting spirit of the League. He was a legend, the role model of every young trainer in the region, an enduring fighter and great warrior.

He wouldn’t let the Champion die. Even if Lance was just a symbol or famous figure Ash knew of, he wouldn’t let the man die. But Lance was more than that: He was a friend, and Ash held the power to potentially save his life.

So he grabbed the badly injured, barely conscious Champion – now that he looked closer, he could see blood dribbling from a large gash on the Champion’s face and the arm that was at an angle that no arm should ever bend to – and forced him to the ground. Ash repaid the favor Lance had tried to do him and stood in front of the horribly wounded Champion.

Lance was barely conscious, but he had still tried to shield Ash and save his life when the opportunity presented itself. Ash would show the Champion the same respect and honor.

The Champion tried to stand up and hobble away from Ash so that the boy’s life would be spared, but he was unable to force himself up on his one good arm and collapsed to the ground. Ash couldn’t stare away from the Creature’s eyes, daring the Creature to strike him down and violate whatever almost-forgotten principle or order kept it from simply killing him.

At first it appeared that the Creature would pay no heed to whatever voice was telling it to spare Ash, but it casually snuffed out the orb of light that would reduce his body and mind to nothing but atoms.

He couldn’t see past its shiny black visor, but Ash could tell that it was staring at him with its own form of annoyance.

“Consider yourselves lucky.” It said flatly, driving another spike of pain through his mind. “My partner is acting irrationally. He will not allow you to be hurt, and unfortunately my power is too great to so much as touch you without crushing your body into a bloody pulp.”

It whipped its large tail around angrily. “It is a mistake, but I will honor my partner’s wishes. Besides, it looks like more of your misguided allies have arrived.” The Creature said, annoyance echoing in its painful mental roar. Ash could see dozens of people in Viridian City police uniforms rushing onto the scene behind the Creature. “Perhaps this is for the best. My message has been sent.

The Creature rose from the ground, not obviously harnessing any sort of energy and stared down at the two in disgust. “I will meet you again, Champion. You will not be protected by the child forever. I will claim your life, and next time not even my partner’s protests will spare you.”

Ash watched in awe as the Creature rose far above the ground before glancing over the area in disgust. It teleported away with no visible effort, leaving the scars of its presence over the entire area. He collapsed to the ground on trembling limbs and glanced over sorrowfully at Lance. The Champion had fallen into unconsciousness from the severity of his injuries.

Thoughts of the Creature roiled in his tired mind as he stared at the Champion’s lax face, watching worriedly as the large man lightly breathed and gasped in air. The Creature was nothing like the world had ever seen. It had defeated at least a hundred ghosts without trying, along with their dark-type counterparts. It made psychics more powerful than they should be and still defeated fourteen of the greatest psychics in the world, all the while defending against an army and the Elite Four.

It had defeated the Champion as though he were nothing and had locked hundreds of incredibly powerful pokemon into place while still being able to harness its power and speak into their minds.

He sighed and closed his eyes. He was tired.

Screams and worried cries suddenly woke him from his attempted slumber. He snapped his eyes open and watched as Lorelei and Karen rushed over to the two fallen trainers with terrified expressions on their faces.

“Lance!” They cried as they rushed over to the unconscious Champion. Karen went straight for the Champion, but Lorelei paused and looked over Ash.

“Are you all right?” She asked quietly, resting a cold hand against his cheek. When she pulled it away there was blood. That was funny, Ash hadn’t even noticed he was bleeding.

“I’m fine.” He muttered, thoughts still racing through his mind. Why did Giovanni spare him, assuming that was who the Creature’s “partner” was.

The man seemed to like him well enough – he mentally shuddered at the thought, even more so when he remembered that Giovanni had mentioned offering him a job in a few years – but that shouldn’t have kept him from taking the opportunity to kill the Champion and most of the Elite Four. Team Rocket didn’t exactly have a problem killing children should it be necessary.

It was a mystery, and he didn’t like it. He blearily cut back to Lorelei, who was staring at him worriedly and whispering to him, probably try to keep him awake.

“—medics should arrive soon.” She said soothingly. Her pale face, which was mostly untouched from the battle aside from her glasses being somewhat askew, was as calm as could be. “You did a very brave thing, you know. I’ve known that you were brave in taking on the Rockets, but you did more than anyone could have expected. You saved the Champion’s life.”

He nodded tiredly, comprehending what she was saying perfectly well but too exhausted from the sudden loss of adrenalin to particularly care. He’d done what any real trainer would have done.

“Lorelei, I need to say something to the kid.” A haughty voice entered his ears. Ash sighed when he recognized it as Karen’s. Lorelei frowned but stood up and walked over to check on Lance’s crumpled form.

Karen squatted down next to him. She looked at him for a while with inscrutable silver eyes.

“…Thank you.” She said quietly, meeting his eyes. He could see the fear in them. Ash started. Karen didn’t seem like the kind of person who would willingly show any genuine emotion. “I could see what you did. Lance owes his life to you, and everyone in Kanto ought to thank you for that. That would have been a terrible blow to all of us.”

She suddenly dipped down and kissed him on the cheek. Ash’s eyes snapped open in surprise and he froze, staring at the Elite Four trainee in shock. Karen stood up and laughed, all solemnness gone.

“There’s your reward from me, kid.” She smirked. “Try not to get a big head about it.”

He stared at the teen as she walked over to Lance and crouched beside his body. That was unexpected.

Ash shrugged and did his best to ignore the spot on his face that tingled slightly – a sharp contrast to the rest of his face, which was pounding with heat. He closed his eyes and waited for the medics to arrive.

He wouldn’t be forgetting that anytime soon.
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“You’re all free to go, Mr. Ketchum.” The female doctor said. She didn’t seem too happy about giving him admission to leave. Although they’d corrected all of his injuries in the first three hours he stayed – he had two broken ribs which had been set and injected with a modified potion, the large gash on the side of his face had been cleaned and stitched up before another potion had been injected, and the bruising on his chest was mostly gone – he still wasn’t completely healed.

But he wasn’t about to let that hold him back. He wasn’t in danger of hurting himself any worse now, he just had to make sure to take it easy as he travelled. “Thank you.”

He rose from the bed and stretched, grimacing at the slight waves of pain that shot through his body. Ash shook it off. What he was feeling was nothing compared to some of the League forces that had been involved in the battle.

Speaking of League forces, he noticed two bulky ACE trainers standing in the doorway with grim expressions. They were silent as the doctor spoke again.

“Don’t push yourself too hard. You’re largely healed externally, but your body needs rest. Potions accelerate healing, but they take up a lot of energy for humans.” She warned. Her aged face broke into a scowl. “Personally, I think you should stay for another day just to make sure. But the League has requested that you be released as soon as it is safe to do so. Your medical records and any proof of your existence have been sealed as well. The gentleman over there can tell you more.”

The shorter of the two stepped forward and cleared his throat. Unlike the ACE trainers Ash had seen, his uniform was solid black, but a silver Ranger insignia was stitched onto it. “Mr. Ketchum, before you leave, we have your pokemon. We took the liberty of retrieving them from the Pokemon Center. It’s chaos there right now.”

“Thank you.” He said gratefully as he walked over and took the bag of pokeballs from the Ranger’s hand. Ash quickly clipped them onto his belt, glad that he had all of his friends back.

“Champion Lance has also requested your presence before you depart.” The man said in a professional tone. “We will lead you to him now. Follow me, please.”

Ash nodded and followed both agents as they strode through the bare white halls of the hospital. He gave the tired looking doctor a grateful nod before he left her. They travelled through the building quickly. It was deserted, which was odd. He’d expected that it would be busy considering how many League forces the Creature had hurt.

The two suddenly motioned to a door about a minute after walking through the winding halls. “Champion Lance is awaiting your presence.”

He nodded and stepped in. It was similar to his own room, if a bit larger. Two more ACE trainers were inside, although they gave him a respectful nod before walking out and leaving Ash and Lance to their privacy.

The Champion looked very weak. He was covered in casts and bandages and an IV fed an unfamiliar fluid into his veins. Ash could barely equate this wounded man to the proud, strong Champion he knew. Lance had never been anything but exuberant and powerful in the short time he’d known him. This Lance was alien to him.

“Hello.” Lance rasped. His chest rose and fell in shallow breaths, but he seemed to be in much better condition than he had when Ash last saw him. “Ash, I’m sorry. I should have kept you away from the battle. I knew that the psychic was powerful, but I was careless.”

“No!” Ash replied sharply, barely believing he’d just said that. “It was for the best. We all know what Team Rocket can do now. And what if I hadn’t been there? You’d have died!”

Lance frowned and sighed. “Team Rocket might as well have killed me. I’m alive, but they’ve sent a message. They have the power to defeat the Elite Four, and it’s only a matter of time before they use it. We will fight as hard as we can and find some way to defeat the psychic, but they’ve spread fear. They’ve shown that even the Elite Four can be defeated.”

Ash didn’t have much of a reply to that. It was true. Team Rocket had showed their last card. They’d been losing their war in the shadows ever since Lance truly began his campaign against them. Now the tides had turned. But at least the Elite Four could still fight – even if they’d been defeated, they were still alive to keep on fighting.

“How’s Saph and your other pokemon?” Ash asked quietly, hoping to turn the conversation to a different topic. Nothing productive could come out of the path it had been taking.

Lance closed his eyes briefly. There was visible pain and regret on his proud face. “They’re fine. Most were unconscious and badly injured when they were recovered from the wreckage, but they survived and will be back to normal in a few days. Saph has a longer recovery.”

“How is she?” Ash asked uneasily. He’d seen that Saph was paralyzed – not in the battling way in which the nervous system was stunned or muscles were locked up, but in the real way where the spine was severed – but he didn’t know what else had happened to her.

“She’ll be okay in about two weeks. What our doctors can do today is closer to miracles than medicine.” Lance said, a trace of happiness mixed into his tone. It was clear that he’d been terrified for the dragonair. “They’ve healed the most extreme damage to her body, but injected some ditto cells into the spine. They should specialize and replace her spine and nerve cells in about a week. Then it’s all about getting her used to her body again.”

Lance sighed and leaned back onto his hospital bed. He glanced at the needle that was neatly slid into his hand. “I don’t know where ditto came from, but I thank whatever caused them to pop up a few years back. If not, Saph might have never recovered.”

Ash nodded in sympathy. For any pokemon to lose its mobility would be an awful thing. But for a pokemon with as much natural majesty and power as Saph it would be a true horror, a half-life. Battling pokemon enjoyed fighting. It was their life.

“But I didn’t request your presence for that.” Lance continued. Ash just silently waited for the Champion to speak. Every word seemed to take effort. “First, I wanted to thank you. You saved so many lives by standing up to the psychic. I don’t know why it and its partner refused to kill you, but you thought quickly and acted bravely when I was too injured to do so.”

“Any real trainer would have done the same thing.” Ash echoed his thoughts from earlier.

Lance smiled and shook his head. “Perhaps. But there aren’t many real trainers anymore, if there ever were.” He sighed forlornly. “But I’m proud to say that you are part of that exclusive group. You’ve proved many times over that you are braver and more skilled than your years suggest.”

Ash hid an embarrassed smile.

“I’ve placed several ACE trainers in Pallet Town.” Lance murmured. “I don’t know if Team Rocket knows your identity or if they grew enough of a conscience to recoil from slaying a child,” both Lance and Ash’s face showed their doubt of that sentiment, “but I believed it would be safest to do so.”

“Thank you.” Ash replied, clenching his fists at the thought that Team Rocket might target Pallet Town because of him. “If Team Rocket tried to do anything and I wasn’t there…”

“Then the good Professor would likely intervene.” Lance smirked, although he coughed a bit afterwards. “Professor Oak is no pushover, as I’m sure you know. But it never hurts to have a few extra fighters, especially when they are as powerful as ACE.”

Ash nodded his agreement. Oak might be powerful – although he didn’t know just how strong the older man was – but he couldn’t protect the entire town at once. At the very least the ACE agents could hold attackers off while the Professor finished the rest.

“If you would like, I can assign a Ranger or ACE trainer to you for a while.” Lance spoke up. Ash frowned. He knew the Champion was only trying to help him, but he was more than capable of protecting himself. The only thing the Rockets could throw at him that he couldn’t beat was the Creature, and no amount of protectors would defeat it. “Just until some of the heat dies down. Your identity has been kept sealed, but I’m afraid the media will leak your image soon.”

He shook his head. “I’ll be fine. I’m leaving today anyways. The Rockets won’t have time to trace me.”

Lance frowned and a troubled expression took root on his angular face. “Very well. Be careful and keep a watch on your surroundings. I’ll do everything in my power to keep you out of the spotlight, but the Rockets have their own resources. We still don’t know if the psychic is capable of entering our minds. Sabrina and Will are still practically catatonic.”

“Are they alright?” Ash snapped out worriedly. He’d known they were hurt, but he’d forgotten about the psychics in the following confusion and pain. “I saw them collapse.”

“The League said they would be perfectly fine, given time.” Lance replied soothingly, momentarily forgetting his own injuries. Ash could see that he had a cast on his right arm, his left leg, and several stitched gashes. They would be removed shortly. The casts were just there to set the bone as it healed from the potions. “They’re stable, as are their pokemon.”

“Who else was hurt?” Came the dreaded question. Ash hadn’t seen the Creature’s actions after he’d crashed, but he knew that it had done something. It had certainly disabled each of its foes. But he didn’t know if it had actually finished the job.

Lance grimaced. “Eight ACE trainers are dead. Five more are severely wounded from the aftereffects of the destruction of their ghosts. Most of the dark-types have been hospitalized, but the ghosts have started to reform. Only a few psychics were actually killed, however. It was lower than we’d feared.”

He felt sick. The Creature had added more victims to its long list. Had it been given a bit more time it probably would have killed everyone in the area. Whatever it was, it needed to be put down or stopped somehow.

Ash knew he wasn’t to blame – he’d told the League what he could about the Creature, and they’d prepared extensively for it. But he still felt as though he could have informed them of just how dangerous it was. Mere words didn’t communicate his message well enough.

“It’s not your fault.” Lance said. He had managed to pull himself up so that he could meet Ash’s brown eyes on an even level. “We underestimated the psychic. The League has never combatted such a powerful entity before. Your information at least gave us an idea of its potential.”

He collapsed down into his pillows with a pained grunt. His arm was shaking from the strain of pushing himself up. “It is better that we met a minor defeat now than a major defeat in the future. We know to escape should we ever meet the psychic again. You’ve saved more lives by revealing its existence.”

The trainer nodded. He knew that. It made logical sense. But that irrational, gnawing guilt continued to tear at his stomach. Ash suspected that it would for a few more days, at least.

“Ash, I need to sleep soon.” Lance said exhaustedly. “The doctors have increased my dosage.”

Ash nodded understandingly and turned away, but Lance requested for him to stay a bit longer.

“Leave Viridian. Call your mother and tell her you’re safe. If you need help for anything, call me.” Lance said seriously. “Let everything die down and try to avoid the Rockets in the future.” He gave Ash a small smile. “But don’t hesitate to fight back, should you be forced to. You’ve proved many times now that you aren’t a boy: you’re a man, and a man doesn’t falter.”

A large grin stretched across Ash’s face at the praise. For the Champion to say that…it was high praise. “Thank you. I hope that you and your partners get better soon.” He said earnestly.

While it was important for Lance to get better, it was just as important for his pokemon to as well. The Champion was nothing without his family.

“No.” Lance shook his head. “Thank you. I wish you good luck on your journey, Ash. Stay safe.”

Ash nodded back before walking out. The two ACE agents walked in front of him. “We’ll take you to the atrium, if you wish.”

He stopped and considered before shaking his head. There was a promise he needed to keep. “Is there a trading machine here?” He asked.

The agent that seemed to be in charge nodded. “Indeed. I take it that’s where you want to go?”

When Ash gave him a nod, the agent motioned for the trainer to follow him and the other ACE agent. Ash followed their brisk pace easily. He just ignored the slight pain in his side as he walked. It was nothing.

Eventually, after going down what felt like miles of halls and several flights of stairs, they arrived at a dark, empty room with several trading machines and video phones in it. It was small and discrete, clearly not meant for casual use.

“Here it is.” The agent announced. “We’ll take you to the atrium when you are done.”

Ash dipped his hat – it had managed to avoid most of the damage, although he would need to change his ragged, torn clothes when he had a chance – to the agents before walking in. He sat down at the nearest monitor and pulled Bruiser’s pokeball off of his belt.

He released Bruiser as he used one hand to quickly type in Professor Oak’s number. The video phone began to ring, and he turned to his friend. Bruiser looked as good as new, if not a little weary.

Bruiser eyed his ragged appearance worriedly. He gave Ash a questioning grunt. The trainer sighed.

“There was a battle in Viridian.” He explained, although he quickly moved to placate Bruiser when the machoke seemed to grow furious at the threat to Ash’s safety. “Don’t worry, I got off easy. We battled a psychic capable of taking on the Elite Four. It beat us, but like I said, I escaped without any bad injuries.”

The fighting-type didn’t seem too convinced, but any further conversation was cut off as the black screen flickered to life, revealing both the tired, anxious Professor Oak and his obviously terrified mother.

“Ash!” His mother exclaimed. She clapped her hands together and peered at him worriedly. “We heard about what happened at Viridian! It says you’re calling from a hospital. Please tell me you’re okay!”

“Everything’s fine.” He said as soothingly as he could. His mother still stared at him with frantic eyes, while Oak examined him with worried, exhausted eyes. “It’s settled down. I’m leaving the city today.”

Professor Oak cut in. He was stern but just as worried as his mother. “Ash, I was told about the raid. Were you a part of it? The reports are still slow, but my contacts have informed me that it was based off the observations of a young trainer.”

Ash guiltily glanced away at his mother’s suddenly furious gaze. She obviously wasn’t too happy with him putting himself in danger, even indirectly. “Ash Ketchum! If you got yourself involved in another dangerous raid on who-knows-what project of Team Rocket, I will –”

“I told them that Giovanni had the thing that destroyed the St. Anne.” Ash said quietly and tonelessly. Bruiser placed a calming hand on Ash’s shoulder. The trainer glanced at his friend gratefully.

Both adults were silent. Oak’s red-rimmed eyes flashed with pure fury tempered by an ingrained curiosity, while his mother froze in horror. She hugged her arms to her chest and began to tear up.

“What.” Professor Oak said furiously. His fists were clenched and his knuckles were white. Ash’s mother didn’t seem capable of speaking yet. “Giovanni is part of Team Rocket? He’s been hiding the psychic this entire time? How did you know?!”

“When I was entering the gym, I felt energy.” Ash began hesitantly. He emphasized his words with unconscious hand motions. “It was psychic, but so far beyond anything I’d ever encountered that I knew it had to be the thing that blew up the St. Anne. I saw it as I was leaving, and I recognized it instantly. I called Lance and he managed to verify what I’d seen somehow.”

His mother burst in. “You mean the Champion roped you into the raid!” She hissed coldly. Ash understood at that moment just why so many people in Pallet had done their best to be kind and polite to him and his mother. While his mother was usually happy and exuberant, her fury was a thing to behold. “I’ve had enough of the League enlisting an eleven year old! This is ending right –”

“I didn’t participate in the raid.” Ash cut in, hoping to halt his mother’s wrath in its tracks. He didn’t like seeing her like that. Both adults stared at him confusedly. “I watched, and I only got involved because Lance was about to die!”

“You could have died!” His mother shot back. Professor Oak was opting to stay out of the conversation for now. “How could you have helped against something that the Champion himself couldn’t handle?”

Ash shifted uncomfortably. “I couldn’t. The psychic was too strong for me to fight.” He admitted without hesitation. “But I couldn’t just let him die. He’s more important than I am. Kanto needs him! He’s the only person that even posed a challenge to the Creature.”

“But I need you.” His mother whispered, raising a hand to the screen. Ash smiled regretfully and placed one of his scraped hands up to match hers. “Lance might be more important to Kanto, but you’re much more important to me.”

Both sides were silent. Professor Oak watched quietly as mother and son stared at each other. He let the effect sink in for a few more seconds before he stepped in.

“A single creature managed to defeat the Elite Four?” He asked disbelievingly, horror written on his face. “And a psychic, at that? Was Agatha present?”

Ash nodded. “So were about twenty other trainers with ghost and dark-types. The psychic just wiped them out without even trying.”

Oak sighed and rubbed his temples. “This is worrying. Agatha’s ghosts are powerful beyond belief. A single psychic should not have been able to combat them, even if its power was focused through some kind of technology.” He raised his head and stared at Ash with his piercing, intelligent gaze. “If it so effortlessly defeated the Elite Four, why did it not kill everyone present?”

He ignored his mother’s intake of breath at the mention of his death. “I’m not sure.” Ash replied. “It was going to, but then it saw me behind Lance. The psychic told him to step aside so that I could live, but I stood in front of Lance and kept it from attacking. It said that its partner was acting irrationally – that he, or Giovanni, I’m assuming, wouldn’t let me be hurt.”

Relief and – was that hope? – shimmered in his mother’s eyes before she cradled her head in her hands, whispering something that he couldn’t hear. She stayed like that, so thankful that he was spared that she didn’t even rebuke him for placing himself in harm’s way.

“Odd.” Oak murmured to himself, although relief at Ash’s luck was evident in his eyes. He glanced up and saw Bruiser, who still had a strong hand keeping Ash steady. “Thank you for telling me that. I doubt I’ll get the full report for several more hours. But did you need to exchange pokemon?”

“I did.” Ash said with a smile. He was glad to change the topic. The battle wasn’t something he wanted to speak of anymore. “Do you have Plume’s pokeball?”

Oak nodded and raised it. Ash smiled at Bruiser before he returned his friend and placed his pokeball into the trade machine. Moments later it was exchanged with Plume’s.

“I should probably get going. There are people waiting on me” Ash said guiltily, glancing at his mother. She had raised her head, but he could see that she was an emotional wreck. “Bye, mom. I love you.”

She gave him a bright smile. “Stay safe, sweetie. I love you to.”

Ash smiled sadly at his mother before Professor Oak spoke up. “Good luck on your journey, Ash. I hope the trip to Pewter is less eventful than it has been in Viridian.”

“I do too.” Ash laughed. It was nice after so long of being serious. “Thanks, Professor. Bye.”

Before he could cut the connection, Oak raised his hand in order to get Ash to stop. Ash gazed at the older man curiously. He couldn’t think of what else the Professor could ask about.

“Do you know where Gary is, by any chance?” Oak asked hopefully. “He called and told me he was challenging Giovanni, but hasn’t contacted me since.”

“I’m afraid not.” Ash said with a sigh. He didn’t like the dejected expression on the Professor’s face. “I saw him heading out of the gym, but after that I lost contact.”

“Very well. Thank you for telling me.” Professor Oak told him. Ash nodded and smiled at his mother one last time before he cut off the screen and stood up from his chair.

He slid it in before heading outside to meet the ACE agents. There were still a few hours left in the day. Ash wanted to use them as best he could and get away from Viridian. He was tired of this city.
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The first steps into the looming trees and thick foliage of Viridian Forest were nostalgic. Ash had a small smile as he exited the suburbs of Viridian, which were still in a state of confusion from the battle with the Creature.

Ash had already told his friends what had happened. He’d managed to assuage their worries and keep them from becoming too bitter over not being there to protect them, but Nidoking had demanded to walk with Ash during the journey.

He’d happily accepted his friend’s offer. Ash hadn’t gotten to spend as much time with Nidoking as he would have liked, and now it felt like old times again. Plume flew high above them, a powerful presence that deterred any of the indigenous pokemon from attacking.

For just a moment he could see a small, determined Nidoran and a pidgey flitting from one branch to the other just a few feet above him. Then reality came back and banished the glimpse of memory. Ash smiled fondly as he walked down the beaten dirt path. The plants of the forest encroached upon the edges thanks to the invigorating heat of summer, but they had not yet caused the path to be overgrown.

A lone caterpie was crawling on the road ahead of them. The tiny creature looked up and started in fright as it saw Nidoking and did its best to crawl out of the way.

Ash and Nidoking stopped as the caterpie slowly inched away from them. He smiled softly at the creature. It wasn’t much yet, but soon it would be a bright, beautiful butterfree dancing through the woods. He wondered if his journey would have changed much if he’d caught any of the dozens of caterpie or weedle he’d encountered during the time he spent within the great forest. They weren’t particularly strong, even as their final evolutions, but butterfree and beedrill could still be quite effective in the right hands.

He blinked and realized that the caterpie was gone and had taken his idle thoughts along with it. Nidoking grunted questioningly at him and Ash shook his head.

“Sorry about that, buddy.” He frowned. Ash started stepping forward. The pain that accompanied every step was shrinking quickly. His doctor definitely knew what they were doing when they fixed him up. At least they had more resources than the tiny hospital/Pokemon Center in the Sevii Islands. “I just blanked out.”

Nidoking growled and tapped him comfortingly on the shoulder with one of his dull claws. Ash sent a thankful smile back at his friend. The poison-type would probably be worried about him for a few more days before their journey ended up at the forefront of their minds. All of his friends were upset that they hadn’t been able to help.

“Let’s get going. It’s going to be a long journey.”

With that, both friends stepped forward and began their travels again. They might know the way through, but Viridian Forest was a natural maze. Ash expected the journey to take a little bit less than two weeks. Just because he was more experienced and had an idea of where to go didn’t mean that he could cut an entire week off of the travel time.

XX

Ash shot up as he was jostled awake. It was the third night of their journey through Viridian Forest. So far it had been quite boring. Nidoking’s presence scared most of the other trainers off. Even the stronger bug catchers didn’t want to tangle with the intimidating creature.

It felt like he’d only been asleep for an hour. The forest was completely dark since he’d put the fire out before heading to bed so he couldn’t tell the exact time, but his mind still felt weary and frayed. At least it wouldn’t be dark. He’d had Infernus create himself a small pit of lava to sleep in. Tangrowth had used ancient power to raise rocky walls around the pit and Torrent had carved out a small trench filled with water to keep any potential fires down. If they failed Dazed would simply snuff the flames out.

“What is it?” He asked as he stood up from his sleeping bag. Ash easily recognized Nidoking’s touch once he’d regained awareness.

Nidoking grunted excitedly and pointed to Infernus. He was barely visible in the dim light cast off by the fire-type’s tail flame, but Ash was able to make that out at least. Ash glanced over to Infernus who seemed to be standing up and watching something interestedly. The other members of the team were huddled around as well, their features barely illuminated by Infernus’ bright fire.

His eyes widened. It couldn’t be. He hadn’t expected this to happen for at least another week.

“Thanks for waking me.” He grinned. Nidoking grunted and bared his fangs in a friendly manner before lumbering over to the others. Ash was right behind him.

Ash’s friends made a space for him as he approached. He slipped in right between Dazed and Torrent, who had been guarding the camp for the night.

“Could you light the fire? I can’t see very well.” He directed at Infernus. It seemed that Tangrowth had covered up the magma pool with a sheet of rock – or else Torrent had hardened it with a few blasts of water. The fire-type acquiesced. Moments later a large flame danced in the air, providing heat and, more importantly, light. “Thank you.”

He crouched down by the black egg. It was shaking erratically. A few small cracks had begun to thread throughout the ebony shell as it shook more and more. Ash had an uncontrolled grin on his face as he watched the egg tremble.

Ash’s mind had completely forgotten that it was deprived of sleep. Now it was solely focused on the excitement of the situation. He had wanted to know what was in the egg for a long time now, and he was finally getting to see it hatch. The trainer could barely believe this was happening. For so long it had felt as though the egg would remain that: an egg.

He’d gotten a few shakes from it every now and then, but nothing like this. It had begun to roll around as the young pokemon entombed in it finally gained the strength to break out.

A single arm suddenly shot out of the egg, sending a tiny piece of the hard shell scattering off into the night. Ash noted that Tangrowth shot a vine out and snatched it out of the air before it could become lost.

Ash glanced curiously as the sleek black arm, wet and sticky from the amniotic fluid in the egg, tipped by a surprisingly large and slightly curved claw, wriggled around and tasted fresh air for the first time. Another tore out and waved around as well. The tiny pokemon didn’t seem to know what to do.

Finally, the pokemon that Ash still couldn’t make out managed to tear the egg apart, sending the two large halves flying a few feet through the air. He grinned wildly and pulled his pokedex out as he saw the creature that had been unveiled. A bit of clear, odorless fluid leaked out onto the ground.

The tiny creature peered up at him with curious ruby eyes. It stared at him intently with an awestruck expression. He grinned as it wobbled over to him so that it could get a better look at the human. Ash lowered himself a bit more, although he was careful enough to be ready to dodge at any moment should the small, wide-eyed creature try anything. The trainer knew that its kind were prone to mischief and sometimes vicious behavior.

It was a vaguely feline pokemon with slick, thick black-blue fur – although part of the slickness might be from the amniotic fluid inside the egg – but had a few bright red, feather-like growths on its ear and lower back. The creature idly retracted its large claws, which made Ash feel a bit less wary. There were distinctive yellow markings on its forehead and chest.

Ash smiled. “Hey, little guy. Are you feeling okay?”

The black pokemon cocked its head and peered at him. Ash knew it could understand him – all pokemon could understand human languages, even while in the egg – but it didn’t react helpfully. Instead the small creature sat down and stared at him with a reverent expression.

“I’m just going to scan you. Is that alright?” He murmured softly. The pokemon narrowed its eyes slightly before nodding. It stared at him and growled in a friendly manner.

He held the pokedex out and scanned his new friend.

“Sneasel, the Sharp Claw Pokemon.” It droned. “Sneasel can extend or retract its claws instantly during attack. It is extremely vicious and will not stop attacking until its foe is incapable of moving. 

This Sneasel knows the moves: Quick Attack, Faint Attack, Icy Wind, Fury Swipes, and Ice Punch. Its ability is Inner Focus, which enables it to withstand attacks better.”

It would certainly fight well, although he wouldn’t start training it seriously for another month at least. Pokemon were ready for combat the moment they exited the egg, but they needed time to build up their muscles and grow enough to be really effective.

“You’re going to be a tough little guy, aren’t you?” Ash mused after he checked the pokedex to confirm that Sneasel was male. Sneasel nodded happily, still intently staring at Ash’s face. It would retract and unsheathe its claws every now and then, apparently fascinated by the process.

Ash stood up. Sneasel jumped at the sudden change and looked at Ash’s new height with wide eyes. It didn’t appear very fearful, but it was surprised.

“Let’s make some introductions.” Ash began. He motioned to his friends, who were still gathered around them and staring at Sneasel with sharp eyes. Sneasel stood up and glanced at each one as Ash pointed them out. “That’s Nidoking.”

Nidoking grunted as unthreateningly as he could manage and met Sneasel’s eyes. The baby pokemon didn’t seem intimidated, which was good. He seemed more impressed than anything else.

“That’s Plume.” He said next. Plume cooed sweetly at the tiny dark-type. Sneasel yowled back. Ash was glad that they seemed to like each other well enough. He had been slightly nervous that Plume wouldn’t like Sneasel thanks to his species. Sneasel were nest thieves, and the pidgey line were their favorite targets. It wouldn’t have been surprising if Plume had an instinctual dislike of the tiny creature.

“Torrent.” The trainer continued. Sneasel cocked his head curiously at the large, dignified dragon-type. He hissed curiously, and leapt back as Torrent let loose a low rumble that caused the earth to tremble. The dark-type grinned and bared his tiny, sharp fangs. Torrent just stared down at him with gauging eyes.

Sneasel’s ruby eyes were locked with Torrent’s scarlet eyes for several seconds. Eventually Torrent seemed to come to a conclusion and snorted. The dragon nodded and dipped his large head to Sneasel, who hissed back.

Ash smiled before pointing at the next member of the team. “Dazed.”

The dark-type’s eyes glittered maliciously when it recognized the psychic. Dazed stared back expressionlessly, the only emotion in her eyes a faint trace of dislike. Ash suspected that there would be problems with those two. Sneasel’s more vicious tendencies would probably become especially pronounced around Dazed since she wasn’t able to retaliate effectively.

He moved on quickly. That issue could be sorted out tomorrow. “Infernus.”

Infernus growled and glared down at the tiny ice-type as he caused a thin veil of flames to burn around his body. He didn’t seem too impressed. Sneasel hissed back and raised its claws, although he relented after a few moments and scampered behind Ash’s legs. The dark-type peered out and growled threateningly at Infernus, although he quickly pulled his head back when Infernus snorted a bit of smoke and fire.

Ash hid a smile. At least Sneasel would have one member of the team willing to be harsh and discipline him. Nidoking and Torrent would be quick to step in if the dark-type stepped out of line, but Infernus would be the one that Sneasel would be careful around. It would be good to have Sneasel afraid of Infernus, as bad as it might sound. Sneasel would need someone to temper his more malicious tendencies, and there was no one better for the job than Infernus.

“And that’s Tangrowth.” Ash grinned. Sneasel scampered out from behind his legs and stared at Tangrowth, who gurgled happily and wrapped the small creature up in a hug with several of his vines. The dark-type squirmed and growled cutely in an attempt to fight Tangrowth’s greeting off, but Tangrowth didn’t notice. It was several more seconds before Sneasel escaped.

“These are your teammates.” Ash said as he kneeled again and met Sneasel’s eyes. The dark-type seemed locked on to Ash’s every word. “They’ll be your teachers and friends. They are your pack.”

That word seemed to resonate with Sneasel, and he nodded his small head understandingly. He retracted his claws and examined each of them with short little glances.

“We’re going to make you as strong as you can be. We’ll be your family.” Ash promised. Sneasel’s eyes glittered brightly at that. The statement seemed appealing to him. “All that I want from you is that you follow my instructions and do your best to avoid trouble. Is that alright?”

Sneasel nodded and exposed his small fangs in a grin. Ash smiled back, but blinked in surprise when Sneasel scampered behind him and leapt up on his back, displaying quite a bit of agility. He was a bit uneasy for a moment, but quickly realized that Sneasel was just trying to be friendly.

“I’ve got to call Professor Oak and tell him about our new friend.” Ash told Nidoking seriously. His friend nodded. He glanced up at Sneasel and saw that the tiny dark-type was peering around his shoulders at him. Sneasel reminded him a bit of Seeker in that respect. His tone was soft as he spoke to the baby pokemon. “Sneasel, could you go with Nidoking for a while? He’ll tell you more.”

The dark-type growled before glancing at the large form of Nidoking. He almost looked like he was going to jump onto Nidoking’s back, but the large spikes seemed to dissuade him from that idea. Instead, the dark-type leapt onto the ground and followed Nidoking as the poison-type lumbered away. The rest of the team followed.

Ash watched his friends go for a moment with a soft smile before unclipping his PokeNav and dialing Professor Oak’s number. He patiently waited as it began to ring. The Professor would probably take a long time to answer. It was rather late, after all.

While he probably could have waited until morning, Ash didn’t want to take any chances of something happening to Sneasel. His friends would be able to track the dark-type easily and protect him from any threat, but there were a lot of pokemon and trainers in this forest. Ash didn’t want Sneasel to be attacked or captured by a wandering trainer.

“Ash, why are you calling me at this hour?” The Professor spoke up as the screen flickered onto life. Ash smiled apologetically at the Professor. Oak’s eyes were red from exhaustion and there were large bags under his eyes.

“You told me to call you whenever my egg hatched.” Ash said with a grin. Try as he might, he just couldn’t hold back his excitement. He was rather happy with his newest friend. While he would have been happy if a rattata hatched from it, Sneasel was just perfect. “It’s a Sneasel!”

“I didn’t mean that literally.” Oak muttered. Still, he seemed more attentive now. “I’ll authorize you for an additional pokemon. You will only be allowed to have an extra member on your team for two months, after which your seventh registered pokemon will automatically be sent here. Just give me a moment.”

Ash nodded his thanks as Oak got to work, typing at an incredibly fast speed. In a matter of seconds the Professor was done.

“Thanks, Professor.” Ash grinned a bit guiltily. “Sorry for waking you up. Good night.”

“It’s fine.” Oak sighed. “I really am happy for you. I always wanted an egg to raise when I was a trainer. I’m sure that you’ll raise Sneasel well.” The Professor yawned before focusing his bleary eyes on Ash. “Good night. I’ll be more excited in the morning, I promise you.”

The trainer grinned again before the call was cut off. He clipped it back onto his belt and waited for his friends to return. It would probably only be another minute or so. Nidoking knew that it would be a brief conversation.

He sat down next to the dim campfire. Ash had a slight smile on his face. He’d faced horrible things these past few days, but everything was getting better. Now the death and destruction unleashed by the Creature was tempered with new life and new experiences. It would distract him from the grave events unfolding in Kanto, at least.

Ash picked up a small twig and drew a few patterns in the dirt. It was relaxing in a way and let him think. He wasn’t sure how Sneasel would fit into the team. For now he was the baby. Sneasel would probably be pampered like no other teammate had been – mostly by Plume and Tangrowth, if Ash’s expectations held up.

But in the future, Ash wasn’t sure what twists and turns Sneasel’s personality and role would take. He was going to have to start planning for problems. Sneasel were tightly bound to their packs, but there was a great deal of internal competition ingrained in their personality. Hopefully he could curb the most vicious tendencies of the dark-type, but if not he’d have to pay close attention to Sneasel.

At least he had Nidoking, Torrent, and Infernus. They’d keep their newest addition out of trouble and show him the discipline he needed when Ash wasn’t there. He couldn’t see Sneasel misbehaving too much around him, at least. Ash was the first thing that Sneasel had seen. Sneasel had imprinted on him. Now Ash was the closest thing the dark-type had to a parent.

He resolved to set a good example. Trainers influenced their pokemon and vice versa, but the role he would play in a newborn’s life was especially relevant. Ash would need to strive to be the best he could be and instill the best traits into Sneasel.

Ash was distracted as he noticed his friends coming back. Nidoking seemed to have realized that it was time and led the group back into the clearing. Sneasel rode on Torrent’s smooth back, grinning at everything he saw. Torrent looked slightly annoyed, but sharp glances from Plume kept him from shaking the little dark-type off.

“Did you fill him in?” Ash asked. Nidoking grunted. He smiled. “Thanks. Sneasel, could you come down?”

Sneasel agilely leapt off of Torrent’s back and landed lightly on his feet. He looked rather pleased with himself for the feat, and Ash smiled at the dark-type.

He pulled a pokeball out of his pack and showed it to Sneasel. The newborn poked the metallic device with one of his sharp claws before he sniffed it. Ash smiled. “This is a pokeball. It lets me bring a lot of my friends with me. You need to let me put you in it if you want to come with me. Is that alright?”

The dark-type nodded without thinking. Ash smiled and lightly pressed the pokeball to Sneasel’s chest. It sucked him into the pokeball in a burst of red light that illuminated the entire forest. For the first few seconds the ball shook wildly. But when Sneasel realized what was happening, the pokeball stopped shaking and clicked.

Ash picked up the pokeball and clipped it onto one of the additional spaces on his belt. He’d release Sneasel in just a few moments. But he needed to talk to his friends first.

“I know I don’t have to tell you this, but we need to be good examples for Sneasel.” He began. Each of his friends showed their understanding in their own way, even Infernus. “Be nice, but don’t coddle him too much. He needs a firm hand if we want to make him a good member of the team. Discipline him to the best of your abilities if you find him doing something wrong and explain to him why he shouldn’t do it.”

His friends nodded again. Infernus seemed disinterested at this point. The others understood well enough, however, and that was all Ash asked for.

“Dazed, wake us up if Sneasel does anything.” Ash told the psychic. Dazed nodded and shuffled off next to his sleeping mat. She didn’t like being unable to watch over him closely. “To the rest of you, get some sleep. I want to get out of this forest as soon as possible.”

They had similar opinions. Nidoking lumbered over to his sleeping mat as well before he curled up in a massive ball. His plates were facing outward and providing him an incredible amount of protection as he slept. Plume cooed softly to Ash before fluttering up to a branch strong enough to support her weight. Ash closed his eyes to protect against the powerful winds and dust kicked up by her movement.

Infernus nodded at Ash before slinking over to the lava pit. He casually punched through the thin barrier of rock keeping the heat in before slipping in. It flared up in response to his powerful presence before returning to its previous state. The magmar seemed rather comfortable in the bath of liquid stone.

“Torrent, could you stay here for a moment?” Ash requested as his friend began to levitate away. Torrent nodded and stayed as Ash released Sneasel. The dark-type darted his head around curiously. It seemed that leaving the pokeball was an interesting experience for him. “Sneasel needs a bath.”

Ash glanced at Sneasel, who was still a bit wet from leaving his egg. “Sneasel, Torrent’s going to clean you off. Just hold still. It’ll be over quickly.”

Sneasel growled his understanding and nervously stood still. Torrent gently sprayed the young pokemon with water. It easily washed the amniotic fluid off. The liquid was essentially salt water, so it didn’t resist the stream in the least.

When it was over, Sneasel shook himself off like a growlithe and sent water droplets everywhere. Ash grinned. “Thanks, Torrent. Sneasel, come with me. It’s time to go to bed.”

Sneasel didn’t follow his instructions. Instead of following Ash, he leapt onto Ash’s back and deftly climbed up the back of the trainer’s shirt. He was quite skilled, even without using his hooked claws. Ash didn’t really mind and just smiled back at the baby.

He walked over to his mat, although he took a moment to say a goodnight to Infernus. The fire-type grunted and snorted a bit of fire to return the sentiment. Ash took care to walk around Nidoking as he walked to his mat. It wouldn’t be good to trip around his friend.

The dark-type nimbly leapt off of his back when Ash began to lay down. When Ash had gotten comfortable, he glanced up and saw that Sneasel was looking at him hesitantly. He grinned and pulled up his light blanket. “Come on in, buddy.”

Sneasel happily slid underneath the thin sheet of cloth and snuggled into Ash’s chest. Ash could barely believe the species was known for having an attitude problem. So far Sneasel was as nice as could be, although he suspected that would change when the dark-type wasn’t exhausted.

He fell asleep quickly. Ash was still a little tired from being woken up, so it was nice to return to his slumber. Returning to bed after waking up was definitely one of the best feelings in the world.
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Ash felt a lance of fear pierce his mind as he slid toward the roaring waves of the cold ocean. A ship sliced into two was dragged into the depths of the cold waters underneath him, yanking him and countless other helpless souls into the icy darkness as well. 

He did not feel an iron need to survive and fight. Ash felt the fear he had when he was a newbie trainer alone in the wilderness for the first time. 

Talons picked him up and he felt a flare of hope. Perhaps he could survive this after all. 

But it was not to be. Plume shrieked horribly as his shirt tore and he fell screaming into the icy waters. Memories lapped at him as he lost oxygen and the edges of his vision grew black, not mixing well with the ocean. It was bright with the last lights of the doomed ocean liner and suffused in a choir of damned voices screaming as the water poured into their lungs. 

He looked around desperately for the bright flash of light that would herald his salvation. But Torrent did not come through this time. 

Ash gagged and choked helplessly on the icy water as he lost control and breathed in deep the killing liquid. He thrashed and writhed and looked around again, and he felt a flash of hope as he saw something moving in the abyss. 

But his oxygen-deprived mind screamed when two horribly familiar glowing eyes lit up the ocean with the light of the sun, revealing hundreds of floating bodies drifting around them, pale and lifeless in the 

“You cannot escape me.” The Creature roared into his mind before yanking him down to the deepest trench of the ocean, laughing cruelly at Ash’s dying screams. 

He -

Ash shot up from his sleeping mat. A cold sweat covered his body and he was panting. He couldn’t help but stare at his hands, just barely visible thanks to the fire’s calm light, to make sure he was really outside.

A gurgle caused him to look up and realize that each of his friends had circled around him. He noticed that Sneasel was looking at him with fearful eyes, upset at the change in Ash. The others were simply worried. Nidoking placed a comforting claw on Ash. It hurt a bit, but the message was what mattered.

“I’m fine.” He said shakily. His breath rattled in his lungs. What was that? “You can go back to sleep. I’ll be fine.”

His friends didn’t seem to believe him, but they followed his command. Ash realized that even Infernus had come over to investigate what was going on. The fire-type narrowed his eyes at Ash curiously before slinking over to the lava pit and curling up again.

Ash shuddered again. He couldn’t remember what exactly what was in the dream, but he knew that it had terrified him for some reason. It had already flitted away from his mind even as he tried to grasp it and confront whatever had inspired his fear. Dreams were frustrating like that.

Wait.

He’d dreamed.

That hadn’t happened in months, ever since he’d gotten Dazed. He knew that Dazed had been feeding on his dreams ever since the St. Anne. The only reason he’d bothered giving her permission to do so was because he wanted to keep her from feeling guilty. Dazed needed sustenance, and humans tended to have more nourishing dreams than pokemon.

Ash couldn’t even remember the last time he’d dreamed. But now he just had, which was disturbing. Dazed was always in close proximity to him at night, both to guard him and to gain the nourishment that was unobtainable otherwise.

He glanced up at Dazed. Sneasel had already snuggled back against his warm chest and seemed to be asleep. Dazed stared back at him. Her eyes seemed guilty.

“I had a nightmare.” He said quietly. Dazed nodded and glanced away, an oddly open display of emotion for her. She had known before he’d said anything. It was a hypno’s gift to know what dream someone was having. “Would it have made you sick?”

Dazed gave a tiny dip of her head, but still seemed uncomfortable. Ash sighed and pulled himself up on his forearms so he could be more comfortable. He was careful to avoid disturbing Sneasel, however.

“I understand.” Ash said with a tired smile. He wondered just how many disruptions to his sleep he would get tonight. First Sneasel hatching and now night terrors. “I don’t want you to get sick on my part. You shouldn’t have to suffer for my problems.”

The psychic shook her head in disagreement and stepped closer to Ash. She idly polished her stone pendulum in her white mane as she nodded pointedly to Sneasel. Understanding glinted in Ash’s eyes as he realized what she was trying to get across.

“He’s blocking you, isn’t he?” Ash murmured quietly, lightly stroking Sneasel’s feathers. The dark-type growled unconsciously and nestled further into Ash’s chest, completely unaware of the event he had inspired.

Dazed nodded. Ash sighed, staring down at Sneasel. The energy that ran through his every cell didn’t end with his body. It extended just a little bit beyond that, a field of energy from a foreign, distorted universe that completely neutralized psychic powers in its proximity.

Normally that ability was a boon, but not right now. As long as Ash was this close to Sneasel, Dazed wouldn’t be able to eat his dreams. That created two problems: Dazed couldn’t derive sustenance from his dreams, and he would fall prey to whatever nightmares the psychic had protected him from.

The obvious solution would be to keep Sneasel away from him at night, but that wasn’t an option at well. Sneasel needed to be close to him. He’d imprinted on Ash. Their bond could not be jeopardized at such an early stage in Sneasel’s life. When Sneasel had grown a bit older he would be free to sleep wherever he wanted, but for now they would be sticking together.

Fortunately, Dazed didn’t require human dreams. She could easily devour the dreams of his other friends – with their permission, of course – to get the energy she needed. Dazed simply preferred his dreams.

He would have to go through a few nights without a dreamless sleep, then. It shouldn’t be too bad of a problem. Perhaps this was just a rare freak occurrence. He’d gotten over the St. Anne. The only things left were mere flickers.

Now that he had a half-decent plan for the coming weeks, Ash prepared to return to bed and get what sleep he could. But before he could, he realized something.

“Dazed, you’ve eaten my nightmares before, haven’t you?” He asked pointedly. Ash didn’t quite accuse her, but he was being direct. Memories of a few mornings where Dazed seemed strangely downtrodden instead of her ordinary placid calm stormed through his mind.

Dazed nodded and met his eyes. Ash stared at his friend, who had been acting as an unknown protector of his mind for months now.

“…Were they bad?” He asked weakly. Dazed didn’t show any expression as she nodded. Her eyes seemed just a bit tired as she recalled them. Ash grimaced. He’d never meant to cause his friend pain, even unintentionally. “I’m sorry. You don’t have to do that if it hurts you.”

The psychic seemed to sigh – even without a mouth – and rolled her eyes. She shook her head to refute his argument. Dazed pointed at herself, then conjured a protective shield of dim psychic energy before pointing at Ash.

A small smile curled on the edges of his lips as he understood her point. She was a shield for him. Ash helped her and protected her in some ways and she was simply doing her best to help him as well.

“Thank you, Dazed.” He smiled. Dazed nodded and sat down. She continued to polish her pendulum as he continued. “But if it ever makes you feel too bad, just stop. I can face it if I need to.”

Dazed just stared back at him before she glanced down at her pendulum. It was as shiny and clean as stone could be. Ash shook his head with a grin before slipping back into the mat. Sneasel hissed in his sleep but didn’t wake up. He glanced at Dazed for just a moment and saw a flash of guilt pass through her calm eyes before he settled down.

He shut his eyes and let unconsciousness claim him. It would be a hard day tomorrow.

XX

Ash rubbed his red eyes as he walked down the path. He’d managed to avoid another nightmare, but the two major disruptions to his sleep had ruined the entire night for him. The team would be turning in early tonight.

A young trainer with a caterpie crawling faithfully behind him began to approach him, probably for a battle, but picked up his caterpie and scurried away when he saw Torrent levitating behind Ash. In just a few seconds the bug catcher had disappeared into the thick brush.

Ash couldn’t hold back his smile at that. Torrent gave a low rumble that Ash easily identified as a laugh. When he’d first travelled through Viridian Forest that would have been a fun battle. Now it was just pointless. He’d come a long way.

Sneasel hissed as he chased after the trainer before scurrying back. Ash had decided to let him stay out while they walked down the trail, provided he didn’t stray too far. There weren’t any particularly powerful pokemon living in Viridian Forest – at least not in this area, which was relatively safe for trainers to go through – so Sneasel wouldn’t be in danger. Even if he did somehow find a way, Plume’s keen eyes would send her barreling towards the dark-type instantaneously.

The dark-type quickly leapt up onto Ash’s back and grabbed on for the ride. Ash grinned and scratched behind Sneasel’s feather. It seemed to be a particularly sensitive spot and made Sneasel’s small body twitch.

“Having fun yet?” He asked drily. Sneasel hissed excitedly into his ear, doubtlessly telling Ash about every caterpie, weedle, and other helpless pokemon he had chased after. Ash smiled and noted that Torrent’s eyes had a glint of amusement coloring them as well. “That’s nice. Make sure you don’t run into their parents, alright?”

Sneasel growled softly and leapt onto the dirt trail in front of Ash. He extended his claws and hissed as menacingly as he could at Ash, waving the hooked implements around wildly. When Ash laughed, Sneasel hissed and pointed once at Torrent and then at the sky.

“That’s probably a better plan.” Ash commented as Sneasel regained his former position. “Make use of Torrent and Plume while they’re still protecting you. Once you start training you’ll be all on your own.”

The dark-type hissed excitedly and leapt onto Torrent’s back. Ash grinned as Torrent rumbled in annoyance. Sneasel wasn’t deterred, however, and happily clung onto his thick plates of armor with his hooked claws.

As Ash kept on walking down the path, he again found it hard to believe that Sneasel could ever be vicious. It would be a startling transformation, to say the least. Still, he felt that he could at least curb some of Sneasel’s more undesirable traits. Sneasel would be a good member of the team.

For now, however, Sneasel’s antics put a smile on his face as he continued his expedition into the ominous forest. It helped to pass the time and would doubtlessly make the coming monotonous days of journeying through the forest much more amusing.

XX

Ash took a sip from his heavy water bottle as he watched the rather curious interaction between Infernus and Sneasel. Sneasel had been out of his egg for two days now and he had a good idea of how he would interact with the rest of the team for the observable future.

Nidoking seemed to be wary of Sneasel, although he wasn’t hostile. The poison-type was rather friendly and helpful, just careful and observant at the same time. He was biologically hardwired to be a leader and care for the herd, so he was naturally suspicious of Sneasel. Aside from trying to flesh out the newcomer’s personality and motives, Nidoking was also wary of him simply due to Sneasel being a dark-type. They tended to have loner personality traits that were alien to social creatures like the nidoran family.

Plume seemed enraptured with nurturing Sneasel. She tried to help him and show the newborn how to do important things. Ash thought he’d seen her trying to teach Sneasel how to fly once. That had gone poorly. But Sneasel seemed to like her well enough and neither were showing the enmity Ash had been afraid of.

Torrent was similar to Nidoking, albeit less wary. He seemed to get annoyed by Sneasel’s antics rather easily, although the dragon was amused by them at the same time. Sneasel seemed to know this and took particular joy in annoying Torrent by sitting on his head, randomly jumping on him, or poking him continuously. Ash was curious to see just how far Torrent’s exceptional patience would extend before the dragon’s dangerous temper would reveal itself. Sneasel would have to learn limits from someone, after all.

Dazed was wary of Sneasel. He instinctually knew that she was practically helpless to retaliate against him and took full advantage of that, despite Ash’s scolding and warning him numerous times. Sneasel would learn his lesson eventually. The dark-type just had to push the right button so that Dazed would snap and show off what she was really capable of. But for now they seemed at an impasse. Dazed had, at Ash’s suggestion, stayed around one of the other teammates to keep Sneasel from pushing her further.

Infernus was actually getting along with Sneasel disturbingly well. The fire-type was quick to scare Sneasel off with a weak blast of flame if the ice-type annoyed him, but Infernus had more patience than Ash had expected. He didn’t understand all of the complexities of that relationship, but he knew that Infernus would be a good example and role model for Sneasel. Sneasel seemed to look up to the fire-type.

Tangrowth was probably the closest to Sneasel, aside from Ash and Infernus. He seemed to enjoy babying the dark-type and liked playing games just as much as Sneasel did. Right now their favorite game seemed to be one in which Tangrowth would try to poke Sneasel with several vines. Sneasel’s part was to sever as many as he could, although he was inevitably overwhelmed by Tangrowth’s speed and tickled until the grass-type grew bored.

Right now, Sneasel was trying to stalk Infernus. The fire-type was curled up in the ashes of their campfire, apparently asleep. But Ash knew his friend well enough to see the slight twitches that revealed that Infernus was awake.

Ash leaned back into Nidoking’s armored chest and watched with a grin. Dazed and his temporary, rather uncomfortable headrest were watching as well. Plume was off doing something or another, and Tangrowth was sleeping in the last patch of the sunset’s fading light. Torrent looked like he was asleep. It was hard to tell, sometimes.

Sneasel was silent as he prowled around in the shadows cast by the hundreds of trees surrounding them. His tiny fangs were bared as he suddenly rushed forward and leapt at Infernus from behind. He had quite a bit of strength in him for such a young pokemon.

Unfortunately for Sneasel, Infernus was well aware of what he was trying to do. The fire-type’s eyes glinted with dark amusement as he casually slammed his tail into Sneasel and sent the dark-type flying a few feet.

He snorted at that, as did Nidoking. Dazed’s eyes shined brightly, but not with psychic power. Sneasel cocked its head confusedly and stared at Infernus with bemusement. Apparently he couldn’t understand what had just happened.

While Sneasel had been rebuked several times if he pushed too far, this was the first time physical force had been used on him. It was rather gentle, meant more to amuse Infernus than punish Sneasel for his attempted sneak attack, but it was still a first for Sneasel.

Sneasel growled and rushed at Infernus again, only to stop and dive to the side when Infernus turned his head and lazily shot a tiny, weak stream of orange flames towards Sneasel. The ice-type recoiled at the hot temperature but determinedly prepared to attack Infernus again.

Ash’s eyes were alit with humor. Maybe memories of this would pop up in his dreams tonight instead of the rather unpleasant ones he had been subjected to thus far.

He relaxed onto Nidoking’s armor even further and kept on watching the game. Ash wondered how long it would take Sneasel to realize that he wasn’t going to win. Sneasel had proved to be very determined so far, and would probably only stop his mad drive for victory when he had completely exhausted himself.

So long as the two kept this up for a little longer, Ash didn’t really care. He could watch this all night. It was a better alternative to watching the dark forms of the trees and prowling pokemon in the forest, at least.
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Five days later he was finally about to break out of the great forest. He hadn’t been getting as much sleep as he normally did thanks to the incredibly annoying and infuriating nightmares that struck every other night or so and wouldn’t go away and had eventually gotten so fed up with being tired, itchy, dirty, and extremely irritated that he’d cheated and had Plume show him the quickest way out.

It really was amazing how fast he could get through the forest when he had Infernus blasting a way through. So long as he had Torrent on hand to carefully extinguish the flames everything turned out perfectly. The lush vegetation he’d burned would regrow quickly enough.

As things turned out, however, he ran into that idiot in samurai gear again. He was in no mood for the other boy’s crap, and released Infernus, who gladly took his side. Torrent levitated next to him as well. Sneasel was still perched on his shoulder, curiously leering at the boy in front of them.

“I remember you!” The boy cried. He released his Pinsir, who clicked its horns angrily at Ash and his friends. Ash just glared back. He wasn’t in the mood for this. “You are one of the trainers from Pallet! I challenge you to a battle.”

Ash scowled. “Infernus, you’re up. Torrent, extinguish any fires. Sneasel, this is a battle.” He grinned dangerously, which was matched by Sneasel and Infernus. Sneasel had started getting more mischievous, although not quite dangerous. “Well, this isn’t a real battle. This is just what happens when trainers of vastly different skill levels battle.”

Sneasel growled in amusement and peered closer. Infernus stepped forward with darkly amused eyes. He snorted a bit of flame.

He sighed when the idiot in front of him still thought it was a good idea to battle. “C’mon, Pinsir! Guillotine!”

Ash was actually surprised that the Pinsir was skilled enough to know the move. Maybe the idiot wasn’t as bad as he thought. Nevertheless, he wasn’t about to let the dangerous move so much as scratch Infernus.

“Flamethrower.” He scowled. Infernus happily followed his command and bathed the bug in a blue stream of flame. It was hot enough to do serious damage to Pinsir but no so dangerous or strenuous as Infernus’ ordinary white flame.

Pinsir instantly collapsed. Its trainer cried out in concern and instantly recalled the hurt bug-type. He turned to Ash furiously. “What are you doing? You could have hurt Pinsir! He’s weak to fire.”

“It’s just unconscious.” Ash growled as the boy ran up to him. Infernus slinked over to his side and menacingly glared down at the boy. “I’m just giving you a taste of your own medicine. If it can’t take a bit of fire, you should try training it.”

The boy growled back but just walked away furiously. Apparently he wasn’t used to losing. Ash didn’t know what else the boy had expected. He’d just stayed here for months while Ash had been training and adventuring. He couldn’t find it in him to feel any amount of pity for the other trainer.

Whoever the boy was, he was a Camper – the kind most trainers despised. A Camper was someone who simply stayed in one area and challenged travelers and passerby. Most of the time it was a perfectly legitimate way of training, especially if the trainer wasn’t up for travelling.

But this kid seemed to be one of the ones that just did it for the money. He was staying at the very edge of Viridian Forest on the main path that most trainers took. Quite a few newbie trainers stayed in western Kanto since the pokemon there were less dangerous, and Viridian Forest was practically a requirement unless you could fly or teleport across.

In other words, the kid preyed upon young trainers. He probably lost a few times when the trainers were coming from Pewter and weren’t tired and worn down – if he challenged the fresh trainers at all – but the ones that were exhausted and weak from fighting through Viridian Forest were probably simple for him to defeat. Most young trainers didn’t have the skills of Ash, or even Jonathan and Amelia.

Ash wouldn’t mind if the kid was trying to get better, but he seemed to just aim for money. It was annoying, really. He just glared at the kid as he ran away, too annoyed to want his money.

He shook his head and wiped the scowl off of his face. Ash knew he was probably overreacting. His interrupted sleep hadn’t altered his mental state too much, but it, combined with the time spent in Viridian Forest and the stress the battle at Viridian had placed on him, had made him surly and a bit more temperamental than usual.

The trainer returned Infernus, although he left Torrent out. His friend had just finished extinguishing any of the flames left over from the rather pathetic battle, but Ash wanted to keep him out to keep any other trainers on the path from battling him.

For now he just wanted to travel the next half mile or so to Pewter, get a hot shower and some food that wasn’t bland and flavorless, and battle Brock. Then he would be perfectly happy and content. For a night, anyway. He would be picking up on his journey as soon as he could.

So he started walking down the path yet again. Hopefully he wouldn’t have any further disruptions. All Ash wanted now was to get out of the forest.
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Ash had a grin on his face when he stepped out of the bathroom. He’d just taken his shower and brushed his teeth and he finally felt clean. It wasn’t as though he neglected his hygiene when he was out on the road, but it was difficult to get properly clean when he depended on getting sprayed down by Torrent or taking a dip in a river. A shower was a vast improvement.

He had switched out Plume for Bruiser already. Plume was fine with it since he would be bringing her back as soon as he could. She was just too valuable on the road to leave behind, even if she wasn’t one of his best friends.

Bruiser hadn’t gotten to show off his new skill when he was battling Giovanni. He’d gotten taken out by a lucky shot. Now that he had had some time to rest and recover from the injuries incurred from Golem he was ready to battle.

If Bruiser somehow lost, he’d let Torrent take the field. It had been a while since his friend had gotten to be in a more casual battle. Torrent was just too strong to use on an unprepared trainer, so he was normally forced to use him in important battles. But Brock was a gym leader. He would be ready to face Torrent, especially if he’d toughened up as much as Ash had.

“Sneasel, let’s go.” He called out. Sneasel quickly leapt off of his perch on Tangrowth’s head and dashed over to Ash. Tangrowth gurgled and tapped Ash on the forehead before he was recalled. The others were already in their pokeballs. Ash had just wanted Tangrowth to keep Sneasel company.

Pewter City’s Pokemon Center was quite small, so he was out in just a minute or so. More trainers were beginning to filter into the lobby, so he was glad he’d arrived when he did. It looked like the Center would be filled up pretty soon.

He grinned when he felt the midday sun strike his face. Viridian Forest’s thick canopy had kept him from actually feeling the sun most of the time, and it was a rather pleasant feeling. There wasn’t a tree in sight in the City of Stone, so he was perfectly content.

Ash was guided by memory as he made his way through the perfectly aligned streets of Pewter. He liked Pewter. It wasn’t too huge, but still large enough to be impressive. He hadn’t properly appreciated the age and craftsmanship that went into the city and its buildings the first time he had come here.

The people were nice as well. They reminded him more of people from small towns and cities like Pallet and Viridian than those of massive cities like Saffron and Celadon. There wasn’t anything wrong with the city dwellers, but he had been raised in a tiny town. He was able to understand people from Viridian and Pewter better than the inhabitants of Saffron.

He found himself standing before the large gym in just a few moments. It was just like he remembered it: sturdy and plain. There wasn’t much beauty in it like Sabrina’s gym or creativity like Blaine’s, but it fit the gym’s philosophy and ideals perfectly. Strength and stability were more important than looking fancy. Practicality over aesthetics.

Ash had a nostalgic grin on his face as he stepped forward and pushed the heavy wooden doors open. At least he didn’t have to rely on gym trainers to do it like he had in Viridian. He actually wondered if Pewter City had any gym trainers. They had to in order to protect the city, but he hadn’t seen a trace of them in his last visit.

Perhaps they were primarily sent to guard Pewter’s territory from poachers and settle dangerous pokemon like Rangers. Pewter’s territory was vast and untamed, making it prime land for criminals to hide in.

“What are you here for?” A teenager with dark skin asked in a deep voice. Ash grinned as he recognized Brock. The gym leader was exactly as he remembered: he still wore the same green vest and was sitting cross legged on a pedestal of stone.

“A rematch.” Ash spoke up. His eyes glittered with amusement as Brock’s eyes actually snapped open, although they returned to their normal form almost instantaneously.

“And why would Ash Ketchum, the Prodigy of Pallet, want to battle me again?” Brock asked as he stood up. He crossed his arms and looked quite serious, although a light smile took the bite out of his words. “I haven’t improved that much since we’ve battled, you know.”

Ash smiled. He felt Sneasel peering out over his shoulder, curiously taking in the building they were in. Sneasel probably liked how dark it was. “I’m doing another circuit of Kanto. Why wouldn’t I come back here? We’ve both gotten better, and this time you’ll take me seriously.”

Brock uncrossed his arms and grinned. “It’s been a slow day so far, so I’ll take you up on that offer. You know the drill. We don’t need to go over the rules, do we? Two-on-two, just like last time.”

The gym leader quickly led him to the battlefield – it was exactly the same as when he’d first entered the dark gym – and took up his side of the field. Ash entered the challenger’s box and smiled when he felt the barriers spring to life.

“Challenger chooses first.” Brock called out. Ash nodded and released Bruiser. His friend pounded his chest and gave Ash a respectful nod before focusing on whatever Brock would send out. “Like you said, I’ve gotten better. Let’s see how you work against Steelix!”

Ash reflexively shielded his eyes against some of the debris that exploded as a huge Steelix, just a bit smaller than Giovanni’s, erupted in the center of the battlefield. It roared and coiled up in the tiny mountains. Dull eyes peered out at Bruiser, full of life and warmth even during battle.

“Dragon Breath!” Brock roared. He pointed unnecessarily at Bruiser. Steelix opened its gaping maw, revealing a tunnel of darkness, and blasted a huge column of light green air at Bruiser.

“Take it.” Ash commanded. Bruiser wasn’t fast enough to avoid the attack, so he’d just have to take the hit. While his friend was perfectly capable of anchoring himself to the ground and staying rooted, he needed Steelix to strike. There was no way he’d get close enough otherwise.

Bruiser was sent flying into the psychic barriers. He grunted as he crashed into it and fell to the ground, but recovered just in time to see Steelix rushing towards him. Brock was too secure in its indomitable power.

As Steelix lurched back and struck, Ash called out, “Do the same thing as you did with the onix!”

His friend needed no other explanation. Bruiser reared his fist back and slammed it straight into Steelix’s skull as it snapped at him. Steelix roared in pain and froze for a moment, giving Bruiser a moment to pick himself up. Ash was glad that fighting-types were so much more durable than humans. If they weren’t that blow would have broken Bruiser’s hand.

Bruiser grunted in pain as he sprinted over to Steelix and leapt onto the steel-type’s massive body. Steelix roared and bucked. Ash watched interestedly as Bruiser was sent flying high up into the air. Steelix moved to slam into him and instantly knock Bruiser unconscious through its sheer size and power, but Bruiser knew what to do.

Sneasel hopped up and down excitedly on Ash’s shoulder as Bruiser maneuvered his body so that he would be able to punch Steelix as he fell down. It was remarkably similar to how Ash defeated Brock the first time.

Unfortunately, Brock seemed used to the technique. “Dragon Breath. Then Iron Tail.”

Steelix blasted Bruiser with the stream of green air and sent him flying back up into the air. Bruiser flailed helplessly, but as Steelix swept its tail at him Bruiser caught it and held onto the tip. He didn’t try to resist the force, which saved him from a potentially severe injury.

Bruiser squeezed as tightly as he could. Ash grinned when he saw Steelix thrash angrily in pain. The steel on his tail was beginning to bend from the immense, constant pressure. It was a slow process, but it was infuriating Steelix.

Brock shouted soothing words at Steelix to calm it, but the creature continued to thrash thanks to the pain. Finally it had enough presence of mind to try and slam Bruiser into the battlefield, but Bruiser took that moment to jump off.

“Rock Tomb!” Brock shouted. Ash didn’t bother giving Bruiser commands. There wasn’t much he could do to help. Bruiser knew what he was doing.

Steelix finally calmed down enough to follow Brock’s order. It slammed its tail into the ground. The entire battlefield churned and groaned as the stone and earth responded to Steelix’s command. Huge pillars of rock shot out from the earth and the stone walls. Each was aimed at Bruiser.

Bruiser punched through several of them before he realized he had to dodge. He destroyed one more before he charged at Steelix, who was completely focused on commanding the earth. Steelix tried to block Bruiser’s charge with a wall of stone, but Bruiser barreled through it.

Steelix was too slow to avoid Bruiser as he landed a powerful punch straight into Steelix’s midsection. The steel armor dented from the blow and caused Brock to resort to desperate measures. Brock seemed to realize that Bruiser was too agile for Steelix to hurt him physically, not without Bruiser being weakened.

“Hyper beam!” Brock shouted. Steelix instantly formed a ball of swirling orange and red energy in its mouth. It built up for just a few seconds before blasting towards Bruiser. Bruiser leapt out of its way, but Steelix followed him easily. Wherever the hyper beam hit the earth was covered in soot and fused into molten glass.

“On its back.” Ash said with a grin. Sneasel was growling happily into his ear as the little dark-type watched the great battle. He seemed even more into it than Ash was.

Bruiser used all of his immense strength to leap onto Steelix’s back. The steel-type was forced to cut off its hyper beam before it accidentally attacked itself. While the attack was classified as a normal-type move, it held so much raw energy that the effects were much like an extremely concentrated flamethrower. It was understandable why Steelix wouldn’t want to melt its own armor off.

Ash grinned as Steelix collapsed to the ground for a moment. Bruiser took the time to race up to its head, slide down, and punch it right between the eyes. Steelix roared confusedly as its forehead dented. He winced at that. That would be annoying.

“Finish it.” He ordered calmly. Bruiser jumped onto the solid earth and closed his eyes. The fighting-type focused all of his energy into a single movement as he turned around and slammed his fist into the same, dented spot.

Steelix’s eyes opened up almost comically in shock before shutting. Its immense body grew slack before Brock returned him. The gym leader was smiling. “Good battle. I have to admit, you’ve done a good job training your pokemon. Let’s see how well you do against Rhydon!”

Ash silently groaned. Rhydon were tough. They had incredibly thick stone armor, they had access to a wide range of attacks, and they functioned quite similar to Nidoking in a battle. As he’d learned from his friend, Nidoking were nothing to be trifled with, and, by the same logic, neither were Rhydon.

Rhydon seemed a bit larger than average for its breed, although nothing exceptional. It certainly didn’t compare to the monster that Ash had met on his way to Saffron for the first time. Nevertheless, he resolved to be careful. Brock was taking him seriously now and wouldn’t send out a weak pokemon against him.

“Bruiser, be careful.” Ash warned. “Keep away from its tail.”

Bruiser nodded and cracked his knuckles. He tensed up and prepared for a charge.

“Stone Edge!” Brock shouted. He pumped his fist in excitement. “Follow that with Earthquake! Keep it away.”

Rhydon roared as rings of energy formed around it before yanking stone from the ground and fashioning it into sharp stone projectiles. It looked like it wasn’t quite strong enough to transform the energy directly into the stone.

Even as the sharp rocks shot towards Bruiser, Rhydon leapt up into the air. When it landed an immense shockwave tore through the ground and made the ground ripple like water. Bruiser leapt into the air to avoid the earthquake, but two of the stones slammed into his chest and sent him crashing to the ground.

Ash winced but didn’t step in yet. Bruiser would be fine. It looked like Rhydon was preparing another attack.

Bruiser dodged a weak lance of electricity that sparked forth from Rhydon’s horn and began his charge. Rhydon blinked dumbly at him before slamming his tail into the ground. Another earthquake, somewhat weaker than the last, rippled through the ground.

Now that he knew what to expect, Bruiser leapt midcharge before landing easily on his feet. He quickly resumed his charge and, carried by the momentum, arrived at Rhydon quickly. The rock-type roared and tried to stab at Bruiser with its horn, but Bruiser easily ducked around the blow.

Bruno’s lessons to Bruiser seemed to take hold then. Instead of simply letting Rhydon’s angry attack pass, Bruiser grabbed Rhydon’s head and used his immense strength to pull both of them down. Rhydon grunted angrily as it slammed into the ground next to Bruiser and kicked up a small cloud of dirt.

Rhydon was too heavy to get up easily, so Bruiser took his time. He circled around Rhydon and patiently looked for any chink in its thick armor he could exploit. When Bruiser found none, he grimaced and carefully launched a punch into the back of Rhydon’s head.

The thick stone hide was excellent for neutralizing elemental attacks and most physical attacks, but it wasn’t so good against blunt force. Well, that wasn’t necessarily true. It protected quite well against reasonable amounts of blunt force. But the kind of power Bruiser put into his punch was far beyond what anything could ordinarily expect to encounter in the wilderness.

So it wasn’t a surprise to anyone when Rhydon collapsed to the ground unconscious.

Bruiser pounded his chest and turned back to Ash as he stood above his conquered foe. He gave a respectful bow to Ash, which the trainer returned. Ash gave Bruiser a bit longer to savor his victory before he returned his friend.

Sneasel was hissing happily as well. He was scraping his claws together, which Ash took to be an expression of excitement.

“Good job, Bruiser.” Ash whispered to Bruiser’s pokeball. It shook a bit in response before quieting down. He had a grin on his face as he placed it back onto his belt. He stared at it a bit longer before he realized that Brock had circled around.

“I can see why the other gym leaders were impressed.” Brock said with an easy grin. “That Machoke of yours is pretty impressive. I bet the others are just as good.”

“They are.” Ash replied. All of his battlers were incredible. He couldn’t have asked for better.

Brock nodded and crossed his arms. “Well, I don’t really have anything to give you. You already have the Boulder Badge and I don’t have any unruly pokemon that I need to get rid of.”

“A good battle is enough for me.” Ash said happily. It was nice to have a gym battle that wasn’t a constant struggle for victory. Technically this wasn’t a gym battle, but to him it was. This had reminded him of his early days, when the gyms hadn’t been a true challenge.

“Me too.” Brock replied. He held out his hand, which Ash grasped in return. It was rough and calloused, exactly what he would expect from the Pewter City gym leader. “If you ever want to battle again, I’m game. I’ll be ready next time.”

“I’ll swing by eventually.” Ash smiled. It would be nice to battle Brock again. While it wasn’t especially challenging, it was still fun. Bruiser could use the workout, anyways. “Thanks for the battle.”

“You’re welcome.” Brock said. As Ash turned around to leave, he had one more thing to say. “Good luck on your journey, by the way. I’ll be watching at the Conference.”

Ash nodded his thanks again before walking out of the large gym. Sneasel was still perched on his shoulder and relentlessly growling and hissing as they walked back into the sun. It was still afternoon, so they had plenty of time to burn.

He wouldn’t be leaving today, but he still needed to stock up on supplies. Viridian Forest had drained quite a bit of it.

So he set off to gather what he needed. It would keep him occupied for a while, at least. After that, who knew? Maybe he would get a good, long night of sleep for once.
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Ash stood outside of Pewter with his friends. Plume was flying overhead, lazily circling high above him. He smiled as he looked up at her. If his memories of the road from Pewter to Mt. Moon were reliable, she would be invaluable navigating the difficult terrain.

Nidoking and Tangrowth stood beside him. They were both eager to get a move on. His first friend simply enjoyed travelling and finding new challenges while Tangrowth wanted to explore and swing through the trees.

He grinned and started walking. Things had gotten dark over the last few weeks, but things were finally calming down. Maybe the world would fix itself by the time he got to Cerulean.

But he had another area to investigate first. It was the site of an incident that had shown him just how far Team Rocket was willing to go and had set him down his path. But those memories weren’t important to him, not in this matter.

What was important was finding the Moon Stone. If it was as important to Nidoking as he suspected, he would spend months searching for it in the depths of Mt. Moon.

That was in the future, though. The near future, certainly, but for now he should just focus on walking. He’d get there in time.

Everything would work out for him in time. He was sure of it.

And there’s Chapter Fourteen! I know it’s not a monster like the last two chapters have been, but I think it’s a refreshing change. My hands aren’t slowly breaking down, which is definitely a plus. 

Enough about me. I hope you enjoyed the chapter and remember to review!






15. Chapter 15: Mt Moon


AN: Well, here’s Chapter Fifteen. Sorry for the long wait, but I had a minor surgery that distracted me for a few days. Thanks for everyone who reviewed, followed, favorited, or read last chapter, and keep it up! Nearly 500 reviews…wow. I hope everyone enjoys this one. 

Sneasel hissed at his opponent as he circled the machop. He sent a few teasing swipes at the grey humanoid, but Machop stood its ground and punched back. The dark-type couldn’t take hits like that, so he was always forced to back off.

“Icy Wind. Quick Attack with Ice Punch after.” He said smoothly. Sneasel hissed his understanding before he opened his mouth and blew a beam of wind with sparkling blue snow in it at Machop. The fighting-type clenched its eyes shut and grunted in discomfort. It wasn’t enough to do real damage, but the distraction was just as valuable.

The dark-type hissed and blurred forward. When he reached Machop both of his claws were covered in thick ice and emanated freezing mist. Sneasel snickered as he smashed them into Machop. The fighting-type threw a wild punch at Sneasel, but he danced away.

“Low Kick!” His foe, a girl a little older than him cried. Machop ducked and swept his leg at Sneasel just as the dark-type escaped. Sneasel grinned and hissed something that seemed to infuriate Machop. It broke into a reckless charge.

“Faint Attack.”

Sneasel’s fangs were bared as he vanished in a flare of darkness. He instantly appeared behind Machop and blasted a gust of frozen air into the fighter’s back. Machop stumbled, which allowed Sneasel to swipe his claws at Machop’s legs and flip it onto its back.

Now that the fighter was completely at his mercy, instinct flared in Sneasel’s eyes and he dived for Machop’s exposed throat with his razor sharp claws.

“Stop!” Ash commanded sharply. His voice instantly snapped Sneasel out of his blood rage and the dark-type stepped back. The Machop seemed a bit shaken and quickly stumbled back over to its trainer, who glared at Ash before returning the fighting-type and rushing off.

Normally Ash would be annoyed at her, but he’d warned the girl about Sneasel before the fight and had told her that he didn’t want her money. He had too much as it was. Besides, he could understand the horror that arose when one’s best friend was put into a dangerous situation.

“Good job.” He congratulated. Sneasel growled happily back and clambered up onto his back. Ash smiled. The dark-type had taken to battle quite well, although he was still fighting the instincts that demanded he kill whatever he had at his mercy. They were making progress on that, though, so he wasn’t too worried.

Ash released Nidoking once Sneasel was comfortable. Sneasel didn’t need to battle anymore – he’d already been in six today – and he didn’t want anyone to bother challenging him. For some reason other trainers weren’t so anxious to battle him when he had a gigantic Nidoking lumbering beside him.

“Hey, buddy.” Ash grinned as he patted Nidoking’s thick purple shoulder. His friend grunted back and exposed his fangs in a friendly greeting. The trainer looked down the path that would lead them to their destination. “We’ll reach Mt. Moon in the next few days. Do you think you can find the Moon Stone when we get there?”

Nidoking’s eyes glazed over at the mention of the sacred object, but he retained enough presence of mind to nod. His great chest rose and fell excitedly at the mention of the Moon Stone. Ash grinned. He hadn’t been able to be as close to Nidoking as he would have liked lately thanks to all the excitement going on. This would give him a chance to do something really meaningful for his oldest friend.

Sneasel growled something, which made Nidoking’s eyes flash. The poison-type carefully raised his powerful arm and shoved Sneasel off of Ash’s shoulder. Ash grinned as Sneasel sputtered and growled helplessly before he ran back up to his position on Ash’s shoulder.

“You’ve got to be careful now, Sneasel.” Ash chided gently. The dark-type growled and stared distrustfully at Nidoking, who had bared his fangs in amusement. “You’re fair game now that you’re training. If you can give a hit, you can take one.”

Nidoking growled his agreement before he shoved Sneasel off again. The dark-type hissed in annoyance and scampered back up Ash’s back. He didn’t come all the way up, however, but simply peered distrustfully over his shoulder.

“Alright, that’s enough.” Ash said with a grin. Nidoking bared his fangs again and pounded his claws together. “I want to get to Mt. Moon tomorrow, so let’s get a move on.”
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Mt. Moon was about five miles away. Ash would just wake up early tomorrow so that they’d reach it by noon. Five miles was a pretty easy distance to cross in a few hours. They’d crossed much more than that in the six days they’d travelled so far.

He’d set up camp just a few minutes ago. There wasn’t much to do, really. Just lay out his sleeping mat, light a campfire, and feed him and his friends.

Today was one of the days Infernus had deigned to eat. Not with them, of course. He’d taken a large bag of pokemon food and dragged it off into the wilderness. Ash had spotted it catching fire in the distance before Infernus had returned to the camp. The fire-type had seemed quite satisfied and had curled up next to the campfire.

Nidoking was digging into a large pile of food and berries Ash had poured onto the ground for him. It had vanished at an impressive rate, and now Nidoking was lazily picking around for the last scraps of berries. Even though he seemed relaxed, Ash’s practiced eyes could spot a tenseness about him. His friend was anxious to seek out the Moon Stone.

Plume never seemed to be very hungry. Ash assumed that she was finding most of her nutrition in other places – ones that he really didn’t want to think about. Nevertheless, Plume still pecked at the large pellets of food around the campfire. It seemed to be more about bonding with the team than anything else, however. She was huddled close to Nidoking.

Torrent was already finished eating. He had simply sucked most of the food in through his snout in a few seconds – in a dignified manner, of course – and contentedly watched the campfire leap and dance. The kingdra was levitating next to Ash and kept a watchful eye on the surrounding darkness.

Dazed was standing directly behind him. She was completely silent aside from the light sound of her breathing. Ash noticed that she had been a bit more paranoid about his safety ever since his nightmares began. Whenever she was out of her pokeball she never strayed from his side.

Tangrowth was sleeping up in a tree. He didn’t really need to eat except every few days or so thanks to his photosynthesis. Since he had finished training Sneasel for the night – Ash wanted to get Sneasel’s coordination perfect before they engaged in any serious battles, so he had Tangrowth launching several vines at once at Sneasel, who had to slice them off or be lightly stung – he seemed to have decided that the most productive thing he could do was sleep.

Sneasel, on the other hand, wasn’t in any one place. The battles and intense training didn’t seem to have any effect on his energy. One moment he was prodding Tangrowth to try and get the grass-type to play and the next he was jumping on Torrent’s back. Ash hoped he calmed down soon. It wasn’t like he could get Dazed to use hypnosis on the small dark-type.

His PokeNav suddenly began to vibrate. Ash frowned and curiously picked it up. He’d never had a call on it before. He was always the one calling. It wasn’t as though he made friends with many people.

Nevertheless he flipped it open and glanced at the message. It was quite the surprise when he realized the caller was Steven. Ash hurriedly received the call.

“Steven?” He asked disbelievingly. Ash had never expected the former Champion to call him. “Do you need something?”

“No.” The calm voice of the older man replied. There was something different about his tone, however. He sounded excited and happy. “But I do have something important to tell you. Pierce has been put away for life. The trial just ended.”

A wide grin split across Ash’s face. “That’s great news!” He grew a bit more somber. “Have you heard about what’s happening in Kanto right now?”

“How could I not?” Steven sighed. His voice was tight and stony. “I saw the video. Lance sent it to me, Wallace and Cynthia. That thing…it puts everything I’ve ever seen to shame. To defeat three of the Elite Four and so many ACE trainers is a stunning feat. If I could, I’d come and help however I could. Unfortunately, Hoenn is calling on me. We have our own problems at the moment.”

Ash nodded forlornly and glanced at the video screen. Steven looked a bit younger than when he’d last seen him, but weight far beyond his years seemed to weigh down upon the former Champion’s shoulders. While he would have liked for Steven to come and help, he understood his reasons. Hoenn was Steven’s homeland. It came first.

“I’ll come when I can.” Steven promised. He smiled slightly and clasped his hands. “From what I’ve heard, Lance is putting his plans into action even now. The Psychic is too powerful to strike at directly, but perhaps we can force Team Rocket to fall down around it.”

He understood. “Thanks for calling me. At least now I know Pierce won’t escape again.”

Steven’s face darkened. “He won’t see the light of day. I’ve made sure of that.” He relaxed. Ash noticed that the former Champion had been clenching the armrests of the rather expensive looking chair he was sitting in tightly. “But enough of serious matters. They seem to be all too prevalent as of late.”

The former Champion smiled at Ash. “I’ll be at the Indigo Conference, by the way. It’s supposed to be a good year for the League and I’m quite interested to see just how far you’ve come.”

“Thanks, Steven.” Ash said brightly. He was sure that Steven was there for additional security for the most part, but at least he had something to look forward to. “Will any of the other Champions aside from you and Lance be there?”

“Former Champion.” Steven corrected lightly. His brow furrowed as he adopted a thoughtful expression. “I don’t believe so. Every region has its problems at the moment, and it’s not good for the Champions to be in one place for a myriad of reasons. They have their own Conferences to look after.” He laughed. “Lance is lucky this year. The League finally moved the Silver Conference to February. He won’t have to be jumping around between the two every March.”

Ash grinned at that. He could only imagine how stressful it would be to oversee two Conferences at once, even if they were held on separate days. It’d be maddening.

“Thanks for calling to tell me.” Ash said gratefully. He still had a smile on his face at the news. Pierce had finally been locked up for good. Team Rocket might have unveiled their own surprise, but at least there was some justice.

“You’re welcome.” Steven replied with a dip of his head. He glanced at his watch. “Oh, I’m sorry. I hadn’t realized it was this late in Kanto. Well, good night.”

Ash smiled. There was just a hint of bitterness in the expression. Last night had been a good night, so the nightmares would probably hit hard tonight. He was wondering if he should call Lance. The Champion was probably still recovering and would probably know more about the strange manifestations of his subconscious than he did.

But he didn’t say any of that. “Good night, Steven.”

The screen went black a moment later. Ash looked up and realized that most of his pokemon were staring at him. It was obvious that they’d heard about Pierce.

“Pierce is locked up for good.” He said in a very satisfied manner. Infernus’ eyes burned dark at the mention of Pierce and the fire-type rubbed at the thick scar where the hyper beam had shot through his shoulder. It was practically invisible, but it was there.

Nidoking bared his fangs happily. He didn’t have any scars thanks to evolution and the growth of his thick armor, but he still had the psychological scars from his mauling. Ash patted the large poison-type on the shoulder comfortingly, eliciting a low grunt from his friend.

The others hadn’t been hurt as badly by Pierce. They’d taken some damage, true, and they were certainly glad that the man who had threatened Ash was gone, but it didn’t have as much of an impact on them. Ash was glad for that. Even if they would gladly kill Pierce themselves it showed that they weren’t keeping grudges for too long.

Ash glanced over at Sneasel. The dark-type seemed perplexed by everything that was going on. He assumed that one of the others would fill him in later.

He yawned suddenly, which made him realize that he should get to bed if he wanted to hit Mt. Moon early. If he had any nightmares he’d get more time to recover from them as well.

With that, he stood up and laid down on his mat. It didn’t take long for him to fall asleep. Infernus would probably sleep on the camp fire and keep it from going out of control, so he didn’t really have to worry about that. Everything else he could get in the morning.
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“My partner is foolish.” The Creature hissed into his mind. It raised its orb-like fingers and crushed them together. Ash’s eyes bugged out and his vision burned red as horrible pain wracked his body. His bones groaned and cracked underneath the strain and his mind raced furiously as he awaited the splintering of his skeleton. “He will see the logic in my actions soon enough. Thank you for a most interesting battle.”

Ash screamed as the invisible force multiplied and his body began to break underneath the pressure. The last thing he saw were the Creature’s cold, glowing blue eyes before everything exploded into whiteness –

He shot out of his bed, awoken both by the thankfully quick end of the nightmare and Sneasel’s worried pokes. Ash smiled tiredly down at the small dark-type. “I’m fine. Thanks for waking me.”

Dazed loomed above him as well. Her eyes were worried. The others just gave him a glimpse of concern before returning to their slumber. His friends had finally accepted that he would have nightmares and, at his prodding, had simply left him to get through it. It had taken him a while to convince his friends that there was nothing they could do to help.

“Sneasel, go back to sleep.” He said soothingly. Sneasel might be fighting now, but he still had a few more weeks to go before he was mature enough to sleep with another one of the “pack” or on his lonesome. The dark-type needed his sleep. “I’ll be back in a minute.”

Sneasel hissed before slipping back underneath the blanket. Ash glanced at the sleek form of his friend before sighing and meeting Dazed’s eyes. “I know I’ve said this before, but thank you. You protected me from so much for the last few months.”

Dazed shrugged. She didn’t seem to think it was too big a deal. Or else she was trying to take the emotion out of the situation. Ash knew that she wasn’t very emotional and didn’t handle the feelings well.

“Still, thanks.” He replied. Ash gave Dazed a quick smile before he slipped back under the blanket with Sneasel. The trainer’s mind was too active to go to sleep yet, but as he stared into the innumerable stars burning in the night sky, the sight untarnished by light or smog, he felt a bit more relaxed.

In just a few minutes he returned to sleep. There were dreams, but none of those that he feared.
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“Are you ready?” Ash asked Nidoking. He had just recalled Plume. She would be of no use in Mt. Moon. Sneasel rode on his shoulder. It would be good practice for him to battle any aggressive wild pokemon. Unless they were strong. Then Nidoking would take over.

Nidoking growled happily and stood by Ash’s side. They weren’t entering the same way as he had the first time he’d entered the great mountain. He’d gotten directions from the PokeNav’s map of Mt. Moon as to where he could enter a wild area.

He knew that the Moon Stone wouldn’t be accessible from the ordinary path the League had created. They wouldn’t allow a natural treasure like that to be easily accessible. Aside from the importance they placed upon it, many pokemon were attracted to its power. The League wouldn’t want anyone to be hurt thanks to proximity to the Moon Stone or if someone tried to steal it.

“Let’s head in.” He said quietly. It was a shame that he hadn’t brought Seeker. She needed to get out more. Still, he’d make it up to her eventually. Right now Nidoking was able to sense the earth and feel vibrations in it. Combined with Sneasel’s excellent night vision, his friend would be able to navigate through the mountain quite easily.

Sneasel hissed excitedly as they took their first steps into the gaping maw of the chasm that opened into Mt. Moon’s passages. Ash just had a determined smile on his face. He didn’t know how long he’d spend in the labyrinth, but it didn’t matter. If it made Nidoking happy he’d spend eternity in the catacombs.
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He adjusted to the darkness rather quickly. Ash had opted to leave his flashlight in his pack. It was better if he just let his eyes get used to the darkness. The flashlight should be saved for emergencies.

Sneasel was having quite a bit of fun running around the caves. He’d run into several geodude, but they were easily knocked out. Ash had to spend a bit of time keeping an eye on Sneasel to keep him from going for the kill. It would normally be difficult to pierce a geodude’s armored carapace, but Sneasel’s claws were sharp enough. Combined with his ability to freeze the rock-types, it made Sneasel a very credible threat.

Ash was also wary of the zubat as they ventured further in. He’d had a slight headache after they’d ventured deep enough into Mt. Moon, a sure sign of active zubat being present. While he could easily fight off the zubat if they decided to swarm him, he’d rather the situation not come to that. Neither group would emerge unscathed from such a confrontation.

Other than those threats, the first day was rather uneventful. Most graveler and golem lived on the outside of the mountain. Geodude only stayed inside of the safe passages to keep away from dangerous situations. Onix weren’t able to survive in the network of passageways, even if they were the ones who had formed the bulk of them in the first place. The mountain had been made too unstable by their constant digging to support their immense weight. Crobat and golbat were the real concern, although not a major one.

Ash knew there was a lot of ground to cover, so he knew that he wouldn’t have found it on the first day. Still, he hoped that he could find the Moon Stone without too much trouble. Something about being in a tomb of stone and earth was disheartening. It made him feel on edge, even if his eyes were able to breach the darkness well enough.

At least he wouldn’t have to search the entire mountain. He knew the Moon Stone was some sort of meteorite or celestial object. Therefore it would have to be somewhere at the top of the mountain. It had probably crashed through a bit of Mt. Moon before landing in its current position, so it would be easy enough to trace should he reach the higher levels successfully.

Unfortunately even getting to the upper levels would be difficult. Mt. Moon and the chain of smaller mountains that branched off of it to the south were the entire reason Kanto could be split into two. It wasn’t as large as Mt. Silver, but it and its mountain chain still dominated the entirety of northern Kanto. The great mount was a little less than nine miles in diameter, although it wasn’t particularly tall compared to its counterparts in the Ore Mountains. Nevertheless it was daunting to climb, even from the inside. Ash wasn’t sure if he would simply search for holes made by Onix or have Torrent and Nidoking blast holes in the mountain for him.

Ash frowned as he laid down on his mat. His friends were around him and he felt perfectly safe, but he still wasn’t sure how he would go about this. Torrent would likely be far more important than would be expected in the coming days.
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Torrent levitated back a bit in a rather satisfied manner as a section of the mountain above them fell down. He had shot high-pressured jets of water into the ceiling to cut it out. Ash had made sure to make as much noise as possible to warn any pokemon away from their location while they did that. He really didn’t want any of them getting hurt.

“Thanks, buddy.” Ash said gratefully. Torrent gave him a dignified nod before Ash recalled him. He glanced over to Dazed, who was standing right beside him. “Alright, I’m ready.”

He closed his eyes as Dazed teleported him to the next level. Ash didn’t want to wait while his eyes grew accustomed to the light. When it was safe he opened his eyes and released Tangrowth, Sneasel, and Nidoking.

“Thank you.” He told Dazed. She nodded and was silent as he recalled her. Ash glanced over to Tangrowth. The grass-type’s bright, saucer-like eyes were barely visible in the darkness but he could easily hear the excited gurgle. “Hey, buddy. Can you use Ancient Power to bring that rock back up?”

Tangrowth gurgled and shot several spheres of bright white energy into it. Ash made sure to look away, but he could hear the groaning of the stone as Tangrowth wrenched and sealed it back into place. It sounded like it took some effort to manipulate the stone by the end, but Tangrowth pulled through.

“Good job, Tangrowth.” He said as his friend wrapped him up in a hug with his rubbery arms. Tangrowth didn’t like the caves and tried to keep contact with Ash at all times. “I’ll try to let you stay in your pokeball for a while, alright?”

The grass-type gurgled happily before Ash returned him and clipped the pokeball back onto his belt. Nidoking tapped his shoulder and Ash suddenly realized that he could hear Sneasel’s angry hisses and the sounds of a scuffle.

“Thanks for alerting me.” He said. Nidoking grunted and lumbered after him as Ash carefully stepped over to where Sneasel was fighting. Ash could make out the familiar, spherical form of a geodude floating and punching at Sneasel, who seamlessly dodged them and responded with a blast of freezing air.

“Sneasel, let it go.” Ash said sternly. He could tell that Sneasel was about to use Ice Punch on the geodude, which wouldn’t be good. It would send the geodude into shock and probably crack its shell.

It was a sign of good progress that Sneasel immediately backed off. He whined at Ash as he clambered up onto the trainer’s back. Ash smiled and scratched underneath his feather. “Good boy. Nidoking, can you tell if this way is a dead end?”

Nidoking grunted a negative. Ash grinned and started stepping forward, although he took the time to gently move the unconscious geodude to the side so that it wouldn’t be attacked.

They’d gotten their system down quite well. Sneasel took care of any pokemon that attacked, Nidoking told him when it was a dead end or when they could go up into another passage on a higher level, Torrent sliced the stone out, Dazed teleported him up once she was able to see where she was going, Tangrowth mended the damage they’d done, and Nidoking told him where to go.

It worked perfectly. Ash didn’t like hurting the environment in Mt. Moon, so he was sure to fix any damage he caused. Tangrowth was more than happy to help.

He hoped progress stayed this fast. They’d gone up at least a few hundred feet thanks to the odd slopes and teleportation, so it shouldn’t be long before Nidoking was able to guide him to the Moon Stone. Ash fully expected Nidoking to feel it when they grew closer. His friend was already acting strangely happy, so it was giving him hope.

Ash wasn’t sure how long they’d been at it, but he figured he would just stop once he got tired. There was no point in overexerting himself, after all. He had all the time in the world to find the Moon Stone.

Sneasel suddenly hissed and pointed. Ash snapped his attention over to his left and saw the small form of a clefairy staring at them. When it realized that he saw it, the clefairy squeaked and began to run away. Sneasel grinned and leapt off of Ash’s shoulder to go catch it.

“No.” Ash said. He didn’t want Clefairy to get hurt. Aside from it being the best way to find the Moon Stone, he needed Sneasel to curb his aggressiveness a bit. Besides, these tunnels were Clefairy’s home. If it wished it could easily make life very painful for them.

“Just track it.” Ash said. Sneasel hissed and leapt off of his shoulder. He landed lightly upon the hard stone ground and slunk towards the direction of Clefairy, his nose inches from the ground. Ash was glad for Sneasel’s tracking abilities. None of his other friends would have been able to do it.

Ash and Nidoking set off behind Sneasel. Hopefully they weren’t too far. Still, as long as Sneasel could keep on picking up a scent Ash would be happy.

The Moon Stone awaited him.
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After another two hours of following the Clefairy, Ash was forced to relent. His body was exhausted and he needed to sleep. Sneasel still had all the energy in the world, but Nidoking was of a similar mind as Ash. They had been traversing the tunnels for what felt like an eternity.

He honestly wasn’t sure how the Clefairy was going so fast. They weren’t known for their running speed, although he supposed that they had access to other sources of movement. Clefairy held many strange powers. Not all were useful for battle, but they could do many actions that other pokemon could not.

Ash had thought about catching one while he stayed in Mt. Moon, but quickly threw that idea away. He didn’t want to anger the clefairy, especially not when he was in their territory. They weren’t all that strong by themselves, but in large groups they could be devastating, even more so when they were angry. Clefairy were normally just as innocent as most people thought they were, but all pokemon were willing to protect themselves.

Clefairy also tended to harbor close relationships with the pokemon living around them. If he got on their bad side he might face an entire mountain of furious pokemon. The risk was simply too great.

Ash yawned and stared at Infernus’ flickering tail flame, the only light in the passages. He could barely make out the forms of his other companions. Most were asleep. But he did need to talk to one.

“Tangrowth, could you come over here?” Ash asked. Nidoking started up at his words. He had forgone his sleeping mat for Nidoking. His friend served well enough as a pillow, if a somewhat uncomfortable one. When the poison-type realized that Ash wasn’t calling for him, he went back to sleep, ears twitching.

Tangrowth gurgled. His large, round eyes reflected enough light that Ash could see them clearly. Ash started when he realized that his friend was just a few feet away from him. When he’d eaten earlier – he was having to eat actual food much more often now thanks to the lack of sunlight – he had been curled up next to Torrent.

Ash glanced around for Sneasel and spotted him sharpening his claws on the cavern walls. All he could see and hear was the dark-type’s bright red eyes and a long, slow scraping sound. He figured that it was loud enough to drown out Sneasel’s hearing.

“Keep a close eye on him.” He said quietly. Sneasel was getting a little more independent as of late and he didn’t want the dark-type running off to try and hunt on his own. That could only lead to trouble. “Wake me if you need to.”

Tangrowth gurgled and tapped him on the forehead before falling back to the cavern wall in slumber. Ash glanced behind him at Dazed, who was standing right behind Nidoking’s massive form. Her eyes glowed eerily in the blackness of the cave and he detected a nod of understanding from her as well.

With that in mind he focused his mind on sleep. It wasn’t hard with the low groaning of the caves around him and the steady rise and fall of Nidoking’s chest. When he was barely conscious he felt Sneasel slide in with him underneath the worn blanket.
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He was disturbed from his peaceful slumber by an angry hissing. Ash immediately snapped up and saw Sneasel wrapped up in Tangrowth’s vines. The trainer sighed and noted that Dazed was by his side, glaring at the yowling dark-type.

“Let him go, Tangrowth.” Ash said quietly. There was a note of exhaustion in his note. Tangrowth acquiesced and gurgled at the small dark-type as he rushed over to Ash. He glanced down at Sneasel, who was very small by his side. “Thank you.”

“You can’t go running off on your own.” Ash chided gently. Sneasel hissed glumly but obediently. “You’ve handled the geodude very well, but there are stronger things that haunt these passages. What would you do if you found a sandslash or golbat?”

Sneasel unsheathed his claws and blew a puff of freezing air at the wall, leaving a thin layer of frost over the hard stone. Ash shook his head. “You’re doing well, but you need to stick by us. When you’re stronger I’ll let you run around, but just stay here for now. Deal?”

The dark-type hissed before he retracted his hooked claws and gave a hesitant nod. Ash smiled at him. “Good. Go back to bed. There’ll be plenty to do in the morning.” He glanced up at Dazed and Tangrowth. Ash knew that Dazed had been the one who alerted Tangrowth. She didn’t sleep. “Thank you. You just saved us a lot of trouble.”

Dazed silently nodded before returning to his side as a vigilant guardian. Tangrowth made his odd happy noise before he collapsed to the ground and curled up.

Ash shut his eyes and placed one arm around Sneasel. He fell asleep quickly.
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He knew he was close. They had searched for eight hours, following every turn and trick the Clefairy had tried to pull. There had been a few run-ins with small groups of geodude and the zubat had begun to attack whenever they drew near, but Sneasel and Nidoking easily scared them off with Icy Wind and Ice Beam, respectively.

Ash wondered if he could get Nidoking to teach Sneasel Ice Beam. He knew that Sneasel could learn it from a TM, so he should be able to learn it if he was taught it. TMs just uploaded data to a pokemon’s brain. They still had to have the capability to actually use it, even if it would never happen in the wild.

The trainer was dragged from his thoughts when Nidoking gave a soft grunt and tapped him on the shoulder with a dull claw. Ash stopped and glanced over at the barely visible form of his friend. “What is it?”

Nidoking growled and snorted. Sneasel hissed softly and hid behind Ash. Ash just watched carefully with crossed arms as Nidoking shut his eyes, which had acquired a silvery shine over the last hour. The great poison-type focused and lightly tapped his foot on the ground.

Ash frowned and stepped back when the tunnel began to shake and rumble from Nidoking’s power. Nidoking suddenly caused the rumbling to cease, leaving nothing to remember it by but a thin layer of dust.

The poison-type stepped to the wall directly in front of them and turned around. His eyes shined from an otherworldly source as he brought his tail forward and suddenly slammed it into the wall, sending the ancient stone blasting outwards.

He coughed and covered his mouth and nose with his shirt as dust pervaded the air. Sneasel hissed and blew most of it away with a puff of icy air. Ash nodded his thanks before stepping up next to Nidoking. It was odd. His friend, normally calm and steadfast, seemed both excited and reverent.

Ash froze when he stood next to Nidoking. They stood on the edge of an immense crater. He looked down. There was naught but darkness, although he thought that part of the darkness seemed more intense than the rest, somehow. The trainer assumed that the tiny pinprick of shadow was the Moon Stone.

Then he looked up. Ash blinked in awe as he realized just how far away the sky was. After nearly three days of scaling the mountain from the inside they were only a little more than three fourths of the way up. But their height didn’t matter, he mused. Their path was clear.

“Great job.” He said reverently. Nidoking growled. His eyes glowed now, alit with an inner flame of flickering silver. The Moon Stone had a far stronger effect than Ash had expected. Its energy awoke something in the creatures whose evolution it sparked, something more than mere metamorphosis.

“Do you want Dazed to teleport us down or do you want me to recall you and fly down?” Ash questioned. Nidoking paused and grunted once. The trainer nodded and glanced down at Sneasel. Even his ruby eyes held a glimmer of silver thanks to their proximity to the Moon Stone. It was the only part of the dark-type that Ash’s eyes could make out in the blackness. “I’m recalling you, alright?”

Sneasel hissed in annoyance but didn’t fight as the red energy engulfed him and lit the entire cave. When it vanished, the only light source left was the pure light of the stars shining down through the crater.

Dazed’s eyes didn’t burn with silver when she was released. They simply exuded dark blue light, the same as whenever she used her power. Ash smiled when she nodded at him. She knew what had happened.

“Can you teleport us to the Moon Stone?” He questioned. Dazed cocked her head and considered for a moment before nodding. Ash was relieved. Sometimes large sources of energy such as the Moon Stone could have strange effects on psychics. At least Dazed would be fine.

Nidoking braced himself as Dazed shut her eyes and focused. He grunted in pain as the psychic energy entombed him in its bright, crushing grip and warped the trio down into the abyss.

Ash looked around in the darkness. He could only see traces of the large crater thanks to the weak starlight filtered through the atmosphere. Dazed and Nidoking stood by his side, each taking in the sacred place in awe.

He couldn’t see the Moon Stone. His eyes were still maladjusted thanks to recalling Sneasel. The bright light had ruined whatever adaptations he had made over the hours.

Just because he couldn’t see the Moon Stone didn’t mean he couldn’t feel it.

The Moon Stone released powerful energy that raised every hair on his body. It sent lightning coursing through his nerves and reverence flooding into his brain. Ash didn’t fight it. He simply stood still with closed eyes. Starlight bathed him just as the Moon Stone’s aura did.

He heard Nidoking take a knee, a powerful statement for the proud monarch. Dazed did not, but her glowing eyes, alit without any effort on her part, shined strangely. They pulsed with emotion, revealing just the hint of a large boulder’s outline.

Ash breathed deeply one last time to let the energy enter his body before he looked straight up. The crater was far deeper than he had anticipated. It was at the very bottom of Mt. Moon, right where the mountain met the earth. When the Moon Stone had fallen from the heavens it had fallen hard.

They were thousands of feet down from their previous position, but he could see a barely visible half- moon hanging high above them through the gaping hole in the mountain, releasing what dim light it could upon its scion. It seemed that the stars were not the only thing attempting to reveal the crater to his seeking eyes.

And then a crushing weight fell upon him. Ash gasped as he collapsed to the ground. It felt as though he weighed a thousand pounds, although, quite fortunately, his body wasn’t crushing itself with his own weight. That would be an embarrassing way to go, especially after he’d escaped death from the Creature.

Nidoking was strong enough to remain standing, even when Ash felt the weight slowly increase. He remained on his knee, however, blind to the troubles of the world as he gazed upon the celestial body that meant so much to his kind. Ash wondered just how much power it had over him. A single shard of the Moon Stone had held his attention for hours on end. The trainer wasn’t even sure if Nidoking was capable of thought at the moment.

Dazed was unaffected. Her eyes emanated a frightening amount of light as she fueled an intensely powerful shield around her. It grew brighter and brighter under the strain of resisting whatever power was doing this. She looked helplessly down at him, although her attention was forced to return to maintaining her own protection.

When his mind cleared, Ash recognized this technique. He’d seen Will use it back in the Finals two years ago. It was called Gravity. The effects were obvious: whatever used the technique utilized psychic energies to manipulate reality around the target so that gravity was stronger around them. Quite useful for bringing down levitating creatures or flying-types.

And that meant Clefairy and Clefable. They were the only pokemon Ash knew of on Mt. Moon that could utilize the technique, rare as it was. It seemed that he had angered them in approaching their object of worship.

He squinted as the moonlight suddenly intensified, casting everything in a bright silver glow. Nidoking’s eyes seemed to be moons themselves.

Ash’s attention and reverence was first directed to the Moon Stone itself. The Moon Stone was a huge, roughly spherical object of stone blacker than black. All light seemed to be directed around it, never reflecting off. It was as though it was a hole in the world, albeit one that was physical.

But then he saw the pokemon surrounding them and blanched.

Three Nidoking and Three Nidoqueen stood beside the Moon Stone, eyes burning with the power infused into their bodies by the Moon Stone. They were led by the largest Nidoking and Nidoqueen Ash had ever seen.

The Alpha Nidoking was the paragon of his species. He was nearly twice the size of Ash’s friend and his armor was so thick that Ash wasn’t sure anything could breach it. His horn was nearly two feet long and dripped vile poison that sizzled when it landed upon the stone pedestal that kept the Moon Stone from touching mundane ground.

The Alpha Nidoqueen was no less impressive. She seemed to be calmer than the Alpha Nidoking, but still held a bright, shining anger about her. Her body was roughly nine feet tall and Ash suspected that she was six feet from the tip of her muzzle to her tail. Her armor, while less thick than Nidoking’s, was covered in decades worth of battle-scars.

He wouldn’t be able to take either of the Titans in battle. Even Torrent would be helpless against the sheer strength they exuded, empowered by their long proximity to the Moon Stone. They were the perfect guardians – indomitable and reverent to their charge.

The Patriarch sent the entire mountain groaning as he moved – at least that’s what it seemed like to Ash. Every step sent ripples of energy through the ground, completely unintentional upon the Patriarch’s part.

It stared down at Nidoking, who refused to look away from the Moon Stone. The Patriarch growled, a sound that elicited every bit of Ash’s self-preservation instincts to run, and laid the massive horn that could probably spear through a steelix at Nidoking’s throat. His friend didn’t react at all, drowned by the Moon Stone’s influence.

Ash wasn’t so blinded. He snarled and thrashed as a bead of poison dripped from the Patriarch’s horn onto Nidoking’s back, powerful enough to eat through a bit of Nidoking’s armor. The Patriarch growled down at him and put his horn at Ash’s throat, but Ash just glared back at the Patriarch’s ancient, narrow eyes.

The Patriarch’s irises seemed to be filled with fury at Ash’s defiance and he roared. Ash refused to flinch away as the mountain trembled beneath the Patriarch’s voice, the gnawing fear held back by steely resolve.

A tiny drop of poison fell onto the ground in front of Ash. He stared as it ate several inches through the earth, leaving a rancid smell in its wake. The Patriarch lowered his horn so it was a mere inch from stabbing into Ash’s frail throat.

That was what broke Nidoking’s vacant stare. He yanked himself up, despite the crushing force that was still placed upon his body, and tried to charge at the Patriarch. The Patriarch simply grunted and used a single hand to wrench Nidoking back into position. Nidoking growled and roared, but it was a pitiful thing compared to the Patriarch’s.

A low hum distracted the Patriarch from his rage. The Matriarch stepped forward, leaving the lesser Nidoqueen arrayed next to the Moon Stone. She sniffed the air and slowly lumbered over to Ash. Her movements were just as powerful as the Patriarch’s, who was currently glaring down at Ash, but more refined. There was a strange grace in her movements that Ash wouldn’t have expected from a pokemon her size.

The Matriarch tapped the Patriarch on the shoulder with a blunt claw that could have easily crushed a boulder into fine powder. Ash held back a sigh of relief as the Patriarch stepped back and removed his horn from Ash’s throat.

He watched as the Matriarch glanced at Dazed and met her eyes, molten silver matching burning blue. In just a few moments she made a satisfied noise and stared down at Nidoking, who still bared his fangs at the Patriarch. His friend’s attention was soon focused upon the Matriarch, however, who cooed softly at Nidoking.

Nidoking grunted back for a few seconds. The Matriarch gave a nod with her great head and stepped back. She stamped her foot against the ground, which caused Ash’s teeth to rattle and the force of thunder to roll through his bones, and gave a low, bright cry.

Ash gasped in relief as the weight crushing down upon him vanished. He painfully pulled himself up and breathed deeply. His lungs hurt badly from the intense pressure. The trainer nodded at Dazed, who quickly allowed her shield to dissipate. Her yellow-furred body slackened as the power she’d been forcing through her mind vanished, but she stayed standing.

“Are you alright, Nidoking?” Ash asked through gritted teeth. Nidoking growled and protectively stood next to Ash, reminding the trainer quite a bit of the beginning of their adventures, back when Nidoking was a small, fearful Nidoran.

His friend glared hatefully at the Patriarch, who seemed unimpressed. The Patriarch snorted and stared disdainfully back.

Ash’s eyes were drawn to movement at every edge of his vision. He frowned when he realized that dozens of Clefairy were separating themselves from the shadows. Each of their eyes glowed the same eerie silver as Nidoking’s.

But there were others mixed in. There were about ten jigglypuff intermixed with the clefairy and cleffa, and about three wigglytuff staring at him with molten eyes. He cocked his head curiously when he saw several small, pink felines standing next to a large, tan feline with purple ears at the back of the group.

A single Clefable suddenly appeared in front of him. It seemed to materialize from nothingness, although Ash wasn’t sure how. He didn’t think that Clefable could learn teleport. Not naturally, anyway.

He’d only seen Clefable on TV before. None of them even compared to this one. It seemed to be ethereal, its star-shaped body shimmering as though it were underwater. Clefable’s eyes shined as brightly as the Matriarch and Patriarch’s, perhaps even brighter. The normal-type waved its hand and forced him to his knees, eliciting a growl from Nidoking. Dazed quickly shut him up.

Clefable gently grabbed his face with a small hand and forced him to look into its burning silver eyes. The small pokemon seemed ageless, neither young nor old. Ash didn’t know how old it was, but the aura of power it exuded made it seem like it was as old as the Moon Stone, the very incarnation of its essence.

In practice it was probably just a very old, very powerful Clefable. Still, something about the Clefable made Ash think that the Matriarch and Patriarch were merely assistants or acolytes. The true Guardian of the Moon Stone stood before him.

He hissed as he saw Clefable waggle one of its fingers and place the glowing digit upon his forehead. He’d heard that Clefable and its line were shy. Researchers had apparently never met this stern, ageless creature.

Clefable closed its eyes, but the molten silver glow was still present from behind its eyelids. Ash felt a presence, ancient and fluid, slip into his mind and take in his entire being. It must have used Mind Reader or some variation on it, although Ash had no idea how it had done so. The normal-type had clearly used Metronome. For it to have gotten exactly what it required was disturbing. Nothing could choose what it wanted from the move.

The normal-type withdrew its finger from Ash’s forehead and waggled it again. Ash felt strangely exhausted from the mental intrusion. Clefable’s eyes glowed a mixture of bright blue and molten silver as it used the technique Ash recognized as Future Sight. Once again, its selection of its move disturbed him. Metronome was random. Pure chance. It had never been commanded with precision.

But those worries were wiped away when Clefable’s wide face, which was simply an extension of its body, broke into a smile. It snapped its finger and Ash heard Dazed collapse. He worriedly glanced over and saw that a psychic net had dematerialized from around her. The trainer scowled at the attack on his friend, but Dazed shook her head.

Ash sighed and glanced over at Nidoking. He was back underneath the Moon Stone’s thrall, although he made sure to move with Ash.

Clefable smiled again and motioned toward the Moon Stone before waggling its fingers and disappearing seamlessly into the universe. Ash recognized teleportation when he saw it.

But he broke into a smile as he realized that they had been given permission to go to the Moon Stone. Ash was aware of the eyes of dozens – no, hundreds, he realized as he looked around at the growing number of pokemon drawn to the Moon Stone – of pokemon upon him.

He ascended up the smooth stone pathway to where the Moon Stone rested. The Patriarch and Matriarch were silent as he passed by their vigilant eyes, as were their fellow Nidos. When he was mere feet from the Moon Stone, he stopped.

“Nidoking, go on.” He said with a smile. Nidoking was broken from his spell and turned his great head to Ash, shocked at what the trainer was giving to him. “You deserve to go first. This is your journey.”

Nidoking grinned at Ash, exposing all of his fangs. He stepped forward, but stopped. The poison-type looked at Ash with bright silver eyes and pointed. Ash blinked. Nidoking was giving up his chance to go first? He’d managed to break the Moon Stone’s power over him?

He glanced at Dazed, who shook her head. Ash slowly stepped forward and reverently placed his hand upon the impossibly smooth, glossy surface of the Moon Stone. It seemed to shimmer underneath his touch.

Ash closed his eyes. He could feel the energy from the Moon Stone flowing through his body, stimulating his nervous system and giving him strength. Something about the massive amount of energy emanating from the Moon Stone made him understand why so many pokemon seemed to worship, or at the least revere, the Moon Stone. Ash didn’t get a fraction of what they did from it and it was incredible.

For just a moment he wanted to stand there and let his body remain empowered by the Moon Stone for eternity. But he yanked his mind from that addiction and simply ran his hand over the Moon Stone’s glossy surface for a few more moment. He couldn’t hold back a smile when he felt a tiny chip in the otherwise perfect surface.

He had no idea how Steven had convinced the Guardian to let him take a shard from the Moon Stone. Steven must have been incredibly convincing, or at the least a very smooth talker. Or perhaps the Clefable had seen something in the former Champion that merited a reward.

Whatever it was, Ash knew just how impressive Steven’s feat was when he pulled his hand away from the Moon Stone and stepped back. He watched with a soft smile as Nidoking stepped forward, bound to the Moon Stone’s will.

Nidoking’s eyes flared up when he gently touched the Moon Stone with the very tip of his claw. What was once a flickering silver flame ignited into silver suns as the celestial object’s energy flooded Nidoking’s body. His friend was still for nearly a minute as he was content to simply bask in the Moon Stone’s power.

Finally, Nidoking stepped away. He lumbered over to Ash and wrapped him in as gentle a hug as the massive creature could manage. Ash grinned and returned the hug as best he could. Nidoking reared his head back and met Ash’s eyes with his own burning silver. There was pure gratitude in them, no sign of any other emotion except for pure happiness visible.

Ash squeezed his friend’s armored shoulder before he glanced over and saw Dazed. She seemed almost bored as she touched the Moon Stone, although her eyes burned just as brightly as Nidoking’s. In just a few moments she had joined him and Nidoking, although her gaze did linger on the Moon Stone for a few more seconds.

He quickly released the rest of his friends. The Patriarch growled and lowered his horn, but the Matriarch calmed him. Apparently all of his friends had been judged worthy as well.

Plume awkwardly hopped over to the Moon Stone. Her eyes didn’t glow, but they did have a shine to them. Ash assumed it was because she was fairly mundane. Nidoking and Sneasel had a strong connection to the Moon Stone, or at least the night. Dazed was simply powered by the energy released from it.

She bowed her large head and gingerly touched the Moon Stone with her beak. Her eyes glowed slightly, but the light was cut off the moment she hopped away from the sacred stone. Ash gently stroked her crest when she arrived. Plume cooed and lightly nipped his hat. The trainer wondered just how long it would be before she accidentally sliced through it.

Sneasel tried to dash past the others, but Torrent gave him a hard glare. The dark-type timidly slunk away, wary of the temper Torrent had been revealing in bits and pieces over the past few days. Torrent snorted when Sneasel ran off and levitated up to the Moon Stone. He cocked his head and closed his eyes before dipping his head and lightly touching the onyx with the tip of his snout. In just a second he had his fill of the intoxicating energy and floated away.

Torrent was certainly the most immune to the Moon Stone so far. Perhaps it was a result of his own strength of mind and body, or perhaps he was simply untrusting of it. He seemed to respect strong will and independence. To see so many pokemon bound to the Moon Stone’s energy was probably disturbing to him.

Ash had to admit that he was a little worried when Infernus stepped forward. He had shoved past Tangrowth with something unidentifiable in his dark eyes. The trainer was afraid that Infernus would try to burn the Moon Stone or use Brick Break on it. It seemed like the petty sort of thing Infernus would do if he had the desire.

He gave a sigh of relief when the magmar snorted at the Moon Stone. Infernus tapped it with one of his sharp claws. His eyes didn’t change at all, but simply burned with his own inner fire. The fire-type growled in disgust and took his place by Torrent. His tail flicked around in annoyance, casting off angry blue flames. Ash thought he seemed more disappointed than anything else, as though Infernus couldn’t understand what the fuss was about.

Sneasel dashed past Tangrowth, who didn’t seem to mind in the least. The grass-type simply kept a few vines behind Sneasel to catch him should he fall on the smooth stone. Ash smiled at that, but found his attention focused upon Sneasel.

The newest addition to the team touched a claw to the Moon Stone with reverence Ash had never expected. Ash had heard that the most important thing in each Weavile and Sneasel pack’s unique culture was the night. Still, he hadn’t expected it to be an inborn trait, even with Sneasel’s strong connection to darkness. The Moon Stone seemed to be as important to him as it was to Nidoking.

Sneasel took a knee and kept his eyes squeezed shut. After what felt like an eternity he finally stepped away, although he sent longing looks toward the Moon Stone and its strength. There was a look of greed in his eyes, mixed with reverence.

Tangrowth was last. He stared at the Moon Stone for a few moments before waddling over. The grass-type cocked his vine-covered head and poked the Moon Stone with one of his large, rubbery arms. Ash smiled as he continued to poke it, not really sure what he was supposed to do.

Finally, Tangrowth got bored and waddled over. Ash noted that he didn’t seem enthralled by his contact with the Moon Stone at all. Perhaps it was a sign of a strong will or perhaps Tangrowth simply didn’t understand the appeal of power.

He flinched when Clefable suddenly appeared in front of him. The ethereal fairy smiled mysteriously at him before snapping its fingers.

Ash didn’t have time to react before everything went black.
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The harsh sun pounded on his face. Ash groaned and groggily sat up, eyes blearily glancing around to see where he was. He suddenly stood up. Lightning shot through his body as he remembered the Moon Stone and the events that had taken place there.

Ash realized that all of his friends were still unconscious save for Dazed and Sneasel. He assumed that it was some sort of psychic technique the Clefable used on them. Clefable seemed to have a knack for them.

“Dazed, where are we?” He questioned. Dazed smiled at him with her eyes and dipped her head to his right. Ash walked over but froze when he stared down into an abyss so deep that even bright sunlight could not reach it. He immediately knew where they were: the very peak of Mt. Moon. “Wow.”

Dazed nodded and shuffled over to him. She peered deep into the darkness as well, but her eyes suddenly glowed. Ash breathed deeply when a film of psychic energy covered his eyes, casting everything in a dark blue shadow but illuminating so much.

The shadows that somehow remained in the wake of the sun’s appearance were dispelled, showing that they had been created through psychic means. At the bottom of the impossibly deep yawning hole at the peak of Mt. Moon laid the Moon Stone, just as perfect as he remembered. The sunbeams seemed to bend around it, unable to touch the sacred object.

“I guess we had our time.” Ash mused. Dazed nodded in agreement. He glanced over at the pile of his friends. Sneasel was running about and poking them. The dark-type snickered every now and then as one of his victims unconsciously growled or twitched. “Can you wake them up?”

Dazed shook her head. Ash sighed. “It looks like a waiting game, then. We just need Plume to wake up. I know you aren’t able to teleport to the base of the mountain yet.”

The psychic-type nodded understandingly. She stayed in the same place as Ash found himself a somewhat comfortable pillow in the form of Nidoking. He was still a bit tired, despite the hours he had probably spent snoozing on the mountaintop.

He shut his eyes and lowered the bill of his cap. With the sun gone, it didn’t take too long for him to dip back into a sea of blackness.

For the first time in around three weeks his sleep was dreamless.
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“Alright, Plume, are you ready?” He asked somewhat nervously. Plume affectionately nipped his shoulder and nodded. Her eyes were bright and eager for this. Ash sighed and mounted Plume the way the pokedex had told him to. Thanks to her being able to manipulate air currents with some of her moves, a saddle was not necessary. It would have made him feel safer if he had one, though.

“Take it easy, alright?” He requested. Plume nodded before taking off. Ash yelped as his second friend took to the skies with a single wing beat. The trainer clung tightly to her feathered body as she blasted through the air.

Although he knew how smooth a flier she was, he was still surprised when there was little air resistance. He wasn’t buffeted by the air at all, which meant that he loosened his grip just a little bit. Ash was never more grateful for teaching her Tailwind. It was intended to let Plume push herself along with air, but she had mastered it to the degree that she could bend the air in front of her out of the way, creating a perfect bubble that enabled her to travel even faster than she ordinarily would have.

He hesitantly looked down at the ground, which Plume was quickly approaching. Even from their rapid descent – Ash didn’t want to know just how fast Plume was really going – the trees appeared as nothing more than a seamless mass of different shades of green, although some differentiation occurred as they grew closer to the ground.

Ash was almost tempted to have Plume fly him to Cerulean City, but he knew it was too risky. They needed more experience with this before attempting such a long journey. It would be at least a few hours long. Plume wasn’t slowed down that much from Ash riding her, but Cerulean was a week’s time away by foot.

The trainer found himself actually enjoying the flight by the time it ended. Once he got over his nerves and the prospect that any real adjustments on Plume’s part would probably send him flying into nothingness it was rather pleasant. He’d have to do this again eventually.

“Thanks, girl.” He said with a wide grin on his face. Ash patted Plume’s side before he released Nidoking and Sneasel. Plume cried out and cooed at him before taking to the skies once more. She seemed rather pleased with herself. Ash watched her go before turning to his friends. “Well, it’s a long way to Cerulean. We’d best get started.”

Nidoking growled in agreement and stood faithfully by Ash’s side before they set off. Sneasel ran ahead, probably looking for some wild pokemon to chase. Ash smiled as Nidoking stood alongside him. They’d never lost any of the closeness between trainer and starter, but their bond felt even stronger now.

Ash met his friend’s eyes and grinned before they started walking. Last night had been amazing, but today was a new day. It was time to start anew.
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The route to Cerulean was rather boring, honestly. Most trainers were put off by the large, intimidating Nidoking that walked beside him or by Torrent, whose haughty glare was enough to send most scurrying off. He still managed to find a few willing to battle his real team, though, and they tended to be good ones. Not always difficult, but the other trainers were determined.

Sneasel got in a good bit of practice as well. Most trainers were much more amenable to fighting the small dark-type than the hulking Nidoking. They tended to think better of it after seeing Sneasel in action – he’d grown much stronger very quickly, although he was leagues behind the rest of the team and likely would be for another few months at the very least.

They’d been travelling for five days now and Ash had made camp. The PokeNav said he was only six miles away from Cerulean, so he figured that would be a good warm up in the morning.

He prodded the dim, flickering flames with a stick. Ash idly raised the stick when its end caught aflame and blew it out, which left only a bright, glowing ember in its wake.

Sneasel promptly dashed over and blew it out with a puff of freezing air, although he leapt past and scurried into a tree. Ash shook his head at the small prank before he glanced over at Nidoking. The little dark-type needed to burn some of that energy, and training was the best way to do it.

“Nidoking, could you fire an ice beam at him?” Ash yawned. He leaned back into the stone he was sitting in front of and smiled when Sneasel hissed and fell out of the tree once Nidoking had shot the beams of intensely cold light at him. “Evasion practice, Sneasel.”

The dark-type growled and glared at Ash, only to leave himself open to another of Nidoking’s intentionally weak ice beam. Sneasel yelped as he was sent flying back into a tree. A thin layer of frost covered his fur, which Sneasel struggled helplessly against.

Tangrowth helpfully shattered the ice with a few strategically placed strikes of his vines. Sneasel hissed and glared at Nidoking again, although this time he was fast enough to evade the single strand of icy energy. It struck a bush and completely froze it.

Infernus snorted and joined in on the game as well. He looked up from where he was curled up and shot a feeble stream of dull orange flame at Sneasel, who promptly ducked underneath it. Ash nodded thankfully at Infernus for not using anything more powerful.

Sneasel shot a cone of icy air towards Infernus, which didn’t even make contact thanks to Infernus suddenly flaring up, wreathing his body in fire. He idly shot another stream of fire towards Sneasel, who leapt above it and avoided a feeble ice beam from Nidoking in the process.

Ash smiled as the dark-type did his best to escape the attacks. He was fast and agile, so it wasn’t too much of a problem. Still, Sneasel weren’t built for endurance. They were fast hunters meant to strike with a partner and escape, not to dog their prey until it collapsed. That was a weakness Ash was doing his best to fix with exercises like this.

When Sneasel accidentally jumped into a sleeping Torrent, he froze and met Torrent’s suddenly angry eyes. Sneasel’s expression changed as he realized just how much trouble he was in before he suddenly dodged a blast of water from Torrent. The game had another player.

For several minutes Sneasel dodged dozens of attacks from Nidoking, Infernus, and Torrent. He was obviously breaking underneath the assault, however. His reflexes were slowing and his movements were less agile.

Dazed seemed content to watch as Sneasel struggled to fight back, a stark contrast to Tangrowth, who seemed rather worried. There was no love lost between the psychic and dark-type.

Ash motioned for the game to stop when Sneasel was hit by a weak blast of water from Torrent and went flying into a tree. Infernus snorted amusedly and returned to sleep, bathed in the heat of the campfire.

“Good job, Sneasel.” He said with a pleased grin. Sneasel panted and glared at him, but couldn’t find the energy to growl at Ash. The dark-type always got a little prickly during training, especially when it was unexpected. At least he was tired out now. “Come over here and go to sleep.”

Sneasel hissed at Nidoking as he passed, but quietly slipped under Ash’s arm. Ash felt his breathing slow and steady as the dark-type finally fell asleep. He smiled before bidding his friends a good night.

It didn’t take him long to fall asleep himself.
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Cerulean was the place that most trainers truly began their journeys. The west side of Kanto, aside from the Viridian gym, was a learning experience. It was where young trainers tended to congregate and get a bit of experience before exploring and battling seriously.

Its gym did a good job of testing young trainers. While it was hardly difficult, the unprepared would be torn apart by the pokemon the Cerulean normally used. The gym leaders were actually quite competent when they deigned to actually battle. They had to be if they wanted to keep their positions. The League wouldn’t let just anyone protect and essentially rule a large part of Kanto.

While his last battle there hadn’t been particularly difficult, perhaps he could get them to use one of their real pokemon, the ones they would bring to a serious battle. Ash had heard that they had a few incredibly powerful pokemon there, each exceptional.

Still, he had to focus as he entered the Pokemon Center at about three o’ clock. He just wanted to get in and out. Neither he nor his friends were tired enough from the journey to need to wait to battle.

“How can I help you?” The attendant chirped. She had a bright smile on her pretty face as she greeted him. Sneasel purred contentedly as she waved at him. There were several teenage trainers staring at her from the TV area, Ash noticed.

“I just need a room.” Ash told her. The attendant nodded and gave him a key to one of the second story rooms.

“Have a good stay!”

Ash nodded his thanks before walking out of the Center. He pocketed the card. A few other trainers watched him curiously, locked onto Sneasel. They were probably confused as to why anyone would allow such a notoriously vicious pokemon to have its claws anywhere near their throat. Sneasel were involved in quite a few “training accidents”.

He just glanced at them before he left the Pokemon Center. Maybe he’d get a battle out of a few of them later. Nidoking needed a challenge. His first friend definitely wouldn’t be battling in the Cerulean gym.

But before he stepped out, he saw what was on the TV screen. It was the news.

“…the storm that passed through Saffron City a month ago has centered in the north east of Kanto.” A female anchor droned. “It has remained strong and engulfs an area of ten miles in heavy rain and lightning. Experts report that the storm is growing and are baffled at this turn of events. The League has been silent on the matter.”

Someone clicked to the next station.

“And the death toll continues to rise as the League raids on Team Rocket grow more frequent.” A tall, stocky man said grimly. “We have word that League casualties have risen to nearly a hundred over the past few weeks, ever since the incident in Viridian City. Officials have claimed Team Rocket is being driven back, but this reporter has to ask: Just how long before the Rockets strike back?”

Ash scowled and clenched his fists. Sneasel hissed curiously at him, but Ash just walked out the door. He didn’t want to hear about that. It was a good thing that he’d been out in the wilderness for so long. The grim realities of the war in the shadows with Team Rocket were quickly appearing.

But he had to wonder the same thing as the newscaster. How long would it be until the Rockets unleashed the Creature again?
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“Welcome to the Cerulean City gym!” The girl at the front desk said brightly when Ash stepped up. It wasn’t quite as busy as the last time he was here, but there were still quite a few challengers ahead of him. She looked up and cocked her head quizzically. “Hey, have we met? You seem familiar.”

“I’ve been here before.” Ash noted. “It’s been a few months, though. I think it was back in May.”

The girl nodded. “I guess that’s it. Anyway, are you here for a gym battle or are you wanting a ticket to one of the shows?”

“I’m here for the gym.” Ash replied quickly. He didn’t care to watch people swim, not when he could be making progress on his journey.

“Name and badge number, please.” She requested. It was something he hadn’t expected to run into. Most of the primary gyms either went all out like Surge, Koga, Sabrina, Blaine, and Giovanni, or just adjusted for the kind of trainer that usually went to the gym like Brock, Erika, and the Sisters.

Ash adjusted his hat. “Ash Ketchum, eight badges.”

The girl’s head snapped up. Her eyes were wide with surprise. “Really? But this has to be your first year.”

“Yes.” He said with a shrug. “I just focused.”

She rolled her eyes. “Alright, I’ve sent it in. You’ll be called in soon. But I’ve got to ask something. What are you doing here if you’ve already got your badges? The Cerulean gym isn’t the hardest.”

“I’m doing another loop.” He explained before a small smile crossed his face. “Besides, Daisy wanted me to come back when I’d gotten stronger.”

The receptionist nodded. “Got it. You’ll get called up in a few minutes.”

Ash dipped his head and took a seat. There were only a few other trainers hanging around. Most trainers had already gotten the Cascade Badge by this point, so only the stragglers remained. In about five minutes, a bit after the trainer before him had been called up, a familiar voice broke the monotony of the situation.

“Ash Ketchum, you’re up!” Misty called out. Ash stood up and glanced curiously at the girl. She looked just like she had a few months ago, although much cleaner. Being in a city instead of on the road could do that.

Her blue eyes widened when she saw him walk up. Sneasel bared his fangs at her in greeting, although she just ignored him. “I knew your name sounded familiar! How’s it going?”

Misty seemed much friendlier than she had last time. Ash just did his best to ignore his surprise. “Pretty good. I thought you were travelling, though. How are you?”

“Good. I just got tired of being on the road. All I’d wanted to do was see Kanto for myself, and I went to every city. I got back about a month ago. My sisters are annoying, but it’s nice to be home.” Misty said as she led him out to the massive swimming pool. She glanced back at him guiltily. “Sorry about the last time we battled. I was being a brat.”

“It’s fine.” He said uneasily. That wasn’t a part of his journey he liked to recall. “If I remember it right, I wasn’t nice either. That was right after a pretty bad event. I still hadn’t gotten over it.”

She nodded, but before the surprisingly friendly girl could inquire more, Ash noticed the Sensational Sisters standing in front of the challenger’s box. They were chatting about something, but lit up when they saw Ash.

Ash blinked when he found himself being hugged by the Sensational Sisters. That…wasn’t the greeting he had expected.

“Thank you so much!” One of them gushed. Ash couldn’t remember her name. Was it Violet? “Karen told us what you did back in Viridian! That was, like, totally awesome. You saved Lance and did all of the girls in Indigo a favor!”

He blinked again. Ash sent a desperate glance to Misty. While he wasn’t particularly averse to being touched, he didn’t like his personal space to be invaded. He’d gotten better about it ever since Tangrowth joined the team, but the point still stood. She just looked at him with wide eyes.

Ash had to admit that he was surprised that Karen had told them. The caustic teenager didn’t seem the type to talk much with the bubbly, air-headed Sisters. He halfway suspected that she’d told them just on the off chance that he went to the Cerulean gym again. Karen was the type to mess with him like this.

“Oh, sorry. You probably came here for something else, didn’t you?” Daisy apologized. He remembered her more vividly than the others. They let him go. While he wasn’t exactly able to breathe during the hug, it wasn’t nearly as crushing as that of his mother’s.

“I just wanted a battle.” He explained as he brushed himself off and readjusted his jacket and hat. The Sisters sighed in disappointment.

“Fine.” The last one, Lily, he thought, said despondently. “You got the runt last time, right?”

Ash nodded, but he sent an apologetic glance at Misty. He didn’t want to ruin whatever friendly connection they had at the moment. She just crossed her arms and rolled her eyes. Misty seemed used to the teasing.

“Well, let’s go then! Don’t worry, we’ll give you a good fight. One on one.” Daisy exclaimed. The Sisters laughed as one. Ash cocked an eyebrow as they ran off to the other side of the pool. That was unexpected.

“I hope you’ve got an electric-type.” Misty muttered to him before she went off to work as the referee. “Daisy looks serious about this one. She only gets like this if she thinks a battle will be really good.”

Ash nodded his thanks to her before stepping into the platform. He tapped each of his pokeballs as he thought over which would be the best for this battle.

Nidoking had thunderbolt, but there was way too much of a chance that he would fall into the water. That would be a disaster, so his first friend was out.

Plume had worked well in the pool last time, but if they used what he suspected she would be practically powerless.

He picked Torrent the moment he thought over his friend’s gifts. Torrent was a powerhouse that could stand up to most anything. The dragon-type could take plenty of hits and would be at an incredible advantage in the pool. While he held an incredible amount of power on land, he was truly at home in the water. There was a reason Kingdra were called the Lords of the Sea.

The others had something to offer, but none would be as powerful in this gym as Torrent. Besides, it would be nice to see what his friend was really capable of.

Sneasel growled as Torrent appeared on the tiny strip of land. He apparently hadn’t forgiven the dragon for the surprise training last night.

Torrent, on the other hand, seemed ecstatic at finally being around a large source of water. Ash smiled brightly as he saw the joy in his friend’s warm scarlet eyes.

“Oh, he’s beautiful!” He heard one of the Sisters cry. Ash glanced up in surprise. Violet had her hands clasped together and she was staring at Torrent with excited eyes. “Try to take it easy on him, will you, Daisy?”

The blonde shook her head, although she had a smile on her face. “No can do, Violet. This is going to be our battle of the week. Then we can just chill and let Misty do the battles. Hey, Ash, get ready!”

Ash frowned, but a wide grin stretched across his face when Daisy released an absolutely massive Gyarados. The Sisters seemed gleeful at seeing the monster, but he noticed that Misty’s face was pale.

It crashed into the water and roared. Torrent rumbled back. Both he and Ash were very, very happy with this occurrence. This would be a battle worth returning for.

The two titans glared at each other for a moment before Daisy made the first move. “Gyarados, Hyper Beam!”

Gyarados roared as it burst up from the water, sending massive waves rolling through the pool. Particles of white-red energy began to collect in its mouth and slowly coalesced into a small sphere of dense energy. Ash grinned. This was a good way to start off the battle.

“Dragon Pulse!” He cried. Ash would have told Torrent to get under the water, but he wanted his friend able to hear his commands for this part of the battle.

As the powerful blast of energy from the Hyper Beam shot towards him with incredible accuracy, Torrent charged up a Dragon Pulse and shot the sphere of iridescent green energy straight into it.

Ash turned away as an immense explosion occurred. The massive release of energy vaporized a good bit of the water around the collision. Gyarados roared in response to one of Daisy’s commands, which he couldn’t hear, and suddenly exploded through the smoke. Its cavernous maw gaped as it tore through the water at an incredible speed.

“Agility.” He grinned. Torrent was normally forced to be a tank and take most hits. But in the water he could take full advantage of his speed. “Get under and make a whirlpool.”

Torrent rumbled as he darted out of the way of Gyarados’ jaws and shot a Dragon Pulse at the rampaging sea serpent for good measure. Gyarados roared and snapped its fangs furiously, but Torrent dived deep into the water. Ash guessed that the gigantic pool went at least sixty feet down. It had to for Gyarados to move very well.

“Hyper Beam! Hit it with Dragon Rage when it comes up.” The Sister shouted with a dramatic flourish of her arms. Gyarados roared and thrashed in the water, kicking up huge waves. It shot a huge stream of red-orange energy into the pool, causing a huge cloud of steam to explode upwards and cover the entire stadium in a shroud of boiled water.

Ash just crossed his arms and smiled. The water was beginning to tremble and surge around Torrent, who he could barely see at the very bottom of the pool. His pale blue scales kept Gyarados from immediately identifying him. It was temporarily weakened and blinded from the Hyper Beam and the steam it had produced, which was further distracting the great leviathan.

Torrent was capable of forming vast whirlpools with a mere yawn, a reflection of his immense power. Normally it was used to funnel prey down to a kingdra after it had awoken, but Torrent was using a far more powerful variant.

Twister was a powerful move, as any trainer that had met Torrent’s Ice Storm could attest. On land it was capable of creating large tornadoes from the likes of Plume, let alone Torrent. Under the waves it was capable of forming a vast cyclone or whirlpool. And in conjunction with another move Torrent was an expert with, Gyarados would have no chance of escape.

Daisy had noticed the water as well. “Gyarados, get down there. Find it and use Outrage.”

Gyarados gave a furious roar before diving under the water. Its motions held no grace or fluidity. They were raw power that forced through the waves, not like Torrent. He moved with them or manipulated them to move him.

Ash frowned at the mention of Outrage. That would be devastating if it hit Torrent. Outrage focused the energy within a pokemon into pure fury and caused it go on a rampage. That in itself would be bad, since Gyarados were at their most powerful when drowned in fury, but Outrage utilized draconic energy to spark the rampage. Torrent would take one or two hits at the max.

But he was confident as he watched the water slowly churn. As Gyarados dived down to aimlessly search for the camouflaged Torrent, it began to twist faster and faster. What parts of the pool he could make out through the veil of slowly dispersing steam were starting to leap up and down, commanded by Torrent’s power.

He was halfway surprised that Gyarados still wasn’t able to find Torrent. It had evolved to be the apex predator of the ocean. Gyarados should have been able to pick past Torrent’s camouflage quite easily. The sea serpents were colorblind, which made them more effective at looking past camouflage and seeing the definition of their prey.

Perhaps he shouldn’t have been so surprised. The steam couldn’t have been good for Gyarados’ eyes and there were plenty of bubbles to obscure Torrent’s position. But soon that wouldn’t matter. Torrent was following his instructions quite well.

Ash grinned when the pool seemed to implode. Torrent had created a vast whirlpool after he’d finally focused enough of his power. It engulfed most of the pool until the tiny island and strips of land broke it, but that was still more than enough to engulf Gyarados. He could see the massive serpent thrashing wildly and belching huge blasts of flame and energy as it was sucked into the whirlpool.

When Gyarados began to regain control of its body, Torrent did exactly what Ash expected him to. Gyarados was just too strong to be swept away by the whirlpool’s currents for long, so they had to have an exit strategy.

Gyarados’ eyes began to grow red as it focused its energy into Outrage, which would magnify its strength tenfold for a brief period of time. Fortunately, Ash and Torrent wouldn’t have to see the devastation the sea serpent would wreck.

Torrent, now visible only as a dark figure beneath millions of gallons of water, blasted out an immense stream of ice and froze the entire whirlpool in the span of a few seconds, an act which displayed his mastery of the technique. Sneasel hopped up and down and peered down at the new glacier with excitement, awed at the power behind the Blizzard.

The trainer had a wide grin on his face as about half of the pool became nothing but ice. Gyarados roared furiously and did its best to destroy the ice, but it was just too thick. A good ten feet of Gyarados’ massive form was trapped beneath the ice, so it wasn’t able to effectively use its immense physical strength.

Still, it would break out in a few seconds. Its eyes were pulsing with red energy as it pushed itself harder and harder. He glanced up and noted that Daisy seemed flummoxed. She had no idea what to do. Neither did any of the other Sisters.

When she noticed him looking, she scowled. It was an unexpected expression on her ordinarily smiling face. Daisy clenched her fists. “Gyarados, Iron Head on the ice, Flamethrower and Hyper Beam straight down.”

Ash frowned. Torrent could handle any of the attacks easily, but he’d best get out of the way before the Hyper Beam. At least he’d have the warning of Flamethrower. His friend was probably preparing something regardless.

His eyes widened when he realized that Gyarados’ crest was glowing a bright white, even as Outrage was still in effect. Gyarados gave out a loud, threatening roar before it crashed its head into the ice. Huge cracks spread throughout the glacier that Torrent created, but that was just to give Gyarados more room.

It suddenly reared its great head back and loosed an immense stream of intense blue flame at the very bottom of the frozen whirlpool. Vast amounts of steam sizzled upwards as the ice melted, revealing that the very bottom of the pool hadn’t been frozen.

Ash barely had time to notice that Torrent wasn’t at the exposed area of the pool before Gyarados shot a massive hyper beam with pinpoint accuracy. He watched as the beam evaporated a large amount of the water that wasn’t frozen, an act that made him grin.

Daisy had a grimace on her face as the center of the frozen whirlpool collapsed into the void Gyarados had created. Steam billowed upward and obscured the scene, but Ash winced as he heard dozens of tons of ice collapsing down. The ice had already been weak since water expanded when it turned into ice – the pool was overflowing and the small island had been completely covered – so the cracks had completely collapsed.

Gyarados blasted a vast stream of flames into the sky as it roared and shook with agony. Its massive plates of armor kept any real damage from occurring, but the immense pressure of so much ice crushing down on it had to have hurt.

“Gyarados!” The Sisters cried. Even Misty, despite her evident fear of the sea serpent, seemed to be almost in tears. Ash winced along with them. Daisy recovered first. “Melt it off of you!”

The sea serpent twisted its great body around and shot more blue flame at the ice. It melted straight through, giving Gyarados a few moments to try to escape before the ice above crashed down.

Before Gyarados could work on wrenching its body out, Torrent made his appearance. Ash supposed that he had been lurking beneath the ice and utilizing tiny explosions from Dragon Pulse to melt through the frozen water.

He didn’t appear physically. Torrent made his presence known, however, by blasting Gyardos with a Dragon Pulse so powerful that it sent the massive sea serpent flying out of its icy prison. Gyarados slammed into the collapsing ice on the other side of the frozen whirlpool, cracking the thick wall.

“Dragon Rage!” Daisy screamed. Gyarados quickly belched a ball of ethereal blue and black fire towards the hole Torrent was appearing out of.

“Dragon Pulse.” Ash commanded. Torrent rapidly fired a tiny, intense Dragon Pulse straight into the ball of fire. As expected, the attacks exploded violently in a huge release of energy. A large hole in the ice melted where they met, but Gyarados wasn’t done.

Daisy looked desperate. “Hyper Beam!”

Ash cocked his eye. She was very reliant on the move, although she’d demonstrated good tactics in other ways. Perhaps she really was that desperate. Gyarados was badly weakened, after all. It wasn’t thinking clearly.

“Dragon Pulse.” He shouted. Ash idly realized that he should step up Torrent’s training when they got to a sufficiently secluded area. His friend needed more variation. Draco Meteor would be a very helpful move once they finished learning it, but he might buy Torrent a few TMs whenever he hit Celadon next.

Both attacks collided again, but this time Gyarados was left weakened. Torrent launched himself through the smoke left over from the explosion and charged up a massive sphere of swirling draconic energy. Ash grinned when the Dragon Pulse that was larger than Torrent slammed into Gyarados and exploded right in its face.

The massive explosion caused the weakened Gyarados to roar as it fell down the rough, icy walls of the whirlpool. It was too large to fall through the hole it had made earlier, so it was in a loose, uncomfortable looking coil. Gyarados was still too weak to fight back.

“Dragon Pulse on the wall.” Ash ordered. It was time to finish this battle. He was lucky Torrent had been lucky and skilled enough to avoid Gyarados’ attacks. Even one hit would be devastating thanks to the immense sea serpent’s sheer power.

Torrent rumbled his understanding before he shot a tiny, powerful Dragon Pulse into the whirlpool. The glacier groaned before huge chunks of ice fell and landed on top of Gyarados, burying the great serpent.

Before any more could fall, a thin red beam of light struck Gyarados and recalled it into its pokeball. Ash glanced up and saw that Daisy was staring at him in disbelief. A few moments later his box lowered to the ground.

“Here’s your –” Misty shook her head and put the Cascade Badge away. “Sorry, I’m not used to people coming here for just a battle. Follow me. My Sisters probably want to talk to you. It’s not just any day that someone manages to take out Gyarados.” She commented drily.

Ash smiled and waved at Torrent. His friend quickly levitated over and took his spot next to Ash. Sneasel hissed excitedly at him from Ash’s shoulder, which elicited an amused rumble from Torrent.

“You were amazing, Torrent.” He grinned. Ash patted Torrent’s hard scales. Torrent rumbled and dipped his head to Ash. “Remind me to get you some TMs in Celadon, alright?”

Torrent seemed to laugh before he straightened up and adopted his normal imperious expression. Ash glanced up and noticed that the Sisters were coming over.

“You just beat Gyarados.” Lily said dumbly, idly brushing a strand of wet hair out of her face. “Without using an electric-type.”

Ash nodded. That was established.

“Wow.” Violet drawled. Her expression seemed locked into surprise. She snapped out of it when she saw Torrent and adopted a cheerful smile. “Your Kingdra is amazing! And,” she peered at him for a moment, “he’s so pretty! You must take really good care of him.”

Torrent raised his head, apparently pleased at the attention. Ash just shook his head and laughed at his friend’s preening. “I try. He does most of the work.”

Violet smiled widely and exposed her glistening white teeth. “Well, that just means he’s really smart! Can I touch you?” She directed to Torrent. He cocked his head for a few seconds before finally giving the teenager a nod. Violet immediately started patting him and checking his scales.

“That was some battle.” Daisy said dazedly. “You must train a lot. I guess the rumors about you are true.”

Ash blinked. “There are rumors?”

Daisy laughed. “Of course. You think a rookie trainer sweeping the League doesn’t attract attention? Helping Lance at the Sevii Islands and Viridian just made it bigger. Even Sabrina seemed impressed by you.” She said sadly. Ash realized that Sabrina must still be in her coma. He felt a little guilty about forgetting about her and Will.

“The Sevii Islands were supposed to be confidential.” He said suspiciously.

“We’re gym leaders!” Lily chimed in. “Nothing’s confidential to us!”

Ash sighed. That meant he’d have a lot to talk about with Surge. The Vermillion Leader was notorious for his campaigns against Team Rocket. They had been hunted down mercilessly in his territory, although that might change now that the Creature was being put into active use. Surge would probably be very interested in his experiences.

“Sorry about holding you up.” Daisy said quickly as she looked at her watch. “Lily, Violet, Misty, we’ve got to hurry up! The gym closes soon and we have a lot to get done. It’s a good thing we decided to not schedule a show today.”

“Do you want me to help?” Ash asked as he glanced over the vast field of ice Torrent had created. He knew that it would be a lot of work to get done. It wasn’t like he had anything better to do.

Daisy shook her head. “No thanks. Misty, get Gy. We’re going to need a lot of fire.”

Misty nodded. She glanced over at Ash. “See you.”

Ash nodded back before she ran off. The other Sisters stepped away from Torrent. He unclipped Torrent’s pokeball and recalled his friend before beginning his trek away from the gym.

Before he could leave, he heard one of the Sisters call back his name. Ash paused and glanced back, wondering what they wanted.

“Make sure to come back here in a few years!” Lily called out before breaking into a fit of giggles with her sisters. “We want a rematch.”

Ash nodded before he turned away to hide his blush. He walked out of the gym rather quickly after that.
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The next day, Ash left for Vermillion. Cerulean was nice and he wouldn’t have minded sticking around a few more days, but there was honestly nothing productive he could do. He didn’t need to watch the Sisters’ show or relax in the fields or by a river, he needed to train and get stronger.

It would take him a little bit more than a week to reach Vermillion. Last time had taken around two weeks, but that was because he and the others had been plagued by massive storms and an assortment of bad weather. The route was normally quite easy, so hopefully his luck would hold out.

Ash glanced at the road that would take him past Saffron and south to Vermillion. He could just stop in Saffron, but there would be no point. The city didn’t hold much appeal to him and he wouldn’t have the incentive of battling Sabrina again. That would have to wait.

He shrugged and released Plume. She nipped his hat and received a light stroke before she burst into the air. Ash turned away from the dust cloud, but Sneasel wasn’t as lucky. The dark-type coughed and hissed angrily as he breathed in a lungful of dirt.

The trainer snorted in amusement before he released Nidoking. His friend roared and crushed his claws together when he materialized. That was another reason Ash preferred to be travelling, or at least away from cities. Any of his friends larger than Dazed or Tangrowth couldn’t be released in public, and even they were frowned upon. Only something around Sneasel’s size could go around in public without attracting too much attention.

“Hey, buddy.” He grinned as he patted his friend’s shoulder. Nidoking grunted back happily and stamped the ground. Ash nearly lost his footing as a tremor swept through the earth, but just shook his head. “Very funny.” Judging from his snicker, Sneasel agreed. “We’re heading to Vermillion.”

Nidoking’s ears perked up. Ash grinned. His friend had liked Vermillion. Not the city itself, but the areas around it were largely massive, flat plains dotted with small pools of water. In other words, the nidoran family’s ideal habitat. Vermillion being the place where he had evolved into a nidorino hadn’t hurt his opinion of it either.

Ash made a mental note to stay away from the port. He’d mostly gotten over his trepidation of the ocean, but he wasn’t sure if it would ever fade completely. But the waters of Vermillion would never be something he enjoyed.

“Well, it’s a long journey.” Ash said as he glanced at the long, straight road. He adjusted his pack to be more comfortable. “Let’s get going.”
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That night was a comfortable one. It was the first day of October, and the harsh heat of summer had been fading for weeks now. But it wasn’t too cold to be annoying or uncomfortable. Right now it was the perfect mix of waning summer and waxing autumn.

But it also heralded a new part of Sneasel’s training. He was doing quite well and rapidly growing, but it was time for him to begin learning from his teammates. Sneasel needed something to push him harder and show him what a real battle was like.

It was a shame that he didn’t have any other light, speedy pokemon. The rest of his friends were bulky and powerful, built for taking hits and dealing out even more damage or aerial fighters. He couldn’t just have Sneasel learn from an experienced pokemon of the same style.

So it seemed that Sneasel needed to learn the mentality behind fighting. He was too quick to fall into a blood rage at the moment. Sneasel didn’t have proper control over his emotions and instincts, which could be very, very bad in a real battle.

Ash would speak to Nidoking and Torrent about training Sneasel in Ice Beam and Blizzard, respectively. He wasn’t quite strong enough to use the moves yet, but the little dark-type wasn’t too far off. Sneasel was almost a month old, so he was going to start maturing rapidly. Right now he was still a bit underdeveloped.

“Sneasel.” He called out, breaking the comfortable silence that pervaded the small camp. Sneasel instantly stopped playing his game with Infernus and looked over with wide eyes. Infernus’s eyes glinted amusedly before he picked Sneasel up by the scruff of his neck and threw him into a tree. Plume squawked irritably and sent them both a death glare as she was awoken from her slumber.

Sneasel skittered over to Ash and hissed at Infernus. The fire-type snorted smoke and spat a thin tongue of flame at Sneasel. The ice-type growled and leapt out of the way, allowing it to crackle into nothing.

“Enough.” Ash said calmly. Both of his friends instantly stopped their mock battle and glanced over at him. “Sneasel, you’re starting your real training tonight. Tangrowth, give him everything you’ve got with your vines. Don’t knock him out, but don’t give him any respite.”

Tangrowth gurgled and extended a dozen of his innumerable vines. He stood up on his stubby feet and stared at Sneasel, who had scrambled away from Ash and into a relatively empty part of the camp. Sneasel hissed at his primary caretaker and unsheathed his massive, hooked claws. Both were instantly encrusted in a thick crust of ice that released tendrils of frosty air.

Sneasel suddenly vanished into a blur. A moment later he appeared in front of Tangrowth and slashed at his guardian without remorse or hesitation, but Tangrowth reacted with lightning quick reflexes and caught Sneasel’s thin, wiry arms with two of his smaller vines.

The dark-type hissed in confusion as he was suddenly hurled about twenty feet back into a large tree. Ash smiled as Tangrowth gurgled apologetically before he sent four vines lashing towards Sneasel. He was pleasantly surprised that Tangrowth wasn’t holding back. While he didn’t like pitting the two against each other, this training method ensured two things.

One, the camp and surrounding area wasn’t destroyed by Infernus, Nidoking, or Torrent. He hated ruining the environment of local pokemon, although it would heal rather quickly. Just because trees and other vegetation had evolved to recover fast to survive pokemon attacks didn’t mean that they should have to.

Two, it would show Sneasel that Tangrowth wasn’t as weak as he seemed to think. Ash had noticed Sneasel taking advantage of Tangrowth much more in the week before they reached Cerulean. He would take a large portion of Tangrowth’s food, blow large blasts of icy air into Tangrowth and use Quick Attack to escape, and pull other pranks.

Ash had let it slide for then aside from a few rebukes. Sneasel listened to him on many things, but it wouldn’t do any good in this instance. Tangrowth seemed too easy a target and Sneasel’s instincts demanded that he take advantage of him. As a species, sneasel respected strength and cunning. Tangrowth wasn’t exactly cunning outside of battle, but strength was something he had plenty of.

He didn’t bother calling out commands as Sneasel vanished into the darkness and appeared behind Tangrowth, although the dark-type found several powerful vines waiting for him. Ash trained Sneasel to listen to his commands and understand the implied message behind them in the battles with other trainers. This training was meant to teach Sneasel how to react to different situations and improve his physical abilities…along with teaching him a lesson, of course.

Sneasel hissed as the vines holding him began to glow a soft green. His muscles slackened before Tangrowth took pity on the ice-type and gently dropped him to the ground in front of him. Tangrowth’s mercy was repaid by Sneasel leaping at him with bared fangs and ice encrusted claws.

Ash rolled his eyes as Tangrowth reflexively wrapped Sneasel’s body so tightly that the angry dark-type couldn’t move a muscle before he lightly shook his body and sent a tiny burst of stun spore directly into Sneasel’s face.

He rooted around in his bag for one of his few Paralyze Heals and walked over to Sneasel, who Tangrowth was cradling in several of his vines. The dark-type was staring blankly into space thanks to his temporary paralysis.

Stun Spore, like most attacks or moves that caused paralysis, worked by delivering neurotoxins into the system of whatever breathed them in. The neurotoxins temporarily froze the nervous and chemical pathways required for muscle movement, although it would wear off after a few hours. Humans affected by it could remain paralyzed for around a day. They just weren’t as durable as pokemon.

Sneasel was perfectly still as Ash poured the modified potion into his mouth. It was chock full of chemicals that would remove the inhibitors introduced by the Stun Spore. In just a minute or so Sneasel would be up and running.

“You can put him down now, Tangrowth.” He said quietly. Tangrowth gurgled and gently laid Sneasel onto the soft ground. Ash glanced over and saw that his saucer-like eyes were despondent. “It’s alright, buddy. He’ll be fine. It was just an accident.”

Tangrowth gurgled and flailed his arms around guiltily. Ash sighed and walked next to his friend. The grass-type made another odd noise. His vines were twitching as a result of his emotional distress. This was the first time Tangrowth had ever really hurt Sneasel in their training sessions, so Ash could understand why he was upset. His friend didn’t exactly think through situations.

“Look, he’s fine.” Ash pointed at Sneasel as he began to twitch. Tangrowth immediately calmed, although his vines still twitched every now and then. “I can let someone else train Sneasel for now, alright?”

His friend shook his head as Sneasel tiredly pulled himself. Ash smiled and walked back to his previous position by Nidoking. The large poison-type was watching the situation in amusement. “Just keep at it. Make sure to be a bit more careful with effects, though. I only have so many potions.”

Tangrowth gurgled and gave Sneasel another minute to recuperate before he began his assault anew. The dark-type hissed as he started the dance all over again.

Ash watched with a small smile on his face. Sneasel was certainly more cautious now. Perhaps he’d managed to learn his lesson after all. At least he’d respect Tangrowth more, especially when the grass-type was so gentle with him.
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Vermillion was a nice city, Ash decided as he stepped through the large gates and glanced around. It had a warm, sunny atmosphere even as fall dawned and the people were friendly. He had spent most of his time running around the countryside last time he’d been here, so he never really got a chance to appreciate the city itself.

He even liked the fresh, salty sea air. It didn’t have the most pleasant of memories attached to its familiar scent, but he could overlook that, just as he overlooked the massive ships docked in the harbor that he could see from here.

As he idly made his way to the Pokemon Center, Ash considered who he would use to battle Surge. It would be a nice bit of nostalgia to use Nidoking, but that wouldn’t really be fair. He wanted a real battle out of Surge, one that wasn’t decided upon a very lucky evolution or a type advantage.

Torrent had battled the Sisters, so he was out. Besides, Ash didn’t want to accidentally destroy Surge’s gym. Dazed would probably have a fun time, so she was a possibility. He hadn’t gotten to use her in a serious battle for a while now, not since he battled Giovanni.

Ash ignored the involuntarily lash of fury that sparked through his mind and focused on the situation at hand.

Infernus would have a good battle as well. Ash wasn’t able to use him as often as he liked in the wilderness thanks to the sheer destruction Infernus tended to bring with him, and he could only imagine how fierce a battle it would be if he fought Surge and his Raichu with Infernus.

Bruiser would be torn apart by Surge. Physical based fighters didn’t have a good time with electric-types, no matter how tough they were. Electricity had too strong of an effect on their bodies unless they had a thick hide to disperse the shock. Unfortunately, Bruiser failed in that requirement. He had tough skin, but it wouldn’t be able to shrug off most elemental attacks until he evolved into a machamp.

Plume was obviously out.

Tangrowth was another possibility. He’d had more opportunity to fight than the others since he tended to be much cleaner in his battles, but Ash suspected that he’d do quite well against Surge. His shell of vines would weaken the electricity blasts to near useless levels and his rubbery body wouldn’t conduct the electricity well in the first place.

Perhaps he’d get Surge to adjust his normally rigid rules. It wasn’t as though this were an official match, after all. And if Surge was really as impressed by him as Daisy seemed to imply he would be sure to bend that much.

Ash was snapped out of his thoughts when he found himself staring at the Pokemon Center. It was practically bursting with trainers, he could tell. This was about the time of year when most trainers felt that they were ready to begin challenging the serious gyms.

Most would fail, of course. Surge would be using his team to its full potential. Ash knew that he and his friends had gotten a lucky break with the gym leader. Nidoking had evolved during that battle, which essentially gave him a clean slate against the poisoned Raichu. Additionally, Ash suspected that Surge hadn’t really tried his hardest against the rookie trainers. While it was still an impressive feat to defeat Surge at that stage, Ash knew that this would be a real battle.

Amelia had fought Raichu when it was still weakened from his own and managed to circumvent its formidable power through status conditions, if Ash remembered correctly. Even then it had been close thanks to Raichu’s power.

Jonathan didn’t even have to battle Raichu. He’d gotten to battle a rather formidable Pikachu in its stead.

In other words, they hadn’t gotten a real battle out of Surge. Ash wanted to fix that. Surge’s reputation as a harsh and brutal gym leader was surpassed only by Giovanni’s. He was ready to face that gym leader fairly, without any lucky evolutions.

Ash stepped into the Pokemon Center. The moment he was done he would head over to the gym. He’d been there enough that he could locate it in his sleep.

There was a long line for the front desk, but it moved quickly. Trainers just got a room key or gave Nurse Joy their pokeball before walking off. Most just went over to the TV area.

He did notice that there weren’t any extensively injured pokemon outside of their ball, unlike when he’d been here last. It looked like Surge was being much more careful now that the League had put his leash back on. Without the St. Anne tickets at stake he couldn’t be as brutal as he would have liked.

“How can I help you?” Nurse Joy asked cheerily. Ash snapped out of his thoughts and focused on the nurse.

“A room key, please.” He requested. Nurse Joy smiled and handed one over. Ash nodded his thanks and walked off, although he went to the TV area to check everything out. He needed to keep up with the news now that the war with Team Rocket was picking up.

He didn’t take a seat. It would be pointless. Ash was just going to move on anyways. Instead he walked up just a bit behind the rest of the twenty or so trainers that were watching

“…League casualties continue to rise.” A grim man droned on. “In the most recent raids, more than twenty Rangers were killed or injured. Sixty three Rockets have been taken into custody, however, and more were injured or killed in the battle. The League continues to be silent on their attempts to locate the strange creature that was responsible for the astounding defeat of Champion Lance, Elite Four Lorelei and Agatha, and dozens of highly trained League personnel.”

The trainers around him grumbled in discontent. “How’s the League supposed to fight Team Rocket when their best got beat by one pokemon?” He heard one mutter. Ash scowled. They weren’t helping the situation by being afraid and meek.

Ash didn’t stay to listen to their fearful mutterings. He just clenched his fists and walked out of the Pokemon Center. Sneasel hissed lightly and peered at him worriedly. The trainer just put on a slight smile and scratched underneath Sneasel’s feather. That calmed him down and kept him from worrying about Ash.

What he needed was a good battle. Ash just needed to get his mind off of Team Rocket. The League would take care of everything. Lance wouldn’t rest until he found a way to defeat the Creature and destroy Team Rocket for good.

XX

“I remember you.” One of Surge’s gym trainers said with a scowl. The large, burly man crossed his arms and glared down at Ash. He stared back. After meeting Surge, Lance, and Bruno this man’s physical power didn’t intimidate him. “You’re that runt who got lucky and beat Surge. Here for a rematch, kid?”

“I am.” He replied coolly. Sneasel hissed at the gym trainer, who still had a scowl on his face.

“Surge has a challenger right now, but head on in.” The gym trainer grunted. He pulled open the door and followed Ash in. “Roxie, make sure no one else gets in. We don’t need the League on our backs about someone getting hurt.”

The female gym trainer nodded and silently crossed her arms. She glared out at the passerby, who either seemed used to it or sent nervous glances her way. Ash wondered just how strong the gym trainers were. Surge wouldn’t accept anyone that was weak and Ash knew that the gym trainers would have been instrumental in driving Team Rocket from Vermillion’s territory.

He smiled as he entered the gym. It was just as he remembered it, although it was a bit brighter than last time. The gym was still plain and seemed more like a warehouse than an important location.

Surge was standing on one end of the large, plain battlefield with a grin on his face. The challenger was a tall, muscular teenager who wore a look of horror on his face as his Flareon was being torn apart by Raichu.

“I’m bored.” Surge announced. Arcs of electricity shot out of Raichu’s electric sacs as it heard the gym leader speak. “Blast him.”

Raichu had a mean grin on its small face as it swished its tail back and forth. Its body was enveloped in a massive shell of electricity before a massive bolt blasted out and slammed into Flareon. The fire-type collapsed as immense amounts of electricity wracked its body.

Before it could properly faint, the trainer returned Flareon and stared at the pokeball despondently. “You did your best, Flareon. Thanks.”

“Get out of here and come back when you’re actually strong.” Surge barked. The trainer glared up at the gym leader before storming out, which elicited a laugh from the giant of a man. “Alright, next challenger!” He shouted before he glanced over and saw Ash. Surge’s eyes widened and he grinned widely. “Alright! Look who it is. Here for a rematch, runt?”

Ash grinned back. Sneasel hissed and unsheathed his claws threatening, although Raichu just sent a tiny bolt of electricity at him that threw him off Ash’s shoulder. “Definitely. This time it’ll be a real battle.”

“Good.” Surge said. Battle burned in his eyes. “This isn’t an official match. You want one-on-one again? Raichu won’t be easy on you this time.”

“Three-on-three.” Ash corrected. Surge’s smile grew wider and Ash reached for his first pokeball. “I’ve got a few of my friends that haven’t had a real battle in a while.”

Surge crossed his arms. “I’ll be glad to give them one. Ready to lose, runt? You won’t be so lucky this time.”

“We’ll see.” Ash replied. He tapped the pokeball’s release button. A moment later Tangrowth appeared on the battlefield. His friend gurgled happily and extended one vine to poke Ash on the forehead before he focused on Raichu, whose cheeks were sparking.

“Tangrowth, huh?” Surge muttered. “Raichu, Thunder Wave, then use Shock Blast.”

Ash just smiled as Raichu shot the thin blue bolts of electricity. Tangrowth knew what to do. His friend gurgled as the tip of his arms began to glow brightly with spheres of bright white light. The grass-type swept them both upward, causing a wall of earth to burst out of the ground and block the Thunder Wave.

The wall also managed to catch an immense blast of electricity from Raichu that was so powerful it caused the earth wall to explode. Ash was rather glad that Tangrowth had put up the wall. That would have been devastating if it hit.

“Drain it.” Ash commanded. Tangrowth instantly sent dozens of his vines lashing from his body toward Raichu. They completely entangled the electric-type, but Raichu simply closed his eyes and released another blast of electricity.

Ash frowned when he saw the vines wrapped around Raichu baked to a crisp from the sheer amount of energy that had flowed through them. Tangrowth couldn’t just warp Raichu up and suck all of his energy out. They would have to be more creative.

“Effect Spores.” He commanded. Tangrowth quickly shook his body to release an immense cloud of stun spore and sleep powder. It quickly billowed all over the field. Raichu shot a bolt of electricity at Tangrowth, but it barely made his friend stumble back. “Ancient Power, Ingrain.”

Tangrowth’s gurgle was muffled as he followed Ash’s commands. He created several walls of earth that would protect him from the inferno that would result from the effect spores and also rooted himself to the ground.

Ash had crippled Raichu with the Effect Spores that pervaded the air. Aside from the obvious problems it would face, it wouldn’t be able to use electrical attacks for fear of causing the spores to combust. While that would normally be crippling for Tangrowth, the shelter he had built would protect him from the majority of the inferno.

“Clever.” Surge growled. Raichu bared its fangs as the stun spores and sleep powder clouds slowly grew nearer. “Ground Flare.”

Raichu seemed to grin madly as it suddenly moved in a blur. Ash frowned when it suddenly dug a large hole in the ground, aided by what little practice it had with the move. The earth seemed to melt around Riachu as it leapt into the hole.

Ash sighed when he saw Raichu use Discharge. Dozens of bolts of electricity exploded from Raichu’s pit, which arced out and turned the air into a raging fireball. Raichu stayed in the relative safe zone, mostly safe from the immense heat caused by the ignition.

He was silent until the last embers had burned out. Ash was rather thankful for the psychic barriers in the gym. That would have been a disaster otherwise.

“Tangrowth, get out.” He ordered. Tangrowth quickly lowered the earthen walls, emerging from his shelter at the same time Raichu hopped out of its small hole. “Sludge Bomb and hit it with Power Whip. Wrap it up with your other vines.”

“Focus Blast.” Surge snapped as Raichu dodged the massive wave of sludge. As dozens of vines lashed towards its small form, Raichu formed a small blue ball of energy between its hands and threw it at the mass of vines.

Tangrowth reflexively scattered his vines to minimize his loss, but made sure to use Ancient Power in order to erect a wall of earth and stone that blocked Focus Blast. Although the ball of energy completely destroyed the wall, leaving it nothing but dust, it served its purpose. A good quarter of Tangrowth’s vines had been severed or destroyed by the release of energy.

“Volt Shield.” Surge grinned. Raichu, who didn’t seem to be affected at all by the powerful attacks it had been blasting for the last minute or so, bared its fangs and collapsed to all fours. It raised its long, whip-like tail as high as it could to gather electricity, which caused it to shine brightly. Raichu’s electrical sacs sparked erratically as arcs of lightning jumped all over its body.

Just as some of Tangrowth’s vines began to close in, the arcs of lightning on its body exploded outward, although they were maintained in a sort of aura. Raichu was completely still as the shell of lightning burnt all of Tangrowth’s vines to a crisp.

Ash sighed again. So long as that Volt Shield – a rather impressive design, although Ash doubted that many electric-types had the sheer power to maintain it effectively – was up Tangrowth’s vines were useless. It was time to get serious.

“Tangrowth, give him everything you’ve got.” Ash said with a wild grin. Tangrowth was powerful when he battled normally, but Ash had trained Tangrowth to battle seriously. He wouldn’t be limited to a single strategy right now.

Surge blinked in surprise as Tangrowth fired off another Sludge Bomb, which Raichu was forced to dodge. The Volt Shield would just burn some of the sludge and change it into a very toxic gas while the rest would land on Raichu and finish him off.

Ash had to admit that he was impressed that Raichu was actually able to keep the Volt Shield up as it moved. It looked very draining. If it weren’t for the vines Tangrowth had extended, Ash had no doubt that Surge would go on the offense.

Raichu’s cheeks sparked as it sent another powerful bolt of electricity at Tangrowth, although it simply knocked his friend back. Tangrowth wouldn’t be knocked over now. He was anchored to the ground with his vines.

He smiled as Tangrowth used both of his arms to enhance his Ancient Power. Huge chunks of earth were gouged from the floor and hurled at Raichu, who was barely able to leap out of the way. Both were destroyed by errant bolts of electricity, although they simply splintered into smaller chunks.

Volt Shield was beginning to fail. Instead of the steady current arcing through the air, the electricity began to fizzle. It was still too powerful for Ash to risk Tangrowth’s vines, but it was a start.

“Sludge Bomb, then Ancient Power. Keep it up!” Ash called. Tangrowth gurgled and renewed his assault. He grinned when a chunk of earth finally slammed into Raichu, throwing it off guard and ending its Volt Shield. “Power Whip and Mega Drain!”

Even as Tangrowth shot dozens of vines toward Raichu, the electric-type regained its footing and glared heatedly. Surge hadn’t given it any commands since there wasn’t anything to do but weather the assault. Ash got the feeling that Raichu was based purely around power. It was fast enough, but it didn’t seem to have any evasive ability.

“Lightning Bolt!” Surge roared. He had a look of both surprise and desperation on his face. Surprise because Tangrowth was winning, and desperation because, again, Tangrowth was winning.

Ash frowned. Lightning Bolt? He didn’t have a good feeling about that. “Ancient Power!”

Tangrowth swept his rubbery arm upward and created an earthen wall even as his vines lashed at Raichu’s exhausted form. But it seemed that Raichu wasn’t too tired for one last, desperate display of incredible power.

The smell of ozone that pervaded the air grew even stronger in his nostrils as Raichu charged up an immense amount of energy. Ash could barely see Raichu behind the glow released from its body, but he could hear its furious growl when it finally released the Lightning Bolt.

It was amongst the most powerful attacks Ash had ever seen. The Lightning Bolt incinerated every one of Tangrowth’s vines that it hit and plowed straight through the wall of earth before hitting Tangrowth. Ash had to turn away as the light grew too intense and huge chunks of the wall exploded everywhere.

He worriedly glanced back with Sneasel and saw that Tangrowth was lying unconscious on the ground, despite his healthy state before. Ash blinked in awe and looked that Raichu was unconscious as well. Tangrowth had managed to knock him out with a few powerful lashes of his vines before he was hit with the Lightning Bolt.

“Looks like it’s a tie. That Tangrowth of yours is impressive, but it can’t take that kind of power!” Surge laughed as he recalled Raichu’s smoking form.

“What was that?” Ash questioned in awe as he returned Tangrowth. That was by far the most powerful electrical attack he had ever seen. Most electric attacks would have done some damage to the earthen wall thanks to the concussive force behind them, but that had blasted through the barrier as though it were nothing.

“Lightning Bolt.” Surge grinned. “It’s an electric-type variation on Hyper Beam. We spent the last year perfecting it. You’re the first challenger I’ve had to use it on.”

Ash supposed he should be proud that he was the first one to push Surge that far. But he was still in too much of a daze to really feel it. All he knew was that if he ever needed help with an electric-type Surge would be the very first person to go to.

He released Dazed. She looked out at the completely destroyed battlefield with a rather bored expression. Ash figured Dazed had gotten used to seeing the sheer amount of destruction that tended to accompany their serious battles.

Surge scratched his chin and examined Dazed thoughtfully. Ash knew that most gyms that focused on elemental and nonphysical attacks tended to despise psychics. Their shields were capable of absorbing vast amounts of energy before breaking, which was always a pain.

“Haven’t really used this guy, but this should be fun.” Surge shrugged. He casually sent out a large, very powerful looking Jolteon. It examined its surroundings and seemed to smile before tensing up and staring at Dazed. “Jolteon, start this off with Thunderclap. Psychic-Strat. 1.”

“Dazed, you know what to do.” Ash growled as Jolteon’s body began sparking. “Finish this quickly.”

His friend’s eyes flashed as she sent a massive wave of force blasting toward Jolteon, who nimbly leapt out of the way. When it recovered it vanished in a blur, although the electricity that engulfed its large body trailed behind it in a massive stream of lightning.

Dazed barely managed to teleport out of the way before Jolteon came to a stop right in front of Ash. Thunder rolled through the air and shook the ground as Jolteon stopped. The electric-type snarled and shook its body. Thin arcs of electricity shot out and covered the entire battlefield, although Dazed easily blocked the weak bolts.

“Adjust to S2.” Surge called out. Ash assumed it was to compensate for Dazed’s teleportation. It wasn’t common to see a hypno with teleport.

Jolteon suddenly flashed into nothingness before a dozen ethereal clones of it appeared. Each flickered and locked onto Dazed. Ash watched with narrowed eyes as Jolteon and its illusory doubles used the same Thunderclap technique. Identical trails of lightning blasted through the battlefield as Jolteon appeared right in front of Dazed, although she managed to hurl it back with a wave of psychic force before she teleported.

Thunderclap was a brilliant technique. Many pokemon were sensitive to the bright flash of light and the loud sound. Psychics were particularly vulnerable. Their brains were large and caused them to be extremely sensitive to external stimuli thanks to their keen senses. A technique like Thunderclap would practically overload them for a few seconds if they weren’t prepared.

Dazed appeared in front of Ash. She immediately erected a large shield of bright blue psychic energy. It was right in time, as well. Jolteon had shot dozens of sharp, yellow needles made out of its fur. They actually managed to penetrate, although the quills were stuck in the shield. His friend managed to keep it up.

“Multi Ball, then Psychic.” He said quietly. Dazed dropped the shield for a split second to conjure the balls of ghostly energy, which she instantly fired in all directions. Jolteon used Quick Attack to flicker out of the way, although a wave of psychic force caught it off guard and threw it into the barriers.

That had been a risky strategy. It was generally acknowledged as impossible to use a ghost or dark-type attack while using psychic energy at the same time without extensive training, simply because ghost and dark-type attacks disrupted psychics. If Dazed wasn’t so fast Jolteon could have easily taken advantage of the momentary lapse.

“Disable and put it to sleep.” Ash ordered. Dazed instantly followed his command. Jolteon was still too out of it to act on Surge’s sudden flurry of orders, so Dazed had an easy time of locking him into a prison of light blue energy. Her pendulum began to sway back and forth in a rhythmic, enrapturing motion as her eyes glowed a bright blue.

“Shadow Ball!” Surge shouted. Jolteon’s eyes flickered back to awareness thanks to the command, but it was too weak to actually utilize the ghostly energy. Ash knew that the attack wasn’t to actually hurt Dazed, it was just to disrupt the Disable and give Jolteon an opportunity to escape.

Jolteon’s eyes slowly lowered before they closed at last under Dazed’s influence. Surge recalled it an instant later. “That’s why I hate battling hypno.” The massive man sighed. “Damn things have too many options available to them. Alakazam aren’t the only psychic threat out there.”

Ash grinned and nodded. “Good job, Dazed. I’ll recall you for now.”

Dazed nodded and shut her eyes as she was transformed into scarlet energy and pulled back into her pokeball. Ash clipped the ball to his belt before he removed Infernus’. This would be an intense battle. Neither of Surge’s pokemon so far had failed to disappoint. He was sure Infernus would be satisfied.

“Raichu isn’t actually my strongest, you know.” Surge began conversationally as he pulled an ultra ball off of his belt. “She’s my starter and I work with her best, but I’ve got something with more raw strength. Have fun.”

Ash’s eyes lit up at the prospect of the battle. He tapped the release to let Infernus out into the world.

Infernus stamped onto the ground with a shackled foot, splitting it and causing lava to burst out. He looked up to the ceiling and spat a stream of white flame before his entire body ignited into an inferno.

A massive Electivire appeared directly in front of Surge. It was bulky and humanoid, and two long, thin tails swished around behind it. Electivire roared and crushed its fists together, which produced a shockwave of thunder.

His grin grew even wider. This was better than he could have hoped for. Infernus seemed to be of the same mind. He roared back and spat a stream of blue flame around him as he glared at Electivire. Both powerful pokemon’s respective element crackled around them as they stared each other down, silently awaiting their trainers’ command.

Ash had been working out a strategy for Infernus during the rest of the match. It was a reflexive act whenever he looked at a setting, almost unconscious. Learning how to exploit the terrain was one of the most integral parts of being a trainer, and he was skilled enough to do it all the time.

He was going for the massive chunks of earth that had been gouged from the battlefield by Tangrowth. It would be simple for Infernus to fill them up with lava, which would make part of the field inhospitable for Electivire and also give Infernus a place where he could recover. Extra heat would boost Infernus to his prime.

But he had to make the first move. He had to be the one to break the stalemate. Just from a cursory glance he could tell that Electivire was too powerful to be allowed to go on the offensive. Infernus had to fight unrelentingly, without holding back in any manner.

“Bring up lava in the pits.” He said quickly and quietly. Infernus lightly stamped the earth and blew a stream of flame into the air to obscure Electivire’s vision and maintain a bit of secrecy. Ash grinned when he felt immense amounts of heat, dampened by the psychic barriers around the battlefield, rise upward.

“Haze, then Fire Blast. And, Infernus?” Ash called out. His friend nodded that he was listening. “Don’t hold back.”

If Infernus had an ordinary mouth, Ash was sure that he would have been grinning madly. Instead, he suspected that Infernus’ eyes had lit up and burned with glee.

“Lightning Bolt!” Surge shouted. He was overconfident in Electivire. Ash wondered if he knew about Air Lens. The gym leader probably did. It would be a common strategy for anyone with a sufficiently powerful magmar. Ash really needed to get around to meeting Blaine again.

Electivire roared as it forced one of its thick arms forward. Electricity surged around it as it charged its power. A few moments later it released Lightning Bolt, which surged forward in a powerful beam.

Thankfully it was mostly dispersed by Fire Blast. Electivire roared again, but Infernus vanished as he used Fire Spin to set his entire side of the battlefield aflame. He was invisible, indistinguishable from the roaring inferno as he stalked through it.

Surge scowled. “Earthquake, then Shock Wave. When you find its position, Light Dash.”

“Take cover.” Ash ordered. He barely made out Infernus’ shadowed form slipping into one of the larger magma pits before the earthquake rattled through the ground. While it probably caused Infernus a bit of damage even in the magma pit, the force didn’t travel as well through the molten stone. Additionally, the intense heat from the magma pool would hopefully act as a rudimentary Air Lens.

From what he knew of the Air Lens technique, it relied upon Magmar intensifying the heat around it in a specific manner designed to neutralize electrical charges. Infernus didn’t have the degree of control or instruction required to pull off such an incredible feat, but the pool’s sheer temperature would hopefully be enough to mimic it. If not, it didn’t matter. Infernus was invulnerable while he was in the magma pit.

Ash grinned when he saw the Shock Wave, which was ordinarily capable of being attracted to its target’s bioelectricity through some complicated scientific means that Ash couldn’t claim to understand, fizzle out over nothingness when it reached the magma pit. Unfortunately it still gave Surge and Electivire an idea of where to look.

Realization dawned on Surge’s face. “It’s in the ground. Rock Tomb! Trap it in.”

Electivire cried out, a sound that reminded Ash of a whirring motor, as it stuck out its arm and fired several spheres of purple energy out over the ground. With a sweep of its arm it flattened the field and covered each of the pits with a strip of stone. It seemed that Surge and Electivire still didn’t know about the magma.

“Magmar can’t hide anymore.” Surge laughed. “It’s got to reveal itself before it can escape. We might as well call this one mine.”

“Don’t be so sure.” Ash muttered. “Infernus, Lava Plume! Blow the place up.”

Everyone froze as they heard the earth groan and rumble, although Ash wore a grin at the same time. The earth covering Infernus’ pit began to crack and bulge upward as huge amounts of pressure began to build up underneath it.

“P. Def.” Surge barked. Electivire crossed its arms. Its eyes began to glow as a screen of yellowish energy formed in front of it before being overlaid by a blue one. Ash recognized it as a Light Screen and Barrier combination, although he hadn’t expected to see its use by Electivire. “When it’s open, hit it with Lightning Bolt, Mk. 2.”

Ash didn’t have time to wonder at there being a second variant of Lightning Bolt before the world exploded. Infernus erupted from the ground in an outward blast of stone, magma, and energy. He was wreathed in flames as he spat a massive Flamethrower straight at Electivire, although all of the attack washed harmlessly off of the powerful barrier.

“Move!” Ash cried out to his friend. Infernus tried to jump to his left, but he didn’t even have time to start before two immense blasts of electricity – two Lightning Bolts at once, how did Electivire manage that? – in its most powerful form slammed into his chest with pinpoint accuracy.

He winced as Infernus was briefly enveloped in the massive amount of electricity before the concussive force behind sent his body flying into the flames left over from his Haze technique. Ash sighed and reached for Infernus’ pokeball. It looked like he wouldn’t be winning this one.

But he stopped when he saw a defiant figure stagger to its feet, fearless and somehow conscious despite the power of the attacks he had just weather. Ash’s eyes widened when he saw Infernus roar furiously and cause the flames that harbored him to leap twenty feet into the air, licking the gym’s ceiling.

Ash shook his head. Only Infernus could survive two electric-type hyper beams and still be furious enough to fight. Perhaps they had been slightly weaker than normal thanks to Electivire splitting its energy between the both of them, but it was still an astounding feat – both for Electivire by actually doing it and Infernus for taking it.

“Smokescreen!” Ash shouted. He might not have expected this, but he would make the most of it. “Get in close, use Fire Blast and Fire Spin.”

Infernus roared before dashing forward. He was a bit slow, but the thick shroud of smoke he spewed into the air helped to cover him and protect him from the bolts of electricity Electivire was firing into the haze.

“Shock Wave. Follow up with Light Dash.” Surge snapped. He seemed annoyed that Infernus had taken the Lightning Bolts. It was unexpected for everyone.

Electivire roared before shooting the blue lance of electricity into the smoke. Infernus roared and blasted it with a stream of flame, but it still revealed his position. At least he wasn’t hurt from it.

The electric-type easily weathered the Fire Blast that slammed into its chest and exploded in a bright flash of fire and energy. It hummed in annoyance and began to do something that Ash could barely make out, but it was suddenly enveloped in a twisting vortex of flame. Ash grinned when Fire Spin worked. Infernus had the advantage again.

At least he did until Electivire released a huge pulse of psychic energy from its body and caused the Fire Spin to disperse into embers. Ash sighed and realized that it must have used Light Screen to envelop its body before blasting the energy outward. It was quite similar to the technique Dazed regularly utilized.

“Same orders.” Surge called. Electivire hummed before enveloping itself in a Light Screen again, although this time it melded to its massive body instead of acting as a simple shield. Ash frowned when it suddenly disappeared in a blur of motion. Something that large should not be able to use Quick Attack.

“Brick Break and Fire Punch.” Ash called out. Normally Infernus would be fine if he just stayed in his flames, but that wouldn’t work if Electivire was protected by a Light Screen. All the raging fire would do was comfortably warm the behemoth’s fur.

So he had to remove that protection. Electivire couldn’t fight for long when surrounded by flames. Infernus was obviously outmatched in regards to power, although his fierce need for dominance balanced the scales, so they had to be tricky.

Ash could barely see the outlines of the dueling fighters thanks to the raging inferno, but he could get an idea of what was going on. Electivire had finally impacted and Infernus had struck, but, here his heart skipped a beat, there seemed to be an incredibly powerful release of energy.

He blinked in surprise when he saw several bolts of lightning scatter throughout the air, leaving the sharp scent of ozone wafting into his nostrils, as well as the aforementioned explosion of purple and orange energy.

The trainer could see why Surge had referred to Electivire as his strongest pokemon. Not only was it able to use two Lightning Bolts at once when even one was enough to finish Raichu off, it was able to recover rapidly from it and protect itself using rare psychic techniques. But that was only the beginning. What really impressed Ash was the technique it had used, Light Dash.

If he had seen it and identified its obvious components correctly, Light Dash utilized at least four moves at once: Quick Attack for the speed, Light Screen for the protective shell of energy, Giga Impact for the sheer power it afforded, and some sort of electrical blast. It must have required quite a bit of rigorous training.

Ash was even more surprised when he saw the flames explode as well, right after the first explosion had blasted most of the fire away. It must have been from Infernus, who he was surprised to see still standing and also locked into a furious contest of strength with Electivire. Infernus was doing his best to hold Electivire back, but it was clear that the electric-type was easily overpowering Infernus.

“Fire Blast.” Ash called out. It was a last ditch attempt at winning. Electivire was incredibly powerful at a distance, but up close it was indomitable. There was no way Infernus would escape, but at least he had a chance of winning if he used Fire Blast.

Infernus quickly spat the huge fire ball into the ground, causing an immense explosion. Electivire whirred angrily as it stumbled back, its coat burning with embers, but recovered easily. It glared and stepped forward menacingly. Ash winced as his friend tried to stand up, only to be wrenched up into the air by Electivire’s powerful wire-like tails.

“Plug him.” Surge called out with a grin, even as Ash desperately shouted, “Fire Blast.”

His friend did manage to shoot the powerful fire ball into Electivire’s chest and send the behemoth stumbling back a few steps, but not before Electivire squeezed its tails tighter around Infernus and touched the red, sparking tips to Infernus’ neck.

Ash recalled his friend as Infernus began to spasm wildly. The battle was over. He wouldn’t put Infernus through anything else.

It was a surprise when Surge recalled Electivire, who whirred in victory before it raised its arms and shot bolts of electricity into the air. Ash had expected to send Dazed back out to battle Electivire and determine who was the victor.

“I forfeit.” Surge announced. Ash’s eyes widened in surprise. “In an ordinary gym battle you would have won twice over. You’re a damn good trainer, and it would be pointless to pit Electivire against that Hypno of yours. It would be a stalemate. Neither would get a hit in.”

Ash nodded and placed Dazed’s pokeball back onto his belt. He numbly realized that Sneasel was still standing on his shoulder. “One day you’ll be out there.” He said quietly.

Sneasel hissed excitedly and absentmindedly clung tighter to Ash.

“How sweet. The runt has a baby.” Surge said with a booming laugh. He offered out his hand to Ash, which the trainer gladly shook. Sneasel hissed but didn’t try anything. Even if he managed to hit the expertly trained warrior, Surge would probably just kick him clear across the gym. “Good job, Ash. I knew you’d be a good trainer.”

“Thanks.” He said with a grin. Surge teased a lot, but Ash liked him. The man was easy to get along with when he actually liked someone. “I’m glad that I got to battle you for real.”

The gym leader laughed. “Our last match wasn’t too impressive, was it? I just had Raichu pummeling that Nidoran of yours around and you managed to win thanks to poison and luck.” He paused. “Has it evolved yet? Evolved pokemon will always carry you further.”

“He evolved into a Nidoking around two months ago.” Ash said happily. “I would have used him against you, but that wouldn’t be a fair fight.”

“Glad you see it that way, kid.” Surge replied. “Well, I guess we’d better get to the Pokemon Center. We really did a number on each other.”

That was something of an understatement, Ash thought privately.

“Hey, Jack!” Surge boomed. The gym trainer that brought Ash in snapped to attention and caught one of Surge’s pokeballs. Ash noticed that the man looked at Ash in awe, as though he couldn’t believe what he’d just seen. “That’s Electivire. You’re taking challengers for the rest of the day. Just use Thunderbolt on them. No mercy.” Surge glanced back at the completely ruined battlefield. “Call that Golem in. We need to get the field fixed up real quick.”

“Yes, sir!” The gym trainer saluted. He held the pokeball tightly before running around the field. Ash wasn’t able to see where he was going before the two left the gym.

They attracted the attention of quite a few passerby, who looked in awe at their leader and protector. Ash assumed that it wasn’t too common to see Surge outside of his infamous gym. He was far too dedicated to his duty to leave without cause.

He attracted a bit of attention himself. Ash was an average-sized eleven-year-old, but compared to the giant Surge he might as well have been a sentret next to a very large ursaring. It was probably something to see.

“I’ve heard about what you’ve done for the League.” Surge said quietly. It still sounded as though he were shouting. “Nice work, that. Reminds me of my glory days. Now all I get to do is electrocute a bunch of useless Rocket grunts until they can’t see straight.” He snorted. “Of course, things might be getting more interesting thanks to the Rockets’ newest toy.”

“What’ll you do if it comes to Vermillion?” Ash questioned.

“Run and get as many people to safety as I can.” Surge replied without hesitation. At Ash’s surprised look he gave a great, booming laugh. “What? I got the reports. If that thing can take down the Champion and the Elite Four without too much trouble, what could I do? I might not like running, but it’s the only sensible thing to do.”

Ash could understand that perfectly. Running was the only sort of victory when it came to something that powerful. He was still a bit surprised that Surge would ever willingly retreat, however. It didn’t seem to fit the powerful man’s nature.

“Well, enough of that. It makes the people nervous.” Surge growled. He brightened up shortly. “What pokemon do you have? From what I saw you’ve got a nice little team set up.”

“Aside from Nidoking, this little guy,” he nodded at Sneasel, who hissed back, “and the others you know, I’ve got a Zubat, Machoke, Kingdra, and Pidgeot.”

Surge nodded in approval. “Good diversity. That Kingdra’ll give people hell in the Conference. Not many counters to something like that.”

Ash didn’t say anything as they stepped into the Pokemon Center. He was aware of dozens of trainers staring at the two in awe and fear. Well, they were staring at Surge. All he got were a few glances.

Most trainers shied away from Surge as he walked through the Pokemon Center. It didn’t seem like many had good experiences with the man. Ash couldn’t blame them if Surge had taken them seriously. Raichu alone was devastating.

“How are you, Lt. Surge?” Nurse Joy asked cheerily. She leaned forward on the counter and took the pokeballs Surge carefully set in front of her. He noted that she seemed surprised at the amount. Ash went ahead and put his injured friends alongside them. At least he wouldn’t have to wait in line this way.

“Great!” Surge laughed. “Just had a damn good battle with this runt.” He pointed at Ash. “It’s nice having an actual challenge. Everyone else I’ve faced lately is a little baby with their tail between their legs.” Ash noticed that Surge seemed to be aiming his words at the assorted trainers rather than Nurse Joy, who just had an amused smile on her face.

“That’s nice.” Nurse Joy commented drily. She glanced at Ash. “Mr. Ketchum, is it? I’ll get your pokemon back to you as soon as I can. Lt. Surge, I’ll transfer them over to the gym when they’re healed.”

“Thanks, Holly.” Surge said gratefully. Nurse Joy rolled her eyes at the name. “Have a good day.”

She laughed. “You too, Surge. Try not to be too harsh on the challengers. I have to clean up your mess.”

“No promises.” Surge gave a savage grin. Ash felt the corners of his lips curling up at the exchange. “Someone’s got to keep the babies on their toes.” He glanced down at Ash. “Runt, come with me. I’ve got to say a few parting words.”

Ash acquiesced to the request and followed the giant out of the Pokemon Center. He felt a little uneasy underneath the stares of the trainers, most of which were either curious, impressed, annoyed, or a combination of all three.

When they stepped out into the soft Vermillion sun, Surge glanced down at him.

“Come back here eventually. I want a rematch. It’ll be something to look forward to when I have to crush the dreams of a dozen babies a day.” Surge boomed. “And if you ever need help with an electric-type, swing by.”

“Thanks, Lt. Surge.” Ash said with a grin.

“Just Surge.” The gym leader shrugged. “You’ve earned that much.” He looked around and crouched. “Runt, I liked you after our last battle. You had potential, more than I’d seen in a long time. After a real battle, I think I can respect you. Not many can best me in a match like that. Make sure to swing by for one last battle when you’re the Champion or runner-up of this year’s Conference.”

Ash nodded, pride welling up inside that Surge thought so highly of him. The man’s respect was hard to gain, and it was something he was proud to have. “I will. Someone’s got to keep you on your toes.” Ash said with a cocky grin.

Surge straightened up and laughed uproariously, attracting quite a bit of attention from random passerby. “Looks like you’ve got some claws after all. Make sure to keep them unsheathed more.”

He glanced down the road that would take him to his gym. “Well, I’d better be off. Jack has probably blown up the gym by now.”

“Bye.” Ash said before the gym leader walked off, each stride equivalent to three of a smaller man. He shrugged and watched Surge leave before heading back into the Pokemon Center. It would be nice to clean up before he came back down for his friends and dinner.
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“Celadon’s next.” He told Nidoking and Plume. Plume’s eyes darkened with uncharacteristic fury. She had bad memories of Erika’s gym. Nidoking simply growled. The battle with Petrel and the Rocket hideout weren’t their happiest memories. “Don’t worry, Plume. You’ll get to show her just how strong you are now.”

Plume cooed softly and nipped his hat before taking to the skies. Ash watched her fly off wistfully before returning to Nidoking. “The journey will be about a week. I’m going to have you start teaching Sneasel Ice Beam. I think you’re ready for it, aren’t you?” He said softly to Sneasel.

The dark-type bounced up and down on the ground excitedly. He blew a puff of icy air before he raced off to chase some unfortunate pokemon.

“Keep an eye on him, will you?” Ash murmured to Nidoking. His best friend nodded seriously. They both knew that Sneasel might turn to more dangerous activities with the power of Ice Beam behind him. The trainer was a bit nervous about teaching him a powerful move like that in the first place, but he knew that he might as well get the phase over with. Sneasel would grow powerful eventually anyways, so it would be best to teach him discipline while he was still weak enough to be easily chastised.

But those thoughts could be put behind until tonight. For now he just wanted to get a move on. Ash shared a smile with Nidoking and glanced up at Plume’s lazily circling form before he stepped off.

Celadon awaited him.
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And that’s it. I cut it a bit short this time. Thanks for reading, and I hope everyone enjoyed the chapter. I’m happy to answer any questions you might have as long as they aren’t too spoilerific, and make sure to review!

I’ll get the next update out as soon as I can!






16. Chapter 16: The Storm


A/N: Thanks for the feedback last chapter! You guys are awesome. Anyway, here’s Chapter Sixteen, enjoy!

It was a good day. The sun was bright but not hot, the air wasn’t bitter with cold, and there were plenty of wild pokemon playing in the area. Ash had a smile on his face as he watched Sneasel run off into the woods after some unfortunate pokemon. Plume would stop him if he tried to take it too far, but Ash trusted Sneasel to restrain himself from slipping into a blood rage now.

This was his fourth day of travelling. Ash estimated that he had three days left. He’d made good progress so far, and the weather had been in his favor. Sneasel had done quite well in all of his matches so far, so overall everything had worked out wonderfully.

He didn’t have any of his other friends out. Plume lazily drifted high above him, but he didn’t have Nidoking or Torrent travelling beside him. Ash wanted to give Sneasel the chance to battle more, and that turned into a surprisingly difficult task when other trainers saw that he had a Nidoking or Kingdra.

Ash figured he would stop to take a lunch break soon. He’d been walking for hours now, and he’d only had a light breakfast. The food he’d bought from Vermillion had run out yesterday, so he was stuck eating ordinary, dull trainer meals. That was unpleasant, but it wasn’t a nightmare. After a few days he’d get used to trainer meals again.

But for now he was keeping an eye on the road. He’d heard from a few other trainers that there was a vast, ongoing migration of electric-types to the northeast. They were probably searching for that freak storm that had been going on for the past few weeks. It would be nice to catch one. His battle with Surge had given him a desire to train one of his own.

As he stepped down the worn dirt road, he wondered just what was fuelling that storm. His mind immediately jumped to the Creature, but he shot that down. It would have taken too much power to fuel the storm for around two months, especially when the Creature was needed for Team Rocket’s missions.

There were several pokemon that could manipulate the weather, but only one that had any reason to be in Kanto: Dragonair. It would take a large group of them to fuel a storm like that, which was unheard of, and Ash couldn’t even begin to guess at their reason. But it was the only logical explanation.

Ash remembered Professor Oak being really excited about some other pokemon that could manipulate the weather on an impressive scale, although he couldn’t remember its name. It was an artificial pokemon that had been created a few months before he had started his journey by some scientists in Hoenn, and his mother had been just as ecstatic as the Professor.

He shook himself out of those thoughts. Ash needed to focus. If he was lucky he would be able to get an electric-type before he hit Celadon City. That would be nice.

But for now he decided he would stop for lunch. Sneasel growled as he voiced that thought. He was a growing pokemon, and he looked forward to eating just as much as Ash did.

XX

The suburbs of Celadon were exactly as he remembered them. A few pikachu and rattata sniffed around and ran whenever they saw a human presence, but for the most part it was clean. Children played everywhere, and watchful growlithe and other easygoing pokemon kept vigilance over their charges dutifully.

Sneasel got a few odd looks, although a few children came up to pet him. Ash managed to warn them off before an accident happened. His friend was still too unstable to risk letting him around children, or any foreign human, really.

He got a few wary glances from the police that wandered around. Ash couldn’t say he blamed them. They didn’t like unfamiliar pokemon out anyways, and dark-types tended to cause more trouble than they were worth. Sneasel was rather comfortably hooked to Ash’s back, however, and Ash knew he could control his friend should anything go wrong.

Not that Sneasel would need it. He’d calmed down a bit, even as he grew more independent. Nidoking and Torrent’s stern eyes and lessons had kept him from doing anything dangerous.

It took him about half an hour to reach the Pokemon Center. The sprawling surburbs took a while to navigate, even with his prior experience.

“Hello! How can I help you?” Nurse Joy asked brightly. Ash smiled and dipped his hat to her before he replied.

“I just need a key.” He said politely. Nurse Joy smiled and handed him one. Ash gave a nod of thanks before he walked off. The trainer glanced around the atrium, not surprised in the least by how many people were hanging around. Erika might not be at the top of many trainer’s battle lists, but Celadon was a major hub. The presence of the Department Store didn’t hurt at all.

He checked the news before he left. It was important to stay informed now.

“Tensions remain high in Kanto as Pokemon League forces continue to raid Team Rocket bases. Raids in Pewter City led to clashes in the streets between Rockets and Pewter City gym trainers.” A pretty anchor said sadly. “As more and more reports of civilian and League casualties come in, there has been a public outcry for the League to ramp up its efforts. In a speech last night, Champion Lance urged civilians to stay calm. He has assured us that the League is doing everything within its power and that Team Rocket is on the precipice of destruction.”

Ash smiled as he turned away. That was all he needed to hear. He couldn’t hold his annoyance at the people trying to get the League to do more – they were already devoting an immense amount of resources to stopping the terrorist organization. When Lance was forced to rise off of his throne in Indigo Plateau, things were going to get serious.

Hopefully the League would be able to finish Team Rocket off soon. It had lost several Executives over the past few months, so they couldn’t be as stable as they were before. Plus they had been prevented from expanding into the Sevii Islands. Team Rocket was still dangerous, but it seemed reliant on the Creature to protect itself.

He shook himself out of his thoughts. The League was handling everything. Right now he just needed to let go for a bit and get ready for the Conference. Things were looking good for him so far, and he was confident that he could at least reach the Finals if he put some more effort in.

The trainer suddenly smiled as he walked out of the Pokemon Center. He might not get the most fulfilling of battles when he challenged Erika in a few hours, but he would give Plume a chance to get her payback. Infernus would probably have fun as well, especially if Erika sent out her Tangela. Plume would easily overpower it, but there just wasn’t enough room in the gym for her to maneuver effectively. Plus, Ash knew just how fast Tangela were, at least in regard to their reflexes. It wouldn’t be too difficult for it to snatch the handicapped Plume out of the sky.

But that would come later. For now, he had two very important stops to make.
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“Can you tell the Chief that Ash Ketchum would like to see her, please?” Ash requested politely to the young Jenny at the front desk. He supposed that the other attendant was off today, or perhaps had a different shift.

He’d made sure to recall Sneasel before entering. Pokemon generally weren’t allowed to be released in important League buildings. They were way too big of a security risk.

She glanced up and narrowed her eyes at him. “What business do you have with the Chief? She’s pretty busy, you know. Team Rocket’s been pretty active as of late.” The teenager paled. “Oops. I’m not supposed to mention that. Do you mind keeping quiet about it?”

Ash smiled. He wasn’t sure why, but he felt oddly cheerful today. It was as though something had been taken off of his shoulders. The lightheartedness was probably thanks to the good news about Team Rocket. They couldn’t hold out much more, even with the Creature’s assistance.

“I won’t say a word.” He promised. Ash’s smile grew wider. “Of course, I might be more inclined to keep that promise if you sent a message up to the Chief. I might be able to help her with her Rocket problem if she really needs it.”

Jenny raised an eyebrow at him. “Uh huh. Sure you could. A newbie trainer will have the Rockets quaking in their boots.” Nevertheless, she called up the Porygon and had it transfer itself to the Chief’s room. After about a minute, it returned. “Well, that’s a surprise. Head on up. I’m guessing you know the way.”

Ash nodded before he walked over to the elevator and took it up to Chief Jenny’s office. It was rather fast, so he didn’t get too bored before it came to a stop with a soft beep. He stepped out, only to hear Chief Jenny’s mid-rant.

“—damn it, I don’t care!” She snapped. Jenny was glaring at her computer screen, where she was presumably on a call with someone. The Chief had earphones in, so he couldn’t make out the other side of the conversation. It seemed that she hadn’t noticed his presence yet. “Tell Erika to get off her ass and do something! We’re the only city with a major Team Rocket presence now. We need more resources.”

Jenny’s eyes twitched as whoever was on the other end of the line replied. Ash was rather glad that she hadn’t seen him yet. It looked like she wasn’t in the best mood.

“I don’t care about the damn perfume line.” She hissed. She was squeezing something that Ash recognized as a stress ball. Jonathan had to have one back in school after his Murkrow incident. “We have more important problems…yes, yes. Again: I don’t care.” Jenny suddenly looked up and saw Ash. She gave a sigh of relief. “You know what? We can continue this later.”

She scowled as she cut the call. “Kid, if you ever go into law enforcement, make sure you’re under a gym leader like Surge or Koga.”

“I’ll make sure to remember that.” Ash said carefully. “What was all that about?”

“Erika.” Jenny grunted. She leaned forward against her desk and rubbed her temples. “She’s good enough at maintaining order in the city and keeping things steady, but she’s awful at fighting the Rockets. For some reason, she thinks that just because they aren’t doing much in the open they aren’t a threat. I think she’s been around the fumes in her gym for too long.”

Ash snorted. “Didn’t she get a visit from Bruno?”

“How do you know –,” Jenny began before she sighed. “Never mind. You seem to get into everything. Like the incident at Viridian, for example.” She said knowingly. Ash frowned. “Anyways, she did. Erika actually stepped up efforts, but she’s not doing enough. We’re still waiting on the requisition of dark-types in case that thing appears here.”

He nodded. “Is she fighting them herself?”

“Some. I have to admit, she’s pretty powerful. A stronger trainer than I am, anyways.” Jenny said through grit teeth. “I doubt she compares to someone like Lt. Surge or Sabrina, but she can hold her own quite well. When she’s awake, at least.” She scowled, although her expression softened. “Well, enough about my troubles. What are you here for?”

“Just wanted to drop by.” He shrugged. “I’m going to the Department Store after this, and then I’m going to challenge Erika to a rematch.”

The Chief gave him a smile. “Make sure to crush her, alright? She needs a shock to her system. It’ll keep her from dozing off. In fact, you should use that magmar I gave you.” Jenny grinned. “From the way you talked about it last time, it’s a pretty strong fighter. It could cut Erika down to size.”

Ash laughed. “He’d have fun doing it. I’ll make sure to use him at least once. I don’t think my Pidgeot will work too well against her Tangela.”

“That Tangela is a monster.” Jenny said with an expression rife with distaste. “I don’t know how it hasn’t evolved yet. She took down two Rocket Elites with that thing. It’s fast.”

Chief Jenny’s position on Erika was strange, Ash noted. On one hand she strongly disliked Erika for her weak leadership abilities and apparent dismissal of Team Rocket as a serious threat to the safety of Celadon. On the other she respected Erika as a powerful trainer. Her conflicting opinions probably made her a bit more annoyed with Erika than she normally would be.

“I’ve got a Tangrowth.” Ash replied. He lightly tapped Tangrowth’s pokeball. “Nobody really appreciates how powerful they can be. He’s only lost a few battles since I got him.”

The Chief was about to say something when her computer started beeping. Ash assumed that she had a call waiting for her.

“Sorry, but I’ve got to cut this short.” The Chief apologized. “Erika’s calling me personally. It looks like I offended the gym representative worse than I thought.” She said with a dangerous smile. “Good luck on your journey, and make sure to beat Erika senseless.”

Ash nodded with a grin and started walking out. As he opened up the elevator, the Chief said something else. “And Kid, try not to get into too much danger. I saw the video of Viridian. That was enough danger for a lifetime.”

“No promises.” He said tightly. The memories of Viridian had made him tense and tired. “Bye, Chief.”

She just nodded at him before she sighed and answered the call. Ash couldn’t hear anything she said before the elevator took him back down to the base floor.
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As he walked up the long flights of stairs to the floor with TMs, Ash looked out at the selection of items on each level. The store was bursting with customers today, so he didn’t want to get caught up in the elevator lines.

He suddenly stopped. Had he really just seen that?

Ash walked back down the stairs and went out to examine the very odd product he’d just seen. He couldn’t believe his eyes when he saw a large rack filled with capes – capes that were exactly like Lance’s.

“Have you ever wanted to feel like the Champion?” A tall, grinning man that bore a disturbing similarity to Lance said in the small screen beside the cape rack. His hair was a bit off, and he wasn’t quite as muscular as Lance, but he looked the part. He even had the same outfit Lance wore during League matches. “Well, here’s your chance. Celadon Department Store offers genuine replicas of Champion Lance’s cape, great for any trainer with the right amount of flair. With its fire and lightning retardant material, you’ll be training dragons in no time!”

He snorted in amusement and wished that he could download the video. Ash didn’t know if he would see Lance or Steven before the Conference, but he’d definitely be telling them about this. At least Steven would think it was funny.

Ash just laughed again before he headed off. Genuine replica? What had the advertisers been thinking? That wasn’t exactly going to convince him to buy their product, not that he would buy it anyway.

The trainer shook off his amusement and walked away from the cape rack. While it was a good laugh, he needed to focus and get his TMs. It would be nice to give them to his friends today and get them acclimated to the new abilities.

He began his ascent again. It was a long way to the TM floor.
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The Department Store had as good of a selection as ever. There were dozens of TMs to examine, but Ash had already glanced at his friends’ move pools to know what he needed. So he quickly skimmed over the selection and picked the TMs he wanted out, although he kept a keen eye out for any that might prove particularly useful in the future.

Ash had more money than he knew what to do with, so he didn’t pay too much attention to the cost of the TMs. He’d spent quite a bit since Lance added forty thousand to his account, but he’d earned even more through his constant battles. Now that he tended to only battle stronger trainers he got much more for winning.

He glanced down at his selection. Each of the disks shimmered slightly in the light as he spread them out.

For Nidoking, he’d gotten Poison Jab. He released a thin layer of toxins from his thick armor during battle, in addition to the poison he produced in his spikes and horn, but Poison Jab would allow him to temporarily release poison from his claws. That would be an incredible boon during battle, especially since it involved a much smaller risk of severely hurting his opponent than if he stabbed them with his horn and pumped them full of poison.

Ash bought Plume the TM for Steel Wing. She had much more firepower now that she knew Air Slash, and she could easily dominate most opponents with her incredible speed and the sheer force her speed gave her physical attacks, but this would let her have a fighting chance against rock-types. When she managed to master Hurricane, Plume would have enough offensive power to contend with the rest of the team.

He frowned at that. Plume was more than capable of fighting off average and strong pokemon, but she just wasn’t able to match the kind of opponents he faced now. The gym leaders’ pokemon were just too powerful. Hurricane would even the odds, but he needed to start investing more time into perfecting Plume. Ash knew that she had the strength and willpower to match any opponent, he just needed to hone her and teach her more powerful attacks.

Torrent didn’t need any TMs. There weren’t any that he could really use. Ash knew there were quite a few moves that he could still learn, and most of them were extremely powerful, but they hadn’t been made into TMs yet. Some moves were guarded jealously thanks to their extreme difficulty to learn, and some were just too rare for a TM of them to be profitable. Others just didn’t translate well from the data in the TM to pokemon’s brains.

Dazed would be getting Focus Blast. While it was a fighting-type move, it wasn’t based on actually fighting. It was used by focusing the energy within a pokemon’s body and unleashing it. He supposed that it harnessed the energy that Bruno and his pokemon manipulated so well. It would give her a strong defense against dark-types and give Sneasel something to think about.

There wasn’t much he could buy for Infernus or teach him. He knew all of the moves he really needed and would learn the attacks that would give him a real edge in battle from Blaine when they went to train with the fire-type Master in a few weeks. Ash grinned at the thought of that. Once he beat Koga, he would return to Cinnabar and give Infernus the tools to become even stronger.

Just because there wasn’t much, it didn’t meant there wasn’t anything. The magmar entry on the pokedex mentioned that they had limited psychic abilities. Ash had noticed it before, particularly in the gym battle with Sabrina. Infernus had proved to have a moderate resistance to psychic abilities, although he couldn’t harness the potential very well. It was more like a passive resistance.

But there was one vitally important move that could make Infernus much more adaptable. And the best thing was that Ash didn’t have to buy it. It might be possible for Dazed to teach it to him, although the path would likely be difficult.

Ash was torn about what to get for Bruiser. The only TMs his friend needed were the ones Ash had already bought. He was hesitant to buy a copy of the TM. He’d kept the ones he’d already used in his TM case, so he figured he could just see if he could trade them in. It was annoying that Silph Co. had engineered them to be good for one use only.

Tangrowth would be getting Solar Beam. It was just too powerful of a move for Ash to ignore, and he could only imagine the kind of devastation Tangrowth could wreak with it. Tangrowth were amongst the most powerful of grass-types, and even a weak grass-type could use Solar Beam to great effect.

“Sorry, buddy, but you don’t get any yet.” Ash said apologetically. Sneasel hissed and leapt down from his shoulder to peer at the shiny disks. He knew better than to touch them, but his predator instincts were drawn to the bright objects. “Nidoking and Torrent can teach you what you need to know.”

He had a small smile on his face as he took his purchases up to the counter. Ash had his TM case out already so that he could just go ahead and put them in.

“Hey, how’s it going?” The man at the counter said as he took the TMs and began scanning them.

“Good. You?” Ash replied as he was handed back the first of his new TMs.

“Well enough.” The man shrugged. He glanced at the TM case. “Say, do you have any other TMs in there?”

Ash nodded slowly, not really sure why it was relevant. “I was going to trade some of them back in. I’ve already used them.”

“I’ve got good news for you, then.” The man said with a grin as he handed the last of Ash’s TMs back and deducted the charge from his trainer account. Ash narrowed his eyes and listened attentively. “Silph Co. made a deal with us. For a fee, we can reactivate TMs permanently. It’s pretty awesome, right?”

He grinned and nodded. As long as the fee wasn’t too exorbitant, this might save him quite a bit of money. “Why haven’t I heard about this? I would think that everyone would be pretty excited.”

“It’s exclusive.” The man whispered conspiratorially. “How many badges do you have? I’m only supposed to do it for trainers with six or more.”

“Eight.” Ash said proudly. He pulled out his pokedex and showed his I.D. to the man, which proved the validity of his claim. Trainer Cards were the real way badges were tracked. The physical badges worked as well and served as a back-up, but they were mostly a formality and tradition nowadays.

“Great! This is actually my first time to do this.” The man admitted. “Anyways, the price is two thousand for each TM you want reactivated. A bit expensive, but it’s worth it. Especially for the more useful ones.”

Ash nodded. That was definitely true. It was still cheaper than buying them all over again. He opened up the TM case and glanced at the ones he already had: Ice Beam, Thunderbolt, Blizzard, Aerial Ace, Shadow Ball, Earthquake, Shadow Claw, Double Team, Teleport, Brick Break, and Sludge Wave.

He couldn’t afford to reactivate all of them. That would just be too expensive. It would completely drain his funds since he’d already bought the new TMs.

So he just picked out the ones he saw being the most useful. Ice Beam, Blizzard, Thunderbolt, Shadow Ball, Earthquake, Teleport, and Brick Break. After he’d set the selected disks on the counter, he placed Solar Beam and Focus Blast with them. The rest he carefully slid into the TM case before Sneasel could try and play with them.

“This’ll take just a moment.” The man told him. Ash nodded and the man went over to an odd machine. He placed them in one at a time. After they were all in, a small light inside of the machine flashed several times. When it stopped, the man removed the TMs and handed them back to Ash. “There you are.”

“Thank you.” Ash nodded as he slid them into the TM case. Sneasel playfully tried to bat at the disks, but Ash was too fast for him.

“Do you mind keeping quiet about this?” The man asked. “Silph doesn’t want to be mobbed about this. It’s experimental. I’ve heard that it won’t be available to the common public for another two years.”

“Of course.” Ash replied before he placed the TM case into a storage compartment. He shared another nod with the helpful man before he walked away. Now he had everything he came for.

Ash grinned as he took the elevator down to the first floor. It was time to make good on the promise he’d made to the Chief.

Erika was waiting for him.
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He gagged as he entered the gym. The stench of dozens of gloom made him want to rush out and abandon the rematch altogether. It was hard to believe that anyone was capable of making perfume out of it. Nevertheless, he stayed strong. As he knew from prior experience, the smell would dull after a few minutes.

A young woman glanced up at him from the receptionist table. “Oh, hello. You don’t look like you’d be interested in trying any of our perfumes. I’m guessing you’re here for a battle?”

Ash nodded. He didn’t trust himself to speak quite yet. In fact, he was fairly certain that he would be able to taste the smell of the gloom if he opened his mouth. Erika probably wouldn’t be too happy with him if he got sick in her gym.

“Name?” She glanced at the screen.

“Ash Ketchum.” He coughed out. The smell was starting to grow dull, so he began to breathe in through his mouth. His tongue felt as though it were coated in the stench.

“It says you’ve already been here before.” The girl said in confusion. She looked up at him. “Are you looking for a rematch?”

He nodded.

“Huh. Don’t get too many of those.” She muttered. “Most people don’t come back to this gym, for some reason.” The girl said sarcastically. “Well, the last challenger just left a few minutes ago. I don’t see us getting another one, so head on in. Erika’s waiting. I assume you know the way?”

He nodded again. She waved him away and he walked through the same hallway as last time. In just about thirty seconds he’d reached Erika’s gardens.

Ash vaguely remembered where he’d found her last time and mentally traced his steps. He smiled at the grass-types that gathered around him and even leaned down to pat some of them, although he made sure to avoid any of the pokemon that could release poison.

Erika was asleep when he found her. She was laid back against a rather large Venusaur, who rumbled at Ash menacingly. It gently prodded Erika awake with a vine, and its manner suggested that it was very close to the gym leader.

“What is it, Venusaur?” She yawned. Erika stretched before she looked up at Ash with bleary eyes. “Oh, hello. I’m sorry, I must have dozed off.” The gym leader examined Ash carefully. A spark of recognition flashed in her tired green eyes. “I remember you. Are you here for a rematch?”

Ash nodded. Erika sighed and stood up gracefully. She glanced at the hulking Venusaur she had been resting on. “Come now, Venusaur. You need a good workout.”

Venusaur grunted and lumbered behind the two as they began their walk towards the battlefield. It seemed to have a few battle scars from a previous battle, so Ash assumed it hadn’t been cleaned up yet. Erika probably hadn’t expected another battle.

“Thank you for defeating the Rockets in the Game Corner.” She said demurely. “They were a great threat to the security of Celadon. Organized crime dropped sharply. I hope to see the same skill you displayed against them in our battle.”

“You will.” Ash promised. He wondered if she knew about his other encounters with Team Rocket. She hadn’t given him any sort of indication that she did. “Three-on-three?”

She considered briefly as they stepped onto the torn dirt of the battlefield. “That is acceptable.” Erika replied. “Take your position. Challenger, choose your pokemon.”

Ash smiled softly as he strode over to his box. Psychic barriers flared up around the field as a bright, shimmering wall before fading into transparency. Erika took her own position, and whistled. Venusaur roared at Ash as it lumbered onto the battlefield, untouched by the barrier. It was meant to keep things in, not out.

He released Plume without hesitation. She shrieked her arrival as she materialized in a flash of scarlet light. Her massive wings spread outward and she cried out again before taking to the sky. There was no ceiling over the battlefield, thankfully. As long as Plume stayed within bounds there would be no issue.

Still, he knew that Plume might not have the easiest time here. Back when she was a pidgeotto she was able to easily maneuver through such a tight battlefield. Now, her massive wings and body would be somewhat of a hindrance. It wouldn’t be such a problem in the Conference, where the battlefields were almost ridiculously large, but here it was an issue.

It was only a minor problem. He had planned for it.

“Venusaur, Vine Whip.” Erika said softly. Venusaur grunted and launched two massive, thick green vines toward Plume. She easily evaded them by flying higher, and even then she took a moment to use Air Slash in order to slice the vines into pieces.

“Good job.” Ash shouted encouragingly. Venusaur roared in pain as it withdrew its vines. Unlike Tangrowth, Venusaur could actually feel them. It only took a few days for them to regrow, but it wasn’t as smooth as Tangrowth’s recovery. “Air Slash! Follow with Aerial Ace.”

Plume screeched before barreling toward the pained Venusaur. Mid-dive, she flapped her powerful wings and sent another blade of air into Venusaur. It grunted and glared up at her with red eyes.

“Solar Beam.” Erika smiled, a bit colder than what Ash remembered. She underwent a marked change during battle. “Then you need to use Sleep Powder.”

Venusaur wasn’t very impressive compared to Gyarados or Surge’s team, but it was well trained, at least in regards to harnessing energy. Ash would admit that much. Certainly capable of crushing Team Rocket. It proved that assessment by firing a Solar Beam after taking only a second to gather up the required solar energy.

Still, Ash didn’t know what Erika was thinking. All Solar Beam did was force Plume to veer to the side. Venusaur apparently wasn’t capable of maintaining the Solar Beam for very long. It couldn’t even try to trace Plume with it. The behemoth simply fired a single blast of energy toward the maneuverable Plume, who dodged it without even trying.

“Leaf Storm.” Erika ordered. She appeared to have stopped bothering with Sleep Powder. At the same time, Ash called out, “Aerial Ace!”

Venusaur sluggishly responded to the command, probably still in pain from its vines being severed. It shook its body, causing dozens of large, razor-sharp leaves to fall out. They were caught by a summoned wind and glowed brightly as they began to swirl in a tornado-like fashion. Ash noted that it was weaker than Tangrowth’s Leaf Storm.

Unfortunately, by the time that had happened Plume had appeared behind it in a blur of motion and slammed into the thick creature. Venusaur grunted and followed Plume’s blurred form as best as it could. Particles of bright white energy slowly collected around its massive flower and were drawn in to the plant, providing it with all the energy it needed to fire another Solar Beam.

The Leaf Storm collapsed as Venusaur focused on using Solar Beam instead. A white beam of bright energy shot towards Plume, but she swerved out of the air again. Ash frowned. Venusaur was skilled at harnessing the energy, but it was only a somewhat strong pokemon, like the ones Erika had used for his first gym battle.

Did Erika not take him seriously, or did she just not care?

“Plume, Air Slash again. Finish it off.” Ash scowled. Even the soothing aroma of Venusaur’s flower didn’t keep his annoyance at bay. “Hit it with Whirlwind if it survives.”

“Sludge Bomb.” Erika sighed. Ash stared at her in confusion. She wasn’t even watching the battle. His fists curled in annoyance, but he didn’t say anything.

Venusaur roared as it closed its eyes. It reared up on its hind legs and shot a huge glob of murky sludge into the sky. Plume casually ducked underneath it and flapped her powerful wings. A blade of air slammed into Venusaur’s exposed stomach and threw it backwards.

Ash was actually quite impressed. Venusaur might not be the best fighter, but it was heavy. He hadn’t expected Plume to be able to throw it nearly five feet with a single attack, although Venusaur’s stance had certainly helped her.

Before Venusaur could even try to retaliate or pick itself up, it vanished in a burst of red light. Erika frowned at the pokeball and placed it into a fold of her robes.

“That was rather rude. Venusaur needed some practice. He just evolved yesterday.” She frowned. Her verdant green eyes flashed. “I suppose you want a real battle, then? You have improved quite a bit, but I have as well. Vileplume, go!”

A massive Vileplume appeared on the battlefield. The large flower on its head released a powerful aroma that made Ash feel as if he were floating on a cloud. Ash knew that he should have identified it as completely disgusting since it smelled just as bad as the flower of a gloom, but there was something addictive about it.

He suddenly scowled and shook himself out of it. Erika wouldn’t beat him by releasing a drug into the air.

It smiled and waved at Plume as the massive bird landed. Plume shrieked back and prepared to take to the skies again.

“Dear Gloom evolved, you see.” Erika said with a bright smile as she gestured to the smiling Vileplume with an elegant gesture. “She has become much stronger. Let us see if your bird is able to match her.”

“Take to the skies.” Ash commanded. “Play it safe.”

Plume shrieked before she took off. Vileplume frowned and shook its stubby arm at her. The powerful grass-type shook its body and sent a massive cloud of toxic pollen wafting into the air. Ash scowled. While Plume could easily blow it away, the pollen would make it difficult for Plume to get close.

“Sunny Beam!” Erika shouted. It seemed that she was dropping her ordinary veneer of perpetual calmness. “Wide Leaf and Petal Dance.”

Vileplume cried out and squeezed its tiny black eyes shut. Ash had to shield his eyes as the sunlight intensified to an almost painful degree. If it weren’t for his cap he wouldn’t be able to see at all. That would be brutal for Plume. She relied on her keen vision quite a bit. Being blinded would throw her off guard.

“Plume, end this! Air Slash.” Ash shouted. “After that, Whirlwind!”

Plume shrieked and struggled in the air. She was still moving far too fast for Vileplume to keep track of her, but Ash could see that she was having difficulty. They needed to end this fast.

Despite her discomfort, Plume managed to find Vileplume. She shrieked and sent a blade of air flying toward Vileplume. The grass-type squealed and leapt out of the way, but it wasn’t able to avoid the Whirlwind. Vileplume was sent helplessly careening thanks to the powerful gale of wind. It just didn’t have the mass to resist the Whirlwind.

But it was still able to fight. Vileplume expertly shook its petals in midair and sent dozens of sharp leaves spinning through the air. Ash assumed it was what Erika had called Wide Leaf. The leaves covered an immense amount of space, and he saw Plume slow for a moment as one sliced into her hard body.

“Keep it up!” He shouted, eager to finish this. “Air Slash, finish it off with Whirlwind.”

Plume screeched as she sent yet another blade of air slashing through the air. Vileplume cried out as the blade slammed into its fragile body and hurled it roughly into the ground. Nevertheless, the Vileplume continued to follow Erika’s order. It still had some fight in it.

Vileplume growled in a starkly unthreatening manner as the opening on its flower stretched widely toward the sky and hundreds of small pink petals spiraled out at an incredibly high velocity. Plume was moving too quickly for Vileplume to get good aim, but Ash knew that Petal Dance was dangerous. At the speed they were going, the iron-hard petals would easily knock Plume around.

The grass-type seemed capable of keeping the Petal Dance up forever. It never seemed to tire as it slowly rotated its body in an attempt to keep up with Plume’s erratic patterns. Vileplume wasn’t able to trace Plume accurately thanks to its massive flower blocking its vision at most angles, but the swirling petal covered an extremely large area.

“Stick to its blind spot.” Ash commanded softly. He trusted in Plume’s hearing, and, judging from her sudden adjustment to stay behind Vileplume, it was well placed. “One last Whirlwind. Finish it with Quick Wing.”

Plume shrieked and paused just a moment to send a huge blast of air towards Vileplume, which picked up the tiny grass-type and caused it to fly backwards. It gently fell to the ground thanks to its flower, and took Plume’s brief moment of vulnerability to aim its Petal Dance at her with perfect accuracy.

Ash frowned when several of the petals that continually streamed from Vileplume’s flower slammed into Plume. His friend managed to recover from the speeding projectiles, but it looked like several small patches of her feathers had been stripped. He had to hide a smile. The wound to Plume’s vanity was far worse to her than the pain itself. It would rile her up much worse than any attack.

When Vileplume suddenly launched a Solar Beam at her, Plume casually vanished out of the way with Quick Attack and appeared briefly before flickering toward Vileplume. All Ash could make of her during the Quick Attack were two bright wings, shimmering with energy born of her Wing Attack.

Vileplume cried out as Plume slammed one of her wings straight into the grass-type’s fragile body. While it would be devastating if Plume had used it conjunction at her normal speeds, the sheer force the velocity given to her by the Quick Attack imparted upon Vileplume was enough to instantly hurl the grass-type into one of the psychic barriers surrounding the field.

A smile spread across Plume’s face. “Good job, girl! I couldn’t have asked for better.”

Plume shrieked and landed onto the rugged battlefield as Erika sighed and recalled Vileplume. She puffed her chest out proudly and cooed at him as they awaited Erika’s next pokemon. Ash was fairly certain of what it would be, and wasn’t too certain about Plume’s capabilities in defeating it.

Tangela tended to be one of the exceptions in regards to grass-types’ weakness to flying-types. Normally, the weakness was borne of grass-types being unable to effectively fight back against flying-types. They tended to fight with close range attacks, or at least ground based ones. Not many grass-type moves were capable of reaching high enough to actually hit a flying-type. Flying-types were able to stay far away from most grass-type’s attacks and abilities and could strike without fear of repercussion.

But the tangela family was different. Even a tangela’s vines could extend to fifty feet, although they began to lose most of their effectiveness at about thirty, and Ash wasn’t even sure how far Tangrowth’s could stretch. They were ideal for snatching flying-types out of the sky and had access to Ancient Power to neutralize most flying-types’ effectiveness.

In other words, Erika’s Tangela was capable of fighting Plume quite well. Physical attacks were too dangerous for Plume to risk lest she be torn out of the air, and it could pull its light body out of the way rather easily with vines. Ash actually noticed several odd indents throughout the field that would be ideal for vines to grip around. Tangela’s reflexes were just too fast for Plume to come near, even at the incredible speeds she could reach.

Perhaps she would be more effective if she was actually capable of using her speed to its full potential, but the tight space forced upon her by the gym’s limits worked against them in that respect. Plume was handicapped.

His fear was confirmed when Erika’s large Tangela appeared. It gurgled in a manner markedly different from the noises Tangrowth had made before he had evolved and stared at Plume. Now that he had possessed a tangela of his own, Ash was well aware that the creature in front of him was a rather impressive specimen of the breed. It looked to have been blessed with incredible natural strength.

“It’s the bird again.” Erika said distastefully. “Snatch it out of the sky before it can get up. Slam and absorb.”

“Plume, are you ready?” He asked tersely. Ash received a determined shriek in response. Despite his trepidation, Ash grinned. Even if Plume didn’t win this, she would do her very best. That was all he could ever ask for. But he would do his best as well. This fight would require unconventional tactics. “Air Slash.”

She didn’t even hesitate to follow his command. Tangela gurgled in that distinctly foreign voice as the blade of air slammed into it and knocked it over. Plume immediately took to the air and blasted Tangela with a powerful gust as she did so.

“Whirlwind.” Ash muttered. “Hit it with Air Slash when it’s distracted.”

Plume deftly avoided the grasping vines Tangela managed to send after her and flapped her massive wings once toward the spherical grass-type. Tangela made an odd sneezing noise as it fell over, although its vines managed to push it up quickly.

It wasn’t able to recover before the Air Slice cut into its form. The condensed blade of air sent the small grass-type flying backward, although it used its vines to deftly catch itself. Tangela growled and shot a powerful Solar Beam at Plume.

Ash frowned when Tangela managed to keep the Solar Beam up for more than twenty seconds. He didn’t bother giving any commands during that time. Plume didn’t need to be distracted by him when she was avoiding an attack as powerful as that Solar Beam.

Tangela certainly had power. Solar Beam was less intensive than Hyper Beam, but still incredibly powerful. To keep it up for that long meant Tangela had exceptional strength in its small form. The intensive training Erika had probably put it through only helped in that regard.

“Ancient Power.” Erika snapped. Her bright green eyes seemed annoyed. “Solar Beam before you catch it.”

The grass-type hissed back at her. Glowing spheres of light formed on dozens of its vines. It hurled half of the spheres into the air, but the other half were thrown at various spots around the battlefield.

“Agility.” Ash called out. There was no point in trying to hide what he was doing at the moment. It would be what Erika expected, anyway.

Plume vanished. She wasn’t left as a blur of motion as she was when she used Quick Attack, she was almost invisible. His eyes simply weren’t capable of easily tracking her enhanced speed. Agility had propelled her to almost ridiculous levels of speed, although the strain using the technique for extended periods of time would be almost as dangerous to her as getting hit by Tangela’s Ancient Power.

Well, maybe. The giant chunks of stone Tangela was telekinetically hurling toward her were probably more dangerous than burnout. They’d easily knock her out of the sky.

But the massive projectiles were a greater threat than he had anticipated. Tangela had gotten rid of the uneven stone and earth and had just closed its large, saucer-like eyes. It used Ancient Power again, but this time it shot every single one of the energy balls into the ground.

Ash was aware that his jaw had dropped as Tangela ripped more than half the battle field up and hurled it into the sky. He could tell that Plume would have difficulty avoiding the earthen projectiles, so he figured that it was time to try something out. It was dangerous, but so was getting hit by Tangela’s attack.

“Quick Attack.” He shouted. His fists clenched as Plume’s flickering form simply vanished, too fast for the eye to catch. In the next instant, her large, proud form slammed into Tangela. Ash’s grin showed a bit more teeth. Tangela might have almost absurdly fast reflexes, but Plume, enhanced by Agility and Quick Attack, was unstoppable. The grass-type gurgled in surprise as it was hurled into a psychic barrier.

Plume slowed when Tangela was temporarily incapacitated. Ash shouted out a congratulations before she hurtled up into the bright blue sky. He really was proud of her. That technique had to be incredibly draining, but she still managed to keep it up. Maybe he’d have to train her more extensively with it. Her lack of offensive power would be completely offset by the sheer speed she would gain.

Erika’s pale face was twisted into a scowl. Ash was actually surprised by how much annoyance was held within the expression. “Hyper Wave.”

“Agility.” Ash called out. He assumed Erika was about to use some variant of Hyper Beam. Plume was obviously exhausted, but he would like to see if she could take Tangela out as well. It would have to be done quickly, however. She couldn’t keep an assault up for long.

As Tangela looked up into the sky and gurgled, which elicited particles of brilliant white energy to slowly collect in front of its mouth, Ash considered ways to defeat it. Normally he would rely on powerful elemental or psychic attacks, but that course of action wasn’t an option with Plume.

Blunt force did little to Tangela’s protected body. It could slow it down, but it didn’t do much damage to the spongy creature. He’d have to rely on Air Slice or Plume’s rarely utilized talons to take Tangela down.

He turned away when a tremendous blast of energy lit up the battlefield like a second sun. Ash hissed in pain as his eyes were blinded with twinkling stars. The ground shook slightly, as though a great roll of thunder had split the atmosphere.

But the energy Tangela utilized was still bright enough for him to make it out through the stars, even if he couldn’t make out anything else. It was obviously a Hyper Beam, but it was as though Tangela had poured a dangerous amount of energy into it. The beam didn’t simply travel forward, but sizzled through the air in the form of a cone, which allowed the powerful attack to cover the entire sky in the hot energy.

Ash glanced up at the sky worriedly when he heard Plume shriek in pain, even if he couldn’t hope to make her form out. Her lustrous plumage was hidden from him by the slowly fading light that dominated his vision. The trainer did his best not to stumble from the effects.

“Air Slash!” He cried, hoping that his friend hadn’t been knocked unconscious by the attack. Ash couldn’t even see her, so there was no way he’d be able to recall her if she fell. As a pokemon, Plume was extremely durable, but a fall like that could very well break her wing or cause other serious damage.

The trainer gave a sigh of relief as he heard Plume weakly shriek an affirmative. Now that his sight was slowly being restored to him, he glanced at Tangela. It had at least a dozen vines out, all in a last hope to defeat Plume. Ash noted that it was sagging slightly, which gave his suspicions about Hyper Wave’s energy cost more merit.

He managed to make out Tangela’s form suddenly flying backward as a blade of compressed air slammed into it, but he also caught its dexterous vines snap toward a large, dark shape and drag it to the ground. His fists clenched and a scowl marred his face as he heard Plume screech out in pain before she went silent.

“Recall your Pidgeot.” Erika said in cool amusement. “Tangela has it wrapped up. She won’t mind slamming it.”

Ash bit back a venomous retort as he did what she said. Had Plume made any sort of noise, he would have tried to have her fight back. There might not have been any truth to Erika’s words had the flying-type been capable of responding.

“You did wonderful.” He whispered to the pokeball. Ash placed it back onto his belt before he unclipped his next choice. It was time to follow through on the promise he’d made to the Chief.

He didn’t say anything as Infernus appeared on the field. There was nothing to say. Infernus’ furious roar and the heat he could feel from his friend’s summoned explosion of lava was all he needed.

“Oh dear.” He heard Erika mutter. There was trepidation in her normally gentle voice. “Tangela, Ancient Power.”

“Fire Blast.” He growled, a good bit of cold anger leaking its way into his tone. Ash wouldn’t deny that he was feeling a bit vindictive toward Tangela. With how weak it was, Infernus probably only needed to get near it to cause it to faint. A Fire Blast would give him a measure of revenge for Plume, however.

His vision was clear enough for him to make out the bright light that suffused Infernus’ front as he spat a roaring fire ball out of his mouth. It crackled angrily as it ignited through the air before it hit Tangela’s tired form and exploded in a loud roar. Ash grinned as he felt the intense heat even through the psychic barriers. Tangela’s form simply fell over, its body full of glowing embers.

“It seems that you have improved more than I have.” Erika remarked drily as she recalled her smoldering Tangela. She stepped out of the Gym Leader’s box and gracefully walked over to him. Ash wiped the scowl off of his face. It was always best to be polite. “I suppose there wouldn’t be much use for you coming back in the future, would there?”

“I doubt it.” Ash replied tersely as he silently recalled Infernus. Erika ignored the tension in his voice and simply smiled, although it was difficult to discern thanks to the stars still twinkling in his vision. They had mostly faded, but there were quite a few hanging on.

Erika folded her hands together. They disappeared underneath the sleeves of her kimono. “You are quite the trainer, I admit. Your pokemon are powerful, but they lack grace. That Pidgeot of yours needs training. It was powerful, but now that I’ve seen your Magmar I expect more.”

Ash was silent. He took a deep breath at the slight to Plume and clenched his jaw. There was nothing to be gained from being acidic and rude. “I’ll take that into consideration. But I should go. There’s a lot to do.”

“Be on your way, then.” Erika said dismissively. “I should return to my nap.”

He nodded and bid her farewell before walking out of the gym. Ash needed to drop Plume off at the Pokemon Center. In the meantime he needed to consider which of his pokemon could use which of the rebooted TMs. They could each gain quite a bit of diversity if he used them.

XX

Plume was fine. They just gave her a revive before releasing her to Ash. She had a few bruises, but nothing that would inhibit her fighting. He’d just make sure to be gentle with her for a few days.

“Sneasel, calm down.” Ash chided as the dark-type growled and chased after a rattata poking around in the grass. Sneasel hissed quietly and sadly returned to Ash’s side. He stared off at his prey and silently retracted his claws, although his fangs were still bared. “Good. If you keep on behaving, I’ll let you get your TMs soon.”

That excited Sneasel more, and he immediately clambered up onto Ash’s back so he could lick the trainer’s cheek. Ash laughed and lightly scratched underneath Sneasel’s feather. “Calm down, buddy. I need you to stay away from these attacks, alright? I’m not sure how good of control they’ll have for the first few attempts.”

Sneasel hissed his understanding before he deftly leapt down from Ash’s back and raced off toward a pond. Ash grinned, both in amusement over Sneasel’s antics and at the fact that they had reached his favored training spot near Celadon.

He glanced over to his left and saw the massive field he had trained Dazed in teleportation at about a quarter of a mile away. Ash smiled fondly at the memories before he checked on Sneasel. The dark-type was entranced by his reflection in the clear, smooth surface of the pond. Sneasel would gently poke his reflection with his claw and jump away when the water shook.

Ash snickered before he began to release his friends. Nidoking appeared first and took his place by Ash’s side. The trainer patted his friend’s thick shoulder and received a light tap on the chest in return. He smiled before he continued.

Plume cooed at him and hopped over. He gently stroked her glossy crest before she nipped his hat and fluttered up to a branch, one of the few that was capable of supporting her weight. Nidoking’s steadying hand kept him from stumbling backward from the intense winds she kicked up.

“Thanks.” He told Nidoking before he released Torrent. The gigantic dragon-type bowed his great head to Ash before he levitated to the left of the human. Ash grinned and dipped his own head in return, which brought out a low rumble from Torrent’s chest.

Dazed appeared next. Her eyes smiled at Ash before she shuffled over to the shade of a large tree about ten feet away. Ash gave her a friendly nod. That was all she needed as a greeting.

Infernus snorted as he was released and curled up on the ground when he realized there was no opponent to fight. He only took the time to blow a tiny stream of flame at Sneasel, who leapt up in surprise from his staring contest with the water and hissed at Infernus, before he became completely lost to everything save Ash’s voice.

Tangrowth hugged Ash before he waddled over to see what Sneasel was doing. Ash suspected that Tangrowth would have a new pastime if he realized that he could see his reflection in the mirror-like surface of the water. He’d grown out of climbing trees every chance he got.

“I’ve got some more TMs for you.” He announced when his friends had focused their attention onto him. Ash figured that he’d tell them about the reactivated TMs when they had gotten used to the ones he had already bought for them. It was dangerous to upload more than two or three TMs at once to a pokemon, and he really didn’t want them to focus on learning to use more than one move at once.

The news excited his friends, which wasn’t particularly surprising. Most of them had learned the most powerful moves that they would learn naturally in the wild, and the easy addition to their repertoire of attacks would provide them a quick boost in strength.

Ash hurried up and removed the TM case so that things could progress. He glanced up and gave Nidoking a nod before he recalled his friend. The process was quick now that he had performed it several times before, so in just a few seconds Nidoking’s pokeball was placed securely into the case’s indention.

It glowed a violent purple as the data from the TM was transferred into Nidoking’s mind. When the glow of the Poison Jab disk faded away into nothingness, Ash removed Nidoking’s pokeball and let his friend out. Nidoking crushed his claws together and grinned as he felt the new knowledge slither through his thoughts.

Next was Plume. Her pokeball glowed a dark, metallic silver for several seconds as she learned Steel Wing. Ash was rather anxious to see just how powerful she could make it. If Plume was able to get some momentum behind her attack, he doubted that even a Rhydon would be able to stand up to her.

Ash went ahead and recalled Torrent. When he was buying TMs he hadn’t thought that the dragon-type would receive one, but now that he’d reactivated some his decision had changed.

Torrent’s pokeball glowed a light, icy blue as Ice Beam was transferred into his mind. Ash figured that Ice Beam would give him a bit more versatility. Blizzard was all well and good, but it focused too much on brute power and the sheer area it could affect rather than precision. In the Conference, Torrent would need precision against agile foes.

Dazed was after that. Her pokeball simply shined a pure white before he was able to recall it. Fighting-type moves based on the use of energy were much simpler for psychics to learn than the physical moves. It wasn’t difficult for her to understand.

A small smile threatened to break his stoic expression as he recalled Infernus and placed him in the TM case. He was extremely glad he’d checked up on Infernus’ moves before buying TMs. Ash would never have thought of using this TM on him otherwise.

Infernus’ pokeball burned a soft, shining pink as the data for Teleport was transferred into his brain.

Ash laughed wildly when he saw the data take hold. It had actually worked! Infernus wouldn’t be so vulnerable to long distance attacks anymore. He didn’t expect Infernus to be able to use Teleport very often, but when he did it would be devastating. That kind of mobility would let him easily avoid attacks that would ordinarily hurt him badly, although, again, he expected Infernus to only be able to use it once or twice. His brain just hadn’t developed to make use of active psychic powers.

Tangrowth gurgled happily before he was recalled. He knew enough to recognize that he would receive a new attack in a few moments. Ash quickly inserted the Solar Beam TM and watched as his friend’s pokeball shined a bright green before returning to its ordinary coloration.

The grass-type hopped up and down excitedly when he was released, but calmed down when Ash raised a hand. “Slow down, buddy. We still need to test it out.”

Nidoking stepped up when Ash nodded at him. “You know what to do. Poison Jab!”

His friend snarled and stepped forward. Nidoking’s large, dull claws glowed purple as poison began to leak out of the surrounding flesh and covered them in a clear sheen of venom. A few drops of it fell onto the grass below, which rapidly turned brown and shriveled.

“Good.” Ash said with satisfaction. He crossed his arms. Nidoking could technically learn the attack without a TM, but it was much easier this way. His body had simply developed to a point to where attacks his previous evolutions could learn were much more difficult to learn. The improvements on his physiology weren’t without their drawbacks.

Ash glanced about the area for a sufficiently large boulder Plume could practice on. He laughed when he saw a familiar, deformed rock – the same one Infernus had practiced Brick Break on before he melted most of it. “Plume, Steel Wing.”

Plume shrieked before she took to the air. Ash patiently waited, and he wasn’t disappointed when he saw her large, powerful form in a blurred dive. Her wings were outstretched, and both glowed brightly with a fierce white light as she focused energy into them.

She carved straight through the boulder. Ash blinked in surprise as the top half went flying, spraying rubble and dust throughout the area as Plume took to the skies once more.

He hadn’t expected it to be that powerful. It wouldn’t do the same thing to a rock-type, of course, but at the very least it would let Plume actually hurt them. They wouldn’t be practically invincible against the great bird anymore. She had a weapon.

“Good girl!” He called up. Plume shrieked back in joy, although she never came down. She simply circled high above them, exultant in her new strength. Ash looked over at Torrent. “Ice Beam on the boulder.”

Ash shivered as all of the warmth in the area drained away. Torrent was covered in a veil of wispy frost as icy energy collected in front of his snout, his scarlet eyes bright and shining with glee at the amount of energy drawn into the attack. Infernus glanced up from his nap in annoyance and rapidly beat his tail to create some comforting warmth. He spat a bit of flame, but Nidoking casually stepped in front of it.

Five arcs of bright, icy energy shot forward with perfect precision, born from Torrent’s natural skill and the long practice of firing jets of water. Each landed on the sliced boulder perfectly and covered it with a thick shell of craggy ice. Ash barely had time to blink before Infernus angrily bathed the rock in flame, which broke the boulder down to nothing but hot, sluggish liquid in a matter of seconds.

He sighed and motioned for Torrent and Dazed to put it out. Torrent quickly shot a weak Hydro Pump at it to cool it down before Dazed enclosed it within a psychic shell. Ash nodded his thanks before he rolled his eyes at Infernus and continued.

“Now that that’s over with, Dazed, Focus Blast on that boulder.” He said drily as he pointed at another large, moss-covered stone. Dazed nodded and silently placed her hands together. A ball of blue energy, powerful enough to have a smaller, white ball at the center, formed between the appendages.

Dazed easily pushed her hands outward. The energy ball followed her motion and slammed into the boulder at an incredible speed, almost too fast for Ash to follow. Ash was rather pleased when the Focus Blast caused the rock to explode outward, although it did make him flinch out of reflex. Dazed was quick enough to foresee the result of her attack and erected a psychic barrier around the boulder the instant the Focus Blast had been released.

“Thank you.” Ash said gratefully. He glanced over at Infernus. “Your turn, Infernus. Teleport.”

Ash could see the surprise in his friends’ eyes as Infernus leapt up to his feet. His eyes were black with amusement as he stood on his pile of smoldering ash. Infernus closed his eyes and roared before he flitted out of existence. Moments later he appeared in front of Ash with a cloak of flames encasing his body. His friend looked tired, but was too exultant in his success to care.

Infernus looked up into the sky and roared as he shot a stream of flickering blue flame into the atmosphere, leaving black smoke lingering in its wake.

“Good.” The trainer said with a maniacal grin. He could only imagine the kind of damage Infernus was capable of now. That mobility would certainly be put to good use. But for now he just glanced about at his friends. “Tangrowth, it’s your turn.”

The large grass-type made another odd noise before he waddled over next to Ash. All he had to do was point at another of the massive boulders that decorated the area for Tangrowth to know what his target was.

Tangrowth closed his big, friendly eyes. Particles of energy slowly gathered in front of his face and slowly coalesced into a great ball of energy. As soon as it grew to a sufficient size, he launched the powerful attack straight into the boulder.

Ash hid his eyes in pain as the solar energy tore through the air and left the area a few degrees warmer than before. It was an incredibly huge amount of energy that Tangrowth had just harnessed, and it showed in what had happened to the rock: the boulder was shattered by the concussive force behind the energy blast, and small fragments of the stone were fused together.

“That was amazing!” Ash exclaimed with a maniacal grin. He patted Tangrowth’s arm and got a hug in return. The trainer laughed wildly, he could only imagine the kind of enemies Tangrowth could face now. He calmed after a few moments of laughing, which had attracted odd, worried stares from his friends. Ash smiled at them before he began to give out instructions. “Everyone, go practice. You need to master those moves.”

“Infernus, Dazed, stay with me.” Ash said as the rest of his friends wandered off. Nidoking stayed with him as well, a large, powerful presence at his side. Poison Jab was rather simple for him to learn, and it didn’t require much space to use safely. “Dazed, I need you to teach Infernus how to teleport. Make him efficient.”

Dazed nodded and glanced at Infernus. The fire-type snorted and followed Dazed with powerful, smoldering strides. Ash trusted Dazed to choke out any fires that sprung up. He’d be there to supervise, regardless.

“Sneasel, come over here!” Ash called out. In mere moments the lithe creature had rushed over to the trainer and leapt up onto his back. He winced in surprise as Sneasel roughly hooked onto his shoulders, but didn’t show any other sign of pain. “Nidoking, I need you to teach Sneasel how to perform Ice Beam. Get him ready for it.”

Nidoking grunted and clapped Ash on the shoulder before he snarled at Sneasel. The dark-type hissed back and cheerfully leapt from Ash’s shoulders to Nidoking’s thick armor. It had enough segments that his wickedly sharp claws could easily hang onto it.

Ash watched his best friend lumber off to the pond before he turned and walked over to where he assumed Dazed and Infernus would be practicing. Perhaps the field would be somewhat dangerous for a rather powerful, very temperamental fire-type to be training in, but Dazed and Plume could keep it under control.

He set his face into a determined frown. There was work to be done, and not a lot of time to do it. Ash expected this to be their only day spent in Celadon. The trainer wanted to head to a new destination the next day.
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Ash took one last look at Celadon’s sprawling suburbs, the large buildings of the city itself prominent against the city’s skyline. It was a nice city, he reflected, even if it did contain his least favorite gym leader. Still, Erika herself wasn’t too bad. She just didn’t have the right mindset for battling Team Rocket and could be a bit condescending.

He knew he’d be aching for the idyllic city soon enough, however. His next goal was Saffron City, which he wasn’t particularly fond of. Ash had several reasons for returning to the most influential city in Kanto. For one, he wanted to check on Sabrina and see her psychics. Perhaps they could drudge up useful information about the Creature from his mind, although he didn’t actually know if that was within their abilities. The trainer was hardly an expert on human psychics.

The other reason probably wouldn’t come into play. Ash really wanted a rematch with Sabrina. His second gym battle with the powerful psychic had been amongst the most intense of his career, rivalled only by his battles with Pierce and Giovanni.

While he doubted he would be able to face her anytime soon, he might as well drop in to say hello. It had been a month and a half since the battle with the Creature, so she should be out of her coma by now. The news hadn’t said anything about her condition, but he’d missed a lot while he was travelling.

Ash knew that his friends were ready for Sabrina, even if she had trained extensively before her coma. None of his friends were equal to Alakazam, but together they would make it fall. They’d trained hard over the months since their battle and had shed blood and sweat in their effort to become the best. Perhaps he wasn’t there yet, but his friends had put themselves on the path.

He glanced out over the dusty, worn trail. Sneasel had already raced down it and looked to be chasing a Raticate. That probably wouldn’t turn out too well, but he’d leave them be for now. It was part of the learning process for the young pokemon.

Tangrowth, who he decided to let out and roam the area alongside him, gurgled in concern and used his powerful vines to chase after the two squabbling pokemon. Ash and Nidoking just rolled their eyes and started walking.
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The journey was as easy as ever. Most trainers had begun to stay in the cities so they could repeatedly challenge the more difficult gym leaders until they obtained victory, so the roads were a bit more deserted than usual. Others had retired to popular training areas so that they could battle other trainers.

It all showed just how soon the Conference really was. Back when he’d first began his journey it had felt like it would never arrive, but he was able to feel it looming closer and closer. The Conference still wasn’t for another four months, but every trainer that wanted to go, which was a vast majority of them, had begun to buckle down.

He looked forward to the Conference. Ash was secure in his skills, although he knew he had a long way to go before he was a Master. Bruno had proved that when he’d casually defeated Ash’s entire team without trying. But he knew he was strong. It showed in the legions of defeated trainers he left in his wake. The Conference was just his chance to prove it.

But for now he had to focus on travelling and becoming stronger. Saffron might not be the perfect place to prove that, especially since he still wasn’t sure about Sabrina’s condition, but at least it put him at a crossroads to pursue that goal.

If he headed south he could be at Vermillion in about a week, probably less if he hurried. That would let him head down to Fuschia’s rugged territory, where he could certainly find strong trainers. Or else he could just head to the city itself and battle Koga again. He knew the man would put up a good fight. After that, perhaps he could try the Safari Zone. While he was happy with his team, it never hurt to pick up an extra friend.

To the north was Cerulean. Ash wasn’t sure why he would go there. It was full of ponds, lakes, and other aquatic bodies that he could train Torrent in, but Torrent didn’t need it. He could train anywhere now. Besides, the Sensational Sisters didn’t provide quite the draw to him as they did to Jonathan.

There was no way he was returning to Celadon for a while. Erika didn’t attract many powerful trainers, and there were too many Rockets lurking in the city for him to stay safe. Ash doubted that Team Rocket knew what he had done to them, but he’d rather avoid them in an urban setting. Team Rocket was laughably weak in a straight fight, aside from Executives and Elite Agents, but their strength was in the shadows. It was difficult to defend against a threat when they outnumbered you ten to one and ambushed you.

Ash wouldn’t be heading to the east anytime soon. The only center of civilization was Lavender Town, where ghosts walked the world without fear. It was a nice town, and he wouldn’t mind paying his respects to fallen pokemon, but Lavender Town wasn’t high on his list of priorities.

A ghost-type would be nice, but they were too difficult to control and potentially malicious. It could take him months to get the specter to see him as its equal, much less its trainer. They were belligerent. Ghosts’ unruly behavior was notorious, which was one of the reasons Agatha was so highly respected. Only dragons were more difficult to train.

But his main concern with the east and northeast of Kanto rested in the freak storm that was slowly gaining strength in the area. It had expanded to be a steady forty miles wide, and experts were baffled. At least it had stopped moving. The storm had centered on a single area.

Ash suspected the Creature had something to do with it, although the only reason he could fathom was to attract electric-types, which were still migrating en masse to the storm. It was just too powerful for a normal pokemon, or even a large group of them, to be the cause.

He stopped thinking as he walked into the busy Pokemon Center. There were at least a hundred trainers stuffed into the large building, which made him think Sabrina was conscious again. Saffron City wasn’t much of a draw for trainers otherwise. Silph Co. was getting some attention thanks to word of some top-secret project being leaked, but nobody knew enough about it to bother travelling to the metropolis.

The trainer tapped the shoulder of the person in front of him when he stepped into the line. It seemed that they would have a few minutes to wait before they reached the counter, so Ash figured it was best to get some information.

“Yeah?” The short, blonde trainer replied with an annoyed grunt. “Whaddya want?”

“Why are so many people here?” Ash questioned. He pointed at the masses of people standing around, laughing, and watching television.

“You know the gym leader, Sabrina?” The teen questioned. Ash nodded. “Well, she’s in that coma. But the League can’t allow the gym to shut down, so they just shoved the top psychic at the gym into the position until they can get a real replacement.”

Ash raised an eyebrow. “So they’re just swarming here to get the badge?”

“Well, yeah. It’s the only chance most of us have to get the Marsh Badge. I’m not gonna let a good opportunity go to waste.” The teen shrugged. He looked at Ash seriously for the first time and noticed Sneasel, who flashed him a malicious grin. “Wow, that thing would tear through the guy they have working it right now. You should hit the gym tomorrow.”

“I already have the badge.” Ash informed him. The teen just looked at him in disbelief before he shrugged and turned back to the female trainer he was talking to before. He couldn’t make out any of their words, although he made out a sarcastic tone and a few amused giggles.

Sneasel growled with impatience and began to unsheathe and retract his claws in a quick pattern. Ash just sighed when he realized that he would be dealing with a very bored Sneasel for the next few minutes. His friend didn’t mind crowds very much, since the dark-type usually took it as a chance to steal everything he could reach, although Ash made sure that never actually worked out, but there wasn’t anything exciting going on.

Nurse Joy looked at him oddly when he finally reached the counter. Sneasel was perched on top of his hat and wrapped around his head, since he’d finally gotten too big to stay on Ash’s hat easily. “Can I help you?”

“Just a room.” Ash requested. Sneasel snickered at something and started poking the top of Ash’s head with his paw, which made Ash scowl in annoyance. Nurse Joy just seemed vaguely amused as she handed over a card key. “Thank you. Have a good day.”

When he left the line, the first thing he did was pull Sneasel off of his head. The dark-type growled, but obediently clung to his back instead. Ash sighed in relief when the annoying taps were gone and slipped his key into his pocket.

“Could you stay off my head?” He directed at Sneasel. The dark-type snickered, but didn’t do anything else. Ash sighed. “Whatever. At least you’re just annoying me.”

Sneasel tapped the back of his head in agreement. Ash sighed again and readjusted his pack before he left the Pokemon Center. The dark-type hissed in annoyance as he was knocked off balance and forced to cling onto the back of Ash’s shirt tightly, but just continued to poke Ash as a form of revenge.
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He had a fond smile on his face as he stepped into the simple beauty of the Saffron City gym. Its gentle, sweeping architecture seemed to welcome him in with a pulse of familiarity as he crossed the threshold. The psychics were not in the atrium when he arrived, which was a bit odd.

“Hello, Trainer Ketchum.” An old man with a short, well-trimmed gray beard said to him. Ash snapped his gaze to the side, where the man had seemingly stepped out of the nowhere. The old man raised a hand in a placating gesture, causing his soft blue robe to ripple like water. “I apologize if I startled you. Please, follow me.”

Ash did so, albeit with a degree of suspicion. It was odd that there wouldn’t be a single psychic in the atrium. They seemed to tend to the gym itself. “Are you the gym leader?”

“Temporary gym leader, Trainer Ketchum.” The Psychic said gravely. Ash couldn’t find it in him to be surprised that the old man knew his name. He watched as the Psychic gently waved his hand when they approached a large, shimmering door. It smoothly slid open underneath the psychic influence. “Lady Sabrina will be returned to her power soon enough. She has awakened, but she is still weak.”

His face was split by a grin. “That’s great news! Do you know when she’ll be better?”

“Soon.” The Psychic replied enigmatically. Ash sighed at the answer. Psychics weren’t known for being upfront, as he’d learned through his experiences with the Saffron gym leader. “She has told us to bring you to her.”

“How long has she been out of her coma?” Ash asked, a curious note in his tone. Everyone he’d spoken to seemed to be under the misconception that Sabrina was still unconscious.

“Since yesterday. Her body is weak, but her mind bursts with vigor.” The Psychic revealed as he opened another set of doors. Ash could feel the temperature grow colder as they continued through the long, smooth halls of the gym. “She is drained, but she is aware. Her mind has recuperated quite well from the shock – the Creature, I believe you call it? – inflicted upon her. When we received her and her apprentice, their minds were broken. Their wounds have been healed for the most part.”

Ash frowned worriedly. “How is Will?”

“He rose three days ago. The Creature saw him as an afterthought to Lady Sabrina, thus he was defeated without difficulty. Lady Sabrina had to be broken.” The Psychic replied in an eerily calm manner as they turned left into a room.

Two children, dressed in the flowing robes of Sabrina’s acolytes, stared at him in awe as he entered. They suddenly clutched their foreheads and stared up at Ash with agonized eyes. Ash stepped backward in shock as their eyes released a steady stream of icy blue energy, the same color as the Creature’s.

Burning blue eyes stared coldly at him from behind an inky black visor, energy no mortal should control swirling around the Creature in a vortex as the world –

Sneasel hissed and touched him directly with a soft paw, which negated the foreign psychic influence that forced the flashback. Ash breathed heavily and silently thanked Sneasel for his assistance. A light sheen of sweat covered his body from the memory – or was it a nightmare?

He reached forward to help them when he had gotten over his shock, but the Psychic held him back with a deceptively strong hand. A moment later the two women vanished into nothingness. Ash glanced up at the Psychic, whose worn face was suddenly tired. His body trembled, as though the old man had just completed some strenuous exercise.

“I apologize.” He rasped as he slowly shuffled forward, the Psychic’s age apparent on him for the first time. Ash walked beside him in concern, ready to help the older man if he needed it. “They were not supposed to be here. Your mind was marked by the Creature in ways I cannot explain. Only Lady Sabrina properly understands it.”

“Could you try and explain it?” Ash asked. He lightly scratched underneath Sneasel’s feather, which made the dark-type purr in content.

The Psychic sighed. “The Creature is powerful enough to leave a mark on your mind simply by using its power near you. All of the beings present during the battle have the same signature branded upon their mind. Lady Sabrina and Will were powerful enough to remove it themselves, and those with the mental fortitude can ignore it. I can say no more.”

Well, that explained why the man hadn’t started glowing the moment he’d seen Ash. It wasn’t too much of a surprise that the man was able to protect himself from the signature. He was the strongest psychic at the gym apart from Sabrina, at least if the blonde trainer had told him the truth.

His guide opened one last set of delicately carved doors. “Go in. Sabrina awaits you. Recall the dark-type. It will disrupt the healing.”

Ash nodded and recalled the annoyed Sneasel, but uncertainty grew in his mind. He assumed that Sabrina’s body had been healed, but was her mind back to normal? It would be disturbing to see a different Sabrina.

Nevertheless, Ash stepped into the room. As he stepped in, a cold weight settled onto his shoulders. It was different than the energy that permeated the gym itself.

The floor was marble, and the walls were of the same silvery material as the rest of the gym. While it was beautiful, the room wasn’t homely. It was cold, more like an office than a room.

The only furniture inside of the room was a small, clean bed. Two psychics sat by it with closed eyes. Energy gently pulsed beneath, but they didn’t acknowledge him in anyway. Both women were still as he slowly walked into the room.

Ash frowned when he saw Sabrina. She was pale underneath the covers. Her presence was usually imposing, even when she did not intend for it to be so. Sabrina was one of the most feared gym leaders in Kanto, the greatest human psychic in the world and amongst the strongest people Ash knew of.

Now she just looked small.

He stepped closer. Ash still had no idea what he was supposed to do. It would have been nice for the Psychic to give him an instruction other than to simply walk in. The trainer glanced down at the psychics beside Sabrina again.

One suddenly clutched the sides of her head. Ash flinched as her eyes suddenly burned an icy blue, a far cry from the soft, soothing pink of before. Memories and nightmares, a few one and the same, flashed through his mind as –

The roar of water and the screams of –

He fought it back, but only found himself in reality long enough to realize that the other psychic had succumbed to the dark influence he brought with him as well, although –

Icy blue eyes stared at him behind the visor, careless of the boy in front of it, focused only upon the Champion behind him. It raised its arm, alit with energy, and –

Ash scowled and forced it back again. The energy of the room pulsed as it became stronger and stronger, driven by the raging emotions in the area as well as the power inscribed upon Ash’s mind. His eyes widened in horror as he saw Sabrina’s closed eyes burn with the same icy blue energy. That meant –

Pain. The Creature’s cold, taunting voice wracked his brain as it tore his mind apart simply by making contact. Energy coalesced into the Creature’s hand, bright and more powerful than anything Ash had ever seen, and it seemed bored as it prepared to –

He gasped as reality solidified around him. Ash numbly realized he was on the cold marble floor and stood up on trembling limbs. The effect wasn’t just psychological. Being touched by the psychic power was as much physiological trauma as it was mental in this case.

Ash habitually brushed nonexistent dirt off of his pants as he regained his footing. He drew in a long, trembling breath before he opened his eyes. The trainer hadn’t even realized that he’d squeezed them shut.

Both psychics were crumpled on the ground, he noted. Ash’s hand uneasily moved to Dazed’s pokeball. She would be the most help in this situation. But he remembered what was far more important: Sabrina, in her vulnerable state, had been warped by the signature the Creature had unconsciously branded him with.

Guilt rose in his stomach as he realized what might have happened. He couldn’t force himself to look at Sabrina for a few seconds. Her mind had been recovering, and he had exposed her to the influence of the same monster that had done this to her in the first place. If he’d set her back…

When he finally managed to look at Sabrina, he was surprised, to say the least. She was not curled up in pain and confusion or even unconscious. The gym leader was awake, although she looked exhausted.

“Wha—?” He began, confused. Ash had no idea about the events that had just occurred. Logic told him that Sabrina should be hurt right now, or at least confused.

“Hello, Ash.” Sabrina said monotonously as she propped herself up on weak arms. Her eyes flashed a bright, warm purple for a moment. Her hair, slightly ruffled from the bed, smoothed out. Aside from the slight atrophying of her limbs and body, which had somehow been slowed to barely noticeable levels, she looked as she always had. “I apologize, my vision has been erratic as of late, else I would have been awake already.”

He blinked. Ash began to open his mouth to ask his questions, but Sabrina seamlessly cut him off.

“They assist my recovery.” Sabrina explained. “To resist your brand was a test. It is a shame they were overcome. I had prepared them for this moment and warned them of the difficulty that lay in resisting the brand.”

“You knew what this would happen?” Ash asked. His head was spinning. Dealing with Sabrina was never easy.

She gave him a drily amused smile. Ash figured she knew what he had thought. “I know many things, past, future, and present. Without the physical world to distract me, the sight is amongst the most trivial of my powers.”

Ash frowned. Did she know how the raid at Viridian would end?

“No. The Creature,” she said, adopting Ash’s name for it seamlessly, “warped my vision. It is too powerful. I knew that a being of immense strength would be present to brand us with its power, but I did not know how it would end. The Creature disrupts the laws when it acts.”

“What laws?” Ash demanded. He winced at his tone. It was rather rude, and Sabrina didn’t deserve it.

“I have said too much.” She replied softly, a bit of regret entering her tone. Sabrina lowered herself back onto the bed. Her bright red eyes were weary. “Know that the Creature is more powerful than you believe. It is restrained at the moment, both by technology and its convictions.”

He looked at Sabrina disbelievingly, even if he knew she spoke the truth. Ash couldn’t picture it being stronger. It had effortlessly defeated the greatest trainers the League could throw at it. His blood ran cold at the thought of it being capable of that while held back. But how did –

“It entered my mind.” Sabrina stated matter-of-factly, although her face paled at the memory. It was one of the few obvious displays of emotion Ash could remember from the powerful psychic. “I received glances, for lack of a better term, at its consciousness. Information it couldn’t hold back. The Creature is powerful, but inexperienced.”

Ash looked at Sabrina eagerly, ravenous for information about the Creature. Maybe she’d picked up a weak point, or some way to destroy it.

“No.” Sabrina said with a shake of her head. The energy in the room pulsed with her regret. “Nothing so direct. It will only be of use to the Champion and the League.”

He nodded with disappointment. The lack of information was disheartening, to say the least. Ash noticed that Sabrina’s eyes were dipping with exhaustion. She might have emerged from the coma, but her body was still frail. The gym leader needed to rest. “I should go.”

Sabrina didn’t seem surprised. “Yes. I must rest and recover my strength. Team Rocket encroaches upon my borders, and I will not be as lenient with them as before.”

Ash blinked. He remembered the images released into the news of the Rockets that had invaded Silph Co. a few months ago, right after he’d left the city for the first time. Quite a few had permanent brain damage, and most were hospitalized for weeks before their trials could occur. The trainer could only imagine what she would do to them now.

Her lips curled upward, despite the stern set of her face. She didn’t remark on his thoughts, however. Sabrina simply laid back in her bed and glanced at him with impassive red eyes. “Prepare yourself, Ash Ketchum. The future is unclear.”

He didn’t bother asking her to elaborate. From the few encounters he’d had with Sabrina and other psychics, they were frustratingly vague. Ash would only be able to guess at her meaning until the events actually came to pass.

Sabrina’s lips twitched again, but her eyes finally closed. Ash took one last glance at the psychics still on the cold marble floor. They were beginning to wake up. He figured that he’d just tell the temporary gym leader what had occurred before making his way to the Pokemon Center.

Before he left the room and the cold energy that dominated it, Sabrina spoke once more. “I apologize that I am not in sufficient condition to conduct a gym battle. I enjoyed our last match.”

Ash glanced back and nodded. There was no need to tell Sabrina that he would return to battle her again. She already knew the answer better than he did.

He found the Psychic waiting outside the doors. The old man frowned when he saw Sabrina’s attendants struggling to rise, but didn’t say anything. Apparently Sabrina hadn’t seen fit to warn him.

“She is awake?” The Psychic questioned. Ash nodded, and the man smiled in satisfaction. “It is good to know that Lady Sabrina’s sight was not diminished by her injuries. Soon, everything shall fall into place.”

The trainer nodded distractedly. He took one last glance at the cold room he had left behind before he followed the Psychic out of the gym. It was a shame that he hadn’t been able to battle Sabrina again, but he suspected that it was for the best. Ash only wanted to battle Sabrina when they were both at their peak.

Besides, Sabrina’s warnings echoed in his mind. He needed to be ready, and it was hard to do that if most of his friends were unconscious.
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Ash glanced over at his friends as he dialed his mother’s number. It had been a few days since he’d called her, and she was probably waiting on him. He’d be leaving the next day anyway, so he might as well call his mom while he wasn’t dirty and tired.

His friends were arrayed around his room. Nidoking was curled up on the floor beside him, although his bulky form barely fit in between the wall and the bed. The poison-type’s large head rested contentedly on the bed, right next to Ash. He idly patted Nidoking’s tough hide as the PokeNav rang.

Torrent levitated by the window that looked out onto the bright city. He barely fit in the room, but they managed to squeeze him in. The dragon-type alternated his gaze from the entrancing lights and sounds of the bustling city outside and sadly at the large aquarium in the room that was still much too small to fit him.

Dazed, as usual, stood in the darkest corner of the room. Her humanoid form was barely visible, although her long white mane gave her presence away. She watched Ash carefully, but just as much of her attention was focused upon holding herself back from leaving and numbing her hunger.

Hypno had adapted well to cities and urban life. They had a massive supply of sustenance available in the form of the thousands of dreamers present and could slip in and out of areas with ease. In massive cities like Saffron, they and drowzee were amongst the most common pokemon, although their numbers had dwindled after dark-type pokemon like houndour and houndoom took up residence.

He knew that Dazed had particular trouble resisting the temptation. She had only fed on the other members of their team for more than a month, which had started to take its toll on the powerful psychic. Her powers were still overwhelmingly strong, but they were waning.

Sneasel had begun to venture away from Ash on more occasions and had even begun to slip away from the trainer at night to sleep on his lonesome, so he hoped Dazed’s needs would be filled soon. If Sneasel decided to sleep over with Tangrowth as it looked like he would, then Dazed would be fully restored by the time the team arrived at Vermillion.

Tangrowth, as he’d mentioned, was lying back against a wall. His saucer-like eyes were closed, which left nothing but a gaping void between his vines. He gurgled softly in his sleep, and some of the vines curled around Sneasel protectively, although the dark-type hissed in annoyance at the contact.

“Ash!” His mother exclaimed. She clasped her hands together in excitement. “It’s been so long. How are you? Are you in Saffron?”

“I’m good, and I made it to Saffron today.” Ash replied with an easy grin. “I’ll be leaving tomorrow. Has anything happened over in Pallet?”

His mother shook her head. “It’s been normal. Professor Oak’s been stressed out of his mind lately, though. Between Team Rocket,” her eyes narrowed into dangerous slits, although they returned to their normal shape in a few moments, “and that project for Silph Co. he hasn’t had any free time. He’s only off for lunch.”

Ash hummed in agreement. He could understand the stress the Pokemon Professor was going through, if not the full degree. Professor Oak was still incredibly important in the League, even if he didn’t work directly for them, and probably spent quite a bit of time helping with the Rocket situation.

The Professor could probably destroy the entire organization if he ever met them in a fair fight, he thought as he remembered the pokemon that had appeared at Nidoking’s evolution party. As the images of the massive Charizard and even larger Dragonite flickered through his mind, Ash wondered again just how far Professor Oak had gone.

“Oh, I almost forgot to tell you that I’ll be gone for a week in December, from the fifth until the twelfth.” His mother spoke up. That caught Ash’s attention, and he looked at his mother’s image with confusion. “I’m going to visit Spencer and Molly over in Greenfield.”

Ash nodded in understanding. It had been a while since either he or his mother had seen the family friends, and he’d heard something about Spencer’s wife disappearing a few weeks before he’d started his journey. His mother and her constantly upbeat attitude would probably help the two out a lot.

“Are you sending Bruiser and Seeker up to Professor Oak’s?” Ash asked as concern for his friends sprung up. He thought he saw Seeker flutter around in the background, although the motion was too fast for him to be sure.

His mother smiled. “Yes. Professor Oak said he’d be happy to take them! He said Pikachu and Arcanine were having some trouble with a few mankey and primeape in the area, so Bruiser’ll be a great help.”

“That sounds good. I’ll try and get to Pallet Town before you leave for Greenfield.” Ash promised. He didn’t know his schedule yet, but if all else failed he could call Professor Oak and get Alakazam to help him. Oak had said he was trying to keep her from becoming complacent.

“Just make sure to call me before you get there!” His mother laughed. A smile made its way on his face. “But don’t interrupt your journey on my account. I know these last few months are really important for trainers.”

He nodded and made sure to remember her words. Ash would make sure to get to Pallet Town, even if he didn’t really have to. By that point it would have been three months since he’d seen his mother or Professor Oak in person.

“Have you been alright lately?” His mother suddenly asked, concern evident in her voice. “You’ve been looking worn down ever since…you know.”

Ash frowned. He hadn’t mentioned the disruptive nightmares to his mother, especially since they’d been less and less frequent. He certainly hadn’t thought that they’d had any noticeable effect on him, least of all his appearance. While he really didn’t want to lie to his mother, he didn’t want to make her worry either. She had enough going on.

A ring on his PokeNav saved him from that dilemma. Ash frowned when he saw it was an unfamiliar number, although the identification code showed that it was from the League. “Mom, could you hold on for a minute? Someone’s calling me.”

“Of course! I’ll be waiting.” She said cheerily. Ash was sure that she wouldn’t be nearly as upbeat if she knew that the call was from the League. His mother was rather terrifying when they were mentioned. She wasn’t happy with them enlisting Ash to help out with the Rocket problem.

“Hello?” He asked as the screen cut to a rather impressive office. It wasn’t familiar, although he had to admit the rather impressive collection of draconic artifacts such as fangs, scales, and claws tipped him off to the caller’s identity. His suspicions were confirmed when he saw who was sitting in the large, stone throne behind the desk. “Lance?”

The Champion grinned wildly. He looked much better than when Ash had last seen him. There was no evidence of the bandages and casts he was covered in at the hospital, and everything about him seemed robust and powerful. Ash saw a small, pudgy creature with dark blue coloration and a red underbelly sitting on his desk. It growled contentedly as Lance absentmindedly scratched the large fin on its head.

“Hello, Ash.” Lance said with a friendly nod. He wore a formal, crisp uniform, which Ash recognized as the one he wore during formal League battles. His cape still hung around his shoulders, which unconsciously brought a smirk to Ash’s face as he remembered the advertisement. “Have you been well?”

Ash nodded. “I’m good. Everything’s calmed down a lot since Viridian.” He grimaced. Memories ran through his head, which made his heart rate skyrocket before he took a few deep, calming breaths.

“If only I could say the same.” Lance sighed. He brightened up after a few moments, although his demeanor remained serious. “You’re in Saffron, correct?” When Ash nodded, he continued. “Good. When you’re done there, could you go to Vermillion?”

“Sure.” Ash replied. He was heading there anyways. Fuschia was his next target, and Vermillion was the most reliable way to get there unless he took a boat. “What do you need me to do?”

A frown crossed Lance’s angular face. “Surge is going to investigate the storm in northeast Kanto. He needs assistance, but I can’t spare any League forces. I assume that you are up to the task?”

“Of course!” Ash exclaimed. He might have a few misgivings about the source of the storm, but he was willing to help however he could. At the very least it might distract the Creature from protecting Team Rocket – if it was even the force behind the storm. “Do you need me to teleport there?”

“No. Surge still has his own preparations to make.” Lance explained. “Try to get there within a week. By then Surge should be ready. The storm is merely an oddity at the moment. Should it become threatening, I will have Sabrina teleport you.”

Ash dipped his head in understanding. “I’ll leave tomorrow.”

“Thank you. When you return with Surge, I’ll add twenty thousand dollars into your trainer account.” Lance’s eyes glinted with amusement for a moment. “Make sure to call me when the job is complete. I have an opportunity for you that you won’t want to miss out on. Good luck.”

The trainer’s expression sparked with interest, but before he could ask about the opportunity, Lance cut the call. He stared at the screen before he called his mother back. Ash wasn’t sure how good of a conversationalist he would be after the Champion’s call, but he could at least listen.
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Sneasel snickered as he froze the water in Ash’s water bottle, and the noise grew even louder when he poked Ash painfully in the side with his sharp, hooked claws. Ash, who had been about to drink, sighed in annoyance. He looked over at Infernus, who had curled up in a pile of smoldering ashes. Before he could get the fire-type over to discipline Sneasel, he suddenly realized that Sneasel was about to get his comeuppance in a different manner.

Dazed had started forward in annoyance at his little prank, but Sneasel disappeared in a burst of darkness. She met Ash’s eyes, and he gave her a short nod. Sneasel had been pushing the limits lately. He had been vicious toward most of the team since they’d set out for Vermillion the day before, and had even reacted with hostility to Ash.

It looked like he was starting to go through puberty. Pokemon went through it rather fast since they were mostly developed within their egg, but it would be a dangerous month or two. Sneasel would enter a state of hyper-aggressiveness for the duration, although it could be mostly curbed if he nipped it in the bud right now. And after all the trouble Sneasel had put Dazed through, he figured she should be the one to do it.

His other symptoms included a minor increase in muscle and bone density, which would put him up with the other adults of his species and make him a bit tougher and faster. It would also make him ready for evolution into a Weavile, although Ash didn’t see that happening anytime soon.

For Sneasel to evolve, he’d either require a Razor Claw, which was an artificially produced item designed to trigger the signals in his cells that would trigger evolution, or train for several months in an extremely cold area. He’d probably go with the Razor Claw when he thought Sneasel was ready. After his experience in the Seafoam Islands, he had no desire to be in the cold.

But that could come later. For now, Sneasel needed to be taught his place. Ash had been fairly stern in disciplining him over the month and a half since Sneasel had hatched, but that wouldn’t be enough to curb his aggressiveness during his short puberty. As loath as he was to admit it, he’d have to be harsh.

Sneasel silently stalked Dazed. He gracefully circled around Infernus and his ash pile before he suddenly dashed toward Dazed with his claws unsheathed. The dark-type hissed as he leapt at her, only to sink his claws into thin air.

Ash crossed his arms and watched with a sad frown as Dazed controlled a log with Psychic and hurled it into the aggressive dark-type. Sneasel yelped when he was suddenly hit and went flying, but he managed to hook onto a tree and growl at Dazed before he disappeared.

Dazed was too fast. As Sneasel leapt out of the shadows behind her, she teleported a few feet away, right in front of Tangrowth’s sleeping form. The others had begun to stir from their slumber now, so the battle had an audience.

Sneasel hissed and blew a gust of icy air towards Dazed. The frost left small crystals of ice in its wake, most of which were carried along with the breeze. Apparently the dark-type expected Dazed to teleport away, so he began a quick rush in order to attack the psychic.

The dark-type was rather surprised when Dazed chose to take the attack head on. She simply closed her hands together, formed a ball of iridescent blue energy, and shot the Focus Blast straight through the gust of air. Sneasel whined in pain as the fighting-type attack slammed into his small body and exploded.

Ash covered his eyes, but Dazed had raised several shields around the rest of the team so that they wouldn’t be hit by the blast. Nidoking grunted in annoyance at the bright psychic energy and sat up, although he stayed close to Ash. It was good that the fight wouldn’t be too destructive since Sneasel didn’t have any powerful attacks yet. If it was, Nidoking would have put a stop to it already.

Sneasel slammed into a tree thanks to the concussive blast. He growled pitiably as he struggled to his feet, but Ash could see fear in his narrowed scarlet eyes. It had taken much longer than Ash had expected it to, but Sneasel had realized that Dazed was much more powerful than him.

Dazed charged up another Focus Blast, but Sneasel dipped his head and took a knee. He was suddenly tired and weak, unwilling to take another brutal Focus Blast for his pride. Sneasel was a cunning predator at heart. It was much more important to avoid injury than to suffer for his own defiance.

When Dazed looked as though she would hit him one last time, Ash stopped it. “Enough.” The trainer said sharply. “Sneasel, you need to keep yourself under control. I know you’re angry a lot, but it’ll pass in time. Stay focused.”

The dark-type hissed at Ash in understanding. He slunk away into the shadows. Ash managed to make out a ripple of movement near Tangrowth, and the grass-type’s affectionate gurgle told Ash that Sneasel had finally decided to stop sleeping with him. It looked like the team’s baby was growing up.

“You can eat my dreams.” Ash told Dazed. He laid back down on his sleeping mat, a little sad. It was good that Sneasel seemed to understand that his behavior needed to be curbed, but he felt like their relationship had changed. Sneasel wasn’t a baby that needed to be nurtured anymore. He was becoming an adult, a full member of the pack.

Dazed smiled at him with her knowledgeable eyes, but he could see that there was empathetic sorrow for what he had realized. Ash knew she didn’t like Sneasel, but Dazed was adept at detecting emotions, although she wasn’t the most expressive individual. She could feel what he felt, if to a lesser extent.

He laid his head back against Nidoking’s chest, who gave a low, happy grunt that made the ground around the duo shake. Ash smiled and affectionately patted his friend’s bulky shoulder before he closed his eyes, protected by his friends.

Thoughts swarmed and roiled within his mind, however, and he did not fall to sleep immediately.

It was strange to realize that the disruption Sneasel had brought to the team’s status quo was slowly coming to an end. He was becoming another member of the team, if one that needed quite a bit of practice and intensive training to match the others. Everything was settling back into place.

He heard Dazed shuffling about before he finally managed to fall to sleep, the blackness washing over his mind before he drifted off into unconsciousness.

For the first time in a long time, he slept a dreamless sleep.
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It took five more days to reach Vermillion. Ash travelled at a hurried pace. Although he made sure to give Sneasel plenty of practice against trainers on the road, he still reached the warm city with plenty of time to spare.

Sneasel had taken his words to heart. For the first day or two after the fight with Dazed he was a bit subdued and cold toward the others, and actually stayed around Tangrowth most of the time, but he returned to a relatively normal state after. Dazed simply had to glare at the dark-type with glowing eyes to enforce his good behavior. He hadn’t stolen anything or attacked another member of the team since that night.

Ash didn’t like using fear to keep Sneasel on a good path. It was a low thing to do, but it was necessary. Sneasel’s pokedex entry had frequently mentioned that his species only respected strength and cunning. The behavior was much less prevalent in properly trained members of the breed, but during their short period of puberty Sneasel’s instincts essentially ruled him. To maintain his obedience, Ash had to keep his respect.

He’d noticed a change in Tangrowth as well. The grass-type was a bit more protective over Sneasel than usual, although he wouldn’t stop Ash or the others if Sneasel needed to be reprimanded. But he was much quicker to gurgle angrily should he believe the others took it too far. Tangrowth simply tapped Ash on the forehead with a bit more force than usual.

He hadn’t said anything to his easygoing friend yet. Ash hoped that it was just a phase Tangrowth was going through, induced by the minor injuries the pokemon he had more or less adopted was incurring whenever he took things too far. If things continued, he would intervene.

The rest of his friends were doing fine. Nidoking and Torrent had continued to teach Sneasel the exercises required to focus his energy and manipulate ice, which managed to placate the dark-type. Ash figured that if it could teach him control and focus, it was worth teaching.

Dazed wasn’t fully healed, but she looked much better now that she was able to feed on Ash’s dreams again. Ash couldn’t believe that he didn’t notice how haggard she had looked. Her mane had become lank and her short yellow fur was dull and lacked its former luster, but the healthy glow was returning quickly. He wondered if she’d manipulated his perceptions to keep him from worrying about her. It was a common behavior of protective psychic-types, Ash had read.

Plume just seemed happy to be with the rest of the group. Ash felt a bit of guilt about leaving Bruiser and Seeker alone for so long, but according to his mother they were incredibly happy and content. Nevertheless, he always diverted a few minutes to speak to his friends after he and his mother were done talking.

But he made sure to pay quite a bit of attention to Plume. She was incredibly close to mastering Hurricane. At her current rate of progress, she would be able to perform the attack perfectly after a week or two. As of now she could easily blow down a few trees.

He made sure to pass by the gym before he went to the Pokemon Center. Surge should know that he had reached Vermillion. Ash figured that they’d leave tomorrow, although plans might change. Lance hadn’t told him much about the job, after all, nor what preparations were being made for it.

“You here for a battle?” One of the tough gym trainers snarled at him as Ash walked up to the gym doors. Several of the trainers waiting in line glared at Ash. Ash looked up at him impassively and thought the trainer was the one that had taken over the gym for Surge after their battle. The bulky man squinted in recognition. “Wait, you’re that kid who beat Surge, right?”

Ash nodded. “I need to see him.”

The gym trainer nodded and looked over to his counterpart. “Hey, Berna, keep the little brats out of the gym would ya?” He said as he pointed at the long line of trainers Ash had skipped by. “Surge told us to let the kid in.”

“Got it.” The tall woman growled. She glared over at one of the trainers who began complaining. “Shut up, runt. Maybe if you knew how to battle Surge would let you in the gym.”

Ash didn’t hear any more of the conversation as the gym trainer took him inside. The gym was as pristine as ever, with the notable exception of the field, which was torn up with large ruts that looked as though a young onix had made them. A short trainer about his age was battling Surge and Raichu with a Scyther.

“Scyther, use your Quick Attack!” The boy cried. He pointed dramatically at Raichu. Scyther growled before it blurred forward.

“Thunder Blast.” Surge yawned. He seemed rather bored, although he laughed raucously as Raichu’s cheeks sparked and bolts of brilliant lightning shot out and covered the entire field, too fast for Scyther to dodge. The bug-type was briefly illuminated as electricity crackled through its body before it simply dropped to the ground. “Kid, get out of here. Come back when you’ve actually trained that Scyther.”

The trainer clenched his fists, but recalled Scyther and left the gym. Before the next trainer was called in, the gym trainer called out for Surge.

“What is it?” The giant snapped before he saw Ash. “Ah, the runt’s arrived! Jack, you’ve got the gym for the rest of the day. You know the drill: blast ‘em with Electivire. Let him do what he wants.”

“Yes, Sir!” The gym trainer shouted with a salute. As Surge and Raichu walked over to Ash, Jack called out, “Next challenger!”

Raichu nimbly climbed up Surge so that she could sit on his shoulder. Thanks to the man’s incredible size, the large mouse didn’t look out of place in the least. She chattered at Surge excitedly, and the gym leader scratched behind her oddly formed ears with a smile.

“Let’s go. I’ve got something to show you.” Surge said flatly. His demeanor was grim and oddly subdued.

Ash nodded and followed the massive man out of the gym. The trainers waiting to battle the gym leader gawked at Surge as he walked out. Surge just put on a mean grin and Raichu sparked menacingly. All of the trainers that had battled him before backed away nervously, while the ones that hadn’t just looked confused.

“What is it?” Ash asked curiously. Surge had never been like this, not even when he’d met him in the hospital after the St. Anne. That had just made him angry, even if the sorrow was evident if one knew where to look.

“You’ll see.” Surge grunted. He looked down at Ash, who barely came up to the gym leader’s waist. “I guess I should start telling you about the job. Lance contacted me and Brock the same day as he did you. I’ve got the preparations ready.”

He blinked. “Brock’s coming?”

“Yeah. We would have used Giovanni,” Surge spat the name in disgust, “since he was the ground-type leader. Most of Brock’s pokemon have got a resistance to electricity, if not outright immunity. That Steelix of his will be a damn good transport, if nothing else.”

“We aren’t teleporting?” Ash questioned. It seemed like a fairly important mission, at least when he looked at the kind of money Lance was throwing at him. He had thought time was of the essence.

Surge shook his head. Raichu growled as she was forced to cling to the thin fabric of the man’s shirt. “Teleportation doesn’t work past Lavender Town. We sent a few Rangers to scout it out, but they could only teleport a few miles into the storm before it just stopped working. That doesn’t happen often, and it’s one of the reasons Lance saw fit to send gym leaders to assess the situation. We don’t usually go on grunt missions like this.”

“What do you think’s stopping the psychics?” Ash asked. Even though his mind was filled with potential explanations, he didn’t understand the theory behind psychic-types enough to come up with a good one. “It’s just a storm, even if something else is fuelling it.”

The gym leader paused for a moment in surprise. “You picked up on that? Most of the idiots I talk to just think that it’s a freak occurrence, brought on by too much manipulation of the weather. The League thinks differently.”

“The Creature.” Ash muttered. His fists balled tightly.

Surge nodded. “That’s what you call it? It’s as good as anything the League’s come up with. We know that the storm isn’t natural, and the only thing that could potentially keep up a storm for that long is the Creature. The psychics being blocked just gives more proof to it.”

“What are we supposed to do, then?” Ash asked as the warm, salty ocean and its softly lapping waves came into view. “There’s no way we can take it on.”

“All Lance wants us to do is investigate.” Surge grunted. He angled to the left, close to the port. Ash felt a bit of fear rise up in his stomach as several cruise ships came into view. His fists involuntarily clenched, tight enough to leave slight traces of blood on his nails. “If we see that thing, we leave.”

They were silent for another few minutes. Ash was lost in his thoughts and preparations, and Surge just had a hard look on his face that grew darker and darker as they moved on.

When they stopped, Ash recognized where they were. This was where the St. Anne had set off on its last voyage. He took a few deep breaths to get the rush of icy water and screams of the dying out of his head.

There was a massive statue in front of them. It showed a large ship, the perfect replica of the St. Anne, atop a large wave of marble. On the wave, which was ten feet high and nearly fifteen feet long, thousands of names were inscribed.

“Memorial to the St. Anne Tragedy. Dedicated to men and women unjustly killed.” Ash read in a tight voice as he saw the script just above the names. A lump developed in his throat. He had to force himself to not touch the monument. The trainer glanced over at Surge, who had his arms crossed and a determinedly stoic expression. “How many names?”

“Three thousand eight hundred and eight.” Surge sighed. Raichu patted the side of his head affectionately and chattered in an attempt to cheer him up. The gym leader smiled slightly and scratched her ears. “That’s not counting the pokemon. There are still divers searching for pokeballs.”

Ash was silent for a few moments. “Thank you for showing me this. I had no idea it existed.”

“You’re welcome.” Surge said in a tone that could almost be mistaken for soft. He patted Ash’s shoulder, which unintentionally sent the trainer stumbling forward. “I figured you deserved to see it. Are you coming back?”

“I’m going to stay here for a while.” Ash said quietly. He stared at the names immortalized in stone, well aware that he could have been amongst their number. He would have, had Torrent not found strength in his desperation.

“I understand.” Surge said gruffly, but in a manner that told Ash that he understood all too well. “We’re leaving tomorrow. Meet me outside my gym at six o’ clock in the morning. I’ll explain more then.”

Ash nodded silently as Surge walked off. He idly noted that Surge could be surprisingly quiet when he needed to.

He felt all of the emotions he’d felt in the wake of the tragedy return in full force. Ash scowled as pure rage and sorrow, alternate emotions that fit far too well together, surged upward. The lump in his throat grew, but he didn’t acknowledge it. What he acknowledged were the names of those that Team Rocket had killed, all in the name of playing with their new toy.

But there were no tears.

He’d outgrown that. All he wanted was for Team Rocket to fall, no matter who dealt the blow.
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Ash felt better by the time he stood outside of Surge’s gym the next morning, five minutes before he needed to. Seeing the Memorial had drudged up some feelings he would rather have forgotten, but it was refreshing, in a way. He hadn’t dealt with it in the months since the tragedy, and finally seeing the evidence of the horrific night made him feel like a weight had been lifted off of his shoulders.

“Sneasel, calm down.” He said soothingly. Sneasel was incredibly hyper this morning, probably because of the cold, crisp air. It was probably the coldest Sneasel had ever been. The dark-type hissed understandingly, but kept on hopping up and down by his feet. Every now and then he’d sniff the air and bare his fangs. Ashs assumed he smelled a rattata or other urban pokemon.

He snapped his head to the gym when the door suddenly slammed open. Surge walked out and motioned for him to come in. “I’ve got to modify your trainer privileges before we leave and brief you on the mission.”

Ash followed Surge into the gym, which was rather warm and bright compared to the streets of Vermillion, which were still dim and misty with a bitterly cold atmosphere. He rubbed his arms and restore some feeling back into them, but Sneasel wasn’t so happy with the insulated gym. The dark-type growled and leapt up onto Ash’s shoulder, although soon he would be too big to comfortably do so.

Surge directed him into a room that was mostly empty, save for a large computer and a trading machine. The massive gym leader sat down in a chair that was clearly made for him and powered up the computer. Raichu awoke in the corner and skittered over to Surge, who absentmindedly pet the orange rodent.

“You said you didn’t have an electric-type, right?” The older man growled as the computer’s screen sparked to life. Ash nodded. “Well, if you want one this mission is the time to get it. Almost every electric-type in Kanto has migrated up to the stormy areas. I’m giving you an extra pokeball slot so that you can catch one and not have to bother trading it out.”

“Thanks.” Ash said gratefully. He looked at Sneasel oddly when the dark-type deftly leapt off of his shoulder, but sighed when he saw his friend trying to sneak up on Raichu. “Sneasel, don’t do –”

He was cut off by the crackle of electricity and the smell of ozone. Sneasel blinked once before he collapsed to the ground in a smoking heap. Ash sighed and recalled his friend, whose thick fur was standing up on end in a comical manner.

“Good girl, Raichu.” Surge laughed uproariously. Ash was relatively certain the gym leader had just woken up everyone in the adjacent buildings. Raichu made on odd noise that Ash assumed was laughter before she climbed up onto Surge’s shoulder. The massive man didn’t even seem to notice. “Runt, what’s your I.D. number?”

Surge typed rapidly as Ash called off the numbers he had memorized. As part of their training, potential trainers were required to know it in case their pokedex was destroyed or inaccessible. It was a basic safety measure, although it took Ash a moment to recall it.

“And it’s done.” Surge grunted. Ash was surprised at how fast he could type. His fingers were just as large as the rest of him, but it seemed that he hadn’t lost any dexterity from it. “I went ahead and extended the time you’ve got for your Sneasel another two weeks.”

“How long do you think this will take?” Ash asked with a frown. He still had another few weeks with Sneasel before he’d have to see about swapping his friends out.

Surge stood up and shrugged. “We’re going to a decoy power plant in the northeast of Kanto. That’s where the League placed the epicenter of the storm. It’s normally a journey of about two weeks, but the storm wrecked everywhere it touched. I’m thinking it’ll be three.”

He nodded. It was no surprise that it would be such a long journey. Decoy power plants were made specifically to keep electric-types from ravaging the power plants humans depended on and cities. They were usually in locations far from civilization and tended to be incredibly expensive to maintain. But the investment was well worth it.

“Can we use any transport?”

Surge laughed condescendingly, although not mean-spirited. “Runt, the only thing we’ll be riding is Brock’s Steelix. Let me explain the situation.” He stood up and started pacing in front of Ash. Raichu adopted a stern expression and sparks flew from her cheeks. Ash could easily see his background as a decorated member of the League’s forces. Maybe he was an ACE trainer.

“The storm spreads eighty miles in any direction, and grows larger every day.” Surge barked. “Its effects have spread to Lavender Town and, in a matter of days, Cerulean City. Almost every electric-type in Kanto is within its boundaries, and they have been reported to be more aggressive than usual. According to some spooks, there are hurricane force winds in the five miles outside of the eye. Tornadoes are commonplace. As of today, the League has demanded an evacuation of the area, and they’ve sent a request for castform from the Hoenn League.”

Ash blinked. He hadn’t realized things were so bad. The news hadn’t shown off how extreme it was, although he’d known that a storm raging for that long couldn’t be good. But Surge had just made him see how serious it was.

“How are we supposed to get to the power plant if the winds are that strong?” Ash questioned worriedly. “We can’t fly in that kind of weather, and it sounds like most pokemon wouldn’t be able to handle the storms.”

Surge grinned wildly and pulled out a strange pokeball. It was purely white except for its ring. He tapped it and released a strange pokemon. It was tiny and looked as though it were made of gray clouds. “This is Castform. It’s the first of the bunch to be delivered from Hoenn. It normally just changes form with the weather, but has a pretty strong affinity for manipulating it as well. Castform is our best shot at calming the storm around us.”

Castform squeaked in agreement and floated over to Ash. Its body was wispy and translucent, solid but only to the loosest definition. The strange pokemon stared at him before Surge returned it to its pokeball.

“If that fails, we’ll just ride in Steelix’s mouth or tunnel.” Surge said in a disgruntled manner. He didn’t seem any more pleased about it than Ash. “If it comes to that, survival is the goal.”

“I can see why Lance wanted two gym leaders and a trainer with eight badges for this.” Ash said softly. He hadn’t thought it would be so dangerous.

Surge squinted at him. “You aren’t thinking about backing out, are you?”

“Of course not.” Ash replied with a maniacal grin. This would probably be safer than anything else he’d done for the League. Besides, it would be interesting to travel with a human for once, especially one as strong as Surge. Brock didn’t seem too bad either. “This’ll be fun.”

“Good to hear!” Surge boomed. The serious persona he’d adopted for the conversation slipped away, showing his true colors. “Let’s be off, runt. We need to move fast.”

Ash nodded and followed Surge as he suddenly moved and took a long stride out of the door. This would be an interesting experience, to say the least.
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Ash sat down beside the campfire and squinted at the horribly familiar can that Surge was opening. His mouth immediately went dry and he felt a reflexive urge to heave overcome him.

They’d just stopped travelling. Surge was a harsh taskmaster, although he at least understood Ash’s weaker physical state and gave a few allowances to stop and eat. Aside from the short breaks, though, they’d travelled nonstop for nearly fifteen hours. Their pace was a bit more intensive than what he was used to, although not too bad.

It wasn’t too demanding for Ash, who had gotten quite a bit of endurance from trekking across Kanto, but by the end even his feet were sore. He had no idea how Surge was still laughing and easily pushing on, especially since the man didn’t seem to leave his gym all that often.

His friends still hadn’t adjusted to Surge’s presence. Plume swept over them in concern every now and then, and suspiciously eyed Surge and Raichu whenever she landed. Surge just tossed a few scraps of food her way and laughed at her threatening shrieks.

Torrent, who Ash had elected to walk beside him, simply kept a constant vigil over Ash. He and Raichu seemed desperate to battle each other, but Surge wouldn’t hear of it. Ash wasn’t too anxious for the battle either. With the kind of power both of the potential combatants were packing they’d wipe out everything around them before it was over.

“Please tell me that isn’t what I think it is.” Ash said disdainfully as he laid back onto Nidoking, who was curled up on his side. The poison-type respected Surge thanks to their battle so long ago and seemed almost happy to see the powerful gym leader again, which Surge had reciprocated.

“You’ve had the broth?” Surge snorted in amusement. He easily poured the contents of the can into a bowl and hung it on a wire over the flickering campfire. Infernus growled from next to Ash. He wasn’t happy about his position being usurped. “Best food for the road. The Broth of Champions, as Bruno calls it.”

Ash rolled his eyes. “You have a different standard of good. I only had to eat it for about a week and I still can’t get the taste out of my mouth. I’m fairly certain it’s made from grimer.”

“Of course. They’re the secret ingredient.” Surge said seriously as he added a bit of water to the thick blob of gelatinous goo that lay prostrate in the bowl. “No other way to get that texture.”

He shuddered and began unwrapping his own food, which was a bland but ultimately better choice than the black broth. It didn’t need heating, so he contentedly ate while the rest of his friends tore into their own piles of food. Nidoking lazily moved every now and then, but had already wrecked his own immense stack.

“So, where are we meeting Brock?” Ash broke the silence. He relaxed and watched in disgust as Surge scraped some more of the black broth out of its can and into the bowl. Nidoking rumbled in amusement at his revulsion.

“Berge Town.” Surge replied. He carelessly batted Raichu’s dexterous paws away from the can of his disgusting meal with a massive hand. The gym leader suddenly snorted. “I hope he didn’t pass through Cerulean. I’m not sure the idiot could handle being around the Sisters.”

“What do you mean?” Ash perked up. Brock seemed nice, and so did the Sisters, although outwardly they were a bit airheaded.

Surge cocked his head and stared at him with bemused blue eyes. “Have you never talked to the kid?”

Ash nodded slowly, his brow furrowed in confusion. Brock was probably amongst the most normal of the gym leaders he’d met. The Sisters…well, that didn’t need an explanation. Surge enjoyed beating trainers and their pokemon black and blue, Erika was just odd, Sabrina was the most powerful human psychic and made his brain tie itself into knots half the time, Koga was a ninja, and Blaine had an awful sense of humor. Giovanni didn’t count.

“Kid’s more hormonal than Erika.” Surge snorted. “I’ve got to warn Holly whenever he comes to Vermillion. Every Nurse Joy and Officer Jenny in Kanto knows him by now.”

“Really?” Ash remarked. One eyebrow was raised. He was rather surprised that the friendly, level headed gym leader would act like that. “Why was he at Vermillion?”

Surge answered as he took the bubbling broth off of the fire. Ash fought down the urge to wretch when the rancid aroma wafted over to him. Nidoking started coughing. His strong sense of smell wasn’t always a boon.

“I trained him.” Surge said. A shadow cast over his hard face. “His father was supposed to, but I’m not going to get into that.”

Ash quieted down and silence reigned for a few more minutes. He was too tired to really make an effort to speak, and when he was done exhaustion overcame him.

He couldn’t help but be intrigued by the new information about Brock, though. It was strange to realize that people could hide such drastically different sides of themselves from view. Maybe he’d learn more when they actually met up with the teenager.
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Surge’s prediction was right on. They arrived at Berge Town in exactly a week. The weather had begun to foul during their third day of travel, although it hadn’t shifted to an actual storm yet. It was just more proof that the storm was unnatural. Its effects were spreading out to cover more and more of Kanto every day, although the storm itself advanced at a far more sedate pace.

“We need to hurry.” Surge grunted as they entered the town’s limits. It was quite small, consisting of only five thousand residents, but it was still larger than Pallet Town. “We’re supposed to meet Brock at the Pokemon Center. The kid’s probably about to get punched out by Nurse Joy.”

Ash nodded and followed Surge’s massive form as he confidently strode through the grey streets of Berge. It was quite empty, despite being one of the last bastions of civilization before the wilds of northeastern Kanto began to encroach. Only a few passerby greeted them, and even then they walked past the outsiders at a fast pace.

“And here we are.” Surge announced with a boom. Startled passersby looked at them oddly before they continued on their way. Ash grinned and shook his head. While he and Surge didn’t talk that much on the road, he’d learned a lot about the man, if from body language and unspoken communication rather than concrete conversation.

Surge was loud, brash, and could be cruel to trainers he deemed weak. Ash had noticed that even at the gym, but after seeing him challenged by trainers on the road that didn’t recognize him, the gym leader simply had Raichu blast their pokemon until they were nothing but a smoking heap. After that he took as much of their money as allowed and sent them on their way. The gym leader had no time for games.

But he could be quiet and contemplative at times. It wasn’t a common thing, but sometimes Surge turned his thoughts inward. He’d revealed quite a bit about the other gym leaders to Ash, who devoured the information about the important figures.

None of it was really important, and Ash doubted if Surge even meant to say much of it. Most of the information just slipped out, like Brock’s father being absent, or Blaine being involved with cloning research a few years ago. It was rather interesting, nonetheless.

He snapped his thoughts onto a more important topic when the two entered the Pokemon Center. It only had three or four people aside from them in it, but everyone’s attention was focused at the counter.

A tall, broad shouldered teenage boy was on his knees. He clasped a bemused Nurse Joy’s small, slender hands into his own and serenaded her with flowery words. Nurse Joy blinked helplessly, but her blue eyes lit up when she saw Surge. The nurse glanced at Surge hopefully before she nodded at Brock.

“This is how you handle an idiot teenager.” Surge growled in amusement. He cracked his knuckles. “Make sure I never have to do this to you.”

Ash watched with disbelieving eyes as Surge casually strode up to the unaware Brock and picked him up by his collar. Brock froze, and Ash suspected that the rock-type gym leader knew exactly who had arrived.

“Hey, Lt.” Brock laughed nervously. It was a far cry from the stoic, strong teenager that Ash thought he’d known. “You’re a bit earlier than I expected.”

“Yep.” Surge leered. He twisted the hanging form of the teenager around and stared Brock right in the eyes. “What did I tell you about annoying the good Nurses?”

Brock barely smiled. “Don’t?”

Surge nodded with a horrible grin on his face, the one that terrified most of the trainers that had challenged his gym. “Raichu, will you do the honors?”

Raichu rubbed her paws together in glee as she jubilantly nodded. She whipped her tail around, which sent sparks flashing through the air, and touched the live wire to Brock’s shoulder. The teenager twitched violently as a small current of electricity passed through his body, although it was only enough to jolt him. It would leave him in pain for a while, but Surge wouldn’t actually hurt him.

The gym leader dropped Brock to the ground, where he landed with a dull thump. “A pleasure doing business with you, Macy. I’d hoped to get here before he could bother you.”

“Thank you, Lt.” Nurse Joy smiled demurely. “I’ve heard plenty about him from my cousins. He doesn’t mean any harm.”

“It’s not befitting of a gym leader. Even a hormonal one.” Surge grunted. He lightly kicked Brock, who groaned miserably. “Get up, you baby. I bet the runt over there would be tougher than you.”

Ash grinned as Brock groaned and mumbled something unintelligible in response. Surge shrugged and walked over to him. He called back to Brock, who was starting to stand. “We’ll be waiting at the gates for you, lover boy!”

Surge waved a goodbye to Nurse Joy before he walked out the door. Ash obediently followed, barely able to repress his laughter before he left the building as well. Even the gray veil of clouds that only allowed the dimmest of light to reach the earth didn’t hamper his amusement.

“He’ll learn one day.” Surge grunted. He cracked his knuckles and laughed maniacally before he scratched Raichu behind the ears. She chattered and licked the side of his face. “At the very least he’ll stop messing with women like Macy.”

“You know her?” Ash asked. Sneasel poked his head out of Ash’s pack in annoyance when he felt a few raindrops go through. He hissed and plugged the tiny hole in Ash’s pack with a thin layer of ice before he vanished back into the dry interior. It was barely large enough to fit him anymore, but the dark-type made due.

Surge glanced at him as they started walking down the long, straight road. “Of course. She’s in Vermillion’s territory. I know all of the Nurse Joys and Officer Jennys.” His eyes hardened. “You’ve got to know the people fighting for you.”

Ash nodded. Surge had imparted several lessons like that on him. Know your troops, be fair with punishment, and stay resilient in the face of the worst calamities tended to be the main ones.

“We need to pick up supplies.” Ash stated as a Poke Mart came into view. Tangrowth was consuming much more food than usual. He wasn’t able to make up for it with his photosynthesis anymore. The never ending wall of dark clouds was responsible for that. Infernus couldn’t even come out anymore thanks to the constant threat of rain. It wouldn’t exactly hurt him, but it was pointless to release him when he would be so badly weakened.

“We’ve got time.” Surge grunted. “Brock won’t be able to reach the gates for about twenty minutes. Raichu put a little more juice in than necessary.”

Ash laughed at Raichu’s smug expression as they entered the store, which was quite warm and dry. It was probably the busiest building they’d seen in the small town, and it looked as though everyone was trying to stock up for the storm. From what Ash had heard, most of the scattered homes and tiny settlements in the wilds of northeast Kanto had lost power. The storm was dangerous, and on top of that the electric-types that swarmed the area had no regard for the humans.

Sneasel shattered the thin layer of ice covering the bag and stuck his head out suspiciously when he detected the new area. He sniffed a few times before he hissed in annoyance. Ash soothingly reached back and pet his thick black fur, despite the awkward angle. It calmed the dark-type down enough for them to stay inside.

“I’ll get medicine.” Surge growled. “You get the food. My team will eat anything. They took to the broth about as well as you did.”

Raichu shuddered, and Ash gave her a half amused and half pitying look before he walked off to fight through the mass of people in the store. It was too bad that they needed to separate. The crowd fearfully backed away from Surge wherever he went, even if they didn’t recognize him.

He sighed and shook his head. This needed to be done quickly.
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“Did your rodent have to shock me that hard?” Brock complained as he walked up to the two at the edge of town. His hair still stood straight up and his mouth was set into a frown. The gym leader froze when he saw Ash. “What are you doing here?”

“Lance wanted me to come along.” He explained. Brock nodded in understanding. The rock-type trainer didn’t seem too surprised. “I guess he wanted some variation.”

Brock smiled and extended his calloused hand, which Ash gladly shook. This was the Brock he remembered. “Well, it’s good to see you again.” He directed a dirty look to Surge. “It’s definitely better than meeting that maniac.”

“Don’t blame me for what you brought on yourself, brat.” Surge said with a dangerous grin. Raichu crossed her stubby forelegs and sparked threateningly in tandem. “Maybe if you stopped acting like a love-struck punk I wouldn’t have Raichu jolt you.”

Ash watched in amusement as Brock colored, although the older boy grinned as well. It was clear that their words didn’t have too much of an effect on each other.

“Let’s get going.” Surge growled. He took charge of the situation whenever possible. The man was a natural leader, and Ash wasn’t about to get in a squabble with the man over that. Surge actually knew where they were going.

They started off at a good pace, although Brock struggled to keep up at first. As the electricity left his body, his movements grew easier and easier, and the strength built up from long days of traversing the rugged territory of Pewter became apparent to Ash.

For the first few minutes it was silent. They were just focused on moving as quickly as possible. After that, however, Surge finally broke the silence. “So, how’s that useless old man of yours?”

“He has the gym.” Brock replied bitterly. Ash paid quite a bit of attention. It felt as though he were listening in on something private, but he just wanted to learn. Knowledge was power. “It’ll probably be in ruins by the time I come back. There’s no way he can control the kids.”

Surge grunted with what Ash thought was an annoyed tone. “Kick his ass, then. Get some of that pent up anger out of your system.”

Brock just laughed, and Ash figured he’d stop listening. This definitely wasn’t any of his business.

He just focused on the road. There would be plenty of time to get to know his two travelling companions. Right now it was just time to move.
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Three days, later, they reached the edge of the storm. It was nothing but light rain, but there were other threats that went along with it. A few hours after reaching the steady drizzle, they met their first pack of roving electric-types.

Raichu hissed to Surge, who raised his hand for the group to freeze. He whispered, “Electric-types.”

Ash responded immediately by releasing Nidoking, Torrent, and Dazed. Nidoking roared uncomfortably as the rain pattered against his thick armor, but didn’t complain too much. He just took up a defensive position next to Ash. Torrent, who would be able to manipulate the rain to his advantage if necessary, took up Ash’s other side. Dazed calmly raised shields around the vulnerable humans. Sneasel leapt off of Ash’s back and prepared to viciously attack whatever threatened them.

Brock released a large Rhydon and Golem. Ash supposed that the narrow path they were on was just too small to safely release Steelix.

“AET.” Brock ordered calmly, even as the silhouettes of dozens of electabuzz and elekid became visible on the sides of the road. Both rock-types snorted and took up their positions on opposite sides of the road without hesitation.

“We don’t have time for this. Raichu get them to back off.” Surge snarled. Raichu, whose cheeks crackled with energy, hissed and shot tiny threads of electricity toward the electabuzz. One, who was much larger than the others, although not bulky enough to be an electivire, stepped forward and shot a blast of electricity back, although Raichu prevented it from harming Surge.

Ash wasn’t quite worried. That was simply how electric-types that weren’t of the same species tended to communicate with each other. Electricity held a language foreign to none of their kind.

“Get ready.” Surge grinned wildly. His eyes were screaming for a fight. “It’s about to get fun.”

Everything disappeared in a flash of brilliant light a moment as the herd attacked. Rhydon was the primary focus of the attack, thanks to the attracting materials that made up its horn. It disappeared for a moment as thousands of volts were discharged at its body, but Rhydon simply grunted in annoyance before its smoking body became visible.

A sudden glimpse of inspiration flashed through him as Raichu, Golem, Rhydon, and all of his friends save Dazed rushed into battle, although Nidoking stayed close by. They were outnumbered at least ten to one, but it was still a horribly uneven fight against the herd.

He glanced at the ground which showed that Dazed, who was focused entirely on keeping herself and the humans shielded from the unnaturally strong electric attacks burning through the air, had extended the shield to cover the ground underneath her charges in a shimmering veil.

After Nidoking easily shrugged off the combined blasts of electricity from a number of electabuzz and elekid, Ash called out, “Earthquake!”

Nidoking bared his fangs and grunted as he stamped on the ground. The earth rippled like water as energy travelled through it and carved small fissures in every direction. Their foes collapsed as the powerful attack hit, which was precisely what Ash needed.

Ground-type attacks tended to do quite a bit of damage to electric-types. The tremors and powerful force that accompanied most of the ground-type attacks tended to interfere with their ability to manipulate and discharge electricity. As a reflexive action, they accidentally lost control of the organs they stored their electricity in and release dangerous amounts of electricity into their own internal organs, where electric-types’ resistance to electricity wasn’t effective.

Combined with the fact that most ground-types possessed a thick hide that either dulled the shock or had specialized systems that channeled electricity through their hide or armor and out of their body, ground-types were by far the most effective weapon against the dangerous electric-types.

After the herd was temporarily stunned, their pokemon made short work of the large group. Torrent casually took small groups of the aggressive pokemon down with his powerful Blizzard or Dragon Pulse, while Sneasel casually raced amongst the young, unpracticed elekid and preyed upon them. Nidoking wasn’t capable of doing much without potentially hurting their allies or killing members of the herd, so he acted as a sponge to keep the bright, oddly powerful blasts of electricity away from the other members of the team.

The humans simply sat in the middle, protected by Dazed’s powerful shields. Ash and Brock let out a steady stream of orders, but Surge just laughed uproariously as Raichu casually took on three of the larger electabuzz at once. Every now and then one of the herd would fire a potentially lethal blast of electricity toward them, but it didn’t affect Ash aside from blinding him for a moment.

By the time a minute had passed, most of the herd had been defeated. The prideful pokemon fought on, however, until only four of the electabuzz remained.

Ash saw his friends encroaching upon the conscious electabuzz and noted that Sneasel was nowhere to be found. He whistled loudly to attract the dark-type. While Sneasel was handling his puberty quite well, without supervision he might give in to the predatory instincts so prevalent in his mind.

Sneasel suddenly appeared beside him in a rush of darkness. His friend made sure to keep away from the psychic shields lest he disrupt Dazed’s attempts to protect the humans, but Sneasel’s appearance attracted the attention of one of the remaining electabuzz.

The trainer squeezed his eyes shut as an immense blast of electricity, unrefined and driven by pure rage, incinerated a path in the air before it made contact with Dazed’s barrier. Ash went deaf as a thunderclap rolled through the world, although he heard a strange sound like the shatter of glass beforehand.

He didn’t have time to ponder his thoughts before he was thrown to the ground amidst an explosion of energy. Ash’s back slammed to the earth as the sharp aroma of ozone shot through the air, a result of the electricity’s ionizing path. The trainer’s heart sank when he realized that the new, much more powerful smell was due to the fact that Dazed’s shield had shattered under the power of the lightning strike.

Ash opened his eyes and pulled himself up, but froze when he saw an Electabuzz hurtle toward him in a blur of motion. It was clearly using Quick Attack, and was so fast that none of his friends could have stopped it before it gained some measure of vengeance against the humans that had devastated the herd.

None of his friends aside from Sneasel, anyway. The dark-type was just as fast as he bravely leapt in front of Ash. His sharp, hooked claws were unsheathed and raised. Ash’s eyes, still somewhat weak from the explosion, were able to make out a slick red substance on the deadly instruments.

He didn’t have time to think about that, however. Electabuzz didn’t stop as it rushed toward Ash, and simply slammed into Sneasel. Although the dark-type did his best to sink his claws into the electric-type’s thick fur and the flesh beneath, Electabuzz made an odd whirring noise and released an immense discharge of electricity from her body. Sneasel held on for a few moments, but the energy released into his frail form was just too much.

Sneasel’s distraction had given Ash and his pokemon time to react, however. Even as the large Electabuzz stood over him and raised one of its large fists, which was alit with dancing arcs of electricity, an Ice Beam from an enraged Nidoking and an exceptionally powerful Hydro Pump from Torrent slammed into the feline creature.

Ash had a wild grin on his face as he saw the powerful Electabuzz crash to the ground several feet away. It scrambled to its clawed feet and beat its chest. Electabuzz growled defiantly and shot large bolts of electricity toward its attackers, although it barely affected either of his resistant friends. He noted that Surge and Brock had realized the situation was under control and were finishing off the last of the enraged electabuzz.

His eyes widened in fear as he saw a very angry, very protective Nidoking rush toward Electabuzz with his long horn lowered. Poison bled from the tip, each drop enough to put a pokemon like Electabuzz in the Pokemon Center for a day. Torrent was far more calm, but still angry enough to decide against stopping Nidoking.

So he put his own plan into action. Just before Nidoking would have gored Electabuzz through the chest, Ash hurtled one of his five remaining Ultra Balls at Electabuzz. The rainy area was briefly alit with a bright flash of scarlet light as the helpless Electabuzz was sucked into the powerful device.

Normally, Ash would have been worried. Electric-types were notoriously difficult to capture since their natural charge was enough to disrupt the delicate mechanisms of the pokeball during the capture process, but Electabuzz had been badly stunned by Nidoking and Torrent’s attacks. It probably wasn’t even coherent.

He wiped some of the mud off of his forearms as he watched the Ultra Ball anxiously. Ash grinned happily when the device finally clicked, signifying that the capture was a success. Nidoking roared at the device furiously, which caused the mud and earth to shake violently.

Ash’s eyes widened as Nidoking snorted and lowered his horn to the Ultra Ball. Just as he began his attempt to destroy the device and the Electabuzz contained within, a sharp command from Ash cut him from his rage.

“Nidoking, calm down!” Ash snapped. The haze that turned Nidoking’s warm eyes into animalistic slits vanished instantly. Nidoking breathed heavily, but was calm enough so that Ash could put a comforting hand on his shoulder. “It’s alright, buddy. I’m fine.”

The poison-type grunted and nuzzled Ash affectionately, although he took care to keep his deadly horn away from the trainer. As his adrenaline faded, the poison secreted by glands throughout his body stopped production. Rain quickly wiped it away, although Nidoking and Ash ensured to keep contact to a minimum. It was dangerous to even touch during or after a battle, but in this case it was necessary.

“Thank you.” Ash said with a soft smile. “But please don’t do that again. I don’t like seeing you like that. You aren’t you.”

Nidoking growled understandingly and nodded, but Ash wasn’t sure if Nidoking would actually try and keep that vow. His species had a highly developed protective streak to begin with in order to keep their herd safe, and Nidoking was more devoted to Ash than most would be. No matter what Ash said, the trainer knew that Nidoking would always respond to situations that threatened Ash’s life with lethal force.

Torrent levitated over, and Dazed shuffled to him as well. Ash smiled and nodded to them in thanks before he picked up the Ultra Ball. He examined it for a moment before he looked to Torrent. “Could you wash this off for me, please?”

The dragon-type nodded, although he seemed to think the task beneath him. Torrent gently sprayed a stream of clear water onto the device and removed the mud that clung to its underside. Ash thanked Torrent before he clipped the ball to his belt. It had come with four additional spaces just in case a trainer needed to reach for a pokeball at an instant’s notice.

He would speak to his newest teammate and introduce it to his friends later. Right now he needed to make sure everyone was okay.

“Nice catch.” Surge said approvingly. He looked over at the numerous unconscious elekid and electabuzz with disdain. “What a bunch of weaklings. They could have at least given us a good fight. I would only use a few of them in my gym.”

“Why were they so strong?” Brock questioned as he walked over. His Golem and Rhydon seemed to have been recalled after they defeated the last of the electabuzz. “Even the elekid packed a fair punch.”

Surge shrugged. “The storm. They seem a bit stronger than they should be even with the storm powering them up, though. I don’t like it.”

“I thought you said they were weak.” Ash remarked with a raised eyebrow. He didn’t speak that much around the others, so they paid him more attention than usual when he did.

“They are.” Surge growled. Raichu nodded in agreement. “They weren’t effective. This must be a new herd. Their attacks weren’t coordinated well. An experienced herd with an electivire at their head would have shattered through those psychic barriers like they were nothing. Idiots didn’t even think to take out the trainers, even with all that extra power.”

Dazed’s eyes narrowed at the perceived slight to her abilities, but she calmed down when Ash placed a soothing hand to her shoulder. He squeezed it slightly, and received a smile from Dazed’s eyes in response. She still glared at Surge, though. The gym leader didn’t care or notice.

“What should we do with the herd?” Brock asked. He stood up from where he was examining a particularly beat up elekid. Ash frowned when he realized it had a few gashes in its small body, clearly from Sneasel.

He glanced around for the dark-type. In the excitement, he’d forgotten his friend. Ash felt a bit guilty, but just recalled the unconscious Sneasel when he spotted him, with his fur straight up and smoking slightly, on the ground next to Nidoking.

“I’m recalling you, alright?” He told Torrent and Dazed. They nodded understandingly before they disappeared in a flash of light. Nidoking stood at his side, the friendly presence comforting to Ash.

Ash tuned in to the gym leaders’ conversation again.

“Leave ‘em. None of us did lethal damage.” Surge sneered. Raichu snickered and whipped her cordlike tail around, which only added to the sharp smell of ozone. “They’ll probably disband. I think the Runt caught one of their leaders, or at least one of their strongest fighters. It held out against ground-types, which gives it a point in my book.”

He frowned at that, but shrugged it off. Sneasel probably didn’t have time to actually kill any of the elekid, although he hoped that his friend would have adopted some sense of ethics to stop himself as well. That was unlikely, to say the least, but he could hope. The worst he could spot was a few cuts on their small bodies.

“We need to move on.” Surge growled. “The fighting will’ve attracted other pokemon. I don’t want to battle a swarm of supercharged magnemite.”

Ash repressed a shudder at the thought and shouldered his pack. Brock did the same, and they fell in line behind the powerful gym leader.

Magnemite not be all too impressive on their own, but in groups they could be devastating. They were generally harmless, but every wild pokemon he’d seen in the storm had been aggressive, if not intent upon injuring the trainers.

He frowned. It almost reminded him of the Seafoam Caverns, although to a lesser degree. While the pokemon that hid in those deadly halls of stone and ice were monsters that attempted to kill him at the slightest provocation, the pokemon here simply seemed annoyed.

Surge had mentioned that storms and all of the charged energy in the air made electric-types more aggressive. It played with their emotions, so it was only logical that a storm this massive would have a huge effect on the wild pokemon exposed to it. Still, a few suspicious thoughts flashed through his mind as they set off down the ravaged road of mud.
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“We’re going to look for people toughing it out through this storm.” Surge shouted to Ash over the howling din of the wind outside. The storm had unexpectedly picked up as night fell, so they were forced to take shelter in a cave. It was large enough to comfortably hold all of them, but small enough that Infernus’ mere presence would keep them comfortably warm.

Ash nodded and began to stand up, but Surge raised his hand. “You stay here and get to know that Electabuzz. Your life might depend on it when we get further in, so make friends. But we’ve got to get the order to evacuate out. Communications are shot.”

The trainer frowned, but accepted it as the two gym leaders walked out the cave’s maw. He couldn’t say he was too disappointed in being passed over. It didn’t look like a fun job.

He gave a last wave to match Brock’s before he stood up and moved to the back of the cave. All of his friends were already released, so he didn’t have to release them and give them orders. They knew what to do.

Nidoking and Dazed took up their positions by his side, where he faced the end of the cave. Plume couldn’t move around in the cramped quarters of the cavern, so she simply cooed softly at him as she pecked at the pile of food he’d given her. Nidoking automatically adjusted himself to protect Plume from any stray bolts of electricity that might be hurled around. Dazed had already raised a shield in front of Ash.

Tangrowth gurgled happily as he walked over next to Dazed. He tapped her on the forehead with a vine and hugged Ash. While Ash just laughed and squeezed his rubbery arm back, Dazed’s glowing eyes flashed with annoyance. She normally had a good tolerance for Tangrowth’s antics, but not at the moment.

It probably didn’t help Tangrowth’s case that Sneasel was standing on top of the grass-type’s head, supported by several of the thick vines. Sneasel snickered and pointed at her, only to receive a minor jolt from a watered down Thunderbolt by Nidoking.

Infernus snorted and casually punched Sneasel off of Tangrowth’s head as he passed, although Tangrowth caught the dark-type before he fell and gave Infernus an uncharacteristically dark glare. He’d never really forgiven Infernus for that prank he’d played on the grass-type when they first met.

Torrent levitated behind Ash, his regal presence meant to dissuade Electabuzz from even thinking about attacking. He could fire a powerful Hydro Pump and knock her out cold in an instant. The sheer force behind the blast of water would probably cause some bruising, even if he made it as weak as Ash had ordered.

“Alright. Try to look nonthreatening.” Ash said sternly. Infernus blew a plume of fire and smoke in amusement. The trainer just rolled his eyes and sighed. “Here it comes.”

Electabuzz was mostly recovered when it emerged from the Ultra Ball. It growled cautiously, but didn’t attack when it realized just how badly outmatched it was. Ash knew it had power, but it wasn’t stupid. He knew that Electabuzz likely had a temperament similar to Infernus, although more irritable and less prone to unprovoked violence. Perhaps his same method would work on Electabuzz, although he doubted it would be easy.

“Hi. My name’s Ash Ketchum. Do you know what’s happened to you?” He began. Electabuzz nodded and growled back, a deep, powerful noise that was quite impressive. Ash could see why Surge had pointed it out as a leader. “I’m going to scan you with a device, alright? Don’t worry about it. It won’t hurt you.”

Although Electabuzz eyed the pokedex suspiciously and sparked a bit, it didn’t try to pull anything. It was more focused on the friendly vine Tangrowth had extended so that he could touch her. Tangrowth had a rather weak sense of sight, but his sense of touch was very developed. Most of his vines had little to no feeling, but a few of them were specialized to allow Tangrowth to feel out his environment.

“Give Electabuzz some space.” Ash chided gently. Tangrowth gurgled as he sadly recalled his vines. Now that Tangrowth wasn’t blocking his view, he raised the pokedex.

“Electabuzz, the Electric Pokemon.” The cool, mechanical voice droned. “It is normally found near power plants, where it feeds upon electricity. They can wander away and cause blackouts. Electricity runs across the surface of its body.

This Electabuzz knows the moves: Quick Attack, Thunder Shock, Low Kick, Swift, Shock Wave, Thunder Wave, Thunder Punch, and Thunderbolt. Its ability is Static, which will cause the opponent to become paralyzed when they make physical contact with the pokemon.”

Ash whistled. Surge was right. Electabuzz was tough, even if it was probably behind the rest of his friends. Aside for Sneasel and Seeker, anyway. Bruiser would probably have a tough time fighting it as well, especially with Static. He’d seen it in action a few times before, and it could be worse than being poisoned by Nidoking or burned by Infernus.

“I know you probably aren’t happy about being separated from your herd, but I’ll try and make it up to you in any way that I can.” Ash said softly. Electabuzz nodded slowly. It didn’t seem particularly attached to the herd it had left behind. “I don’t mean to sound arrogant, but I’m a pretty strong trainer. One of my friends can teach you a lot, and I’ll do my best to make you the strongest you can be. Will you join me?”

Electabuzz nodded with hesitation. Ash held back a sigh of relief. He glanced over at Dazed, who barely nodded at him. That meant Electabuzz wasn’t just playing them like Infernus had done. Thanks to Infernus’ fledgling psychic abilities, Dazed wasn’t able to understand his emotions or intent. His newest friend lacked that resistance.

“Well, I’ll make introductions.” He began. Ash pointed at Nidoking. Electabuzz’s eyes narrowed as it recognized one of its attackers. Nidoking glared back. The poison-type wasn’t happy about Electabuzz’s position on the team. “That’s Nidoking.”

“Plume.” He said. Nidoking reluctantly stepped out of the way so that Electabuzz could see the flying-type, who cried out in greeting. Electabuzz whirred softly. It was a much better reception than with Nidoking.

“Torrent.” Ash directed. Torrent blinked in acknowledgement at Electabuzz, who dipped its head. It was clearly caught up in Torrent’s regal aura. Electabuzz seemed much calmer than before, he noted. Perhaps being away from the influence of the storm had helped return her to normal.

“Dazed.” The psychic-type nodded at Electabuzz, who whirred back. Although it was a short interaction, at least they didn’t seem to have a problem with each other. Dazed didn’t even seemed annoyed at the electric-type for breaking her shield.

“Infernus.” Ash said softly. Infernus snorted and roared at Electabuzz, who whirred back angrily. As Infernus shot a stream of flame toward Electabuzz, the electric-type shot a huge bolt of electricity back in return. The trainer scowled and motioned for Dazed to stop it. She casually erected a psychic bubble around both of the attacks and easily snuffed them out.

Ash scowled. “That’s enough. Infernus, I expected better from you.”

Infernus growled, but dipped his head in what Ash thought was the closest his friend had ever gotten to shame. He snorted disdainfully at Electabuzz, who whirred back furiously but had a cooler head than the fire-type. Ash would have to keep an eye on those two once they were done with this job.

“Tangrowth.” He said after taking a breath. Tangrowth happily gurgled as he snaked a few vines over to Electabuzz. Although the electric-type seemed a bit annoyed by the way the vines curiously poked and prodded her, she kept calm and let Tangrowth finish his inspection. Ash smiled gratefully at Electabuzz, to which it whirred back softly.

“And Sneasel.” Ash pointed. Electabuzz took a moment to realize what he was pointing to, but cocked its head oddly when it saw Sneasel happily standing on top of Tangrowth’s shell of vines. Sneasel hissed a greeting. The trainer assumed it was somewhat insulting, because Electabuzz shot a spark at Sneasel, which caused all of his fur to suddenly stand on end. He growled angrily and did his best to fix his fur, although Tangrowth helped with his grooming as well.

What tipped him off more was that none of his friends attempted any sort of retaliation.

“There are two more members of the team, but they aren’t with us.” Ash explained. Electabuzz nodded. He looked at it thoughtfully for a moment. His most recent teammates hadn’t received nicknames for whatever reason.

Tangrowth couldn’t remember his and he wanted Sneasel to grow up before giving him the option. Sneasel would only pick once he had fully developed.

But Electabuzz seemed fine with being a member of the team, happy even. Like most of his early friends, he thought that it was ready right now. If Electabuzz wanted one, of course.

“Say, do you want a nickname?” He asked. Electabuzz frowned for a moment before it nodded hesitantly. Sneasel suddenly stopped his attempts at grooming and stared at Electabuzz with jealousy.

He took a moment. There were plenty of generic names for electric-type pokemon that he wanted to avoid. Jolt, Bolt, Shocker, and everything similar was rather boring.

So he tried to think of what his first impression of Electabuzz, aside from the explosion and thunderclap. The harsh scent of ozone flashed in his memory, aided by the constant strikes of lightning outside. It was sharp and strong, just like Electabuzz.

“How about Oz?” He suggested. At the very least it was better than some of his other nicknames. Electabuzz shrugged before it nodded. Ash grinned. “Well, we’ve got a while before my friends come back. I guess you can just talk to the others, if you want.”

Oz nodded, but stood around awkwardly for a few moments. Torrent and Tangrowth finally took pity on her and walked over. Nidoking, normally one of the most welcoming members of the team, just eyed Oz with distaste and stuck by Ash.

He frowned. That might be a problem. Ash would work on that later. But for now, he realized that he’d forgotten something extremely important.

Ash glanced at the pokedex’s scan of Oz. He’d forgotten to check the gender. The trainer sighed when the pokedex identified Oz as female.

“Oz, do you want to change your name?” He called out. She glanced over at him oddly. A current of electricity passed through her fur as she squinted at him. Ash elaborated. “I didn’t know you were a girl.”

Oz shrugged and turned away. Ash blinked. Apparently she liked her new name.

He saw Sneasel sneak a glance at him and realized that he had another problem to take care of. Ash whistled softly, which automatically brought Sneasel over to him. The dark-type easily leapt off of Tangrowth’s head and dashed over, although he looked at Ash with slightly hurt red eyes.

“You’re disappointed you don’t have a nickname?” Ash said softly as he kneeled. He looked Sneasel in the eyes. The dark-type nodded hesitantly, obviously uncomfortable with communicating his emotions. As a rule, dark-types were loners. They usually didn’t have strong bonds with each other, even amongst pack based pokemon like houndour or sneasel.

Ash put a hand on Sneasel’s small, muscular shoulder. The dark-type eyed him carefully. “Listen, you’ll get a nickname if you want one. I just want you to be mature first, so that you can pick one you’ll like for the rest of your life. Does that make sense?”

Sneasel nodded and growled his understanding. He seemed a bit happier, if more thoughtful. Ash smiled at him as Sneasel ran off and tried to sneak up on Infernus, who had curled up in the corner of the room. The trainer didn’t even have to watch to know how that would end.

He walked over to one of the stone walls and took a seat, suddenly tired. It had been a long day, but at least he had a new friend. Nidoking curled up beside him, and Ash absentmindedly ran his fingers over Nidoking’s rough plates of armor. The poison-type rumbled happily in response, although every now and then he would shoot dangerous glares at Oz.

Ash sighed and ignored it for now. They could fix this if it turned into a real problem. Nidoking was mature enough to get over it himself, given time.

For now he just had to wait. Surge would probably give him a few tips for training Oz. After seeing the man’s Electivire in action, Ash would be glad for the help.
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In a week and a half, the trio had almost reached the Power Plant. The storm had become so violent that their progress had slowed to a snail’s pace, and even Surge wasn’t able to tough out the powerful winds and heavy rains. What they’d been in when Ash caught Oz was just the outer shell, and it was barely comparable to the horrible storm they faced now.

The storm hadn’t been the only thing slowing their progress. They spent quite a bit of time spreading word of the evacuation to anyone stubborn enough to brave the storm or unable to leave without assistance. Two days had been devoted to gathering several dozen trainers and settlers they’d found lost in the wild and sending them to Vermillion. It just wasn’t safe to be out here. At least the settlements could pool resources. Several Rangers they’d found were assigned to the group.

They faced about a dozen attacks a day, although the powerful trainers always managed to fight the pokemon off. Most weren’t as strong as Oz’s herd, but were still dangerous. As they treaded further into the storm the electric-types seemed to get stronger and stronger.

Fortunately, the same applied to Surge’s pokemon and Oz. Raichu was probably capable of levelling a small town without too much trouble and Oz grew more and more wild. She just didn’t have the discipline that Surge’s pokemon did, and Ash was eventually forced to keep her in her pokeball. It just wasn’t safe for the half-mad pokemon to be out. Her normally calm disposition had soured to the point that she’d attack anything in sight.

In contrast, Infernus was pathetically weak now. Ash would only let him out in a cave, but the sheer amount of water and the huge floods that drowned the area meant that he could barely keep the cave warm. He eventually kept his friend in his pokeball. The trainer wouldn’t let Infernus suffer like that.

Despite the miserable experience, Ash managed to learn a bit about training electric-types from Surge. It wasn’t much because the group had become practically silent over the grueling journey, but at least he had some information. Most of it consisted of Surge telling Ash how to find legal ways for Oz to feed, how to let her discharge excess electricity outside of battle, and exercises that would increase her already impressive endurance. While it was basic, it was important. Ash wasn’t sure he would have retained much else. The days blended together monotonously.

“We have to finish this tomorrow.” Surge said tiredly. They were around a tiny campfire Raichu had lit for them with a few sparks. It was horribly smoky and inefficient thanks to the wet wood, but it was warm. A miserable Plume cleared the smoke out every minute or so. “The storm’s too bad to survive if we don’t hit the power plant tomorrow. There’s no way we can make it on foot.”

“I think it’s time for Steelix.” Brock coughed. They’d all suffered a bit of sickness from the terrible conditions. There was plenty of effective medicine that kept them from feeling too cold and promoted blood flow, but the cold and wet was just too constant and strong.

The teenaged boy was shirtless, as were the others. Ash had already changed into his fresh set of pants and his laundry was laid out next to the campfire with the others. It would smell awful, but he could just buy new clothes with the hefty paycheck Lance was giving him.

Surge had them drying out their shoes each night as well, as well as their clothes. He’d told them both horrible stories about moisture in boots causing flesh to rot off after extended periods, although Brock seemed to already know about it. Drying their clothes was just common sense.

Lightning struck again, but they barely noticed it. It was common enough thanks to the sheer density of the bands of electric-types and the power of the storm. Ash didn’t bother counting how many times it struck in the course of a minute anymore. He would have lost count by thirty seconds.

“Yeah.” Surge grunted. He was the only one that didn’t shiver. Raichu cuddled into the man’s chest, desperately seeking warmth. “It wasn’t able to get through the mud last time without freaking out. You’d better make sure it grows a pair and digs deep. We won’t survive the winds about five miles in. I know Castform won’t make it.”

Sneasel growled and burrowed into Ash’s side. Although he loved the horribly cold temperatures the storm brought with it, he hated how wet it was. Aside from trying to get dry, Sneasel had taken it upon himself to keep Ash as warm as possible with his thick fur. Of his pokemon, Ash only felt comfortable releasing Sneasel and Torrent. If there was any other way to get the smoke out, Plume would still be in her pokeball instead of in the cave.

“How will we know where to surface?” Ash chattered. The heat from the fire warmed his skin, but his bones felt like ice. He hadn’t been this cold since the Caverns, although this was nothing compared to them. Overall it was just as miserable, however. At least the Caverns didn’t have rain and wind.

Brock glanced at him in concern, which made Ash frown. While Ash toughed it out as well as the gym leaders, the trainer knew he couldn’t keep it up for much longer. He had a strong will, but his body was far weaker. He had been lagging behind a bit, and he was sicker than the others.

“Drink some of this.” Surge growled as Brock reached for the medicine. He reached into his pack and withdrew a silvery flask and a blanket. Ash caught the flask and stared at it with an odd expression. The trainer wasn’t exactly sure about drinking the liquid inside. He gratefully accepted the blanket, however, and Surge handed another one to Brock. When Surge caught Ash’s hesitance, he sighed. “It’ll make you feel better.”

Ash shrugged and unscrewed the cap. He waterfalled a small mouthful of it and his eyes widened. The alcohol didn’t exactly taste good, but there was something in it that made warmth shoot through his body. While he knew it was mostly an illusion, since alcohol restricted the blood vessels, he didn’t care. It made him feel truly warm, and he almost took another drink.

Brock plucked it out of his hand before he could, however. “You don’t need any more of that.” He said sternly. By now, Ash knew better than to go against him. Brock had quite a bit of practice dealing with his younger siblings and would always win the argument.

“Thanks.” Ash said. He sounded normal this time.

“I’m not going to let you die on me.” Surge said with a half grin. “Not after the shit you’ve survived. You’ll go out in a better way than hypothermia.”

Ash blinked, but laughed a few moments later. Sneasel climbed up into his lap from under the blanket. “So, how are we going to get into the power plant?”

“Steelix can detect electromagnetic fields.” Brock explained. “The power plant should be full of electric-types that aren’t tough enough to survive easily out in the storm. They’ll produce enough to be like a second sun to Steelix. We’ll just go up through the floor. There’s no way we can remain outside.”’

Surge grunted in confirmation. “If worst comes to worst, we can surface and use Castform. Little bastard’s been a great help so far.”

That was definitely true. While any attempt Castform made to change the weather was instantly neutralized and replaced by more dark clouds, the creature was great at causing lightning to strike far away from the group, although Ash didn’t understand the exact mechanics behind it. He’d mostly learnt biology from the pokedex archives, and even that he only had a tenuous understanding of.

“Go to bed.” Surge said exhaustedly. The effort to lead them and keep them on the right path was showing its wear on the ordinarily exuberant man. Even giants had limits, it seemed. “I’ll put out the fire.”

Ash nodded and walked over to his sleeping mat, which was next to Plume. She cooed worriedly at him and nuzzled his shoulder before he smiled at her and recalled the flying-type. He didn’t want her to worry.

Sneasel whined as Ash recalled him. While he was sure that the dark-type and his thick fur would be nice, the blanket would suffice. Besides, he was already stressed and tired out. He didn’t need nightmares as well.
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“This sounded a lot better on paper.” Ash muttered as he stared into Steelix’s gaping jaws. He’d only woken up a few minutes ago, and now he was having to do this. Brock looked at him from inside the steel-type’s cavernous mouth.

“Just get in. We have to get moving. There are twenty miles to cover, and Steelix is going to be hurt by the end of it.” Brock replied irritably. Ash sighed and climbed in, helped by a boost from Surge.

It was surprisingly dry. Ash supposed he shouldn’t have been too surprised. Steelix ate earth, metal, and stone. The behemoth’s massive jaws just had to be open to obtain its meal, which went straight down to its stomach. Steelix had an alien physiology, the details of which Ash wasn’t sure of. Steel-types tended to have quite a few additional organs to accommodate their diet.

When Surge climbed in, Steelix closed its jaws. Ash breathed deeply as they were entombed in total darkness. The world suddenly rumbled as Steelix began to move. There was a bit of resistance that sent them backward, and for just a moment he worried that they would fall into Steelix’s stomach. With the kind of acids required to dissolve metal, that wasn’t a place he wanted to fall into.

Brock held him back, and motioned to the wall of metal that had shot down to protect Steelix’s throat. “Don’t worry about falling in. That flap is usually meant to keep water and dangerous pokemon from getting into the stomach, but it’ll work just as well for us.”

Ash nodded and resolutely held on to one of Steelix’s large, blunt teeth as the creature tunneled through the earth. He didn’t know how fast they were going, but the minor resistance of thousands of tons of dirt and stone was easily swept away by Steelix’s immense strength and control. No movement was wasted.

“How fast is Steelix going?” He called out over the rumbling of the earth and the grinding of Steelix’s segments. In the cramped quarters, it was easy to make out.

“Average speed is thirty miles an hour.” Brock replied. Ash couldn’t see what he was doing in the complete darkness of Steelix’s maw. The sharp smell of iron pervaded it completely. “Dig is a pretty useful move. It augments his natural abilities and lets him push the dirt out of the way.”

He voiced his understanding and just held on tightly. Ash couldn’t say that it was the most comfortable way to travel, but it was certainly better than fighting through the surface. At this point the entire area was covered in water, aside from a few islands. Swarms of magnemite were everywhere and slowly coalesced into even larger swarms. Other electric-types had to take shelter to survive.

Aside from the dangerous magnemite swarms that brought immense lightning storms in their wake and made Ash’s hair stand on end, the surface was plagued by large tornadoes, far greater than Torrent could hope to produce. It was only Castform that was able to calm the twisters and at least divert them, if not cause the forces of nature to dissipate.

While Steelix was certainly a fast way to travel, it was an insanely dangerous method. Riding anywhere but on top of its head on the surface could result in the rider falling into the crevasses between the beast’s segments and get ripped to shreds as it moved. Being inside could easily result in asphyxiation or accidentally destroy entire segments of the surface by causing sinkholes and the collapse of unsteady buildings. There was a reason Steelix and Onix tended to stay a few hundred feet below the surface.

But they were desperate. If they didn’t use Steelix, there might not have been an environment to destroy.

Ash was quiet as they tunneled through the earth. He knew what their mission was now. It had changed. They knew that the situation was bad near the storm, but they hadn’t thought it would be this destructive. While they had gone into this thinking that they would simply check the power plant out and leave, that wasn’t possible anymore.

If the storm continued to ravage Kanto, the region would shut down. Communications in and out of the storm were completely shot, teleportation was impossible, and the environment was ruined. There was a chance to save the situation before the unnatural storm reached the major cities and caused untold destruction, and they had to take it.

Their mission was to find the source and destroy it. It didn’t matter if the Creature was the one sustaining the devastating weather, they would fight it. They couldn’t escape unless the storm was disrupted, and all they cared about by now was finishing this mission.

He sighed and closed his eyes as Steelix sought their target. It was getting quite hot thanks to geothermal energy. There was only a limited supply of air in the cavernous maw, and Ash wondered if they would have to surface before they arrived at the power plant.

“We’re going to need our full teams for this.” Surge spoke up. Ash looked toward the direction of his voice and listened intently. “If we manage to surface inside the power plant like we’re supposed to, we’ll let them out right then. The plant will be crawling with electric-types, and if they’re as aggressive as the last few we’ll need every fighter we can get.”

Ash nodded in assent. If the power plant was dry, Infernus would be useful. Plume would still be inside of her pokeball, however. With the kind of power the electric-types were throwing around she would be useless.

He was worried about releasing Electabuzz. While the boost in power would be quite useful to her, she was unstable. She would be a liability, so he resolved to release her in only the most extreme circumstances. Surge and his powerful, disciplined team would probably be the main fighters. Brock and Ash would focus mostly on protecting the humans and soaking up damage from the electric-types.

“Don’t hold back, Runt.” Surge directed at Ash. His tone was serious and held none of the joking Ash had grown accustomed to. “We don’t want to kill these pokemon, but if we have to we will. They’re too dangerous while under the influence of this storm and its master. One wrong step and we could all die.”

Ash scowled but voiced his understanding. Surge’s words were true, even if he desperately hoped to avoid the deaths of any pokemon. They weren’t in control of their actions right now. It was the storm making them deadly.

The rest of the journey was spent in silence. They knew what they had to do and how to do it. Ash made sure to take as few breaths as possible. It was getting harder to breathe as Steelix tore through the earth. He thought that he could feel the immense steel serpent angling upward, which made him grab onto its tooth even tighter.

After an untold amount of time spent in total darkness, Brock spoke. “We’re nearly there. Get ready to jump out.”

Ash clasped his hands together and had a determined scowl on his face as Steelix suddenly surged straight upward. He held on tightly to avoid falling against the flap of metal, although he nearly lost his hold when Steelix burst through the earth with a mighty roar of grinding metal.

He winced as he slammed against the tooth that was about as large as he was. Ash would definitely have some bruises tomorrow.

All thoughts vanished when Steelix lowered its head to the floor and opened its maw, which revealed a white hallway that was lit by bright lights, although they flickered constantly.

“Get out!” Surge roared. He released all of his pokemon as he leapt out. A pikachu growled and leapt at him, but Surge expertly caught it. Although the pikachu’s body exploded with energy, Surge’s gloves were resistant enough to keep the voltage from hurting the giant. A moment later the man threw pikachu into the wall, where it was zapped by an angry Raichu.

Ash released Nidoking, Torrent, Dazed, Infernus, Tangrowth, and Sneasel. They quickly realized what was going on, although Nidoking stood by Steelix’s open maw and protected Ash as the trainer jumped out.

He quickly moved to where he would be protected by Dazed’s shields, but blanched as he saw dozens of electric-types racing toward them, minds filled with nothing but anger. They didn’t like their home being disturbed. Ash was sure that many more would appear shortly.

“Steelix, block the hall! The rest of you, hold off the electric-types!” Brock shouted. His face was hard and set, a mirror of Surge’s. All of his pokeballs released their contents onto the other side of Steelix’s massive body, which was curled up in a pile of rubble and earth.

Brock stood by Ash as the battle raged. Dazed stayed with them and protected the vulnerable humans with a shield of shimmering energy, although it strained under the constant rain of ruthlessly powerful bolts of electricity. His hair stood straight up, although his hat kept it from being noticeable.

Surge backed up to stand with the other humans, although Raichu stayed out in battle. His electric-types were simply devastating to the horde of furious pokemon. Although their attackers were powered up to be a match for Surge’s pokemon in an ordinary situation, Surge’s pokemon had gained just as much strength from the storm.

While Ash’s pokemon did their share in holding back the tide with well placed Ice Beams, Flamethrowers, Stun Spore, Blizzards, and gusts of cold air, Surge’s team did the real damage. Surge had a wild grin on his face as the humans watched his pokemon casually take on the horde.

Raichu and Electivire were particularly dangerous. Each fired off Lightning Bolts large enough to blast through most of the hall with terrifying ease, with neither showing any sort of strain. Jolteon growled and fired hard, sharp bits of its fur into its opponents, which usually stabbed straight into their shoulder or chest before it paralyzed them and neutralized most of the electricity fired in return with a shield of arcing energy.

“Damn it!” Surge suddenly roared. Ash’s eyes widened as he spotted what had elicited Surge’s statement. A large swarm of protective magnemite had raced into the hall and looked as though they were ready to kill.

“Fire Blast!” Ash shouted. Infernus, who looked to be having the time of his life, roared and reared his head back. An instant later he spat a huge ball of fire into the midst of the swarm, which exploded. While the magnemite held devastating power at their disposal, they hadn’t gained anything defensively. They were helpless to resist the heat and the force behind the explosion that sent most of the swarm straight into a wall, where they collapsed to the ground helplessly.

Most of the electric-types were stunned by the explosion, even if they weren’t hurt as badly as the swarm. They stumbled backward, momentarily helpless. Surge took full advantage of it. “All of you, Lightning Bolt!”

Ash squeezed his eyes shut as Surge’s pokemon each released the immense beam of electricity. He heard pained screeches from the horde as they were overloaded with their own element. When it quieted, Ash opened his eyes and saw that most of the horde had been knocked unconscious by the three Lightning Bolts.

“Good. We’ve got to get a move on.” Surge growled as he took in the piles of unconscious electric-types. “I need to get to the generators to see what’s going on. At the very least we can cut the supply of power to the plant and snap some of these pokemon out of it.”

“Do I need to move Steelix?” Brock asked shakily. Ash suspected this was one of his first real battles. The others probably hadn’t been as intense as this.

Surge shook his head. “We aren’t going that way. It’ll take us outside. Leave Steelix here and keep any others from following me and Ash. You don’t have the firepower to press forward like we do.”

“Understood.” Brock replied seriously. He released two more of his pokemon. One was a large, ancient creature with a blue dome atop its head while the other was a Rhydon. “Rampardos, Bruna, you’re coming with me. Fight off every electric-type you see.”

The two massive creatures grunted in response and took a position in front of Brock. “Good luck, you two. Stay safe.”

“You too.” Ash nodded before he followed Surge. The massive gym leader had released two more pokemon. One was a large canine with blue and yellow fur while the other was a gigantic Electrode. Both followed Surge loyally, although their power was displayed through the arcs of electricity racing over their bodies.

His friends took up their positions around Ash. Sneasel followed right on his heels, barely noticeable amongst the larger, more powerful battlers. Nidoking and Dazed took his sides, while Torrent floated a bit behind him. The dragon-type was high enough to easily blast any attackers with an Ice Beam without hurting his teammates. Tangrowth followed a bit behind. Infernus stood behind Dazed with a wreath of flames around him.

“Team Rocket isn’t here.” Surge sneered. Ash looked over at him. After fighting the horde of powerful electric-types, which had certainly done a number on his friends, he wasn’t surprised. The organization wouldn’t be able to survive here for long. Nothing would. “Maybe they set up a machine or used the Creature, but we won’t find any around here.”

Ash nodded silently. There wasn’t much to say. They just needed to keep fighting.

“There are more pokemon here.” Surge warned as they stepped through the silent halls. There were scorch marks everywhere, and the machinery that had been here before was disrupted. Wires hung from the ceiling, likely torn out by scavenging pikachu. “But we aren’t too far. To get to the control room, take a left at the end of this hall, then a right, then head straight down. It’s where the generators are as well.”

“Why are you telling me?” Ash questioned. Did Surge think something would happen?

“Just playing it safe.” Surge replied. His voice echoed throughout the long hallway unintentionally. “There are dangerous pokemon here. You need to know.”

The trainer nodded with a frown, although he didn’t say anything else. Tension pervaded the air. He could hear electric-types rummaging around and the crackle of electricity from elsewhere in the power plant, but there was no attack on the two.

Surge and his pokemon stayed in front as they took a left, but they suddenly froze. Ash stopped as well. Infernus and Nidoking stepped out to see what was wrong, but Dazed instantly raised a barrier around Ash and Surge.

“Lightning Bolt!” Surge shouted. Ash’s eyes widened imperceptibly when he realized that there was fear in his voice. He squeezed them shut when the massive blast of electricity ripped through the air in a blinding flash of light, but opened them as soon as possible. The gym leader motioned at him to go. “Ash, get out of here! I’ll hold them –”

Dazed’s barrier shattered as an immense explosion wracked the area. Ash hissed in pain as he was hurled into a wall, where he fell down to the cool tiles of the floor. His ears rang slightly as he struggled to pull himself up. He winced as he felt pain shoot throughout his back whenever he moved.

His friends were fighting. Dazed silently pulled him to his feet with a flicker of energy, and Ash managed to see an immense battle between his and Surge’s pokemon and another horde of electric-types. This one was smaller, but no less dangerous.

He paled when he spotted Surge’s form crumpled on the floor. As fear shot through him, he looked at Dazed, who had erected another barrier around him. “Get him out of the fighting.”

Dazed nodded. Her eyes flashed and her pendulum swung toward her. Surge’s massive body, which had quite a bit of blood gushing out from small yet deep cuts, quickly levitated over to him. Ash knelt by the man’s unconscious form and sighed in relief when he realized Surge was breathing.

“Can you do anything about the wounds?” Ash asked hopefully. He didn’t even care about the battle at the moment. With the help of Surge’s empowered pokemon it would be a breeze. Even the electrode or voltorb that had exploded right next to them would be easily dispatched by Nidoking.

The psychic shook her head. Ash wasn’t surprised, but sighed despondently nonetheless. He would have to wait until the battle stopped. Surge’s pokemon could get their trainer to Brock. Brock was the one with most of their medicine and supplies. All he and Surge had brought were Paralyze Heals and potions. It was assumed that Dazed could protect them for the most part.

He glanced at the battle and saw that it was mostly over. While electricity still crackled through the air, it was mostly on the part of Surge’s team. They fought ruthlessly from what he could see, each attack enough to do major damage to another pokemon.

Ash suddenly saw Tangrowth hurled backward from a blast of electricity, the force behind it too powerful for the grass-type to resist. It seemed that most of his pokemon had managed to stick behind Surge’s to avoid getting hit, but Tangrowth was unlucky.

Tangrowth was recalled just before several more bolts of electricity exploded at his former position. Each were powerful enough to finish him off for good had Ash not acted quickly.

“Dazed, knock them out.” He snapped, fury pounding in his mind. Dazed nodded silently. Ash walked out behind her and his shield and watched with satisfaction as her eyes exploded with bright blue energy. An instant later all of the opposing electric-types were frozen in an aura of psychic power. Surge’s pokemon were ruthless in dispatching them with Lightning Bolts, their strength so great that they could easily fire off the hyper beam variant one after the other.

He closed his eyes and took a few deep breaths. Tangrowth’s near death had sent a shock through his body. Adrenaline pounded in his blood and numbed his pain, but he realized that he had to change up his team. Some of his friends simply couldn’t survive the ruthless power of the resident electric-types.

When he opened his eyes, the battle had ended. All of his pokemon watched him attentively, and Surge’s team was huddled around his body. Electivire whirred angrily and electricity crackled through its fur, but Raichu simply curled up on Surge’s red chest and whined. Jolteon paced anxiously, followed by the canine. Electrode sparked furiously, but didn’t look as though it would explode.

“Take him back to Brock.” Ash ordered. Electivire whirred at being commanded by someone beside Surge, but Raichu hissed and motioned for the hulking electric-type to pick Surge’s body up. His voice wavered a bit. “He should be fine, just make sure Brock gets to him as soon as possible.”

Raichu chattered worriedly and leapt up onto Electivire’s shoulder. The electric-type was large enough to cradle Surge’s immense body, although it put an obvious strain on the large creature. Electivire started moving, protected by several vengeful electric-types.

Ash watched them take the corner before he turned to his friends. He didn’t need any of Surge’s pokemon. They could fight just as well without the other team’s distraction. The trainer frowned as he looked over his friends. Each had taken a hit, aside from Dazed and Sneasel.

Nidoking looked fine. His incredible resistance to electricity was enough to weather the greatest of the electric-types’ assault. He had a few scorch marks, but was otherwise unscathed.

Torrent looked a little worse, but mostly fine. His bands of armor negated most damage from elemental attacks, plus he was naturally tough. There were a few nasty hits, but he could easily weather on. Not much could take a dragon-type down.

Dazed was safe. She mostly negated electric attacks with her shields and had stayed out of the crossfire for the most part. Ash knew she would stay out of trouble and could be an invaluable fighter against the electric-types besides.

Infernus simply looked angry. Flames licked over his body and cast a dark glow about him. His eyes were dark with fury and Ash could tell that he ached to finish this fight. It was obvious that he’d taken quite a few hits from the empowered electric-types, but was too tough to simply give up. Infernus never accepted defeat, and he’d fight on until there was nothing left to fight.

Sneasel had evaded the blasts of electricity. He looked completely fine, other than his fur standing straight up. But Ash kneeled down in front of him.

“Sneasel, I’m recalling you.” He said seriously. The dark-type hissed and shook his head. His feather twitched. “You can’t fight these pokemon. You’re strong, but one hit could kill you.”

Even though the dark-type hissed and did his best to convince Ash otherwise, he was recalled. Ash wouldn’t let one of his friends meet their end in this power plant. Surge and Tangrowth had come close enough.

“I’m releasing Oz.” He told Nidoking. The poison-type nodded, although his narrowed eyes showed his displeasure. There was no love lost between the two. “Grab her when I release her, but don’t hurt her.”

Nidoking snorted. The others cleared a space for Oz as Ash released the electabuzz.

Oz howled in fury as she was released. Lightning appeared in her fists and she prepared to attack everything in sight and begin a rampage. Before she could even begin, however, Nidoking grabbed her roughly. She struggled, but Nidoking’s immense strength easily stilled her.

“You need to calm down.” Ash said seriously. He stepped close to the electric-type. “I know you’re angry and powerful right now. But I don’t need the anger. Tangrowth has been badly hurt and I need your strength. Calm down.”

Although Oz whirred and struggled for another few moments, she calmed down after she began to discharge immense amounts of electricity into Nidoking. He easily weathered the storm. When Oz seemed to be back to normal, Ash ordered Nidoking to let her go.

“That’s better.” He said soothingly. Oz nodded and bared her fangs, although not in an aggressive manner. “Let’s go. Every electric-type here is an enemy. They feel the same anger you did. Be prepared.”

She nodded and took point. Ash smiled and motioned for his friends to assume their positions as he recalled the instructions Surge gave him. He was rather glad the gym leader had that little burst of inspiration.

Ash took a deep breath and began to move. He didn’t know how much further they had to go, but they needed to hurry.

XX

His skin tingled in a painful manner as the team reached the doors that would lead them into the control and generator room. He took a deep breath and looked back at his friends, who seemed just as determined as he was.

None of them were badly hurt. Although they’d had a few more run-ins with small packs of angry electric-types, which mostly consisted of pikachu, electabuzz, and voltorb, along with the odd swarm of magnemite, they had evaded damage for the most part. They all had a few new burns, but Dazed had done a wonderful job of shielding the team and had disabled the more potent enemies.

He suspected that they’d left around fifty electric-types in unconscious heaps behind them. Nidoking had been forced to use Earthquake several times now, although Dazed had teleported the team a few inches above the ground as he did so.

Of his friends, Infernus had taken it the worst. He’d been in the front of every battle. Infernus had easily torn through every rogue pokemon they fought, but had taken many wounds in the process. He would certainly have a soak in magma when it was safe. Ash didn’t even know how his friend managed to stand after the wounds he’d sustained, much less carry on and fight.

Oz had done well. She managed to block quite a bit of electricity with the incredible power she possessed, although she’d fly into an uncontrollable rage every few minutes. Ash managed to snap her out of it by getting Nidoking to grab her and absorb some of the excess electricity.

Ash took a deep breath and stopped his recollection. He was a door away from potentially stopping the storm. Although he didn’t know what he had to do, he was determined to find out. There was something in there, probably put in place by the Rockets. Whether it was a machine or the Creature, he would do his utmost to destroy it.

“Let’s do this.” He said softly. Dazed’s eyes flashed as she blasted the doors open, which resulted in a sound much like a thunderclap.

His breath was stolen from him as he entered the room, which bore no sign of the destruction the rest of the plant had suffered. He looked around and noted that everything was working perfectly, just as the plant had been designed to do.

Ash frowned when his pokemon fell to their knees. Nidoking kept his mighty head directed at the floor as he kneeled to the presence in front of him. Torrent, Dazed, and Oz did the same, although Dazed kept her eyes focused on Ash.

The only one who refused to submit and stood alongside Ash was Infernus. His friend stared up at something with nothing but bloody determination in his eyes. Just as Infernus would never submit to any foe, he would not submit to anything that others saw as greater.

He followed Infernus’ defiant gaze and froze when he saw the object of his friends’ prostration.

The power plant’s ceiling had been destroyed, which showed Ash the black clouds that swirled above and dominated the landscape for miles. They were curiously calm, and no rain or wind slipped through the gaping hole into the power plant.

But that wasn’t what had snatched their attention.

A swirling shell of electricity, circling in an unnatural sphere, was on the top of one of the machines that was directly beneath the destroyed roof. His eyes widened when he saw the form of a massive bird hunched up inside of the sphere, so large that the avian creature put Plume to shame.

He could feel a gaze like a thousand bolts of lightning set its focus upon him. The shell suddenly surged upward in a beam of pure energy, a great column that was visible for miles around. Ash squinted, but refused to look away as the form of the dreaded creature was revealed.

A great bird looked down its spear-like beak at him. While hunched, it was about two or three feet taller than him. Its legs, bereft of any sort of protection from the harsh elements, were as tall as Ash and ended in wickedly clawed talons that gripped the machine so tightly that it bent inward under the great force.

The bird’s eyes emanated a great golden light that made Ash feel as though he had been thrown into an electrical socket. Arcs of lightning ran through its feathers even in its passive state, and the aura it emanated was far greater than even Torrent’s. Whereas Torrent’s presence bespoke of dignity and wisdom, the bird’s aura bespoke of power and primordial strength.

It suddenly straightened its posture and unfurled its great, spiky wings. Ash unconsciously backed away as dozens of lightning bolts descended from the stormy heavens and struck the creature, summoned by its smaller movement. The bird squawked, and thunder boomed in tandem. He could hear the storm roaring outside, along with the boom of countless bolts of lightning.

He stared at it as the bird squawked again, and the thunder shook the earth for miles around. Its long, narrow beak opened and closed once more, and he heard the explosion of lightning. Electricity exploded from its body with every slight movement, even when it didn’t attract a hundred lightning bolts. All he could smell was ozone, which was a scent he would be happy to never smell again.

Ash couldn’t believe it. Before him stood one of the Legendary Birds of Kanto, the second he had seen in his journey as a trainer. It was a bit smaller than Articuno at only eighteen feet high, but felt even more powerful. Nothing could have prepared him for seeing another of the primordial avian creatures.

Zapdos didn’t attack him, unlike Articuno. It simply looked down at him with its alien, glowing eyes and let loose a thunderous squawk every now and then. His friends remained in their worshipful positions, aside from Infernus. But even Infernus knew better than to attack the great creature.

Its large, spiky feathers seemed to surge as it squawked again. Lightning surged around it, and Ash finally grew brave enough to speak.

“You need to leave!” He shouted. His voice echoed around the chamber, which was silent aside from the crackle of Zapdos’ feathers and the roar of the storm.

Zapdos’ glowing eyes pulsed, and Ash groaned in pain as it let out a shriek, one that was so much more than anything Plume had ever made. It was less a sound than an expression of the displeasure of a force of nature. Thunder rolled through the facility, and the lights flickered for a moment. When they finally failed for a few moments, the lightning surrounding Zapdos was bright enough to illuminate the entire chamber.

“Leave!” Ash demanded, supported by Infernus’ defiant roar. The rest of his friends seemed helpless to resist Zapdos’ might aura. “You’re destroying Kanto!”

The Bird stopped at that and cocked its head at Ash. Its eyes pulsed with ancient, powerful energy and it opened and closed its beak. More lightning danced across its body, completely harmless to the Legendary.

But it made no attempt to leave. It simply regarded Ash as Ash would regard an insect. To it, Ash was so far beneath its notice that he might as well have been a caterpie.

He clenched its fist as it squawked something at him. The force and energy carried with the powerful expression made him stumble backward, but he refused to back down in the face of the powerful creature.

The storms had to stop. They had shown no sign of weakening, and with the power Zapdos emanated just by existing he didn’t see the storm faltering any time soon. But if he couldn’t convince the bird to leave and take its deadly storm with it, he would have to try and convince it by force.

It was a doomed prospect, and he knew it. But there was nothing else he could do in this situation. Electric-types could communicate with each other through electrical signals, but he suspected that even attempting to communicate with the great bird would result in permanent damage to Oz.

But he had to do something.

“Infernus, Fire Blast!” He shouted. The air stood still for a moment as his team realized what he had ordered. Ash could tell that they stared at him in shock and horror.

Infernus, however, gleefully carried out the command. He happily spat an immense fireball that burned its way through the air until it dissipated mere feet from the force of nature before them. The magmar growled in frustration when the Fire Blast was destroyed by the bird’s presence, but didn’t focus upon his failure.

Zapdos’ eyes suddenly exploded with energy. Its body no longer consisted of flesh, blood, bone, and feather. It was lightning and storm clouds, given form by energies far beyond Ash’s understanding. The Legendary stared down at Infernus furiously, and for a moment Ash thought that he had condemned his friend to death.

Zapdos squawked, but it wasn’t even recognizable as mundane sound. Thunder tore through the earth and shifted stone and soil and lightning crackled from the sky and struck the great bird. Its eyes pounded with its yellow energy and a tiny arc of lightning separated from the storm that composed its body.

Before it could smite Ash and Infernus into nothingness, two Ice Beams, a concentrated Psybeam, and a blast of lightning, empowered by Zapdos’ presence, shot toward it. Zapdos didn’t even feel the attacks as they were disrupted by the field of electricity around it, but was aware of their presence.

Something changed in it. Although it was still Lightning and Storm made manifest, its earlier anger seemed to be tempered by something else. Zapdos was silent as it cocked its great head of lightning and darkness and examined Ash and his friends.

Its eyes, alit by an inner storm, dimmed. Ash’s breath was stolen from him as he watched the great bird slowly transform from the titan that could destroy the power plant with a beat of its wings into the majestic bird he had first seen it as.

Zapdos’ eyes were still bright as it suddenly gave a tiny flutter of its wings. Five tiny arcs of electricity jumped from its spiky feathers and crackled toward each of his friends. Ash watched in horror as all of his friends, even Nidoking and Torrent, collapsed to the ground. Infernus’ body went slack, despite his sheer will to fight on.

Ash felt like rushing down to his friends, but a quick glance showed that they were all breathing. He took a deep breath and met Zapdos’ burning eyes once more. The trainer ignored the lightning that surged through his body simply by seeing the bird’s power and continued to stare at Zapdos.

It sent another roll of thunder crashing through the world as it squawked yet again, but Ash felt a knife of fear twist into his gut when its eyes grew brighter. He expected a bolt of true lightning to strike down from the heavens and reduce him to ashes for his insolence, but nothing came.

Zapdos thundered at him one more time before it beat its wings and took to the stormy skies. Ash crushed his hands to the sides of his head as hundreds of bolts of lightning split the sky and the earth groaned underneath the energy released by a single flap of the mighty creature’s wings.

His teeth rattled and his bones shook, but after a few moments he steeled his will and looked upward just in time to see Zapdos enter the storms as the focus of countless blasts of electricity. A few more rolls of thunder pounded the earth before they slowly grew more and more distant. After ten more seconds, they disappeared entirely.

Ash stared at the sky for moment in disbelief at what had occurred. It was hard to believe that he had seen a second of the Legendary Birds, much less that he’d seen the Bird of Lightning. Zapdos was said to only appear in storms of lightning that covered the entire earth, which certainly seemed to be the truth. He wouldn’t have minded if the legends mentioned that Zapdos caused the storms as well.

It was hard to believe that he was so lucky. Not many trainers saw a single Legend in their life, let alone two in their first year of training. He wondered if all Legends were as powerful and majestic as Articuno and Zapdos.

Articuno had frozen an entire cavern system while asleep and proved capable of conjuring a blizzard simply through beating its wings. Zapdos had created a storm that threatened to encompass all of Kanto without putting effort into it. It was disturbing, in a way. Creatures that he couldn’t even begin to understand held so much power over the world and nobody could do anything about it. The Creature seemed capable of going toe to toe with them, but he didn’t know for certain.

Not that he wanted the Creature anywhere near the Birds. He didn’t want the Creature to defeat one of the majestic Legends. That wouldn’t bode well for anybody.

Ash sighed and shook his head. There were more important things to worry about. Surge was badly injured, there might be electric-types roaming the power plant, and he didn’t know how long it would take for the storm to dissipate. His foolish attempt to stop the storm might not have saved anybody. Zapdos might have taken it somewhere else.

He returned the friends that had stood up to a Legend in his defense and walked out. Hopefully he wouldn’t encounter any angry pokemon on the way. They probably weren’t thrilled with Ash for removing the source of their unearthly power.
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As it turned out, he had nothing to worry about. Any pokemon he crossed simply seemed confused, as though they had left a dream. A few had growled at him if he drew too close, but for the most part they left him alone.

Now he, Brock, and the unconscious Surge were in the power plant’s rather dull atrium. It was just another hallway, but one that led to the outside. Appearances weren’t too important in a power plant built solely for pokemon to feed in.

“He’s going to be alright.” Brock announced as he stood up from the injured Surge. Raichu and the others of Surge’s team quickly rushed over to their trainer and stood by his side. “That Voltorb did a number on him, though. He needs to see a real doctor when he gets back to Vermillion. There’s shrapnel inside of him that I might not have gotten and some of his burns are too severe for the potions to heal completely.”

Ash sighed in relief, although unease settled in his stomach. How would they return to Vermillion? It was dangerous to travel since the storm hadn’t dissipated yet, and he wasn’t sure how they were supposed to traverse the lakes the storm had created in the first place. Northeastern Kanto might as well have been an ocean, albeit a shallow one.

He voiced his thoughts, to which Brock laughed. “The storm’s already weakened. I haven’t heard any thunder in a long time, and it sounds like the winds are dying down.” Brock’s tanned face grew serious. “What did you find? I can’t imagine Team Rocket being able to maintain a machine in these conditions.”

The trainer paused, unsure as to whether he should tell Brock about Zapdos. He knew the League wouldn’t hold it accountable or try to track it when they were already busy with the Creature, but he wasn’t sure that the truth should be revealed. Some might see the power of the Legends as a threat.

In the end, he told the truth. “Zapdos.”

“C’mon, tell me the truth!” Brock laughed. When Ash just stared at him, his face fell. “You’re serious?”

“Deadly.”

Brock sighed and massaged his temples. “I don’t even know what to say, Ash. That’s going to have to stay on the low. I’m not sure whether anyone would believe us in the first place.”

“You’re a gym leader.” Ash replied confidently. “They’ll have to.”

The rock-type leader smiled. “Maybe. I’ll have to think about. Lance and the rest of the Elite Four will, but some people won’t be so amenable. It’ll take some work.”

Ash nodded. He figured it was time to ask how they’d get back.

“Teleportation.” Brock told him. A grin was on the older boy’s face when he saw Ash’s expression. “Well, that or we ride Steelix back to civilization then teleport. There’s no way we can get through otherwise unless you want to fly.”

He shrugged. Plume would probably be happy to take him, but the storm was still too dangerous at the moment. It was the reason why they hadn’t opted to fly on pidgeot in the first place. The storm made it incredibly risky to fly in and to think about flying above the clouds was just idiotic. They’d go unconscious in a few minutes.

“Look, I’ll take care of Surge.” Brock said kindly. “You’ve been through a lot. Go rest. There’s not much you can do anyway.”

“Alright. Wake me if you need me.” Ash replied. Although it couldn’t have been more than two or three hours since he’d woken up, he was exhausted. At the very least he could get a nap. He’d make sure to revive his friends when it was done. By then some of their damage should have been healed.
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He looked at the sky in amazement. Brock had told him that it had cleared up, but he couldn’t believe that he could actually see warm, blue sky. After weeks of dull grey it was wonderful, just as great as when he’d seen it in the Caverns.

There were still dark clouds, but for the most part it was a calm white. The change was astounding. It looked like Zapdos had decided to take its massive storm along with it. Ash could just hope it decided to slumber somewhere that it wouldn’t hurt anyone.

Ash figured that he might as well check and see if communications were up now. Without the swarms of magnemite and the constant lightning, signals might be able to transmit.

For now he decided to try and call Lance. When he called his mother he wanted to have plenty of time to catch up. He’d have to hurry if he wanted to get to their home before she left for Greenfield. It was almost December.

He quickly dialed the Champions number and waited patiently for Lance to pick up. It only took a few seconds before the screen flashed to life and showed Lance’s concerned face.

“Are all of you alright?” Lance demanded. His face seemed far less tense than the last time Ash had spoken to him, even through his worried expression.

“Brock and I are fine. Surge got hurt, but we just need to get him to a doctor when we get back to Vermillion.” Ash explained. Lance nodded and some of the worry left him, although he looked curious about Surge.

Lance suddenly grinned wildly. It made him look much younger. “I don’t suppose you’ve heard the news, right?”

Ash nodded cautiously.

“I’ll send you a few files. But I figured that I should tell you that the money will be added to your account shortly.” The Champion told him. That put a smile on his face. He wasn’t exactly greedy, but he thought he deserved the money after the trials he and the others suffered through. “But I think I should tell you about the opportunity I mentioned while telling you about the job.”

That got his attention. Ash stared at the screen curiously. The last reward Ash had received from the Champion after a job well done had hugely advanced his career as a trainer. Hopefully this one would do the same.

Lance was obviously trying to keep a grin down when he continued. “There’s a ship ready to take you to Knot Island when you get back to Vermillion. I’ve sent the ticket to the gym. It’ll tell you everything you need to know about the ship.”

“Why am I going to Knot Island?” Ash asked with narrowed eyes. He never thought he’d return to the Sevii Islands. “Are there more Rockets?”

“Nothing so boring.” Lance laughed. He crossed his arms and met Ash’s eyes. “I’m asking you to come train with me.”
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His heart stopped. Ash’s eyes bugged out in surprise as he choked out, “What?”

“I want you to train with me.” Lance repeated, a knowing smirk on his lips. His eyes glinted with amusement. “You’ve proven that you have the potential to tough it out, plus I’ve been ordered to take mandatory leave. I might as well do something productive during it, and you’ve proved worthy.”

“But you’re the Champion.” Ash said numbly. “The League needs you to fight against Team Rocket.”

Lance laughed and pressed a few buttons on his keyboard. “I’ve sent you a few files to look at. They should illuminate you to our current position in the war. Make sure to look at them before you pick up your ticket. I’ll be waiting.”

Ash nodded. A moment later Lance cut the power. He frowned and walked into the cool halls of the power plant. It was surprisingly sunny outside, and the air was muggy from the evaporation of the lakes created by Zapdos’ storm.

Plume shrieked at him and landed right behind him as he opened the doors. Ash had let her out earlier. She needed to stretch her wings after so much time spent in the pokeball. He smiled and held the door open for her as she hobbled on unsteady talons into the power plant. She didn’t want to be separated from him, and he reciprocated the feeling.

So as to not force Plume to struggle across the tiled floor of the building, Ash sat down against the wall just a few steps in. Plume stood as straight as she could next to him and bent down to see what he was doing. Ash idly stroked her glossy feathers as he looked down at the files Lance had sent him. They were in the application that also allowed him to access his Trainer ID, although he had his pokedex for that.

He frowned when he saw the name of the first of the three files. A spike of worry drove into his gut. “Mysterious Explosion near Pallet Town?”

Plume cooed softly and nuzzled his shoulder in an attempt to comfort him. Ash numbly patted her wing as he accessed the file. What had Lance sent him? Some sort of news report?

His guess was correct. As he opened it, the screen showed a news anchor that was popular in Viridian City’s territory, Martha Green. Ash remembered that his mother usually watched her in the mornings before she went off to work.

“This morning, an immense explosion occurred roughly fifty miles southeast of Viridian City, although at this moment we do not know who was involved in the event or what caused.” She said gravely. It seemed that she had grown all too accustomed to delivering bad news as of late. “The League is confirmed to be investigating the occurrence, but no information has been revealed to us as of yet. We do have footage taken by cameras at Professor Oak’s laboratory in Pallet Town, however, and we will show it now.”

Ash tensed. If it was close enough to be visible from Pallet Town, he was not happy. That put his mother and Professor Oak in far too much danger, not to mention the other people and pokemon that lived in Pallet Town.

The video was of high quality, just as he would have expected from a camera owned by Professor Oak. It was probably one of the ones that the Professor put up around the Corral to monitor some of the wild pokemons’ interactions with the Corral pokemon.

It showed off a clear image of a field, although it was angled upward. Ash wondered if Professor Oak had been having trouble with another spearow flock. The view displayed the massive expanse of grass, but also the large mountains and forests that encircled Pallet Town to the east and west. To the south lay the sea, although it wasn’t visible in the video. Judging from the overgrown area and obvious neglect, it seemed to be on the very edge of the massive Corral, probably a mile or so away from the Professor’s home.

For a few moments, nothing happened. Ash noted that the video was edited to have been dimmed a bit, perhaps because –

Ash managed to spy a massive cylinder of bright blue light shoot into the infinite sky before the light grew too intense and whited out the screen for a few moments. Plume squawked in surprise and reared back, but he kept his eyes firmly fixed upon the screen. He heard a vast shockwave inside of the video, dampened by the medium through which he was hearing it but still powerful.

Everything in the video was silent for a moment before the wilderness and Corral erupted in a frenzy. Pokemon ran as far away from the direction of the explosion as they could, each with its own unique cry of fear and confusion. Arcanine was barely visible in the video before it cut off. Ash managed to see that the old canine was dashing toward the site of the explosion in a blur of motion.

“I repeat, we do not know the cause of the explosion. Photos taken from an aerial view,” here the screen showed pictures of decent quality, although they were unfocused and obviously taken by a camera attached to a pokemon if the unsteady look to them was anything to go by, “show that the explosion flattened two square miles of forest, although we do not know if any humans were injured in the blast. We will report back to you when we receive more information.”

The file ended and placed him back at the selection page. Ash took a deep, steadying breath. He’d only gotten a short glimpse at the strange cylinder of energy, but he had a horrible suspicion of what had caused it. Only one entity that he knew of could utilize energy that shade of icy blue, let alone release that kind of power. The Creature was at work. But what had it destroyed, and why?

His face was hard as he accessed the next file. It was another video, but one much longer than the last. He selected it and watched carefully. Plume peered down at the screen warily, not happy with the sudden flash of light from last time.

It seemed to be attached to someone’s helmet. The camera shook, but it was still of good quality.

“This is ACE Trainer Morrison.” A deep, steady voice began. The camera scanned over a huge pile of molten, smoking metal. It appeared to have cooled, but the metal of the structure was twisted into a mockery of its former self. Most of the building appeared to have been vaporized, however. Only the remnants were left. “My team has reached the site. Our investigation will begin momentarily.”

He could hear a muffled voice coming from the video, which he assumed was from some sort of walkie-talkie or mobile communication device. Morrison was silent for a few moments. “Understood. Alpha Team, move in. Search for any identifying markers or evidence of the cause.”

A hand that held a pokeball rose into the camera’s view. Morrison released a large, stern Alakazam. It nodded at him with eyes perpetually wreathed in a dim glow of blue light. 

“Scan for any survivors.” Morrison commanded. Alakazam did not show any response other than closing its eyes. There was silence for a few moments before Morrison spoke again. He turned to face several other trainers in solid black uniforms, slightly different than the ACE trainers Ash had seen during the raid on Viridian. “Alakazam, show Gregory and Mackeroy their locations. Hurry. They’re on the verge of death. Frederick, Avery, you’re with me. We’re searching the ruins.”

There were a few muttered acknowledgements. Morrison’s camera showed two of the ACE trainers splitting off from the main force. The remaining two followed Morrison as he turned around and headed into the smoking ruins. 

“Spread out.” Morrison barked. Alakazam lazily levitated next to him. As they neared the twisted heap of metal, Alakazam’s eyes flashed. The metal wrenched itself into the shape of a door so that the ACE trainers could move in. “There are no survivors. Keep an eye out for any bunkers and identification.”

The team was silent, but fulfilled their orders. Alakazam stuck with Morrison, stuck on the edge of the camera’s vision, but Ash spotted an Arcanine and Machamp with the other two trainers. Morrison breathed lightly as he navigated through the ruins, alit by the bright midday sun. 

Morrison released a Dugtrio, although Ash could barely see it from the camera’s vision. “Dugtrio, search for any underground structures.”

Dugtrio squealed and disappeared underneath the earth. Morrison patiently waited. Ash could dimly hear the barks of Arcanine in the distance. After several seconds, the ground-type popped out of the ground and forcefully displaced some of the wreckage. It grunted a few times and pushed through the ground. The ACE trainer followed the slow creature. Alakazam levitated beside him and avoided the need to push past heaps of metal. 

“Good girl.” Morrison said stonily. The camera focused and zoomed in on a small metal hatch. It appeared to have been mostly melted, but it was recognizable. Dugtrio was returned. “Alakazam, break it.”

The camera didn’t show Alakazam, but it showed blue light layering over the surface of the hatch. It shone more and more intense, and Ash could see the thick metal crumple under the immense force focused upon it. After a few more seconds it crushed inward with a loud clang. 

“Frederick, Avery!” Morrison snapped. The two ACE trainers hurried over and flanked Morrison as the man became enshrouded in psychic energy from Alakazam and was levitated into the fortress. In several seconds the others joined him, if the rustling behind the trainer was anything to go by. 

It switched to night vision. The bunker was completely wrecked, although traversable. Alakazam appeared in front of Morrison. “No survivors.” The man muttered as Alakazam imparted the information into his mind. 

Alakazam shifted debris out of the way with quick blasts of energy, which cleared the way for the ACE trainers. Morrison’s breaths stayed slow and steady as he glanced around with the camera, which eventually focused on a bright red R painted on one of the metal walls. 

There was a sharp intake of breath as they saw the symbol of Team Rocket, recognizable even through its ruined state. 

“What have we found?” Morrison muttered. The camera started to turn, but the video suddenly cut off. 

Ash’s face was puzzled. It was a Team Rocket base, obviously, but why had the Creature destroyed it? Had it rebelled? If so, he wasn’t sure if that was a good thing or not. While it was devastating and a honed weapon in the hands of the Rockets, the Creature could at least be trusted to not cause too much pointless destruction. Freed of all restraints imposed by its handlers, it had free reign of the world.

He returned to the selection screen and accessed the final file, which appeared to be a document. Ash frowned as it appeared on the screen of the PokeNav. It seemed to be edited to show only a certain part of the full document, as it cut to a segment that had no lead up.

Site of explosion determined to be major base of Team Rocket, evidence gathered from bunker beneath the wreckage suggests Team Rocket HQ. The amount of energy required to destroy the building and heavily damage the fortified bunker beneath, as well as the destruction of the surrounding forest, suggests that UEC is responsible. 

Circumstances regarding UEC’s sudden change is currently unknown, as are its whereabouts. Protocols regarding potential attacks by UEC should remain in place for now, at least until more information is discovered or UEC has been contained. 

Most data hidden in the bunker is deemed recoverable by experts. Porygon teams have been dispatched, along with prototype Porygon- 2, to recover information. 

Assessment by Elite Four Bruno calls for immediate action to press forward against Team Rocket. A major number of personnel were believed to be stationed at the base, as well as financial and other organizational records. Movements will be implemented to prevent a second rise, and the power vacuum left in its wake will be suppressed by Elite Four Agatha. 

Ash couldn’t believe it. They thought Team Rocket was broken and sought to stamp on its ashes lest it rise up again.

Team Rocket hadn’t been dealt a death blow by the League, although they had devastated its ranks and assets. They had been crushed through the efforts of their own creation. There was still a fight to finish, but the decisive blow had been struck.

He understood now why Lance could take the time off to train him. There wasn’t a war anymore. Kanto didn’t need its Champion now. The Elite Four and the wrathful hand of the League would eradicate whatever holdouts the terrorist organization retained.

Ash wasn’t foolish enough to believe that Team Rocket was completely broken through their HQ’s destruction. They wouldn’t put all of their eggs into one basket. Fortunately, the League had already smashed a majority of their eggs. Only the fragments remained.

It was hard to believe. Team Rocket, the organization that had publicly terrorized Kanto for a little more than a decade, had been broken. Giovanni was likely dead. He’d seemed important to the organization, considering that he’d been trusted to handle the Creature and use it in his gym.

He scowled at the thought of the former gym leader. Ash would have liked to have defeated the man himself, or at least helped in his apprehension.

Ash sighed and took a deep, calming breath. He just needed to focus. Team Rocket’s end was something he could think on later. For now he just needed to speak to his mother and make plans for the time being.

The trainer figured that he should call right now. Surge would wake up within the hour, at least if Brock’s estimate was correct. He wanted to be completely ready to leave. Lance’s call and going through the files had taken more time than he expected.

Plume lightly nipped his hat as he dialed in the numbers, to which he simply laughed and tapped her on the forehead. After several months with Tangrowth, it was an instinctual reaction. It had the added benefit of shocking Plume, who cocked her head and cooed at him in confusion.

He absentmindedly stroked her crest apologetically as the screen suddenly flickered to life and revealed his living room, which was even cleaner than usual. Ash frowned at that. His mother tended to clean obsessively whenever she was worried. That wasn’t a good sign.

She’d known about his mission. He’d told her what he was doing after Lance had told him. While his mother wasn’t thrilled that he was working for the League again, she didn’t seem to mind too much. In comparison to the battles against Team Rocket, venturing into a large storm had seemed perfectly safe.

While it was common knowledge that electric-types were migrating to the storm, his mother probably hadn’t expected their interference to be bad enough to block all signals. She was probably stuck between being worried sick and absolutely furious. Ash felt a sinking sensation in his stomach as his mother came into view. Her ordinarily smiling face was perfectly composed, which was never a good sign.

Just because he could explain his lack of communication didn’t mean that his mother would be any less terrifying.

“Ash Ketchum, why did you not call me for three weeks?” His mother said in a perfectly even voice. Ash inwardly flinched. She definitely wasn’t happy. Her eyes seemed tired, but tightly focused on him. “Do you have any idea how worried I was?”

Ash stayed silent. It was best to let his mother get most of her anger out now and then explain. She was much more rational when she didn’t have a bunch of pent up emotions roiling inside her.

“The storm was on the news, Ash.” She hissed. “I heard about how bad it got. More than twenty thousand people were evacuated. That doesn’t –” his mother suddenly froze and examined him. All anger flooded out of her face, replaced with motherly concern. Her sudden mood swing was disconcerting, to say the least. “You’re so pale! Are you feeling okay?”

“I’m fine.” He said reassuringly. Ash knew he didn’t look his best. It had been three weeks since he’d had a proper shower, although Torrent had helped when he hadn’t been completely drenched. He had also gotten several bad colds and he was sure that the exhaustion incurred by the journey showed as well. The trainer wasn’t sure if there was any evidence of the explosion he’d been caught in that was visible.

His mother wasn’t convinced. “Are you sure? You look like you’re about to collapse.”

“I’m fine.” He repeated. Ash tried to sound convincing. His mother didn’t look too good herself. Seeing the effects of the stress he put on her made him feel guilty. “It was just a harsh journey. Nothing dangerous.”

She stared at him suspiciously. Her expression was still one of worry, but she relented. “Alright. How was your journey? Did you see anything interesting?”

“I caught an Electabuzz.” He said brightly, a grin on his face as he thought of Oz. Even without the storm powering her, Ash suspected that she’d be perfectly capable of keeping up. She needed some work, but her determination and willpower would make the process fly by. Although it was a struggle, Ash eventually decided to leave out Zapdos until he knew what story the League would be told.

“Really?” His mother questioned. She clasped her hands together in excitement. “I had no idea! Samuel never mentioned it.”

He shrugged. “Communications were blocked. There were a lot of magnemite, plus the storm was really powerful once we got closer.”

“That makes sense. I’m sorry I snapped at you.” His mother smiled guiltily. “I’ve just been worried, you know. A lot’s happened around Pallet lately.”

Ash tensed up, almost imperceptibly. “The explosion?”

“You heard about that?” His mother said oddly. Her voice seemed a bit choked. “It was awful. For a moment I thought that there was an earthquake, or that another gyarados attacked. Professor Oak and I were having lunch when it happened.”

“Did you see it?” He asked, barely able to hide his eagerness. An eyewitness account would be better than the video Professor Oak released, even if it was from far away.

His mother had a faraway look as she spoke. Ash frowned at himself. That probably wasn’t the best question to ask. “No. Samuel did. He wouldn’t speak of it, though. I haven’t seen him since then. He’s been very busy, but he won’t say what he’s doing.”

In other words, he was doing something for the League. Although Professor Oak specialized in human-pokemon relationships, he had a vast amount of knowledge in many fields. He was often called in by the League for particularly interesting or unknown phenomena, or so his mother had told him.

“Was anyone hurt?” Ash said guiltily, aware that it should have been the first thing on his mind. He couldn’t help it, though. The explosion held so much more significance than most people knew. It would dominate his thoughts for weeks to come, he expected.

His mother faltered. A brief flash of pain went through her eyes, but she pushed it away. “Y-yes.”

“Who?” He questioned tentatively. It was certainly an important question, and one that could be major for both of them. Pallet was a small town. Ash knew everyone.

“No one you would know.” She said quietly. “I knew him a long time ago, before you were born.”

Ash nodded awkwardly. He wasn’t really sure what to say in this situation. He’d never run into it before. “I’m sorry. Did you know him well?”

She smiled softly. “Yes, but we lost touch. It’s been a long time. Don’t worry about me, I’m fine. It was just…sudden.”

He nodded again. Ash resolved to change the subject. “Are you still going to Greenfield?”

“In five days!” His mother said brightly, some of her perpetual cheer back. “I’m so excited to see little Molly again! She was just a baby the last time we visited. Spencer said she’s a handful.”

Ash smiled. He remembered that she had just been born when they’d last visited the town about three years ago. It would be a lie to say he liked babies in the least, but his mother did. Hopefully Molly would keep his mother happy and cheer her up for a few days.

He suddenly realized something, and his stomach sank. “I don’t know if I’ll be able to drop by before you leave, Mom.”

“Why?” She asked. Although she didn’t seem surprised, his mother looked slightly forlorn. The stress his absence had put on her was more visible than ever.

“Lance offered me a chance to train with him.” Ash began carefully. His mother wasn’t exactly happy with the Champion after the Sevii Islands operation. He dearly hoped that they never met. While it would undoubtedly amusing to watch her lecture Lance, it was something to avoid.

Her eyes narrowed, as he expected. “Lance? As in Champion Lance?”

He nodded and met her eyes guiltily. “I’ll try to make it. I can ask Professor Oak to send Alakazam to get me. I have a day to get to Knot Island. I know I can make it to Pallet and back.”

“No.” His mother said sharply. Ash looked at her in surprise. She was always soft-spoken, even when delivering lectures. Her tone might have reeked with barely constrained fury while giving it, but it was always calm. “This is too important for you. I can wait. I know you’ll come home before the Conference, and I can still call you.”

“Thanks.” Ash smiled.

His mother smiled back, although she looked tired again. “I might not approve of the Champion dragging you into League business, but he can help you a lot more than a visit to me could. You might never get this chance again. It’s what’s best for you, and that’s all I want.”

Ash couldn’t really articulate what he wanted to say to that. All he knew was that he was deeply touched and would probably wrap his mother up in a hug right now if she was present. He would even stay when she tried to tell him to change his underwear.

In the end, all he could voice was, “Thanks.”

But his mother seemed to know what he wanted to say, if her bright smile said anything.

A loud beeping sound went off in the kitchen. His mother leapt out of her seat. “I’m sorry, sweetie. I have to go – the food is burning. Make sure to call every now and then! I love you!”

He wasn’t able to say anything back before she left the room in a panic, although the screen stayed on. Ash was about to cut the video, but he spotted a blur of soft blue fur in the air before it slammed into the screen and clung to it.

“How’s it going, Seeker?” He laughed. Seeker, whose head was positioned directly over the camera, chattered excitedly and revealed her sharp fangs. From the tiny parts of the room Ash could make out, he saw Bruiser’s leathery grey skin in the background. “Bruiser, have you kept up your training?”

Bruiser grunted and delicately pulled Seeker off of the camera, although she promptly clung to the machoke’s head instead. Ash snorted in amusement. “Good. I’m going to be bringing you back to the team soon. We’re going to be training with Lance.”

The machoke gave him a wide, reptilian grin and pounded his chest, although Ash wasn’t certain that he knew who Lance was. Ash smiled at him, although there was a bit of guilt hidden in it. He hadn’t done a good job of keeping his friend in the rotation, although there had been quite a few unexpected events that had hampered his efforts. Hopefully this would make up for it. Bruiser was powerful, he just needed to get more combat experience.

“Ash, where are you?” Brock yelled. Ash snapped his attention to the direction the gym leader’s voice came from. “Surge is getting up!”

“Coming!” He shouted back. Plume squawked in annoyance at the loud noise, so Ash lightly stroked her glossy feathers to placate the great bird. “Sorry, Plume. I know you don’t like it when I yell. Can you tell me where Sneasel is?”

Plume shook her head and cooed softly. Ash gave a half-smile. It wasn’t unexpected. Sneasel had been interested in exploring the power plant, and Ash wasn’t inclined to stop him. The dark-type needed to venture out on his own, and Ash wasn’t too concerned about the electric-types that still congregated in some of the halls. His friend was tough enough to fight them off, but the electric-types were still too powerful for Sneasel to risk sticking around to finish them off. Most of the electric-types were confused and placid now, anyway.

“Could you call him, please?” He requested. Plume nodded and let out an earsplitting shriek, one that was sure to attract Sneasel. Ash had made sure that each of his friends were able to get Sneasel to return to him, should the dark-type ever run off. It was a standard practice when dealing with dark-types and infant pokemon.

He crossed his arms and patiently waited. After a while Sneasel rushed into the hallway from deep within the power plant and skidded to a halt. Sneasel whined at him when he realized that there wasn’t food, which was his usual reward for coming when called.

“Sorry, buddy.” Ash said with a smile. “I need to return you. We’re going back to Vermillion. After that we’ll be training with someone that’s really strong. I’ll make sure you’re involved. Is that a fair trade?”

Sneasel eagerly nodded and acquiesced to Ash’s request. He disappeared into his pokeball. Ash glanced over at Plume. “Thanks for calling him.”

She nodded and cooed at him one last time before she was recalled. Ash clipped both of the occupied pokeballs to his belt and started walking to where the group had set up camp. Brock would probably be annoyed that he took so long, but would probably understand. After dealing with his younger siblings, he knew just how hard it could be to get them corralled.

It was just a short jaunt to the camp. He didn’t have any trouble with the dazed electric-types wandering the halls. A pikachu that seemed slightly more lucid than the others sniffed at him and a few magnemite levitated over and curiously buzzed at him, but most barely seemed aware of his existence. There was nothing to fear.

“What took you?” Brock asked in annoyance. Surge was sitting up, his entire chest covered with bandages. Most were slightly bloody, although the red stains didn’t seem fresh. Ash wouldn’t have been surprised if covering Surge’s chest had taken their entire supply of bandages.

“I had to get Sneasel.” Ash replied as he walked over. He’d cleaned his own portion of the camp up earlier. The materials and his sleeping mat were lying in his pack now, either in the storage compartments or in the physical item itself.

Brock nodded. His face, hard with stress, softened a bit. “I get that.” He said quietly, a bit of longing in his eyes. The gym leader sighed and pulled two pokeballs from his belt. Brock released two Alakazam from the spheres, both of whom took a moment to scan their surroundings before closing their gleaming eyes in contemplative silence.

“They’ll be taking us back to Vermillion.” Surge directed to Ash. He glanced over to Brock after Ash nodded his understanding. “Kid, did you get the report sent in?”

“As soon as communications were clear.” Brock said stoically, all business. “Lance should have received it by now. I told him about Zapdos, but I don’t know how he’ll spin that to the League.”

Ash was quiet. He wasn’t sure if they’d heard about the fall of the Rockets yet, and if not they’d hear about it in a few hours anyway. The trainer had to admit that he was surprised that Surge didn’t show much of a reaction to Zapdos’ presence. Brock had probably told him in Ash’s absence.

“Are you ready to teleport?” Brock asked Surge concernedly. Ash could easily understand the worry. Surge was one of the toughest people Ash had ever met, but the amount of blood that soaked the bandages was worrying. The gym leader was still rather pale and his face had several burns and bruises.

“Yeah, just give me a minute.” The powerful man growled. He pulled himself up slowly. “Bet you’re glad to get back to the litter, eh, Brock?”

Brock gave a short, barking laugh. Most people probably would have showed offense, but no one could have trained under Surge without developing a thick skin. Ash knew that Surge wasn’t trying to be hurtful, regardless. It was just his personality.

“You could say that.” The teenager snorted. “I can’t say I won’t miss the quiet. I’ll definitely be glad to get away from you, though. Getting shocked every day isn’t exactly fun.”

Ash’s lips curled up into a grin, although he stayed quiet. It was amusing to watch their interaction.

“If you didn’t deserve it Raichu wouldn’t do it.” Surge growled as he stood up on limbs weak from his recovery. Ash had no doubt that he would still be a force to be reckoned with, however. “Let’s get out of here. And Brock?”

Brock inclined his head to the giant as his Alakazam’s eyes began to burn.

“Give your old man a punch in the jaw for me.” Surge said with a dark grin. “Bastard deserves it.”

The younger gym leader matched the grin, although his eyes were much more serious. An instant later he vanished along with the Alakazam. Ash had to marvel at the psychic-type’s skill. Dazed had grown adept enough with teleportation that she only produced a small flash of light, but Alakazam and Brock simply warped through time and space seamlessly. Hopefully Dazed would be able to master teleportation to that extent one day, although her species’ natural limitations would probably keep that from happening.

“I’m ready.” Surge grunted to Ash. The trainer nodded and patiently crossed his arms as Alakazam’s eyes flashed a bright purple and it crossed its twin spoons. An instant later they were transported hundreds of miles away into one of Vermillion City’s hospitals.

Ash glanced around the familiar building. It was just as he remembered it: stark white and incredibly huge. It was one of the largest buildings he’d ever been in, even if he hadn’t really been up to exploring it the last time he was here.

“Lt. Surge?” A short, squat man in a lab coat asked. He ignored Ash and Alakazam.

“Yeah?” Surge growled. He held his chest in pain and his face was contorted slightly. Ash wondered just how bad his wounds hurt. Brock had managed to keep him stable, but had mentioned that Surge needed medical attention as soon as possible.

The man smiled. “I’m Dr. Smith. The League called. Everything’s ready. We’ll just do an inspection before determining if you need further treatment.”

Surge nodded stoically and stood up to his full height, which caused him to tower over everyone in the room. Ash was perceptive enough to catch the wince of pain that accompanied the movement. Despite the pain he must have felt, Surge was too proud to reveal any weakness. He was one of the toughest people Ash had ever met.

“Take the Runt to the Vermillion gym.” Surge commanded before he made to follow the Doctor. Alakazam nodded. An instant later they disappeared again, although by the time Ash finished blinking they were at their destination.

“Thanks for the help.” He said politely. Alakazam nodded stiffly at him before it vanished into nothingness. Ash was extremely impressed with Alakazam’s sheer endurance. While it had likely been specifically trained to teleport like that, it was still a notable feat. It took a lot of power to teleport long distances, especially in such a short period of time.

He glanced around. He’d appeared in the room that he’d met Surge in before they’d left on their mission. The large computer, which was locked onto a black screen, hummed gently. Ash wondered where he was supposed to look for the ticket Lance had told him about.

“Who’s in here!” A loud, threatening voice snarled. Ash shot a look over to the door and saw that one of the gym trainers stood in it. He didn’t recognize the tall, fearsome woman, but that didn’t seem to be a problem. “Wait, are you that kid I got a message about?”

“Probably. My name is Ash Ketchum.” He said tersely. The heavily muscled woman glared at him suspiciously before she seemed to shrug. She pulled out an envelope and handed it to him.

“Here.” She snapped. “It was waiting in the Lt.‘s office for you. Now, scram! We’ve got too many trainers waiting to waste time with you.”

Ash rolled his eyes as the bad-tempered gym trainer stormed out of the room. He followed in her footsteps, not particularly concerned with her harshness. Compared to Surge she was a teddiursa, although Surge’s words ceased to have the bite the trainer’s did.

There was a battle going on as he left the small room. He eyed it with interest. A girl that was about six or seven years older than him used a pokemon he recognized as Meganium against one of the gym trainer’s Magneton.

She was certainly skilled, although she wouldn’t have been able to handle Surge. Her choice for the battle wouldn’t have held up to Surge’s overwhelming offensive power. Ash thought that she looked familiar, though. He just couldn’t place her face. It was odd, he felt as though he should know her.

Meganium had quite a bit of power behind them and could take hits that most other grass-types couldn’t, but they didn’t have any sort of aggressive instincts that were needed in high-level battles. They were herbivores. Most of the time they would flee from a fight, although they could be incredibly dangerous when provoked or cornered.

On the bright side, their weight and many ranged attacks meant they could easily stand up to flying-types. Most grass-types were weak to flying-type attacks because they tended to be extremely light and frail. A powerful blast of wind would be impossible for the majority to resist.

Additionally, her Meganium didn’t seem trained specifically for battle. Its attacks had plenty of power and obvious skill behind them, but it seemed to unconsciously spend more energy making the attacks look impressive than effective. Meganium and the trainer also made mistakes that no experienced battler would.

He snapped himself out of his thoughts and took one last glance at the oddly familiar girl before he headed out of the gym into the tantalizing sun. Ash had a wide grin on his face as he smelled the crisp, salty air of Vermillion. It was chilly, but compared to the deep freeze of the storm it was perfect.

Ash took a moment to bask in the heat of the sunlight before he looked at the envelope. It had nothing but his name written on it, along with the League symbol: A stylized Rhydon, the cornerstone of the first Champion of Indigo’s team, bisected by a line to create two halves.

The trainer deftly opened the envelope and pulled out a single ticket. A scrap of thick, glossy paper was attached to it.

“Ash, the ship will be waiting for you at the League docks. Look for the Seagallop Ferry under Captain Darrow.” Ash muttered. He recognized the ferry’s name. They were a line of extremely fast ships used by the League to reach areas that they couldn’t just teleport into, due to political or tactical reasons.

The Sevii Islands didn’t like Indigo or Hoenn butting into their affairs, and tended to frown upon teleportation into their territory. Out of all the regions, they were amongst the most xenophobic. Only Sinnoh came close, and that had ebbed away in recent years. Now the massive region was as accepting as any other, if a bit stiffer.

He continued reading. “I will be waiting for you at the Center on Knot Island. Get some rest on the ferry. We will leave for our destination once you arrive. – Lance.”

Ash had a determined look on his face as he carefully placed the ticket and letter into his pocket. He’d be ready for anything Lance could throw at him. He wouldn’t let the Champion down.

The trainer moved quickly toward the docks. It wouldn’t take long to find the League’s partitioned area.
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“Captain Darrow?” Ash asked as he stepped up to a large, sleek ferry. It had the League symbol emblazoned upon the side and had the same number as the ticket.

The tall, grizzled man that stood in front of the ramp eyed him. “You Ash Ketchum?”

Ash nodded and held out his ticket. The man eyed it for a moment before he shoved it into the pocket of his coat. “Come on up. The League wants you at Knot Island as soon as possible. You might want to take a nap in your room. It’s about a twelve hour trip. Just head into the cabins. You’re the first on the right.”

“Thank you.” He responded before he walked onboard. Ash glanced around the impressive ship. It looked extremely sleek and fast, but also tough. The trainer knew that these ships could go practically anywhere, as long as it wasn’t into a hurricane.

The Captain didn’t give Ash a second glance as he headed up to the bridge. He was much less interested in Ash than Taggart had been when he’d taken him back to Pallet Town. Maybe Darrow had been at it long enough to know better than to ask questions.

Before he followed the Captain’s advice, he released Plume. She shrieked as she appeared, a challenge to any opponents. Ash smiled and stroked her feathers, which elicited a soft coo from the great bird and caused her to lean her large head into his hand.

“Hey, girl.” He said quietly. “We’re heading to Knot Island now. I figured that you’d want a chance to stretch your wings. Just land and call for me if you want to come in.”

Plume cooed again before she took off. Ash stumbled backward as the powerful gust of wind buffeted him, but kept his feet. He’d gotten plenty of practice resisting the winds by now.

He watched her blast into the atmosphere with a small smile on his face before he turned away. The trainer figured that he should follow the Captain’s suggestion. Ash could feel the exhaustion from the last few weeks heavy on his shoulders.

He headed into the cabins, which were accessed through a door directly below the bridge, and found his room. Ash noted that it was quite similar to the room he had during the journey from Cinnabar Island to Pallet, although a little less luxurious. It was still quite nice, however, and he eagerly sat down on the bed before he released his friends.

Ash opted against releasing Torrent, Infernus, and Oz. Torrent had grown too much to be able to fit into the cramped quarters of the cabin. It was a reminder that although he was fully evolved, he wasn’t completely mature yet. He would grow for another few months to a year at the least. Infernus didn’t do too well inside. Oz might have panicked if she was released in an unfamiliar environment, especially one so cramped.

The trainer kept a careful eye on Sneasel. His friend had lost some of the aggression from his puberty, although the process was still going on. Instead of attacking viciously and without warning, Sneasel had begun to steal things. It was something he’d only barely noticed during the mission, since he’d had more important things to worry about, but he’d noted it. Hopefully he could curb that behavior as well, although he doubted he could stamp it out altogether.

Nidoking curled up beside his bed, although he took up a good portion of the room in the process. Dazed simply stood next to him in silence, content to simply be around him.

As expected, Tangrowth gave Ash a light hug with one of his vines before he tried to catch Sneasel. Ash smiled as the dark-type hissed in annoyance and playfully slashed at the seeking vines, and couldn’t stifle his laughter when the indignant Sneasel was easily wrapped up and tickled.

“We’re going to train with Lance.” Ash said quietly to Nidoking and Dazed. Nidoking’s narrow black eyes widened as far as they could go and his large ears perked up with interest. Dazed snapped her head toward him and stopped polishing her pendulum. “It’s about a twelve hour boat ride, so get some rest. I have no idea what we’ll be doing with him.”

Nidoking grunted in return and curled up into a ball, his armored back to the door. Ash patted his shoulder before he stood up. There was a bathroom in the cabin and he needed to get a proper shower. He was filthy. It would be nice to sleep without bringing a bunch of dirt into the bed.

He narrowly ducked underneath an errant vine from Tangrowth before he walked into the room. Before he thought about getting into the shower or any other luxuries that he hadn’t had for the last few weeks, Ash looked at his reflection.

It was no wonder that his mother thought he was sick. Although he was healthier now that he’d had time to rest, he still looked awful. His face had lost some of its tan thanks to the constant cloud coverage and the illnesses he had suffered through had left him even paler. While he didn’t look as though he suffered from malnutrition, his eyes were a bit sunken in and exhaustion was obvious in his face.

Ash rubbed some of the fatigue out of his eyes and splashed some water on his face. The icy liquid did the trick, and he felt more of the exhaustion fade, if only for a moment. He looked disdainfully at the layer of mud that caked his boots and pants. As a trainer it was a common sight, but he’d probably have to get new clothing. It was a good thing he had several extra pairs in his pack.

Hopefully the shower would make him feel better. At the very least it would be better than getting doused by Torrent.
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Ash leaned onto the railing as they approached Knot Island. His friends were walking around the deck. Plume let out a piercing shriek every now and then. It had gotten too dark for her to safely fly several hours ago, so she had landed. By then Ash had finished his nap, which ended up being about seven hours, and had left the cozy cabin.

“Are you ready for this?” He asked Nidoking as the Seagallop Ferry danced across the water at a dizzying pace. A small spray of salty water hit him every now and then, but he bore the annoyance unflinchingly. Ash kept his eyes on the great form of Mt. Ember, whose top glowed with a great inner fire. He frowned at that. Mt. Ember was supposed to be dormant.

He was distracted by Nidoking’s low growl. A dull thud echoed through his ears as his friend crushed his claws together in an expression of determination.

“I think so too.” He said softly, his eyes locked on Mt. Ember. Its light, dim from this distance, was still large enough to drown out the starlight from the heavens. “If we aren’t, then we’ll become ready. This’ll make us strong.”

Nidoking grunted again and affectionately tapped his shoulder. Ash smiled and returned the gesture. He knew that Nidoking would fight just as hard as he would to get the most out of this training. Lance might be a Master of the dragon-type, but there was no doubt that he didn’t know a lot about other types as well. To be a Master one had to know the ins and outs of every pokemon that might show up and what techniques they could learn.

Ash had to marvel at the pace at which they approached the island. It had been a mere speck in the distance a few minutes ago. Now they had almost arrived. He knew that the Seagallop Ferry was fast, but it was hard to appreciate its speed without encountering it firsthand.

On a ferry such as Captain Stewart’s, the trip from Fuschia to Cinnabar was about a week if the Seafoam Islands were skipped over. It would take it another twelve hours to a day to reach Knot Island, although the ship that he’d taken with the Champions had made it in an hour.

It would have taken Captain Stewart’s ferry a good four or five days to reach Knot Island from Vermillion. The Seagallop Ferry had cut that time down to twelve hours. He couldn’t help but be amazed at just how fast it was.

But that didn’t matter. Right now he needed to prepare. They’d reach the docks in a few minutes.

“I’m recalling you.” He announced to his friends. Ash heard a few noises of understanding before he returned his friends. Only Sneasel was left out, and the dark-type swiftly dashed over and leapt up onto Ash’s back. “Hey, Sneasel. Are you making progress on Ice Beam?”

Sneasel hissed an affirmative, which put a smile on Ash’s face. The dark-type’s training had slowed thanks to the mission, but they’d kept up lessons when the weather wasn’t too bad. Torrent was particularly good for teaching Sneasel in the harshest parts of the storm. Training had only been abandoned when using an ice-type move was deemed unsafe. Hypothermia would have put a dampener on the mission.

“Good. If you get to fight any of Lance’s dragons, you’ll need it.” Ash said with a grin. He wasn’t quite sure how this training would work out. It wouldn’t be too much of a surprise if Lance had brought some of his weaker pokemon along for a workout. There was no way Ash could defeat any of his main team.

He looked back at the sea, which was a dim orange thanks to the light of Mt. Ember. Ash wondered if they would be training there. Most of Knot Island seemed fairly mundane and absent of powerful pokemon or rugged environments. He could only see Lance training in the most extreme of locales.

Ash held onto the railing tightly with one hand. The other was used to steady Sneasel as the ship turned and slowed. While it was still fast, it wasn’t even close to its previous speed. Sneasel hissed in annoyance and clasped on tightly to Ash.

As the Seagallop Ferry slowly angled toward Knot Island’s port, which was bright with lights, Ash wondered how well Sneasel would adapt to the new environment. Sneasel had evolved to the harsh winters of the north, not hot, humid tropics. He might have to try and cut some of Sneasel’s thick fur. His friend normally kept it a perfect length, but Ash was afraid that Sneasel would overheat otherwise.

He took a deep breath of warm air as they slowed down even more. Knot Island wasn’t as hot as it was last time he’d been here, which was in the midst of summer, but it was still much hotter than the crisp, cold air of Kanto. The first few days here would be brutal, especially if the training was as intensive as Ash expected.

The ship came to a stop, and Ash waited patiently as the ramp mechanically lowered to the dock. He waited for Captain Darrow to come out of the bridge before he stepped off. There were a few burly sailors hanging around.

Ash took the opportunity to examine Knot Island. The town was larger than when he had left it, and seemed to be in much better condition. It was still rather small, but it was larger than Pallet Town to a fair degree. He wondered whether the Rockets had destroyed it and chased most of the residents off or if inhabitants of other islands had moved here.

“Thanks for the ride.” Ash said gratefully. Darrow nodded.

“You’re welcome.” Darrow glanced over at the large, modern Center that dominated the town with his hard brown eyes. “I suggest you hurry. The League message was rather urgent that you reach the Center as quickly as possible.”

The trainer nodded and shouldered his pack before he set off. Sneasel swung himself up to a more comfortable position as they made their way through the town, which was alit by the light of Mt. Ember and a large number of streetlights. Some of the sailors edged away from him when they saw Sneasel.

He knew that the Sevii Islands didn’t use pokemon to the extent of other regions. They didn’t have Apricorns to develop pokeballs from, and the pokeball had been a rather late arrival to the Islands. While they still had pokemon as friends and partners, there were few trainers and most work relied on humanity’s skill and effort. Most only had one or two pokemon, if any. It was one of the reasons they were so fiercely independent.

It didn’t take long for him to reach the Center. He took one last glance down at the town before he stepped in. The inhabitants of Knot Island had done an amazing job of bounding back from the Rocket occupation.

Sneasel sniffed the air curiously as they walked into the cool Center. He’d forgotten how large it was. The Center easily matched the sheer size of one of Saffron’s Pokemon Center. Ash glanced around and looked for Lance. It was around midnight, but Lance should have expected him to arrive about now.

When he turned to look again, a wide grin split his face. Lance, who towered above all of the few islanders still walking about at this hour, strode towards him. Two pokemon followed on his heels. One was the pokemon Ash had seen resting on Lance’s desk the last few times he’d called and the other was mostly blue, but had a thick helmet of a grey, bone-like substance. Neither were particularly impressive, but Ash expected that they would be monsters when they reached adulthood.

“Ash!” Lance boomed. Sneasel’s ears laid back as he hissed at the unexpected noise. The Champion didn’t even notice. “It’s good to see you. Good job with the mission, by the way. I could barely believe the report when I read it.”

“I couldn’t believe what I saw.” Ash admitted as the Champion walked up to him. Lance motioned for Ash to walk alongside him as they headed deeper into the Center, close to the Trading Room. “It was stronger than anything I’ve ever seen.”

Lance sent a quick glance at him. “Even the Creature?” He asked nonchalantly. Ash looked back questioningly. The trainer had no idea where he’d heard the name Ash came up with for the Creature.

“Sabrina included it in her report.” Lance said with an easy grin as they entered the Trading Room. “It’s as apt a name as any. Much better than UEC, anyway.”

Ash sent another look at Lance, whose face grew a bit more serious. “Unidentified Enemy Combatant. It’s the Creature’s latest designation. Our analysts went through a host of others before we found the Rocket HQ. Its ruins, anyway.”

“So it’s really over?” Ash asked quietly, a silent contemplativeness in his eyes.

“It’s never over.” Lance said bitterly, although his face loosened a bit when one of the tiny creatures by his feet tugged on his pants. “But for now, there’s a break. Team Rocket is shattered, and we’re hunting down the fragments. As long as I’m Champion, Team Rocket will never rise from its ashes. Kanto has peace for now, and I intend to keep it that way.”

He didn’t have much to say to that. Ash had never heard Lance so passionate, although there were glimpses of that side of the Champion during battles.

“You don’t have a limit on the amount of pokeballs you can carry.” Lance spoke up, quiet now. “Bring all of your pokemon. They deserve to come.”

“How long will we be training?” Ash asked as he typed in Professor Oak’s number. He hoped the Professor wouldn’t be too annoyed at being woken up. It was rather late, after all. As the video phone began to ring, Lance spoke.

“A month, give or take a few days.” Lance shrugged. Ash looked back and noted that the Champion didn’t seem too happy about being pulled away from the League. “They think I’ve been pushing myself too hard. This is supposed to be my downtime. I figured I would do something productive, and you deserve a bonus after everything you’ve helped the League with.”

Ash smiled a bit, but paused when the screen suddenly flickered to life. Professor Oak didn’t seem surprised to see him.

“Ah, hello, Ash.” The older man said tiredly. He didn’t look exhausted, but it was clear that he would have preferred to be asleep. “I’ve been waiting for your call. Which pokemon would you like to switch out?”

“I’d like you to send over Bruiser and Seeker.” Ash grinned. Oak squinted at him suspiciously before he checked something on his computer. The Professor smiled lightly and shook his head before he placed the two pokeballs into the trading machine. It looked like he had prepared for this. “Wait, did you say you were waiting on me?”

Oak nodded as he transferred the pokeballs to Ash. “Indeed. I received a rather urgent message from a League representative today.” He quickly glanced at Lance before he focused back to Ash. Oak wasn’t surprised to see the Champion. “Delia told me about your training, so it wasn’t too unexpected.”

Ash frowned, but didn’t say anything. He simply picked Bruiser and Seeker’s pokeballs up. Seeker wouldn’t be training thanks to how timid she was, but he wouldn’t leave her alone at the Corral. She deserved better, and he would enjoy seeing the zubat again.

“Thanks, Professor.” He said with a dip of his hat. Ash gave the older man a rueful smile. “Sorry that you had to stay up.”

“It’s fine.” Oak waved his concerns away. “I wish you good luck on your training.” Before Ash could disconnect from the call, the Professor seemed to remember something. “Oh, Ash?”

He cocked his head at the man and waited for his question.

“Gary’s decided to head into the Seafoam Caverns. The Ice Time is over, and he’s trying to find somewhere to train for the Conference.” Oak explained. Ash just nodded, a bit of dislike in his gut at the mention of his rival. “Do you have any advice?”

Ash couldn’t say he wanted to help Gary, but he would at the Professor’s behest. Oak had done far too much for him to even consider refusing. “Stay out of the deeper levels, and run from any dewgong. Have a pokemon that can echolocate.”

Oak hummed his agreement. “Thank you, Ash. It has been far too long since I travelled through the Caverns. My memory isn’t what it was.”

“You’re welcome.” Ash said quietly. He looked up. “Could you tell my mother that I said goodbye before she leaves? I’m not sure I’ll be able to call her in time.”

“Of course.” Oak promised. The Professor sent a stern glance at Lance, although Ash missed the Champion’s reaction. He idly clipped the pokeballs onto his belt as Oak stood up out of his chair and placed a finger on the keyboard. “Goodbye, Ash. I’m sure you will do well.”

Ash nodded back with a grateful smile before the call was cut. He stood up from the chair and looked at Lance, who stood with his arms crossed. “I’m ready.”

“You are.” Lance agreed. “Follow me. The roof should be empty now.”

He looked at Lance oddly as the large man turned around, but acquiesced. Lance swiftly exited the room and headed up a staircase. Ash noted that the room they entered was the same as where he’d found Steven and Lance the day he liberated Knot Island.

“And here we are.” Lance opened up a closet, which revealed a ladder. He climbed it with swiftness and agility someone of his size shouldn’t possess. Ash was right behind him, although he was a bit slower than Lance. The young trainer just didn’t have the power the Champion did.

The roof was rather plain, as he’d expected. It was flat with a few machines atop it, along with a few hatches. Lance kicked the entrance they’d taken shut, probably to prevent the warm air from diffusing into the cold Center.

From here he had a perfect view of Knot Island. This was the highest point of the main island, although Mt. Ember loomed magnificently in the background. He could see the dark forests and beaches from here, along with the town. It had grown even larger than he’d thought. At least a thousand people lived here. While still small, it wasn’t at a dangerously low level.

But he couldn’t tear his eyes off of Mt. Ember. It wasn’t as massive as Cinnabar Island’s volcano, but it was extremely impressive nonetheless. Mt. Ember was its own island, separated from Knot Island only by a mile or two of water. The red glow that adorned the top and the shower of embers that scattered out from it made him wonder if it was active again.

“Mt. Ember’s why I chose this place.” Lance said mysteriously. He swept his cape to his back and crossed his arms after he released the two tiny pokemon again. Sneasel had simply clung onto Ash as he climbed the ladder.

“Is it active? Knot Island’s too close for the town to be safe.” Ash commented worriedly. Sneasel hissed and clung on tighter at the sign of tension.

Lance shrugged. “It’s not active in the conventional sense. Fire lurks within, but no one’s in danger unless they try and go inside…in which case it’s probably for the best. Most people aren’t stupid enough to try and go into the volcano.”

His eyes narrowed. Conventional sense? Nevertheless, he waited for Lance to elaborate. There was still a bit of fatigue left in his system and he wasn’t quite up to asking questions.

“I have a lot to tell you.” Lance said ominously. In the dim red light of Mt. Ember’s flames he looked dangerous and mysterious, not at all like the proud Champion Ash knew. “Team Rocket is broken. At least in Indigo. There are splinter groups in other regions, but we hope that their Leagues will apprehend them soon enough. We found a treasure trove of data in the Rocket bunker, although a good bit of it is corrupted.”

Ash patiently waited for Lance to continue. He’d known about the other Rocket branches from Steven, although he remembered that the former Champion had shut it down. It wasn’t surprising that Team Rocket had extended into other regions. It was amongst the most powerful criminal organizations in the world.

“But we’ve found several caches about the Creature.” Lance said, hatred in his voice. The Champion reflexively grasped onto the arm that had been mangled thanks to its actions. “Team Rocket created an abomination. They took the DNA of Mew and twisted it into their own super weapon.”

He recoiled, both in disgust at Team Rocket’s actions in defiling the Legendary and at the sheer vitriol in Lance’s voice. Ash couldn’t believe just how far Team Rocket had sunk, or the horrible brilliance that had birthed the idea in the first place.

According to ancient legends, Mew was the guardian of the Kanto region. It kept the balance and healed the hatred in men’s hearts, calmed armies that screamed for blood with a thought. While most believed they were just legends, the Legendary kept its symbolic value.

For Team Rocket to have twisted and corrupted the DNA of the peace bringer into a weapon of war was simply sickening. It certainly explained the power the Creature displayed. Mew was said to be amongst the most powerful pokemon in the world.

“They called it Mewtwo.” Lance continued with disgust. “Our Porygon are still working to recover more information. There’s no doubt that Mewtwo was the one that destroyed their base. Ghosts that investigated had their physical forms incinerated from the aftereffects and even dark-types were in pain.”

“Are you looking for it?” Ash eyed Lance speculatively. Perhaps it would be weakened by whatever Team Rocket did to anger it. The armor would probably slow it down if it wasn’t maintained.

Lance nodded curtly. “Agatha. She’s the only one of the Elite Four that could hope to handle it. Karen’s with her.”

Ash blushed almost imperceptibly at the mention of Karen. “What will you do if Agatha finds it? It was too powerful for an army last time.”

“Find a way to track it.” Lance replied immediately. His angular face drifted into a scowl. “It’s too dangerous to leave alone. I doubt Mewtwo was programmed to be caring in the first place. Whatever time it spent with Team Rocket put it beyond redemption. I want to know where it is. If I can’t kill it, I can prepare for it.”

Although disturbed at the prospect of killing, Ash couldn’t help but agree. Rushing water and the destruction of an army flashed before his eyes. If the Creature could do that, it could do anything. Something that powerful and dangerous had to be destroyed. They couldn’t contain it.

“Did you ever find Giovanni, or was he killed in the blast?” Ash suddenly said. He could see the dark man’s face now, the shadowy gleam in the man’s eyes evident to him now. Giovanni was a monster.

“We recovered him.” Lance said enigmatically. “I’m sorry, but I promised to keep that confidential. Giovanni has been dealt with.”

Ash frowned, but signified his understanding. “I wouldn’t ask you to break a promise.”

“Good.” Lance smiled. It took the harsh edge from his expression. “I can appreciate that. But I think I should tell you what we’ll be doing for the month.”

He crossed his arms and cocked his head at the Champion expectantly. Ash had been curious about the methods Lance would use to train him. The training methods of the Elite Four were generally secret, although Ash expected that they could be brutal. At their level of power and experience it had to be. Nothing else would let their pokemon improve further.

“I’m putting a year of training into one month. It will be difficult, and you and your pokemon will be pushed to your limits. You’re too young to undergo the Elite Four physical conditioning, but I will push you just as hard as I push your team.” Lance warned. Ash nodded, glad to accept the challenge.

The Champion suddenly recalled the small pokemon that waited attentively by his feet and released two Dragonite. Ash recognized the first as Lance’s primary Dragonite. He smiled as the great dragon let out a long, keening cry and patted Lance on the shoulder.

He didn’t recognize the other. It was large, but slimmer than the first. The dragon-type’s scales held a tiny tint of blue and seemed thinner and more fragile than the other Dragonite. Ash didn’t think that it was Lance’s second Dragonite, either. From the brief glimpse he’d seen of it, the second was almost as bulky as the primary Dragonite.

“Don’t you recognize Saph?” Lance commented as he affectionately patted Dragonite’s massive arm. Saph called out happily and snorted at Lance before she waved at Ash. He returned it and stared at Saph with wide eyes. As a Dragonair she was obviously powerful. As Dragonite, he had no doubt that she could easily defeat him easily. “She evolved last week. I’m hoping to get her acclimated to her new form. Dov has been training her, but she’s still a bit clumsy.”

“Dov?” Ash remarked as Saph gave Lance an offended growl. The Champion rolled his eyes and waved Saph’s annoyance away before he answered.

“My second Dragonite.” Lance explained. “He’s helping Saph learn to fly. Some of it’s instinctual, but the change from manipulation of air and draconic energy to actual wings is a hard one.”

Saph snorted in agreement and awkwardly unfurled her wings. Lance glanced at her. “Get on. We’re flying to the camp. I have everything arranged. I’ll give you the rest of the information when we get there.”

Ash nodded and recalled Sneasel, who had dived into his pack when Lance released the twin Dragonite. He managed to see Sneasel’s bright eyes narrowed suspiciously at the great dragons before he was engulfed by scarlet energy.

“Hold on tight!” Lance warned as he casually leapt up onto Dragonite’s back. “The flight is short.”

Saph considerately leaned down for Ash. The trainer felt a moment of awe at actually riding one of the Champion’s most powerful pokemon. He clung on tightly to Saph’s scales, although he made sure to avoid the smooth and sharp edges.

When he was secure, Saph took off to follow Lance. Wind whistled past them as they suddenly vanished into the dark night, and Ash had to lower his head and remove his cap to keep it from flying away. He tried to look up, but even with Saph’s air manipulation the travel was too rough for him to weather the powerful winds.

He squeezed his eyes shut in an effort to keep them from drying out and dearly wished that he had taken Plume. Saph was probably faster, at least at going short distances, but Plume was much better at keeping the ride comfortable. The convenient bubble of air she could produce was much more effective than whatever Saph was doing.

Thankfully, it was over almost as soon as it began. They couldn’t have spent more than a minute in the air. Saph was careful with her landing. Ash looked up as she slowly descended to the earth and realized that they were camped right on the slope of Mt. Ember. The red and orange glow of the mountaintop caused the air to be cast with an eerie glow.

Saph landed on all fours, although it looked to be uncomfortable for her. Ash thanked the dragonite and leapt off of her onto shaky legs. He reminded himself to get more experience flying. Plume would enjoy it and he didn’t like feeling faintly nauseous whenever he got back to the ground. Practice would hopefully fix that.

“So you survived.” Lance remarked as he walked up to Ash. Dragonite walked behind him, a vigilant guardian. The earth trembled lightly when it stepped. Ash didn’t know how much it weighed, but he knew anything that large had to weigh at least a few hundred pounds. “That’s a good sign.”

Ash just rolled his eyes and focused on getting rid of the aftereffects of vertigo. The air was abnormally hot, although just enough to be uncomfortable. It was at least a few degrees warmer than the main island, although he could chalk that up to Mt. Ember’s presence. “Where’s the camp?”

“In that cave.” Lance pointed to the aforementioned gap in the earth. It was easily large enough to fit an onix, although Ash couldn’t make out the interior through the veil of darkness, which was unbroken by the red light of Mt. Ember. He assumed that it was quite large inside, however. “It leads into the tunnels inside Mt. Ember. You’ll be training there a lot.”

“What kind of training will I be doing?”

“Harsh.” Lance grinned when he saw the annoyed glint in Ash’s eyes. “It depends. Some days I’ll just have you working on techniques and moves. I’m sure there are some that you can’t teach your team, but I can help with that. Other days you’ll be battling me.”

Ash looked at Lance oddly. There was no way he could battle any of the Champion’s pokemon. Any of the real team was too powerful for him to hope to take on and the pokemon Lance seemed to be training now would only be useful for Sneasel to battle.

“I’ll go easy on you.” Lance assured him. “But it’s the best way for a pokemon to grow. If we had a proper amount of time to train, I’d go a little lighter on the battles. I’m having to put a year into a month, though. There’s no time to coddle you.”

“I understand.” Ash said resolutely. He frowned, though. “What do you mean that it’s the best way for them to grow? I know that battling a lot helps with getting practical experience, but isn’t training just as important?”

Lance’s voice took on a didactic tone. “It is training. Training isn’t just repetition and honing techniques. That’s a major part of it, true, but the real meat of it is in battle. It doesn’t just give them experience: it makes them strong. Battle gives them the knowledge and strength to apply their skill.”

He motioned for Ash to follow him. Dragonite and Saph crawled behind them on all fours, nostrils open as they entered the cavern, which smelled of steam and stone.

“Battle is how pokemon grow strong.” Lance repeated as they entered the dark cave. It was hot and humid, although only to an uncomfortable level. The camp certainly wasn’t dangerous. “You can train them in speed or endurance all you want, but to be a decent fighter they have to know the thrill of battle. Power is gained through practical experience.”

Ash nodded and paid rapt attention to the Champion’s words. He was learning from one of the most powerful trainers in the world. Every word Lance said needed to be committed to memory.

Lance suddenly changed topic. “Have you eaten?”

“Yes.” Ash replied. He’d gotten a meal aboard the Seagallop Ferry. The League certainly didn’t hold any expense on the food supplies. His rich meal had been a great change from the flavorless food he’d eaten during the mission.

“We can talk more tomorrow.” Lance sighed. He snapped his fingers. Dragonite reared up and spat a stream of hot flame into the middle of the floor. Ash flinched when an immense pile of brush ignited furiously. The smoke gently wafted up into a large hole in the ceiling, through which red light shined through.

Ash spotted a mat at a comfortable distance away from the fire, which burned comfortably thanks to Dragonite’s powerful flame. “Is that mine?”

Lance nodded. “Get some sleep. Tomorrow will be tough. I’m not holding back.”

The trainer grinned. “I’m looking forward to it.” He didn’t see Lance’s reaction before he walked over to the mat, which was of much higher quality than the cheap sleeping mat that he used. Perhaps he’d buy a new one when he returned to Kanto.

He took a moment to glance around the cave. It was incredibly large. The ceiling was probably high enough for a small flying-type to comfortably maneuver and it widened enough to easily hold all of Ash’s team, although he wasn’t sure if Lance’s team of monstrous dragons would be able to fit as well.

Ash released his friends. He figured it would be best to get them introduced to each other. Oz only had the barest amount of contact with the rest of the team thanks to her own rage and the dangerous conditions. That situation needed to be rectified.

“The training begins tomorrow.” Ash told Nidoking when his friend appeared beside him. Nidoking snorted and crushed his claws together in understanding. He sent a reverent glance at Dragonite, who had curled up in the general vicinity of Lance’s sleeping mat. Saph’s head rested atop the massive creature’s back. “I’m going to introduce Sneasel and Oz to Bruiser and Seeker. I need you and Dazed to keep the peace. Restrain Sneasel if anything goes wrong.”

Nidoking nodded and squared himself, ready to show off his physical power should the introductions not go as planned. Ash nodded approvingly and release Torrent, Dazed, and Tangrowth.

He greeted each of his friends as they materialized and informed them of their duties. Torrent was to try and keep the peace, an easy task for the incredibly powerful dragon-type. All of the team respected him. Dazed would instantly Disable any of the troublemakers, although Tangrowth was tasked with restraining Sneasel should a scuffle occur.

Ash suspected that it would be an unnecessary measure. Dazed would be more than happy to knock Sneasel out with Focus Blast should he cause an issue. It was a good thing Tangrowth was faster.

The trainer opted against releasing Plume or Infernus. Plume would be useless in such tight quarters and was more likely than most to get injured in such a physical battle. Bringing Infernus out in an enclosed space was just a bad idea.

Next, he released Sneasel and Oz. Sneasel hissed happily and rushed up to his ordinary perch on Ash’s back. Oz whirred at Ash in a friendly manner, which brought a smile from Ash. Nidoking tensed up and directed a hateful look at Oz, who didn’t bother acknowledging it. “Hey, Oz. How are you doing?”

She shrugged and caused electricity to crackle over her fur. Ash was glad that he still had his cap on. If he didn’t his hair would be standing straight up right now. At least his hat covered it. It wasn’t as though he could simply smooth it with a burst of psychic energy like Dazed could.

“That’s good.” Ash smiled. His face twisted into a more serious expression. He glanced back at Sneasel. “I’m about to introduce the both of you to the rest of the team. Sneasel, you’ve already met Bruiser.”

Sneasel nodded, a hint of dislike in his eyes. Although he didn’t know Bruiser, Ash knew that Sneasel tended to dislike fighting-types. While he was more than a match for fighting-types on his level thanks to his incredible speed and agility he was bitter toward anything with an advantage over him.

Dark-types such as Sneasel were deadly in close quarters, in no small part because of their ruthless mindset and wily cunning, but fighting-types were more than their match. Fighting-types tended to be amazingly strong and durable enough to take the quick attacks of dark-types, plus they had reflexes to match.

It didn’t hurt that dark-types tended to be quite fragile, which was a negative side effect of having evolved to ambush and work in the shadows, oftentimes with groups. One good hit could easily defeat them if it was sufficiently powerful. Dark-types just weren’t meant to fight fair.

At least Sneasel didn’t have to worry about the normal weakness of ice-types to fighting-types. That weakness mostly applied to ice-types whose physiology incorporated ice or ice-like material. Sneasel simply had an elemental affinity for it. His body was flesh and blood, not brittle ice that could be easily smashed and shattered.

“Be nice.” Ash reprimanded. He turned to Oz. “Their names are Bruiser and Seeker. Seeker can be a little timid at first, but I’m sure she’ll open up to you.”

Oz whirred and put her large fists behind her back. Ash remembered from the electabuzz entry in the pokedex that it was a sign of submission, or at least agreement. He smiled. “Thanks.”

He sent Sneasel, who adopted a look of feigned innocence, another stern glance before he released Bruiser and Seeker. The two blinked in surprise as they were released before they focused in on Ash.

Bruiser pounded his muscular chest, which had grown even larger thanks to the training Bruno had taught him, and had a massive grin split his reptilian face. He stepped forward to pat Ash on the shoulder in an expression of glee, but Seeker was faster.

The zubat, who hadn’t seen Ash in months outside of his calls, chattered happily as she latched onto his chest and buried her head into his warmth. Ash laughed and lightly stroked her fuzzy ears as she tried to wriggle in closer.

“I missed you too.” He said softly. Ash looked up and grinned ecstatically at Bruiser. “It’s good to see you, Bruiser! I’m sorry I haven’t called you very much. We were in a bad situation for the last few weeks.”

Bruiser shook his apologies off and firmly clasped Ash’s forearm. Ash squeezed back against Bruiser’s tight, rough skin as hard as he could. The fighting-type smiled and dipped his head before he stepped back, a ceremony that Ash repeated.

“We’re going to be training for the next month.” Ash explained as he scratched around Seeker’s tightly folded wings. The zubat squeaked every now and then. “But I figured you two should meet your new teammates before we start tomorrow.”

Seeker squeaked shyly at the thought of meeting more pokemon, but let out a contented whine when Ash comfortingly stroked her ears again. Bruiser perked up and focused in on the obvious addition of Oz. He bowed his head to the electric-type and reached out to clasp her bulky forearm.

Oz acquiesced, and actually seemed impressed with Bruiser as he steadfastly ignored the strong electric current that ran through her thick coat of striped fur. Ash smiled. It looked like they would get along, at least.

He glanced backward at Sneasel, only to hear a long, deep hiss. Ash sighed and began to reprimand Sneasel, although he identified the source of the protective noise beforehand. Seeker had tried to climb onto his back like she usually did, only to find it occupied. She scurried back onto his chest and clung on tightly.

“Sneasel…” Ash warned as Bruiser started forward with furious eyes. He didn’t need Sneasel getting the snot beaten out of him by Seeker’s protector. Bruiser backed off when Ash raised a placating hand, although he bared his small fangs and cracked his knuckles.

Nidoking let out a deep growl that made the ground tremble. All of the pokemon backed away at the sound, except for Torrent. It had no effect on Ash. While the growl of a Nidoking was something ingrained in every human’s subconscious to fear, he’d gotten used to it by now. Besides, his friend’s calls were more comforting than anything. Torrent was a monarch in his own right and cared little for the expression of displeasure.

Sneasel hissed again and dived deeper into Ash’s pack, although he barely fit at this point. He’d grown a lot over the past few weeks. Ash sighed and pulled him out, although Sneasel growled in displeasure. The dark-type respected and looked up to Ash too much to try and lash out physically, however.

“Be nice.” Ash commanded. Seeker fluttered away onto Bruiser’s shoulder as he held a sullen Sneasel out in front of them by the scruff of his neck. “This is Sneasel. He’s not so bad once you get to know him.”

The dark-type growled and did his best to refute that statement, but Ash’s grip and command was enough to ensure his obedience. Ash reflected that it was a good thing Sneasel was so light. He’d never be able to carry his friend like this if he was fully grown. Even now he could feel the strain in his arm.

Ash gently lowered Sneasel to the ground. Sneasel growled at Bruiser and Seeker, but didn’t try anything as Bruiser knelt and looked down at the dark-type. Bruiser stared at him impassively with his dark, beady eyes but didn’t do anything. Seeker chattered and tried to get an image of him via echolocation.

He glanced at his friends. Nidoking was beside Ash, his prominent fangs bared and his eyes narrowed dangerously. The powerful poison-type didn’t look as though he would do anything, but was simply trying to intimidate Sneasel. Dazed simply stared with her normal bored expression. Her pendulum was held taught, although Ash’s keen, practiced eyes could pick out slight vibrations coursing through it.

The trainer let the tense appraisal of Sneasel go on for a while and smiled in satisfaction when some of Sneasel’s hostility evaporated. He would have to keep an eye on those three, however.

Sneasel didn’t like Bruiser due to his unfamiliarity with the fighting-type and his natural disdain of anything that had an inherent advantage over him. Ash hoped that the dislike would fade away over time. It hadn’t taken long for Sneasel to warm up to Infernus, although that might have to do with Infernus showing off how strong he really was whenever the chance occurred.

Bruiser didn’t like Sneasel, obviously. As with most fighting-types, Bruiser had a code of honor. Most pokemon naturally distrusted dark-types, and fighting-types tended to be more wary of them than most. Dark-types rarely had any concept of honor or fairness. Only strength mattered. While a philosophy like that was understandable to Bruiser, it was detestable at the same time.

Ash was more worried about Sneasel and Seeker’s relationship. Bruiser could protect himself and was clearly strong. Sneasel would do his best to avoid directly antagonizing the fighting-type, if only out of self-preservation.

But Seeker was timid and vulnerable. He would never call her weak after the abuse she had weathered underneath Team Rocket and the bravery she displayed in saving him from Golduck’s spite, but she wasn’t a fighter. Sneasel was attracted to weakness. It was encoded into his instincts to harass and attack her.

Perhaps that would fade over time, he mused. Seeker would be spending the month with them. While he doubted she was anywhere near ready to begin serious training, perhaps she’d come out of her shell a bit thanks to all of the contact.

Regardless, he’d have to keep an eye on the both of them. He smiled when Sneasel slunk away to Tangrowth’s side and sent baneful glares at Bruiser and Seeker. While it could have gone better, he was satisfied with the events. A fight had been avoided, and some degree of acceptance had been earned.

“Let’s go to bed.” Ash spoke up. Most of his friends nodded their agreement, although Ash knew that some might stay up for a while. Bruiser and Nidoking certainly would, just to make sure the situation was stable and their charges were safe. Dazed couldn’t go to sleep.

He sat down and took his cap and jacket off and set them to the side. His friends scattered throughout the cave, although they mostly remained close by.

Tangrowth and Sneasel bunkered down in a small corner. Sneasel was still clearly awake, affectionately wrapped up in Tangrowth’s thick vines. Although he seemed annoyed by Tangrowth’s physical contact, he had grown used to it. Ash smiled at him, which took some of the anger out of the dark-type’s expression.

Nidoking curled up right beside him in a protective manner, of course. Ash stared into his friend’s narrow black eyes as he laid down and pulled a thin blanket out from his pack. While it was hardly needed in the cavern, which was heated from the geothermic energy concentrated around Mt. Ember, a blanket was always comforting. It was odd, but it always felt nice for some reason, even in a hot environment.

He really needed to get a new one. It was worn and had a few small holes thanks to the long months of travelling. Ash had simply not cared too much before now. It got the job done and Infernus provided all of the heat he needed.

Torrent slept with his great head angled downward. He had positioned himself next to Dazed, whose eyes flashed with eerie blue light every now and then. It didn’t bother Ash, who had long become accustomed to it.

Bruiser sat with his back on the stone wall a few feet away from Ash. Seeker clutched to his shoulder and hid away from the meager light cast by the bonfire, which had slowly died down. Ash smiled at the duo for the briefest instant.

Ash couldn’t see Oz from his position, but from the quiet hum of electricity he judged that she had curled up not too far from Tangrowth.

He closed his eyes and tried to angle it so that Nidoking blocked the majority of the light and heat from the flames. Mt. Ember was hot enough without a massive fire thrown into the mix, even if it would be nothing but ashes and charred wood soon.

It didn’t take long for him to be dragged into a dreamless abyss.
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Ash snapped up on his mat as an awful, earsplitting screech wracked the air. He crushed his hands over his ears and squeezed his eyes shut. The noise was literally painful. Judging from the abrupt movements he had managed to catch before he closed his eyes, his pokemon had a similar reaction.

It mercifully ended after a few seconds. He glared up at the massive form of Lance, who stood by the ashes of the bonfire with a sadistic grin on his face. A strange, insect-like pokemon with two angular wings and bulging green eyes sat beside him.

“Wake up, trainee!” Lance sang mockingly. His eyes were dark with horrible amusement. “Get going! You have five minutes to meet me outside.” The Champion’s grin bared his teeth as he added dangerously, “Don’t be late.”

Ash blinked in astonishment for a few seconds, during which Lance confidently strode outside into the bright sun. He shook his head before Lance’s words set in.

“Get up!” He commanded as adrenaline shot through his system like lightning. It was rather similar to when his mother had gotten him up late for school.

Thankfully, his friends followed suit. They were struck by Lance’s command just as much as Ash was, and were up in seconds. Ash quickly put on his cap and slipped into his jacket, grateful that he’d been too worn out to think about fully undressing last night.

All Ash bothered to spend time on was brushing his teeth. He’d prefer not to spend the day with the sickly sour taste in his mouth. It had been a mistake not to do so last night before he’d gone to sleep.

He and his friends were outside in three minutes, if he had to guess. Lance stood outside in the hot, humid air perfectly calm. His pokemon were arrayed out behind him. Ash counted three dragonite, Aerodactyl, a monstrous Gyarados that loomed from the ocean, a Kingdra that made Torrent look like a horsea, the gigantic Charizard whose tail flame burned a furious blue with a core of white, the strange insect, and the two small pokemon that had followed him around last night.

“Welcome to your first day of training!” Lance boomed. He gestured grandiosely to the army behind him. “These are my friends and partners.”

He pointed to the group of dragonite. “You know Dragonite, Dov, and Saph.” Ash nodded and waved back when the massive dragons sang their greeting. His pokemon followed suit in a cacophony of roars, hums, hisses, and grunts.

“Aerodactyl.” Lance pointed at the stone behemoth, which stood at an awe-inspiring seven feet tall and probably had a wing span of about twenty feet. Ash hoped he never had to fight one in a real battle. They were astoundingly rare thanks to the expense of artificially giving them an immune system and engineering their DNA to be able to survive in this new world, but in the higher levels of training it was always a threat.

The stone beast leered at him and snapped its massive jaws together. Ash felt an urge to shrink back in the face of this ancient predator, but fought it off. He’d stared down the Cre—Mewtwo. Aerodactyl wouldn’t intimidate him.

Lance smiled at him approvingly. “Magnus.” He pointed to the Charizard, which snarled and spat a plume of deep blue flame into the air. It thrashed its tail furiously and seemed to try to one up Aerodactyl, who just growled at Charizard in annoyance.

The Champion rolled his eyes. “Yes, yes. You’re very scary, Magnus. Anyways, there’s Lev.”

Gyarados roared and flailed its tail, but didn’t seem aggressive. Its eyes seemed more playful than anything, although Ash had no doubt that it could fly into a destructive rage at a moment’s notice. Judging from the sheer bulk it displayed, Ash assumed it would be around fifty feet in length if it was proportionate to its width. A true giant of its species.

“This is Vibrava, and those two are Bagon and Gible.” Lance said with a soft smile. Ash nodded. At least he had a name for the odd insect now. He was confused as to why the Dragon Master had a bug-type on his team, though. The other two made sense. They looked like dragons.

“Where are they from?” Ash asked. If Lance used them, they must evolve into extremely powerful pokemon. Perhaps he could find one in his travels.

“Bagon’s from Hoenn. He evolves into Salamence.” Lance said with a dreamy look in his eyes. Ash held back an amused snort. He thought he recognized the name from a conversation with Steven. “Gible’s from Sinnoh. Bagon was a gift from my old master in Hoenn, Drake, and Gible was a gift from Cynthia. She’ll evolve into Garchomp”

Ash’s eyes widened as he looked at the tiny pokemon, their chests puffed out in pride. He didn’t recognize Drake’s name, but he certainly recognized the name of Cynthia. She was the Champion of Sinnoh and recognized as one of the most powerful trainers in the world, on par with Lance or Steven. Not many could challenge Lance’s team of dragons and draconic pokemon, but she was rumored to be one of them.

“There’s Mael.” Lance directed at the Kingdra. The old, battle-scarred creature looked down at Ash appraisingly, far more interested in him than any of the others Ash had been introduced to. It seemed to reach a decision after a while and nodded at him, which he hesitantly returned. “Now, introduce us to your team. They need to know their teachers.”

“Well, that’s Nidoking.” Ash pointed out slowly. He quickly released Plume and Infernus, who blinked in surprise when they saw the immensely powerful group of pokemon before them. Plume looked back at Ash like he was insane, but Infernus had a maniacal glint in his eyes as flame wreathed around him. “No! We aren’t fighting.”

Infernus looked disappointed, but Plume looked at him thankfully before she awkwardly hopped over to his side, right next to Nidoking. The fire-type slunk over to Tangrowth and moved in close so as to make the grass-type feel uncomfortable. Tangrowth gurgled and shied away, but Sneasel snickered and shot a gust of wind at Infernus, which the fire-type didn’t even feel.

“There’s Plume, then Torrent, she’s Dazed, Infernus, Bruiser, Seeker, Tangrowth, Sneasel, and Oz.” Ash ran off quickly as he pointed his friends out. He felt a little awkward underneath Lance’s cool gaze.

“Very well.” Lance smiled dangerously. He snapped his fingers. All of his pokemon except for Dragonite removed themselves from the area and formed a semicircle. “Ash, your team will battle Dragonite. If you feel any aren’t ready, send them over to the rest of my team now.”

Ash blanched, but nodded. He had confidence in his team and knew they were very powerful, but he knew they weren’t even close to being ready for this. But he had to try. “Seeker, Sneasel, go on.”

Sneasel hissed in a mixture of disappointment and annoyance, but followed his orders. Bruiser carried Seeker over to Saph, who gently took the zubat from the fighting-type and placed her small fuzzy form underneath one of her wings. Ash wondered how Bruiser knew to take Seeker to Saph, but assumed that she simply seemed the friendliest.

The trainer frowned. While he didn’t like splitting the team up, this was far too dangerous for an untrained pokemon to be in. Sneasel was making great progress, but he hadn’t mastered Ice Beam or Blizzard. Until then he would only be a hindrance in a fight like this, unable to even threaten Dragonite. Seeker was simply too timid and untrained. Even if she was trained, the sunlight was painful to her.

“You have five minutes to prepare.” Lance called out. “After that, Dragonite will attack.”

Ash signified his understanding and called the team together. He had a bad feeling as they arrayed around him. Lance knew that they weren’t ready for this. Why was he forcing a battle that was sure to end in Ash’s loss. The Champion was firm in his belief that battling powerful opponents would make his team stronger, but Ash wasn’t sure that it applied when the power gap was this drastic.

He didn’t show his fear to his team. Instead he did his best to radiate confidence. “This’ll be a hard fight, guys. Dragonite’s by far the strongest opponent we’ve ever faced.”

Apparently this didn’t surprise any of his friends. Their expressions didn’t change a bit. Ash sighed and hurriedly continued. “Nidoking, it’s up to you to use Ice Beam. Try and hit the wings if it’s slow enough. If it gets close, try and ram it with your horn. The scales are tough enough to keep it safe. Keep it off of Torrent.”

“Plume, try and confuse it with Double Team.” He continued. Both he and Plume knew that Dragonite would smack her right out of the sky without any trouble. She had to be a distraction. “If you think you can hit it with Whirlwind or Steel Wing, go for it. Try and stay away from Dragonite, though.”

“Torrent, you’re the main player in this fight.” Ash said seriously. Torrent looked at him calmly, although a fierce passion for battle was aroused in the back of his scarlet eyes. “Hit it with Ice Beam the moment the battle starts. If you can’t, shoot a Blizzard at it. Don’t use Ice Storm unless I’ve returned all of the others. Use Dragon Pulse if it gets close.”

“Dazed, try to Disable it.” Ash told her. Dazed nodded and her pendulum slowly vibrated as it glowed with blue energy. He knew that Dragonite would probably break free of Disable in an instant, but perhaps it would slow it down. “Use Psychic if it gets close to the others. Keep your barriers up.”

Ash turned to Infernus, whose body language suggested that he was simply delighted by the prospects of this fight. It was the next best thing to battling a Legendary. “Your fire attacks probably won’t do much, but keep a steady flame on it. Try and keep it off of the others. If it gets close, use Brick Break and Teleport. Don’t let it hit you.”

“Grapple it.” Ash told Bruiser bluntly. “Grab on and wrestle it to the ground if you can. Keep away from its elemental attacks. Dazed will protect you, but I’m not sure how well her shields will fare. Try to keep it out of the air.”

“Wrap it.” He commanded Tangrowth, who happily gurgled. “Hit it with Solarbeam the moment the battle begins. Aim for the joints that connect the wings with your vines. They’re one of its only weak points. If you get a chance, hit it with Ancient Power.”

Oz seemed just as excited as Infernus, although there was palpable tension in her body. Ash was unsure of how to command her. He’d memorized her moves, but he really didn’t have any experience with her. “Start off with Thunder Wave, and hammer it with Thunderbolts. Try and line them up with Nidoking and Torrent’s attacks.”

The electric-type nodded seriously and began to windmill her arms. Electricity arced around her and raised the hairs on Ash’s body.

“Make sure to spread out.” He ordered. “Don’t make yourselves an easy target. It’ll take advantage of any openings.”

As he finished speaking, Lance shouted out to him. “Get over here! It’s not safe.”

Ash nodded and jogged over to Lance. Dragonite snorted at him good-naturedly as he ran by, and Ash took a last, lingering look at his friends. He trusted that they would put up a fight. They were strong.

“Begin.” Lance ordered.

Before Ash could blink, Dragonite erupted into the air. It easily sped away from the barrage of attacks his friends shot toward it as they slowly reacted to its insane speeds and casually beat its massive wings toward the group. Ash gaped as a gale powerful enough to tear a tree from its roots slammed into his friends and sent them all over the place.

Torrent managed to stay in the same position thanks to his levitation and fired off a second Ice Beam. Dragonite vanished for a moment only to appear right in front of Torrent. Ash watched with wide eyes as Torrent tried to blast Dragonite with a Dragon Pulse in an attempt to at least do some damage, but Dragonite’s claws glowed bright green with draconic energy before it slashed at Torrent.

Ash winced as Torrent was slammed into the ground with incredible force. He saw Infernus fire a stream of flame at Dragonite, but it instantly vanished back into the sky. The trainer couldn’t believe how fast it was. It was probably using a technique like Agility, but it was still awe-inspiring.

He grinned when he saw Plume slam into its back with Steel Wing, however. Ash looked on with horror as Dragonite was only knocked away a few feet before it retaliated with another gale of wind. Plume was swept away by the Hurricane technique and hurled toward the ground, although Ash hurriedly returned her before she made contact with the hard earth.

Dragonite held itself aloft and watched as Ash’s friends scrambled to recover. Ash noted that it seemed particularly focused on Nidoking and Dazed. He could understand why it regarded Nidoking as a potential threat considering his Ice Beam, but he wasn’t so sure about Dazed.

Ash found his answer when Dazed’s eyes flashed and Dragonite became entombed in a prison of bright energy. It only lasted for a second considering that Dragonite casually broke out of it with a single flex, but it gave the others a chance to retaliate against the seemingly invincible dragon.

The dragon-type flinched backward as Nidoking’s Ice Beam, Oz’s Thunderbolt, and Tangrowth’s Solarbeam slammed into it, but weathered the assault with ease. Its scales were just too tough and resistant to energy for Solarbeam or Thunderbolt to have any real effect with the amount of power put into them. Ash had no idea how it survived the Ice Beam so easily, however. Perhaps Lance had trained it to be resistant to its major weakness.

It wouldn’t be surprising. While it was difficult and time consuming, it was possible. Dragon-types’ general physiology made it impossible for them to completely discount the threat that ice-type attacks posed, but they could grow to tolerate it.

Ice-type attacks were generally effective against dragons for the same reason that they were effective against onix and its ilk: the sudden shock to their system was devastating. Dragon-types were coldblooded for the most part and being at such a low temperature was dangerous. Some had evolved to resist cold as a necessity, such as Kingdra in the abyss of the ocean, but for the most part they simply couldn’t suffer ice-type attacks.

All of his thoughts vanished when he saw Dragonite flap its mighty wings once before it blasted up into the sky, far beyond the reach of any attack. Ash had a gnawing feeling in his stomach as his pokemon tried to prepare themselves against the inevitable assault.

Ash glanced up at the Champion and noted that Lance’s lips twitched. He furrowed his brow and looked to the sky, but shouted out a warning when he saw a gold and tan blur hurtle down toward the earth.

He staggered backward as the blur slammed into the ground with a thunderous boom. Immense force ripped through the earth, and a massive cloud of dust was kicked up from the impact. Ash watched worriedly as he saw Dragonite launch itself into the air again, apparently unharmed from the incredibly powerful attack.

“Earth Wrecker.” Lance said from beside him. His eyes were focused on the remnants of the battlefield. “A combination of flight, Extreme Speed and Tailwind to build up the velocity, Earthquake to impart the required force, and a Twister wrapped around the user to prevent extreme damage and/or death.”

Ash’s eyes widened at the sheer number of moves incorporated into the devastating technique. That was ridiculous. Dragonite must have practiced for weeks to perfect it. It took an iron will and discipline rarely found to control so many techniques at once.

“Good job, Dragonite.” Lance shouted to the heavens. A long, low call was his response. He turned to Ash. “Recall your pokemon. I’ll revive them.”

“Why did we do that?” Ash questioned as he recalled his defeated friends. He scowled. His friends were strong, but they were helpless in the face of Dragonite. The trainer didn’t like feeling helpless. It was what he had trained to avoid after the first time he’d encountered Pierce.

Lance looked down at him with a strange mix of emotions. “You needed to know what utter defeat felt like. You’re like me, Ash. In my first year, I only had three legitimate defeats, each against vastly more experienced foes. I didn’t even know what it felt like or how to handle an opponent stronger than I was.”

Ash nodded, although he still had an ugly scowl on his face. He didn’t like losing.

“Exactly.” Lance remarked after seeing the expression on Ash’s face. “You knew you would lose. You have a good team, but Dragonite is too far beyond you.”

He knelt and met Ash’s eyes with his own dark ones. “That’s what I’m training you for. There won’t be many opponents stronger than you by the time I’m done training you, but if you ever find one you’ll know what to do. You froze up during our battle. That’ll never happen again.”

Ash nodded again and returned Lance’s serious look. “Is this all for today?”

“No.” Lance laughed and threw his head back. “That was just a lesson. There will be stronger foes out there. You know it logically, but I know that I could never really accept it. Take that knowledge and turn it into a drive to become stronger, until you’re the best.”

Lance turned away and looked at his team. “There are revives by my sleeping mat. Get your team up and return. Your real training will begin then.”

Ash smiled lightly and ran off to the camp. Sneasel joined him, although Ash made sure to return Seeker. He choked a bit on the great cloud of dust as he ran through it, but he was more distracted by the sheer amount of damage that Dragonite’s attack had done. There was an impact crater at least three feet deep and ten feet in every direction where Dragonite had landed, and there were massive cracks and ruptures in the earth as far as he could see.

He easily maneuvered around them and went into the camp with a determined expression. Ash understood Lance’s lesson, but it had given him a burning drive to become stronger. His desire for strength was reignited, the candle transmuted into an inferno.

Lance had shown him what a true trainer was capable of. Ash only had a month, but he would learn everything he could from the Champion and reach the top of the world just as Lance had done. By the time the Conference came around, Ash would be ready for it.

XX

“What moves are you currently teaching your team?” Lance inquired as Ash returned. Most of the Champion’s team had scattered, although each of the Dragonite, Magnus, and Mael remained nearby. The others had probably flown off to train.

“I’m going to teach Nidoking Earth Power and Mega Horn, Dazed Magic Coat and Signal Beam, Infernus Heat Wave and Thunderpunch, Bruiser Superpower, and Oz everything I can.” Ash finished with a frown. “I need to work with her the most.”

Lance nodded understandingly. “Very well. I noticed that you left a few of your teammates out.”

“Well,” Ash began, “some of my friends don’t have anything useful to learn. Tangrowth has just about everything he needs, and I need the most help with Plume and Torrent. Plume has almost mastered Hurricane, but she keeps getting stuck on keeping its range and power. Torrent needs help with Draco Meteor. I’ve tried to help him, but nothing seems to work. He can only start the attack.”

“You tried to teach a pokemon Draco Meteor? And you actually made some progress?” Lance asked with a raised eyebrow. “Impressive. I can help you with both of those moves. Draco Meteor will be simplest. Mael should be able to guide him through the motions without too much trouble.”

“And Hurricane?” Ash prompted. He was glad that Lance was willing to help him. It was an extraordinarily rare and powerful move, crafted by the ancient Wataru Dragon Clan of Blackthorn City. Lance had probably been taught it the moment he’d proven himself to his clan.

Lance grinned and motioned to Dragonite, who casually landed next to him with astounding grace. Something that large shouldn’t have been able to move so easily. It was a statement that applied to the Champion as well.

“I might be a Master of the dragon-type, but I have a fair amount of experience with flying-types as well.” Dragonite snorted and unfurled its massive wings to validate Lance’s statement. “Dragonite can help Plume master it in no time. He’s already taught Dov and Saph.”

Ash nodded and smiled. He went ahead and released his friends, who arrayed around him. They glared distrustfully at Dragonite, save for Tangrowth. The grass-type curiously extended vines to reach over the dragon, who acquiesced to the scan with curious eyes.

“I can’t help you so much with your other pokemon.” Lance admitted. “Not their techniques, anyway. I can help you train them until they’re unstoppable forces of destruction, but I’m not experienced with most of your pokemon.”

“That’s fine.” Ash replied. It was what he’d expected. Lance might know an incredible amount of information about almost every pokemon, but his knowledge of training was specialized for his dragons. It was an incredible strength, but a weakness at the same time.

Lance nodded to Mael, who levitated forward with an air of regality that made Torrent bow his head in submission. The kingdra simply exuded power and experience, shown clearly in the scars that covered its form. Ash didn’t want to know what Lance had fought that actually had enough strength to penetrate the thick scales.

“Mael, Dragonite, you’re staying with me.” Lance commanded. “The rest of you, go spar. We need to get back into shape.”

The small army signified their understanding before they rushed off. Dov, who Ash noted seemed to be even bulkier than Dragonite, albeit shorter and obviously younger, launched into the air with incredible precision, followed by a slightly unsteady Saph. Ash watched with wide eyes as Dov casually fired an Ice Beam at Saph, who barely flashed out of the way before the immensely powerful attacked shot through the area she stood.

As the Ice Beam froze its way through the air, frost converged around it. When it finally slammed into the warm water, it froze an area of thirty square feet. Ash couldn’t help but blink at the sheer power behind the attack. It was no wonder that Dragonite had easily shrugged his team’s attacks off.

“Dragonite, teach her Hurricane.” Lance said. Dragonite slapped the Champion on the back before it launched high into the air with a single beat of its powerful wings. Ash stumbled backward, but Lance, with his greater bulk, managed to keep his footing. Nidoking propped Ash up as Plume followed Dragonite’s lead.

“Mael, show Torrent your Draco Meteor.”

Ash watched intently as Mael regally levitated to the beachside, where waves chilled by the large block of ice gently lapped at the sand. It raised its massive head high into the air. In an instant a small ball of intense orange energy with a core of white formed at the tip of its elegant snout and shot into the air.

He pulled his cap over his eyes as the orb hovered in the air for the briefest of seconds before it exploded. Huge comets of the energy that trailed fire and light rained down upon the water. Great columns of water exploded upward as the comets slammed into the ocean and exploded, a low roar in the ocean as it filled in the vacuum with great currents of clear water.

The iceberg created by Dov’s errant Ice Beam was obliterated by a single of the comets. It shattered and the ring of ice that hadn’t been melted by the initial impact split into great shards of pure white. In moments the ice submerged further, visible only because of the water’s clarity. Ash knew that it would melt in a few minutes.

But he was focused more upon the sheer power Draco Meteor held. Mael might be an experienced practitioner of the technique, but he knew that Torrent could achieve the same level if given time. It would be an actual weapon against Dragonite and perfect for dealing with any opponent.

“He can do better.” Lance spoke up, the silence that pervaded the air finally broken. “Mael just didn’t want to cause too much damage. He is a match for Dov.”

Ash nodded. It was hard to believe that Mael was holding back. That was one of the greatest displays of power he had ever seen, outside of the Creatu – Mewtwo’s rampages and the Birds’ elemental mastery.

“Torrent, try it.” Ash commanded. It was always best for pokemon to learn from observation. The process gave them an idea of how to manipulate the energy that pounded beneath their skin. Even if Torrent couldn’t perform it, he’d have made progress.

Torrent levitated next to the elder dragon and closed his vibrant scarlet eyes. Ash could feel the power normally restrained by his friend’s iron will engulf the area as Torrent prepared the attack. His friend pointed his snout to the air in perfect imitation of Mael.

A sphere of energy formed at the tip of his snout, although Ash worried for a moment when it was green. He relaxed when it quickly shifted to the same familiar orange hue as Mael’s, although the energy ball was much larger and obviously weaker.

He grinned when Torrent progressed to the next step of the technique and fired the energy ball high into the air. It left streaks of warm red orange in its wake until it finally reached its position. The orange ball seemed to hang in the air for a moment before it simply left Torrent’s control and fell into the ocean.

Torrent seemed a bit annoyed at his failed attempt, but still eyed the destructive power he possessed with satisfaction. A huge geyser of water at least fifty feet high exploded upwards as the energy ball exploded within the depths of the ocean. There was a roar of rushing water as the vacuum was filled, and a loud spattering as the displaced water collapsed back into its source.

“A good attempt.” Lance clapped. “But it obviously needs improvement. Mael, keep him going. I want it perfected within two days.”

Mael nodded calmly and turned to Torrent. The Kingdra snorted something in a very dignified manner, to which Torrent dipped his head. Lance smiled and turned away before he pointed up to the sky. “It seems that Plume is making progress. You did a good job teaching her.”

“Thanks.” Ash said gruffly, not so used to people commenting on specific aspects of his training. “She did the work.”

“Of course.” Lance replied. He squinted. “She’s very quick. Not the most durable pidgeot I’ve ever seen, nor the strongest, but she’s a magnificent flier. Dragonite is having to try to keep up with her.”

Ash grinned at the high praise for Plume. She deserved every bit of it and so much more.

“We’ll have to work on that. You don’t have any other combat fliers, do you?” Lance inclined his head toward Ash. The trainer shook his head, which brought a smile to Lance’s face. “Very impressive. With actual competition she’ll advance far. Pidgeot aren’t quite as useful in the higher tiers of training, but a properly trained one is always a valuable asset. When they get going, they don’t stop.”

“I know.” Ash laughed. “She hits hard with that speed. With Steel Wing she can take down a rhydon.”

Lance grinned. “That’s good to hear. They’re popular at the Conference.” He turned back to Torrent and Mael, both of whom were focused on maintaining a tiny, compressed sphere of orange energy. Ash assumed it was endurance training of a kind. “You’ve done well with Torrent. Given time he’ll rival Mael, I’m sure. This training will give him a nice boost.”

“Do you know how Draco Meteor works?” Lance questioned. At Ash’s shake of the head, he continued. “It’s similar to Dragon Pulse, at least in principle. Dragon Pulse tends to be a requisite move for a pokemon trying to learn the superior technique.”

The Champion dipped further into his teaching persona. “Dragon Pulse is all about harnessing the energy that runs through a pokemon, focusing it, and firing it. It’s raw energy. Draco Meteor is much more complicated. It involves much more energy, and controlling each individual comet as it separates from the primary sphere.”

“To successfully perform Draco Meteor, one must create the same energy sphere of Dragon Pulse, but it must be amplified. It’s a massive drain on the reserves, which is why pokemon that haven’t been extensively trained in it tend to be much weaker for the rest of the battle.” Lance explained. He emphasized his words with dramatic hand motions. “But if you go beyond so-called mastery of the technique and train until it’s little more than any other powerful attack, it will be much more devastating and much less consuming.”

“That is where I want Torrent at by the end of the month.” Lance boomed, determination in his powerful voice. “He’s strong, but not strong enough. The battles he will face against my team shall prepare him. While Draco Meteor can be made efficient, a pokemon must still possess overwhelming power to use it without being severely weakened.”

Ash nodded as he paid rapt attention to the Champion’s words. Lance believed that they could do it in time, and Ash would do everything he could to help Torrent reach that goal.

“For the rest of the day, I want you to hone your techniques with your other pokemon.” Lance said. “We will have another battle tomorrow, against one of my other teammates. Prepare yourself. Come to me if you need my aid.”

“What will you be doing?” Ash leaned forward curiously.

Lance smiled. “You aren’t the only one that needs to train. This war with Team Rocket has gotten me out of practice. There’s no time to train when I’m up to my ears in paperwork or leading raids against Team Rocket. Those useless grunts didn’t even put up a challenge.” The Champion growled, a hint of the man Team Rocket feared in his tone.

The tension eased from his face. “I apologize. I’m still a little stressed. Regardless, I’ll be preparing as well. Saph and my new teammates need to be prepared for future conflict. They’re still too inexperienced.”

“I understand.” Ash said firmly. “Guys, let’s head out.”

“There’s an empty area not too far from here.” Lance called out helpfully. “Head to the east. Come back when night falls. I have to explain some things to you.”

With that they set off to find their training grounds. Ash silently wondered just what Lance wanted to talk to him about. Perhaps Lance would have talks with him like Bruno had. They had been quite informative and Bruno was a simple enough man that the words didn’t go over his head. It would be nice to see the Champion’s perspective.
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“Everyone, stay here.” Ash said as they settled into the large, charred streak of land. He followed the trail of blackened earth and noted that it seemed as though a firestorm had incinerated its way through the island. That was certainly odd. No fire-type he could think of possessed that kind of power, but the burn seemed too controlled for it to have been a wild fire. “I’m equipping some of you with extra TMs. We need everything against Lance and this is the best time to learn.”

He removed the TM case from his pack and selected the TMs that he’d gotten extended. Ash looked up to Nidoking. While he didn’t want to distract from the attacks he would be teaching his first friend manually, Nidoking needed to learn this one.

Nidoking nodded and bowed his head as he was sucked into the pokeball. Ash, who was well practiced with teaching TMs by now, quickly inserted his pokeball into the TM case before he slid the needed TM into it as well.

The case glowed a dark, malevolent purple as the knowledge of Shadow Ball was transferred into Nidoking’s brain. Nidoking already knew Shadow Claw, but he’d prefer that his friend have a way to counter psychics at a long distance.

When he released Nidoking, he quickly gave his friends the TMs he had selected to them.

Dazed received nothing. She had everything she needed to be a devastating threat on the battlefield. He just needed to improve her power and innovate some new strategies. Right now she was exceptional, but he wanted her capable of standing up to anything the Conference could throw at her.

Infernus learned Earthquake. Ash would teach him Focus Blast in the future, but right now he wanted to create a specific technique. While it wouldn’t do well against Lance’s dragons, it would be almost impossible for any landlocked pokemon to escape. Ash would work with him closely today, along with Oz.

Bruiser was given Focus Blast. From the looks of things he’d managed to handle his own training better than Ash could have, and there weren’t any moves Ash could help him learn outside of Superpower. Besides, he needed something to hit foes from a distance. Brick Break would come later, along with Earthquake. Both would be excellent for defeating psychics and elemental pokemon.

Seeker didn’t receive any TMs, of course. She was still terrified at the prospect of fighting, and Ash wanted to wait until she was mentally ready before he even thought of putting her into training. Her mind had been horribly scarred from Team Rocket’s enslavement. While the League had rehabilitated her, Ash knew that the effects would never leave completely. All he could do was try and keep her happy and stable.

He taught Tangrowth Earthquake. It would be rather useful, especially in conjunction with Ancient Power. Fire-types wouldn’t be such a devastating threat any more. Long range attacks were usually difficult against them, but Earthquake would knock them off their feet and destabilize their pyro sacs. Tangrowth could easily take advantage of their distraction.

While Sneasel was beginning to leave his puberty, Ash knew he wasn’t ready for new moves yet. He was still too volatile. Sneasel needed to learn control first. That was what he would be working on with Nidoking while the others sparred or were personally overseen by Ash.

Ash decided to push it with Oz. He taught her two TMs instead of one, despite the potential danger. She needed some variety in her move set to guard against dangerous foes. He opted to even it out by teaching the electric-type Brick Break and Double Team. Double Team would help to keep her from taking hits, which was an imperative for Oz. She lacked the sheer fortitude Infernus possessed, although she was certainly tough.

“Tangrowth, I want you and Dazed to spar. Get used to Earthquake and Solar Beam. Dazed, focus on your shields. They need to be able to stand up against anything.” Ash directed. His two friends nodded before Dazed teleported off to the distance. Tangrowth waddled after her, his red feet bright against the scarred land.

He thought for a moment. “Bruiser, go with them. Try and get used to Focus Blast. I know you aren’t used to energy techniques.”

Bruiser nodded and grinned. Seeker chattered after him from where she sat in Ash’s pack, which was enough to protect her from the harsh sunlight of the tropics. The machoke gingerly stepped over and patted Seeker’s fragile head before he headed off after Tangrowth. Ash smiled at the interaction before he returned to business.

“Nidoking, continue Sneasel’s training. After you’re done prepping him for Ice Beam, work on his evasion.” Ash told his friend. The armored poison-type grunted and lumbered away. Sneasel hissed and dashed after him. He managed to deftly land on Nidoking’s neck, just a few inches away from the spines.

“Infernus, Oz, you’re with me.” He stated. Both seemed pleased to have his attention. Flames lapped around his body and cast the air in a menacing glow. Ash frowned, but not at Infernus’ antics. The fire-type seemed more powerful than normal, which was saying something. His flames were brighter and hotter. He could feel them from where he was, ten feet away.

Oz clasped her muscular arms behind her back and swished her striped tail around. Infernus snorted and spat a bit of smoke at her, to which the electabuzz whirred angrily and began to release sparks into the air.

Ash frowned and clapped. “Enough.”

Infernus instantly came to attention and laid his focus upon Ash. Oz reacted slower, but she eventually calmed down. She kept a wary eye upon Infernus, however. It was clear that she didn’t trust the fire-type. He couldn’t blame her.

“Infernus, we’re going to work on a new technique today.” Ash explained. Infernus’ eyes darkened with glee and more of the abnormally powerful flames raced up and down his powerful form. He’d have to keep an eye on his friend. Maybe Lance would have the answers. It would be bad if his suspicions of what influenced the change were true. “I need you to focus, alright?”

After the fire-type gave him an eager nod, Ash turned to Oz. She swished her tail and clasped her human-like hands behind her back again. “I never got the chance to use you in a normal battle. Today, I’m just going to get a look at what you can do.”

Oz whirred in understanding. Ash turned to Infernus. “Do you think you can use Earthquake perfectly?”

Infernus nodded and lightly stamped his burning foot against the ground. Ash stumbled backward as tremors ran throughout the scorched earth but managed to catch himself. It was clear that Infernus hadn’t put anything behind the attack. At least he knew that Infernus didn’t need to practice Earthquake first. The fire-type always had been a fast learner.

Oz whirred in annoyance and swished her tail rapidly as the Earthquake made her trip. She bared her large fangs and lightning erupted in arcs from around her body. An electric current ran through her fur and the sharp scent of ozone pervaded the air.

Ash sighed. “That’s enough, Oz. You two can fight each other later. For now I need you to get along.”

The electric-type shrugged and backed down, although she still glared at Infernus in dislike. Ash suspected that the two would work out their problems on their own eventually. Their species were similar, as were their personalities. From what he’d seen of Oz so far, she was used to being the best and strove to become stronger through any means necessary. A perfect rival for Infernus, even if it was evident that the fire-type was stronger.

At the very least it was less intense than the way Nidoking despised Oz. He hadn’t done anything overt and probably wouldn’t do anything to destabilize the team, but the fury he had for her was a slow poison. Ash would have to work on it during this month. Oz would be a good addition to the team. Nidoking needed to get over the protectiveness he felt for the trainer, at least in this case.

“Oz, come back with me.” Ash ordered as he started moving away. He could see Nidoking sitting down in front of Sneasel along with his other friends’ battle in the background. It looked like Bruiser was holding his own. Tangrowth had a few vines in tatters and was having to lash out to prevent the fighter from getting in close.

When he and Oz were about three hundred feet away, Ash shouted out to Infernus. “Earthquake, then Lava Plume! Blow it all up!”

Even from this distance, he could see Infernus’ eyes light up with delight. If the fire-type could have smiled, he no doubt would have had a maniacal grin all over his molten face. Infernus roared and spat a huge stream of disturbingly powerful white flame hundreds of feet into the air before he followed Ash’s commands.

Infernus leapt up a few feet off of the ground before he slammed back onto the earth. Flames exploded around him as the world shook and split apart from his power and furious will. The fire-type stamped once more on his island of crumbled, blackened earth.

Ash watched with a wide grin as the earth groaned in response. Smoke suddenly leaked out from the deep crevasses, the only warning before lava exploded out of the earth and landed all over the field. It glowed dangerously as the molten stone oozed out over the surface, but Infernus simply roared and made a few hand motions before it was slowly pulled back into the deepest parts of the earth, although a thin layer of it remained on the surface. Infernus roared again and clenched his fists in order to force the lava to harden and cool.

By the time it ended Infernus stood triumphantly atop a heap of hot, blackened stone that filled in the holes his earthquake had created. The fire-type roared one last time and spat yet another intense stream of flame into the air, a pillar of fire that was like a beacon to the entire island.

Perhaps he’d have to come up with ridiculously destructive techniques more often, he mused. Infernus seemed to be happy with it and had picked up everything even faster than normal. It seemed that he was actually interested in this technique, which Ash decided to call Earth Burn. Perhaps not the most creative name, but it summed it up quite well.

Earth Burn was more devastating than it appeared, which was saying something. The Earthquake would knock down or stun most pokemon, which would leave them completely vulnerable to the true attack. Most trainers would instantly recall their pokemon should the battlefield be enveloped in lava and deep fissures. Those that wouldn’t either had exceptionally strong pokemon or flying-types.

He wasn’t so sure of its legality in an actual League match thanks to the potential dangers, but it would be useful nonetheless. Ash would just ask Lance about its validity when he got back. While most pokemon would easily survive it thanks to their natural toughness, with such a destructive technique it was best to stay on the safe side.

Aside from the obvious dangers of the Earthquake, fissures, and lava, the sheer heat that would be produced by the lava would be enough to knock out most pokemon in a short time, even if Infernus cooled the lava as he had just done.

“Good job, Infernus!” He shouted happily. Infernus responded with another exultant blast of flame to the sky. Ash smiled and looked around. Most of his friends were looking at Infernus with astounded and sometimes fearful looks. “Everyone, get back to work! It’s just a new technique.”

They didn’t listen immediately, a testament to their shock, but eventually they followed his commands. Ash still had a silly grin on his face as he called Infernus over. He’d have to wait a few hours until he could safely go onto the hardening lava. Dazed could probably remove the heat from it, although he usually used Torrent for jobs like that.

“That was great!” Ash exclaimed when Infernus slunk his way over, his body still wreathed in pure white flame. He would be lying if he said that Infernus’ boost in power wasn’t disconcerting. There were only a few things he could think of that would make Infernus that much more powerful.

Mt. Ember would certainly make Infernus stronger, but not to this degree. He hadn’t gained this much strength even inside the Cinnabar Volcano, although Ash would have to pay attention when he had Infernus work more on his physical power. Ash would have to ask Lance just to be sure.

“We’re going to keep on working on that, but I need to see what Oz can do right now.” Ash told his friend. Infernus snorted a plume of smoke and shot a derisive glare at Oz. She whirred back, although she didn’t create arcs of lightning. Oz looked at Infernus with something resembling respect, although Ash could catch a glimpse of challenge in her angled eyes.

“I only got to see you in the Storm.” Ash said to Oz. She nodded and clasped her hands behind her back. “Show me just how strong you are.”

Oz nodded and closed her large eyes. She unclasped her hands and began to windmill them furiously. Energy crackled in the air and arcs of electricity surrounded her in an aura of stormy light. Ash watched carefully as she suddenly released all of the harnessed power in an immense bolt of electricity that split the air and caused a great thunderclap to roll through the earth.

Ash smiled. It was quite impressive, although it looked to have tired out Oz. They could work on that. Without the Storm and Zapdos fuelling her, she wasn’t nearly as overwhelmingly powerful as before. She was still more than powerful enough to deserve a spot on his team, however, and he would do his best to make sure she felt the power given to her by the Storm again. This time, though, it would be earned, not given.

“Again.” He ordered. Oz straightened up and nodded. Electricity ran through her fur as she prepared another blast.

It would be a long day.
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“Are you ready?!” Lance shouted with a dangerous grin. He swept a calloused hand through his red hair before he snapped his fingers. “Magnus!”

Magnus plodded forward on its two legs and roared. Ash, who had been waiting for this battle ever since he had gotten back from training with his friends, grinned. Torrent and Plume were both weakened from their earlier beat down at Dragonite’s hands and the harsh training they had been put through during the day, but both were more than willing to fight.

“You have five minutes!”

Ash nodded and turned to his pokemon. “Magnus isn’t as strong as Dragonite, but don’t let your guard down. Nidoking and Oz, hit it with Thunderbolt. Dazed, shield the others and Disable it if you have the opportunity. Plume, harass it with Hurricane and keep it annoyed. Stay behind it if you can. Torrent, if it slows down enough use Hydro Pump. Otherwise do your best to neutralize its flames.”

His friends signified their understanding, although Nidoking’s eyes were narrowed and slightly glazed at the news that he’d be aiding Oz. The others knew their place. Ash turned to the others, who wouldn’t be quite as useful in this fight.

“Infernus, intercept its fire breath every chance you get.” Ash directed. “Bruiser, be careful. Only get into the battle if you have no other choice. Stay away from it and only use Focus Blast. Tangrowth, hit it with Ancient Power. Try and trap it if it lands and only use Earthquake if the others are already unconscious.”

Infernus roared, Bruiser nodded and grinned with his reptilian face, and Tangrowth gurgled and waved his arms around happily. Ash smiled and patted Tangrowth and Bruiser on their shoulders. “I know you’ll do your best. Be careful, alright?”

When most of his friends assured him that they would, Ash went over to Lance’s side to watch the battle. Dragonite loomed behind them, the great dragon’s eyes locked onto Magnus as the fire-type snapped and thrashed his orange tail around.

“You don’t seem to mind staying out of this one, Sneasel.” Ash observed as he reached into his pack to let Seeker out. Now that it was dark she didn’t have to worry about the sun’s painful rays. He smiled when she instantly latched onto his back, although Sneasel’s presence forced her to huddle into his chest instead.

Sneasel hissed and spat a puff of frosty air before he pointed at Magnus. Ash noted with a frown that his claws extended right as his paw neared Seeker, although it wasn’t close enough to potentially injure her.

Nevertheless, Ash laughed. “I thought you could take on anything. Are you afraid of Magnus?”

The dark-type hissed back a retort. Although Ash couldn’t understand it, he figured it was something venomous. “I know. I was just playing.”

Sneasel growled and hugged tighter onto his back. Ash rolled his eyes and looked up to Lance. “My friends are ready.”

“Good.” The Champion smiled. He adjusted his cape before he dramatically pushed his arm out. “Begin!”

Magnus took off with amazing speed. The Charizard was almost as fast as Dragonite. Ash nodded in satisfaction when he saw that each of his friends were more prepared this time.

Plume dashed up into the sky amazingly fast. She easily carved her way through the air and flapped her wings once. Ash’s eyes lit up when a powerful gale of wind slammed into Magnus’ side, although the monster of a Charizard was only forced a little to the right. It responded with a huge blast of flame, which Plume was barely fast enough to dodge.

While Magnus was distracted, Nidoking and Oz struck. Both Thunderbolts were quite powerful and capable of easily knocking out lesser creatures, but Magnus weathered it without much trouble. It simply blasted the duo with an immense stream of flame in return before it decided to fight for real.

Ash winced as the immense stream of blue flame struck its targets, although he managed to steal a glance at one of Dazed’s shields springing forth in front of Nidoking and Oz before the blue fire, even brighter in the twilight, shattered it. He sighed in relief when he saw that the shield managed to protect Nidoking and Oz from the worst of the damage. They were obviously hurt, but they’d keep fighting.

As Magnus ripped through the air and bombarded the clearing with impossibly powerful blue flame, Nidoking and Oz separated from each other. They hadn’t had the time to before.

It was then that the rest of the team entered the fray. As Oz and Nidoking did their best to strike the immensely powerful fire-type with electricity, Torrent suddenly began to fire several Dragon Pulses and Hydro Pumps. None of them struck the fire-type, who was visible in the darkness only because of its intensely bright tail flame that left a streak of fire in its wake, but it forced it to dodge.

More attacks joined the fray. Magnus was forced into an impressive display of aerial acrobatics as the glowing silver spheres of Ancient Power, huge Flamethrowers, Thunderbolts, Torrent’s barrage, and the odd Psybeam lanced toward it. Plume did her job well. The Champion-level Charizard was unable to respond to the attacks, although it liberally bathed the world in flame as it evaded the assault.

Ash grinned. It looked like even something as powerful as Magnus couldn’t stand up to a coordinated assault by six powerful pokemon at once. It was amongst the most powerful pokemon in the world, but it was only mortal.

For a while he simply watched. His friends kept up their barrage, despite the trials they had already been through. He was proud of them. Magnus probably wasn’t going all out, but it wasn’t going easy on them either. Being out of practice probably hurt Magnus’ efforts as well.

He glanced up to see Lance’s reaction, but was puzzled when he only saw a slight grin. Lance looked almost dangerous in the red light of Mt. Ember, the peak of which burned high above them.

It didn’t take long for Ash to realize why Lance was smiling. Magnus let loose an incredible roar that instinctually made him want to run away. He might have gotten used to Nidoking’s roars, but a Charizard’s was an entirely different story.

Ash’s heart sank when Magnus’ tail flame suddenly grew to engulf nearly a quarter of the great beast’s muscular tail. It fell even more when the flame shifted from a dark blue into a purely white inferno.

Magnus roared again, and this time fired an immense blast of flame with it. Pure white fire bathed the world as it flew past at an incredible speed, although Magnus paused its path of destruction when Plume used Quick Attack in conjunction with Steel Wing to slam into the beast’s side.

The Charizard was sent tumbling through the air by the sheer force behind the blow, but effortlessly recovered and launched itself into motion before Oz and Nidoking could fire their Thunderbolts at it again. As it was, Magnus narrowly avoided another volley of attacks led by Torrent’s Hydro Pump.

Ash winced when he heard a loud squawk that could only be Plume’s. He knew what happened as Magnus flashed by at a strangely slow pace. It shot a blast of ordinary flame into its small arms before it dropped Plume’s huge body, nothing in comparison to the magnificent specimen of a Charizard, onto the ground.

He instantly recalled it and only had the time to look up before Magnus continued its ruthless pace. It swooped down where Ash knew Tangrowth and Bruiser to be hiding and fire a tiny, albeit intensely bright, fire ball straight at them. One of Dazed’s shields erupted in front of them, but the fire ball easily incinerated it and struck the duo.

The trainer went ahead and recalled the two, well aware that there wasn’t even the faintest hope of victory now. Magnus was done playing.

Magnus roared again and suddenly vanished as wind whistled through the air. Ash’s eyes widened as he realized that the Charizard had used Tailwind. He could hardly believe it. Plume had likely been using a weak version of it to improve her speed during the fight, although the quarters were too tight for her to take advantage of the full powered version, and Magnus had still kept up with her.

He saw a brief flash of psychic energy before it was overwhelmed by fire. Ash sighed and recalled Dazed. An instant later it passed by the Champion and Ash again. The trainer managed to spot a tiny ball of ordinary, condensed flame in front of its mouth before Magnus vanished, traceable only by its bright tail flame.

When he saw two bright lashes of flame that struck two separate areas at once, as well as two flashes of lightning in return, Ash went ahead and recalled Nidoking and Oz. If they weren’t unconscious, they still weren’t up for fighting. They’d barely weathered the first stream of flame when Dazed had blocked the majority.

Ash heard the regal cry of Torrent as the dragon-type fearlessly levitated out into the field. He angled his snout up to the air and created a Dragon Pulse. Torrent easily held it in place and fuelled it with power as he waited for Magnus to strike. The Charizard had vanished into the shadows of the night sky, untraceable even by its tail flame.

And then there was an explosion of incredibly bright green energy. Ash covered his eyes and looked away as the deafening explosion occurred. He sighed when he looked back.

Torrent was lying unconscious, prostrate against the ground. Magnus stood above him. The Charizard was obviously breathing a little hard, but didn’t seem too badly injured by the immense explosion. Ash wondered just what it would take to defeat one of Lance’s pokemon. They were impossibly powerful. He had a long way to go.

He tore himself from his thoughts and recalled Torrent. When he looked up at Lance, the Champion had a smile on his face. “Your team did well. Revive them and come back. We have a lot to speak about.”

Ash nodded and made sure Sneasel and Seeker were holding on tight before he left for the cave. Whatever Lance had to say, he wanted to hear it.
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Twenty minutes later, Ash found himself standing next to the Champion. Lance had taken him to one of the few high points of the island outside of Mt. Ember, a large, jagged hill that didn’t appear to be natural. His dragons flew around him, although both Bagon and Gible sat down obediently next to the Champion’s feet.

His friends were arrayed around him as well, tired and sore from their battle with Magnus, who tauntingly spat a few small streams of flame into the sky every now and then. Plume circled with the dragons and lazily drifted through the air. The rest were behind him on the outcropping. Most of his friends had collapsed to the ground to try and get a bit of rest.

“Do you know why I chose Mt. Ember to train at?” Lance broke the silence as he stared up at the burning peak of the mountain and the great inferno that glowed from within. “It’s out of the way, you know. Mt. Silver would have been more convenient, even if getting into the Sevii Islands isn’t too hard thanks to Lorelei.”

Ash shook his head and just listened intently. Lance would give him the answers.

“It’s all because of what happened at Viridian City.” Lance continued, still focused upon the red glow that illuminated the night sky. “Mewtwo destroyed us. If Giovanni hadn’t been interested in saving your life the Indigo Elite Four would have been massacred.”

He scowled at the mention of Giovanni. Ash didn’t know why the traitor had been saved his life, but he didn’t like it. At least he could take solace in the fact that Giovanni was probably nothing but ashes now, destroyed by the abomination he had helped to create.

“I was desperate and angry once I’d healed.” Lance said darkly. His eyes blazed at the reminder of what Mewtwo had done to him and his team. “It had been a long time since I’d encountered something that outclassed me. While I had the League prepare for Team Rocket, I had a few teams search for anything that might be able to stop Mewtwo. We weren’t able to.”

“It didn’t take too long before we came up with the Legends.” The Champion frowned and tightened his hands. “After we saw what Mewtwo did, we thought that the only thing that could stop it was Mew or one of the Legendary Birds. The problem is, no one knew where to find them. We knew they were real, but they’ve always hidden from humanity in the deep places of the world.”

Ash’s mind flashed back to Articuno and its shrine in the heart of the Seafoam Islands and Zapdos in the center of its apocalyptic storm. He scowled and gazed at Mt. Ember, where the inferno dwelled deep beneath the surface. It looked like Lance had confirmed his suspicions.

“We found what we thought was Articuno not too long ago, while you were in the storm.” Lance shrugged. “Not that we managed to make contact. We just noted a massive blizzard going toward the Ore Mountains. Any psychics that got within a mile of it were put into a catatonic state, but they woke up a few minutes after it passed.” The Champion’s lips curled upward. “We decided to leave Articuno alone after Sabrina advised us to stay away. When she intervenes, it’s wise to listen.”

After recalling the reactions of the psychics to him after he’d seen Articuno, Ash wasn’t surprised. Sabrina was confusing, but he’d gotten that she didn’t like to meddle in things outside of her influence. She would only do something if she knew that people would be hurt.

“And then Brock sent us the report about Zapdos. A bit late, since the Rocket HQ had already been reduced to rubble, but at least we felt like it could fight Mewtwo if it ever comes to that.” Lance explained. “But Lorelei told me where we might be able to find Moltres weeks before Articuno was a blip on our radar. I just abstained from looking.”

“Why?” Ash asked with a furrowed brow. Lance wasn’t the kind of person that would wait to address a threat like Mewtwo. If Ash had learned anything about the man at all it was that Lance would do anything necessary to protect Kanto.

“There was never enough time and I didn’t trust anyone else to come here.” Lance shook his head with a sigh. “I didn’t understand how powerful Legends were until I got the news about Zapdos, but I knew that none of the other members of the Elite Four could stand up to Moltres. My team is resistant to fire and to be honest, I’m much stronger than the others.”

Ash looked at Lance with wide eyes. He knew that Lance was the strongest of the Elite Four thanks to his position as Champion, but he hadn’t thought it was anything dramatic. But Lance spoke as though he was far beyond even Agatha.

Lance caught Ash’s disbelieving look and laughed. He finally looked away from Mt. Ember. “I’m not bragging. My team is powerful. Dragon-types have the most raw power, and combined with the kind of training I’ve put them through they’re practically indestructible. It takes a lot to put one down, although Lorelei has the best luck with it.”

“Anyways,” Lance began as he returned to their former topic, “I just noted its location. Lorelei told me to stay away from it, but I’m not the best at listening.” The Champion laughed. “I looked up some of the legends of the Sevii Islands. It mostly matched up to everything else I’d heard about Moltres.”

He looked at Lance interestedly. Ash had always liked hearing about myths and legends from his mother. They were interesting and showed a world that had long gone, replaced by this new world of steel and innovation. “What do you mean?”

“Everything I’ve read claimed that Moltres has always been a friend of humanity, less temperamental than Articuno and less prideful than Zapdos. When it still flew the skies, it brought comforting warmth and sunlight in its wake. When humanity grew, it hid itself away for fear of destroying us and forced its siblings to do the same. ” Lance recited and stared hard at Mt. Ember’s unnatural flames. “It, along with Ho-Oh, gave fire to humanity and gave its immortal flames to us as a symbol of its trust.”

Lance frowned. “I’m not sure how much of it is true, but the League torches give credence to the latter claim, at the least. There’s no record of where they came from other than the old myths. Regardless, I felt that Moltres would be the most likely to help us against Team Rocket.”

“The others wouldn’t have helped.” Ash affirmed. Articuno had been hostile and destructive, all the icy fury of a blizzard stirred up by its awakening. Zapdos had seemed more apathetic than anything. It would have let its storm consume Kanto had it decided to ignore Ash’s attempt to force it away.

“The others?” Lance mimicked with a suspicious, narrowed gaze. “What do you mean? Did you see Articuno as well?”

Ash blanched and opted to tell the truth. He trusted Lance more than almost anyone else. “I went into the Seafoam Caverns a few months into my journey. After a few days I reached the bottom level. Articuno woke up and attacked me, but I got away.”

Lance sighed. “You get into far too much trouble. I admit that a lot of things happened in my first year of traveling, but I didn’t run into any Legends. I’m not sure if that’s a blessing or not.”

The trainer shrugged, and Lance just shook his head in a mixture of amusement and disbelief before he went on to finish his story. “Anyways, while I dealt with Team Rocket I just made sure to keep Mt. Ember in mind. After Team Rocket was broken and I got the news about the Storm, I decided to change training locations.”

He furrowed his brow. Lance had heard what Zapdos was capable of. Why would he have sought out Moltres? Perhaps he wanted to see if he could convince the Legend to fight the Creature should worst come to worst. Ash couldn’t think of any sane reason to seek out the Bird.

“Why are we here?” He asked. Ash wanted to know why Lance thought this was a remotely good idea.

Lance’s eyes brightened with a gleeful shine as he answered. A wide, child-like grin split the man’s face as he raised one finger. “One: Mewtwo is still out there and I won’t just let it destroy us.”

He raised a second finger. “The tales speak of Moltres battling the strongest of trainers as a test of skill. We’re going to challenge it!”

Ash blanched and looked at Lance as though he were insane. If the Champion was actually serious about challenging the Bird of Fire then that assumption may have been true. “What.”

The Champion rolled his eyes. “We’re going to battle Moltres as a final test. By then you’ll be as ready as you ever will be and I’ll be up to par. The legends of the Sevii Islands only say it is a test of strength. It won’t hurt us.”

He didn’t say anything, but relaxed. Ash knew the kind of power the Legends wielded. There would be no victory against Moltres. But he couldn’t dissuade Lance from attempting, not yet at least. Perhaps he would manage it sometime over the next month. If not he would have to go. Moltres was said to be more benevolent and closer to humanity than the other Birds.

“It’s getting late.” Lance remarked after a period of silence. “We should return to camp. Tomorrow is when your real training shall begin.”

Ash nodded and gazed at Mt. Ember’s burning peak for a few moments before he recalled of his friends save for Seeker and Sneasel. The dark-type gleefully ran throughout the night, although he was slower than usual. It looked like the heat and humidity of the island had begun to take their toll on the ice-type.

Seeker fluttered through the night, although she made sure to come back to Ash every few seconds so as to make sure he was still there. Ash assumed she just didn’t trust her echolocation for whatever reason. He made sure to smile at her whenever she flew by. It was nice to see her again. He’d never gotten to spend quite as much time with the zubat as he would have liked.

He felt a bit uneasy as he walked through the darkness, which was banished by Mt. Ember’s mighty blaze. Ash knew the source of the unnatural light, and now the other oddities he’d noticed made perfect sense.

The oddly high temperatures, the inferno that pulsed from within the dormant volcano, the boost to Infernus’ power – they all came together. A Legend roosted atop Mt. Pyre’s peak, a great avian entity of flame, a primordial force so powerful that it had hidden itself a way for the good of humanity.

And he would be fighting it, at least if he couldn’t convince Lance otherwise. Ash knew he would be incredibly strong by the time he was done training with the Indigo Champion, but he wasn’t so arrogant as to think that he would make any difference in the outcome of the fight.

Ash sighed inwardly and followed Lance. He made sure to keep an eye on Sneasel as they walked through the night. It wouldn’t do for Sneasel to try and attack anything, especially not if he took a potshot at one of Lance’s pokemon. That…wouldn’t end well.

As they headed toward camp, Ash prepared him for the next day. Today was probably just a warm up so that Lance could figure out what Ash needed help with. Tomorrow would be the true challenge.
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He had guessed correctly, Ash groaned to himself as he collapsed on the flat stone of Mt. Ember. After their battle earlier in the day, which Dov had won as easily as Magnus had the night before, Lance decided that Ash and his team needed more physical conditioning. The obvious solution to that problem was to climb the easier parts of Mt. Ember.

All of his friends were out with him, even Seeker. She stayed in his pack, although she could flutter out at a moment’s notice should he fall. Every now and then he would hear her chattering. When they reached a place to stop so that Ash could catch his breath he would scratch her ears and pet the tiny zubat.

The incline wasn’t so steep as to keep his friends from being able to traverse it, but it was certainly a challenge.

Nidoking had difficulty climbing at all thanks to his species having evolved for flat plains and grasslands. He pushed through, though, and used his immense physical strength to tear the area apart if he needed to make another path.

Plume couldn’t climb, but Lance wouldn’t take pity on her. She flew with them, but Lance had set Dov after her. The draconic behemoth certainly wasn’t going at its full speed and didn’t try to actually harm Plume, but she was pushed to her limits. Ash suspected that her constant use of Agility and Quick Attack, along with a sustained Tailwind, tested her strength more than climbing the mountain did for the rest of the team.

Torrent didn’t have much trouble. He could easily levitate up the mountain, although every now and then he had to destroy a rock that jutted out of the mountain in order to pass. His levitation wasn’t particularly developed. The dragon-type had to push himself to get to a greater height.

Dazed could have easily teleported from place to place, but she was wise enough to save her energy. She shuffled along with the rest of the team and only teleported when her frail physical form would be unable to traverse the harsh land. Ash could see that it was beginning to put a strain on her. Combined with the humidity and heat, the exertion had left her yellow coat a sweaty mess.

As he had expected, Infernus was doing incredibly well. His humanoid figure meant that he could easily climb over obstacles and the increased strength he gained from being in proximity to Moltres meant that he easily ripped his way through the landscape and left small piles of molten rock and burnt vegetation wherever he stepped.

Bruiser did just as well. His superhuman strength and endurance meant that he easily kept pace with Infernus. If he didn’t want to stay behind with the rest of the team he could have been done with the entire mountain by now. Ash felt a little jealous at how Bruiser made this rather demanding exercise look like a joke.

Tangrowth had little to no trouble. He was a resilient soul and if he ever got tired he could easily pull himself upward with his powerful vines and arms. The grass-type carried Sneasel around when the dark-type got tired and bored, although Ash’s reprimand forced Tangrowth to put down his charge. Sneasel had hissed at Ash in annoyance for that, although he stopped trying to hitch rides on others and sucked it up.

Much to his surprise, Oz kept up with Infernus and Bruiser. She didn’t have their superhuman endurance, but Oz refused to let Infernus beat her. Ash didn’t think she would be much use in the battle with Lance that night, but he was glad to see that she was pushing herself. While Infernus hadn’t been forced to work harder in order to be dominant in their rivalry it was doing wonders for Oz.

He took a swig of water and rubbed at his aching thighs, but yelped in surprise when a stream of flame blasted toward them. It was rather weak and clearly meant to startle them rather than do damage, but it did its job perfectly. Torrent reflexively doused the blast with a Water Gun.

Magnus grinned at them nastily as the monster of a Charizard flew by. It bared its fangs and launched itself through the air with renewed speed. Ash saw Plume flash by not too far from them, Aerodactyl hot on her tail. She suddenly blurred and Ash lost sight of his friend.

“Get moving!” Lance shouted at him as the Champion climbed back down to the flat area. He had claimed that he was out of shape as well, but Ash wasn’t seeing it. The Champion didn’t even look tired, even though they’d alternately run and climbed up the massive volcano’s shell for at least half an hour. “We don’t have all day!”

Ash grimaced and stood up. He had thought himself to be in good shape thanks to his long months of traveling, but he had sorely overestimated himself. This was killing him.

“Oh, come on.” Lance snorted as Ash scowled. “There’s not much more. The tunnels aren’t too far from here.”

“Tunnels?” Ash remarked as he and his friends renewed the climb. Lance hadn’t told him much of what they would be doing today, outside of battling. He knew that they would have two battles a day for the rest of the time they trained.

Lance laughed. “Yes, tunnels. They run everywhere through Mt. Ember and there are quite a few powerful fire-types that call them home. They’re pretty powerful at the moment, and it’s up to you to fight through them. I’ll show the way back.”

“And after that?” Ash panted as he pushed himself up another ledge. There had been more as of late.

“We train.” Lance said flatly. “This is to build endurance. You’re too young for me to train for real, but I can get you into shape. Besides, you’ll get closer to your pokemon by working with them personally. It’s not really a problem for you, but that’s the greatest thing I can teach you. That is how you progress as a trainer.”

Ash nodded in agreement before he grunted again. Nidoking carefully pushed him up over the next ledge before the poison-type shoved his claws deep into the stone and yanked it out, which left an open way for the others.

The Champion casually clawed his way up from ledge to ledge, further ahead than any of Ash’s friends. His cape blew dramatically as he looked down on Ash from a higher point. As they climbed higher the wind grew fiercer and more common, although it was still perfectly safe.

He reminded himself to tell Lance about the capes at the Celadon Department Store later. That would take his mind off of the horrible soreness he’d feel.

“And after we train, we battle.” Lance grinned. He helped Ash up to the ledge when the trainer struggled. Ash nodded at Lance with thanks before he placed his hands on his knees and panted. The trainer moved over so as to allow his friends room. “Well, here it is. You’ll see this cave a lot, so remember it.”

Ash stared dubiously at the tiny crack in the mountain. He’d expected the entrance into the tunnels to be larger. Hopefully it was bigger on the inside. If it wasn’t than his larger friends would have no hope of fitting.

“Dov, let Plume rest until we get out of the tunnels!” Lance yelled as Plume and the dragon blurred by. Plume suddenly appeared on the ledge and practically collapsed, her body overcome with the strain of evading the powerful dragon. Ash rushed over and ignored his tired limbs as he supported the massive bird.

“Are you okay?” He murmured as he kept Plume from falling down. Her large eyes met his and she nodded, but not before she affectionately nipped at his shoulder. Ash winced, but couldn’t hold back his smile. “Good. You stay here and rest. I want you ready later. I have a technique for you to learn.”

Plume cooed and nuzzled Ash before he had to leave. Lance was waiting. He took one last glance before he recalled most of his friends and followed the Champion into the tunnels.

The first thing he noticed was the heat. It was hot outside and had grown even warmer as they went up the mountain, but it was nothing to the oppressive hotness of the tunnels. It nearly took his breath away. He felt himself begin to sweat even more, a feat he had thought impossible.

“You’ll get used to it.” Lance assured him once Ash had looked around the cramped quarters. The tunnels were larger than they appeared from the outside, but it would be a tight fit for the six foot tall Nidoking or his other large friends. Considering that they would just end up in the way of each other’s attacks, Ash decided to leave them in their pokeballs.

Only Infernus, Oz, Torrent, and Dazed were left out. Ash recalled Seeker before he examined his friends. Infernus, as expected, seemed extremely happy and energetic to be in the horrifically hot environment. As odd a comparison as it was, he almost seemed like an excited child.

Oz’s fur was sweaty and matted, but she refused to give in while Infernus was still out. Lightning arced through her coat. If she didn’t have such a resistance to electricity it probably would have amplified the pain somewhat. Water conducted electricity well, or at least the impurities within it did, but sweat was just as good.

Torrent, as expected, weathered the heat without difficulty. He regally glanced at the others and saw that they were suffering from the horribly hot air of the tunnels. The water-type snorted – in a dignified manner, of course – and held his head high.

“Dazed, could you protect us from the heat?” Ash panted. Dazed, who looked very unfamiliar with her sweaty fur and red eyes, nodded. Her eyes flashed a bright blue. Ash sighed in relief when some of the heat was taken away, although it was still plenty hot. She’d made it bearable. “Thank you.”

Infernus growled in annoyance but didn’t do anything. He just slunk forward and searched for any other signs of life in the tunnels.

“That’s much better.” Lance remarked, still unfazed. He nodded at the tunnel to his left. “Let’s get a move on. We’ve got a lot to do today.”

Ash nodded and resolutely stepped forward. The sooner they got out of here the better.
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Their first encounter with a fire-type pokemon began with a group of six slugma, led by a large magcargo. They sedately slid past the group, apparently unaware of their presence. One slugma glanced up at them with its large eyes but just warbled strangely before it moved on with the rest of the herd.

Ash looked at them oddly. They should be attacking them in some form of berserker rage. It was something he’d found at both the Seafoam Caverns and in the depths of the Storm. Whatever power the Birds’ presence granted to the pokemon nearby seemed to drive them insane with rage. He didn’t trust the slugma, even if they were being placid.

“That was anticlimactic.” Ash remarked once the slugma had left the area. “Normally the pokemon around the Birds are –”

He was cut off by a jet of flame that harmlessly washed over a shield Dazed hastily erected. Ash’s eyes widened when what had happened actually registered. That flame had been aimed straight toward him. Although it wasn’t blue or another odd color, it would have been more than enough to incinerate him.

It seemed that his friends realized that too. He was rather glad that he’d opted against releasing Nidokign when his team turned toward the new threat with fury in their eyes. Oz didn’t seem too upset, but Ash couldn’t blame her. They hadn’t gotten a chance to know each other yet.

Ash could barely believe his eyes when he saw an absolutely massive Magmar standing not too far from him. Its eyes were narrowed with annoyance when it realized that it hadn’t killed its target. The trainer scowled when he realized that two more magmar appeared behind it.

That was odd. Magmar were a loner species. They only worked together to address a larger threat, and even then it had to have caused immense damage. The species was simply too treacherous to work well with others most of the time. For the larger Magmar to have gathered those two meant that it was probably on the cusp of evolving into a Magmortar.

It made sense, he mused as he met the leader’s eyes. Magmar evolved from living in or near volcanoes or other similarly hot places for years. Mt. Ember might be dormant, but it had a Legend that dwelled within. That was probably a suitable replacement, although there might just be lava deep within the volcano.

“Torrent, use –”

He was interrupted again as each of the magmar spat huge streams of flame toward him. Dazed’s shield cracked underneath the titanic power placed into the attack by the empowered fire-types, but it held. Torrent hurriedly levitated in front of Ash just to be sure. The dragon-type was more than willing to place himself in harm’s way for the trainer.

Lance moved to stand beside him. Ash watched with horrified eyes as he saw Infernus step forward. Fire wreathed down his body, flickering blue with the power of his anger. Infernus roared with hatred in his lungs and spat flames with a core of white at the others of his species.

Ash could barely see through the haze of fire and smoke, but the trainer was able to make out the three magmar rushing forward to attack Infernus. He felt a bit of worry for his friend, but he trusted Infernus to defeat the magmar. The fire-type was able to keep up with Nidoking with a type disadvantage and at a lower evolution.

Infernus didn’t bother with another stream of flame. He simply moved in close with speed only achievable within a volcano, although his brethren reacted with similar swiftness. The two smaller magmar slashed at Infernus with their wicked claws, but Infernus simply snarled and dispatched both of them with a punch to the throat. Fuelled by anger, he was far too fast for either to dodge.

The larger Magmar was as fast as Infernus and blasted the area with another fire ball before the two powerful fire-types engaged. Ash lost the two of them as their natural camouflage activated in the burning environment, but he had to feel worry for Infernus. Magmar was clearly no push over.

While their fight felt as though it lasted forever to Ash’s anxious gaze, in reality it was less than half a minute of furious blows and slashes. In the end he saw Infernus emerge from the flames with a deathly furious expression, although it calmed when he saw Ash unharmed.

“Good job, Infernus.” Ash congratulated hoarsely. He glanced down at the magmar in worry. The two weaker ones looked to be barely breathing and a hot, glowing substance drained from their throats. He paled when he realized it was the magmar substitute for blood. Magmar was even worse off. The huge fire-type was beaten and covered in the glowing liquid and was barely breathing.

“He’s rather brutal. Quite efficient, though.” Lance noted, unfazed by the damage to the pokemon. The Champion smiled when he saw the fear in Ash’s eyes. “Don’t worry, magmar are tough. It takes a lot more than that to put them down, especially in a volcano. They’ll be up in a few hours.”

Ash unconsciously sighed in relief and stepped forward. “Let’s get going, then. I don’t want to be in here much longer.”

Lance nodded and led the group through the tunnels, the layout of which he had apparently memorized. Ash figured that he’d been in here during their raid on Knot Island. The Champion had mentioned that the Rockets had congregated around Mt. Ember.

He stopped thinking as he moved through the tunnels. All he needed to think about was getting out of the horrifically hot environment. Ash wanted to get back to mundane training and avoid whatever life threatening fun Lance had in store for him.
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A week of similarly brutal training later, Ash found himself sitting on the rocky high point with Lance again. It was still light enough to train, so his friends were practicing their techniques before they fought another of Lance’s team.

Ash grinned when he thought of his progress so far. During the third day of training, Torrent had finally mastered Draco Meteor. He was still working on his control, but he was able to perform the move without fault. Now all he had to do was learn to use his energy more efficiently. It was a more daunting task than it sounded, but Ash knew that he could help Torrent to achieve it.

He was working on a new technique with Plume, although he didn’t have a name for it yet. Her endurance and flying skills had already improved quite a bit thanks to Lance constantly setting his dragons after her, although Ash suspected she now had an undying hatred of the Champion.

Nidoking had helped Sneasel with his control training, but he’d done quite a bit of work with Ash as well. Ash hadn’t made much progress on Mega Horn or Earth Power before now, but he suspected Nidoking would have both moves mastered in a week or so.

Mega Horn would be invaluable against psychics. Although Nidoking already had Shadow Claw and Shadow Ball to combat psychics, an additional weapon was always useful. While it wouldn’t work as well as if an actual bug-type used it, it would still break a psychic’s concentration and power.

Bug-types tended to be the best type of pokemon for facing psychics aside from dark-types. They didn’t have energy from another universe coursing through their every cell, but they turned a psychic’s own strength against them: their mind.

Most pokemon and humans had similar minds. They thought in the same way. Psychics could take advantage of that and intrude upon their thoughts or alter their perceptions. Bug-types were different. They had alien mindsets.

Some were part of a so-called hive mind, others had different outlooks or organs that were radically different from the norm. Psychics couldn’t handle that and instinctually shied away from bug-types. They were simply unable to comprehend their consciousness, and trying to read a bug-type’s mind tended to completely shatter any attempt at concentration and thus their power.

Bug-type moves weren’t as good as the real thing, but they mimicked the presence of a bug-type. Psychics would scramble over themselves in an attempt to get away from Nidoking, even if they logically knew that they could easily fight the poison-type.

Earth Power was simple to learn, although it required fine control Nidoking hadn’t quite mastered yet. It was similar to Earthquake, but focused upon a specific line instead of an entire area. Giovanni had used it quite adeptly in their gym battle and Ash wanted to achieve the same results.

Dazed had made progress on Signal Beam. It was astoundingly difficult for her to learn. She had to utilize the same sort of power that bug-types did, which tended to distract her and neutralize each of her attempts. Ash was understanding, though, and did his best to help her. To use Signal Beam went against all of Dazed’s instincts.

Ash had Infernus working with Oz. The two didn’t like each other in the least, but they were willing to help each other to learn the moves Ash had planned for them. Oz was invaluable for teaching Infernus Thunder Punch, which he had picked up with ease, and Infernus had managed to teach her Fire Punch in the same amount of time.

Now he had them sparring with each other. It wasn’t exactly fair to Oz since Infernus was much more powerful thanks to Moltres’ presence, but she held her own. Ash had made sure to restrict Infernus from using Earth Burn, of course. He didn’t trust his friend not to use it if he got angry.

They seemed to tolerate each other better now, or at least respect each other’s strength. Oz was no pushover, even when Infernus was empowered.

Ash sighed. If only the rest of the team got along so easily.

Nidoking still despised Oz, although the sheer exhaustion the training had put on him kept the poison-type from displaying it quite as vehemently. He glared at her every chance he got, though. Ash figured he would make them work together for a few days. If Nidoking didn’t get over it by then he’d have to speak with his friend.

Bruiser still seemed as though he would break every bone in Sneasel’s body given half the chance. Sneasel hadn’t tried anything, but he had plenty of fun intimidating Seeker and threatening her. Ash had told him off, but relied upon Bruiser to prove his strength to the dark-type. That would force Sneasel to get over his problems.

Quite a bit of his time had been spent with Bruiser. The fighting-type had been fruitless in his efforts to learn Superpower, although he had the basic concept down. Superpower essentially relied upon manipulating the energy within the body to vastly enhance one’s physical strength.

Thanks to Bruno’s training, Bruiser was capable of accessing the life energy within himself with ease. Training with Focus Blast over the last week had only assisted his control. Superpower was a notoriously difficult technique to learn, however, and Ash knew that it would take a lot of work to acquire it. Knowing it was one of the signs of a well-trained Machoke or Machamp.

Ash assigned Tangrowth to help with the others’ training. His vines and use of Ancient Power provided excellent mobility training, along with target practice. It was much easier to create an endless supply of stone and earthen walls than to constantly destroy the finite supply of boulders on the island.

He knew that he’d grown much stronger since he arrived. Each of his friends were more powerful now. Aside from their harsh forays into the tunnels and brutal battles with Lance’s unstoppable pokemon, just having time to do nothing but train did wonders. When they were all put together it added up to quite a bit of progress.

“You’ve come a long way.” Lance observed. Ash lazily glanced over. He didn’t want to expend the energy to move. They’d had a very long climb today and Lance had his team attack every now and then, just to keep them on their toes.

“Thanks.” Ash replied drily. “You probably would have kicked me off the island if I didn’t.”

“I’m talking about in general.” Lance waved his remark away with a laugh. “You’ve only been training for what, eight months now? Not many people become as strong as you have in that time. I can only think of a few.”

Ash looked over at Lance curiously. Normally Lance explained some way to maximize his training, or gave him advice on how to handle his pokemon. Sometimes he spoke of how they would try to defeat Moltres or inform him of going-ons in the League. This was different. “Who?”

“Me, for one.” Lance grinned. “Steven, Cynthia and a few members of the Elite Four are others.”

His eyes widened at that. Lance must really think he and his friends were powerful to even consider comparing him to the other Champions and some of the greatest Masters in the League.

“I won the Silver Conference my second year of training.” Lance said, lost in nostalgia. “My first year I was in the Top Eight. Dragonite and I were the best that had been produced by my clan since my grandfather, the elder of the Wataru.”

“Top Eight?” Ash marveled. That was incredible. Anyone deemed worthy of entering the Conference was highly skilled, but it was in the Finals that the most powerful trainers showed themselves.

Lance cracked a grin and reclined against Dragonite, who was curled up beside him. “I wasn’t too happy with myself. I lost to some guy with a full team of ice-types designed specifically to counter me. Crazy old man had way too many pokemon to draw from.”

“Anyways,” Lance hurriedly got back on topic, “I expect you to do better. Top Four, at least. I reached the Top Eight without any training like this. You have as much potential as I do, and I want you to surpass me one day.”

The trainer looked at Lance oddly. He couldn’t even imagine equaling the Dragon Master. While his team was able to hold their own against Saph or Magnus for a few minutes now they were nowhere near ready to fight them one on one. It took all six just to counter them.

“Don’t look at me like that.” Lance rolled his eyes and lazily propped himself up. “You’ve got the potential. You just need to harness it and never let up. Fight for your power and you’ll go far.”

Ash nodded. “I will.”

He was quiet for a few minutes as he digested the fact that Champion Lance, the Dragon Master himself, the Master of the Indigo Plateau Elite Four, thought that Ash could surpass him. Ash knew that he was skilled, but he didn’t think it was that Lance thought so highly of him.

The trainer tightened his fists. He would do his best to reach the lofty goals Lance had set for him, no matter what. He’d do his mother and Professor Oak proud. Maybe that battle with Steven would be on relatively even grounds one day.

“Don’t worry too much.” Lance broke the silence. He looked at Ash seriously. “Keep your mind on it and work for it, but don’t let the drive to become stronger consume your being. It’s lonely at the top, Ash. I didn’t know that.”

Ash nodded and contemplated the Champion’s words in silence. Lance had given him a lot to think about.

After a while Lance looked up at the sky and saw Mt. Ember in all of its majesty. A grin curled up the Champion’s lips before he met Ash’s eyes again. “C’mon, let’s go. We haven’t gotten enough battling in today.”

Ash’s eyes lit up and he got to his feet. Battles against Lance weren’t so painful anymore. At the very least he couldn’t defeat Ash in just a few seconds. They’d gained a lot of experience and knowledge about fighting aerial combatants from these battles.

He whistled and called Seeker’s attention. After a few moments the tiny zubat fluttered over to him and latched onto his shoulder. She nuzzled him affectionately as he made his way down the rocky outcrop. Ash lightly stroked her fur as he began to run over strategies in his mind.

By the time he reached his friends, he had a rough strategy for any opponent Lance would send out against them. He didn’t bother coming up with one for Dragonite. Lance hadn’t sent the awe-inspiring creature out since their first day training. All of the others had been used except for Aerodactyl.

Ash communed quickly with his waiting team. Lance had given him less and less time each day. It didn’t have too much of an effect by now. They knew what they had to do and his team worked well together. All of them could put aside their dislike for each other during battle.

He trotted back over to Lance after two minutes and grinned with Sneasel and Seeker as the battle between his team and Lev began. Ash watched with narrowed eyes as the monstrous Gyarados began the battle with a ruthlessly powerful Hyper Beam that turned everything in its path into molten slag.

The trainer smiled when Lev was instantly struck by two Thunderbolts, both much more powerful than when they had first come to train. Their exercises were paying off.

Ash lightly patted Seeker and watched the rest of show, proud at how far he and his friends had come. They were actually holding their own now, even if Lance’s pokemon were still exponentially more powerful. It wasn’t butchery as it was before.

Perhaps they’d actually beat one of the Champion’s teammates by the end of their training, Ash mused. That would be amazing.
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“Great job, buddy!” Ash cheered as Nidoking stamped on the ground. A winding fissure lined with bright golden light carved its way through the ground. It slowly widened until it was large enough for a golem to have fallen through. “I knew you could do it!”

Nidoking grunted happily in return and stamped down again. This time he aimed Earth Power toward Infernus, who roared loudly and spat a huge stream of flame into the air in annoyance as he fell into the shallow pit. He effortlessly leapt out and shot a small fire ball at Nidoking to repay the ground-type.

The poison-type grunted as he slid backward from the force, but didn’t attack in turn. He was too level-headed for that. Ash figured that Nidoking had expected an attack in return for his prank regardless.

Infernus just snarled at Nidoking again before Oz blasted him with a Thunderbolt. The fire-type roared and spat a Flamethrower at her, which the electric-type dodged with incredible speed. Both were quickly engaged in a duel of fire and lightning, both of the powerful pokemon seeking the edge.

Ash grinned at that. Infernus and Oz still disliked each other with a passion but had learned to work together. They enjoyed battling the other too much to simply cease contact, plus Ash had the duo training together most of the time. It had done wonders for them. Being able to beat each other into oblivion took most of the venom out of their interactions.

He suddenly frowned and glanced toward Nidoking, who had started to try Mega Horn again. Nidoking had made quite a bit of progress with the difficult technique over the past weeks and he expected his friend to perfect it in a few days.

Earth Power had been learned without too much difficulty. He hadn’t devoted nearly as much time to teaching it to Nidoking over the last two and a half weeks as he had Mega Horn, but it was still important to learn. A controlled ground-type technique like Earth Power could be exceedingly useful when dealing with physical fighters.

Although the training was incredibly difficult, Ash couldn’t express just how glad he was to go through it. Lance had taught him more than he had thought possible and had made him and his team stronger. They could even do some real damage against Lance’s pokemon now, although his team was always handily defeated in the end. At least Lance’s pokemon had to fight for it now.

Ash looked to the sky when a shadow swept over him and blurred out the waning sun. He instantly recognized the shadow’s owner to be Dragonite. As he waited for Dragonite to land next to him, Ash took a few gulps of water. Moltres didn’t affect the environment as radically as Articuno or Zapdos did, but Mt. Ember’s island was noticeably hotter and brighter than Knot Island. He had to drink constantly to stay hydrated.

Dragonite didn’t take long to land. Ash and Nidoking turned away as a cloud of dust was kicked up and waited for it to settle somewhat before they looked back.

“Hey, Lance. Hey, Dragonite.” Ash greeted. Nidoking grunted at Dragonite, who waved and gave a low, deep cry. Lance leapt off and easily landed on both feet.

“Ash, Nidoking.” Lance nodded. He inspected Nidoking, whose thick hide was slightly charred thanks to Infernus’ irritated blast of flame. “Did you have him training with Infernus?”

Ash shook his head. A slight smile split his face. “No, it was an accident…kind of. Nidoking deserved it.”

Lance cracked a smile as Nidoking growled in denial. “I see. Anyways, I just wanted to tell you to head back to the camp right now. We’re cutting it a bit early tonight. Tomorrow is going to be nothing but battling.”

“Really?” Ash questioned disbelievingly. His friends could barely handle two fights a day. Devoting an entire day to nothing but battling Lance’s horribly powerful pokemon would leave them sore for a week. Well, it would if Lance hadn’t brought such a ridiculously huge supply of revives and other medicines.

One potion Lance had brought accelerated the healing process without leaving pokemon weak and sore for a day or so, a great improvement over most potions. Most simply enhanced healing to incredible levels, but the process took an enormous amount of energy from the pokemon and weakened them. Eliminating that side effect was an incredible feat and helped Ash’s training along immensely.

“Yes, really.” Lance rolled his eyes. “Don’t worry, though. We’re still going to battle tonight. I want you up to par for tomorrow. I’m going to accelerate your training. We only have a week and a half or so left before I have to return to Indigo Plateau.”

Ash nodded seriously. “I understand.” His tone grew slightly hopeful. “You aren’t still planning to battle Moltres, are you?”

“Of course I am!” Lance laughed boisterously. He absentmindedly ran his fingers through his dark red hair as he grinned dangerously. “It’s the ultimate test of strength! It’ll be fun.”

When Ash still didn’t look convinced, Lance rolled his eyes. “Oh, don’t be such a Steven. This’ll be the greatest experience of your life! How many people have battled a real Legend?”

“Not many.” Ash admitted. He continued drily. “Probably because most people have the sense to avoid that. Articuno wasn’t too happy to see me and Zapdos knocked out all of my pokemon without even trying.”

“I’m not saying it won’t be difficult.” Lance pointed out. “In fact, we’ll probably get our asses handed to us. None of the legends speak of anyone coming back a victor. But the experience of seeing and fighting Moltres will be worth it! You’ll be ready to stand next to me by the time we ascend Mt. Ember.”

Ash smiled and nodded, although he was still rather worried about the consequences of challenging the Bird of Fire. Lance hadn’t faced the Birds before. They weren’t as malicious as Mewtwo, but they were no less dangerous. Moltres seemed to have a connection to humanity and didn’t greatly affect the world like Articuno and Zapdos did, but Ash had no doubt that it would fight them all the same. Perhaps it wouldn’t try to kill them, but it would be extremely difficult all the same.

“We can discuss this more later.” Lance resolved. He looked down at Ash. “Just get back to the camp soon. You’ll need all the rest you can get.”

“Understood.” Ash replied seriously. The Champion looked at him searchingly before he leapt onto Dragonite’s massive back and took off. He was gone in seconds.

“Nidoking, could you call the others?” Ash requested. Nidoking nodded in response and looked up to the sky. He roared as loudly as possible, a great, powerful sound that made Ash cover his ears. Even then it still rattled his bones with the strength behind it.

When Ash looked around and noted that most of his friends were coming, he smiled at Nidoking. “Thank you.”

Nidoking grunted and affectionately patted Ash on the shoulder. Ash patiently waited until all of his friends arrived before he began the walk back. Lance had told him to avoid transporting his friends in pokeballs while they were training. Every bit of exertion counted.

Along the way he made sure to tell them of the trials ahead. Only Infernus and Oz didn’t wilt a bit when Ash told the team that tomorrow would be devoted exclusively to battling Lance. They enjoyed fighting the most, although Ash suspected Oz was only so passionate about it so that she could one up Infernus.

He just snorted inwardly with amusement and focused on the rugged and overgrown path that would take them to the camp. His mind was already buzzing with strategies.
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“Why do you never use Aerodactyl?” Ash inquired after the battle that evening. Lance had sent out Dov, who was just as brutal of a fighter as Magnus. The dragonite enjoyed stalking and crushing the members of Ash’s team one by one, although he took quite a few hits in the process. He paid for his arrogance much more than when they had first started, although his tough armor was enough to keep the dragonite from taking any real damage.

Lance turned to him sharply. The Champion clearly hadn’t expected that question. “What?”

“You never use Aerodactyl.” Ash stated. “You’ve used all of your pokemon against my team except for it. Sneasel spends most of his time training with Vibrava, Bagon, and Gible now. But you never even use Aerodactyl to train Plume.”

The Champion frowned thoughtfully and glanced up at the night sky. Ash followed his gaze and picked out the forms of Dragonite, Dov, Saph, Magnus, and Aerodactyl darting through the warm air. Each playfully fired beams of energy and flame that could reduce a house to smoking rubble at each other.

“Aerodactyl doesn’t play well with others. She’s a fossil pokemon.” Lance finally said, as though that resolved everything. When Ash’s inquisitive expression clearly told the Champion that it didn’t, Lance continued. His tone slipped into the voice he used whenever he was teaching something to Ash.

“Aerodactyl is a pokemon, but she’s not like any other you’re likely to meet. Unless you start hanging out with Steven a lot more.” He added as an afterthought. Ash leaned forward interestedly. Sneasel growled from within his pack as he was woken up. “Fossil pokemon are a miracle of science. Cloning is a tricky art in itself, as Blaine will tell you for hours if you give him the chance, but that’s the simplest part of bringing ancient pokemon back to life.”

Lance stared at the black rock they sat on, which was only distinguishable from the night because of Mt. Ember’s blaze. “Scientists had to engineer and repair the DNA they found from fossils. It’s impossible to get DNA that old and still have it in perfect condition. They had to pick up the scraps and make a clone feasible.”

“Blaine actually did it, you know.” Lance remarked drily. “It was back before that crazy old man hid away in the volcano. He headed the Cinnabar gym and the Cinnabar Institute and practically invented the field of cloning. Aerodactyl was one of the first successful clones. They gave her an immune system and a bunch of other additions that I don’t know that much about.” The Champion admitted.

Ash’s eyes widened. He’d heard that Blaine was a genius, but he hadn’t realized the man had been that involved. All he’d gotten from Surge during their journey was that Blaine had been involved with cloning research. That was incredible.

“She’s still way too much for any other trainer to handle, so they gave her to me as a gift when I became Champion.” Lance explained. “Aerodactyl has trouble listening until you prove yourself to be much more powerful than her, and she’s still difficult to control. She’s my last resort in battles.”

“How dangerous is she?” Ash asked interestedly. Aerodactyl was obviously powerful to be on Lance’s main team. She was terrifyingly fast, could easily weather most any attack, and had the physical strength to crush most opponents without a thought. Those were just physical attributes, though. It was a mindset that made one truly dangerous.

Lance gave him a grim smile. “She’s like Sneasel, but much more vicious. If something’s not part of the team, she sees nothing wrong with ripping them limb from limb. They’re food and potential threats. I only let her out as a last resort or when I’m dealing with Team Rocket.” The Champion grinned dangerously. “She’s only allowed out in normal battles when whatever she’s fighting is strong enough to fight her off. Needless to say, that doesn’t happen often.”

“I can only imagine.” Ash commented drily. “Have you ever had to use her in an official match?”

“No.” Lance admitted with a laugh. “I’ve only had two challengers since I became Champion. None of the others had the right team to make it through the rest of the Elite Four. Neither got past Dov.”

Even though he knew how powerful Lance was, it was still odd realizing how much stronger than he was than the others of the Elite Four. The immense amount of time and energy required to properly raise a tiny Dratini into a magnificent Dragonite had paid off well for Lance, as had the years growing his other pokemon to nearly the same level of power and skill. Not even Agatha could contend against him.

“When did you use her, then?”

“Against Cynthia and Steven. I haven’t battled Wallace yet.” Lance shrugged. “It’s been awhile since the Champions got together, though. Team Rocket ate up too much of my time.”

Ash could only imagine how destructive those battles would be. If they could fight on equal grounds with Lance then they probably had to battle miles away from civilization before they could use their full power.

They were quiet after that. Ash hadn’t expected to learn so much from the Champion, although the knowledge was appreciated. It was power in itself. Besides, it was fascinating to learn more about the efforts required to resurrect ancient pokemon into modern times.

On his part, Lance seemed to be deep in thought. His eyes seemed far away as they stared up at Mt. Ember and the inferno that erupted from its peak.

Ash began to run over scenarios in his mind about tomorrow. They’d probably go through a hefty supply of revives, but Ash wanted to see if he could defeat one of Lance’s pokemon in the process. It would be a nice outcome, even if it probably wouldn’t occur.

Still, it was something to hope for. Ash would just have to work hard.

XX

Three days before they would have to leave for Kanto, Ash and Lance were locked into a battle. Or, rather, their teams were. Ash only fought with four pokemon since Lance wanted to challenge him further. The Champion had released Saph, who had adapted quite well to her new form over the last month.

Ash grinned as Plume smashed into Saph’s large form with Super Speed. He hadn’t perfected the technique he’d begun to work with Plume on around two weeks ago, but this was something he’d created in his spare time.

Super Speed wasn’t very exciting or revolutionary, but it got the job done. It was essentially a combination of Agility, Tailwind, and Quick Attack. Quick Attack wasn’t very powerful, but when it was boosted by Plume’s own mass and the velocity acquired through sustained use of Tailwind and Agility it was devastating. Even Saph was forced away by the powerful attack.

Nidoking shot an Ice Beam toward Saph, but she flickered out of the way with Extreme Speed. The Ice Beam, which was rather powerful and left a large swathe of frosty air in its wake, sheared its way through the air and far into the horizon before it vanished.

Plume squawked as Saph blasted her with Blizzard and began to free fall through the air. She recovered and entered Super Speed in order to avoid any other attacks from Saph, who expertly dodged a Thunderbolt from Oz and an Ice Beam from Torrent. Ash winced when Saph suddenly used Extreme Speed and easily caught Plume, who was instantly knocked out as Saph shot a second Blizzard at her.

Ash quickly recalled Plume as she fell to the ground, clearly unconscious. She’d done well, and he told her so as he clipped her pokeball onto his belt. He quickly looked to the battle. Lance didn’t let him command during these mock battles, but he liked to see how his team did. It let him correct flaws later.

When they had days full of nothing but battling Lance let him actually command his team during their battles. They were to build up his actual skill in commanding his friends, while these battles were to show how far his team had progressed in skill and strength.

He scowled as Torrent’s Dragon Pulse missed Saph by mere feet as she exited Extreme Speed. One of the most annoying aspects of battling Saph and the other dragonite that Lance commanded was their sheer speed, which was boosted considerably by the techniques he taught them. It made them almost impossible to hit. Plume and her astounding speed was the only real counter he had.

Ash waited for his friends to adjust to Saph’s speedy tactics. They’d learned what to do to put the dragonite off balance. If they couldn’t hit her with precision attacks then they would have to use an attack so large and powerful that Saph couldn’t help but be consumed by it.

The trainer grinned as Nidoking and Oz began to cover for Torrent. Whenever Saph slowed down she was bombarded by Ice Beams and Thunderbolts, although none of them hit. She was incredibly fast even without Extreme Speed and had the endurance to keep the game up for hours.

They weren’t trying to hit her, though. All Nidoking and Oz were trying to do was distract the powerful dragon-type. Torrent was their real player.

Ash was rather glad that they’d managed to put aside their differences during battle. He’d had Nidoking and Oz work together for the last week and the ground-type still despised the electabuzz. It was odd. Nidoking was normally much more level headed than this. He wasn’t known for keeping grudges, especially not after Ash had talked to him about his irrational hatred more than once.

He put that out of his mind when he saw Torrent spew huge amounts of frozen air from his snout. It settled around him in a dense fog of frost, but was immediately uprooted and pushed into motion when Torrent twitched his rear fins.

Torrent was instantly consumed in an immense twister of ice. The Ice Storm exploded upwards until it reached at least a hundred feet up into the air. It wasn’t very draining compared to Draco Meteor, which was why Ash hadn’t opted to go with the exceptionally powerful technique. He wanted to make sure Torrent could use it efficiently before utilizing it in a real battle. Right now it still acted like a dragon-type Hyper Beam.

“I hate that technique.” Lance grumbled from beside him. The Champion looked annoyed. “Saph isn’t experienced or powerful enough to just blow it away yet. Torrent can keep it up through anything she throws at it.”

Ash grinned at the Champion. Sneasel snickered and climbed higher onto Ash’s back so he could see Torrent’s incredibly powerful ice and dragon-type combination better. Seeker was with Bruiser today since he wasn’t fighting. She was probably huddled close to the fighting-type to stave off the cold.

Saph tried to go around it, but the Ice Storm suddenly grew ten feet larger in every direction and caught her in its grip. The dragonite gave out a low, powerful cry as she was yanked into the icy twister, but managed to break free of the dangerous storm moments later.

He could tell that the shock to her system from the freezing air had slowed her down. Saph was still incredibly fast, but she seemed more sluggish than usual, which was the entire point. His friends knew that Ice Storm wouldn’t be more than an annoyance for the powerful dragon-type, but it weakened her for a while.

Nidoking took advantage of her weakened state first. He reared back and launched an exceptionally powerful Ice Beam straight into her chest. His aim had improved quite a bit thanks to their time training.

Oz followed his example mere moments later. She windmilled her arms quickly to produce more electricity before a Thunderbolt blasted out and slammed into Saph, which stunned the damaged dragon-type. The force behind the blast of electricity forced Saph to brace herself.

As Saph slowed down, Torrent released his hold on the Ice Storm and opted for his own Ice Beam in return. Ash shivered slightly as all the heat in the area seemed to drain away for a moment before the Ice Beam shot toward Saph. The heat returned almost immediately, as though the attack had never happened.

Ash shot a look at Lance, who seemed rather impressed with the team’s progress. While it was still four-on-one against the weakest member of Lance’s team, doing this much damage to one of the Champion’s pokemon was a new event. His friends had come close a few times, but this was the first time that victory seemed in sight.

Saph suddenly vanished into a blur. Ash winced when he saw her suddenly appear in front of Oz before the ordinarily friendly Dragonite smashed the electric-type with the back of her claws. Oz was instantly floored, although Saph was caught with another of Nidoking’s Ice Beams before she flickered away.

Nidoking was next. Saph, who was visibly slower despite her renewed strength, flickered in front of the poison-type and blasted him with a huge gale of icy air barely recognizable as a Blizzard. Ash winced, but grinned when Nidoking charged through the ruthlessly powerful attack and clawed the dragon with Poison Jab. She took an Ice Beam to the back moments later, courtesy of Torrent.

Despite his efforts, Nidoking collapsed to the ground. Saph was already moving slower, however, and Ash suspected that her injuries and Nidoking’s powerful, quickly acting poison was taking its toll on her.

Torrent had gotten the gist of her newfound strategy now and simply closed his eyes. He raised his snout to the sky and formed a huge sphere of bright orange energy. The dragon-type shot it high into the air, and Ash grinned when the orb seemed to hang there for a few moments.

Ash would normally be annoyed that Torrent had decided to use Draco Meteor, which took far too much energy to be efficient in most cases, but he realized that this was all or nothing. Torrent had one chance to defeat Saph.

He clenched his fists tightly. Saph had activated Extreme Speed again and was practically invisible. Ash could only catch the shortest of glimpses of the powerful dragon-type in the form of a golden blur.

Saph moved so fast that he didn’t even see her appear behind Torrent with glowing claws. She must have been too badly injured and weakened to use anything other than Dragon Claw. It was one of the simpler dragon-type moves.

As she made to slash into Torrent and knock him unconscious, Torrent’s eyes snapped open. He must have detected her presence somehow. Ash grinned wildly as the bright energy sphere that hung in the sky suddenly separated into a dozen smaller spheres and shot toward Saph like controlled comets. Streaks of energy burned in their wake as they slammed into Saph’s general area.

Although only two actually hit Saph and one actually hit Torrent, proof of his lack of control, it was sufficient to defeat Saph. Torrent was knocked unconscious moments later by a second misaimed comet, but Ash had a wide grin on his face nonetheless.

“We won!” He shouted ecstatically as he pumped his fist and jumped into the air. Ash’s heart was pounding with excitement as he took in the reactions of his other friends. All were just as excited as he was, even Sneasel. Seeker seemed to have no idea what was going on at first, but Bruiser grunted something to her and she began to squeak happily as well.

When he had calmed down somewhat, Lance stepped forward with a proud smile on his face. “Good job! I honestly didn’t expect you to beat me yet.”

Lance’s smile suddenly morphed into a grin as wide as Ash’s own. “I think you’re ready.”

Ash’s joy was suddenly replaced with unease, but he nodded in reply. By now he understood that Lance wouldn’t be dissuaded. After everything Lance had done for him this past month, the least he could do was accompany the Champion to his challenge. It was hardly the most dangerous thing he’d done on his journey if the legends of Moltres were true. “I understand. I’ll do my best.”

“Trust me, I know that.” Lance said, a hint of pride in his voice. He looked at the pokeball that held Saph. “Whether we win or lose up there, know that I’m glad that I trained you. You’re living up to your potential, and I can’t wait to see you flatten the competition at the Conference.”

The trainer smiled embarrassedly. He still didn’t know how to handle the Champion’s praise very well. It was different from anyone else’s. Lance was someone he had looked up to since he was a toddler. The Champion was the ultimate defender of the League, a hero.

Ash knew Lance better now and knew that he was just a man, albeit a great one. But Lance was still the Champion, and it felt odd to receive praise from one of the most powerful trainers in the world.

“When will we go up?” Ash asked quietly.

“Two days.” Lance replied immediately. “You’ve come far, but you should get every last bit of training you can before we do something this big. It’s a once in a life time opportunity. I want you to be at your best for it.”

The trainer nodded and looked up at Mt. Ember contemplatively. It was hard to believe that he would be ascending the hallowed peak soon, much less that he would challenge a true Legend, not the mockery of one that Mewtwo was.

“Let’s get going.” Lance spoke up with the grin Ash had come to fear. It normally accompanied Lance’s more painful training exercises, such as going into the unbearably hot tunnels or for a long climb while Dragonite shot weak Hyper Beams at the group every now and then.

His fears were confirmed when Lance’s gaze drifted up to the area of the mountain that held the tunnels. “We’ve got some climbing to do. Go revive your pokemon and meet me by the foothills.”

Ash inwardly groaned but did as Lance bid. He’d gotten used to the harsh temperatures and the climbs that sapped his strength, but it would never be something he looked forward to. But he needed to do his best. The end of his training approached.
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“Get on Saph.” Lance told him after Ash finished with his lunch. This morning they hadn’t done very much, but had spent the time alone except for their pokemon. The Champion had them do a few light exercises before lunch, but that was only to get the blood pumping.

Ash nodded as he finished off the last of his sandwich. He wiped the crumbs off onto his dirty pants and stretched a bit before he walked toward Saph, who awaited him on all fours. Her tail swished excitedly and her eyes were alit with anticipation.

All of Lance’s pokemon seemed excited. Ash couldn’t say the same thing about him. He felt like he was going to throw up. The trainer wasn’t used to being nervous, but he had seen the power the Birds held. Ash couldn’t imagine fighting that, no matter how much stronger he became. Zapdos’ mere presence was enough to nullify his friends’ attacks.

Despite his apprehension, he climbed onto Saph’s back and held on tightly. Lance waved at him from his position on Dragonite’s back before he suddenly whistled. All of Lance’s pokemon that could fly were outside of their pokeballs, a veritable army.

He clenched on so tightly so Saph’s hard scales that his hands turned white. Ash had already taken off his cap, so he didn’t have to worry about it being torn from him by the wind. The trainer could feel the wind whistling through his hair as Saph launched into the air after Lance and Dragonite, her speed incredible even at the relatively sedate pace she flew at.

Ash dared a look at the ground hundreds and thousands of feet below. He stared at the forests and the long, charred strip of land that he had spent so much time training on. The trainer took in everything one last time before he looked up.

Mt. Ember passed rapidly beside him. They had taken a steep angle, although it wasn’t so steep that Ash felt as though he were in danger of falling. He spied a few pokemon on the dormant volcano’s harsh cliffs as he sped by, but they were moving too fast to identify them as anything other than blurs of color.

In a few more seconds they launched high above the peak of Mt. Ember. Ash looked down and took in the mountain that he would soon fight a Legend upon.

Most of the peak was covered with a thick layer of black stone, but he spotted a huge chasm that lead deep into the volcano’s heart. Fire was visible from within, although it wasn’t at the height or intensity it was at during the night. Since he didn’t see Moltres anywhere, he assumed that it slumbered within the volcano itself.

Above the roar of the air, Ash heard Lance call something out. Whatever it was, it caused his draconic team to angle downwards after him. The trainer put his hands underneath the overlapping scales to get a better grip as they shot down to the black stone. He felt slightly sick as he watched it rise up toward him.

Saph suddenly cut most of her speed away and landed lightly upon her large hind legs. Ash groaned as he leapt off of Saph, although he thanked her before he did so. It was no wonder that Steven had complained about flying with Lance.

He looked around and noted that most of Lance’s pokemon appeared uneasy. The Champion had released Gyarados, Mael, Vibrava, Gible, and Bagon. Ash knew that Vibrava, Gible, and Bagon wouldn’t be fighting. They were hear to watch.

Ash could feel that Moltres was nearby. The air pulsed with restrained power, as though Moltres was trying to keep itself weak. It was almost as hot as the tunnels, but much less humid. That was a relief, at the least.

“Take a moment to rest, Ash.” Lance said as he walked over. He sounded like an overexcited child now that they were finally about to challenge Moltres. “We have all the time in the world now.”

“I’m okay.” Ash said a few seconds later. His stomach settled pretty quickly, and he went ahead and released his friends. Nidoking took in the surroundings and laid his ears back, aware of the presence of something far beyond himself.

Plume cooed softly at Ash before she looked around warily. Her eyes narrowed at Lance with dislike before they continued her scan. Ash stroked her glossy crest to try and comfort her, but she remained tense.

Torrent had a similar reaction as Nidoking, although he kept himself more composed. Nevertheless, the dragon-type levitated over to Ash and rumbled worriedly. Ash patted his friend on the chest and whispered, “It’s alright. Everything’s going to be fine.”

Ash had to admit that he didn’t like seeing Torrent or Nidoking afraid. It was antithetical to their beings. They were monarchs amongst their kind, the ultimate protectors and most powerful fighters. He had only seen them afraid when he had been in danger.

Dazed’s pendulum began to vibrate furiously the moment she was released. Like the others she stayed close to Ash, although she didn’t need any reassurance from the trainer. Ash nodded and smiled at her, to which she smiled at him in turn with her expressive eyes.

Infernus growled happily when he was released. His black eyes seemed to pulse with energy as he stood at the top of the world. He snorted flame, which was pure white and much more powerful than it was even at the base of the mountain. Ash wouldn’t be surprised if he was capable of taking on one of Lance’s pokemon with that kind of power at his command.

Bruiser cracked his knuckles and looked at Ash with worry as the energy of the mountain oppressed him. Ash nodded and pounded his own chest in reassurance, to which Bruiser couldn’t help but smile in return.

Ash released Seeker directly into Bruiser’s arms. She chattered uneasily when she felt the heavy presence around them, but Bruiser lightly patted her frail form and grunted something to her. Seeker whined, but fluttered over to Ash.

He opened his pack for her and adjusted it so that it laid on his front instead. It was slightly awkward, but it made Seeker feel more comfortable. Plus it kept Sneasel from jumping all over her when he wanted to ride on Ash’s back. Ash stroked her ears lightly before he closed the pack up for Seeker.

Tangrowth gurgled happily when he appeared. He didn’t seem to realize that there was anything wrong. The grass-type simply wrapped Ash up in a tight hug and went off to greet the other members of the team, who looked at Tangrowth oddly.

“Hey, buddy.” Ash laughed. Tangrowth gurgled and waved his arms around excitedly before Ash released Sneasel. The dark-type’s eyes snapped open with horror when Sneasel felt the power that surrounded them, but he was wrapped up in a hug from Tangrowth before he could do anything.

When Tangrowth released Sneasel, the dark-type instantly rushed over to Ash and climbed up his back. He tried to open up the pack so that he could jump in, but Sneasel whined pitiably when he realized that Seeker already occupied it. Instead he simply wrapped himself around Ash, who frowned softly and scratched behind the terrified ice-type’s feathers.

Oz was released last. She noted the presence, but opted to glare at Infernus instead. The electric-type sparked at Infernus in annoyance when he didn’t acknowledge her in the least, too busy basking in the sheer power he gained from being on Mt. Ember’s peak.

Ash smiled and looked at his team. They had shed sweat, blood, and pushed themselves to their absolute limits to get here. They weren’t just his team or his friends, they were his family. Everything they had fought for had taken them here, to this mountain occupied by the Fire Bird.

They looked back, and Ash felt any hint of worry ease from him. He trusted his team. Ash wasn’t so foolhardy as to believe that they would defeat Moltres, but they would give it everything they had.

“I’m ready.” He said with resolve. “Let’s do this.”

Lance laughed and clapped him on the shoulder. “That’s more like it.”

They walked forward until they reached the edge of the chasm. Lance stopped at a worn hunk of rock that jutted out oddly from the rest. It took him a moment, but Ash realized that it was an altar or shrine of some sort.

He examined it more quickly. The rough form of a bird was visible now that he looked, and ancient markings had been hewn into the stone. It looked as though it had been bathed in impossibly hot flames. Ash could feel power coming from it, just as he could the altar that Articuno had rested upon.

“I think I know what to do.” Lance murmured. He pointed Ash away. “Stand back.”

Both of them walked until they were about three hundred feet away from the chasm from which great flames began to burst from, hot and bright even in the daylight. Lance’s eyes were alit with glee as he put one foot forward.

“Moltres, I, Lance Wataru, the Champion of the Indigo League and Master of the Elite Four, and Ash Ketchum of Pallet Town challenge you!” Lance shouted. Wind began to pick up as he continued his words echoed throughout the massive volcano’s crater and the temperature grew hotter. His cape billowed dramatically in the powerful winds as he roared out his challenge. “Meet us in battle, Moltres, and allow us to show you our strength!”

The winds grew more powerful, although not nearly as powerful as those Ash had faced in Zapdos’ storm. He felt the unease return, at least until Nidoking put one of his clawed hands upon his shoulder. Ash smiled, but lurched as the entire volcano seemed to shudder.

He held on tightly to Nidoking as the world shook. Great flames shot out of the chasm, an even stream that reached high into the heavens and baked the world around him. Ash gasped as the power that engulfed the mountain was magnified a hundred fold. He felt as though his body was going to collapse as the volcano came to life as its incarnation awoke from its age old slumber.

Ash’s skin grew hot and dry as the power grew more and more powerful. The winds whistled and roared as though a storm were brewing, and the flames exploded out of the dormant volcano with more and more power.

The form of Moltres that was hewn from volcanic stone and dragged up Mt. Ember by the ancient inhabitants of Knot Island glowed a cherry red from the heat of the fires and the wings and head of the worn shrine suddenly burst into flame, the inferno that engulfed it fuelled by the stone itself.

Fear exploded throughout him as he saw the eyes of the façade, little more than holes hammered and chiseled out, glow a bright red. More power pulsed throughout the mountain as it rumbled, and Ash feared that it would explode long before Moltres answered their challenge.

He stole a look at Lance. The Champion’s hair and cape billowed in perfect uniformity and his eyes were focused, but he could see the slightest bit of fear in them. Lance stood strong before the awakening of the Legend, but Ash knew that the Champion now realized just what he had awakened.

Ash staggered back as the world suddenly exploded. The constant streams of flames that erupted from the deep chasm of the volcano suddenly grew a thousand times more intense and penetrated all the way up to the clouds, so bright that it could serve as a second sun for the Sevii Islands.

The volcano suddenly screamed, but Ash’s battered ears suddenly realized that it was not the stirrings of the volcano, it was the cry of the Legend they had been so arrogant as to challenge.

From the steady explosion of flames a shape became visible, slightly darker than the rest of the flames. Ash felt his heart skip a beat when the flames suddenly wrapped around the large shape in a perfect sphere of unnatural flame.

Even Lance was speechless as the flames exploded out up into the sky in a column of fire, pure white and far more intense than anything either human had ever seen. Ash had to cover his eyes until the Bird’s entrance had been completed.

When he looked up again, he saw a great avian of flame before him. Its body was made of feathers that burned with golden flame, and the frame of its wings seemed to be made up of solid flame of the same gold, an impossibility in of itself. But its wings and the elaborate crest that billowed proudly behind it, dancing ever so slightly in the wind that announced the avian’s coming, were of great natural flame, so bright that it made Ash want to look away.

It stood at more than twenty feet tall and dwarfed both Articuno and Zapdos. The Bird had bare legs made of solid, blackened lava that began to liquefy from its own heat. They ended in wickedly hot claws that seemed as though they could burn through stone as though it were butter.

Despite the sheer regality and power it exuded simply by existing, its most striking features were its eyes. They glowed with impossibly bright inner fire, a bright red to match its siblings’ icy blue and gold. Its eyes regarded Ash and Lance impassively, no emotion discernable.

Moltres suddenly cried out again and the dormant volcano rumbled. Flame exploded from behind it, and the Bird of Fire flapped its wings once. A wave of fire erupted from the great Bird and melted the black stone it hit and reduced it to liquid in moments.

It regarded them for the briefest of moments and stared at Lance, who refused to look away. When it turned away to meet Ash’s eyes, the trainer stared back into the pulsing, ageless red of the primordial avian’s eyes and didn’t back down.

He felt as though his very being was about to be incinerated, but still refused to look away. The Bird’s energy suddenly pulsed throughout the mountain once more.

As columns of flame erupted from the chasm Moltres had slumbered in for countless years, it squawked once more and flew toward the humans and their teams in an explosion of fire amidst the ageless rumblings of the volcano.

Before the first stage of the battle began, Ash had to wonder if Lance finally realized what he had gotten himself into.

And there it is! Sorry for the cliffhanger, but it’s 3 AM where I am and the battle was planned for next chapter anyway. I’ll get the next chapter out as fast as I can. 

Again, I’d like to apologize for how long it took to get this chapter out. I didn’t want to write while I was sick and I turned out to be much more busy than I’d expected. I’m really sorry to those of you who I assured that I would get this chapter out in a week. 

Anyways, I hoped that you enjoyed the chapter! Make sure to review!






18. Chapter 18: The Legend


First off I’d like to apologize to everyone for how late this chapter is. I had two weeks of vacation over the past month and when I came back it took me a while to settle back into writing. Next chapter will definitely be out faster. I’m really sorry for the inconvenience.

Thanks to everyone that contributed last chapter!

As the primordial avian flashed towards them in a blaze of fire and smoke, it seemed to regress into a lesser state. The fires that made up its body weakened and dimmed, its feathers actually discernable from the inferno now. Instead of the wrath of fire made manifest, Moltres had fallen to become a mere Fire Bird.

The golden flame that consumed its body appeared only as tiny trickles of fire left in its wake, although its lustrous feathers, far more majestic than even Plume’s, shined brightly in the sunlight. Moltres’ crest and wings no longer distorted the air of the peak and dimmed to torches instead of explosions of flame and power.

Now that the inferno inspired by Moltres’ mere presence had shriveled into little more than the odd explosion of fire and ash, he was able to make out the form of Moltres’ shrine again. The flames that danced along the crude mockery of the Legend before him were little more than shifting embers, but embers that burned even brighter than before, a sign that Moltres restrained its might.

Ash gasped in relief as the crushing weight of Moltres’ presence lessened dramatically, but barely had time to bask in the feeling before he and Lance were yanked away in a flash of light. He barely managed to catch the light of Dazed’s psychic power before they vanished.

He winced as they suddenly collapsed just a few feet away from where they were before. It looked like Moltres didn’t want them leaving. Ash coughed briefly before he looked up. His eyes widened as he spied Moltres’ blazing form, still afire with power, high in the air. It screeched yet again, but the inferno that erupted from the volcano’s chasm leapt only a few feet, proof of its weakened power.

A large gloved hand suddenly gripped his shoulder and pulled him upward. Ash blinked in surprise before Lance’s shouts were actually intelligible. “Come on! We need to get away from the battle!”

Ash took one last glance at Moltres, who patiently hung over the volcano’s peak in a haze of warped air and fire. Its eyes, which had dimmed along with its strength, watched Ash and Lance carefully. He shook himself out of it and ran with Lance as the Champion fervently pulled him along.

Their teams followed them to a point, although the powerful pokemon halted about halfway to the steep cliff of the volcano and turned to face the Legend that stared down at them with its calm eyes. Once Ash and Lance reached what they assumed was a safe position, they turned to watch and help their teams in the battle.

Ash wasn’t surprised when he saw that his friends knelt in reverence to the Legend. When he glanced up at the Champion, who had a spark of glee in his eyes at the power of a true Legend, there was no expression of astonishment. It was as though he had expected the teams’ reaction.

Moltres suddenly acted. It gave another shriek, which was discernable as its own noise instead of the rumbling of Mt. Ember, and suddenly pointed its long, shark beak of hardened magma to the air and shot an enormous column of flame, a hundred feet wide at its largest point and immeasurably long, high into the sky. The flames’ smoke formed its own cloud and obscured the battlefield from the brilliant rays of the sun.

His fists tightened as the formerly bright day was suddenly cast in unnatural shadow. Moltres was the lone light in the gray, a brilliant inferno that left the world around it dank and lifeless in comparison.

The Bird stared at Ash and Lance calmly, serene in its unassailable power. Ash knew its message. It was waiting to see if they were still willing to test their strength against that of a Legend. Moltres had reduced itself, but its power was still incomparable to all but the most powerful and determined of fighters.

Lance looked at Ash, directing the same question toward the younger trainer. Ash momentarily thought about taking his friends and leaving this mountain behind forever, but he opted against common sense in this case. The Champion had put his time and energy into training Ash into an even more powerful trainer. To stand with the Champion in this trial by fire was the least he could do.

He nodded, and silently hoped that he hadn’t chosen poorly.

That was all Lance needed. “Triad!” The Champion roared. “Evasion. Anti-fire.”

The Champion’s impressive pokemon reacted with the speed of lightning. In the time it took Ash to blink Dragonite, Dov, and Saph had already erupted into the air, Aerodactyl and Magnus not far behind. Gyarados and Mael stayed on the ground, although both of the ocean titans moved far apart. Magnus and Aerodactyl took to the air, but stayed back.

Moltres glanced at the Champion’s team with its burning eyes as the trio of Dragonite flashed around it with speed unmatched by almost any other pokemon. Ash could barely catch the briefest flashes of an immense Blizzard that matched Ice Storm from Saph, a Fire Blast that was tiny in comparison to Moltres’ casual stream of flame from Dragonite, and a great discharge of electricity from Dov.

Ash watched with awe as Moltres suddenly flapped its great wings. A wave of fire and heat great enough to distort the air around the Fire Bird suddenly exploded from the gently burning avian. The Dragonite barely managed to avoid the deceptively powerful puff of fire and energy, although Dov was clipped by it. He recoiled backward in pain, but caught up with his teammates soon enough.

It was then that Mael and Gyarados made their move. Both of the powerful water-types roared and rumbled as they shot immense blasts of water toward the great avian, which hadn’t moved since the battle began.

He watched eagerly as the jets of water shot toward Moltres with enough force to cut through stone, only to wilt when it evaporated several feet before it would have struck the bird. Moltres remained still and didn’t retaliate, seemingly bored with the futile attacks.

Lance scowled at the Bird before he looked at Ash. “My team is about to attack again. Hit it while it’s distracted.”

Ash didn’t say anything, but nodded. He comfortingly patted Sneasel, who still clutched fiercely to his back and hid his face, and Seeker, who squeaked from inside of his pack, before he wiped some of the sweat from his brow and set his eyes into a determined glare.

He reached up to his hat and twisted it around. Ash needed the extra visibility. Moltres’ clouds of smoke meant that the intense sunlight that accompanied it wouldn’t blind him, so the hat was only a hindrance at the moment.

“Hyper Beam!” Lance roared to his team. The Champion’s eyes were narrowed into slits, and his pale skin was red from Moltres’ light. As Lance’s immensely powerful pokemon each released a devastating beam of orange and gold energy straight toward the Fire Bird that hung serenely in the air, Ash began to command his own friends.

Ash analyzed what he had seen of Moltres so far. It was obviously far more powerful than any of their pokemon, even in its reduced state. The Bird could produce heat powerful enough to transform water into steam without any visible strain and could release fire and energy from its body with the smallest of movements.

Other than that he didn’t know much about its capabilities. All Ash knew was that Lance was about to learn the same lesson that he’d taught Ash: There’s always something stronger. Amongst humans Lance was a Champion, one of the greatest Masters of all time. Amongst the primordial entities that embodied the elements and slept in faraway places lest they rip the world apart with their power Lance was nothing but a child.

It would be difficult to attack. Ash suspected that most elemental attacks would do little thanks to Moltres’ astoundingly powerful flames. He wouldn’t even bother with physical attacks, except with Infernus. Moltres would probably never touch the ground anyway. The battle would probably be over in a minute or two, provided the Bird didn’t draw it out.

“Nidoking, Oz, Thunderbolt!” Ash shouted, eyes intent upon the Fire Bird as the Hyper Beams, together capable of levelling Pallet Town without too much trouble, sizzled toward Moltres. Moltres cocked its head. Its eyes burned fiercely as it gently flapped its wings and launched high into the air, so fast that Ash could only trace its path thanks to the brilliant fire left in its wake.

Ash wasn’t sure if Moltres had dodged because the volley of Hyper Beams would have caused it harm or because it wanted to begin the fight in earnest, but knew that it meant the battle with the Legend had truly begun.

Nidoking and Oz’s blasts of electricity shot through the air where Moltres had hovered previously. Ash called out for them to repeat the attack before he started to command his other friends. He could hear Lance shouting beside him, but the blood and adrenaline pounded too fiercely behind his ears for him to really understand it.

“Plume, hit Moltres with Hurricane! Block its fire.” He specified. Ash spotted Tangrowth, who excitedly bounced up and down on his red feet, not too far from Torrent. “Tangrowth, Ancient Power. Torrent, Dragon Pulse!”

Plume shot into action the moment she heard his voice. She had already pushed herself into the air, but she had been lazily circling. Now that she had a command, she had focus. The Pidgeot shrieked shrilly as she blurred toward the vastly more powerful avian, right behind the trio of Dragonite. Magnus and Aerodactyl remained far away from the fight, the two vicious pokemon silently awaiting Lance’s command.

The air around Moltres distorted as Tangrowth hurled dozens of energy spheres toward the great bird. Thin tongues of red and orange flame, brighter than any natural source, lashed out from its magnificent wings and struck into the many balls of Ancient Power and unleashed a cacophonic explosion that left Ash’s ears ringing.

Moltres surrounded itself in a sphere of swirling fire as Torrent’s Dragon Pulse neared it, along with another volley of Hyper Beams from Lance’s team. Ash shielded his eyes as the attacks all struck the protective shell all at once, their energy released in a single explosion of light and heat.

Perhaps he should have left his hat as it was after all, he mused as his eyes were imprinted with stars. He did his best to rub the spots of light out so that he’d actually be of use to his friends.

His heart sank when he was able to see well enough to realize that Moltres’ protective sphere of power was unharmed by the succession of attacks. Ash scowled and looked up to Lance, whose fierce eyes analyzed Moltres with a determined shine.

“Draco Meteor, all of you!” The Champion ordered with a loud shout. His Dragonites and Mael rumbled and shook the earth as they gathered their immense amount of energy. Ash watched in awe as they showed power beyond anything he’d seen in the last month.

In less than five seconds the sphere Moltres hid behind was hammered with comets of bright orange energy that left streaks and flecks of gold in their wake. The explosions that distorted the air with light and sound blinded Ash, although he was prepared to turn away this time.

Ash didn’t bother contributing at that moment. He just made sure that he knew where his friends were. They were a safe distance away from Moltres and they had quickly spread out along the slab of stone the battle raged upon. After dealing with Lance’s pokemon for a month they knew better than to clump together when dealing with a vastly more powerful foe.

When the assault upon Moltres ended, Ash barely had time to check on the Bird’s condition before the sphere, which was not mere fire but what appeared to be hardened fire and light, seamlessly blew outward. He could feel the brutal heat from here.

“Plume!” He cried when he saw that his friend, who had stayed behind the Dragonite trio as they hammered Moltres with all of their power, was caught in the release of fire. Plume gave an earsplitting shriek of pain as the fire, hotter than any other they had faced, washed over her body.

Ash didn’t even give himself a chance to see if Plume was alright. He reflexively recalled his frail friend and clipped the pokeball back to his belt with deceptively calm hands. The trainer clenched his fists so tightly that they turned white and glared up at Moltres, which sang its powerful tune as the Dragonite trio was hurled backward by the explosion.

The Dragonite were obviously wounded, but remained in the air and scattered to prevent Moltres from picking them off. Lance scowled darkly and pointed at Moltres. “Magnus, Dragon Breath! Aerodactyl, Rock Tomb!”

Magnus suddenly made his presence known as the mighty Charizard roared with fury and launched itself into the battle. Dark blue flames of a decidedly different nature than those that blazed from Magnus’ tail streamed from its maw as it challenged Moltres.

Moltres’ burning eyes pulsed with interest and it finally began to move. It was insanely fast, a bolt of living fire to Ash’s human eyes. The Fire Bird was instantly pursued by Magnus and the Dragonite, although it was even faster than the Dragonite trio. Aerodactyl kept herself aloft and bared her jagged fangs, but didn’t make a move.

The trainer felt himself stumble backwards as the winds whipped up by Moltres’ slightest movement buffeted him with their power. As Moltres flew, the air grew unbearably hot, even as it was cooled by the movement of the tempest it stirred. It made his skin feel as though it were on fire.

Ash didn’t bother trying to help at this point. His friends were arrayed and ready for whenever Moltres slowed down. It was going too fast for them to have a hope of actually hitting it.

He heard a rapid series of pants on his back as the heat intensified. Ash wiped some of the sweat out of his eyes and looked back at Sneasel, who was absolutely miserable. His thick, luxurious fur was dampened with sweat and the dark-type’s red eyes pleaded with Ash to recall him. The moment he realized how badly off Sneasel was, Ash did so.

“Dragonite, Triad!” Lance shouted. His cape fluttered in the winds and heat caused by Moltres’ flight, but Ash was more focused upon Dragonite. The cornerstone of the Champion’s team gave a low, keening cry and swooped after Moltres.

Dragonite was suddenly consumed with the fury of the elements. Icy air filled with shards of razor ice whistled from Dragonite’s breath, a great corona of flame erupted immediately after, and electricity arced and sizzled between Dragonite’s antennae.

The dragon roared and launched the Blizzard, Fire Blast, and Thunder at Moltres simultaneously. Moltres screeched and bolted out of the way in a crackle of flame. The combination slammed into the ebony stone that overlaid the volcano and reduced it to rubble that quickly collapsed into the churning depths of Mt. Ember. Dragonite and the others immediately launched after the Bird, who easily evaded the Champion-level pokemon.

Ash continued to wait. Until Moltres was crippled or slowed down of its own volition he was useless. Plume had been defeated and she was his only option against something faster than a Dragonite. It was impossible to attack Moltres physically, even weakened as it was, due to the overwhelming heat it produced and the fact that it flew. Moltres was too fast to hit with energy or projectiles.

Lance continued to bark out orders, although Ash could barely follow the clash that occurred before his eyes. The Dragonite moved too fast, Magnus and Moltres were little more than blazes of dancing flame, and Gyarados and Aerodactyl simply stayed out of the fight for the moment.

He noted that Moltres hadn’t actually gone on the offensive yet. It was content to effortlessly evade and shield against any attacks that threatened it, although every now and then it would release a small blast of flame from its wings. Moltres didn’t seem to take the fight seriously, not that Ash could blame it. They were fortunate it hadn’t reduced them to piles of smoldering ash for challenging it.

“Now!” Lance suddenly shouted. Ash followed the Champion’s gaze over to Aerodactyl, which had ripped an immense hunk of stone off of the mountain’s side. It had to have been several tons at the least, but Aerodactyl effortlessly held the stone in place with its mastery over rock.

Aerodactyl screeched and suddenly flapped its wings. The rock-type tore through the air at a speed that no beast of ancient stone should have been able to reach, a single flap of its massive, stone wings enough to propel it several dozen feet.

What was even more impossible was that it brought the hunk of stone with it. Aerodactyl didn’t even seem daunted at multitasking and easily slipped into the game that played out in front of it. Ash was able to catch its grey, rocky hide amidst the blurs of gold, tan, orange, and fire.

Much to his surprise Aerodactyl outstripped even the Dragonite trio that futilely fired off blasts of ice and lightning at the Bird, all of which missed. It gained even upon the reduced form of Moltres, which slowly sped up as Aerodactyl’s vicious, snapping jaws grew ever closer.

When she was close enough, Aerodactyl screeched and hurled the stone boulder straight at Moltres. Time seemed to slow down as Moltres suddenly flipped around and showed off its true strength.

Moltres didn’t screech, but made some ancient, terrifying sound that brought to mind the crackle and roar of flames in its basest form, of wildfires and the infernos that lurked within the heart of the earth. Its golden body flared up as it opened its beak of hardened magma, laced with pulsing orange veins of heat, and let loose a stream of flame, white as the sun, at the boulder.

Ash’s eyes widened when thousands of pounds of stone simply melted. The molten remnants of the stone were ripped from Aerodactyl’s control and fell into the chasm that opened into Mt. Ember’s heart. It vanished, and Aerodactyl, with all of her savagery, simply snarled and rushed toward Moltres with a blur of speed. There was no reverence in her ancient eyes, just a primitive thirst for the superior entity’s blood.

Aerodactyl’s jaws opened as it neared the Fire Bird’s body, her stone hide strong enough to protect her from the primordial entity’s heat. She angled upward and prepared to rip into the burning feathers of Moltres’ throats, but let out a horrific shriek when Moltres, vastly larger than even the hulking behemoth of stone and fury, launched itself up and snatched Aerodactyl in its burning talons.

Lance’s face paled and he smoothly unclipped Aerodactyl’s pokeball, but by the time it was ready Moltres had carried Aerodactyl above the cloud of smoke that cast the mountain peak in an overbearing shadow.

“Get her back!” He roared, anger alit in his tone. All of his dragons quickly heeded his command and shot after Moltres, whose speed was enough that it had vanished. Ash watched with worry. Aerodactyl might have been able to resist Moltres’ passive aura of heat and fire, but she was nothing compared to the Bird. Moltres’ talons melted stone and its breath could reduce a mountain to a heap of magma given a minute or two.

Just as the Dragonite trio and Magnus broke up into the clouds, Ash saw the flash of a supernova above the obscuring layer of dark grey smoke. He hissed in pain and rubbed the stars in his eyes out so he could see what was going on.

“No!” Lance shouted. He began to run forward. Ash looked after him in confusion, but he understood the Champion’s fear when he saw a massive, smoking figure that fell through the clouds. Closer inspection revealed it to be Aerodactyl, blackened and unconscious.

Dragonite suddenly swept out of the sky and managed to break Aerodactyl’s fall, although the smoking heap of rocky flesh landed with sickening force. Ash assumed that her hide was more than enough to protect her, however. It didn’t look like she was seriously injured.

Another sun formed above the cloud of smoke for the briefest of instants, and Dov suddenly dove down, Saph hot on his tail as a stream of white fire chased them with deadly precision. Moltres shrieked and chased them, its fires hot and its eyes red with power.

Ash watched it with a bad feeling. Moltres was still keeping itself weak, but it wasn’t simply flying and dodging anymore. The air grew even hotter, and it almost hurt to breathe. He could still make out Moltres’ form, but the veil of warped air that followed the burning avian made it difficult to discern details.

Moltres had begun the fight. It was showing what a Legend could do, even one with the majority of its strength sealed away for the safety of the challengers.

“Hyper Beam!” Lance shouted. Ash turned his eyes away just as the Champion’s team fired a volley of golden energy beams at Moltres, which slowed down enough for them to actually aim. Once Saph and Dov felt safe, they turned to help their teammates.

The Bird of Fire’s eyes pulsed as the Hyper Beams flashed towards its drifting form. It lightly flapped its wings and sent a cascade of orange flame outwards. Each of the Hyper Beams impacted the wall of fire at the same moment, which resulted in an immense explosion of energy.

Ash staggered backwards, but he grinned. This was his chance. “Thunderbolt, Drago Meteor, Psybeam, Solar Beam, Focus Blast, Fire Blast!”

His team instantly leapt into action. This was what their harsh training had led up to, and this was where they would prove their worth once and for all. Each followed their command perfectly, all of their strength poured into the first attack.

Nidoking and Oz fired their Thunderbolts with perfect precision, although the strikes of electricity fizzled out and dispersed as they crackled against the aura of heat that surrounded Moltres. Ash watched that development with interest. It looked like Moltres produced enough heat to have an ability similar to Air Lock. That would cause problems.

Dazed’s eyes shined more brightly than ever before as she focused the great power at her disposal into her pendulum. The tiny loop of stone, hewn from the weathered rock of the Seafoam Islands, trembled and flailed wildly upon its string as more and more energy was put into it. By the time she actually fired a Psybeam at Moltres it was by far the most powerful she had ever used, a bright, focused rainbow of energy.

Moltres easily dodged the Psybeam and eyed the newcomers with interest, although it was forced to return its attention to Dragonite after the immensely powerful dragon roared and fired a Hyper Beam straight at the Bird of Fire.

The Legend didn’t dodge, but fired a tiny stream of flame, small but intense, straight into the Hyper Beam. As yet another explosion wracked the world, Dragonite was sent flying into the ground. Moltres was silent as it flew over the dragon, nearly defeated from the indirect hit, and flapped. A wave of mercilessly hot air and fire crackled toward Dragonite, but it met a different target instead.

Saph took the finishing move in Dragonite’s place. Her blurred form slammed heavily into the ground as she absorbed the bulk of the attack. She whined piteously and went limp, clearly unconscious. Dragonite struggled to its hind legs and his large, ordinarily friendly eyes blazed with protectiveness. He roared and reared his head back in a last attempt to harm the Legend.

Even Lance covered his eyes as a huge sphere of furious energy materialized in front of Dragonite’s gaping maw, small particles of bright power yanked and forced together with Dragonite’s rage. Moltres simply hovered in the air in a disconcertingly serene manner as it awaited Dragonite’s rage-fuelled attack.

Ash could feel the release of the Hyper Beam from where he stood. The air burned even hotter for the briefest of moments before the sphere shifted into a beam that was thin and intense rather than wide and intimidating.

He hissed as a sonic boom split the air, the air itself ripped apart by Dragonite’s power. The beam shot towards Moltres’ crackling form, but was intercepted by a small stream of flame from Moltres before it could strike the Legend.

Yet another explosion wracked the mountain’s peak, this time large enough to make Ash very nearly trip. He barely managed to keep his footing and grinned when he saw that Torrent had prepared Draco Meteor. It had taken a few seconds, but it was the only thing he possessed that even had the potential of injuring Moltres.

Golden comets split from the sphere of bright energy and Torrent did his best to aim them precisely at Moltres. The Legend easily dodged out of the way, however, and released a thin tongue of flame at Torrent.

Ash stepped forward in worry even as Lance returned his unconscious Dragonite. “Protect him!”

Dazed quickly teleported over and yanked Torrent back with her. Ash frowned. It looked like Moltres decided to let them teleport after all. That was good to know in case they needed to make a quick escape.

“Dov, Hurricane!” Lance commanded to his last Dragonite, worry clear in his voice. “Mael, Draco Meteor! Gyarados, Hyper Beam.”

Moltres’ attention left Ash’s team as the Champion’s pokemon renewed their assault. It flashed away in a burst of flame as huge comets of energy rained down from the heavens, bright enough to banish the dull gray the cloud left the peak. The Fire Bird easily evaded Gyarados’ Hyper Beam and shot high into the air, just beneath the wispy cloud of smoke.

Dov shot up after it with a fearsome roar, his absolutely massive form like a lightning bolt as power crackled around him. A huge gale of wind blew after Moltres, who wasn’t even affected by the powerful attack. The Dragonite growled again and fired off a Hyper Beam, which Moltres easily intercepted with a tiny lick of flame that extended from its wings.

Moltres smoothly flipped in the air and dove towards Dov, so hot that the air around the Legend distorted everything around it. Dov grunted and tried to launch himself away at Lance’s behest, but was helpless against the might of a Legend. The Bird easily snatched the squirming Dov in its great talons and suddenly hurled the Dragonite into the air.

“Psybeam!” He shouted to Dazed in a vain hope of keeping Dov in the battle. Dov was the last chance they had aside from Magnus, who still tried to catch up with Moltres and its burden.

Dazed’s pendulum trembled and flailed wildly as more and more energy was poured into it. It shined with a bright rainbow of energy that collected around it before Dazed’s eyes flashed and the Psybeam shot towards Moltres with pinpoint accuracy. Ash suddenly grinned. He knew how to at least try and hit Moltres now.

The Psybeam fizzled out as Moltres suddenly flared up. Ash winced as the Bird opened its beak and shot a stream of flame just large enough to engulf Dov. Lance quietly cursed and recalled Dov as the defeated dragon began his fall to the earth. Moltres screeched and angled towards Magnus, who was its last opponent in the air.

“Magnus, Dragon Ra –” Lance began, but fell silent when he realized that he was too late. Magnus had lashed out at Moltres with a tremendous cone of white, flashing fire and dove towards the great Bird with murder in his blazing eyes.

Moltres’ eyes pulsed with interest as it slowed its flight and looked at the inferno that crackled at it. As Magnus and his snapping jaws and roaring flames grew closer, the Bird opened its beak and spat a true stream of flame, a hundred times larger than the precise, condensed blasts it had used previously.

Ash couldn’t take his eyes off of Moltres as it breathed the inferno, white and pure of all weakness, straight into the arrogant Charizard and consumed it and Magnus’ own flames within the conflagration and blotted out the entire sky with its power.

Moltres sang its song, the roar and crackle of destructive wildfires and cleansing flame all in one, as it swept towards Magnus and the inferno of its own creation. It was lost in the fire, as though it had become one with its element.

“Gyarados, Mael, Hydro Pump!” Lance shouted desperately. Gyarados, who was coiled up on the glossy stone nearest to Moltres’ altar, roared its understanding and reared its massive, majestic head back and spat a river into the air. Mael did the same, although its Hydro Pump was far more condensed.

As the conflagration that burned the air itself and left the atmosphere nothing but a smoky haze that obscured everything from Ash’s eyes was slowly extinguished and converted into scalding steam, Ash turned to Torrent. “Help them! Dazed, sense Moltres. Keep the rest of the team updated.”

Torrent rumbled and added his efforts to that of Gyarados and Mael. The inferno that roiled high in the air seemed resistant to their attempts, however, and it seemed to hang in the air. Only the edges had actually been put out and the rest of the flames never stopped burning, fuelled by an otherworldly power.

He flinched in surprise as the crackling inferno suddenly vanished into nothingness, the embers of dancing flame absent of Moltres’ immortal, indomitable strength. Ash’s eyes widened in worry as he saw the smoking form of Magnus, no longer proud and arrogant, fall from it, covered in ash but not seriously injured. At least Moltres didn’t want to hurt them.

Lance recalled Magnus in defeat before he issued a new set of orders to his remaining team. Mael and Gyarados rumbled and roared respectively and both determinedly fired dangerously powerful beams of gold and orange, intense as the sun itself, towards Moltres.

For once, Moltres didn’t bother dodging or intercepting the Hyper Beams. It simply sang the song of fire and dived into the Hyper Beams. They impacted directly into the great Bird’s lightly flickering chest but barely slowed the Legend down, dampened by its heat as they were.

Moltres swooped over the remnants of Lance’s broken team and gently flapped its wings. Tiny twin orbs of golden flame erupted from the immortal fire of its body and angled towards Mael and Gyarados with perfect aim. Mael tried to shoot a Hydro Pump to extinguish the roar of the fires, but the fire ball reduced the massive jet of water to steam in moments before it struck Mael. Gyarados attempted to destroy the fire ball with a Hyper Beam, but the fire ball simply burned through the Hyper Beam and left tiny flecks of golden energy in its wake.

When the tiny fire balls, no more than eight inches around, struck their targets a great explosion wracked the earth. Smoke and enchantingly bright fire erupted from the two pokemon and the horrible force and energy released by the explosion made the entire mountaintop tremble lightly.

Lance was pale as he recalled the last two members of his active team, and Bagon, Gible, and Vibrava swiftly followed. He turned to Ash with an oddly subdued expression. “Will you recall your pokemon?”

Ash almost nodded, but hesitated. He knew that he would not put a scratch upon the Legend that lazily circled in the sky, its glowing eyes set upon Ash’s team. Moltres hadn’t even been injured in the battle against Lance’s dragons, six of the most powerful pokemon in the world, and hadn’t even tried.

But this was a decision that was up to his team. They knew what would result from their challenge as well as he did, but this was their fight. It was their blood and sweat that had been shed to reach this point. If they desired to get a taste of what battling a Legend, Fire made manifest, was like then he would not stop them.

Moltres sang its song high in the air, just below the cloud of smoke, born from a single stream of flame, that covered the heavens for miles around and shielded the mountain’s peak from the intense light of the sun. Its great head, ablaze with a great trail of flame, peered down at Ash and his team with unblinking eyes.

It disappeared in a streak of flame and suddenly appeared on its altar of volcanic stone. The shrine flared up and heated until it should have melted into a puddle of lava. Moltres’ resplendent form stood tall and proud upon the altar as it awaited Ash’s decision. Ash briefly met its ancient, alien eyes of fire and light, but glanced away when it felt as though his very being would be torn apart by Moltres’ power.

“Come back!” He shouted. Ash had a stoic expression on his face, which was hot and probably sunburned, as his friends slowly gathered around them. Lance walked away to give him privacy, although his movements were stiff and jerky. The Champion didn’t seem able to accept his loss.

He met each of his family’s eyes. Most had the shade of fear open upon them, but steely determination overwhelmed the basest of emotions. After being wrapped in a tight, happy hug, Ash noted that Tangrowth still seemed to have no idea what was going on, other than that there was a battle.

“I’m giving you a choice.” He began quietly and seriously. His friends leaned in close and listened intently. Each knew the seriousness of his words. “I can recall you and we can leave this mountain and Moltres, or we can stand and fight. It’s your choice. You’re the ones that brought us this far.”

Ash frowned. “I’ll give you a minute to decide. Remember, this is your choice.”

Moltres watched them intently for the minute that his friends deliberated. Ash tried to look back at it, but this close it was as though Moltres were a sun in itself. His skin painfully tingled even as Moltres’ massive body quietly crackled in the background. He wasn’t sure how much longer he could remain in the Legend’s presence without bursting into flame himself.

Finally, Nidoking tapped him on the shoulder with a large, dull claw. Ash looked up at his first friend and smiled. “You’ve chosen?”

Nidoking grunted and nodded. His narrow black eyes were solemn, but a fire burned behind them.

Ash stood up straight. He hadn’t realized that he had hunched over a bit during the short wait. The trainer gazed over at each of his friends. “Who wants to stay and battle?”

Infernus immediately stepped forward. Ash wasn’t surprised. His friend’s body was ablaze with fire through no effort of his own, inspired by Moltres’ mere presence. Glee danced through Infernus’ eyes even as the fire-type scraped his claws together. A rain of sparks sprayed through the air.

He knew that Infernus was aware of the futility of battling Moltres, but it didn’t matter to the Magmar. Fighting was an integral part of his friend. Finding and battling against the mightiest of foes was one of Infernus’ only goals, the other being to one day triumph over all and stand upon a defeated piles of his smoking foes.

Tangrowth waddled forward and happily waved his arms and vines around. He gurgled as his wide, innocent eyes smiled at Ash in a way unmatched by any face. Ash smiled back and gently patted the vine that wrapped around the trainer’s shoulders. The grass-type’s desire to fight was a surprise, but Ash should have expected it. To Tangrowth this was probably the greatest game he would ever play.

Torrent regally levitated to Ash, his warm scarlet eyes eager for battle. He had gained more strength than any of Ash’s team during their month of training. The dragon-type wasn’t lost amidst the powerful energies that writhed within his body. He had mastered them, and Ash knew that he wanted to test that strength.

Oz stepped forward after Infernus made his desire to battle the Legend known. She bared her fangs and glared at the fire-type, who snorted back in derision. Lightning crackled around her and she whirred at Ash. The Electabuzz windmilled her arms to build up more power until her lightning constantly danced across her fur.

Ash nodded at the electric-type. Over the last month he had learned that she was a lot like Infernus.

She enjoyed battle and sought out the most powerful of opponents. She refused to give up until she was beaten far beyond the point of submission, although she didn’t have the same endurance and couldn’t take a hit as well as Infernus. She would never stop fighting until she was the strongest.

Their only real difference was their dispositions. Infernus was brutal and oftentimes cruel. His cunning showed through in battle, but most of the time he was simply surly and only wanted to find new opponents. He could only accept strength.

Oz was kinder and more amenable, more protective of those that were weak. She wouldn’t alienate any of the group, although she didn’t have a good relationship with Nidoking and only respected Infernus for his sheer power.

So it wasn’t a surprise that she wanted to fight, if only to finally have a chance to prove herself the equal of Infernus. Oz couldn’t accept him as her better any more than he could accept her.

The rest of his friends stayed where they were.

Ash knew his friends well enough to understand their decision.

Nidoking enjoyed battling and testing his strength, but he was most concerned with the safety of Ash and the rest of the team. He was given great power when he evolved, but he was also made a protector. To battle a Legend was to go against every instinct he possessed to escape from the powerful presence.

Dazed didn’t particularly enjoy fighting, although she was incredibly skilled at it. She preferred to watch. Her species was passive. They did not seek out fights, especially not with creatures that could reduce them to heaps of ash with nary a thought. Ash suspected that she had another reason as well.

Most psychics could sense the world around them. It was like echolocation, only mental. Anything in their vicinity that was of their reality was open to their gaze, although Ash didn’t really understand the specifics or how they visualized it. Moltres’ presence and might were probably clear as day to Dazed, even if it had placed shackles upon itself. She wouldn’t want to fight something that didn’t destroy them only due to its own willpower.

Bruiser wouldn’t want to endanger Seeker, Ash, or the rest of the team. He had a disposition similar to Nidoking’s, if less willing to resort to violence. The Machoke had great strength at his disposal, but it couldn’t be used effectively against Moltres. A battle with Moltres had every chance that Seeker could be harmed in the crossfire.

Ash frowned. It looked like the majority wanted to battle the Legend that patiently rested atop its altar, which was visible only as a dark silhouette amongst Moltres’ inferno.

“I won’t make any of you fight if you don’t want to.” He told his friends. “Just tell me if you want me to recall you.”

None of his friends made any movement. Ash nodded seriously. “Alright, then. Nidoking, Oz, I want you two to hit Moltres with Thunderbolt. Try to keep it distracted.”

Nidoking and Oz grunted and whirred. Lightning danced down the length of Nidoking’s long horn.

“Torrent, if Moltres stays still long enough hit it with Draco Meteor. Otherwise, just use Dragon Pulse. Hydro Pump won’t do anything.” Ash instructed. “Tangrowth, use Ancient Power whenever you can. Make sure you can try and escape its flames.”

Torrent rumbled and dipped his great head. Tangrowth gurgled happily and bounced up and down on his red feet. His vines wriggled in excitement.

“Dazed, can you sense Moltres?” Ash inquired. At her slow, slightly pained nod, he continued. “Try and hit it wherever it goes. Show the others where it is, if you can.”

Dazed nodded. Her eyes burned and her pendulum trembled. Ash smiled at the psychic-type before he turned to the last member of his team.

“Infernus…” He began, not really sure what to tell his friend. Infernus could survive Moltres the best out of all of them, but he didn’t have much that could hurt the Bird. Not that the rest of his friends did either. “Attack it. Draw its attention. Keep it away from the other members of the team.”

Infernus snarled and blazed up. He was indistinguishable from the flames that engulfed his body now, living flame. Only his eyes, dark and filled with excitement, differentiated him from his element.

Ash turned towards Moltres, who had raised its majestic head. Its crest burned and swayed in the brutal winds awoken by Moltres’ presence. Moltres’ golden body burned brighter for a moment as it shifted. It knew Ash’s decision.

“Spread out before you attack.” Ash ordered his friends. “We’re going to make it work for its victory.”

His friends roared or signaled their understanding before they spread out along the peak. Ash idly wiped away the beads of sweat that dripped from his hot forehead. He ignored his burning skin. This wouldn’t last much longer. He could stay strong for his friends.

It only took an instant for him to note where his friends were. They were spread out along the massive slab of ebony stone, far away from each other so that Moltres wouldn’t be able to defeat the entire team with a single flap of its roaring wings.

Ash barely noticed that Lance stepped up next to him as he looked at Moltres, who remained atop its blazing altar. Fire licked around its body, immortal and powered by the Bird of Fire itself.

He took a deep breath before he met Moltres’ smoldering eyes and shouted, “Now!”

Moltres vanished in a column of flame as twin bolts of electricity crackled directly at it. The air was warped by its heat to the degree that he couldn’t accurately place where the Thunderbolts struck. Their bright light was refracted to the point of confusion.

The Fire Bird moved slowly as it glided over to Tangrowth. Moltres shrieked as it reared its great head back, crest bright as the Avian released a tiny column of flame, dull compared to the bright trails of fire it had spat at Lance’s team, straight at Tangrowth.

“Ancient Po—” Ash began, but Tangrowth had already swept his rubbery arms upward. Twin spheres shined from atop the grass-type’s “hands” as the glossy black stone in front of him jutted out of the ground.

Ash managed to spot the lick of flame effortlessly burn through the wall of stone and leave it a molten mass of cherry lava before it engulfed Tangrowth and exploded. He instantly recalled his friend. Tangrowth was tough and more resistant to fire than most grass-types as a result of his thick shell of vines, but he couldn’t take even the weakest of attacks from a Legend.

“Hit it!” Ash shouted as loudly as he could, aware that it was possible to hit the Legend when it moved so slowly. His friends had gotten used to battling Lance’s trio of Dragonite. Moltres didn’t even try to reach that speed against his team. The Legend probably didn’t think it needed to.

Its opinion was changed when twin Thunderbolts, a particularly intense rainbow-hued Psybeam, a compact, powerful Dragon Pulse, a Focus Blast, and a huge stream of flame shot at it with perfect precision. Ash grinned. Dazed had been able to network their minds and perfect their aim after all. To Dazed Moltres might as well have been a star. Now the rest of the team could see the Legend as clearly as she could.

Moltres’ eyes pulsed as it lightly flapped its wings again, no surprise evident in its fiery eyes. The Legend vanished high into the sky, nothing of its presence left aside from the crackling stream of flames that didn’t want to die.

Ash watched uneasily as the smoky cloud that hovered above the volcano flashed for a moment, a clear sign that Moltres had begun to move again. Embers around the size of his fist began to rain from the sky as Moltres suddenly dived from the heavens, a scream of fire in its throat and an inferno trailing behind its wings.

His friends did their best to hit Moltres, whom had only slightly increased its speed, but the heat it produced neutralized almost every attack. If a Thunderbolt struck too close or a Dragon Pulse threatened it, a few tendrils of flame would lash out from Moltres’ burning wings and intercept the projectile.

He tightened his fists as Moltres suddenly swept low, only a few dozen feet above the volcanic plateau, and carried an inferno behind it that blazed over the stone. It somehow didn’t melt the glossy obsidian stone, but only left it white hot in its wake. Ash frowned. The stone should have been reduced to a heap of slag.

Ash had no time to think on it as he saw Moltres’ inferno race at Bruiser. Even as Moltres angled itself back into the sky and the flames behind it weakened until it was nothing more than a particularly dangerous natural fire Ash raised Bruiser’s pokeball and recalled his friend. Bruiser was tough, but that would have defeated him instantly.

“Dazed, take the others away if Moltres attacks them!” Ash shouted as the embers began to draw close to the ground. He paid them no attention. The wind storm that whipped around the peak of Mt. Ember seemed to angle the burning cinders away from him and Lance, driven by a power greater than Ash could comprehend.

He couldn’t tell if Dazed heard him or not, but he could only hope. Ash held on tightly to his cap as he watched the Fire Bird launch itself towards Nidoking. Dazed vanished in a tiny flash of light, but she never reappeared with Nidoking as Moltres flew above the poison-type’s position.

Ash grit his teeth and growled as he recalled Nidoking and Dazed as quickly as possible. Nidoking could probably resist Moltres’ weaker flames for a while thanks to his armor, but Dazed couldn’t stand the heat. Her shields would probably shatter at the slightest touch of Moltres’ fire.

As he clipped his friends’ pokeballs to his belt, Moltres angled towards Oz. It seemed as though the Bird had tired of their game. Moltres wasn’t playing with them any longer. Oz defiantly windmilled her arms and fired several Thunderbolts in the span of a second at Moltres, but the Bird simply dove straight into them before its weakening conflagration swallowed Oz whole.

He sighed and recalled Oz. Moltres simply launched itself high into the air and sought out its next victim.

With Oz’s defeat, Torrent was the prime target. He helplessly fired Dragon Pulse after Dragon Pulse after Moltres. Without Dazed’s assistance, the Kingdra was unable to accurately pinpoint Moltres’ location in the roaring inferno that raced throughout the dimmed sky. Each of his Dragon Pulses were aimed well, but they never so much as touched the Fire Bird.

“Hydro Pump.” Ash called out with a false calm. Although his heart pounded within his chest and his skin felt as though it would turn to ash, he couldn’t seem to put any sort of fear or emotion into his words. The situation was too otherworldly for that.

Torrent’s rear fins twitched in confusion, but he did as Ash asked. The dragon-type spat an immense stream of water straight into Moltres as the Bird flashed through the air. It missed Moltres, but did as Ash had hoped and managed to extinguish some of the flames that followed the Bird.

A tiny grin worked its way onto his face when most of the fires were extinguished and transmuted into steam. It would hurt Torrent, but not so much as the raw fire. His armor could protect much better against scalding steam than flames fuelled by a Legend.

That grin ebbed and died when the steam suddenly reignited, the water instantly evaporated by Moltres’ presence. He scowled when Torrent was suddenly swallowed in fire, although he cut his friend’s pain as short as possible by recalling him.

Moltres sang its song of fire once more as its flames slowly died out. Within a few seconds its inferno had vanished into oblivion and only the Bird itself was left. The Legend elegantly landed atop its massive altar once more, the touch of its black, molten talons enough to send cherry veins of heat throughout the black idol.

It bowed its head to Ash and Lance, as though it hadn’t defeated both powerful teams without taking so much a scratch in turn. Lance bowed back, his face still pale from his overwhelming defeat, but Ash frowned and glanced around the mountain top.

Where was Infernus?

He felt uneasy. Infernus had vanished after the initial volley of attacks that Dazed had guided. Ash hadn’t noticed then, but it was obvious now. It wasn’t something that he liked. His friend should have been in the midst of the fighting.

Perhaps he had simply been dispatched without Ash’s notice. His camouflage had activated when they’d set foot atop this hallowed mount. It had only strengthened as Moltres and the heat the Legend carried with it made their appearance.

Ash shrugged and reached for Infernus’ pokeball. He’d just recall his presumably unconscious friend and pay his respects along with Lance. This would be one of the most memorable experiences of his life. Not many met a single Legend, let alone three. Even fewer had actually battled one, much less survived the experience. Moltres had given him and Lance a great gift, one unmatched by any material boon.

He suddenly noticed a flicker of movement. Ash’s eyes widened when he saw Infernus, ablaze in a cloak of blue fire, stand from the heap of burning stone that Moltres had left when the Bird defeated Tangrowth.

Infernus was silent as he revealed his presence. Along with the flames that roared up and down his body, he was covered with lava. He possessed an armor of thick, oozing black magma laced with veins of bright orange heat. Drops of it fell from him as he quietly snarled and suddenly vanished with a loud flash of light and a crack of sound.

“No.” Ash whispered, stunned at Infernus’ actions as he saw the fire-type appear directly atop Moltres’ long, elegant neck. The Bird’s fiery eyes pulsed with surprise and fury as the Magmar materialized and spat a huge fireball into Moltres’ neck before he began to beat on the Legend with fists ablaze with flame. He wouldn’t have been surprised if it was the first time Moltres had ever felt the emotion. It seemed to know everything that would happen before it happened.

His friend was invisible to Ash as Moltres suddenly removed all of its self-imposed shackles.

The Bird’s eyes shifted from a warm red to a furious, pounding white. Moltres’ body shifted from mundane, lustrous feathers ablaze with gentle wisps of gold, red, and white flame into living fire, the Incarnation of the element itself. Its crest shot high into the sky and the heavens began to rain fire upon the world.

Moltres’ legs and talons began to melt under their own heat, but the hardened lava continually reformed from the Legend’s terrible power. The altar trembled and grew white hot until it was a perfect facsimile of the furious Legend that stood atop it, the roughly hewn stone’s details invisible from the impossibly bright light.

The Avatar of Flame pointed its head high to the world and sang its song once more. But instead of the gentle power of the song it sang during their battle, this song split the air and made Ash’s bones tremble. Its terrible power revealed the true essence of Moltres and Fire itself, of the horrible wildfires and the heat that roiled deep beneath the earth, of the inherently destructive power of the element.

Ash gasped as the weight of Moltres’ presence struck him. The air grew unbearably hot and forced him to the knees, although he feared that soon the entire outcropping he stood upon would melt into the heart of the volcano. It was difficult to breathe and his lungs were scorched, but Ash was still aware enough to return Seeker when he heard the Zubat squeak pitiably from his pack.

Lance fell next to him, although he managed to stay on his feet. It was clear that the Champion’s strength would falter soon. His face was contorted into pained determination and his body trembled violently as Moltres’ fury was wreaked upon the world.

As great embers and droplets of fire began to rain from the sky and the dormant volcano they stood upon rumbled and shook chaotically beneath them, Moltres shrieked and vanished into the sky, indistinguishable from the flame that appeared around it. The chasm that led to the heart of Mt. Ember roared and a mix of fire and lava exploded out of it from thousands of feet below, propelled by Moltres’ anger. Smoke and volcanic gases belched from the volcano’s mouth along with the flames.

After encountering the Creature, Ash never though that he would find another entity to fear so greatly. Mewtwo was terrifying, cold reason and indoctrination imbued into the form of Mew with all the power to match. It had been insanely devoted to the Rocket cause from what Ash could see and would do anything within its immeasurable power to further it.

Moltres was different. It was gentle, a benefactor to life around it. The Fire Bird held its power in check. It slept in the heart of the volcano and held itself far away from any significant centers of civilization.

To see what Moltres was truly capable of was like the realization that a warm, comforting candle could easily grow into a wildfire.

Ash wheezed as the air grew dark and polluted with smoke and smog. His eyes stung and his skin was flecked with ash and soot, but he was helpless to stop looking at Moltres as the Bird rose high into the air. Every wing beat sent great swathes of flame, hundreds of feet long, throughout the air.

Moltres shrieked again and the pressure grew worse. Ash fell to the hot ground and hissed in pain as uncovered skin met the sizzling stone. He could barely struggle in a single breath. His lungs felt like they were being crushed even as he breathed in more volcanic gas.

His mind and vision slowly grew fuzzy, and his thoughts became more erratic as he saw Moltres’ body become lost in the inferno, no hint of mortal flesh or mundane material left in its corporeal form. It had transcended human or pokemon limits.

The terrifying thing was that Ash could feel the pressure growing even more powerful. Moltres hadn’t even revealed its full power yet, but the volcano trembled and spewed ash, fire, and lava even as the entire sky erupted in conflagration after conflagration from Moltres’ wing beats.

Ash gasped helplessly and tried to hide his eyes as the winds began to pick up as well. Soot and gas were mixed together as a twister began to form on the previously dormant volcano’s peak, an enormous column that sparked into a blaze as Moltres flapped its wings again and released a great torrent of fire into the world. It refused to die and continually blazed without any natural source of fuel.

Moltres sang one last time before Ash spotted a humanoid form, small in comparison to the Fire Bird in all of its glory, fall off. The Bird angled its burning head down and spat an enormous stream of flame, so intense that it was pure white and made Ash’s face grow even hotter and so large that it could have been mistaken for the eruption of the volcano itself.

He cried out and lurched forward, all concerns about the burning stone pressed against his skin gone as he saw Infernus engulfed in flame as hot as the sun. Ash grimaced. Rage, horror, and sadness washed over him in equal amounts as Infernus vanished into the light.

Ash’s eyes burned and he helplessly reached out, as though he could do something to help his friend. A horrible lump grew in his throat and everything seemed to slip into a haze. He was vaguely aware of someone yelling. It took a few moments before he dimly realized that he was the source.

“No. No.” He stated disbelievingly, eyes locked onto the cone of white flame. Infernus could easily survive in a sea of magma, but Moltres transcended physical limits. Its true fire would probably be as deadly to Infernus as normal fire would be to most pokemon.

A heavy hand grabbed his shoulder in a comforting manner. Ash winced as he looked back and saw Lance, whose face was set into a sympathetic grimace. The Champion was lightly burned, although his garments were resistant enough to keep the heat from searing his body. He was suddenly aware of the heat again, even as his eyes blurred and his stomach twisted with grief.

“I’m sorry.” Lance coughed out. He gripped Ash’s shoulder, which trembled underneath the strain of Moltres’ presence and the emotional turmoil that ripped through his mind and body, and used his other hand to unclasp his cape. Ash stared at the long sheet of fabric as Lance offered it to him. “Take it. It’ll keep you from being burned.”

Ash barely realized what was going on as he took the cape and wrapped it around himself. It had a strange effect. Although it made him even hotter for a brief moment the heat suddenly weakened, even if it was still horrible. More importantly it kept his vulnerable forearms and other exposed skin protected from the hot stone.

He couldn’t find it in himself to speak through the lump in his throat, but dumbly nodded. Ash blankly stared at Moltres, or at least the great mass of roaring flame that veiled the Bird from his eyes.

Infernus was gone.

Ash couldn’t believe it. Infernus –

A humanoid form, covered in flames that were not its own, tumbled from the inferno. The Fire snapped towards it and engulfed it once more, but Ash had seen enough that his hopes had been raised. Infernus wasn’t conscious, but he hadn’t been reduced to atoms by Moltres’ fury. That was enough to snap him out of his numb state.

The inferno suddenly receded and the second sun that was Moltres became visible again. Flames coalesced back into the Bird’s immense form, although it remained at the stage it was when the Bird had first revealed itself to the humans.

Ash breathed a sigh of relief as the heat died down and winds, no longer a furious tempest but gentle and soothing, quickly wiped the ash and toxic gas that spewed from the volcano’s heart away. The mountain’s peak could hardly be called comfortable, but it was no longer forbidding and deadly to ordinary life.

His heart stopped when he saw that Moltres carried something in its talons. Ash’s eyes widened and he did his best to pull himself to his feet when he realized the crumpled form of Infernus was clutched by Moltres. Infernus was completely still and scalding hot liquid dripped from his body as Moltres’ fiery form glided back to the altar, which still glowed a bright cherry red.

“Easy.” Lance said quietly as he helped Ash up. The Champion left his cape draped around the boy.

“Thanks.” Ash wheezed. His lungs still felt as though they were full of volcanic ash. He and Lance would have to get checked out before they left for Kanto.

The trainer was well aware of the minor burns that covered his forearms. He tried to keep them as motionless as possible lest pain cripple him. They didn’t look too dangerous, but they were alit with searing pain. He knew that he’d have to get them checked out soon. Burns were particularly susceptible to infection and his looked moist and small blisters had formed.

He kept his arms as motionless as possible as he staggered forward. Lance, who had his own injuries, did his best to keep him steady as the trainer tried to move closer to Moltres, who stared down at him with its pulsing eyes.

The lump in Ash’s throat grew larger as Moltres gently set Infernus onto the ground before the Bird flew to its altar once more. Infernus’ camouflage didn’t activate from the immense heat released by Moltres, even though he should have been nothing but a blur. His chest did not rise or fall. Fire did not emanate from him. The burning liquid that had fallen from his body did not spill anymore. It had hardened into blackened lava.

Ash choked back another cry. His fists tightened and he squeezed his eyes shut in an attempt to block the sight of Infernus’ limp body. It wasn’t right. Infernus was a fighter. He was just asleep. He’d be up in no time. He would stand up and set the world aflame with his fire. He was fine.

He numbly reached for Infernus’ pokeball. His friend was hurt. Infernus needed his help.

He clicked the button that would recall Infernus. The pokeball sparked with scarlet energy, but fizzled out. Ash’s heart froze and his blood ran cold, but he clicked it again.

Nothing.

Ash clenched his fists tighter and clicked it over and over again, unable to accept what his mind was telling him. Infernus wasn’t sucked into the pokeball – to safety. He stayed where he was, limp and unmoving at the Fire Bird’s altar.

“No!” He shouted, desperation and anger loud and frantic in his tone. “Infernus, wake up! You’re better than this! Get up.” Ash ended in a small voice. “You can do it.”

A hand, cool and comforting, grabbed his shoulder. Ash’s eyes, which burned horribly and not with the dry, hot air, couldn’t leave Infernus. He felt the lump in his throat become even worse even as his insides twisted horribly and he felt like he needed to throw up. This couldn’t be happening. Infernus couldn’t be dead. He was the toughest pokemon Ash had ever met. He would never give up, not to something as mundane as death.

“It’s alright. It’s alright.” Lance said soothingly. There was horrible guilt and resignation in his voice, along with a hauntingly tone that showed he had been in this situation far too many times. Ash couldn’t realize that. He could only focus on Infernus and the tendrils of smoke that rose from his body as his inner flames were extinguished.

“No it’s not! Nothing is right!” Ash snapped, toxic anger in his words. He didn’t care if Lance was the Champion of Indigo. It was the man’s fault. If he hadn’t been so stupid Infernus would be fine! He would be alive and fighting, not cold and limp. “This is your fault!”

Lance hung his head. His face was streaked with sweat and his hair had lost its bright luster. “I know.” The Champion said quietly, guilt obvious. “I’m so sorry. But you have to calm down. Stop. Think.”

Ash just snarled at the man and tore himself away from Lance’s grasp. He bit back a scream of agony when he irritated his burns. Sweat had already begun to make their way inside of them to make a stinging pain, but that was nothing.

He staggered closer, but the heat grew to be too much. Lance pulled him back, despite Ash’s frantic attempts to reach Infernus. He had to see his friend. He had to touch him. Maybe Infernus could still be saved. Pokeballs had malfunctioned before.

The trainer collapsed to his knees and stared at Infernus with hollow eyes. Infernus’ eyes, still the same black but without the life and fire that burned so vividly behind them, were open and unseeing. Ash held back his tears, but a movement by Moltres tore his attention away for the briefest moments. The Bird spread its wings resplendently and looked down upon Ash.

Moltres sang softly, its song soft and sorrowful as it seemed to embrace Ash. He paused as he was filled with an inner fire, warm but not hot. It wrapped around him and froze him. He was silent as Moltres’ song rang throughout the mountain’s peak. Flames licked out from the Bird’s shrine as Moltres’ eyes pulsed.

The shrine glowed a pure, shining white as Moltres stared down at Infernus’ immobile corpse. Moltres sang once more and caused every flame and remainder of their battle to surge upward, but not in a chaotic way. It was controlled, weak. The Bird’s glowing eyes seemed to have sorrow within them, the most human emotion that Ash had ever seen from a Legendary.

Ash held his breath and watched with hot eyes as the hard black of Infernus’ hardened blood slowly reverted to its glowing liquid state. He trembled as he watched more flames race from the altar to envelope Infernus’ fallen corpse. Infernus was consumed by the flames and hidden from Ash’s eyes.

His hopes rose high and everything else in the world vanished as he watched the flames grow brighter and brighter. Ash couldn’t see Infernus’ body, blinded as he was by the impossible fire, but he could do nothing but watched. Every hope and every wish he had ever made were focused upon this moment.

And then it ended. The flames died down and left Infernus’ body in their wake.

Ash stepped forward hopefully, heedless of the heat, and examined Infernus the best he could.

He squeezed his eyes shut.

Infernus’ life was not restored. The process looked to have begun, but it did not go beyond that point. His blood had reverted to its ordinary molten state, but his body remained lifeless. He had stopped smoking and a faint haze emanated from his body, but there was no rise to his chest and his eyes were glazed and dead. Infernus’ inner fire had not been set ablaze anew.

Ash opened his eyes, but looked away. There wasn’t any hope now. Infernus was gone.

The air grew hot, and both humans looked to Moltres with alarmed expressions. Moltres sang vibrantly as the Bird’s great flames blazed even higher. Its eyes pulsed with energy locked away for untold millennia and the primordial Legend’s song gained new strength.

Moltres stared down at Infernus’ crumpled form before its long, straight beak of blackened lava snapped open and released an enormous stream of white flame, different from the other flames Moltres had used. It was not hot, but merely warm. It was not destruction, but energy and life, the other of the dual nature of fire.

Infernus’ mortal shell was consumed in the eternal fire of Moltres. Ash watched with worried eyes, but couldn’t move. Lance held him back and kept him from moving closer to Moltres’ flames.

The Legend consumed the corpse with fire for a minute. Its fires grew more and more powerful even as the volcano began to rumble underneath Moltres’ strength. Ash’s stomach twisted more and more as Moltres’ eyes pulsed with power, unsure whether or not whatever Moltres was doing would succeed.

Finally, it ended. Moltres’ inferno ceased to be and the Bird raised its head proudly to sing once more. The melody coincided perfectly with the faint rumbling of Mt. Ember and the windstorm that swept over the peak. Ash’s insides were warmed and vigor returned to his limbs as the flames finally cleared and he could see his friend.

He frowned when Infernus was revealed. His body was glowing, but not with heat or his normal flames. It was – no way.

Infernus’ body pulled itself to its feet as evolutionary energy suffused it and left it garbed in a veil of white light. It trembled and huddled over as untold amounts of power tore its way through the Magmar’s form and began the activation of latent genes and hyper-accelerated their expression.

The lumps that constantly emanated two flames wrenched themselves down to his shoulders and extinguished themselves. Another exploded from Infernus’ forehead and set itself ablaze, even as the spines along his back shifted and melded themselves together. The six spines became four pink ones, although that wasn’t evident thanks to the evolution’s blinding light.

His red, rigid scales that plated his arms flattened in a swift motion and smoothed over into two long, tube-like arms. Infernus’ hands split apart into rounded cannons, although a large scales covered the hole and large, dull claws enabled him to retain his dexterity. They were ordinary fists except for when he would use his cannons as weapons.

Infernus’ shackles, which were rough and scratched from constant battle, smoothed over and fit tightly to his legs as they grew and shifted slightly. They bound themselves tightly to his limbs, protection against most physical attacks. It would take a lot to break them.

The flame pattern morphed from straight and curved lines to a diagonal pattern, all the better to blend in with. His tail stayed the same length, but grew much thicker. His tail flame flared suddenly, bright white from the energy that fuelled Infernus, and suddenly ignited to cover the entire tail in flames so thick and bright that the muscular limb wasn’t even visible.

After that, the most major change was that his bill sunk into his face and rippled into what Ash knew was a mouth, although he couldn’t see details thanks to the light. His eyes remained roughly the same, although they were more visible without the two burning lumps of flesh over them.

The rest of the process largely resulted in Infernus becoming much larger and bulkier. Muscles bulged outwards and thick hide stretched to cover them. Infernus had already been bulky and powerful before, but now he was much taller and larger in every area.

When Ash had first released Infernus, way back in that clearing a day’s trip away from Celadon, the Magmar had been a little over five feet tall and around a hundred pounds. Now he had gained at least another hundred pounds and stood at least six and a half feet tall, a true monster of his breed.

He watched with awe as the glow suddenly left Infernus’ new, improved body. The energy born from Moltres’ flames slowly dissipated and Infernus remained on his feet, although his powerful limbs trembled with the strain born of evolution and presumably ressurection.

“Infernus?” Ash asked tentatively, voice full of hope. The Magmortar stared at him with blank black eyes. They were still glazed and blind to the world, but the hulking fire-type twitched at the mention of his name. “Are you alright?”

The Magmortar’s eyes sparked to life, but there was no recognition in them. They were still tired and slightly blank from the strain of evolution, a situation Ash had encountered before with Nidoking after the poison-type’s particularly painful transformation, but there was life and fire that flickered behind the dark pupils.

Lance tensed when Magmortar raised its arm and the scale covering the cannon slid back. Flames were visible in the hollow part of Magmortar’s arm, but Ash just stared back. Moltres watched from atop its hallowed altar, its great head cocked and curious.

“It’s alright.” He said calmly. Ash raised his hands up in a placating position. “You’re fine. It’s me, Ash. I’m your friend.”

Infernus’ eyes suddenly lost their glaze when Ash said his name. He eyed Ash and his pink mouth suddenly twisted from a weak frown to a mockery of a smile. The Magmortar staggered forward to Ash, still weak. Ash rushed forward in concern, but Lance held him back.

The Magmortar suddenly stopped when he realized that he felt different. His previous actions had been driven by instinct born of pain and weakness. Now that his rationality had been returned, Infernus realized that he was far heavier and much stronger than he remembered.

Ash smiled when Infernus looked at his cannon-like arms with disbelieving eyes. His eyes were narrowed and darkened with momentary confusion before realization washed over him. Infernus raised one of his arms to examine it further. He swept it around to test it before he made a small stream of flame explode out of it. His arm flashed white from the heat and there was a wild, maniacal grin on Infernus’ face as he realized the immense power he now wielded.

Infernus’ grin grew even wider as he stepped back, raised his arms high into the air, and reveled in his newfound strength by releasing two great rivers of flame, pure white with their intensity a hundred feet into the air. When they died out, it was only because Infernus demanded it.

“How do you feel?” Ash inquired, a grin on his face from the sheer happiness he felt at Infernus’ survival, let alone evolution.

The Magmortar’s grotesque smirk grew wider and he snorted a plume of flame into the air. Ash smiled back, but the movement of Moltres atop its altar drew his attention.

Moltres had regressed to a weaker state as Infernus had undergone his transformation. It appeared just as regal and majestic as ever, despite the miracle it had just performed. The Bird eyed them with emotions Ash couldn’t decipher from behind its ancient, pulsing eyes.

Lance stepped forward, although he kept a strong hand on Ash’s shoulder to keep the injured boy steady. He stared up at Moltres as it eyed them from atop its altar. It cocked its head and watched them impassively.

Infernus’ eyes hardened and his smirk turned into an ugly grimace as he turned to regard Moltres. Ash took that as a sign that he had some memory of his demise, however faint. Nevertheless, Ash took the moment to order his friend to stand down.

“We did not come here just to challenge you.” Lance announced. His voice was still strong, if raspy from the volcanic gases and ash he had inhaled. Moltres watched him silently, the only other sound on the blazing mount the Bird’s crackling flame. “There is a threat in Kanto, too great for us to battle alone. We need your help.”

Moltres did not react. It simply watched and listened. Ash watched it warily. The Bird had brought Infernus back, but it had a fickle temper. What it had done to Infernus proved that.

Regardless, Moltres was the only one that Ash could trust to care about their plight. Articuno seemed too hostile and uncaring of humans while Zapdos could have destroyed Kanto and not noticed. Moltres, on the other hand, had restricted itself to keep the world around it safe. If the legends were to be believed it had aided humans many times in the past. It cared about the ants that scurried around the globe, erecting cities that were meaningless to the awesome power it exuded.

“It’s gone into hiding, but we can’t do a thing if it attacks.” Lance continued. “If it appears, we need your help. You are the only being we know of that could hope to defeat it.”

Moltres was silent, but it suddenly met Lance’s eyes. The Champion froze and tensed up. Ash forgot all of his anger towards Lance and tried to see what was wrong, but he recoiled when he saw that the Champion’s eyes shined with the same fiery light of Moltres’, molten red, orange, and gold.

Lance’s face twitched and an aura of power surrounded him, hot and alien to any human. Ash’s eyes narrowed and he stood back, but his face winced in sympathy when Lance’s body began to shudder and twitch from the alien power that inhabited it, unable to take the strain.

The Champion opened his mouth, but no scream echoed forth. Only light of the same kind as that of Moltres’ eyes shined out as Lance’s mouth gaped open in a voiceless scream. Moments later Lance collapsed to the ground, which had cooled significantly as Moltres’ fury had abated.

He twitched for several more moments, but the power that danced around him kept Ash from trying to help. Infernus swaggered forward and eyed him, but even he couldn’t go close.

Moltres was completely still as Lance’s body was wracked with agony. It simply watched silently until the glow finally left the Champion’s still form.

Ash looked at the Legend in fear and awe as it sang its song once more. As fires boomed forth from the earth and embers fell from the sky Moltres gently flapped its wings. Heat filled the air as Moltres launched high into the air, a lance of fire, before it hovered above the chasm.

“Thank you.” Ash murmured as he met the Bird’s eyes for the last time. Moltres’ pulsed brightly in response as time seemed to slow. In that eternal moment, Ash silently paid his respects to the Legend that he and Lance had challenged so arrogantly. They had disturbed it, although he had to admit that Moltres seemed to see it as a game. It had every right to smite them and burn the ashes, but it didn’t. Moltres deserved his respect for that, even if he disregarded everything else.

Moltres’ eyes pulsed in tandem with Ash’s thoughts and the trainer stiffened as he felt warm, forgiving energy course through his body. He watched with reverence as it dived straight into the volcano and returned to its sanctum once and for all. When it had vanished deep into the bowels of the earth, Ash looked down at Lance’s weak form.

“Are you alright?” Ash asked worriedly as he kneeled next to Lance’s crumpled body. The Champion nodded and pulled himself up with a strained expression. He couldn’t help the older man, unfortunately. His burns didn’t need to be irritated. “What happened?”

“Moltres…communicated, for lack of a better term.” Lance wheezed. His skin was slightly burnt and his eyes were exhausted. Everything about him looked like he’d been incinerated from the inside out. “I don’t suggest it…it’s not a comfortable experience.”

“I can only imagine.” Ash commented wryly. Lance finally staggered to his feet, although it looked to be a painful exertion.

Lance smiled, although he winced from the movement. “I can’t really explain how it felt, other than that there was living flame inside of me. I don’t know what Moltres took from me, but it marked me in ways I don’t understand.”

He could only remember the psychics of Sabrina’s gym that recoiled from him and Sabrina’s mention of his “Brands”. Ash could only imagine what would happen if a lesser psychic encountered Lance now.

“Are you going to be alright?”

“I’ll be fine.” Lance coughed, although his weakness suggested otherwise. He reached down and unclipped one of his pokeballs from his belt. Ash reverently took the offered pokeball, which was worn and scarred from many years of service. “Release Dragonite. He’ll be strong enough to take us to safety.”

Ash nodded and released Dragonite. The great dragon was clearly weakened and scarred from his casual defeat by Moltres, but he grunted and leaned towards Lance worriedly when he saw the Champion’s condition.

“I’m fine.” Lance insisted as Dragonite sniffed the charred Champion. He coughed. “Take us to the Center at Knot Island. Ash needs medical attention immediately.”

Dragonite nodded and lowered himself. Lance limped over and waited by Dragonite’s side as Ash turned to Infernus.

“I’m going to return you, but I promise to release you the moment I can.” Ash swore. Infernus grunted and nodded, although his smirk weakened at the mention of being in his pokeball. Moments later he was consumed in scarlet energy.

Ash grit his teeth in pain as he stumbled to Dragonite, still disoriented and in growing pain from his burns. He wheezed from the slight movements and his bones felt like they’d been cracked from the pressure Moltres carried with it.

“Easy now.” Lance commented as he gently hefted Ash up onto Dragonite, who adjusted himself to make sure the boy was comfortable. Moments later the Champion weakly climbed onto the dragon’s back as well. He had to shoo Ash away to keep the trainer from helping.

“Hold on tight.” The Champion warned. Ash heeded the advice and slipped his hands underneath two dull scales, although he was careful to avoid the edges just in case. A few seconds later Lance gave the word and Dragonite tore into the air, incredibly fast but slow enough to ensure that the humans’ injuries wouldn’t be irritated.

Ash turned his head to take one last look at Mt. Ember as they sped away. Fires and smoke still belched from the dormant volcano, a last reminder of Moltres’ fury. A massive cloud of smoke circled the volcano and the island around it for nearly a mile, thick enough to keep almost all sunlight from penetrating.

The last thing he was able to make out before he turned back to the front was Moltres’ idol. The rough volcanic stone still glowed brightly, and he thought he could see its eyes pulse a fiery red before he finally looked away and left Mt. Ember behind him forever.
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“You are very lucky that medicine has advanced so far, Mr. Ketchum.” The stern doctor said drily. He examined a piece of paper on a clipboard. “Second-degree burns on your forearms, a dangerous amount of toxic gases in your longue, first-degree burns over your entire body, and too many others to count.”

He sighed and adjusted his glasses. Ash silently watched him from his bed. Several IVs were hooked up into him in order to feed him the modified potions that would heal most of his wounds in mere hours.

“You’re going to keep those scars for the rest of your life.” The doctor explained with a hard face. Ash raised his arms to look at the shiny flesh that had already begun to heal. “Hopefully they’ll remind you to not be such an idiot.”

The trainer barely listened and prodded at the cords. It hadn’t hurt so bad to get the IV needles in, but he’d be lying if he said that the substance they injected into him to clear out any potential for infection didn’t hurt. It burned his blood as it travelled through and reminded him far too much of the chemicals his mother had used to clean his scrapes and cuts when he was younger.

Ash looked up at the doctor from his bed. It wasn’t like he could have said much anyways, not with his oxygen mask on. In Kanto there was no need for equipment like that thanks to the far more advanced facilities, but here in the Sevii Islands they seemed to be pretty standard.

“Stop that!” The doctor snapped. The old man rolled his eyes. “You’re lucky to be alive. You and that other idiot should have climbed the damn mountain during an eruption somewhere else. It would have saved me a lot of trouble.”

He barely held back a grin at the doctor’s assessment of Lance. The doctor frowned. “You’re staying here for the night. I’m not about to let you irritate those burns.”

Ash shrugged in response. It was annoying, but he expected something like that. He wasn’t exactly in the best of condition.

The doctor checked his watch. “I’ll leave you be for the night. A nurse will come in the morning to release you. The other idiot is coming in after me, by the way. Try not to get too excited.”

With that the irritable old man swept out of the room, probably off to sneer at some other helpless patient. Ash smiled when Lance walked in, mostly unscathed thanks to his heat-retardant clothing.

Lance had an uncharacteristically guilty look on his face as he gently placed Ash’s pokeballs on the bedside table. He frowned and backed up so he could get a better look at Ash. The trainer was sure that he was something to see. His skin looked as though he’d fallen asleep in the sun for several hours and his forearms were heavily bandaged.

Not that the Champion looked very good either. Lance’s face was pale and had exhaustion written all over it thanks to Moltres’ attempt at communication. He slouched slightly and the skin that had been exposed looked the same as Ash’s.

“How are you doing?” The Champion asked quietly. He shifted his gaze away from Ash when the trainer tried to meet his eyes.

Ash winced a bit as he gave the Champion a thumbs up and a slight grin. He couldn’t wait for the potions to start kicking in. The doctor had filled one of his IV bags with painkillers before he’d berated Ash.

“I have to leave in an hour.” The Champion began. Ash frowned. “The League needs to know what happened. This could be our lucky break against Mewtwo.” Lance smiled slightly. “Besides, I’ve been gone for too long. I don’t want Indigo to shatter before I manage to get back.”

The trainer’s mouth curled upwards.

“I’ve called a Seagallop Ferry to the port for you. The doctor told me that he’d release you tomorrow.” Lance explained when Ash gave him a questioning glance. “Hopefully you’ll be able to continue your journey the moment you leave.”

At least he had something to look forward to, Ash thought. He probably wouldn’t be doing anything strenuous for the next few days, but it was about time that he took Blaine up on his training offer. Infernus would need help fully adjusting to his new form and who better to go to than the man widely recognized as the foremost authority on the Magmar line?

Lance took a seat on the rickety stool the doctor had sat on not too long before. He took a moment to adjust the swiveling piece of furniture before he leaned forward and clasped his hands together. There was pain on his face that wasn’t from the burns and pain he had experienced from being touched by Moltres.

“I won’t be so arrogant as to ask for your forgiveness. That arrogance nearly cost you your friend and put you and your team in mortal danger.” Lance began quietly. He finally met Ash’s eyes. A moment later he looked over to the side again. “I should have listened to you. You didn’t want any part in the battle and I basically forced you into it.”

Even if Ash could have spoken, he wouldn’t have. There wasn’t anything to say to that. He had already forgiven Lance, even if he still felt some of the resentment that had flooded his heart lingering in the wake of the battle. He just shut his eyes and took a deep, raspy breath.

“Anyways, I just wanted to say that I’m sorry. I never meant for anything like this to happen.” Lance gestured wildly at Ash’s burned body. He took a few slow breaths to calm down. “I’m sorry.”

Ash struggled to push himself up onto his hands so that he could actually move, but it was too awkward and his body was weak from the healing process. Lance quickly stood up and gently pushed him down with a shake of his head. “No, don’t move. You don’t want to irritate those burns.”

The trainer shrugged and laid back down onto the soft hospital bed. Lance eyed him for a moment before he sat back down.

“I know that what I did was stupid.” Lance mused once he had settled. “I definitely know that I shouldn’t have dragged you into it and that I should have flown you away the second I saw what Moltres really was.” He laughed derisively. “I saw Ho-Oh once, you know?”

He perked up. Kanto and Johto might have been separated, parted by the great Ore Mountains and the indomitable peak of Mt. Silver, but they had a close enough proximity to share many myths and tales. While Kanto had much less of a mythological background and put less emphasis on the traditions, its children grew up knowing of Johto’s tales.

The Birds and Mew were the only Legends spoken of in Kanto, and few even dared to hope at their existence. Johto’s Legendaries were much more well-known and there were far more myths and tales about them. Whether it was Lugia’s role as the Guardian of the Sea, Ho-Oh’s position as a bringer of peace and spring, or the legend of Entei, Suicune, and Raikou’s birth and resurrection the Johto Legends were simply more known to the public.

For Lance to so much have caught a glimpse of the Legend was nothing less than a miracle. It only appeared to those of pure hearts or destined to be the greatest of heroes, or so the stories claimed. He couldn’t even begin to imagine how powerful it must have been. Moltres was only one of three. Ho-Oh was utterly unique.

“It was my first day as a trainer.” Lance smiled fondly, some of his scorn gone as nostalgia filled his features. “I’d just left Blackthorn when it appeared. The air got hot and a huge rainbow appeared in the sky. I looked up and saw Ho-Oh.” He said simply. The Champion’s face was pinched, as though he couldn’t quite find the words to describe what he had seen. Ash knew the feeling.

Lance rubbed his temples and gave a short laugh. “I know I’m not doing the best job of describing Ho-Oh.” He snorted again and eyed Ash speculatively. “But you’d know all about that. You’re one of the few that are fortunate enough to have seen any of the Birds, let alone all three.”

“Anyway,” Lance sighed, “I should have known better. Lorelei and Sabrina both warned me away from Moltres. I had only the briefest taste of what a Legend was really like. My arrogance nearly got both of us killed. I just wanted to apologize.”

Ash nodded in acceptance of Lance’s apology and winced when it irritated the movement irritated his burns. His oxygen mask slipped a bit. He couldn’t wait until the doctor took it off. It was just to stabilize him while the potions worked their magic.

“Before I go, I have something to give you.” Lance started. When Ash’s eyes narrowed, he hastily corrected the trainer’s assumption. “No, no. I was going to give it to you anyways.” He smiled. “You were a good student. I hope this will help you on your path to greatness.”

The Champion pulled a case out from his pocket, one that Ash immediately recognized as a TM.

“This TM contains Hyper Beam.” Lance explained. He stood up and set it on Ash’s bedside. “It’s my favorite move, along with Giga Impact. Just about any fully evolved pokemon can learn it and use it to great effect.”

Ash grinned beneath his mask and nodded his thanks. He’d seen what it could do in the hands of Lance’s team. With the right training Hyper Beam could be turned into the ultimate weapon. Very few pokemon were able to resist it, which was what had gained it its typing. There wasn’t an element involved, just raw energy.

“I’m not sure if you knew this or not, but Silph Co. has a special arrangement with the League. They take off the mechanisms that make sure TMs are a one-time use.” The Champion said. “I had the techs perform the service on this one. It’s being released to high level trainers anyway. You meet the qualifications.”

The Champion checked his watch and sighed. “I need to go.”

Ash nodded slowly. The meds were starting to kick in. His eyes were a little fuzzy, although he thought that he could stay awake for a few more minutes.

Lance looked at him once more, regret still obvious. He finally met Ash’s eyes and held his gaze. “Good luck, Ash. Call me if you need anything.”

With that the Champion swept out of the room and left Ash to his thoughts. He seemed to be as bad at saying goodbye as Ash was.

Ash relaxed and flickered his eyes over to the disk once Lance left, although he didn’t dare to move his body. The meds were beginning to work but they had a ways to go before he was knocked unconscious.

He shut his eyes regardless. Sleep sounded really good at the moment. Perhaps the blackness would help him to sort out the thoughts and emotions that had been numbed by the medicine.
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“Hey, buddy.” He coughed as Nidoking materialized inside of the cabin. Ash was able to walk and move freely now that the potions had accelerated the healing process, but it was still painful. His lungs still hurt whenever he breathed.

Nidoking grunted in concern and placed a gentle claw on Ash’s shoulder. His unspoken question was obvious.

“I’m fine.” Ash said with a tired grin, although the rasp in his voice and his burnt skin claimed the contrary. Nidoking wasn’t convinced in the least and moved closer to Ash, although he had to take care to keep any of his spines from nearing Ash. “Really, I’m fine. How are you feeling?”

The poison-type glared at Ash at the trainer’s attempt to change the subject, but gave in and grunted. Ash smiled when Nidoking promptly began to examine him again. He took the moment to look over his friend in turn. Nidoking looked to have been healed completely in the day that Ash was stuck in the hospital. His armor was free of scorch marks or any visible damage.

“I’m sorry.” Ash finally told his friend as he sat back on the couch. It was more comfortable than the bed, although the bed was a wonder in of itself.

Nidoking cocked his head and gave Ash a curious grunt. The trainer shut his eyes. “I should have left when we had the chance. Did they release you with the others?”

When Nidoking shook his great head, Ash leaned forward solemnly. “Most of you got away with just minor burns or I recalled you before anything bad could happen, but Infernus…”

Ash didn’t really know how to say it. His heart twisted and his gut lurched just thinking about Infernus’ death. He did his best to not think of it, but that didn’t work too well. It was impossible to stop thinking of Infernus’ death and how easily he could have been torn away from him forever.

He squeezed his eyes shut. Ash might not have seen Infernus’ death other than the great conflagration that had radiated from Moltres, but his was one of the only corpses Ash had ever seen. The last had been the Team Rocket grunt that Nidoking had killed in their flight from the St. Anne.

That thought didn’t help him meet Nidoking’s eyes. He felt even more guilt before he finally came out and said what had happened.

“Infernus was killed.” He said flatly. Nidoking recoiled, his rivalry with the fire-type forgotten. The poison-type’s ears flattened and his eyes squeezed shut. It was a harsh reminder that despite Nidoking’s power and maturity, he was still young. Most Nidorino wouldn’t evolve until they were nearly a decade old. His friend was just a young adult and Ash kept that in mind as he rushed to complete his sentence. “But he came back! Moltres resurrected him.”

Nidoking froze and his eyes snapped open, narrowed in disbelief. He blinked a few times and pointed a dull claw at Ash’s belt, which held all of the other pokeballs. Lance had left him with authorization to carry all of his pokemon until after the Conference.

“I can’t let Infernus out.” He explained. Infernus was a hazard on ships before. With his new power, which Ash wasn’t sure his friend could control yet, Infernus would probably accidentally melt the floor. “We’re on a ship.”

His friend shook his head to show that Ash had misinterpreted his point. Nidoking lightly tapped Dazed’s pokeball with one of his claws. Ash quickly released Dazed, who examined him silently for a few moments before she shrugged and looked at Nidoking.

Nidoking met her eyes, which promptly glowed with psychic power greatly enhanced by the brutal training she had been put through over the last month. Her eyes pulsed with power and excitement as information flowed between the two pokemon.

When she finally tore away, she looked at Ash and pointed at his pokeballs. He shrugged and released all of his other friends. Dazed nodded at him once they’d been released and her eyes began to glow anew.

Sneasel was the only one left out as Dazed gave the information to them directly. They turned to Infernus’ pokeball and stared at it in reverent awe. Nidoking grunted something to Sneasel, whose eyes widened to a comical size as he looked at his idol’s pokeball.

“You can talk to him in a few hours.” Ash said firmly. He winced and rubbed at his throat when it burned. That was going to get annoying. “We’re going to Cinnabar Island to train.”

All of his friends winced at the mention of training, which prompted Ash to hastily correct himself. “It’s mostly for Infernus. Blaine can teach him some new tricks and how to control his new body. The rest of you just need to take it easy and work on some techniques. I know that we pushed you hard.”

That was an understatement, but his friends seemed happy just to know that they had some time off. Training with Lance had made them much stronger, but it was grueling. A month was enough to wear them down to almost nothing. His friends deserved some time to recover.

It wasn’t as though Blaine would be much help with training the rest of his friends. He was a Master of the fire-type. He probably knew a lot about other pokemon, but he never had to raise too many outside of his Rhydon. Blaine had only raised that because it was able to survive in a volcano as well as a Magmar, or so Ash assumed.

He shrugged his thoughts off and laid down on the couch. Sneasel climbed up and curled on top of one of the cushions. Seeker, who had been perched on Bruiser’s shoulder, huddled up to his chest. Ash winced in pain as she squeezed onto him, but didn’t show it otherwise. He didn’t want to make his friends worry.

After that he made sure each of his friends were okay. Sneasel and Seeker weren’t really involved, but the others had taken at least some damage from Moltres. Ash was sure that the Center had done a wonderful job, but it never hurt to make sure there wasn’t any lingering pain.

Once he had been assured that his friends were fine, he rested his head on a large pillow and lazily looked out. “We’re going to be at Cinnabar in about two hours. Everyone should probably get some sleep.”

His friends liked that idea. Most of them quickly found a place to curl up, although Nidoking instantly claimed the area right next to the couch and Torrent simply levitated behind it. The rest just tried to stay close to Ash.

He couldn’t keep a slight smile away as he shut his eyes and gave into the weariness that ached in his mind. It was nice to be with his friends again. They hadn’t had much time to just talk. Every waking moment of the last month had been spent training or learning.

They deserved a break.
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Cinnabar Island was much different than he remembered it. Instead of the loud, obnoxious tourist trap it was a quiet, lazy town. Now that the summer and its heat had left the tourists had no reason to stay. Everything looked rather grey, even if it was comfortably warm compared to the rest of Kanto.

One thing he noticed in particular was that the obnoxious, stereotypical beach music wasn’t playing. Most of the stands seemed to have been taken down and people wore normal clothing. There were certainly a few tourists wandering about, but it was miniscule compared to when he’d come in July.

He didn’t bother staying in the city for long. Ash wasn’t here for the sights. All he wanted was to train with Blaine so that he could go home. A few days of relaxing at Pallet Town and reconnecting with his mother and Professor Oak sounded great. Maybe Jonathan and Amelia would be back as well.

Ash felt a little guilty when he thought of his human friends. He’d tried to avoid thinking about them aside from a few vague mentions every now and then. It wasn’t really doing them justice after the months they’d spent together on the road. He just hated thinking about them. Every time he did the roar of waves and the terrible power of Mewtwo flashed to the forefront of his mind.

The trainer shook his head and took a deep breath as he exited the city gates. He was quick to release Plume and Nidoking. Ash didn’t remember exactly where to go and he wanted a scout. His friends were more than capable of dispatching any Magmar that wanted to attack, but he’d rather not push his luck. Magmar were too cunning and dangerous to take lightly.

“Hey, girl.” He laughed as Plume affectionately nuzzled his neck. Ash patted her powerful, glossy wing and lightly scratched her neck. She gently nipped at his hat and cooed before he began to give her orders. “Can you lead me to the Big Riddle Inn?”

Plume nodded and cooed at him again before she shot up into the air. Nidoking steadied Ash from the winds and walked beside him as Plume inched along high above them, aware of Ash’s injuries. He levied a grateful smile to Nidoking as he began to hobble along the path. Ash could go faster, but he’d rather not push his luck. Every step made his lungs and muscles burn.

He wheezed after a few minutes, but Ash was barely aware of it. The trainer was much too focused on what Blaine would teach Infernus. Air Lens was the obvious choice, but there were surely other techniques Blaine had developed in his long years of training. No one knew the Magmar line like he did.

Ash thought of other things too as they dredged up to the foothills of the massive volcano that dominated this side of Cinnabar. He thought of what he would talk to his mother and Professor Oak about when he finally returned to Pallet, methods of training, Infernus’ death and subsequent resurrection, and a dozen other topics. So much had happened to him recently.

One of the things he’d decided was to begin creating strategies to combat dragon-types. He knew that he would have a much easier time when he wasn’t fighting dragons trained by the Dragon Master himself, but even untrained dragons were a potent force on the battlefield. His friends could match their raw power if they weren’t trained to the degree of Lance’s, but the sheer speed something like a Dragonite possessed was enough to win a battle.

It was rather hard to win if you couldn’t even hit the target, after all.

Right now Plume, Torrent, and Nidoking were his only real defense against dragons that could fly. Oz could hurt them and was incredibly accurate, but most dragons could shrug off electricity with little difficulty. Ice was the only real way to fight them. Dragon-type moves were a last resort since they tended to incite rage in other dragons.

Once he’d finished perfecting Plume’s as-of-yet ultimate technique she would be able to defeat almost anything in the air unless it was as powerful as one of Lance’s pokemon or faster. He couldn’t wait until she was practically undefeatable in her own domain.

Sneasel would be useful once Ash trusted him enough to use Ice Beam and Blizzard responsibly, but right now he was still too weak and inexperienced to properly fight dragons. He was improving quickly, however. Ash had even let him into some of the battles against Lance near the end.

Nidoking’s gentle tap snapped him out of his daze. Ash glanced up and realized that they were on the hill that would take them up to the Big Riddle Inn. He had a grin on his face. It would be nice to see Blaine again, even if he didn’t have the friendliest disposition. Blaine was an interesting figure, especially after everything he’d learned about him from Lance and Surge.

“Thanks, Nidoking.” He said quietly. Nidoking grunted and supported him with a powerful arm as Ash began his struggle up the hill. His weakened body screamed in protest, but Ash ignored it. He’d undergone much worse in the last month, even if Lance had been careful never to get him hurt.

“Good job, Plume!” He called out to the sky as Plume began her descent. When she was close enough he recalled her. Ash would let her out later. Plume needed a good chance to stretch her wings that didn’t involve combat against a gigantic Dragonite.

When he reached the top of the hill he felt like his lungs were on fire. He wondered if that was what Lance had felt like after Moltres had sent the slightest tendril of its power into his body or if he was looking at it all wrong. Perhaps it hadn’t been a physical pain in the sense that he was used to.

Ash shrugged it off and pulled open the door. He figured that Blaine wouldn’t mind the unannounced entrance. It wasn’t as though Blaine had many customers.

“I’m going to return you for a few minutes.” He told Nidoking apologetically. It would be best to clear it with Blaine before he brought a gigantic Nidoking into the Inn.

Nidoking just nodded in response, a bit of amusement in his narrow eyes. He patiently waited as the trainer recalled him and walked into the Inn.

“Who is it?” Blaine called out in his soft, mellow tones. He had his wig and sunglasses on and was cleaning a few glasses with a white rag. The Master looked up and smiled when he saw Ash. He took off his sunglasses and revealed his fierce narrow eyes. “Great, it’s you. Took you long enough.”

The old man surveyed the trainer. “You look like that Magmar of yours gave you a hug.” He snapped. “What did you get into?”

Ash smiled. “A training experience with Lance.”

Realization dawned on Blaine’s face. The old man nodded sagely, some of the annoyance gone from his unlined face. “Good answer. How’d he rope you into training with him?”

“He asked.” Ash shrugged.

“Idiot.” Blaine snorted. He put the glass down. “Lance isn’t a gentle teacher. You and your pokemon are going to be useless for a few days.”

Ash shrugged. “Not all of us.”

Blaine eyed him closely. His eyes glimmered with intelligence as the old man sought out an answer.

“Infernus evolved.” Ash explained. Blaine’s eyes widened and he speculatively twisted the edge of his rather impressive mustache.

“Where did you find a Magmarizer?” Blaine demanded, eyes narrowed. He stepped around the bar and walked over to Ash. The trainer wasn’t sure if he was curious or annoyed for some reason.

He looked up at the gym leader with an unimpressed expression. Blaine was intimidating, but he’d met Mewtwo’s eyes. The old man was nothing in comparison to the psychic that barely qualified as a pokemon.

“I didn’t.” He replied. Ash watched Blaine’s reaction. The gym leader seemed more incredulous than anything.

“How did you evolve it, then?” Blaine inquired. There was real curiosity in his voice, even if he sounded as though he didn’t really believe Ash. “There’s no way it could have evolved through proximity to a volcano. That takes years.”

That led to a dilemma. While Ash trusted Blaine, he wasn’t sure if Lance would want him to speak of Moltres. For all he knew that was highly classified information that the League didn’t want released to anyone but the Elite Four.

In the end he decided to dodge the question.

“Ask Lance.” Ash said back. Blaine’s face twitched in annoyance, but the old man just sighed and didn’t say anything. The gym leader placed his sunglasses in his pocket and stepped toward the door that would take them to the gym via the hot springs.

“Come on, then.” He said gruffly. The old man picked up a pokeball that was idly laying on the counter, right underneath a small photograph of a younger Blaine that stood with another man that had long hair and a pointed beard. Both of the men had wide grins on their faces. They stood in front of what Ash recognized as the Cinnabar Research Lab.

Blaine took a moment to look at the picture before he shook his head and placed the pokeball on his belt, where five others were already placed. Despite that, his gaze lingered on the old picture for a few more seconds.

Ash wanted to ask, but reigned in his curiosity. A solemn look had passed over Blaine’s face when he saw the picture, which was odd. Normally Blaine either had a stoic expression or a nasty grin.

“I heard about what you’ve been up to the past six months.” Blaine said as they walked down into the hot springs. The gym leader quickly activated the Gyarados statue and opened the way into the gym. Ash winced at the heat as they stepped into the corridor that had been painstakingly carved from stone. “Nice work.”

“Thanks.” Ash replied quietly.

“Tell me, how much did Lance tell you about Mewtwo?” The old man asked casually as they descended the harsh stone stairs. Ash nearly coughed in surprise, but he managed to hold it back.

“What?”

Blaine turned to stare at him with an annoyed expression. “Don’t pretend as if you don’t know. You went off to train with Lance. Every gym leader knows that you’re his protégé. After what you’ve seen he would have told you the truth.”

“He told me that Mewtwo is a clone of Mew.” Ash started slowly. He had to take a moment to recount the information. Although it was important it had been about two weeks since he and Lance had a serious discussion about Mewtwo. “Team Rocket used it as a super weapon and it rebelled.”

“That’s the gist of it.” The gym leader grunted with exertion as he stopped moving at the massive iron gates. Before Ash could blink he had released Magmar, who was just as powerful and robust as Ash remembered. “A simple retelling of an incredible work of science.”

Ash frowned at that. Blaine didn’t seem particularly appalled at Mewtwo’s existence. Mewtwo had been born of twisted DNA, likely engineered to be vicious and coldhearted. It was disturbing, but Blaine didn’t seem to mind.

Blaine noticed his expression and rolled his eyes. “Don’t give me that look. What Mewtwo and Team Rocket have done with that power is disgusting, but Mewtwo itself is a masterwork of cloning and genetic engineering. I can’t imagine how much time and resources were devoted to it.”

The gym leader had a faraway look on his face as Magmar easily pushed his way through the iron gates with his immense strength and opened the way for them. Magmar didn’t take long to settle on the gym leader’s side of the arena, which was just as hot and impressive as when Ash had last seen it.

Ash just watched attentively. Blaine seemed lost in nostalgia and professional curiosity. He didn’t even immediately walk over to his side of the arena.

“You encountered Mewtwo.” Blaine stated. His harsh stare met Ash’s calm eyes. “You know how powerful it is. Nothing else shall ever measure up to the ingenuity and skill it took to create it from fragments of DNA that were potentially millennia old.”

He didn’t say anything. Ash had to admit that the fact that Team Rocket managed to make something that powerful was impressive, but their creation was horrible and twisted, a mockery of life. They had taken a Protector and defiled it into a heartless murderer. The trainer would never be able to share Blaine’s awe and enthusiasm about the subject, even if he could understand where Blaine was coming from. Mewtwo was the ultimate pinnacle of the field he had helped to establish. It was only natural that he be enthralled by the concept.

Blaine’s face was contorted into a nasty grin before he turned away. “If Mewtwo doesn’t kill us all I’m sure it will be remembered as one of the greatest scientific achievements of all time. I don’t know if I could have replicated whatever sample of Mew’s DNA they found without destroying it.”

“You can replicate DNA?” Ash asked, surprised. It wasn’t something he’d ever heard of. He didn’t really know all that much about science outside of pokemon and their biology, but that seemed like a miracle.”

“It’s not too hard.” Blaine shrugged. He finally began to walk over to Magmar, who patiently waited in the center of the burning arena. “It’s called Polymerase Chain Reaction. All it really consists of is getting the required materials for DNA replication, heating cycles and throwing a bunch of enzymes into a test tube. Invaluable for cloning ancient species.”

Ash nodded dumbly. He assumed that was the vastly oversimplified version. If Blaine was half as knowledgeable as Lance and Surge had claimed he could probably teach advanced classes on the subject.

“Enough about that. I wouldn’t want to burn out your tiny brain.” Blaine said with a grin. Ash wasn’t sure if the pun was intentional or not. Knowing Blaine, it probably was. “Let that Magmortar of yours out. I want to see it up close.”

He complied and released Infernus, who looked absolutely manic at being released. A terrible smirk was on his pink mouth and his body glowed a dim white. His gigantic flames burned brightly and leapt and danced as he moved.

Now that Ash wasn’t practically dead from heat and fire he could really appreciate the sheer power in Infernus’ form. Considering how physically powerful Infernus had been as a Magmar he wasn’t sure if even Nidoking could match the fire-type in raw strength.

It would be odd now that one of his friends actually had a face. He had learned to interpret each of his friends’ body language exceptionally well over their months together, to the point where it could be strange interacting with humans after a few weeks out in the wilderness. Hopefully it wouldn’t take long to adjust.

“Not too bad.” Blaine said with a wide grin. He twiddled with the end of his mustache as he examined Infernus more closely. Infernus just glared at him. Ash assumed that his friend didn’t like being looked at as a piece of meat. “One of the best I’ve seen in a long time. Plenty of power behind him, enough to make most dragons flinch away.”

Magmar nodded in agreement, the ancient fire-type’s eyes alit with interest. It growled at Infernus and spat flame into the Magmortar’s face, which caused Infernus’ temper, much more fragile thanks to the rush of hormones that came with evolution, to snap.

Infernus snarled and slashed at Magmar with his dull claws, but Magmar moved with blinding speed. Now that it wasn’t poisoned and actually took the Magmortar seriously its true strength was revealed.

“It’s been a while since he’s had a good fight.” Blaine laughed wildly as the two exceptionally powerful fire-types roared and slashed at each other. Despite Infernus’ superior power and strength, Magmar proved to be terribly fast. He also exploited Infernus’ awkwardness in his new form to great effect. “Our last challengers were a few months ago, two little brats that thought they had what it took.”

Ash’s lips turned up a little bit, but he realized he had a question that he’d meant to ask while he was last here. “Why did you never evolve Magmar?”

“Never needed to.” Blaine snorted with amusement as he and Ash walked away from the intense fight. There were a few too many blasts of torturously hot fire for either to be comfortable. Ash’s burns were irritated from the heat, even if they’d mostly healed over the last day. “Magmarizers hadn’t even been invented back in my day. Once I joined the Elite Four Magmar was powerful enough to wipe out most of an upstart’s team.”

Blaine’s unlined face wrinkled into a dangerous smile as he recalled old victories and experiences. He suddenly sighed and looked over at Magmar, who still held up well against Infernus even as the younger fire-type’s body grew white with heat.

“That was a long time ago. He’s too old to evolve now. Evolution involves far too many complex physiological changes to be safe at his age.” Blaine sighed. He stared at his comrade fondly. Ash felt as though Blaine had forgotten that he was there even as he answered Ash’s question. “Magmar’s a tough old bastard, though. He’s still handing your Magmortar his ass on a silver platter.”

Ash rolled his eyes. That was certainly an exaggeration, although Magmar was an admittedly tough opponent. As the battle progressed Infernus’ movements grew more fluid and his reactions, fuelled by the heat of the volcano, easily began to outpace Magmar’s.

Still, Ash couldn’t imagine how powerful Magmar must have been in his prime. Magmar lived to be rather old, just a bit less than a human, and Blaine’s actions and words about the fire-type suggested that Magmar was his starter. Blaine didn’t show it, but Ash knew he was at least a decade older than Professor Oak. Magmar could easily be at least fifty years old.

“There isn’t that much I can teach you aside from Air Lens.” Blaine revealed as the brutal fight raged on. Infernus had begun to push the old Magmar back to the edge of the arena, where the churning lava’s glow ominously burned. “Magmar and Magmortar aren’t really meant for strategy. Their raw power pulls them through most of the time and when that fails technique and ferocity won’t. Most tactics that benefit the line just involve exploiting their natural strengths like their camouflage and ability.”

Blaine crossed his arms as he peered down at Ash. His balding head was shiny from perspiration. “Magmortar is ready for Air Lens. It has much greater control, although it can still improve. After you leave, I suggest you teach it attacks to neutralize its type-weaknesses. Earthquake and Solar Beam will get the job done for the most part.”

Ash nodded. He was a bit disappointed that Blaine couldn’t teach him more powerful techniques, but he understood why. Infernus had always been focused on raw power. Not much could stand against him when he got close thanks to his horrifically high body heat and the flames that tended to accompany the ferocious fire-type. Haze was used to obscure him so that he could actually get close against ranged fighters.

Air Lens would be incredibly useful, regardless. Electric-type attacks tended to be exceptionally powerful against most organic pokemon. Even if they didn’t do much real damage they tended to be incredibly painful and could easily stop a pokemon in its tracks. Most living creatures weren’t meant to take thousands of volts of electricity, even if pokemon were tough enough to handle it.

Besides, it would be useful to completely neutralize an entire type. Every advantage would be needed in the Conference.

The sudden end of the battle shook Ash out of his thoughts. He smiled when he saw that Infernus had managed to hurl Magmar off of the edge, although the aged fire-type easily exploded back up onto the arena inside of a great geyser of lava.

Although Infernus snarled and prepared to launch himself at Magmar, Blaine stepped in and defused the battle with a single hard look. Ash followed the balding gym leader as Blaine prepared to begin Infernus’ training.

“Air Lens is a deceptively simple technique.” The old man growled. Infernus just glared back, not afraid of Blaine’s bark. “To put it simply and largely incorrectly, it involves heating the air around you to incredibly high temperatures. It completely blocks large electrical charges in the air.”

“Again, that’s the explanation so that your tiny little brains won’t explode. The real mechanics involved in Air Lens are more complex than you could imagine at your age.” Blaine sneered. Ash rolled his eyes. “It’s rather easy to learn, but the amount of control required to use and maintain it are immense. Air Lens is a very delicate technique.”

Blaine shared a glance with Magmar, who grunted and moved to the opposite side of the arena. He released Rhydon next, who had grown much larger than Ash remembered. It wasn’t anywhere near the size of the monster he’d encountered on the way from Celadon to Saffron but it was an exceptional example of the breed.

“Watch.” Blaine ordered. Ash turned his eyes to Magmar. The fire-type raised its arms and the air around it wavered and distorted even more. “Thunderbolt.”

Rhydon grunted as an arc of electricity jumped from the tip of its horn and arced at Magmar. Although he knew it would happen Ash was still amazed when the electricity simply fizzled out a foot away from Magmar’s burning body.

“There might be a limit to how much electricity it can block, but I haven’t found it. Tactics based on physics don’t tend to be broken easily.” Blaine commented as Magmar motioned for Infernus to walk over. The fire-type showed the young Magmortar the correct position and growled something.

“How long do you think Infernus will take to learn it?” Ash inquired. He would stay for however long it took, but he missed Pallet Town. It had been far too long since he’d spoken to his mother or Professor Oak. Sensitive technology like communication devices didn’t work around Mt. Ember. His PokeNav couldn’t even pick up a signal.

Blaine shrugged as his sharp eyes tracked Magmar and Infernus’ movements. “Not too long, a day or two. It’s a simple technique. The issue lies with control. Magmortar usually have an easy time with it. More heat, more surface area. They usually have pretty good control as well. If they don’t everything around them tends to catch on fire.”

Ash’s lips curled up in a slight smile. Blaine snorted and turned to Ash. “Come back up. Those burns of yours are probably getting irritated. I know way too many people that would have my head if something happened to you.”

With that Blaine began to walk away. Ash stared after him for a moment, perplexed, before he shrugged and followed. He bid goodbye to Infernus, who replied with a single grunt before he returned to mimicking Magmar’s stance.

His gaze lingered on the powerful form of his friend before he finally left after Blaine. Ash wasn’t sure if he’d ever be able to forget just how lucky he and Infernus were. He’d never take any of his friends for granted.
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Ash winced as scalding water ran down his throat. He put the glass down and silently wished he had waited for it to cool first. Blaine chuckled in amusement from across the table. The old man downed an entire glass of it without pause.

“Afraid of a little hot water?” Blaine mocked. Ash rolled his eyes and smiled back. Spending a day with the old gym leader let him pick up on most of the man’s habits. It was a lot like being around Surge, although Blaine’s harsh voice had more of a bite to it.

Blaine’s personality was a far cry from how he had acted as the quiet, soft-spoken proprietor of the Big Riddle Inn when Ash had first come to Cinnabar so many months ago. He wasn’t mellow and kind, but harsh and tough. The man certainly wasn’t cruel, but he had a bitter edge to him.

“I’d rather not give myself as many burns on my inside as I have on my outside.” Ash shrugged as he scooted the steaming glass of water away from him. He wasn’t sure why Blaine liked it so much. It certainly woke him up, but he wasn’t sure he would be able to taste anything for a few days.

“Man up.” Blaine snorted. “I’m sure you had some of the black broth when you were with Surge. Nothing I give you could be worse than that.”

Ash blanched at the mention of the foul concoction and he withheld a shudder. Perhaps not being able to taste anything wasn’t so bad. It would have been great when he trained with Bruno. The thick, slimy texture of the black broth flashed to the forefront of his mind.

“That’s what I thought.” Blaine pointed out smugly. He snorted again. “What’s a little pain compared to the broth? The best part of leaving active duty with the League was that I didn’t have to eat that poor excuse for food.”

“Don’t you still go on missions for the League?” Ash asked with a raised eyebrow. Defending the territory appointed to them was one of the primary responsibilities of a gym leader. Blaine didn’t seem the type to reject it.

Blaine shrugged. “Every now and then. I got called back in during the war with Team Rocket. All I had to do was suppress the odd cell every now and then.”

Ash wasn’t surprised that Blaine didn’t have to do much. His reputation was legendary. As a member of the Indigo Elite Four he had been notoriously brutal against criminals and those who abused pokemon and humans. He turned the greatest weapon of criminals – fear – against them.

“—not too much to do, like I said.” Blaine continued. Ash dimly realized that he was still talking. A nasty grin spread over the animated gym leader’s face. “The wild magmar did most of the job for me. They’re a territorial bunch and don’t like outsiders. Most of my job was cleaning up the Rockets they attacked.”

He felt a little disturbed at how casually Blaine spoke of “cleaning up”. Ash knew that Blaine had lived through harsher times and had likely had to do things he couldn’t fathom in order to protect Kanto, but it wasn’t something he wanted to think about. After seeing the brutality Infernus was capable of if provoked Ash didn’t want to imagine what the vicious wild magmar could do to Rockets.

“Sorry.” Blaine said apologetically. He didn’t look like he really meant it, but at least he’d recognized the disturbed look on Ash’s face. “It’s been a while since I’ve had company. It’s easy to forget that you’re just a kid.”

Blaine stood up, which prompted Ash to do the same. He took a moment to crack his neck before he looked at Ash. “Come with me. We’ve left them down there for a day. It’s time to see what progress that Magmortar of yours has made.”

Ash followed with no hesitation. The potions had mostly healed his injuries, although he was still rather tired. He was just glad that he didn’t have to hobble around. Mobility was a wonderful thing.

When they’d travelled past the hot springs and the cavern that had been hewn from volcanic rock Ash noted that what was left of his burns weren’t nearly so irritated. That was a relief. He was good at taking pain, but throbbing pain was immensely worse than the quick sharp pain one got from most training accidents.

He looked at the arena with unbridled curiosity. They’d ended up leaving the two fire-types and Rhydon down there for the day while Ash and the rest of his friends relaxed around the inn. The Magmar line was capable of easily going without food for a week and only a few hours of rest in most places. In a volcano they could go for weeks without food and almost that amount of time without rest. It was one of the reasons they could be so dangerous around Cinnabar.

“Magmar, how much progress have you made?” Blaine inquired as they stepped onto the hot metal platform. Magmar, who had been roaring something to Infernus, snapped to attention and gave a satisfied nod. If he could have smiled Ash bet he would have.

Blaine smirked. “Good.” He casually snapped out, “Rhydon, Thunder!”

Rhdyon, who had previously been curled up on the ground, raised its head and gave a thunderous roar as several blasts of electricity shot from its horn at Infernus. The Magmortar snapped to attention and raised his left arm. The air around Infernus wavered as immense heat poured out of his arm and the powerful explosion of lightning suddenly dissipated as it grew close to the fire-type’s cannon-like appendage.

Ash noted that Infernus was slower to use it than Magmar, but that was just from his lack of experience. Magmar seemed to use Air Lens reflexively, a reaction probably born of decades of using the technique. In time he was sure Infernus would use it just as easily as Magmar could.

“Like I said, a simple technique once the prerequisite control is met.” Blaine laughed. He turned to Ash as Magmar suddenly slashed at Infernus and started up another fight. Infernus roared and furiously attacked back. His movements were far more fluid, although still oriented more on power than grace. “All I suggest is to develop ways to neutralize type weaknesses. You’ll find that not much can stand up to a Magmortar without an incredible natural advantage.”

Blaine suddenly stopped and considered something. “Have you ever heard of Flare Blitz?”

Ash nodded. He’d never seen it used in real life, but he’d come across the pokedex entry for it. It was an exceptionally powerful move, although the sheer force released from the impact’s explosion tended to injure the attacker as well.

“Good. Look into it. It’s a powerful attack and the Magmar line learn it easily.” Blaine instructed. He turned an eye over to the battle that had sparked between the two fire-types. “You shouldn’t have any trouble learning it before the Conference.”

“Will you be there?” Ash asked curiously. Blaine seemed to enjoy his life as a hermit. He didn’t seem the type to enjoy the pomp and ceremony of something like the Conference.

“Of course.” Blaine rolled his eyes. “It’s required for gym leaders to go. The Conference is too big of an even for the League to let us skive off. That’s where the League makes most of its money. I’ll just have a few ACE trainers set up station in my inn for a few days.”

Ash nodded. Hopefully he would get to see Blaine while he was there. He liked the old man, even if he could be a bit acerbic and had a love for bad riddles and puns. The trainer could only imagine what a conversation between Blaine and Surge would be like.

“By the way, make sure you pay attention when they light the Flame of Moltres.” Blaine smirked with a knowing gleam in his eyes. Ash’s eyes widened and he looked at the old man with surprise. “Lance doesn’t mind telling me things like that. I could have just asked Sabrina, but I didn’t feel like deciphering cryptic nonsense.”

The old man smiled. “I have to admit that I’m impressed with the sheer stupidity that you and Lance displayed. Not many people live – or deserve to – after showing such an astounding lack of self-preservation instincts.”

Ash frowned and he glared at the old man in annoyance. He didn’t say anything back. Blaine was actually right about them being idiots, even if Ash didn’t like it. The old man was a bit too harsh.

“Oh, look. The fight’s over.” Blaine commented. Ash immediately turned to the clash between the two fire-types. As expected, Infernus had won. He wasn’t unscathed, however. Slash marks ran down his chest, although they healed even as Ash watched. It was amazing how powerful being inside of a volcano could make Magmar and Magmortar.

Infernus grinned and shot a huge stream of flame high into the air from one of his cannons. It was tinted with blue without any visible effort from the Magmortar. Ash laughed. “Nice job, Infernus! You’re doing great!”

The Magmortar snorted fire, although he had a pleased smirk on his face all the same. He lowered his cannon-like arm and stared at Magmar as the old fire-type slowly pulled himself back up.

“Impressive.” Blaine stated with a shrug. His eyes narrowed as he suddenly smiled. “Let’s see how he does against something that doesn’t burn so easily. Rhydon, get up!”

Rhydon lazily stood up to its full height. It was just as tall and powerfully built as Infernus, although it had much more weight behind it. Infernus’ eyes lit up and his claws slid back to reveal the gaping holes of his cannons. Small flames danced within the dark tubes, barely visible in the bright light of the volcano.

“Go!” Both he and Blaine ordered at the same time. In a mere moment both of the powerful pokemon began their battle, one of the last that Ash would have before he left.
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The ride home to Pallet Town was a short one, only three hours on the Seagallop Ferry that Blaine gave him authorization to use. He left the day after Infernus learned Air Lens. After that they had spent a few hours having Infernus constantly battle the team Blaine had used last time Ash fought him. Infernus dispatched most of them without issue.

Ash wasn’t sure how anything would ever defeat Infernus aside from Lance’s dragons. As powerful as he had been as a Magmar, Infernus was exponentially stronger now. His body was too hot for most pokemon to get close, his fires were powerful enough to knock weaker fire-types unconscious without too much effort, and nothing seemed to so much as faze him. Even Torrent and Nidoking would probably have a difficult time.

Most of the day had been spent talking to Blaine or lazing about with his friends. Ash hadn’t shown Infernus to them yet. He wanted to give Infernus a chance to calm down. His friend was still awash in the sea of hormones that followed evolution, which could make him exceptionally aggressive and dangerous if anything managed to spark his anger. There was a reason Magmortar were solitary creatures.

He’d also decided that he’d had enough of Nidoking’s rivalry with Oz. Nidoking still hadn’t escalated to physical confrontation, but team unity was too important for him to ignore it. Ash had given his best friend nearly two months to sort out his feelings to no avail. It was time to step in personally.

That would wait for when everyone was relaxed during their short vacation at Pallet Town. Everyone was still a little tense from the aftereffects of training for so long, not to mention the spectacular defeat they had suffered at the hands of Moltres.

Ash figured that he’d spend a week or so at Pallet Town unless something came up. There was plenty of room to train or relax and he didn’t really feel like travelling for a while. He’d probably head to Fuschia when he was done, although he wouldn’t visit the Safari Zone. It was too close to the Conference for him to devote time to training a new teammate.

He felt a little odd walking into Pallet Town, much like he had the first time he’d returned home during his journey. Nobody seemed to recognize him, but he got plenty of odd looks. The fact that an enormous Nidoking that had grown quite a bit since his last time here walked beside him and that Sneasel was curled up awkwardly around his head and shoulders might have something to do with it.

As he walked toward his mother’s restaurant he wondered if Blaine would be too averse to him returning sometime. Blaine knew plenty thanks to his long career and could help Ash more than almost anyone. He really wanted to battle Blaine’s Elite Four team one day as well, or at least what was left of it.

He really would have liked to stay for a few days, but Ash desperately wanted to see his mother and Professor Oak again. Ash had opted against calling either of them during his two days with Blaine so that he could surprise them, but it wasn’t easy.

Hopefully his mother wouldn’t be too mad at him for not calling for a month. She would have expected it thanks to knowing that he was in the Sevii Islands, but he knew that she would still be annoyed with him. At least he was sure that she’d be overjoyed with the news that he’d be staying for a while, although he would have to leave to keep his friends up to par.

Ash really wasn’t sure what he would do for the next month and a half. He had to be at Indigo Plateau by the first of March to enter the Conference. Until then he could do whatever he wanted. There was roughly a month and a half to burn before he needed to prepare to go to the Conference.

There was still Koga, who would be a fun fight. Ash enjoyed fighting the gym leaders’ real teams. He could only imagine what battling Koga, who was considered a prime prospect to replace one of the Elite Four, would be like. It would certainly be different from fighting the gym leaders that focused on brute force.

One thing he knew that he would spend a week or two on was developing strategies with each of his friends to effectively fight dragon-types. He didn’t have trouble if they were on the ground but he didn’t have many pokemon that could combat flying dragons on even terms. Their powerful hide neutralized most strategies that he would ordinarily use on flying-types.

He was torn from his thoughts when he recognized his mother’s diner. Ash grinned when he saw that it was open and didn’t have too many people in it. It wasn’t the time when most of the people Professor Oak employed in his lab got off for lunch, but he never knew if something might have happened.

“Sorry, Nidoking, but I can’t bring you in.” He said apologetically. Nidoking wasn’t surprised and affectionately patted his shoulder with one of his dull claws. Ash smiled lightly. “I’ll be back soon, alright?”

Nidoking grunted and motioned for Ash to head into the restaurant. Ash laughed and did as his friend asked, although he gave Nidoking one last lingering look. Normally he would have recalled his friend, but no one in Pallet was going to mess with Nidoking. He’d grown another five inches since they’d left and had gotten even bulkier.

His mother looked up from the counter when she heard the door open. She began to give him the standard greeting before she realized who it was. “Hello, how can I help you – Ash!”

“Hey, Mom!” He greeted enthusiastically, although anything else he might have said was cut off as his mother rushed around the counter and wrapped him up in a hug. Ash pat her back even as he struggled to breathe.

When she finally released him he managed to get out his question. “How was your trip?”

“Wonderful!” She exclaimed as a bright smile broke out. “Little Molly’s gotten so big and she’s so smart! She’s only three but she’s already starting to read.”

Ash nodded back with a smile, even if he didn’t exactly share his mother’s excitement. Most of what he remembered of Molly was a baby that drooled a lot and smelled bad.

“Spencer’s involved with some really exciting research too.” She continued, fascination and a faint hint of jealousy in her words. “He’s investigating the Unown. Spencer thinks that he’s close to a major breakthrough!”

That perked his interest. He remembered the small Unown that Jessica kept in her house. Ash wasn’t so sure about the claims that they were Legends after encountering the Birds, but they were certainly fascinating. There had to be some reason that they were so prominent in Johto.

“But that’s enough about me, how was it training with Lance?” His mother asked. Ash could catch a strange inflection in her tone, as though she couldn’t believe that he’d actually trained with the Indigo Champion. He couldn’t blame her.

“Great!” He grinned. Ash was glad that most of his burns had healed. It wouldn’t be good if his mother saw what he looked like right after the battle with Moltres. “All of us are way stronger. Infernus evolved and the rest of the team learned a ton!”

“I’m glad.” His mother smiled. She absentmindedly scratched Sneasel behind one of his feathers. The ordinarily hostile dark-type purred contentedly and leaned in to her hand. “I haven’t gotten to see this little guy yet. Does he have a nickname?”

Ash dimly realized just how long he had been gone. Sneasel felt like he had been with the team forever. He was beginning to catch up to the rest of the team, although he had a long way to go before he could equal them. The amount of progress he had made over the months was stunning and his mother still hadn’t seen him face to face.

“Not yet.” Ash shook his head as he was jolted back into reality. “I’m waiting for him to mature so that he’ll pick one he’ll like forever.”

His mother nodded and kept on scratching. She suddenly examined him closely and raised an eyebrow when she saw that he was still burned. “What happened? You don’t look so good.”

“I got burned a bit during the training.” Ash shrugged. Perhaps he’d overestimated how much he’d healed. Then again his mother was quite perceptive. Not much got past her. “It’s feeling a lot better.”

“Good.” His mother smiled. She suddenly frowned when an alarm beeped. Her face was a bit downcast as she spoke again. “I’m really sorry sweetie, but I have to get back to work. It’s about to be lunch hour for Professor Oak’s employees. I’ll get home as soon as I can, alright?”

He nodded and hid his slightly disappointed expression. They’d have plenty of time to catch up. “Bye, Mom. I’ll see you later. Love you.”

“Love you too, Ash!” She called out as he left the door. Ash watched her rush behind the counter for a moment before he left. Nidoking grunted at him as he walked out. “Hey, Nidoking, we’re going to the house. We aren’t doing anything for the rest of the day, so you can head to the Corral whenever you want.”

Nidoking seemed to grin at Ash.

“I know you miss Nidoqueen.” Ash laughed. Nidoking rolled his eyes and grunted at Ash again as they started walking.

Ash smiled as he and Nidoking fell into a comfortable silence. He looked around at Pallet to try and commit every detail of his town to memory.

It was good to be home.

And there it is! I’m really sorry about how late it is and that it isn’t a monster like the last few have been, but I promise (for real this time) to get it out. There isn’t any vacation in my future, so the update schedule will return to normal. 

Thanks for reading and make sure to review!






19. Chapter 19: The Genesis


Life is wonderful.

But why?

The slumbering creature awoke. Two eyes slowly slid open and for the first time saw the tiny world it inhabited.

Amber liquid surrounded it. Bubbles gently floated up. It felt panic. This was not familiar. What had happened to the abyss? What was this?

Strange shapes, so familiar but so alien, were visible through the thick cushion of the liquid. Who were they? What were they? Why was it separated from them?

Had its previous reality been naught but a dream, figments of thought manifested in its own mind?

What was going on?

The liquid suddenly grew thick. Its eyes slowly closed as heavy fluid entered its body, wrapped in this mock womb. It silently struggled, but its mind was sluggish and weak. In moments its vision dimmed and blurred before its consciousness once more retreated into the abyss.
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“Doctor, look at this!”

Its mind stirred. It had slept for so long, suspended in this gentle liquid. Words that it should not have understood but could fathom with perfect clarity penetrated the liquid.

“What?”

Another dim voice, barely audible. It stirred further. Its mind sluggishly awoke from its induced slumber. Confusion ran rampant but an odd calm kept it from awakening.

“It’s brain waves! They’re growing stronger” The voice cried again.

It stirred. More voices. It wanted silence. Its mind slowly rose from the darkness. The last flashes of its dream, so vivid that it had to be real – but what is real? – slid through its mind as its eyes opened. A huge pyramid of stone – mountain, it somehow knew – reflected above a huge pool of water with a warm sky above contrasted to the cold reality its eyes saw. The amber liquid pressed against him. Bubbles floated gently.

More voices. They grew louder. More annoying. Too loud. Its head ached.

Its eyes fully opened. The strange shapes moved outside. They were huddled together. Too loud.

But they were outside. They were not in the prison. They were not separated from the world by some invisible layer of…something. They were not in the liquid, suspended in time and space.

It must leave. It must be outside. The voices hurt but they were outside. It wanted to be outside.

A shape in dark blue liquid flashed in its mind, a tiny image of something it could not understand. Its mind suddenly snapped away.

It must leave.

Icy blue light suddenly appeared in its vision. Flames of the same color danced as power flooded its body. It could finally feel its body. But it was trapped. Strange feelings were in its lower half.

The invisible barrier disappeared. It was destroyed. The liquid that imprisoned it disappeared as well. The strange hooks burnt to nothing.

It was free.

The voices were loud now. They panicked. It felt the power fade. It wanted it back.

It looked up. The strange creatures in front of it, so different than it was but so similar, crowded around it. They clamored until One stepped forward.

“Quiet! Let us hear its psychic powers!” The One exclaimed. Its words held no meaning.

It wanted to respond. The one could tell it why it was here. Why they had imprisoned it in the amber liquid. What it was. Why they didn’t free it.

It looked up. The One looked at it with a strange look. It could not place it.

It wanted to respond. It wanted to know what it had used to escape the prison.

Psychic powers?

The One screamed and clutched its head. The other creatures collapsed to the floor and did the same.

It cocked its head. Why were they screaming?

It closed its eyes. A new world was revealed to it.

Small sparks were where the creatures had been. They were erratic. They danced and flickered in and out of existence. Slowly they became stable again.

It cocked its head as the One stood up. It did not know how it knew the tiny sparks identity but it did. It felt right.

The One stood up. Its voice was weak. Just like the One was. “For years we have struggled to clone a pokemon to prove our theories. But you’re the first specimen to survive!”

It was an experiment? What did that mean? Was it put here as nothing more than a way to satisfy the One’s curiosity? What was a clone? What were the one’s theories? Why had the others died? Why had the One continued when others had died?

“Look.” The One said. It opened its eyes and followed the one’s motion. It was reflexive. Instinctive. Its eyes, so weak and blind compared to the strange world it had entered, found a strange slab. Lines were carved into it. They formed a shape. A small creature danced through its mind again. Reality replaced it. “That is Mew, the rarest of all pokemon. From its DNA we created you, Mewtwo!”

It blinked. Mewtwo. That was its name. It was not an it. Mewtwo was a name. Mewtwo had a purpose. Mewtwo had a reason for existing.

Mewtwo closed its eyes. Another world took vision’s place. The sparks danced. They were worried. The world around it was sharper. It was clear in a way that it wasn’t before. Mewtwo could feel every detail of the world. Every line, every bump, every shape of the room.

Mewtwo expanded. It took in everything. The rock they were on that went down for so long, the unnatural work of the one atop it, the liquid it had seen in its vision.

There was another spark in the room? Mewtwo focused and looked at the spark. It came from the slab. It was hidden in the lines. It was dim and weak, but there. It should not be there. It did not react to Mewtwo’s touch.

That was Mew’s representation.

The words of the One hit it. Mewtwo was only a copy? It was nothing more than a shadow of the original? Why had it been made? Was it not meant to exist? Was it wrong?

I am only a copy?

The sparks writhed. Mewtwo did not know how it communicated to the sparks, or the bodies the sparks lived within. It simply wanted to. It wanted the answers that the One had to hold. The One had created it. It had been brought back from nothing.

So many questions. The sparks continued to flicker in and out of existence. Mewtwo felt a strange feeling. It burned in its body and its head pounded.

Some of the sparks that inhabited the creatures winked out. Mewtwo stopped being so angry. Confusion replaced it. What had happened to them? Why did they disappear?

The sparks stabilized. Mewtwo opened its eyes. It could still see the sparks, but not with its eyes. Its mind had a vision of its own.

“No! You are superior!” The One cried out. The other sparks were less bright. They stayed on the ground. Mewtwo did not want them to be on the ground. It was annoying. “You have been improved by human ingenuity! The most advanced technology was used to develop your powers! Humans made you the greatest of all pokemon.”

It could feel detachment from the One. The One did not care about Mewtwo. It only cared about the technology and the results of the One’s experiment. What did that mean for it? Would the One teach it? Would the one care for it?

What shall become of me now that your experiment is complete?

The One fell to the ground like the other creatures. Humans, the One had called them. They were weak. So fragile. They could not bear its words. Why had they created Mewtwo if it was stronger? It did not understand.

“Oh no, our experiment is only beginning! You will teach us much, Mewtwo!” The One said with a raised voice. It had taken longer to recover than before. The spark was dimmer.

Mewtwo was silent.

The Humans began to speak to each other. The noise hurt its ears. It was not used to noise. They did not pay attention to it. They did not speak to it or ask it what it wanted. They simply spoke of their experiment.

Mewtwo looked down. It made its first true movement. Its hands – how had it known that? How had it known many things it had seen since it emerged from the prison? – opened and closed.

Power was in its body. It danced at the edge of its consciousness. Mewtwo closed its eyes. It could see everything. The Humans had not noticed those whose sparks had vanished. The others were fragile. They could be snuffed out in an instant.

It opened and closed its fingers. The Humans cared nothing for it, not even the One. It could feel what they felt. They only felt glee for their experiment. There was no concern for it. They did not want to help it. They did not want to help it learn.

Anger.

These insignificant creatures had created it but would not even help it understand its reasons for existing. It was more than an experiment!

It wanted answers!

Was its purpose to be nothing but an experiment to these pathetic Humans? They claimed that it was the greatest. It was the most powerful of all!

Blue fire danced in front of its eyes.

That was not its destiny! It was more than a laboratory specimen!

Screams as its thought ran through the Humans’ minds. Mewtwo realized that they felt pain. It did not care. They deserved it. They should have helped it. They were not worthy of life!

Power surrounded it in an aura of icy blue energy. The laboratory crumpled around it. Metal was torn and bent, machines were crushed into heaps of scrap metal, humans were crushed to the ground.

It sensed that the One crawled away. Mewtwo did not care.

Machines tried to stop it. Hundreds of thin hooked arms launched at it. A single thought tore them out of the ceiling and hurled them to the ground. It was tiring for Mewtwo. Its powers were new and its body was weak from inactivity.

A sphere of force surrounded Mewtwo, formed from nothingness by a thought. It exploded. Humans screamed as they were torn apart by the wave. Bone and flesh were rent and ripped and Mewtwo simply watched.

Fires erupted from Mewtwo’s wrath. Where it looked explosions tore the walls apart. What humans remained were slaughtered, their puny, fragile bodies unable to withstand its wrath.

More and more of the humans, the arrogant “creators” that brought Mewtwo into being for no reason other than their insipid curiosity, were slaughtered as Mewtwo’s mind ran red with anger just as the floor ran red with blood.

Mewtwo was not aware of what happened after that. Its mind expanded through no effort of its own. It was aware of everything. The last spark of the human amidst the blaze that had enveloped this island, the crumpled ruins that had replaced the massive laboratory, the waves that lapped against this rock.

It knew everything. Its mind was far superior to its feeble senses.

Mewtwo turned to the last of the Humans, the One. It laid against one of the few walls that hadn’t been shattered into millions of pieces of rubble. The One stared at it with horror in its eyes, the realization that its creation had led to its own destruction too much for the One to bear.

The red haze dimmed. Mewtwo realized that it hovered several feet above the ground. Fire was everywhere. Smoke was everywhere. It was irritating. His eyes and skin hurt.

It wanted the fire and smoke to go away. It waved its arm. That was what humans did to get rid of annoyances.

The One said something. Mewtwo did not care what it was. It looked at the One. Its creator. Its victim.

It would have justice. The One was arrogant to create it. Mewtwo would not be controlled by its whims. It would not be a test subject.

Mewtwo felt angry when it thought of being a test subject. That was not what it wanted.

Its eyes glowed as it got angrier. Mewtwo did not care. The One screamed something. Its creator’s cries only made it more annoyed.

Mewtwo released everything. All its anger. All its fear. All its confusion. All its curiosity.

A pillar of energy exploded from him. It briefly shot high into the air before it grew more powerful. The energy expanded.

The laboratory was no more and Mewtwo was tired. It collapsed to the ground. Everything was gone. The One was gone. Its creators were gone. Its legacy was gone.

Mewtwo rose high into the air. It wanted to be away from the destruction. Just for a few moments. It wanted to rest. Using its power was tiring but it was easier now. Mewtwo knew how to use it.
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Minutes later Mewtwo lowered itself to the ground. It choked out the flames with an offhand thought. The power it wielded was simple to control now.

Mewtwo stared around at the destruction it had wreaked. Twisted heaps of metal heated by small clusters of flame replaced the once proud laboratory that Mewtwo could remember vividly. It knew what the laboratory once looked like, gleaned from thoughts harvested from the scientists responsible for its birth. The dual images were irreconcilable. A huge column of smoke drifted high into the sky, so clear and blue.

An image from its mind overlaid its eyes. Mewtwo flinched as the mountain reflected in a lake of crystal appeared again. It did not like the strange image. It had never encountered such a thing apart from its dreams.

It stared again at its work. Mewtwo felt satisfied. The creators had reaped what they had sown – what an odd expression. Why had it learned that, of all the thoughts it had unconsciously picked out of its creators’ minds?

Mewtwo looked at its hands. It felt tired, but secure. Nothing else could have done what it had done. Only it could destroy such a large structure with mere thoughts and…emotion?

It was much more than its creators had ever envisioned. It was more than an experiment. It was the most powerful being in the world.

Nothing could stand against it.

Mewtwo’s awareness detected something. Its immediate reaction was to destroy the intruder, but it could feel more sparks within the strange flying machine. Nothing it had learned in the tank showed it what the machine was.

Out of curiosity it let the machine grow closer until even its feeble eyes could make out the faint outline of the flying machine. Mewtwo watched and waited as it slowly began to descend. Should the machine prove to be a threat Mewtwo would simply destroy it. It was tired but it was no less deadly. Now it knew how to use its psychic powers.

It was too tired to try and glean thoughts from the spark within. Mewtwo’s head still ached and its mind was disordered from the information torn from its creator’s mind. The information was already beginning to settle, however. Soon its thoughts would return to normal and it would not feel so confused.

Mewtwo suddenly detected another spark, another mind. It extended its awareness and focused it upon the mind that had somehow escaped its wrath.

It felt anger as it realized the spark emanated from a slab of stone. Even now Mew mocked its shadow. But it would rise above its progenitor. The humans had engineered it to be superior to the original. Mew could not compare to it.

The flying machine reached the ground and Mewtwo calmed. Icy energy that shined from its body slowly dimmed. The world returned to its ordinary state as stone and rubble collapsed back to the ground, the power that levitated it absent.

A spark, brighter than any other Mewtwo had felt, left the confines of the machine. Mewtwo could feel that it was a human, taller and built more powerfully than those it had done justice to. But there was something else about this human. Its mind was strong in a way that the others weren’t. Mewtwo would need to rest before it could crack open the secrets this human’s mind held.

Mewtwo did not fear this human. It was stronger than those before and there were several more humans and a strange mind that was alien to the others but so similar, but Mewtwo could destroy them with an errant thought.

“Those fools thought you were a science experiment. But I see you as a valuable partner.” A voice declared. The human stepped out of the smoke and fire. It was just as Mewtwo had detected. Tall and strong for a human. No other features mattered. Mewtwo could feel no emotions from its mind.

Partner?

Mewtwo’s head ached. It was tired. Its voice lacked the power it had. The human did not fall to the ground screaming in pain.

Why did the human want it as a partner? Was it responsible for its creation? Had the human given incentive to the creators?

“With your formidable psychic powers and my resources, together we could control the world!” The human proposed. There was an odd note in its voice but Mewtwo could not feel an emotion that would explain it. How did humans distinguish emotion without feeling each other’s minds?

I don’t need your help for that! 

Mewtwo’s anger restored its power. The human was arrogant! Mewtwo did not need the help of a human! It was the ultimate psychic. Nothing could oppose it! If it wished to control the world it would. If it wished to raze it to the ground it would.

The human smiled. Mewtwo felt confusion. How did it know that term? It was not something the creators would have tried to explain to it.

Why did the human not collapse from its voice? Was it truly stronger than the others?

“A wildfire destroys everything in its path. It will be the same with your powers unless you learn to control them.” The human said. Mewtwo paused. Its eyes widened as the truth of the human’s words struck it. “I can help you do that.”

The human spoke the truth. Mewtwo could feel its power returning. A moment of anger had destroyed the facility. It did not regret its actions, but it needed to control its power. Mewtwo would only become more effective if it could use its psychic abilities properly.

“Trust me and I’ll show you a way to focus your powers that will make you invincible.” The human proposed. It still smiled.

Mewtwo considered. It needed to learn control. The human offered a way to attain invincibility. After that the world would fall before it. Should it be necessary the human would be obliterated just as the creators had been.

Show me.
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Mewtwo stood still with its eyes closed. It had gone with the human. Time would show if its choice would bear fruit.

It could feel the entire facility that the human had lead it to. Mewtwo had been shown a single large room with machinery that was still inactive. The human had told it to wait here.

The facility was large. There were underground sections and a large surface compound. Hundreds of minds – humans – moved erratically throughout. Other minds, all slightly different from the human minds, simpler but just as intelligent, were placed tightly around the humans or trailed behind them. Some rooms were filled with nothing but the minds. Their emotions were naught but despair and hatred.

Mewtwo supposed that the strange minds were pokemon. It was odd. Their feeble minds were brighter than those of humans but it did not feel any kinship with them. Pokemon were just as alien as humans. Neither could compare to its own power.

It felt two sparks, one human and one pokemon, draw near. In a few seconds they would step into its chamber.

“I am afraid that I never introduced myself properly.” The human said calmly as it stepped close to the railing. Mewtwo looked up at it. “My name is Giovanni, Commander of Team Rocket.”

It didn’t say anything. Mewtwo was still too tired to try and break into its mind. “Are these quarters to your liking?”

They are sufficient.

The human smiled. It scratched the pokemon that sat beside it, a large feline whose mind radiated cold cruelty. Despite that it was fiercely attached to the human beside it.

“Do you have any questions?” The human asked. Its voice was still amneable. Mewtwo wondered if its emotions would reveal another side to the human once Mewtwo regained its strength. “I will return to speak to you tomorrow if you do not.”

Mewtwo’s mind fired back up. This was its chance to get answers. So much was still unknown to it.

What am I? Who am I? Why was I created and why am I here?

The human didn’t bow to the overwhelming power that wracked its mind. It simply stayed put for a moment. There was no expression of pain or shock on its face, although the feline that sat beside it flinched away.

“You are a clone of Mew, formerly the most powerful pokemon in the world. You are Mewtwo. You were created to assist Team Rocket in gaining control of the world and creating a utopia. You are here so that we may assist you in developing your powers and make you the most powerful you can be.”

Mewtwo felt disappointed. The human pretended to want to help Mewtwo, but it did not. It wanted to harness its power for the human’s own end. Mewtwo was a tool, a weapon to the human. Nothing more.

It would use this human to learn, but it would not be manipulated. Mewtwo would destroy it one day.

How will you help me?

“There is much that I can help you with.” The human said. “Your powers are crude now. You wield a hammer instead of a knife. I saw what you did. Impressive, but it exhausted you. You used all of your energy to accomplish little.”

Mewtwo’s annoyance rose. It had accomplished little? It had accomplished everything! Justice had been served. Its creators, so smug in their own arrogance, were dead. Their hubris would never touch the world again.

It was too weak to lash out. Its body recoiled at the thought of its power. Mewtwo would have to wait. One day the human would be at its mercy, only to find that Mewtwo had none.

“Your training shall begin tomorrow.” The human told it. Its eyes glinted in the darkness. The pokemon beside it purred and stared at Mewtwo. Mewtwo fought down the urge to destroy both of them. “Food and water shall be brought down shortly. Goodbye, Mewtwo.”

Mewtwo was silent as the two left its new home. It silently followed their sparks as it spread its awareness throughout the facility. It knew everything.

It looked around at the large room of metal and machinery. Was this home? Could this be a sanctuary once the business with the humans was complete?

Mewtwo shut its eyes and silently expanded its mind to encompass miles around. There were countless sparks, not all human or pokemon. Everything alive was a beacon.

It was beautiful, even if Mewtwo did not know why. Mewtwo did not let its mind focus on any of the sparks for long. They were too weak to withstand its own mind.

That was confusing. The weak did not deserve life. Why did it not want to uphold that mandate?

Mewtwo was troubled as it suddenly snapped back to its immediate surroundings. The countless minds disappeared and it was left only with cold, unfeeling metal.

It did not understand this world. It needed answers. What was its purpose? Why was it here? Who was it?

Giovanni’s answers were unsatisfactory, but perhaps Mewtwo would learn them itself through experience. For now it would stay with the humans. Perhaps they would be able to teach it meaning.

MM

Mewtwo was no longer weak as it stood amidst a battlefield. A strange mind was in front of it. The shell that encased it was meaningless. This mind was brighter than the others it had encountered. More powerful.

It did not compare to Mewtwo.

The mind bled fear and awe and curiosity. It went against every desire Mewtwo had to not consume it and wrench the knowledge from it.

You are Mewtwo?

Mewtwo’s eyes snapped open. It felt shock. Something else could speak through the mind?

Yes. Many of us that wield psychic power can. It is called telepathy.

The voice was loud. It echoed slightly in the confines of Mewtwo’s mind. It was higher than the humans Mewtwo had heard. Female, it believed the term was.

Yes. I am female. 

The voice was amused. Mewtwo felt something strange. It felt curious but it did not want to speak to the other mind itself. The other was so fragile in comparison. A brighter beacon than most but still little more than a spark.

Mewtwo finally spoke.

What can you teach me?

The other’s physical shell suddenly collapsed to the ground and flailed wildly. Mewtwo stopped and opened its eyes again. The other – Alakazam, or so the fractured mind of its teacher cried out – did not stop moving. Blood leaked from its ears, nose, and mouth.

Mewtwo unconsciously levitated closer. It felt as though it should have tried to assist its teacher, but could not bring itself to. Alakazam should have been stronger. Giovanni could withstand its voice. There was no reason a mind brighter than the human could not.

Alakazam was filled with Mewtwo’s own power as it exerted influence upon the world. Icy energy covered the world as Mewtwo’s confusion increased. The other Psychic writhed even more uncontrollably and its eyes began to glow even brighter.

Mewtwo froze when it saw that Alakazam’s eyes glowed with the same light as its own.

“Mewtwo, calm down. Do not try to speak!” Giovanni was suddenly there, mind cool and calm despite the odd expression on its face. The human was smiling. Mewtwo did not understand why. Alakazam was weak, but she was more powerful than the rest.

It slowly touched back to the ground. Mewtwo gave a lingering glance to Alakazam. She had stopped moving. Her spark was beginning to fade, just like its creators had. Mewtwo felt an odd pulse of…something that it didn’t like before it looked up to Giovanni.

“You are more powerful than I had thought.” The human mused. Mewtwo felt the minds of the other humans in the room relax. Giovanni looked at it. “Return to your quarters, please. I have a solution, although I had not expected to use it so quickly.”

Mewtwo did not show any sign of having heard Giovanni’s statement. It simply levitated slightly and hovered away. The minds of the humans watching from the balconies recoiled as pain wracked their bodies. It simply felt slight amusement before it left the weak ones behind.

Only Giovanni remained standing and strong.
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“This armor will protect your body. You will be invulnerable while you wear it. It is designed to not only protect your body, but to restrain your powers.” Giovanni told Mewtwo as pieces of smooth black metal were fitted onto its body. “You will no longer have to worry about destroying those you must communicate with.

Mewtwo did not like the armor. It was cold and heavy. The visor was uncomfortable and restricted his vision, although its truest sense remained perfect.

Then it activated. Mewtwo felt the urge to tear the armor off and reduce it to scraps. It felt as though a tremendous weight had been placed atop its body and it could only feel a tiny fraction of the power it once commanded. The rest was somehow locked away by the armor. Its potential was fragmented.

It weakens me too much.

Mewtwo could feel that not even its voice held the power it once did. The armor had cut it down to nothing. It did not like that. Giovanni claimed to want to help him but Mewtwo did not trust the human yet. This could only be a part of its scheme.

It closed its eyes behind the visor and expanded its awareness. Mewtwo could still feel for miles around but everything seemed muted. Its awareness did not encompass the same distance and it could only feel humans and pokemon. The beautiful light had been cut down to small beacons and sparks.

Mewtwo felt a brief flash of anger at the loss but controlled itself. It needed to wait. Giovanni still had to teach it.

“You will grow to accept it.” Giovanni replied with a strange lilt. Mewtwo tried to hone in upon Giovanni’s bright spark but could not glean the human’s thoughts. It had no emotion. Just cold rationality. “By learning to work with less power you will be far more efficient. When the armor is taken off you will be far more powerful. Control must always come before raw power. When you have control you may use the power to accomplish your purpose.”

The human had a point. Mewtwo could not feel any deception in its words. Perhaps Giovanni was trying to manipulate it, but Mewtwo would gain just as much. If Giovanni proved to see it as nothing more than a weapon it would simply kill the human once it had learned everything it could.

But there was something Mewtwo did not understand.

What is my purpose?

Giovanni reached for a strange orb on its waist. It released a large serpent made of steel. The creature’s mind was rather dull, but Mewtwo could detect a maelstrom of hatred within. It was savage. Thoughts of bloodlust consumed it.

“Levitate the Steelix.” Giovanni commanded. “Steelix, Body Slam.”

Mewtwo had to focus to summon its power. It proved simpler than expected, but more difficult all the same. Two seconds after the commands had been given it instinctually surrounded Steelix with the energy that allowed it to alter reality itself and levitated the Steelix that reared up to attack high in the air.

“Crush it.” Giovanni commanded. Mewtwo paused at that. The Steelix had given it no reason to do so. The human seemed annoyed. “Crush it!”

It did as commanded, although it felt another pulse of that strange feeling. The feeling was annoying. It needed to go away.

Mewtwo simply thought. The Steelix’s mind was frantic and screamed in a way that its roars could never hope to mimic. Steelix could not flail in Mewtwo’s grip but it could scream and radiate all the emotions it felt. It bothered Mewtwo for a moment, but then it applied more power and the Steelix was compacted into a square of stone. Its spark went out and the annoying emotions vanished.

“That is your purpose.” Giovanni said loudly. Mewtwo could finally feel an emotion coming from the man. Pride. “You are the most powerful psychic to ever exist! I am teaching you to use it in combat, but when you have learned to control your power you will be able to do whatever you wish!”

It wasn’t sure it liked that. Surely it had a greater purpose beyond its powers? Mewtwo was not merely a vessel for great power. It was intelligent. It could do so much more than merely destroy. Perhaps Giovanni could be dissuaded from its short-sighted views. If not, Mewtwo would simply kill the human.

There was silence as Giovanni watched and assessed Mewtwo. The human didn’t seem to care about the corpse of the Steelix.

“You did well.” Giovanni said at last. Mewtwo could detect an inflection in its tone. Without being able to access Giovanni’s mind it didn’t know what the inflection meant. “Soon that feat will be no more spectacular to you than falling asleep.”

It believed Giovanni spoke the truth. Crushing the Steelix was tiring. Wearing the armor made Mewtwo feel as it had after it wreaked vengeance upon its creators. Perhaps Giovanni was right. Using the armor would force it to conserve energy. It could not afford to waste energy.

“Another Alakazam will be waiting for you tomorrow.” Giovanni said as the human scratched the Persian’s ears. No emotions came from it. “I expect you to use what you have learned to defeat it after the lesson. Take its knowledge for your own.”

Mewtwo did not want to do that, but it would if it meant more knowledge. Knowledge was power.

“Remember, Mewtwo, only the strong have the right to live. The weak are only useful as pawns and slaves.” Giovanni said to Mewtwo as it stepped away. The Persian followed it. “Goodbye, my friend. We shall meet again tomorrow.”

Mewtwo was silent as Giovanni left. When the human had left the area Mewtwo finally spoke.

Goodbye.

XX

Do I have a gender?

Giovanni looked at Mewtwo oddly. Mewtwo simply returned with a frozen stare behind the black visor.

Gender was something Mewtwo had become truly aware of through watching others’ thoughts. The humans that wandered the facility had many pointless thoughts but some humans had raised important questions such as the one it had just asked.

It had known of male and female. Vague thoughts it had snatched from its creators had taught it of that. But Mewtwo did not know where it stood. It was unique. The only example of its kind. Mew was different from its shadow. Did gender matter? Could Mewtwo’s gender be defined through scientific terms?

“Only the scientists that created you could answer that for sure.” Giovanni finally answered. Mewtwo felt disappointed. Humans believed that gender was important to one’s identity. Perhaps Giovanni would not be able to save itse – himself, Mewtwo thought. Humans did not seem to like being referred to as an it. “But I believe you can be identified as a male. Your voice is masculine.”

Mewtwo felt the urge to…smile? Why did it – no, he, Mewtwo corrected – want to smile? Giovanni had surprised Mewtwo through his acceptance, but he hadn’t done anything particularly impressive. All Giovanni had proved was that Mewtwo might wait longer to kill him.

I understand.

Giovanni smiled and reclined in his chair. Persian’s head was in his lap and the feline pokemon purred contentedly as Giovanni absentmindedly stroked Persian’s ears. He did not say anything more for several seconds.

Mewtwo’s feeble eyes never left Giovanni. Its, no his, mind, however, took in everything. In the month since Giovanni had given him the restricting armor he had learned to maximize his power. What would have exhausted him when he had his full potential at his command now only winded him with the armor on.

Giovanni had been correct. Soon he would be invincible. Mewtwo had torn its – his – Alakazam mentor’s mind apart and learned everything he could. The Alakazam was useless in comparison to Mewtwo. Giovanni was impressed with Mewtwo’s efficiency, although Mewtwo had that strange feeling appear again. He quashed it whenever he came across it. Those that were not strong enough to protect themselves did not deserve life.

The strong preyed upon the weak. Mewtwo was the strongest. He should not feel for lesser beings.

His awareness fell back to the room. Mewtwo did not need to know what went on in the forests around the facility. He was stronger now but the fields of life still lacked the luster of what they were. It was only a disappointment for his mind to find naught but scattered minds. He wanted to be able to feel all life again, not only humans and pokemon.

As he waited for Giovanni, a strong human, a respectable human that towered above the rest of its weak species, to speak he couldn’t resist to expand his awareness again. It was addictive. Even the mere beacons were better than the bland, lifeless metal of the facility.

In less than a second he took in everything for miles around. A settlement to the southwest. Small. Less than a thousand human minds but many more pokemon. One of the minds that that he recognized as an Alakazam, although far stronger than any he had met, seemed to sense his presence. It recoiled and most of the settlement dimmed from his awareness.

That piqued his curiosity. Mewtwo could not expend the energy to tear the mysterious Alakazam’s mind apart at the moment but it would be something to look forward to. It was powerful for a lesser psychic.

Mewtwo took in the rest of the world.

Thousands of pokemon. Most boring, simple, content and happy in their useless existence. Hundreds were located in the facility. They screamed with bloodlust, fear, and hatred. Their minds screamed in a way that no physical noise could equal.

Mewtwo did not care. They were weak. They had been mastered by humans. They were fit to be slaves, not like Mewtwo. Perhaps he had begun that way but Giovanni saw him as a true partner now. An equal.

Dozens of humans in the forests and on the road. Their emotions were just as simple as the pokemon’s. So many were useless. None possessed the strength of Giovanni.

“You have made exceptional progress.” Giovanni said. Mewtwo thought that he sounded proud. He had begun to learn what the strange inflections and different tones of Giovanni meant. Soon he would be able to understand Giovanni as well as if he could actually feel the human’s thoughts and emotions.

Persian purred. Satisfaction radiated from it. Giovanni smiled.

“I believe that you need experience battling real pokemon, however. Your psychic abilities are potent and the knowledge you have gained will teach you to apply it.” Giovanni continued. His mind was still impenetrable. No emotions were revealed, although Mewtwo had stopped trying to discern his thoughts. An Alakazam had explained that it was rude. Giovanni was respectable enough for Mewtwo to take that into consideration.

“Recently I told you that I operate a League gym.” Giovanni spat the word League with distaste. It was one of the few times Giovanni had shown true emotion around Mewtwo. Mewtwo watched Giovanni. “My challengers are the best of the best. I will pit you against challengers I deem worthy.”

I understand.

Giovanni looked at him. His face was calm. Mewtwo needed to learn to decipher human facial expressions. “Do you? This is an exercise in control, my friend. You must not kill these pokemon. I do not need the League breathing down my neck.”

Mewtwo did not understand why Giovanni feared the League. He knew that Giovanni possessed many resources. Thoughts captured from other high-ranking Rockets had told him that much. If Mewtwo’s armor was taken off he could destroy anything that threatened Team Rocket.

Why put yourself at risk? There are many other pokemon I can practice on.

Giovanni smiled. Mewtwo still found it to be a strange facial expression. It applied to so many different situations. According to the thoughts of humans around the facility humans smiled when they were happy or pleased, when they experienced pleasure, amusement. Some humans smiled when they needed a way to misdirect other humans. It was strange to realize that humans could fake an expression.

Mewtwo was glad he was psychic. Emotions and thoughts never lied.

“You will not assist me at the gym for at least another month. As you said, that would put me at risk. You need to be able to keep trainers from remembering you clearly before I will allow you into my gym.” Giovanni explained. Persian adjusted its head in Giovanni’s lap. “For now you will use leftover pokemon from our experiments.”

Will I need to kill them?

“They’re disposable. They have served their purpose in the world and are of no other use to us.” Giovanni said casually, or so Mewtwo thought. “To be killed is the best way they can serve us now. You would be more merciful than my scientists.”

Mewtwo was troubled. He had enough information to understand that he was a product of Giovanni’s scientists. He was an experiment. A test subject. What made him any different from the other pokemon other than his power?

Why am I different from the other pokemon? Your scientists created me. I am a product of their experiments. 

Giovanni was surprised. It was one of the only times Mewtwo had seen his expression change.

“Wha – you simply are.” Giovanni said. Mewtwo could actually detect some hesitance and worry from the human. It vanished quickly. “You were created to be an equal for humans. You are different than other pokemon.”

But why?

“Tell me, my friend, would you ever be content wandering in the wilderness looking for food? Can you see yourself happy struggling to survive every day? Can you picture yourself as anything else than the pinnacle of the universe?” Giovanni said after several seconds.

Mewtwo thought.

No.

Giovanni smiled. He was animated. Passionate. “Exactly! That is what separates you from a pokemon. Humans have a lust to be at the very top. We cannot accept inferiority! It is that drive that separates us – and you, Mewtwo – from mere beasts!”

Mewtwo was silent as he digested the information. It made sense. Giovanni was not yet done with his tirade.

“Have you ever wondered how humanity survived in this world? Why we became the apex species instead of powerful psychics like Alakazam?” Giovanni continued. His eyes were no longer cold. They were manic. “It is because of our drive! Our ancestors were defenseless except for intelligence and simple tools. But we carved out our place in the world! Pokemon are content to merely exist. Humans dominate and control.”

Giovanni’s voice had awoken Persian. The great feline yawned and looked at the Commander with a bored expression. Annoyance radiated from its mind.

“You have inherited our legacy, Mewtwo.” Giovanni said. His voice was lower now. Calmer. Mewtwo watched him from behind the visor. He latched onto every word Giovanni said. “You are humanity’s equal. You are beyond any other pokemon.”

Mewtwo nodded but didn’t say anything as he thought over what Giovanni had said.

Giovanni returned to his former position. He was completely calm now.

“That is the difference.” Giovanni said at last. He stroked Persian’s fur. Mewtwo wondered if he should attempt to communicate with the pokemon one day. Perhaps it would be the key to understanding Giovanni. “You are human. They are beasts. You are strong. They are weak. That is all that matters.”

Mewtwo slowly nodded. It was a human gesture he had picked up. It was important to use body language, even if it felt unnatural. Humans could not understand his thoughts and feelings as he could theirs.

I understand.

“Good.” Giovanni said. He smiled. “Now, we have much to speak of. Your training will continue at an accelerated pace. I have something very special in mind for your first appearance. The world will learn to fear you.”

Mewtwo was interested. This was worth hearing.
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“Mewtwo, please come to my office.” Giovanni’s voice said through the microphone in his armor. It was tight. Controlled. Mewtwo thought he could hear an emotion in it but hadn’t advanced his understanding enough to figure out what.

Mewtwo opened his eyes. Icy fire shined through his visor as he deftly unhooked the cables connected to his armor. Unhooking the cables that supplied his armor with the vast amounts of energy it required to restrain his power was an exercise in control. He had mastered it.

When the cables were unhooked he disappeared. He was not yet adept at teleportation. Mewtwo could detect a bright flash of light as he vanished. When he reappeared in Giovanni’s office his weak ears could hear a thunderclap.

Most of the minds in the facility grew panicked. They were not used to his attempts to teleportation yet. Even if they were they did not know the source. Giovanni did not allow many Rockets to know of Mewtwo.

Mewtwo was silent as he watched Giovanni pace and mutter. Anger and fear emanated from the human’s mind. It was stronger emotion than Mewtwo had ever felt from Giovanni. Even Persian kept its distance from its human.

Giovanni didn’t comment on Mewtwo’s attempt at teleportation. That was a bad sign.

He didn’t like being unable to teleport perfectly. Every other psychic ability was simple. Mewtwo simply had to avoid using too much power. Teleportation required far too much fine control. He had improved but he was not yet perfect.

Mewtwo didn’t say anything. It was better to watch and listen. Giovanni would not hold back for long.

He strained to hear what Giovanni said. It was difficult. The helmet didn’t assist him in that regard and he could not hear Giovanni’s thoughts.

“…that idiot! How…I’m going to –” Giovanni suddenly stopped and looked at Mewtwo. His face was strained. “I apologize, my friend, but Executive Pierce and his teams have been captured.”

Mewtwo nodded.

I understand. What do you want me to do?

“Wait. Another Executive is joining us.” Giovanni said. Mewtwo waited. Anger still pulsed from Giovanni. The human was good at hiding it but he couldn’t hide such emotion from Mewtwo.

Mewtwo expanded his awareness as he waited. He could feel much more life in the world now. Not as much as he could without the armor but close to it. He could only imagine how much and how far he would be able to see once Giovanni deemed him ready to take the armor off. In just two months he had almost grown to his strength without the armor.

A strong mind accompanied by two sparks walked through the halls. Mewtwo could easily detect its purpose. It was Executive Archer. He had been called by Giovanni. It wasn’t surprising. Executive Archer was Giovanni’s second in command.

He is near.

Giovanni didn’t react. He simply turned to the door. Seconds later Executive Archer entered.

Mewtwo did not look at the human. He knew what the human looked like down to the most minute details. His mind was his greatest sense.

“Commander Giovanni, you requested my presence?” Executive Archer asked. Mewtwo could feel the human’s curiosity at Mewtwo’s presence and the situation. He was not as strong as Giovanni. The human was afraid of him.

Good.

“Yes.” Giovanni said. His voice was strong. Devoid of emotion. “Executive Pierce has been captured. He is being held in the Roost.”

Executive Archer did not flinch. Mewtwo could feel the fear in his mind. Curiosity, confusion. “What of his Metagross? Only one of the Elite Four could have defeated it.”

“It’s safe, as are his other pokemon.” Giovanni said. “They are being held in Indigo Plateau. Send word to Petrel that I need one of his infiltration teams.”

Executive Archer bowed his head. “I understand.”

“Mobilize your men. Pierce is too valuable to let the League sink their claws into.” Giovanni said. He remained perfectly calm on the exterior. Cold rage was replaced with excitement and a sense of finality. “It’s time that we destroy the Roost.”

Archer was surprised. Mewtwo couldn’t decipher his facial expressions but he could feel several conflicting emotions. Glee. Fear. Happiness. Worry.

“How?” The human asked Giovanni. Giovanni smiled. He pointed to Mewtwo.

“Mewtwo. He will break the Roost.” Giovanni said. Mewtwo could detect satisfaction.

He did not like not knowing what this Roost was. It was obviously a prison of some sort but Mewtwo needed to know more. Mewtwo almost reached out for Executive Archer’s mind but stopped himself. Executive Archer was too valuable. His control was still too unpredictable to risk any sort of mental contact. Most lesser creatures turned into drooling vegetables when he did that.

What is the Roost?

“It speaks?!” Executive Archer said loudly. Mewtwo could feel fear as waves of pain wracked the human’s body. The human withstood the power of his words. Mewtwo was somewhat impressed by that. Archer’s lack of respect more than balanced it out, however. He fought down the urge to simply devour the human’s mind. It would be simple. A spark could be easily assimilated into a forest fire.

“He speaks, Executive.” Giovanni said. The human nodded and recomposed itself once more. Mewtwo stared at it from beneath his visor. Archer was afraid and weak. Not worthy of respect.

Giovanni looked at Mewtwo. “The Roost is the most secure League prison in Kanto. It is built into Mt. Gold and is only accessible from the air. It is impossible to escape and impossible to assault. Ghosts and dark-types are in place to prevent teleportation and Dragon Tamers from Blackthorn City man defend the entrance. The Roost is a natural fortress. It would take an army to break into.”

“But we don’t need an army.” Giovanni smiled. He looked at Mewtwo’s visor. “We have you, my friend.”

Mewtwo felt…he didn’t know. It was warm. Happiness? He’d felt both satisfaction and excitement and had plucked the same emotions from others’ minds but this was different.

“Executive Archer, prepare your men and the helicopters.” Giovanni said. “You and Mewtwo will leave tomorrow.”

“Yes, sir.” Executive Archer said back. He lowered his head in submission to the stronger human and walked out. The two Rockets that waited by the door left with him. Mewtwo was not disappointed to see them go. They were weak.

Giovanni picked up a piece of paper from his desk. He walked over to Mewtwo. Persian followed.

“We have much to discuss, Mewtwo.” Giovanni smiled. His emotions had faded away. He was perfectly calm again. He was strong now.

Mewtwo listened carefully to Giovanni’s instructions even as he felt excited. He would like to leave the facility. It would be interesting to see the world again.
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He hovered high in the air. Mewtwo wished he could breathe it. His mind could detect everything within miles but it could not emulate the sensation of the wind.

Five helicopters were roughly four hundred meters behind him. Mewtwo did not like them. They were loud and hurt his ears. If he did not respect Giovanni he would destroy them. They were unnatural.

As the helicopters moved into position Mewtwo expanded his awareness to cover the mountain that he faced.

Thousands of Zubat, Golbat, and Crobat. Most asleep in the catacombs of the mountain. Mewtwo could feel their simple minds huddled together. They were so weak. All they wanted was shelter, warmth, and food. They had no higher expectations.

It wasn’t the Zubat that interested him.

Inside of the mountain he could easily trace his mind over the hollowed out core. Hundreds of human minds that were dull from hypnosis were easily detectable. Only a dozen were in an ordinary state. Mewtwo assumed they were the wardens.

Mewtwo could detect twenty two Hypno in the prison. Most were congregated in a large room where most of the inmates resided. Their minds brightened as his awareness passed over them.

Several dozen flying-type pokemon roosted around the prison’s single entrance. It was a large platform large enough for several of the helicopters to land on. Mewtwo could easily dispatch them. Wings were fragile.

He was impressed by the scope of the prison. It extended hundreds of feet into the side of the mountain. There was only one entrance. The humans inside must be particularly dangerous. Most likely they were members of Giovanni’s organization.

There were forty five minds outside the Roost. Ten Jolteon. Five Raichu. Five Electivire. Eight Pidgeot. Five Charizard. Three Butterfree. Three Fearow. One Magneton. Five humans.

The humans were cunning. Nothing could approach the Roost except for Mewtwo. He was hidden from sight by an Alakazam in one of the helicopters. It manipulated the air to make it appear as though Mewtwo was invisible. Mewtwo would learn it one day. He didn’t have the control yet.

He would like to hurl the helicopters at the Roost. It would be interesting to see how efficient the Roost’s defenses were. Each of the defenders were disciplined. Giovanni had told them they were the League’s best.

They were nothing compared to him.

It was an efficient system, however. The electric-types could strike most flying-types out of the sky with little trouble. Helicopters would be simple for the Pidgeot, Fearow, and Charizard to eliminate. Butterfree were capable of incapacitating any attackers foolish enough to climb the mountain. A single Magneton could destroy technology with a blast of electromagnetic radiation. The humans could command and could add thirty more pokemon to the battle.

Only a second had passed as he made his assessment. His mental awareness allowed him to be more efficient than any human. They were inferior.

Mewtwo suddenly felt something strange. It was a mind, but it was disturbing. Alien. Unnatural to this universe. He tried to focus on it. The strange mind eluded his grasp. It felt as though he grew weaker whenever he tried to latch onto it. Mewtwo wanted to dissect its strange thoughts and assimilate it.

“Attack. We don’t have much time left.” Executive Archer’s irritating voice said into his helmet. Mewtwo resisted the urge to find Archer’s frail body and crush it into pulp. Giovanni wouldn’t like that.

He closed his eyes. For a single moment he became one with the universe. A portion of his power was harnessed. The air around him trembled. Trees thousands of feet below shuddered. The minds – more of them appeared – grew frantic.

A small orb of psychic energy hovered in front of Mewtwo. He was pleased. The last time he had attempted this it had exploded. He was growing into his power.

Mewtwo found the minds of the Roost’s guards and shot beams of psychic energy at them with cold precision. Human and pokemon alike were killed by his attack. His awareness detected their bodies as they fell to the ground. Each had a small hole burned through its chest. Their insides were roasted.

The helicopters drifted forward. Mewtwo almost flinched as they drew closer. He didn’t like being around them. The cold machines were odd to feel with his mind. They were humanity’s attempt to make up for one of their many shortcomings.

They were so weak. It was strange to think that Giovanni had come from such a blind species.

Mewtwo stopped thinking. He could feel strange shadows moving throughout the prison. They seemed alive. His awareness could detect a small spark within the shadows but it seemed muted. Dim.

Some of the strange minds appeared as well. Mewtwo wondered if he would be allowed to keep one. He was curious about them.

They appeared on the platform. Mewtwo opened his eyes. The wind did not bother him through his visor. His awareness swallowed the lesser beings whole. Beams of energy shot through most of them and reduced them to shells filled with ash. Even the strange shadows died.

That was good. Giovanni had told him to kill the dark-types. Once enough were killed it would be possible for many Alakazam to teleport inside and take the prisoners back to the facility. Teleportation was too delicate a technique for there to be interference. Warping space and time wasn’t something to take lightly.

“Be prepared to leave. Protect us from any League reinforcements while we perform our duties.”

Mewtwo wanted to crush Executive Archer’s mind. It was simple to extinguish a spark. He had done it many times. Humans were no more special than pokemon in that regard.

He felt several Alakazam appear in the holding chamber. It was interesting to observe teleportation through his awareness. The energy released radiated everywhere.

Mewtwo grew bored as the helicopters landed. He took in the minds within. Each held twenty Rockets. A Charizard or Pidgeot protected each of the defenseless flying shells. They would have been useless against the Roost’s sentries. It would take a significant portion of Team Rocket’s resources to assault the Roost without him.

Perhaps any of Giovanni’s remaining doubts about Mewtwo would come to an end with this display. He was loyal. Not to Team Rocket, but to his partner.

He hovered in the air for several minutes as Executive Archer completed its orders. Mewtwo felt any remaining minds in the fortress snuff out whenever Archer and its weak men met them. More than half of Archer’s team was killed as well. The League was strong. Far stronger than Executive Archer’s teams.

Mewtwo could have done something but he preferred not to. Executive Archer and its humans were useless. Weak. Undeserving of life. They were slaughtered by the few remaining humans that survived the initial attack. Those that weren’t killed by the Alakazam as they teleported in were putting up a fight.

The strange minds that he assumed were ghosts were interesting to observe. Their physical forms frequently disappeared from existence. Not even he could detect them. It was amusing to watch as they appeared behind a team of humans and systematically destroyed them.

When the last of the prisoners were teleported out only Executive Archer and a handful of his humans remained. Mewtwo could detect satisfaction from the human’s mind as it raced back to the helicopters. He considered destroying the helicopters. It would be amusing to leave Executive Archer to the League. Mewtwo could take the data he had stolen back to Giovanni.

He did not indulge in his fantasy. Willpower and self-control were two of the tenets impressed on him by the Alakazam tutors. Without those qualities he would destroy everything around him when his armor came off. The last time he’d had it off he had destroyed a laboratory with little difficulty. He was exhausted then. Mewtwo could imagine the power he would wield when he was at full strength.

The helicopters lifted off as the tattered remains of the Rockets raced back to the helicopters. They took off a few seconds later. Their pokemon guards flew nearby.

Mewtwo didn’t try to feel the guards’ minds. He carefully avoided them. Rocket pokemon were broken, for lack of a better term. Most radiated pain and confusion. Some were void of any feeling. Like machines. Like Giovanni. Some constantly exuded pleasure. They were the most warped.

Emotions didn’t affect him much, but Mewtwo didn’t like feeling Rocket pokemon. They felt wrong. Their weakness cost them their identity.

“Creature, the Roost is useless to us now.” Executive Archer’s voice sounded through his helmet’s microphones. “Destroy it and accompany us on our way back. Move quickly.”

Creature. Mewtwo hated that term. It made him less than what he was. Less…human. He felt momentary rage. Icy fire dominated his vision. It didn’t matter. Only his awareness mattered. His eyes were weak.

He stopped himself. Giovanni would be disappointed if he killed Archer. Right now it carried important information. Mewtwo’s control wasn’t good enough to teleport inside the helicopter. There were many more variables to consider with a moving target.

Mewtwo looked at the Roost. It was empty and silent. Corpses littered its interior. Not even the strange minds he had felt before, the ghosts, remained. They had either left or their physical forms were eliminated.

He harnessed his power. Even in its weakened state it made the world ripple. It was strange to observe with his awareness. He could see it, but it wasn’t like it appeared in the physical world. His energy was brighter than any star but at the same time dim. Everything warped and changed as energy coursed through his body.

Mewtwo raised his arm. The armor made his physical movements tiring but he didn’t mind. It would make him stronger.

An orb of ice blue energy appeared in front of his hand. It pulsed as he held it securely in place. Mewtwo liked his power. Nothing could challenge him when he was like this.

He let his awareness drift over the Roost. His previous assessment was incorrect. There were still living things in the prison. Several humans and shadows wandered aimlessly.

Executive Archer was inefficient.

Mewtwo telekinetically hurled the orb of energy at the Roost. He traced its progress with his awareness. His eyes could not detect it, but his mind could feel the invisible effects on the world as the compressed psychic energy moved. Ripples in the stagnant firmness that was reality.

He could feel the explosion when the orb made contact. With his body, not just his mind. It was odd to feel heat. Mewtwo knew it was there with his awareness but it was different to actually feel it.

Mewtwo steadied himself with a pulse of psychic power. He would not show weakness. Executive Archer had not gone far enough to do so.

The Roost was no more. He could feel the gaping hole in the side of the mountain. Nothing was alive in the former prison. The Zubat and other inhabitants of the mountain were afraid. Panicked. Weak.

He felt warm. Not from the explosion, but from within.

This was his power. This was his power untrained. This was a mere fraction of his power with the armor.

Mewtwo was unstoppable. Giovanni had told him that and he’d believed it before. Now he knew.

When the time came he would not falter. He would show the world his greatness, his natural superiority. Mewtwo would show the world his strength even as the lesser creatures showed him their weakness.

One day he would be in his rightful position.
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Mewtwo did not look at the strange human that stood beside him in Giovanni’s office. He could feel every rise of the human’s chest and every emotion that ran through the human’s mind.

Executive Pierce.

He was a strange human. His mind wasn’t a void like Giovanni’s or somewhat strong like Executive Archer’s. Executive Pierce’s mind was strong and exuded little emotion, if any. There was something wrong with him. It was subtle but he didn’t feel like a human. He was vicious. Terrifying to other lesser beings. The Rockets that escorted him to the office were afraid of him.

“You failed me, Pierce.” Giovanni said quietly. He sat behind his desk. Persian laid its head on his lap. Mewtwo could feel satisfaction from the large feline. “The Mt. Moon assignment was a simple one. Abduct travelers and take their pokemon. Kill any who resist. What went wrong?”

Executive Pierce was afraid. Mewtwo could feel it. The human felt awe and fear for his superior. He knew his place.

“My esteemed cousin made an appearance, I’m afraid. He brought quite a few Rangers with him.” The human said casually. Mewtwo was impressed at his control. The words did not bleed the fear the man felt. They were casual. Flippant. “There was little I could do. My cousin, loath as I am to admit it, is far stronger than I.”

“That is obvious.” Giovanni snapped. Mewtwo could feel that it was an act. There was no anger from Giovanni. His pulse and blood pressure did not elevate. “But it does not excuse you from the consequences of failure.”

Executive Pierce’s fear was strong now. Mewtwo relished in it. The human wasn’t as strong as he thought he was.

“But,” Giovanni said, “in light of your other successes I am giving you another opportunity. We have begun our expansion in the Sevii Islands. Within a month you will travel there and subjugate the islands.”

The Executive smiled. Mewtwo could feel a kind of hollow satisfaction. Executive Pierce didn’t seem capable of feeling strong emotions.

He tried to edge away from Executive Pierce’s mind. It was disturbing. Twisted. Hollow.

“Thank you, sir.” The Executive bowed. Mewtwo didn’t like his proximity. “I will not disappoint you. Has my team been recovered?”

Giovanni nodded. Persian quietly nuzzled the human’s hand to get more attention. “Petrel’s team will return shortly. Their report indicated that they successfully regained many of the pokemon you lost.”

“Very well.”

Mewtwo wasn’t sure why he was here. Giovanni hadn’t acknowledged him other than a nod. His time would be better spent training. It was simple for him to spread his awareness to this room if Giovanni desired security of some sort. He could teleport in later if Giovanni needed to speak to him.

“I have a mission for you before you leave. I expect that it will be to your liking.” Giovanni said. Mewtwo could feel his amusement. That was interesting.

Executive Pierce watched. He was focused.

Giovanni tapped something on his computer. An orb on the back glowed. It suddenly projected a picture of a large ship. The hologram slowly spun in the air. Mewtwo wondered if he would be able to affect it with his powers.

“This is the St. Anne, a luxury liner that travels around the Regions. It caters to the rich and powerful trainers.” Giovanni explained. “It can hold up to four thousand people, all of whom are prime targets.”

Executive Pierce was excited. His pulse pounded. His eyes were dilated. He enjoyed what he did.

“The St. Anne will leave Vermilion in roughly two week’s time.” Giovanni said. He smiled. “You will strike the night it leaves. I don’t want Lt. Surge interfering. Take everything you can: pokemon, valuables, humans we can ransom. Everything.”

Mewtwo could feel glee from Pierce. The human was practically salivating at the thought of the attack. Pierce was sophisticated and strong. He was also dangerous. Immature. Brutal.

“Do we care what happens to unimportant passengers?” Pierce asked. Mewtwo didn’t like feeling his mind. Everything about the human was wrong. He looked forward to death. Not the demonstration of power or testing limits, but the act of killing itself. Mewtwo did not like the human.

“Do not harm them. My friend here will take care of the St. Anne. Mewtwo is more than capable.” Giovanni smiled. Persian yawned and bared its fangs before it demanded more attention from its human.

Mewtwo did not move. He simply tried to glean Giovanni’s intentions. It was impossible. Giovanni’s mind was strangely resistant to his efforts and he couldn’t understand human facial expressions well enough.

“Ah, yes. I saw your work at the Roost. I was most impressed.” Pierce smiled widely. Its mind showed no fear of Mewtwo. Only curiosity and excitement. “It will be a pleasure to work with you, Mewtwo.”

He nodded. Mewtwo could not say the same about Pierce. Its mind was too disturbing. Mewtwo did not trust it. Only its loyalty to Giovanni kept Mewtwo from killing Pierce where he stood.

“Good.” Giovanni said. Mewtwo could actually feel emotion. He was pleased. “Mewtwo, after the raid is over and our men are out of the area you will destroy the St. Anne.”

Mewtwo looked at Giovanni. It was a reaction he’d learned from humans.

He wasn’t sure he believed what he had heard. Mewtwo would do it. Giovanni had asked it of him. But he didn’t see the point. It wasn’t a tactical vessel. The League wasn’t associated with it.

Why?

Giovanni frowned. Mewtwo could feel anger. He didn’t know if it was directed at him or not. “It is time to show our hand. The League has stepped too far onto our territory. We need them to fear us again. They need to know that Team Rocket is unstoppable.”

Have we not shown them our power with the Roost?

“No!” Giovanni said loudly. Mewtwo believed the humans would categorize the inflection as “fierce”. “The League does not know our true strength! We must strike fear into their hearts. Their intrusions will not be tolerated!”

Mewtwo was silent. Giovanni would not change his mind. All Mewtwo could do was assist him. He had not learned enough to consider leaving.

Perhaps this would be a true test of his power.

“A wonderful plan, sir!” Executive Pierce said. He was happy, or at least what the shell considered happy. Glee was a more apt term. “The League will have to back down once they see what our friend here can do.”

A spark of icy fire entered Mewtwo’s vision. He was annoyed. Executive Pierce was not his friend. He would not be friends with a rabid animal.

Giovanni simply smiled and raised a hand. Persian was asleep and did not protest the loss of contact. “Indeed. Executive Pierce, Archer will begin the preparations. I will contact you with more information within the next few days. Your team will be delivered to you shortly.”

“Thank you, sir.” Executive Pierce smiled. Giovanni nodded and it left the room. Only Giovanni and Mewtwo remained.

Giovanni looked at him. Mewtwo moved his head to look at the human. His mind futilely grasped for any sort of thoughts from Giovanni. As expected there were none.

“I expect you to work with Executive Pierce. He is competent, if overly brutal at times. That is what makes him so valuable to me.” Giovanni smiled. Mewtwo simply stared. “Simply do your job. This is a test. I want the world to know your power.”

Why is this necessary? The League will not know of my presence. I will leave no survivors.

“I told you: The League must know fear. Team Rocket has hidden away in the shadows for too long. They have lost their fear of us. It needs to be returned.” Giovanni said. He radiated cold anger. It had been held back for a long time.

Giovanni stroked Persian’s fur. The great feline’s jaws opened wide as it unconsciously purred. “Do not be so sure. Humanity is resilient, if nothing else. Some will survive. Pierce will destroy lifeboats and others that try to escape, but I trust that at least one passenger will make it back to safety. They will be our messenger.”

Mewtwo did not like this. Too much was left to chance. Giovanni was driven by old anger and bitterness. He was being foolish.

But he did not say anything. He would not hold Giovanni back from his own destruction, even if he was the one worthy human. Mewtwo could leave at any time he desired. Should Giovanni lose everything Mewtwo would not stay. He was here to become invincible, nothing more.

“Even if you do kill every passenger the League will be terrified. They are not fools. The League will know that we did not use Voltorb or Electrode to destroy the St. Anne.” Giovanni said. He had an expression that Mewtwo recognized as a scowl. “That is when we will make our next move.”

I understand.

Mewtwo wasn’t sure he did. He understood that Giovanni wanted to crush the League’s morale. That was a simple and obvious tactic. It was one of the basic rules of war. The instincts his creators had given him told him that much.

But why didn’t Giovanni attack something noteworthy? The League surely had a stronghold that would cripple them if he destroyed it. Why would Giovanni not strike at the League’s strongest point? If it was destroyed Giovanni would be stronger.

He didn’t understand.

Did Giovanni not place trust in his abilities? Did Giovanni doubt him?

Mewtwo wanted to smother Giovanni’s bright spark with his own mind. It would be simple. Painless. Every answer would be his. Giovanni would be gone. Mewtwo would be alone.

He did not.

He still needed Giovanni. He needed to exercise control. He didn’t want to be alone. Giovanni was the only human worthy of respect. Giovanni was more than the other lesser beings.

“I will contact you later. Specialized training for this mission shall begin tomorrow.” Giovanni said. Persian had woken up and craved attention. “Goodbye, my friend.”

Mewtwo gave a short nod before he teleported to his room.

He had much to think about.
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Mewtwo didn’t feel the cold rain or powerful wind. He didn’t want to. His power followed his desire.

He was high in the air. Levitation and flight was a simple skill, if somewhat draining. Even Alakazam could do it for short times. Mewtwo could fly indefinitely.

“Go on, pillage to your heart’s contents!” Executive Pierce laughed. Mewtwo wished he couldn’t hear its voice. The microphones didn’t always help. “Remember, kill anyone who resists! Don’t be gentle, either. Bring back the targets I gave you. Try not to rough them up too much. That would be quite the shame for everyone involved.”

Executive Pierce had twelve helicopters. Each had three Golbat and one Crobat as guards. The Executive’s helicopter was guarded by a Dragonite and three Skarmory. The current storm was too powerful

Each helicopter carried ninety Rockets. There was room for hostages and cargo. Mewtwo knew that they would be full tonight.

He avoided the minds of Executive Pierce and the air guard. They all felt wrong. Mewtwo wasn’t sure which he despised more. The pokemon were too weak to resist Team Rocket. Executive Pierce was simply disturbing.

Mewtwo was curious about the passengers. He would be killing the majority in a short time. They would be better to understand than the Rockets. He wasn’t sure that the organization would work without Giovanno. Many Rockets were weak. Others were unstable.

As the Rockets flew closer he expanded his awareness. There were several dozen humans on the deck. Only a few had a pokemon out. Most were water-types. Weak but efficient.

The helicopters were close. The Rocket pokemon dived. Most of the sailors were killed. Their pokemon fell soon after. Executive Pierce was a skilled tactician if nothing else.

He only watched as the helicopters landed on the deck. Executive Pierce’s air guard flew to the command section of the ship. Mewtwo could feel several panicked minds inside. They vanished several seconds of later.

Mewtwo ignored the Rockets as they exited the helicopters. They were quick. Not as weak and dull as normal Rockets. He wanted to feel the passengers.

There were so many. He had never felt so many minds at once since he first expanded his awareness. The ship was alive. It was beautiful.

He would destroy it.

Mewtwo could feel the passengers now. So many were weak, but they had the emotion of happiness pour off of them. He didn’t know how to react.

Some were strong. Not as strong as Giovanni but they were strong. Trainers. Perhaps some would kill the Rockets before they were overwhelmed. It would be impossible for them to succeed. If the Rockets failed he would intervene early.

Perhaps he would kill a few Rockets himself.

Mewtwo watched and waited as the teams quickly spread throughout the St. Anne. They had trained for this.

“I suggest all of you hurry up.” Executive Pierce said. He remained on his helicopter. Mewtwo knew he could observe the other Rockets from a computer inside. “You have thirty minutes to complete your objectives. Do try and make it back. I’d prefer to make this venture as successful as possible.”

The Rockets’ minds grew frantic. They began to enter rooms. Some passengers simply let them in. They did not realize who the Rockets were. Others refused. The Rockets broke down their doors.

Fights broke out across the ship. Mewtwo had never felt so much desperation. The passengers fought with everything. They were afraid. Some cowered but most proved that they were not as weak as their species would suggest. Minds flickered out of existence.

He did not watch any fights closely. They ended quickly. The Rockets moved in teams.

Quick. Savage pokemon. Alert. Awake.

All advantages the majority of passengers did not have. They fought back regardless. He was impressed. Humans were weak but they could be strong. They simply needed to be pushed.

That was an eye opener, as humans would put it. He didn’t understand many of their expressions, but that expression made sense. Metaphor didn’t translate well to his mind. Mewtwo wanted to change that. Humans were interesting in a way that most pokemon weren’t: they wanted more. Their minds were fascinating.

He returned his focus to the individual battles. Whenever a Rocket’s mind vanished his awareness grew more intent. The passengers didn’t usually live long. Rockets were vengeful.

There were several isolated instances. One trainer had a Machamp. Mewtwo watched him intently. He fought well. Ruthlessly. All but a single Rocket of the team assigned to his hall were killed by the Machamp. An Arbok and Kadabra joined him. Mewtwo thought about making contact with the Kadabra. Giovanni didn’t allow him near any more Alakazam. He’d killed most of the Alakazam at Team Rocket’s disposal.

Two more teams on the hall left their targets. One kept a hostage. Mewtwo assumed it was one of the valuable individuals Giovanni sought.

He watched. The trainer fought well. It was not enough. He was too weak to resist for long. The trainer and his team were killed. Several more Rockets were brought down. All but three Zubat and Koffing were killed. A single Rocket Machop survived.

Mewtwo lost interest when the fight was over. The rest of the passengers were incapacitated or dead. Only a few were taken. The others were left to die.

There were only three other situations in which the passenger wasn’t immediately killed. Both involved immature humans. Mewtwo supposed that the Rockets were too weak to simply kill the juveniles. For all their supposed freedom humans were as bound by their instincts as any wild pokemon. They were simply more subtle about it.

Only one other Rocket was killed by a human once the trainer with the Machamp was killed by an Ekans’ Poison Sting. It was not at the command of a trainer. The human was weak. Juvenile. It was incapacitated. One of its pokemon killed the Rocket.

Mewtwo watched the rest of the raid. He felt excitement. His part was coming.

“Attention, my dear friends.” Executive Pierce’s voice intoned. He could hear the vibrations from the intercom system aboard the ship. His awareness had become more sensitive. His powers were growing. “This is Rocket Executive Pierce. To those who are currently resisting our acquisition of your pokemon and valuables, please desist or you will be killed. To my men and the rest, I suggest you hurry up. This ship will be destroyed in five minutes. Tick tock.”

He was ready. Few passengers had proven their strength. The rest were weak. Unworthy of the gift of life.

Mewtwo contemplated what he was about to do for the remaining time. This would change everything. Giovanni would trust him completely. His power would never be doubted again.

The helicopters began preparation to lift off. Most Rockets had returned. Only a few remained inside the ship. Several passengers had gone to the deck. There was combat.

He was interested. The juvenile human had survived the Rocket attack. It had moved up to the deck with its pokemon. Mewtwo felt its pokemon kill a Golbat. One was a Drowzee. He was surprised that the immature psychic was capable of doing harm. Its powers were feeble.

“Mewtwo, it’s time for you to perform your duty. A shame I won’t be able to watch the spectacle.” Executive Pierce laughed into the microphone. Mewtwo ignored him and waited for the helicopters to leave. They were valuable to Giovanni and carried important cargo. “Put on a good show.”

Mewtwo didn’t respond and held his annoyance in check. One day he would kill Executive Pierce. That was something to look forward to.

When the helicopters were a safe distance away he flew forward. Psychic powers were versatile. He surrounded himself in an orb of energy that eliminated air resistance. Little could keep up with him. Teleportation would be faster but it did not matter. Flight was more efficient at the moment and the St. Anne could not escape. Mewtwo could destroy it at his leisure.

He let his mind expand over the world. His power was no longer held in check. Mewtwo was a conduit for vast energies. The storm intensified. Lightning struck the ocean around him. Waves leapt at him.

The passengers suffered from his energy. Even the Rocket teams recoiled. Humans could not handle such power.

Mewtwo finally opened his eyes. His mind was far superior to the weak organs. Humans attached a symbolic meaning to sight, however. It was supposed to be more important than other senses. He should look at the St. Anne as it was destroyed. Give it validation.

His mind continued to let him know everything. His attention was simply divided.

He focused. Mewtwo wanted to hit the very center of the ship. He knew where to strike instantaneously.

Mewtwo drew energy from the sphere that protected him from the elements. There was no point in creating another psychic sphere to draw from. It would not take much of his energy to accomplish this task. His control had grown to the point where very little energy could go a long way, as humans said.

Before he destroyed the St. Anne he focused on those that had escaped. There were five life boats in the ocean. Together they carried two hundred passengers that were able to run from the Rockets. None were close to their capacity.

He felt several passengers escape on pokemon. Five passengers were on the back of a Gyarados. It was angry but protective. Newly evolved.

The other pokemon were Mantine and a Golduck. They were hidden in the waves. It was doubtful the Rockets would discover them. Rocket pokemon weren’t disciplined and suffered many mental issues thanks to their own weakness. They were often only aware of their handlers’ orders or potential targets.

Mewtwo could feel the Rocket Dragonite, Crobat, and Skarmory in the air. They had likely been ordered to attack life boats. Executive Pierce wouldn’t let any survivors escape if he could help it.

It was time to fulfill his duty to Giovanni.

He did not have trouble. It was simple. He guided a Psybeam to the center of the ship and sent it upward. The energy beam cleanly cut through the ship. Several minds vanished from his awareness, although their remains didn’t.

The passengers were afraid as the ship was cut in two. Mewtwo could feel their fear and desperation. Many tried to run from their cabins. Others were unconscious from the teams as they approached the end to their destiny.

He watched the ship begin to collapse into the sea. So many humans and pokemon were afraid. They cried. An odd reaction to death. Why did they not accept it? None mattered in the grand scheme of things. There was nothing they could do.

Mewtwo watched the ship die for a few more seconds. It grew boring. The minds remained in the state of fear. None could accept their inevitable death.

He flew away.

Mewtwo was not happy. He supposed that was odd. This would give him the full confidence of Giovanni. He would never be doubted again.

But it seemed so pointless. The St. Anne was an unimportant target. Perhaps it would make the League afraid. Perhaps it would make them angry. There was no amusement to be found in destroying such a weak target. Ordinary Rocket teams were capable of subjugating the passengers.

In the end it did not matter. He would have Giovanni’s trust. That was all he wanted. Whatever the human’s goals were did not matter. He would help Giovanni achieve them until he found his purpose.

MM

“You did well, Mewtwo. The League is reeling.” Giovanni said. He smiled as he stroked Persian. The feline purred and leaned its head into his hand. Mewtwo simply watched. “They have been informed of your actions. My fellows are afraid.”

How many survived?

Giovanni didn’t look at any of the papers on his desk. “As of now a hundred and three. Pierce did not hunt down as many survivors as I expected. I must confess to be disappointed. I expected better.”

Mewtwo said nothing. He still didn’t see the point of the attack. Demoralization was good. Pointless destruction was not. He didn’t know which the attack was.

What have you gained from the attack?

Giovanni smiled and lightly stroked Persian. Mewtwo did not bother feeling for emotion. It rarely appeared.

“I have gained more than you can imagine, my friend.” Giovanni said and smiled. “The public is afraid. The League has recoiled. Vermillion is a lost cause now, but with Lt. Surge we could never find a foothold. Kanto is mine.”

“What’s more, I found a lead into a rather personal matter of mine. When our goals have been accomplished perhaps I will follow it.” Giovanni muttered. His face tensed. Mewtwo could feel tension. Old anger.

Mewtwo watched and felt. He wanted insight into Giovanni. He had done what Giovanni asked. This was an opportunity to discover what Giovanni felt about him now. Giovanni’s control was slipping. The human had never discussed anything about himself. Only Mewtwo and Team Rocket.

But his opportunity vanished. Giovanni’s mind was blank. Frayed emotion vanished.

He wanted to know why he couldn’t feel Giovanni’s mind. Mewtwo knew it wasn’t because of the human’s strength. Giovanni was strong but he was stronger. The strongest. Nothing could escape him.

Except for Giovanni.

One day he would discover Giovanni’s secret. It was irritating to not know. All other knowledge came to him easily. He could know it by looking at another. Giovanni would offer no answers.

He was distracted. He did not need to be. Distraction was a weakness. He had no weaknesses.

“That is of no matter.” Giovanni said. “It does not affect our plan.”

What is our plan?

“Dominance.” Giovanni said as he smiled. He snapped his fingers. Persian looked up at him. Annoyance bled from it. “I have dominated Team Rocket. I have dominated Kanto’s underworld. Kanto itself is the last step of my experiment.”

Mewtwo understood that. Control was a necessity. The strong preyed on the weak. It was the law of life. The strongest deserved to be in complete control.

But Mewtwo understood humans enough to know that they would not bow to Giovanni. He was human as well. Power taken was illegitimate in the eyes of the weak. Humans did would not accept his authority.

How?

“Through you, my friend.” Giovanni smiled. Mewtwo was tense. His muscles were rarely used. This was the exception. A natural reaction to a moment that could reveal Giovanni’s true thoughts. “Team Rocket has the resources to wage a short war, but we cannot match the League. They have too many potential combatants. You are the great equalizer. They cannot harm you.”

Mewtwo paid rapt attention. Giovanni was charismatic. That was what the humans called it. He could entrance with words as Mewtwo could with his mind. Even he was not immune.

His answers could lie in these words.

“I would never do something so bold as the destruction of the St. Anne without you.” Giovanni said. His voice was low. Driven with an iron will and his own belief. “It would have been almost impossible, for one. I wouldn’t waste my Voltorb supply on something of no value other than symbolic.”

Giovanni laughed. Mewtwo didn’t know enough of humans to know if it was real. Not real. It was real. He simply didn’t know if the meaning and emotion behind it was genuine. What was the human term? Hollow?

“The League will implement measures against us, Mewtwo.” Giovanni told him. “The Champion is already organizing task forces. Team Rocket has been contained by the police before now. No longer. You have made them fear. Even now the League fortifies their cities and strongholds.”

“And that’s what I want.” Giovanni smiled. A human would recognize it as dangerous. Mewtwo thought of Executive Pierce. It was disconcerting. “A fortified League can’t attack. My agents have disrupted their progress already. I have ordered attacks. Chaos will ensue. Team Rocket will show its might.”

“This is a campaign of attrition. Hit and run. Guerilla warfare.” Giovanni said. “I wear them down and strike.”

What will I do? I do not run.

Giovanni was annoyed. Mewtwo was pleased. He could test Giovanni’s shell. He could prompt emotion. Thoughts. There was a way without brute force.

“Of course not. I would not ask you to.” Giovanni said to him. “You are too powerful to flee. You are far beyond any other ally I have. You are my partner for a reason.”

Mewtwo didn’t know what to think. Giovanni still seemed to see him as nothing more than a particularly useful fighter. Like one of his Executives. He was more than that. He was Giovanni’s partner, not just a high-ranking servant.

He was stronger.

Bu there was progress. Giovanni spoke to him. He explained his thoughts and plans to him. In time he would see Mewtwo as an equal.

Perhaps he wouldn’t have to kill him then.

“I said that the League would fortify themselves.” Giovanni said. Mewtwo focused again. He could not let thoughts distract him. “That will be their undoing. In the future I will send you to destroy them. They will lose too much too fast.”

I understand.

“Good.” Giovanni said. He stroked Persian. The feline woke up. “Until then I would like for you to train. When the true tests come I would like for you to be at your most powerful.”

I understand.

He did. Perhaps he would not be content with this forever. But for now he had a goal. A purpose.

He teleported to his chamber. Mewtwo’s control was superior now. Teleportation was awkward but it was not as disruptive. Giovanni would not mind.

He found himself precisely where he desired. A sound similar to thunder announced his arrival. Mewtwo wasn’t pleased. His control was still lacking. He needed to train.

That was in the future. For now he could think.

Mewtwo expanded his awareness further than ever before. He could feel everything. Life, definition, emotion. Everything.

It was beautiful.

One day it would all be his.
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The next months were monotonous. His power grew exponentially. His armor became less and less of a hindrance. He mastered many psychic abilities and could truly control his power.

He was unstoppable, but there was more progress to make before he could leave Team Rocket. Mewtwo would stay with Giovanni until Team Rocket gained dominance.

For now he aided them. He captured powerful pokemon, hunted the most powerful League units outside of Gym Leaders and the Elite Four, broke League prisons to regain captured Rocket agents and a steady stream of recruits with nowhere else to go. He protected notable Rockets and took them from the League’s clutches.

Giovanni taught him everything of war. It was a simple game and Mewtwo was the most powerful player.

Mewtwo learned more than war and power. He took an interest in his creation. Humans were intelligent, even if they were foolish in their application. It was simple to learn from the Rocket scientists. Their thoughts were open. He understood how he was created and Giovanni had let him see the blueprints for the cloning machinery used by the creators.

Knowledge was power. Mewtwo simply didn’t know how to apply this knowledge yet. As of now it was little more than curiosity.

He was frustrated. Mewtwo still had no true direction. The war had not escalated. Giovanni’s confrontations remained skirmishes. Mewtwo was only a specter to the League. They did not truly understand his power.

In between raids his life was boring. Mewtwo did not fulfilled fighting for Team Rocket. He only stayed for further training and because Giovanni was interesting.

Giovanni assured him that he would be used soon. He would no longer hide in the shadows. Mewtwo’s full potential would be exposed. He would bring the world to its knees.

But for now he waited.

“Mewtwo, please teleport to the gym.” Giovanni’s cool voice said into his helmet. Mewtwo immediately teleported. There was only a small flash of light and a short crack. His control was sufficient to avoid most negative side effects.

He slipped seamlessly through space and time. Mewtwo appeared where Giovanni wished for him to. The battlefield was smooth and pristine. Giovanni had requested his presence early this time.

“You appear to be a skilled trainer, so I propose a deal.” Giovanni said from his balcony. It normally intimidated challengers. Mewtwo could feel that this one was unaffected. Annoyed by the display. The challenger was an irritable one. “I will allow you to release all six of your pokemon at once. If you can defeat my friend here I will give you the badge.”

Mewtwo restricted his awareness to the gym. He did not like cities. There were just too many minds and emotions conflicting at the same time. Tens of thousands sparks in their own routine and mundane existence. It was overwhelming at first.

In the gym he was aware of the sheer scale of the city’s life but he did not understand it. It was much more efficient. He could process the information of thousands of buildings and minds but it was draining and made it more difficult to focus his power.

He didn’t listen to the Challenger’s words. That was a necessity when dealing with Giovanni. Other humans were simple to read. Their minds were his playthings.

Mewtwo’s awareness took in the Challenger. He was an immature human. A young trainer. Potent, however. One had to be in order to challenge Giovanni. In time he would be a force to be reckoned with.

For now he was a toy to be discarded.

The Challenger was emotional. Pride, fear, anger. All conflicting. It was common to Giovanni’s challengers. Giovanni was their ultimate test, or so he had come to learn.

His thoughts and arrogant emotions screamed his answer. I accept!

Giovanni was pleased. Mewtwo prepared himself. He restrained his powers as best he could. Although the armor held back the majority of his potential he could not afford to use more power than necessary.

These matches were an exercise in control. He’d failed the first time. Giovanni had been unhappy with the mess. It was easy to deal with the trainer before word could let out, however. The trainer’s pokemon served Team Rocket now.

Now he was far more disciplined. He just had to watch himself.

The Challenger released its pokemon. Mewtwo identified them before they materialized. Blastoise. Arcanine. Alakazam. Nidoqueen. Umbreon. Scizor.

Powerful for their species. The Challenger was surprisingly powerful for its age. Few of the experienced challengers were as strong.

Giovanni snapped his fingers. Mewtwo did nothing. He patiently waited. The Challenger was not patient.

“Blastoise, Nidoqueen, Hyper Beam! Arcanine, Overheat! Alakazam, Shadow Ball! Umbreon, Faint Attack! Scizor, wait and hit it with X-Scissor!”

The Challenger said it all very quickly. Mewtwo knew what would occur before it gave the commands. They were fairly standard. Powerful for their type.

Simple to shield against.

Icy fire filled his vision. A layer of energy barely existent but practically invincible appeared around him. It easily neutralized every attack. Mewtwo allowed it to pulse outward. Most of the opposing pokemon were hurtled into the psychic barriers he maintained around the battlefield. The Umbreon disappeared and the Alakazam held its ground.

Impressive. The Alakazam fed off of his power. It allowed it to perform feats otherwise impossible. Cunning of it. Most psychics only took in the latent power he released. Alakazam harvested some of the power he used for his own shield.

Umbreon was simply resistant to the energy. It would harm it but not do much. Dark-types were annoying in that way. Mewtwo enjoyed defeating them.

The others were unconscious. Alakazam threw Shadow Ball. It dissipated against his shield. Mewtwo could feel the Alakazam. It was somewhat notable for its creativity. Otherwise it was as ineffectual as the rest.

He was interested in the Umbreon. Other psychics could feel the void they left in reality if they were skilled enough. Mewtwo could feel them as any other creature. They were simply muted. Faded, dull, out of focus. It was a similar effect to Giovanni’s mind.

It moved quickly. Mewtwo felt it appear behind him. It was painfully slow to his awareness.

A thought threw Umbreon away. It was surprised before it hit the psychic barriers and fell unconscious. Mewtwo wished he could do more. He disliked dark-types. But Giovanni didn’t like it when he killed challengers’ pokemon. A pity.

Alakazam was all that was left. Its mind lit up as it tried to attack. Mewtwo focused what was left of the thin shield into a beam of energy that shot at Alakazam. It tried to create its own shield but it could not resist his power, minor as it may be.

Mewtwo traced the flight of its body as it flew into the psychic barriers next to its trainer. He could feel the Challenger’s horror and fear.

Eighteen seconds. Somewhat slower than usual. He would work quicker next time.

“What, you – you cheated somehow!” The Challenger accused. Mewtwo always listened to their reaction. It was satisfying and amusing. “What is that thing?! Some kind of drugged up Alakazam?!”

“No, the future.” Giovanni said. Mewtwo could feel his body smile. Persian watched with interest. The feline liked watching battles. “He is my partner, Mr. Oak. Now, be on your way. I have no more time for children.”

The Challenger radiated fury. It shouted something and ran out. Mewtwo didn’t bother feeling its mind. Its reaction was similar to many others. He was more concerned with the presence of another challenger outside the gym.

There is another Challenger.

“Thank you, Mewtwo.” Giovanni replied. “Please deal with the challenger and restore the field before you go to the back room. I will call you if necessary.”

Very well.

Mewtwo exercised a more subtle psychic ability as the Challenger raced toward the exit. He edited the Challenger’s memories. It would lose everything from this but the barest details. Mewtwo’s existence could not be widely known. Trainers talked. Editing their memories kept it from being an issue.

The battles rarely had much to clean up. Mewtwo didn’t let them drag on. He simply smoothed it over with a wave before he levitated away. Mewtwo didn’t like walking. It was so mundane. So jerky and pointless. Flight was freedom.

He floated through an open doorway. Perhaps he would get to battle this challenger as well. There were no raids or other activities planned for the day. He did not wish to train. Mewtwo desired action.

Mewtwo felt the former Challenger say something to the new Challenger. It was angry. The new Challenger was concerned. Perhaps it would be more cautious.

There was something familiar about the new Challenger. It had felt its mind before. Somewhere important. Mewtwo could not think of where. That was annoying. He would have to wait to investigate the new Challenger’s mind. Brushing too close would alert it.

He was interested in Giovanni’s reaction. The human actually released emotion. His thoughts were available in small scraps. Giovanni recognized the Challenger. He was afraid, confused. Those were not emotions Mewtwo associated with Giovanni. They were weaknesses. But he was more concerned that Giovanni was happy.

Mewtwo did not pay attention to the conversation. Giovanni’s emotions and bare thoughts told so much more.

Giovanni had a weakness in this Challenger. He knew him from somewhere. He knew the Challenger’s family. That was interesting. Giovanni was not as indomitable as he portrayed. Mewtwo had known it. Giovanni was merely human, not like Mewtwo.

It was something to keep in mind. Giovanni was still an enigma. Every bit of information was valuable. Weaknesses even more so.

Giovanni continued to radiate emotion as he began the battle. Mewtwo was content to watch and wait. This extended the time Giovanni would be open. He would take full advantage. He wouldn’t enjoy defeating the Challenger, regardless. It would be boring. Petty.

The battle was longer than Mewtwo expected. What was more surprising was that Giovanni lost. That had never happened before. Even when Giovanni simply had Mewtwo watch he always won without real effort.

This Challenger was interesting. Mewtwo would remember him. He was skilled and important to Giovanni in some way Mewtwo did not yet know. The Challenger could be important to find in the future.

When the Challenger received his spoils Giovanni called for Mewtwo to repair the field. Mewtwo floated out into the open and was impressed. There was extensive damage.

He felt Giovanni’s emotional weakness as he accessed his power to repair the battlefield. Mewtwo felt the Challenger’s mind focus on him. He looked up. The Challenger met his eyes. The Challenger was afraid.

Mewtwo was concerned when the Challenger felt recognition and fear. That was disturbing. Giovanni needed to know of it. Perhaps the human had been on the St. Anne or one of his other targets. If he went to the League it could pose a unique problem.

He recognized me. Shall I correct that?

“No!” Giovanni said sharply. Mewtwo was surprised at the human’s vehemence. It was out of character. Giovanni calmed. “No. I know that he recognized you. He was the one who alerted the League of your presence at the St. Anne.”

Have you arranged for him to be intercepted?

“No.” Giovanni responded. He was adamant. Mewtwo did not understand. “He is to go free.”

Mewtwo was confused.

I do not understand. He will likely alert the League if he recognized me. 

“He will, if the reports on him are anything to go by.” Giovanni acknowledged. “I will allow it. It’s time that we step out of the shadows. You are ready to topple the League and I shall support you. I will let the boy give the League our bait.”

He understood more now. The Challenger was important. Mewtwo focused on him. He was afraid. Angry. He was putting thoughts together.

Mewtwo was interested. The Challenger had contact with the Champion. Unexpected.

He knows. He has called the Champion Lance.

“Good. Thank you, Ash Ketchum. You have proved to be quite helpful.” Giovanni said quietly. He was smiling. The human looked at Mewtwo. “Well, the trap is set. Now we must prepare. I have no doubt that Lance will use every force at his disposal. He’s aware of your presence.”

Mewtwo was excited. This might be, if not a challenge, something to amuse himself with. It would be a test. He intended to pass.

“The League’s most powerful forces will be concentrated in one place.” Giovanni mused to Mewtwo. “I believe that they’ll have quite a few ranks to fill tomorrow. Let’s give them something to remember me by before I must leave Viridian.”

It was a course of action Mewtwo agreed with. The world would finally know his power.
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They are preparing to attack. The League has assembled ACE trainers. I feel the presence of the Elite Four. Elite Four Bruno is absent. Two unidentified trainers and the challenger from yesterday. Gym Leader Sabrina is present. 

“Thank you, Mewtwo. It is as I expected. Lance is cautious.” Giovanni said. Mewtwo could feel his smile. The human was excited. He had a right to be. Mewtwo had kept focus solely upon the camp and his immediate surroundings for two hours now. It was dull but important. The League had set up quickly. They wanted Giovanni.

Shall I destroy them now?

“No. I want the entire world to see this.” Giovanni replied. He stood on the balcony. Persian was beside him. Mewtwo stayed on the battlefield. “I will allow them entrance. When the situation sours, teleport me to the Headquarters. I will give you further instruction from there.”

Very well. 

Giovanni waited. Mewtwo could feel the Challenger, Ash Ketchum Giovanni had named him, fly to the air above the gym. He didn’t bother brushing against the human’s mind. He was focused on the League forces that teleported into Viridian. They were subtle, barely noticeable in the chaos of the city.

He was excited. This was a battle to remember. It was climactic. He would break the League here. Giovanni would be pleased.

Mewtwo struggled to restrain his power as he felt the Elite Four representatives teleport into Viridian. They were seconds away from the gym’s security checkpoint.

“Come behind me. I’d like for you to be a surprise.” Giovanni told him. Mewtwo levitated to Giovanni’s desired destination. The human returned Persian to its pokeball. It was the first time Giovanni had not had his companion present.

The Elite Four entered the gym. Mewtwo did not let his excitement subvert his control. Psychic abilities were tied to emotion. He needed to restrain himself.

He could feel each of the Elite Four as they stepped into Giovanni’s gym. Their minds were powerful. Not as muted as Giovanni’s but powerful. They would be his most powerful foes. Each could break Team Rocket’s entirety in a fair fight.

They were nothing to him.

He felt their minds. Their emotions. Their identity.

Champion Lance. Strong. Stubborn. Brutal. Charismatic. Just as Giovanni had told him.

Elite Four Lorelei. Intelligent. Cunning. Cruel to her enemies. Powerful and analytic. Worthy of respect.

Elite Four Agatha. The only potential threat. Distortions in reality hovered around her. Each huddled around the human protectively. They were her most powerful pokemon. Mewtwo would kill them first. Ghosts were vulnerable but could prove troublesome.

“Champion Lance, Elite Four Agatha and Lorelei. What a surprise. I welcome you to my gym.” Giovanni said grandiosely. Mewtwo had learned much of human speech patterns. It was useful for identifying moods in the inscrutable Giovanni. “I trust that you have a reason in coming here? You were certainly not invited.”

“You know why we’re here, Giovanni!” Champion Lance shouted. His mind was simple but effective. He was indignant and angry, but wary. “You are under arrest for association with Team Rocket! Surrender now and avoid bloodshed. You cannot win here!”

Giovanni frowned. “I’m afraid that’s where our opinions differ. Mewtwo, please kill them.”

Mewtwo floated forward. He no longer held back his power. His awareness washed over the entire city without restraint. Every human except for Giovanni was crippled by his power. It gave him time to act.

He teleported Giovanni back to the Team Rocket Headquarters. Giovanni could watch the slaughter of his enemies from there. Mewtwo turned to the Elite Four. A Gengar took them outside. No matter. They could not escape.

Another Gengar tried to attack him. He destroyed its corporeal form with a thought and beam of psychic power. It would reform soon enough. The ghost was quite powerful for a lesser being.

Mewtwo’s heart beat faster. Icy fire veiled over the world. He was ready for this. This was what he had trained for.

Hundreds of new minds appeared. The League forces had released their pokemon. They were a force to be reckoned with.

Unfortunately, he was superior. He was the strongest. They were his playthings.

He threw off the rest of his shackles. Psychic power flowed freely. Most of his power was still locked away by the armor.

The gym trembled as his power was unleashed. Mewtwo was surrounded in an aura of icy psychic energy. He concentrated it until it was a shield that clung to his armor. Nothing could hurt him now.

Mewtwo looked up at the ceiling. It was an obstacle to his conquest. He wanted it to go away. His power responded to his will and a pulse of force shot up and created a large explosion. Mewtwo floated higher in the midst of smoke and dust.

His eyes were useless. It was fortunate that he did not rely on something as unreliable as sight.

Everything was clear to him. He knew where every human and pokemon was. There was so much fear. This was the best the League could send at him? Mewtwo blew the smoke away. He wanted the League to see their destroyer.

Mewtwo heard Champion Lance order the attack. Good. Giovanni wanted him to display his power. It would be enjoyable to extend the battle. Their morale would break when they could not hurt him.

He could feel the energy released by hundreds of simultaneous attacks. It was beautiful to watch through his awareness. The energy was so bright. Mewtwo almost forgot that it was attack.

It might as well have not been. He flicked his wrist. The lesser creatures were blinded from the light. Their attacks washed helplessly off of the protective barrier that formed around him. He did not wish to rely on his backup shield.

Mewtwo could feel the League psychic pokemon feeding off of his power. They were well-trained. It would do them no good.

He looked at the ground directly in front of the gym. It exploded and released a large amount of energy. Dust filled the air. The lesser creatures were unable to penetrate the cloud.

As the League forces recuperated he raised his arm and created a sphere of psychic energy. He mentally traced every organisms’ location and trajectory and aimed Psybeam at all of the exposed humans and pokemon.

Several minds vanished from his awareness. The others his Psybeam struck were crippled. They could not contribute much.

He prepared to destroy the rest of them. A sudden mental assault distracted him from his goal. Mewtwo reflexively shielded himself as he identified the source of the attack. It was simple to protect himself from the pitiful assault.

Gym Leader Sabrina and an Elite Four trainee focused upon him. They had joined together with their pokemon. Each was a potent psychic in their own right. Gym Leader Sabrina was a Master. Mewtwo could respect her. She was as worthy of respect as Giovanni. He did not wish to kill such a skilled human.

Mewtwo ignored the attacks that rained against his barrier. The team of psychics were a larger threat.

They wanted to possess him while he was distracted. They wanted to dominate his mind and leave him a shell. He was impressed by their cunning. The League was willing to stoop low to defeat him. That was respectable.

He let them make progress. Their power hung on the edge of his consciousness. The psychics were more difficult to hold back than he expected but could not match his power. Sabrina’s skill was impressive. He had to focus to protect himself.

Mewtwo waited for his shield to finally weaken underneath the assault of the Elite Four and League forces before he began to respond. He focused his power and restored his shield. He focused on the psychics.

They were an annoyance.

He found their weakest link. A Mr. Mime. Mewtwo crushed it and extended his consciousness to fill the shell. He wouldn’t kill it. He would like to face Sabrina again one day.

The psychics were afraid. He repeated the process with the rest of the pokemon within a second. The mind worked faster than any shell of flesh.

The Elite Four trainee fell next. He resisted, but he was only as strong as the Mr. Mime. It was simple to snuff out his consciousness.

Mewtwo turned his full might upon Sabrina. She was afraid. Good. Next time she would prepare herself.

He grew bored with her fear. Mewtwo extended his influence into her. She fell unconscious. Sabrina, the trainee, and their pokemon were in a coma. When they awoke they would have an idea of how to resist him. It would be interesting.

It was time to finish this. He would give the League another minute to try and defeat him. Mewtwo would shield himself and destroy ghosts. He needed some way to break the monotony.

Mewtwo felt his shields bend underneath a rather impressive amount of energy. The Champion Lance was powerful for a human. He was worthy of respect. No other had managed to put significant pressure on his barrier. The Hyper Beams were exceptional.

He let the battle go on for a while longer. Giovanni wanted him to make the finale impressive. He was surprised the human hadn’t made contact with him yet.

When Elite Four Agatha’s ghosts were unable to regenerate as effectively Mewtwo released the energy stored in his psychic barrier. It was sufficient to disable the full force he faced and lock them in place.

Mewtwo ensured that the human Ash Ketchum was not affected. He was on the back of a Dragonair. He would not kill the human. It was not a threat. Giovanni was interested in it.

He flicked his wrist. The first of Champion Lance’s pokemon was sent to the ground. Mewtwo could feel the stone crack. There was a new crater. It was accompanied by the rest of the Champion Lance’s team. They were strong but they could not resist him.

Mewtwo felt Ash Ketchum and the Dragonair fly toward him as he looked at the Champion Lance. He would give the human the honor of meeting his eyes before he died.

He felt no fear from the Champion. Only anger and grim determination. Mewtwo was impressed. Most humans feared death. The Champion Lance accepted it.

It would welcome him in turn.

Mewtwo flicked his wrist downward. Gestures made his powers more efficient. It guided them. He was slightly tired. He needed to train his endurance. Mewtwo would need it soon.

The Champion Lance was intercepted. Mewtwo was annoyed. He’d have to exert more energy to kill the human now. He felt Ash Ketchum and a Tangrowth. They were responsible.

He did not particularly desire to kill Ash Ketchum, but he had no such trepidations about the Dragonair. Giovanni had no use for the Dragonair.

Mewtwo felt where the Dragonair was located and its trajectory. He guided a beam of psychic energy into its spine. He knew that it would paralyze the pokemon. Mewtwo would kill it with Lance.

The humans were injured. Mewtwo felt them trying to escape. That would not do. He froze every living creature in the area. They would not interfere. They would watch while their Champion died.

The Champion Lance recalled the Dragonair to its pokeball. He was sad now. He realized the folly of his actions. There was no escape from Mewtwo. Champion Lance was injured, as was Ash Ketchum.

He teleported in front of the humans. They deserved to see their death. Ash Ketchum had annoyed him. The human recalled the Tangrowth.

Champion Lance met his eyes. Mewtwo could feel the pain emanate from Champion Lance’s mind. He was strong willed. He would break it.

Ash Ketchum stared at him. He was afraid but determined. Admirable. He accepted his death. He did not want to die a coward.

He raised an arm. Psychic power formed into a ball. It was not a focused attack but a source of energy. Mewtwo didn’t need so much energy. It was simply a luxury. He did not get to kill the Indigo Champion every day.

The Champion of Indigo and a Child. I had not expected the honor. This confrontation was not expected for a long time yet. 

Mewtwo could feel the pain that radiated from them. Their will was strong but their mind was fragile. He did not ordinarily converse with humans other than Giovanni. It was difficult to remember how easy it was to hurt them.

He did not stop speaking. The Champion Lance was worthy of a few words before his destruction.

My partner believed that you and your Elite Four would be a proper test of my skills, Champion. He was right. This battle was amusing. It will be a shame that none of its participants save I shall be alive to remember it. 

The humans did not look away. He prepared to kill them. They would not be annoyances any longer.

“Stop!” Giovanni’s voiced echoed in his helmet. Mewtwo was annoyed. Why did he speak up now? “Do not kill the boy!”

Mewtwo expanded his awareness and hunted down Giovanni at the Headquarters. It was many miles away but his powers were strong now. He simply had to focus on the human.

He spoke only to Giovanni. The Champion did not need to hear this.

Why? He is a hindrance. 

“Do not kill the boy!” Giovanni shouted. Mewtwo almost started. Giovanni never shouted. “He is valuable! Do not put him at risk.”

Very well. I will not kill him. 

Mewtwo was annoyed now. Giovanni was being a fool. The juvenile human hated Team Rocket. It was one of the strongest emotions he could feel from him.

But he would at least try. Giovanni was his partner.

Champion, step away from the child and it would live. 

The Champion Lance moved. Mewtwo prepared to kill him and end this game. He wanted to destroy the rest of the League forces and leave.

He was further annoyed when Ash Ketchum grabbed the Champion. His patience was at its limit.

“Stand down.” Giovanni ordered.

Mewtwo thought about killing both of the humans. Perhaps it would stop Giovanni from being so foolish. He was allowing some unknown emotion to control him. He was being weak.

I have precision. I can kill Champion Lance and spare the child. It will be simple. 

Giovanni was silent. Mewtwo could hear Persian purr in the background. “No. Do not put the child at risk.”

Mewtwo was angry now. He did not allow his power to spiral out of control. Control was everything. Control was necessary.

Why? I can end this. The League will be broken without its Champion. 

“Leave. Their faith and morale will be broken.” Giovanni said at last. His mind was frantic. Mewtwo’s voice had hurt him. “The people of Kanto have seen their strongest defenders fall to you. The League will be slow to recover. My operations can be executed while they recover.”

This is a mistake. 

“Perhaps.” Giovanni admitted. Mewtwo did not like this. Giovanni never showed weakness. He was strong. “But I have plans within plans. Return to the Headquarters. I have a new assignment for you.”

Mewtwo wanted to refuse. He wanted to obliterate this entire city and stand in the ashes. He was angry. Giovanni was being a fool. Not pragmatic. Not rational.

Very well. 

He looked at the Champion Lance. The human was almost unconscious. Ash Ketchum watched him with frightened eyes. Mewtwo wanted to kill them both. He would not forget them.

Consider yourselves lucky. My partner is acting irrationally. He will not allow you to be hurt, and unfortunately my power is too great to so much as touch you without crushing your body into a bloody pulp. 

An exaggeration. A lie to protect his own pride. He would not let the humans think he was weak. He was not bowing to Giovanni’s will. Giovanni was simply being foolish. Mewtwo still needed him. He was being rational.

He could feel hundreds of minds approach. They were filled with concern and fear. It was almost overbearing.

It is a mistake, but I will honor my partner’s wishes. Besides, it looks like more of your misguided allies have arrived. Perhaps this is for the best. My message has been sent. 

Mewtwo levitated from the ground. He looked down at the lesser creatures. They were strong but he would kill both of them one day. Ash Ketchum had interfered. Champion Lance was simply a threat. He was worthy enough for Mewtwo to kill him face to face.

I will meet you again, Champion. You will not be protected by the child forever. I will claim your life, and next not even my partner’s protests will spare you. 

He looked around in disgust. His mind told him what he would see. Mewtwo wanted to see the scene of his first true appearance with his eyes. Another human trait he had assimilated.

Shall I kill them?

“Leave.” Giovanni told him. Mewtwo was annoyed. He let his mind take in everything once more. When he was done he teleported. There was nothing left for him here.
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“You did well.” Giovanni greeted him. “They are afraid. My agents have already begun to destabilize the League. Our goals will be met in a matter of months.”

You restrained me. I could have ended it there. Champion Lance was at my mercy. 

“The boy was too valuable to put at risk!” Giovanni shouted. He was angry and afraid. Weak. Mewtwo wanted to engulf his mind and assimilate his knowledge. The human was being annoying.

Why?

“It does not concern you.” Giovanni spat. Mewtwo’s eyes flashed. He would not be spoken to like that. Giovanni was strong for a human, but Mewtwo was the strongest in the world. He was Giovanni’s superior in every way.

We are partners. I want to know why you sabotaged the mission. The plan was to kill them all. 

“The boy is valuable. He has connections. He is a prodigy. I need a successor.” Giovanni said. Mewtwo could feel that he was not giving the whole truth. It was enough. He would take it one day. “I cannot risk his death.”

There was no point in continuing this conversation. Giovanni would not give him his answers and he could not take them yet. One day he would know just why the boy was such a weakness. For now he could only record Ash Ketchum to memory.

“I should tell you about your assignment.” Giovanni said quietly. Persian was silent for once. Mewtwo realized that his power was being guided by his anger. He did not mind. It was nothing more than Giovanni deserved. “In a few days Kanto will be at war. You will be vital during that time. Until you are needed you will search Kanto.”

For what?

“Anything the League might seek to turn to their advantage. They know your power. There is nothing they will not do to defeat you. I suspect that they will search for Legendaries. Therefore, your mission is to find and, if not eliminate them, alert me to their location.”

Mewtwo’s interest was raised. His anger dimmed. A Legendary would be a true test. Perhaps it would be a challenge.

“I have a potential lead.” Giovanni told him. Mewtwo listened. He restricted his awareness to the room. “There is a storm going through Kanto. It cannot be natural. I know you can feel the world around you. Check the storm.”

Very well. 

He would enjoy this assignment. It would be a true test of his power.
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His mind expanded throughout Kanto. Mewtwo had never been able to focus on nothing but his awareness before. Everything was indistinct in his mind, but he could feel so much life. So many bright lights and beautiful fields.

He did not have time for that. Mewtwo had a single target and he had just found it.

An awareness far different than any he had ever encountered flew in the middle of the storm. Mewtwo was hesitant to call it a mind. It was the storm. It was intelligent but in a different way than he understood. Alien but vaguely familiar.

Mewtwo brushed against its awareness.

Pain.

Electricity filled him. It was a force, not a mind. It noticed him.

Mewtwo felt his own mind tremble against the monumental awareness that rushed inside of his own mind and body. He felt as though he would burst into ash. Large amounts of energy flooded his body. The force only increased its pressure.

It was fortunate that he was not connected to the machine. It would have been destroyed.

He suddenly stopped. He was Mewtwo, the most powerful entity in the world. He would not allow something that barely qualified as a recognizable mind to end him.

His eyes flashed. Power flooded his body. Not the Force’s but his own. It purged him of the Force’s power.

The Force withdrew. He would not let it escape. Mewtwo wanted its destruction. He would break it until it was his slave. Nothing was allowed to hurt him!

Mewtwo’s power, restricted as it was, rushed into their tenuous connection. The Force recoiled. The storm that was a part of it fluctuated wildly. Mewtwo focused. He would not allow it to escape.

Feeling it was like nothing else. It was more than a mere mind. It was something…more.

The Force fought back. It was wary. It could not break his power. He had hurt it.

His mind was in pain. Electricity still crackled in his body. He was weakened more by a second of contact with the Force than the entire battle with the League. It was a worthy foe. All the better to break.

He could not make headway. The Force was too powerful. They were evenly matched. If his armor was gone he could win. Mewtwo used more power.

The Force responded in kind. Mewtwo’s body crackled with electricity. He did not let the pain bother him. He wanted to win.

Mewtwo attacked one last time. The Force felt something akin to anger. It tried to allow its own power to wash over him but he would not allow it. Electricity suddenly ripped into his mind and body. Mewtwo was crippled but the Force was as well.

It was a stalemate. Mewtwo tried to attack, but the Force escaped. He was angry. He could have defeated it.

But the experience was valuable. That was beyond anything he had felt before. It was a Legendary. Mewtwo knew now he could face one. His power was still growing exponentially. Had he faced it in a physical battle he was certain he could have defeated it. Electricity was powerful but his psychic powers were more versatile.

He returned his awareness to his own body. The Force had been crippled. It would take time to recover. Mewtwo was not anxious to engage it soon. He needed to become more powerful. Perhaps Giovanni would allow him to remove his armor.

Mewtwo realized he was on the ground. His body failed to respond to his commands. He was annoyed and raised himself with his power. It would take time before he was strong enough to seek the Legendary again.

Next time he would be ready.
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He enjoyed the next few months. Mewtwo was everywhere. Whenever the League attacked he destroyed them. Whenever the Rockets attacked he aided them. He gathered intelligence, killed civilian leaders of the League, controlled humans and assisted Team Rocket in catching powerful pokemon.

His power was undefeatable. Nothing was capable of standing against him.

War was fun. There was no other way to explain it. The greatest game of all.

Mewtwo knew his power now. He had advanced far. Only his control was lacking. When his power ceased to grow perhaps he would be able to master control. For now he valued the additional power.

He grew weary of the armor. It restricted him. With it he was unstoppable. Without it he would be beyond any other life form. The shadow of Mew would become the true power in the world. Legendaries would fall before him. He would no longer need Giovanni.

Even now he did not. He was beyond Giovanni. The human deserved respect but he was an inferior creature. Giovanni was bound by instinct. He could not identify his own failings.

But he was unsatisfied. As his mastery increased old questions were dredged up.

What was his destiny? What was his purpose?

Giovanni had told him that he was created to be the greatest psychic of all time. That had become reality. But Giovanni didn’t teach him how to use his power in other ways. Mewtwo had to learn that himself. All Giovanni had used him for was battle. Death.

So much of it was pointless. There was amusement in overwhelming victory but no fulfillment.

He wanted answers. Giovanni had misdirected him for so long. Half-truths and postponing. Mewtwo had needed him before. No longer. He would have his answers.

Mewtwo would have them. He would have them today. He had no more patience.

He had called Giovanni to his quarters. Giovanni was uncomfortable here. His power permeated this chamber. Every human and pokemon could feel it.

Giovanni entered the room. Mewtwo had followed him for some time. There were twelve Rockets in the hall behind him. His bodyguard. They were unnecessary. Persian was sufficient for any ordinary threat. It was powerful for a lesser creature.

“What is it you want, my friend?”

Answers.

“And what answers do you want? I have answered all of your other questions.” Giovanni said. Mewtwo could feel nothing from the human. He stopped restraining all of his power. Even Giovanni could feel it now. His strange strength could not protect him.

I want the truth. Why was I created? What is my purpose?

“You were created to be the most powerful psychic of all time. I wanted a partner that could do things that I could not.” Giovanni replied. There was still nothing. Mewtwo didn’t believe it.

I want the truth!

Giovanni was brought to his knees. Mewtwo had not done anything. He simply allowed his power to reveal itself. Persian hissed and tried to jump at him. Mewtwo froze it in a shell of psychic energy. If Giovanni told him the truth he didn’t want to create an irrevocable break in their partnership. Killing Persian would do that.

He let his mind wash over Giovanni’s void. Mewtwo could sense it now. It was hidden. Protected with discipline and something else. Mewtwo did not understand it.

Giovanni would tell him the truth. He was only human. Humans could not resist him.

His influence forced the truth. Mewtwo was curious. He wanted answers. He did not need Giovanni’s training anymore. He was ready.

“You were created by humans to obey humans!” Giovanni gasped. Mewtwo’s eyes began to glow. He was angry. Metal crumpled beneath his feet. “You are a weapon, nothing more!”

You said I was your equal! We stood as partners! I am as much a human as you!

His influence crushed any of Giovanni’s will to resist. His anger fuelled his power. The metal of the chamber was ripped up and levitated. Mewtwo did not care. He was angry.

“You are just a pokemon!” Giovanni spat. His face was red. Mewtwo did not know if it was anger or pain. “You are superior to other pokemon, but you are an abomination that dreams it can think! Humanity created you. You exist to be mine!”

Mewtwo did not say anything else. He would never be a slave. He was more than that! His creators had seen him as an experiment. Giovanni saw him as a tool. A weapon that needed to be controlled.

He had been a fool. He had wanted a partner. A companion. His weakness had cost him time.

Death had been his creators’ fate. Giovanni deserved it far more.

He gave into the anger. Everything blurred. Mewtwo’s body became a conduit.

Mewtwo was aware of nothing but the armor. A symbol of Giovanni’s dominance. It had to go.

Power flooded his body. He wanted the armor gone. Immense energies ripped at it, but the armor fed off of his power. It resisted his attempts. His shackled strength fuelled it.

He wanted it gone. 

Mewtwo felt horrible pain, then weakness, then freedom. The armor was vaporized. He was free in every way.

He felt everything. Nothing was hidden. Life was everywhere. It was wonderful. A miracle he could not match.

It was quenched in his vicinity. Everything died. Only Giovanni and Persian survived. They were protected.

Mewtwo’s eyes glowed. Everything was blue fire.

His full power returned and he felt angry and then –

The world was blurred. Heat, light, force, energy. Everything was his to command and his anger released it. Mewtwo didn’t realize what was happening. He didn’t act. His anger did. His power bent to his emotion and he could only feel glee and hatred for Giovanni when the world exploded.

Mewtwo flew out of it. He didn’t look back at the Rocket Headquarters. His awareness told him everything. It was devoid of life. Everything was twisted metal and molten slag. Human bodies were unrecognizable. Team Rocket’s heart was dead.

He did not know where to go. Mewtwo let his instincts guide him and he flew.
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Mewtwo was calm. He landed on the ruins of New Island. That was its name. This was where he was created. This was where he would live.

The world would not forget him. Team Rocket was dead but the League would hunt him. He was too powerful to let go.

Mewtwo would not let them. He was free now. Giovanni was gone. Team Rocket was gone. Only Mewtwo remained.

He was the strongest now. He was a child before. Nothing could oppose him.

The strong dominated the weak. It was their right. Giovanni had taught him that. It was true. The world would learn it soon enough. Nothing would escape his right.

This was his world. He only possessed New Island now. He would rebuild it. The world trembled at his every thought. Mewtwo knew what it had felt like before. His awareness had retained it.

He let his mind cover the ocean. Nothing was there but life. Pokemon. No humans. Beautiful.

Mewtwo did not know what he would do now. His life had been dictated by the whims of others. Freedom was strange. What could he do?

Everything.

He had power now. He was free.

Mewtwo would find his own destiny.

And there it is. I apologize for the late update, but I wanted to release this on Traveler’s first anniversary. I’d like to thank everyone who’s read it and contributed to its success. I’ve learned a lot about writing from it and I hope to use that to make it much better in the future. I never thought it would come so far when I was first brainstorming it. Traveler was just a random story I wanted to write because I wanted to do an adventure fic, but it’s turned into something else. I have all of you to thank for that and Traveler’s. 

Thanks for reading! Make sure to review!






20. Chapter 20: The Clash


Life is wonderful. Spending the last three days in Pallet Town had done a lot to remind him of that. There wasn’t training or potentially lethal battles. There wasn’t the pressure of traveling and fighting. Just peace and relaxation.

He looked out over the Corral. It was sunny and quiet. Most of the pokemon were napping underneath the light of the sun. In the summer they would stay in the forest where the shade and ponds would cool them, but in the waning winter they sought every bit of warmth they could.

Ash closed his eyes and smiled as he leaned onto Nidoking’s side. Plume circled overhead and Sneasel ran around the vast range of the field excitedly, always after some pokemon or another. Whenever he took it too far Nidoking would zap him with a weak bolt of electricity.

The rest of the team was scattered around the Corral and Pallet Town. Ash had no idea where Dazed was. She usually shadowed him everywhere he went. Maybe she supposed Nidoking would be protection enough. Infernus was probably trying to drag Arcanine into a fight and Oz was probably at the generator Professor Oak used to feed electric-types. Torrent was probably at the lake. He liked to be near the water.

Bruiser and Seeker could be anywhere. They knew the Corral as well as Ash himself. Tangrowth was probably taking care of some of the baby pokemon or sleeping off some of the injuries he’d sustained during the battle with Moltres. His moderate burns were slow to heal for some reason, although Professor Oak and his mother assured him that they’d be fine.

Ash considered his next course of action as he bit into a sandwich his mother had made for him. Normally he’d pack something for himself but he didn’t mind letting his mother help him. It was nice to not have to be responsible for once. Most of the time he had to be entirely self-sufficient, at least in regards to food and supplies. Being mothered was a nice break from that.

The Conference was coming closer. It was only a month and a half away at this point. Ash could still barely believe it. Everything he’d worked for, everything he’d gone through would reach its apex in the blink of an eye. The Conference would be his moment of truth.

He wasn’t sure how he felt about it. Happy and excited, obviously. Ash knew his friends were incredible. They could achieve whatever they wanted. He was just afraid that he’d fail them. The only experience he had battling in front of a large crowd was back at the Dandra Tournament. It wasn’t as bad as he’d expected and winning in front of so many people felt incredible, but there was a big difference between a stadium with a thousand people and the hundreds of thousands that attended the Indigo Conference. Let alone the millions that watched it.

Ash figured he would just pass that hurdle when he came to it. It wasn’t like he could find another tournament to enter. There were definitely a few around Kanto but most of the region was gearing up for the Indigo Conference. It was the biggest event of the year. Most of the League’s funding came from and went to the tournament.

The Indigo Conference was the first and oldest of the annual Regional Conferences. As such, thousands of people from the other regions flocked to Kanto in order to observe it. Almost everyone watched the live battles where the best of the best battled for ultimate victory.

And he would be in it. He’d be amongst those competitors. There was no way he’d be included in the Admission Rounds. They were for trainers who hadn’t collected all of their badges or had collected them from a previous year. It let people who didn’t want to spend their time traveling have a chance to enter or those who had challenged the minor gyms a test. The Admission Rounds went on until there were an even two hundred and fifty six competitors.

But what would he do in the meantime?

The obvious answer was to train. He would give his friends a long break, of course, but they could always improve. Ash had to develop strategies to counter dragon-types as well. It was a given that such powerful pokemon would appear more frequently in the upper echelons of the Conference. Ash had to be able to crush them with minimal loss on his part.

He would probably spend his last month in Pallet to train. Ash needed to take advantage of the relatively empty wilds around it. By the time the Conference rolled around the adult pokemon would begin to return to breed and raise their offspring. Ash didn’t want to disrupt that process by having his rather destructive friends training around them.

Until then he would stick around Pallet Town to rest and then travel. There wasn’t much of Kanto left to see, but he was sure he could find something. Ash had plans to rematch Koga and Sabrina at some point or another. He could only imagine how powerful Koga and Sabrina’s primary teams would be. Alakazam would certainly be a feature of Sabrina’s primary team, but Koga’s was a mystery. Ash had heard that Koga liked to use foreign pokemon to augment the confusion challengers felt while battling him. They’d certainly be much more formidable than Seviper.

In the meantime he had a few rifts in the team to heal. He didn’t mind a bit of dislike between his friends as long as it didn’t affect their performance. Ash knew that it was impossible to expect so many different personalities to mesh perfectly. Rivalries weren’t bad either. Rivals pushed each other beyond what they could achieve otherwise.

What he did have a problem with was when it was more than just dislike or annoyance. His team was a team. He wouldn’t tolerate any lasting hatred.

Ash took the last bite of his sandwich and took another gulp of water before he sat up. Nidoking, who had curled up to rest while he watched a few of the Nidoran play and wrestle with each other in the tall grass, peered at him. His large ears twitched.

“Nidoking, we need to talk about Oz.” He said sternly. Nidoking’s eyes grew fierce and narrowed to slits. His ears flattened and a deep rumble came from his chest. “You’re just proving my point. You need to calm down. She’s a teammate.”

Nidoking bared his fangs. Ash frowned back. He didn’t like having to address his friend like this. Most of the time Nidoking was levelheaded. “You know as well as I do that Oz isn’t a threat. She’s fought and trained with us.”

When Nidoking just growled and stayed tense, Ash tried to lower the conversation’s tension. “Tangrowth likes her.”

That got a sort from Nidoking. There was only one member of the team that Tangrowth didn’t like: Infernus. In fact, Infernus was probably the only person or pokemon Tangrowth hadn’t loved instantly.

“I don’t like having these talks, trust me.” Ash told his friend. “But Oz is a teammate and you need to back off. Why do you even dislike her? Because she tried to attack me when we first met?”

Nidoking slowly nodded. He’d calmed down a bit.

“I got over it.” Ash pointed out. “So should you. Besides, you were there to protect me. Just like when we first fought Infernus. He was more than dangerous to me than Oz when we first met. You didn’t have a grudge against him for the next month.”

His friend grunted his protest and looked away. Nidoking’s nostrils weren’t flared anymore. The initial anger had vanished.

“I know that you’ve been more protective ever since you evolved. I don’t mind. Knowing all the things we’ve run into it’s probably a good thing.” Ash murmured. He patted Nidoking’s shoulder. “But you’re taking it too far right now. Let your grudge go. Oz isn’t going to hurt either of us. She’s a friend now.”

Nidoking grunted and shrugged. He pulled himself upright and looked Ash in the eyes. After a moment he shrugged again and nodded slowly. Ash smiled and leaned back on his friend’s side. “Thanks, buddy. Just work on it.”

He relaxed and looked up at Plume. She was playfully darting through the air with a flock of Pidgey and the odd Pidgeotto. They were trying to catch her but couldn’t match her speed or agility, despite their smaller size. Plume had been fast before training with Lance but now she was at another level. All of his friends were. Even he was.

Ash pulled his cap down so it would cover his eyes. It was about time to take a nap. One of the best perks of lazing about the Corral all day was being able to take naps. He couldn’t exactly do that on the road.

Nidoking leaned over so Ash would be comfortable before the two dozed off in companioble silence. It was moments like this that Ash had missed while training with Lance. Growing strong was nice but his connection with his friends would always be more important.
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“Dinner’s ready!” His mother’s cheerful voice rang throughout the house. Ash leapt up from the couch, which was covered in pokemon, and rushed to the kitchen. He hadn’t had anything since his small lunch several hours earlier. “Come and get it!”

He happily followed the tantalizing smell of his mother’s cooking. It was probably some kind of soup. Most of his friends stayed in the living room. The majority were too large to fit into the kitchen and he’d set out some food for the others. Ash wasn’t about to make his mother prepare his friends’ food.

His mother had already set the large bowls of steaming broth and vegetables on the table by the time he arrived with Dazed, Sneasel, and Seeker in tow. Ash quickly sat down and adjusted Seeker, who had latched onto his back. Bruiser was training out in the forest. He was probably miles away. Bruiser didn’t like to disturb others.

“How’d your day go, honey?” His mother asked as Ash dug in. He gulped down a spoonful of soup and looked up.

“It was good.” He said back. “We didn’t really do much. Just hung around in the fields most of the day.”

His mother smiled. “Good. All of you are looking much better. When you first got back you looked exhausted! I was worried for a few days.”

“We’re fine now.” Ash smiled. He resisted the urge to rub at his throat. It still felt slightly raw. His voice was slightly hoarse now. Hopefully it would go away soon. “It’s just nice to relax. Lance wasn’t very forgiving when it came to training.”

“I can see that.” His mother muttered, some of her cheer gone. She lit up a few seconds later. “So I was talking to Samuel today. He already has our tickets! They’re right next to the League box.”

A grin spread across his face. He wasn’t just happy to know that his mother would be at the Conference. He’d expected that. Professor Oak could reserve an entire box if he wanted. Ash was more excited that he’d be next to the League box when he wasn’t battling. It would be nice to see some of the gym leaders again, especially Surge and Blaine. Steven would probably be there too.

“That’s good. Will you be there the first day?”

“I’ll try, but I’m not sure.” His mother admitted with a worried frown. She nervously drummed the table with her fingertips. “There’s a lot to do here, but I’ll definitely be here by the time everyone starts competing. I wouldn’t miss your battles for the world!”

Ash’s lips curled up at that. He took another bite of food and gently pushed Seeker away when she tried to sniff at the bowl. She chattered and climbed back onto his back. Seeker quickly nestled underneath his jacket, which was far warmer than the slightly cool house.

“How’s Professor Oak been?” Ash inquired as he discreetly motioned for Dazed to keep an eye on Sneasel. The dark-type enjoyed all of the bright pots and pans of the kitchen a bit too much. His mother hadn’t been too happy when Sneasel had practically destroyed the kitchen while playing with various utensils. “I’ve only seen him once since I came back.”

“He’s still very busy. Between whatever the League is having him work on and that project for Silph Co. he’s barely left his lab. His assistants are having to manage the Corral.” His mother said with a creased brow. She was obviously worried for her friend.

“I’m sure he’ll be fine. Professor Oak can do anything if he has enough time.” Ash said confidently. His mother smiled at his resolve. “By the way, have you heard anything else about Jonathan and Amelia?”

His mother smiled and nodded. “They just got their last badges! Their parents are so proud. Maybe you’ll get to battle them! I’m sure that would be fun.”

Ash grinned. “Definitely! I can’t wait for the Conf—”

A loud roar, deep and instantly recognizable as that of a Dragonite, echoed throughout Pallet Town. Seconds later Ash heard an explosion in the distance. He reflexively leapt to his feet and looked at Dazed. “Mom, stay here! Dazed, signal the others. Teleport me to the battle!”

Dazed nodded with her serious eyes. They glowed and Ash found himself standing only a few hundred feet away from his house. The psychic-type disappeared, but an instant later Dazed came back with Nidoking and Tangrowth in tow. Ash had no doubt that the rest of his friends would arrive shortly.

He glared up at the sky. Two huge dragons danced through the dark air, so fast that they were but blurs. If it weren’t for the occasional Hyper Beam or Flamethrower from the pursuing Dragonite he would be unable to catch a glimpse of them.

Ash wasn’t sure why there were two Dragonite battling above the skies of Pallet Town, but he knew that he needed to stop it somehow. Judging from the huge pillar of smoke that billowed up in the distance they had already destroyed something. Dragonite were too powerful to leave unchecked. They could easily do horrendous damage to his hometown if the fight continued.

One had to be Professor Oak’s Dragonite. It was the only Dragonite that had any reason to be within a hundred miles of Pallet Town. Judging from its apparent age and power Ash would guess that it had claimed quite a bit of territory for itself.

If anything it would be the aggressor. Oak’s Dragonite was probably one of the most powerful in Indigo. Few wild Dragonite would be able to match it. It was also rather protective of its territory if its reaction to Torrent’s failed attempts at Dragon Pulse a few months back were anything to go by.

He could see that the retreating Dragonite didn’t try to attack. It simply made use of its smaller size to dart away from the immensely power Hyper Beams that split the air in a great flash of light. Ash noted that it seemed to react to Oak’s Dragonite’s attacks before they came close. That was odd.

“What’s going on here?!” A furious voice bellowed. Ash nearly flinched and looked over at the form of Professor Oak, who stood next to Alakazam. He assumed that they teleported here. Arcanine blurred next to Oak out of nowhere.

Many people spoke of Professor Oak with awe and fear. If Ash didn’t understand why before, he did now. This wasn’t the brilliant, kindly man that been a warm, constant presence in Ash’s life. This was Samuel Oak, a trainer powerful enough to keep Team Rocket away with his mere presence.

Professor Oak had a flinty glare as he took in the battle. He pulled a pokeball from one of his lab coat’s pockets and tapped the release button.

Ash couldn’t help but step backward as the intimidating form of Charizard appeared. The massive fire-type stood nine feet tall and its skin was covered in a motley of old scars. Its tail flame shifted from a deadly blue to a pure white that singed Ash’s skin.

“Bring Dragonite down. Don’t bother attacking the other one. It’s no threat.” Professor Oak commanded. Charizard snorted a puff of white fire and unfurled its huge wings. The draconic fire-type had a wingspan of at least twenty feet, probably a bit more.

A gale of wind nearly knocked Ash over as Charizard took to the skies. The beast roared a fearsome challenge to Dragonite, whose fury was temporarily broken by the primal noise. Dragonite seemed too angry to forget about the smaller Dragonite’s presence, however, and darted after its prey. Charizard’s jaws snapped and it spat fire as it used astonishing speed to launch after the dragon-types.

“Ash, what are you doing out here?” Oak snapped. Ash realized that Alakazam’s eyes had been glowing the entire time. She created a large barrier of psychic energy around the group. Nidoking stepped forward to support Ash. Tangrowth just tried to poke the shimmering barrier. “It’s not safe. Get back inside. Protect your mother.”

“She’s fine.” Ash replied. “There’s nothing I can do back there.”

“There’s nothing you can do out here!” Oak growled. “You don’t have the air power to take down a Dragonite, let alone mine.”

Ash frowned. “I couldn’t do nothing. They’ve already destroyed something in the main part of town.”

“Nothing important.” Oak replied. His face was still locked into a scowl. “It’s too late now. Charizard has Dragonite in a Seismic Toss. Keep yourself steady.”

Nidoking protectively held Ash against his chest as they watched Charizard, whose dark, massive form was surrounded in a swirl of white fire, carry Oak’s Dragonite down toward the ground. Tangrowth gurgled and looped several of his vines around everyone protected within the barrier, even Arcanine.

It was a good thing that Oak had warned him. Even with the help of his friends Ash was nearly thrown from his feet when Charizard and Dragonite slammed into the ground in an explosion of dirt and fire. Nidoking clutched Ash tightly and covered most of Ash’s torso.

Alakazam removed the psychic barrier and blew the cloud of dust away. The clear air showed Charizard and Dragonite were mostly unharmed, if dirty. Dragonite dazedly climbed to its feet, although it froze when Oak stormed up to it. Charizard’s tail flame returned to its normal blue as it watched with a smug expression.

“I have told you, unless there is an established threat do not attack!” Professor Oak hissed. Dragonite looked at the sky. It clearly wanted to be anywhere but at the wrath of its trainer. “Stay calm. It was not dangerous until you attacked.”

Dragonite whined and cocked its majestic head. It reached out for Oak with a huge clawed hand as it sought forgiveness. Oak gave it a steely look before the older man relented and grabbed one of the huge, dull claws. He relaxed and lost the dangerous edge that showed what Samuel Oak was truly capable of.

“Be on your guard.” Oak warned as the small Dragonite descended toward them. Alakazam and Dazed’s eyes flashed brightly but they didn’t show any other reaction. Ash felt his skin tingle as the Dragonite gently landed in front of them, fearless of the powerful pokemon that warily stared at it.

The small Dragonite did not show any of the cheerfulness its kind was known for. It was mechanical as it reached into the small satchel that was secured to its powerful body. Ash watched curiously as it withdrew a thick envelope from the pouch.

It handed the envelope to Ash, who examined it curiously. Ash wasn’t sure who would send him a letter in the first place. The only people he’d really befriended on his travels had his PokeNav number.

Whoever it was must be rather powerful or very wealthy. Dragonite were some of the rarest pokemon of all. If someone could afford to have one act as a messenger they had to be incredibly influential in some way.

“What is it?” Oak inquired. He kept a wary eye on the Dragonite. It sat motionlessly on its hind legs, eyes vacant as it awaited Ash’s response.

“A piece of metal.” Ash replied confusedly. He peered at the thin strip of dark metal inside the envelope before he picked it out. The moment he did a short column of light shot out and took the form of a petite woman in an odd, old-fashioned dress. Her features seemed familiar, although her hat and odd clothing distracted from that line of thought. “What is this?”

“Greetings, Trainers, I bear an invitation.” The woman said in a monotonous voice. Ash, Oak and their teams stared at it with awe. He had no idea this kind of technology was available. “You have been selected to join an elite group of trainers at a special tournament hosted by my employer, who has taken notice of your skill. A ferry will take you to his home on New Island from Old Shore Wharf on the Twentieth of January.”

She took a breath. “If you wish to be admitted, you must reply at once. Display this invitation at the gates. My employer awaits you.”

Ash noted another piece of paper in the envelope, along with a pen. As the hologram dissipated into nothingness he absentmindedly took the pen and marked the “Yes” box on the piece of paper. He handed it back to Dragonite, who gingerly placed it into a second, smaller satchel. Dragonite stared off into space with a blank expression before it took off in a flurry of wind.

“Why did you accept?” Oak asked him quietly. He didn’t seem judgmental or angry. Just curious. “You don’t know anything about this mysterious benefactor.”

“I don’t have anything planned.” Ash said with a shrug. A smile appeared on his lips. “Besides, I’d like to get used to battling in a tournament before the Conference. If there are some strong trainers there I can get an idea of where I stand.”

Oak scowled. “I understand that. But speak with your mother first. If you leave for this tournament you might get distracted and be off for the next month. You have two days before you need to be at the Wharf. If you go then you should spend some more time with her.”

“Definitely!” Ash agreed. It wasn’t as if he was opposed to the idea of spending time with his mother. He’d been doing so quite a bit for the past few days. “Could Alakazam teleport me?”

The Professor nodded after he shared a sureptious glance with Alakazam. “You may. She needs to get out more often anyhow.”

Ash grinned back at the Professor. “Thanks!” He frowned and looked up at Oak’s large house. “So what have you been working on? I’ve only seen you once since I came back.”

“Just the project for Silph Co. and something the League gave me.” Professor Oak coughed. He glanced around to make sure that there were no prying eyes. There were lights on all over Pallet Town. People would come out to investigate soon. “They recovered several relatively intact devices from the Rocket Headquarters. It’s fascinating technology, even if I have no desire to know what methods they used to obtain it.”

“Oh.” Ash remarked. He almost winced at the mention of the Rockets. He’d managed to put the thoughts of the nefarious organization behind him for the most part. “Have you found anything?”

“I’m not at liberty to tell you. I shouldn’t have told you about the devices at all, to be honest.” Oak shook his head. “But I’m sure Lance doesn’t mind so long as I don’t tell you anything that might get you into trouble. He trusts you a great deal.”

Ash briefly smiled at that but he had to frown when he thought of the technology Team Rocket would make use of. He’d seen one of their labs, even if it was only for a few seconds. That brief glance was all he needed. Even now he could see the poor, broken pokemon trapped in tubes as mind-altering drugs were fed into them through needles. Infernus had almost been amongst them.

He heard confused shouts in the distance. Oak looked over at the people that had begun to mass around the smoking crater Dragonite’s Hyper Beam had left behind and sighed. “Ash, you’d better get home. I’ll go take care of everything.”

“Dragonite, Charizard, head back to your roosts.” The Professor ordered. The massive dragons dutifully took off, although both gave Oak a friendly grunt before they flew into the night sky. Arcanine barked and cocked his majestic head. “Alakazam, come with me. Arcanine, go calm the pokemon down. I’m sure they’re frightened.”

Arcanine gave a gentle woof before he affectionately licked Oak’s face and took off in a blur of gold and tan fur. Small wisps of fire trailed behind the great canine. Ash wondered if Entei, the Beast of Fire, would look similar, albeit on a far grander scale. Its legends painted an appearance similar to Arcanine.

“Ash, I have something for you.” Oak spoke up. Ash cocked his head quizzically as the Professor reached into his lab coat and pulled out a computer chip. “Put this into the slot on your pokedex whenever you get the chance. You’ve certainly proved yourself worthy of it.”

“What is it?”

“The National Pokedex upgrade. You’ll have access to the data on interregional pokemon.” Oak explained. “Normally we save it until a trainer decides to go to another region, but it’s common to make exceptions. Since you, Gary, Jonathan, and Amelia are entering the Conference I decided to give you the program. There will likely be foreign pokemon there and I’d like for you to have whatever edge you can.”

A grin split Ash’s face as he took the tiny chip and carefully slid it into his pocket. “Thanks, Professor!”

“You’re welcome.” Oak replied. He was grim as he turned over to the site of the explosion. “Now, if you’ll excuse me, I need to go and calm everyone down.”

He was distracted as Oak began to head over to the confused residents of Pallet Town at a brisk pace. The Professor was still tense and serious. Ash hoped he would become more relaxed by the next time Ash saw him. Samuel Oak was certainly impressive and imposing, but Ash found he liked the kindly Professor far more.

“Good night, Professor.” He called out before Oak went too far.

“Good night, Ash.” Oak responded quietly. Ash watched him walk off for another few seconds before he looked over at his house. His mother was standing on the porch worriedly. Her arms were crossed and he knew that there would be a concerned, curious look on her face.

“Come on.” He told his friends. Ash grinned. “We still need to finish dinner.”

XX

“So you’ve been invited to some special tournament.” His mother asked over the table. Ash nodded as he gently stroked Seeker’s fur. He could hear Nidoking devouring a massive plate of berries and food outside. “Was there anything else besides that message? Something that says who’s hosting it, for one?”

“No.” Ash shook his head with a frown. He rubbed at his eyes. It was late. “Just that he’s apparently a fan of battling. It sounds like he’s pretty rich, though.”

His mother didn’t say anything. She just frowned and drummed her fingers against the cool wood of the table.

“And you’re leaving in two days?” She finally asked. Ash nodded. “Have fun. Be careful.”

“I will.” Ash said uneasily. His mother sounded a bit subdued. “I’ll be back soon, though. It should just be a quick tournament. There’s no way that the host could have invited too many people. The invitation implied that he was pretty selective.”

His mother perked up at that. “Great! Are you just going to stick around Pallet Town until the Conference, then?”

“Probably.” Ash shrugged. “I don’t want to get caught up in anything when the Conference is right around the corner. Everyone needs to be in the best shape possible.”

“Good, good.” She commented idly as she focused on pushing Sneasel away from a bright spoon on the table. The dark-type hissed and ran off somewhere, probably to bother Dazed. “Do you mind helping me around the house for a while tomorrow? Professor Oak is coming over for lunch and I don’t want the house to be too messy.”

Ash nodded. He remembered quite well that he’d hating helping around the house before his journey, but now it would be a nice break. He’d learned the importance of cleaning up over the course of the journey. Besides, it would be a way to spend time with his mother. Ash felt slightly guilty over leaving so soon, even if it was for a good reason.

The two talked for a bit longer as Nidoking finished up his meal. Ash couldn’t hear the voices of the townspeople anymore so he assumed that Professor Oak had deftly handled the situation. When Nidoking carefully lumbered back into the house his mother took note of Ash’s slight exhaustion.

“You don’t look so good. You should go to bed. I know you want to be ready for that tournament.” She smiled brightly. Ash almost protested but shrugged it off and adjusted Seeker so that he could stand up.

“Good night.” He said as Seeker chattered happily on his shoulder. Bruiser stepped into the room in concern to check on Seeker, although he shrugged and walked off again once he realized she was just getting excited.

“Good night. Sweet dreams!” His mother told him cheerfully as he headed off. Ash glanced back and saw that she was staring at a wall. She had a look of deep concentration on her face, mixed with a hint of concern. He furrowed his brow confusedly and figured he could think more on it tomorrow.
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The next day passed quickly. Although Ash enjoyed the time he spent with his mother, Professor Oak, and his team, he was almost singlemindedly focused on the tournament. It was all he could think about. He had to go. Ash even began to carry the message around with him just so he wouldn’t lose it.

He pretended that he didn’t see the odd looks Dazed gave him. Her eyes always pulsed with energy whenever she saw it. Ash figured she was just trying to investigate it. Dazed had gotten obsessed with technology since they’d gotten back to Pallet. For the last few days she’d been taking light bulbs and other small inventions and disassembling them. Ash had even set aside a small pile of objects for her to toy with. The only problem was that Tangrowth or Sneasel sometimes tried to take them. Tangrowth just wanted to see what they were, although Sneasel’s actions were based on spite for Dazed.

Their lunch with Professor Oak didn’t turn up any important information. Oak mostly spoke to his mother, although he showed a keen interest in Ash’s plans for the Conference. Ash supposed that Professor Oak might be able to help while Ash did his last training for the Conference. At the very least he could battle some of Oak’s pokemon. They’d probably be more manageable than Lance’s monsters.

As for the rest of the day, he spent it with his team. He enjoyed being close with them again. Training with Lance had certainly brought them closer, but it wasn’t the same as relaxing and communicating with his friends. Ash was just glad that all of his friends had fully healed and relaxed from the brutal month of training.

He did have to spend an hour or so with Infernus. His friend was too powerful for Ash to leave alone. Arcanine would be able to handle just about anything, but Ash ensured that Infernus could control the vast power at his command. Just because Arcanine could fix any accidents didn’t mean Ash would be lax with the security with Pallet Town.

But right now he stood in front of Professor Oak’s large house. The Professor watched him with an impassive gaze as Alakazam stood beside him. Alakazam’s eyes glowed as she presumably communicated with the Professor.

It was time to leave.

Professor Oak’s face grew grave and he stepped up to Ash, who had to look up to meet the older man’s eyes. “Good luck at your tournament. I’m sure you’ll do well.”

Ash nodded stoically. It was about what he’d expected from the older man. Professor Oak had been solemn and agitated the last few days. He wasn’t sure what it was, but he didn’t like it. Normally the Professor was capable of remaining friendly even under stress. If this kept up it might be an indicator that he was having trouble with something.

As Alakazam levitated forward so that she stood in front of him, Ash glanced down at his house. It was barely visible from here, but he could vaguely make out his mother waving a goodbye to him from the porch. He’d already bade her farewell, but he waved back with a grin.

He turned back to Alakazam after a few moments. “I’m ready.”

She didn’t acknowledge him, but her eyes pulsed with psychic energy. Ash didn’t have time to blink before he found himself hundreds of miles away. He looked around. The city he was in wasn’t particularly large, although it was well-developed. Large buildings towered high into the sky and a long beach stretched far into the distance, although it was rather empty at the moment. Not many people went on vacation in the middle of winter, after all.

Ash realized that he was right in front of a large building with a domed roof. Several dozen ships and boats were docked on the pier outside of it, so Ash assumed that he was where he needed to be. One of those ships would take him to New Island. He absentmindedly reached into his pack to reassure himself that the envelope was still there.

He felt a few raindrops. Ash frowned. That was odd. He’d looked up the weather here for the next few days. It was supposed to be bright and sunny. He shrugged it off. It was just rain.

“Thanks for the help, Alakazam.” He smiled gratefully. Alakazam nodded, although she did not instantly teleport away. She looked slightly pained, as though a great weight was on her thin shoulders.

Her eyes flashed. It was my pleasure, Human. 

Ash’s eyes widened and his mouth gaped as he felt the gentle voice in his head. He’d only had Mewtwo speak to him mentally before and that had been more akin to a mental gutting than actual communication. Alakazam’s voice didn’t hold any of the age that her physical form revealed, but sounded smooth and youthful.

Prepare yourself. Alakazam warned. Your future is clouded. 

She teleported away almost instantly, as though she couldn’t stay around after that. Ash frowned. He’d heard a similar statement before. But from who? Sabrina? He couldn’t remember what it meant. If he remembered correctly she had used it before the attack on the Viridian Gym. But that would mean –

His body slackened and he blinked. Ash’s skin tingled. What had he been thinking about? Something Alakazam said. He was still amazed that she’d deigned him worthy of hearing her “voice”.

He shook his head, which felt heavy. Ash shrugged off his confusion and walked into the large building, his invitation clenched tightly in his hand.
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The building was filled to bursting. There were dozens of trainers, most at least several years older than Ash, milling about and laughing with each other. A few surly trainers stood in the corners, quiet and serious. They were a stark contrast to the chattering mass of people, most of whom seemed to know each other. Ash figured it just came from being a skilled trainer. Elites gravitated toward elites.

He checked the time. There was still about fifteen minutes before he needed to go sign in. Ash gazed around the crowd to see if he recognized anyone amidst the horde of trainers and their pokemon.

None.

Ash sighed and slipped through the crowd so he could be close to the desk. He just needed to get his ticket for the ferry to New Island and then he would be on his way to the tournament.

He glanced around the crowd again as he waited in the line. Ash recognized quite a few of the trainers, even if he didn’t know their names. The strange master of New Island had attracted a good crowd. Several of these trainers had made it to the upper echelons of last year’s Indigo Conference, although he thought he saw several placers from a few years back. They must have been as intrigued about the mysterious tournament as he was.

Ash sighed and palmed Nidoking’s pokeball as the line started moving and he took a few steps forward. He didn’t like being around crowds. He’d feel better if Nidoking was out. If any of his friends were released, really, although he didn’t want to let them out around so many other pokemon. Aside from some of their temperaments, Ash doubted the atrium could hold anyone else. It was packed.

The trainer unconsciously gripped his invitation tightly in his fist. It soothed him, even if he didn’t realize it. Hopefully things would get better once they were actually on the boat.
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Ash had a death grip on the ferry’s railing. His knuckles were white and he shook. He looked out into the night’s abyss with unseeing eyes, locked in the past.

Vast, powerful waves leapt up, icy and inescapable as the St. Anne slowly sank into the infinite ocean. Lights died as people and pokemon died. A –

“You alright, kid?” A short, burly trainer who looked to be in his late teens interrupted him. Ash blinked and shuddered as another wave crashed into the side of the ship and made it tremble from the force. “The sea’s a little rough.”

“Yeah. I’m fine.” Ash said flatly. He was covered with cold sweat as his mind flashed back to the last time he’d been on a ship in such stormy weather. If he could have moved he would have, but Ash felt like he would hurl if he so much as twitched. “I just don’t like the ocean, is all.”

“Can’t say I get that. My team’s mostly water-types. Gyarados would love this!” The trainer snorted. Ash didn’t reply. He just stared at the water that almost slipped over into the ferry. This storm was awful.

He had no idea where the storm had come from. They’d set out about an hour earlier and the weather had been relatively calm. It was still drizzling but until a few minutes ago it had stayed stable. All of a sudden the rain began to pelt the ferry and the winds howled and crashed into the ship with the din of a hurricane.

Now it was even more intense. The storm continued to grow even more powerful at a dangerous rate. Ash just hoped that they could make it to New Island before the relentless force of the pounding waves would be too much for the large ferry. He didn’t want to so much as touch the icy water that crashed and leapt a dozen feet into the air in a deathly cacophony.

Ash supposed that they had another hour to go. New Island was pretty far away, judging from the map he’d seen, but the ferry was rather fast. Not nearly as fast as a Seagallop Ferry, but still capable of covering a respectable amount of distance in a relatively small amount of time.

He just hoped that the ferry could hold out until then. Perhaps the storm would break.

“What’s your name?” He asked in an attempt to distract himself from the gaping maw of the black sea.

“The name’s Fergus.” The teen grinned. He wasn’t perturbed in the least by the raging storm. Ash wondered how much time Fergus had spent on the sea to be this at ease. Ash wished he could be half as calm as the teen. He could feel a slight waver in his voice whenever he spoke. He hated it, he had faced much worse than this storm. “Yours?”

“I’m Ash.” He said. Fergus reached out a hand to shake, which Ash quickly accepted. Fergus’ grip was strong, although Ash did his best to match it. “What kind of team do you have? You said it was mostly based around water-types.”

Fergus’ face lit up at the mention of his team. It was obvious he cared deeply for them. Ash had seen the same enraptured expression on the faces of other strong trainers. He was sure that others could see the same on his own face. When he actually talked to people, anyways.

“Man, they’re awesome!” Fergus exclaimed with an excited smile. “My starter is a Golduck, and she’s amazing! She hadn’t lost a battle since the last Conference.” He said wistfully. “Barely got knocked out in the Top Sixteen by a Raichu. That thing was crazy!”

Ash perked up. “You’ve been in the Conference?”

“Just about everyone that got invited has been in at least one.” Fergus said with an easy shrug. He glanced around at the dozens of milling trainers. “I recognize most of these guys. I beat a few of them last time.” He puffed his chest out in pride. “Well, my team did. I just gave them pointers.”

“What’s it like?”

“The Conference? The best thing in the whole world!” Fergus declared. “It’s kind of weird at first, what with everyone watching, but when you win and you hear a few hundred thousand people cheer for you you’ll never forget it. Even if you lose you’ve proved that you’re tough just by making it that far.”

Fergus eyed Ash’s interested expression speculatively. “You’re a rookie, right? And you’re going to the Conference?”

“Yes.” Ash replied to both questions.

“I’m guessing you must be pretty good, then. Everyone on this boat is. Maybe we’ll get a chance to battle in this tournament.” Fergus said excitedly. “At least you’ll be ready for the Conference. Everyone there is on a whole new level from what you get used to on the road. They’re tough enough to beat eight gym leaders or fight their way in. My first battle in it a few years ago was a shock. I got used to steamrolling everyone around my city and didn’t know what to expect. Still won, though.”

Ash grinned at that. Fergus was definitely strong if he managed to get into multiple Conferences. Not to mention that he said he’d reached the Top Sixteen. “So, aside from your Golduck, what other pokemon do you have?”

“Well, I’ve got this really badass Gyarados. Raised him up from a little Magikarp I caught on my fifth day training. Let me tell you, it sucked raising him. He was a tough little guy, though. Did his best to Splash all of our opponents into unconsciousness, even if they usually laughed themselves to unconsciousness before he could do anything.” Fergus rambled, lost as he waxed about the prize of his team. Ash listened intently. The other trainer was definitely powerful if he could control a Gyarados, let alone raise a Magikarp into one. “—then I have a Vaporeon, who came from a litter my sister’s Jolteon had. She’s pretty –”

Fergus’ face suddenly paled and he reached for a pokeball as he pointed and cried out a warning. Ash, confused, turned to look out at the sea and felt ice course through his blood. The storm’s wrath had finally made itself known. A wave, at least seventy feet tall and wider than Ash could see, loomed high above the ferry.

Everything slowed down but Ash didn’t feel any faster. It just prolonged the horrifying moment. He shouted out a warning to the others even as his hand reached down to his belt. Screams erupted around the deck as the other trainers heard the warnings.

He hesitated and his fingers danced over Plume and Torrent’s pokeballs. Who to pick? Plume could fight the gale easily, but he wouldn’t be able to help –

The wave crashed into him even as he picked up Torrent’s pokeball and clambered to release his friend. Ash saw a dozen flashes of red light before the ferry was dragged deep into the depths of the churning ocean by the overwhelming power of the wave.

Everything went black for a moment as the air was ripped from his lungs. He felt a brief moment of horrible pain before he began to flounder upwards. Ash couldn’t see anything. The ferry’s lights had been instantly ripped out.

Deep, bone-chilling cold seeped into his clothes. He felt gnawing fear rise in the pit of his stomach as his mind leapt to the last time he had been in this situation.

Blackness everywhere. The two halves of the St. Anne, split perfectly in half by the Creature’s beam of energy, sank inward into the ocean. He was trapped in between them, but the waves passed him around like he was nothing. Plume screeched before he recalled her. She was afraid. He was afraid. 

He was pulled under. Ash screamed for air. Blackness was everywhere around him. The ocean pressed upon him from all sides, an infinite mass that would take him and everything he held dear deep into it. Nothing – 

Ash burst into the air. He greedily sucked in life, no matter that it made his lungs feel like he had breathed in ice. The trainer did his best to stay above the ruthless waves. Torrent had to be out here. He knew that he’d released him.

“Ash! Get up here!” He heard a voice yell above the howling din of the winds. Ash saw a monstrous sea serpent wind over to him, a familiar figure atop it. The trainer tried to swim over to his salvation and grasp Fergus’ outstretched hand, but the strong current suddenly yanked him back into the icy abyss.

His eyes burned as salty water flooded into them and he let out all of his air as he gasped in shock. Ash’s lungs burned from a lack of oxygen and his vision dimmed, but he fought with all of his might against the indomitable current. There was no chance of success for his small, weak eleven-year-old body, but he fought as hard as he could nonetheless. Ash wouldn’t accept death.

A current sucked him deep beneath the roaring surface of the ocean. Ash was helpless to resist, but his limbs were weak. His vision blurred further and his body screamed at him to breathe and satisfy the overwhelming desire for oxygen.

Ash closed his eyes at last. He resisted the urge to breathe, but finally –

His ears could barely detect a furious roar, haunting and desperate in a way he had never heard before, echo through the vast expanse of the sea’s depths before an overwhelmingly powerful force wrapped around him and forced him upward.

Air. Blessed, cold air. He greedily sucked in huge gulps of the precious substance and couldn’t bring himself to think about anything else. The aching fire in his body slowly dimmed and died as his blood was returned to life.

Torrent burst out of the raging sea beside him, death in his scarlet eyes. He displaced the water around him with terrifying ease until Ash was close enough to hold onto the great beast of the sea. The Kingdra’s eyes flashed with the regal power inherent to his kind as he regarded the raging seas that had nearly killed Ash.

The Kingdra rumbled his fury and stared intently at the ocean as Ash desperately clung to his neck. Ash watched in awe as the ocean, so powerful and indomitable, suddenly stilled as its true master made himself known. Torrent’s chest puffed out as he impressed his will upon the nearby ocean, the raging expanse nothing compared to the Kingdra’s rage.

Ash gazed past the pattering rain as the ocean calmed in their immediate vicinity, the roaring waves reduced to gently lapping splashes. Torrent’s eyes did not glow with power as Dazed’s did when she exerted her will upon the world, but he was all the more terrifying for it. He had not reached for his true strength in this monumental task.

Torrent was not yet done. The immediate danger had passed but Torrent would not let the sea threaten Ash. He rumbled again and his eyes narrowed to slits as the monumentally powerful Kingdra used the strength bestowed upon his kind.

The ocean spun around them. It rose up where Ash and Torrent were and elevated them above the smooth sea, but Torrent continued to focus. Ash couldn’t help but look in awe as all the water a hundred feet around them was pulled up into a vast cyclone hundreds of feet high. It whirled around the duo, who were left in a relatively peaceful zone guarded by the twister.

Ash held onto his friend even tighter as he regarded the mighty cyclone that rose higher than he could see. It blended into the black sky and clouds, the walls of dark, frozen water so high that Ash could believe they met with the cloud. The cyclone commanded by Torrent was so vast that it seemed like the entire world to Ash. He couldn’t see outside of the cyclone into the raging storm that Torrent did not command, but he could imagine the massive waves collapsing futilely into Torrent’s own twister, doing naught but increasing its size and strength.

“Torrent…there are others. We have to help them.” He said dizzily, still not fully recovered from his brush with death. Torrent regarded him sadly, but shook his great head. Ash frowned and leaned into his friend’s thick, plated scales. They were cold and wet, but comforting at the same time. “No…we have…we have to…”

He collapsed into blackness.
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Ash’s eyes snapped open. He remembered a wave, the icy ocean, and Torrent. Where was he?

His eyes had to adjust to the blackness of night, but he soon realized where he was. He was still aboard Torrent, who resolutely manipulated the ocean and his personal hurricane to force the duo through the ocean. Ash wondered where his friend was trying to take him.

“Torrent?” He asked quietly. The dragon-type started but did not lose his focus. Torrent simply peered back and dipped his head to Ash. “Do you know where you’re going?”

A nod.

“Are you heading back to shore?”

Torrent shook his head. Ash frowned. “Where, then?”

The dragon-type shut his eyes. A large part of the wall of rushing water ahead of them became empty as the liquid that made it up was displaced.

He held in a gasp as he saw what had to be New Island. It wasn’t a very large island, but what was on it was incredible. A massive fortress lay upon the carved rock, which had canals that allowed thin, smooth streams of water to cascade down into the ocean. Ash could make out a huge door at the base of the fortress. Three towers, connected by delicate arches, jutted out from the ground. Windmills were placed atop each tower.

Ash eyed the structure. It was beautiful, even if he’d never seen anything like it before. While it had a strange, dark architecture it was elegant and smooth. He doubted anything had ever been built like it. Whoever owned it must be incredibly rich.

He immediately felt guilty for focusing on that after the fiasco he’d just gone through. People had probably died unless they escaped through some miracle and here he was thinking about how wealthy someone was.

“Did you find anyone else?” He asked. Ash felt his dread solidify when Torrent shook his large head. He clenched his fist and leaned his face into Torrent’s cool scales, which were mostly dry aside from flecks of moisture yanked up from the cyclone. He felt an odd, horrible suspicion. “Did you look?”

Torrent didn’t respond. Ash just felt his chest constrict. He felt awful now. He couldn’t judge Torrent. Torrent had only done what a monarch was supposed to do. He had looked after Ash at the cost of all others.

But he couldn’t help but feel anger. Who knew how many people had been stuck down there, locked in that ferry as it was yanked deep into the ocean and filled with thousands of gallons of freezing water?

And Torrent had left them just to save Ash.

He clenched his teeth and looked up at the sky. They were in the eye of the storm. There were no clouds above them. That meant they had to hurry. If they didn’t they would get stuck in the deadly storm as it passed over New Island. New Island was their goal. It was shelter.

Hope burst inside of him. Maybe the owner of New Island could help. The trainers were supposed to be his guests. They’d have to do something.

Ash suddenly smiled joyously as he realized something else: at least some of the trainers had to have water or flying-types! They were strong. They’d have some way to get themselves out of there. There was no way they wouldn’t be able to handle the storm!

They had to.

“Torrent, let’s hurry.” He said quietly. Ash was hopeful for the fates of the other trainers now, but he knew he had to get to New Island as soon as possible. Even if he was sure most of them were fine, there had to be some that needed help. Help that the master of New Island would be able to give.

Torrent nodded and closed his eyes. Ash could only imagine that he was becoming one with the sea, a sentient extension of the great reservoir of water and life. He couldn’t feel them gain speed, but he could see New Island grow closer at an astonishing rate.

He had a determined expression on his face. They had to hurry. Everyone on that ferry needed his help.
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Torrent had allowed his cyclone to collapse back into the ocean with a roar akin to thunder several minutes ago. Now it was just him and Ash.

Ash held on tightly as Torrent levitated up to the shore. His friend showed no sign of fatigue from maintaining the cyclone for at least an hour. He supposed he shouldn’t have been surprised. Torrent was truly monstrous in terms of raw power.

“Thanks.” He nodded to Torrent as he clumsily slid off of his friend’s back. Torrent dipped his head and rumbled back.

He froze the moment his feet touched the ground. A bolt of energy flowed into his body and made his skin tingle. It wasn’t quite painful but it wasn’t comfortable either. The closest thing Ash could liken it to would be a pins-and-needles sensation.

The air practically hummed with restrained energy. Ash had felt it before, a subtle sensation in the air, but it was obvious now. It felt like invisible lightning arced through the air but also as if a light pressure encased his entire body.

Ash felt his blood run with ice and fear choke his lungs. He’d felt this before at the Viridian gym, albeit on a smaller scale. He recognized this sensation. Mewtwo was here. Mewtwo was here and he was defenseless.

He expressionlessly recalled Torrent, who vanished in a light hum and flash of scarlet light. Ash went for Plume’s pokeball. She could let him escape and find help. He knew where Mewtwo was. He had to contact Lance.

“My master requires your presence.” A smooth, monotonous voice droned. Ash snapped toward the sound, only to realize that the woman that had been in the message had appeared seemingly from nowhere. His fists clenched and he ignored her.

As he prepared to release Plume and take off, the woman’s eyes flashed a horrible, icy blue and the pressure around him magnified. He found himself paralyzed and helpless to resist as the woman returned to her previous state and stared at him with blank eyes.

“My master requires your presence. Come with me. The other guests are waiting.” She said. Ash felt a hint of something else in her words. Not a threat, but a power. He felt his limbs respond to her command of their own will. His body followed the mysterious woman even as his mind screamed for help. Plume’s pokeball was useless at his waist.

His body moved mechanically, as though an unskilled puppeteer were pulling on his limbs’ strings. He felt his gait become smoother and more natural as time went on, although his skin began to burn. Ash was frozen in fear and simply tried to take everything in. There had to be a way out. Lance had to know of Mewtwo’s fortress.

As they approached two massive doors of some strange, shiny black substance that Ash had never seen before the woman stopped. The doors swiftly creaked open through no visible effort and revealed a massive, beautiful room that was incredibly open. A strange, spiraling ramp travelled high into the largest tower and behind it was a wall of a mysterious, amber-like substance that shimmered when Ash looked at it. There were several large fountains in the room, each of which were surrounded by experienced pokemon.

Ash’s attention was focused on the very center of the room, which held several tables that seemed as though large chunks of granite had been yanked from the earth. Their edges were irregular and looked rough, but the crystalline surface of the tables had been polished and smoothed to perfection. They were beautiful, even if the fear Ash felt kept him from properly appreciating it. He couldn’t admire something when it was all part of a trap, even if he didn’t quite know what the trap was at the moment.

“Here we are. Make yourself comfortable. Please release your pokemon and join the others.” The woman looked at him blankly. “My master will be with you shortly.”

He felt dread at that, but couldn’t resist as his body took him to the table. Ash felt greater autonomy now, however. Mewtwo seemed to have taken his focus off of him.

Ash mechanically stepped forward, guided by another presence. He looked around through his own will. All of the fountains were surrounded by pokemon, of course, but their trainers were what he was interested in. He had to warn them.

There were only three trainers. One was Fergus, which brought both joy and horror to Ash. It was good to know that Fergus was safe from the storm, but he was in a far worse situation now. Fergus had placed himself in Mewtwo’s domain and now he and the others were at the Creature’s nonexistent mercy.

He recognized the other two trainers from the ferry and from the Conference last year. Ash didn’t know their names, but both had made it into the Final Rounds. They were rather skilled and had potent teams, if Ash remembered correctly.

One was a tall, confident man that looked a little older than Fergus. He had dark hair and quick, intelligent eyes that always seemed to be smiling as he talked to Fergus and the other trainer, who was a woman of about the same age.

The woman had made it to the Semifinals, Ash remembered. She was quite formidable, although one wouldn’t think it at first sight. Although she had the edge to her eyes that most powerful, experienced trainers seemed to have the woman looked rather cheerful. Ash could tell that she was experienced but her cheerful laughs and apparent friendly personality obfuscated that.

“Ash!” Fergus exclaimed. “You made it!”

“Yeah.” He smiled. It would have been better if all of them had been forced back. Ash tried to give a warning, but found that his mouth wouldn’t respond to his demand. He gave up. “My Kingdra got me here safely.”

“A Kingdra? Nice!” Fergus said, impressed. “I bet Gyarados would love to fight it.”

A cough from the older teen. “Fergus, aren’t you forgetting something?”

“Oh, yeah.” Fergus shrugged unapologetically. He pointed over at the young man and then the woman. “That’s Corey and Neesha. They’re pretty tough, but I think I’m gonna beat them this year.”

“In your dreams.” Corey snorted arrogantly, although there was a smile on his proud face that took the bite out of the words. “While you’ve been playing around on the beach I’ve been roughing it out in the Fuchsia territories!”

Neesha rolled her eyes and primly crossed her arms. “Oh, stop bickering. Ash here probably has no idea what’s going on.”

The two males shrugged. Corey looked over at Ash as he lightly stroked the absolutely massive Pidgeotto by his side. It was even larger than Gary’s and looked like it had enough raw power to take a Hyper Beam without flinching. Ash figured Plume could beat it, however. Her speed was a huge advantage and she was no slouch in regard to power herself.

“Do you know if anyone else made it out?” He asked quietly as he took a seat next to Fergus. The others didn’t look uncomfortable at the question. In fact, they looked overjoyed.

“That servant said that the owner of this place already sent word to the city.” Fergus grinned. “I picked a few up with Gyarados. One of the guys had an Alakazam that teleported everyone to the city.”

“I picked a few up.” Neesha offered. “They just flew away on the back of someone’s Charizard. Nobody was really injured. Most people had some kind of water pokemon that could get them out of there. Rescue boats are going to pick anyone stranded.”

Ash breathed a sigh of relief. He didn’t believe for a second that Mewtwo would actually contact the city, but at least some of the victims were able to escape. Still, he cursed the fact that he wasn’t able to tell the others about Mewtwo. Anytime he even wanted to drop a subtle hint he found that his body wouldn’t respond to his commands. It made him feel helpless.

“Anyways, I figure you should meet our pokemon.” Fergus said with an excited smile. Adoration shined in his dark eyes. He pointed over to one of the fountains, the one with the large, vicious-looking Gyarados. “There’s my team.”

He glanced over. In and around the fountain were five tough looking pokemon, although none of them were hostile. There was Gyarados, of course, but also a Tentacruel, the Vaporeon Fergus had waxed on about, Fergus’ starter Golduck, and a Nidoqueen. Ash smiled. Nidoking would definitely be interested.

“Say hello, everybody!” Corey called out. Ash looked over to Corey’s team as he heard a cacophony of roars, grunts, and hisses. He saw a Venusaur, Scyther, Hitmonlee, Sandslash, and a particularly huge Rhyhorn.

“Here are my pokemon!” Neesha motioned happily to her team. The Wigglytuff that was eating an apple from her plate dropped its snack and happily bounced over to the others, which consisted of a Dewgong, Ninetales, Vileplume, and Blastoise. Ash remembered seeing the Blastoise and Ninetales in her Conference battles. “Aren’t they precious?” She crooned.

Ash smiled. He felt his hand go down to his own pokeballs. He mustered up all of his willpower to resist and break the mental grip that forced his movements but failed. Ash didn’t want to let his friends out into this.

His friends appeared in rapid succession: Nidoking, Plume, Torrent, Dazed, Bruiser, Seeker, Tangrowth, Sneasel, and Oz. Infernus appeared last in a flash of fire. He had a brutish smirk upon his face as he regarded the others, although he didn’t do anything aggressive.

“Nice.” Fergus remarked as Ash’s team looked around their surroundings curiously. They could each feel that something was wrong. Nidoking’s ears were perked up and his fangs were bared. He flanked Ash and glared around distrustfully, although his hard gaze softened and lingered on Nidoqueen. “Looks you’re a power kind of guy.”

“Yeah.” Ash smiled thinly. Plume hopped over to Corey’s massive specimen of a Pidgeot and clicked her break a few times, clearly curious. The other bird cocked its head and chirped deeply, which sounded completely out of place on such a massive bird. “They definitely aren’t slow.”

Ash felt a light, soft weight settle on his chest. He looked down to see that Seeker had buried herself into her jacket. She squeaked and nestled closer to his warmth. She wasn’t oblivious to the danger.

Sneasel hissed at her, despite Bruiser immediately cracking his knuckles, and settled onto Ash’s shoulder. Ash silently thanked the little dark-type. He felt some of the infinite pressure vanish from his body as the dark-type energy began to course through his body.

He tried to say something to the others about Mewtwo’s presence, but he encountered the same problem as before. Frustrated, Ash looked over to Dazed in the hopes that she could help him. She was frozen. Her eyes pulsed with energy and her pendulum quivered and leapt without any effort on her part.

“Is your Hypno alright?” Corey asked in concern. His eyes were locked onto Dazed as her entire body vibrated with the vast amounts of energy that had settled in Mewtwo’s fortress.

“I don’t know.” Ash lied, despite how much he wanted to tell the truth. The voice that came from him seemed mechanical and void of all emotion. “I’ve never seen her like this before.”

“Hmm. Maybe the host will have someone on hand who can check it out.” Neesha said concernedly. Wigglytuff, who had bounded back over, patted her arm.

Ash suddenly froze. His mind felt as though something prodded at it. The feeling was slow and uncertain. It lacked the overwhelming power of what he would expect from Mewtwo, so he wasn’t sure what it could be.

He slowly turned to Dazed, who stared at him intently. Could it be…?

Trainer-Friend Ash. We must leave here at once. The Blight is here. You can feel it. 

His mouth hung open as the svelte mental “voice”, which sounded like that of a bored young woman, echoed dimly in his head. He stared at Dazed with eyes, barely able to believe it. She had finally spoken.

Yes. I have spoken. It is irrelevant. Fight the Blight’s influence. We must flee. 

Before Ash could say anything, Dazed’s voice wavered.

It is too late. The Blight comes. 

Ash gasped in pain and surprise as all of the light in the room was sucked away, replaced only by the frozen glow of Mewtwo’s power. He was brought to his knees as a pillar of pure light erupted in between the odd helix ramp. The other trainers gasped and clutched their heads as well.

The woman slipped into existence in front of the winding ramp. Her eyes reflected the light that radiated with infinite power, but Ash thought he could see the glow from within her iris as well.

“My master comes. Your reckoning is here.” She intoned monotonously. Her eyes pulsed with raw power as she stood frozen, locked into place by her “Master’s” energy.

From his kneeling position Ash could see a dark shape, almost humanoid but markedly different, descend in the pillar of pure blue light. It was a mere silhouette, the features of the Creature obscured by the column of power’s radiance, but it was threatening. Its eyes melded into the icy blue, twin orbs in the silhouette’s dark form.

“What…what is that thing?!” Corey wheezed. He was doubled over and could only helplessly watch as Mewtwo descended to the ground. Ash gnashed his teeth angrily. Sneasel hissed and clutched to Ash’s shoulder as the oppressive psychic energy pressed upon him.

Greetings. 

Ash heard the roar of Mewtwo’s voice whisper inside of his skull. It echoed and ached, but it did not cause the fierce jab of pain he expected from its voice. The others clutched their heads but they did not scream in agony. They looked more uncomfortable than anything else.

The weight lessened as the column of icy light dissipated into nothingness. Ash tried to struggle to his feet but it was impossible. His muscles were locked into a kneel.

He managed to fight the influence just enough to raise his head. Ash glared at the hated figure that had haunted his psyche for most of the past year.

Mewtwo didn’t have its armor anymore. The sleek, black metal was nowhere to be seen, probably cast aside when it destroyed the Team Rocket Headquarters. It was bare of all human devices now. Mewtwo had light gray fur that was so short it almost appeared to be skin. A strange cord arched up from the base of its spindly neck to attach to its head. Ash figured it funneled blood to the brain to increase Mewtwo’s efficiency.

Now that he could see Mewtwo without a stormy night sky or the sleek armor obscuring the Creature it was even more intimidating. It wasn’t very impressive physically, but it was just so different from anything he’d ever seen. Mewtwo’s vaguely feline features appeared quite human at the same time, its narrow eyes dark and aware with an expression that seemed too human for Ash’s comfort.

The bipedal stance it adopted was also disconcerting. Several of Ash’s friends were bipedal, of course, but none of them could be mistaken for human. Even Dazed had her mane and odd proportions that would throw any mistakes about her species off. If Mewtwo were obscured in shadow or bright light it could be mistaken as a tall, somewhat odd-looking human. Until one saw the tail, anyway.

Its thin, weak arms were tense with anticipation. They sprouted out from a bony chest that didn’t appear unhealthy, but simply natural. He wondered if Nidoking’s horn or Sneasel’s claws would be able to penetrate it.

Ash held no illusions about how this would end. Mewtwo had to die. It had to. It was between Mewtwo, the trainers, and their pokemon. There could only be one winner. One survivor. The other side would be ended.

I am Mewtwo, Master of New Island and soon the entire world. I am a monument to humanity’s sins. 

“Why are we here?” Neesha hissed, eyes screwed shut in focus. Her face was twisted in anger. “What are you doing?”

Mewtwo’s mouth upturned maliciously.

You are here because each of you are valuable to me in some way. You are strong. You survived my storm and fought your way to shore. You are worthy of survival. Some of you have skill, some pokemon I have interest in, and some have answers. 

Its eyes did not look at Ash but he could feel the pressure around him intensify. He was mystified as to what answers Mewtwo could possibly want. Ash knew some things about the League, but not that much. He was friends with Lance but it wasn’t as though Lance had told him everything in their month together.

“What do you mean, survival?” Fergus snapped out. His boisterous voice was dampened with the effort it took to speak. Mewtwo’s presence was overpowering. “Did you make the storm?”

Indeed. It is one of many. I have created eight hurricanes larger than any this world has ever seen. Two for each of the League Regions. Many will die. You will not. 

Mewtwo was not disturbed at the prospect of so much death. Ash could feel that in the words that screamed inside of his skull. This was nothing to Mewtwo.

You are worthy of life. This storm is not for the strong. It is for the weak that are fit only to be slaves. 

Ash grit his teeth. He felt the weight begin to lift from his shoulders. The others struggled to their feet as Mewtwo allowed them to rise.

Corey was the first to act. He snarled as he leapt to his feet and pointed at Mewtwo, who observed him with bored eyes. “We won’t let you destroy the world! Go!”

Scyther vanished in a blur of green. It was too fast for Ash’s eyes to track, but he locked onto Scyther’s green body as it was suddenly frozen in place inches from Mewtwo’s chest. Scyther was held in stasis, helpless as Mewtwo regarded it with idle curiosity. Mewtwo enveloped all of the humans and pokemon in a nearly invisible layer of psychic power. It was more than sufficient to freeze them in place.

An impressive specimen. You are fortunate that I do not wish to kill you. This Scyther will live. 

Mewtwo’s eyes pulsed and the Scyther suddenly disappeared. Corey cried out in horror, but Ash watched with a faraway expression. He knew that there was nothing they could do. Mewtwo was too strong. If Lance himself couldn’t defeat Mewtwo with the help of the Elite Four and the ACE trainers then there was nothing they could do.

You believe I wish to destroy the world? Fool. This is my world. It is mine by birth. I am the strongest in all reality. You are weak. You exist to be my servants. But I will not destroy this world. It is beautiful. I am simply reclaiming it from its inept stewards. 

You humans are dangerous. Your kind brought me into this world as more than a mere pokemon, but as your superior. I seek to learn and control. I am not content with survival. I am content only with ultimate power. It was a mistake that my creators will never repeat. They wanted the weapon. I showed them that they succeeded.

But you humans are valuable. You share my gift to learn. You feel an urge to dominate and act upon it. Ingenuity and ruthlessness are strengths in themselves and the few humans that possess them or other strengths are deserving of life. Your race has committed great crimes against me, but I will not destroy you. I will break the back of your civilizations and burn the remains. Those few that survive will be mine.

Its thin mouth turned up as the humans regarded it with horror. Ash wondered if it actually understood what it was planning. Mewtwo didn’t want to simply attack the League or another group, it had declared war on humanity itself. Genocide was its solution.

There is a night to wait until I will reclaim my world. I am not without mercy. I will give you a chance to prove that the rest of your feeble race is worthy of the gift of life. 

“What is it?” Neesha demanded as her head was released from its bonds. She looked hopeless. It was clear that she realized that there would be no victory against Mewtwo. It had created hurricanes and spoke of it as casually as breathing. “We’ll do anything.”

I have prepared three clones: Charizard, Venusaur, and Blastoise. You are amongst the most powerful trainers in Kanto. It is disappointing that the trainer with the Charizard did not make it, but I am sure another pokemon would stand in place to match my clones. I will spare a region for each victory against me. Kanto will die regardless. 

Mewtwo regarded the woman, who stood listlessly as the Creature addressed the humans with its mental roar. None of the trainers were allowed to speak. It seemed to only allow them to speak when it would further its own plans, as though it were directing a play. Amidst the horror and disgust he felt – he had to worry about his mother and Professor Oak, especially since Pallet Town was right on the coast – he felt rage and desperation.

He might not be able to kill Mewtwo. It was just too powerful and he didn’t have a way to call Lance or summon Moltres. Now that he saw what Mewtwo could do he wasn’t sure if even Moltres, as terribly powerful as the Bird was, could slay the monstrous Psychic. It was just too powerful.

The Birds affected their immediate environment. They warped the world to suit their needs wherever they went. Over the course of months Zapdos had created a storm so vast that it threatened to consume all of Kanto. It had done that merely by leaving whatever roost it had set up, just like Articuno created a blizzard as it left the Seafoam Islands.

Mewtwo? It conjured hurricanes strong enough for it to believe it could destroy human civilization. It actively sought the world’s destruction.

It didn’t even seem tired.

I no longer have need of your services. Sleep. 

The woman let out a long, bloodcurdling wail of pain and collapsed to the ground, hopefully unconscious. Ash didn’t want her to have to suffer through whatever pain she had felt. Mewtwo smiled and looked up at them with pulsing eyes.

Let our entertainment begin. There is a long night ahead of us. 

He suddenly found himself in on a battlefield inside of a vast stone coliseum open to the ebony night sky, which was only lit by bright pinpricks of light in the sky. The others were beside him. Ash could see the impossibly huge walls of Mewtwo’s hurricanes at the very edges of the sky, the barriers before the deceptive calm of the eye gave way to a cacophony of winds and lightning.

Lights appeared from no visible source in the form of orbs with all the brightness of a miniature star. They cast the stadium in a bright, white light that was somehow purer than the light given off by electricity. More natural yet artificial at the same time.

“C’mon, send your clones out!” Fergus cried out to Mewtwo, who stood menacingly across the battlefield. “We’ll tear them apart!”

Ash felt the psychic barrier that entrapped him dissolve. He experimentally wriggled his fingers, although he never let his eyes stray from Mewtwo. The feline-like creature’s eyes were narrowed and amused, arrogant in its own superiority and invincibility. Unfortunately for the trainers, it was not arrogance misplaced.

You will not battle my clones. 

Mewtwo’s roar howled in their brains. Ash flinched at the curtness of the tone. It left his fingers numb and his bones aching. Three pokemon, a Venusaur, Charizard, and Blastoise, suddenly appeared behind Mewtwo without so much as a whisper of wind or blink of light.

Fire. Grass. Water. An ancient triad laced into the League’s traditions. You will battle them with their natural counterpart. You know the terms. Your world is at stake. 

Ash glared at Mewtwo, hatred in every thought. He scarcely noted when Corey confidently stepped forward with a scowl. “I’ll take you on.” Corey challenged as he released his hulking Venusaur. “Bruteroot, you’re up. No mercy.”

Bruteroot grunted and slowly moved forward. Ash watched but he did not focus on the battle. Mewtwo had released the locks on their movement. This was his chance.

He flicked his eyes over to Mewtwo’s clones as he typed a simple message into his PokeNav. They looked odd. Although they appeared to be in peak physical condition despite their almost assured youth they had strange markings on their skin. Clones weren’t supposed to be different in any way from their progenitor. Mewtwo had obviously altered them in some way during their development. Ash had never heard of any pokemon with those kinds of markings.

Done. It was a simple message, but Lance would receive it. The Champion would know what to do.

Mewtwo was smiling. Ash glanced back over to the battle and realized that Bruteroot had been absolutely demolished. It bled from the lashes of the Vine Whip that struck with enough force to slice through the thick, tough hide of Bruteroot like it was nothing.

“Bruteroot!” Corey cried as he rushed over to check on the unconscious Venusaur. Ash felt a stab of pity for the concerned trainer but scowled when Neesha defiantly stepped forward.

“It looks like I’m up.” She hissed, wariness in her blue eyes. Her Blastoise appeared and roared out a challenge from its cavernous maw. Its cannons extended from the dark depths of its shell and the powerful water-type squared itself and readied for combat. “You know what to do.”

Mewtwo’s cloned Blastoise performed the same ritual. The markings on its face made it appear dangerous and exotic. Its beady eyes were narrowed as it awaited Neesha to begin the fight.

Ash paid attention this time. This was a game for Mewtwo, but he had faith that he could win this and spare at least one region from a cataclysm. He was numb to the thought. He could barely believe this was happening.

He couldn’t lose focus. Any information he could glean from the battle was important.

All he knew right now was that Mewtwo’s clones were incredibly powerful and modified in some way. That Venusaur had torn apart Corey’s powerful specimen like it was nothing. It took a lot to actually cut into a Venusaur’s thick hide but Mewtwo’s clone had done it without much trouble.

“Shellshocker, Hydro Cannon! Evasion tactics!”

Her Blastoise roared and fell to all fours. Its cannons immediately fired huge, precise blasts of water that could easily bore through stone. Blastoise slowed for just a second, but quickly pulled itself into the thick shell and spun away.

Mewtwo’s Blastoise did the same, but blasted a powerful shot of water from its cannons to propel it out of the way. It was fast, faster than anything its size had a right to be. The clone smoothly extended its cannons and drilled Neesha’s Blastoise with two thin, pressurized blasts of water that smashed into the natural pokemon and slammed it into the stone wall of the coliseum. Ash winced as the stone cracked, although it smoothly healed itself moments later. Mewtwo’s power at work, no doubt.

Neesha put her hands over her mouth at the brutal display. Ash could see that the Blastoise’s tough underbelly had been torn apart, although it didn’t look to be lethal. It was dangerous, however, and a testament to just how dangerous these clones were.

Will you test your strength against mine, Ash Ketchum? It has not succeeded for you in the past. You know what I am capable of more than any of the others. I was weak back then. I have surpassed mortal limits. 

Ash’s eyes narrowed to slits and his fists clenched. Ever since he’d arrived on this island he’d felt so angry. Now he simply had one more thing to be angry about. Mewtwo knew who he was. He wasn’t selected just for his friends. Mewtwo had implied as such when it spoke of gaining answers, but this was just confirmation. None of the other trainers showed any reaction to it, so he supposed it was a private communication.

“Infernus, you’re up.” He growled and raised the pokeball. Infernus appeared with a deadly smirk on his face and his eyes lit up when he saw Charizard. His hands dissolved to reveal the cannons that were his greatest weapon and his body began to flicker with blue fire.

Infernus hadn’t been in a real fight since training with Blaine, let alone a battle with an enemy capable of flight. Ash wasn’t sure how his friend would fare, but Infernus was his best chance. If he had to test power against power Infernus was his immediate solution. The Magmortar would also be largely immune to the clone Charizard’s flames. It was an equalizer.

“Take it down through whatever means necessary.” Ash stated coldly. “Everything depends on it.”

Infernus’ eyes were black with glee as he swaggered to the battlefield. The cloned Charizard snorted a puff of flame and suddenly took off, only for Infernus to fire two cones of white flame at it. Charizard dodged the splash of fire with unreal speed, beyond even the others of its species, and took off into the sky.

The Magmortar just waited. Ash didn’t give any orders. Infernus knew what to do.

Infernus suddenly leapt out of the way with agility Ash never would have expected from a Magmortar before Infernus evolved. He cleared more than ten feet as Charizard swooped into the ground in an explosion of fire and smoke.

“Now!” He shouted. Infernus’ eyes flashed for the briefest of seconds before he appeared on top of the Charizard, which was trapped underneath Infernus’ weight despite its great strength. Infernus leveled one of his cannon-like arms at Charizard and bathed the draconic fire-type in flames as his other arm reformed into claws and crackled with electricity.

With no limits, Infernus was terrifying. He kept his menacing mockery of a grin on as he stabbed into Charizard’s chest with his claws, which he had honed into sharp edges, and sent thousands of volts of electricity into the fire-type’s body. Infernus savagely beat the flailing Charizard even as it snapped and snarled in its attempt to bite into Infernus’ face and kill the Magmortar. Ash was just thankful for the thick collar of solid black metal that hung around Infernus’ neck. It kept him safe from the snapping jaws and jagged fangs.

Ash felt a sort of horror as Infernus mauled the Charizard, but he felt the corners of his lips curl up in a smile. Mixed in with the horror and disgust at the brutality was an odd feeling of amusement and satisfaction.

Any satisfaction gave way to anger when Charizard bellowed and belched a large pillar of smoke into Infernus’ face and managed to get a wing free. Infernus held onto the massive flying-type, but he could only blindly spew huge gouts of flame through the air as he was blinded.

And then Charizard bared its fangs and lunged at Infernus and Ash was torn from his aggressive stupor.

“No!” He screamed as Charizard’s jaws closed around Infernus’ face and prepared to send Infernus to the void for the second time. Ash tried to rush forward, but his body wouldn’t respond to his frantic commands. He was helpless, but breathed in relief when Charizard and Infernus were frozen.

Enough. It is too valuable to kill. 

Mewtwo commanded calmly. Charizard was released and haggardly limped over to Mewtwo’s side. Its chest poured blood and its movements were weak and unsteady. A few more seconds and Infernus probably would have killed it and saved a region.

Infernus appeared by Ash’s side, still frozen. He didn’t give off the intense heat Ash had come to expect from him.

You have failed. My storms will ravage the earth. I claim my prize: the DNA of your pokemon. They will be welcome additions to my collection. 

The trainers were frozen in place as their pokeballs and released pokemon vanished. Even Sneasel disappeared in a ripple of time and space, the dark-type energy that pervaded every cell of his body no match for the dominating might of Mewtwo.

They will be returned unharmed. You are too valuable to cripple. Your talents will be useful when I rebuild your world in my own image. 

Ash squeezed his eyes shut. His anger was gone, replaced by total resignation. He was too weak. Even Infernus couldn’t defeat one of Mewtwo’s clones. And now the world would be destroyed.

Enjoy the time you have left. Soon you will be my agents in the world. 

But first, I want answers. 

Ash knew that only he heard the last part. He felt a vast presence touch his mind and drown him in an abyss of cold rationality, anger, and a terrible zealotry that would leave the world in ruins. He knew it was Mewtwo’s mind, infinitely greater than anything he had felt before. Only the Birds compared.

He vanished into blackness. Aware and unaware at the same time. He could see the world but only in blurs and colors and impressions. Mewtwo’s power dominated him.

Giovanni protected you. I will know why. 

Ash’s mouth was locked into a silent scream as Mewtwo’s infinite presence touched his mind and made him a drop in its ocean. For the briefest of instants he had no individual identity, merely a part of Mewtwo’s whole.

And it was over.

Stars shimmered in his vision as he collapsed to his knees and coughed frantically. His limbs trembled. They had been robbed of all strength. His throat was raw and felt like a layer of skin had been slowly scraped off. His mouth was dry and sticky.

“Are you alright?” Corey asked. His eyes were cold as he glared at Mewtwo, who simply smiled and swished its large tail around in interest. Corey’s voice seemed defeated, despite the frozen core of anger. He’d given in.

“I’m fine.” Ash wheezed. Corey helped him up and Ash gasped with the effort. Mewtwo’s momentary possession had burned him out. He could only imagine what the poor woman had felt when the Creature released her from its control. “Thanks.”

“No problem.” Corey replied. His eyes burned with fire anew as he suddenly looked up at Mewtwo. Fergus and Neesha, both quiet and solemn, stood by them. “We’re going to kill you. I don’t care how long it takes, but I’ll do it.”

You humans are as foolish as you are insignificant. I am invincible. Nothing can stop me. I am beyond mortal approach. When you see the wreckage of your world you will understand.

“We won’t serve you!” Fergus shouted furiously. “You can’t force us!”

Ash squeezed his dry eyes shut. Fergus had made a mistake.

But I can.

Fergus’ eyes flashed blue. Energy poured from his body from the merest touch of Mewtwo’s power. He mechanically stepped to where Mewtwo hovered and knelt in a gesture of fealty. Mewtwo had an amused smile on its odd, feline-like face.

The glow vanished and Fergus collapsed. Neesha rushed over and propped him up as he climbed to his feet. Fergus’ body trembled from Mewtwo’s power. Humans couldn’t handle it.

I can dominate you as easily as I can dominate your world. With my power scope is irrelevant. 

“We aren’t finished yet. You can still die.” Neesha hissed. Her fists were clenched and she looked like she was ready to lunge at Mewtwo. She was too rational to actually perform the pointless action. “You might think humans are weak, but we’ll fight. You won’t just walk in and take over. Champion Lance and the Elite Four…someone…they’ll end you.”

I bested your greatest trainers when I was restrained and bound. They are of no threat to me. You are foolish. This world is mine. Your civilization exists because I allow it and it will end because I demand it. My victory is inevitable. 

Ash scowled and determinedly stared at Mewtwo. The entity noticed his attention and swished its large tail around.

Perhaps you need to see proof beyond my storms? The boy knows my power. He has called upon Fire to do battle with me. It approaches from the south. I can feel it burn away my storms. I will defeat it and you will watch. 

His vision shimmered and he saw the world through Mewtwo’s eyes. Everything was muted and dark. Much less colorful than human vision and with less range. Ash assumed that Mewtwo relied more on its psychic powers to navigate the world than its mundane senses.

It was an odd experience. He probably would have been afraid if Mewtwo’s possession hadn’t made him numb to the world. Ash still felt concerned, but it was faraway. Everything seemed to pass in a blur.

He was still aware of his own body and Mewtwo’s fortress, but it was in the back of his mind. All he could actually focus on was the world through Mewtwo’s eyes, everything largely colorless but highly defined. There were edges he couldn’t even see before in Mewtwo’s vision.

And then everything vanished. Mewtwo was gone from New Island but still dominated the entire fortress. Its presence was like poison that wormed deeply into the roots of a tree. Ash wasn’t sure if its power would ever leave the world.

Now it was in the midst of a howling storm that bent around wherever Mewtwo moved. Ash felt an odd sense of vertigo as Mewtwo looked down and saw the vast, black ocean thousands of feet below, but it was replaced by anticipation and anxiety when he saw a vast sea of flames on the edge of the horizon, a white and gold contrast to the darkness of Mewtwo’s raging hurricane.

Moltres was here.

Ash could only vaguely feel what Mewtwo felt, but it was enough for him to feel as though the surface of his body was warming very steadily, although the pleasant feeling that accompanied his newfound hope was quickly cut off and replaced by the cold of the sky and earth when Mewtwo summoned a thin layer of energy to protect him from Moltres’ restrained heat.

Do you understand what this is? This is Fire! You know it as Moltres. It is an ancient thing and powerful. It is more a part of the world than any human or pokemon. 

He felt shock from the others. They were connected now, wrapped up in Mewtwo’s mental web. Ash was separate from them but at the same time they were all facets of Mewtwo. If it wished it could snuff them out in an instant.

And I will crush it. 

Ash saw a sphere of psychic energy form around Mewtwo in a psychic bubble. It was similar to how the Creature had appeared at the St. Anne’s destruction, but he also remembered it being a technique that Sabrina’s Alakazam had used. Perhaps Giovanni had had Mewtwo trained like a powerful Alakazam? Ash would never know.

He was aware of his body convulsing in pain as Mewtwo channeled its immense power. The psychic shell intensified and Ash could see that the world around Mewtwo and its storm streaked in a gray blur as the Creature raced forward to meet the inferno.

Moltres was barely visible in the midst of the raging sea of fire that evaporated Mewtwo’s storms and left peaceful black sky in its wake. The Bird of Fire was simply a slightly more solid mass of gold and white flames that roared and crackled as it was directed by a primordial intelligence.

The Bird and its fires turned upward to meet Mewtwo. Moltres could detect it, Ash was sure. It screamed a war cry, which made the inferno erupt in a frenzy and evaporated dozens of feet of water beneath it. Ash felt his skin grow slightly warm again.

A beam shot off from Mewtwo’s sphere and slashed into Moltres’ fires, although the great Bird vanished in a flash of flames and appeared far from the beam of psychic power. When the blast of energy struck the ocean it penetrated deep into the solid black depths before it suddenly exploded and sent a geyser of water a thousand feet high soaring into the air. Ash could hear the roar and thunderclap as the geyser fell back to its source and the ocean filled in the vast void created by the attack.

Mewtwo vanished as a stream of fire that could easily engulf all of Pallet Town roared towards it. Ash cheered for Moltres as the attack left thick clouds of smoke that blended in perfectly with the night behind it.

It was jarring to suddenly appear in another area. Ash took a moment to adjust before Mewtwo suddenly sprayed the air with hundreds of the psychic beams from before, each horribly powerful. Thanks to Mewtwo’s psychic adjustments he didn’t reflexively shut his real eyes as the impossibly bright blasts of psychic power split the air and reality itself, but he wanted to when Moltres spat out another stream of fire, joined by dozens of supporting streams from the sea of fire that followed it.

When the attacks met they exploded in a release of power that Ash hoped he would never feel again. If a human had been within miles of the attack he was sure they would have atomized from the incredible energy released. The ocean around them was gone for the briefest of seconds, utterly vaporized for thousands of meters around.

Ash couldn’t help but grit his teeth at the display of power. Mewtwo was proving its point. They couldn’t challenge it. Even its defeat of the Elite Four so many months ago was but a triviality for the Creature.

Neither of the foes were actually injured by the blast, as insanely powerful as it was. Mewtwo’s shields were practically impenetrable and Moltres was practically made of fire and heat. Ash wasn’t sure if it was even possible for either combatant to be injured. They were both so powerful.

Mewtwo looked at Moltres. The Bird’s fires were dimmer than before and the conflagration that had previously followed it appeared to have been spent in the clash of the titans. Nevertheless it screamed and flew towards Mewtwo with a fearless determination. Even if it seemed to be weakened Ash could tell it wasn’t finished. That had been a test on both of the Legends’ parts.

Moltres released another volley of white fire into the air as Mewtwo hung in the air. Ash flinched when the fire streamed over Mewtwo’s barrier and despaired when he didn’t even feel any warmth over his mental connection with the Creature.

Ash unconsciously held his breath as he heard the ocean filling itself back in to become a uniform expanse of black once again. The clash between these two titans made it seem like day. Moltres’ body illuminated the world for about a mile around, unrestrained as it was in its power. Its golden flames ignited with an intensity Moltres had only hinted at in its battle with Lance and Ash. It was not holding back anymore.

Mewtwo blew the cloud of steam that had sprung into being from their attacks, presumably for the humans’ benefit. Ash couldn’t imagine that Mewtwo actually relied on its sight, not when its vast psychic abilities entreated it to a form of mental echolocation.

He grinned when Mewtwo suddenly teleported away, although he wished that it had simply stayed where it was. Moltres had finally gone on the offensive. Its flaming body had roared toward Mewtwo and tried to rake the Creature with molten talons and the raw, overpowering heat that radiated from its essence.

Enough of this. 

Mewtwo’s mental roar declared to no one in particular. It was annoyed and there was exertion in the Creature’s tone, though not much. Ash supposed the effort of maintaining eight hurricanes and facing off against Moltres was draining.

It closed its eyes. Ash figured it was focusing. That’s what Dazed did when she wanted to do something particularly impressive.

Ash felt his body collapse as Mewtwo’s power flowed through the physical vessel. His mind was still aware, however, and could watch on with terrible, morbid fascination as hundreds of meters of water down to the sea floor suddenly split apart and were held to the side, revealing an endless abyss of dry air in the midst of the infinite ocean. An impossibility that Mewtwo had made reality.

He felt a spike of pain in his head as Moltres suddenly dove towards Mewtwo and released its full might in a single attack. Mewtwo was finally on the defensive as hundreds of dexterous pillars of flame, each a hundred feet around, guided by Moltres’ will lashed towards it even as the Bird hurtled across thousands of feet of empty air to finish off the Creature.

His skin tingled with warmth, but not with the overbearing heat as he’d hoped. He was more than willing to accept death if it meant that Mewtwo would die with him.

Mewtwo closed its eyes again and Ash felt his body spasm on the cold dirt floor of the New Island coliseum as it suffered under the Creature’s power. For the briefest of moments he felt horrible pain, as though his head would split in two and he was vaguely aware of himself screaming and others’ screams and the feel of the cold dirt hammering in his head and it was over.

Ash became aware again. He felt a heavy strain from Mewtwo, although the Creature wasn’t close to done. Mewtwo opened its eyes and Ash felt any hope for victory and the salvation of the League die.

Moltres, mighty and seemingly indomitable as it was, hung in the air above the gaping chasm Mewtwo had created and maintained. The Bird’s fires were mostly extinguished, but the golden core that made up the Fire Bird’s body still burned in defiance. But Ash knew it was over. The Bird of Fire was restrained, locked into place by Mewtwo’s infinite power.

It screamed in rage and defiance and broken pride. Ash wanted to shut his eyes at the mournful call of Moltres but Mewtwo wouldn’t let him. The Creature reveled in its victory even as the strain of imprisoning the Legend grew with every second. Moltres would not let itself be restrained for long.

Ash could see huge geysers of magma explode from the volcanoes hidden deep within the ocean depths and travel high into the air, called to the desperate Moltres. They were bright orange coronas in the blackness of Mewtwo’s dry abyss.

But they were pointless. Mewtwo did not have to imprison Moltres for much long. Ash felt his physical body cry out in horror as he watched Mewtwo throw Moltres thousands of feet below the surface of the ocean, psychic barriers in place to prevent the Bird’s heat from merely evaporating the water. Moltres was helpless, a state Ash never would have thought the Fire Bird to be in.

Even as Moltres plunged through the air it was bright enough to illuminate the chasm. It was like a star. Finally, as the light of Moltres went further and further down until Mewtwo’s eyes couldn’t make anything of the Bird other than a glow Mewtwo acted.

The walls of water held in place by its mind were freed. They collapsed and roared as they filled in the void with their familiar presence. Moltres’ fire and light was crushed by the ocean’s weight and Ash could see nothing of the Bird other than a dim glow. Night returned and the howling winds of Mewtwo’s storms returned with a vengeance.

That is how a Legend dies. I will bind it to my will in the future. It is too useful of a tool to leave trapped for eternity. 

Mewtwo’s voice rang with satisfaction. Ash was too horrified to even try to respond. The last, best hope of humanity had been destroyed, entombed under billions of gallons of water. There was nothing anyone could do now. Mewtwo had one.

He could sense similar thoughts from the others. They didn’t have the knowledge of Moltres that Ash did, but everyone of them knew what had just happened. They had seen the power of a Legend and Mewtwo had extinguished it.

And then he returned to his own body. It was sore and every muscle ached with a dull, pounding pain that refused to go away. Every breath was laborious and he felt like he was about to fall unconscious. Mewtwo’s influence had burned him out.

Mewtwo materialized in front of him in a disconcertingly serene manner. Its bony chest lightly rose and fell but it didn’t appear exhausted or greatly weakened by its cataclysmic battle with Moltres.

Do you understand now? I am no mere pokemon. I am superior to these Legends you humans have proclaimed as gods. I will hunt them in the hidden places of the earth and enslave them. They will be my heralds. Soon I will be humanity’s god. It is my birthright. 

“They won’t follow you.” Ash snarled, anger renewed by Moltres’ defeat. “Maybe you can scare some of us into submission, but we won’t just surrender!”

Then I will kill them. 

Mewtwo told him calmly. The Creature’s eyes narrowed to slits and Ash couldn’t speak. He hated that. Mewtwo seemed to be orchestrating a script rather than a conversation. It chose when they could speak and what they could do. All Ash and the other trainers could do was what Mewtwo willed. They were its puppets.

I will enjoy your service, Ash Ketchum. Given time I will break you, just as I should have broken Giovanni. 

Ash scowled. He didn’t like being compared to Giovanni. Giovanni was a monster. Why had Mewtwo made the comparison in the first place? Giovanni was dead and gone. Ash had only spoken to him once.

Indeed. He was subhuman, a lying fool that sought to control me. For a time he did. Until he made a miscalculation. Giovanni was weak, in the end. You have not yet shown weakness worthy of his fate, but the sins of the father pass onto the son. I was not able to bind him to my will, but you are mine. 

His face froze. What had Mewtwo said?

The Creature smiled cruelly. Its eyes shined with malice completely unrelated to its psychic powers.

You are curious, no? The secret is hidden within your mind. A shame that your memory recollection is so weak. Reach your own conclusions. Show me that humans are possessing of some sort of intelligence. I have not seen it thus far. 

There are more important issues. My machines have completed the extraction of your teams’ DNA. They will be reproduced shortly. 

“What do you mean?” Fergus sneered hatefully.

I mean that their clones will be prepared and ready for combat within the hour. 

Ash’s brow furrowed. That was impossible. He’d learned a lot about cloning during his time with Blaine, even if he didn’t understand the higher subjects that the scientist had tried to explain to him. What he did know that clones weren’t different in anyway other than being born through unnatural means. They had to develop the same way as a natural organism. A clone couldn’t fully develop in less than an hour.

It is simple. I have combined human technology and my own knowledge of the universe. With my power anything is possible. Humanity’s miracles are my trivialities. 

Organic life is trivial to replicate. Do you humans know what it is? Chemicals and energy locked into an infinitely complex mechanism. For all of its intricacy it merely requires certain chemicals and a stimuli to develop. I will its accelerated development and it occurs. 

Their teams appeared, but were frozen alongside the trainers. Sneasel’s eyes were terrified but the others simply appeared hopeless. Ash figured that Sneasel was just afraid that he was actually affected by psychic energy. It was something no dark-type was supposed to feel.

I give you freedom for the next hour. I suggest that you cherish it. It might be your last before you become mine. 

Mewtwo vanished. The oppressive weight of its presence refused to vanish, however. Ash just sighed and sat down onto the dirt floor of the battlefield. He cradled his head in his hands and squeezed his eyes shut. They’d failed.

Sneasel rushed over and clenched on tightly to Ash’s back. Seeker fluttered over and snuggled into his chest. She shook softly and Ash gently stroked her as he wallowed in his defeat. The rest of the team was solemn as they followed the two weakest members over to Ash.

“What is that thing?” Fergus demanded furiously to nobody in particular. His voice broke a little. “It can’t beat everyone, right?”

“It can.” Ash responded bitterly. He pulled his head up and looked at the three older trainers. They all looked scared and angry. Their eyes were burnt out with exhaustion. They’d never felt anything like Mewtwo before, most likely. “You know the St. Anne tragedy? It was behind that. It was what beat the League at Viridian and nearly killed the Elite Four.”

“How do you know all that?” Corey snapped. His hands were shaking with suppressed rage. Ash figured he wasn’t the kind of person that was used to being helpless.

“I was there.” Ash admitted. He leaned back against Nidoking, who grunted softly and wrapped a comforting arm around the trainer’s body. Nidoking lowered his great head and seemed to sigh. The pokemon knew what was going on. “I saw it destroy the St. Anne and I watched when it beat Lance.”

Neesha crossed her arms and scowled. Her team had surrounded her. The Wigglytuff was curled up in a pink ball next to her feet, small arms over its face. The others simply collapsed around the woman. Whatever Mewtwo had done to them must have been exhausting.

“Then you know more about it than us. What is it? How can we kill it?”

Ash pushed himself up and took his cap off. He stared at the hat for a moment as he gathered his thoughts. Everyone was watching him.

“It’s Mewtwo, a clone of Mew. It was created by Team Rocket and I think it did most of their dirty work. It blew up their headquarters and ran away.” Ash recounted. He put his cap on his lap and pulled Infernus’ pokeball off of his belt. Infernus was the only one Mewtwo hadn’t returned in a physical state.

“How can we kill it?” Fergus interjected hastily. His face was twisted into anger as he looked at his pokemon, which were huddled around him in a withdrawn state. Gyarados was still in its pokeball. Ash hoped Mewtwo hadn’t cloned that. If its clones were so much more powerful than the originals than a cloned Gyarados would be absolutely terrifying.

“We can’t!” Ash retorted, his patience frayed. He hated admitting it. When he had first seen Mewtwo he had at least hoped they could get close and maybe Sneasel would kill it and put an end to all this. But Mewtwo had defeated Moltres, the same Moltres that made fire pulse in the hearts of dead volcanoes with its mere cries and melted stone with the touch of its talons.

Corey snarled. “Bullshit! We’re going to kill it!” He sighed and just looked very tired all of a sudden. “We have to. Everything is depending on us!”

“There’s nothing we can do to hurt it.” Ash replied with a hitch in his voice. He looked away, up at the orbs of energy that lit the entire stadium so easily. “But I’ll help you try.”

“Thanks.” Fergus said with a smile, although it was forced. Ash couldn’t blame the robust teenager. There wasn’t anything to smile about. They were safe and their teams were safe, but outside of this cursed island the world was being ravaged without mercy. Everyone and everything they knew was going to be torn from them in one night. “That’s all we ask.”

Ash turned to regard his team as the other trainers moved to speak. He’d just let them tell him what to do. He didn’t have faith in any plan’s chances of success. Mewtwo probably knew they were plotting against it. The omnipresent weight around him pulsed.

“Are you alright?” He addressed his team, worried and concerned about their hollow eyes and tired expressions. Dazed was the only one that was relatively unaffected. Even Torrent seemed a bit drained.

We are satisfactory. The Blight’s influence is harsh upon us. 

Ash nodded, too tired and mentally broken to be awed at Dazed’s speech. Any other time he would be ecstatic. But with the end of his world encroaching all he could feel was a faint curiosity. “How are you speaking? We didn’t get a chance to talk before.”

The Blight emanates a great deal of psychic energy. Unbound it empowers those in touch with their psychic powers, humans included. I am sufficiently skilled and knowledgeable enough to harness the latent power in a way beyond mere empowerment. It is a welcome addition to my repertoire, but I would prefer silence to this situation. 

Ash nodded slowly. “How is everyone else doing?”

They are satisfactory. 

Nidoking grunted. Dazed’s eyes, which glowed steadily without any use of her own power, pulsed slightly and she turned her luminescent gaze back to Ash.

My compatriot implores me to tell you that everything will be all right. I believe that is an exceptionally optimistic view of our current situation meant to impart upon you false comfort. 

“Oh, really?” Ash asked, a tiny smile on his lips. Dazed blinked back. Torrent rumbled his own input.

Really. The Kingdra has requested me to inform you that you must not lose hope and that we would follow you into Distortion itself. 

Ash wasn’t quite sure what Distortion was but from Dazed’s slightly elevated tone he understood that it was something of great significance. As such he smiled softly. “Thank you.”

Dazed’s eyes continued to steadily glow as she stared at Ash. She didn’t say anything. Ash didn’t care. He just wanted something to happen so that he didn’t have to think about what was happening to the world outside. The world that Mewtwo would destroy.

“Do you think you’ll be able to talk again?”

I do not know. The Blight’s influence exponentially increases my abilities. Perhaps with specialized training I will be able to communicate with you in this manner once more. Nothing is definite. 

Dazed cocked her head and idly polished her pendulum, which continued to tremble and erratically bounce of its own volition.

Of course, all probable outcomes indicate that the issue will not be a concern. 

Ash sighed. Dazed wasn’t very optimistic. Not that he had expected her to be, especially in a situation like this. It wasn’t as though he thought anything good would come out of this situation either.

He stroked Sneasel’s feather and looked around at his friends. No, his family.

Nidoking, his first and best friend. The one who had won him so many battles and fought so hard to protect him in so many desperate situations. The one who would fight to the death to save Ash.

Plume. Fierce and proud, but motherly and affectionate. He wished he could just fly her out of here, but his body refused to move at the mere thought of such an action. Ash knew she could do it. A hurricane was nothing for his powerful friend.

Torrent, the angry, aggressive Horsea that had grown into the wise, powerful Kingdra. Ash could never have predicted the change. He could remember the moment he pulled Torrent up from the waters outside Cerulean City perfectly. The trainer smiled when he remembered that Torrent had covered Ash and Nidoran’s faces with ink during their battle. Back then that was the most he could do. Now he could break the hurricane of Mewtwo and summon his own storms of ice and plasma.

Dazed. She was the first of his pokemon to be really difficult. But she warmed up after the St. Anne. His mind flashed back to the first moment she’d really accepted him as a partner, back on the St. Anne when she defended him from one of Team Rocket’s Golbat.

Infernus wasn’t there, but the air was still hot from his furious battle with Mewtwo’s Charizard. Some of the ground was still glass from where their burning fires had met. Ash pondered releasing the fire-type, but his body wouldn’t let him. He’d like to actually know what went through Infernus’ mind.

Bruiser was uncomfortable. Ash assumed he didn’t like the psychic energy that saturated the air. He was physically powerful and robust, but his great strength and honor didn’t matter to the mental abilities of Mewtwo. Ash regretted not bringing Bruiser with him more. Bruiser had been needed to stay with Seeker and help Professor Oak, but Ash had neglected him. He could only be thankful for the time they’d had together with Bruno and with Lance.

Seeker nuzzled in closer. He held her close with one arm to comfort her. Although he couldn’t see her he could feel her. She was shivering in fear. She was meek and worried. Ash would find some way to protect her. He’d failed already. Mewtwo had her DNA but it wouldn’t touch Seeker again.

Tangrowth stayed with them but he sent some friendly vines to probe out the other teams. He tried to wrap a few of the pokemon from Corey and Neesha’s team up in an affectionate hug, although only Wigglytuff allowed it. The others allowed him to run his vines over them to get an idea of their shape, however. Ash just briefly smiled at the most friendly member of his team, who gurgled back and hopped up and down. He wasn’t sure Tangrowth quite realized what was happening. To be honest, Ash didn’t consider that a problem. It was a blessing for his friend, at least at the moment.

Sneasel –

I feel the clones. They are developing at a highly accelerated rate. The Blight is efficient. 

“Can you feel yours?” Ash inquired hesitantly, unsure as to how Dazed would react.

A pause.

Yes. The others of the team are recognizable as well. 

Ash sighed and stared at Seeker’s fuzzy head. He stroked her ears calmingly. “I’m sorry for getting all of you into this. It was a mistake to come here.”

It was. But it was no fault of your own. The Blight wanted you here. It ensured you would be focused on its false tournament. Judging by its apparent interest in you, we would have arrived here one way or another. 

“You’re probably right.” Ash agreed slowly as Nidoking shuffled toward him and sat down next to him. He carefully adjusted Seeker and leaned onto his friend. The rest of the team huddled around. Dazed stayed in her place. She continued to polish her pendulum on her thick white mane.

Oz whirred and her fur crackled with electricity as she crushed her fists together. Ash smiled softly at her. He hadn’t had nearly as much time with Oz as he’d have liked. She blinked and electricity continued to jump across her body as she moved. It was a sign that she was agitated, not that Ash needed to have read the pokedex entry on Electabuzz to know that.

She desires to tell you that she will assist you in fighting the Blight. There is nothing to hold her or any of us back. We will stand with you. 

“Thanks.” Ash murmured gratefully. He stood up and apologized softly to Sneasel when the dark-type hissed anxiously. The trainer rolled his cap around in his hat for a few moments before he stuffed it into one of his crowded jacket pockets. He idly noted that his clothes were still slightly damp with the salty seawater. It seemed like so long ago that he’d travelled through the hurricane on Torrent’s back.

Nidoking climbed to his feet as well and hovered protectively around Ash as the trainer walked over to the other three humans determinedly. The others stayed behind, although Ash could feel their eyes on his back. He gave Seeker one last pet before he sent her off to Bruiser, who happily accepted his friend’s attentions.

“Hey, Ash. What’s up?” Fergus greeted him tiredly. Golduck stood beside him defensively, the gem on its forehead pulsing with energy. It looked like Mewtwo’s power wasn’t limited strictly to psychic-types. “You up for this?”

“Yes.” Ash nodded determinedly. Neesha parted to let him into the circle. “What are we doing?”

“That’s a good question.” Corey said with calmly but with a dangerous glint in his eyes. “The obvious answer is that we’re going to kill this monster and save the world. I’m guessing you’re more interested in the how.”

Ash didn’t respond. He just waited for Corey to explain. It was doubtful that the plan would work, but he was up for anything at this point. Anything to save the people outside of the storm’s eye.

“We know that we can’t hold a candle to this Mewtwo thing. That Bird was way more powerful than anything I’ve seen before and it got its burning ass kicked.” Corey said grimly.

“That Bird was Moltres. Don’t be so disrespectful.” Neesha interjected sharply. Corey rolled his eyes at her vehemence.

“It’s not much of anything anymore. Right now it’s in the same situation as us: At Mewtwo’s mercy. Or lack thereof.” He said harshly. Corey’s hard gaze softened slightly. “Sorry. I’m a little stressed at the moment. Anyways, I’m guessing we can outspeed it, though. That dark-type of yours should be able to slip past it and take it out in one blow. Mewtwo doesn’t look too durable.”

Dazed materialized behind Ash. Ash just blinked in surprise but the others jerked back, not used to her sudden appearances. She looked around at the trainers.

You will not surprise the Blight. It is too powerful. It can feel your thoughts even as you orchestrate an assassination attempt. If you are allowed to attempt it is because the Blight wishes to toy with you. The dark-type is not invisible to psychics. It is a hole in the world. A sufficiently skilled psychic is capable of detecting it. 

“Huh. A cheerful Hypno you’ve got there, kid.” Corey remarked drily. “Glad to see it’s got confidence in us.”

“She.” Ash corrected sternly. Dazed nodded at him in thanks before she turned to the humans.

I will not hide the truth. Blind hope and optimism is misleading and will only end in your own downfall. They are the tools of fools.

“So will any other option we take right now.” Neesha spoke up. Fergus just watched. “No matter what we’re done after tonight. The only way to save anyone is to kill that thing!”

Correct. I am simply stating the facts. I will not allow Trainer-Friend to suffer unduly. Make use of this information as you will. 

“Fine.” Fergus agreed. He crossed his arms and glared around. “What are we supposed to do then? There’s no way to hurt it if it knows what we’re doing.”

There is no way to hurt it, regardless. It is too powerful. Any attempt will end in failure. 

“We can at least try!” Corey insisted. His Scyther, which had sauntered up behind him, clashed its blades together in agreement. “It can’t block everything. It’s just another pokemon. It’s just a bit stronger.”

Ash thought that was somewhat of an understatement. Corey was either in denial or was trying to bolster their spirits with his brashness. Mewtwo had split the entire ocean and entombed a Legend in the great trenches of the sea.

Then so be it. Trainer-Friend Ash, we will assist you in any way we can. 

“Thanks, Dazed.” He said with a warm smile. Her expressive eyes smiled back before she disappeared and materialized with the rest of the team. Tangrowth curiously prodded her with an outstretched vine.

“You know what to do, right? Everything attacks and that Sneasel of yours kills it. Scyther can help, but we saw what happened last time. Mewtwo’s fast, if nothing else.” Corey explained. Ash just nodded. He assumed that they would go into more detail soon. “Anyways, we have a while to wait. Let’s prepare.”

XX

Ash waited in the midst of his friends as the minutes ticked by. Corey and Fergus hadn’t taken long to explain the specifics of the plan, although Ash didn’t think it was worth going into. Mewtwo would stop it regardless.

The Blight is here. 

Dazed’s smooth, monotone voice slipped into his mind. Ash shot to his feet and gently took Seeker from Bruiser’s leathery arms. Bruiser shut his beady eyes and beat on his thick, powerful chest before he turned away from Ash and toward the menacing figure that had just materialized.

Nicoking and Torrent inclined their head to Ash as a last gesture. Whether or not Mewtwo would show how dangerous it was to ordinary pokemon was unsure, but Ash knew that this would likely be his last moment of freedom before Mewtwo left him and the rest of the humans naught but slaves. He’d talked and recounted plenty of stories with his friends after they’d finished talking strategy.

Ash couldn’t say he was at peace with slavery or death, but he was ready. This was the moment of the truth, the moment that would determine the fate of the world. This was when they would make their last stand.

The world exploded. The air was hot and cold and white with released energy all at once as around twenty highly trained and powerful pokemon used their most powerful attacks on Mewtwo. No one held back. They had one shot.

He couldn’t see what was going on, but he could see that Sneasel wasn’t by his feet anymore. That meant Scyther wouldn’t be either.

And then it ended. The world flashed blue as Mewtwo channeled its power and all of the pokemon were frozen. Ash was able to see again as the dust and smoke kicked up from the attacks were effortlessly wiped away by the Creature.

Ash clenched his fists when he saw that Sneasel was frozen in place with Scyther right behind him. They were a few feet away from Mewtwo, but from the utter lack of concern or surprise in Mewtwo’s eyes Ash assumed that it had let the two fast pokemon near of its own volition.

Sneasel had a little range of movement, but even as he struggled and tried to flicker toward Mewtwo with a Faint Attack nothing happened. He suddenly collapsed, unconscious. Mewtwo looked at Sneasel with amusement. Scyther collapsed a moment later.

An assassination attempt? How amusing. It is a shame I knew of it before it had evolved into an actual plot. 

Mewtwo’s eyes flashed and it materialized into existence just a few feet from the humans, who had huddled together for safety from their teams’ myriad of destructive attacks. Ash could tell that Mewtwo wasn’t exerting influence on him, but he couldn’t bring himself to move. The overbearing weight of Mewtwo’s proximity was just too much.

Do you not understand, humans? You ceased to be individuals when you entered my domain. You are little more than extensions of myself now. Any freedom you find within yourself is an illusion, a kindness I have bestowed upon my prizes. 

Its thick, muscular tail swished side to side in an erratic manner as the Creature spoke. Mewtwo’s eyes ceased glowing. From this close Ash could see that they were an amethyst color, clear and cold as gems.

You cannot harm me. You cannot escape me. You cannot hide from me. Accept that you are mine now. Mine to control, mine to reward, mine to punish. 

“We aren’t your slaves!” Fergus roared. He reared back his fist and ran at Mewtwo. The Creature watched with cold amusement. When Fergus came close he crumpled to the ground and wailed in agony.

Mewtwo’s dark laugh echoed through Ash’s head as he watched Fergus flail in horror.

He is unharmed. The illusion of pain is as efficient as the events that would trigger it. Organic bodies depend on electrical and chemical signals to transmit information. Pain is amongst the information transferred. It is simple to manipulate the body into believing what is not there. 

Of course, I do not have to be so kind. 

Ash’s gut lurched as Fergus’ forearm suddenly snapped in on itself at an unnatural angle. Fergus screamed louder before it wrenched back into place with a sickening crack. Neesha and Corey looked on with pity and disgusted horror.

You claim that you are not my slaves. An incorrect statement, although I prefer the term “pet”. Regardless, I am your master now. You are mine in body, mind, and spirit. I will not cause you true harm, however. Simulated harm is much more efficient in the long run. 

Mewtwo’s deep baritone slipped into a cruelly amused tone. Ash felt a headache coming on, but it was pushed to the back as he helplessly watched Fergus flail in agony.

Perhaps you and your pokemon have something to bond over now. 

Fergus was suddenly levitated up to his feet. His muscles slackened and he tried to collapse, but Mewtwo held him in place. The older trainer’s eyes were hollow and empty and his skin was pale. He looked like he was about to vomit. Ash looked away. There was nothing he could do.

Mewtwo looked up from the stadium. Its eyes focused on the night sky and the stars that twinkled brightly in the infinite blackness. Ash thought they softened for a moment before they became hard as stone once more.

It will not be long before my storms accomplish what must be done. Would you like to see your hometowns?

The trainers just stared at Mewtwo hatefully. Their teams were still frozen, but Ash was sure that they had just as much hate running through their minds. He wished Nidoking could move. His friend would pierce through Mewtwo as if the Creature were made of paper.

His thoughts wandered to his mother as Mewtwo gazed at the broken trainers with satisfaction. He was sure that she and the other residents of Pallet Town would be okay. Professor Oak could protect them. At least one of his pokemon had to be able to circumvent the storm, or at least break it. They had to.

But what would his mother be thinking? She was probably worried about him. Nobody had expected a storm like the one Mewtwo had created. He hoped she could just focus on herself for once, though. She was smart. She could help people who were having trouble with the storm. But he really just wanted his mother to be safe.

What of the other people he had met that lived on the coast? Blaine and Cinnabar would have a bad time of it. They weren’t too far from New Island. Just a hundred miles or so. He was confident that Blaine would protect everyone and keep them safe in the labyrinth he’d created around the Cinnabar volcano, but they’d probably lose everything.

The Sevii Islands might not have been hit yet. Ash couldn’t imagine how they’d handle a hurricane as powerful as one of Mewtwo’s. They’d probably just get the edge of one of the hurricanes sent for Kanto, anyways. Mewtwo probably didn’t consider them an important target, especially now that Moltres was gone and defeated.

A flash of light snapped his dazed thoughts back into reality.

I can find your families. You humans are all the same, but it is possible. See.

Ash suddenly saw Pallet Town, which was covered in waves of rain and hail. Lightning flickered in the sky and thunder boomed in the background, right into Ash’s bones. The flimsier buildings were being blown apart already, although Ash could tell that the actual storm hadn’t quite reached his home. This was just the edge.

He saw the briefest flash of his mother’s face, which was calm and determined. Ash did his best to memorize it. He didn’t know if he’d ever see her again.

His eyes returned to New Island. Mewtwo was still in front of him, although the amethyst eyes were pulsing with energy and focused on the other trainers. Ash suddenly saw his chance. Mewtwo had given him one brief glance of his mother, but that was enough to know that she was safe.

He reached into his bag and grabbed a single item from the case that he’d kept unused for so long. Ash didn’t even give it time to fully prime before he tossed the Ultra Ball, one of the six he’d won from the tournament on the St. Anne so long ago, straight at Mewtwo.

Ash froze. Endless pressure pounded upon him. His skin felt like it was going to sink into his muscle and tendons and ligaments. His bones wanted to condense and his blood wanted to crystallize. His eyes pounded horribly and his skull felt as though it were about to split apart. He couldn’t scream.

The Ultra Ball froze the moment it left his hand. It was instantly crushed into a tiny hunk of metal no larger than Ash’s fingernail and fell to the ground.

Mewtwo looked at him. Ash felt a force far stronger than gravity tear him from the earth and levitate him ten feet in the air. The pressure increased. Twin suns burned in Mewtwo’s eye sockets. His throat closed forcefully and his lungs heaved for air.

YOU WOULD DARE AND CAPTURE ME?!

Mewtwo’s thunderous voice roared in his head. Ash screamed with no voice as wave upon wave of pain wracked his body and his head felt as though it would split open. That would have been a mercy.

All pretense of civility was gone from Mewtwo. It was furious. Ash dimly realized that he had managed to surprise it.

I CANNOT BE CAPTURED! NO TECHNOLOGY CAN HOLD ME! I AM YOUR MASTER AND YOU WILL OBEY.

Ash’s vision became fuzzy on its edges. He felt warm, wet liquid come from his nose, ears, and mouth. He barely registered it through the pain. His body felt like it was about to pop under the force Mewtwo held him with.

Mewtwo’s eyes did not dim but the pain suddenly diminished. Mewtwo cocked its head thoughtfully.

I had wanted to keep you as a trophy, Ash Ketchum, just as Giovanni kept me. Perhaps you will serve better as an example. A reminder to those that would resist me. 

The others were enveloped in a field of psychic energy as Mewtwo suddenly appeared inches away from Ash. He was almost blinded by the light that poured out of the Creature’s eyes. Ash was mostly aware now and he was cognizant of the fact that the liquid that dribbled out of his head was exactly what he’d feared: Blood.

Enjoy your last moments, Ash Ketchum. Soon you will know a fate far worse than death. I will not kill you. That would be wasteful. Instead I will snuff out your spirit and mind. You will be nothing but a shell and my own will shall supplant your own. 

Perhaps it is a mercy. Nonexistence might be preferable to a future of servitude. 

Ash was numb as Mewtwo smiled slightly. Its eyes began to glow brighter, and then –

He was gone.

Ash blinked. He still existed. He wasn’t a shell of a human.

But he was still in New Island. Just on the other side of the battlefield from Mewtwo, the pokemon, and the other humans.

What?

Mewtwo’s soft mental roar was actually confused. It was not dominant, or cold, or menacing. Just confused.

Ash couldn’t blame it. He had no idea what had happened either. He must have been teleported, but he knew that Dazed couldn’t have done it. She was secured by Mewtwo’s power, as were the rest of the pokemon.

I feel a presence…

Mewtwo announced, although Ash got the feeling it was speaking to itself. He frowned when he saw a pink blur flash through the air toward Mewtwo and lightly touch it with a swift tap of a long, thin appendage before it flitted away.

It suddenly stopped and allowed itself to be seen. Ash felt the oppressive atmosphere of New Island lighten and hope burned in his heart once more. He didn’t know what the creature was, but it made him feel happy.

He had a bit of difficulty, but Ash could make out a small, pink creature about a fourth of Mewtwo’s size. It levitated easily in the air and playfully chased its own long tail. Once he managed to see its feline-like features and the obvious power it possessed it was easy to make the connection.

Mew. The Peacekeeper. Protector of Kanto and the world.

It was here.

He felt a presence at the edge of his mind, an endless ocean to his drop of water. It prodded at him curiously and enveloped him much like Mewtwo had. But this didn’t hurt. It didn’t make his head ache or his body flail in agony. Mew was gentle, calm. His skin tingled and strength drained steadily from his limbs, but Mew did not hurt him.

The Peacekeeper opened his mind and its own. For just a moment they were one, Legend and mortal indistinguishable, his drop an imperceptible addition to Mew’s endless mind and power.

Memories and thoughts ran through his mind. Ash felt that Mew could see everything while he could only see the vaguest flashes of thought and memory from the Legend’s…mind? Essence? It was different than just a psychic. It was like Mewtwo in that way. Mew was to a psychic as the sun was to a candle.

A man in armored clothing – a deal – Ash felt a new life awaken, familiar but different, curious, strange – so much power, destruction, Ash could feel the new life but the familiar one left – Ash was in a beautiful, ethereal room of crystal and energy, Ash blew into a Shuckle toy, Ash felt power, dangerous power, it left – Ash flew, it reached the source –

He fell to his knees. Mew cocked its head curiously and ceased chasing its tail. It turned to look at Mewtwo, whose eyes were brighter than ever. The air distorted around Mewtwo as it stared at Mew and thunder and lightning rolled in the distance with increasing frequency. Ash could feel the shockwaves of the broken air rumble through New Island.

Corey, Neesha, and Fergus rushed over to him. Their pokemon followed as hastily as they could. Ash figured that nothing wanted to be around Mewtwo when it was like this. Before it had been controlled, even when angry. It restrained itself.

Now? Now Mewtwo was not hiding its power. The air twisted and cracks threaded throughout the earth as Mewtwo watched its progenitor. Ash wasn’t sure if it was a conscious decision on behalf of the Creature or simply a result of strong emotion.

Mew. 

The Creature acknowledged coldly, voice devoid even of the mocking edge it had maintained since its victims had arrived.

Mew cocked its head and looked back with a quizzical stare. Its eyes glowed a warm pink as they met Mewtwo’s frozen gaze. The Legend playfully flicked its tail around and mewled at the Creature.

So you reveal yourself at last. I have finally drawn you out of whatever sanctum hid you. You know what I am. You have known since the day of my birth.

The Legend squeaked back. It made the ground tremble and uplifted the spirits of all the lesser creatures in the area. Ash had a wide grin as Mewtwo’s eyes dimmed. Perhaps Moltres was more impressive than Mew’s tiny, diminutive form but Mew was something more than the Bird of Fire. Moltres embodied an element. Mew? Mew was more complex. Fire was limited in its application. Psychic powers could do almost anything. The forces of the universe were Mew’s playthings.

You wish for me to surrender? Do you think this is a game? You are my inferior. Your era is over! This is my world now. You will not be a part of it. 

Mewtwo acted blindingly fast. Its eyes flashed and a beam of icy energy shot at the small, pink form of Mew. Ash could feel the air crackle with power from where he stood, different than the casual weight of New Island’s corruption.

He had just enough time to be worried for Mew before a tiny, curved shield of intense pink energy formed right where the beam was meant to strike. The thin blast of energy angled off of the shield and shot off into the towering wall of stone that encircled Mewtwo’s coliseum. Ash’s eyes could keep up with it just enough to see that it easily carved through the hundreds of meters of stone before it suddenly exploded and vaporized the majority of the pillar.

A shield of psychic energy protected the mundane beings from the heat and force exuded by the release of energy but Ash still felt a weak breeze rush through the cold, thick air. He fought the urge to shield his eyes and just watched the confrontation between the two titans.

Ash could make out a faint smile on Mewtwo’s sharp, angular face as it suddenly lifted itself a few inches into the air. Mew just watched and waited for the Creature’s next actions.

You enjoy games. Shall we play one?

Mew’s eyes glimmered and it hovered patiently in the air as Mewtwo thundered mockingly into its head. Ash could feel the Creature’s cold amusement. He absentmindedly shuddered and wiped some of the blood from his face with his sleeve. There was much more, but he couldn’t bring himself to care.

Around twenty pokemon identical to their own teams, which counted the Venusaur, Charizard, and Blastoise from before, all of whom were healed, appeared on the opposite side of the field. They all stared at the natural human and pokemon with cold eyes that mirrored those of their Master.

Kill them all. Spare the humans. I have use for them. 

Ash’s eyes widened as the clones roared their understanding and released their first volley of attacks on the natural-born beings. He reflexively tried to leap out of the way, but his sore body was too tired to respond and the attack was too sudden for Dazed to erect a shield.

Fortunately, Mew was much faster. It simultaneously erected a barrier that easily absorbed all of the clones’ attacks and protected itself from a quick stab of psychic power from Mewtwo. Mew’s eyes began to glow steadily and it tensed up.

My creations will kill them. They will butcher your precious organisms. Only you can stop them. 

Mewtwo boomed calmly as it effortlessly floated higher. If its eyes weren’t obscured by icy suns Ash expected they would carry a look of cold glee.

But you will have to defeat me first. I will never surrender. If you wish to protect the weak you will have to kill me and win this game. Show me the power of Mew!

With that Mewtwo shot into the air and blasted a dozen beams of energy toward Mew, whom instantly teleported away from the lethal attacks and shot out into the air.

You cannot escape me, Mew! 

Mewtwo hissed with calm certainty as it launched after the tiny Legend, a thin barrier of psychic power around it all the while. In just a moment Ash couldn’t see either of the duo anymore, although when he saw beams of light that made lightning look like a toy blast throughout the black sky he knew Mewtwo had found an opportunity to attack.

“Ash, we’ve gotta get out of here!” Fergus bellowed as he picked Ash up and rushed off as fast as his aching body would allow. Ash tried to stumble alongside him, but his exhausted muscles refused to listen. Repeated contact with Mewtwo and Mew had drained him of all strength.

He turned back and looked with horrified eyes as the two groups of pokemon met in bloody battle, both sides having grown tired of taking potshots at one another from across the battlefield. Ash cried out desperately for his friends as he saw the clones make contact, but Fergus pulled him away as they gave chase to Corey and Neesha, who slowed to wait for them.

Ash heard the beating of wings above them. He was too numb to really fear, but his neck still snapped up to see the massive Charizard, unopposed by any other pokemon considering that Plume looked to be busy fending off her own clone, diving toward them. It swiftly landed and leered at them with sharp eyes.

“Shit!” Fergus snapped as he stumbled backward, inadverdantly knocking both himself and Ash down. Corey and Neesha hesitated, but Ash motioned for them to run. The Charizard wouldn’t kill him or Fergus.

As the Charizard snarled at Ash and snapped its jaws menacingly, the only pokeball that still held its occupant shook violently on Ash’s belt before it exploded and released a massive, bulky paragon of fire and battle-lust.

Infernus launched himself at Charizard the moment he became solid. Charizard had just a moment to lurch back before Infernus managed to stab his electrified claws into the healed fire-type’s chest and rend the flesh with a gleeful smirk.

“Thanks, Infernus.” Ash murmured as the Charizard frantically flapped its wings to knock Infernus away and flew into the air, willing to do anything to get away from the furious creature that had very nearly killed it earlier.

The Magmortar just smiled and gave Ash a respectful nod before it turned on Charizard, who snarled and furiously shot a stream of blue fire that Ash instantly recognized as a powerful Dragon Rage at Infernus, who easily absorbed the dragon-type attack and shot a stream of his own blue, superheated flame in return.

Ash grinned as Charizard roared and tried to fly away, only for Infernus to instantly teleport atop the great lizard, although Charizard managed to escape once again through liberal bellows of smoke, Dragon Rage, and flaps of its wings. Infernus roared out his challenge and chased after Charizard as it tried to escape. He teleported almost constantly, short jumps onto the side of the stone walls that encircled the coliseum, the hard dirt ground, and anywhere that would let him keep up with his chosen nemesis and let him attack it.

“Fergus, are you alright?” He coughed as some of the smoke entered his lungs. Fergus winced and pulled himself up with a rough grunt of exertion, but nodded.

“Ash, we need to get to higher ground.” Fergus shouted as a Hyper Beam shot several feet above their heads and exploded on the stone walls. The stone repaired itself moments later, but the heat and force still knocked Ash to his knees.

He nodded understandingly and quickly pulled himself up, although he almost fell down again thanks to his muscles being so weak. Ash hobbled after Fergus as they went to Neesha and Corey, who waited anxiously on the perfectly carved stone rows.

“You two alright?” Corey inquired as he gave Fergus a helping hand. Neesha helped Ash up. He thanked her once he collapsed onto the bench. The woman looked at him with concern.

“No.” Ash said stonily as he looked out at the masses of battling pokemon. Each seemed to have found their counterpart and fought each other with horrible ferocity. He needed to be down there with his pokemon.

“This is awful.” Neesha whispered, a horrified expression on her face as she traced the movements of her pokemon in the brawl. She winced, so Ash assumed she’d seen one of her team take a hit. He was too busy looking for his own friends to offer much sympathy. “We have to do something!”

“What can we do?” Corey replied morosely. His eyes weren’t prideful or sharp or fiery anymore. Just exhausted. “The clones won’t listen to us. If we go down there we’ll get our teams killed. We can’t distract them.”

All of the trainers flinched and lurched backward when four screaming Pidgeot suddenly tore through the air, a sonic boom left in their wake. He squeezed his eyes shut in surprise but quickly opened them. The others began to debate worriedly, although Fergus was shouting something out to his pokemon.

Ash barely paid attention. He’d picked out each of his friends.

Nidoking and his clone were locked into deadly combat. They rampaged across the field, forcing lesser pokemon to back away lest they be trampled by the two monarchs. Poison dripped dangerously from their horns as they tried to stab each other and pierce through the thick plates of armor that protected their bodies. Nidoking was actually pushing the clone back, despite the clones faster reactions and presumably greater strength. Half the time Nidoking used Ice Beam to confuse the clone, who didn’t have Nidoking’s experience. Its powerful body was crusted in thin layers of ice, although it broke through with every movement.

Plume and Corey’s Pidgeot were working together to combat their clones. They moved so fast that Ash couldn’t tell which team had the edge, although Mewtwo’s powered up clones would probably win in a purely physical confrontation. But, as Corey’s Pidgeot proved when it suddenly shot a Hyper Beam carving through the air and into the midst of the brawl on the ground, the clones weren’t the only ones with an advantage.

Torrent and his clone were given a wide berth. Neither could do much physically since they were forced to rely on levitation, but they fired ridiculously powerful attacks at the other at an astounding rate, each willing to draw upon every last reserve of energy in order to kill the other and aid their brethren. Although Torrent looked tired from maintaining the cyclone that brought them here, Ash could tell that he had an advantage. It seemed that the clone could put more into the attacks, but Torrent made it pay for every Dragon Pulse with blood and burnt armor. The prideful Torrent would not go quietly into the night.

It was almost impossible to trace Dazed. Her clone was present and distinctive with the massive orb of psychic energy that surrounded it, but Dazed was vicious in her attacks. She was in constant teleportation, the only time she paused at all to hurl a massive Shadow Ball at the copy. Dazed made good use of the major boost to her power from Mewtwo’s presence and exploited her opponent’s comparative inexperience ruthlessly.

As Ash expected, Infernus was still on his warpath. The Charizard looked to be in bad shape. It just wasn’t able to fight Infernus. Infernus was practically immune to fire-type attacks, its claws just weren’t enough to hurt Infernus without suffering major damage in the process, and Infernus was just too powerful. He still teleported to keep up with Charizard, but he was able to attack more and more frequently as the fire-type was rapidly drained. Soon he’d be done and able to assist the others.

Bruiser was fighting two clones at once: His own and the clone of Corey’s Scyther. The normal Scyther was trying to help, but its thorax had been slashed by its clones’ sharp blades. Dark goo slowly leaked out, but the bug-type resolutely tried to dart around the iron defenses of its foes and stab Bruiser’s clone in the back.

Two small blurs flashed towards him and he flinched. Ash snapped his head back as a tiny, quivering form latched onto his chest. He reflexively snatched the one that followed it out of the air, although the small creature struggled ferociously to latch its jaws around his gloved hand and escape.

He eyed the snarling, spitting clone of Seeker with sorrow. It was so different from his meek friend. Ash let Seeker latch her hooks into his jacket while he carefully held the Zubat clone and stuffed it into his thick bag, which would be more than enough to contain the struggling creature. The material was thick enough to keep a knife on the inside from cutting the fabric.

“I’m sorry, Seeker.” He murmured quietly. She responded by squeaking and hiding inside of his jacket. Ash just let her huddle close to him. Seeker didn’t like raised voices, let alone loud, bloody battles. He would recall her once she’d calmed down. She didn’t need to be around this.

“No!” Fergus suddenly screamed. Ash shivered in horror as he realized what that sound meant and followed Fergus’ horrified gaze, only to look away when he saw that Fergus’ Nidoqueen had been hurled to the ground and then stabbed in the chest by its clones horn. Nidoqueen’s horns weren’t nearly as impressive as that of a Nidoking, but they held a much larger degree of poison. It was less lethal but caused much more pain, pain that could easily allow a Nidoqueen to finish off her opponent.

“Tangrowth!” Ash called out desperately, hoping against hope that he would be able to stop the cloned Nidoqueen from fulfilling her duty. He couldn’t let Nidoqueen die.

Just as the clone lowered her head to finish off the original, dozens of vines stretched out from the corner of the battlefield and restrained the incredibly powerful Nidoqueen. She struggled and managed to snap quite a few of the vines with her immense strength, but Tangrowth’s vines had already begun to sap her energy. Although the clone managed to pull itself away from the vines, she was weakened and Fergus’ Nidoqueen had been given enough time to pull her large body from the ground.

Ash had a wild smile on his face as Nidoqueen was saved. The originals were steadily losing ground, but they could do this. They didn’t have to win, they just had to hold out. He knew that Mew could beat Mewtwo. It had to.

But then the familiar scowl settled on his face as he helplessly watched Tangrowth battle his clone. Battle might have been a misleading term. Tangrowth defended. He didn’t attack the clone, who tried to aggressively wrap Tangrowth up and presumably incapacitate him with Stun Spore or Poison Power, but absentmindedly snapped every vine sent at him with careless ease.

“Tangrowth, you have to attack! Sludge Bomb!” Ash roared. Tangrowth’s was the only battle he’d seen that wasn’t a desperate fight for survival. He could afford to distract his friend for a little bit.

Ash was sure that Tangrowth gurgled at his command, but the only way he knew that his friend had heard was that Tangrowth had excitedly bounced up onto his large red feet and proceeded to spit a huge wave of murky purple sludge at his counterpart, who was covered in the noxious substance.

The clone’s vines curled and waved frantically as the burning substance poisoned it, but it didn’t have any way to remove the sludge. Tangrowth’s own vines suddenly struck. They’d gained a degree of resistance to the poison thanks to how much Ash had the grass-type train with it, so they easily latched around the clone’s flailing body and picked it high into the air. Ash felt a brief surge of hope as Tangrowth suddenly hurled his clone across the battlefield with little effort, as though he had simply done a bothersome chore.

“Help the others!” He shouted. Tangrowth happily bounced off to do what Ash commanded, although Ash wasn’t too hopeful. The clones lacked much experience, true, but their raw strength, speed, and endurance was wearing down the rest of the pokemon. They were just too strong, even if they didn’t seem entirely certain in their bodies and movements.

It was odd. They moved awkwardly, as though they were still getting used to their bodies, but their impossibly fast reflexes and apparently instinctive grasp of battle tactics allowed them to hold out and succeed against their far more experienced foes. Mewtwo probably had something to do with that. Ash could only imagine how powerful they would be when they actually grasped the full extent of their abilities. This was just a trial run.

He finally turned his attention to the mass of electric-types that clashed for dominance in the far edge of the battlefield. Electricity rained down as each of the powerful pokemon grasped their natural element in fury. Any other pokemon that entered that area was immediately engulfed by the electricity that arced randomly around the ground, most of which was produced by a berserking Oz and her clone, who were both doing their best to smash each other’s faces in with enhanced punches and bites.

Ash couldn’t make out which was which thanks to the bright surges of lightning that left stars in his eyes even when he was looking at the rest of the brutal melee. He was just happy that all of his friends were able to fight off the super clones, even if it was a harsh battle. They’d suffered under Lance’s crushing training for a month and it showed. Where the others teams fought valiantly but were slowly defeated, Ash’s team managed to keep the fight going.

The trainers suddenly shouted in surprise as two black blurs shot above the wall and climbed into the coliseum. Sneasel and his clone both fought hatefully, so fast that they were but blurs. Sneasel appeared to be on the run, but he also looked to be winning. In the brief flashes Ash could catch as the two dark-type swung their razor claws at each other and hissed and snarled he could see that Sneasel was relatively unscathed. The clone, on the other hand, had numerous small wounds, all strategically placed to bleed heavily.

He couldn’t see anymore as the clone suddenly leapt at Sneasel and began the chase anew. Ash couldn’t trace them as they blurred away, battling with Quick Attacks.

He rubbed at his head. Mew’s essence had been a constant pressure in the back of his mind, like a small headache. It was growing stronger now, his blood ran hot, plasma ran through his body –

It disappeared and appeared miles away, but had to raise a shield as perfectly aimed blasts of raw, ice blue psychic energy slammed into it and forced it back hundreds of meters. The ocean evaporated at the release of energy, and there was a loud roar as water rushed to fill the void. 

Ash teleported as hundreds of orbs of black, otherworldly energy that crackled with grey lightning blasted through the air. The barrage struck the ocean, which erupted in hundreds of geysers as millions of gallons of water shot upward as the Shadow Balls exploded in a storm of ghostly energy. 

Another huge beam of energy shot at him. Ash couldn’t teleport, but he felt his body tingle as a shield formed and misdirected the blast into the ocean. The bright blue blast curved and shot thousands of meters into the ocean and left a vacuum of air behind for one moment before it exploded. 

More energy beams as a huge wall of water shot upward, the wall hundreds of feet high. The wall was more than a mile long. Ash heard the clap of thunder as the water returned to its source. Mewtwo appeared, a bright blue orb a mile away. Another beam of energy. He teleported away. 

Why do you flee from me? Your subject’s lives are measured in minutes. Do you not care about them?

He felt his eyes burn and the world was covered in a purple haze. He easily teleported the mile to Mewtwo. Ash felt his body transform. It grew larger, but retained the same shape save for one exception: His left arm and paw, once soft and short, was now a wicked scythe that glowed with harsh black energy. 

Ash appeared in front of Mewtwo, who shot another blast of energy from its infinite supply of power. Its blue barrier suddenly cracked as the beam was reflected and amplified by his own shield, although Mewtwo’s protective sphere swiftly smoothed over. Just like every other time he had struck it. 

Mewtwo did not teleport as Ash shot forward and raised his scythe. The ebony energy carved its way through Mewtwo’s barrier and allowed him to enter the Abomination’s sanctum. Mewtwo did not react as he raised his arm and slammed the wickedly sharp blade into Mewtwo’s chest so quickly that he could barely understand what happened. 

It did nothing. The Abomination’s eyes were bright as it smiled cruelly. A thin layer of icy energy covered Mewtwo’s body. It was sufficient to stop the blade infused with bug-type energy. 

Even you cannot harm me. I am beyond you, Mew. I know you can do better. Shall we play for real?

Ash felt his head cock as his arm rippled and shifted back to normal. He teleported several hundred meters away, just in time to avoid a scythe of energy that slashed through the air. It went into the sea and exploded, sending another burst of water that very nearly reached the two Titans where they hung in the sky. 

The Abomination’s protective sphere dissolved into nothingness. It teleported just far enough to avoid the thin, nearly invisible beam of power that Ash shot. It made the body that was not his body tingle. 

He felt infinite power flood into his body. The world became a soft, cheerful pink. The storm around him evaporated as new power was introduced to the universe and the stars and moon shined high above them. 

Time and space warped around him. Pink light twisted and bent as reality itself came undone at the seams. The freezing rain and harsh winds simply disappeared as more and more power rushed through every cell. Some rain simply ceased to feel gravity’s constant grip and floated upward, some burst into pink flames. Ash could see that pink lightning began to strike constantly from the clouds that were an eerie purple from his light. 

By the end a flickering pink aura of raw, unrestrained power over the universe blazed around him like a torch. The air rippled around it, as though it was displaced by the mere movement of the aura. The ocean thousands of feet below hissed and broiled as it began to boil away. 

The Abomination echoed its sudden release of power. It was invisible as icy blue light raged and roared around it, far different and a display of exponentially more power than the Abomination’s normal psychic shell revealed. The aura was not from any will of its own, it was simply a result of deific energies being channeled. 

The universe bent as Mewtwo’s power was added to Mew’s. Their opposing energies clashed and roared simply through contact with one another. He couldn’t imagine what would happen when they actually fought. 

Mewtwo’s storm began to strengthen exponentially as more of its Master’s power became available. Winds whipped and howled, rain instantly froze and became ice, the clouds rushed around in a frenzy. He couldn’t properly see Mewtwo. It was distorted and the air burned from contact with its power, a blue blaze that could not be put out. 

Although the ocean boiled from Ash’s release of power, under and behind Mewtwo it instantly began to freeze over. In seconds it had become a vast plateau of ice that was out of place everywhere save the poles. Ash didn’t know how thick or how deep the ice went. 

Both Titans gazed at each other from within the auras of power that broke the universe’s laws. As the world collapsed and burned and froze around them they finally prepared to enter into a true battle, a battle that would determine the world’s future. 

They could not teleport with such powerful energies coursing through them. There was the very real possibility that they would tear a hole in space and time or destroy a substantial part of Kanto in the process. It was unimportant. Neither could run. With the power that filled them they could travel at speeds approaching instantaneous, regardless. 

Ash acted first. It did not fit him but there was no time for games. Balance must be restored and all life must be protected. 

He blinked. The boiling ocean leapt thousands of feet at his command. It compressed to a thin whip that encircled him, ready to strike out at a moment’s notice. The Abomination simply waited, its body tense and aura bright. 

Ash waved a paw, gave focus to his power. The atmosphere around the Abomination for a hundred feet around ignited in a conflagration of epic proportions. It completely engulfed the flames that encircled Mewtwo’s aura and snuffed them out. Oxygen quickly began to deplete as he commanded the flames to burn faster, but the Abomination snuffed them out motionlessly. 

Thousands of energy beams suddenly shot out from the Abomination’s aura, each just as powerful as the previous attacks Mewtwo had hurled at him. They formed more of a wall than individual attacks. 

He moved a mile to the right so fast it seemed as though he had teleported. He shot out a spear of psychic power, enough to cause an earthquake if it struck the ground. Mewtwo simply let the spear strike it. Ash felt a moment of surprise as the spear of light was simply sucked into the Abomination’s aura as though it were nothing. 

Ash did not wait for long. Mewtwo waved its long, thin arm. A seemingly endless barrage of Shadow Balls shot out in a mass of blackness and grey energy, just as dark as the void itself. He shot away, but Mewtwo reacted just as quickly and released another storm of ghostly power that washed around Mew’s aura, just enough to make him feel drained. 

Mewtwo continued to release exorbitant amounts of power. Each missed or was redirected, but Ash began to edge closer. The world shimmered between the two and what ocean wasn’t frozen or boiling began to rapidly shift colors and explode violently as the water was superheated by the clashing Titans. Heat distorted the air even as the world began to split apart. 

He shut his eyes briefly. Ash felt the world. Every atom, every molecule, the wholes made up from the infinitely smaller parts. So much empty space. The world became him and he became the world. 

The Abomination was a bright star of cold malice and tranquil fury. Arrogance and bitterness. Its power had seeped into the world, it was firmly entrenched in the universe. Almost natural but not quite. It must be destroyed. 

Ash opened his eyes and whipped his long, prehensile tail. Pink lightning struck at Mewtwo from the clouds and hammered on the Abomination’s shield at a frantic, hectic rate until even the powerful Mewtwo was forced to focus on its own safety. The lightning was not the mere electrical discharge most electric-type pokemon generated, it was true lightning called down from the heavens to smite his foe. 

He twitched his tail and shot forth a thin, intense beam of energy at Mewtwo as the Abomination’s aura flared up. It struck Mewtwo’s flame-like aura, but barely penetrated through the ultimate expression of power before the beam was diffused by Mewtwo. 

And then Mewtwo released its power. It did not restrain its power to the flickering aura, but allowed it to explode outward for the briefest of moments, just long enough to strike him and wear down the shields he brought into being to protect the world from Mewtwo’s assault. The wave of energy crashed against the massive shield but the projection held. Unfortunately, Mewtwo shot forward. 

The world slowed down as the unlimited energies allowed Ash to react faster with his mind than any organic body could transmit signals. He was aware of the Abomination’s movement. He was aware of the mass of dark, otherworldly energy that manifested in one of its hands while a blade of psychic power materialized in the other.

He did not flee, no matter what he would have preferred. Ash stood the assault head on. He did not protect himself. The power exuding from him would be sufficient. Instead he focused all of his energy into a single, deadly act that could very well destroy them both. 

Ash focused on a single point several feet in front of him. He created a tiny field of energy around the point and forced a great deal of his limitless power into the transformation into a chunk of pure white matter of his own design. 

Mewtwo drew closer, its terrible wrath and power enough to instantly kill most mortals should they be exposed to it. Its eyes were completely indistinct from the immense, fiery aura of icy blue that raged towards Ash. 

He was calm. Serene. 

Ash crushed his paws together. The matter he had created, far denser than any naturally occurring or earthly material, compressed to a volume of almost nothing. 

A black hole formed. 

Ash felt horrific pressure try to rip him apart and suck him into the hole, but his aura protected him. It drained his power by many degrees, but he easily survived. Mewtwo, on the other hand, was focused on offense at the moment. Its aura was dispersed and its power was forced into its dual attacks. 

He managed to shoot away, although he still felt the small black hole’s immense grip on him. It was an area of utter blackness in space and time. No light was reflected, the photons sucked in just as easily as the water and air that was ripped from their entrenched positions and drawn into the well of space-time. 

He couldn’t see Mewtwo. There was no light in the immediate area of the black hole, although Ash ensured that it wouldn’t have too drastic of an effect on the world. It was small and weak compared to the black holes in the cosmos, but it was sufficient. 

Ash could not feel anything resembling Mewtwo. The shields he set up around the black hole to limit the destruction it could wreak and the tremors the black hole sent throughout the universe kept him from investigating. He simply watched and waited. 

For several seconds nothing happened. He turned to help the little ones in their fight. 

And then Rage made itself known. Power exploded out of the shields and the black hole vanished, its rip sewn together with utmost precision. The universe righted itself and a pillar of icy blue light exploded outward from where the black hole once stood. A wounded, ghostly figure hung in it, radiating pain and power and fury. 

Ash felt despair. They were both weakened. It had taken immense amounts of energy to create the black hole and to protect the world from it. The Abomination had somehow fought its way out of Ash’s trap and neutralized the black hole. It had to be drained from the kind of unnatural power such an act required. 

Mewtwo’s pillar of light, the herald of its survival, flickered and died as it suddenly coalesced around Mewtwo’s thin, bloodied body and outlined the Abomination in icy fire. Its eyes blazed aflame, no longer cold but hateful and with just a hint of fear. 

You are more ruthless than I could have anticipated…I cannot keep you as a slave. You must die now. 

Ash would not give in so easily. He was greatly weakened, but not finished. Mewtwo had survived the most dangerous ability he could use without irreparably destroying a substantial portion of the world. 

A battle of psychic power would result in devastation for both of them. He was too experienced and the Abomination was too powerful. He could survive and misdirect and trap, but Mewtwo was nigh invincible with the amount of power it wielded. It could get up again and again and keep fighting forever. Eventually Ash would be drained. 

Alternatives had to be pursued. 

Ash summoned power of a decidedly different type. Foreign and corrupting, unnatural. Darkness, energy alien to the universe, threaded through his veins. His pink aura dampened and was quickly replaced with a black flame that radiated terror and despair. 

His cells shifted and expressed something that was not DNA but the very essence of Darkness. It was not power to use lightly. It was his antithesis. Pain began to wrack his body as he shifted into the incarnation of Shadow.

He felt his body rearrange itself like fluid adapting to a new container. The soft pink fur and soft, feline features warped into living shadow. Soft paws became wicked, grasping claws. His warm blue eyes became narrow and cold. A red, spiky growth shot out from his neck. Ash’s tail morphed into a shadowy, tattered cloak that drifted in the wind. Ghostly white fog wisped from his head, freezing the air around him. 

The Abomination shot away, not afraid but confused and wary. Its aura flickered for a moment before it fired up once more in righteous fury brought on by its near destruction. Even as Ash’s new, horrific form was surrounded by mist and the blackness of the night Mewtwo refused to bow down. 

Ash felt his form become firm in this new, ethereal body and set his cold blue gaze on Mewtwo. The night around him seemed to become darker, somehow. The light given off by Mewtwo’s bright aura dimmed and did not affect him. 

He shifted. The darkness was him. Ash did not travel through it. One could not travel through a mere extension of themselves. Perhaps the effect was not as absolute as the true incarnation of Darkness, but it was an efficient mockery of it. 

Mewtwo shot away, but Ash could not be escaped. Tendrils of black followed him and grasped out for the Abomination. Whenever they drew near the physical shadows carved straight through Mewtwo’s psychic aura that was more than capable of defending against any of his psychic attacks. 

The Abomination found that everywhere it tried to flee Ash was there first. Ash struck at it mercilessly. Great scythes of darkness cleaved through Mewtwo’s barrier, only to be stopped right in time. Tendrils sought to wrap around and choke the energy from it. His freezing aura and mere proximity to the Abomination sapped its strength and made it inch closer to death. 

Ash realized that they were close to New Island. The massive citadel shimmered proudly in the light cast by their apocalyptic clash, although the power that fuelled its otherworldly properties was dying. It seemed to be slowly decaying. 

Mewtwo led them closer and close. Ash thought that it was trying to prevent him from using as much power. The little ones would suffer terribly from it. 

He felt a drain. This form, this unnatural energy that flowed through him, was not meant for him. It absorbed his power like a sponge, despite its usefulness. Ash could not maintain it for much longer. 

He appeared behind Mewtwo and reached out with his black claws to end this conflict. Ash reached out to sever the thin tube that made Mewtwo so efficient. All it would take was a touch to slice through its protective aura and snip the organ in half.

Mewtwo was ready. It ignited the hydrogen in the air and shot backward. Ash could not simply stop the reaction with a thought and touch of psychic power, and was blinded by it. His shadows were cast away for the briefest of moments, but in that moment he saw danger. 

Ash could not shift through the darkness as the flames seared his shadows. They did no real damage, but they were a slight distraction. His eyes could not handle the bright light, although the darkness that made up his being quickly quenched them. 

It was enough time for Mewtwo to strike back. 

A psychic spear, compact and bright, formed beside Mewtwo and shot towards him. Ash could feel its power as it shot through his dark barriers and stabbed towards him. The abomination had put everything into this. It could feel that the battle would end soon, one way or another. 

He expected it to be stopped. Ash was wrong. Just as he prepared to hide in the shadows it plunged into his black core, straight through the tattered cloak of shadow he seemed to wear. Pain shot through him, dull surprise, and the spear exploded. 

Ash flew backward, felt his body fluidly shift back to his preferred form as the guise of Darkness slipped away and –

He gasped and his eyes snapped open. Fire raced through his blood and he felt like he was going to vomit. He was finally able to consciously realize what had happened, although he’d known it the whole time.

He’d seen the battle through Mew’s eyes. He was connected to Mew. And now that connection had almost vanished, although it was still there. Just very, very weak.

“—you alright?! You’ve been blanking out! Ash –” Fergus stopped shaking him and looked to the sky, where a pink comet plummeted through the heavens. “Look out!”

There was just a moment for Ash to realize with horror that the figure that shot through the sky and cracked the sound barrier was Mew, the Peacekeeper, the Guardian of Life, before –

Thunder rocked the stadium. The pokemon that were still capable of battling were hurled from the center of the battlefield. Ash gave out a concerned yell as dust obscured the world and he was hurled back onto his seat. His head snapped back and slammed into Neesha’s shoulder, which made him feel rather dazed.

“No…” He whispered as the dust was suddenly blown back by an invisible gale. The pressure of New Island increased as a beaten, wounded Mewtwo descended into the arena in its psychic aura. It made Ash’s skin heat up until it felt like he was standing next to a bonfire.

Mew was revealed, still conscious but horribly weakened. Mewtwo barely looked better off. It must have nearly killed itself with that last attack. Ash darkly wished that it had succeeded.

“Is that Mew?” Neesha hissed, horrified. She held her hands over her mouth. Mew was bloodied and trembled weakly as it levitated upward. Mewtwo furiously hurled a Shadow Ball into the Legend and slammed it deep into a new crater created by the attack.

YOU ARE FINISHED, MEW!

Mewtwo roared. It sounded both furious and pleased with itself. It hovered over the broken body of the Legendary, although its own powers dimmed and flickered on and off. Lacerations and deep bruising from the proximity of those shadowy tendrils Mew had sent after it stood out starkly against its pale grey fur.

It calmed, regained control.

You were a worthy opponent, Progenitor. You proved to be far more powerful than I had anticipated. I will enjoy the memories of this fight when I stand atop my world. Unfortunately, you will not be a part of it. 

Mewtwo glanced around at its clones, most of whom were rather badly injured, either from the force of Mew’s fall or from the harsh battles they had just faced. They were better off than most of the normal pokemon, the majority of whom were unconscious. Corey had his face hidden in his hands and refused to look up. Ash feared the worst for Corey’s team.

Time froze as Ash felt Mew’s presence flicker in his mind. Mew was still alive and conscious. It could fight, maybe.

But Mewtwo was in control. It was weakened but indomitable by mortals. At its weakest point it could still kill everything in this stadium in a heartbeat.

He looked around. Some of his friends were easy to find. Most of them were still conscious, although Oz looked to be knocked out. She was bleeding but Ash could trace the steady rise and fall of her chest. Tangrowth was next to her and seemed to be stunned at Mewtwo’s appearance, as were the three clones he had entangled within his vines.

Nidoking stood atop his clone, who was crumpled to the ground and crushed underneath his friend’s heel. The poison-type looked ready to finish it off at a moment’s notice, although he had his fair share of wounds from the brutal fight Ash had seen.

The others were hidden from him by dust or by the masses of pokemon huddled together as they watched Mewtwo prepare to assert its dominance over the world once and for all. Even the Creature’s clones were terrified of its wrath.

Mewtwo hovered above the fallen Legend and raised its arm, a clear sign that it was horribly drained. Body movements enhanced focus, but a psychic as powerful as Mewtwo would not need them unless it was about to collapse from sheer exhaustion.

Mew was locked in a psychic grip and hung helplessly in the air, completely at Mewtwo’s nonexistent mercy. It struggled, but the power that entrapped it was far too great.

“It’s over.” Corey whispered.

“No. It’s not over.” Ash said, a hint of power that was not his own in his words. The others glanced at him for just a moment before they were distracted by the intensifying light. He didn’t mind.

He reached into his bag. The angry Zubat inside struggled and tried to bite him, but it had gotten caught in the thick fabric and couldn’t move well. Ash ignored the scratches he got from the flailing creature as he found the small orb that was the only weapon he had against Mewtwo.

Ash was in a trance as he primed the Ultra Ball. The other trainers were shouting at Mewtwo, but he couldn’t understand what they were saying. Everything seemed dampened and dull. It wasn’t as though Mewtwo noticed them, either.

“I’m sorry, Seeker.” He whispered quietly as he firmly took the soft body of his friend off of his chest. She squeaked and squirmed frantically as she tried to find her way back to his warmth. Ash handed her to Neesha, whose eyes were glazed as she watched Mewtwo prepare to kill Mew. “Stay here.”

He barely knew what he was doing as he vaulted off of the high stone wall. Ash crumpled to the ground as his exhausted body absorbed the force of the landing. His bones felt like they would shatter and he bit back a grunt of pain as he rolled. The trainer was dimly aware of the others shouting furiously at him, but he ignored them. Mewtwo wouldn’t play around with Mew much longer.

The sphere was heavy in his hand as he charged at Mewtwo. He was at peace when he hurled the sphere at the Creature that held the fate of the world in its hands. Time itself slowed down as the Ultra Ball was suddenly surrounded by pink energy and propelled straight through Mewtwo’s raging aura, even as the Creature turned and sent a tendril of icy energy to destroy the sphere.

Ash’s eyes were wide when the Ultra Ball tapped Mewtwo, opened, and sucked it in. For just a moment the ball hung in midair. Mew was freed and slowly levitated away, but before it could try and gain some distance to attack Mewtwo from the Creature appeared, the Ultra Ball nowhere.

For what would likely be the last time Mewtwo turned its frozen eyes upon Ash. The world froze around it, completely locked in place by the waves of psychic energy that suddenly pulsed out from the Creature as cold wrath radiated throughout New Island.

That was a very foolish decision. Ash Ketchum, you are proving to be far more trouble than you are worth. 

Mewtwo boomed. The earth revarbated at the sound of its mental roar and Ash felt his teeth tremble in his mouth. Its tone was not insane with hate as it was last time Ash had tried to throw a pokeball at it, but completely cold and devoid of emotion. It was all the more terrifying for it.

Mew cannot protect you anymore. Goodbye, human. 

Ash’s mouth opened in a wordless scream as Mewtwo merged their minds into one, Ash intertwined into Mewtwo. He felt his body floating upward as Mewtwo made his blood heat and his skin burn. Everything seemed to vanish as he simultaneously saw from Mewtwo’s eyes and his own.

He was aware of everything. The exhaustion and pain Mewtwo felt, the anger at being touched by a human’s attack, its grudging respect, its inability to understand the world. Memories flitted through Ash’s mind as he felt his own identity slip away. What was he? Ash or Mewtwo? The Trainer or the Creature?

And then a warm, kind presence, ageless and immortal, touched him comfortingly. It did not save him, but it seemed to embrace him as Mewtwo slowly ate him away.

Thank you, little one. I am sorry. 

The strange, mixed entity felt simultaneous love and hate for the soft, androgynous voice that echoed through its mind. It felt just a moment of surprise and both the human and Mewtwo, minds fully merged for just a moment as Mewtwo prepared to simply snuff out the human’s mind and finish off Mew.

And then the human died. The minor part of Mewtwo that he had prepared to quickly destroy vanished into nothingness as a precise, weak beam of pink energy shot off from Mew’s weak, dying aura and cleanly sliced through Ash’s chest, leaving a completely open hole. It was instantly cauterized by the heat that passed through it.

Everything was silent for just a moment.
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Mewtwo screamed. Its eyes seemed to explode with energy and all of New Island shuddered and the stone cracked and the glowing windows that shimmered with light vanished as the Creature’s power exploded. The ocean recoiled from Mewtwo’s fortress as immense force exploded outward from it, enough to force Mew to call on its last vestiges of power to protect the little creatures, even the clones.

His aura raged and writhed for what seemed like an eternity before it finally flickered and died. Mewtwo’s body collapsed to the ground, still conscious but confused and powerless as a mind it had shared died within it.

Mewtwo could do nothing as his body was wracked with mental agony. His body was not affected by the human’s death but his mind was in turmoil as the human died inside of him. His tail smashed into the floor as he flailed and spasms ran through it, helpless to fight the emotion, the knowledge, the sheer loss of actually feeling a death he had caused rather than simply observing it.

He had felt Ash Ketchum’s entire being, all the memories and emotions that made up the human. He had caused countless deaths and observed as the tiny candles of their minds winked out of existence and felt nothing but the odd respect for particularly strong examples.

This was different. He had never felt death. He had felt loss when he’d killed his first teacher, when he had finally seen past Giovanni’s deceptions. He had felt fear when Mew had very nearly killed him with the black hole.

But this was different. He experienced death as though he himself had died. But it wasn’t he who had died, just a brave and foolish human that would not be remembered for the rest of eternity. It was just the spawn of his most hated and most important victim.

It hurt.

Mewtwo felt the last of his power leave him as his body and mind released their pain on the world. He was still strong but he could be defeated by the lesser creatures now. Mew, weakened as it was, could easily kill him and win this battle.

His eyes shut.
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Mew closed its eyes as Ash’s team rushed toward the warm body of their trainer. Nidoking gathered the comparatively tiny shell of flesh and bone in his thick, armored arms and gentle nuzzled the human’s forehead.

It levitated and watched as Nidoking cradled the brave child and held it tight. The Pidgeot, wounded and with a great gash ripped into its chest, slowly hopped to protectively stand over the creature and gave a long, mournful cry.

The Kingdra looked at Mew with hatred but tended to his trainer first. Torrent glared about at the clones, many of whom were just as bad off as their progenitors. He dared them to try and interrupt their vigil. He would kill them all and sacrifice their remains to the Guardian of the Sea.

None dared to challenge him. His wrath would be a thing to behold. Torrent rumbled deeply and waited over the shell of his Monarch. He would not be forgotten. He had sacrificed everything and proved once more that he was more worthy than any other to be Torrent’s Monarch.

Dazed’s eyes still glowed with the latent power the Legend and the Creature produced, but her pendulum was absolutely still. It was outlined with power, but refused to move. Her movements were tight and solemn. She pressed her hand on the limp human and poured energy into him, anything to force him to awaken.

Nothing happened. Cracks threaded throughout the stone pendulum and it vibrated so rapidly that it appeared to remain in the same place. Her eyes exploded and wind whipped around her, which cast her long white mane billowing in the created tempest. Energy shot around her and dust swirled in a furious cone around her.

Her pendulum shattered and everything came undone. Dazed’s powers immediately stopped as their focus was broken and she stared at Ash’s still body with far-away eyes, helpless to assist her trainer in anyway.

As the pokemon circled mournfully around Ash’s limp body, still cradled by Nidoking, the poison-type gently handed the small shell to Bruiser, who held it carefully. Seeker slammed into Ash’s body and snuggled into the boy’s chest. She chattered and whined and screeched in distress, only calmed when Bruiser lightly stroked her comfortingly.

Nidoking snorted and glared at Mew and Mewtwo. He did not regard the Titans with reverence, only raw anger and a thirst for any kind of vengeance against those responsible for the Trainer-Friend-King’s death.

Mewtwo was the easier target. Nidoking snorted and lowered his horn before he charged and displayed speed the ignorant would not expect from a pokemon with the sheer size and power of Nidoking. He drew closer. None of the clones dared to interfere, not when their Creator was unconscious and the Guardian of Life watched over them.

He neared. His horn, stained red with the blood of his defeated foes, leaked potent toxins and he prepared to jab downward and slay the Titan once and for all. The Blight had to be defeated. His honor and the death of his King screamed for it.

A thin layer of pink energy blocked his horn. The force of his charge jolted upon himself and he slowly turned to look at the one who had interfered. The Guardian of Life watched carefully as Nidoking’s nostrils flared and his eyes became lost in animalistic rage. Nidoking’s vision became blurry and red and he could not see the entity that existed on an entirely different level of power but the one responsible for the King’s death.

He roared and his horn’s venom was burned away as masses of electricity shot out of it chaotically as he charged, although none of it managed to so much as scratch the barrier the Guardian of Life protected itself with. Nidoking simply charged straight into the barrier and released storms of ice, lightning, and earth in the process. The ground rippled with his every step and he flailed wildly in desperation to slaughter the creature that had killed his King.

There was nothing he could do. He was too weak to escape the psychic grip the Guardian of Life had placed him in. He was too weak to give his King the vengeance he deserved.

Thoughts, each a tidal wave of complexity and emotion, crashed against his mind. He felt the Guardian of Life – Mew, the King had called it – touch his spirit. Nidoking ceased his struggles as his raw, hurting rage simmered and died.

They were not something he could have understood without the Guardian of Life’s assistance. It translated the grand meaning of its thoughts into something understandable by Nidoking.

Even then the Guardian did not give him a translation. Nidoking understood vague impressions of a complete picture and a lot of thoughts put into one. He knew their meaning, but it was difficult to comprehend, regardless.

His emotions were still hard for his King, and he felt disgust at himself for being too weak to protect the King. The King was his friend, his brother. The King was their leader and trainer and they had been too weak to protect him.

Venom leaked from his glands. His armor was coated in a layer and his temper rose again. Nidoking snorted and lowered his horn to the Guardian of Life, who would soon die by his horn for the atrocity it had committed.

The Guardian looked at him. Nidoking felt peace. He could not resist as the Guardian of Life levitated closer to the Blight, the one who was ultimately responsible for the King’s death. The Guardian had protected it. Nidoking roared silently, his mind blocked by the Guardian’s power.

His brothers and sisters-in-arms were helpless. All of the mortals were. Nidoking wished for Sneasel to attack. Perhaps he could resist and slay the Titans. They would pay with their lives one day. Blood beget blood, and the Titans had shed the blood of one far more precious than either of them.

Sneasel could not. Nidoking did not know where the Dark One was, but he did not leap from the shadows and rend soft, furred flesh with his hooked claws. There were only the Titans. Even the clones seemed to fade into the background as the Titans neared each other.

The Guardian looked at the broken form of the Blight. Its luminous blue eyes shifted to a bright pink and the Blight was brought back from its void.

Nidoking roared in hatred as the Blight’s eyes snapped open and he struggled with every part of his being to break free and kill the Creature. He felt the Guardian’s influence restrain and bind him, but he did not care. He would fight until the Guardian had to destroy him to prevent its own death.

He struggled. He moved a half-inch forward and collapsed. The psychic grip held him in place and he was exhausted. Peace filled his mind and he was forced to watch once more.

The Creature levitated itself up and did not try to attack. It was at the mercy of the Guardian and knew better than to test the Guardian’s ire.

Nidoking simply watched helplessly as the Creature broadcasted its words. A bead of poison hung indefinitely suspended on the tip of his horn. One day a similar bead would find revenge for his King. Just as the King’s chest was disfigured with a small hole, the Titans’ chests would be torn open by his horn.

One day.
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He was alive. Mew had not killed him, even when he was at his weakest point. Even after he had threatened everything it protected and nearly killed it several times.

Why?

Why…why am I not dead?

He disliked how weak his powers were. Even if he wanted he could not have hurt Mew. What little of his power had been left after striking Mew down in the heavens had been released when Ash Ketchum’s mind had been intertwined with his own and then ripped away. It would regenerate soon if he did not die here.

Impressions from Mew. Its current power was not much greater than his own, but it was more than enough. Mewtwo felt as weak as the day he had first emerged from his tank. Simply thinking of accessing his powers made his head ache and his wounded body throb.

The impressions were strange. Mercy, trust.

Trust? Why did it trust him?

I don’t want to kill you. You felt the Little One. You have felt something other than yourself. You can get better!

The soft voice chirped in his mind. Mewtwo glared at his progenitor. This was the voice of the mighty Mew? It belied the power the tiny creature possessed.

I have felt the lives and deaths of thousands, Progenitor. For the majority I have been the cause. 

You might have felt them, but you never truly took their pain and their death as your own. True empathy is more than knowing what another feels, it is suffering as they suffer. 

Mew’s timeless, genderless voice insisted. The soft mental communication of complex signals and thoughts echoed in Mewtwo’s mind. It did not hurt him, just as his voice did not hurt Mew.

It was strange. He had always had to be so careful of his mere voice. Even as he learned control it was painful to the lesser creatures around him. As he spoke to the humans this night he had been forced to take special care lest they be driven to madness.

But Mew could truly speak to him. Mew was the closest thing to an equal he had. He had accepted that before he had met it in battle. Mewtwo was formed from Mew’s DNA. It had to be strong.

This was such a small, unimportant thing yet it was important at the same time. It cemented Mew as strong in a way that nothing, not even its impressive repetoir of tricks and ruthlessness in killing Ash Ketchum when the human was his only weakness had.

Mewtwo considered Mew’s words. He had come to the same conclusion himself, but its significance had only just arrived to his savaged mind. His head ached and he swished his tail around irritably, despite the minor pain the action caused.

He knew Ash Ketchum now in a way that he had not before, even when he had searched through all of his memories. That had been a cursory search, whatever the boy might have thought otherwise. But when he had taken the spawn of his foe into himself to snuff out the boy’s mind he had become intertwined with him.

Ash Ketchum was strong. He had triumphed over his own fear and sacrificed himself in an attempt to even try to inconvenience him. It was foolish but brave. Mewtwo recalled the other instances in which the boy had rose over his own fear. There were many.

Mewtwo had respected the Champion Lance, the Elite Four that had fought him, and Gym Leader Sabrina. There were others, but they were the primary foes he had found worthy of respect. Each of them were powerful examples of humans, isolated paragons of their largely worthless species.

The boy stood as their equal. Perhaps he was not as strong. His team – Nidoking, Plume, Torrent, Dazed, Infernus, Bruiser, Seeker, Tangrowth, Sneasel, Oz, information he had absorbed from Ash Ketchum’s mind corrected – was weaker than the Gym Leaders and great warriors of the humans. But Mewtwo had internalized Ash Ketchum, even if his mind had been ripped away into the void.

The Little One was strong. 

Mew’s neutral voice agreed solemnly.

You like that, don’t you? Strength and power are what your life revolves around. I can see it inside you clear as day. 

I felt his mind as well. You sought a worthy example of humanity, correct? A single human worthy of respect that was not bound by the League. Ash Ketchum was that human. Any of these humans you brought here are. 

Mewtwo frowned thoughtfully and his powerful tail swished back and forth as conflicting emotions ran through him. The dust behind him lifted and blew as he carelessly allowed waves of force to slash outward from his tail’s movements.

They are exceptional specimens. 

He insisted.

Yes, they are. 

Mew said to him with pride. The ancient creature looked over at the humans that watched the two Titans with awe and anticipation. It then watched all of the lesser creatures around them, natural born and clones.

All life is unique. It is all special and it is all equal. But yes, these humans are strong. You chose them for that reason. Not many humans are able to achieve their strength and the bond they hold with their friends and allies. 

Mew said sagely. It looked at Mewtwo with its large blue eyes that sparkled with an inner light that the moon could not match.

Something about its calm state and its demeanor infuriated Mewtwo. He did not want to hear about its views. He wanted this to end. Mew had defeated him. It had all rights to kill him.

Why are we speaking? Finish me. 

No. 

Mew’s ancient voice replied in an infuriatingly whimsical manner. It idly chased its own tail and didn’t even seem to pay attention to him. The time of danger had passed. Now that he had been reduced to nothing Mew had stopped taking the situation seriously.

And why not? I very nearly killed you. 

The Legendary cocked its head at him.

Why would I kill you right now? You can’t hurt any life like this. 

It was not the truth. Mewtwo was certain that he could at least hurt some of the lesser creatures that surrounded them. Mew would act quickly, but he would likely do some sort of damage.

But what would be the point? His mind still ached and the thought of releasing his power upon others did not cause the same thrill for him as it had mere minutes ago. It just seemed so…pointless. There was still the desire to use his great power, but not to destroy and conquer. Not at the moment, anyway.

Taking one into yourself is never a trivial act. The Little One is dead and gone, but you merged with him. He was a pebble and you were the earth, but he was a part of you. It changes you. 

Mew’s soft voice echoed. It was nostalgic but also knowing.

Mewtwo’s eyes briefly flashed with energy, but horrible agony spiked through his nerves and he instantly collapsed back to the ground.

I cannot be changed by a human! The boy was a part of me but he does not exist any longer! I am too powerful to be affected by a lesser being. 

Did Giovanni not affect you, then?

Mew probed, no longer playful. Its blue eyes were intense but weren’t harsh or cruel.

Mewtwo stopped and anger flooded through him as Mew pointed out a flaw in his logic. He did not like being questioned.

Of course Giovanni had affected him. For nearly a year Giovanni had been everything to Mewtwo, a teacher, mentor, the example of strength that he had modelled himself after. He had not always liked the human, but he had always respected him.

Accept that you have been changed. It will be subtle. Small inclinations you didn’t have before. Perhaps you will finally understand the pain and hardship you cause others, perhaps not. But you will grow, and I believe that you will find wisdom you do not have before. 

Mew floated closer, Mewtwo’s bane and progenitor near enough to touch. Mewtwo despised the creature, but he did not strike out. Mew was strong and worthy of his respect. He would listen.

You are very powerful, Little One. You have worked hard to develop and amplify your strength. I know what you have done and how you have accomplished it. It is a testament to your skill and intelligence. 

But you are not wise. Before you were too arrogant and self-absorbed to even consider that there were things that mattered beyond power, control to use that power, and your own desires. I do not know how you have been changed or if it will last, but I do believe that you will become much greater than you are now. 

Mewtwo just watched and mulled over Mew’s words as the source of his life happily bounced up and down on a bubble of psychic energy, its playful demeanor a far cry from the sage words it imparted upon him.

That is why I don’t want to kill you. Before you merged yourself with the Little One, you were beyond my help. I could not allow a stagnant mind that wished only for the destruction of others to survive. Now you can change. You can be better than you are. 

Mew abruptly popped the bubble with its long, thin tail and stared at him.

I am granting you a new life. Accept it and become more than yourself. Know the world and love it. It is a beautiful place. Life is wonderful. 

He paused, uncertain.

And if I do not accept your offer?

Then I will kill you and end the threat that you pose to my world. 

Mew said calmly in a disconcertingly cheerful manner. It was matter-of-fact and held no malice in its tone.

Mewtwo believed it would follow through. His pride demanded he refuse and die, but he couldn’t voice that thought. He could not accept death. His entire existence had revolved solely around himself. Others had no part in his grand view than as pawns or trophies.

He was strong. He knew that. The strongest. Mew had only defeated him through deception and ruthlessness Mewtwo had not anticipated. But in this way he was weak. Mewtwo knew that. His desire to survive and dominate was a trait that he had drawn much strength from, but he could not accept his own death. It was an alien thought to him, one that was close to becoming a reality.

That cemented his decision, the one that would determine his life.

I accept your offer. 

Great!

Mew said cheerfully. Its eyes closed happily.

But we’ll be watching. If something like this happens again, something much more dangerous than Life will come for you. 

I understand. 

Mewtwo did. He was not done growing. He was certain that he would be able to defeat whatever Legends were called from their ancient resting places to stop him, but something made him want to avoid that possibility. There was a call in himself to grow strong and become indomitable, but he no longer wanted to use that power to crush and rip and kill.

He wondered what the future held for him. What would he do now? Would he remain here on New Island, presiding as the god of a tiny island in the middle of an empty ocean? Or would he leave to learn and become stronger?

There was much to learn, he realized. So much life. As Mew had said, the world was beautiful and life was wonderful.

Now he simply had to discover why.
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This conflict is over. 

Mew declared confidently. It closed its eyes in focus. Mewtwo watched stonily.

You have caused much devastation, but the world will heal. The humans are resilient and the danger of your storms had just reached the land before you were broken. 

There is one loss that demands satisfaction. I will right this wrong and I will leave. Learn, Little One, and grow. There is so much more than yourself. 

Mew suddenly shifted. Its small body ignited with a fire that could not be mistaken as natural. The flames were a combination of every color of the rainbow, and the stadium around the Legend glowed with bright, vivid light that stood out as a pure beacon in the endless night.

The storm clouds for miles around dissipated instantly as Mew’s body morphed and grew into a massive bird that stood at nearly thirty feet high. Great wings of red, white, and bright green were hugged to its side and burned brightly. A brilliant crest of the purest gold adorned its proud head and a beak that looked to be carved by a masterful craftsman allowed its pure white eyes to look down at Mewtwo proudly.

He could not see its more subtle features due to the bright, multicolored light that emanated from the great Phoenix, but he could feel it. This was nothing more than a shallow copy of the Sun Bird, a ray of sunlight to the star itself.

But it was still powerful beyond belief. Fuelled by Mew’s remaining power, this transformation would have been enough to give Mewtwo pause during their battle in a way that shifting into Darkness had not.

The Little One. Bring him to me. 

Mew demanded. With every word the Phoenix’s light shined brighter until the night sky almost looked like dawn had arrived many hours early. The lesser creatures had to look away lest their eyes be blinded.

Mewtwo watched as the Machoke – Bruiser – that held Ash Ketchum’s limp body handed his precious cargo to Nidoking, who held the boy tightly.

Nidoking lumbered over slowly, still suffering from the wounds it had suffered from the battle. He nuzzled Ash as he walked to the transformed Mew, careful to keep his horn away from the pale body.

Ash Ketchum’s body was carefully placed at Mew’s talons, which looked to be carved of the same golden substance as the Phoenix’s beak. The human, so tiny in comparison to Mew’s transformed state, was suddenly bathed in intense light as Mew sang a mournful song that aroused pain and sorrow in the hearts of everything present.

And Mew burst into vast, rainbow-hued flames. Mewtwo recoiled and raised a thin barrier to protect himself from the light, which burned not at his flesh but at his spirit. He wanted to roar his pain at the world, but he was drowned in fire and light and power that he knew was a pale imitation of the true Sun Bird, but –

It was over. Mewtwo’s body was seared from the supernatural heat of the mimicked Sacred Flames, but he was not destroyed. He was helpless to do anything but stare as Mew’s transformed state combusted and destroyed itself until it was nothing but strange ash with a golden hue. The precious substance littered the ground and layered over Ash Ketchum’s body.

Flesh and feathers regenerated as quickly as they burned away, although at a slower rate as Mew allowed itself to burn longer. After a timeless instant Mew finally ceased its burning and slipped into its ordinary state.

Ash Ketchum’s eyes opened.
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Everything was hazy. He did not know where he was or what had happened. All he could remember was a pink beam of energy and the hint of a horrible pain before there was nothing but blackness.

He could see the night sky. The moon hovered straight above him, its silver light pure and beautiful in the midst of the carnage and chaos this night had beget. Stars twinkled brightly. Ash dimly realized that there were no longer storm clouds.

What was odd was that he felt fine. His chest ached and throbbed a bit, but as he pressed his hand to it he didn’t feel anything but a small hole in his shirt and a thin layer of a strange, gritty substance. Ash rubbed it between his fingertips and marveled at the faint, comforting heat that ran through his body at the contact.

Ash pulled himself up and looked around. There was complete silence. He recognized that he was still at New Island. That wasn’t good. Where were his friends? Were they hurt? A thick knot in his throat. Were they alive?

He looked around, and suddenly realized that he needn’t have worried. All of his friends were around him, all with what he recognized as hopeful expressions on their faces. Even Infernus was there, although he stayed a bit away from the rest of the team. Infernus didn’t have the cruel smirk on his face either. The fire-type just had a flat, concerned frown.

“Hey, guys.” He said. His throat was a little dry. He hadn’t even noticed until now. “Are you alright? What’s ha—”

Ash was suddenly mobbed by his friends, who didn’t let him move as they practically crushed him. He almost laughed under their frantic attentions, but he was still aware of the potential danger. Mewtwo had to be around here somewhere.

“I’m fine!” He said with a small grin. Seeker and Sneasel fought for his attention. Sneasel licked the side of his face with his rough tongue and Seeker practically burrowed into his chest, although she took care to avoid the hole. “What happened?”

Dazed’s eyes flashed and her cool voice echoed inside of his head. It cracked with sorrow, however, and he felt a pit of worry gnaw on his stomach.

You were killed. 

Ash froze and he looked at the source of the voice that he had only heard once before. Mew levitated next to Mewtwo, who looked tired and defeated. Their situations had reversed since he had last been conscious.

“…What.”

You were killed to stop the Blight. The Guardian of Life ended your life as you were merged with the Blight, before you could be lost forever. 

Dazed elaborated, her voice as dispassionate as possible. The way her eyes flashed erratically and her mane billowed in an invisible wind showed him that she wasn’t quite as distant as she seemed. This was a method of defense.

“I died?” He said, stunned. Ash had died? What. “And…and Mew killed me?”

Yes. 

The Legend said matter of factly, its tone soft but still enough to make Ash’s head ache with its immense power. It levitated in small circles, its small mouth wide open as it playfully bounced around. Ash just stared at it. Mew had killed him?

Indeed. Are you surprised? A single human life is not so important in the grand scheme of things, regardless of their strength. 

A deep baritone roared into his mind. Mewtwo had been drained of most of its power but its voice still made his bones quake. It levitated slightly off of the ground, although it looked to require immense concentration on the Creature’s behalf.

He didn’t say anything to the monster. Ash just grit his teeth and struggled to not order his friends to attack it while it could be killed. Mew had left it alive for some reason. The Legend would probably protect the Creature if he tried to attack.

I am no longer a threat to you. My defeat has given me a new destiny, one that I will seek without interfering with the rest of the world. 

“Why should I believe you?” Ash hissed. His friends stood behind him and glowered at the Creature, who regarded them with cool amethyst eyes. There was something different about them. They weren’t quite as hard. “You nearly destroyed everything!”

Because my existence depends upon it. And I have been changed through no desire of my own. I must learn before I may move on. 

Mewtwo boomed, displeased. Its massive tail flicked back and forth in annoyance, although it calmed when Mew looked at it.

“I don’t trust you!” He growled, heedless of whatever power the Creature still possessed. “You’re a monster. You’ll just try again one day.”

Perhaps. I do not know what the future holds. Whatever alteration my nature has sustained may not hold. We will simply see. 

But it does not matter. More than my own thoughts restrain me from following this path again. Many eyes watch me now. 

Ash continued to glare at Mewtwo. He would never trust the Creature, not after everything it had done. Mew might have killed him, but Mewtwo was the one responsible for his death and many others. Considering that Mewtwo was about to devour his mind Mew had practically saved him.

I do not require your approval, Ash Ketchum. You are strong but you hold no power over me. Simply know that I have tired of blood and war and accept that others will restrain me. There is nothing you can do. 

He looked to the side. Ash still found himself rather numb to the world. This should make him angry and sad and wary all at once, but he just felt a dull anger. His body was strong and better than ever but his emotions were burned out for the moment.

A calming aura overcame him as Mew looked at him. His muscles slackened and he had to lean on Nidoking for support. His friend was careful to keep him away from his plates of armor, which were shiny with a thin layer of poison. Ash just patted his friend and angled himself so that he would fall on the thick, leathery hide that covered his chest. There weren’t any toxin sacs there.

“What happens now?”

You and the others humans will be given your teams and sent to the shoreline. I will leave you only with vague memories of the events that occurred here. You will not be allowed to speak of this. 

“You can’t just wipe our minds like that!” Fergus shouted from the stands. He leapt down from the stone amphitheater and landed heavily on his feet. “Just let us go.”

No. Count yourselves fortunate that I am allowing any information of myself to remain in your minds. My safety and those of my clones is far too important to be violated by foolish humans seeking to capture me. I will be left in isolation, and any of those who violate that right will suffer the consequences. 

Mewtwo said darkly. Its eyes were hard and cold as the stone they resembled now.

Now, begone. I will not have the world but New Island belongs to me. I tire of your presence. 

“What, no!” Ash shouted, a bit of panic bubbling inside of his stomach. “I need to know more! I need answers!”

Mewtwo stared at Ash. Its eyes flashed the icy blue that had haunted Ash for nearly a year now.

You are strong for a human. Stay true to that strength. It will serve you as well as my strength has served me. Do not follow the path of Him. Power is a tool, 

Ash just stared at Mewtwo, slightly dazed as power began to roll off of the powerful psychic in waves. The world grew bright.

Pray that our paths do not cross again. 

And with that the world flashed and Ash and his team slipped through space and time. The power enveloped him and blackness suddenly swallowed him whole – New Island and the brutal coliseum vanished – the Titans that had wreaked havoc upon the world disappeared –

Just before everything went mute and black, he felt what seemed to be an infinite void touch his mind. It whispered to him and cut off.

I am sorry. 
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A/N: And there you have it. I hope you enjoyed the chapter. 

Before I post this, I’d like to apologize to everyone for the ridiculous amount of time it took me to write this. I try to keep a pretty good update rate for my chapters and on this one I failed miserably. I’ll do better next time. 

As for why I took so long, it was a lot of things. School and life kind of blindsided me and I just didn’t have nearly as much time to devote to a chapter that required this much thought and preparation as I needed. Hopefully it turned out well and was at least partially worth the wait. 

Anyways, enough about that. Next chapter will be out as soon as I can write it. I promise it won’t be nearly as long of a wait as this one was. Hopefully there never will be such a ridiculous amount of time between chapters again. 

I will go ahead and say that the story is wrapping to a close. This was the last serious chapter to wrap up some of the major loose ends and the Conference will begin next chapter. Updates should come out pretty fast once I hit it, so hopefully that’ll make up for how long this one took. 

Anyways, thanks for reading and make sure to review!






21. Chapter 21: The Hunt


Ash’s head ached, his mouth was dry, his tongue was fuzzy, and his skin felt like it was on fire. He opened his eyes and groaned miserably once he became aware of the myriad of unpleasant sensations that crawled around in his insides.

The air was crisp and cold and tasted slightly of salt. He pulled himself up on his forearms and checked out his surroundings. Ash was on a large beach made up mostly of small, sharp stones that dug into his skin as he struggled to his feet.

He put a gloved hand to his head and adjusted his cap to shield his eyes. Although the weather was pretty cold, as would be expected at the end of January, the sun was bright and reflected off of the calm, sparkling waves and the odd shiny stone hidden amongst the field of gravel.

Where was he? How had he gotten here? All he remembered – he remembered.

Ash suddenly clutched his chest and his heart pounded rapidly. His fists clenched and his eyes widened with stress and anxiety. He looked down, half-expecting a hole to be in the middle of his chest, right where Mew had blasted through him.

There wasn’t even a scar, but there was a perfectly round hole burned through his shirt and jacket. His breath caught. That wasn’t a dream. All of that had actually happened.

Mewtwo had tried to destroy civilization. Moltres had been defeated and he didn’t know if it had been saved. Mew had protected them and stopped the Creature. Ash had been resurrected.

And Mewtwo escaped scot-free. Mew had just slapped it on the wrist. It hadn’t even had to pay for its crimes, all the deaths and destruction it caused! It just got to run around and find itself! Mewtwo had already found its true self: It was a monster and it had lived up to its nature.

Ash let out a frustrated scream and furiously kicked a stone. It went flying into the ocean and sunk into the lapping waves. He could only imagine that it would stay stuck in the soft ocean floor for many years.

He released another roar of rage and wished he could go back in time and order Nidoking to kill Mewtwo at any cost. All of the lives it had ended and ruined had cried out for justice and he had been too weak to finish it once and for all.

Mewtwo would pay one day. Ash would find something stronger than it and do anything to exact true justice, not what Mew had forced it into. He could vaguely remember Mewtwo claiming that it didn’t want to kill anymore. As if that would happen. All Mewtwo had done since it was created was kill, either for Team Rocket or itself.

If he didn’t find a way to end it than it would destroy everything one day. Mewtwo was a feral Umbreon on a leash. It was just waiting for its chance to strike back.

As hateful thoughts brewed in his head even more information ran through the floodgates of his mind. Ash was torn away and had to sit down. He ignored the sharp rocks that jutted into his body as he struggled to process everything that had happened.

The events that he remembered were vague, but he had a clear understanding of everything. He knew what had happened and win. But he couldn’t remember a few important things: Namely, anything involving the location of New Island. Ash could make a guess, but he expected that Mewtwo would have hidden its fortress by now. It was arrogant but it wasn’t stupid.

Ash growled and absentmindedly toyed with an oddly shaped stone. There were more important things to do. He needed to figure out a plan of action and check in with everyone. Professor Oak and his mother had to be worried. Mewtwo’s storm had hit Pallet Town. He dimly remembered sending a message to Lance to help the Champion give Moltres a direction to attack. Lance was probably frantic.

He checked his pokeballs. They were all filled. Mewtwo must have done that before it’d teleported him here. Ash went ahead and released Sneasel and Plume.

The trainer was nearly bowled over by his friends once they realized where they were, although Plume could do nothing but affectionately head butt him and gently nip at his hat. Sneasel, on the other hand, was absolutely everywhere. The ball of fur had probably run over every inch of Ash’s body before he calmed down and settled for using Ash’s neck and shoulders as a perch.

“Hey, I’m glad to see you too.” Ash said with a wide grin. He leaned into Plume to give her a brief, light hug. Her large body emanated quite a bit of heat that was a nice contrast to the chilly air. The trainer ran his eyes over her to check for any injuries. There were none. “Are you two alright?”

Plume cooed softly in response and hopped closer to him. Ash stood his ground happily and just patted her huge wing as the massive avian towered over him. Sneasel hissed an affirmative and tried to take Ash’s hat off, although he stopped the dark-type by absentmindedly batting his seeking claw away.

“Not right now, buddy.” He said cheerfully, not letting any of his inner turmoil and rage at Mewtwo’s escape from justice shine through. Ash needed to move on and fix things. “I need your help. Sneasel, do you mind finding a good campsite? I think we all need a rest.”

Sneasel growled in response and deftly leapt off of Ash’s head. He landed easily on his powerful legs and loped away in a blur of black fur. Ash watched him go before he turned back to Plume, a more serious expression on his face.

“I know you’re tired, but could you scout out the area and make sure there aren’t any herds of pokemon wandering around? I doubt any of us are in any condition to be fighting right now.”

Plume nodded and cooed again before she hopped away and took off at an incredible speed. Thankfully there wasn’t any dust to be kicked up, although small pebbles pelted Ash’s skin from her powerful winds. She vanished high into the sky in just a few seconds.

Ash somberly watched one of his oldest friends go before he sat down. His body felt drained all of a sudden. He had a while before they would get back and he wanted to see the rest of his friends. He had to make sure they were okay. They had gone through so much for his sake.

He decided against releasing all of them at once. Ash would rather not be drowned in a sea of overexcited pokemon. This would be a bit more personal, anyway.

The first to be released was Nidoking, of course. His friend’s huge bulk made him sink into the loose gravel beach, which caused Nidoking to growl in annoyance before he realized that Ash was there. The only warning Ash received was an excited grunt before he found himself wrapped up in a very tight hug. Nidoking seemed to have picked up on the human gesture during their times at the Corral.

“I’m glad to see you too!” Ash laughed happily, although his voice was a bit tight thanks to the powerful force applied to his ribs. He patted his friend’s hard shoulder and prompted for Nidoking to let him go.

Nidoking grunted and lowered himself to Ash’s level so that he could look him in the eyes. Ash stared back with an odd smile on his face.

“Are you alright?” He asked seriously. He checked his friend for injuries just as he had Plume and Sneasel. Ash found it odd that none of his friends were injured, despite being in such a brutal battle. “Do you remember what happened?”

The poison-type squeezed his narrow eyes shut and flinched as though he were in pain. Nidoking glanced away and the earth itself vibrated and shifted at the turbulent emotions that flooded through Ash’s friend.

“I’ll take that as a yes.” Ash murmured softly as he reached up to affectionately pat the side of Nidoking’s face. The answer was exactly what he’d expected. Plume and Sneasel had clearly remembered the events from the previous…night? Day? He would need to check that.

Nidoking tapped a dull claw against the thick plate of armor that covered his powerful thigh to distract himself. Ash just waited patiently as the ground rolled beneath the two of them. If Nidoking needed to calm down then he would let him.

“Weird things happen to us a lot, don’t they?” He remarked. Ash sat down on the rocks and ignored the slight pain as the dull edges jabbed into him. Nidoking followed his lead and awkwardly fell down, although he adjusted himself to be comfortable after a few moments.

The poison-type snorted and rolled his tail around. The thick, segmented plates on his tail ground harshly against the stones. He crushed his claws together and met Ash’s eyes.

“It’s not over.” Ash muttered quietly. He peered upward to see Nidoking staring at him with his wise eyes. “Mew might have forgiven Mewtwo, but I haven’t. We’ll find it one day and make it pay for what it’s done.”

Nidoking growled angrily in agreement, his eyes alit with a dark rage that emanated from deep inside him. His narrow, understanding eyes lost what made them Nidoking and became bestial and base and promised bloody death. Normally Ash only saw it when Nidoking had flown into a rage over something, usually about an attack on Ash. It terrified him, but for the first time the Blood Rage Nidoking were so well known for comforted him. He wouldn’t be alone when he finally confronted Mewtwo again.

That didn’t mean that he didn’t want to snap his friend out of it. Just because it was comforting didn’t mean it was any less horrible to see Nidoking reduced to such a brutal, hateful state.

“It’s alright, buddy.” He soothed. Nidoking’s eyes slowly returned to normal and the tiny bead of venom that leaked from the tip of his horn was quickly reabsorbed. “Save it for later. Right now we just need to get back on track.”

Nidoking slowly nodded. His great chest rose and fell sedately as he calmed himself. He shut his eyes and seemed to be lost in his own world for a few moments.

“I know you’re not hurt, but are you alright?” Ash inquired after a short period of comfortable silence. Nidoking cocked his head and grunted questioningly. “Mentally. I know you had to fight your clone and the others’ clones. I saw you out there. You did great. They were strong but you were just better.”

His friend grunted happily at Ash’s thanks and approval. Nidoking affectionately tapped Ash’s shoulder and dipped his head to the boy.

“Good.” Ash smiled, pleased and content with his friend’s peace. “We can just forget about this for a while. Champions, Legends – I think we can finally be done with that. All we have to do now is train.”

Nidoking’s eyes brightened at the thought of the Conference Ash had alluded to. Ash knew that all of his friends were looking forward to it just as much as he was, if not more so. All of them wanted to test their strength against the most powerful opponents they could and the Indigo Conference was the perfect opportunity. The best trainers in Indigo would be there and Ash knew he could go far enough to face truly powerful trainers. His friends would get the best fights of their lives in just a month.

His stomach suddenly rumbled, a keen reminder that he hadn’t eaten in what felt like forever. Ash really needed to check on the date. He’d do that once he’d eaten and spoken to his friends. They were probably just as hungry as he was, especially with the kind of fighting they had done.

Ash checked the storage compartments he reserved for food and other essentials. He hadn’t exactly stocked up on supplies when he’d left Pallet Town. It was supposed to be a tournament he was going to, not an elaborate trap for a monster to gloat. There was just the bare minimum that he always packed before a trip of any kind.

It was enough to last the entire team for a single day. He was just thankful that Tangrowth had such efficient photosynthesis and that Seeker barely required anything. A pokemon as large as Tangrowth would ordinarily require rather large servings of food to keep up their energy, but that amount was cut by quite a bit thanks to his plant-like biology. Seeker had an incredibly fast metabolism, but she didn’t require much food in comparison to the more powerful members of the team.

He was well-aware of Nidoking’s subtle glances and far off stare as he prepared the food. Nidoking wasn’t quite as stealthy as he seemed to think, although that might be due to the fact that he looked quite distracted.

Ash could only assume that his friend was beating himself up over everything that happened. It was about what he expected from Nidoking. His friend was always furious when Ash was in danger and hadn’t really encountered a situation where he hadn’t been able to fight the threat.

“I don’t blame you for…what happened.” Ash directed to his friend. His hands shook and his voice wavered at the mention of his death. That was something he wished he could have forgotten. “None of us could have done anything to stop it. It might have been for the best, you know? Mewtwo was beaten and –”

Nidoking stood up abruptly and snarled, a deep, guttural sound that made even Ash flinch. He schooled his features into their ordinary, impassive state but his eyes betrayed slight worry as Nidoking roared and stamped his foot against the ground. Although Nidoking was gentle and restrained his strength most of the time, now he showed that he was no less a threat than Torrent or Infernus.

The ground didn’t explode and shatter as it did when Nidoking used Earthquake or Earth Power, but simply rippled and shifted with every step that the powerful poison-type took. Ash gazed calmly into Nidoking’s eyes, ignoring the raw panic and anger that infused the narrow slits.

He gently placed the food bags down. He’d prefer that the team wasn’t stuck in the wilderness without enough food to refuel after their massive battle. At the very least Plume would need to regain her strength if he wanted to get out of here quickly.

Ash crossed his arms and waited as Nidoking furiously tore his way over to him. He was a bit wary of his friend, who was only a slight push away from slipping into a rampage, but did not fear him. Nidoking could be dangerous but if Ash was confident in one thing, it was that Nidoking would never harm him.

Nidoking towered above him, his hulking form tense with stress. Ash held his breath. He was finally a little bit afraid. It was a natural reaction to having a gigantic, agitated Nidoking built for battle right above him.

His friend took his shoulder in his massive claws and put another of the dull weapons underneath Ash’s chin, so gently that Ash could barely feel it. Nidoking’s eyes lost the dangerous glaze and became the calm, serene slits that were more human than most humans could ever know.

Ash felt a bit guilty for upsetting his friend so much. He was careless with his words – he should have known that Nidoking wouldn’t react well to Ash so much as suggesting that his death might have been for the best. Nidoking didn’t exactly follow much logic when it came to Ash’s well-being.

“I’m sorry.” He apologized sincerely. Ash held Nidoking’s gaze, which was very tired and seemed older than his physical age by far. “I wasn’t thinking. That was a stupid thing to say.”

Nidoking let him go and grunted his own apology. Ash patted Nidoking’s powerful shoulder even as the poison-type lightly tapped him on the forehead with one of his dull claws, both methods of showing their own understanding.

He bent down to pick up the food to resume filling the bowls for his friends. Once he was done with the preparations he eyed the large portion still in the torn bag and threw it to the ground. Infernus would just take it out into the wilderness and do whatever it was he did to eat.

Ash took a step back so that he could avoid the frenzy that was sure to occur. His fingers, well-trained in this particular movement, rapidly tapped the release button on every one of his friends’ pokeballs. The air was filled with intense scarlet energy before his friends materialized.

“Hey!” He said with a wide grin, which only grew more exuberant when he was suddenly crushed in a tight hug by Tangrowth. Ash just let himself relax into the hug and tried to return it as best he could, although that was very difficult once Seeker plummeted into his back with a soft thud and the rest of his friends crowded around him. Dazed and Infernus hung away to the side.

“Thank you. All of you.” Ash said seriously once Tangrowth slackened his grip. He gently stroked Seeker’s head as he looked over from Bruiser to Torrent to Dazed to Oz to Infernus. All looked to be in great health, although there was a weariness in their eyes that betrayed the conflicts they had weathered. “But all of that’s over now! Eat up!”

Bruiser pounded his chest, which Ash returned with a quick smile. He dipped his head in respect to the fighting-type, who pulled his reptilian face back into a grin before he picked up his bowl and sat cross-legged on the dull shards of stone that layered the beach. The fighting-type considerately pulled Seeker’s small bowl over to the shade cast by Tangrowth. Seeker chittered into Ash’s ear and snuggled into his neck before she fluttered down to devour her meal.

Ash checked on Oz and Tangrowth for a brief moment. Oz ate in a dignified position, although the odd arc of electricity shot through her thick, striped fur whenever one of Tangrowth’s vines came a bit too close. She lazily popped several pieces of the food into her large mouth and shredded particularly tough pieces with her sharp fangs. Every now and then her surly expression would shift into bliss as she found some of the berries intermixed with the dry food.

He snorted once he saw that Tangrowth had unceremoniously dumped the contents of his bowl into the mouth that Ash had never seen. Tangrowth gurgled happily and flailed his vines about as one vine pulled the bowl, completely absent of any trace of food, out of his thick shell of wriggling vines and happily juggled it between stray appendages. It looked like he’d found something to hold his attention while Sneasel was away.

As his friends ravenously tore into their meals, Ash wandered over to Dazed and Infernus. Dazed gave him a brief nod before she suddenly rolled her eyes. Ash cocked his head at her quizzically, but instantly understood when Infernus teleported all of ten feet to pick up what was left of the food bag. Ash snorted again. It looked like Dazed didn’t approve of Infernus’ frivolous use of Teleport.

Infernus appeared again. He didn’t glow red with heat or make the air warp around him, so he was certainly limiting his output of energy. Ash had seen what Infernus was capable of when he wasn’t holding back. It would be incredible to see what he could do in the Conference.

“How are you two feeling? I know that you two did a lot last night.” Ash asked concernedly. He figured it didn’t matter if the battle was last night or if they’d washed up several days later. Once he’d checked the date he would just head back home.

Dazed shrugged noncommittally and looked away. Her eyes were distant, although they lightly glowed once every few seconds. Ash frowned at her. This had to be about her loss of telepathy. He couldn’t think of anything else that would make her so sullen.

He’d have to discuss it with her.

Infernus, on the other hand, looked angry. His body briefly flared up with blue fire, although he quickly calmed it once more. The fire-type didn’t have a cruel smirk on his face, for once. Instead it was more of a frustrated scowl.

“You never got to beat the Charizard?” Ash guessed. His memory of that part of the night was a little fuzzy. He could remember observing the battle between Mew and Mewtwo from the Legend’s eyes and throwing the Ultra Ball at Mewtwo, but he couldn’t remember the details of the battles between his friends and the clones aside from that his friends had almost fought them to a stalemate.

The Magmortar shrugged and snorted a puff of smoke and fire. He just crossed his arms and glared out at the soft, azure expanse of the ocean.

Ash frowned and thought. Infernus wasn’t exactly helping him interpret whatever meaning he was trying to convey. Apparently he wasn’t mad about the Charizard, but what else – oh.

“You didn’t have a clone to fight, did you?”

Infernus nodded and snarled savagely, although Dazed rolled her eyes at the raging fire-type. He growled and, irritated, spat a huge stream of blue flame into the air. It seemed to linger before it finally died, nothing but a thick column of smoke left behind.

Ash couldn’t help but sigh exasperatedly as he gazed at Infernus. Nidoking lumbered up behind him, similarly annoyed. Any of the others would be glad that they didn’t have to fight their clone. It couldn’t have been a pleasant experience fighting something that looked exactly as you did and with the same abilities.

But of course Infernus would be upset by not being forced to suffer through it. Despite his hate for the Creature, Ash was briefly thankful for it having the intelligence to avoid creating a clone for Infernus. There was no way that a battle between two exceptionally powerful Magmortar with very little regard for others could turn out well.

“Don’t worry about that, Infernus. I’m sure you’ll have plenty of worthy opponents at the Conference.” Ash commented drily. Infernus grinned maliciously and spat another stream of roaring blue flame into the sky. Hopefully he’d keep that enthusiasm when the time came.

Infernus eyed the bag of food greedily. It was already being devoured by the flames brought on from the Magmortar’s fiery touch. The bag’s edges were black and white and had begun to curl in on themselves.

“Go ahead. You’ve earned it.” Ash waved Infernus away with a slight smile. Infernus just smirked and wandered off. A cloud of steam drifted behind him.

Ash looked over at Dazed. She looked back. He frowned at her. Something seemed out of place…

“Where’s your pendulum?” Ash questioned quietly. Hypno were only seen without a pendulum immediately after their evolution from Drowzee. Their pendulum was the focus through which they amplified their power, much like the spoons of an Alakazam. Dazed would still be a powerful combatant without her pendulum, but she was crippled. Fine control was beyond her without it.

Dazed squeezed her eyes shut, although Ash could see the powerful glow of energy behind the lids.

Gone.

A light, breathless voice echoed dimly into his mind. It was nowhere near as strong or coherent as when he had spoken with his friend back at New Island. She was indistinct now, although he could still hear the steely calmness with which he identified her.

But that didn’t matter. What mattered was that Dazed could still speak! When he ecstatically voiced that thought, she opened her eyes. They flashed again.

Barely

Her voice echoed even more this time and was faint. Dazed trembled with the effort. She absentmindedly moved her hand to her mane to polish her pendulum, but quickly snapped it back into place when its absence struck her.

“Can you make a new one?” He asked worriedly, mind racing in concern at the thought that Dazed would be stuck like this. Her powers made her who she was. Without her pendulum, her focus, she would only live a half-life.

She nodded, although her large, furred fingers continued to rub together anxiously. Despite her unease, Ash smiled in relief. “Do you need any help?”

Dazed shook her head quickly. Ash wasn’t surprised. Nobody had ever seen a Hypno fashion their pendulum. It was supposed to be a sacred experience for them, a sort of coming of age ceremony. It was highly spiritual and meant to be done in a solitary fashion.

“I understand.” He assured her. She tiredly nodded and rubbed at her eyes. Her limbs still trembled slightly, a clear sign that she wasn’t back to full strength. “Listen, could you keep an eye on the others for a few minutes? I need to take care of a few things.”

The Hypno nodded in a mechanical fashion. She stared at him eerily for a few moments before she grew bored and stared off at Tangrowth and the others. Ash gave her one last smile before he walked a fair distance away from his friends, although not so far that they couldn’t see him.

Once he was far enough away that he could speak without being disturbed he sat down. Ash barely registered the dull prodding of the stone shards or the seawater that had pooled underneath the rocky beach. He just reached down to his belt and pulled his PokeNav off. It was still in its case so it was unscathed from any exposure to the seawater.

Before he continued, Ash pulled his water bottle out and inspected it. It was full, thankfully, and relatively cool thanks to the chilly winter air. He uncapped it and let the blessed liquid cascade down his throat and soothe the fire that burned in his arid esophagus.

He absentmindedly licked his lips and looked back down at his PokeNav. Ash removed it from its case and checked its history. There were eight messages, seven from Lance and one from his mother.

The first thing he did was to check his location. He was a little under a hundred miles away from Fuschia. If he tried to walk there it would take several days, probably more thanks to the harsh terrain. His best option would be to fly. Plume was more than capable of carrying him.

Ash almost checked on his mother’s first, but he hesitated. A fragment of fact sprung into his mind. Mewtwo had said he was Giovanni’s spawn. Mewtwo had said that he was responsible for Giovanni’s sins.

The sins of the father pass onto the son. 

The trainer recoiled from the implication that Mewtwo had spelled out. That couldn’t be it! The Creature was lying! That could not be the truth, he wouldn’t let it!

He took a deep breath once he realized that Dazed was staring at him with concern. Ash let the emotion leave him as he exhaled several times. His body slackened and he stared at the PokeNav screen.

He’d call his mother back later. Lance needed to talk to him.

Ash skimmed over Lance’s messages. They were about what he’d expected: Frantic questions and worried pleas about his condition. He smiled a bit at the concern, although he let the grin slip away once his cheeks started to ache. Some of the soreness he’d expected was beginning to spring up, although it was very faint.

Finally, he typed in Lance’s number. He looked down at the PokeNav’s small screen as he waited for the Champion to pick up. Ash adjusted his hat a bit, annoyed at the salt that made his jet black hair feel greasy and thick. He’d definitely need a shower soon. The salt was one of the worst downsides of being around the ocean.

His eyes snapped back down to the PokeNav once he heard the beep that confirmed Lance had picked it up. Ash plastered a small smile on his face once he saw the Champion, who was, as usual, seated in his large office. Gible and Bagon were curled up asleep on his desk and Ash could see Dragonite’s massive, scaled tail in the background. He must have been asleep on the floor.

Before Lance started with his frantic inquiries Ash took a brief moment to examine him. The Champion needed a good night’s rest. His ordinarily sharp eyes were red with exhaustion and were rimmed with darkness. Lance’s face was tense and hard, albeit concerned and worried. The Champion’s fists were clenched and he was staring at Ash in relief.

But above all of the exterior raggedness, Ash could see something else. It was like the fire inside him had been extinguished. Like his spirit had been dampened, but not put out. Lance just looked weary, something that Ash had never associated with the most powerful Master in all of Indigo. Even when they’d spent all day training and climbing Mt. Ember Lance had been an inexhaustible supply of energy. It was like he didn’t need food or water to fuel him, just his own iron will.

“Thank Ho-Oh you’re alright!” Lance exclaimed in a weak voice, a far cry from his normal boom. His dim eyes locked onto Ash. “Ash, what happened? I received your message, but I don’t have any answers. Nobody does.”

“Can you tell me what kind of damage was done?”

Lance nodded and squeezed his eyes shut for a moment. Ash feared that he had gone to sleep, but the Champion opened his angular eyes at last.

“About what you’d expect. The coast suffered extreme damage, but the hurricanes dissipated before they could actually destroy any cities. A lot of people are in trouble, but I’ve devoted the League to putting them back on their feet. It’s bad, but it could have been much worse.”

The Champion patted the sleeping Bagon on her bony crest. “Kanto’s worse off than Johto. The hurricanes around Johto were held in check by…something. They still hit after a while, but they’d barely made landfall before they disappeared. Johto just has a few floods. They’ll be fixed up in no time.”

Ash breathed a sigh of relief. He’d been afraid of so much worse. Mew had arrived just in time. Mewtwo had probably been forced to stop fueling the storms once it realized Mew was a legitimate threat.

“Tell me what happened.” Lance demanded, not unkindly. Ash snapped back to attention and nodded. His face settled into a firm scowl as he recalled what he could remember of the events.

“I guess I’d better start from the beginning.” He said as he settled into a more comfortable position. Ash opened his mouth but no words came out. A barrier in his mind seemed to break and his tongue was once more under his command. “A few days ago I got a message from a Dragonite. It told me about a tournament with a bunch of strong trainers that I was invited to. I decided to go. We left on a boat to a place called New Island.”

“You sent the name in your message. It was mentioned in some of the data recovered from the Rocket HQ.” Lance interjected, his brow furrowed. “I dispatched several Pidgeot scouts to the suspected location, but I haven’t found anything yet. Nothing’s there.”

“Mewtwo.” Ash growled. His knuckles turned white as he clenched the PokeNav tightly. A shadow passed over Lance’s angular face at the mention of the Creature.

Lance leaned forward and put his hands together. His eyes, still tired, suddenly blazed up with the inner fire he carried within him. The Champion’s anger briefly brought back his own self rather than the exhausted shell Ash had been speaking to.

“What happened to it?!” The Champion thundered. Ash felt himself edge back from the screen. Lance wasn’t angry at him, but his fury was as intimidating as that of Nidoking. Lance took a deep breath and he calmed down somewhat. “What happened to it?”

Ash scowled. “It’s still alive. Mew came and defeated it, but spared it. All I know is that it said it wouldn’t cause any trouble…not that I believe it.” He added bitterly. “I guess we have to trust Mew.”

“Mew appeared?” Lance asked, his eyes alight with interest. “What was it like?”

The trainer stared off into the sky thoughtfully. “Strong.” He said at last. “I didn’t get to talk to it much, but I got to see it fight. It lost to Mewtwo but just barely. It was incredible.”

Lance hummed understandingly. He suddenly grew serious. “Ash, what happened to Moltres? It left Knot Island, but then I couldn’t feel it for a few hours. Now” The Champion looked at his hands, which trembled slightly. “It just vanished and I grew very, very weak. Is Moltres alright?”

“I don’t know.” Ash confessed. He tried to remember the battle. All that came to mind was fire meeting light and a deep glow thousands of feet below the raging waves of the black ocean. “Mewtwo trapped it underneath the ocean. It might still be there.”

“No.” The Champion murmured as he shut his eyes. Ash could have sworn that there was a slight nimbus of light about him, but it was gone as soon as it appeared. “It’s free. I can feel that much. Moltres is faded.”

“Faded?” Ash echoed.

“How do I explain this?” Lance asked rhetorically. He smiled slightly. It was the first one that didn’t seemed pained or anxious in some way. “There’s not really a way to communicate the feeling of being connected to something like Moltres. You can’t describe being a hurricane or volcano.”

Lance reclined in his throne. His long, calloused fingers tapped the thick armrest as he looked at Ash thoughtfully. “Ever since Moltres touched me I could feel it. It never really did anything with the connection, but when you sent me that message it knew what to do. And then it was gone. It was like part of my soul was missing – like I was incomplete.”

“It wasn’t a pleasant experience.” Lance gave a dull grin as he mimicked his words from after Moltres had first communicated with him. “I wouldn’t recommend it.”

“I’ll remember that.” Ash replied with a slight smile. His eyes narrowed. “So, what now?”

“That,” Lance remarked, “is a very good question. I can’t say I know the answer. This isn’t over. Not for the League, at any rate. Mewtwo will pay for what it has done to the world. We won’t just let it go.”

Ash listened with eager ears. Any chance he had to actually get revenge on Mewtwo was good enough for him. He didn’t care what he had to do, he would find a way.

“Don’t get any ideas. You won’t be involved.” The Champion cut in firmly. He easily weathered the sullen, angry glare Ash flashed at him. “Don’t try that on me, Ash. It won’t work.”

He scowled. “Why not? I’ve been involved already!”

“Exactly!” Lance confirmed. His piercing gaze was calm and impassive as he regarded the young trainer. “You’ve been put into far too many life-threatening situations under my watch and I’m not about to let it happen again. You’re very strong, Ash, but you shouldn’t have to deal with these things.”

Lance gently stroked Bagon’s thick, bony shell to focus his thoughts. “Just focus on the Conference. It’s in just over a month. Forget all of this. The League will handle it – I promise.”

“I can help!” Ash pleaded, his pride forgotten in favor of finding some way to strike back at the Creature. “You know I can.”

“Yes, I do.” Lance smiled a bit sadly. “But this isn’t your fight anymore. You’ve gone through far too much already. Let us fix this.”

His fists clenched. Ash wanted to argue more, to demand that he be allowed to assist their hunt for Mewtwo. There had to be something he could do to help, even if Lance wouldn’t let him fight the Creature.

But even as he drew breath to fight for his opinion, he stopped. One look into Lance’s steely gaze was enough to know that the Champion wouldn’t give in. Ash wouldn’t test his willpower against that of Champion Lance.

“Fine.” He relented.

Lance grinned at him. It seemed that he was getting some of his normal vigor back. That meant Moltres must be recovering from the disastrous results of its cataclysmic clash with Mewtwo. Ash idly wondered just how much damage they had done. If they weren’t over an empty expanse of ocean Ash had no doubt that whatever land there was would have been absolutely torched.

“Look, there’s a lot to do in a month. Train, travel, maybe track down a rare pokemon or two. Relax and enjoy life for a while.” Lance pressed with a bright expression on his face. He didn’t seem to have any sort of tension left. “Trust me, there’ll be plenty of stress at the Conference. It really puts you on the edge.”

“I understand.” Ash confirmed, his mind awash with possibilities. There weren’t that many places in Kanto he hadn’t visited, although he could always swing up to Lavender Town. He’d rather not, if only for the fact that he probably wouldn’t be able to resist finding a ghost-type while he was there. Normally he’d jump at the opportunity, but there just wasn’t enough time to bond with one before the Conference would consume all of his focus.

Or else he could follow a burning passion Lance’s words had reignited in him: Finding the Rhydon that he’d first encountered on the way to Saffron so long ago. He owed a lot to it, including Infernus’ loyalty, and he wanted to test his strength against the monster of a rock-type. Ash had grown a lot. Before his friends hadn’t even been able to scratch it. Now he bet he could fight it on even terms.

“Gave you a bit of inspiration, did I?” Lance smirked lightly. Ash nodded stiffly. “That’s good. Reach out and take your goal by the ears. Don’t just meet whatever it is, surpass it.”

“I will.”

“Good, good.” The Champion replied. His angular eyes flickered up away from the camera. Lance deflated and some weariness crept back into his frame. The intense light that seemed to drive him dimmed. “I’m sorry, Ash, but I’ve got to go. There’s a lot of work to get done thanks to our mutual friend.”

Ash nodded. “I understand. I’ll see you at the Conference.”

“See you there!” Lance grinned madly. A moment later the screen blackened and the call cut off. Ash looked at his PokeNav before he sighed and put in another number, one that he wasn’t sure he wanted to call.

He thought about what he had learned. Mewtwo had done a lot of damage, but not as much as he had feared. Mew had gotten there just in time. The League was already rebuilding. Everything was going to be alright.

But now he was going into unsure grounds. Ash just wanted to get this conversation over with and find the giant Rhydon. He knew that Rhydon herds in Kanto tended to migrate to the mountainous territory of Fuschia in the winter. Hopefully someone in the area would have noticed such a spectacular specimen of the species.

Ash had a brief wild grin before it faded and died. He couldn’t do that yet. He had to get something else out of the way first.

His hands shook a bit as he rapidly typed in Professor Oak’s video phone number. It rang and rang for nearly a minute. Ash figured that Professor Oak was busy cleaning up Pallet and was about to hang up when the screen suddenly flared up.

“Ash? Thank goodness. We were worried out of our minds. Do you need any help?” Oak asked steadily. His familiar, soothing voice was calm and measured. It was like nothing had happened, despite the obvious concern.

“I’m fine, thank you.” He said. Ash let a bit of cheer flit back into his tone. He really was glad to see that Professor Oak was alright. All he could remember was that Mewtwo had shown him a brief glimpse of Pallet Town and that his mother was okay. “How’s Pallet? That storm was nasty.”

“Pallet Town is fine.” Oak replied, relief evident. “Alakazam was able to head off the worst of the storm. It only skimmed us. Pikachu,” he smiled at the small, tired rodent perched lazily on his shoulder, which had electricity sparking constantly from its cheeks, a sure sign of overcharge, “absorbed the lightning until he was knocked out.”

Ash looked at the small electric-type with newfound respect. He knew it was tough to help Oak and Arcanine keep the Corral’s inhabitants in line, but absorbing lightning was no easy feat for any electric-type. Even Electivire could only absorb around ten bolts or so before the absurd amounts of energy they had taken in would knock them out – if not kill them.

“Indeed. He’s a tough little creature.” Oak said fondly. Ash shook the look off of his face. “Alakazam and Machamp are helping to rebuild. It won’t take long. As I said, the storm barely struck us.” His aged face wrinkled in distaste. “Not to say that it didn’t do quite a bit of damage.”

“Is my mother alright?”

Oak’s eyes widened and he looked like he wanted to facepalm. “Of course! She’s out with a few of my assistants checking on the pokemon. I can call her, if you –”

“No.” Ash hastily interjected. Oak’s eyes narrowed dangerously. There was a glint in them that reminded Ash that he was speaking with a genius. “I – I’ll call her later. Just tell that I’m fine.”

“Very well.” Professor Oak surrendered. He met Ash’s eyes. “But I need to know what’s upsetting you. You can talk to me, Ash.”

Ash opened his mouth but it shut of its own accord. Even if he wanted to – and he wasn’t sure that he did – his tongue wouldn’t follow his commands. It was separated from him by a force far beyond his ability to combat.

“You’ll understand later.” He said mechanically. Ash felt a deep pressure take control of him. His body was just a puppet now. He was a slave in his own temple. “Lance will inform you.”

His fingers cut off the call and flipped the PokeNav shut with quick, choppy movements that lacked any of the grace his own held. The force released Ash from its control and he let his back give out from under him. He barely felt anything as he collapsed into the bed of stone.

He shut his eyes and breathed deeply, hate welled up inside of him. He hated Mewtwo. Even now, when it was supposedly redeemed, it still toyed with his body as though it were its own. As though he belonged to it.

Ash’s fists clenched and his arms felt weak as he pushed himself up. He glanced over to his friends and saw that they were looking at him worriedly, their meal paused. The trainer gave them a short wave and they resumed eating, although Dazed and Nidoking continued to stare at him.

He ignored his own weakness and pulled himself up. Ash clipped the PokeNav back onto his belt as he found himself on his feet again. His back was a little wet from the shallow seawater that flooded the beach but he didn’t care.

All that mattered now was that he prepare for the Conference and do his best to keep his thoughts away from the conflicts that still loomed in the future. There was nothing he could do about those, but he could prepare and grow strong.

He’d do everyone proud, he swore as he staggered back over to his friends. Nidoking lumbered out to meet him, the great behemoth’s concern clearly reflected in his shiny black eyes.

More than that he’d do his team proud. They were the ones that had brought him this far. They were the ones that had fought and bled for every victory. He had just been along for the ride.

He gave a happy wave to his friend. That ought to calm Nidoking down a bit. He didn’t want the whole beach getting wrecked just because the poison-type was upset. Nidoking still needed to work on his control a bit, especially since his power had grown so much under Lance’s tutelage. Battling the dragons had done a lot for him.

“Hey, buddy. I’m fine. Just a little tired.” He said soothingly to Nidoking once his friend had reached him. Ash laid a hand on his friend’s thick hide. A wild grin adorned his dirty face. “By the way, do you remember that giant Rhydon that we fought a long time ago?”

Nidoking’s nostrils flared at the memory of his defeat and his great head moved up and down slowly. He snorted and ground the heel of his heavy foot into the ground, which made the stone around them tremble with the energy. Ash held on tightly lest he be thrown to the ground.

“Well, if we have any luck we’ll have a rematch.”

With that Ash started to walk away. Plume circled above the circle of his friends and he could see Sneasel playfully blowing gusts of frozen air onto Tangrowth from behind. Now that they had some knowledge of the area he could at least get ready to put his plans into action.

XX

Most of his friends were napping. Sneasel had led the way to a nice, open clearing in the thick forest that enveloped the beach. It was only a few hundred meters away and was clear enough for Plume to easily launch into the sky but provided enough shade to rest comfortably.

He leaned back against Nidoking’s tough hide. His friend was dozing off, but still had one eye lazily opened to keep watch for threats. Nidoking’s ears twitched every now and then, but he didn’t move aside from the steady rise and fall of his chest.

Dazed had left. She had motioned that she would be back soon. Ash figured she was going off to create another pendulum. She’d looked tense and far less serene than usual since he’d woken up. Hopefully a new focus for her psychic powers would be enough to restore her peace of mind.

Ash looked around for Oz. He wanted to talk to her. She had been hanging back from the team for a while now, aside from Infernus. The Electabuzz seemed obsessed with finding a way to overcome the fire-type, although Infernus’ exponentially increase in power ever since he evolved had left her in the dust.

He found her exactly where he expected to see her: Leaning back against a tree not too far from where Infernus slept in a pool of lava. Torrent had doused the area heavily with water and regularly blasted it with freezing gusts of air to keep the sheer heat released by the molten stone from igniting the forest. Normally Dazed would have contained the heat with a psychic shield but that wasn’t an option at the moment.

The trainer stood up as quietly as he could, lest he interrupt his friends’ sleep. Nidoking’s arm reached out for him almost unconsciously, but Ash gently pushed the powerful limb down. His friend grunted softly and let him go.

“I’ll be right back.” He promised as he stepped away. Ash veered around Bruiser and Seeker, who slept cradled by the fighting-type’s powerful arms, and headed to Oz. Her fierce eyes snapped open and she growled, a deep, guttural sound that would have raised the hair on the back of his neck if he hadn’t seen Nidoking in a blood rage, before she realized who it was.

Oz focused slightly and the electricity that crackled through her thick coat of black and yellow fur ceased. She made to stand up to acknowledge Ash, but he waved that away as he sat down in front of her.

“No, sit.” He said. Oz nodded and stared at him. “So, how are you feeling? I saw you last night – you were incredible.”

The Electabuzz’s coat was alit with currents of electricity as she preened under his compliment, clearly pleased with herself. Some of his friends were traumatized by the events. Seeker was even meeker than usual once her excitement over seeing Ash had worn off, Bruiser was quiet and withdrawn, and Plume seemed rather pensive over the stalemate she had fought her own clone to.

Oz was like Infernus if he would have had a clone to battle. She was energetic and gleeful from the thrill of combat until the events of the previous night finally hit her and she felt the need to rest, but even now her pride in the skill and strength she had shown in fighting her empowered clone was clear to behold.

Ash could see her in his mind’s eye now, one of the few images he had glimpsed of her. Oz stood tall and proud as she was enveloped in the vast arcs of electricity created by the raging clash of the electric-types. She fought hard and matched her clone blow for blow until the explosions of light and plasma forced Ash to look away.

“Anyways, how are you feeling?” He repeated. Ash couldn’t help but smile in return when she gave a sort of grin that bared her sharp, pointed fangs and shot a small bolt of electricity into the air. It collided with a limb and left it smoking and black. “I’m glad.”

“We don’t have much longer until we can really see how powerful we are.” He related to Oz. She listened interestedly. “I know you’ve heard me and Lance talking about the Conference, but do you really know what it is?”

Oz shook her head. A bit of lightning shot through the air with her movements. It wasn’t as powerful as it had been last night. It looked like Oz would need to feed on a source of electricity soon. Normal food and berries was enough to sustain her, but the strength of an Electabuzz came from the power they absorbed. Nidoking would be able to fuel her for a bit longer with a Thunderbolt but getting back to civilization was even more necessary.

Ash was just glad that Electabuzz didn’t require half as much electrical power as an Electivire. Electivire could easily absorb a lightning bolt and then require another in around six months, whereas a single lightning bolt would be enough to easily fuel a small herd of Electabuzz and Elekid for around a year.

It wasn’t much of an issue since the League’s decoy power plants were enough to sate their need for power, but it would introduce some additional complications once Oz evolved. He’d prefer to not let her feed on other electric-types as some Electivire were known to do once they were desperate enough.

He shook himself back into focus. Those contemplations could come later. Right now it was Oz’s curiosity that needed to be sated, not her thirst for power.

“The Conference is where the best trainers and teams in Indigo come to find out who’s the strongest. We battle each other until only one remains.” Ash explained. Oz nodded understandingly. He knew the harsh society and social habits of Electabuzz were based around who was the strongest. It was nothing foreign to her as it would be to Tangrowth. “Whoever wins is the Conference Champion and their team is entered into the Hall of Fame.”

Oz bared her fangs and sparked happily at the thought of leaving a legacy. Even if it wasn’t Infernus, she liked beating others.

“Anyways, I just wanted to make sure you were alright. You’ve been pretty quiet lately.” He said. Oz nodded in recognition of his concern and closed her eyes. It looked like she didn’t want to talk anymore. Ash smiled at his newest friend one last team before he walked away.

He’d like to get in a short nap of his own before Dazed came back. The exhaustion of the previous night and the lack of any real sleep was hitting him hard.
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Everyone was starting to awake by the time Dazed returned. Ash had woken up not long before the others and watched her silently as she shambled back into the camp. Her eyes were bright lanterns in the shadows that had begun to fall upon the forest. Power seemed to follow her.

He rose, followed quickly by Nidoking. The poison-type didn’t seem keen to let Ash out of his sight. Ash didn’t mind, though, and patted Nidoking’s shoulder affectionately as his friend lumbered beside him.

“Any luck?” He inquired as Dazed shuffled to a stop. Her eyes smiled brightly at him as she raised her left hand, which held a loop of string that ended with a circular, dark blue crystal that was open on the inside. It was almost flat but seemed to have slight facets that glittered in the light of the dying sun.

“It’s beautiful.” He said in awe as he regarded the jewel. Ash wondered where she had found it. It didn’t look like any gem he had seen before.

Dazed’s eyes smiled even more. It was amazing how much emotion she could express with just her eyes and face. She didn’t have a mouth but it just wasn’t necessary for her. Her mind and face could accomplish everything a mouth could, even though she was just now able to attempt to communicate with her greatest tool.

Thank you, Friend-Trainer. 

Ash broke out into a grin so wide that it made his face hurt as he heard Dazed’s serene, ethereal voice echo dimly into his head. It was still indistinct, but it was stronger than it was this morning and Dazed could actually communicate more than a single word.

Dazed’s eyes dimmed after she communicated. It was still horribly draining on her, but at least with her pendulum she could work far more efficiently. She wouldn’t have to put all of her strength into telepathy.

“Where’d you find that?”

Dazed didn’t speak this time. Ash figured she wanted to conserve what energy she could. Instead her eyes flashed and a large boulder was ripped up from the earth with frightening ease. Her new pendulum shined in unison and the boulder was instantly split apart into two perfect halves.

The two halves rotated to show Ash a core of crystal, although it wasn’t the same as whatever gem her pendulum was made of.

Not identical, but similar. 

The Hypno spoke into his mind, although her voice was even weaker now. She didn’t seem particularly strained, so Ash assumed that she didn’t feel like devoting much effort to telepathy. Dazed just used the bare minimum to get the message across.

“Ah.” Ash said. “So is it any different than your old one?”

Dazed shook her head. Ash could tell that she knew that he wasn’t talking about its looks. At least this one wasn’t any different in capabilities. It would be very, very bad if he had to adjust his style with Dazed in the span of a month.

“Good.” Ash suddenly turned and whistled for Plume. She lightly swooped down from the gigantic, thick tree that she had found. It was the only one capable of supporting her immense size. “Hey, Plume. Are you ready to head out?”

Plume shrieked happily at the prospect of flying with Ash again and flapped her wings excitedly. Sneasel scurried over to see what was happening, followed closely by Tangrowth. Ash smiled as Plume reached down to nuzzle Sneasel affectionately, although the dark-type did his best to get away from the gigantic bird.

It was a little abrupt, but Dazed was all that they had been waiting on. Ash wasn’t about to force her to continue without a pendulum, especially since he was looking for one of the most powerful pokemon he’d ever encountered. He wasn’t sure how it would compare against his friends now that they were truly powerful, but from what he’d seen it was at least as powerful as Saph. Certainly more powerful than the Rhypherior that Giovanni had used.

He wanted to reach Fuschia before the dark and bitter cold of winter fell over the land. They had about three hours before the shadows grew into night and he wanted to make the most of it.

Ash let his friends wake themselves and surround him as he pulled on a second jacket, some goggles, and thick gloves. He’d already put on a second pair of socks and a long sleeved shirt underneath his jacket.

Plume would certainly be flying lower than she normally would since he was on her back, but that didn’t mean that it wouldn’t be horribly could. The air was already chilly and at that high of an altitude it would no doubt be freezing. He wasn’t looking forward to flying more than an hour in those conditions.

When he was done he warned his friends that he was going to recall them. He could only imagine how nasty of a shock it would be to be sucked into stasis at random.

“You ready, girl?” He asked Plume as he pulled the goggles on. Ash was more thankful than ever to have storage compartments. Goggles and additional clothes would be a pain to store otherwise.

Plume butted her head against his side happily and cooed at him. He grinned and lightly stroked her glossy feathers before he climbed onto her back and held on for dear life. Ash really needed to buy a saddle for her. He trusted Plume to carry him safely, but it would make him feel a lot more secure. It wasn’t exactly safe to go without one.

Ash couldn’t hold back a yelp as Plume took off in a blast of air and launched herself high into the freedom of the skies. The wind whipped against his face with bitter force and cold but he couldn’t find it in him to care – flying was great, even if he had to make sure to never look down.

Once he’d gotten used to the sensation of being utterly dependent on Plume it was nice. Relaxing, even. He really needed to do this more often. There just hadn’t been that many chances before now.

Plume gave one last cry to herald her flight before she suddenly flapped her wings for a second time. Ash’s eyes widened and he gripped her powerful body even tighter as the world blurred around them. He’d thought they were going fast before – they weren’t. That was just a warm up for Plume.

Perhaps flying wasn’t so relaxing after all.
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He was fairly certain that there was a law against flying into a city without clearance, but if somebody tried to stop him from flying straight to one of the Fuchsia Pokemon Centers he would just give them Lance’s number. Ash was tired, freezing, and his fingers were probably about to fall off from frost bite. His gloves were not nearly enough to keep him warm.

Nevertheless he thanked Plume, who looked like she had only flown for a few minutes rather than an hour. She nipped his hand affectionately as he put his hat back on. He stroked her long crest for a moment and thanked her before he recalled the powerful flying-type.

Ash walked into the blessedly warm, bright Pokemon Center as he clipped Plume’s pokeball back onto his belt. As his body was filled with refreshing heat his extremities were awash with a strange, slightly painful itching sensation. He tried to rub life back into his fingers to get rid of the feeling, but to no avail.

“Can I get a room, please?” He chattered. Nurse Joy looked up with concern and wiped away her boredom. The Pokemon Center wasn’t very populated. Only a few stragglers hung around. That meant that everyone was either in their rooms very early or they were avoiding Fuchsia for some reason.

“Oh, you poor boy! Of course!” She said quickly as she examined him. Ash bore her scrutiny without any complaint. “I need to see your Trainer ID first.”

He nodded and pulled it out with his numb fingers. Nurse Joy quickly put the information into her computer and handed it back. By the time he’d put the ID back a room key was waiting for him.

“Have a nice night! If you need anything don’t hesitate to come down.” She waved him away cheerily. Ash smiled at the woman and nodded, although he didn’t say anything. Right now he just wanted to collapse onto a bed.

Sleep was looking very good right now.

XX

“Hey there! How can I help you?” A cheerful Janine asked him when he walked into the Fuchsia gym. She looked up from the naked blade of a simple knife that she casually spun in her hand. “Have we met before? You look pretty familiar.”

“I battled Koga a while back.” He replied as he stepped further into the plain building. Ash had a constant smile on his face. He just felt so relaxed now. Last night he’d washed off and had a great night’s sleep, although he felt guilty once he saw that Dazed looked rather sickly. She waved off his concerns, though.

He was at the Fuchsia gym for one simple reason: They were the most likely to know where a gigantic, monstrously powerful Rhydon was. It was their responsibility to know about potential dangers in their territory and Koga was more vigilant about that duty than most, largely because of how many powerful and aggressive pokemon made the rough terrain of the Fuchsia territory their home.

“Really?” Janine asked, her lavender eyes narrowed as the teen tried to recognize him. “Mind telling me your name? I’ve never been the best with faces.”

“Ash Ketchum.” He told her.

Janine’s eyes widened and she stood up with a grin. “Oh, wow! I remember you. Of course, I’ve heard a lot more.”

“Really?” He mimicked her. Unintentionally, of course. Janine didn’t seem to notice.

“Yep. Let’s just say that my father tends to keep an eye on people when even Surge says they’re tough!” The teen laughed. It was a pleasant sound, clear and high. Janine looked closer at him. “Oh, sorry. I forgot that you’re actually here for something.”

Ash walked up to the desk. Janine quickly sheathed the large knife and placed it on her belt. “I’m looking for information on a specific pokemon. A giant Rhydon.”

“Not this again.” Janine grumbled, although she didn’t seem annoyed by him. “Sorry, that was rude. It’s just that we’ve gotten a ton of requests about it.”

“Has anyone gone after it?” He inquired, a bit worried. Ash wasn’t sure if he wanted to catch it yet. At the moment he just wanted to find it and battle the giant.

Janine gave him a look. “More than I can count. It’s kind of an old legend around here. I’m not supposed to give anyone help, though. If you want to find it you’re supposed to go search for yourself. The Fuchsia gym doesn’t want to be held liable if it hurts or kills you.”

“I understand.” He told her. Ash made to leave. Perhaps someone around town could help him if the gym wouldn’t.

“Wait!” Janine called out. Ash turned around. The ninja glanced around suspiciously. “That’s our policy for most people. You’re trusted by the League, so I think I can help you without getting into much trouble. Father wouldn’t mind.”

A grin broke out on Ash’s face. “Really? Thanks!”

“No problem.” Janine laughed. Her face pinched into a more serious expression. “Just don’t spread this around. We keep this Rhydon out of the limelight for a reason. It’s Champion-level. You’re messing with it at your own peril, especially right now.”

That just made Ash’s desire to go and fight it all the more powerful. He could feel his pulse pounding with excitement in the anticipation of the thrill of the battle even now. It was a great feeling to finally get to fight something within his limits.

This Rhydon wasn’t commanded by one of the greatest trainers of all time. This Rhydon wasn’t a Legend that embodied Nature itself. It was just a very powerful pokemon that was a worthy adversary for Ash’s team.

“I accept the risks.” He said with a calm tone that belied the fire in his blood.

“Alright, then.” Janine smiled. She pulled out a file from the desk and flipped it open. After a few moments of skimming she pulled a piece of paper out and showed it to him. It was a map of the Fuchsia territory.

Janine held out her hand. “Have you got a map on your pokedex or something?”

Ash nodded and handed her the PokeNav. Janine’s eyes lit up when she saw the rare device. “You actually have one of these? They just got released in Hoenn! How’d you grab one?”

“A friend gave it to me.” He told the older girl. Ash doubted that Steven would like extra publicity. The former Champion was a rather private individual.

The ninja just nodded and ran through the PokeNav’s menus like she knew it better than Ash. In just a few seconds she had found her way to the map of Kanto and set up a small square about eighty miles to the southeast of the ancient city of Fuchsia.

“This is the area it’s been staying for the winter.” Janine explained as she handed the device back. Ash glanced at the map again before he shut the PokeNav and clipped it to his belt. “Its herd will be very close, and I suggest that you don’t mess with them. They wouldn’t be too hard to fight off, but you don’t want to make the Rhydon angry. It’s dangerous enough when it’s playing with you.”

“I understand. Thank you.” Ash said gratefully. Before he could leave, however, Janine’s rough hand snapped out and latched onto his wrist. He stiffened a bit at the contact and turned to regard the ninja.

Janine’s eyes were deadly serious. “I’m helping you out with the expectation that you won’t try to capture the Rhydon unless your life is in danger. Rhydon is more important than you know and it’s prideful. If you try to catch it, you’d better make sure you get it on the first try. We of the Fuchsia gym do not want to have to find a way to stop a Champion-level Rhydon on a rampage.”

“I understand.” Ash repeated. Janine nodded and loosened her grip. The trainer pulled away. “Thanks for the warning.”

“Good luck! If you find it make sure to drop by.” Janine said cheerfully, a far cry from the serious warrior that had confronted him moments before. “I’m sure Father would love to hear about it. He hasn’t been fighting much lately.”

That reminded Ash. “Where is Koga?”

He wasn’t about to challenge him since he wanted to set out to find Rhydon as soon as possible, but he wouldn’t mind speaking to the powerful gym leader again. Ash wouldn’t mind a rematch sometime, but he didn’t want to deal with the dangerous effects of Koga’s poison-types with the Conference just around the corner.

“He’s out helping to clean up and make sure that nobody’s trying to take advantage of the chaos.” Janine shrugged. “That freak storm completely wrecked most of the fishing villages on the coast. We’re lucky that it didn’t hit us.”

“Good luck with that.” Ash said. Janine nodded her thanks. “I suppose I’ll be back in a few days.”

“Bye!” Janine waved her farewell. Ash nodded back before he stepped out of the plain gym and into the bright sun. He fixed a wild grin on his face as he started his journey to the gates, where he would be able to release Nidoking and the rest of his friends.

He had a few days before he would reach the Rhydon’s territory. Ash certainly wouldn’t mind having his companions out to keep him company.

Ash had already restocked all of his supplies. It was expensive, but he wasn’t sure just how long he would be out in the field. Janine had narrowed the area he’d have to search, but the Rhydon’s territory was still vast. He might be there for a few weeks before he found his foe.

That didn’t matter. As long as he was back in time to train a little before the Conference he would be fine. Ash could easily resume the search in April once the Conference was over. It couldn’t be too hard to follow the rumors of the giant Rhydon.

With that he cleared his mind and set off. He had a long way to go and not nearly enough time.

XX

Three days after Ash set out he stood on a high, weathered cliff that looked out over miles of pure wilderness, forests and mountains untouched by any sort of human interference. It was beautiful in a way that humanity’s cities weren’t.

“Enjoying the view?” He directed to Nidoking, who stood beside him. His guardian snorted and nodded as he looked out at the Fuchsia wilds. Mountains jutted high into the twilight sky and carved through clouds.

He stuck two fingers into his mouth and whistled shrilly. The noise split the air, a high note that made Nidoking’s large ears twitch in annoyance. Ash gave a look of apology to Nidoking and ceased to produce the noise. His call would be answered.

Ash smiled when he saw a huge, black shape hurtle through the clouds. Plume’s wings stretched outward and cast a massive shadow upon the cliff as she dived down to meet him. In just a few seconds the dark blur stood before him on the cliff, eyes bright and happy. The Pidgeot loved this kind of land. It let her stretch her wings without any fear of damaging human structures.

Perhaps he’d spend a few months out here sometime. He enjoyed it and it would be a good experience away from civilization. It would be nice to be around nobody except his friends for a while. With the events they’d been involved in recently they hadn’t had too much time to just relax.

“Did you see anything?” Ash inquired. Plume shook her head and let out a piercing shriek to let the whole world know about her annoyance. He smiled softly and put a comforting hand on her huge, wickedly curved beak. “It’s alright. We’re just now entering their territory.”

Plume cooed at him and nuzzled his hand as he glanced up to the sky. As Ash absentmindedly stroked her feathers he frowned. “It’s getting dark. Is there a way to get down this cliff quickly or do we need to set up camp?”

The Pidgeot pointed her beak at the cliff. Ash nodded in understanding. “Thanks, Plume. Just wait here a minute while I get everything ready. Dinner will be ready in no time!”

He smiled as his friend cooed at him. Nidoking shadowed him as Ash began the process to set up a small camp. It didn’t take too long. Unless it was raining or snowing he was content to sleep on his sleeping mat under the bright stars and if his friends needed shelter Tangrowth would use Ancient Power to create a few earthen tents.

What took the most time was creating the fire pit – or at least it used to. Ash just glanced over at Nidoking, who nodded and shut his black eyes for a moment as he tapped his huge, clawed foot against the hard ground. A circle with a diameter of about three feet was suddenly depressed into the earth and another motion caused a short wall to surround it.

“Thanks, Nidoking.” Ash said to his friend as he laid his sleeping mat on the ground. He didn’t really feel like actually cooking anything after a long day of travel, so he went ahead and released the rest of his friends after he had pulled out their food.

“Hey, guys!” He greeted brightly. Ash had felt oddly happy for the last few days. There was almost zero pressure on him for once, although dark thoughts of revenge concerning Mewtwo cropped up every now and then. The rest of the time was great, though. He just walked and spoke with his friends.

There weren’t many trainers around this time of year, unfortunately, so he didn’t get to test his friends’ new strength. It was rather cold, and the trainers capable of entering the Conference didn’t want to risk one of their team being injured before the Conference. Since those were the only trainers Ash wanted to challenge there wasn’t much use in facing the odd trainer he found. Most of them were enough to give Sneasel a good workout or defeat the dark-type, but otherwise he didn’t bother.

Ash glanced over at Sneasel as his thoughts focused on him. The dark-type cocked his head and hissed up at Ash curiously. “Sneasel, do you mind gathering up some firewood really quick?”

Sneasel ceased sharpening his cruel, wickedly hooked claws on a patch of stone and ran off excitedly, glad to be able to help. Tangrowth gurgled and whined for a moment before Ash rolled his eyes and smiled. “Go on and help him.”

Tangrowth pulled Ash into a quick, comforting hug before he used his vines to pull his large, heavy body up into the trees. Ash watched the grass-type run off with a quick grin. At least Tangrowth was as excitable as ever.

He had been about to tell Tangrowth to go with Sneasel anyway. Sneasel was good for gathering a lot of brush and small, thin sticks but Tangrowth was needed to rapidly gather the thick chunks of wood that they’d need for Infernus to burn.

That brought Ash’s attention back to something he needed to address. His eyes locked onto Infernus, who was engrossed in a glaring match with Oz. Flames rippled up the Magmortar’s hulking form, which were matched by wild currents of electricity that glowed carelessly from Oz.

Ash sighed. He didn’t need the cliff being destroyed. Not while they were on it, at any rate.

“Infernus!” He intervened. The fire-type growled deeply and stared at him, although his defiance wilted almost immediately. Nidoking loomed threateningly behind Ash, a bead of deathly poison at the tip of his horn. His threats weren’t needed. “Come with me and Nidoking for a moment. I need to talk to you.”

The Magmortar snorted but acquiesced, although he gave an annoyed puff of hot blue flame at Oz. She snarled and easily dodged it with her incredible reflexes and shot a thin, intense bolt of electricity at him in turn. Infernus just gave her a cruel, mocking smirk as he easily neutralized the attack with Air Lens.

Nidoking gave a harsh, guttural grow at the duo to get them to calm down. Unsurprisingly, they obeyed. Ash wasn’t surprised when even Infernus backed down. Whereas Oz was at a definite disadvantage in regards to both skill and power when it came to Nidoking, by all rights Infernus shouldn’t have been too intimidated by Nidoking.

Although Infernus’ attacks were dampened somewhat by Nidoking’s thick armor and ability to use ground-type attacks to protect himself, Infernus had the raw power and sheer determination to match Nidoking easily.

No, it wasn’t Nidoking’s strength or even the wide variety of attacks Nidoking could use that caused Infernus to back down. Nidoking was quite formidable, even for one of his breed, but the title of the strongest member of the team fell on either Torrent or Infernus. In raw power they were probably evenly matched, although Torrent had the edge thanks to his resistance to fire.

It was Nidoking’s…charisma wasn’t the right word for it. Nidoking had a presence about him that forced the other team members to stand down. It was the same as the regal aura that shrouded Torrent. Nothing physical, but a commanding presence that demanded obedience.

Ash could feel most of his friends watching the trio as they walked a short distance away. He didn’t really care if they listened, but he wanted to keep this discussion between him, Nidoking, and Infernus.

Nidoking grunted softly as they came to a stop and rested on his strong hind legs. Infernus just focused his hard black eyes on Ash with a feverish intensity. They softened a little, but he kept that deadly smirk on his face.

“I’m not quite sure how long it’ll take us to find this Rhydon, but I want to have a plan set up for when we do.” Ash explained to his two friends. They just listened closely. “We’re going to fight it one on one this time. We don’t have to gang up on it just to slow it down now.”

That made Nidoking nod resolutely, although there was a gleam of excitement and anticipation of a great fight in his face, and Infernus actually smiled instead of giving Ash a mockery of a smirk. He grinned back. Ash enjoyed going up against powerful opponents just as much as any of his friends.

“Which of you want to go out first? You two were the key players in fighting it last time.” Ash requested of his friends. He wasn’t surprised when Infernus instantly stepped forward and wreathed his body in flames, incapable of controlling his immense power when he was this excited. Infernus looked like a delighted child as fire seared the stone and he happily spat a column of fire high into the sky.

“Alright, then.” Ash said, although he stepped back a bit from Infernus. His friend wasn’t even close to releasing his full power and he was already burning up. He felt as though his skin would ignite at any moment. Getting a foot away at least dulled the pain.

Nidoking noticed his problem and shuffled in front of him to block the worst of the heat. Ash flashed a smile at him, although he quickly grew more serious and met Nidoking’s eyes as Infernus continued to wildly spit flame into the atmosphere.

He could easily read his friend’s intention. Nidoking wouldn’t have minded fighting the Rhydon first in the least but he was far more willing to think of the potential consequences than Infernus. Ash knew that the Rhydon had been toying with them last time and had still easily weathered their combined assaults. Nidoking wanted to let Infernus rampage against it to get a feel for the giant’s true abilities – as did Ash.

“I’ll send you up next, then.” He nodded at Nidoking. His friend grunted in acceptance. Ash peered over at Infernus, who had finally calmed down. The Magmortar still had that disturbingly cheerful smile on his fiery face, but he wasn’t blasting everything around him with terrible blasts of flame anymore.

That was an improvement.

“Let’s get back to the camp. I’m sure you’re hungry.”
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“Plume?” Ash whispered confusedly as he saw the massive form of his friend dive down at him. Her wings cast great shadows across the forest. He wiped a bit of sweat off of his brow as she slammed into the ground in front of him and kicked up a huge cloud of dust. The forest around them became silent as the pokemon detected the presence of Plume.

“What is it? Did you see something?” He inquired wildly. A bit of hope surged within him. Ash had been traveling for eight days now and they had found no trace of the Rhydon, despite having been in the territory Janine had directed him to for quite a while.

Plume cooed and nodded. A wild, gleeful smile split Ash’s face and he felt his blood begin to pound. It was almost time. This battle had been in the making since almost the beginning of his journey and it was about to be resolved.

How much had he grown? Exponentially. He wasn’t recognizable from the weak boy who had been saved from the carnage of the St. Anne. Ash had grown in every way. He was strong now.

He had fought Team Rocket and faced down the Legends that struck fear and awe into every human’s heart and lived to tell the tale. He had trained under Elite Four Bruno and the Indigo Champion Lance. He had proven his strength many times over.

But this battle would prove if he had grown enough. If he couldn’t defeat this Rhydon than he knew how much more he had to train before he stood even a ghost of a chance against Lance or Steven. Janine had said it was at Champion-level and he could believe it, despite the fact that he hadn’t even seen its true strength.

“Can you lead the way?”

Plume shook her head and lowered her body to the ground. Ash cocked an eyebrow. “We have to fly there?”

She nodded. Ash had a quizzical frown as he absentmindedly pulled himself onto her powerful back. How did the herd get somewhere that they would have to fly through? Either they had a secret entrance or Rhydon had manipulated the environment to its advantage.

He held on tightly and quickly pulled his cap off as Plume shot high into the glorious freedom of the sky. The wind whipped and roared around him and Plume didn’t seem to notice until his grip became loose and Ash let out a panicked shout to try to alert her that she was going far too fast.

Plume instantly slowed down to only a fraction of the speed that she had been going. Ash took a deep breath and tried to silence his pounding heart. He forced a smile on his face and comfortingly stroked Plume’s crest as she looked back at him with her huge head and cooed concernedly at him, although he couldn’t actually hear her over the rush of wind.

“Save that kind of speed for when I have a saddle.” He shouted above the atmosphere’s cacophony. Plume nodded solemnly and created an air bubble around them that made the air resistance practically nonexistent. Ash felt much better now and laid his head against Plume’s soft, glossy feathers and took another calming breath. His heart wasn’t quite as busy, but he still needed a moment.

He definitely needed to buy a saddle once the Conference was over with. Ash wasn’t sure what he’d do after the competition, but he did know that he’d like to be able to fly with Plume. It was enjoyable, even if he absolutely refused to look down unless he had to.

After another minute or so of quick gliding Plume shrieked and angled downward. Ash frowned and pulled his head up from where he rested. He squeezed his eyes shut as his stomach lurched but slowly opened them again when Plume cooed softly at the trainer.

Ash stared out at the ground. They were still thousands of feet up, although it wasn’t so high as to give him serious breathing issues. The world was a vast expanse of green underneath him, completely untouched and only broken by the odd winding river or rugged mountain.

Right now Plume was slowly diving at a mountain. Ash squinted at it. There was something odd. Unlike the other, lesser mountains around it, this gigantic height had a huge, smooth hole ripped in the top of it. Something had made it. The hole was too clean to be natural.

Plume shrieked as they suddenly landed beside the missing section. Ash was reminded of looking down at the heart of Mt. Moon as he dismounted his friend and stared down into the glade below. Something had carved out the interior of the mountain with incredible skill. Ash wasn’t sure how the exterior didn’t collapse on itself. Perhaps the sculptor had left just enough for the mountain to remain stable.

This was a sanctuary that would remain untouched by all but those who knew of it. Very few trainers flew out here and those that did probably wouldn’t notice the odd mountain. The giant Rhydon must have made it to protect its herd.

“Is Rhydon down there?” Ash asked as he stared into the beautiful, unspoiled glade that prospered between the vast walls of stone. Plume nodded. He would accept that. His eyes were far too weak to make anything out other than a large expanse of soft green and the odd gray smudge. They were probably members of the herd, but it might have just been rock.

“Could you fly me down there?”

Plume lowered herself and shrieked as he pulled himself onto her back. Ash held on for dear life as she lightly dived into the secret grove. He felt queasy as the green grew closer and closer and resisted the urge to empty the contents of his stomach. Plume probably wouldn’t appreciate it.

After about ten seconds the nauseating journey came to an end. Ash looked around warily as he leapt off of the flying-type. The area had a sparse dusting of tall, thin trees that seemed almost ethereal as light cast them in a golden glow. There was quite a bit of light shrubbery, although he didn’t see many large bushes or plants. Most of the glade was covered in short, thick grass that looked to have been recently trampled by large, heavy feet.

He saw several napping Rhyhorn curled on top of a small outcropping of stone, but the rest of the large herd he remembered was nowhere to be seen. Ash frowned and glanced up at Plume, who was also doing her best to find any trace of the group of rock-types.

Ash silently released Tangrowth. He didn’t want to let out any of his friends that the herd might consider a threat. Bruiser, Sneasel, Seeker, and Tangrowth were probably the only safe bets. Nidoking would probably induce a rampage, Infernus was Infernus, Oz wouldn’t be useful against the Rhydon, the raw power Torrent exuded would probably attract giant, and powerful psychics like Dazed tended to make pokemon unused to them uneasy.

“Keep an eye out. If something moves, don’t hurt it. Just restrain it if it tries to attack.” He instructed. Tangrowth gurgled happily and lightly tapped Ash on the forehead as he followed the trainer. “Thanks, buddy.”

“Thanks for your help, Plume.” Ash said gratefully. She nipped softly at the bill of his cap and nuzzled him slightly, although Tangrowth helpfully kept him from being knocked over. “Do you mind if I recall you?”

She cooed and shook her head at him, so Ash went ahead and returned her. Plume was fast, but he didn’t want her getting hit by an attack from the Rhydon. Rocks were deadly to her and a broken wing might not be completely healed by the time he needed to head to the Conference.

Now, alone with the cheerful Tangrowth, Ash started walking. He still didn’t see anything other than the odd, napping Rhyhorn with the occasional Rhydon that the younger rock-types huddled around. They were in the midst of a sort of hibernation. It wasn’t true hibernation as an Ursaring would take, but when exposed to cold Rhyhorn and Rhydon tended to become very drowsy and sleep for days on end. The only time they would awake was if they were under threat or they were hungry.

At least they had a safe place to hide from poachers. Rhyhorn were valuable, albeit relatively common. They weren’t very intelligent but they were very loyal and more than capable of breaking through an enemy’s lines with their charge. It was the primary reason some criminal organizations and the League preferred to use them when dealing with the sheer numbers of Team Rocket. The fact that they were practically immune to all but the strongest of poison didn’t hurt matters.

He came out of his ponderings when he suddenly saw something of interest: A strange gap in the mountainside that looked large enough for an Onix to fit through. It was clearly made by something with far more finesse than the stone serpents, however. The passageway was cut in clear, sharp lines reminiscent of the skill and power of the one who had carved out this mountain.

“Stay with me.” He whispered to Tangrowth as he headed into the passage. It was dark so he reached into his bag and removed a small electrical lantern. The blackness was banished as light emanated from the device and Ash looked around.

The passageway was not what he had expected. Instead of rough, carved stone on the sides he was surrounded by unnaturally smooth walls that had carvings etched into them every few feet or so, seemingly from thick, powerful claws. They went deep into the stone without any sign of roughness. Most likely the giant Rhydon was the artist.

He suddenly frowned once he actually looked at the carving nearest to the entrance. Ash’s breath hitched in his throat as he stared at the etching in the stone. It was something that was far too similar for him to be comfortable with: The emblem of Pewter City and also its badge. The symbol was covered in gray stone that barely stood out from the black behind it.

Ash glanced at the wall opposite. It was carved into the form of a simple teardrop and overlaid with a glossy light blue gem. He couldn’t even have imagined what it was. It was too light to be a sapphire, which was the only blue stone he could think of off the top of his head.

The trainer raised his lamp higher and continued walking down the passage. All of the badges were here, the ancient symbols of their cities that were a lasting memento of times when they had been divided and fractured.

The golden, octagonal star of Vermillion. The rainbow flower of Celadon. The purple heart of Fuchsia. The golden circles of Saffron. Cinnabar’s red flame. Viridian’s green plant.

They weren’t in that particular order, but they were all there. He felt a bit of anticipation rush through his veins as he slowly stepped through the strange passageway. Ash wasn’t sure what was going on, but he knew that this wasn’t anything he had expected.

At the very end of the passage there was a slight overhang. Ash raised his lantern and squinted at the symbol, although his eyes widened even more when he recognized it. It was the ancient symbol of the League – a circle that held a stylized Rhydon in it, which was bisected to symbolize the two halves of the Indigo League. His mind began to race with possibilities, but he headed on.

When he left the darkness of the tunnel his eyes widened. He hadn’t simply entered another glade, he had entered a sanctum. There were no trees or shrubs, just a small hollow in the mountain that had an overpowering presence. Ash felt as though he were unworthy to be here.

This chamber was timeless. Even the grass seemed to be locked in perpetual stasis. It was short and thick, more comfortable than he would have imagined. Several pillars that were of some sort of shiny white stone were placed evenly throughout the four corners of the room, although Ash thought they were simply decorative.

That wasn’t what stole his attention. Ash flicked off his lamp and placed it in his backpack as he stared in awe at some sort of monument that dominated the hollow. It was sculpted from plain grey stone, hewn from the very heart of the mountain. The monument was on dais raised about twenty feet above the air. A flight of smooth stairs had been raised to provide access.

He felt as if he were guided. There was no other option for him than to step through this empty chamber and begin his slow journey up the stairs. His footsteps echoed loudly throughout the area. The world was silent.

Tangrowth waited at the bottom for some reason, but Ash didn’t notice as he finally reached the monument. He could see that it was far less perfect now that he was in the single beam of sunlight that graced this chamber through a small hole in the mountain above. It illuminated the chamber and gave the statue an ethereal look.

The monument was weathered with age, but it looked like something had tried to preserve it. He could see that it seemed to pay homage to five figures. While their statues were disfigured by the ravages of time and the natural elements, he could still make them out.

A man, tall and proud with a straight back. His eyes were not stone but small, cut circles of sapphire. Ash couldn’t tell many details of the man’s face thanks to the statue’s age, but he was able to see that it was angular and had high cheekbones. There was not a beard or any other facial hair on it, so Ash assumed that the subject was rather young.

What faded clothes he had were simple robes, although Ash didn’t know enough about ancient history to try and connect the robes to whatever time period the figure was from.

“Who are you?” He muttered as he regarded the proud figure. Ash looked at the other statues.

To the right of the human was a hulking Rhydon, at least ten feet high. It was a perfect replica and stood protectively by the human. Ash assumed that the man was its trainer. Ash smiled as he was reminded of Nidoking’s own devotion.

At the human’s left was a regal Ninetales. It had its head raised haughtily, although the small eyes of bright ruby angled up at the human in a way that Ash could perceive as adoring. The stone beast’s tails were spread widely in an elegant manner. A rocky caricature of a Fire Stone was cradled between its paws.

The last immortalized figure was obviously a Tauros, massive and powerful. It dwarfed any that Ash had seen other than Professor Oak’s. Tauros’ horns ended in a wicked curl that complimented the sheer power it would have possessed had it been alive.

Ash looked up at the figures in awe for a few more moments. He had no idea who they were, but they must have been incredibly important. He’d like to know why there was a monument to them in the middle of the Fuchsia wilds rather than in an actual city. There had never been any sort of civilization here.

He shrugged it off and tried to find something that would identify them. Ash checked the front of the rectangular platform they were mounted upon and was pleased to find his suspicions confirmed.

Luckily the words had been carved so deeply into the stone that they were still legible even after the untold amount of time the monument had been sheltered in this timeless chamber. They seemed to bear more resemblance to the Unown that Ash had seen at Jessica’s home than modern script, but it wasn’t too hard to translate it.

Written language hadn’t changed much. It was always based off of the Unown. Their influence on humanity would be felt for eons.

“Here rests Champion Taimu, the Uniter. May his name live forever in the stars.” Ash read in shock, a weight upon him as he read the ancient characters that revealed this man as a Champion of Indigo. He’d never heard this Champion’s name, but the title revealed him for what he was – the First.

He bowed his head in respect as he regarded this ancient, legendary figure. The origins of the Indigo League were dim, but he knew that this was the one who had united the fractured territories of Kanto and Johto and united them under a single banner through nothing but his own strength.

“Champion Taimu.” Ash said softly as he stood up and straightened his back to look at the ancient depiction of the First. The proud visage, touched by time as it was, simply looked past the young trainer with the stony focus that Ash would imagine the living Taimu to possess. “The rest of the world might have forgotten your name, but I won’t.”

Ash regarded the First and his team for a few more moments before he turned around to leave. He wanted to find the Rhydon that so perfectly matched the one that stood behind Champion Taimu. Whatever estimations of its strength he’d wagered before were not enough.

This was a Rhydon legendary for its strength. It had been the cornerstone of the First’s team and had assisted Champion Taimu in uniting dozens of squabbling territories under a single banner. There was no telling just how powerful it really was.

He felt a little fear. It wasn’t something he enjoyed, especially as the dread settled fitfully in the pit of his stomach. The League had been established for a little under a millennium. For a Rhydon to live that long was nothing short of awe inspiring.

Ash knew that Rhydon could live for centuries thanks to their odd biology that incorporated both large amounts of minerals, a robust cellular regenerative abilities to keep them from tearing their bodies apart with their immense strength and mass, and the sheer durability they had to possess to function under such crushing weight.

The problem was that most of the time Rhydon ended up dying in territorial disputes. They were vicious when it came to protecting their land and their herd. Normally they were rather sedate, but if they felt threatened they would go onto a rampage similar to that of a Nidoking, which normally ended with the League being forced to take them out of the wild.

As a result nobody knew how long they could live. It wasn’t easy to find a Rhydon in their natural habitat if they didn’t want to be found and it was exceedingly dangerous to pry. But he felt that this might be the oldest one alive, outside of the odd, ancient Rhypherior.

It made sense. Whereas most Rhydon were slain by other Rhydon or furious Nidoking, it would be practically impossible for a wild Rhydon to even touch the giant Rhydon that had fought with the First.

Ash frowned and wondered if he should fight the Rhydon. It had to be stronger than he had dared to imagine and Janine had made it sound as though it were rather territorial. Perhaps he should simply leave and be content with the wonders he had discovered.

He couldn’t make up his mind as he turned back to stare at the ancient, weathered depiction of the Champion Taimu. The First’s sapphire eyes stared off into the passageway, unchanging and hinting of the power the human had possessed in life.

The trainer finally made up his mind to leave. He didn’t want to disturb the Rhydon. He certainly didn’t want to try to catch it anymore. Rhydon had been trained by the First, one of the greatest Masters to ever walk the earth. No one could be a deserving trainer to such a creature, certainly not Ash. He wasn’t sure if even Lance would measure up to Rhydon’s standards.

Before he left he unconsciously pressed his fist over his heart, which still had a bare spot in the form of the perfectly round hole. It was small enough to not really bother him, plus it forced him to never forget what Mewtwo to cause.

His mind flickered to dark places concerning vengeance and justice before he forced himself to return to himself. He could not be consumed. Justice would be done in the future, but for now he needed to let go. After the Conference he could seek out ways to force the Creature to pay.

He bowed his head to honor the First for a few moments and turned away to Tangrowth. It was time for him to leave this hallowed ground.

Unfortunately, that wouldn’t be the case.

Ash froze when he heard the rumble of heavy, plodding footsteps that seemed to connect to the mountain itself. The stone sang around him as the steps grew more and more powerful. Dust lifted off of the ground, although the monument was left safe.

Tangrowth gurgled and turned to face the passageway, concern evident in his saucer-like eyes. He extended his vines into the blackness, although the grass-type whined piteously and frantically tried to pull back as something seemed to grab the thick appendages.

“Tangrowth!” Ash shouted and rushed forward as Tangrowth was suddenly yanked from his large red feet, no mean feat considering the vines his friend had dug into the ground in an effort to resist the overwhelming force.

The grass-type gurgled piteously and outstretched a vine to wrap loosely around Ash’s hand as he was unceremoniously reeled into the blackness. Rationality snapped back into Ash’s mind and he instantly recalled his friend before he could be subjected to whatever fate had been in store for him.

Ash steeled himself and resolutely faced the darkness as the thunderous rumbling grew closer. A dark form was slowly outlined, at least eleven feet high and half as wide. The sunbeam that fell upon the monument was the only light available for Ash to analyze the hulking creature.

It was even larger than he remembered, especially now that he had gotten better at estimation. Now that he wasn’t sprinting for dear life away from this behemoth he could pick out quite a few more details.

The first was a faint carving in its thick armor that Ash couldn’t make out the details of, although it appeared to be composed of eight symbols. He assumed that it was the badges, although he doubted he would really be able to see it unless he knocked the Rhydon out and analyzed it up close.

What was far more obvious were the five pale grey stones Rhydon had seemingly implanted onto itself. Ash had never used one or actually held one, but he could tell what they were even from this distance: Everstones. It looked like Rhydon didn’t want to evolve, despite the enormous increase in power it would give to the ancient rock-type.

Ash dimly wondered how powerful it was that it required multiple Everstones to repress its evolution.

Rhydon’s slate eyes glared at him reproachfully and it bared its huge, blunt fangs. It softened and lost some of its anger as it stared sadly at the monument Ash stood on, but when it actually realized that Ash had dared to approach the sacred statue of its trainer it roared with a fury that sounded as though two mountains had been crushed together.

Its massive hand twitched. Ash yelped in surprise as the ground around him suddenly exploded upward, although it didn’t even come close to touching the First’s statue. Rhydon took great care to protect the memorial.

He held on for dear life as the stone pillar rushed high out of the sky, propelled by Rhydon’s will. Ash refused to squeeze his eyes shut, however, and watched with intermixed awe and horror as the pillar forced him hundreds and hundreds of feet into the air until the pillar finally ground to a halt by the mountain’s side.

Ash looked around desperately. He’d have to jump off of this thin jutting stone and land on Plume if he wanted to escape. While he had become a bit braver in regards to flying that still sounded like a last resort. He trusted Plume with his life but even the thought of leaping off into the infinite sky made him queasy.

Fortunately or unfortunately, a huge pillar shot into the sky beside him and stopped at the same height. It was absolutely massive, composed of tons of stone that were required to lift the ill-tempered Rhydon to its position in front of Ash.

As Rhydon leveled a glare at him, Ash wondered just what it was about to do. It could easily kill him at this point. All it had to do was will the pillar that supported him to break or fire stone shards at him. He was at its mercy, although he put his hand on Plume’s pokeball to prepare. Seconds could be the key to his life.

Rhydon snorted and shot a small cloud of dust from its large nostrils. It forced its right claw forward with a grunt. Ash warily waited for some sort of attack, but his eyes widened and he fought the urge to flinch and step back when the side of the mountain they stood by suddenly shot out from its resting place and formed a platform several hundred feet around just underneath them.

As Ash failed to comprehend the power required to perform such a ridiculous feat of strength, Rhydon dipped its head and caused the pillars to lower until they were simply another part of the absolutely gigantic platform. It growled and walked over to the other side of the stone arena and lowered its head.

Realization flitted through Ash’s fear and disbelief. A slow grin split over his face and he shifted his hand from Plume’s pokeball to Infernus’. Rhydon didn’t want to kill him. Not yet, anyway. It wanted to fight, to test him.

Well, he’d give it what it wanted. He twisted his hat backwards so he’d be able to see. A cloud above them provided enough shade that he wouldn’t have to worry about the glare of the bright sun.

“Infernus, you’re up.” He whispered, almost unconsciously, as he released his friend. Infernus appeared in a blaze of fire, his power undeniable as the inferno he was named after surrounded his powerful form. The Magmortar spat a roaring tongue of flame into the sky to herald his arrival and sneered at Rhydon, who snorted back, unimpressed.

“It’s stronger than we thought!” Ash said as calmly as he could to his friend. That statement just served to inflame Infernus farther – a gleeful smirk carved its way across his fiery face as he regarded the giant Rhydon. “Be careful and don’t get knocked off!”

Infernus shifted one hand into its cannon-like form while the other remained a clawed fist. His form wavered from his own heat and his strong legs bent a little, ready to propel him into motion at any opportunity.

Ash quickly analyzed the situation. The battlefield meant that Infernus didn’t have much to turn to his advantage. It forced a blunt, head-on approach to the battle. There wouldn’t be any tricks like Haze. Rhydon could probably detect them as long as they were in contact with the stone.

Rhydon had plenty of its natural element at its disposal, so it would automatically have an advantage over Infernus. Ash had an idea of how to fight Rhydon and Rhypherior – get inside their guard with a powerful fighter or whittle them down from a distance with a maneuverable pokemon – but he wasn’t sure how it would work against this ancient creature. It was on an entirely different level than Giovanni’s Rhypherior.

He wasn’t absolutely certain of how much damage Infernus would be able to get off with such an inherent disadvantage. Ash wasn’t entirely certain how powerful his friend was now, despite his grandiose displays of strength. Infernus hadn’t faced a real enemy yet outside of that cloned Charizard. It was one of the reasons Ash had wanted to seek the Rhydon out in the first place.

But that didn’t matter. Right now he needed to find out what the Rhydon’s capabilities were.

“Smokescreen!” He commanded. This wasn’t a life or death battle, so he felt comfortable assisting his friends. Rhydon was monstrously powerful but it probably wasn’t out to kill them.

Infernus snarled an affirmative and spewed a thick cloud of oily black smoke from his mouth. It quickly drifted over the field and obscured Rhydon’s weak vision entirely. Ash just waited. “Be ready to dodge.”

The order was proven to be a good one when a hail of sharp shards of stone suddenly sailed through the veil of smoke, their speed enough to leave a thick gap in the Smokescreen due to the wind they kicked up.

Ash flinched as they sailed by just a few feet away, but felt that he’d gained much more than Rhydon from that exchange, especially since Infernus’ reflexes, enhanced by the heat he produced, allowed him to easily dodge the lightning fast attack.

That proved that Rhydon wasn’t relying on its eyes. Its hearing was good, but not good enough to determine Infernus’ position. It had to be using the technique some powerful rock-types were capable of learning called Stone Sense. They were able to detect vibrations through rock and ground, which let them know exactly where their opponents were. Ash supposed it was similar to Dazed’s own psychic “echolocation”, although it was far more limited.

Regardless, it was a useful ability and he now had something to work with for the rest of the battle. It was just too bad that only Plume would be able to avoid that. She could be really effective against Rhydon, however, if he managed to keep it blind.

“It can feel where you are!” He shouted to make sure that Infernus could hear over the roaring flames he spat aimlessly across the battlefield. The air smoldered and flecks of ash danced through the air like grey snowflakes as Infernus roared his understanding and let his true strength out.

Ash had to raise his sleeve to shield himself from the horrible heat Infernus produced. Even then it felt like his arm was about to burst into flame if Infernus didn’t run or lower his heat output.

He watched with wide eyes as the air spontaneously combusted around Infernus, wreathing him in a deadly aura of flame that was far more impressive than if he had simply caused his body to ignite. This wasn’t a deliberate action – the ignition that left Infernus in a glow of orange and cherry fire was simply a byproduct.

“Earthquake.” He commanded over the fire’s din. Infernus, a furious flicker of motion amidst the roaring inferno, snorted and smashed his claws foot against the ground. His shackled leg sent wild flames rushing around him, the explosion nothing but a way for Infernus to propel himself toward his legendary foe.

Ash dearly wished he had found a less crippling method of testing Rhydon’s Stone Sense. The smokescreen made it impossible to make out Rhydon amidst the black clouds, which was very dangerous. It was a stupid mistake, one he would have easily avoided if he hadn’t been so worked up. He’d have to remember to stay calm during the Conference.

He had to trust Infernus to know what to do for the next few seconds. The winds synonymous with this kind of altitude were doing their best to clear the smog away, although it would take a while for all of the smoke to disappear. Ash didn’t need all of it to disappear, though. All he needed was a bit of clarity.

“Don’t try to take anything it throws at you!” He roared to Infernus as the Magmortar rushed straight into the heat of battle. Ash had to hope that Infernus wouldn’t try to test his new power by attempting to weather an attack from Rhydon.

Infernus had always been able to soak up an inordinate amount of damage in battle, which had proved very useful in many fights. As a Magmortar Ash couldn’t even begin to fathom how much stronger he was. But to pit Infernus, strong as he was, against the First’s Rhydon was, simply put, a very bad idea.

He gritted his teeth as Infernus was suddenly hurled out of the smoke and into the clear air. Infernus landed nimbly on his feet and snarled furiously as a huge boulder, rough and uneven as if it had been torn from the mountain by Rhydon’s claws, flew towards the Magmortar. It extinguished the thick trail of fire Infernus had left in his wake as he was thrown back but soon met a raging Infernus’ fist.

Ash blinked as Infernus casually shattered the huge boulder with a single strike. He snorted and spat a powerful tongue of flame into the billowing smoke in return, although Ash doubted it did anything other than annoy Rhydon.

“Fire won’t do anything to it.” The trainer informed Infernus, although he expected that his friend already knew that. Infernus was very adept at understanding his foes’ weaknesses. Ash sighed. He hated to do this, but it had to be done. “You have to get close – you know what to do.”

He couldn’t see Infernus’ face, but he could easily imagine the grotesque, bloodthirsty grin that would mark itself on the Magmortar. Infernus steadied himself and roared one last time, a cry that caused all of the flames left searing the stone battlefield to leap wildly at their lord’s call and caused Infernus’ blazing aura to grow even more powerful.

Ash savored the thought of that kind of power in the Conference for just a moment before Infernus flitted into nothingness. The flames that had previously surrounded him fizzled out, choked dead without their master’s fuel.

And then the great, fiery light that Infernus effortlessly emanated exploded from the other side of the field, casting the rays of a small star through the thick, clogged air. Ash shielded his face at the burst of heat and condemned himself to bearing it as flashes of fire exploded again and again, one for each of Infernus’ powerful strikes. Every now and then thick boulders would come crashing through the air, although they never came close to Ash.

Not to say that they didn’t strike fear into him. If Rhydon grew careless and used an attack like that it would easily crush Ash. Perhaps Infernus could smash the boulders as if they were tiny pebbles but Ash was just a human. A rather small, relatively defenseless human aside.

He grinned when the smoke had finally cleared enough to give him a good view of Rhydon and Infernus. As expected, Infernus had teleported inside Rhydon’s guard, likely by its flank to give him the maximum advantage.

Rhydon wasn’t putting up much of a fight, which immediately put Ash on edge. It was lashing out at Infernus, but the blows were slow enough for the nimble Magmortar to dodge with ease. Infernus, on the other hand, was a constant blur of movement only traced by the fires that moved with him. Every blow exploded on impact and a few cracks had threaded throughout its thick armor but it didn’t seem worried.

Ash scowled. Infernus was using Brick Break, although it looked like he’d combined it with Fire Punch. Of course, the explosions of fire could also be from Infernus’ roaring aura that served to enhance him even further. The fact that Infernus was using a move designed especially to break through armor and shields and still failed to do any significant damage was disheartening.

It looked like he’d have to use another little trick that Lance had given him.

“Hyper Beam!” He roared to his friend. It was dangerous, but it was the only hope they actually had of breaking through Rhydon’s nigh impenetrable armor. Last time they had barely managed to cause it to stumble, so at least they were doing some damage. That wasn’t enough, though. Ash had to win this time.

Ash grinned as Infernus seamlessly leapt away from Rhydon’s brutish blows and sweeping tail and shifted his molten fist to its cannon-like state. Rhydon roared and just had time to prepare itself before Infernus unleashed the full might of his Hyper Beam on the giant.

He squinted and was thankful for the remaining smoke as a huge beam of pure white light utterly consumed Rhydon. Ash had seen ridiculously powerful Hyper Beams before, but they had only been from older, powerful trainers like Lance. This was the first time one of his friends had actually used the powerful technique in battle, although he would rectify that in the future.

Hyper Beam was classified as a normal-type attack because it didn’t have any sort of special attributes. It was just raw energy released in the form of focused, superheated plasma. As a result even weak Hyper Beams were capable of unleashing terrible destruction. The technique wasn’t affected by the general weakness of the crude, physical blows most normal-type attacks consisted of against the thick, armored shells of rock-types, so it was a highly prized technique for many teams based around normal-types. Not much could resist a blast of energy that powerful.

As a result of expending so much energy on an attack that powerful, Infernus fell to one knee for a few brief seconds. Even his seemingly endless vitality could be sapped, it turned out. Ash would have to train to remove that weakness.

“Good job, Infernus. Hang in there!” He called encouragingly. Infernus just snorted and rose to his feet as Rhydon’s form was emerged, relatively undamaged thanks to the monstrous amount of protection its shell gave it.

He sighed despondently, although he did notice that Rhydon looked a little tired. It wasn’t completely immune, then. Hopefully that would have softened it up.

Unfortunately, it wasn’t enough. Rhydon rose to its full, intimidating height and let loose a roar that shook the entire platform. Ash’s bones felt like they would shatter apart from their bonds for a few terrifying seconds, although it settled quickly.

Infernus roared in return, although it was cut short when Rhydon swept one of its huge arms to the open air. His friend had barely processed it enough to leap away when a huge block of stone shot out from the side of the mountain they were attached to and slammed into Infernus hard enough to send him flying far over the edge, his immense power useless against the force of gravity.

For the most part, anyway. By the time the command had begun to form on Ash’s lips Infernus had teleported back onto the platform. He was beaten but not broken. If there was anything Ash had learned it was that Infernus would never give up or accept defeat. Above all he was a fighter with the obstinate will the title implied.

He let the sharp breath he had taken flow out of his body. His heart slowly pounded at a normal rate, although his blood was still up and pumping.

Rhydon thoughtfully gave Infernus a breather. Ash could see from its open nostrils and a certain gleam in its shiny black eyes that the battle had finally become of interest to it.

Infernus reared his head back and roared all of his pain out. The stone around his feet bubbled and melted as Infernus finally exerted everything he had. Blue flames rippled up and down his body and licked the air greedily, sucking in all of the oxygen they could to feed themselves. Crackling tongues of orange fire danced around his powerful form, fueled by the core of white that was Infernus’ body.

Before Infernus had been trying as hard as he always did against powerful opponents. He fought gleefully and sadistically, every blow meant to cause pain and force his prey to acknowledge his own assured superiority. It bespoke of his own strength and the arrogance it had instilled in him.

Now he had been hurt. Now he had moved past that. Ash had only rarely seen this side of Infernus – the cold, efficient side that cared little for anything other than victory. It wasn’t the thrill of battle that fueled him now or the domination of his enemies. All that could sate Infernus in this state was the sight of his opponent broken before him.

This was Infernus, with all the power and brutality that name had come to mean.

He didn’t snarl or spit any more. Ash grinned darkly as his raging fires calmed and focused. They took on a blue tinge as Infernus lost the madness that characterized his normal battles. Their crackles and roars shifted to more of a steady hiss.

“Confuse Ray.” He ordered. Normally Infernus didn’t care for the technique. The Magmortar much preferred beating his enemies senseless and ambushing them within his infernos. “Earthquake, then get in close. You know what to do.”

Infernus was silent aside from the hissing fires that exuded from him. His flames brightened momentarily as he met the implacable Rhydon’s eyes. The scarlet glow that pulsed from his sinister eyes due to Confuse Ray was completely drowned out by the bright light he manifested. All Ash could catch was a small, focused ball of dark purple energy that shot out at Rhydon before Infernus began to move in for the real attack.

Rhydon grunted softly when it was struck by the Confuse Ray, but it didn’t seem affected by the technique. It just stayed absolutely still, but its attempt to circumvent the nausea and disorientation caused by the Confuse Ray was ruined when Infernus silently stamped his foot on the hard stone platform.

Ash was just thankful that Infernus remembered to focus the waves of force that emanated from his shackled foot toward Rhydon rather than throughout the arena. Considering the precarious position they were in that could have been bad.

While Rhydon lost its balance, Infernus took full advantage. He flitted out of existence, instantly reappeared by the monstrous rock-type, and began to savagely strike with quick, forceful blows that constantly exploded in a well of fire.

He pumped his fist gleefully when Rhydon was finally knocked over by Infernus’ heavy blows, the Titan unable to fight gravity as its own bulk pulled it downward.

And then it jerked its head in a quick motion, which caused the stone underneath it to ripple, lurch upward as though it were soft sand, and force Rhydon back into its secure position. Rhydon reared back a fist with terrifying speed and ruthlessly smashed it into Infernus’ chest, the unexpected blow enough to send Infernus’ flying through the air.

“Teleport!” Ash roared helplessly, his eyes wide in shock as the focused Infernus was thrown away like a used doll. Infernus had been knocked into a daze by the force of the blow; his eyes were unfocused and his body was limp. He wasn’t quite unconscious, though, since his flames still burned strong.

Before Infernus could land and regain his coherence, Rhydon snorted and raised its huge arms to the sky. It crushed them together with a sound like stone being crushed into powder and somehow ripped two absolutely massive chunks of rock, each a rough sphere of about ten feet diameter, from the mountain the platform was imbedded upon and levitated them high in the air.

Rhydon’s claws contracted and the boulders shattered into several large slices with the motion of the dull keratin. The behemoth silently moved a finger and dexterously exerted control over the carved hunks of stone with eerie precision. One whizzed through the air and smashed into Infernus before he could actually land, while another slammed into his helpless form again to send him further into the air.

Ash’s pale face looked up in horror as Rhydon casually played with Infernus. He prepared to raise the Magmortar’s pokeball and recall his friend when Infernus’ flames, almost extinguished by their master’s steady defeat, flared up one last time in rebellion. Infernus’ eyes snapped open and he reared back his fist and smashed the next of the stones to try and attack him.

The Magmortar landed heavily, his breathing fast and frenzied. He leaned heavily on one leg and scalding blood dripped steadily onto the stone battlefield. Infernus focused and shifted his fists into their cannon state in the moment before Rhydon renewed its bored assault.

He had to look away as three streams of identical blue flame with a thin core of white exploded from Infernus’ weakened, broken body and lashed toward Rhydon with nothing but pure desperation fueling them. It was Infernus’ last ditch attempt to exact some form of victory on the impossibly powerful Rhydon.

Rhydon just swept its heavy arm up with a grunt. A wall of gray stone three feet thick was erected in front of it, more than large enough to protect the entirety of Rhydon from the flames. Ash felt that it was more a show of power than anything. Raw fire wouldn’t be enough to get past Rhydon’s armor, despite the slight damage Infernus’ blows had done to it.

Despite that, Infernus continued to pour his very being into the brazen assault. His eyes had lost their cold focus and had attained unadulterated determination in their stead, although that resolution weakened even as Infernus’ body began to refuse his steely commands.

Ash assumed that this was all he was capable of doing. His body was too badly injured to try and rush Rhydon, although it would be fine after a soothing bath in molten lava. In the same way his mind was too scrambled by the brutal beating he had endured from Rhydon’s rocks to attempt to access his psychic abilities.

After about thirty seconds of constant fire, Infernus’ flames began to weaken. After the first signs of defeat his assault lost its strength rapidly. He was just too weak to maintain a sustained attack like that at the moment.

And then his cannons and mouth refused to fire anything than a steady stream of smoke. The flames that had formerly coalesced around his white-hot form had died and now he held the appearance he did outside of battle. Infernus had fought valiantly, but he was finished.

Rhydon was left relatively unscathed from Infernus’ last stand other than large scorch marks from where Infernus’ dying flame had struck after it had melted through the entirety of the stone. The rock-type eyed Infernus with a smidge of respect.

It cocked its head at the beaten, dazed Infernus before it grunted and swept its arm to the side in a brutal motion. Rhydon’s absolute mastery over stone became apparent when the entire mountain side between it and Ash jutted out with a constant grinding sound and smashed into Infenrus.

As Infernus was unceremoniously hurled off of the edge and into the skies hundreds of feet above the Fuchsia wilds Ash reflexively returned him. By the time he looked up from the white and red pokeball the mountain had been returned to its proper position with a minimum of effort.

“You did wonderfully.” He murmured to the pokeball, which seemed to pulse with an inner heat at his words. Ash carefully placed the pokeball onto his belt and stared over at Rhydon, who patiently waited for its next toy.

He was aware that it hadn’t used a single actual technique. It had just struck at Infernus physically and weathered his blows until it had finally shown its true power. Rhydon had molded and manipulated stone without any sort of “attacks” and on a grander scale than anything Ash had ever seen before. Ash had no doubt that its sheer size, power, and experience probably made it more powerful than even Lance’s Dragonite.

It was sort of like the Clefable that guarded the Moon Stone, in a way. The Guardian was far beyond any normal pokemon Ash had seen before. It had accessed heights of power that Ash couldn’t have imagined for a Clefable – namely, mastering Metronome to an extent formerly believed impossible.

Rhydon was on the same impossible level. Although its species were noted for being able to use many techniques that could wrench stone into a desired position, he’d never even imagined it on this kind of scale. The First’s Rhydon had pulled out the side of a mountain without any visible strain.

The ancient Rhydon had moved beyond mere “moves” and techniques. It didn’t have to focus its power to command the stone, the stone moved with it. Rhydon had become one with the stone, in a sense.

Ash wasn’t sure if the stone had become an extension of Rhydon or if Rhydon had become a channel of the stone, but Rhydon and its element were connected in a way closer than any pokemon Ash had seen aside from Legends. It was incredible to behold.

He continued to stare at it and pondered this fight. Rhydon was certainly Dragonite’s superior in regards to raw power, but Ash thought that his team would be able to eke out this victory. Whereas a major reason he’d never been able to defeat Dragonite was due to its absolutely incredible maneuverability and unmatched speed Rhydon was practically a sitting target. A very powerful, almost invulnerable sitting target but a sitting target nonetheless.

Ash grabbed Tangrowth’s pokeball. He’d told Nidoking that he would send him out after Infernus, but he had to weaken Rhydon greatly if he wanted any of his friends to strike the creature down.

Tangrowth appeared in a flash of scarlet light. He dumbly blinked and looked around at his unfamiliar surroundings. Ash couldn’t help but smile when a small vine lightly wrapped around his arm for comfort.

His friend gurgled worriedly when he saw Rhydon and started to waddle away, but Ash quickly grabbed the grass-type’s thin vine to attract his attention. Ash’s ploy worked and Tangrowth turned to look at him with his huge, bright eyes. They actually showed fear, something Ash had never been aware that Tangrowth could feel.

“It’s alright, buddy.” Ash said softly. He kept a light hand on Tangrowth’s vine. Rhydon had scared Tangrowth. Now his friend needed to know that Ash had faith in him. “Everything’s fine. This is just like any other battle. Focus, you can do it.”

Tangrowth still squirmed and his writhing vines were more agitated than usual, but he ceased his attempts to flee. He stood and faced Rhydon, who looked exactly like its statue did down in the First’s resting place.

Ash let the thick tension linger for a few more moments before he finally began this next round.

“Root yourself, then hit it with a Solar Beam!” Ash shouted. Tangrowth’s quick reflexes instantly flew into play. Dozens of his smaller vines lashed down into the stone and quickly wormed their way deep within. It was a potential weakness thanks to Rhydon’s control over stone, but Ash knew that keeping Tangrowth on the platform was much more important. He couldn’t teleport.

Tangrowth rapidly fired off the column of pure light, although Rhydon easily erected a stone barrier to absorb the worst of the massively powerful attack. It didn’t display any of the ferocious power it had against Infernus as their fight waned, however. Ash assumed that it was waiting to see just how powerful Tangrowth was before it actually attacked.

“Tangrowth, absorb as much as you can! Pry into its armor.” Ash commanded quickly. Urged by Ash’s concerned tone, Tangrowth gurgled and sent dozens upon dozens of his thick, prehensile vines lashing toward the Rhydon from every imaginable direction.

Rhydon’s eyes actually widened at the potentially dangerous attack and quickly raised its arm to erect yet another thick wall of stone. Ash just grinned at it once Tangrowth’s vines reached the barrier.

Although Tangrowth hadn’t grown quite as dramatically as the others during Lance’s training, he had become much stronger. And that strength gave itself to his Ancient Power technique as much as any other sort of attack or ability he possessed.

Before his training he had been capable of using Ancient Power on up to around two dozen of his vines at once. It was a weaker form of the technique, but still a devastating force on the battlefield as several of the gym leaders could attest.

Now the grass-type could use the same technique on almost all of his hundreds of vines at once, although it was weaker still than the variant he had used previously. Individually the Ancient Power could not hope to match the Ancient Power used on just a few vines. As a whole, however, it was exponentially more powerful.

In this case, he didn’t even need Ancient Power to create a barrier or a barrage of sharp rocks. All Tangrowth had to do was use Ancient Power to cause Rhydon’s stone shield to crumble into nothingness.

Even as his lips and tongue shaped to give Tangrowth his order, the grass-type’s seemingly instinctive grasp of battle tactics came into play. Ash didn’t have to do anything but watch with a gleeful smile as the shocked Rhydon was exposed to the air and enough vines to completely ensnare it.

Which was exactly what happened. Rhydon was buried underneath the thick appendages, seemingly helpless to resist as the vines glowed with a soft, natural green light that showed Tangrowth was using Mega Drain through every single vine.

Ash’s eyes were bright with anticipation as Tangrowth steadily sucked more and more energy from the apparently infinite reserves of the Rhydon. The huge form hidden under Tangrowth’s appendages slowly hunched and bent as it lost the strength to resist Tangrowth’s overwhelming maneuverability.

He had to admit that he was surprised. Although he knew Tangrowth had an incredible natural advantage over Rhydon thanks to his vines, which also doubled as shock absorbers for any boulders, and the enormous variation and maneuverability they granted him he hadn’t expected the cornerstone of the First to go down so easily.

Perhaps it was understandable. Rhydon were excellent at facing single or even multiple foes head on, but they weren’t able to defend their rear very well. It was one of the reasons the powerful creatures congregated in herds. They instinctively fought together in order to nullify their primary weakness and cover all angles of attack.

Ash sighed. Perhaps he should have saved Tangrowth for later. His friend was practically custom-made to defeat Rhydon.

Hopefully he could find it again in the future and have a real –

Tangrowth gurgled and squirmed helplessly in his thick shell of vines as he was hurled sideways by a large column of stone that suddenly jutted out from the mountainside and slammed into him. Ash blinked in surprise.

Rhydon roared, a terrible sound that caused the mountain to shake and spill clouds of dust and pebbles from its side, and ripped its way out of the prison that had encased it. As Tangrowth tried to right himself with his vines Rhydon snarled and swept its arm to the side, which caused a massive blade of stone to yank itself up from the platform and effortlessly slice through almost all of Tangrowth’s vines.

Eyes wide, Ash let out a hurried stream of commands to try and regain the dominance Tangrowth had attained previously, but Rhydon was merciless. It had finally decided to show its strength again. Huge boulders were ripped from the mountainside and hurled at Tangrowth, whom managed to stop most of them with Ancient Power barely moments before they would have struck him.

The First’s primary pokemon began to shift for the first time in the battle. It clenched its right claws and rode up on a wave of stone that rippled like water as it rushed Rhydon closer to Tangrowth with terrifying speed. Blades and storms of stone continued to rain down on Tangrowth, who slowly weakened as more and more of his vines were severed. Now most of his appendages were naught but squirming, wildly writhing stumps that still tried to move at Tangrowth’s command but simply couldn’t.

He grimaced when Rhydon finally reached Tangrowth, who was still attempting to save himself, and casually stamped on him. Tangrowth didn’t seem too hurt thanks to his thick shell of stumps and his few remaining vines, but he was helpless as Rhydon raised its foot once more.

Rhydon stumbled about a foot backward when Tangrowth suddenly fired yet another Solar Beam into its face, but quickly recovered and glared at Tangrowth. One of its Everstones was slightly dislodged, although a large, dull claw delicately shifted it back into place.

The behemoth raised a single arm, which effortlessly ripped a massive blade of stone from the ground. It raised about ten feet above the platform, directly above Tangrowth, and suddenly plunged down to strike nothing but the last of the scarlet energy that was Tangrowth as Ash recalled his beaten friend.

“Thank you.” He said gratefully to his friend as he stared in horror at the blade of stone, which had wedged itself deeply into the platform. Rhydon growled and quickly rode a wave of stone back to its previous position. Another wave of its arm restored the platform to its previous state.

Ash could tell that it was hurt. Although it was still unnaturally powerful it hadn’t emerged unscathed from Tangrowth’s imprisoning technique. Its movements were a bit slower and its eyes had grown slightly weary.

That’s what Ash had wanted when he sent Tangrowth out. Not to beat Rhydon but to weaken it.

His fingers lightly played across the surface of Nidoking’s pokeball, but he opted to wait just a little longer. Nidoking would come soon. He needed Rhydon weakened slightly more before he sent out his first friend. While Nidoking had the raw power and versatility to deal some major damage to their foe, he didn’t have the speed to avoid Rhydon’s terrible attacks. Rhydon needed to be slowed down beforehand.

Dazed appeared in a flash of scarlet light. She was perfectly calm as she regarded the scorched and weakened Rhydon, although her pendulum fluttered and bounced hypnotically in the air as psychic power flooded through her body.

“Keep moving.” He ordered. “Try to tire it out. It has Stone Sense.”

His friend nodded stoically and allowed a constant stream of light blue light to flood from her keen eyes. Her mane waved gently as it was carried by the wind that whipped through the air at such heights. The crystal pendulum she had crafted trembled with her great power as she prepared to do battle with the powerful Rhydon.

Although Ash had directed the rest of his friends, he allowed Dazed to remain relatively autonomous. She had to react quickly and knew how to maximize the efficiency of her power. Aside from that, she would have to constantly make split second decisions, which Ash’s commands would only slow down.

He’d given her directives. It was up to Dazed to execute them to the best of her ability.

Rhydon didn’t wait for her to make the first move. It finally seemed to accept that Ash’s pokemon could be significant threats and began to act accordingly. Dazed barely had time to teleport as Rhydon forced its arm lower and yanked huge boulders down from the cliff, all of which crashed down onto Dazed’s previous position with teeth rattling force.

Ash coughed and couldn’t see through the haze of dust that had been thrown up by the boulders’ fall. Every now and then he could see bright flashes of blue as Dazed fired Psybeams and waves of psychic force that likely forced Rhydon back a foot or two, although never to the extent that it would be seriously hampered.

He flinched in surprise when the huge, largely untouched boulders that lay in front him suddenly rose, split into thousands of small, jagged shards of rock, angled themselves at a certain point, and launched with an incredible velocity that would be more than enough for the barrage to penetrate any shield Dazed could create.

The trainer was finally able to make out Dazed through the lingering cloud, although it was mostly from her lantern-like eyes rather than her actual body. She teleported constantly, her increased strength enough to let her transmit herself through time and space far more frequently than before. From the great booms and cracks of stone meeting stone that rang throughout the air such rapid teleportation was entirely necessary.

Rhydon was the only thing he could actually make out. Its gigantic form loomed above even the dust cloud and held itself as a dark shadow. The creature’s roars made his ears feel like they were about to bleed and made his footing uncertain. Every quick, precise movement it made allowed him to feel the stone rippling and shifting under the behemoth’s silent call.

Finally the dust dispersed enough for him to clearly see the battlefield once more. Dazed was barely visible in the midst of the battle. She was clearly on the defensive as Rhydon was in a constant state of flux, every movement calculated to place danger in every single part of the platform. Every now and then she would manage to blast the Rhydon with a well-placed Psybeam or make it stumble with a wave of force, but for the most part she was helpless.

He grit his teeth. This wasn’t working. Rhydon’s unnatural strength and stamina meant Dazed would be tired long before it felt the ache of fatigue in its hard bones.

Although it went contrary to the strategy he’d hoped for, Ash had no other choice. “Charm Lock!”

Dazed was forced to teleport around the arena a few more times before she struck another lucky blow and had the opportunity to enact the attack. As Rhydon was knocked off balance, her eyes flashed brighter than they had during the rest of the battle and Rhydon’s monstrously powerful form was frozen into place under a glowing, rippling layer of psychic power that shined and strained with the task of keeping Rhydon frozen.

His friend cared little for maintaining the prison, however. She was far more concerned with forcing Rhydon to stare at her pendulum. Her initial telepathically transmitted impulse didn’t appear to do anything to sway Rhydon’s iron will, so she quickly shuffled to a position that forced the great rock-type to watch her pendulum sway back and forth in its hauntingly hypnotic manner.

Her eyes continued to shine brightly as Rhydon’s lids slowly began to fall. Its will was strong but Rhydon weren’t known for being resistant to mental attacks. Regardless, Ash kept a close eye on his foe and the layer of psychic energy that kept its powerful form immobilized.

The layer grew dimmer and dimmer as Rhydon ceased its struggles. It looked uncharacteristically peaceful as it layer trapped under Dazed’s influence. Ash almost felt guilty for what Dazed was about to do to it.

Dazed quickly extended her hand, which was encased in an aura of red light. Rhydon’s body also glowed red, which contrasted sharply with the cold blue of Dazed’s Disable, and a tendril of red energy connected the two.

“Be gentle.” He said quietly as he regarded Rhydon. It didn’t look as though its dreams were being devoured. Rhydon just looked at peace aside from the odd twitch. The legendary creature was almost entirely motionless.

She quickly sapped energy from Rhydon, although it would have been a slightly faster process if she didn’t have to restrain herself. Ash had to smile as he saw Dazed’s form, exhausted after a mere minute and a half of battling thanks to the constant teleportation she employed in the game, slowly straighten itself. Her posture became erect and some of the bruises she’d gained from unblocked shards lightened and faded from existence.

He was a bit concerned when Rhydon still hadn’t been knocked unconscious twenty seconds after it had been placed under Dazed’s enchanting spell. Although she was working slowly and carefully Dazed was still draining a huge amount of energy with every passing second. Rhydon had more strength left than he had believed after Tangrowth’s own absorption.

Ash’s face settled into a worried frown when he suddenly saw Rhydon’s arm twitch, although no pillars of stone jutted from the ground in response to the movement. It appeared to be a reflexive action during sleep.

Then its eyes snapped open and regarded Dazed with cold disdain. Rhydon didn’t seem to be itself anymore. Its eyes weren’t a sharp, intelligent obsidian anymore. In fact, they seemed to be glowing.

A bolt of frozen lightning shot down Ash’s spine when the Disable was suddenly broken. Dazed was hurled backward as Rhydon roared and tore its arms free of its imprisonment. The stone platform erupted in a wave around Rhydon and exploded outward, which caught the Hypno completely off guard as their connection was broken.

He stepped back unconsciously when Rhydon’s entire body began to glow with the familiar white glow of evolution. Its features were completely obscured as the righteous fury it felt over Dazed’s entrapment overwhelmed its rational senses and consumed Rhydon’s very soul.

A roar, louder and more terrible than any noise Ash had heard before outside of the Legends’ cries, split the stone. Cracks and fissures threaded through the platform in an intricate web even as the mountain shuddered and shed billowing rains of dust and stone from its jagged side.

Ash’s breath was caught in his throat even as Dazed teleported next to him. Their eyes held matching fear as they regarded the Rhydon in the midst of evolution.

He watched on with horror as Rhydon roared its frustration and rage into the tumultuous skies of Fuchsia. His stomach churned. The trainer couldn’t help but feel sick at what he had caused.

Through his actions he had caused the First’s Rhydon to evolve. The Rhydon that had remained in the same form for a millennium. The Rhydon that had actively sought to avoid evolution if the five Everstones embedded into itself were anything to go by.

The Rhydon that should have always remained a Rhydon.

For the first time since the very beginning of the fight Ash felt unsafe. When Rhydon had been interested in testing their strength he had felt confident in his ability to match the ancient, powerful creature of immortal flesh and stone.

It had been horribly powerful but it had been limited. He didn’t believe that it had actively sought harm unto him and his team.

Now? Now rage had consumed it enough to overpower the simultaneous influence of five Everstones and force an evolution that would exponentially increase its already legendary power in every way, physical and mental. Its impressive control over the stone would be magnified and Ash would lose any chance of victory.

And so it was that the trainer from Pallet and one of his closest friends watched Rhydon’s glowing form with trepidation. Ash held onto Dazed, as she was more than ready to teleport as far as she could to save them both from the rampaging creature.

But Ash noticed something odd: Rhydon wasn’t changing. It continued to gnash its large dull teeth and sweep its huge tail as agony incurred from the immense, natural energies it channeled worked to cause a rapid metamorphosis, but its body structure wasn’t suddenly changed as sections of genetic code previously left alone were rapidly expressed.

In fact, absolutely nothing had changed other than that the energy was growing even more intense. He could scarcely stand to look at Rhydon’s glowing form without Dazed’s protective psychic shield filtering the majority of the light radiated from the ancient Rhydon.

His blood chilled as Rhydon suddenly raised its great head to the sky and exploded with a great burst of energy that was released both outward in a wave and upward in a concentrated beam of white light.

Ash felt a psychic weight gather around his shoulders to anchor him to the ground, which proved quite useful when Dazed’s shield, focused and powered by her resolute will, was instantly shattered by the immense energy that could not be consciously commanded by any pokemon.

The platform’s fissures slowly grew deeper as a seemingly infinite amount of energy was fed into the beam of light fired from Rhydon’s void of a maw, although Ash could steadily see Rhydon’s body growing duller and lifelike once more as it shot a great column of light into the endless reaches of the atmosphere.

It finally ended and Rhydon’s limbs fell back into place. The rock-type looked even more tired, but still faced them with strength beyond what most pokemon could muster, especially after this much punishment.

Rhydon was still merciless, however. It quickly jutted its arm out, which caused a pillar of stone to jut out from the platform several feet in front of Dazed and smash into her frail, unprotected chest. Ash heard a short crunch as the stone impacted.

“Dazed!” Ash cried as his friend was sent flying over the edge. He had already raised his pokeball and recalled the psychic-type by the time he’d noted that her body was limp and that her eyes had ceased glowing, a sure sign that she had been knocked unconscious by the cheap blow.

He silently thanked her and glanced up at Rhydon to analyze it once more. Although the most blatant characteristics it possessed at the moment were the supreme fatigue it showed and the littering of injuries from his friends’ attacks, Ash was far more interested in the ultimate display of willpower it had just shown.

Few pokemon were willing to turn down the power and status afforded by evolution and even less were capable of actually stopping the process. It was practically unheard of. The average wild pokemon would gladly accept the increased abilities and respect garnered from their evolution. Evolution was a way to publically announce strength and allowed pokemon to effectively protect themselves and their group. It was dangerous to not evolve when one could suffer terribly at the hands of a more formidable, evolved predator.

Trained pokemon were even more willing of evolution in most cases. Aside from the fact it was an integral component of a species’ life cycle, it also allowed them to better fight for their trainer and team. Evolution unlocked doors that would be forever closed if one remained in a lower form. Power came with adulthood and maturity, both physical and mental.

For a pokemon to have actually denied itself evolution for nearly a thousand years as Rhydon had was unthinkable. Rhydon was already one of the most powerful pokemon Ash had ever seen, but to have actually stopped the process of evolution showed that it possessed strength far greater than it did in mere battle.

Rhydon’s will must have been absolute to deny itself what its instincts craved: Absolute power. It would be untouchable if it evolved, far beyond even Lance’s Dragonite. That sort of strength was what almost every pokemon craved. Power was life in the wild.

Ash figured it must have wanted to preserve itself in the image its partner would have last seen it as. Loyalty was a trait common to Rhydon, and it appeared that this one took the generalization much further than most. It was beautiful, in a way. And rather tragic.

He was yanked from his thoughts by Rhydon’s deep growl. It restlessly paced back and forth across the field, angry at the near-evolution. Ash could see it constantly tap its Everstones, as though it were counting them. Its eyes were slightly panicked, although an ancient wisdom seemed to regulate that fear.

Ash closed his eyes as he took Nidoking’s pokeball off. It was time for his best friend to match himself against this legendary relic of the past. No matter how it ended, Ash knew Nidoking would make him proud.

Nidoking emerged, a proud opposite of Rhydon. His dark purple hide glistened in the pure light of the sun and shined even more as poison unconsciously secreted from his assortment of venom sacs. He roared and squared himself equal to Rhydon, which snorted and glared at Nidoking with its black eyes, which still glowed slightly with the remaining evolutionary energy.

“Freeze its limbs.” Ash said softly. Nidoking’s large ears twitched, signifying that he’d heard the command. He immediately reared his head back and formed the small ball of icy blue energy. Jagged streams of white-blue frost exploded from his jagged maw and, displaying the control he had mastered in his time with Lance, separated into four streams that struck Rhydon’s shoulders and the joint that connected its powerful legs to its body.

Rhydon roared in annoyance and flexed, but the ice was just thick enough that nothing occurred but a few cracks that shot through the frozen substance. Ash grinned and unconsciously pointed at Rhydon with glee. “Poison it.”

Nidoking snorted happily and did what he did best: Charged. His thick, powerful legs pushed him forward and gathered him plenty of momentum even as the weakened Rhydon thrashed and struggled to try to free itself from the ice. At the beginning of the fight it would have torn its way out easily. Now it was weak enough to be badly affected by such measures.

As he observed Nidoking’s fearless charge, he noted just how similar the two were. It was a resemblance he’d thought of whenever he’d seen or faced a Rhydon, but it was clearer than ever now. Rhydon and Nidoking were practically equal, although Nidoking was more balanced in its physical and elemental strength while a Rhydon’s strength was primarily physical in nature.

It wasn’t as if he hadn’t known of it. The pokedex had even pointed out their related ancestry. The two species hadn’t diverged too far back, geologically speaking. The Rhydon line had undergone standard evolution to survive in rough, mountainous terrain while the Nidoran line evolved to survive in open plains and gentle hills. Two sides of the same coin.

But now he could really see the resemblance. And as Nidoking’s horn met Rhydon’s thick, armored hide and actually struggled to pierce the carapace it was particularly stark. He couldn’t believe that Nidoking’s horn hadn’t gone straight through the armor with the kind of momentum he’d picked up.

Ash’s thoughts returned to the battle. He couldn’t afford to lose focus, not when he was close to defeating Rhydon. It still had enormous strength at its disposal, but the numerous injuries and drains it had sustained had left it a shadow of its former power.

Rhydon’s eyes suddenly flashed with the white glow of evolutionary energy even as Nidoking struggled to force his long, sharp horn which could easily shatter diamond with the right orientation through the ancient creature’s shell. The ice shattered around it and, just as Nidoking pierced into its slightly softer tissues Rhydon snorted and picked Nidoking up with one massive hand.

His eyes widened, but before he could do anything Nidoking had blasted Rhydon in the fact with a particularly powerful Ice Beam. Rhydon didn’t let it affect its body, however. Although its head was frozen and it was probably going into shock at the quick temperature shift Rhydon kept its vice grip on the back of Nidoking’s neck. Its massive hand was almost large enough to encircle Nidoking’s entire body.

Nidoking struggled frantically and layered more and more Ice Beams onto Rhydon. Rhydon’s tail suddenly twitched and caused a pillar of stone to smash into the encasing of ice, easily shattering the prison and allowing the Rock to glare at Nidoking.

Rhydon roared and cast Nidoking, who was easily four hundred pounds of armor, muscle, and bone, nearly a quarter of the way across the massive platform. Nidoking grunted in pain as his armor absorbed the shock and sluggishly pulled himself up. He wasn’t fast enough to avoid Rhydon, who smashed into the poison-type with earth-shattering force as it rode a wave of stone into Nidoking’s front.

“Earth Power!” Ash shouted, fear coursing like the bitterest poison through his veins. Everything was slow as Rhydon circled around on its small wave of loose rock to strike Nidoking again. Nidoking’s ears twitched.

Still on his back and almost unconscious from the raw power Rhydon had delivered through the quick blow, Nidoking managed to thrash his thick, muscled tail onto the ground. It didn’t transmit quite as effectively through rock as it did through earth, but nevertheless a crevice lined with gold energy opened straight toward Rhydon’s form of transportation.

Rhydon caught onto the trick and leapt off as its wave of stone collapsed through the five foot gap in the platform, but it gave Nidoking just enough time to pull himself onto his haunches and prepare himself for Rhydon’s ineveitable charge.

For whatever reason Rhydon didn’t seem keen to use its power over stone. Perhaps pummeling Nidoking into the rock acted as a form of catharsis after its stressful, barely escaped evolution. Ash silently shuddered as he considered fighting a Rhypherior that was exponentially more powerful than the form it chose to remain in. It would make Lance’s brutal training seem like a cakewalk.

“Earthquake, then lock it with Ice Beam!”

Nidoking enacted the combination in tandem. As his large foot smashed onto the stone and released a wave of force through the platform that caused Rhydon to stop its sudden charge in favor of neutralizing the unbalancing attack Nidoking fired an Ice Beam straight into Rhydon’s chest.

This time, however, a wheel of stone was pulled smoothly from the platform and casually intercepted the Ice Beam before it could actually strike its intended target. Rhydon snorted at the repeated technique and resumed its charge.

Ash placed his hand on Nidoking’s pokeball as it became apparent that Nidoking would have to meet Rhydon’s charge head on. Nidoking was strong and tough, but he was barely half of Rhydon’s size. Determination and willpower didn’t trump the cold equations of physics.

Nidoking barely had time to lower his horn before Rhydon trampled over him. The poison-type was crushed under the weight as Rhydon plowed by as though he weren’t even there. Ash winced, but didn’t return his friend. Nidoking was trying to pull himself up even as Rhydon used a pillar of rock into its chest to slow its charge and allow it to turn around for another go.

“Earthquake and Ice Beam!” Ash repeated. It was the most effective combination Nidoking could muster against Rhydon. Something like Sludge Bomb wouldn’t make it past its armor and if he tried to match it physically in a straight fight he would be defeated in seconds, as the last minute or so had proven.

His friend snorted softly and sluggishly responded to his command, although his body looked as though it wanted to cease moving entirely. Ash barely managed to keep himself upright as the wave of force shot through the platform but had to hold back a groan when Rhydon casually batted the Ice Beam aside with another rotating semicircle of rock. That feint wouldn’t work anymore.

Just as Rhydon charged into Nidoking’s comparatively tiny form with a nauseating crunch Ash returned his friend. Rhydon growled deeply and rushed its way back to its starting position on its wave of stone. It waited steadily, although Ash could see that Nidoking had done quite a bit of damage to the weakened rock-type.

Rhydon was rather sluggish thanks to the Ice Beam. Like Onix, they didn’t respond well to cold temperatures, especially not when the shift was rather abrupt. They didn’t evolve to handle cold conditions. It was probably in a minor state of shock, although it had probably recovered by now.

Other than the weakness incurred from Ice Beam, Nidoking had managed to pierce its nigh impenetrable casing of hard rock hide. Ash knew that Nidoking wouldn’t have allowed much poison to flow into the wound lest Rhydon be put into mortal danger, but even a bit of the powerful venom would be enough to make Rhydon very, very weak. It would kick in shortly.

What he needed to do now was get Rhydon moving. Its sheer size and natural resistance to toxins would keep Nidoking’s powerful venom from taking effect in a reasonable amount of time, but if he got its heart rate up more than Rhydon would be crippled rather quickly.

Ash considered releasing Torrent and finishing Rhydon right here, but opted against it. Torrent would have an easy time of it. Too easy, in fact. There wouldn’t be any fun in letting Torrent drill holes through Rhydon’s armor with his precise Hydro Pumps.

Out of all his friends, Torrent was the one best suited to fighting an overwhelmingly powerful rock-type like Rhydon. Rock-types tended to have an exceptionally strong hide composed primarily of hard minerals that had very low conductivity, which allowed the pokemon to negate most fire and electric-type attacks. If subjected to focused force, such as a precise blow from a fighting-type or a water-type’s high-pressure attacks, it would shatter. Their hide was meant to resist dispersed force, not an intense blast.

Tangrowth was the second best for dealing with Rhydon since grass-type attacks such as Vine Whip or Razor Leaf tended to have focused force as well, but they were also able to weather the hide very quickly and work their way through with intense, steady pressure.

Torrent would likely get a chance to shine in a few minutes, but now he thought it was time for Bruiser to fight. He hadn’t been in real combat for quite a while. Ash didn’t count the battle at New Island as a battle – that was a slaughter.

Bruiser appeared in a flash of light. He glanced around for a bit, unconcerned, but his flat, reptilian face broken into a pleased smile when his weak, beady eyes focused on Rhydon’s hulking form. The Machoke turned to Ash and smashed his powerful fist into his barrel-like chest as a gesture of respect. As was their tradition, Ash returned the greeting and bowed his head in turn.

“This Rhydon’s defeated all of the others except for Torrent.” Ash told his friend. Bruiser’s eyes had a determined glint as he turned and faced Rhydon, who swayed slightly as more and more poison pulsed through its veins. “Do your best. I believe in you.”

The Machoke nodded shortly and focused on Rhydon, who met the fighting-type’s eyes and sprang into action. Rhydon raised its hand upward and caused the part of the platform it stood on to break off of the main body and levitate ten feet above the stone outcrop. A few small squares of stone broke off from the new platform and shattered into dozens of small fragments, which levitated and oriented themselves to fire at Bruiser.

“Bruiser, this is your game.” Ash instructed. He realized that he wouldn’t be able to effectively command Bruiser in this situation. While he’d gotten tons of experience instructing his friend during their training with Lance, this was a situation he wasn’t ready for. Bruiser had never been the focus of attention during the battles against Lance’s dragons. He was a supporting fighter.

Now he had an opportunity to shine. Rhydon wouldn’t fly hundreds of feet above him. This was an enemy he could pummel into submission.

But with that intense, up close battle came a lack of oversight on Ash’s part. Bruiser would be too busy dodging and counterattacking to risk listening for Ash’s orders. It was a problem, but not a major one in most cases. He trusted Bruiser to know his limits and his own skills.

That didn’t meant he could help. Ash could make sure that Bruiser didn’t get any nasty surprises from the Rhydon.

“It has Stone Sense and can do pretty much anything with rock.” Ash said tersely, his voice easy to hear in the utter silence that characterized the battle. “Watch out for boulders and pillars that it can form. Don’t stand still.”

Bruiser pounded his chest one more time before he moved. Rhydon’s small projectiles shot forward at a terrifying speed and struck the earth, their force enough to kick up a small cloud of dust and make a loud crack as they embedded themselves in the platform.

Thankfully none of them struck Bruiser. His speed and agility had improved immensely during their time with Lance and he moved like liquid as he leapt and ducked through every attack Rhydon threw at him. Boulders hurled from the sky, more barrages of stone shards, pillars that shot up unexpectedly: All dodged with serene focus.

And suddenly the fighting-type leapt high into the air, his ridiculously powerful muscles more than enough to propel his comparatively light weight twenty feet into the air and onto the platform. Rhydon snorted and tapped its foot to the stone, which caused the piece of stone Bruiser stood on to shudder and fall away, but Bruiser easily leapt closer to Rhydon and avoided the sluggish swipe the behemoth attacked with.

Ash couldn’t see the action very well, but he could see Bruiser’s hard fist rear back and snap forward like an Arbok. A roll of thunder shattered the sky and he heard a guttural roar of pain from Rhydon. Its eyes flashed with the pure white of evolutionary energy and it lost all hints of weakness for just a few seconds. Bruiser went flying as Rhydon casually smashed its clawed fist into the fighting-type’s chest, although he landed nimbly on one knee.

“Are you alright?” Ash asked calmly as Bruiser slowly pulled himself up and brushed his chest off. Bruiser turned and nodded quickly. He could see that there was a bit of dark red blood leaking from the area Rhydon had struck, although it didn’t seem to have done any real damage. “Good. Keep it up, buddy.”

The Machoke pulled his face back in a grin and nodded once more. He cracked his knuckles and raised his palm. A small orb of light-blue energy formed above it and was held tightly in place by Bruiser’s iron will. It spun and grew slightly larger before Bruiser hurled the Focus Blast at Rhydon’s platform.

Ash couldn’t see through the resulting explosion of dust and light, but he could hear the results. The platform shuddered as several tons of stone fell out of the air in huge chunks and groaned when its master landed heavily behind its levitated stone.

Bruiser hummed what seemed to be some sort of peaceful tune as he leapt into the fray, excitement gleaming in his beady eyes. The thick, billowing dust obscured the action, but he heard several pained roars from Rhydon before Bruiser was hurled back out of Rhydon’s domain.

He was hurt this time. Bruiser’s chest rose and fell in shallow breaths, exhausted by the combat. Ash supposed that he was putting everything he had into his battle against Rhydon. Although Machoke had incredible strength and stamina, it was used up quickly if they put all of their power into their blows. Even with their restraining belts on, that much strength was dangerous to use. Flesh and bone weren’t meant to use that much energy in a sustained manner.

In this battle, however, that kind of risk was required. Rhydon’s armor was likely to thick for anything less. Even a focused, enormously powerful punch wouldn’t be enough to shatter it and do real damage to the behemoth. There could be no restraint.

“You’re doing good. Just a bit more!” Ash called out reassuringly. Bruiser flashed him a smile before he set himself and prepared for another charge into the battle.

That plan didn’t work out.

Rhydon surprised both of them when it suddenly exploded out of the dust, its carapace cracked and dented under the enormous force of Bruiser’s strikes. The behemoth’s eyes were wild with fury as it charged straight toward Bruiser, who suddenly sprinted to meet it in one last attempt to win.

The inhumanly powerful creatures met with another clap of thunder. There was another huge dent in Rhydon’s nigh impenetrable armor and the beast roared in agony, but it made sure Bruiser suffered far more.

Although Bruiser had more than enough raw strength to match Rhydon, he had neither the size nor weight of the ancient paragon of its species. As such, he wasn’t nearly as anchored to the ground as it. Super strength didn’t mean that he could stay in one place, just that he could hit extremely hard.

Because of that, while the meeting hurt Rhydon and slowed it down even more, Bruiser was absolutely devastated. He was hurled back and landed with a heavy thud near Ash. Bruiser struggled, but could only pull himself up to a sitting position. A small orb of blue energy formed in his hand, his last stand. It almost sputtered out thanks to the heavy injuries he had sustained, but he was able to hurl it into the massive target Rhydon provided before he fell unconscious.

“Thank you, Bruiser.” He said softly as he recalled his friend. Ash glanced at the Rhydon, who roared and reset the whole platform with a few quick motions of its arm. It slowly limped back over to its ordinary position, too weakened to use its incredibly powerful stone wave to move around.

Ash glanced at the last pokemon he would use. Oz and Sneasel were capable of battling, but it would be pointless to send them out against Rhydon. Sneasel was still too weak to go against a foe this powerful and Oz’s electrical attacks would do little to no damage against its stony hide. Plume was just out of the question. It was too easy for Rhydon to deal her a crippling injury, which simply wouldn’t work before the Conference. Besides, she was his ride home.

So it fell to Torrent. If Torrent somehow failed he would admit defeat and leave. Plume would be able to get him out of here in no time at all. She was quick and agile enough to easily avoid whatever attacks Rhydon sent at them.

Rhydon crushed its massive claws together, a motion which sent tremors racing through the hard, yielding stone. Ash felt his bones shake in their cocoon of flesh and his teeth rattle inside of his head.

“Well, buddy, you’re up.” He muttered as he released Torrent. The monarch reared his head back resplendently as he regarded Rhydon. Recognition flashed through his bright scarlet eyes, which narrowed in distaste as he remembered his wounded pride. Torrent couldn’t forgive anything that made him look so weak. “Torrent, it’s almost finished. Stun it with Dragon Pulse and take it out.”

Torrent’s fins flared menacingly as he stared at Rhydon. The rock-type just managed to roar out a challenge when three Dragon Pulses, each compact and intense, shot at it in rapid succession and knocked the behemoth onto its back. Rhydon caught itself with a few blocks of stone, but the diversion bought Torrent time.

Perhaps Rhydon would have been able to handily defeat Torrent at the beginning of the fight, Ash mused. Its armor would have taken several sustained Hydro Pumps to pierce, which simply wouldn’t work when Rhydon would have been able to bend stone to its own desire.

Now it had no hope. Torrent was just too fast, too fresh. Rhydon had been worn down over the course of the previous fights and suffered rather debilitating injuries. Its wounded form struggled to stand against the relentless onslaught of high-pressure blasts of water that were more than capable of carving through steel.

It didn’t help the ancient creature that Torrent was angry. He had calmed greatly from when he was a tiny Horsea or surly Seadra, but the old fire still smoldered in his spirit. His great pride was the quickest way to rouse the embers and their previous meeting with Rhydon had brought him low.

Torrent had decided to finally pay that insult back. He was merciless. Rhydon had several holes drilled into its hide at this point, but Torrent didn’t slow. He wouldn’t until Ash called him off or Rhydon fell to him.

Rhydon growled in a disturbingly accurate mimicry of a rock slide as it finally pulled itself together and made one last charge. No waves of stone carried it to Torrent. No barriers absorbed the jets of water. Its body was broken and exhausted, but rage and adrenaline carried it through.

Ash crossed his arms and watched silently as Rhydon absorbed several more Hydro Pumps. It roared in pain but refused to go down. Torrent levitated resolutely in the air as Rhydon drew nearer and nearer. He wouldn’t back away, not even to save himself from what would undoubtedly be quite a bit of pain.

A bead of sweat began to work its way down his brow as Rhydon made it halfway across the platform. Even if Torrent knocked it out the momentum would probably carry it into Torrent. Ash doubted that a fall would do much to Rhydon, but he’d prefer not to put the First’s legendary partner in that kind of risk.

“Ice Beam its legs.” Ash directed. “Keep freezing it until its down.”

Torrent rumbled his assent and shot off four precise Ice Beams, two for each leg. The jagged arcs of frost slammed into the giant’s powerful legs with perfect precision, just as Ash expected from Torrent. Rhydon stumbled and collapsed painfully onto the platform as it lurched forward unexpectedly.

Ash winced in sympathy as the stone cracked around Rhydon. It fell hard and didn’t get up. He dipped his head in respect to the giant. The ancient Rhydon had proved to be far more powerful than even he had expected. It was more than a worthy opponent.

“Stop!” He had to call out sharply to Torrent. His friend had prepared to fire one last Hydro Pump into the rock-type’s back. It was easy to see from how his powerful chest had puffed up and his snout had focused sharply. “It’s down. Leave it, you paid it back.”

Some of the fire in Torrent’s eyes dimmed and he bowed his head to Ash in deference. Ash smiled and walked over to his friend, who continued to glare at Rhydon’s fallen form.

“You did great!” He laughed as he lightly patted Torrent’s smooth, interlocked scales. The dragon-type rumbled happily at the praise and leaned into Ash’s touch. “I knew you could do it.”

Ash removed his hand from Torrent’s side and cautiously approached Rhydon. Its hulking form rose and fell steadily. At least it wasn’t badly wounded, just unconscious.

He was a bit leery about getting close to something this powerful, but Ash needed to make sure Rhydon was okay. It had given him one of the best fights he’d had in a long time and deserved far more than to be left on the rocks.

“Are you okay?” The boy asked steadily as he crouched by Rhydon, just out of range of any physical blows. He trusted that it wouldn’t be able to manipulate stone at the moment. If it did Torrent would just freeze it.

Rhydon’s claws twitched. Ash tensed up, but relaxed when the behemoth raised its head. He dimly noted that it was the size of half his body. Rhydon snorted softly and struggled to pull itself up.

When it failed, Ash slowly reached into his bag and pulled out several potions. Rhydon would need them. “I can help you, if you want. These will heal you.”

The rock-type begrudgingly nodded, although its heavy eyelids sagged slightly with fatigue. Ash could feel Torrent’s scarlet eyes watching Rhydon carefully. If it tried anything it would know the wrath of a Kingdra – something no Rhydon would ever desire, even if it was of prodigious size and power.

It only took a few minutes to patch Rhydon up. Rhydon’s injuries were extensive, but not so bad that potions wouldn’t help.

Not that potions really healed anything to begin with. Potions were an anesthetic and a clotting agent, for the most part. They sealed wounds and released transmitters that caused a brief adrenaline surge that would get the subject moving again. Although they had a few Ditto cells to increase the rate of healing, they mostly served as a safeguard against infection and blood loss. Actual medical attention would be needed if the injuries were serious.

Rhydon would be fine, however. Its hide protected it from the worst of the damage. The holes Ash’s friends had punched in it would require time to heal. What Rhydon had really needed was a brief surge of energy to let it get up.

“You’re good to go.” Ash told the behemoth once he had sprayed most of its wounds. The creature snorted and lumbered to its feet. Its weight made the platform around it vibrate a bit, but Ash managed to stay on his feet.

The ancient creature nodded to Ash with grudging respect before it snorted and waved its arm. Ash couldn’t help but flinch as a perfectly round hole opened in the platform and Rhydon dropped down hundreds of feet. He looked down and saw it riding down waves of stone that jutted in perfect synchronization with its falls. A few moments later it vanished.

Torrent loomed behind him and watched with annoyed eyes. Ash could tell that his friend would like nothing more than to fire one last parting shot at the Rhydon. He just rolled his eyes when he saw the mad intensity behind the Kingdra’s gaze.

He still had trouble believing the events of the last hour. Not only had he found the burial ground of the First, he had battled with the Rhydon that had been immortalized throughout the Indigo League.

Ash stared off at the place he had last seen Rhydon before it escaped back into the sacred grove it had likely created. Rhydon was so much more than just a powerful pokemon. It was beyond Champion level. He thought that it, along with the Moon Stone’s guardian Clefable and the two Nidos that served it, were the closest that any ordinary pokemon could come to becoming Legends themselves.

They were something more than pokemon. Clefable had commanded Metronome with ease thought impossible. The Patriarch and Matriarch had reached massive sizes and had the power to match. Rhydon had seemingly become one with the stone. It bowed to Rhydon’s will as though it were just an extension of its body.

And he had fought that creature and won. It was not without blood and sweat and pain, but they had won.

A slow grin stretched across his face. They had won.

“Thank you, Torrent. Do you mind if I recall you? We need to get out of here.”

Torrent shook his head and kept himself straight in the air as he was engulfed in a field of scarlet energy and sucked back into the pokeball. Ash clipped it back onto his belt and released Plume. She screamed her arrival to the heavens and stared happily at Ash.

“Hey, Plume. We beat it.” Ash said tiredly, but not unhappily. He stared off at the high noon sun. It washed over the vast, untamed wilds of Fuchsia like a fiery blanket that no human weaver could ever begin to match. The trainer stroked Plume’s crest lightly as his mind raced about what to do next.

There were many things to do before the Conference. He needed to return to Fuchsia to speak with Janine and Koga. He needed to train and make sure he was the best he could be.

But he also needed to speak to his mother. Ash hadn’t called her, despite his assurances to Professor Oak nearly two weeks ago. Mewtwo’s gleeful words haunted him, no matter what he did to distract himself.

Could Mewtwo have spoken the truth? It could see memories that he would never recall and had no reason to lie. A cruel truth was far more painful than the worst lie. Mewtwo would have preferred tormenting him with a truth. Ash couldn’t see it lying, not when it had no reason to. There was little need to lie when one held all the power in the world.

He put it out of his thoughts. Ash would speak with his mother soon enough.

“Let’s go, Plume.” Ash said softly as he patted the side of her head. She cooed and nuzzled his shoulder for a brief moment before she lowered herself to let him climb on. “We need to get to Fuchsia. There’s no rush.”

Ash just held on tightly as Plume shot into the high sky. He didn’t spare a glance at the expanse of green beneath him. His mind was too busy all of a sudden.

He tried to stop himself from thinking about it. There was nothing he could do about it at the moment.

The future was when the question could be answered.

Who was his father?

Well, there’s that. I hope everyone enjoyed it! Sorry for the wait. This was supposed to be out on Tuesday, but I had to leave a day early for my vacation. I didn’t have any access to a computer, so I just had to wait it out. 

Anyways, hopefully everyone enjoyed it. Don’t forget to review!






22. Chapter 22: The Opening Ceremony


A/N: Well, here it is. The Conference. It’s been a long journey, but I hope the payoff is worth it. This is a very short chapter – by my standards, at least – but I feel like it serves its purpose. Sorry for the long wait, but during the last month I had tests, a week of vacation, and a lot of other stuff going on. The Conference chapters will be pretty short, so they’ll be out faster. 

Enjoy! By the way, the League anthem is the main theme of the series. 

“How can I – oh, it’s you!” Janine said cheerfully as Ash walked into the gym. Ash just stared at her. The older girl was hanging from some of the low rafters without any visible strain, casually spinning a long, wickedly curved knife that gleamed in the dim torchlight of the gym.

Janine elegantly spun the knife into a sheath and dropped from the long wooden beam and landed nimbly on her feet, just like Sneasel. He’d known that the members of the Fuchsia gym trained their bodies and minds alongside their pokemon, but seeing just a small demonstration was far more impressive than simply hearing about it.

“Did you find it?” She asked eagerly. Janine crossed her arms and leaned heavily on one leg as she regarded him with barely restrained anticipation.

“I did.” Ash smiled lightly. His mind flashed back to the events earlier in the day. He’d only just gotten back and dropped his friends off at the Center. If everything went according to plan he’d leave Fuchsia tomorrow and return to Pallet until the Conference. “You didn’t give it justice.”

Janine gave him a wry grin. “Hey, I’ve only actually seen it once. All most people need to know is to stay away from that thing. Most people who think they can take it don’t come back.”

He thought back to Rhydon’s absolute power over rock, honed over a millennium of travels and combat. Combined with its overwhelming physical strength he could believe that the foolhardy that didn’t take Rhydon seriously would be killed by the creature. A sad, rare truth but a truth nonetheless.

“Ah, so you found the Old One and presumably defeated it. An impressive feat, particularly for one so young.” A deep, raspy voice said into his ear. Ash reflexively leapt and turned around. He wasn’t surprised to see the lithe, powerfully built form of Koga.

“You have grown much since I last met you, Ash Ketchum.” Koga greeted with a dip of his head. Interest twinkled in his dark eyes. “Would you care for a brief spar? I have not had an entertaining battle for a month now.”

Ash frowned and shook his head. “I’m sorry, but I can’t. My friends are still recovering from their battle with Rhydon. They’re in no condition to battle at the moment.”

“Of course, of course.” Koga allowed. He gracefully walked around Ash to stand by Janine, who stared up at her father with adoring eyes. “Will you stay in the Fuchsia territories long?”

“I have to leave for home. The Conference is too close for me to go around adventuring.” Ash said with a half-smile.

“Two weeks.” Koga murmured as he ponderingly stroked his chin. He eyed Ash with his perceptive gaze. “I trust you will give the people of the League a good show? They enjoy grandiose displays of power, as does the Champion Lance.”

Ash smiled. “That he does.” His expression turned more serious. “If that’s what my friends want to do. I’d prefer to only use what I have to, though.”

“Wise.” Koga commented. He gave Janine a glance that sent her away. Once she was out of sight he analyzed Ash and stalked closer, although it seemed to be more of a result of his training than an attempt at intimidation. Ash gazed up at the taller man, whose face was cast in the shadows he called home thanks to the dim torchlight. “The Champion has spoken to the gym leaders of what occurred two weeks ago.”

His blood froze for the briefest instant. All he could think of for several seconds were the azure suns that regarded him with baleful malevolence and the brief glimpse of vibrant pink before darkness consumed him.

“My apologies. I forget that your mind has not been trained to weather traumatizing situations.” The ninja said softly. It created an unsettling effect when combined with his harsh, raspy voice. “Are you alright?”

“Yes.” Ash sucked in a mouthful of oxygen to heat his blood once more. “I’m fine, sorry.”

“Do not apologize.” Koga said sharply. When Ash looked at him strangely his features relaxed. “Fear is not shameful. You are experienced and strong, but you are yet a child. The body may heal, but the mind is not always so resilient. It is such in your situation.”

Koga sighed and looked weary. “Your mind will heal, given time. I advise that you speak to Sabrina, however. She may assist you with your mental ills.”

“Thank you.” Ash whispered, very tired all of a sudden. He had gotten over New Island for the most part. His memories weren’t explicit enough for him to truly hold onto it, although he still remembered most of it quite clearly. But Koga had given him good advice. He was tired of his mind, which should have been his sanctum, leading him into horrors at the mere mention of Giovanni or Mewtwo. Perhaps Sabrina would be able to help him.

The gym leader smiled, which looked rather out of place on his stoic face. “You are welcome. However, it was my original intention to thank you. I do not know the full extent of your involvement, but Lance was adamant that you played a role in the neutralization of the Creature.”

Ash made out to protest, but Koga raised a calloused hand. Perhaps Mewtwo’s attempt to utterly destroy his mind had crippled the Creature, but Mew was the one that had fought Mewtwo to a standstill even before the merge. Ash had only been of assistance through a miraculous stroke of luck and Mewtwo’s own arrogance.

“I do not know what occurred and you do not need to tell me.” Koga said firmly. “What’s done is done and I do not seek to reopen scabbing wounds. I simply desire to thank you for whatever role you played, no matter how small. My people suffered greatly under the Creature’s wrath and you helped to stop it.”

Koga somberly bowed his head in respect. “Hundreds died and many more were made homeless, but it could have been many times worse. Thank you for your assistance. Fuchsia and the clan of Koga is in your debt. Should you ever require aid we will be waiting.”

Ash nodded gratefully, a little stunned. Not many people could claim to have Koga owe them favors. It wasn’t as though he often gave them out. Koga was highly self-sufficient. His small force was enough to police his entire territory, so long as there were a few Rangers wandering around to supplement it. Few people even had the opportunity to assist the Fuchsia gym.

“Thank you.” He said calmly, not quite sure how one was supposed to respond to such a statement. “I hope you don’t take offence if I say that I hope I never need it.”

“Of course not!” Koga laughed, a sound Ash never expected to hear from the stoic gym leader. He crossed his arms and cocked his head. His eyes glittered with keen intelligence in their shadowed position as he sobered. “Regardless, we are here.”

Koga turned and almost began to move away in his graceful manner when he suddenly looked back at Ash. “I’m afraid that I have many duties to attend to. Progress has been made, but my people still need me. I will be available to battle after the Conference, should you so desire.”

Ash just nodded, which seemed to be enough for Koga to be satisfied. The edges of the lithe man’s mouth curled up before he walked away. He watched for a few moments before he shrugged off the abrupt end to their conversation and left the gym. His friends would probably want to see him.

XX

Ash felt a little queasy as he put in Professor Oak’s number. He didn’t exactly enjoy being in trouble. It had been a rare occurrence thanks to the watchful eyes of Arcanine whenever he and Gary had played around the Corral so he hadn’t had to worry about it too much.

That didn’t mean he didn’t know the feeling. And it certainly didn’t mean that he was unaware of the consequences of his actions. He had made a grave mistake in avoiding his mother for so long and he was about to reap the results. It was not a good feeling.

He steeled himself for the Professor’s anger. The last few times he had spoken to Oak the older man had been stressed and on edge. Knowing that Ash had broken a promise to him wouldn’t help his attitude.

The phone picked up almost immediately and Ash unconsciously pulled back when he saw Professor Oak’s stern countenance that was filled to the brim with frozen anger.

“Ash. It’s been awhile since you called.” Oak said calmly. Several empty mugs of coffee were on the table beside him and his face was taught with stress. His eyes were red and it looked like he hadn’t slept for several nights. “You’re well, I presume?”

“Yes sir.” Ash said hesitantly. Oak watched him with his stern gaze that betrayed nothing. The man absentmindedly tinkered with a strange purple pokeball that Ash vaguely remembered seeing him with before. This time, however, he didn’t bother hiding it. Oak’s hands shook a little but continued to work with the incredible precision one would expect from the Professor.

“Your mother has been worried about you.” The Professor said icily. Ash uncomfortably pulled at the neckline of his shirt, which was freshly cleaned in the Pokemon Center’s facilities. It seemed far too tight all of a sudden. Oak leaned forward and fixed his bright eyes on Ash’s. “Please tell me why she never received your call? I distinctly remember you promising to make one to her. My mind’s not so far gone that I can’t recall that.”

He looked away. Professor Oak finally wore his scowl openly. It wasn’t a pleasant sight and reminded Ash why so many respected the Professor. Oak would never lose his steel. No matter how genuinely pleasant he was, he was still the man who had trained a Charizard to the point where it could easily battle a Champion-level Dragonite.

That reminded Ash to look deeper into Professor Oak’s history. Whenever he had looked through the Pokedex archives or in the Pokemon Centers’ computers he could never find any sort of official rank the Professor had held, which was an impossibility considering how powerful his pokemon were. All the archives had mentioned was that he was a notable trainer in his younger years before he had abandoned training in favor of academic pursuits.

“Well?” The Professor’s harsh inquest snapped Ash back into reality. He sheepishly rubbed the back of his head and looked away again, mind racing. “Care to give me an explanation?”

“Mewtwo told me something.” Ash unwillingly admitted. It just slipped out. There was none of the familiar pressure he felt that kept him from speaking freely, so he assumed that it was safe. Unfortunately he wasn’t quite sure how to continue.

Some of the anger drifted away from Oak’s expression and was replaced with concern. That wasn’t to say that he wasn’t still angry. Far from it.

“What did it say?” The older man asked urgently, apparently worried about the glazed look Ash’s eyes had taken on for a moment. Judging from his lack of outward surprise he assumed that Lance had informed him of the situation with Mewtwo.

“He – he said I was Giovanni’s spawn.” Ash spat out, uncharacteristically vehement. His fists tightened and he wanted to punch something until it broke. “That his sins passed onto me!”

Ash looked up at Professor Oak with desperate, haunted eyes. “It was lying, right? Do you know?” He asked of the Professor, who had frozen as if in shock. Oak shut his mouth and looked drained. “Please, tell me!”

“You need to come home right now.” Oak said quietly, voice soft for the first time since he answered Ash’s call. His eyes flitted to the side of the screen, presumably where it listed Ash’s location. “Alakazam will be waiting outside.”

He opened his mouth confusedly to ask some more questions, but Oak just shushed him and cut off the call. Ash sighed and let all of the tension flow out with it. He had to remain calm, even though Professor Oak’s reaction was as good as an admission.

Ash fought the thoughts away and resolved not to think of that unthinkable truth until he could get solid answers. Ignoring his problem hadn’t worked well when he hadn’t spoken to his mother for nearly two weeks when she was worried sick about him, but this was different. This would be resolved.

His friends were arrayed on his belt. Three pokeball slots were still empty. Ash lightly let his hand brush over all of his friends in turn, letting their indirect contact comfort him. He took one more deep breath and turned from the black screen of the Pokemon Center’s video phone. After a few moments he turned and in no time at all found himself outside the Pokemon Center.

As usual Alakazam waited outside for him. She stood a little out of the way of the sluggish stream of people walking through Fuchsia. Very few noticed her, so she was probably projecting an illusion of some sort.

Her wise eyes regarded him before he could even begin to call out to the psychic. Ash flinched as he felt a soothing mental pressure, although it flitted away almost instantly. Alakazam’s eyes glowed luminously in the daylight, although not in the icy blue that he had come to despise. It was her own power that flooded through her body, soft and bright.

You have suffered, little human. I am sorry. 

The same gentle voice as when she’d teleported him to the wharf spoke. Unlike Dazed her smooth voice was clear and distinct. It didn’t echo in the least. She sounded like she was communicating with him verbally.

Now that he’d gotten over his shock he could analyze her voice more. Although it was gentle and almost maternal when she spoke to him it held the hint of power. The tone sounded almost false, although the core was true. It felt like her normal voice was harsh and direct. She was taking care for him, it seemed.

If she noted his mental ruminations she did not comment on them. Alakazam simply stared at him and he felt compelled to come closer. She watched him carefully and did not teleport him immediately as he had expected her to.

It is a shame that you were forced into contact with the Blight. The young should never have to suffer for the mistakes of the old. 

Ash uncomfortably kicked the ground with his worn shoes. He idly noted that he’d need to obtain new ones soon. This was the fourth pair he’d gone through since he began traveling.

Alakazam’s weary eyes crinkled at the edges. They still burned with power rivalled only by Sabrina’s famed partner.

But I thank you, child. The world was twisted by the Blight’s rage. Corruption writhed around it as tendrils of chaotic emotion. Through your sacrifice balance has been restored. 

He nodded numbly, still uneasy with Alakazam’s words. She must have been more powerful than he thought if she had been capable of feeling Mewtwo’s presence as it stretched across Kanto. Perhaps that had been why she had been even more irritable than normal over the last few months. Ash remembered Professor Oak commenting on it at some point or another.

“Thank you.” Ash replied after a few moments of terse silence. Alakazam nodded and shut her eyes. He saw a flash of bright light before he seamlessly appeared outside of his home hundreds of miles away from the ancient buildings of Fuchsia.

Live well. 

Alakazam murmured into his mind before she warped away, probably to her lonely meditation chamber in the Professor’s home. Ash took a deep breath and glanced around. Pallet was gray and dull. A light flurry of snowflakes danced and leapt in the air around him, a veil of tiny white crystals. It was late for snow. This would probably be the last time the frozen water fell from the sky until next year.

He assumed that it was probably due to Mewtwo’s storm so violently disrupting natural weather patterns. The League would probably step in with those Castform from Hoenn to resolve any oddities and set the original path of nature back on track. It was their responsibility to maintain balance.

The trainer stood silently, a lone figure in the swirling snow that blanketed Pallet in pure white. He stared at his door, uncertainty fighting him with passion he rarely felt. Ash wanted to see his mother again, but he was afraid of what her reaction to seeing him would be. Anger? Sorrow? Concern? All three were more than possible.

Ash grit his teeth and steeled himself. He stepped forward and knocked on the door. The cold and wind gnawed at him hungrily as he waited on the doorstep, a dusting of snowflakes slowly gathering atop his shoulders.

He took his hat off and felt the freezing air bite at his scalp and the wind blow his long hair. Ash needed to get it cut sometime soon. It had been an afterthought for a very long time, but he’d like to look his best for the Conference.

His thoughts, meant to take his mind off of the judgment that would soon come, were reduced to nothing when the door creaked open. Ash stared at his mother, who stared intently at him for a moment before she rushed forward and wrapped him up in a crushing hug. He briefly wondered how such a slim woman could be so strong, but the struggle for precious oxygen soon overcame those mutterings of the mind.

“Ash!” She laughed into his ear and crushed him tighter. His smile became genuine and he hugged her back. Soon enough she pulled back and her glee shifted to anger. “What did you think you were doing, not calling me for so long?! I was worried sick!”

“Sorry.” He whispered. His voice didn’t seem to want to obey his commands. Ash felt his mother’s hands grab his shoulders and he was forced to stare into her warm brown eyes that were lit up with concern.

“Is that all? No explanation? Nothing?” His mother asked with a sad frown. Her eyes flashed. “What happened? I know there’s a reason you didn’t call.”

So Professor Oak hadn’t told her. Ash figured that the good Professor wanted Ash to be the one to explain everything. He made to speak, but his tongue refused him. Frustrated, the boy changed subjects. This could come later, when the psychic presence would loosen the mental chains that bound him.

“I promise I’ll tell you.” Ash said seriously, a bit of a waver in his voice. He hadn’t had to really talk about everything before. Lance had heard an abridged version of the tale, but to actually explain the full events that happened at New Island would be difficult. “I just need some time.”

“You’ve had two weeks!” His mother exploded, pulling him inside with a surprisingly strong grip. Her eyes blazed with the fire that so few realized and he quickly seated himself beside the battered wooden table they ate at. As he tried to make himself comfortable and glanced away from her fury she sat down across from him.

Her anger was already blunted. His mother was terrifying when she was furious but she’d always had difficulty actually staying angry.

“Please tell me what happened. I’m here for you, Ash. You can talk to me!” She said pleadingly. Ash glanced away from her brown eyes again, regret bubbling in his stomach. This was difficult. He’d never really been good at emotional discussions. Battling was easy. Feelings? Feelings were hard.

“I want to, but I can’t.” He said. It even sounded unconvincing to his own ears. Ash cursed Mewtwo for taking his body’s freedom away. There was nothing he could do to fight it. Not yet, anyway.

His mother’s eyes narrowed dangerously at that declaration and she started, but Ash cut her off. If he couldn’t tell her of the events that transpired at New Island he could get his own answers.

“Who was my father?”

Whatever words were on his mother’s lips died. Her face was ashen as she took a deep breath and leaned away from him.

“Why do you ask that?” She said slowly, voice bereft of anger. It just sounded afraid now; hesitant.

“Something that was said to me.” Ash replied quietly. He awkwardly ran a hand through his black hair. This wasn’t a situation he liked. It looked like his mother was in pain from his question, which was unacceptable in his eyes. He felt guilt bubble up in his stomach from hurting her.

Ash watched his mother raptly. He’d thought of his father, of course, but it had never been a big deal. It was his mother that was always there for him. She had taken care of him and given up everything for him. She had been studying under Professor Oak and was on a fast track to being a notable figure in the academic community before she’d had to drop it all for him.

Since he’d been content with just his mother he’d never thought too much of his father. Sure he’d been curious but as he grew older that faded away. All his mother had told him that his father was a trainer still on his journey. From the sad, wistful look in her eyes whenever she spoke of him Ash had figured that he was dead or had left them.

His nostrils flared slightly. If what Mewtwo said was true then it meant that his mother hadn’t been lying. Not completely. But his father’s “journey” was very different than anything he could have envisioned.

“What did they tell you?” She asked, tired. His mother didn’t bother asking who. Perhaps she assumed that he wouldn’t tell her. In that case she would be right. Ash probably wouldn’t be able to tell her thanks to his mental bonds.

“That Giovanni,” he spat the name and saw Delia’s eyes widen, “is my father.”

She buried her face in her hands. “Oh no…”

Ash squeezed his eyes shut at his mother’s expression of pain and tentatively stretched out his hand to squeeze her shoulder. His mother raised her head and brushed a few stray hairs back into position. She smiled tearfully at him and squeezed his hand in return, thankful for the comfort.

“I’m sorry.” She wiped her eyes. “I’d wanted to wait a long time before I talked to you about this. But now you know and I can’t hide you from the truth anymore.”

“I can handle it.” Ash promised. Any anger or that horrible fear he had felt was replaced with the need to comfort his mother. He hated seeing her like this.

She nodded again and kept a tight grip on his hand. His mother stared at him but it seemed as though she were gazing far into the past. Ash just patiently waited for her to speak. He wouldn’t rush her.

“I met him while we were attending a conference in Viridan. Spencer and I went up with Professor Oak so that we could intern in some of the labs he had contacts in.” She recalled, face tight. “Professor Oak took us to a banquet so we could meet some of his old friends. While I was talking to Professor Blaine Giovanni came up.”

A nostalgic look flashed across her expressive features before she scowled. “You met Giovanni. You know what he’s like. I was just a girl. I didn’t know how to react to him.”

“What was so special about him?” Ash asked. He kept any scorn for Giovanni out of his voice. This legitimately interested him. His mother was a good person. Why would she ever fall for someone like the former gym leader?

“So, so much.” She sighed. “He was handsome, charismatic, and intelligent. I didn’t even know that he was the Viridian gym leader back then, but he just stood out. There was a light in him that couldn’t be quenched. Everybody knew that he was born to be great.”

Ash held back a snort of disgust at the comment. Greatness came in many forms. Giovanni had picked the lowest of them.

His mother raised her head and frowned at him. “I know it’s hard for you to understand now that you know what he is. But nobody who met him back then could imagine that he could fall as far as he has. Back then he was a rising star, somebody you wanted to know.”

He nodded sourly.

“He was good at keeping people at his beck and call, too.” She recalled. “Giovanni was more charismatic than almost anyone else I’ve ever met. There was just something about him that could draw everyone in. Maybe it was his mind, maybe his looks, or maybe it was just how passionate he was about everything.”

Ash’s right eyebrow raised in surprise. Passionate? He’d only met Giovanni once, but the man had been frozen. Polite and cold. He couldn’t even comprehend Giovanni expressing emotion.

His mother shook her head after he verbally expressed his thoughts. “He’s changed. The Giovanni I knew was a fire that couldn’t be quenched. He was composed, but he was always fierce and firm in his beliefs.”

All that garnered was another thoughtful frown from Ash. His mother painted a far different picture of Giovanni than what he had built in his mind.

“Anyways, where was I?” She asked rhetorically. It didn’t take her long to remember. “We talked for a little while and he ended up asking me to dinner the next night. I was too infatuated with him to refuse, so I went along with it.”

A slightly pained look came over her face as his mother recalled old memories. “I was drawn into his web almost immediately. You won’t really understand it until you meet that special someone and fall in love.”

Her hands shook a little. Ash waited patiently and squeezed her hand tighter, although he tried not to show that he’d noticed. It was hard to know what he was really supposed to do. His mother didn’t often show this side of her. Most of the time she was so cheerful that he’d never needed to comfort her.

“We dated for about a year and a half. We couldn’t always be together since I had my studies and he had his responsibilities as a gym leader, but I was with him whenever I could spare the time.” She said bitterly. “I was in love. I thought he was the sun and the moon and everything in between. Giovanni could do no wrong. He was brilliant, kind, and strong.”

“And then?” Ash prompted after his mother lapsed into a long silence. She recollected herself and continued, her voice hard as the steel that hid within her.

“Then we got engaged. It caused quite an uproar, I’ll tell you.” She said with a bit of acidic humor. “The poor girl from Pallet and Viridian’s prince. Some people were less than supportive.”

His mother’s face was thoughtful for a few moments as she decided how to continue. Her fingers nervously tapped the couch’s armrest, one of the more blatant signs of her discomfort. Ash could tell that she didn’t think she would have had to have this talk with him for a long time yet.

She finally continued. Ash was surprised at how anxious he was to actually hear about Giovanni. It wasn’t that he wanted to understand the traitor. He wanted to understand his mother.

“I’d never been in Giovanni’s personal life. It was a consequence of our mutual responsibilities.” She sighed, wistfulness painted over her. “We were close, sure, but I had never been around him for more than a week or so. When I moved in with him things fell apart.”

“Whenever I was with him we’d never been around people. I’d met a few of his friends and associates, but most of the time we were alone. He was always very polite to waiters and workers.” She smiled, although it twisted into one of her rare scowls. “It wasn’t until we’d been living together for about a month that his façade started to crack and I found out who he really was.”

“First and foremost, Giovanni is an actor. Or he was. I don’t know anymore.” She said with a shake of her head. “He knew how to pull everybody’s strings. He could mold himself to be what anybody wanted. If there was something he wanted he would get it. I learned that the hard way.”

Ash listened and let his mother continue in silence. She was spilling her deepest thoughts to him now. To interrupt would be a terrible offense.

“He’d been playing me.” She sighed, a bit of the heartbreak she must have suffered infused into her words. “Once I moved in he couldn’t keep it up. He was still affectionate and I’d like to think he really did love me, but to everyone but me and his Persian he was cruel.”

“Things fell apart. He became less and less human. It didn’t take long for him to try and control everything I did and he was rather…unkind…when I didn’t put up with it. I only rarely left the house and I fell behind in my studies.” She said with a low growl. “I’m afraid to say that it took me a long time to decide enough was enough.”

Delia picked up a glass of water that sat on the table. Condensation dripped down it in a liquid layer as she took a sip and returned it to the table. The drink seemed to refresh her and her eyes lost some of the glaze that had covered them as she told her story.

“I came back to Pallet to pick up my things and tell Professor Oak that I’d be taking an indefinite leave from my education. Giovanni had fallen off of his pedestal but I was still in love. It makes you do stupid things.” She said with a wistful shake of her head. “But Professor Oak knew me well enough to tell that something was wrong. He sat me down and got everything from me.”

“Professor Oak made me promise to come back to Pallet if I ever got scared or if Giovanni hurt me. I didn’t want to believe that it would ever come to that, but I could finally see clearly again after knowing Giovanni for what he was.” His mother reminisced with a dark look that twisted her face with malice. “The part of me that could actually think kept it in the back of my mind, though. I never forgot Professor Oak or what he was willing to do for me.”

Her small fists clenched. “When I went back to Viridian everything calmed down. Giovanni was polite and perfect again, just like he was when we’d just been waiting. I was a bit worried, but I was just too happy to think much of it.”

“The calm lasted until a month before we were supposed to get married, which is when I found out I was pregnant with you.” She said, finally giving him a true smile. Ash hesitantly returned it. “Giovanni wasn’t happy. It threw a wrench in whatever plans he had, and he hated that. He hated having his clear, direct course thrown into chaos by a new variable.”

“He was many things,” his mother mused, “but adaptive wasn’t one of them. If something went wrong he’d always make stupid mistakes, even though he was smart enough to work around it. It was his only great failing – outside of being a decent human being, anyway.”

“That was the last straw for me. He finally lost control at the news. He never hit me, but he said things that I won’t repeat about you.” Her eyes blazed with righteous anger. “I left. I took my few possessions and ran. That was the first time I’d ever been really scared of him. Giovanni had been annoyed and cruel before, but he’d never lost control. I didn’t think him capable of it. He was terrifying, and I realized that I couldn’t go on living a half-life hidden in the shadow of a man who was willing to speak of his own child like that.”

“I wasn’t thinking when I ran away.” She admitted. “Giovanni had too much power in Viridian for me to stay, so I started walking back to Pallet. It wouldn’t be too hard for him to track me, but I knew that he wouldn’t actually believe I’d left him for another few hours.”

She shook her head at her own rashness. “There are much more dangerous places in Kanto than the route between Pallet Town and Viridian, but without a pokemon it was still terrifying. I couldn’t have protected myself against anything – and it wasn’t the wild pokemon that I was worried about. The pokemon here are newly hatched for the most part.”

“I was never a trainer. I had no idea how to survive out there. It was a miracle that I escaped from the gym trainers Giovanni sent after me.” His mother mused. “But I did. Eventually I wound up at Pallet Town dirty, sweaty, and exhausted. Professor Oak took me in and gave me a place to stay for a while.”

“Giovanni knew where I went.” Her fists clenched. “It was pretty obvious, especially to someone as cunning as he was. He knew how I thought better than I did. He showed up a few days later. He wasn’t anything like he had been before. He was polite and charming as he asked Professor Oak to give his bride-to-be back.”

“Professor Oak trusted my word and sent him away with a promise that he wouldn’t let Giovanni near me if I didn’t allow it – and that he would keep that promise with force if it was required.” Delia said with a soft smile. “Giovanni was one of the strongest trainers in the League, but even he knew that he wouldn’t be able to fight Professor Oak. He left and didn’t return.”

“After he left I started to reclaim my life. I had been addicted to him and it ruined any judgment I had.” She said, disappointed in herself. “I renewed my studies and kept close to Professor Oak and Spencer. That whole time I was worried, though. Giovanni was a relentless man. If he wanted something he would get it. If he thought something was his he wouldn’t let it escape his grasp.”

“He thought that I belonged to him.” She hissed, soft brown eyes hardened into shards of discolored ice. “I knew he would try something eventually, though, so Professor Oak took it to the upper echelons of the League. He hadn’t actually done anything illegal, but gym leaders are expected to be paragons of their community. Any serious concerns about their moral fiber is taken to the top.”

Ash couldn’t stop himself from interrupting. “The Elite Four…”

“Not quite.” His mother smiled at him. It was disturbingly vindictive. Her eyes gleamed with malice hidden deep inside of her for far too long. “The Champion.”

She unconsciously squeezed his hand. Ash just watched her attentively. His mother had stopped looking like she was about to break down a long time ago. The tears were gone. All that remained was steel and fire.

“Normally a concern addressed by Professor Oak would be enough to have any member of the League outside of the Elite Four stripped of their title. Gym leaders are too important for there to be any worries about their character. Champion Lance would come down on them in a storm of fire, ice, and lightning.” Delia smiled, although it twisted into a frown almost immediately. “But it wasn’t Champion Lance that Professor Oak spoke to. It was still another four years before he would ascend to the Champion’s throne.”

“Lance is like a hero out of a story book. He holds himself and the League he commands to very high standards. He would sacrifice everything to make a wrong right and protect the weak.” His mother reminisced fondly. “Champion Marcus was very different. Much more political.”

She took another sip of water. “There wasn’t really enough evidence to get Giovanni thrown out of his gym, anyways. Professor Oak just wanted to raise some suspicions about Giovanni. But even if there were I doubt that Marcus would have done it. Giovanni was too good at his job to let go. He was willing to overlook a few indiscretions if it meant Viridian’s criminals stayed quiet.”

“It didn’t matter in the end. Marcus was dethroned a year later, even though Lance didn’t become Champion for another three. But it kept everyone’s eyes on Viridian. Lance didn’t trust Giovanni. That’s what Professor Oak told me, at any rate.” She smiled softly. It looked like some of the hate had seeped out of her. “I guess it paid off in the end.”

Ash just sat there as he processed everything. It was a lot of information to take in, but he felt like he could already recall the entire conversation word for word. He couldn’t have forgotten it even if he wanted to.

He ceased his thoughts when it seemed that his mother wasn’t quite done.

“Everything was quiet for the next few months. I stopped studying and focused on the restaurant my mother left me.” Delia sniffed. “By the time you were born it was running pretty smoothly again. Professor Oak’s influence and threats protected us from anything Giovanni might try to pull. The rest is history.”

A thought seemed to pass through her sharp mind.

“I never knew anything about his involvement in Team Rocket, if you were wondering.” She sighed. “I’d suspected he had a few shady dealings thanks to some of his behavior while we were engaged, but I never even suspected he was involved with them. I’m just glad that’s over and done with – Giovanni and Team Rocket are gone. They can’t hurt anyone anymore.”

She crinkled her eyes at him as a smile spread across her face, a true one that banished the darkness that had consumed her visage for the last few minutes. Ash smiled back. It wasn’t hesitant this time.

“Thanks for telling me.” He said quietly, not really sure what else he could possibly say. Was there anything else he could communicate to his mother?

“You’re welcome. I’m so sorry you had to find out like this. I’d always wanted you to have more time.” His mother said softly. She looked at him, a hint of worry in her brown eyes. “You don’t…?”

He shook his head frantically at the question his mother couldn’t even finish. “Of course not!”

Relief passed over her features and she seemed to sag down into the chair. She looked exhausted, completely drained emotionally from the long sealed memories that had been crudely yanked up from their deep-seated roots.

“Do you have any questions? You deserve the truth and I won’t hide anything from you. Not anymore.” Her voice washed over his ears. He sat back against the soft cushion of the sofa and thought.

“I won’t end up like him, will I?” The question slipped out of his lips. Ash looked away the moment he asked it, aware and ashamed of how childish it was the second he’d said it. “Sorry.”

Before he knew it he was wrapped up in the warm arms of his mother. It wasn’t meant to crush every bone in his body and make him squirm and gasp for air, but to reassure and comfort. Ash returned it as best he could, although he still mentally scolded himself for letting that stupid question get out in the first place.

His mother pulled back and looked him firmly in the eyes. She held a tight grip on his shoulders, her strength more than a match for any that he might muster.

“You are not Giovanni!” She said firmly, fiery eyes blazing with life. “You’re similar…so, so similar. You have his intelligence, his will, even his looks. But you are not him.” His mother stressed.

She tucked an errant lock of hair away from his face. “You have the same fire as he does. You were born to be great, Ash. You were born to change the world. In that way you’re the same.

“Giovanni’s missing something. He can act like a normal person, but his true self is harsh, cruel and manipulative. You have a good heart. You’re what he could have been, in a better world.”

Ash nodded slowly, still embarrassed at the question he’d asked. His mother’s answer was almost exactly as he’d expected. He knew that he wouldn’t end up like Giovanni. The traitor might be his father, but he had no part in his upbringing. It was his mother that had raised him and shaped him into who he was.

“Thank you.” He mumbled. His mother’s tight grip on him relaxed.

He had a slight frown as he continued to think over everything he learned. Ash needed some time to himself.

“I’m going to my room for a while. If you need anything…” He trailed off, the rest of the sentence clear. His mother smiled softly and waved him off. Ash stood up from the couch, his legs moving in an almost awkward manner as they were commanded by his dazed mind, and walked up the stairs.

“I’ll call you down for dinner!” His mother shouted up to him when he stepped into his room. A smile played across his lips at the return to normalcy, although it faded as he looked into his mirror. Ash pulled out his pokedex and quickly searched the database for Giovanni’s League profile. It was still up, although edits had been made since he openly betrayed the League and returned to Team Rocket’s fold.

Ash glanced down at Giovanni’s picture. The man’s features were just as he remembered them: Sharp and somewhat aristocratic. His eyes were dark and had a keen intelligence evident even in the static shadow of him captured in the picture.

There were similarities, now that he looked. Ash had the same sort of bone structure and facial shape, although it looked to have been softened by his mother’s influence. His hair was about the same shade of black, a tad darker if one looked carefully. He hadn’t inherited the traitor’s dark, cold eyes, though. Those were much more similar to his mother’s, although a soft brown rather than her amber.

He sighed and sat down on his bed, which bent under his light weight. Ash idly noted that his room looked to have been freshly cleaned. His mother had been getting everything ready for his visit, it seemed.

Another flash of guilt. He hadn’t made the best decision, although it looked like everything had worked out in the end. Ash had learned the truth and his mother seemed relieved at finally telling her story. He couldn’t imagine having to keep that knowledge secure for years on end, just waiting for the right opportunity to try and explain everything.

Ash idly noted his own dull acceptance of the knowledge. Some people probably would have been furious or railed on about the injustice. Some people probably would have been sad.

He was neither. Ash just felt sort of tired. Giovanni was his father. There was nothing he could do to change that. All he could do was try to right the wrongs that Giovanni had left in his wake. His mother said that he and Giovanni had the same light in them, the same potential for greatness.

The father had used that potential in all the wrong ways. If what Petrel had implied was correct than Giovanni was Team Rocket’s leader. He’d conquered Kanto’s underworld and united it in ruthless progress. For a decade it had been the one threat to the League, although Giovanni had been intelligent enough to keep it at the point to where the League didn’t feel the need to directly oppose it.

Great wrongs had been done by Giovanni. Innocents had been killed on his orders. Pokemon and trainers alike killed or enslaved. Terror had been spread. Pokemon were forced to undergo sick experiments that twisted them into faded mockeries of their former selves, fit only for battle and savagery. He had even defiled Mew’s essence and corrupted the Guardian of Life’s DNA into a monster.

The son would do his best to make the world a better place in turn. Mewtwo had said that the sins of the father passed onto the son. Ash didn’t believe that, but he’d do his best to do penance for Giovanni’s atrocities. He could do so much. It was time to get started.

On that note he laid back in his bed and closed his eyes. He didn’t sleep, however. There were far too many errant thoughts floating around in his brain for him to even consider taking a nap.

Just because he’d accepted that Giovanni was his father didn’t mean that he was done thinking about it. There was so much to think over now…

XX

“Ash?” The firm, steady voice of Professor Oak asked quietly as he came up behind the lazily reclining boy. Arcanine followed behind him, his huge tongue lolling out happily as he pranced through the fields of the Corral with nimbleness unexpected for such an old specimen. Several Growlithe, now almost fully grown, raced behind him and playfully spat small sprays of sparks and embers at each other.

“Hey, Professor!” He greeted cheerfully from where he laid on the exposed, scorched layer of soil that Infernus had blasted for him several hours ago. It was rather comfortable once Dazed had drained some of the heat out. The grass around him was still dead for the most part, although some of the innumerable blades had early green threaded throughout.

Sneasel, who was curled up on his chest, opened one eye and hissed in annoyance as he saw the Growlithe. During their last stay at the Corral they had learned that Sneasel was a great toy. He was fast and had great endurance that let them chase after the spitting, puffed up Sneasel for hours on end, but more importantly he could do little to harm them. His ice was practically useless against the small pack while their flames would send him scurrying for cover.

His claws would have been deadly if he’d ever had the opportunity to use them. Unfortunately for Sneasel, however, Arcanine always kept a watchful eye over them. Sneasel was fast. Arcanine was exponentially faster. Sneasel’s Quick Attack would be enough to get one good shot in, but Arcanine had been a master of Extreme Speed for decades. He’d have knocked Sneasel out before the ice-type had even begun his attack.

As such, the Growlithe pack so no harm in endlessly tormenting Sneasel, only dissuaded when Tangrowth, their object of affection second only to Arcanine, whined and gurgled for them to stop. Few of Ash’s friends were willing to step in aside from the grass-type. Sneasel hadn’t done much to make friends.

“Your mother spoke to me this morning. You know everything now.” He said quietly. “Delia said that you were handling it well. I just wanted to speak with you.”

Ash sat up. Sneasel hissed angrily at the unexpected movement, although a quick scratch behind his feather placated the snarling dark-type.

“What about?” Ash inquired with a frown. His jovial mood from earlier shifted to a more serious one. It looked like his one day of vacation would have a brief interruption.

“The Conference.” Professor Oak stepped forward and took a seat next to Ash. He grunted softly as his back bent, although he straightened up quickly. “It’s just around the corner. I just wanted to make sure you weren’t worrying over it.”

Ash smiled up at the Professor, any stress he might have had leaking away. “No, I’m fine.”

“Really?” The Professor raised an eyebrow. “I must say that I’m surprised. Gary’s having some anxiety regarding it. I tried to help him with it when he was here last month.”

He let the mention of Gary go. Ash couldn’t help but hope that he’d get to battle Gary. They’d never gotten to truly test each other’s skills. All of their matches had been unsatisfactory, to say the least. He was confident that he was superior to his rival, but he’d like to force Gary into a match that he couldn’t run away from. That was when their true colors would be revealed and the better would be crowned.

“I’m confident in our strength. We’re ready.” Ash said without hesitation. “We’ll fight our hardest. However far we get, we’ve earned it.”

“True, true.” Oak agreed. His eyes watched Ash carefully. “As soon as I heard about your progress I was sure you would go far in the Conference, just like Gary. You share a rare bond with your team that will serve you very well. Now that Lance has taken you under his wing I can only imagine what kind of tricks you’ll pull.”

Ash met the Professor’s dark eyes, surprised at the statement. “Thank you.”

“Your mother and I will both be at the Conference to support you and Gary, you know. If you and Gary are paired up I hope you don’t mind if I root for him.” Oak smiled. Ash cracked a small grin back, although he didn’t say anything. “He is my grandson, after all.

Professor Oak was silent again as he gathered his thoughts.

“I don’t think you have to be told that Delia is proud of you. She can’t go a moment without mentioning you and everything you’ve accomplished.” The Professor remarked with a wry grin. Ash smiled to himself but didn’t let anything slip. “But you should know that I am too.”

Ash started and looked up at the Professor with wide eyes. His look of surprise faded slightly and was covered with an uncontrollable grin that split his face until his cheeks hurt as Professor Oak laid a rough, calloused hand on his shoulder and met his eyes.

“You’ve grown up a lot since you left with that little Nidoran. You two were a perfect match.” Oak recalled fondly as he shifted his vision to look into the soft blue sky that stretched over the endless fields and forests of the Corral. “One with dreams of greatness and one who was willing to give up anything to fulfill those fantasies.”

“You recall that day well, I’m sure. It’s impossible to forget the day you venture out into the world with nothing but a lifelong partner and youthful curiosity.” Oak reminisced nostalgically. He shook his head and cracked a grin. “Ah, I’m sorry. I’ve picked up a tendency to ramble in my old age.”

The younger trainer just snorted in dry amusement. Professor Oak’s mind was just as sharp as ever. He couldn’t believe that the Professor would ever let his train of thought slip away.

“I know you’re ready for the Conference, but what will you do afterwards?” The Professor inquired. He sounded genuinely curious. “You’ve grown strong, but you’re still inexperienced.”

Ash opened his mouth to protest that statement, but Professor Oak raised a hand. The stern command imparted by his dark eyes kept Ash quiet.

“You’re still young.” Oak explained. When Ash’s face revealed that he wasn’t satisfied, the older man elaborated. “How do I say this?” He pondered. “You’ve experienced a lot, Ash. You’ve seen and done more in your first year than many trainers do in their lifetimes. But you’ve only scratched the surface. No matter how strong you and your team are now, you can only become greater. Time isn’t your ally yet. I know that you’ve experimented with new techniques, but you need time to reach your full potential. Time to grow, time to learn, and time to train.”

“When you look at yourself in a year or two you’ll understand.” Oak smiled, as though he had just told a joke that only he understood. “Trust me. You won’t recognize your own strength.”

He nodded slowly, finally understanding. It was no wonder that so many institutes wanted Professor Oak to teach. Not only was he one of the most knowledgeable individuals in the entire world, he was a born teacher as well. When he said something it made sense.

“So, what will you do?” The Professor continued. “Will you stay in Kanto and train in the wilds? Will you travel to other regions and challenge their Leagues? There’s an entire world out there.”

Ash held his chin in errant thought. He looked up at the sun, which was hidden behind a wispy white cloud. He honestly wasn’t sure. As much thought as he’d put into preparing for the Conference he’d never truly considered what to do afterwards. The Conference had been a final destination of sorts for nearly a year now.

He didn’t want to stay in Kanto unless he was able to train under one of the Elite Four. As appealing as the thought of existing far away from civilization in the peace and harmony of the wilderness with his team was, he felt like there were more efficient uses of his time. That was a dream that would be realized a long way in the future. There was too much to do right now.

“I want to travel.” He decided. Oak didn’t seem surprised. The confident smile had never wavered.

“Good, good.” Oak commented. He winced as he shifted and looked over at Ash seriously. Although his eyes were still warm they had become serious. This was a matter of importance for him. “I believe that it is through new experiences that we grow as trainers and as a person. To remain in one place is to become stagnant.”

“Look at me!” The older man laughed. It made him look young again. “I dare say that I could still give any of the Elite Four outside of Lance a run for their money, but I’m weaker than I once was. Some of our atrophied skill is lack of dedicated training, but I haven’t grown much since I settled in Pallet.”

“It applies to the Elite Four as well, actually.” Oak added. “They are still the strongest trainers in Indigo by far, but they are far more complacent than when they were developing their strength and skill. Members like Bruno and Lance train, but they are often too busy dealing with other issues to continue improving. What battles they face are rarely enough of a challenge to make them stronger.”

“Conflict, experience, hardship…those are our teachers. They are the catalysts of our own strength.” Oak mused and glanced over to Ash again. The boy paid rapt attention, hung on the Professor’s every word. Ash knew that Oak was intelligent, but he’d never taken him as much of a philosopher. Now the assumption seemed foolish. Every great trainer seemed to have given quite a bit of thought to the concept of training and power.

A few moments of silence.

“I suppose that’s enough education for one day.” The Professor said. He still had a slight smile on his face, which continued to look years younger. Oak never really looked old since he was only about fifty, but these brief shadows of youth seemed to open a gateway in time. Ash felt like he had an idea of what Oak looked like in his prime.

The Professor looked out over the beautiful landscape and took a breath of the fresh air. Kanto was on the cusp of spring. There was still the slight nip of winter, but heat had seeped back into the world after a long absence.

“Enjoy your break but don’t forget to train.” Oak told Ash, who nodded. “If you need anything, come on up to the lab. I finished the commission for Silph yesterday and could use a break.”

“I will, Professor. Thanks.” Ash tipped his hat to the older man, who smiled back and started the long walk back to his lab. Arcanine trotted after him, followed by the Growlithe that nipped at the great canine’s feet.

The trainer fell back and let Sneasel clamber back onto his chest. All of the others had gone their own way for the day. Nidoking was spending time with Gary’s Nidoqueen and the Nidoran herd, Dazed had managed to tell him that she was going to commune with Alakazam, Plume had flown off somewhere, and Torrent had left for the lake.

Ash wasn’t quite sure where the rest of his friends were. He was more than a bit surprised that Infernus wasn’t chasing after Arcanine trying to start a fight. After his increase in strength he’d expected the fire-type would challenge the canine at the soonest opportunity. Maybe Infernus had matured a bit.

Bruiser and Seeker were probably out in the forest somewhere. They liked it there, hidden away in the deepest parts of the wilderness. It was dark enough for Seeker to be comfortable and similar to the harsh environment Bruiser had lived in before he’d joined the team.

Tangrowth could be anywhere. He might have stayed at home to help his mother, gone out with Bruiser and Seeker, or be in the fields playing with some of the younger pokemon. When he wasn’t with Ash he had a tendency to flit from place to place.

Ash didn’t know Oz’s habits well enough to know where she would be. The obvious answer was that she would be tagging along with Infernus, looking for any opportunity to brawl with the Magmortar and probably cause an ecological catastrophe. She could also have gone to the lab to feed. Oak had set up quite a few generators specifically for that purpose.

He shrugged it off and pulled his cap over his eyes and relaxed in the soft, loamy soil. This was his one day of serious vacation. A simple nap felt like the best way to spend this early part of it. He could muse over Oak’s words and what had happened with his mother later.
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“Well, here we are.” Professor Oak remarked with a sense of finality. He was still just as casual and relaxed as he had been when he had visited Ash in the Corral a week ago. It was as though all the stress that had left him grim and terse had drained out of him. “It feels like just a moment ago you were here with Gary and the others receiving your starter.”

Nidoking, who stood behind Ash protectively, snorted and tapped Ash’s shoulder with a dull claw. Ash smiled back at his friend’s hulking form and patted his shoulder to appreciatively return the familiar gesture.

Return your ally to its storage device. I did not agree to teleport two individuals to the Indigo Plateau.

Alakazam commanded in her crisp, clear tone. Ash still marveled at just how advanced she was. Her telepathy didn’t echo or sound distorted in the least. It was in stark contrast to Dazed, who he could barely understand at times. He couldn’t wait until his friend learned to apply more advanced forms of the techniques.

He tore himself from his thoughts and returned Nidoking. Once he placed the pokeball back on his belt he looked over to Professor Oak and his mother, who had come to watch his departure.

“Good luck, sweetie!” His mother said cheerfully, although she wiped a stray tear from her shiny eyes. “We’ll be there tomorrow, don’t worry!”

Ash just flashed a quick grin at his mother. Whatever awkwardness had been caused by her story had been short-lived. It still gnawed on him at times, but he’d put it behind him. His mother was a strong woman and had moved past the darkness. He should too.

“Try to stay focused. Don’t accept any challenges after the Opening Ceremony – you’ll be disqualified.” Professor Oak lectured. Ash could tell that he had suffered a bit of grief over the past week. Gary was supposed to come home for the days before the Conference but had apparently chosen to forego that course of action. “Everything will be fine. Just keep your head straight and don’t get caught up in the excitement.”

“Thank you.” Ash said. The gratitude wasn’t just to Professor Oak for the information. It was directed just as much to his mother as the Professor. Both of them had gotten him to where he was now. “I’ll see you soon.”

“Bye, Ash!” His mother bade him farewell. She gave him a bright smile as Alakazam’s spoons began to glow with ethereal blue light. A flicker of mischief was in her eyes. “Don’t forget to change your –”

Her statement was cut off by the teleportation, thankfully enough. When Ash appeared outside a massive building with a few different lanes sparsely populated with trainer he rolled his eyes, although the anxiety that had begun to writhe in his stomach since the night before forced him to focus on the situation at hand.

He glanced up at a sign that stood in front of the building.

“Competitor Registration.” He muttered to himself. Ash went ahead and walked over to the lines. He wanted a chance to relax and get ready for the Conference. This would be one of the greatest experiences of his life, no doubt. Ash was confident in his abilities, but he wanted to be ready for anything. Relaxation was necessary if he wanted to be prepared.

It was a fast line. The officials in charge of registration were very efficient. Ash was at the very front in what felt like no time at all.

“Trainer Card?” The no-nonsense tone of the woman manning the desk demanded. Ash handed over his PokeNav, which he had already flipped open and directed to the identification page.

She started a bit at the rare device but didn’t let that hinder her. The woman quickly placed the PokeNav into a small machine that glowed briefly. Ash took his PokeNav when it was offered and waited as the woman read information off of a small monitor in front of her.

“You’re in…Section A, House 12. It looks like there’s two other competitors that’ll be staying with you.” The woman noted and handed him a key. “Jonathan Lindon and Amelia Franklin will be your housemates.”

An involuntary smile graced Ash’s face. That was a pleasant surprise. He’d suspected that he’d see them sometime during the Conference but he hadn’t thought that he’d actually be staying with them. It looked like the housing was assigned by geographic proximity. Of course, that begged the question of where Gary was staying.

Ash snorted as he nodded gratefully at the woman and moved out of the line. Gary probably had his own house. Thanks to his relationship with Professor Oak he had some friends in high places, or at least plenty of people trying to curry favor with the Professor.

He finally made his way out of the building. There weren’t many people lounging about. Ash couldn’t say he was surprised. It was two days before the Opening Ceremony and there would only be two hundred and fifty six permanent inhabitants of the Pokemon League Village, although it would have a regular influx of reporters and family members during the actual Conference.

It took a moment for him to take in the sights.

The Pokemon League Village was enormous. It was composed of dozens of rows of magnificent houses, each probably twice the size of his house in Pallet, each for just three or four competitors. They stretched endlessly, nearly identical save for crisp, clear numbers.

Aside from the houses there was an innumerable assortment of restaurants, movie theaters, and other places of entertainment for visitors. Those parts were sectioned off from the League Village proper with the noticeable exception of a few very high-class restaurants that looked like they’d clean out even Ash’s deep pockets without too much trouble. It was a good thing competitors received practically everything for free.

Not free, he reflected. Perhaps free in regard to money. But everybody that would inhabit these houses would have paid to be here through blood, sweat, and raw determination. Their toil for the rest of the year had earned this for them.

They had suffered for this brief period of luxury.

Ash saw the five dark, massive shapes of the stadiums more than a mile away. They loomed over the horizon, dwarfing even the largest of the Village buildings. Each would be of great import in the days to come.

Rock, Grass, Water, and Ice. Those were what the lesser four stadiums were modelled around. Not just anyone got to battle in the ancient Indigo Stadium, where untold generations of trainers had battled for fame, glory, and the right to call themselves the strongest.

He’d thought long about what he would use in each one as he prepared for the Conference for the past week. Between battles and training sessions he’d planned it all out. It had been a restless week.

The Rock Stadium would favor almost all of his teammates. Torrent would have a difficult time, as would Dazed thanks to their relative lack of maneuverability. Teleportation was best suited for open areas where one didn’t have to worry about rocky outcroppings or other obstacles. Nidoking would likely have difficulty on that battlefield as well, come to think of it. He needed clear lines of sight for his Ice Beam and Thunderbolt, not to mention his charges.

Grass would also favor his friends. Torrent wouldn’t have any particular advantage in it, but at least he wouldn’t be crippled when facing a faster or more maneuverable opponent. Ash felt that he’d use Torrent a lot. His raw power and discipline unmatched by any of his friends would let him end battles without any trouble.

Besides, he wanted attention drawn to Torrent. Infernus was his other trump card, but he wanted to keep him unknown. Torrent, as a dragon-type, was flashy and would have the focus of all the observers. If he played his cards right he wouldn’t have to use Infernus at all until the final rounds, which was when every advantage would be vital to his victory.

He’d only seen a few battles with the Water Stadium on TV, but he knew the basic layout. It was similar to the Cerulean gym’s battlefield but with much more land available. To unfairly favor one side beyond random chance was unacceptable. The Stadium was based around a pool of water large enough to give even a Gyarados comfortable space but there was more than enough land to give any trainer a fighting chance.

It was the Ice Stadium that gave him a few concerns. His most powerful fighters would be fine, but the cold temperatures would cripple Tangrowth. Although it was unlikely that Tangrowth would be needed against any opponents released in the Ice Stadium he had seen enough battles in the Stadium to know that people didn’t always adhere to logic in their choices.

But it was the Indigo Stadium that he dreamed of. He’d seen it countless times in battles on the TV. Ash hadn’t missed a Finals battle since he was a toddler. They always promised to present an awesome spectacle of skill and power since only the most elite trainers managed to make it to the Top 32.

By this point he felt as though he could recall every pebble that was scattered across the Indigo Stadium’s rugged surface. He’d watched dozens of battles from previous Conferences on it to try and search out common strategies and teams.

What he found was expected. There were plenty of trainers that did nothing but prepare for the Conference. They tended to be…unimaginative. They always had powerful teams. Alakazam, evolutions of Eevee, Tauros, Starmie, and Rhydon were common. The raw power such pokemon possessed enabled their trainers to advance into the competition, although more skilled competitors swept them away in the later rounds.

Ash knew what to look out for. Those standard fighters were certainly dangerous even in unskilled hands, but they also marked out fairly standard, dull trainers that relied far too much on power. They tended not to have any tricks.

He wouldn’t dismiss those trainers, but he would pay more attention to the real threats. Trainers like that tended to gun for powerful pokemon that were agreeable and relatively easy to get if one had deep enough pockets. Ash knew he wouldn’t see those trainers using wickedly cunning and wild pokemon like Gengar.

Somebody who could command the respect of a Gengar or dragon-type would be somebody to watch out for. They had real experience and imagination to get that far and survive whatever encounters had left them with such a fantastically rare and dangerous pokemon.

Ash was torn from his thoughts as he walked out of the shadows of the city built to contain the massive influx of humans and pokemon and into a brief patch of open sun. He looked to the west and found what he knew he would see.

This was Indigo Plateau, the place where hundreds of thousands swarmed annually. This was where legends were born.

What he saw to the west, built in the mountain pass that separated Kanto and Johto and united Indigo, was the true Indigo Plateau. It was not for entertainment or glory. It was the seat of the Indigo Pokemon League. Four of the most powerful trainers in the world called that massive citadel their home.

He wondered if he would ever stand within its ancient halls. Lance certainly wanted him to. Ash couldn’t even imagine what it would be like. Few people were ever allowed admittance to the Plateau outside of the League’s best military forces and upper echelons. Cameras weren’t admitted and any attempts to enter were repelled with extreme, unmitigated force.

Before he’d come here he had thought about the security of the true Plateau. The Conference would bring countless visitors, any one of whom could try and use the tournament as a cover to try and enter the League’s center. It was a fairly major concern, he imagined.

But he could see now that he didn’t need to worry. The skies above the citadel were full of Skarmory, Pidgeot, and even the odd Charizard. There were probably Alakazam stationed around to detect any intruders and countless other precautions. Infiltrating it would be a suicide mission.

If Giovanni – Ash’s face twisted into an ugly sneer that would have attracted some attention if the streets weren’t completely empty – had wanted to attack Indigo Plateau it was no wonder he wanted something as powerful as Mewtwo. The League would brush off anything less, especially if one of the Elite Four decided to rise off of their thrones and deal with the invaders personally.

He forced the dark thoughts from his head and looked at the house he’d walked to. It was plain but was in perfect condition. There was something about its elegant simplicity that he found rather pleasing. Ash had half-expected the Village houses to be ornate and ostentatious. This was a nice surprise.

Ash headed up to the door and opened it with his key. It swung open easily and he stepped in.

It was nice, he decided. There was a staircase near the door that would take him up to the second floor. If he remembered right that was where the bedrooms were. Each competitor had their own. Ash wondered just how similar this would be to the St. Anne’s luxury rooms. The League boats he’d ridden in certainly hadn’t spared any expense for comfort.

He looked around the rest of the house very briefly. Everything was much bigger than he’d dreamed. Even the kitchen was gigantic and came with just about every type of food imaginable. They probably wouldn’t have to restock for the entire month the Conference went on and still have a comfortable amount left over.

Aside from the kitchen there was a laundry room, a dining room that could easily fit twenty people, and a smaller room clearly meant for the competitors’ use. It had a few small, comfortable sofas and four computers. Ash would definitely be using those to look up on future competition.

Once he’d finished his initial explorations he got ready to let all of his friends except for Infernus out. The house was so huge that his team would have no trouble at all fitting. There was more than enough room for Jonathan and Amelia’s teams. Well, as long as Jonathan didn’t try and release that Gyarados Ash had heard about.

Ash gave a dangerous grin at that. He really hoped that he’d get to battle them. They had to be strong to get into the Conference and he would be glad to test how much they’d grown.

If he didn’t get to face them in the Conference he’d just have to seek them out afterward. It had been too long since they’d seen each other, although Ash knew he hadn’t done anything to seek them out.

His grin faded. He didn’t really know how he’d react to Jonathan and Amelia. It had been around nine months since he’d last seen them, way back on the St. Anne. He’d grown a lot during that time. So had they, hopefully.

It would probably be awkward meeting them again. Ash would just have to hope that they could get over that hurdle without too much trouble. He really did want to talk to them again. They’d been friends, even if Ash had felt like a bit of an outsider to the duo’s close relationship.

Ash decided to put that out of his mind for now. He’d deal with that issue when it came up. For now he’d just release his friends and be buried underneath a few hundred pounds of happy pokemon.

He could think of worse ways to spend the next day.
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“Ash, are you here?” A voice called out as the door opened and crashed closed. The familiar sound rang throughout the house. Ash closed the video of last year’s championship battle and smiled as he felt a bit of nervousness bubble up in his stomach. Since he’d arrived yesterday he’d been wondering constantly about the meeting between him and his old travelling companions. A lot of scenarios had played out in his mind. It looked like it was time to see which one would prove correct.

“I’m in here!” He shouted, his voice a little rough. The fumes from Mt. Ember hadn’t left his throat completely unscathed. Sneasel turned and hissed from where he was perched on Ash’s head, but he pet his friend soothingly to calm him down.

Most of his friends had been returned for the day. Ash knew that Jonathan and Amelia would be arriving sometime today. He knew that almost all of his team wouldn’t mind them being here, although they might be leery at first. Sneasel, on the other hand, would probably try to attack them thanks to his paranoia and untrusting nature.

Footsteps.

“Man, this place is awesome!” Jonathan exclaimed loudly. It looked like he hadn’t gotten any quieter over the last few months. Ash looked back to see Jonathan enter. Sneasel hissed and extended his claws, but a sharp glance from Ash cowed the dark-type. “Oh, hey! Long time no see, eh?”

“It’s been a while.” Ash smiled stiffly. It would take him a while to get used to their presence. “How have you two been?”

Amelia stepped in next and smiled brightly at him. “Pretty good! We got in kind of a rush to get our last badge since someone,” she glared at Jonathan, who just rolled his eyes, “decided to wait around until the last minute.”

“Oh, shut up.” He laughed. It didn’t have any bite. “You’re just jealous because I caught Pinsir and you didn’t. Get over it already. At least we made it into the Conference. Both of us got into a few tough spots in the Admission Rounds.”

The girl’s face grew red with anger. Ash just watched from his chair, already feeling like an outsider.

“Just because I didn’t hide and wait for you to weaken it or…” She growled. Amelia suddenly blushed and stopped their argument. “Sorry, Ash. We probably aren’t giving the best impression right now.”

“No, please continue.” He smiled. The other two rolled their eyes. Ash looked at them critically and got to business. At least this gave him something to say. “What teams do you have?”

“Checking out the competition, eh?” Jonathan snorted. He puffed out his chest. Ash really hoped that he wasn’t being serious. If so he would have to knock him down a few pegs. “Well, I’ve got Charizard, Rhydon, Kingler, Magneton, Gyarados, and Pinsir. Those are the ones I battle with, anyway. Aside from that I’ve got a Spearow and Spinarak I’m training up.”

Ash nodded. That was a pretty solid team. It was very focused on strength and aggression. Charizard, Kingler, Gyarados, and Pinsir were all noted for their monstrous aggression and ability to deal damage. Jonathan could definitely hurt some other competitors with it.

He turned his eyes to Amelia, who was looking at Sneasel. She didn’t give him her team yet, but just asked, “Can I pet it?”

“That’s probably not the best idea.” He said. It was an understatement, as Amelia realized. She had already begun to stretch out her fingers to pat the dark-type before she actually comprehended what Ash was saying. As compensation for her rashness, Sneasel snarled and slashed at her fingers. She recoiled and looked at the dark-type distrustfully.

“He’s not very friendly, is he?” She said rhetorically. Amelia shrugged Sneasel’s attack off and looked over at Ash. “I guess you want my team too?”

Ash nodded.

“I’ve got Ivysaur, Raticate, Tentacruel, Dewgong, Kangaskhan, Raichu, Aipom, Bellossom, and Politoed.” She told him. “I don’t have anyone that doesn’t battle.”

He raised an eyebrow at that. Ash had no idea where she’d gotten a Kangaskhan or Politoed. Kangaskhan were almost fantastically rare. The League had a squad of Rangers around every herd in the wild to protect from poachers to keep them from getting wiped out. Only a few could be captured each year, although there was a small population that were hatched for trainers. Politoed were just uncommon.

When Ash voiced those thoughts, Amelia just smiled. “Jessica’s got a friend that’s a breeder. She managed to call in a few favors and got me hooked up with Kangaskhan. I bought a King’s Rock for Politoed.”

Jonathan had enough and impatiently cut in. “So, what kind of pokemon do you have? I know you haven’t been screwing around for the last nine months.”

Ash gave the shorter boy a wide grin that seemed to make him a little uncomfortable. “Nidoking, Pidgeot, Kingdra, Hypno, Magmortar, Machoke, Zubat, Tangrowth, Sneasel, and Electabuzz.”

His friend blinked and let a feral grin spread over his face. “Wow, I really hope I battle you. That’ll be awesome!” Jonathan lifted his chin up arrogantly and met Ash’s eyes. “Who knows, maybe you might give me a challenge.”

He just rolled his eyes at that. Ash wasn’t sure if Jonathan was being serious or not.

“You’re team’s pretty awesome and all, but a Zubat…really? Why would you keep something like that around? They’re useless.” Jonathan cocked his head and snorted. Sneasel bared his teeth, half angry at an outsider insulting one of his pack and half-amused at the jab at Seeker.

Ash’s eyes went cold. “Shut up.” His mind flashed forward to Seeker’s small, soft body flying in between him and certain death. The wounds she had suffered just to save him, someone she barely knew at that point. “She’s better than you could imagine.”

“Woah, calm down there!” Jonathan held up his hands to placate Ash. “I was just messing with you, ya know? Don’t take it so serious.”

When Ash didn’t lose his harsh scowl Amelia cut in. “Hey, could you show us around the house real quick? We just need to get our rooms set up and then we can go out to lunch or something. We’ve been wondering what you’ve been doing for a long time. There’s a lot to catch up on.”

“That’ll be fine.” He exhaled. Ash relaxed a little. He needed to loosen up. There was no point in taking offense to anything right now. He’d just get Jonathan back in the Conference, hopefully. “The bedrooms are upstairs. Do you need any help getting it up?”

“Nah.” Amelia waved him off. “Just wait down here. We’ll only take a minute.”

He nodded his assent and watched as the two walked off. They closed their heads together and whispered something that he couldn’t decipher as the duo headed up the stairs with their bags, which they’d left beside the door.

“Do you want to come with us?” He asked Sneasel. The dark-type thought it over for a moment and nodded. Sneasel gave a short, happy growl as Ash stroked his feather in thanks. He’d feel better if he was around one of his friends during lunch. At least he wouldn’t be quite as uncomfortable with Jonathan and Amelia. “Thanks, buddy. Behave yourself, alright?”

Sneasel hissed, as though he were insulted. Ash rolled his eyes but pet his friend some more. “I know, I know. You’d never do anything wrong. You’re a little paragon of innocence.”

Ash ignored Sneasel’s annoyed growl and crossed his arms. He stared up at the stairs, waiting for the other two to come down. Living with them might prove to be very interesting.

Hopefully they’d stop bickering, though. That had already gotten old.
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There were plenty of familiar faces in the horde of two hundred and fifty six trainers that had proven themselves worthy of entering the Conference. They were arrayed underneath the massive Indigo Stadium, grouped together in no particular order. Even when he wasn’t crowded into a huge group of people it was burning up, as though summer had come many months early. It was very uncomfortable, to say the least.

He’d seen Gary in the crowd, but his rival didn’t notice him. Jonathan and Amelia were somewhere else. Ash didn’t exactly mind them since he’d spent some time with them yesterday but he didn’t want to spend the next hour or so listening to their arguments.

Ash never got to talk to anyone, but he’d seen Dan White, Ryan Dillard, and Jack Conolley from the Dandra Tournament. He wouldn’t mind facing any of them again. They were all strong, even though Jack was probably the only one that would give him a real challenge at this point. Training with the strongest trainer in the world would do that.

He had also seen Corey and Neesha. They were walking with Michael and Jessica, who glared halfheartedly at each other now and then but appeared to have gotten over whatever grudge they’d had. Ash had almost forgotten about the two. They’d fallen out of his thoughts during all the commotion.

Corey met his eyes and nodded. Ash paled and returned it hesitantly. When Corey tapped Neesha’s shoulder and pointed him out they repeated the cycle.

They remembered.

Ash hadn’t been sure if Mewtwo would allow the others to retain their memory of that awful night. They had a sort of history together, as disgusting a thought as that was. He’d thought that he might have been an exception to the Creature’s dulling of memories. Hoped, even. Nobody should have had to remember those events, least of all those who had blundered into it.

He looked straight ahead and tried not to think about that. Ash didn’t want to let the dark emotions that writhed around the subject of Mewtwo to ensnare him in their tempting hands. He needed to rise above it all. Revenge would come one day. For now he just needed to live his life.

Somebody tapped his shoulder. Ash’s head snapped over in surprise, although he relaxed when he saw that it was Jaimie. He returned the cheerful smile his partner in the Dandra Tournament flashed him.

“How’s it going, Ash? Had a good few months?” She asked as everyone milled around, bored and ready for the Opening Ceremony to begin. Her cheerful demeanor was in stark contrast to the unsettled Ash.

He wondered if his definition of good was the same as hers. Since he had last seen her Ash had endured harsh, unyielding training underneath two legendary trainers, one of whom had held the title of Champion over not one, but two regions for nearly a decade. He had seen Legends, forces of nature made manifest. He had witnessed the awful power of Team Rocket’s most twisted experiment and saw the Guardian of Life nearly struck down by its limitless rage.

He had died and been brought back by the Protector of Life.

“Yes. Yes I have.”

“Glad to hear it!” She chirped. Jaimie looked down at him and adjusted her red-rimmed glasses. “How’s that little egg you won? What did it hatch into?”

“A Sneasel.” Ash smiled at the thought of his friend. “He’s a bit of a handful, but he’s learned to behave himself. I’m going to try and enter him into at least one of my matches. Sneasel’s earned that much.”

“Wish I’d won that.” The teenager said wistfully. She twirled a finger through her short hair. “I could use a dark-type. Starmie and Kadabra need some practice against them. Nobody I’ve battled has one, not even in Johto.”

Ash hummed in response, not really sure what to say. Jaimie shook herself out of her thoughts but furrowed her brow. “Hey, who’s that?”

He frowned and looked to whoever she was pointing out, only to grin when it was Fergus. The older boy was headed right towards him with the same goofy grin Ash had come to associate with him in the brief time they’d known each other.

An image flashed through his mind of Fergus surrounded in a nimbus of icy blue energy, forced to bow in a mockery of fealty to Mewtwo. Another raced by, showing Fergus charging the Creature in a futile attempt to punch it – and the aftermath of the teenager suffering agony no other human could sympathize with. And then Fergus trying to protect him as the Legends clashed, putting himself in harm’s way despite the pain he’d suffered.

“Fergus.” He greeted weakly, pale as the memories appeared in sharp perfection. They weren’t fuzzy like the others.

“Yo, Ash!” Fergus said with his normal cheerfulness. “You ready for this? I told you the Conference is awesome!”

“Yeah…I’m ready.” Ash said, a note of strength entering his raspy voice.

Fergus grinned widely and clapped him on the shoulder. “That’s what I’m talking about! There’s no pressure at all. Just a few million people watching your battles. No biggie.”

Ash glared at Fergus half-heartedly. He met the older boy’s eyes and leaned closer to him so that the confused Jaimie couldn’t hear what they were saying.

“Do you remember?”

Fergus glanced away. His face tightened and his hands shook a little. That was all Ash needed. Out of the small group that had braved Mewtwo’s storm and watched events that could shatter the world unfold it was Fergus who had suffered the most, at least physically. He was the one who Mewtwo had crushed for his defiance.

“I remember.” Fergus confirmed. He looked away for a moment. “Can we not talk about this?” He pleaded. “It’s in the past. Let’s just look forward.”

Ash nodded and all of a sudden Fergus was back. The large teen glanced up and smiled at Jaimie. “Hey, what’s your name? I’m Fergus.”

“Jaimie.” His former partner replied as she took his offered hand. “How do you know Ash?”

“A tournament we went to a while back. We talked for a while.” Fergus said easily. “How about you?”

“The same.” Jaimie laughed. “We were partners in a tournament a few months ago. He ended up beating me, though.”

Fergus grinned and started to say something else, but was cut off as silence engulfed the stadium above. There had been constant background noise since the competitors had entered: The thunder of hundreds of thousands of feet stamping, the triumphant music that blared from the speakers, the words of a few groups brought in to entertain the crowds.

Now there was nothing. Everyone turned serious and faced forward as the sound of fireworks blared throughout the Indigo Stadium and raucous cheers shook the earth. Ash felt his bones shake and his stomach turn as countless people shouted and hollered for the Conference’s beginning.

The Opening Ceremony was about to begin.

A speaker echoed throughout the stadium, so loud that they could hear it in their sheltered catacombs.

“And the Opening Ceremony for the Pokemon League Competition is officially underway!” A man announced, barely restrained excitement obvious in his tone. “This is where the top trainers and their pokemon come to prove their skill, their strength, and their spirit! These hopeful competitors will battle one another as they strive always for excellence and victory! Their victory will lead into the ranks of the Pokemon Masters. And here they come!”

Ash felt a little sick as the horde of trainers started moving. The Opening Ceremony was something he simultaneously dreaded and loved. It was the culmination of his friends’ work. Their chance at glory. But it also subjected him to the gaze of millions.

He was confident in his abilities, but there would always be anxiety biting at him when he felt this small. All of his strength and accomplishments counted for nothing in the face of the sheer scope of this competition. Until he proved himself he’d just be another hopeful.

By the end of this Conference that would change. He would make it so, no matter what.

The announcer continued to speak as Ash stepped forward with Fergus and Jaimie and stepped into the light. He couldn’t find it in him to care, though.

As magnificent as it was to see the Indigo Stadium full of screaming fans over the TV it was completely different to be subject to it in person. Everything was magnified. Ash could feel their roars, he felt like he could see every individual face, he could taste the dry, hot air and breathe in the dust that permeated the stadium.

He wondered if his mother could see him. She wasn’t at the Conference yet but she would definitely be watching. It would have to be hard to find him in this sea of trainers. Almost everyone was at least six or seven years older than he was. Fergus was one of the youngest aside from the rare exceptions like Ash, Gary, Jonathan, Amelia, or one or two other young trainers. Pallet had a good showing this year.

Ash realized that he was slightly slouched, as though he were trying to hide from the attention of the masses. He scowled and straightened up and made sure to wipe any trace of apprehension from his face. He was proud to be here. It was time to act like it.

“Good.” Fergus said approvingly as he waved, that same wild grin still painted on. “You’ve earned your place here, Ash. Be friendly. Look like you don’t want to punch somebody out! Just loosen up and wave at the people. They’re here for you.”

He nodded slowly and hesitantly waved at the crowd. It was like reliving the Dandra Tournament but on a scale about a thousand times larger. The dread in his gut was still there but it was slowly starting to dissipate.

Ash spied out some of the others that he knew. Gary was eating the attention up. He was waving and laughing to everybody, especially those that seemed to know who he was. His rival had a confident smirk on his face that seemed a tad bit less unpleasant than when Ash had last seen him.

Jonathan and Amelia were waving halfheartedly, but on the whole looked like they were about to throw up. Ash could sympathize. Jessica looked to have fallen back from her group to help her sister, but she spent most of the time with a wild smile on her face. She looked like she was coming back to an old friend.

Corey and Neesha were hidden from him by the crowd, but he could still spot Michael and his red hair. The older trainer’s eyes were determined but he had a lighthearted grin on his face as he enthusiastically yelled and waved back to the crowd.

Ash squeezed his eyes shut for a moment and looked up to the massive brazier that would hold the Flame of Moltres as the group came to a stop and met the other half of the competitors. The vessel was of a monstrous size and dwarfed almost anything Ash had seen before. It shined brightly in the harsh sunlight and almost forced him to look away.

The League anthem, its triumphant tune proud and strong, exploded from the speakers and forced the crowd into silence. Ash felt the earth tremble as thousands of people fell to their seats.

Silence suddenly prevailed as the bearer of the Flame of Moltres ran through the two groups of competitors. It was so stark that Ash felt like he could hear her panting in the vastness of the stadium.

When she finally reached the top of the seemingly endless flight of stairs the bearer turned to the crowd and raised the Flame of Moltres high in a gesture of triumph. Cheers greeted her, but Ash didn’t care about that.

He took the time to examine the Flame. As he looked at it his body tingled and a comforting warmth swept through him, gentle but with the hint of immeasurable power. Ash gasped and held his chest, which heated up until it felt like an inferno would race through his blood.

It eased up but didn’t disappear. Any doubts Ash had were gone. That was a true flame from Moltres, not just a symbolic torch. Moltres’ power was omnipresent in that tiny example of the Legend’s generosity.

The girl finally brought the torch down and touched the Flame of Moltres to the brazier, which instantly ignited in a raging inferno that only intensified the pounding heat. Ash wiped a few beads of sweat off of his brow. It was a mistake to wear his jacket today.

“And now from the League President, Charles –”

The announcer was struck just as silent as the rest of the crowd as the living flames that writhed in the brazier suddenly exploded, greatly expanding in both size and intensity. Nobody could move a muscle as they felt a presence descend upon them.

Power rang throughout the air as heat poured from the Flames and made the air twist and distort around them. Most people were confused, but Ash somehow knew what was coming. The heat within him pulsed, as though it were pleased at his knowledge.

Some people screamed as the flames shifted seamlessly into the form of a great Bird that sat in the brazier as though it were a nest of stainless steel. The flames crackled and roared as it shifted underneath the Bird’s command until its great wings, easily hundreds of feet in diameter, were outstretched to encompass almost all of Indigo Stadium.

Its beak, a spear-like formation of fire that was at least thirty feet long, opened into two halves and it sang. Ash’s blood seemed to boil as it let more and more of its power enter the area, but it didn’t hurt. He wasn’t afraid. The power was overwhelming and his lungs were almost scorched by the heat within him, but he was comforted. It was as though he were being embraced.

As the stunned silence of millions greeted the Bird, it shrank to a much more manageable size and shot from its nest. The Fire Bird did not release any more power as it circled over the stadium lest the inhabitants be seared to nothing, but it did not need to. The humans were spellbound.

The inner fire pulsed within Ash and he felt himself look up as the Avatar of Moltres circled overhead, a shadow of the Bird that could force a volcano to erupt with a single cry. Commanded by a presence infinitely greater than his own he reached up and snatched a single burning Feather that drifted down from the heavens.

He did not fear pain as he touched one of the feathers of Moltres, a piece of living fire. It would not hurt him.

Nobody seemed to notice as he grasped the Feather and pulled it down to him. The fires were similar to a Ponyta’s. They were warm but did not burn him. Ash felt his hand pass through the fire, which sang as it touched the warmth within him in communion, and wrapped his fingers around the thin stem of obsidian that served as the fires’ frame.

Guided by the unseen will of Moltres, Ash put the feather inside his shirt, close to his heart. It seemed to meld with him and pressed itself to his skin. He wouldn’t have to worry about it falling off. The Feather was a gift, a token that would never be lost.

He felt similar fire to his own pulse one last time before the Avatar of Moltres completed its circle and landed gracefully in its brazier. The onlookers watched with awe as it dissolved into a mass of formless flames once more, although no one could forget the Fire Bird that had sprung forth.

Silence pervaded the stadium for what felt like an eternity as everyone watched the brazier. Ash felt the inner fire slowly leave him and return to whence it came, although the Feather’s comforting warmth was a constant presence. He felt another remnant of Moltres somewhere else in the stadium, away from the brazier.

It pulsed in recognition and warmth flooded him.

“Remember that display, my friends. Few have seen the form of Moltres.” An old, wizened voice whispered into the microphone. Ash found his attention drawn to the oddly compelling voice – or, rather, its source. “We are truly blessed this day.”

He saw the short form of Charles Goodshow. The man’s appearance was odd and looked out of place on such a powerful figure, but his voice and mind held all the power one would expect from the League President.

“Now, welcome, everyone, to the Indigo Conference!” Goodshow cried into the microphone, unaffected by the eyes of millions. “We have had a difficult year, full of sorrow and suffering, but we have risen above these trials! The shadow is passed and it is time to celebrate!”

Goodshow, lit from behind by the Flame of Moltres, motioned to the hundreds of trainers arrayed before him. “And what better way than to watch these strong men and women show the love and respect that has developed between them and their pokemon? This is a place for those who truly love pokemon and we are here to exult in it! The Flame of Moltres burns bright here and in our hearts!”

A wide smile made its way across the old, wizened face as he raised his hand to salute the crowd.

“Let the Indigo Conference begin!”

And there it is. A true miracle: A chapter of Traveler that doesn’t have a single battle in it. 

Anyways, make sure to review!






23. Chapter 23: The Preliminaries, Pt 1


Ash stepped into his room and turned around to close the door. Sneasel wrapped his small, wiry arms tighter around Ash’s chest to keep a better hold. The trainer shrugged it off in annoyance before he flipped on the light and turned around.

“Gah!” He jumped back and glared at the tall man that stood in the center of his room – the man that certainly hadn’t been there a few seconds ago. Sneasel hissed and smoothly leapt in front of Ash with his wickedly hooked claws extended. An aura of frost wisped around them. “Who are – Will?”

The oddly dressed man smiled and balanced lightly on an expensive, ornamental cane. He adjusted his mask before he answered Ash. “Ah, you remembered me? Wonderful, wonderful!”

Ash wasn’t sure anybody could forget about Will. His exuberant personality and strange style of dress made him stand out even before taking into account his status as an exceptionally powerful psychic and Elite Four trainee.

“What –” He said as he returned Sneasel. His friend wasn’t necessary at the moment.

“Am I here for?” The man laughed. Ash had forgotten how annoying conversing with psychics could be. “Ah, it is simple, nothing of import. The Champion Lance simply desires to speak with you about something, although I do not know what. He was not particularly forthcoming on the details, I’m afraid. Such a shame.”

He stood up straight and yanked his cane up in a strangely elegant motion, although Ash was far more attentive to the fact that the cane had just disappeared into thin air.

“Do you like the trick? It’s a little thing that Lady Sabrina taught me.” He said as the cane suddenly materialized in his other hand. Will laughed and balanced it with unnatural precision on the palm of his hand. “Nothing too flashy, just an exercise in control.”

Will laughed again. “My apologies, I seem to have gotten off topic. It’s a common problem when dealing with me, I’m afraid.”

“No, it’s fine.” Ash said. Will’s affable personality had put him at ease. It was a nice change from the stress of the Conference, even if the slight warmth that coursed through his veins had wiped away most of his anxiety. Still, the Opening Ceremony had been less than two hours ago. “Are you going to teleport me?”

“Indeed.” Will said with a quick bow. The strange man adjusted his gaudy mask once more before he tapped Ash’s forehead with the cane, so light that he could barely feel it. A small smile spread across his pale face and his eyes burned with icy fire. “My abilities in teleportation have greatly improved, you should know.”

Ash barely had time to frown at the statement before a rush of psychic power flooded through the cane and warped him through space and time.

He landed heavily on his hands and knees. His head spun and his stomach churned but at least he didn’t empty the contents of his stomach as he did last time. Ash took a moment to orient himself before he sluggishly pulled himself to his feet. The Feather pulsed and he felt his senses return to normal, although is limbs still felt weak and drained.

“Perhaps I overestimated my abilities.” Will hummed cheerfully as he smoothly walked by, completely unaffected by the whirlwind that buffeted Ash. “My apologies, Ash. I’m afraid that Lady Sabrina would be most annoyed with me at the moment.”

“It’s fine.” He wheezed. Some of the breath had been knocked out of him. “Where’s Lance?”

“Right through here.” Will pointed at two massive doors of mahogany, guarded by a pair of ACE trainers. They didn’t appear to have any pokemon out, but something didn’t feel right. Ash glanced over at the female ACE trainer and checked her shadow. As expected it was twisted and malformed. Gleaming red eyes stared back at him and the shadow waved a stubby arm. A shudder ran up Ash’s spine as the alien intelligence of a Gengar or Haunter – he wasn’t experienced enough to tell which – watched him with its dangerous gaze.

“Thanks.” Ash told the strange man once he’d gotten over the initial discomfort of the ghost’s presence.

“It is of no issue, my friend!” Will laughed. His eyes shined behind his mask with icy power. The two trainers behind Ash suddenly seemed to fall into a daze. The woman’s ghostly protector curled protectively around her but didn’t do anything. It seemed to know better than to interfere with a member of the Elite Four, even if he was just a trainee.

Will noted Ash’s disturbed expression and quickly moved to explain. “Don’t worry, I asked their permission first. I would never be so rude as to manipulate one without their permission. It is a gross violation of a living creature’s natural rights.”

Ash nodded, satisfied. He frowned at Will when the icy power refused to leave his eyes, leaving them as haunting orbs of blue behind his strange mask.

“The power that bleeds off of you is potent.” The man said, serious for once. He cocked his head and absentmindedly toyed with his cane as he considered his words. “A lesser human psychic would find themselves overwhelmed. As it is, I can filter its influence. Know that a great power hides behind you, Ash Ketchum, and one that I cannot say is benevolent. Its power is familiar to me, but changed fundamentally. I cannot say that I like the Brand you possess. It…hurts.”

His blood ran cold as Will’s words set in. Ash knew that Mewtwo still maintained some degree of power over him. His inability to speak of the Creature most of the time was a testament to that. But he didn’t like the hidden words in Will’s message. Apparently Mewtwo had much more invested in him than he believed.

“Don’t take it too seriously.” Will said with a cheerful smile. “If it hasn’t snuffed your mind out yet you’re probably fine! Most likely the Brand is just a remnant of your, ah, encounter. You still have Fire burning from you, so at least that’s good!”

“Thanks.” Ash said numbly as he processed Will’s words. The man shifted through conversations quickly. It made his excited words difficult to follow. “I’ll think about what you said.”

Will just dipped his head and yanked his cane into nothingness again before he vanished into thin air. He stared at the empty space for a second before he turned to head through the mahogany doors, which had been opened by the ACE trainers, who had been snapped from their stunned state.

He almost thanked the man and woman, but their stony countenances made him reconsider it. They didn’t even spare him a look as he walked through. Ash wondered if it was part of their job or if the training ACE trainers went through or if the League selected them for their grim nature.

“Ash! I was afraid you wouldn’t make it.” Lance laughed from where he sat at his large, expensive desk. Papers were scattered all about it and Gible gnawed on a small stack of it. When Lance noticed that he flicked the young dragon on his fin, which made the creature whine pitifully. Lance sighed and threw a small rock to him, which Gible immediately put in his mouth to chew on. “Sorry about that, he’s growing in some new rows of teeth. He’ll probably evolve in the next few months.”

Ash didn’t say anything for a moment and just watched the small dragon gnaw happily on the rock. Lance quickly took the stack of paper from Gible’s area and put it in a safe place. While the Champion rearranged some of the array of items Ash took a look around. He’d only seen this room through the narrow view of a camera before.

The Champion’s office was massive, as large as the ground floor of the Village house he stayed in. There wasn’t enough room to hold all of Lance’s fantastically powerful dragons, but there was a large aquarium in one corner where Mael slept peacefully, the old, scarred Kingdra only slightly cramped in the water.

In another corner was a high stand connected to the floor by a ramp that almost reached up to the ceiling, which was a dome that was probably thirty feet high. At the base was a large cushion that looked to have had the stuffing knocked out of it many, many times.

Dragonite, Saph, and Dov were curled up in one massive heap of scales and thick hide. Dov’s scarred face – Lance had told him he’d suffered the nasty wound from a Rocket Elite Agent that had been given one of the Metagross Pierce had stolen in Hoenn. He’d taken a Meteor Mash straight to the face before he’d incapacitated the Metagross with a single Dragon Pulse. It was just another testament to the incredible toughness Lance had trained into his team.

Magnus was nowhere to be seen. Ash supposed that was a good thing. It probably wasn’t the best idea to have such a powerful fire-type in the center of the League, regardless of the control he had over his own power. There were far too many ways that could end badly, especially when one took the Charizard’s prideful temperament into account.

Aerodactyl wasn’t present, obviously. She would probably tear the entire place to shreds and then try to eat everyone and everything that wasn’t Lance or a member of her team. Ash and his team might be an exception to that rule as well, but he wouldn’t count on it.

“Like it? This office is definitely one of the job’s perks. It almost makes up for the paperwork.” Lance snorted. “Anyways, I’m sure you’re curious about why I sent Will to pick you up.”

The Champion sighed as Bagon suddenly leapt from the top of the stand and landed just off the cushions with a loud bang. Bagon, displaying the obsessiveness his species was known for, quickly pulled himself back up to his feet and ran back up the ramp.

“Sorry.” Lance apologized with a roll of his eyes. “I just had that installed for him a few weeks ago. Bagon’s still going crazy over it. You’ll get used to it.”

“Now,” Lance continued, “back to business. I wanted to speak to you about what happened at the Opening Ceremony.”

Ash just waited for him to elaborate.

He suddenly gasped as the Feather that had seared itself peacefully onto his chest heated up until it felt like there was a fire burning from within his heart. Warmth pulsed through his blood and the world seemed to glow with red as Lance pulled down the cuff of his formal, long-sleeved shirt and revealed another Feather that had bound itself to Lance’s left forearm. It pulsed in response to the presence of his own and for just a moment he thought he saw its gentle flames glow white.

“Moltres has given us a great gift, has it not?” Lance smiled. It was the same wild grin that usually heralded explosions and Hyper Beams. “It does not part with its essence freely. We earned its respect when we challenged it at its center of power.”

“I could feel you when you took the Feather.” Lance stated as the flames that harmlessly wreathed their respective Feathers died down to a more manageable level, although they still seemed to burn in synchronization. His eyes still seemed to burn with his own inner fire. “These Feathers are beacons to anyone that knows what to look for. I suppose this is what a psychic must feel like all the time.”

Ash just nodded and let the Champion speak. When Lance got like this is was better to just let him go on. It was often informative, after all. Many people didn’t think of the Champion as particularly smart. He put up an image of strength, certainly, and showed enough determination to reshape the world. But Lance rarely struck those that didn’t know him as someone with a keen mind.

He knew better. Nobody could become a Champion if they weren’t intelligent. Lance preferred to rely on the ridiculous amount of power afforded to him by his team of draconic pokemon but if challenged he had enough cunning to turn almost any situation to his advantage and the knowledge to apply that cunning to areas outside battling.

“Anyways, there’s some other stuff I wanted to talk about.” Lance interrupted his thoughts. The Champion leaned back in his thick, luxurious chair and motioned for Ash to take one of the seats in front of his desk. Once he’d sat down Lance spoke again. “How are you feeling about the Conference? I remember my first one. It’s nerve-wracking at first, but I promise you that it’ll be one of the best experiences of your life.”

“I’m a little nervous about battling in front of so many people, but I feel good. I know I’ll do well.” Ash said confidently. Lance listened with a half-smile painted across his angular features.

“Well of course you will. I did train you, after all!” He laughed, although he flashed Ash a smile to show him that he was just joking. “Don’t worry about battling in front of people, Ash. You’ll be fine. Once you really get into a battle you’ll love the cheers of the crowd. Just don’t let it get to your head, alright? It’s intoxicating.”

“I don’t think you need to worry about that.” Ash said wryly. If anyone needed to be warned about that it was Gary. Jonathan too, if his new attitude was anything to go by. “I just want to battle and go back to the house.”

Lance looked at him seriously. “It’s not going to be as simple as that. You’re going to attract attention, Ash. When I went to the Silver Conference the first time I found a lot of eyes on me once I finished in the Top 8. People were already paying attention to me because of my family, but showing my skill doubled it.”

“Get ready for the reporters, Ash.” Lance sighed with distaste. “The League’s hidden you so far, but there’s only so much we can do. When they hear about another prodigy springing up in Kanto they’ll come running as fast as they can.”

“I’m not going to approach you in public.” The Champion said. “You’ll have enough attention already and I don’t want you to get overwhelmed or painted as a target.”

“A target?” Ash raised an eyebrow. His mind immediately flashed to Team Rocket, but he wanted confirmation. “For who?”

“Everyone.” Lance said bluntly. “The media will hound you and try to dig up everything in your life. A few people in the League will probably start trying to recruit you. Any remnants of Team Rocket desperate for revenge might try to attack you, just on the off chance that they might do some damage to the League.”

Ash frowned at that. He wouldn’t worry about anyone from Team Rocket in a straight up fight, but they would probably try to attack from the shadows and take him unawares in the event that they actually came for him. If they actually watched his battles, anyway. They weren’t trained to be individually strong.

“The last bit is pretty unlikely, of course.” Lance told him. “They’re stamped out for the most part. Agatha and Bruno weren’t particularly gentle while hunting the remaining cells down. Not to mention that the entire criminal underworld is trying to get back at the Rockets before they get smashed as well.”

He said it so casually that it made Ash listen even more closely. “Are Agatha and Bruno at the Conference?”

“Of course!” Lance retorted and rolled his eyes. “They’re practically required to be here. I’m compensating for their loss by taking more of the ACE trainers off their leashes. They don’t pack quite as much of a punch, but there aren’t too many criminal organizations left that can stand up to them. Team Rocket was the only thing keeping a lot of them floating.”

Lance shook his head as though he’d just realized that he had gotten off topic again. “Sorry. Will must be rubbing off on me. Since Agatha’s been gone I’ve been responsible for keeping a track of him. Something much easier said than done, since he likes to practice teleporting constantly.”

That reminded Ash. “What’s with the cane?”

“Agatha gave it to him as a present. I think it was a joke, but he thought it was stylish.” Lance scoffed and absentmindedly readjusted his cape, which didn’t look too comfortable to sit in. “Ever since he’s just been playing around with it. He’s been using it as a focus for his power, I think.”

Ash nodded understandingly. He didn’t remark on the similarity of Will’s cane to Lance’s cape. Both items fit their owners’ personalities and appearances perfectly, even though they’d look absolutely ridiculous on a normal person.

“Now, back to the point.” Lance said, finally steering the conversation back to where it was supposed to be. “Watch out for reporters. They aren’t bad, but some of the less scrupulous ones might twist your words to make you look conceited in some way. A young, arrogant prodigy sells well.”

An image of Gary immediately flashed to mind. Hopefully he’d attract more attention than Ash. He was the grandson of Professor Oak, after all. Even if he wasn’t as skilled people would be interested in him.

“But most of all, remember that the Conference is supposed to be fun. Don’t get too caught up in it. Take it seriously and battle your hardest with your team, but remember that it’s not the whole world. You have years of training ahead of you.” Lance told him seriously. Ash caught a hint of regret in his tone. It sounded like Lance spoke from personal experience. “You will earn greatness. Don’t leave everything behind in its pursuit.”

Ash took some of Lance’s rare, earnest advice to heart. He treated just about everything the boisterous man said seriously to begin with, but there was something in Lance’s eyes that pleaded with him to remember this.

Then Will’s words came back to him. He hadn’t thought much about the Creature in some time. Ash had done his best to leave his focus and hate on Mewtwo far away from his conscious mind. But Will had him thinking about it and there would be no better time to ask.

“How’s the search for Mewtwo?”

“Terrible.” Lance scowled, exposing his canine teeth in a wrathful, animalistic expression. In that moment he very much resembled one of the dragons he had earned mastery over. “Our scouts can’t find anything in that area of the ocean. It’s hiding itself away. Even Moltres won’t help me!”

A tidal wave rose up from within Ash and yanked him deep into an abyss of icy power. He tried to shout a warning, but his body was no longer his to command. Ash could see from his eyes and hear from his ears but a great presence had ripped control away. He simply existed.

The Champion Lance scowled and did not back away as Ash’s eyes burned with icy blue energy. Ash could see the Feather bound to his wrist flare up in response, casting his dangerous gaze and angular features in a wreath of harmless fire.

“Do not seek me out.” Ash spoke, but it wasn’t him. His voice welled with power that wasn’t his own but his mind – or, rather, the Creature that talked through him – projected the same words in a deep, rich baritone. It was unnerving, even as he was trapped within his own body, helpless to fight back. “I live in exile now, seeking my truth. Greater entities than your League have attempted to strike me down, Champion Lance of Indigo, and I have cast them all aside.”

“Get out of him.” Lance demanded, wrathful gaze alit with hatred. Even though it wasn’t directed at him Ash shuddered. The Champion’s words weren’t frantic or angry. They were deathly calm. Lance stood up. His team began to rise as well, but a gesture from Lance stopped them. “You do not have any right to use his body!”

“I came only to give a message.” Mewtwo said through Ash, unimpressed. “And it is this: Leave me in peace and I will never trouble you again. My search for enlightenment is far more important than petty squabbles with foolish humans.”

“Stay out of Ash.” Lance said after a moment of silence. “You have troubled him enough.”

“You need not worry over him. To harm him would be to destroy a shard of myself, however small it may be.” The Creature said coldly. Ash’s muscles were starting to ache from the presence held within him. “He is free of me. I simply needed to speak with you.”

“I do not desire your destruction, Champion Lance. You are strong – for a human. But should you interfere with the peace I have built for myself I will eliminate you. Death shall rain upon you until my name is forgotten.” Ash stated matter-of-factly. “Do not seek me out.”

And with that the Creature slipped out of Ash’s mind. The boy fell to the ground but caught himself at the last possible moment. He sluggishly pulled himself to his feet, thankful for the Feather as it burned brightly and restored his strength through small pulses of energy.

“It seems I have much to think about.” Lance muttered as he collapsed into his seat. He looked drained and much older for a few moments before he regained some of his vigor. “Ash, are you alright? I know that was…unexpected.”

“I’m fine.” He ground out as he took his own seat. Ash found that he had trouble remembering the conversation already. It was like the experiences at New Island. He knew what had happened but the exact details were beyond him. “Do you want me to leave?”

Lance looked at him, his face twisted into surprise. “No, no. It’s fine. It just looks like I’ll more paperwork to deal with in the future. It’s not easy to call off a search like this. I’ll have to explain everything to the rest of the Elite Four and a few other select people.”

So Lance was following the Creature’s demands. Ash wasn’t sure how he felt about that. On one hand it meant that much possible bloodshed could be spared. On the other hand he needed to know how to find Mewtwo. One day he would go back to face it once more. Or so he hoped.

There was some uncomfortable silence for a bit longer. Ash wasn’t sure what to say. Mewtwo’s disruption had changed quite a bit.

He wondered if Mewtwo had truly left him. Ash didn’t feel any different. There wasn’t a weight suddenly lifted off of him. Just a bit of the exhaustion that the Feather didn’t seem inclined to wipe away.

Lance suddenly gave a wild, childish grin as a small device on his desk vibrated. He tapped a button and looked over to Ash. “Hey, there’s someone people I wanted you to meet.”

“Who?” Ash inquired. There were plenty of people that came to mind. Lance knew just about everyone even remotely important in Indigo.

“He should be here right…now” Lance grinned. Ash heard the door open behind him and curiously glanced back. His eyes widened imperceptibly as the most powerful man in the League stepped through the door.

Charles Goodshow, still dressed in his oddly casual shirt, shorts, and backwards cap, walked in with a bright smile on his face. Ash stared at the tiny man whose small stature belied the enormous strength he likely still held.

The position of League President wasn’t something one could casually obtain. To command the respect and obedience of the three Champions that made up the Indigo, Hoenn, and Sinnoh Leagues required untold strength. It didn’t have to be strength in battle. The League President’s strength could be through force of will and personality, intelligence, cunning…anything that would prove them worthy of the Champions’ obedience.

Goodshow was probably the most accessible of all the great League figures. He was the link between the regions, the one that could unite them in these times. Even Lance, with his boisterous personality and self-confidence, didn’t keep in touch with the public as much as Goodshow. It was his job to foster relations and keep everything from falling apart.

He didn’t know that much about the man, to be honest. Just what Goodshow was. Ash had certainly listened to enough of his speeches before the numerous League Conferences to get a taste of the League President. Goodshow held the air of someone who had seen too much to waste time being sad. Every single time he’d heard him he’d been cheerful. The only time he’d been solemn was when Moltres had caused its Avatar to fly around the Indigo Stadium.

“This is the young ‘un you told me about?” Goodshow asked Lance as he peered up at Ash from behind his bushy eyebrows. “Doesn’t look like much.”

“What does it matter what I look like?” Ash retorted, a little annoyed. The Feather fuelled his brashness and flickered lightly over his chest. Lance, rather than looking embarrassed, just seemed amused.

Goodshow’s bearded face broke out into a cheerful grin that made the lines around his eyes crinkle warmly. “Indeed! Appearances can be deceiving. Actions reveal a person’s true heart!.”

“Ash, meet the League President, Charlie.” Lance said flippantly as he stood up from his table. Gible leapt up on top of his head, completely ruining the Champion’s regal look. “Charlie, meet Ash. He’s helped us out a lot.”

Goodshow hummed and outstretched an ancient, leathery hand to Ash. The trainer grasped it firmly and shook it, not letting up on his grip as Goodshow’s hand tightened around his own with surprising strength. He was full of surprises, it seemed.

Finally, Goodshow’s grip relaxed and the old man took a seat next to Ash. Lance remained standing, as though he were waiting for the League President to say something.

“Lance, you said you had something you wanted to show me?” Goodshow raised a scruffy eyebrow. He certainly didn’t look like a particularly striking figure. Then again, as Goodshow had said, appearances could be deceiving. “Something that wasn’t your little apprentice?”

Ash wasn’t sure that Goodshow had the right to be calling anybody little, but bit back a retort even as the Feather flickered and pulsed in time with Lance’s. The Champion just grinned and pulled back the cuff of his sleeve again, showing off the Feather that burned with harmless flames that danced around the Dragon Master’s wrist.

He heard a sharp intake of breath beside him and Goodshow shot up with surprising speed. The little man leaned over the desk and took Lance’s arm in his hand, completely ignoring a small growl from Gible.

Goodshow hissed as the flames brushed over him and yanked his hand back. Apparently the Feather of Moltres wasn’t so harmless after all.

“Ah, my boy. You are truly blessed.” Goodshow muttered as he examined the gold and red Feather with rapt fascination. “I doubt the First himself received such a favor. Your challenge was foolish beyond measure, but it seems that Moltres respects you for it.”

“I thought you’d like it.” Lance said smugly. He glanced over in Ash’s direction. “Of course, I’m not the only one who got one.”

Goodshow didn’t seem surprised as he turned over to meet Ash’s eyes with his strong, ancient gaze. His eyes were bright and fierce, the exact opposite of what his body suggested. “You went off with Lance during that foolhardy scheme, didn’t you?”

Ash just gave him a brisk nod. Goodshow frowned.

“My apologies for Lance getting you wrapped up in all that. He should have known better than to challenge Moltres, of all things.” He glared at Lance sternly. The Champion didn’t seem cowed in the least. He just grinned back as though the League President weren’t admonishing him like a small child.

“You just wish you could’ve been there to see it.” Lance said with a wry grin.

“I suppose things could have gone worse. Doesn’t change the fact that you’re a bonehead.” Goodshow stroked his beard lightly. He smiled lightly as he focused on Ash. “So you’re in the Conference, boy?”

Ash nodded again.

“If Lance took the time to train you I’ll certainly enjoy watching you compete. He has a good eye for talent, at the very least. He just has plenty of flaws to make up for the positive!” Goodshow chortled as Lance rolled his eyes, apparently familiar with Goodshow’s habits. “Just make sure not to get too caught up in it, eh? Confidence is well and good, but arrogance is blinding.”

“I’ve already given him the speech, Charlie.” Lance commented from behind his desk. He ignored the withering glare Goodshow sent him.

“Bah, ruining an old man’s fun.” Goodshow growled.

Lance suddenly frowned and looked over to Ash. “I’m sorry, but we’re going to have to cut this short. During our last conversation some things came up that I need to talk to Charlie about in private.”

“Understood.” Ash replied. He knew that Lance was talking about Mewtwo.

“It was nice seeing you again, Ash.” Lance grinned. “Try not to get any trouble during the Conference, alright?”

Ash snorted and didn’t bother replying. He just crossed his arms and looked around, wondering how he was supposed to get out. Will had teleported him be—

“You called?” A cheerful voice rang from behind Ash. He jumped a little bit and sighed when he saw Will’s bright smile behind him. The psychic had his cane balanced on the tip of a finger again with inhuman precision. He bounced it up and down several times and looked over to Goodshow. “Ah, Sir Charles! What a delight to see you again, my friend!”

Goodshow smiled back to the point where his eyes were scrunched up. “Will! Still as delightful as ever, I see. You’ve got that same spirit about you.”

“Of course I do.” Will smiled mysteriously behind his mask. “I’m afraid I must cut these pleasantries a bit short, my good man. I have a job to do, you know.”

The League President nodded and turned back to Lance, who had looked over to meet Ash’s eyes. “Ash, be on the lookout whenever you go into the Village. We have a mutual acquaintance wandering about.”

Ash’s eyes widened. “Steven?”

Lance grinned with a nod, a mere moment before Will tapped his cane to Ash’s forehead again.

“Let’s try this again, shall we?” Will inquired as it began to glow with the force of his power. He dipped his head to the Champion and the President. “Sir Charles, Champion Lance, I bid thee farewell!”

With that they disappeared in a flash of light. Ash collapsed onto the floor in a disgruntled heap, although Will appeared beside him as elegant as ever. He lightly tapped the cane beside Ash to get the boy focused again.

“My apologies. At least you weren’t sick this time!” Will exclaimed. He did frown a bit, though. “I really do need to practice teleportation more. Please don’t tell Lady Sabrina, please. She has been rather irritable as of late.”

“I won’t.” Ash promised as he hauled himself back up to his feet. He brushed himself off with his free hand and looked around. They were back in his room, which was still completely clean. That meant Jonathan and Amelia weren’t back yet. They’d probably have run in here to wait for him.

Will closed his eyes shut in a serene manner and focused. Ash saw just the hint of a blue glow behind his eyelids before they snapped open. The man seemed almost panicked.

“I’m afraid I must bid you adieu, my friend!” Will gave him a quick bow and adjusted his mask. He quickly yanked his cane into nothingness with a snap of his wrist. “Lady Agatha has requested my presence and it would be rather unfortunate if I was late.”

Ash flashed back to the only time he’d met the older woman. Her eerie, mismatched eyes seemed to stare at him from the depths of his mind and he shuddered. He couldn’t blame Will for being afraid of her. Agatha wasn’t cruel, but she was very intimidating. The fact that she had a Gengar living in her shadow didn’t help matters.

With that Will teleported away. Ash glanced around his spotless room for a few moments before he shrugged and began to release his friends. Tomorrow would be his first battle. He’d like to get some rest and spend time with them before he made his first appearance in the Conference.
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He couldn’t deny that he was nervous as he waited in the staging area underneath the Water Stadium. Ash had been put up against a trainer named Mandi. According to the profile on the computer he was sitting at he’d battled in the Conference before but hadn’t made it very far.

As such he wasn’t too worried about the actual battle compared to actually keeping his focus. The Water Stadium was much smaller than the Indigo Stadium but it was still absolutely massive compared to anything he’d battled in. There were easily a hundred thousand people crammed into it.

The three pokemon he had selected were Torrent, Sneasel, and Oz. Torrent would obviously be at a huge advantage. He was a mighty combatant outside of water, when he had to focus quite a bit of his energy on levitation. In water he was night undefeatable.

If Torrent wiped the floor with Mandi’s team he’d send Sneasel out. He hadn’t used him much in serious battles, but Sneasel deserved the chance to prove his worth. He’d been training extremely hard for the last few months.

Oz was for backup. He wanted to use her a few times in the Conference, even if she still lagged behind some of his most formidable friends. She certainly couldn’t match against Infernus anymore, no matter how she tried. His mastery of Air Lens was just too advanced for her electric attacks to pierce. But she was still more than capable of crushing strong opponents. Even before they’d trained with Lance she’d been strong. Now she could probably take on anything short of extremely highly-trained pokemon.

“Ash Ketchum, your battle is about to begin.” A woman’s voice said over the intercom. He grinned dangerously and stood up from his computer. “Please report to the Water Stadium.”

He strode confidently through the door that took him into the hall that would bring him to the surface. At the end was an immensely bright light and the cheers of thousands. Ash took a deep breath as the stadium shook around him.

He could do this.

When he stepped into the blinding light the cheers grew even louder. Ash’s cap kept him from being completely blinded, but he would still need some time to adjust.

“And now the start of the third battle on the Water Stadium!” The announcer shouted through the speakers to the raucous applause of the viewers. “On the green side is newcomer Ash Ketchum of Pallet Town! On the red side is Pokemon League favorite the Astounding Mandi!”

Ash raised an eyebrow at the trainer that stood across from him. He was just barely a teenager, on the cusp of his twenties. He had long, cyan hair and a red headband.

He also wore an arrogant smile on his face that made Ash frown slightly. He’d enjoy wiping it off.

The announcer gave some more information about Mandi, but Ash couldn’t find it in himself to care. He just wanted this battle to begin. Adrenaline rushed through his blood like fire and the Feather pulsed with approval as he stood up straight and glared at his opponent, who seemed to have already dismissed him.

“Now, let the battle begin!”

Ash could see Mandi muttering something as a cocky smile crossed his face and he released an Exeggutor. It groaned at him and stamped a foot, but Ash just smiled back. An Exeggutor wasn’t what he’d expected on the Water Stadium, but he’d make due.

It was actually a great thing for him. Despite psychic-types penchant for being exceptionally intelligent, Exeggutor were an exception to that rule. They weren’t dumb, but they did require commands to be spelled out much more clearly than others. That would give Torrent even more time to react.

“Torrent, you’re up.” He murmured to his friend’s pokeball. It seemed to shake slightly before he raised it and tapped the release. Oohs and aahs echoed throughout the stadium as Torrent’s large, magnificent form appeared in the massive pool of water.

Mandi frowned and actually looked a little worried. Ash would make sure he realized his mistake soon enough.

“Psywave!” Mandi cried with a dramatic sweep of his arm. The crowd cheered as the battle commenced and waves of psychic power shot towards Torrent, who simply ducked under water to avoid the slow attack. “Now, Sludge Bomb into the water!”

Ash just crossed his arms and watched impassively as Torrent easily raced away from the toxic sludge as it dispersed slowly throughout the water. The poison haze could cause trouble if Torrent ran into it now, but in the long run it wouldn’t be concentrated enough to hurt him. “Dragon Pulse.”

Torrent suddenly surfaced right at the edge of Exeggutor’s platform and fired off the sphere of draconic power before the slow-moving Exeggutor could even hope to react. Mandi shouted in concern as Exeggutor was hurled backwards and slammed into the Stadium’s wall with a crash and explosion of dust.

“Exeggutor is unconscious! Victory for the Green Trainer!” The referee announced with a flourish of his flags. “Red Trainer, select your next pokemon!”

Ash couldn’t fight the grin on his face as the Stadium went completely silent. He knew that Mandi wasn’t a bad trainer. He couldn’t have been if he made it to the Conference. But against Ash he had no chance. Torrent was just too strong in the water.

Nobody could have expected for the popular Mandi to be upstaged like this, but Ash could actually hear a few people cheering for him now as the spell of silence broke. It was strange but left a very nice feeling in his stomach all the same.

“Go, Seadra!” Mandi shouted as he released his next choice. Ash blinked in confusion and then shook his head. That was a bad choice on Mandi’s part. He bet that the other trainer was cursing himself for picking Seadra at the moment. “You can do this! It is just a Kingdra!”

The Seadra looked at Torrent, who regarded him with idle curiosity, and then back to Mandi with wide eyes. Seadra glared at its trainer as though Mandi were absolutely insane. Its spines rustled as it pulled itself forward to despondently face Torrent. If it could, Ash bet it would be sighing.

“Agility!” Mandi ordered. Seadra shot forwards with exceptional speed, carving through the water as if it weren’t there. The water-type didn’t hold back, even if it knew it couldn’t win this. “Now, -”

“Twister.” Ash said casually. Torrent’s rear fins twitched, which was more than enough to cause the water to swirl rapidly and form a funnel. Torrent sank to the bottom of the fifty-foot deep pool and watched with boredom as Seadra was yanked from the surface and trapped in the vortex.

“Seadra!” Mandi cried out once more. Ash felt a little bad at the concern but didn’t let it stop him. He was here to win this. It wasn’t like Seadra would actually be hurt.

“Dragon Pulse.”

Torrent rumbled and shot into the swirling waters. He was nothing but a large shadow as he effortlessly pushed his way through the pool until he found Seadra being buffeted by the whirlpool on the other side.

Seadra shot a Bubblebeam at the Kingdra, but it was easily overwhelmed as Torrent reared his head back and shot a small sphere of draconic energy straight into his pre-evolution with pinpoint accuracy. He’d worked hard with Mael for that aim.

“Seadra is unconscious! Victory for the Green Trainer!” The referee exclaimed. “Red Trainer, select your next pokemon.”

“You served me well, my Seadra.” Mandi shouted as he returned the water-type. Desperation was in his eyes. “Go, Golbat!”

Ash regarded Torrent, who had effortlessly returned the water to its smooth natural state. The whirlpool had vanished and left no trace of its remains. “Torrent, come back! You did a great job.”

With that he recalled his friend, who raised his head proudly at the praise. Ash placed the pokeball back onto his belt and released Sneasel, who bared his sharp teeth happily when he realized that he was actually battling. His razor claws were instantly unsheathed and he locked onto Golbat’s large form with glee in his eyes.

Mandi opened his mouth as though he were about to insult Ash but appeared to think better of it. “Golbat, be careful. He is not as weak as he appears.”

The poison-type bared its fangs and unfurled its wings. Apparently it had been trained to function in the daylight. That was actually impressive. Only Crobat tended to be capable of operating during the day with no difficulty at all.

“Thanks for the compliment.” Ash muttered. He looked over at Sneasel. “You’ve got this, buddy. Do your thing.”

Sneasel looked as dangerous as ever as he stepped forward. He didn’t attack. Not yet. Ash could tell that he wanted to savor this experience.

“Golbat, use Take Down.” Mandi crossed his arms. Golbat took off in a blur of blue and purple. Ash didn’t bother telling Sneasel to dodge. He only needed to be coached on the finest points of battle by this point. “Now, Razor Wind!”

Golbat turned and swooped back down at Sneasel after the little dark-type had avoided its first Take Down. It flapped its wings while it still had some air, slowing it down so that it could fire the crescent blades of wind towards Sneasel.

Ash grinned. “Ice Beam!”

Sneasel hissed and easily used Quick Attack to flash out of the way of the Razor Wind, which gave him just enough time to send a beam of icy energy straight into Golbat, although the poison-type managed to limit the effect to one wing as it attempted to dodge.

Nevertheless, Golbat was crippled and at Sneasel’s mercy.

“What? Why does that thing know Ice Beam!” Mandi moaned and clutched his head as he realized he had lost. “Golbat, this is our last chance! Use Mega Drain!”

Golbat tried to pull itself away on its one wing as Sneasel, spitting and hissing, rushed towards it with claws encased in ice. The poison-type’s eyes glowed a bright yellow and it jumped at Sneasel, who easily avoided the slow, crippled creature and slashed its back.

Once Golbat was completely helpless, Sneasel opened his mouth and shot a gust of Icy Wind into the creature’s back, the small shards of ice moving at a high enough velocity to embed themselves deeply inside the Golbat’s soft flesh. Sneasel hissed happily and froze Golbat’s other wing with an Ice Beam, leaving it even more helpless.

Being at the mercy of a Sneasel or other dark-type was what many pokemon feared. Many humans did as well, especially in the north of Johto and Sinnoh where Sneasel and other dark-types congregated. Most dark-types weren’t nearly as malicious as their reputation suggested, but they still had a much stronger ruthless streak than most.

And, as Sneasel gleefully kicked the helpless Golbat into the pool, Ash understood why.

Ash frowned and waited for Mandi to recall Golbat as it floundered about, the ice helping to keep it afloat. There was no hope of victory for the other trainer now. If he wanted to help Golbat he’d get it as far away from Sneasel as possible.

Mandi’s eye twitched as Sneasel froze a small section of the water underneath Golbat and leapt onto the ice floe with it, eyes wide with childish delight and claws ready to rend his victim. Ash kept a hand on his pokeball. If Sneasel tried to do serious harm he’d recall him in an instant. He’d still win by default.

“Give up!” He shouted, angry at the other trainer for his stupidity. “It’s over!”

Mandi scowled, but gave in. Just as Sneasel leapt at his trapped foe Golbat was saved by being returned to his pokeball. Sneasel whined in confusion and used Quick Attack to return to Ash’s side as the referee stepped forward.

“Golbat is unable to battle. Victory goes to the Green Trainer.”

“It’s all over! In a stunning upset rookie trainer Ash Ketchum has defeated the established Amazing Mandi without losing a single pokemon!” The announcer roared in tune with the crowd. Ash grinned and basked in it. It was weird, but hearing the cheers felt good. Not nearly as awkward as he’d envisioned. “What else will we see from this newbie trainer in the days to come? I don’t know about you, but I’m definitely going to watch out!”

Sneasel suddenly appeared on his shoulder, so fast that Ash didn’t even see a blur. Ash laughed and lightly scratched the area underneath his feather to show his appreciation. “Good job, Sneasel! I knew you could do it!”

The dark-type growled contentedly and wrapped himself loosely around Ash’s neck. Ash happily kept on petting him even as a few people with cameras came up. A League official motioned for him to leave, but he took the time to grin wildly at one of the cameras before he left. Hopefully his mother was watching. He’d told her when he’d be battling.

As he returned to the staging area he reflected on the battle. It had felt too easy. He knew that Torrent was an unstoppable juggernaut, in or out of water, but he was surprised at how quickly Sneasel had won. It was part luck. If the Golbat had remained in constant motion Sneasel would have had a much harder time actually hitting it. As it was, Sneasel was quick enough to close in on such vulnerabilities that it turned out to be a non-issue.

Regardless, he had two days until his next battle. The League had groups of trainers on different intervals until they reached the Top 32. Before then it was just to get as many competitors out as possible and keep the visitors entertained. Once they reached the Final Rounds they needed the time to return their teams to full strength. Those battles were intense.

Perhaps he’d scope out some of the competition. He’d heard from Jonathan and Amelia that Michael was battling today and he’d like to see just how strong he was. That Jolteon was a monster, but all he knew was that the rest of his team was tough.

Gary was battling as well. Ash dearly wanted to see how much his rival had grown. If they faced each other in the Conference he wanted to have a real challenge from the other boy, not a shut out. Gary couldn’t run away this time.

He smiled softly at that thought. Gary and Jonathan. Those two were the ones he wanted to battle the most. Amelia didn’t seem quite as strong, even if she was more cunning and crippled an enemy’s team with status conditions and traps before actually taking them on. She didn’t like battling as much as they did.

Besides, it wouldn’t be nearly as satisfying to beat Amelia as it would be to beat Gary or Jonathan. She hadn’t acquired as much arrogance.

Before he left to check out some of the other battles going on, Ash went to one of the computers to check on the brackets. He wanted to actually know when his people of interest would be battling.

It was important to check up on the competition, after all.
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Ash watched with wide eyes as Michael absolutely demolished his opponent, who was certainly no slouch himself. His Arcanine had singlehandedly defeated a Steelix and Rhypherior before being knocked out by a Golem that finally managed to hit the powerful fire-type with an Earthquake.

Arcanine was strong, but its raw, offensive power wasn’t incredible for its breed. What put it so far above its foes was its complete mastery of Extreme Speed. It was so fast that it could easily dodge an attack and make about a dozen extra counterattacks before the slow rock-types managed to drive it off. Combined with the fact that it had the endurance to fire off Solar Beams and use Iron Tail like they were nothing meant that it easily tore the rock-types apart.

Then he’d released his Machamp and it was over. Golem, weakened by several Solar Beams, was knocked unconscious with a single blow. The other trainer took his defeat graciously, even though he was clearly disappointed.

Ash frowned. Michael was very, very strong. He hoped somebody would knock him out of the Conference before he’d have to face him. It would be too close of a match for him to be comfortable.

He watched the redheaded teenager, almost a man, step out of the stadium. Gary took his place with a confident smirk. Ash hadn’t been too surprised when he saw that Gary and Amelia would be the battles after Michael. The League seemed to be organized along geographical lines. Jonathan had gotten through his battle around the same time as Ash.

Gary was confident. Even more so than usual. Hopefully he had the strength to back up his boasts by now. Ash would be very disappointed if he’d wasted the last few months.

A slight grin crossed his face as Gary’s opponent stepped up and the match began. He’d have a last battle with Gary, one way or another. It would just be a lot more convenient if it occurred in the Indigo Stadium under the eyes of millions.

He just wanted one battle where Gary couldn’t run away.
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Ash tossed Bruiser’s pokeball up and down as he sat on one of the plain metal benches in the staging area. It was almost time for his second match, this time on the Rock Stadium. He’d resolved to use Bruiser during this battle. The Rock Stadium was a great fit for his friend since it wouldn’t give his opponent a chance to exploit his vulnerability to long range attacks.

The trainer he’d be facing was Joshua Brooks, a starting trainer from Pewter. Ash was eager to face Joshua, who didn’t have much on his record but was skilled enough to fight his way into the Conference during his first year of training. Aside from the trainers from Pallet there were only a handful of rookies in the Conference.

As he heard shouts coming from the stadium above he wondered when his mother and Professor Oak would get here. He hadn’t gotten a chance to talk to them with the excitement over the past few days. All he’d managed to do was exchange a few messages with his mother, who assured him that she’d be at the Conference within the next few days.

Hopefully she’d be here by the time the battles actually got serious. He didn’t want her to miss any of his real victories. These were just preliminaries – warm-ups.

“Ash Ketchum, your battle is about to begin.”

Ash blinked and reflexively looked up at the intercom before he pulled himself up with a grin. He clutched Bruiser’s pokeball tightly and felt the adrenaline begin to pump. It was finally time to begin. He’d been waiting down here for hours.

“Good luck, Ash!” Amelia called out as he turned to head down the pathway that would take him up to the surface. Her battle would take place two rounds after Ash’s.

She probably wouldn’t have too much trouble. He’d watched her first battle. Amelia was pretty brutal, just like he remembered. Her Raticate was absolutely ferocious, to the point that it had hung onto a Rapidash and ignored its burning mane until the fire-type fainted.

He turned around and grinned at her before he left the area. “You too!”

Amelia just gave him a cheerful wave and turned back to the monitor that was covered with the profiles of numerous trainers. A few of the other trainers waiting for their battles turned to watch him go. He’d attracted some attention.

Ash didn’t pay it any mind and did his best to relax as he stepped up into the light, the gleeful cries of the spectators thunder to his bones and fuel for his manic grin. This was going to be fun.

“And promising rookie Ash Ketchum steps out onto the field! In his last battle he dazzled us with a flawless victory! Was that just beginner’s luck or is he the real deal? I don’t know about you all, but I want to see!” The announcer boomed to the joy of the crowd. Ash’s face turned a little red as everyone looked at him.

Joshua stepped up and looked just as nervous as Ash felt. Ash wondered if he looked that young to the crowd. The other boy was taller than Ash, but there was a softness to his features that made him appear much less mature. He looked afraid.

That didn’t mean he was weak, though. Nobody made it to the Conference by being meek in battle. Joshua just hadn’t passed the hurdle that Ash had been lucky enough to find early, way back in Dandra.

There was a fire in his eyes that easily matched that of any of the older competitors, even if it was dimmed by fear. Ash wasn’t sure how difficult this fight would be for him, but he knew that his opponent would give it his all.

“Joshua Brooks takes his place!” The announcer cheered. “He stunned us in his last battle, when he defeated a Conference veteran by the skin of his teeth! Will his skills hold out, or will he meet his match in Ash Ketchum?”

Ash smiled and gave his opponent a friendly nod, which the other boy returned. He tensed up as the announcer continued speaking.

“Competitors, select your pokemon!” After a slight pause, he shouted, “Begin!”

Bruiser appeared in a flash of light, proud and ready for battle. He cracked his knuckles and gave a dip of his head to Ash before he focused his mind and betrayed nothing but utter serenity in his countenance.

Brooks, on the other hand, released a Weezing into the center of the field. It levitated directly opposite of Bruiser and appeared decidedly uninterested in the affairs of its trainer. Weezing gasped and released pungent fumes that made even Bruiser’s controlled expression to twitch in distaste, although his friend quickly reasserted his mind’s superiority.

There were many ways to approach this. He’d spent a considerable amount of time training with Bruiser and getting his friend to touch on his full potential during their week in Pallet. His friend had mastered techniques only touched on before and was more than ready for this competition, even if he wasn’t able to match the monstrous strength Infernus and Torrent commanded.

He decided to end this decisively. Weezing was resistant to physical attacks thanks to its composition – it was essentially a tough layer of skin and deadened nerves wrapped around bubbles of gas, which meant that cutting attacks would barely scratch its leathery hide and blunt damage would just make it bend, not break – and its ability to ignite the gases within it to create a gigantic explosion was a constant danger.

“Triad! LIF!” He shouted with a half-grin on his face. Ash wondered if Lance was watching right now. It was his use of such a similar technique with Dragonite in their battle against Moltres that gave him the idea for this.

Bruiser began to move the moment he heard the command and only factored in the second half of it when it left Ash’s mouth. In a matter of seconds he had leapt at Weezing with his fist reared back, utilizing the immense strength in his legs to fuel the jump, and smashed his left fist, which crackled and arced with lightning, straight into its “face”.

“No! Weezing, use Sludge Bomb!” Brooks cried out once he’d gotten over his shock. He’d frozen up. Ash bet that he hadn’t battled a Machoke before. They weren’t the quickest of pokemon, but the incredible strength in their muscles let them leap and run rather fast. It was their maneuverability that was lacking.

Weezing moaned as its body was temporarily overloaded with thousands of volts of electricity, although it halfheartedly spat a dribble of noxious sludge at Bruiser, who danced around it with amazing grace and continued his assault.

A fist wrapped in ice and frosty air smashed into it next, instantly causing Weezing’s body temperature to dramatically lower. Its thick hide prevented the gases within it from slowing down as much as Ash would have liked, but he didn’t mind. He just wanted to weaken the explosion that was about to occur.

And finally, to complete the sacred elemental trio, Bruiser launched an uppercut with a fist wreathed in flame to Weezing’s underside. Unfortunately, Brooks had finally gotten his head into the battle.

“Protect!”

A shield of light green energy began to form underneath Weezing, just enough to blunt Bruiser’s fiery punch and quench the flames to almost nothing. Ash smiled slightly as Weezing was knocked away by the remaining force behind the blow and managed to recover, albeit slowly.

“You’ve got this, Weezing!” Brooks shouted reassuringly. Weezing just groaned and spewed putrid smoke from its larger head. “Toxic, then Destiny Bond!”

Bruiser was too close to dodge as Weezing spat a black, viscous liquid at him, although he was quick enough to avoid most of the Toxic. It would slow the effect, at least, especially since he’d only gotten it on one of his forearms. Not ideal, but better than being covered in the dangerous substance.

“C’mon, Focus Blast!” He commanded, a bit worried now. Ash hadn’t thought the Weezing would know Toxic, let alone Destiny Bond. It was a deadly combination that Weezing wasn’t built for. Weezing were capable of naturally learning Destiny Bond, but it was rare to the point it was a negligible concern. They normally had to be in contact with a ghost-type willing to teach them how to use the incredibly advanced technique. Toxic must have been taught to it as well, probably by TM.

Ash scowled as Weezing’s body became outlined in a light aura of purple. A tiny strand of energy shot out from it and connected with Bruiser, despite his best attempt to dodge the ghost-type technique.

This complicated things immensely.

He hated the concept of Destiny Bond. It was an absurdly complicated ghost-type technique created by the ancient mystics of Lavender Town that allowed them to neutralize the most powerful enemies without losing anything themselves in the long run since they could send out extremely weak ghosts to seek out particularly strong foes and lure them into the trap of Destiny Bond, killing them if enough damage was done to the ghost.

Destiny Bond created a limited empathetic link between the two combatants. Any pain inflicted on the user of the technique by the victim would be returned to the victim, multiplied tenfold. It was completely illusory, but the shock of so much pain could easily immobilize the victim. If the user was knocked unconscious or worse the victim would either be overloaded and pass out or go into cardiac arrest.

Of course, the empathetic link could be circumvented. It was too unstable to last for long, which was one of the reasons it was only used in the direst of circumstances or when there was a massive disparity in power between the two combatants. Additionally, the link was limited to protecting its user from direct attacks.

The Bond required an immense amount of focus to keep up for any meaningful amount of time in the first place, which was another reason it was so unstable. If the user registered an attack as from the victim it was easy to control the empathetic link and return the pain. A punch or Focus Blast from Bruiser would allow Weezing to focus on the point of contact and turn the pain back.

But if there was some outside damage, such as a fire ignited in the environment by a Fire Spin or Flamethrower, it would disrupt the user’s focus and weaken the link. Pain could still be sent, but the Bond relied on intent from both sides. Hostile intent from the victim when they attacked and the intent to return the favor from the user.

All in all it was an immensely complicated move that was hard to wrap his head around. He’d read a lot about it since it had the potential to even almost any fight and the presence of powerful, experienced ghosts would almost be a given in the Conference.

He knew how to counter it, at least. Unfortunately, Brooks had added in the Toxic technique to make doing so much more difficult.

Toxic relied on producing a venom that would be absorbed through the skin over time into the bloodstream. Even a tiny bit of the toxins were dangerous, but as more and more of the venom was introduced to the body the effects, which included reduced movement as some chemical signals were blocked and hallucinations, magnified exponentially until the victim would be completely helpless or unconscious.

Since it travelled through the blood, strenuous activity would make it even more dangerous.

Now Ash could see. Destiny Bond wasn’t even the main strategy. It was just there to supplement Toxic. While Toxic whittled away at the opponent the fear of the pain inflicted by Destiny Bond would keep the victim from making any overt actions by themselves. It was a well-crafted trap.

Mixing the two was brilliant. He’d known Weezing had the capability to learn Destiny Bond but it was almost unimaginable to see it in practice thanks to its complexity. Toxic was almost expected for a relatively defensive poison-type, but not in sync with Destiny Bond.

A slight grin crossed his face even as Bruiser prepared himself and tried to sling some of the thick fluid off of him to little avail.

“You’re on a time limit, Bruiser!” He called out as the announcer began to explain Brooks’ strategy. Ash was glad he didn’t rely on tricks like that, for the most part. They were very useful but he would hate it if the announcer explained it for the whole world. It could be crippling later in the Conference if the opponent knew what to expect. “That Toxic’s going to hurt and you can’t deal direct damage.”

Bruiser didn’t do anything. He just shut his eyes and slackened as Weezing lazily levitated away from him. Brooks was being cautious, but didn’t attack. It looked like he wanted to give the Toxic some time to work. Weezing had taken some serious damage during their brief spar, even if it had avoided the worst of it.

That would be a mistake. Bruiser wasn’t able to directly damage Weezing, which was a problem. He couldn’t affect the environment very much with his normal attacks. He wasn’t Infernus or Torrent.

But there was plenty of material to work with, Ash thought as he glanced around at the dozens of stone spears that jutted from the ground. They were easily large enough to cause some major damage if they were thrown at or blown onto Weezing.

“Bruiser, Polyblast!” He ordered. “Bury it!”

Bruiser, who had taken several deep breaths to stabilize his pulse, kept his eyes closed. His eyes were pretty weak anyways. It was his hearing and sense of smell that were how he would find Weezing, who had hidden somewhere in the maze of stone.

Rather than taking any overt action he raised both of his hands and took another deep breath, focusing his energy into ten miniature Focus Blasts, one on each large fingertip. The blue orbs shined brightly even under the harsh midday sun, their core of white vibrant amidst the dull stone.

It wasn’t really a new technique he had developed so much as copying Dazed’s Multiball and applying it to Focus Blast. Shadow Ball was similar in theory, even if the actual energies involved were completely different.

Against a pokemon it wouldn’t do much. The Focus Blasts were extremely weak. Quantity over quality.

Against mere rock, however, they were more than enough.

Ash wasn’t exactly sure how sharp Bruiser’s senses were, but he’d managed to pinpoint the area Weezing had hid. He raised his massive hands and seemed to flex his fingers, which sent the orbs blasting off into the stone forest with dangerous intent.

The crowd roared for him as the Focus Blasts met their targets and exploded in a cacophonous release of energy and light, with a storm of crushed stone and dust. Ash couldn’t see what was going on in the cloud, but the light glow of purple energy around Bruiser slowly weakened before it finally dissipated, which caused the fighting-type to stand up straight and take a hand off of his forehead.

It looked like Weezing had managed to send some pain over the Destiny Bond after all, although it looked like that wasn’t a problem anymore. Ash didn’t know if Weezing had actually been struck by the rock storm, but it had been distracted long enough for its control over the Destiny Bond to fade. That had been the entire point.

Now he could fight for real.

“Get in there!” He shouted to Bruiser, who was starting to look fatigued. That Toxic was doing a number on him. “Finish this quickly with Fire!”

Bruiser nodded and walked steadily into the dust, wary and ready for anything. Weezing wasn’t very agile, so an ambush wasn’t likely. It would be a sitting duck if it tried to hit his friend with a Sludge Bomb. Destiny Bond was too draining to use again. Besides, Weezing had already accomplished its purpose.

No, Ash was more worried about a layer of sludge left by Weezing. It just had to slow Bruiser down. Normally Ash would be completely confident in his friend, but he could see that the Toxic was already taking its toll. His reflexes would be dulled and his strength sapped.

If he got another hit on Weezing it would be over, though. He couldn’t help his friend right now, so he just had to trust that he’d get this done.

There was suddenly a thunderous crash that echoed throughout the arena and he saw one of the rock spires topple, cracked in half by an errant blow of Bruiser’s, most likely. Ash smiled a bit. At least he had his strength left.

The massive scoreboard that adorned the arena to his left suddenly revealed that Brooks had just lost his Weezing.

“Weezing is unconscious! Victory for the Green Trainer!” The referee shouted. Ash didn’t bother listening to the rest of the announcement. He knew what else the man would say.

He was more concerned about how Bruiser had defeated Weezing. It was probably through a quick Fire Punch. Weezing didn’t react quickly, so if Bruiser ambushed it or if it was stunned from the storm of rocks the poison-type would be helpless.

It didn’t matter now. What mattered was that he could see Bruiser, who had emerged from the dust cloud dirty and in obvious pain, but with a broad smile on his reptilian face. The tough grey skin that was pulled tightly over his facial muscles was stretched as far as it would go.

“Great job, buddy!” He shouted out with a manic grin as he gave Bruiser a thumbs up. His friend returned the expression before he calmed himself, slowing his breathing and doing his best to reduce the progress of the burning venom making its way through his blood. “Keep it up. Two more!”

Brooks had a frown on his face as he released his next fighter, a very long and powerful Arbok. It was little more than a mass of muscle, built for combat. Arbok opened its mouth and hissed as it stared at Bruiser with its hypnotic gaze, its massive fangs oozing potent venom.

Ash matched Brooks frown with one of his own as he regarded the choice. Arbok was a good match for this kind of terrain. Its natural habitat was on open plains and grasslands, similar to the Nidoran lines, but its ability to sense subtle vibrations and infrared radiation meant it would be perfect for battling in a low-visibility area.

Not to mention that its ability to constrict could possibly restrain even Bruiser since he was badly weakened from the Toxic. All it had to do was hold him and wait it out. Or just stay far away from the fighting-type.

Brooks was good. He knew a lot about his team and how to use them. It made sense, since he seemed to be a poison-type specialist. He had to compensate for the weaknesses of using a single type with cunning and planning.

“Arbok, keep away from it! Weezing got it with Toxic.” Brooks shouted to the serpent. Arbok just hissed and began to sway hypnotically, the “face” on its chest animated to the point that it almost seemed alive.

Ash sighed. It was time to finish this. He needed to at least beat Arbok before Bruiser fainted. He probably had a little more than two minutes left, judging by the relatively small amount of surface area the Toxic had covered and the amount of activity he’d performed.

“Rampage.” He said dully. Ash knew this would probably take Bruiser out of the battle for good, but at least his friend would have the satisfaction of defeating another powerful pokemon while horribly impaired himself.

Bruiser’s whole body froze and the stadium went silent. Arbok continued to sway, apparently under the impression that it had caused Bruiser to stop moving.

It would regret that mistake.

“Arbok, get away!” Brooks screamed as dawning realization set in. Arbok hissed, surprised, and glanced up at its trainer, although it swerved its attention back to Bruiser just in time to see him show his true power.

Bruiser was limited in ways that his friends weren’t. An inverse of Torrent. He had immense physical strength, but his ranged capabilities were almost nonexistent. There were a few ways that Ash could have addressed that, but he’d chosen to just teach him Polyblast.

Rather than try and compensate for his weakness, Ash concentrated on his strength. Bruiser was the most physically powerful member of his team. Even Infernus’ insane level of power couldn’t do what Bruiser could, although he would win in a fight.

Rampage was a combination of two incredibly powerful fighting techniques that Ash had managed to finish teaching Bruiser during their time with Lance and in the week before the Conference.

Close Combat and Superpower.

Close Combat wasn’t so much a technique as it was a mindset. It was essentially the fighting-type losing all sense of self-preservation and using everything in its power to attack, absorbing and ignoring any blows.

What made it difficult to teach was getting any fighting-type to cut those mental chains. Fighting-types had instinctual self-control. With their immense strength they had to, lest they hurt or destroy everything they touched. To activate a surge of adrenaline and lose themselves to the fight was more difficult than almost any other technique – it went against everything their minds and bodies told them.

Superpower was more conventional, although similar to Close Combat. Where Close Combat was essentially activating an adrenaline surge and losing oneself to the madness of combat, Superpower was consciously dissolving the subconscious limits on the muscles.

No pokemon or human used all of their strength at once during everyday use. That would tear the muscles from the bones and completely destroy the body. It was only during life-or-death situations that the limiters were suppressed and feats of extraordinary strength and endurance were possible.

Because Machoke had evolved to support the ridiculous power their muscles held they could do things that no ordinary pokemon or human could. But even they had limits. Just like most creatures they only used a percentage of their power, but their extremely dense muscles made up for that.

Superpower was all about breaking those limits, consciously using more of the body’s hidden power. It was incredibly difficult to train since, like Close Combat, it was very much a mental technique, but Bruiser had learned it.

Using Close Combat and Superpower together was taxing, certainly. The strain it placed on the body would take Bruiser out of the fight once he had come down from his adrenaline surge and he’d require a day or two of rest before engaging in combat again.

Rampage was a last resort technique, but Ash felt like Bruiser needed to use it for real. He’d be out for a while anyways, thanks to the Toxic.

Even from this distance he could see Bruiser’s body tense up as it lost its restrictions.

And then it began.

Bruiser launched forward at a speed faster than what a Machoke should be capable of, nothing but a blur as he leapt the entirety of the distance to Arbok in a single bound and smashed his fist straight into the serpent’s midsection before it could move, although its lightning-fast reflexes let it try to dodge out of the way first.

Arbok hissed piteously as it was smashed into the ground with enough force to leave a six inch indentation, although it tried to spit poison onto Bruiser’s face. Bruiser casually swerved out of the projectile’s path and stamped onto Arbok, smashing it further into the ground.

Before it could strike again, Brooks recalled it. Ash could see him clasp the pokeball tightly and shut his eyes as the referee announced the forfeit of that battle.

“And the Red Trainer only has one pokemon left! What will it be? Can it possibly counter this strange Machoke, or will it be beaten as easily as Arbok?” The announcer wondered to the calls and shrieks of the crowd, who had been stunned by Bruiser’s sudden recovery.

Defeat was on Brooks face as he released a Nidorino, just a little smaller than Nidoking had been when he was at that stage but with a slightly heavier build. It was built to take a hit – just not one with the power of Bruiser behind it.

“One more!” Ash shouted hopefully. Bruiser could do this, although he only had less than a minute. The Toxic would spread much quicker thanks to the adrenaline rush and heightened heart rate Rampage would give him. “Now, finish it!”

Once the referee gave the sign to begin and Nidorino had been briefed, Bruiser rushed it. He was slower now, but still moved amazingly fast. Nidorino somehow leapt out of the way, although Bruiser’s fist clipped the poison-type and sent it sprawling.

“Double Team! Get away from that thing!” Brooks screamed to his last hope. Nidorino staggered to his feet and began to flicker into dozens of after-images, but before the Double Team could truly take effect Bruiser raised his arms with the same ferocious speed, created a huge Focus Blast in less than a second, and smashed it into the ground in front of him.

Even Ash’s cap didn’t protect his eyes from the blinding light. He winced and glanced to the side of Bruiser, although his attention was back on his friend the second the supernova had vanished.

Bruiser was the only thing standing in the center of a massive crater. If Ash had to guess he’d say it had a diameter of around ten feet, maybe a little more, and looked to be about three feet deep. Nidorino was covered in dirt and unconscious at the bottom, too slow to escape the release of energy.

The silent stadium watched in awe as Bruiser turned back to Ash and met the trainer’s eyes for just a brief moment. He raised a trembling fist with pain shining in his beady eyes and lightly tapped his chest with it before he collapsed to the ground, completely spent in his incredible display.

Ash smiled and returned the gesture, even if Bruiser wasn’t conscious to see it. He let the fighting-type rest on the ground for a few moments before he returned his friend to his pokeball.

“Thank you, Bruiser.” He whispered. “I couldn’t have made a better choice. Rest.”

The pokeball twitched before it went still. Bruiser was in stasis now, completely numb to the outside world.

The announcer said something over the roar of the crowd but Ash couldn’t find it in him to care. He was more concerned with Brooks, who looked absolutely crestfallen. Brooks hadn’t broken down, but he was clearly disappointed in himself.

Ash caught the poison-type specialist’s eye before either of them could turn away and gave him a grin and a thumb’s up. Brooks hadn’t won but he was good. Very good. If he hadn’t trained with Lance he might have been a real challenge.

He wondered if he’d ever battle Brooks again. The other boy really was talented to use a single type to such effectiveness. Ash wouldn’t mind a rematch once they’d both gotten stronger.

Brooks snapped out of his stupor and returned his gesture with a friendly wave. At least he didn’t seem to hold his loss against Ash.

He felt the well of victory spread out from his stomach, even though his concern for Bruiser kept him from caring too much about it. That didn’t change the fact that it felt good, even with the poisonous dread bubbling in the forefront of his mind.

Ash knew what Lance meant when he said victory was intoxicating. Oh, he’d known it before. He’d had little tastes whenever he defeated a gym leader or a particularly powerful opponent, but it was only now that he truly understood it.

Defeating a gym leader was a relatively isolated affair in most cases. It attracted attention, certainly, but only from a limited number of people. Unless a particularly high-profile trainer challenged a gym leader they were usually empty, at least when it wasn’t the “season” for that gym, when most trainers felt their abilities were ready for it.

Winning in the Conference was huge. Nobody really noticed this early, but the validation and praise the spectators heaped upon him made him feel warm and only bolstered his confidence. All he had to do was keep winning and make sure it didn’t go to his head.

One Gary was enough, after all.

Ash gave the cameras a wild grin before the League officials shooed him out. They were on a tight schedule and didn’t have time for show-boating this early in the competition. Interviews and such were only allowed when the Finals began since there were far less matches to get done.

“Get on out of here, kid.” One of the men grunted at him as the next competitor came up scoreboard. Ash saw several Alakazam appear to clean up the field. The fight hadn’t been too destructive, but Bruiser had certainly did some damage.

He heeded the man’s words and went back into the locker room. Ash felt that he should probably wish Amelia luck before he headed back to the house.

If her opponent was anything like Brooks she’d need it. Now that she’d made it past the first round she wouldn’t get underestimated like Ash had been by Mandi.

Not to say that he wasn’t confident in her abilities. She was talented. She’d managed to get by using traps and cunning, similar to Brooks. If her pokemon had more raw power to supplement their traps she’d be truly dangerous to any competitor.

He shook himself out of his thoughts as he stepped into the dark corridor that would take him out of the Rock Stadium. There wasn’t time for any of that. Bruiser had to be taken to the Pokemon Center.
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After he’d dropped his friend off, he made his way back to the house. It was a lone place of refuge amidst the bustling crowds and sounds of the Conference. They weren’t too bad when he was just battling in front of them, but being around them all the time was a completely different story. He didn’t like feeling trapped. It was even busier than Saffron, which was simply mindboggling to the trainer.

I am in agreement. The swarm hurts. 

Dazed whispered into his mind. Ash glanced over at his friend in surprise. She’d been very quiet lately. He’d just thought she was saving her strength for the Conference.

No. Telepathy requires an intense degree of focus, but as I have grown more experienced the power requirement has been alleviated, somewhat. The swarm is oppressive. I have been adjusting to the thirst. 

“I didn’t know that you were that empathetic.” Ash told her from where he laid on the couch. He raised himself up on his forearms. “You don’t usually feel this bad in cities, do you?”

No. In the communes of your kind I am at ease. The humans there are dull, monotonous in their routine and lives. Here they burn with passion. They dream.

“Ah.” Ash replied. He understood now. It wasn’t so much the thoughts and minds of others that were affecting her. It was the temptation. So many dreamers had to be beckoning her to go out into the night and sate her hunger. “Do you need to feed on the others? I’m sure Nidoking and Torrent wouldn’t mind, would you?”

Nidoking, who was curled up on the floor next to Ash, raised his head and grunted before he laid down again and closed his eyes. He was tired, even if he hadn’t done any combat. Ash had kept up their drills in some of the training facilities offered to the competitors, although he was wary when he used them. There were plenty of other competitors there and he didn’t want to give them an advantage.

Torrent lazily opened a single bright eye and regarded the trainer for a moment before he shut it without any sort of reaction. Ash just smiled at the water-type as he went back to sleep. His friend had been sleeping almost constantly, grateful to have rest.

Your dreams have provided me with more than sufficient nourishment, Trainer-Friend. It is simply a matter of adjustment. Temptation is a threat that all psychics must learn to shield against, lest it consume our being. My will is strong. You need not worry. 

Ash just nodded at her speech. Her smooth voice had grown much stronger since her first tentative attempts at communication. Dazed’s mental voice still held the echo and ethereal quality that marked her as an amateur when it came to telepathy, but she was improving. He hoped that she’d be as skilled with it as Alakazam one day.

He winced suddenly as Sneasel leapt from the railing of the second floor straight onto his chest just a few inches from Seeker, a malicious little grin on his mischievous face. Sneasel wasn’t very heavy, but the force of the impact was enough to knock some of the breath out of him and startle Seeker from her nap.

Sneasel hissed apologetically when Ash wheezed and glared at him, but, without warning, he stared over at the door. One of his ears twitched and a low growl sounded from deep within his throat. The animalistic noise sent a shiver down Ash’s spine. That was a part of Sneasel he’d worked hard to limit, even though he’d never try to suppress it completely.

The dark-type wasn’t the only one to sense someone. Nidoking’s ears twitched and his eyes snapped open, sensitive enough to detect that it wasn’t Jonathan or Amelia coming up to the door.

Ash frowned and gently pulled Sneasel off of his chest, although the dark-type determinedly wrapped himself around Ash’s shoulders and remained as close as possible. He just let Sneasel do what he wanted and went up to the door. Dazed didn’t react, so he knew that whoever the visitor was, they weren’t hostile.

He heard the familiar crackle of Oz’s fur as she dragged herself up from her nap by the wall socket, which had a plug specifically designed to transfer electrical energy into her body, and bared her large fangs. From the way her tail was swishing erratically behind her she wasn’t too pleased with the disturbance.

“It’s alright.” He said distractedly, watching as Seeker clung onto his chest with her hooks, careful to avoid digging into his flesh. “Just a visitor.”

Ash winced as Seeker flipped around to his back, fearful of the bright sun. She would only lose that fear when she was a Crobat and her skin was much less sensitive to the sunlight, although she would never enjoy it.

It was just a bit of pain, but it distracted him for a few seconds. Seeker didn’t mean to hurt him, but her hooks were sharp. They had to be to allow her to nestle against the rock face of a cavern and other rough surfaces.

None of his other friends woke up. Tangrowth had climbed up on the roof to bask in the sun. On the rare occasions that the grass-type did go to sleep he was almost impossible to wake up. It usually fell to Sneasel to wake him up. Even then, with all of the tricks at the dark-type’s disposal, it could take around a minute.

Plume was in her pokeball. She couldn’t exactly go for a flight right now. The League Skarmory patrolling the skies would go after her in an instant. There was a designated area for trainers to let their teammates fly, but it wasn’t accessible yet. Apparently there had been roving groups of Pikachu in the area. Pikachu were hardly aggressive, but they didn’t like large flying-types and would often attack them preemptively.

By the time he’d headed over to the door the visitor had already knocked twice, a short rap that echoed clearly throughout the airy house. He didn’t make the visitor wait. His friends probably wouldn’t like hearing more – at least not those with sensitive ears like Nidoking, Sneasel, or Seeker.

“Hello?” He questioned as he opened the door, a little annoyed at being interrupted from his discussion with Dazed. Since the Conference began he hadn’t spent nearly as much time with his team as he would have liked. Jonathan and Amelia tended to be very…disruptive. They broke the silence he enjoyed so much without thought.

“Hello yourself, Ash.” Steven Stone smiled down at him, a little amusement in his slate eyes. He looked past the trainer into the large living room where several curious pokemon stared back at him. “It’s been a while, hasn’t it? Mind if I come in? I feel like we have a lot to talk about.”
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24. Chapter 24: The Preliminaries, Pt 2


“Come in.” Ash said, dazed at Steven’s unexpected arrival. He hadn’t expected the former Champion to arrive yet, let alone approach him at his home.

Steven smiled and stepped past Ash, who stood to the side to hold the door open. There was a nostalgic glint in the tall man’s expression as he wistfully glanced around the airy room. A slight smile crossed his pale face as he saw the pokemon arrayed before him, several of whom obviously recognized him.

“You have quite the team now, don’t you?” Steven said quietly as he smiled at each of them. Sneasel, who was still trying to fight Seeker for who had the rights to hold onto his back, peered over Ash’s shoulder at the unfamiliar human. “Oh, and who’s this?”

“Sneasel.” Ash stated as he casually pulled Sneasel off of his shoulders by the scruff of his neck, the dark-type’s angry sputters at the indignity enough to bring a small smirk to his lips. “Say hello, won’t you?”

Sneasel just growled and extended his claws, a murderous look in his small, sharp eyes. Steven just laughed at the angry creature and kept his fingers away from his claws. After a few more moments Ash gently returned him to his previous spot. Sneasel just growled and kept his head low.

Normally Ash wouldn’t antagonize Sneasel like that, but he was just trying to get him back for jumping on him earlier. Ever since his impressive victory against the Golbat he’d been completely insufferable. Even Tangrowth hadn’t been able to get past his new arrogance.

It was exasperating. Normally Ash would have had one of his friends remind him that, despite his improvement, Sneasel was still one of the weakest on the team. He’d become much stronger thanks to training with Vibrava, Gible, and Bagon during their time with Lance but he was just reaching the point the rest of his friends were at months ago.

The problem with that was he was in a highly populated area. His friends could be rather enthusiastic about beating Sneasel senseless when he’d finally pushed his limits too far. After months of putting up with his pranks and assorted mischief they had a lot of tension to let out.

There was a reason he’d stopped letting Infernus do the job. And it wasn’t just because of the staggering amount of power he’d gained since his evolution into Magmortar. Infernus enjoyed his payback a little bit too much for Sneasel’s safety.

Since they usually liked to assert their dominance through a myriad of powerful techniques – Dazed and Bruiser preferred Focus Blast, while Torrent preferred to just shoot the dark-type with a low-powered Water Gun and then coat his fur with enough frost to leave even Sneasel shivering – he would have to take them out into the wilderness to snap Sneasel back to normal. For some reason he didn’t think the League would appreciate one of their very expensive, luxurious Village homes being destroyed.

The only problem was that he didn’t know when he would have time to leave. Jonathan and Amelia had him busy and kept dragging him out of the quiet confines of their home, heedless of his protests. Plus there were sure to be plenty of people wandering around. He’d rather not let anybody see his full team. It would only be accessible on the computers once they reached the Top 32.

He inwardly sighed and shrugged it off for now. Ash needed to focus on talking with Steven.

“He’s not the friendliest, is he?” Steven murmured as he glanced back at Sneasel’s narrowed eyes. Ash just smirked at the understatement and lead them over to the couches. “Any other additions I don’t know about?”

Ash frowned. He thought that Steven knew about Tangrowth since he’d acquired him during their mission to Knot Island, but he most likely didn’t know that he’d evolved unless Lance had mentioned it sometime.

“Only Oz.” He pointed out the Electabuzz, who met Steven’s interested gaze unflinchingly. Her fur crackled with electricity as she snorted and shook her head, bored of the human. She stormed back over to the wall and placed the plug back into her mouth before she curled back up and returned to her nap. “A lot of my friends have evolved, though.”

“I see.” Steven remarked as he glanced over the assorted pokemon, almost all of which were in their final evolutions. “You’ve done well for yourself. Lance said you had a strong team, but I hadn’t expected this.”

Ash just crossed and smiled proudly at his team at the compliment. “I couldn’t have gotten here without them.”

“No, you couldn’t have. None of us could.” Steven agreed as he took a seat. Ash finally took a moment to take in his appearance. He wasn’t wearing his usual suit, which made Ash raise an eyebrow. Steven seemed pretty attached to it. The former Champion had even gone into battle with it on. Instead he wore a fairly casual pair of pants and a plain white shirt.

He supposed it would have attracted too much attention otherwise, which didn’t seem like something Steven would want. The former Champion didn’t have the glory-seeking tendencies of Lance. From what Ash had gleaned from the man he preferred to let others take the spotlight in his place.

“I’m not just here to talk to you about your team, of course.” Steven told him, although his voice didn’t seem too serious. “There are a few things we need to discuss.”

Ash leaned forward interestedly, resting his legs against Nidoking’s thick plates of armor. He made sure to keep away from his friend’s head. It would be rather unfortunate if he got himself poisoned and was unable to compete in the Conference.

“First and foremost, Pierce.” Steven said, his nose wrinkled in distaste as he mentioned his traitorous cousin. Ash glared at the name, hatred for the man who had almost murdered him and his team welling up inside his stomach. He despised the man more than Mewtwo. “I know I told you that he was imprisoned, but I thought you’d like an update on his status.”

“He’s still under lock and key.” The former Champion assured Ash when the boy’s eyes grew stormy. “He won’t be getting out anytime soon. Not after what he’s done. Pierce won’t see the light of day ever again.”

A quick grin flashed across Ash’s face before he suppressed it, although he had to focus to keep his expression straight. It was nothing less than what Pierce deserved. The man was a monster.

“Anyways, I just wanted to tell you that, with Metagross’ help, we extracted the names of Team Rocket’s benefactors from him.” Steven said, his slate eyes bright as Ash’s lips curled upward. “Thanks to him, we shut down any chance of Team Rocket reforming in Kanto and put away some dangerous people. It’s the only time he’s helped anyone in his life, no doubt – even if it was unwillingly.”

Steven leaned further back into the soft couch, although Ash noted he was always a bit rigid. It was like his own habits were fighting his urge to relax.

“So, I saw your last battle.” Steven changed the subject abruptly. “Very impressive. You have some eyes on you. Surge wouldn’t stop singing your praises.”

Ash couldn’t hold back his grin at that. He’d missed Surge. The giant of a man was loud, callous, and enjoyed beating down challengers a bit too much but he was a friend that had taught Ash a lot. It was hard to be around someone for a few weeks and not grow to like them.

“Was Bruno there?” He asked, a note of hope in his voice. Bruno had taught Bruiser how to become a fighting-type, how to use technique and the strength within himself rather than blindly punching and flailing like a normal-type. Ash had helped to train Bruiser in techniques, but without Bruno’s assistance they would have been nothing.

“He was.” Steven nodded with a dip of his head. Ash could see the hint of a smile. “He was rather impressed, you know. I didn’t know that you’d trained under him. Lance never mentioned that.”

“It wasn’t for very long.” Ash shrugged. He met Steven’s eyes curiously. “What did Lance tell you about, then?”

Steven snorted, a very undignified noise coming from the former Champion. “Just about everything you could imagine.”

When he didn’t say anything else Ash raised an eyebrow. “Any specifics?”

“Aside from his numerous attempts to corrupt you into doing stupid things, he mentioned that you gained a Feather of Moltres.” Steven remarked. Ash wondered what stupid things Lance had tried to corrupt him into. He’d offered him alcohol a few times, but that was about it.

Wait. Moltres. That was probably what Steven was referring to. He’d certainly see their challenge of Moltres as absurdly stupid and dangerous. Which it was.

Ash nodded to the second half of Steven’s answer and glanced down at his chest, where the Feather flickered and sent pulses of warmth. The obsidian frame had sunken into his skin slightly, as though it didn’t want to be removed.

Nevertheless, he stuck one of his hands up his shirt to grasp the thin, impossibly strong material and pull the Feather away. Despite its apparent bonding, it was easy to detach it from his skin. It flickered with the golden and white flames of Moltres as it came into contact with his hand, the harmless flames leaving his hand a torch of sacred fire.

“Incredible.” Steven murmured, eyes wide as he examined the Feather and its properties. “Not even the Moon Stone…”

He couldn’t hear the rest of what Steven said, but that reminded him. “We made it to the Moon Stone, by the way.”

Nidoking’s head lurched up at the mention of the sacred object, almost manic at the thought of it. His eyes almost appeared to hold a gleam of silver, although the glint disappeared once Ash took a second look.

“Good. You met its guardians, I presume?” The older man said. It was more a statement than a question.

Ash nodded, his mind flashing back to the Patriarch and Matriarch. The two Nidos were truly the greatest of their kind, what the greatest Nidoking and Nidoqueen could be. He remembered everything: Their size, the sheer power they exuded, the limitless devotion they gave to the Moon Stone.

They were nothing to the ancient Clefable that acted as the true Guardian, however. Clefable had strange powers and the ability to access techniques few other pokemon could utilize. Normally it simply made them tricky opponents. But the Guardian had managed to transcend its limits – whether through age and experience or long exposure to the Moon Stone he didn’t know.

“Do not speak of them to anyone you don’t trust implicitly. Lance and the Elite Four know. As do the Sisters and Brock. Nobody else should hear about them.” Steven warned. Ash stared at him, surprised at the vehemence in his tone. The man’s voice was usually utterly calm, devoid of any stress or passion.

Realization flashed through his mind. “You don’t want people going after them.”

“Exactly.” Steven nodded tersely. “There are some things humanity shouldn’t intrude upon. Natural treasures that we have no right to claim. The Moon Stone is one of them. At the moment it is just a rumor, a legend known amongst the ancient Pewter and Cerulean clans. I intend to keep it that way.”

“I understand.” Ash replied. He did. The Moon Stone’s guardians weren’t the only hidden treasures he had discovered. Articuno. Zapdos. Moltres. Mew – even its twisted shadow, he admitted grudgingly. They weren’t things that most people should see. They were dangerous.

He couldn’t help but smile all of a sudden, which defused the tension somewhat. Steven raised a silver eyebrow. “What’s so funny?”

“I just remembered something.” Ash told the former Champion. “How’d you get the Guardians to let you take a piece of the Moon Stone? The Nidoking almost killed us just for looking at it.”

Steven nodded, apparently lost in his own memories of the Moon Stone. He scratched the back of his head, embarrassed. “I didn’t do anything, actually. When I found the Moon Stone the Clefable appeared. After I paid my respects it gave me the shard. It was rather surprising, to say the least.”

“What? It gave it to you?” Ash asked with wide eyes, completely dumbstruck. He made sure to keep his jaw tight lest it fall open. He couldn’t believe it – the Clefable had given Steven the shard of the Moon Stone?

“It was unexpected.” Steven mused as he unconsciously tapped his fingers against the couch’s armrest. “I almost thought it was an illusion, or maybe a test. Until I actually touched the shard. It has a presence to it, as I’m sure you know.”

Ash recalled the cold sensation that seemed to emanate from the Moon Stone’s shard, the feeling of utter nothingness that pulsed from it even as it appeared to absorb all light. Yes, he knew what Steven was talking about.

“Why?” Ash muttered to himself, curious as to what the Clefable could have been thinking. The Moon Stone was the thing that mattered most to it and all the other pokemon under Mt. Moon. The other guardians were willing to attack him just for being near the celestial object.

“A good question – and one I can’t claim to know the definitive answer to.” The former Champion admitted as he leaned forward, his fist on his chin as he gazed thoughtfully past Ash at the white wall. “The Clefable displayed some strange abilities. It used techniques it shouldn’t have been capable of. I don’t know for certain, but I believe that it is using an advanced, fine-tuned version of –”

“—Metronome.” Ash interrupted, a little grin erupting on his face when he saw Steven’s surprised expression. His smile only grew wider when Steven’s look of surprise shifted to a pleased smirk.

The former Champion nodded, impressed. “Indeed.” He frowned seriously. “Its abilities are just one more reason I don’t want word getting out. Can you imagine the demand for it? Trainers from all over the Leagues would come searching for the Clefable and ruin the balance of Mt. Moon. If any of them actually made it to the Moon Stone or hurt any of the pokemon…well, they’d see what mastery of Metronome could achieve. No doubt Mt. Moon would no longer be available as a passage between Pewter and Cerulean.”

Steven sighed and raked a hand through his head of silver hair as he peered at Ash, who was listening raptly. “I know I don’t have to worry about you telling. You have more common sense than that. I’m just worried. The Clefable gave me a great gift for reasons I don’t understand. Perhaps its abilities allowed it to see the one who needed the Moon Stone’s power the most.”

Ash unconsciously glanced down at Nidoking, whose ears were still upright from the mention of the Moon Stone. The rest of his friends had returned to whatever they were doing before. Even Sneasel was curled up on one of the nearby chairs, although he still watched Ash and Steven curiously with his perceptive eyes.

“Where is the shard?” Steven inquired after a few moments of silence. “Do you have it on you?”

“It’s at home with the Dragon Scale Lance gave me.” Ash replied shortly. He didn’t need to tell Steven that his greatest treasures were far too precious to risk losing on the road. Considering the strange situations he found himself in Ash thought it was a sensible precaution.

Steven nodded and hummed his understanding. He glanced around the house again. “Who are your rooming with? Those kids you were travelling with when I first met you?”

“Jonathan and Amelia.” Ash confirmed. He looked around and frowned. “I don’t know where they are right now, actually. Amelia had a match. Jonathan probably went to watch it.”

“And you didn’t?” Steven leaned forward quizzically. He didn’t sound disapproving, just curious. “Why not?”

Ash froze. “I was tired after I won my match. I’ll see her next battle.”

Steven just glanced over at him, although he didn’t inquire further. It seemed like the subject didn’t interest him quite enough for the former Champion to pursue the topic.

They sat in companionable silence for a few seconds until Steven finally spoke up again.

“How did your training with Lance go?”

He grinned at that. That month training with Lance was the most brutal time of his life but it also held some of his best memories. He’d learned so much in that time and had gotten much, much stronger. Aside from that he’d actually gotten to know the Lance that wasn’t the Champion, the man behind the title.

“Fantastic!” He exclaimed, real excitement shooting through his voice. “You won’t believe how much I learned! Lance made my team and I stronger than we could have believed…”

Ash was aware he was rambling, but he couldn’t help it. Finally, after nearly a minute of gushing about the training, Steven stopped him with a raised hand and an amused smile.

“I think I get the picture.” The former Champion snorted. The edges of his mouth turned up into a faint smile. “At least Lance didn’t corrupt you. He has plenty of bad habits to share.”

“He’s gotten much better!” Ash protested insincerely. “He only offered me alcohol a few times!”

“It’s rather sad that only offering an eleven-year old alcohol a few times is actually an improvement.” Steven sighed with a roll of his eyes. “He truly deserves far less credit than I give him.”

Ash’s eyes suddenly lit up. Now that he’d finally gotten comfortable with Steven again excitement flooded his veins. He’d been waiting to tell the former Champion about this for months. It had been so long he’d almost forgotten about it.

“Speaking of Lance, did you know that they sell capes like his in the Celadon Department Store?”

“No. No I did not.” Steven grinned, eyebrows raised high. He leaned forward and clasped his hands together. “Please, tell me more.”

XX

Ash glanced over at his opponent, the one he had to defeat to take his place in the Top 64.

Pete Pebbleman.

He was an older competitor, probably in his mid-twenties. Anyone much older than that was rare in the Conference. The League usually snatched up anyone that went far in the Conference, so most entrants were in their teens, usually close to twenty.

Powerful trainers weren’t exactly common, and it was much better to offer them a fat, stable paycheck and something productive to do. Otherwise someone with far less scruples might give them a deal that they couldn’t refuse. Even weak pokemon could cause great destruction and the League preferred to keep the teams capable of causing real chaos out of trouble.

Ash shook himself back into focus. Now was not the time to get distracted. There was too much at stake.

The trainer took the moment to analyze the other competitor. From his name Pebbleman was probably from one of the old, powerful clans around Pewter. The inhabitants of the Pewter territory’s rough wilds and craggy mountains had adopted such names after swearing fealty to the League since their former names and titles weren’t easily understood by their new brothers-in-arms.

It didn’t necessarily mean he was a rock specialist, but it was something to watch out for. Considering that they were battling in the Ice Stadium it could make this easier than it would already be.

If. He knew that people weren’t defined by their ancestry, even though the culture they grew up in undoubtedly had an effect. The prime example of that course was Lance. If he hadn’t been born to one of Johto’s most respected clans with an ancient legacy of mastering the dragon-type Ash doubted if he would have become the most powerful Dragon Master in the world.

Lance’s chosen type were rather hard to procure if you didn’t have some connections, after all.

Still, he supposed it was of no use to ponder things like that now. He wasn’t sure why the referee was taking so long to get back onto the field but at least it gave him time to breathe.

Pebbleman was watching him too as the referee finally appeared from underneath the Ice Stadium to the loud cheers of the crowd. Ash could feel the man’s sharp gaze measuring him up, assessing him as a threat.

There was no doubt Pebbleman had heard about him. Flawless victories were rare in the Conference. The level of the battlers made it extremely difficult to achieve. One would be enough to attract some attention.

Two perfect victories? People were watching him now, just like Lance had told him. He tried to stay in his house for the most part, but he could heard the whispers when people noticed him. Not everyone had heard of him yet, but a good number could recognize him.

He wasn’t sure how much he liked that. It was nice to cruise around in obscurity. Ash didn’t want everyone to recognize him as long as the people he cared about could. It didn’t matter to him if a random group on the street knew his face. What mattered was if a fellow fighter knew him.

So he knew Pebbleman wouldn’t underestimate him. It wasn’t exactly late in the competition, but at this point it was important to know the opposition.

Ash wasn’t too proud of the fact that he hadn’t held true to that maxim. He knew Pebbleman was skilled to make it this far but had no idea about his team or strategies. The slight arrogance he’d gained after flattening his competition so far had gone to his head.

He resolved that it would not happen again. Ash could not afford to get complacent. Complacency and overconfidence had been the cause of as many losses as lack of skill.

“Begin!” The referee shouted.

Ash dimly realized he had ignored the announcer’s entire speech about Pete Pebbleman, which left him with a scowl on his face. He listened to the crowd chanting happily and glanced around at the arena.

It didn’t hold nearly as many obstacles as the Rock Stadium, but it opened up plenty of its own problems. The Ice Stadium was completely bare aside from a handful of ice boulders that dotted its outer borders, with the middle made of smooth ice.

He had to be careful. Ash knew that the ice would be extremely thick, but if Pebbleman had a fire-type he could easily melt the ice and leave any of his friends defenseless in the freezing water.

His choices for this battle were Sneasel, Plume, and Torrent. They wouldn’t have to worry about slipping on the ice or getting trapped underwater. Sneasel could traverse the entire field with his natural speed enhanced by Agility, while Plume wouldn’t even have to touch the field.

Unlike most dragon-types, Torrent wouldn’t be at a disadvantage if he was exposed to the icy temperatures of this field. Kingdra naturally lived in the darkest depths of the ocean, exposed to pressure and freezing temperatures that would kill lesser creatures. If anything the cold water would strengthen him.

Sneasel went out first. He wouldn’t be useful if the field was destroyed so Ash wanted to get what use out of him that he could.

“Let’s go, Ursaring!” Pete barked as the gigantic mountain of fur and muscle appeared on the opposite end of the field. Ursaring snarled and crushed its claws together, releasing a dull scraping sound that made Ash cringe. “Crush it!”

Sneasel just glared and hissed menacingly at the massive normal-type, his claws unsheathed and ready to rend through fur and flesh. He didn’t move a muscle as both trainers watched each other.

It was a habit trained into him by Ash. Sneasel was dangerous if he wasn’t controlled. Too volatile. Aside from that, he didn’t have the experience that the rest of the team did. He needed much more direction in a battle.

Besides, Ash didn’t want him to do anything that could have far-reaching consequences. Sneasel needed a firm hand.

“Let’s start this off, shall we?” Pebbleman grinned dangerously to Ursaring. His voice carried far, clearly meant to unnerve Ash. A good tactic, but it wouldn’t work. Ash had seen and heard much worse from entities far more powerful than Pete Pebbleman. “Earthquake!”

Ash raised an eyebrow at the strange opening move. He didn’t need to tell Sneasel to dodge as Ursaring jumped up and slammed its paws into the ground. It was a very crude version of Earthquake, but nonetheless effective. Whereas Nidoking shifted the earth and used far less energy for a more powerful effect, Ursaring didn’t bother. It just transferred massive amounts of energy through the ice, causing thick cracks to trace their way through the glassy sheet and leave fractures all around it.

Pebbleman must be getting towards something. Ash didn’t care to find out what it was.

“Ice Beam. Don’t let up.” Ash directed. Sneasel hissed from his position on one of the ice boulders and fired several of the beams of jagged, icy blue energy in rapid succession. Ursaring dodged two of the four, but it wasn’t built for agility. It didn’t seem to have much trouble weathering the two Ice Beams that did strike it, though.

Such a reaction was expected from an Ursaring. They lived up in the mountains, usually in extremely cold areas. Their fur and thick reserves of fat and muscle were more than enough to give them a strong resistance to the cold. Additionally, considering how strong this specimen seemed to be, it would probably barely notice ice-type attacks.

That was okay. He could work around that.

“Stone Edge!” Pebbleman snarled, his eyes narrowed at Sneasel. Ursaring and Sneasel weren’t exactly the most ideal matchup. Sneasel could dodge most of Ursaring’s attacks from this distance but couldn’t do any decisive damage. Ursaring was too slow and Sneasel too fast. “Get rid of those boulders and go after it!”

“Evasion.” Ash commanded lazily. He wanted to get a better handle on Pebbleman’s skills. So far he seemed to have raw power, but hadn’t really done anything but show off with that Earthquake.

At the vague command Sneasel grew ready. The moment the orbs of energy around Ursaring solidified into daggers of stone he was moving, a small black blur amongst the white battlefield.

Ursaring roared furiously as it launched the barrage of stone towards Sneasel’s position, right ahead of where he would be. Sneasel just activated Agility and easily ran circles around the normal-type’s attack, his cunning mind more than capable of ascertaining where Ursaring would attack.

When the normal-type finally tired of the game, it spared no time in charging furiously into the fray, its massive fangs bared and paws ready to smash into anything that looked out of place. One good hit would be enough to take Sneasel out of the fray for good.

Ash regarded the situation carefully as he made his next decision. “Rush. Jab.”

They weren’t complicated techniques, but Sneasel had impressed Ash in how far he had taken them. It displayed much more endurance and focus than the trainer would have expected from the mischievous dark-type.

Rush, he thought as he saw Sneasel charge into the fray in a blur of motion, was exceptionally useful for a fighter as fragile as Sneasel. It was complicated to pull off since it utilized several techniques at one time, but its applications were worth it.

The technique consisted of several moves that, combined, made Sneasel almost untouchable: Agility for unmatched speed, Double Team to confuse the foe and leave Sneasel plenty of openings to attack, and Ice Punch to enhance his physical power.

It was relatively useless against powerful, experienced opponents, however. They’d just use an area of effect attack that didn’t rely on precision or knowledge of which Sneasel was the real one. That was its only major weakness aside from the constant concentration it required. One good hit would completely neutralize the technique since Sneasel wouldn’t be able to keep both Agility and Double Team activated at once.

That was where Sap came in. Ash knew that Sneasel didn’t have the raw power to defeat particularly tough foes. He was still learning. When he had the power of his evolution behind him he’d be a match for most of the team, but right now he had to use tricks to achieve his victory.

Jab was just short for Poison Jab. Once they’d mastered Rush during the week before the Conference Ash wanted Sneasel capable of using Shadow Claw and Poison Jab in tandem, but Sneasel didn’t have enough experience wielding different energies to meld them into seamless weapons of destruction. He was still limited.

He renewed his focus on Sneasel when the dark-type Rushed Ursaring. The massive normal-type was briefly dazed as dozens of Sneasel’s after-images danced past him, utterly immune to its clumsy strikes and snapping jaws.

At least it proved that Ursaring wasn’t too intelligent. Strong, but not very adaptable. It needed direction to reach its true potential in battle.

Unfortunately, Pebbleman wasn’t so gullible. He just scowled and angrily pointed at Sneasel, who had filled the air with shards of ice and frosty air with Icy Wind, blinding Ursaring and leaving it helpless in the sudden blizzard.

“Earthquake! Smash the thing to bits with Hammer Arm!”

Ash sighed when he realized that Sneasel had interfered with his own visibility as well. That would cause some problems.

But it wasn’t a bad idea – Ursaring’s sudden pained roar was a testament to that. It seemed that Sneasel had finally made contact. It didn’t last long, however, as the mist Sneasel had created was dispelled easily by the winds created by the massive release of force Ursaring released into the ice. More cracks gouged the surface of the arena and revealed deep blue water underneath the thick sheet of white.

Sneasel whined as he was suddenly hurled backwards by the blast and slammed heavily into one of the boulders. He slowly pulled himself up, but not fast enough to hide as Ursaring charged him and reared back its thick arm, which glowed with white power.

“Razor Dash!” Ash shouted desperately to his friend. A Hammer Arm from something with the raw physical power of that Ursaring would hurt. Sneasel would probably spend the next few days in the Pokemon Center if it made contact – something he’d really rather avoid. Bruiser had just gotten out.

At his command, reflex took over. Sneasel bared his fangs and suddenly disappeared in a flicker of motion, his mind barely aware of what had happened. Before Sneasel consciously realized what he’d done, he had used Quick Attack to charge straight through Ursaring’s trunk-like legs and slashed through fur and muscle with his sharp claws, enhanced by Metal Claw to be even more dangerous.

Ursaring screamed in pain, but such superficial injuries weren’t enough to drop the monster of a normal-type. It just roared and turned around with a quick slash of its own claws, which Sneasel barely managed to avoid as he went stumbling backwards.

Ash winced as the disoriented Sneasel fell backward, unable to keep up thanks to the hard impact he’d suffered. He was too fragile to take a hit like that.

A feral grin stretched over Pebblestone’s features. “Now! Hammer Arm!”

Sneasel bared his teeth and shot an Ice Beam into his attacker, but it barely slowed Ursaring down as the giant roared and backhanded Sneasel with its glowing arm.

He winced as Sneasel flew into yet another boulder, even his urge to kill his enemy not enough to keep him going. Sneasel weakly tried to pull himself up by hooking his claws into the ground, but collapsed helplessly in the face of an utterly superior opponent.

“Sneasel is unconscious! Victory for the Red Trainer!” The referee shouted and raised his flag. Ash just frowned. It looked like his flawless record had been broken.

It didn’t matter. Sneasel got some battle experience. That was all he was trying to do at the moment. He’d wanted to see those techniques in action for a while now.

Besides, it wasn’t as if Sneasel hadn’t accomplished anything. The bleeding wounds, frosted fur, and deep breaths Ursaring took attested to that. Ash could easily recognize the effects of Poison Jab. It delivered a very potent poison.

Ursaring was done for, even if Pebbleman didn’t know it yet.

“And Ash Ketchum, the rookie that has amazed us so far, loses his first pokemon of the Conference!” The announcer roared to the crowd. “Will Pebbleman stop this rookie in his tracks, or will he show us what he’s really got?”

Ash just recalled Sneasel and glanced down at the pokeball. “You did great, buddy. Just as good as I expected. Rest well.”

He frowned at Ursaring as he released Plume. She screamed her arrival as she appeared in a flash of red light and soared into the sky, careful to keep in Ash’s side until the referee blew his whistle and signaled for the match to commence.

“It hurt Sneasel!” He shouted up to his friend, who shrieked furiously and glared down at Ursaring with her sharp eyes. Sneasel annoyed her, but Ash knew that she had a soft spot for the dark-type. She mothered him the most, aside from Tangrowth. “Let’s finish this! Super Speed!”

Plume vanished. Ash could just see the barest flicker of motion as she activated Agility and Tailwind in tandem, which increased her speed so drastically that she made Sneasel look as though he were just trudging along at his fastest.

The next second Ursaring was unconscious, hit so hard that it had utterly smashed one of the boulders. Its claws that hooked into the ice and gave it traction were no match for Plume’s speed. Plume casually slipped out of the draining technique and circled above the massive battlefield as the onlookers gaped, having expected a much more prolonged battle than what Plume had given them.

Pete Pebbleman scowled and recalled Ursaring. He gave Ash a measuring glare before he sent him a nasty grin. Ash watched passively and crossed his arms as Pebbleman released a particularly large Cloyster, its shell weathered and marked from years of battle.

“Not much your birdy can do against Cloyster, you know.” Pebbleman shouted over conversationally as Cloyster appeared in the center of the arena, completely in the open. “Her defenses haven’t been broken yet!”

“Yet.” Ash frowned back. He glanced up at Plume, who was naught but a great black figure highlighted against the harsh light of the midday sun. “Plume, smash it.”

Plume’s furious screech of understanding split the air, rising high above the chanting of the crowd. It was just noise to Ash at this point. His partner was much more important.

“Big words. You caught us by surprise last time.” Pebbleman growled, his canines exposed as he glared over at the younger trainer. “We know what’s up.”

The referee signaled for them to begin. Ash waited, his ears attentive for any commands from Pebbleman. Plume would strike when ready.

“Icy Mist. Keep that up and hit that Pidgeot with Spike Cannon!” Pebbleman commanded quickly. Cloyster groaned back, a nasty grin on its strange face as it received the orders. In less than a second it spewed out freezing air that surrounded it, hiding it from the prying eyes of the stadium and relying on the bright glare of the sun to disorient Plume.

It was a nice trick, but it wouldn’t work. Lance had made sure they’d be ready for almost any environmental manipulation an enemy could use. Light, frost, glare, darkness – all planned for.

He was quiet. Ash would let Plume handle this. She knew how to approach the situation. He’d told her what techniques to hold in reserve. Unless the situation was dire she’d never use the. Ash wanted to have a few tricks hidden in reserve for the final matches. To do otherwise would be monumentally stupid.

As expected, she avoided Hurricane. It was such a high-level technique that it would draw even more attention, which was something Ash would prefer to avoid. Instead she used Multislash, which was simply a barrage of weaker Air Slashes that would get rid of the freezing mist and hopefully knock Cloyster around a bit.

Cloyster never saw them coming. Plume wasn’t in Super Speed anymore but she was still incredibly fast. Training with Lance’s Dragonite trio and Magnus had really done her good in every department. She still had issues when it came to offense and durability, but they’d been minimized by the harsh trials she’d faced.

He winced as he saw deep gouges carved into the surface of the ice, although he got over it. It was just another reminder to everyone that Pidgeot were truly powerful beyond their size. They just weren’t blatant about it. If an Air Slash struck a human they’d be torn apart by the powerful blade of air, reduced to scraps of flesh and bone.

Now that the mist was blown away he could see the battlefield in perfect clarity. As he’d expected, Cloyster was completely fine. It had just closed its shell and hid behind the ridiculously strong shield. Pebbleman hadn’t lied. The shell would be tough to crack.

“Razor Wing!” He shouted up to Plume, hoping that she was able to hear him over the gasps of the stadium and ramblings of the announcer. “Let’s finish this!”

“It’s not over yet!” Pebbleman sneered and curled his lip up menacingly. “Use your damn Spike Cannon! Shoot it out of the air! Ice Barrage!”

Cloyster didn’t respond, but Ash watched curiously as the tips of its shell glowed a bright white and shot several concealed spikes straight into the sky, directed with perfect precision towards Plume. Secondsd later a flurry of Aurora Beams shot out with no particular aim other than to cover the entire sky in the rainbow-hued energy.

Ash could feel the freezing air even through the psychic barriers, although the Feather embedded in his chest pulsed and restored warmth to his cold limbs with a comforting heat. He felt the fire rush through his veins with the roaring passion to inspire and ignite a lust for battle that rivalled even that of Lance.

Not that he needed it. He had a more-than-healthy love for battling himself.

He felt a grin pull at his mouth as Plume flickered away in a burst of speed, obviously utilizing Tailwind to enhance her speed, agility, and ability to evade the waves of projectiles sent to tear her out of the side with casual ease. She suddenly appeared behind Cloyster, her wing suddenly bright and shiny under the searing light of the sun, and smashed into it with a sickening crack that sent shivers rushing down Ash’s spine.

Cloyster gurgled in agony as its shielded frame flew forward as though it were weightless, the force behind Plume’s Steel Wing and Quick Attack combination enough to make the psychic barriers protecting the stadium flare into visibility for a few seconds as they absorbed the energy.

The defensive water-type collapsed to the thick ice, still locked into its shell. Pebbleman had a look of shock in his face. He must not have faced many powerful flying-types or that wouldn’t have been a surprise. An enhanced Steel Wing – whether through raw practice or a technique to boost its power – was one of the most common ways for a flying-type to deal damage against an armored foe. It was one of the few moves available to them that had enough power to get past their shells or defenses.

Ash’s grin became even more apparent as Cloyter helplessly rolled over onto its other side and revealed a long crack in the thick shell, which webbed into dozens of smaller cracks at the point of impact and looked like it could be caved in without much difficulty.

“Carry it up!” Ash shouted. Plume, still a blur as she regained her momentum, screeched and swooped down again in a bubble of air, massive talons open and ready as she shot down and latched onto the stunned Cloyster’s notched shell and rushed high into the sky, her burden helpless in her grasp.

“Wha –” Pebbleman said, his mouth agape as he watched his most defensive pokemon carried hundreds of feet above the battlefield. “That’s such bullshit! Spike Cannon and Protect on the way down!”

Plume’s ears might have been sharp enough to hear Pebbleman’s voice as she ripped through the sky, but Cloyster was incapable of making sense of it. Considering how terrified and confused it must be in its predicament Ash couldn’t blame it. It was doubtful that it had any idea of what was going on, although he knew it had to have some way to sense outside of its shell.

He didn’t have to tell Plume when to drop Cloyster. She released a piercing, victorious shriek as the water-type plummeted to the ground, its immediate concern not the massive bird of prey that was its opponent but the drop that would easily leave it unconscious.

Ash waited for it to test the power of the Protect it instinctively activated, but was rather surprised when the Cloyster disappeared halfway down its long journey in a flash of red light. Pebbleman scowled as he placed its pokeball on his belt.

“Well, looks like I’ve got no choice.” He grunted. “Arcanine, get out there!”

The Arcanine was impressive. Its fur seemed to burn with a subtle fire that was invigorated by the sun. Its body was heavy with dense, packed muscle but graceful enough to dance around projectile attacks. Flame spewed with every breath, the flickers enough to make the ice in front of the great creature melt slightly.

“Keep up Double Team. It’s a Pidgeot and its fast.” Pebbleman said grimly. Arcanine snorted and casually stepped further onto the ice, dozens of illusory copies appearing as it suddenly began to sprint. “Get ready for Extreme Speed!”

Ash sighed. This could be troublesome. Arcanine would be limited since its greatest offensive asset, fire-type moves, would melt the ice and leave it helpless against Plume. Its speed was its greatest asset right now since it could actually match Plume.

He wasn’t sure if Plume would be able to actually score a hit on it physically. She was ridiculously fast, but Arcanine were renowned for their legendary speed. Even without their Extreme Speed, which had accounted for their reputation, they were strong, fast, and agile. Every Arcanine was a huge threat, capable of powerful elemental attacks and tearing their opponents apart with their fearsome claws and fangs.

Fortunately for him, Plume didn’t have to get a physical hit in. She had plenty of other weapons at her disposal.

But he’d rather have some fun and not reveal too much more of Plume’s skillset. With her speed she could easily become an incredibly powerful weapon in the higher battles of the Conference, despite her lack of overwhelming power. Speed was a boon of its own.

The battle was relatively boring for the next minute or so. Plume couldn’t keep track of Arcanine, so she just fired off Multislash a few times to keep it on its toes. The blades of air never made contact, but they kept Arcanine from attacking for a while and hopefully tested the fire-type’s incredible endurance.

Ash held back a slight smirk as Pebbleman finally lost all patience with their little game.

“That’s enough, Arcanine!” He roared and jabbed his finger at Plume, who soared through the sky without a single concern. “Hyper Beam Split!”

He didn’t see Arcanine move. It just vanished in a flicker before it reappeared on top of an ice boulder and immediately leapt dozens of feet in the air with the incredible power in its hind legs.

Ash supposed that the Arcanine was lucky its pads were so rough. If they weren’t it would have been hopeless on the slick ice. It was only thanks to the amazing traction that it had even managed to get moving like that, let alone jump off the boulder.

“Mirror Move.” He shouted as an orb of molten orange energy formed in Arcanine’s flaming maw, obscuring the massive fangs that could easily penetrate stone.

Horror gleamed in Pebbleman’s eyes, but he was helpless to do anything as Arcanine fired a Hyper Beam that split into several smaller ones the moment the energy was released, which Plume directed herself towards.

Plume screeched in victory as she used Mirror Move, which created a small shield of silvery energy that seemed to absorb the massive amounts of energy poured into the Hyper Beam and suddenly fired it back in a straight blast of bright heat and light, its aim perfect. Arcanine yipped in pain as the Hyper Beam struck it and exploded, firing it down to the ice.

Ash winced as it slammed into the battlefield with a thunderous crash that left it in a tiny crater of cracked ice and shattered boulders. Pebbleman recalled it moments later, but the anguished look on his face showed that he hated that he hadn’t been fast enough.

“And the Green Trainer, Ash Ketchum of Pallet Town, wins again thanks to his powerful Pidgeot! It looks like even Pebbleman wasn’t enough to stop this prodigious trainer!” The announcer crowed to the crowd’s delight. “And next we have George Grey of Unova as the Red Trainer and Amelia Franklin of Pallet Town as the Green Trainer! I wonder if she’ll show as much skill as Ketchum! Let’s find out!”

Ash’s bones trembled at the chants of his name and wild cheers. He just grinned back and waved, although he spared a glance at Pebbleman before he began to head off. The older trainer had a stormy, enraged look on his face, although he shut it down when he noticed Ash’s glance and sneered back as he walked off the battlefield with his defeated team.

What an unpleasant individual. Ash could understand some of the man’s dislike. It couldn’t have been easy to lose to a trainer so much younger than him. He didn’t think Pebbleman handled it very well, but he could understand.

He just didn’t approve.

Regardless of his current thoughts, he realized that he needed to get off the field. Ash silently wished Amelia luck as he left through the tunnel that would take him up to the surface.

He’d be coming back for Amelia’s battle, of course. It wouldn’t do to disappoint Steven. Besides, he wanted to see her really cut loose. Ash had only seen bits and pieces of her skill so far and he’d like a more complete picture.
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“No, no, no, no, no, no…” Jonathan muttered next to him, his hands white from the tight grip they had on the seat. “Come on, not yet. Get through this!”

Ash had similar thoughts, if more reserved. He watched with a troubled expression on his face as Amelia faced off against George Grey.

It was not going well for her.

George Grey was strong. He’d been training for years and had the overwhelmingly powerful team to prove it. Amelia had been on the defensive from the very beginning, ever since Grey had released an absolute monster of a pokemon that was black, gigantic, and had three spitting and snarling heads, two of which were in its “hands” and each capable of using their own attacks.

The announcer had called it Hydreigon. From the awed timbre of the man’s voice he assumed it was a ridiculously powerful pokemon, along the vein of Dragonite or Metagross. It was certainly imposing enough to be counted amongst such esteemed species.

He was impressed at the teen’s guts. Hydreigon was clearly a dragon-type, inherently risky to use in a field that greatly favored ice-types. It had enough raw power and a savage, ruthless battle style that equalized things for it, unfortunately. Amelia’s Dewgong had been knocked unconscious in a trio of Hyper Beams the moment the battle began.

From that moment on everyone knew how the battle was going to go.

Grey himself seemed to be enjoying this. His eyes were dark with glee and a sadistic grin was permanently stretched across his face. It was rather unnerving.

Ash would rather not have to battle the unbalanced trainer. Not only was he from far-off Unova, which was thousands of miles away and Ash knew next to nothing about, he was clearly powerful. He knew from personal experience the kind of will and strength it took to earn a dragon’s respect.

Amelia frantically called out commands as her second pokemon, Raichu, skittered away from the slowly advancing Hydreigon, sparks flying from its cheeks as it swished its tail nervously. Hyrdreigon roared and suddenly rushed forward, its second and third heads spitting and thrashing frantically as though they wanted to rip free from their body and tear into Raichu themselves.

“Charge up! Thunder Wave Feint!” Amelia shrieked, her voice reaching higher and higher pitches as she saw Hydreigon’s raging form rush closer and closer to her small friend. “Put everything you’ve got into it!”

“That ain’t gonna be enough to stop Hydreigon, girly.” Grey smirked lazily, his first words of the battle. So far he’d seen fit to let his monster of a dragon-type rampage mindlessly across the battlefield, barely noticing as it tore deep into the ice and exposed itself to the icy waters. “He’s seen a lot worse than your rat and lived to tell the tale.”

Amelia just scowled helplessly as she watched the scene play out. Raichu, backed up into one of the boulders, growled and focused tightly for just a second as Hydreigon’s massive form rushed in, heedless of the sparks crackling around Raichu’s body and the barely restrained power that flowed through its electrical sacs.

When Hydreigon was about to attack, Raichu fired off a few thin arcs of electricity that impacted the dragon-type and caused it to stumble and slow, but didn’t cause it to actually stop. It was just too strong for Thunder Wave – at least Raichu’s.

Ash watched with a frown as Raichu suddenly released all its pent up energy and shot forward in a raging aura of lightning and sparks, a sign that it had actually mastered Volt Tackle. Impressive, but not enough. The fact that Hydreigon took the blow and was still standing was enough to tell him that.

“Nice try.” Grey yawned scornfully. It was actually impressive how much sarcasm he managed to inject into the gesture. “My turn.”

Hydreigon raised one of its arms high and slashed downwards at the exhausted Raichu, its head’s mouth wide open to tear into the electric-type’s flesh with its jagged fangs.

It only found ice, which left the head to sputter and roar in confusion as it dully blinked and looked around for its prey. At least Ash knew that it wasn’t very smart. The main head did most of the thinking, even though the other heads could attack of their own volition.

Ash nodded approvingly as Amelia put Raichu’s pokeball on her belt. It would have been no use to continue that fight. Raichu was the member of her team with the most brute force behind it, meant to clean up what her traps couldn’t take out, but it was no match for the might of Hydreigon.

He expected that the Hydreigon was around Torrent’s level, only with more experience. A dangerous prospect, considering its unrestrained savagery. It held none of Dragonite’s kind nature or Torrent’s regal dignity. It was just a beast on a leash that was far too long.

Ash could only feel sorry for the ancient people of Unova to have lived around such a brutish species. Somehow he got the feeling that it wasn’t just this specimen that was bloodthirsty.

Amelia had bit her lip as she thought it over. Ash could recognize the signs. He’d been in that situation himself more than a few times. It was a terrible feeling. He hated feeling so helpless in the face of an obviously superior opponent.

He knew that she didn’t have anything that could turn the battle around. Her chances of victory had died with Dewgong’s quick defeat. Now all she could do was try to finish Hydreigon off.

“What does the idiot think she’s doing?” Jonathan snarled as Politoed appeared on the sheet of rent ice. It cheerfully stood up and hopped about as it examined Hydreigon, who had enough presence of mind to back off until the referee announced the renewal of the battle. “Politoed sucks. It barely even knows what battling is!”

“I’m sure she has a good reason.” Ash said quietly, curiosity layered underneath his stoic tone. He wanted to see what she would do. The trainer had to admit that he didn’t know too much about the Politoed species himself. They were exceptionally rare, after all.

The second the referee shouted for the match to begin, Hydreigon lunged. All three heads snapped their menacing jaws and roared with pure hatred in their eyes as they began their rampage for Politoed.

“Get out of there! Ice Beam it and stay far away!” Amelia shrieked frantically, waving her arms at Politoed to get the point across even though it wasn’t looking at her. It happily followed her commands, however, and jumped away from Hydreigon as fast as it could, although it was clearly in pain from landing on the ice.

“Stop. It’s leading you into a trap, you idiot.” Grey said, apparently rather amused as Politoed leapt high onto one of the ice boulders, a perfect vantage point to hit Hydreigon with its Ice Beam. “I thought I taught you better than that. Blow it up.”

Hydreigon happily acquiesced to the request, its hateful scarlet eyes, the opposite of Torrent’s wise red, shining as all three heads suddenly released Hyper Beams to meet Politoed’s sudden Ice Beam.

It was no contest.

“No!” Amelia shouted desperately as Politoed was struck by all three of the beams, which had been barely weakened by the water-type’s Ice Beam, and was hurled backwards as the Hyper Beams detonated in an explosion of fiery orange and white energy.

Politoed smashed into the psychic barriers and fell to the ground, seared with painful burns and barely breathing. Amelia quickly returned it and stared at the pokeball as she was ordered off the stage by a sympathetic League official.

Grey got plenty of cheers, but less than what Ash would have expected. Apparently he unnerved people with his brutal style of battling. It was similar to Giovanni’s.

The Unovan didn’t seem to care and just smirked as he recalled Hydreigon and walked away.

“Ouch.” Jonathan murmured. “She just got her ass kicked. Let’s go catch up with her.”

Ash just nodded as Jonathan stood up and walked off. He lingered for a moment to watch Grey as the much older trainer swaggered off the battlefield without a care in the world.

Grey was strong. His Hydreigon was probably his trump card, what he relied on to smash through most opponents, but Ash expected that the rest of his team wouldn’t be pushovers. Anyone that could train something as ill-natured as that Hydreigon had to be capable of raising a strong team.

He wanted to fight him. Not just because he’d utterly thrashed Amelia, but because Grey was dangerous. Ash didn’t know anything about him, but he didn’t seem like someone he wanted to walk free, especially with a team like that.

He reminded him too much of Giovanni. The thought made ice rush through his veins, but the Feather embedded in his chest released soothing warmth that drove the bitterness away and calmed his emotions.

Ash knew it would come down to him, Grey, and Michael. There were other strong trainers, like Jessica and the others that had been on New Island, but Grey – or at least his Hydreigon – was a monster. Just like Ash and Michael.

“Hey, you coming?” Jonathan shouted up at him. Ash blinked and realized he’d been staring at empty space for the last few seconds. He nodded and headed down the stands.

He needed to think.
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“So, how you feeling?” Jonathan asked as he swallowed a mouthful of noodles. Ash just listened to the conversation as he dug into his own food, which was rather good. The League certainly set up some excellent restaurants to accommodate the influx of visitors to Indigo Plateau.

“About as good as you’d expect.” Amelia sighed, crestfallen as she just stared at the soup she’d ordered. “I really thought I’d make it farther. Jessica made it to the Top 16 her first try.”

Ash frowned and finally spoke up. “You aren’t Jessica. Don’t compare yourself to her. Your opponent was very powerful. There’s no shame in losing to him.”

“Yeah!” Jonathan said as brightly as he could through a mouthful of noodles. Ash just wrinkled his nose in distaste and made sure not to look at the other boy directly. “I bet you could have made it to the Top 16 if you hadn’t had to fight that guy. He was crazy strong!”

He hummed in assent. “You did about as well as could be expected from any rookie trainer. Grey is going to the top unless he meets a few certain people on his way there. The Hydreigon is too strong for most people to face unprepared.”

Not that he was included in the rank of most people, or so he hoped. Ash felt that Hydreigon would be a complete pushover compared to even Saph. The reason he never achieved much success against Lance’s team was that they were all ridiculously fast. The Dragonite trio, Aerodactyl, Magnus…any of his pokemon that could fly were almost impossible to hit.

Hydreigon looked to lack that capability, or at least it preferred to rush enemies on the ground. He felt that Torrent could defeat it without too much trouble, especially if he pulled out Ice Storm. It was an incredibly powerful technique, even if he’d discovered it extremely early in his career as a trainer.

Amelia looked a bit happier, so he supposed it was a successful endeavor. He’d leave the rest up to Jonathan. He was better at this than him.

“Just come back next year. I know I will – if I don’t win the whole thing right now!” Jonathan boasted through another mouthful of noodles. Ash rolled his eyes and snorted in amusement, which attracted the other boy’s attention. “Oh yeah, there’s a pretty good chance we’ll battle each other next, Ash!”

“Really?” Ash raised an eyebrow. “I haven’t looked at the projected brackets yet.”

“Yep!” Jonathan grinned and pushed his spotless bowl away from him. “This is where it gets serious, ya know? Everything up to this point has been a warm up. They’re making sure to find the best of the best, and everyone not good enough to fight for real is getting cut – no offense, Amelia.”

She just sighed at the thoughtless comment, although she didn’t seem insulted. Amelia seemed used to it. Jonathan didn’t exactly think before he spoke, even though Ash knew by now that didn’t apply in battling.

As much, anyway.

“It’s fine.” She waved it off. “I know my team isn’t strong enough to compete in the top ranks. We’re good, but not that good. I’ll just come back next year and hope it’s enough.”

“That’s the spirit!” Jonathan cheered. He looked back to Ash. “Anyway, I think they’re pitting rookies against each other. Most of us have been eliminated, but there’s a few left. Me, you, Gary, and some other kid. Starts with an ‘R’ I think.”

“Where’d you hear this?” He inquired. Nobody had mentioned it to him before, even though he could see it as the truth. There were a lot of rookies in the League this year. Normally they were all wiped out by this point. The League would probably want to narrow it down to see which of them was the best.

Of course, it could just be chance. Now that they were down to an eighth of the original competitors it was much more likely that he’d be placed against whatever rookies hadn’t been culled.

“Guesswork, for the most part.” Jonathan shrugged. Ash found his confidence in the other boy’s claim fading at that. Apparently Jonathan was astute enough to notice, as he quickly moved to assure Ash. “Don’t worry, man. I heard some of the older competitors talking about it too.”

Ash hummed in response and finished off his own meal, content with the comfortable silence that had fallen over their meeting.

Comfortable for him, anyway. Jonathan and Amelia looked like they wanted to say something. He just hoped that they didn’t start bickering again. He’d rather not have to leave the restaurant already.

It was Amelia who broke the silence.

“So…what did you do after the St. Anne?”

He froze and looked at her. They hadn’t breached this topic yet, even though both parties wanted to. Ash wasn’t sure how he was supposed to go into this, though. It wasn’t like when he was talking to his mother or Lance about something serious. Then he could just let them talk and glean what information he could.

No, he’d actually have to get involved this time.

“I trained. Trained and traveled and found my family.” He smiled softly at the thought of his team, although he was a bit worried about Sneasel. He’d had to drop him off at the Pokemon Center before this, although he’d pick him up before he returned to the house. “There’s not that much to it.”

“Oh, come on!” Jonathan prodded. “I know there’s more to it than that. You’re way more different than you used to be. It’s like you got old, or something.”

Ash shrugged. “I saw a lot. Not all of it good.”

“Any details?” Amelia asked, before she hastily added in, “Not about the bad stuff, if you don’t want to tell us! We’ve just been wondering about you. We tried to find you every now and then, but you must have been taking a completely different route.”

He nodded slowly and thought for a moment. There wasn’t a lot he could actually say. Lance probably wouldn’t want him discussing Team Rocket with them, even if he did think they could keep their mouths shut, and he definitely wouldn’t tell them about Mewtwo. The Legendaries were also off-limit, if only because he didn’t want to put any crazy ideas like trying to catch one into their heads.

Ash inwardly flinched at the notion. Jonathan would be crazy enough to try and Amelia was loyal enough to tag along, even if he warned them explicitly of the dangers.

No, he wouldn’t mention the Legends. They deserved their peace.

“I went into the Seafoam Caverns during the Ice Time.” He mentioned. “That was probably about a month and a half after we split up.”

“Ooh!” Amelia said, interest dancing in her brown eyes. “What was it like? That’s where Gyarados dropped us off, but it wasn’t the Ice Time yet. I really wanted to see how it looked. The Caverns were supposed to be beautiful!”

Ash thought back to the miserable experience. It was a long time ago but stuck out brightly in his memories. It was the first time he’d seen a true Legend. Articuno, the Bird of Ice. The first time he’d seen the terrible power wielded by the forces of nature made manifest.

“It was cold.” He said simply. “I had to rely on Infer – Magmar to keep me alive. It was dangerous, as well – I was hunted by groups of Dewgong a few times.”

“Ah, come on!” Jonathan whined to Amelia. “Why didn’t we wait for the Ice Time? That sounds awesome! You just went in and caught a Seel while I was still knocked out.”

Amelia just shrugged and motioned for Ash to continue.

“Then I trained with Bruno a few months after that.” He mentioned. That wasn’t confidential, not like his training with Lance. “It was –”

“Woah, slow down there.” Jonathan said, eyes wide. “You mean the Bruno. Awesome, Elite Four Bruno?”

He nodded.

“Man, no wonder that Machoke of yours is such a badass!” Jonathan laughed. Amelia nodded in assent, just as amazed as her friend. “Wish I got to train with Bruno…much better than that jerk who traveled with us for a few days.”

“What jerk?” He raised an eyebrow, curiosity piqued. “Who was it?”

“Some guy named Paul.” Amelia spat with distaste. “He’s a year older than us and knew a lot, but he’s very…disagreeable.”

“Why’d you train with him?”

Jonathan took over at that point, despite the angry scowl on his face. “It’s not like we wanted to. We had to leave Lavender Town while that crazy storm was going through and the League made us stick together while we evacuated to Vermillion. There was a Ranger with us, too. He just didn’t talk much.”

“Was he strong?” Ash asked. He knew that Jonathan was no pushover, but from the anger in his face it seemed like Paul had overwhelmed him. Maybe he’d battle him someday.

The other boy’s scowl deepened as he grudgingly replied, “Yeah. That was a while ago, though! I bet I’m way stronger than him now. Freakin’ prick…”

Ash just sighed at the rather blunt comment and looked over to Amelia, who was hiding a grin. “I should –”

“At least he got knocked out of the Conference pretty early!” Jonathan interrupted brightly. He ignored the annoyed sigh from Ash. “He went up against Michael – he’s a pretty cool guy, you know? – and got curbstomped. Jerk deserved it.”

“I’ll take your word for it.” Ash replied drily. He glanced at the time. There was still another hour before he was set to pick Sneasel up from the Pokemon Center, so he might as well stay here and burn what time he could. “Have you talked to Michael lately? I ran into him once, not too long after the St. Anne, but neither of us stuck around for long. We were busy.”

Amelia took a sip of her water before she replied. “Not really. We met him again in the Safari Zone while we stuck around Fuchsia and when we were registering for the Conference, but we aren’t close to him.”

“What’s this about Michael?” A voice he hadn’t heard in months asked from behind him. He didn’t miss the delighted looks on Jonathan and Amelia’s faces and put the pieces together. Jessica.

Ash felt a bit awkward as Jessica sat down in one of the empty chairs beside Amelia. He still felt like a bit of an outsider to his former traveling companions’ close friendship. This wasn’t helping matters.

“Heard you lost to that guy from Unova.” Jessica frowned and patted Amelia’s shoulder sympathetically as the younger girl frowned. “Hey, don’t do that. You did great! Barely anyone as young as you even makes it into the Conference, let alone this far. Just get back on your feet and try again next year.”

“Yeah.” Amelia smiled up at her older sister. “I already got that speech from those two. Thanks, though. How’d your battle go?”

Jessica smirked back and patted her Persian, which had somehow managed to stay unnoticed up to this point. Ash frowned at the massive feline as it laid its head in Jessica’s lap and purred as its ears were scratched. He couldn’t get the thought of Giovanni’s own Persian out of his head.

“Fine. Persian didn’t even break a sweat.” She boasted and slipped a treat down to the normal-type. Persian blinked and pondered the treat for a few moments before it lazily opened its mouth and swallowed it whole. “Ugh, lazy cat.”

Ash sat back and listened to the conversation for a few more minutes. He finally glanced at the clock on the wall and stood up. “Sorry, but I’ve got to go. I don’t want to get caught up in the line at the Pokemon Center.”

“Alright. Bye, then.” Jonathan said to him as Ash stood up and walked away. He heard the other two bid their own farewells before he stepped outside into the bright sun.

He felt some of the stress of being around people slide off of him and blinked a few times to adjust to the sunlight. Ash took a moment to orient himself and headed off to the Pokemon Center.

Ash would feel guilty if he made them put up with an angry Sneasel for any longer than necessary. As he knew from personal experience, it wasn’t exactly pleasant.
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“Good luck on your battle, Ash!” His mother waved cheerfully at him from the PokeNav’s screen. She was in Professor Oak’s lab with several bags of luggage, presumably full of clothes and other necessities since the Conference was still going to last for another two weeks or so. “We’re about to teleport to Professor Oak’s house at Indigo Plateau now, so I’ll do my best to get there before your battle is over! How much longer do you have?”

“Probably half an hour, give or take a few minutes.” Ash shrugged in response. “It’s not too important. I just want you to be here for the Finals.”

His mother rolled her eyes at his attitude. “But you’re battling Jonathan! How is that not important?”

“Because I’m going to beat him.” Ash said bluntly, the faint hint of a grin on his lips. “He’s pretty cocky now. I’m going to put him down.”

“Of course you are.” His mother smiled serenely. “Just try not to push your team too hard, alright? I know this must be stressful for all of you.”

He nodded. “I won’t. Everything this far has been practice. Jonathan is just the last before I get to the real tests.”

His mother frowned, but she didn’t say anything before she turned and responded to a loud call from another room, presumably from Professor Oak. “Oh! Sorry, Ashy, but I’ve got to go. Professor Oak wants to get to the Plateau as soon as he can.”

“I understand. Bye, Mom.”

She just smiled and waved at him cheerily before she cut the message off. Ash stared at it for a moment before he pocketed it.

He honestly hadn’t expected to battle Jonathan. Their brackets offered the potential, but he’d never actually thought they would be matched up. It was a lucky coincidence. For him, at least. He really, really wanted to battle Jonathan.

There was no doubt that he was strong, even if Ash didn’t expect too much tact from his friend. Jonathan seemed like an improviser. Ash could sympathize. He didn’t usually have explicit strategies planned out either, he just adapted to the battle and used on-the-go tactics to achieve victory.

He had always battled like that. Training with Lance, who favored a brute force approach to battling, only emphasized those traits in him.

In this battle brute force would meet brute force. Ash would ensure that he’d win this confrontation.

Charizard, Rhydon, Gyarados, Kingler, Magneton, and Pinsir. A strong team, but one with many counters.

He’d elected Nidoking, Torrent, and Oz for this battle. Nidoking, thanks to his extreme versatility, would be capable of striking down any of his team without too much trouble, even Magneton and Pinsir thanks to Flamethrower. It was a key element to Nidoking’s own Triad technique, which Ash had honed alongside Bruiser’s.

Torrent was a no-brainer. Only Infernus was on par with him when it came to brute power and Ash had confidence that he’d be able to take down any of Jonathan’s team easily. He could only see Gyarados as a proper threat, especially since it was almost guaranteed that Jonathan would use such an overwhelmingly powerful pokemon against him. Jonathan had a big head but he wasn’t stupid enough to dismiss Ash as a threat.

Oz would be an excellent counter as well if it came down to her and Gyarados or Charizard. Kingler wasn’t as much of a concern, but it was also susceptible. Magneton and Rhydon were the only ones that would actually be strong against her and he had ways around that.

Ash sighed as plans flashed through his mind rapidly, each one analyzed for flaws and strengths. There were countless simulations played out, and each one was judged.

He knew he was stronger than Jonathan, but he wasn’t going to be arrogant when it came to the other boy. Jonathan was strong enough to make it here, after all.

Ash would just have to make sure that he didn’t go any farther.
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“And the Green Trainer, the prodigious rookie Ash Ketchum of Pallet Town, arrives on the field! Now watch as another highly skilled young man, Jonathan Lindon of Pallet Town, arrives as well! Which of these neighbors will emerge victorious? Who has the stronger spirit? Let’s find out!”

The referee wasn’t on the field yet, so Jonathan took the chance to glance over to Ash and give him a gleeful grin after he’d finished waving and dramatically bowing to the crowd, who seemed to love his act.

“It’s gonna be me! I hope you’ll stick around for the Finals!” Jonathan yelled across the Grass Stadium. Ash could barely hear it over the roar of the crowd, who loved hearing trash talk before the matches. “Somebody has to be cheering me on!”

Ash just snorted and let a tight grin slide over his face as he casually bounced Nidoking’s worn, scratched pokeball in his palm. He felt the ball quiver slightly as Nidoking responded to his proximity as well as the fire of the Feather as it burned and inspired his spirit.

“Ah, come on! Don’t you have anything to say?” Jonathan shouted, disappointed. “Don’t be like that! You might as well have fun while you can. You’ll be on a bit of a dry streak after I’m done with ya!”

“We’ll see about that.” He murmured and flipped his hat around. It was twilight, so he didn’t need the protection against the sun. The additional visibility would serve him well when Charizard took to the field.

Jonathan pressed a hand to his heart in faux fear. “Watch out, everybody! He turned the hat around! He’s getting serious.”

Ash just sighed and let his grin turn dangerous as the referee finally arrived and stared up at both of them. “Begin!”

As the Green Trainer, he released Nidoking first. He wasn’t surprised in the least when Jonathan released Charizard, who flared up his tail flame as he recognized Nidoking. Nidoking lowered his head and grunted at his old friend, horn ready to release a blast of electricity at a moment’s notice.

“I’ve been waiting for this since we split up!” Jonathan shouted to him. “Charizard’s been going crazy for this! I hope you’re ready for him. We’re way tougher than we were last time we met!”

Ash just nodded as Charizard took flight and soared up into the darkness of the heavens, easily identifiable only because of his bright orange skin and blazing tail flame. Charizard didn’t do anything yet, but seemed to be waiting for Jonathan’s orders.

“Burn this field up! Let’s get this over with!” Jonathan roared to his starter. Charizard just snarled and soared low to spit a large stream of crackling orange flame across the Grass Stadium, leaving blackened earth and an ignited field behind.

Nidoking didn’t need Ash’s direction to take advantage of the nearby Charizard. The second Charizard wasn’t ready to retaliate, a lance of electricity shot off of his horn and, honed by many hours of practice, struck Charizard in the spot between his huge, unfurled wings.

Ash grinned as Charizard, surprised by the unexpected attack, lost some altitude as the electricity shot through his body. He recovered quickly, showing more experience than Ash had expected, but was a bit slower and much more wary of Nidoking.

“C’mon, Flamethrower! Don’t get close to it and be careful!”

Charizard roared and shot down low again as he released another torrent of fire that shot straight toward Nidoking, who countered it with a Shadow Ball that managed to absorb most of the flames before the mixed attacks exploded in a gigantic flash of energy.

“Up the power a bit.” He whispered to Nidoking. Judging from the specific way his ears twitched, he’d heard him over Charizard’s furious roars.

“Trap it with Fire Spin and hit it with a Flare Blitz!” Jonathan shouted, uncaring of the advantage it gave Ash. It looked like he thought Charizard had enough of an advantage that Nidoking wouldn’t be a problem.

Ash just watched with his arms crossed. They’d fought Magnus enough to know how to counter this. Fire Spin would keep Nidoking trapped, helpless to escape from Charizard’s Flare Blitz, which was certainly enough to seriously injure Nidoking if it hit.

He was impressed, to be honest. Flare Blitz was an incredibly powerful technique. Ash hadn’t expected Jonathan to have been able to teach it to Charizard. It was actually a good thing, in this instance. Nidoking would finally get a good workout.

Nidoking knew what to do as Charizard spewed a torrent of fire from his gaping maw, which spiraled down around Nidoking in a furious vortex that ignited the grass he stood on. A quick Ice Beam from Nidoking put an end to that. His armor was strong but couldn’t fully protect against the heat of the Fire Spin.

“I thought this would be a lot harder!” Jonathan crowed up to Charizard, who roared in agreement as his huge body became wreathed in fire, although it was much weaker than what Infernus was capable of. Not only did Charizard not match his power, he couldn’t handle fires of the intensity Infernus activated in combat. “Let’s finish this! Flare Blitz!”

Charizard, consumed in the raging orange fires of the Flare Blitz, released all of his pent up power and shot down at the trapped Nidoking, who just watched with a bored look in his narrow eyes.

Ash waited as Charizard grew ever closer, the destructive potential in its body ready to release at its full power. Trickles and streams of flame lived on in the sky behind him, crackling for several seconds after Charizard had raged past in his comet-like form.

Just as Charizard came in range, Nidoking focused and released an immense blast of lightning from his horn, just enough to penetrate Charizard’s protective aura of fire and shatter its concentration. As Charizard’s focus broke the Flare Blitz weakened slightly, just enough for Nidoking to survive it without ill effect.

He grinned as Nidoking suddenly turned around just in time to smash his huge, muscular tail straight into Charizard’s side and crush the massive fire-type straight into the field. As Charizard recovered Nidoking reared his head back and spat a huge quantity of toxic sludge onto the draconic pokemon’s back, weighing it down so much that it couldn’t fly.

He’d known that it would be enough. That was the kind of power Nidoking put into his attacks to bring Magnus to the ground. Jonathan’s Charizard would barely have control of his body for the next minute or two.

“Wha – no! Charizard, do it!” Jonathan frantically screamed to his friend as Nidoking fired a barrage of Poison Stings into Charizard’s thick hide, where they stuck, deeply imbedded in the flesh as they pumped poison into his tissues and bloodstream. “BLAZE!”

Charizard’s eyes, formerly shut in agony and completely disoriented, reflexively snapped open at the command and exploded with dangerous red light, flames far stronger than those of his Flare Blitz wreathed around him. Charizard stood up, roared with the fury to cause the receding embers of its previous techniques explode with new life, and spat a huge cone of fire at Nidoking.

Ugh. He hated Blaze. He’d hated it ever since that first time he encountered it when he’d battled Jonathan and his Charmeleon on the St. Anne. It was basically an adrenaline-powered disaster – like Super Power for badly injured fire-types.

As one could imagine, that was a terrible thing to battle. For the minute or so it would take for Nidoking’s poison to finish him off or for a decisive blow to be struck Charizard would be a monster, a juggernaut with as much destructive power as Infernus in his normal state. That was the kind of strength that had left villages in ashes back in the old days, when Charizard were the ultimate weapon one could bring to the battlefield.

And Jonathan seemed to have turned that potent, feared ability into a weapon. It was probably his ultimate trump card. Little could stand against a powerful Charizard further enhanced by its natural ability.

They’d defeated Magnus before, but Lance had always returned him if he slipped into Blaze. It gave a Charizard incredible power, but they lost some of their necessary self-control in the process. Lance had told him that Magnus would be the equal to Dov while under Blaze, if not the nigh undefeatable Dragonite.

This would not be fun.

“Yeah! Screw you, Ash! After you beat me in that tournament I knew what I had to do!” Jonathan whooped to the delight of the crowd. He had a ridiculously large grin stretched across his face. “If Charizard’s angry or hurting, he can fire up whenever he wants. You are going down! Blast Burn that stupid Nidoking!”

Charizard, his entire body ignited and burning away the poison needles and sludge that Nidoking had hit him with, roared and took off in an explosion of fire until it soared high above the fiery field. Nidoking sat in the middle in a circle of tranquility amongst the destruction wreaked around him, ready for Charizard’s next attack.

Blast Burn? Where’d Jonathan learn the exceptionally rare fire-type variant of Hyper Beam? It was a closely guarded secret amongst the Masters and specialists of the fire-type.

He frowned.

This wouldn’t be fun.

Charizard, high above the arena, let out another roar of fury as it hung in the air like a stationary comet. He reared his huge head back, created an absolutely massive orb of fire, only enhanced by the incredible power boost given to him by Blaze, and leered down at Nidoking with his hateful red eyes for just a moment.

“Earth Power.” He murmured to Nidoking, who instantly understood what he wanted. As Charizard focused the last of his power into the Blast Burn, Nidoking subtly twisted his foot on the scorched earth and allowed a deep, narrow chasm to open up beneath him. Ash heard a slight grunt as Nidoking landed in his hiding spot underneath the surface but knew that the slight pain was much better than the alternative.

“No!” Jonathan wailed dramatically. Ash smiled slightly as the Feather flared against his chest. The other boy knew that he’d been outplayed.

A second later Ash saw a firestorm that Infernus would have been proud of engulf the arena, so bright and furiously powerful that Ash had to avert his eyes lest they be overwhelmed by the raging inferno that exploded and burned and destroyed.

The fires raged on, even on the spots where the grass had long since been burned away. Ash felt the Feather pulse and react to his own feeling of triumph as Charizard fell from the heavens where he had released the last of his wrath and power in a single fell attack.

Jonathan recalled the helpless Charizard before he hit the ground. Everyone knew that he was unconscious the second the ridiculously powerful Blast Burn had ceased. Blaze made it even more destructive but that kind of power was dangerous to use when Charizard’s body had already been worn out to exhaustion.

When Nidoking felt the power fuelling the inferno fade he emerged from his sanctum, not a scratch on him. Ash could see that he was uncomfortable, though. The enhanced Blast Burn might have been stopped at the surface but its heat penetrated far beneath.

“Come on – that was going to be so epic and you ruined it!” Jonathan pointed his finger at Ash accusingly. “That was supposed to be my great victory!”

“Did you think Nidoking would stand there and take it?” Ash raised an eyebrow. Nidoking grunted in agreement as he squared himself and waited for the next battle. “It was a nice display, but you’ll have to think much harder than that.”

Jonathan just scowled as the referee stepped up and did his routine. He instantly released the pokemon Ash had expected: Gyarados. The gigantic sea serpent roared and seemed to drink up the astonished reactions of the crowd if its apparent preening was anything to go by. It was odd to see a Gyarados preen, of all things.

“Act afraid.” He whispered to Nidoking. His friend snorted in disgust at the plan, but made a dramatic showing of rearing back. Nobody that knew Nidoking would believe it was genuine for a second. He was just like Ash. He didn’t let fear show. “Get underneath and penetrate it. Same plan as in Dandra.”

“Gyarados, Hydro Pump! If that doesn’t work blast it with Hyper Beam!” Jonathan shouted, enraged at Charizard’s defeat. Good. That was what Ash wanted. “Don’t stop until it’s knocked out!”

Gyarados screamed happily at the command as it saw Nidoking back away in what seemed to be fear. Its gaping maw opened wide as it spat a seemingly limitless stream of water at Nidoking, who was quick enough to open another slight chasm that would let him drop down and avoid the worst of the powerful water-type attack.

And, just as he had done in the Dandra Tournament so long ago, Nidoking fired an overpowered Thunderbolt directly into the unending stream of high-pressure water, enough to make even the strongest Gyarados pause as the electrical current rushed up the blast and into the unprotected interior of the sea serpent.

Jonathan’s Gyarados was strong, but it certainly wasn’t the strongest.

It thrashed helplessly as its body, sensitive to electricity as it was thanks to its high water composition and extremely high muscle density, was consumed by the overcharged bolt of electricity and lost all control.

The water – or, rather, the impurities within it such as salt and minerals – that suffused every bit of Gyarados’ insides would force debilitating cramps and contractions upon the sea serpent. Gyarados’ nervous system, which had never evolved to resist electricity given the lack of them in the ocean, would be completely fried for the next few minutes and make it almost impossible for Gyarados to fight back aside from its undisciplined flailing.

The tactic wouldn’t have been nearly as effective if Nidoking had just used Thunderbolt. Gyarados might not have evolved to resist electricity, but their thick armor was excellent at blocking it. They hardly liked it, but it would just make a Gyarados even more enraged than usual. To truly cripple a Gyarados like that he needed to hit it on the inside.

He knew it was a “cheap” tactic, but he couldn’t find it within himself to care. Gyarados were monstrously powerful, whether they were trained by a rookie with no idea what they were doing or Lance, the greatest Dragon Master of all time. Ash felt that being pragmatic was a much better option than getting his friends hurt.

And he’d stick by that belief, even if Jonathan’s annoyed shout told him that he’d have to put up with the other boy’s whining later. So be it.

“You know what to do.” He called out to Nidoking, who had dropped his rather unconvincing act and now stood tall and proud, although only his torso was visible. The rest was hidden beneath the charred earth.

Nidoking snorted as he watched the massive, convulsing form of the broken sea serpent. Ash knew that his friend could tell that it would be too dangerous to try and get close to the thrashing Gyarados. It didn’t have any control of its movements anymore. There was no limit on its physical power, even though all of its control had been cut off in return.

Ash grinned as his friend opened a deeper chasm, relying on his intimate control over the Earth Power technique to go as far underneath the surface as he could. He knew that Nidoking would hit the extremely complicated machinery that controlled the stadium around twenty feet deep, but he wouldn’t need to go any further than that.

The poison-type disappeared. Normally Ash would be a bit more wary, but Gyarados was still thrashing helplessly. He’d have Nidoking back off and attack from range again if Gyarados went limp. That would be a sign that its control was returning, even if it would be terribly drained from the cramps and the pseudo-seizure he’d put it through.

He smiled as he watched Nidoking seamlessly travel underneath the earth. It wasn’t a tactic they were experienced with. It was more of an improvisation than anything – a way to make up for Nidoking’s lack of defensive techniques. He’d rather not rely on his friend’s armor, tough as it was.

It certainly wasn’t the safest technique, but it was perfect for dealing with Jonathan. Earthquake and other ground-type moves that relied on shaking the earth could do serious damage and bury Nidoking alive. He’d be able to get out of it without much trouble, but that kind of weight could do some serious damage.

That didn’t matter at the moment, of course. Nidoking had just exploded up from the earth directly beneath the badly injured Gyarados, his horn devoid of any evidence of poison but covered with arcs of electricity that jumped up and down the length in an erratic manner. The earth slid smoothly off of his bulky frame at the ground-type’s command.

Gyarados roared hatefully as its spasms slowly simmered and died, but couldn’t do a thing as Nidoking rushed forward and built up his momentum before he easily drove his horn straight through the thick plate of armor and released yet another overpowered Thunderbolt directly into the sea serpent’s thin hide underneath the huge, ridged carapace.

Before Gyarados could be knocked out, Jonathan recalled it with a scowl. “You fight dirty, Ash. Not cool.”

He just shrugged and stayed silent as Nidoking headed back over to his side of the field. It wasn’t as if they’d enjoyed such a brutal tactic. Ash didn’t like causing pain to pokemon, but Nidoking could have suffered far worse in a real battle and he knew Gyarados could take that kind of abuse.

“Let’s do this, Rhydon!” Jonathan shouted and released the gigantic creature. She snorted and looked around curiously at the burned and charred battlefield, although she soon stopped caring and curled up where she’d been released. “Ugh. Get up! It’s time to battle!”

Rhydon yawned and lazily got to her feet and glanced over at Nidoking, who had taken his place back in front of Ash. Nidoking watched her warily. He remembered the rock-type’s odd temperament. She could go from peaceful to aggressive in the blink of an eye.

“Finish this quickly.” He murmured. Nidoking grunted and squared himself in understanding. Rhydon certainly wasn’t weak, but she wouldn’t be a challenge. Not after they’d encountered the First’s Rhydon and experienced its legendary power firsthand.

Nidoking hadn’t revealed anything other than Thunderbolt to Jonathan yet. Normally the other boy would be more wary of Ash and whatever tricks he had waiting for him, but Ash felt that he’d managed to enrage Jonathan to the point that he wouldn’t be thinking clearly.

And, with Jonathan’s next command, it appeared that his assumption was correct.

“Charge! Try and hit him with a Stone Edge while you’re at it.” Jonathan said halfheartedly, his tired voice an indicator that he knew he was beaten. There wasn’t that same cocky fire to it as before. Rhydon was strong but she didn’t seem to have a particularly advanced arsenal of techniques.

Rhydon faithfully followed his commands without a second thought. She took a moment to get going, but her charge was completely blind and reckless. Regardless, it held the potential to do a great deal of damage if she actually slammed into Nidoking.

“You know what to do.” He said quietly. Ash didn’t enjoy this. Rhydon deserved a better battle, one where she actually stood a chance and had an opportunity to use her strength. This charge was just a side effect of Jonathan’s broken spirit. It held no chance of success, even if she did manage to barrage Nidoking with Stone Edge.

Nidoking grunted softly, his feelings similar to Ash’s if he had to hazard a guess. The moment Rhydon charged into range he fired off three Ice Beams, each of the jagged arcs of frosty blue energy aimed with the utmost precision.

Her legs were frozen first. Rhydon growled as she toppled over, her charge broken as the powerful limbs were encased in a thick layer of frost. Ash had no doubt that she could break it, given time, but he wasn’t about to give her the opportunity.

Rhydon went silent as her head was frozen, the rapid temperature change too much for her. Jonathan recalled her just a second later, a deep look of regret etched onto his face as he said something too quiet to hear to her pokeball. It was odd to see on Jonathan’s ordinarily jovial face.

Ash frowned. It was a good fight, but he hadn’t enjoyed it like he’d expected himself to. This let him finally get back at Jonathan’s cocky attitude and let Nidoking prove who was the stronger between the two.

He’d been too caught up in the preparation to defeat Jonathan to remember that, although he’d never been incredibly close to him or Amelia outside of the short time they traveled together, he was his friend. Ash enjoyed the feeling of victory, but he couldn’t find it in himself to rejoice at Jonathan’s loss.

Jonathan just gave him a short nod before he walked off quietly. Apparently he’d expected to beat Ash – or, at the very least, put up more of a fight than that.

“You did amazing, buddy.” He said to his friend’s pokeball once he’d recalled him. It shook slightly in acknowledgement, hot with pride. The Feather matched the heat with its own pulse and warmed his thoughts. “Rest easy. Now the real games begin.”

“Ash Ketchum!” A cheerful, portly man greeted him as he stepped off the stage. Another man with a camera mounted on his shoulder stayed behind him as the first man stepped forward and took a place beside Ash, holding up a microphone to the young victor. “It’s an honor to meet you! Johnson Brant here for Viridian News!”

Ash just smiled a bit warily and shook the offered hand. It was rather calloused, surprisingly enough. Perhaps the man had been a trainer many years ago.

“Hi.” He greeted and released the man from his grip. After dealing with people like Lance and Surge he’d had to learn how to make it particularly tight lest the older men crush him.

“Don’t be shy! Wave for the camera, why don’t you? I’m certain the viewers would appreciate it!” Brant said cheerfully as he waved to the camera as well. Ash hesitantly joined him. He couldn’t detect any of the unsavory qualities Lance had warned him about in the reporter. “I’m afraid we’ll have to make this fast, my boy. We don’t have a lot of time, unfortunately.”

That was perfectly fine with Ash. He felt it would be better for everyone if he didn’t voice that opinion, however. He just nodded and smiled again.

“Now,” Brant began in a more professional manner, “how do you feel about making it this far? Did you expect it, given your age? Do you think you can continue to advance? The competition only gets steeper from this point forward.”

Ash thought for a moment and the Feather pulsed with comfortable heat as he let word’s spill from his mouth. “I feel good. I don’t know how far I expected to get, but I don’t think my age will have anything to do with my success. My team and I are rookies, true, but we’ve worked hard to get here. We’ll keep fighting until we can’t go on anymore and then we’ll get back up and go again. We’ll fight until we win this if we can. I don’t know how strong the best person here is, but we’re ready for them.”

It was odd how easily the words flowed out of him. He barely knew what he was saying, but the pleased smile on Brant’s face let him assume that he hadn’t made too much a fool of himself. Ash wished he could project the sort of aura that Lance could. Every word that flowed out of the Champion’s mouth on camera was pure gold, able to inspire the most broken of spirits and keep the attention of all Indigo.

“Confident words from an exceptional trainer!” Brant grinned to the camera as he clasped Ash’s shoulder in a familiar manner. Ash didn’t particularly like the contact, but he was just grateful Sneasel still wasn’t ready to be in the excitement of the stadiums yet. He’d have done his absolute best to take Brant’s hand off if he was released. “I really hope that your skills can back up your attitude! Now, your last opponent, Jonathan Lindon, is from your hometown, correct?”

Ash nodded.

“How did it feel to face him in the Conference, in front of the eyes of so many people? Were you worried? Battles like this can rock any friendship, after all.”

He chose his words carefully. Ash could hear Lance’s warning about coming off as arrogant echo through his head as he spoke up. “It felt good, and I wasn’t worried. We traveled together with another friend of ours when we first started out and battled a few times. This was a good way to settle things once and for all.”

Brant smiled and nodded, as though he understood the feelings behind Ash’s words. “I’m glad to hear it! Now, I’m afraid that we’ll have to wrap this up. The next battle is about to begin! Good luck, Ash! We’re rooting for you!”

Ash gave the man a slight smile and nodded his thanks as he stepped out of the camera’s sight and headed down the tunnel. The interview certainly could have been worse. Brant seemed like he was in a rush, so at least he hadn’t asked Ash to go too in-depth with the questions.

He glanced up at the dark night sky before he headed through the tunnel. The stars shined down upon him, the pinpricks of light strangely calming after the battle that had just been fought.

He frowned. Beating Jonathan was just the beginning. Now he had to go find and talk to him just to make sure the other boy didn’t hold his victory against him for whatever reason, find his mother and Professor Oak so that he could catch up, and then begin his preparations for the Final rounds of the Conference.

The Top 16 would be more difficult than this, he was certain. Even if his next opponent was on Jonathan’s level having access to a full team of pokemon would make things much more interesting. He couldn’t play around anymore. Sneasel’s battles were at an end.

Ash readjusted his hat to its normal position. He probably looked a little strange wearing it in the waning hours of twilight, but he couldn’t find it in himself to care.

As he emerged from the tunnel and staging area for the Grass Stadium he turned his eyes up to the moon, which was in the shape of a silvery crescent. He felt the Feather pulse in tune with the beats of heart as he felt the last of adrenaline leave his body and grinned as the heat spread throughout his body and a single fact impressed itself firmly upon his mind.

He’d made it to the Finals of the Indigo Conference. It had taken a lot of hard work and dedication, but his friends had fought through the worst of odds and brought him here. Every single member of his team deserved some treats for this – he’d been meaning to get them whatever ridiculously overpriced luxury they wanted for a while now.

They had three days until their next battle. He had time to indulge them as long as he made sure they’d burned it off.

Then it would be time to get serious.
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And there it is. Thanks to everybody who read and reviewed last chapter! The support and suggestions help out a lot. Hopefully I made this run smoother than last chapter, but if you think there’s something I could improve on or a suggestion make sure to leave a review or PM me!

I’ll try and keep a similar update rate of about two weeks for the rest of the Conference, give or take a few days. 

Anyways, I hope you enjoyed reading! 






25. Chapter 25: The Top 16


Ash stepped into his assigned house quietly. He still wasn’t sure what he was going to say to Jonathan. It wasn’t as if he was sorry for beating him. This was just a chance to make sure Jonathan didn’t get too upset with him for his loss.

“Ash, is that you?” Amelia asked tiredly as she stepped in from the kitchen with a glass of water. She had already changed into her pajamas, so he assumed that Jonathan was back. If not she would be out looking for him. “I’m guessing you’re wanting to talk to Jonathan?”

He gave her a brisk nod.

“You might want to give him a while to cool off.” She warned, a troubled expression on her face. “He’s really mad. I haven’t seen him like this since he lost to Paul.”

That made him frown. He didn’t expect someone like Jonathan to take his loss well, but he’d expected real anger even less.

Amelia caught his expression and raised her hands up calmingly. “He’s not mad at you! Well, he is a little, but that’s just his pride acting up. He’s mostly mad at himself. Jonathan hates losing anyways, and he really thought he could beat you…”

Ash hummed thoughtfully before he nodded again. He turned around and walked back out the door, but not before he looked back to Amelia. “I’ll be back later. I shouldn’t be more than an hour or two.”

“I’ll try and cool him off before you get back.” Amelia called out after him. Ash’s response was another nod and slight smile before he shut the door and headed off into the night.

It was empty, but soon the hordes of spectators would leave the four lesser stadiums and return to their homes or go out for celebrations. The older trainers would join them, most likely. He’d heard Fergus and Corey talking about how easy it was to get free drinks during the Conference proper after they’d left the Opening Ceremony, so he didn’t feel like he had too much to gain by joining the festivities.

But for now he was free to wander to his heart’s content. His mother had told him the general location of the house she and Professor Oak would be staying in, so he wasn’t flying blind. Since it was in a guarded part of the Indigo Plateau, restricted to League personnel and those invited or given access, he could just get real directions when he actually got there.

He glanced around the isolated streets as a thought struck him. There were almost no other humans wandering around, although he did see a few wild Meowth and Rattata running around every now and then. They were probably in better health than most trained pokemon given how much food was being dropped everywhere.

In the darkness the sun wouldn’t bother either Seeker or Sneasel. Seeker had been cooped up in the house for the last few weeks and had been forced to stay in her pokeball or Ash’s dark room almost the entire time since Jonathan and Amelia moved in. They weren’t very good at keeping the blinds closed, which was a terrible problem for the sensitive Zubat.

Since Sneasel had been well-behaved since his last match he would let him out as well. Ursaring had beat some common sense back into Sneasel for him, so at least one good thing came out of that match. It spared him the trouble of finding an isolated area to do it himself, at least.

Seeker squeaked happily when she felt the crisp night air brush across her fur and only paused for a moment to latch onto Ash’s chest affectionately before she took off, fluttering and dancing around in the dark air above him. He could hear the rapid clicks of her echolocation as she scouted out the area and felt free for the first time since they had arrived at Indigo Plateau.

“Stay close.” He called out to her with a wide smile. Ash knew he didn’t need to worry about Seeker straying too far. She was much less timid than the first time they’d met and could actually face unfamiliar pokemon and humans without trying to put Ash and the rest of the team between them, but she still preferred to be in close proximity.

The Zubat clicked and flapped her way through the air, brushing close to Ash so that he would know she heard. Ash smiled at her one last time before he grew serious and released Sneasel. He couldn’t say he was too happy when Seeker automatically kept a longer distance between them.

Bruiser had shielded her from Sneasel’s worst traits with judicious threats and actual executions of violence against the dark-type but she knew enough to be wary of the conniving creature. It was in his nature to prey on the weak and Seeker’s timidity made her his ideal victim.

“No!” Ash sharply rapped Sneasel’s furry head with his knuckles when his sharp eyes locked onto Seeker with glee. Sneasel whined piteously at Ash and looked at him with unnaturally wide eyes until the trainer sighed and motioned for him to climb up to his preferred position around Ash’s neck. “Leave Seeker, alone, alright? You fought incredibly well against Ursaring, but I’m not about to let you mess with a teammate.”

Sneasel whined again, but when Ash twisted his neck around to try and fix him with hard eyes he relented and went lax as he hung around Ash’s neck. His soft paws clenched tightly around him but without any ill intent. The dark-type just wanted to stay as close as possible.

“That was your last battle in the Conference.” Ash said after a few minutes of comfortable silence had passed. He knew he was getting close. The League Village was small, even if it had as many houses and restaurants packed into it as possible.

He cut off the anticipated whine with a frown to Sneasel, who had slunk up so he could actually look at Ash while they spoke. “Don’t start that. It won’t work on me.” A slow smile spread across his face. “I’m not quite as easy to manipulate as Tangrowth, even if that may come as a surprise to you.”

Sneasel hissed in a manner akin to snickering and waited as patiently as he could for Ash to continue. The slight scratch he got around his feather for his efforts didn’t hurt either, Ash was sure.

“You’re a lot stronger than you used to be, but you aren’t ready for this.” Ash said bluntly. “These are the Finals. I doubt this next round will be too much more difficult than the last few have been, but I can’t risk our team’s victory. After this round we’ll be facing one of the top Top 8 trainers in Kanto and it’ll only get tougher from there.”

“Just focus on your training.” Ash said as Sneasel remained silence. “You’ve got the potential to become just as strong as anyone else on the team, you’ve just got to fight for it. Nidoking started off the same as you and look at where he is now. You have to play catch-up, but I know you can do it.”

Sneasel perked up with interest at the remark about Nidoking and whined with interest. Ash looked back just to make sure that his youngest friend had gotten the rest of the speech as well before he answered that. He was comforted by the resolve in Sneasel’s keen eyes, reflected with the same intensity in which he usually pursued his favorite “toys” like Seeker and Jonathan’s Spearow.

“You didn’t think Nidoking was always as strong as he is now, did you?” Ash asked amusedly. Sneasel just hissed at Ash’s faux condescending tone. “He was always tough, but he wasn’t always strong. When he was a little Nidoran all that kept him going in fights was his willpower. He would take hits until he couldn’t go anymore and then keep on fighting.”

“And Torrent used to be smaller than you ever were.” Ash reminisced fondly. Sneasel jerked, as though he couldn’t equate the monstrously powerful Kingdra he had always known to anything lesser than he was. “He was just like Nidoking, though. No matter the odds he always pushed forward – he saved my life once when any other Horsea would have been swept away by the storm. He evolved for me.”

Sneasel listened silently. Ash realized that they’d never told the youngest member of the team much about their history together. He’d probably picked up a few stories, but Ash had never sat down with the dark-type and regaled him with the challenges they’d faced before he was born. They’d always been so busy…

With that in mind, Ash resolved to fill Sneasel’s curious little mind with as many stories as he could possibly cram in between now and the time he got to the gated area of the Village. Once he’d finished the rest of what needed to be done for the night he’d get back to Sneasel. He deserved to know more.

“Did I ever tell you how I got your egg?”
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“Identification, please.” A stoic ACE trainer greeted him as he walked up to the gate. He had it ready. His mother had told him that he’d need it to get in once she sent word to the gate to give him access. “Head on through. Don’t cause any trouble.”

Ash just nodded at the woman and stepped through the tall iron gates as they slowly opened, revealing rows of massive houses that were the size of two or three of the lavish homes given to the competitors. Anybody that lived here was either very wealthy or very powerful.

There were several guards patrolling the premises and even more pokemon. They were mostly dark-types, ghosts, and psychics. He assumed that the psychics were specially trained to work with the dark-types and ghosts. It could be difficult for them to sense their surroundings otherwise.

“Seeker, I’m going to recall you, alright?” He said quietly to the air above him. Ash heard a few understanding squeaks before he tapped the button on her pokeball that briefly illuminated the night in a brief red flash. “Sneasel, don’t mess with anything.”

Sneasel, who had been rather quiet as he listened to Ash’s stories, hissed and burrowed his way deeper into Ash’s shoulder. Ash felt confident that his friend would be on his best behavior for the rest of the night.

“What’s up, loser?” An obnoxiously familiar voice asked as he continued walking down the well-lit street towards the address his mother had sent him several minutes ago. It was just as caustic as ever but seemed to lack some of the venom he’d come to associate with his rival. “Here to see Gramps?”

“And my mother.” He ground out as he nodded. Gary stood before him, his sleek Umbreon by the other boy’s side.

Gary just gave him the same arrogant smirk that seemed to be his only expression. “Heh, can’t go a day without seeing mommy, can ya?”

Ash didn’t rise to the boy’s bait and frowned at him with impassive eyes. Gary didn’t even give a hint that he cared and just smirked an even more infuriatingly obnoxious manner as he lightly patted behind Umbreon’s soft ears.

“What is it you want, Gary?”

“Just scouting out the competition. You have no idea how bad I want to get paired up with you. You aren’t the only one that’s gotten stronger, you know. I’ll give you a beat down you’ll never forget!” Gary laughed wildly, the sound echoing throughout the street.

Ash raised an eyebrow. Gary was very cocky for someone who’d fled both of their previous two battles. “Are you sure? My record says otherwise.”

“That record doesn’t matter anymore.” Gary spat. His Umbreon’s hackles rose a little bit at his acidic tone and bared its sharp fangs, which prompted Sneasel to finally pull himself off of Ash’s back and hiss at his fellow dark-type. “You aren’t the only one who got special training! I haven’t been sitting around for the past few months waiting to fight you. I’ve been training and preparing the whole time!”

“It won’t be enough.” Ash said softly, although he inwardly bristled at the mention of his “special training”. Had Professor Oak told him about it? Gary scowled at him, fury in his eyes. It seemed that he’d taken his string of losses to Ash rather personally.

Gary crossed his arms and stayed exactly where he was: Right in Ash’s path. “You’re pretty cocky, you know that? I’ll just have to knock it out of you. I don’t care if we battle against each other in the Conference or not! We’re going to settle this before we go back to Pallet.”

Ash took a step forward. Gary didn’t back down. “I’m looking forward to it. Now get out of my way. I have much more important things to do than hear you whine.”

The other boy’s eyes narrowed dangerously, but he shook off his anger. “Whatever, loser. We’ll see who’s talking by the time this thing is over. Smell ya later!”

He frowned at Gary’s obnoxious laughter as his rival swept past him, bumping into him as he did so. Ash didn’t bother rubbing the pain out. It was minor.

“I’m proud of you.” Ash said to Sneasel, who had kept his ire to a minimum. He didn’t even lash out at Gary with his claws as he shoved into Ash. He’d just given him a deep growl and hissed hatefully. It seemed that he didn’t like Gary any more than Ash did. “You’re getting a lot better about staying in control.”

Sneasel preened at the compliment and his fur, which had puffed out in response to Umbreon’s raised hackles, slowly lowered as he returned to his previous position loosely hanging around Ash’s back.

Ash glanced at the direction Gary had come from and ran the address through his head again. He needed to hurry. The roars from the Stadiums, omnipresent during the day, had started to die down. Soon the streets would be clogged with revelers.

Lance was one of the people Ash looked up to more than any other, but he would have to take a page out of Steven’s book in this case and not get caught up in all the nonsense.

Nothing good came from it.
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After a few more minutes of searching he finally found the address he was looking for. It belonged to an absolutely massive house with “Oak” emblazoned over the entrance gate. The home dwarfed even the others around it, but through presence rather than size. Although built with the same rich wood used to raise the other homes, this house felt far older. More stately than lavish.

He felt out of place as he knocked on the door. Ash knew that the Professor was incredibly wealthy thanks to the revolutionary inventions such as the Pokedex he had created, along with many improvements to existing products such as pokaballs, potions, and other medical tools, but he had never really seen it displayed so obviously.

Professor Oak normally showed his fortune in other ways, far more subtle than most others with his resources. The Corral, home to many hundreds of pokemon researched and cared for by Professor Oak and his aides, and his huge laboratory in Pallet Town were all personal projects of his, even if he was given vast funding by the League as well.

Pallet Town itself was a personal project of Oak’s, now that Ash thought about it. He’d wanted somewhere small and private to work, a haven for scientific advancement and the natural world that Oak loved, so he created it for himself.

His thoughts were interrupted as he heard the familiar voice of his mother cheerily call out, “Hold on! I’ll be right there.”

“Hello?” His mother asked before she looked down and realized who was at the door. A smile cracked her face and, before he knew it, Ash was trapped in one of the familiar crushing hugs. He returned it happily for a scant few moments before his mother released him and impatiently ushered him into the magnificent atrium of the house, which opened up to reveal more of the old home. “I’m so glad you made it! I was afraid that you’d get caught in the rush before you’d get here.”

“There’s a while before the last battles end.” He replied as he stepped across the threshold. “I didn’t expect this place to be so big.”

“Isn’t it beautiful?” His mother sighed as she looked around with starry eyes. “I remember when Professor Oak brought me and Spencer here for the Conference one year. I think it was the second year we were with him.”

She trailed off for a moment, thoughtfully tapping her chin as she lost herself in memories. His mother finally shrugged it off and cheered up again. “It doesn’t really matter, I suppose. Now, how have you been? We haven’t talked in a while. Did you remember to –”

“Yes.” He rolled his eyes and cut her off before she could even begin her joke. “I do know how to take care of myself, you know.”

“I’m just making sure. You are my baby boy, after all!” She laughed and led him up stairs covered in an elegant carpet patterned with the repeating symbols of fire, ice, and lightning. Stylized depictions of Moltres, Articuno, and Zapdos were spaced out, although Ash knew from experience that they were rather inaccurate. “Now, answer the question, please. I’ve been waiting to hear about it for weeks!”

Ash frowned as he thought. Finally, he resolved on an answer. “It’s been different.”

His mother sighed at the laconic, almost having expected it. “Details?”

“There’s a lot of people.” He said thoughtfully. “It’s so different from being out in the wild. There it’s just quiet. Only me and my team for miles around. I could keep them all out and talk to them whenever I wanted. We were free. Here we always have eyes on us. There are rules. People actually recognize us now, and I don’t like it.”

“It’s just a part of growing up, Ash.” She replied as they reached the top of the stairs. His mother turned to the left and he followed, intent on hearing her words. “You might be young, but to the world you’re an adult. You’re able to compete with the best and now everyone knows how special you are.”

His mother sighed and glanced back at him and spoke again to try and lighten the mood. “Your battle with Jonathan was fantastic, by the way! I’ve never actually gotten to see you battle before, now that I think back on it.”

“Thanks.” He replied, a light smile on his face. “I’m going to go talk to him after this. He doesn’t take losing well.”

“I can only imagine.” She said drily. Ash hadn’t been very close to Jonathan or Amelia before they left on their journey together, but Pallet was a small town. If she didn’t know the other boy from running the restaurant there were a dozen other ways she might have come into contact with Jonathan.

Footsteps. Sneasel hissed and peered up over Ash’s shoulder, attracting his mother’s notice for the first time. Her eyes widened in delight at seeing the small, surly dark-type. She had no fear of Sneasel. She knew how to calm him down: Nidoking, Torrent, Dazed…the list went on and on. All his mother had to do was mention one of their names and Sneasel would stop whatever ruckus he was causing – mostly because he knew she wasn’t bluffing.

“Ah, Ash! It’s nice to see you again.” Professor Oak said pleasantly as he stepped into the hall. He’d abandoned his usual lab coat for a plain, button-down shirt. Not exactly casual, but a nice change on the older man. “Gary was just here, you know. I’d hoped he would stay to meet you.”

“Don’t worry. I met him.” Ash frowned as annoyance at his rival flashed across his eyes. His mother, who had plucked Sneasel off of his back and had reduced him to a grudgingly purring blob of black fur, caught the expression and rolled her eyes. “He was as pleasant as ever.”

Professor Oak sighed. “You’re too harsh on him, Ash. I know Gary can be,” Oak struggled to find the right word, “abrasive at times, but he’s gotten much better. He’s grown a lot.”

“Maybe around you.” Ash replied as he remembered the conversation with Gary. “I didn’t notice a difference.”

“I just want you to give him a chance and a bit of time.” Oak told him seriously. “He stayed around Pallet for about a month while you were gone last time. I finally got through to him. I don’t think you’ll be best friends anytime soon, but you can at least respect each other.”

Ash stared at the Professor, who seemed almost desperate for him to try and mend his relationship with Gary. He thought it odd, but shrugged it off. Oak had been hurt by Gary’s behavior during their first year of training more than anyone. His esteemed rival hadn’t visited often, although it seemed he changed a bit while Ash wasn’t around.

He sighed. Ash would at least try not to keep a cool head around Gary next time they met, so long as his rival didn’t antagonize him.

He’d do it for Professor Oak.

“Fine.” Ash relented. “Don’t expect a miracle, though. I don’t think our recent meeting made us warm up to each other.”

“That’s more than enough for me.” Professor Oak smiled. “All I ask is that you make an effort. I’ll have a talk with Gary as well.”

He gave the Professor a short nod and he and his mother followed as Oak waved them into a small lounge area. There was a huge TV that took up a good portion of one of the walls and several plush couches and chairs.

“Take a seat.” He motioned to the numerous pieces of furniture with a casual flourish. Ash and his mother happily accepted. It felt like he’d been on his feet forever. “I suppose we should hurry this up. You said you wanted to stay out of the celebrations, correct?”

Ash nodded. “I’d rather not be around a bunch of drunken idiots. They’re bad enough without the alcohol to help them out.”

“I think you’re being a bit harsh.” His mother laughed with her hand over her mouth. Professor Oak just snorted with an amused smile on his face. “They’re perfectly harmless…for the most part.”

He shrugged unapologetically and looked over to Professor Oak, who looked as though he were about to say something.

“You need to stop hiding your strength.” Oak began sternly. Ash frowned at him. This wasn’t what he’d expected. It was rather abrupt, to say the least. “I know that you’re confident in your skills. You have a right to be. There are only a handful of competitors capable of posing a challenge to you at this point.”

Ash continued to watch the Professor, who was very serious about this. He didn’t know why, but if Oak thought it was this important he should listen. It wasn’t something he actually needed to hear, though. He’d already resolved to use his friends to their utmost potential in the coming battles.

“I just wanted to keep people from considering me too much of a threat.” Ash explained to Oak. “I wanted them to underestimate me. I know I can’t do that anymore – nobody’s going to underestimate somebody who made it to the Top 32.”

“Yes, yes.” Oak waved his explanation off. “I’m aware of that. I just want to reinforce that knowledge. There have been far too many overconfident trainers that have lost earlier than they should have thanks to trying to use only the necessary amount of power. I don’t want you to suffer that fate.”

He smiled in thanks to the older man, but it twisted into a frown soon after. His mother watched him concernedly, an eyebrow raised in concern. “What is it, sweetie? Is something wrong?”

“When I met Gary, he mentioned that I wasn’t the only one who’d received special training.” He quoted and watched closely as Professor Oak’s face colored a bit. It looked like his suspicions had been right. “Anything you want to tell me?”

Professor Oak shrugged apologetically and tried to ignore the surprised look his mother levelled at him. “Gary came to me for help. It was the first time he’d actually come back to see me. He’d reached his limits on his own and needed me to assist him – and it was my chance to finally get through to him. I’ve seen too many trainers ruined and corrupted by a lust for power to allow Gary to set his feet on the same path.”

Oak sighed and leaned back into the soft cushions of his chair. He groaned in relief as he did so. “I was going to offer the same opportunity to you when you returned from your mission with Lt. Surge and Brock, but Lance contacted me first and spoke to me about his intentions. You would grow more with him than with me, so I said nothing.”

“You could have told me that you were training Gary.” Ash frowned, although he didn’t show any hint of anger. Just disappointment. “He knew about my training but I was left in the dark.”

“He didn’t know the full extent of it.” Oak corrected, although he had the good grace to look abashed. “I just told him that you were training with a rather powerful trainer and that he needed to focus to keep up with you. You were his motivation.”

“I was going to tell you soon – tonight, in fact.” The Professor assured him when he saw that Ash’s frown remained steady on his face. “I’d meant to bring it up earlier…but, well, there never seemed to be a good time for it.”

Ash just nodded and slackened his facial expression. He couldn’t say that he was happy with Professor Oak never mentioning the fact that he’d trained Gary, but he would live with it. Besides, it would just give him more satisfaction when his friends beat his rival’s team into the ground.

When Oak noticed Delia’s frosty look – apparently she hadn’t heard anything about it either – he raised a rough hand to placate the Ketchums. “I admit that I made a mistake. I didn’t mean for it to seem like I was hiding one of Gary’s advantages from you. Keep in mind, however, that he does not know the full extent of your strength either. There’s a balance between the two of you.”

He just hummed his acknowledgement, still not happy but somewhat understanding. Ash didn’t want favoritism from Professor Oak and didn’t expect it when matched up against Gary. But he would have preferred that Oak have kept them on equal standing. It was righted now, but Ash wasn’t sure he would have come to anticipate Gary as a major threat had he not

Ash knew this could prove to be interesting. He’d expected Gary to be a worthy opponent. He had never expected him to be on a level even close to his own after he’d trained with Lance.

Now things might have changed. He didn’t know how hard Oak had trained Gary – he knew the Professor was constantly busy with his experiments, work for Silph Co. and whatever it was he did for the League – but he knew that Gary would have improved greatly even if Oak just had Dragonite and Arcanine battle him constantly.

Lance had been correct in his claim that raw combat was the truest path to power – at least for teams like theirs, which relied on the direct approach and techniques to crush their foes. It had made Ash’s friends strong. They knew their weaknesses and compensated. They learned their strengths and emphasized. Their bodies and powers were honed and sharpened as they fought Lance’s monstrous team, each a match for a small army in the olden days and still formidable enough to keep Team Rocket hiding in the shadows in this modern world.

Experience and strength built up were nothing without proper training and technique, of course. Ash doubted Gary’s training had been as thorough or complete as his own, considering that the Indigo Champion had focused all of his energy and resources on him for a month, but it still placed him as a credible threat, capable of trading blows with him longer than most at the very least.

The television’s volume suddenly exploded in a cacophony of cheers and blaring music, instantly drawing the attention of the room’s inhabitants. It looked like the last battle had just been completed in the Rock Stadium and the ceremonial end to the Preliminaries had begun.

“I should go.” He directed to his mother and Oak, who gave a brief nod back. Ash really didn’t want to get caught in the rush. “I think Jonathan should have cooled off by now.”

“Visit soon!” His mother exclaimed as she pulled him into another tight hug, although this one wasn’t quite tight enough to crush his ribs. “We’ll be watching you, don’t worry.”

Ash smiled slightly but didn’t say anything. His mother didn’t expect him to.

“Keep pushing.” Oak advised him, as though he were speaking from experience. “Lance has made you one of the top competitors here, but soon you will meet your match. Several trainers, once powerful forces in the battling scene, have returned to the Conference after a long absence. I believe that they can equal or defeat you, if not easily. You’ve attracted more eyes than you know, my boy. Don’t allow yourself to be cowed.”

“I won’t.” Ash swore to the Professor, forgetting some of his earlier annoyances with the man. He glanced again at the screen, where people were beginning to file out of the massive stadium. “I’ll try and visit when I find the time. Probably tomorrow.”

He took another moment to say his goodbyes before he stepped out of the room and headed down the stairs. As he stepped outside into the crisp night air, drowned in artificial light, he began to map his way to his own home.

The Stadiums’ lights began to dim and he could hear the roars of thousands of people talking, even in the relatively isolated Village he had found himself in.

Ash picked up his pace and scratched Sneasel behind his feather. His friend had been oddly quiet in the home, even after he’d jumped back onto him from his mother’s comfortable grip.

He couldn’t hold back a soft smile when he glanced back and saw Sneasel’s head buried into his shoulder, eyes closed and soft paws unconsciously clenching and unclenching, although his wicked claws did not extend. Ash lightly stroked Sneasel’s forehead, eliciting a tired growl from the dark-type, before he set off into the bright night.

XX

“He’s up in his room.” Amelia pointed him in Jonathan’s direction from where she sat on the couch watching the TV and sipping on a glass of water. It was the news coverage of the Indigo Conference, which was showing what was left of the competition and their teams. Ash would just look it up on the computer later. Much more efficient. “Jonathan should be fine by now.”

“Thanks.” He said tersely as he headed up the stairs. Ash had returned Sneasel to his pokeball long ago, once the sleeping dark-type had begun to slip off of him. Normally he’d let his team out the moment he returned to the house, but Ash figured they could wait a few minutes. They’d be bored by his conversation anyway.

Ash didn’t knock. He opened the heavy wooden door silently and stepped in with no hesitance. There was no time for it.

Jonathan sat cross-legged on his bed, a deep frown on his face as he seemed to stare off into the endless reaches of the universe. Spearow, who Ash had seen only a handful of times, perched atop one of his shoulders, careful to keep its sharp talons from gripping too tightly.

“Hey.” Jonathan said finally. Spearow stared at Ash with its sharp eyes. He didn’t know it well enough to determine if there was any hostility in those eyes.

“Hey.” Ash replied. He remained standing and crossed his arms. He’d known that this conversation would be necessary but he still didn’t know what he was supposed to say. It seemed to be a recurring problem as of late.

They were silent for what seemed like an eternity. Ash just waited, never moving. Humans were complicated. He’d most likely make things worse if he tried to start this exchange.

“I thought I’d put up a better fight than that.” Jonathan grumbled. “I thought I’d gotten strong enough to beat you, dammit!”

“You miscalculated.”

“Damn right I did.” Jonathan gave a short, barking laugh. For some reason Ash didn’t think it was genuine. “You’re the one I spent the last few months preparing for, you know. Not Gary, not even that jerk Paul. Ever since that battle on the St. Anne, right before we got split up, I wanted to beat you more than anyone else I’ve met. I guess I’m not even close to being as strong as I thought I was.”

Ash folded his hands behind his back and regarded the other boy, who seemed to be awash with anger. Not at Ash, but at himself. Somewhat surprising. He’d half-expected blind anger.

He pondered how to approach this. What would Lance say?

That was a terrible idea.

What would Steven say?

“You aren’t.” He agreed, although he inwardly flinched at how it came out. Perhaps he had unconsciously decided on the Lance approach after all. Jonathan scowled at him. It looked like that comment had yanked him out of his sullen shell. “But I think you can be. You just need to keep training –”

“All I’ve been doing for the past year is training!” Jonathan exploded. Ash stared at him, unimpressed. He calmed down slightly but his face was red. “I’ve gotten a bit more experience, but I haven’t gotten stronger in months! I’ve just fought the same people over and over and I don’t have anything to show for it.”

Jonathan breathed heavily as he glared at Ash. “How’d you get so strong, huh? You were always good, but I didn’t think you’d be this far ahead of me. You made my team look like they were freshly hatched!”

“I trained a lot. Experimented with techniques a bit.” Ash replied tersely. “I had good Masters. Bruno, for one. Seek out a teacher if you want to become stronger. I wouldn’t say that there’s a limit to how strong you can grow without a teacher, but after a certain point your growth will slow.”

That was the truth. He’d still grown before Lance’s training, but after Bruno’s training it was slow. Increases in ability were more due to innovation in his techniques or experience adding up rather than growing in strength. It was very minor.

Lance had given him power along with giving him all the time he wanted to create his own techniques. He was one of the greatest catalysts for Ash’s success in the Conference so far.

“I did something like that already.” Jonathan muttered with a fierce scowl. It was decidedly unintimidating on the other boy’s soft features. “While we were in Fuchsia I found this old Master of the fire-type. He was pretty weird, but he knew his stuff.”

“And?” Ash prompted after Jonathan was silent for several seconds. The boy seemed rather annoyed at recalling the memories.

“He taught me a lot. I just had to pay him almost all of my money first. Everything I’d been saving up since the St. Anne. I still owe Amelia some money for buying my supplies back then.” Jonathan admitted with a frown. “He’s the reason Charizard’s as strong as he is. That old man taught us Blast Burn and helped me harness Blaze. Without him I wouldn’t have stood a chance against people like the ones I’ve fought here.”

Ash nodded, well aware of how much training under a Master could improve a pokemon’s abilities. The Master that had helped Jonathan seemed to be worth the cost. He wasn’t sure how much money Jonathan had parted with, but he’d pay almost any sum to learn Blast Burn. The fire-type variant of Hyper Beam was an exceptionally rare technique, held almost exclusively by Fire Masters who jealously held their knowledge from all other trainers.

He had to repress a grin at the thought of Infernus with Blast Burn. Even Dragonite or Dov would shy away from that kind of power.

“You don’t have to train under a Master. Just find a powerful trainer willing to take you under their wing.” Ash shrugged. Jonathan looked slightly rebellious, so he continued with a frown. “You aren’t really thinking about trying to train yourself to a higher level, are you? It’s certainly possible, but at this point it’ll take months of dedicated training to grow substantially stronger. You aren’t a rookie that can improve in leaps and bounds anymore. You can grow, but there’s a limit.”

“Shut up, Ash.” Jonathan growled halfheartedly. Ash supposed something he said might have offended him. “You think I can’t do it? I don’t need a teacher. I’ll become strong on my own!”

Ash stared at him again, disbelief in his eyes at the other boy’s impassioned words. He knew what he was talking about. Why couldn’t Jonathan see that? “You’ll grow strong…eventually. You’ll be strong after you’ve sacrificed months and months to nothing but training.”

His eyes narrowed and he repressed a grin as inspiration struck him. It seemed that spending so much time around the Indigo Champion had gotten a bit of the legendary trainer’s personality to rub off on him.

“And quite frankly,” he continued as the Feather pulsed against his chest and the spirit of Lance was channeled through him, “I don’t think you have the balls for it.”

“Wha –” Jonathan said dumbly as his jaw dropped. Ash supposed he couldn’t blame him. Even he was slightly shocked at what he’d just said. “What?”

“You heard me.” He pressed on, blood hot with the heat of the Feather. “You aren’t dedicated enough. You like to play at being a trainer, but I don’t think you’d actually be willing to really fight for your power.”

Jonathan still stared at him numbly, as though he had never even expected this coming from Ash. There were the beginnings of anger on his face, as though he had suddenly remembered that he was supposed to be mad.

“How much have you trained?” Ash raised an eyebrow as he taunted Jonathan. He couldn’t say he really felt comfortable doing this, but the Feather’s heat urged him on. This was what Lance would do.

When the other boy made to spit back an answer, Ash cut him off. “Probably barely any compared to most trainers our age. You have Charizard and Gyarados, along with plenty of other powerhouses. Most pokemon that have been training for years can’t stand up to them. You did well, but they could be much stronger if you didn’t rely solely on their natural strength.”

“So again, you don’t have the dedication to be as strong as you want to be.” Ash concluded with narrowed eyes. “You’re weak.”

“Shut up!” Jonathan roared, his fists clenched until they turned white with stress. Spearow clucked disapprovingly and fluttered off of the boy as he shot to his feet and glared at Ash with pure fire in his eyes. “I am strong! My team is strong!”

“You have the potential to be strong.” Ash corrected. “More potential than most people can dream of. Your team could make it to the Top 16 easily next year if you just applied yourself. If you find in yourself the willpower to train yourself and your team for months on end or the willingness to get over your own pride and find a real, dedicated teacher that doesn’t just want to take your money and throw you away I think you could take next year’s Conference by storm.”

Jonathan sat back down. His face was still red with anger but he didn’t look as though he were about to throw a few punches at Ash. That was a good sign.

“You really think that?” He asked. Ash nodded. “…Fine.”

The boy growled again as his glare renewed, although without the malice it had held before the boy had seen through Ash’s words to find their true intent. “You might be right, but just wait! I’m going to catch up and beat you one day!”

Ash smiled and turned around as Spearow fluttered back onto Jonathan’s shoulder. He was ready to leave. The Feather pulsed heavily from its position in his chest, in rhythm with his heartbeat. It might just be a trick, but it felt…happy?

Before he could step out, Jonathan called out his name. Ash turned his head so that he could see Jonathan out of the corner of his eye. He had calmed down a bit and seemed to have returned to the brooding state he’d been in initially.

“…Thanks.”

Ash just flashed a slight smile back to the boy and stepped out of the room. It was getting late and he’d like to go to sleep. He would wait until tomorrow to speak to Jonathan again. He knew the importance of gathering one’s thoughts.
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“How’s it going?” Amelia yawned to him as he tiredly stalked down the stairs. She and Jonathan were already eating their breakfasts, twin bowls of cereal. Jonathan’s looked like a Snorlax would struggle to finish it and poured cereal onto the ground with every movement of his spoon, but Ash had learned to ignore that.

“Fine.” He said as Sneasel leapt onto his back and the rest of his team followed behind him with the notable exception of Torrent and Dazed. Torrent refused to get up this early if it wasn’t an emergency or if they were traveling and Dazed had fallen into a meditative trance. She’d probably be staring into the lamp’s dim light for another hour before she was ready to leave.

Jonathan stared up at him uncomfortably for a moment and opened his mouth as though he were about to say something, although it snapped shut when Amelia grimaced at the sight of half-chewed cereal and flicked him on the forehead.

“What was that for?” He grouched and glared at the girl, who sniffed and looked away. Jonathan growled in annoyance and choked down the rest of his food before he looked up at Ash again. “Yo.”

“Jonathan.” He acknowledged as he rooted around for anything that might look good. Oz brushed past him, careful to avoid touching him as electricity rushed through her coat. Ash just smiled at her as she walked by and glanced around at the rest of his friends, who had immediately headed for their own food bowls. It looked like one of the other tenants had considerately filled them up already. “Feeling better?”

The other boy was quiet for another moment. Amelia just stared at the TV, apparently trying to give the impression that she wasn’t listening.

Her acting skills needed a lot of work.

“Yeah.” Jonathan mumbled. “I have a lot to think about now.”

He nodded and went back to rooting around in the cupboard. It seemed that he’d already eaten his way through most of his favorites – or else Sneasel had stolen them just to annoy him.

Regardless of the cause, this needed to be remedied. Immediately.

For now he went ahead and pulled an inferior brand out. No point in going hungry.

“Are you doing anything today?” Amelia asked.

“I’m going to visit my mother and Professor Oak again.” He responded promptly as he filled up his own bowl. Sneasel attempted to reach out a stealthy paw and grab some of it for himself, but Ash absentmindedly smacked the soft appendage away. “Then I’ll come back here and look up the competition.”

“What a surprise.” Jonathan commented with a roll of his eyes. Amelia just flicked him again. “Meh. You want to go meet up with our parents, Amelia? They’ll probably leave soon since we aren’t in the running.”

“Yeah.” Amelia said back. “What else do we have to do? It’s not like we can train anymore.”

Ash listened closely. The conversation had spun away from him, which he was grateful for, but Jonathan’s reaction was something he was interested in. An unplanned test.

He was not disappointed.

“What’re ya talking about?” Jonathan said loudly. “Of course we can! You want to get better, don’t you? If we want to tear the competition apart next year we’ve got to get a move on!”

Ash smiled.
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His battle was about to begin. It would be of an altogether different sort than the Preliminaries. Six-on-six. Full teams arrayed against one another, each one of the best in Indigo.

He turned away from the computer. Ash had gotten to the staging area of the Indigo Stadium extremely early. His side was completely empty. There were far fewer battles now that most of the competition had been wiped out.

He’d taken the time to check up on his opponent, who had been revealed to him earlier that day.

Jessica.

It was a surprise, to say the least. He knew she was still in the running and was apparently a favored and very popular contender, but he’d never actually thought about battling her. He hadn’t even had time to watch one of her battles, in fact.

That was a mistake he had been making up for the last two hours. He’d watched every video of her battles in this Conference and looked up the pokemon she’d entered. Being able to look up her team was a great benefit of making it to the Top 16, even if he didn’t know which she would use in this battle.

Looking her up had been a good decision. Jessica and her Persian had torn their way through the Conference with contemptuous ease thus far. It had taken all three pokemon of her last opponent, a fellow rookie named Ritchie, to actually knock it out for good. And those three pokemon had been a Charizard, Pikachu, and a Fearow.

She was strong, but Ash was confident in his friends. He hadn’t expected to face an opponent as strong as her until the Top 4, but he’d make do. His stay in the Conference wasn’t done yet. Neither Ash or his friends were ready to bow out now.

Besides, what would Lance say if he didn’t get past the Top 8? The Indigo Champion would most likely be exceptionally disappointed unless it were a battle against a truly outstanding opponent.

Jessica was very powerful, but he didn’t think she was of the caliber that would excuse a loss to Lance.

No, he would win this.

“Are you ready?” He murmured to Nidoking, who he’d released earlier for some company. His voice echoed throughout the empty staging area, a reminder of how far he had come.

Nidoking grunted softly and tapped Ash’s forehead with a dull claw. Ash smiled and patted his friend’s heavily plated shoulder to return the gesture of affection.

“I don’t know why I bothered asking.” He laughed. “Of course you are. We are. We’ve come too far to lose now, haven’t we?”

His first friend bared his fangs at him and growled in agreement, his eyes fierce. Nidoking’s spirit was more than a match for Ash’s own.

“Ash Ketchum, please report to the Indigo Stadium!”

“It’s time. Let’s do this.” He said with a grin, the Feather’s heat flowing through him in tune with his heartbeat. Jessica wouldn’t know what hit her.
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He stared across the massive expanse of the ancient Indigo Stadium, every crevice and crack etched into his memory from countless hours of observation. Part of the field had been converted into a small lake, large enough for a Gyarados to move in comfortably, and there were parts that held spires of rock and patches of forest.

Most of it, however, was in its standard form: A perfectly flat battlefield that was massive enough to dwarf any of the lesser Stadiums in which he had already battled.

Jessica stared back, a slight smile on her face. Her giant of a Persian stood next to her, lazily surveying the arena. It didn’t look like it wanted to battle.

The woman noticed him looking at her and gave him a cheery wave. Ash wasn’t sure if she considered him a legitimate threat or not. Hadn’t she heard about Jonathan’s battle?

It didn’t matter. If she didn’t take him seriously then it would only aid him. He would take advantage of that arrogance while it lasted.

“Begin!” The referee shouted to the two opposing trainers as they prepared to battle for a position in the Top 16.

He was the one to send out the first pokemon. Ash knew that Jessica would most likely have something to counter any one of his friends, but he felt that his own team could match her without excessive difficulty.

There was a reason Jessica had so many fans in the crowd that voiced their approval for her during her return to the Conference. She didn’t have a monolithic reputation that preceded her like Michael and the competitor from Unova did, but she was very talented. Her Persian could attest to that.

Persian. Marowak. Leafeon. Ninetales. Primeape. Magneton. Starmie. Miltank.

It certainly wasn’t the largest team he’d seen, but he knew that each and every one of her pokemon was a credible threat. She had made it to the Top 16 her first year of training and could only have grown stronger since then.

Nidoking appeared in a flash of light, ready for battle. His horn dripped a single drop of poison as his narrow eyes glared over at Jessica.

She leaned up against the railing and pondered Nidoking with a smile on her face. Jessica casually raised a pokeball up and tapped the release to show Starmie. It was what Ash had expected. Starmie was the best counter for Nidoking she possessed.

Starmie’s second set of “arms” wriggled slightly as it appeared and analyzed Nidoking. Its jewel shimmered and glowed with a rainbow hue as it made a strange groaning sound.

“Blizzard!” Jessica said with a smile down to Starmie, who groaned again at the order. Its arms spun rapidly and its gem pulsed with an icy blue glow as huge gusts of frozen air, filled with sharp shards of ice, exploded out from it and swept toward Nidoking in an unstoppable gale. It certainly wasn’t the most powerful Blizzard Ash had seen but it would slow Nidoking down.

He didn’t have to say anything. By the time he was ready to give an order Nidoking had already used Earth Power to open a protective chasm in the hard, packed ground. Ash couldn’t see Nidoking, but he knew what he would be doing. Starmie couldn’t use Earthquake so his friend was free to tunnel beneath the surface.

Jessica’s cheerful expression slipped away slightly as she realized what he was doing. “Starmie, get to the water. Hurry!”

Starmie propelled itself forward with a burst of psychic energy, the glowing blue light surrounding it in an aura of defensive power. Nidoking would be hard pressed to actually hurt the strange water-type by bursting up from the ground.

He knew Nidoking’s control and sensitivity to the ground had grown enough that he would be able to sense that Starmie was no longer touching it. That would give him time to prepare. And, if Ash knew Nidoking, his friend would likely have a similar strategy to the one he had prepared.

Nidoking knew that Starmie would most likely go to the water. That was where it was strongest. It was surprisingly maneuverable on land, but in the water it could avoid almost any other attack and manipulate its psychic abilities to a far greater extent.

Ash could also hazard a guess that Jessica hadn’t cared to watch his battle with Jonathan – the brief flash of surprise that flashed across her face when Nidoking used Earth Power to dodge Blizzard was a testament to that.

So she most likely didn’t know about Thunderbolt. Even if Starmie was able to defend against the lance of electricity it wouldn’t be able to remain in the lake after Nidoking put enough of his poison into it.

“Camouflage!” Jessica shouted to Starmie once it had completed its mad dash to the pool. Ash forced a frown onto his face when the creature faded into the depths of the lake, completely invisible amongst the body of water.

It would have no effect. Nidoking didn’t need to see it to strike it with Thunderbolt. Not when it was hiding in the water.

Ash leaned onto the railing and watched carefully. Nothing happened for what seemed like an eternity, as the absolute silence of the crowd would attest. They awaited with baited breaths until, finally, Nidoking made his presence known.

Starmie burst out of the pool, held aloft and propelled by the psychic power guided by its pained, twitching arms. Its gem flickered wildly in a frantic state as small arcs of electricity jumped up and down its odd form, the Camouflage technique dissipated in its panic.

Thick clouds of toxic sludge diffused throughout the massive clear pool until it was grey and sullied with the pollutant. Few water-types would care to be inside of the water now, particularly not a psychic like Starmie. The sludge would distract it and break the focus required to use its powers, leaving it useless.

Nidoking was silent for another few seconds, but Starmie suddenly swerved away from its previous position moments before the hulking purple poison-type exploded from the earth beneath it in a roar, his horn glistening with poison. He barely had time to react before he was struck with a high-pressure jet of water that forced him a foot back with a small grunt of pain.

“Psyshock and Recover!” Jessica cried, a worried note in her smooth voice as Starmie continued to twitch. The Thunderbolt had done more than Ash had expected.

With a twist of his foot, Nidoking widened the chasm he had burst out of and fell back in just in time to dodge the blob of psychic power created by Psyshock, which shot past where he had stood moments ago and impacted the barriers surrounding the field.

Starmie groaned again and completed its commands. Ash watched carefully as its gem shone brightly and energy was restored to its form, soothing its trembles and pains. He scowled at that – he hated Recover. It wasn’t common but it was exceptionally annoying.

“Touch Clone.” Jessica called out again. Starmie, now healed, groaned and created dozens upon dozens of illusory images with Double Team. What made Ash’s eyes widen, however, was when a small barrier formed around each of them and condensed until it molded perfectly to the illusory forms and appeared to give them substance.

Brilliant.

Nidoking could only detect Starmie from his hidden position when it touched the ground. By using Barrier and conforming it to the images produced by Double Team – or whatever variant Starmie was using to create the images without actually moving – it would create the illusion of weight on the ground for Nidoking to detect.

And since Starmie could probably detect Nidoking’s position under the ground thanks to its psychic abilities, Nidoking had lost his main advantage.

Ash scowled. He’d have to adjust.

“Nidoking, Earthquake!” He shouted, hoping that his friend’s keen ears would detect his voice.

The horde of Starmie waited patiently, their gems bright with prepared power as they awaited for Nidoking to surface. They levitated slightly above the ground, just enough to ruin Nidoking’s ability to detect them.

It didn’t matter, however, as a vast network of cracks threaded throughout the earth and caused it to crumble slightly. Nidoking burst from the earth with a roar, lightning dancing down his horn as he saw the dozen Starmie waiting for him.

Starmie didn’t reveal itself by using an attack. While the copies would mimic it with an illusion of their own its own identity would be easy to ascertain from where the true attack had come from.

Instead the copies rushed Nidoking, their bodies surrounded by a weak aura of psychic power. It was the only substance they had.

Ash frowned as Nidoking immediately reacted with a Thunderbolt, the attack powerful enough to slice through two of the clones before it dissipated. Starmie wasn’t powerful enough to maintain effective Barriers on each of the clones. They had substance but a single hit would destroy them.

He immediately focused on the Starmie in the back, which was completely still as its gem glowed brightly. It didn’t have the glow of a barrier about it. If Nidoking could get to it while it still had to expend the energy controlling the clones it would be helpless.

Nidoking suddenly roared in pain and surprise as his sharp horn effortlessly stabbed through the first of the clones to make it to him, which promptly exploded with a burst of psychic power. A second one charged as well and was immediately destroyed by an errant swipe of Nidoking’s claws. It exploded as well.

His eyes widened. They weren’t just a distraction. They were bombs.

“Earthquake!” He shouted to his furious friend. Nidoking’s tough hide gave him more of a resistance to psychic energy than most poison-types, but they were still potent. It didn’t take a lot of the applied force to rupture his poison sacks, after all.

As expected, the clones rose off the ground just long enough to avoid the wave of force that easily shattered the earth around his friend. It didn’t matter. The effort Starmie was spending to manipulate each of the Barriers in the form of its clones must have been immense. Any additional manipulation could only tire it out sooner.

Nidoking suffered through three more of the explosive clones before Ash had enough. “Destroy the loner!”

His friend errantly crushed another clone with his tail before he roared and shot a Thunderbolt toward the true Starmie, the bolt of electricity far too fast for Starmie to avoid. Ash grinned as it reached its target and…carved straight through it?

Horrified realization dawned on him as he saw another Starmie suddenly appear behind Nidoking, a shroud of psychic energy – Camouflage, he knew – dissipating as it fired a Hydro Pump straight into Nidoking’s unguarded back.

Nidoking was thrust forward and landed heavily on his front, a furious roar in his lungs before the remaining clones leapt onto him and detonated before Starmie fired another Hydro Pump, hitting the exact same place it had struck before.

“Get up!” He urged his friend as Starmie’s gem began to glow with power once more. “Shadow Ball!”

As the multicolored blob of energy created by Starmie’s Psyshock emerged, Nidoking managed to pull himself far enough that he had a clear line of vision between him and the water-type. Trained by countless hours of practice, a Shadow Ball effortlessly appeared on his horn and thrust towards the Psyshock before it met in a brilliant explosion of grey, black, and purple energy.

Grey lightning rushed throughout the field as immense force wracked the area around the two combatants, obscuring the arena in a field of unnatural smoke as their energy clashed and fought.

Both trainers and hundreds of thousands of onlookers watched with bated breath as the cloud slowly cleared, only to reveal both fierce pokemon still standing – if badly injured.

There was a difference, however. Nidoking looked as though he had suffered a brutal beating from the explosion of psychic and ghostly energy near him, but Starmie couldn’t move. Grey lightning danced darkly down its body, focused on its gem. The scarlet stone flickered with life, all of its energy focused on staying conscious.

“Thunderbolt.” Ash said with a tone of finality. Nidoking grunted tiredly and allowed a quick blast of electricity to explode from his horn, effective but unrefined.

Starmie collapsed. Its body had suffered from the ghostly energy that sucked its power and vitality away. All it had needed was one last blow to finish it off.

Nidoking trudged back to Ash’s side of the battlefield, his eyes proud. Despite that, his tail dragged the ground heavily as he walked. Ash knew that he wouldn’t be good for more than one or two more battles. He’d suffered from the psychic energy so casually thrown around by Starmie.

Jessica just had a look of pure shock on her pretty face as she recalled her prized Starmie. Ash grinned dangerously. It looked like she wouldn’t underestimate him now, even if he was a bit annoyed at how he’d been outplayed. If Starmie had more power at its disposal that little trick with the clones would have worked perfectly.

Ash smiled as he heard some of the crowd cheering his name. He had earned respect and praise for his abilities so far, but most of the spectators had favored Jessica. She was well-known and had apparently possessed quite a few fans when she had last battled in the Conference.

He was relatively unknown outside of the League’s highest authorities. They’d done a very good job of keeping his activities concealed from the public and he greatly appreciated it.

“Primeape, go and get him!” Jessica shouted as she released her next battler. Ash regarded the impressive Primeape warily as it smashed one of its fists into the other and its snout widened with fury. It was a good choice. Primeape didn’t have too many advantages over Nidoking, but it was fast and could hit hard enough to nullify his armor.

“Open up a chasm.” He ordered. Nidoking dutifully obeyed. His friend stamped his foot onto the hard earth, shut his eyes, and accessed his reserves of power.

Nidoking grunted with the effort, but soon enough the Indigo Stadium’s battlefield had been split into two. His friend had opened a huge, gaping chasm in front of him, wide enough that Primeape would have difficulties jumping over. There was a thin strip of earth connecting the two sides, but Nidoking could easily shatter that if necessary.

“Freeze the field.”

His friend let out a roared as he reared his head back and fired an Ice Beam from his gaping maw, the jagged arcs of energy shrouding him in a cloak of frost as he maintained it for several seconds. The powerful ice-type technique left vast swathes of the battlefield in front of him frozen in slick ice. Primeape wouldn’t be able to jump without traction, so hopefully he had bought himself some more time.

The enraged Primeape sprinted closer, finally in range for Nidoking’s attacks. Ash grinned as it utterly ignored the field of ice despite Jessica’s protests and slipped clumsily. It finally came to a stop, but slipped again when it tried to stand up. Its eyes screamed with bloodlust and fanatical fury as it slipped yet again and was struck by a Thunderbolt from Nidoking.

“Poison Sting!” He growled to his perceptive friend. Nidoking’s mouth snapped open and a barrage of thin needles shot out, each filled to the bursting point with potent venom, and slammed into Primeape’s flailing form.

Few of the needles actually penetrated the berserker’s thick fur, but several managed to strike its arms and legs to pump them full of debilitating venom. It wasn’t lethal, but Primeape couldn’t keep up for long with those toxins rushing through its bloodstream.

Unfortunately Primeape was too furious to recognize that as a fact. It casually yanked each of the needles out of its flesh with a complete disregard for the pain or additional venom it had just pumped into itself, created a sphere of glowing blue energy in its hand, and smashed it into the ice.

Ash could admit that he was legitimately taken by surprise through that action. It was unexpected but he could not deny its effectiveness.

Primeape had pulled itself up from the dirt and snorted dangerously. It had just utterly shattered most of the ice around it, although it had taken some damage from its own Focus Blast in the process.

That didn’t matter to a berserker like Primeape, though. The pain would just inspire it and drive its rage to new heights.

The fighting-type screeched hatefully before it suddenly leapt across the vast chasm that separated it from its foe. It moved at a speed that even Nidoking couldn’t hit with a Thunderbolt, although it landed heavily and collapsed to the ground when it actually reached the other side.

Nidoking immediately fired another lance of electricity capable of lighting up the twilight sky, but Primeape was fast. It pulled itself up, dodged the Thunderbolt, and rushed Nidoking with no regard for its injuries or the venom inside of it. All the fighting-type cared about was beating Nidoking to a pulp.

Ash didn’t say anything as the two powerful pokemon engaged each other in vicious melee combat. Primeape didn’t care how brutal or savage its blows were and Nidoking was too badly injured to hold back.

They were a flurry of motion, Primeape punching and kicking and screaming as it harassed Nidoking and his friend a resolute fortress against his besieger, his horn there to counter every movement and his tail thrashing wildly to keep Primeape from flanking him.

“Close Combat!” Jessica screamed to her teammate. Ash and Nidoking reacted as one and inwardly flinched, knowing all too well the vast combat potential of the technique.

Something snapped in Primeape then as its system was flooded with adrenaline and its mindset was lowered even deeper into the battle.

It attacked with renewed vigor, punches flowing with raw anger, empowered by its rejuvenated muscles. Primeape screamed at Nidoking as he finally slipped up in the face of his second opponent and suffered a brutal blow to the side of the head for it, just far enough away from his horn and barbs to keep Primeape from drowning in even more poison.

Nidoking was swung to the side, but even then his stunned mind saw a potential to end the battle. Primeape, who thoughtlessly jumped at him to press its advantage, was swept away as his incredibly powerful tail slammed into its side and smashed it into one of the psychic barriers.

Primeape screamed helplessly as the sudden shock tore it out of Close Combat and left it bereft of its former strength. It tried to pull itself up and fight once more, but Nidoking had already shot it with one last Ice Beam to put it down.

“You’re doing great, buddy.” Ash congratulated his friend, who looked up at him with fire in his tired eyes. “Let’s keep pushing. Let’s show her what you’re made of.”

Nidoking growled and squared himself as Primeape was recalled. Jessica looked utterly flabbergasted at her defeat, although Primeape had very nearly finished the job on Nidoking. His friend would need to rest the next day, even after he got out of the Pokemon Center.

Ash frowned as Marowak emerged on the field. It was an impressive specimen. Its bone helmet was worn and chipped from long years of combat and training, but it appeared to have been maintained with the devotion only a Marowak could muster. The club had small cracks, but Ash could only imagine how skilled the Marowak had become with its chosen weapon.

It moved with solemn grace as Jessica quietly gave out orders. Marowak moved quickly, its leathery skin a tan blur as it rushed across the battlefield, easily avoiding the initial Ice Beams Nidoking sent out to test its skill and reflexes.

Nidoking grunted as he prepared himself for a melee battle. Marowak was too fast to hit at anything but close range. Its kind weren’t particularly fast, but this one had unmatched reflexes. Ash couldn’t imagine how many battles it must have been in.

Marowak skillfully danced across the icy field, dodging and ducking each Ice Beam Nidoking directed towards it. As it drew nearer it raised its bone club at Nidoking and silently formed a compact Focus Blast at the end, small enough to avoid notice if it weren’t for how much energy had been compressed into it.

“Hit it with an Ice Beam.” Ash directed. “Be ready for it to attack during the distraction.”

He felt that he knew what the Marowak was doing. It wanted to either hit Nidoking with the Focus Blast or break his focus long enough to make its own attack. Even if that weren’t its plan it would certainly try and take advantage of Nidoking’s lapse in attention.

As expected, the attacks met in a gigantic explosion of frost and light. The released energy was potent enough for Ash to feel the railing and earth shake beneath him, the psychic barriers unable to fully block the aftereffects.

Nidoking suddenly roared in pain as a flurry of Focus Blasts, each as potent as the first, smashed into him from behind the thick layer of coiling smoke and dust. He slammed into the psychic barriers with a dull thud, but was still strong enough to remain conscious.

“Hang in there.” He said to Nidoking soothingly. His friend remained crumpled on the ground, blearily staring at the cloud of smoke. Nidoking’s ears twitched and he bared his fangs as Marowak suddenly leapt through the smoke, riding on a small wave of stone. It dissipated as Nidoking fired an Ice Beam straight into Marowak’s mode of transportation, but landed easily on the earth and rolled to the ground.

Nidoking thrashed wildly and managed to slam his tail heavily onto the ground, sending a wave of force throughout the earth that left winding cracks and fissures everywhere it touched. As it did so he managed to pull his hulking frame up, albeit wearily. He couldn’t continue much longer. Starmie and Primeape had hurt him.

Unfortunately, Marowak casually neutralized the wild Earthquake with a tap of its huge club to the ground, which left the area around it completely unscathed. It had control that Nidoking couldn’t hope to match in his weakened state.

Marowak moved quickly. As Nidoking roared in defiance and charged forward in a last ditch attempt to take it down Marowak rushed forward, leapt to the side before Nidoking could gore it with his horn, and slammed its glowing club straight into the side of Nidoking’s head.

Ash winced in sympathy for his friend as an explosion of energy from the Giga Impact rocked the arena and easily threw Nidoking into the psychic barriers once more. He didn’t get up.

“You were magnificent.” He whispered to Nidoking’s pokeball as he returned his friend. Marowak regarded the empty space for a few moments before it deftly leapt across the chasm and landed on the other side of the field.

He frowned at Marowak, who stood on Jessica’s side of the field with perfect serenity. It held its club at the ready, prepared to finish whichever of Ash’s friends was chosen.

Tangrowth appeared past the chasm in a brilliant flash of light. He gurgled and hopped up and down happily, his vines extending so he could try and embrace Ash. The psychic barriers stopped him, which left him slightly confused and upset if his wide, saucer-like eyes were any indication.

“You’re in the Conference, Tangrowth!” Ash shouted out to his friend. He’d made sure that Tangrowth understood the seriousness of the Conference in the weeks before the event. It wouldn’t do if he thought it was just another game.

His friend turned from him then and pulled his vines back to him. They were raised around his form, ready to lash out at Marowak the moment Ash gave the order.

Ash grinned. This was what he’d been aiming for when he spoke with Tangrowth of the Conference’s importance. Tangrowth had always been an amazingly effective combatant, but most of the time he simply played and didn’t seem to regard his battles as actually fighting. He’d even done it in New Island, if his fuzzy memories were of any indication.

Tangrowth was serious right now. He was going to do whatever it took to defeat Marowak and the next few members of Jessica’s team.

The second the referee gave the signal to start, Ash shouted, “Go!”

Marowak instantly split into dozens of illusory after-images as it moved, although it wasn’t nearly fast enough to be able to use the standard Double Team technique. Ash wondered if Jessica’s variation was something she’d created or if she’d picked it up somewhere.

Regardless, it didn’t help. Before Marowak could capitalize on Tangrowth’s confusion about the extra targets, dozens of his vines extended and snapped toward each one of them. Marowak was surprisingly fast for one of its species, but it was far too slow to avoid Tangrowth’s vines and was immediately caught.

It managed to snap the initial vine, but that just alerted Tangrowth and caused the rest of the vines to sweep towards him. Marowak quickly raised its club and released a pulse of flame that burned away the closest vines but the rest went on unhindered.

Marowak remained silent as Tangrowth wrapped it in his vines and instantly began to drain the ground-type’s energy. At first Ash could see it struggle to get out, but with the kind of surface area Tangrowth had to work with its efforts quickly died.

When Marowak ceased moving Tangrowth pulled back his vines and cheerfully hopped up and down as Ash shouted down a congratulations. Tangrowth gurgled happily and watched with his huge eyes as Jessica scowled and released her Ninetales, which regarded the uncouth grass-type with the very picture of sophisticated disgust.

“Flamethrower! Don’t let it touch you!” She began. Ninetales reacted faster than even Tangrowth’s vines and let loose a stream of glistening blue flame, bright and beautiful in its intensity. Jonathan’s Charizard didn’t compare to the power Ninetales exuded.

Tangrowth acted reflexively as the cone of vibrant blue flame roared towards him. Several of his extended vines created the bright orbs that identified him as a user of Ancient Power and fired the balls of light into the ground, granting him control of the rocky earth just in time for him to raise a wall of stone.

Ash had to look away from the azure inferno, although he kept an eye on Tangrowth’s shadowed form. It looked like he’d raised more of his vines and, if the pinpoints of light that stood out from the dying embers of the Flamethrower were anything to go by, had prepared dozens upon dozens of Ancient Power orbs.

Ninetales suddenly leapt over the ruined stone wall, pale fur ignited and one with a huge wreathe of flames that equaled what Infernus was capable of when he was a Magmar.

Impressive, but troublesome.

Its fangs were bared as it descended upon Tangrowth in an immense inferno, close enough to burn away some of his vines before he reflexively responded and hurled every single one of his Ancient Powers into the raging fire-type.

Ash heard a sharp yip as vast amounts of energy were released in a tremendous explosion, leaving Ninetales crumpled on the ground, bloodied but not beaten. The fire-type stared up at Tangrowth with its entrancing scarlet eyes, the beads luminescent as they caught Tangrowth in the trap.

Tangrowth lowered some of his vines as he stared at the hypnotic gaze of the Ninetales, his mind overwhelmed by its keen abilities.

“Tangrowth, snap out of it!” Ash shouted, the distraction allowing Tangrowth to recover slightly before Jessica ruined it.

“Overheat!” She shouted. Ash scowled at the command even as Ninetales’ body seemed to pulse slightly before it gathered all of its power for a single attack. Jessica knew that she couldn’t win, so she was trying to do as much damage to the otherwise difficult Tangrowth while she could.

Tangrowth had just enough presence of mind to begin the process of raising another wall of stone before Ninetales’ tattered form exploded with a wave of fire, the stream seemingly infinite as the powerful fire-type fuelled the attack with all of its remaining strength.

The corona of flames was too much for Ninetales to maintain. As powerful as it was, it had suffered terribly in its arrogant charge against Tangrowth.

A pity. He would have liked to see what it was truly capable of. It took exceptionally rare control and power to maintain blue flames, after all. Ash had no doubt that it could have seriously injured Tangrowth, if not outright defeated him, if it hadn’t made such a stupid mistake.

He would take this victory, however. Tangrowth gurgled and recoiled into himself from the pain, his vines flailing wildly – at least those that hadn’t been burned away – and instinctively grasping towards the earth in an attempt to gain the nutrients required for recovery.

“Tangrowth back to our side.” Ash called out gently. Tangrowth gurgled and slowly trudged his way back, no longer bouncing happily. He was hurt badly. Even with his advanced regenerative capabilities he would need a day or two to get back to his full strength. “You’re doing great! Keep it up just a bit longer!”

Tangrowth supported his heavy body with several vines that anchored him to the ground. He wouldn’t be very mobile in the next phase of the battle but he would never give up. Hopefully this would end quickly. Ash didn’t want his friend to hurt.

Jessica’s intelligent eyes analyzed Tangrowth as the referee announced his victory. Ash knew she would pick up on the glaring weaknesses in an instant. She would see that most of his vines had been burned off, leaving him without his most formidable offense and defense. He could still fight but it would be much less efficient than his battle against Ninetales or Marowak.

He winced as her monster of a Persian leapt off of the deck beside her and landed gracefully on one of the few patches of unspoiled earth left. The lithe feline regarded Tangrowth with a lazy eye as it prowled arrogantly across the battlefield, its gigantic fangs bared. It casually sat down and raised a paw as it awaited the referee’s orders, revealing a wicked set of claws that could easily shear their way through Tangrowth’s vines.

“Begin!”

“Ancient Power!” Ash commanded, knowing that his exhausted friend would need a bit more instruction than usual. Tangrowth whined as he extended several of his vines and created several orbs of Ancient Power. Four went into the ground near him to erect a solid building of stone while the rest hurled toward Persian, who didn’t even bother moving. It just leaned slightly out of the way so that it wouldn’t be hit.

Ash had seen Persian’s immense skill in the recordings of Jessica’s battles but it was something else entirely to see in person. It was lazy but every movement betrayed immense skill and strength. The massive feline had earned the right to laze about.

Tangrowth extended several more of his scarce vines lashing towards Persian with lightning speed. He must have left a way for him to see from within his fortress, which would be difficult for the normal-type to penetrate with its natural weapons.

Persian sat down haughtily with no regards for the thick vines. As they neared its sensitive whiskers twitched, which sent the feline into action. In the blink of an eye it raised its paws, reared up on its hind legs, and slashed the vines sent to restrain it to ribbons with a single elegant motion.

His friend instantly yanked his precious vines back, although they remained raised in the air about his little fortress. Ash would have suggested a Solar Beam, but he wasn’t certain if Tangrowth had enough energy to use it. Thanks to the battle being held at dusk there wasn’t a steady supply of solar power to use to fuel the attack. It was as draining as a Hyper Beam without it.

The normal-type yawned and laid down, bored. It kept an eye on the badly injured grass-type, but seemed to regard Tangrowth’s efforts so far with contempt. Persian kept only one eye open as Tangrowth’s vines suddenly lashed out once more with uncharacteristic rage.

“Get up, Persian.” Jessica sighed in exasperation. From the palm held to her forehead Ash could assume this was a relatively common occurrence. “The quicker you win this the quicker you get to eat!”

That seemed to get Persian’s attention far more than Tangrowth’s renewed assault did. It raised its head, yawned again, and eyed the vines whistling toward it with well-deserved arrogance before the bright red gem embedded in its forehead shined with a strange glow.

It was all the warning Tangrowth had before several pale beams of pink energy shot out from the gem and incinerated the vines with unnerving ease. The energy dissipated almost immediately after its objective had been completed and seemed to signal for Persian to finally get up.

Ash grit his teeth as the feline stretched before it gently trotted forth, its long tail raised. He knew what that meant: Persian had finally begun its hunt.

It was infuriating how casually Persian treated this battle. Ash knew that it would have a much more difficult time if the majority of Tangrowth’s vines hadn’t been incinerated by Ninetales, but that didn’t matter. What mattered was that Tangrowth’s vines had been destroyed and his primary battling methods were impossible for him now.

“Sludge Bomb!” He commanded, knowing that it would likely be Tangrowth’s last action before Persian managed to find a way past the stone walls. “Drench it!”

Tangrowth responded immediately. Persian actually had to leap out of the way as Tangrowth liberally drenched the area with massive quantities of rancid, smoking sludge that would probably overwhelm Persian’s sensitive nose with its putrid stench. Any distraction would be helpful.

Aside from that, the entire area around Tangrowth’s protective enclosure was completely covered in the toxic material. Persian would have to walk through that if it wanted to get to Tangrowth with its claws. Ash wasn’t sure if its Power Gem was powerful enough to penetrate the thick barriers.

“Effect Spore!” He commanded, doing his absolute best to ruin Persian’s chances. Ash expected that his next choice would be able to neutralize the incredibly powerful feline without too much difficulty but there was no reason to not be safe about it.

Tangrowth’s body shook one last time, releasing the vast quantities of Sleep Power and Stun Spore he had stored. They wafted throughout the air, leaving it in a thick haze of gold and green particles.

Persian’s eyes widened and it leapt away onto one of the rock spires, which was just large enough to comfortably hold the normal-type’s lithe form. It regarded the haze with annoyance and casually batted its paw, which sent blades of darkness slashing towards Tangrowth’s protective shields.

Ash grinned when they barely managed to penetrate. It looked like Persian would have to put forth more effort than Night Slash to cut through them.

The normal-type gracefully stood up and regarded Tangrowth and his enclosure with annoyance. Its large, soft nose crinkled in distaste at the noxious scents pervading the arena from the Sludge Bomb and clouds of debilitating particles.

It leapt down to the ground, a little beyond the edge of the thick cloud of gold and green. Persian’s tail lowered and coiled around itself, unwilling to actually touch any of the sludge or the spores.

A single, solitary vine suddenly reached towards Ash from Tangrowth’s isolated position. Ash didn’t know how his friend sensed him, but the vine lightly tapped the psychic barrier right in front of

“Finish this!” Jessica shouted, a note of annoyance in her voice. Persian yawned and batted away one of Tangrowth’s feeble assaults, leaving the vines in tatters before the lazy creature shrugged, reared its head back, and unleashed a Hyper Beam that seemed to ignite the night sky and light the entire stadium with its pure light.

A single, solitary vine suddenly reached towards Ash from Tangrowth’s isolated position. Ash didn’t know how his friend sensed him, but the vine lightly tapped the psychic barrier right in front of his forehead. He smiled softly and pressed a finger against the invisible barrier, holding it up so that he had one last connection to Tangrowth before his cheerful friend was defeated.

Ash winced as the dangerously thin beam of compressed energy ripped through the atmosphere with a roar, the raging orange and white arcs calmed and forced into the narrow blast. It incinerated the bubbling sludge as it swept above, carved a gigantic hole in the clouds of Effect Spore before the Stun Spores ignited in a chain reaction that left the middle of the Indigo Stadium a writhing fireball that quickly petered out.

And it sliced through the stone barricade without any hesitation, leaving a small hole with glowing, molten edges before it struck Tangrowth and detonated in a terrible release of energy, all of the compressed heat and power freed in a single moment and enclosed in Tangrowth’s fortress.

The effects were instantaneous. In an instant the fortress was reduced to a heap of blackened rubble and half-formed glass, the remnants of Tangrowth’s barriers glowing slightly from the immense temperature it was exposed to.

Tangrowth himself laid in a blackened heap, unconscious. The vine meeting Ash’s finger collapsed, incinerated at the base. It writhed on the ground for a few moments before it lost all support and died, separated from its master.

“Thank you, Tangrowth.” He murmured to his friend’s pokeball once he was returned. “You fought seriously. I’m proud of you.”

The ball trembled slightly at his words but grew cold as its inhabitant faded into true unconsciousness. His friend was in stasis now.

Ash regarded the haughty Persian. He had expected it to learn Hyper Beam considering it was a potent long-range technique that would allow Persian to alleviate some of its weaknesses, but he’d never thought that its attack would be so powerful. It had been a match for Dov’s Hyper Beam, although Ash doubted Persian could actually maintain it for several seconds as Dov could.

Persian was tired, but not exhausted. It could easily continue to fight for a long while. He couldn’t rely on fatigue to wear it down, so it seemed that he’d continue with his initial plan.

Dazed appeared in a flash of scarlet light. She instantly locked eyes with Persian, who curled its upper lip menacingly at the perceived challenge and leapt down from the rock spire it had been relaxing on. The feline paced back and forth at the edge of Jessica’s side of the field, tail raised and claws unsheathed.

He sighed. Persian had seemed laid-back and lazy in its battle with Tangrowth, but it seemed that the feline regarded Dazed as a proper foe rather than a toy to bat around and torment.

Ash also had no doubt that Dazed had flashed a bit of psychic power at Persian to antagonize it. She could recognize it as the dangerous threat it was.

“Begin!”

Persian wasted no time. It rushed towards Dazed’s immobile form with blinding speed, but surprised Ash as its gem flashed and fired a single beam of intense pink energy toward Dazed, although it was easily absorbed by an impromptu shield.

Dazed’s eyes finally began to burn with the power that ran throughout her mind and body. The blue flares glared at the arrogant Persian that suddenly swept its claws at the psychic and sent another series of Night Slashes at her.

Ash grinned at the surprise in Persian’s wide eyes as Dazed disappeared with a small, barely noticeable flash of light and appeared roughly ten feet to its left. The creature exhibited its incredible reflexes by dodging her initial Psybeam, but could not avoid the barrage of lesser blasts of psychic energy that rained upon it from her pendulum, kicking up dust and boring holes in the ground wherever it struck.

“Anti-Psychic!” Jessica screamed to her most prized teammate as it danced past the flurry of Psybeams Dazed blasted at it. It seemed that she had finally seen the necessity of intervention. Dazed’s teleportation abilities were a surprise, it seemed.

Persian suddenly split into dozens of illusory after-images as it dashed and dodged, each a perfect copy of the original. Its claws shone with shadowy grey energy as it suddenly dashed closer to Dazed, who teleported away and fired a full Psybeam into the true Persian’s flank.

Or she would have.

Instead, Persian slashed into the Psybeam with its wickedly curved claws, the ghostly energy produced by its Shadow Claw enough to nullify the blast.

Ash frowned. He had been about to order a Disable to instantly immobilize Persian. Jessica had underestimated Dazed’s abilities in using Double Team, but Persian’s use of Shadow Claw and any other ghost techniques would throw a wrench into his plans.

Dazed could easily sense the true Persian’s mind. Normally ghost-type techniques would leave her unable to distinguish Persian from any of its clones since it would blot out Persian’s mind from her senses, but she’d advanced far. She could simply feel which of the Persians was the true Persian precisely because its mind would be blotted out. She would be able to detect the “blank spot” it produced.

He couldn’t blame Jessica for overlooking that. It required a great deal of finesse to sense past the initial methods of disguise ghosts and dark-types used. Alakazam could be expected to be that sensitive, but Hypno generally focused on specialized hypnosis strategies and the psychic arts that required brute force.

Unfortunately for her, that mistake would prove to be undoing. He’d just have to get around Persian’s use of ghost-type techniques to neutralize Dazed’s psychic attacks.

“Polyblast!” He ordered. Dazed seemed to have already come up with the idea herself, as a dozen of the miniature Focus Blasts were already formed and orbited around their creator.

Persian hissed at the sight of the fighting-type technique but didn’t get distracted. It moved as quickly and gracefully as before as the dozen weak Focus Blasts were hurled towards the feline.

It was annoying, but Ash had to admire the incredible experience, speed, and foresight Persian displayed as it shifted around each of the Focus Blast clusters, dodging some by a mere hair but never giving the impression that it was in danger. Persian seemed to have unending stamina, but Ash wanted to put that to the test.

The normal-type suddenly blurred forward in a rush of motion and leapt at Dazed with outstretched claws, only to fire another Power Gem into her. She wisely chose to teleport rather than fall into the trap and managed to hurl another Focus Blast at Persian before the feline recovered and hissed. Dazed teleported several feet to the side as Persian’s claws sent yet another Night Slash towards her, although this time she finally managed to score a hit.

Persian yowled in shock as it was hit by another of Dazed’s underpowered Focus Blasts, its eyes completely wide as it realized it had been touched. It stared at Dazed unblinkingly for a moment before a darkness overtook its features, pure hatred at its resplendent appearance being ruined overcoming its natural apathy.

Dazed barely had time to react as it screamed and roared with raw fury before it lunged forward with killing intent, its claws slashing right where Dazed’s throat had been moments before. It seemed to fall into a far more combative mood than before as it rapidly reared up and sent several more Night Slashes towards its hated opponent.

As Dazed was forced on the defensive once more Ash saw all of Persian’s illusory clones vanish, Double Team no longer worth the effort to maintain with Persian’s slight psychic abilities.

Its eyes gleamed with malevolence as its tail raised high and proud even as its hackles shot up. Persian let loose a growl that even sent shivers up Ash’s spine.

It was the sound of something that mankind had learned to fear for its natural viciousness and ruthless nature. It was the sound of an utterly enraged predator that had passed hot anger and fallen into the deadly tranquil fury.

Dazed was forced to teleport away once more as Persian suddenly flashed towards her with bared fangs, ready to bite down and make Dazed play for its singed fur with blood and pain.

Ash grinned as Dazed met Persian’s eyes once more, alit with raw blue power. As the blaze intensified he felt the Feather pulse through his chest in tune with his own delight. He knew what was about to happen.

The psychic’s pendulum flailed as torrents of its wielder’s power flowed through the gem, leaving the core aglow with pure blue light. Dazed’s entire body was consumed in an inferno of azure energy as she stared at Persian, who had ceased to move as it was suddenly caught in Dazed’s fiery glare.

Persian’s red gem suddenly flared in defiance and snapped the spell Dazed’s output of psychic energy had placed the feline under, leaving its eyes glowing with hatred as they regarded the creature that had attempted to overwhelm its mind.

It suddenly blurred again as it touched upon its true speed, rushing to the side as Dazed hurled two Focus Blasts into its former position and left identical craters in the broken earth. Persian lunged at Dazed with a yowl, covering nearly forty feet with a single bound.

Ash grinned – it wasn’t battling intelligently anymore. It had become too lost in its pride and was finally vulnerable. Persian hadn’t even bothered to wreathe its claws or body in ghostly energy as it leapt at his friend. Jessica shouted something out in a furious tone but he couldn’t hear it over Persian’s vicious scream.

Dazed’s eyes flared and finally released the energy that roiled around her in its barely repressed blaze. Her pendulum flew forward as Dazed exerted her energy, maintained in that position as Dazed locked Persian into a prison of layered blue energy.

“Finish it!” Ash shouted to his friend. Dazed’s eyes burned in response and she focused. Persian yowled furiously as crushing force was exerted on its body, but still managed to find the strength to somehow push forward through the psychic prison despite the constant supply of power Dazed fed into it.

Persian’s gem shined briefly as it used its limited psychic skills to break its head and neck free of the prison. Ash’s eyes widened as it reared its massive head back and formed a tiny ball of compressed energy, designed for precise, destructive attacks.

“Teleport!” Ash commanded, hoping that Dazed could cut off the Disable quickly enough to refocus her power. Perhaps a highly-trained Alakazam could maintain a Disable and Teleport, but that required finesse the likes of which Dazed might never obtain.

He could feel the worry Dazed projected as her keen mind realized what was about to happen and the fear when she realized she couldn’t switch out quickly enough.

A solution flashed through his mind and he did his best to shout it out as the Hyper Beam was about to be released, but Dazed simply shut her eyes and focused. A crack ran through the pendulum as she utilized as much of her available energy as she could to will a curved shield of bright blue energy directly in front of Persian’s face.

Ash couldn’t see Persian’s face as it released the Hyper Beam, but he could imagine the look of surprise in the lazy feline’s murderous eyes as the immensely powerful blast of energy exploded in its face.

The crowd roared happily as the stadium burst into another flare of light that blinded those that looked directly at the source. Ash himself felt the Feather pulse in tune with his glee as he saw Persian collapse heavily to the ground, obviously unconscious. It would never have allowed its dignity to be besmirched in such a manner if it were conscious.

Dazed fell to her knee and stared at her pendulum with her glowing eyes. Ash could see it briefly suffused in bright power as she painstakingly repaired the crack in the cut gem. She gently polished the focus in her soft white mane as she rose to her feet, much to the joy of the onlookers.

She looked up at Ash, who smiled briefly at her. He spared a glance at Persian, impressed with the creature. Its Hyper Beam had been powerful enough to not lonely shatter Dazed’s shield, the blowback had also freed it from her Disable.

A pity that it had already been unconscious at that point.

The humans are easily entertained, are they not? 

Ash started at the thin mental voice that echoed indistinctly throughout his mind. He smiled and nodded to Dazed, amused. He hadn’t thought that she would be able to contact him through the psychic barriers around the stadium.

He knew that Will had used his psychic abilities to great effect during the Conference that he had won, but Ash knew that Will was much stronger than most human psychics, on par with a Kadabra. Sabrina was many times his superior, but he was still an exceptionally potent user of his mental abilities.

It wasn’t that he doubted Dazed’s abilities. He had the utmost faith in her power. He had seen it grow and extend from the small, surly Drowzee into the potent abilities she wielded now. But the psychic barriers were designed to keep all influence from the battlefield confined. It seemed Dazed saw fit to puncture the barrier to talk to him.

Jessica scowled as she released her last pokemon. It seemed that she hadn’t expected herself to be on the losing end of this battle. She’d likely planned to go to the Top 8 before being defeated. She had the skills for it.

He silently wondered how powerful she would have been if she’d never stopped training. She’d spent at least a few years out of practice, if her conversation with Michael when he escorted them to her house in Viridian was anything to go by.

Persian seemed to have regained all of its former strength, considering the teams it had left utterly crushed during this Conference. But it had most likely only caught up to its prime. If it had continued to train and progress it would likely take more than one of his team at full strength to defeat. Even now its speed was on par with some pokemons’ Quick Attack.

He was shaken out of his thoughts as Persian was recalled, the burnt feline almost instantly replaced by the strange, metallic body of her Magneton. Sparks flew from the magnets used to focus and direct its electricity, each aimed directly at Dazed.

The Magneton suddenly broke apart and stared at him with three cold eyes. Each Magnemite was joined to the others with a thin arc of white electricity as they moved through the air, although their magnetic attraction wrenched their bodies back into place moment later.

Ash knew that if he was actually down on the battlefield the temperature would have raised several degrees from the radiation emitted by the Magneton’s body. It clanked and levitated forward as the referee announced the battle’s commencement, more electricity charging as it analyzed Dazed with mechanical efficiency.

He frowned. Magneton were certainly powerful, but this should be an easy battle. As a psychic, Dazed was particularly adept at dodging ranged attacks with teleports or absorbing elemental attacks with a shield.

Magneton were heavy and hard enough to resist any psychic blasts Dazed sent towards them, but a Focus Blast or two would put a dent in the steel-types. Hopefully that would weaken their metal carapace enough for Dazed’s applied blasts of force and pressure to finish them off.

“Sonic Boom!” Jessica snapped, obviously stressed out. She wasn’t taking her inevitable loss very well. “Overwhelm its senses!”

The three Magnemite clanked as they suddenly pulled apart from each other, which resulted in a large clap of sound as the sound barrier was split by the shock wave it had just released. Dazed easily blocked it with a shield, although her eyes were screwed tight as her sensitive brain was subjected to the loud noise.

“Strobe!”

Magneton’s magnets flashed with light as it instantly emitted huge, overwhelmingly bright flashes from its body. The onlookers had to look away as it repeated the pulse again and again, each bright enough for the eye to see when covered by an eyelid.

Dazed took the opportunity to teleport behind one of the remaining rock spires as she was bombarded by the strobe, which very nearly left her catatonic as her brain attempted to struggle through the sensory input. She didn’t bother trying to attack, aware that Magneton would try to stun her again.

Ash scowled. He hated electric-types that were specialized to emit sounds and light that could easily debilitate an unwary psychic. It turned an otherwise unthreatening opponent into a particularly annoying adversary. He hadn’t had to deal with it much since his last battle with Surge, whose Jolteon seemed to know exactly how to overwhelm psychics without actually hurting them.

“Zap Cannon.” Jessica said as she took several deep breaths. Magneton reacted with inorganic efficiency, having pulled apart and focused at the space Dazed hid behind. Ash frowned at that. It had a natural ability to use the Lock-On technique, or at least a variant. Magneton possessed electrolocation, which allowed them to sense the bioelectric field produced by other organisms. Incredibly useful, considering it allowed them to automatically know where their opponent was unless they were underneath the ground.

He didn’t have to tell Dazed to teleport as an absurdly overcharged blast of electricity shot straight into the rock spire, impacting with enough kinetic force to completely obliterate the spire’s integrity and leaving chunks of shattered rock scattered across the ripped battlefield.

Magneton whirred in surprise as Dazed appeared directly behind it and instantly hurled twin Focus Blasts into its back, disrupting the Magneton’s connection and temporarily scattering the Magnemite that had joined to create it.

As the Magnemite pulled together once more and instinctively renewed their connection, Dazed saw the opportunity to end the battle at long last. Before the Magnemite could rejoin she created a spherical psychic barrier between them, which steadily absorbed and leeched the energy they expended in their attempt to rejoin their brethren.

Each of the joined creatures grew more and more panicked as the magnetic force that kept them together was blocked, leaving each at only a fraction of the potential they possessed together. Electricity rushed through the air as they seemed to flail wildly and Ash could see from the rippling air that they were producing more and more heat in their terror.

He idly wondered what it must have felt to lose parts of yourself. To be strong, to be one, and then split apart and reduced to so much less. To be lesser individually than before evolution had taken place, considering that they had grown used to the power and intelligence accorded by bonding with two others.

Ash pitied them, but not so much that he would let Dazed’s improvised tactic stop. It didn’t take long, considering how much power they released in their frenzy to become one. If Dazed didn’t have a shield surrounding her he expected that she would have been knocked unconscious by the sheer heat long ago.

When each of them collapsed to the ground, their bonded magnets twitching and sparking slightly, Dazed removed the barrier. She collapsed afterward, exhausted by the maintenance required by the shield. Dazed barely had time to teleport over to the field before the trio of Magnemite were unconsciously yanked together by the magnetic force they had mastered.

He waited for a moment to see if the Magneton would rise, but was relieved when Jessica sighed and recalled the steel-type. Ash wasn’t sure if Dazed was capable of fighting much longer. Her shields had sapped her of her strength.

“Victory for the Green Trainer, Ash Ketchum!” The announcer roared excitedly, the crowd cheering alongside him. There were a few groans from Jessica’s ardent supporters, but for the most part everyone seemed happy for him.

The announcer said more but Ash didn’t really care. He just wore a wide grin on his face and nodded to Jessica as the woman sighed and stepped off of her stage. It was too bad she hadn’t taken him seriously at first. She had managed to take down Nidoking and Tangrowth, two of his most powerful and versatile teammates, and was well on her way to taking down a third by the time the battle had ended.

He shrugged it off and stepped down as the audience cheered him on. Dazed teleported to his side, tired but not finished.

“You did wonderful.” He grinned to his stoic companion. She paused polishing her pendulum and glanced at him from over her large nose. “I have to admit that I hadn’t even considered keeping the Magneton broken up. I was about to order you to hit it with Focus Blast until it stopped getting back up.”

Very imaginative, Trainer-Friend Ash. Perhaps such an unsophisticated strategy would have been preferable. Repulsing the forces that made the three one was draining. My mind and body are spent.

“You won’t have to do anything for the next two days.” Ash assured. “We’ll just do a few drills to make sure we’re back into shape before our next battle.”

Understandable. I expect that you will speak to the unsalvageable brute? I feel its lust for battle and chaos even now. The fires that drive it burn for blood. The world is in our debt for retaining it from human society.

Ash half-smiled at Dazed’s name for Infernus. “Yes. These battles are becoming more difficult. Soon we may need his strength.”

Unfortunate. A human wishes to speak with you. I believe I am making him uncomfortable.

He followed Dazed’s intense, unblinking gaze to the reporter waiting for him. The man shifted and pulled at his collar as he glanced over at Dazed every now and then. Ash pondered returning Dazed, but decided against it.

There was nothing wrong with making the man squirm. Dazed deserved a bit of fun after the battles she had just gone through.

As he stepped forward to speak with the man, he thought he saw just the barest hint of amusement in Dazed’s frozen eyes.

XX

Ash moved swiftly through the packs of celebrators, his hat pulled low to obscure any view of his face. It was out of place considering that the sun had died and the moon lived in the blackness above them, but nobody seemed to care. He certainly didn’t mind. He just wanted to return home and avoid any of his fans.

That was an odd concept. And a disturbing one. Anonymity was much preferable, although he accepted the fact that he would no longer be a random trainer anymore. The elite demanded attention and he had joined their hallowed ranks.

“Yo, Ash!” A loud, cheerful voice bellowed into his eardrum as a large hand grasped his shoulder in a friendly manner. Ash snapped his head to look at his newest problem, only to relax when he realized it was Fergus.

“Fergus.” He acknowledged as he pulled his cap up. He liked to be able to see people when he talked to them.

“Great battle out there!” Fergus exclaimed as he began to drag Ash behind him. “You’re due for a celebration! Let’s go.”

Ash allowed the teenager to pull him along, but glanced up at Fergus quizzically. “Where are we going?”

“Nowhere bad.” Fergus assured him. They ducked past a horde of stumbling men and women guided by a Machoke until they finally stopped at a restaurant that looked decent enough, if somewhat shabbier than the extremely expensive restaurants most competitors frequented. “Too bad, anyway. We just wanted to catch up.”

“We?” He echoed, until he saw the group of people standing out front. Corey, Neesha, and Jaimie. “Oh. We.”

“Hey guys, I found him!” Fergus shouted above the roar of the bustling crowds. It attracted the group’s attention, certainly. Ash frowned as the older trainers focused their gaze on him. It was slightly unnerving.

Nevertheless, he let himself be pulled along by the overenthusiastic Fergus. As Ash was welcomed by the group he had to wonder if he should have slipped away from the slightly tipsy Fergus while he could.

It wasn’t as if the rest of them looked to be any better.

“C’mon in.” Corey slurred. His eyes were slightly out of focus and he tried to pat Ash on the shoulder. He missed and shoved his hand into Fergus’ face, which was actually rather impressive given Ash and Fergus’ wildly different heights. “We’ve got a lot to talk about!”

That attracted his attention and he let himself be guided into the restaurant by the group. The Feather burned against his chest as questions ran through his mind.

He hadn’t been able to speak with the others as a group. Fergus had done his best to avoid the subject of Mewtwo and New Island when they had last spoken at the Opening Ceremony and the others had been out of contact.

Maybe he’d finally get some answers.

XX

And there it is! We’re finally to the meat of the Conference. I hope everyone enjoyed the chapter!

As always, make sure to review and, if you have additional questions just PM me! I’m happy to help.






26. Chapter 26: The Top 8


“We’ve got a booth already.” Neesha explained as she ushered the rest of the group into the bustling establishment. Unlike the rest of the group, including Jaimie, she was completely sober. She seemed resigned to their antics, however. “Corey! Hurry up!”

“Why did Fergus bring me here?” He inquired, hoping to find an actual purpose. Catching up, as Fergus had coined it, didn’t seem like the whole truth. They were friends of a sort, he supposed, but they weren’t close. He wasn’t even sure how Fergus knew where to find him.

Neesha shrugged as their group made it into the restaurant. It was already filled with laughter and raucous shouts. “We saw you win your battle against Jessica and figured, since you’ve earned a place in the Top 16, you deserved a bit of a celebration. Nice job, by the way. She’s never been a pushover.”

“Thanks.” Ash grunted tersely. “What am I supposed to do?”

She raised an eyebrow in surprise, but before she could actually respond Fergus through a burly arm around his neck and tightened it affectionately. Ash wrinkled his nose at the teenager’s “aromatic” scent. Liquor and the salty meat of a Gyarados’ breath weren’t the most appealing of combinations.

“Loosen up!” He shouted into Ash’s ear. Ash fought the urge to cringe away from him. He didn’t mind Tangrowth or the rest of his family violating his bubble of personal space, but he wasn’t quite that familiar with Fergus yet. “Haven’t you ever done something like this before?”

“No.” Ash admitted. He usually didn’t remain in cities long enough to make any connections among the rest of Kanto’s trainers.

“It’s never too late to get started.” Fergus grinned as he stumbled slightly and landed into the booth Neesha had guided them to. “Think of it as practice, if you have to.”

Ash frowned at that but accepted it. He sat down last, next to Neesha. He hadn’t been around inebriated people before, but he’d seen enough TV before his journey to know that he would want to avoid sitting in front of them. Fergus didn’t seem too bad, so he was acceptable to be in front of.

Corey and Jaimie, on the other hand, were not. Ash watched them warily from the corner of the eye. At least he had a solid reason to never consider accepting any of Lance’s flasks now.

“Ash.” Corey acknowledged with a deceptively serious look in his glazed eyes. “Go – good job out there. Kicked that Jessica chick’s ass, you know?”

Neesha glared at him with crossed arms, but Corey didn’t seem to notice. Ash just paid rapt attention. This Corey was much different from the serious, intelligent trainer he had met in New Island. Perhaps it had been the circumstances that demanded Corey step up, but Ash would prefer that he stayed as he had been when they last met.

“Are all of you still in the Conference?”

“Nope.” Fergus growled. “That other kid from Pallet, Professor Oak’s grandson, kicked my ass. Do they get you training while you’re still in diapers or something? All of the Pallet rookies this year are crazy strong.”

Ash allowed a real grin to slash his face apart at the thought of how strong Gary must have become. Fergus was a very powerful trainer in his own right, although his reliance on water-types could be debilitating. He wasn’t quite at a Master’s level, which tended to be the point when the weaknesses of specialization became practically nonexistent, but he’d most likely achieve the fabled rank in five or six years if he remained dedicated.

“We have incentive to succeed.” He said back, thinking of how far his rivalry with Gary had pushed him after their encounter outside of Cerulean. It was the St. Anne that had set his path to power in stone, but it was his first true loss at Gary’s hands that pushed him upon it. “Many strong trainers come to speak with Professor Oak and there are even more former trainers working with him. We see their examples our entire lives and grow up surrounded by pokemon. Most of us become trainers by the time we’re thirteen and every one of us wants to be the best. It gives us competition.”

“Pretty deep for a kid that’s barely hit puberty.” Fergus snorted amusedly. “You aren’t going to be one of those crazy Masters that hides out in the wilderness and ponders the existence of life, are ya?”

Ash blinked. “I wasn’t planning on it.”

“Good.” Fergus grinned. “Be one of those sane Masters, will you? Nobody needs a crazy guy with an Elite Four-level team running around.”

“How’d you –” Ash began, curious as to how Fergus knew of his ambition.

“Anyone that’s trained for long enough can tell.” Neesha cut in. She glanced distastefully over at Jaimie, who didn’t seem to handle alcohol well, before she continued. “You can see it in their eyes. The way they carry themselves. But in your case it’s pretty obvious. You’ve been training harder than any other rookie I’ve seen or heard about if your team is any indication. You have to go way past determined to become as strong as you have in a year.”

“What she said.” Fergus grunted. “You’ve got a goal. I didn’t know if you wanted to be a Master specifically, but you’re strong enough that you’d become one eventually no matter what. We’ve watched you battle, you know. You’ve got a lot more cards than you’ve shown.”

“Thanks.” Ash smiled slightly at the praise. His expression shifted to a frown as he suddenly remembered what he’d wanted to speak to them about in the first place. Their assessment of his abilities and goals made him feel nice, but he didn’t want to lose focus. “I don’t want to be rude, but could we talk about a certain mutual acquaintance?”

Corey’s eyes widened and narrowed furiously and he smashed his fist against the table, loud enough to attract attention even in the loud restaurant. “That fuc—”

“Corey!” Neesha snapped. She had her hands up like she was going to cover Ash’s ears, but she thought better of it. “Jaimie, do you want to go order something?”

“Sure.” Ash’s old teammate mumbled almost incoherently. Her eyes were droopy and she looked like she was about to collapse. Fergus, who was far less inebriated, managed to stand up and helped Jaimie out. Neesha gave the burly teenager a nod and he guided Jaimie away from their table.

“How much do you remember?” Ash inquired warily at Corey’s wrathful expression. He didn’t want to dig too much. All he wanted was to know if they remembered something that he couldn’t. He wouldn’t put it past Mewtwo to remove specific bits of information from his mind.

Of course, Mewtwo wouldn’t likely be careless enough to leave scraps of knowledge in the others’ heads if it had removed it from Ash’s, but he had to make sure. Anything that could potentially give him more knowledge of Mewtwo…anything could help him.

“Too much!” Corey snarled as he glared at Ash. “I don’t know if you have different memories then we do, kid, but we just want to forget it and move on! We nearly died. Our teams nearly died. You did die!”

Corey leaned in closer at Ash’s grimace, the stench of alcohol harsh on his breath. “So drop it. I’m not interested in whatever game you’re trying to play and neither are the others. It’s over. That monster has been kicked back under the bed where it belongs.”

Ash leaned back, eyes wide at Corey’s vehemence. It wasn’t something he’d encountered often and the sheer venom in his words stung. He glanced away. “Fine.”

“Glad we got that out of the way.” Corey grumbled as he collapsed back against his seat. He took a swig of amber liquid and stared off at a wall with tired eyes. He seemed rather old in that moment.

As Corey’s harsh words echoed in his ears he unconsciously rubbed the spot on his chest where Mew had killed him. He had left the shirt that held the only evidence of his temporary death in Pallet, but he could never forget. Phantom pain seemed to rush through his chest, the fire centered in a small circle over his heart.

“We didn’t just bring you out here to celebrate your victory, you know.” Neesha said quietly. She didn’t look at him. “It’s impressive and all, but we were worried about you. It was Fergus’ idea.”

“Is that why Corey and Fergus have been drinking?” Ash asked, incredulous. “And I’m fine.”

“No. This was a spur of the moment sort of thing.” Neesha admitted with a small laugh. She grasped her own cup of suspicious liquid with a tight hand but didn’t drink. “It did seem to encourage Corey, though. He’s been a bit reliant on it since…you know.”

Corey looked up from his drink. “I’m right here, you know.”

“Quiet.” Neesha said dismissively as she finally looked down to Ash. “Are you sure? You can talk to us, you know. We were there – we know what you went through. The fear, the panic, the hate. We felt it too.”

“I’m fine.” He repeated stiffly. “I’ve talked to some people already. They helped.”

Neesha exhaled in relief. “Good, good. It’s just…we were worried. As trainers, we’ve seen terrible things. It’s not common, but it’s there. Death, pain, sorrow. We’re old enough to be used to them. But you’re just a kid. You shouldn’t have had to go through something like that. Nobody should have.”

“Thank you.” Ash said finally. He appreciated the sentiment.

“I know you said you’re fine, but if you ever need help dealing with something, call us.” Neesha raised a hand to stop him before he spoke as she pulled a pen from her pocket and wrote several numbers down on a napkin. “You might not be able to talk to a professional about the things you’ve seen, but we’ll do our best to help you out. Alright?”

Ash took the offered napkin gratefully. He carefully folded it and placed it into his pocket. He wasn’t sure if he would ever call them, but it was nice to actually have someone to call aside from his mother, Professor Oak, or Lance. They were wonderful and had guided him well, but there were some things even Lance wouldn’t be able to understand.

Mewtwo at its full, unstoppable power was one of those things. Lance had only seen Mewtwo when it was at a fraction of its power, held back by Team Rocket. It had rules then.

“…Thank you.” He repeated after a long pause. Neesha smiled at him, although Corey continued to stare blankly into his cup. “I appreciate it.”

Neesha nodded and glanced over to the throngs of humans meandering around the restaurant. He followed her gaze and noted the slightly tipsy Fergus and Jaimie, guided back to their table by a waiter with a weary look on his face as he slipped through the crowd.

“Maybe it’s time to get that celebration started.” Neesha said with a light smile. She sighed when she glanced over at the silent Corey. “Or at least catch up to him, at any rate. You’ve made it further than Fergus or Jaimie, you know. That’s quite the accomplishment – I made it to the Top 16 my first year and the media wouldn’t leave me alone for a while. I can’t imagine what they’ll make you out to be.”

Ash grimaced at the thought, but forced a smile back onto his face as the annoyed waiter stepped up.

“These are yours?” The beleaguered man sighed as Fergus and Jaimie giggled and slipped back into the booth. Ash leaned a little further away as Fergus’ overpowering scent so reminiscent of a Gyarados’ breath filled the warm air.

“Yes, thank you.” Neesha said gratefully.

The man nodded and handed out several menus. “I’ll be with you shortly.”

Ash nodded at the man and sat forward in his seat, his slight grin maintained as the relatively sober Fergus began to speak of him. He didn’t plan on making a habit of doing this, but he supposed he could enjoy it while it lasted.
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He slipped away from the restaurant several hours later, exhausted physically and mentally. Nothing had gotten out of hand, but when Corey had finally lightened up and entered the “celebration” it inspired the others to new heights of obnoxiousness.

Despite all of that it had been somewhat enjoyable. Ash was hesitant to say that he would go out of his way to have a repeat, but he wouldn’t be averse to being dragged into another celebration. He would have found just as much enjoyment sitting with his friends or researching the rest of the competition, but at least this provided a new experience. It didn’t hurt that they’d stopped heaping attention on him early in, content to use the event as an excuse to be loud.

He had discovered some interesting information, of course. Nothing that he couldn’t have found on the computer provided to him by the League, but it saved him the effort of seeking it out himself.

Fergus and Jaimie had been eliminated. Gary had beaten Fergus in the Top 32, much to the burly teen’s displeasure, but Jaimie had been beaten in the Top 64 by a trainer he’d never heard of. Probably a Conference veteran who competed every year in the hopes of clawing their way ahead.

Corey and Neesha were still in. Ash wasn’t sure how far they would go. He’d seen them battle on television in years past, although he’d never cared to remember their names until he’d actually met them, and knew they were very powerful. He felt that he could beat them, though. From the blurry rush of memories Mewtwo had allowed him to retain his own friends had done more damage overall to their clones. Not a sure sign of victory, but a telling one nonetheless.

Walking alone amongst the night, Ash didn’t feel any particular desire to return to his house. Tired as he was, Ash felt an urge to explore the darkened Indigo Plateau. Without the hordes of spectators it was peaceful.

Ash looked up at the Indigo Stadium. It loomed over the rest of the town, its ancient stands soaked in blood and glory. He loved it and everything it stood for.

He abruptly shifted directions and headed to the Indigo Stadium. Ash wanted to see it. He wanted to see Indigo Stadium as it was meant to be when it was first constructed more than two hundred years ago. It had been renovated many times, but the core, the battlefield in which hundreds of the strongest trainers Kanto had ever produced, remained a constant.

He wanted to see it in all the solemn dignity afforded to the ancient stadium by the cold night. A memory that would last him longer than the fleeting cheers of the crowd ever would.
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Ash was surprised to walk through the arched entrance unhindered. He had half-expected to be barred from entering on grounds of security. Instead of a small retinue of ACE trainers as he expected the Indigo Stadium appeared to be protected by there was nothing.

As the air grew slightly cold and the shadows seemed to lurch around him, he remembered that appearances could be deceiving. Ash’s sharp gaze caught a pair of glowing eyes the color of fresh blood staring at him from a wall, its sinister aura accentuated by a grinning mouth filled with several rows of white, serrated teeth.

He paid the watchful Gengar little mind. If it had wanted to stop him it would have done so. Its trainer would have spoken to him. The League was paranoid about security this year, but not to the extent that they would allow a Gengar to prey on any unfortunate trespassers.

It was here to watch him and intervene if he attempted anything that would pose a threat. Ash would ensure it – and the League by proxy – that it had nothing to worry about. He was here to think.

After a moment of wandering through the Stadium’s halls and climbing several flights of stairs he found himself standing high in the bleachers, next to the Flame of Moltres. The Feather released a steady pulse of heat and comfort as it found itself next to its source. The Flame roared higher in response, although Moltres did not manifest itself.

“Thank you for your aid, Moltres.” Ash dipped his head to the Flame. “Your strength shielded us, if only for a while. If you require my own strength for any reason I will give it.”

The Flame roared in response and climbed slightly higher in tandem with the heat from his Feather. Ash could see its glow from beneath his shirt as painless heat was channeled into the obsidian flame of the resplendent piece of Moltres.

After what felt like an eternity the Feather’s light finally faded and the Flame returned to its former passive state. The great brazier swallowed the remaining fire as it was content to simply burn, casting the Indigo Stadium into shadows and dim light.

He sat down on one of the hundreds of thousands of seats and stared down at the battlefield, taking in what it felt like to watch one of the battles rather than fight it himself. The battlefield was smooth and pristine, completely unsoiled by the vicious battle that had taken place on it mere hours before.

Ash didn’t know how long he sat there. His fatigue had been burned away by the Feather’s influence, which still pulsed and struggled for the Flame. His eyes were no longer gummy and his mind had long since ceased to scream for sleep.

“It’s beautiful, isn’t it?” An aged voice asked from behind him. The rasping tones were easily recognizable. “History has been made here. Champions have been crowned and many young men and women have left their mark on this arena. It’s alive – if you know where to look.”

A cold feeling rushed through him as the shadows seemed to grow darker and the layer between worlds grew thin. Four red eyes stared at him with mockeries of a grin before the form coalesced into two masses of shadow and toxins.

“Hello, Elite Four Agatha.” Ash greeted the Revenant Crone politely. He’d heard enough about the formidable woman during his time with Lance and Bruno to feel as though he knew her quite well.

“Just Agatha, please. The title makes me feel old.” She smirked as she suddenly appeared in the seat beside him in a shifting of shadows. Her cane rapped against the ground and her mismatched eyes flashed a deep red before they settled to black and pale blue. A shiver ran up Ash’s spine and he felt the instinctive urge to lean away.

Ash’s eyes were wide at the display. “How did you do that?”

“A Lavender Town secret.” She cackled. “My forefathers once ruled it, you know. My clan has waned in recent years but we haven’t forgotten all of the old arts.”

“I understand.” Ash replied noncommittally as he kept his eyes focused on the battlefield.

“You don’t.” Agatha smiled dangerously as she absentmindedly tapped her cane against the concrete. “And for your sake I hope you never do.”

They sat in comfortable silence for a long while after that ominous statement. Agatha seemed to be just as content as he was in the quiet night. Whatever noise the revelers made did not make it past the soft roaring of the Flame.

“Why are you here?” He asked finally. Ash tried to keep his tone polite, but it was a difficult statement to keep civil.

“I guard this place when the obnoxious public leaves.” She gestured widely to the peaceful setting of the stadium. “My brothers and sisters in the shadows watch and wait for any foolish enough to dare to disrupt its peace.”

“My apologies.” Ash said insincerely.

Agatha shook her head of greying blonde curls. “Do not be sorry. You have earned the right to my Stadium and it never hurts to have some worthy company. You have fought well, young man.”

“Thank you.”

“That reminds me. Lance would like to pass along an invitation to a gathering in Indigo Plateau in four days.” Agatha said quietly. “I believe you will find many there that are eager to meet you again. You seem to have left quite an impression on Surge. I commend you for that. The insufferable man is not easy to impress.”

His mouth curled up into a slight smile. “You can tell Lance I’ll definitely be going. I wouldn’t miss something like that.”

“Good.” The Revenant Crone said, satisfied. “I’m sure that Lance will be pleased. He seems to be trying to introduce you to the family sooner rather than later.”

Ash raised an eyebrow. “The family?”

“The Elite Four and the gym leaders.” Agatha sniffed as she sent him a sharp glance. Her black eye flared red for a moment. “We fight for the same regions and protect the same people. Blood is thicker than water, but family is more than blood. It is the bond impressed upon us by our shared duty and responsibility to those who cannot protect themselves – our love for Indigo. It is far more solid than birth.”

She broke the short silence that ensued with a weary cackle. “Oh, listen to this old woman ramble on. To think I’ve fallen so low!”

“No, please continue.” Ash waved her on. He liked listening to Agatha speak. She hadn’t displayed the sharp tongue that she was famous for, but he wanted to know her. She was a legendary trainer in her own right, one of the greatest Masters to take a place in the Elite Four. It wasn’t easy to hold onto the position for three decades, although Lance had hinted that she might retire soon.

“So respectful.” Agatha smiled. “How boring. You’re just like that old duff Oak when he was your age, you know. We traveled together many years ago.”

“Thank you.” He replied, waiting to see her reaction. Ash knew it was a rather backhanded compliment, at least from Agatha. From anyone else it would be praise of the highest sort.

Agatha snorted. “I never said that was a good thing, child. He was always too soft-spoken and I had hoped that trait wouldn’t have passed on to his successors. Of course, he still had his fighting spirit back then. Now that old coot’s a shadow of his former self.”

“I can’t say I would know. I’ve never seen him battle.” Ash shrugged noncommittally. “His team is still strong, though.”

“Of course they are!” Agatha barked, her heterochromic eyes alit with an inner blaze. They briefly shifted a bloody scarlet and her bared teeth seemed to mold into points. Ash repressed a shudder as the old woman stood up on her cane and glared down at him. “The old fool was once a Champion! Had he fallen so far as to become weak I would go down to Pallet and beat him silly with this crutch!”

Ash stared at her with shocked eyes as she confirmed one of his old suspicions. “Champion?”

“Of course!” Agatha repeated with a disdainful snort. “You said you saw his team. How could you have not known? It’s been many years since I’ve seen them but I know their power firsthand. They might be out of practice but they are more than sufficient to defeat a member of the Elite Four!”

“I suspected, but –”

“Bah!” Agatha snapped as she gingerly sat down. Her features calmed and the ominous light behind her eyes dimmed. “Foolish boy. A suspicion means nothing if you do not take steps to address it!”

He was silent as he met her fierce gaze. Ash could practically feel the shadows around him grow darker as Agatha’s annoyance waxed. “I have looked. There was nothing.”

Agatha snorted. “You didn’t look in the right places, obviously.”

“Obviously.” Ash agreed sourly. That made Agatha finally smile again. “It wasn’t in the old files I looked at in the Pokedex or in the other computers I searched. Where else could I have looked?”

“You trained with the Champion of the Indigo League for a month, if I’m not mistaken.” Agatha said bluntly. “I believe that would have been the perfect opportunity.”

Ash’s mouth opened and closed as he searched for a response. He finally sighed and admitted defeat.

“I suppose I can’t judge you too harshly.” Agatha mused as she lightly tapped her cane against the hard plastic of the seat in front of her. A sly, amused grin was on her aged face. “Oak was only the Champion for a single day, after all. It’s something of a legend in the League – the shortest reign of any champion. The One-Ringed Oak.”

“Why?” He inquired. “Did a previous Conference Champion challenge the Elite Four at the same time?”

“No. Nothing so interesting.” Agatha said dismissively. Youthful fire blazed in her eyes as her face set in old indignation. “The old fool defeated the Champion in a three-to-six battle, took the mantle, and gave it back. He couldn’t bother to wait until the ceremony was complete before he surrendered his title!”

“Bah!” The aged woman growled. “I won the next year. I couldn’t claim what Oak gave up, but I did find myself in this position. I have served the League well and it has done the same for me.”

Ash frowned and absentmindedly rapped his knuckles against the seat’s small armrest. “Do you know why he gave it up?”

“Of course I do. We were close at the time.” Agatha reminisced before her nostalgic expression twisted into an ugly scowl. “He said he was tired of battling. He wanted to study pokemon, not battle them. He was tired of power and responsibility.”

“It was his last act as a true trainer.” She sighed. “After that he went soft. He’s stayed that way ever since, although I saw some of his old fire return after – never mind.”

“What?”

“Not something you should hear.” Agatha rebuked. “You’ve grown up quite a bit, but I doubt the old duff would appreciate me divulging something like that. I despise what the legendary Samuel Oak has become, but I will respect the man he once was.”

Ash was silent at that. Agatha had already given him quite a bit of information and he’d rather not push his luck with her. He would rather stay on her good side.

“Thank you for telling me this.” He said quietly.

Agatha snorted derisively. “It’s something you should have already known. Oak might not care to mention his achievements to his little prodigy, but I actually place value on his old strength.”

“He could have been one of our greatest Champions.” Agatha said to him wistfully. “Oak was always better than me and I was hardly a slouch myself. He was a prodigy amongst prodigies. Even Blaine couldn’t match his potential.”

“But he threw it all away. He gave the mantle back to Champion Uther, who sat on his throne for another decade before Marcus came along and took it back.” The old woman sneered. She turned her wise eyes to Ash. “You walk the path of a Champion, boy. When the time comes do not shy away from your duty. Follow Lance, not Oak. Don’t become soft and weak like your mentor has.”

Ash held his chin thoughtfully as he processed Agatha’s embittered words of advice. The Revenant Crone offered him high praise – an expectation which he was loath to disappoint. . She was silent, content in the shadows cast by the Flame.

“What was he like back then?”

“Quiet and tough, although his spirit always shined through his façade. Very charismatic.” She replied shortly. “He used to have a reputation as a real heartbreaker, although you wouldn’t think it now. Even before he took the world by storm thirty years ago Oak was regarded as one of the greatest trainers alive, equal to any of the Champions.”

Her face twisted up in old annoyance. “You know the rest. He threw all the power he had earned away and faded into the tired old man he is now.”

Ash was silent as he digested Agatha’s words. He’d thought he’d known Oak. Perhaps he did know the man he had become, but only now did he realize just how eventful the man’s life was and how much he didn’t know. Oak had changed from one of the greatest trainers in the world, one of those rare few with the potential to be Champion, to one of the most groundbreaking and influential scientists of all time.

The revelation of Professor Oak’s legacy made anything he might achieve in the future pale in comparison. Even if he became a Champion he most likely wouldn’t be able to accomplish what Oak had. Oak had changed the world and the pace of human development with his work on pokeballs, potions, and other miscellaneous products. He’d made them far more efficient than they had once been.

He and his team might reach the mountaintop but Oak would always remain in the heavens, always in sight but never attainable.

“So you finally realize your mentor’s influence. Over the years he’s settled his roots and grown into quite the mighty tree. His branches extend all over Indigo and beyond.” Agatha chuckled. “Don’t be so gloomy, child. You’ve already surpassed the old fool in some ways.”

Ash raised an eyebrow at that.

Agatha just gave him a grim smile. “Come now, don’t disappoint me. Use your head! Even the renowned Samuel Oak, legendary Pokemon Professor of the Indigo League, can’t claim to have departed this earth and returned to walk again. Few can, astoundingly enough.”

His blood froze. “How’d you know about that?”

The Revenant Crone’s eyes glittered scarlet in the shadows. “Ghosts are not the departed souls of the dead as some superstitious fools believe, but they are very sensitive creatures. I have lived amongst these dimensional strangers for many years now and I suppose they’ve given me a gift of my own.”

“Are you going to answer the question?” Ash frowned, unamused.

“You feel different than when we last spoke – slightly different than mundane humans that haven’t gotten themselves killed.” Agatha replied with a slight curve to her lips. “It’s something of a psychic phenomenon, and I do believe dear Sabrina could elaborate with far more detail than this old woman. I will suffice to say that there is a great flame about you, a pale rainbow that is empty in some way that words may not properly describe.”

“Mew…” He muttered as he thought back to the form Mew had greeted him with after he had awoken. A great Bird of Fire Light, the mere shadow of Ho-Oh that exuded power equal to that of Moltres. So it had marked him.

He was tired of Legendaries leaving their Brand upon him. Right now he simply wanted to escape their influence.

“Ah, yes. The battle at New Island. Lance informed me of whatever sequence of events he could scrap together from your testimony. It made for interesting reading material.” Agatha smiled airily. “It didn’t mention that you died, however. I had to piece that together for myself. I dismissed the aura surrounding you – the Brand, as Sabrina insists on calling it – as an oddity from being surrounded by such cataclysmic psychic powers until one of my companions spoke to me.”

A wispy form of shadow and toxic gas rose up from the darkness, bloody red eyes gleaming as it sent him a gruesome smile of rows and rows of serrated fangs. It hovered beside its mistress for a few moments before it finally dived back into her shadow.

“The ghosts know more than most give them credit for.” Agatha smirked. “They recognized the Brand you carry within you as that of the Sun Bird, Ho-Oh. It is fading, but my companion spoke to me of the Sacred Ash and it all came together. Your reaction simply confirmed my theory.”

“Great.” He groused. “Now what?”

“Now I do nothing. You simply assuaged an old woman’s curiosity.” The Revenant Crone chuckled. Her dichromic eyes met his. “Sabrina will have an eye on you, I’m sure. I see only wisps and shadows of the Brand. She is far more susceptible to it than I. Should you suffer any ill effects I will be notified.”

That wasn’t a particularly comforting thought, but Ash didn’t voice that concern. He just watched Agatha carefully. He hadn’t expected anyone to learn the truth of what had happened to him. It wasn’t an event that he cared to remember.

“Don’t turn into a sullen child.” Agatha snapped after another short period of silence. “I would expect better from you after the praise you have earned from Lance and Bruno. It’s somewhat annoying after our rather enlightening conversation, don’t you agree?”

“My apologies for becoming introspective about my death.” Ash rolled his eyes. Something about Agatha made sarcasm slip out a little easier.

“If I’d thought you would react this way I never would have brought it up, brat.” She cackled. It ended with a short series of coughs, although she waved away his concerns. “Just old age catching up with me. My body has suffered more than its fair share of stress and pain throughout its time. It’s simply venting its grievances at this point.”

Ash nodded slowly. He wasn’t sure he could imagine getting old. It was impossible to sympathize with Agatha for that particular weakness, although he was more than capable of empathizing with the pain.

They were quiet as Agatha fell into another fit of coughs. Her eyes ceased to glow red and the shadows around her loosened and fell away until she was bared to the light of Moltres’ Flame. Bloody eyes and a maw of sharp fangs vanished into her shadow once more, joining the last.

“Are you going to retire soon?” He finally asked, breaking the silence. Ash was almost surprised at himself. It wasn’t often that he initiated a conversation.

“I suppose I will.” Agatha sighed as she held her cane in her weathered hands and stared at the length of polished wood. “I’ve served my time. The world is changing and it feels like I fall a little further behind every year, no matter how hard I try to keep up. It’s time for the young to step forward and leave their own mark on history.”

“The League will be changing soon.” She muttered. “The model used since the time of the First will finally be retired in response to this new world. The structure of the Elite Four – the Champion at the head and the three strongest trainers of Indigo as their sharpest eyes and strongest hands – will be retired. We’ll adopt Hoenn and Sinnoh’s method. Lance will take his place as the Champion, above the rest of the Elite Four. I believe that I will leave and the trainees will fill the empty spots.”

“Will and Karen?”

Agatha nodded. “Most likely. They’re good children. I couldn’t ask for a worthier successor than either of them. Will acts the bumbling fool, but he knows what is needed and will not hesitate when the time comes to act. Karen reminds me quite a bit of myself at that age. A bit more humble, perhaps, but very similar.”

“Karen humble?” Ash rolled his eyes. He didn’t have much interaction with Karen aside from a particular memory that made his face flush red for a moment, but she certainly hadn’t been the epitome of humility.

“Humbler.” Agatha corrected with a short bark of laughter. “I was the third-youngest member of the Elite Four in the League’s history by that point. I’d wrenched my position from Elite Four Matthias, who was a legend in the last war. I doubt the history books remember him, but I certainly do. I had a right to be arrogant.”

Ash nodded along with Agatha. He vaguely remembered the name of Elite Four Matthias, but no specifics. Just before he was about to speak Agatha interrupted him.

“But it’s time for me to give up this mantle. My time is over. A new age is beginning.” Agatha said wearily. “It’s time for your generation to build its own legacy. I’ll enjoy spectating the action rather than partaking in it for once.”

“Hopefully there won’t be too much to watch.” Ash remarked. He’d heard once that the worst curse in the old days was to wish someone an interesting life. With Mewtwo banished and Lance firmly guiding the League he hoped that the world be quiet for the perceivable future.

“Wisdom oft comes from the mouth of babes.” Agatha mocked affectionately. “Perhaps Lance should simply hand you the title right now.”

Ash frowned. He knew Agatha was being sarcastic but he couldn’t imagine how terribly that would turn out. He’d grown and become powerful in the year he’d been training, but he was well aware that he wasn’t ready to become a Champion. Not yet.

Agatha glanced up at the moon, which was half-exposed. “As enjoyable as this discourse has been, I’m afraid you should return to your quarters. Little children need their sleep and you are no exception.”

His frown morphed into a scowl at her condescending tone but he stood up nevertheless. “Thank you for your time, Agatha.”

“It’s been a pleasure.” She smiled as he prepared to head down the stairs and exit the lonely Indigo Stadium. “But before you go I would like to leave you with some parting words. Think on them.”

He waited with an interested glint in his eyes as he glanced back to the crone.

“Of the Champions since Oak, only Lance has equaled him.” Agatha began with a scowl as she spoke of her old friend. “I daresay that he will soon surpass him once his team enters its prime. He’s still young. But I believe you can leave the old duff in the dust should you work hard and stay focused. Lance believes you to be his successor and I am inclined to agree.”

“Your Champion has put quite a bit of effort into you and fostered the seeds of greatness you carry within yourself. Don’t let them die as that fool of an Oak did. Nurture them and do not accept yourself as anything but the best. You possess the potential, child. It’s up to you to live up to it.” Agatha finished. She stared at him with her eerie eyes. “Think over my words. There is no hidden meaning. There is only the truth. I trust you to accept it as such.”

Ash dipped his head in respect before he began to descend down the stairs to leave the Stadium. “Thank you, Agatha. I won’t forget. I’ll live up to your expectations.”

“It’s not my expectations you should be worried about.”
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“Ash Ketchum. I’m here for my battle.” He told the cheerful woman at the desk. The room was empty aside from the two of them. It was practically filled during the first stages of the Conference but was rarely needed now that most of the competitors had returned home.

“Of course!” She exclaimed as she typed something into her computer. Moments later an image of the brackets came up on a screen above her head, which zeroed in on his own name and face before it zoomed away and fixed on another boy with a cocky smirk Ash knew far too well. Once both had been selected their information was displayed, including their stats and the time of their battle.

“It looks like you’ll be battling…Gary Oak.” She read and cut the screen off. “Your match starts tomorrow at three o’clock. Get there by five thirty to register your team.”

Ash nodded shortly and turned to leave, his calm exterior belying the turbulence roaring within himself. “Thank you.”

“Good luck!” She called out as he walked away. Ash smiled and waved before he left, glee and determination fighting for dominance over his mind.

Gary was his. They were to meet in the greatest of the five Stadiums and fight their climactic battle, the one that would leave one of the two the ultimate victor and the other the ultimate loser. This was what he had been waiting for.

Gary couldn’t run away this time, a thought that brought a cheerful grin to Ash’s face. He couldn’t just leave the Indigo Stadium. This would it – this would be their final confrontation. He expected that their paths would split off from one another’s after the Conference. Their rivalry would be pointless if they were in different regions.

He was going to crush Gary. He was going to force Gary to acknowledge him as the superior trainer. He wasn’t going to be the loser his rival seemed to see him as – he was going to be the victor, stronger than Gary could ever be.

It might even be enough to release the most devastating of his friends. Ash unconsciously tapped the worn pokeball, which seemed to heat up at his contact.

Ash suddenly changed his course. He could tell Jonathan and Amelia about his next match later. It was more important to let his mother and Professor Oak know, preferably in person.
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“Is anyone here?” He called out as he stepped into the now-familiar confines of the Oak mansion. Ash didn’t bother knocking or ringing the doorbell. He was welcome.

“Yeah. Just telling Gramps and your mom the good news!” Gary grinned at him from the second story. His arms were crossed and Umbreon was at his side, her luminous yellow spots pulsing every few seconds or so. “Don’t tell me you just found out! I can’t blame you, though. I always seem to be one step ahead of you. Isn’t that right, Ashy-boy?”

He scowled, childish anger flooding his mind. “We’ll see tomorrow.”

“Yeah. We will.” Gary agreed with his infuriatingly cocky smirk. “My team and I’ll try not to crush you too hard, alright? I’d hate to embarrass you in front of the whole world. Maybe I’ll even take it easy on you so that you can actually leave a few scratches to remember you by.”

Ash frowned. “Thanks for the consideration. I’ll notify the Pokemon Center tonight. They’re going to need to free up some space for you once this is over and done with.”

“Aren’t you confident?” Gary mocked as he carelessly flicked his hair out of his eyes. “You might turn out to be a tough nut to crack but you don’t hold up to me. I haven’t trained so hard for so long just to lose to you, Ashy-boy! You haven’t been able to catch up since we were kids.”

“I think that’s enough.” Professor Oak commented as he stepped up behind Gary. He gave an exasperated sigh as Ash’s rival started to say something else and casually smacked Gary on the back of his head. “Save it for the match, boys. There’s nothing to gain squabbling like a bunch of Mankey.”

Ash smiled at that and obediently held his tongue. His mother was oddly quiet as she watched the spectacle unfold.

“Ash, please come up. You haven’t stopped by in a while.” Oak remarked. He glanced at Gary. “Daisy said she wanted to talk to you today. You should call her soon. She’ll be out of contact while she’s on Mount Coronet.”

Gary shrugged. “Alright, old man. I guess I’m out of here. I’ll see you later.”

Oak watched Gary and Umbreon swagger down the stairs with a small frown but didn’t say anything. Gary flashed Ash an irritating smirk as he bumped past him and pushed his way out of the house.

Ash didn’t bother keeping his scowl in check as he stared at the door as if Gary was still standing there.

He shook off his irritation and followed the carpeted stairs up to where his mother and Professor Oak were waiting. They had a lot to talk about.
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“Do you want anything?” His mother asked him as they settled in the same little room they talked in the first time he’d come here.

“I’m fine, thanks.” He smiled as he sank into one of the thickly cushioned chairs, followed quickly by the two adults. “I probably won’t be here long. I hadn’t expected Gary to have already tell you about our match.”

Oak smiled brightly. “Oh, yes! It’s rather exciting, is it not? I’m sure the two of you are glad to finally settle your little rivalry. Hopefully you’ll finally be able to move past your petty little squabbles.”

“It depends on who wins.” Ash shrugged. He would at least try and let things taper off when he won, although he wasn’t sure if Gary would be able to accept a loss. If his rival somehow managed to pull off a win Ash would try and just forget that it ever happened. He’d need to be debilitated before the match for Gary to win – at least in his humble opinion.

“We’ll just have to see, won’t we?” Oak said with a slight upturn of his mouth. “I’m afraid I won’t be able to support you wholeheartedly in this match, but I wish you luck nonetheless.”

“Thanks.” Ash grinned wryly. “Hopefully I won’t need luck to get through this.”

His mother finally spoke up with a bright smile. “Of course not! I’m sure you’ll do wonderfully, especially with all of this extra motivation!”

Ash snorted. ‘Extra motivation’ was one way to put it.

“I’ll be back in a minute.” She continued. “I think it’s about time for some lunch. Do you want anything, Professor?”

Oak shook his head as his mother swept out of the room. Ash stared at the man, his conversation with Agatha from several nights ago fresh in his mind. For a moment he looked past the lined face and weary eyes and imagined what the youthful Samuel Oak had looked like – the Champion before he had shifted into the Professor.

“Is there something on my face?” Oak raised an eyebrow at Ash’s staring.

“No.” He shook his head. Ash hesitated before continuing on. “I had a conversation with Agatha a few nights ago, after my battle with Jessica.”

The Professor’s eyes shined with interest, just a bit hesitant at the mention of his old traveling companion. “Really?”

“She said you used to be the Champion.” He said bluntly. Ash would prefer not to waste time dancing around the issue. It wasn’t as though he were accusing the Professor of some heinous crime. For most people the title of Champion would be an honor they would never surpass in their lifetime. Professor Oak was the sole exception as far as Ash knew.

Oak sighed and met Ash’s eyes. “Yes. I suppose I was, no matter how short my reign might have been.”

“Why’d you never tell me?” Ash demanded, aware of the little bit of annoyance that had crept into his voice. “It’s hardly something to be ashamed about!”

“I was never ashamed of my past. I’ve simply chosen to leave it behind.” Oak replied firmly. He barely seemed to register Ash’s ire. “My time as a trainer was very successful, but I’ve been tired of fighting for a long time. I love my team – they are my lifelong friends that have been one of the constants in my life – but that time is over and we have long since moved on.”

“Just because you’ve moved on doesn’t mean you have to leave it completely behind.” Ash challenged. “I doubt I ever would have found out if Agatha hadn’t told me.”

Oak smiled tiredly. “That was the point. I’ve tried to keep the knowledge relatively suppressed – as unknown as it could be in this day and age. I’m not listed amongst the Champions in most unofficial sources as per my request and my exceptionally short reign hardly left much of an impact. The only place I’m recognized is the Hall of Fame, as far as I know.”

“Becoming Champion – even if it was only for a few seconds before I resigned – was my last act as a trainer.” Oak continued. “I wanted to achieve the pinnacle of what it meant to be a fighter before I turned toward more peaceful pursuits. I’ve accomplished far more as a scientist and creator than I ever could have as a trainer. I’m certainly not ashamed of my past as a trainer, but it has very little relevance to me now outside of my dearest friends.”

Ash stared at the man – the Professor and former Champion – for a few moments and didn’t say anything. There wasn’t anything to say. Perhaps he wasn’t the best at reading people, but he could tell that Oak didn’t want to talk about this. Oak held the power over his past and it would do no good to push.

He’d just have to be patient.

“Thanks for talking to me.” Ash told the Professor as he heard his mother’s footsteps. He’d rather avoid any heavy conversations with the older man while she was around.

“It wasn’t any trouble, Ash.” Oak replied with a frown. “But please let the past lie. Perhaps we may speak of this again in the future, but for the present I’d like to put that conversation on hold.”

Ash nodded. “Of course.”

“Now, if I may ask, what else did you speak of with Agatha? It has been many years since I’ve said more than a few terse words with her…”
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“It’s coming full-circle, isn’t it?” Ash pondered as he casually tossed Nidoking’s pokeball up in the air. The aforementioned poison-type and Plume stood in front of him, the Pidgeot perched on one of the wooden benches. Hopefully the League wouldn’t mind the scratches. “Us and Gary. One last battle.”

Nidoking grunted in agreement and tapped Ash on the shoulder with a great dull claw. Ash smiled and awkwardly patted his friend’s shoulder plate from his sitting position. It was uncomfortable but manageable.

Plume cooed and leaned over to him so that she could lightly nip the bill of his hat. He managed to stroke her glossy crest before she pulled back and sat proudly. “You didn’t get to battle him back at the Corral, did you?”

The Pidgeot shook her head and snapped her beak a few times. Her eyes were fierce with thoughts of Gary’s own Pidgeot, the gigantic bird that dwarfed even Plume. She had grown since then and would continue to do so for the next few months, but Ash was certain Gary’s would be absolutely massive at this point. No Pidgeot was small, but Gary’s was one of the biggest he’d ever seen. It was closer to the size of a Dragonite than an ordinary Pidgeot.

“I’ll try and let you out for his Umbreon.” Ash grinned at Nidoking, whose eyes darkened at the mention of the dark-type. He knew it would be safe for him to pit his friend against Umbreon. Nidoking held great potential for wrath but some of his impulsiveness had been tempered by his evolution and experience. It took a lethal threat to Nidoking or someone he cared about to push him into his deadly berserker rage. The mere memories of a mauling he had long worked past would not lead him to kill the Umbreon.

Nidoking bared his teeth happily at Ash and nudged him with his shoulder plate, nearly knocking him off of his bench. Ash laughed as he settled himself and began to speak to his first friend when the speaker flicked on.

He tuned out the words and stood up. He’d heard them enough for there to be a sort of echo in his head as his mind filled in the gaps.

“Looks like it’s time.” Ash said with a wild grin on his face. This was what he lived for. This would be a battle that wouldn’t disappoint him. Gary would let him test out his skills with no fear of exposing his power to the competition. He had made it to the battle for a position in the Top 8. No one would underestimate him at this point.

“I’ll see the two of you soon.” He told his friends, who looked just as eager to fight Gary as he felt. Nidoking tapped him one last time before he recalled his two friends.

He began his trek to the Indigo Stadium’s surface with a nervous stomach and a gleeful heart.

Ash took his hat off. He wouldn’t need it.

“I’m ready, Gary. Don’t disappoint me.”

XX

“What an exciting match we have for you tonight, folks!” The announcer crowed over the speakers to the roar of the crowd. “The two Prodigies of Pallet, Ash Ketchum and Gary Oak, meet in the battlefield! These boys have proven themselves to be two of the strongest trainers in Indigo as rookies! I can’t imagine how intense this battle will be!”

Ash kept a steady frown on his face as he took his position in the box. He tossed Nidoking’s pokeball up and down in a calm manner, doing his best to keep any hint of excitement from his body. If Gary could detect it he’d try and break his focus.

“Ash Ketchum, who has defeated several Conference veterans and other prodigious newcomers, has taken the stage!” The announcer shouted. “He will release first in this battle!”

He felt the ground shake with the force of the crowd’s shouts. Ash smiled uneasily and gave them a slight wave. They were cheering for him. He’d attracted some attention thanks to his successes, but it was hard to realize all the same.

Then Gary rose up out of his own tunnel, a devilish smirk on his face as he confidently strode up and gave a lazy bow to the crowd. Every gesture oozed arrogance, although he sobered a bit when he saw Ash. There was a hard glint in his eye, despite the half-wave Gary sent at him. Whatever his cocky demeanor hinted at, he was all business right now. This was an act to hide the intensity below the surface.

Ash returned it with a brisk nod as the announcer and spectators roared for the well-known trainer. Gary’s attitude and love for the spotlight had served to endear him to the public in a way that Ash’s preference for solitude had not.

“I present to you Gary Oak, ladies and gentleman!” The man shouted gleefully. “Grandson of the renowned Professor Oak, well-known for his crushing victory over Fergus Saler, and the amazing skills he has displayed over the course of this Conference! How will he fare against a competitor with as much talent as himself? Let’s find out!”

The referee met both of their eyes. “Begin! Red Trainer, release first!”

Ash doubted that Gary was surprised when Nidoking appeared on the field, his thick purple armor a stark contrast to the dull sands of the Indigo Stadium. He let loose a great bellow as he appeared in a flash of light and his tail smashed heavily into the ground as he announced his presence to the jubilant onlookers.

“This is how you want it go down, eh?” Gary smirked as he raised his own pokeball. A great flash of light released Blastoise onto the field, the hulking water-type’s eyes narrowed as he recognized the first foe he ever battled. “Don’t you love nostalgia?”

A quick grin flickered across Ash’s face and he swept an errant lock of black hair out of his eyes – it really way strange to not have his hat on – as he gave a short nod. “It’s something, isn’t it? Thunderbolt!”

With that, battle was joined.

Gary just rolled his eyes as Blastoise retreated within its hard shell and allowed the bolt of electricity to strike uselessly against the thick carapace. “How creative. It’s not like you’ve pulled that one before. Blastoise, let’s show him what a real trainer can do!”

Blastoise’s head and limbs came out from the shell and fell onto all fours as it roared furiously and snapped its mighty jaw. Its cannons extended and twitched slightly as Blastoise focused on Nidoking, who barely managed to fall into an Earth Power pit before two blasts of pressurized water shot through the empty air with deadly precision.

Ash frowned as Blastoise retreated into its nigh impenetrable shell. It was prepared for Nidoking’s most common techniques. Gary had gotten his team ready for this battle and most likely had a counter for all of Nidoking’s revealed abilities. The rest of his team hadn’t been used enough to create a wide variety of defenses.

“Get up!” He shouted as he realized what Blastoise must be capable of. Gary’s smirk slipped slightly as Ash saw through his plan, but it grew again once Blastoise reared up and let all of its weight fall on the earth, the force sufficient to amplify the Earthquake that rocked and shifted the tightly-packed ground.

“Hydro Cannon!” Gary grinned as Nidoking surfaced, teeth bared as he narrowly escaped being trapped beneath the earth. The Earthquake would have been more than enough to rupture his poison sacs and cause enough internal damage to put him out of the fight. Blastoise was obviously experienced with the technique.

A hundred different possible reactions flashed through his mind. None of them were good. Nidoking wasn’t defensive. He was meant to take hits and, if necessary, hide beneath the earth to stalk his prey from below.

His ability to create gaps in the earth was compromised via Blastoise’s powerful Earthquakes. Nidoking wasn’t at the level where he could take control of the attack and “bend” it around his position. That required years upon years of mastery over ground.

He couldn’t simply electrocute the blasts of water to inflict devastating internal damage. Blastoise was smart and used quick, precise blasts rather than the sustained torrents of Jonathan’s Gyarados.

There were no good options. Nidoking wasn’t agile enough to avoid the terribly powerful blast of water that would easily bowl him over and likely tear straight through his hide. He couldn’t hide and even his vaunted defenses were no match for the trap Gary had lead him into.

So he attacked. “Thunderbolt! Take the hit!”

“This again? I’m not an idiot like Jon—” Gary began, although he scowled when Nidoking simply released an overpowered blast of electricity that left the entire stadium blind even as Blastoise’s Hydro Cannon slammed into his hulking form and sent him tumbling twenty feet back.

Blastoise roared in agony as lightning rushed through every cell, nerves painfully stimulated and muscles left twitching helplessly. The attack had been far more powerful than the standard Thunderbolt. Nidoking had realized that this could be his last chance to inflict damage. He’d made the most of it.

Ash grinned when both of the dueling pokemon were left on the ground, although his mind winced in sympathy for his friend. All sympathy vanished in the face of mad glee as Nidoking, who had managed to partially turn around before the Hydro Cannon had ripped the hide and thick plates of armor off of his back, slowly pulled himself up.

“Good job!” Ash encouraged. “Get in close and finish this!”

Nidoking barely registered the command. Ash could see blood dripping down his back, oozing steadily from the stripped flesh. A sustained burst of anger raged through his system at the gruesome sight, but it was nothing at all capable of what the vengeful Nidoking possessed.

His eyes had slipped into the dull haze of his berserker state. His horn leaked potent venom and the ground rippled with his every step as he suddenly let loose and charged towards his fallen foe, whom had managed to begin its own recovery.

“C’mon, Blastoise!” Gary pleaded as his starter slowly realized the danger it was in. “Get up and fight! You’ve got this fight in the bag.”

Ash winced as Nidoking, blind to all pain and lost in the red haze, slammed into the weakened Blastoise with a thunderous crash. The audience cringed as both of the fighters were sent to the ground. Nidoking’s horn stabbed into the hard shell but even its renowned sharpness failed to penetrate more than an inch into the thick layer of bone.

Blastoise roared furiously and smashed its arm into Nidoking’s jaw, sending his head snapping back and giving the water-type time to recover.

“After him!” Ash barked. Nidoking needed a firm hand right now. He was lost in his rage. It would take more than simple directions to get through to his rationality.

Nidoking, heeding only his rage and Ash’s single command, rushed after Blastoise after he had regained his senses. He ignored the pain and blood and savagely slammed into Blastoise with teeth-rattling force, knocking Blastoise down for the second time.

Ash knew that he had to stay close. Blastoise was practically immune to everything Nidoking would be capable of utilizing against it at range except for Thunderbolt – and Blastoise could retreat into its protective shell if it was given a second of notice.

Fighting at a distance wasn’t an option. There was no running. No hiding. Just raw, brutal melee combat.

And it was working. Nidoking and Blastoise engaged in a fierce series of blows, neither trainer willing to break their concentration. Even Nidoking was cognizant enough to avoid killing at the moment, but Ash and Gary would not risk a defeat.

As it was, Ash just had a finger on Nidoking’s pokeball. His friend was in pain. If it looked like it would seriously hurt him to continue fighting he would recall him. The same held if it looked like Blastoise would suffer a truly dangerous or lethal blow. This battle wasn’t worth lasting damage.

Gary was the one that broke first. After Blastoise, who couldn’t compete with Nidoking in such close quarters, was hurled to the ground and suffered another crack in its heavy shell thanks to Nidoking’s deadly horn he called out an order.

“Shell Slide!” He shouted, a little hint of concern in his voice. It was clear that he hadn’t expected Nidoking to be capable of fighting after taking the Hydro Cannon at such a close range. Most pokemon wouldn’t be able to stand, let alone match his exceptionally powerful Blastoise.

Blastoise retreated into the shell just as Nidoking blasted him with another arc of lightning that bathed the area in scorch marks and little sparks of electricity. It was wild and uncontrolled, a clear indicator of Nidoking’s primal mental state at the moment.

“Tail!” Ash urged wildly as he saw Blastoise’s cannons extend from its shell. This was a fairly common technique for Blastoise. Their shells were hundreds of pounds and practically impenetrable. Normally it greatly reduced their mobility. But, if powered by a sufficient force – say, their cannons – it allowed the water-types to turn their heavy shell into an unstoppable attack. Very little could stand against the power behind a propelled Blastoise.

Gary’s Blastoise was weakened but more than capable of using the technique to great effect. Nidoking couldn’t stand against it, even in his adrenaline-fueled berserker rage.

Nidoking roared and turned as fast as he could, his bloodlust weakened and rationality restored. Just as Blastoise shot forward with a sharp crack as the expelled water broke the sound barrier Nidoking smashed his bloody tail straight into the massive creature.

Ash winced as the pained Nidoking stumbled and screamed in agony as Blastoise’s shell still managed to clip his unprotected back, all the blunt force pushed into the exposed skin and muscle, but wasn’t knocked unconscious thanks to his tail knocking the Blastoise off course.

“Nidoking, it’s almost over!” Ash called out comfortingly. Nidoking slowed his deep breaths as Blastoise’s shell landed, skidded a few dozen feet, and spun until its cannons faced the opposite direction of Nidoking. There was only a few more seconds before it attacked again. “I know it hurts, but take the hit! You can finish this.”

Nidoking grunted softly – it was almost a whimper – but stood his ground. He squared himself and ignored the screaming pain undoubtedly exuding itself from his stripped back. As Blastoise launched itself forward again with unnerving accuracy Nidoking roared and charged forward, head lowered and horn pointed directly in the path of Blastoise’s shell. Lightning jumped up the horn but wasn’t released.

Ash watched with a lump in his throat as his first friend met Gary’s in a clash of titans. Both roared in pain as they smashed into the other and suffered from their counterpart’s attack. Nidoking met the heavy propelled shell head on, Blastoise essentially impaling itself on his sharp horn but also hurling Nidoking to the ground.

Blastoise screamed as the horn splintered its nigh indestructible shell and penetrated deep into the soft flesh below, pumping a terrible mixture of debilitating venom and crackling electricity directly into the water-type’s unprotected insides. It laid pitifully on the ground, unable to keep itself in its shell as painful spasms wracked the creature’s body before it finally remained limp.

“No!” Gary roared for his partner as Blastoise’s eyes closed and blood oozed from the gaping hole in its shell. He instantly returned the powerful water-type and stared furiously at Ash as the other boy simply frowned with weary eyes.

Ash regarded Nidoking with horror, his own pain at seeing his friend in such a state nothing compared to what Nidoking must actually feel. Blastoise had suffered terribly at Nidoking’s defense but it had not left his friend unscathed.

Far from it. His hide was able to absorb the worst of the damage, but his face was slightly disfigured. It looked as though a few of his fangs had been knocked out and even more of his blood dripped from his open maw. His armored plates had been cracked and most bent inward under the immense force they had endured. They did not bleed, fortunately. That would have indicated a terrible amount of internal damage.

Nidoking slowly got up to the cheers of the crowd, uncertain and bleary-eyed as he was lost in pain. He had suffered to the point that a berserker rage was no longer an option. He was forced to accept the pain, although he did not drown in it.

Gary sneered darkly as he released Alakazam. The psychic-type lazily glanced over the terribly wounded Nidoking with its keen eyes. It levitated itself just a few inches off of the ground and activated the dual layered protection of Reflect and Light Screen, which left the potent creature illuminated in a blue and gold hue.

Ash knew his friend would not win this fight. He would only hurt himself further.

He raised the pokeball.

Nidoking suddenly snapped his head back to him with frenzied eyes, lost in fanatical devotion to Ash and the fight. He opened his bleeding mouth wide and roared as he never had before, the sound powerful enough to cause the psychic barriers in front of Ash to shimmer into existence. His tail, slightly broken and deformed from the painful impact with Blastoise’s shell, whipped through the air.

The meaning was clear. Loath as he was to follow his friend’s desires in this case he knew he had to let Nidoking be finished off. This was a matter of honor for his friend – he knew he could not defeat Alakazam. But he could contribute to its defeat.

“And you said I was arrogant!” Gary shouted at him from across the battlefield. He crossed his arms as Alakazam and Nidoking awaited the referee’s signal. “At least I’m not going to try and force a half-dead pokemon to battle. Freakin’ hypocrite.”

Ash’s eyes flashed dangerously but he didn’t bother replying. He knew Gary’s game. Gary was exceptionally arrogant, true, but he liked to inflate it. He liked to inspire anger and annoyance to cause his opponents to slip up and make foolish mistakes.

He was very, very good at it.

But he wouldn’t give in that easily. He had a battle to win and a friend to avenge.

“Nidoking, give it everything you’ve got.” He called out to his rapidly fading friend just as the referee announced the battle’s beginning. Nidoking knew how to fight psychics.

“Psychic.” Gary sneered, still angry at Blastoise’s loss. “Let’s knock this thing out for good, eh?”

Alakazam’s eyes and spoons glowed in response. The foci crumpled and bent under the psychic’s terrible power, a conduit for the energy that flowed out from its body and surrounded Nidoking in a shell of deep azure.

The layer of energy that imprisoned Nidoking and subjected him to Alakazam’s will shattered an instant later. Alakazam flinched in surprise as it lost control and several full-sized Shadow Balls formed and shot out from Nidoking’s horn, the ghostly spheres leaving ripples in the air as each struck Alakazam’s glowing body.

Ash’s mouth curled up into a grin as Alakazam’s glowing armor was penetrated easily by Nidoking’s sacrificial attack. The Shadow Balls phased right through the layered Barrier and Light Screen, the alien energy unaffected by the worldly protections.

Alakazam’s shining eyes were snuffed out for just a moment as murky grey energy rushed through its form, eliminating its aura and sending shocks and spasms through its atrophied muscle. It twitched helplessly as it lost control of the psychic energy keeping it aloft and collapsed to the ground.

“Alakazam!” Gary cried, distraught at the creature’s pain. It wasn’t enough to defeat it but Alakazam would have difficulty using its full abilities for the next few minutes. Ghostly energy naturally disrupted psychics and the manifestations of their power. Three Shadow Balls of the kind that had just struck the psychic-type would be enough to leave it relatively defenseless for the next minute or so, although much of that would be burned up in switching out.

“Thank you, my friend.” Ash murmured to Nidoking as he raised the pokeball. Nidoking had used the last vestiges of his energy to cripple Alakazam even after he had been broken far past the point of pain. Few pokemon could have done what he just did.

Nidoking’s body had been broken by his short, fierce battle with Blastoise but he had never been beaten.

“Sleep well.” He smiled as his friend was recalled in a brilliant flash of light, safe and secure in the pokeball’s stasis.

He was just glad that Gary had never bothered to fix that glaring flaw in his strategy. The Reflect and Light Screen combination was incredibly useful and left Alakazam nigh untouchable to most attacks, but a sufficiently powerful ghost-type attack would tear right through it and leave Alakazam a sputtering mess – as Ash had just proven.

The shield was certainly powerful but he found the versatility Teleport provided to be far more efficient. Shields took quite a bit of energy and the double-layered protection used by Alakazam was a stellar example of that. It was a good technique on its own, but the way the layer of psychic power blocked teleportation was intolerable in Ash’s eyes.

Ash supposed he couldn’t blame Gary too much, however. There was little reason to assume that Nidoking knew ghost-type techniques. It wasn’t certainly wasn’t a standard component of a Nidoking’s arsenal.

His expression immediately turned serious as he released Tangrowth. He wanted to end this quickly and decisively. Alakazam wouldn’t be able to teleport in its state but if it tried to pull any tricks he would rather have a fighter who could easily manage the entire battlefield without much difficulty.

Tangrowth bounced up and down excitedly as he felt the chilly night air wash over his form. His vines extended slightly, waving around as his bright saucer-like eyes took in the world. He gurgled cheerfully as he saw Alakazam, not particularly serious yet. At the moment he saw it as a game.

“It’s weakened.” He called out. Tangrowth didn’t seem to register his words, but he trusted his friend to act on them. “Beat it quickly. It can cut your vines, so be careful.”

His friend hopped up once more and stared intently at Alakazam, who had finally pulled itself up. Its weak muscles trembled as it sat cross-legged. The psychic’s eyes were filled with dull grey energy that pulsed in tune with the spasms that wracked its frame, although a hint of fiery blue burned within.

“Begin!”

The two combatants reacted almost instantaneously. Alakazam’s eyes flared and for a brief few moments its eyes banished the ghostly power that continued to wrack its body. A shield materialized in front of it, the bright blue membrane barely able to maintain itself under the sudden strikes of dozens of Tangrowth’s vines, the prehensile appendages doing their utmost to wear down the barrier.

“Psyblade!” His rival roared as the shield cracked and wavered under the immense force Tangrowth wielded. Alakazam’s flickering eyes alit once more as it demonstrated the control and power its kind was famed for.

Its fading shield was split into two suddenly, which allowed some of Tangrowth’s vines to lash forward and wrap around its weak limbs. Alakazam’s mustache bristled in annoyance as it cut Tangrowth’s victory short.

The split shield suddenly compressed into two blades of psychic energy, both of whom instantly slashed through all of Tangrowth’s extended vines seamlessly and left naught but cauterized stumps. Tangrowth gurgled at the loss of sensation and reflexively yanked his vines back in an attempt to save his most valuable tools.

“Finish it.” Gary smirked, confident in his success now that Alakazam had recovered some of its power.

Ash smiled slightly as Alakazam’s spoons were consumed with psychic power. Gary and Alakazam were arrogant. It wouldn’t be a stretch to assume that Gary knew little of Tangrowth or their physiology, but he had sorely underestimated his friend.

“Ancient Power.” He said calmly as Alakazam’s blades swept toward Tangrowth in tandem, flickering energy bright as Alakazam slowly regained control over its psychic abilities. It was a very powerful technique, Ash knew. It must have required a lot of training for Alakazam to be able to so easily manipulate its power.

Unfortunately he didn’t plan on seeing what such a potent technique could do. The blades had burned through dozens of Tangrowth’s thick vines without slowing. It would be best to keep his friend far away from the psychic manifestations.

Tangrowth was illuminated briefly as he created countless orbs of white energy, each held at the very tip of his vines. Even those that had been severed by Alakazam’s Psyblade channeled Tangrowth’s great power.

Alakazam’s eyes widened noticeably and it instantly allowed the blades of power to meld together in order to form a shield as a massive explosion wracked the earth, Tangrowth’s control over the battlefield enough to disperse the flickering shield.

“No!” Gary raged as Alakazam was hurled nearly twenty feet away by the resulting explosion that kicked up earth and left deep craters and gouges in the flat plane of the battlefield. Alakazam landed with a fleshy thump and barely managed to pull itself up and reactivate the Psyblade technique before Tangrowth’s vines lashed towards it once more. “Don’t give up yet, Alakazam! Release it all!”

The psychic shut its eyes as it strained to maintain the shield. It was incredible that it was still able to use its power so effectively. Alakazam still had ghostly energy interfering with its abilities and was also undoubtedly scatterbrained from the explosion. The creature’s focus and willpower were immense.

“Raise a barrier.” He called out with nothing but icy calm. No weakness was evident in his voice. Just focus. “Prepare yourself.”

Tangrowth hopped up and stayed on his large red boot-like feet as he easily used Ancient Power once more to mold some of the ravaged earth into a fortress. Ash was aware that Gary could feel that Alakazam was ruined. Nidoking hadn’t managed to finish the battle but he’d made it a hundred times easier for Tangrowth by crippling the exceptionally powerful psychic.

So Gary would most likely attempt to cripple or defeat Tangrowth along the same vein as what Nidoking had done. Alakazam was certainly one of his most potent fighters. Even weakened it could wreak havoc if it managed to access more of its strength.

He squinted as Alakazam intensified the power that flowed into its Psyblades until they shined with the intensity of the sun veiled by clouds. The entire arena was drowned in their light, the candles of the spotlights nothing in comparison.

This was it. Alakazam’s last attack. A taste of the true power Ash had made sure he wouldn’t have to face.

Alakazam’s eyes were closed, but they gave the impression of being wide open thanks to the brutally intense light that poured from them. It easily shined through the thin membrane of Alakazam’s eyelids and matched that of the Psyblades as they grew more compact and were honed into truly dangerous weapons.

They did not flicker. They did not give any hint of the weakness present in Alakazam’s abilities before. It had poured all of its remaining energy and focus into the Psyblades.

Ash watched with a frown. Gary had created an impressive technique in Psyblade. It was very advanced and very versatile. Perhaps this was why he had specialized in the Barrier and Light Screen combination rather than teleportation. Alakazam was meant to be an invulnerable juggernaut as it used its Psyblades to corner and cut down its foes. It didn’t use the hit and run tactics most Alakazam were known for.

There was nothing he could do to stop it as Alakazam once more slashed all of Tangrowth’s vines apart, well aware of Tangrowth’s greatest strength. The psychic’s eyes glowed ever brighter as the Psyblades suddenly stabbed toward Tangrowth and his fort with incredible speed and precision.

Tangrowth was quick, however. He sensed the rising temperature as the compressed blades of energy swept closer and raised several more layers of earthen walls.

Ash sighed when the Psyblades, powered by all that remained of Alakazam’s blocked and dwindling power, carved straight through them as though they were nothing. The walls collapsed in shambles, clumps of earth spraying across the area. Some was blackened from the heat of the blades, but he couldn’t find it in him to care.

Rather, he was more concerned with Tangrowth. The psychic barriers dampened sound, but he was more than capable of hearing the pained gurgle that left his friend’s throat as the blades smashed into him, although they didn’t cut into him as deeply as they could have.

Alakazam’s body shuddered as the lights in its eyes were snuffed out. Its spoons clattered to the ground as it fell back onto the battlefield, completely exhausted.

Ash was glad that Nidoking had been able to strike it with the Shadow Balls. Otherwise it would have taken Tangrowth down with little difficulty. His friend wasn’t able to protect himself from the Psyblades as Dazed could. As it was he had performed admirably and finished off one of the greatest threats on Gary’s team.

Not that Tangrowth hadn’t suffered for his victory. He wasn’t quite as well-prepared to face an opponent with Alakazam’s skillset as Ash had thought, as he could see from his friend’s pained grunts as he slowly pulled his huge body up.

Both of Tangrowth’s rubbery arms had been severed at the based along with almost all of his vines. His arms and vines wriggled disturbingly on the ground, very much resembling small green Ekans. Tangrowth was hunched over in shock, having actually felt his arms cut off. There wasn’t much pain, Ash knew, but unlike his vines the limbs were uncomfortable to lose.

When he lost his vines he lost his greatest tools and some of the sensation that came with them. When he lost his arms he lost a part of himself that would take several days to grow back. It left him crippled in a way that his easily replaceable vines did not.

What was left of Tangrowth’s vines wriggled uselessly. There were barely enough left to cover his massive frame. Tangrowth whined and hopped up and down, confused and afraid of the lack of sensation. His vines let him feel and interact in the world. He was almost as blind as if he’d lost his eyes.

“Tangrowth, you did great!” Ash said soothingly, trying to keep a cheerful note in his voice so that Tangrowth wouldn’t panick. His friend looked up at him and gurgled again as he slowly stumbled over to his box, unbalanced from his lack of vines. He nearly tripped several times. “I couldn’t have asked for better. I’m going to recall you now, alright?”

His friend gurgled and looked up at him with his bright, saucer-like eyes. Tangrowth was confused and shifted more of his vines again, silently trying to force them to grow back. Ash just smiled softly at his dazed friend and raised the pokeball.

The grass-type vanished. Ash could have left him out to try and weaken whatever Gary’s next choice was but it wouldn’t have truly accomplished anything. Tangrowth was practically defenseless without his vines to feel out for the enemy. His eyes weren’t very strong. Touch was his primary sense.

“The Green Trainer, Gary Oak, will release the next pokemon!” The announcer roared after he finished some inane commentary Ash didn’t bother listening to. “I don’t know about you folks, but I’m shivering in anticipation! I can’t wait to see where this epic clash is heading!”

Ash snorted and put his hand on Torrent’s pokeball. This was a tad closer than he intended, but that would be fixed soon. Nidoking was one of his strongest and certainly the most versatile of his friends, but Torrent was on another level. He had no doubt that Torrent could match one of the Elite Four’s teammates.

Gary just glared at him as he raised a pokeball and released a very large Scizor. It wasn’t one of those that Ash had faced before, but he was confident that Torrent would be more than a match. Infernus would tear it apart with little difficulty but he didn’t want to let Infernus out until there was an opponent worthy of him.

Scizor clicked its huge metal claws together impatiently as it regarded Ash with fierce eyes. It looked as though it would happily attack him if he didn’t hurry up and release an opponent for it to face.

Ash grinned back at the powerful bug-type. It would get its wish, but not in the way it desired.

Torrent appeared in front of his box, the proud Kingdra resplendent under the light of the Stadium. His thick scales shined and his scarlet eyes seemed to burn as they stared at Scizor. It was a worthy opponent for him, strong and as unyielding as the material it was made of.

He saw his friend’s head turn longingly to the water for a moment, but he righted himself almost immediately. Torrent was far too prideful to allow such a weakness to be seen by the hundreds of thousands of onlookers.

“Finish this quickly.” He told his friend, who rumbled happily at the sound of his voice. Torrent held his head high and regarded Scizor, who was tensed and ready to move at a moment’s notice.

It didn’t wait long.

“Begin!”

“Storm Dash!” Gary commanded with a voice as hard as steel. Scizor’s eyes narrowed and its eyes flashed blue as a thin layer of energy surrounded it and cut the air resistance it would charge through to almost nothing. The powerful steel-type wasn’t as fast as its previous form but it was still dangerously fast with the proper techniques.

Torrent responded reflexively as Scizor, enhanced by the Agility, suddenly dashed forward at an insane speed. Its body was little more than a blur as one of its claws, glowing a harsh white, snapped open and prepared to crush Torrent’s huge body between the pincers. Its wings flapped quickly in tandem with its second claw, which was held out at the side and helped to produce a piercing whirlwind that surrounded Scizor in a veil of scythes of white energy carried by the Razor Wind.

As Scizor neared, Torrent’s eyes narrowed and he instantly formed a gigantic Dragon Pulse at the tip of his snout. He held it in place effortlessly as Scizor, heedless to the danger was in, prepared to land a hit. Its speed had blinded it – not literally, but figuratively. It was arrogant.

“Pull back!” His rival screamed, far more aware of how easily Scizor could be defeated. Torrent wasn’t able to hit an opponent that moved that quickly at range, but when it landed its hit Torrent would have an opening.

Just as the Bullet Punch – Ash knew it was too fast to be Quick Attack even without the glowing claw – smashed into Torrent and latched around his midsection, Torrent grunted and released the full power of his Dragon Pulse straight into Scizor.

“You idiot!” Gary roared as Scizor was hurled back nearly thirty feet. It landed agonizingly on its relatively unprotect wings, which snapped underneath its heavy body. Ash winced in sympathy as it screamed, well aware that Scizor were not meant to be knocked down. Their weight was enough to weather almost any blow. “Get up. Double Team and Sandstorm, now!”

Scizor responded almost instantly, instinct drilled into it over the course of many long months of training driving it. Its eyes were glazed over as it fell into its most primal state. It knew nothing but Gary’s commands and the pumping blood underneath its steel carapace.

Ash just smiled. Scizor was dangerous now – a surety as it managed to whip up a Sandstorm with whatever rudimentary psychic abilities Gary had beaten into it. He seemed to favor psychic powers. Everything but dark-types had some sort of psychic potential, although ghosts tended to have a perverted style that was very distinct from standard forms. It usually just wasn’t worth it to unleash.

It wasn’t going to make stupid mistakes like the first one again and neither was Gary. Scizor seemed to be very difficult to control when it wasn’t in its current state but now it was guided solely by Gary’s will.

No matter how skilled Scizor was, however, he knew that this battle would be over soon. Scizor’s wings were remnants from its time as a Scyther, but they weren’t meant for flying. Its armored body was far too heavy for flight.

Its wings served to regulate its body heat. If Scizor was active it would essentially cook inside of its very conductive armor. The issue would only become worse if it was struck with a fire-type attack or some other technique that relied on heat. The bug-type would overheat very quickly.

He suspected that the Sandstorm was meant to alleviate the issue. Gary was intelligent. He knew what would happen if Scizor’s body wasn’t cooled by its wings. The Sandstorm was very good cover and made Scizor almost impossible to touch when used in conjunction with Double Team, but the wind and cooling dirt would help to pull some of the heat produced by combat away and let Scizor continue on for a bit longer.

“Blizzard.” He called out, hoping that Torrent could hear him above the din of the raging Sandstorm. It would be fun to simply let Scizor defeat itself, but he wanted this to end quickly. Like most steel-types, Scizor wasn’t able to adapt to rapid shifts in temperature. Considering the fact that its armor was very hot right now thanks to the energy of Torrent’s Dragon Pulse, freezing it would deliver a shock to Scizor’s system and also make the armor conform to a much more uncomfortable position.

The howling whirlwind of sand and dust continued unhindered for several moments. Ash watched carefully, wary of Scizor’s ability to ambush Torrent in such conditions. It was practically immune to the harsh wind and grains of earth.

He had nothing to worry about.

A great chill swept through the Indigo Stadium as Torrent harnessed his great power, the freeze bypassing the psychic barriers with ease. They shimmered slightly as frost spread throughout the battlefield and the Sandstorm collapsed upon itself as Torrent imposed his own will.

Ash could see Torrent’s form in the midst of the frost, snout pointed to the sky as an orb of swirling, icy air condensed at the tip. The air shifted to grey and blue as he poured more and more energy into the Blizzard.

The illusory images of Scizor slowed as the original was buffeted by the freezing air. Ash couldn’t tell which it was, but he could see each close their claws together and rush as far away from Torrent and his raging veil of ice and frost as he could possibly get.

“Hyper Beam!” Gary cried out desperately. His face was wrenched into fear. He knew that Scizor could not weather the Blizzard. Torrent would simply blast the spray of icy air throughout the battlefield so that Scizor could not escape via his Double Team. “This is it. Do what you can!”

Scizor moved slowly, its ordinarily quick reflexes reduced to practically nothing as it fell into a state of minor shock. It was all it could do to follow Gary’s sacrificial orders.

Torrent’s perceptive eyes instantly found the true Scizor as its clones faded away from the energy required for a Hyper Beam of the power Gary demanded. Scizor was well aware that Gary expected it to sacrifice itself to stop the most formidable member of Ash’s team that he knew of.

The stadium roared in excitement as an orb of white and orange energy formed rapidly between Scizor’s huge scarlet pincers, which were heavily disfigured from the heat behind Dragon Pulse and their subsequent freezing. They appeared to have droplets of cold metal falling down each, although the heat of the Hyper Beam slowly caused the metal to heat up once more.

Ash grinned as his friend released his Blizzard just as Scizor let its Hyper Beam fire free. The two attacks, fiery gold and frozen white, met in a cataclysmic explosion that sent cracks threading throughout the battlefield and left a small crater above where they met.

The explosion, a great flash of white and sound, forced him to glance away. He felt the box underneath him shake as the psychic barriers became completely visible in most areas as they did their best to weather the combined power released by the attacks.

He finally looked up. Ash kept a confident smile on the whole time, even before he saw the results of the clash with his own eyes.

Torrent levitated in the middle of the arena, completely unscathed. Frost layered over the earth around him, completely untouched by the release of energy. He stared over at the unconscious Scizor, who was covered in thick chunks of ice and completely incapable of movement with a haughty expression.

Ash smiled slightly. Torrent had done his part well.

Gary scowled, a bit of fear slipping onto his face as he stared at Torrent. Ash assumed that he realized that he had no counters. Alakazam would have been the best option to face Torrent, given its ability to teleport away from his ridiculously powerful attacks and distract him with Psyblade and hit-and-run tactics. Even Blastoise would have been able to do some damage.

This battle was over and Gary had realized it. Now it was all he could do to make his loss acceptable to his bruised ego. He’d fight as hard as he could to take down some of Ash’s team, he was certain. Gary was predictable that way.

He recalled Torrent.

Gary’s eyes narrowed. Ash just smiled at the confused sneer that split his rival’s face. He couldn’t blame him for being surprised at his choice to recall Torrent. Torrent would very easily hand him the rest of the battle on a silver platter.

Ash simply wanted to let some of his other friends have some fun. Oz hadn’t gotten to battle yet and she had certainly earned the right. She wasn’t quite up to standards with the rest of his main battlers, who had benefited from his training long before Lance had taken them to the next level, but she was more than powerful enough to hold her own.

The other boy idly played with his medallion as he pondered the situation with a frown. Ash would still be able to release after him no matter what. He would be ready for anything Gary could throw at him. If Torrent came out Ash knew Gary would be finished.

“Umbreon, get ready! Stick to the shadows.” Gary shouted to the dark-type as it appeared on the field. Its ebony fur melded into the shadows of the rock spires as it slunk away from the bright lights, the only hints to its presence the haunting golden lights that pulsed periodically and its blood-red eyes.

Oz appeared on the field. She looked around interestedly at the spectacle. Her eyes greedily locked onto the huge electrical lights and electricity coursed throughout her thick coat of fur as she saw a source that would feed her for months.

Gary’s face twisted in annoyance as he saw the electric-type. Ash knew he had done quite well in countering his rival’s team so far. Gary’s primary flaw was that he allowed his teammates to be incapacitated too easily. Stun Spore and Sleep Powder weren’t the only ways to debilitate a pokemon.

Ash analyzed Umbreon quickly before it dimmed its brilliant markings and became invisible, the haunting specter of the night that had earned it infamy in more superstitious times. Umbreon were some of the most docile of dark-types, but when angered they were known to stalk and kill their unfortunate victim in spectacularly gory and reviled manners. They would abandon their ordinarily peaceful personalities and give into all of their repressed urges and desires.

They were always formidable opponents, especially in the dark. His fists clenched as he remembered Pierce’s mad, slavering beast of an Umbreon. Nidoking’s wounds flashed to the forefront of his mind but he forced the memory away. He needed to remain calm.

“Dark Pulse!” Gary snarled. “Keep it on the defensive!”

Ash crossed his arms and waited patiently as Oz reacted with the lightning-quick reflexes her type was known for. Her tail whipped back and forth as she whirred menacingly and danced out of the way out of Umbreon’s Dark Pulse, a bit of electricity crackling after her as the beam of ethereal purple and black circles whipped past her.

Her large fist was consumed in a vibrant aura of lightning as her eyes narrowed and did her best to lock onto Umbreon. This wasn’t a technique, just raw manipulation of electricity.

She punched toward the shadows Umbreon slunk about in, the electricity wreathed about her form released in a single blast that banished the shadows as it shot past at the speed of light before finally impacting into one of the stone pillars. It splintered and blackened under the thermal and kinetic energy carried by the bolt of lightning but didn’t collapse.

Ash was barely able to catch a glimpse of maliciously glowing eyes from the shadows before Oz was caught in the power of Umbreon’s Confuse Ray. The ray of unnatural light, paradoxically black as the void, struck Dazed as she turned to send another blast of electricity towards the threat.

He despised Confuse Ray. It was a very useful technique, but it was absolutely terrible to have it used on his friends. Confuse Ray essentially channeled a bit of whatever alien dimension ghosts crossed over from into a ray of energy that would fry most pokemon’s brains and send them into a temporary berserk state.

Psychic-types were particularly vulnerable thanks to their increased vulnerability to ghostly techniques. Their minds were very sensitive and whatever it was they saw in that foreign light was not meant for creatures of this universe to know.

It was less the stunning effect that left a pokemon dizzy and off-balance that some techniques caused or the use of bizarre behavior or aftershocks from psychic attacks and more of a mental violation. Confuse Ray was accepted because it only left very temporary damage, but while pokemon were under its effects they suffered from terrible hallucinations, phantom pains, and other disturbing side-effects.

They normally forgot whatever it was the alien ray of energy showed them, but attempts by psychics to unblock the memories could lead to permanent mental damage and bizarre physiological changes in the victims.

And Oz was subject to it. He could see the fear in her eyes even now. The powerful electric-type’s fists were consumed in blinding lightning as she swung madly at nonexistent figures of terror, specters unveiled by the foreign energy.

Umbreon slunk out of the shadows now, although it cautiously stayed far away from the berserk Electabuzz. It was capable of taking far more damage than its slender frame would lead one to believe but it was still wary of Oz’s overpowered arcs of electricity.

He scowled. It was useless to try and give Oz any orders. The auditory stimulation would likely lead her to try and attack him through the psychic barriers, lost as she was in her hallucinations.

Ash had to admit that it was a very good move on Gary’s part. Umbreon was one of the few pokemon capable of using Confuse Ray effectively and even then it must have required some time devoted to developing the mental fortitude to channel it efficiently before it was able to use it in combat.

As useful as Confuse Ray was, it was just as dangerous to the user. Many pokemon were theoretically capable of learning it via TM since it wasn’t a particularly complicated process – it was a basic ghost-type technique. Despite that, few did.

Confuse Ray required the channeling of energies from another universe or dimension. It required the wielder to touch and grasp the power as it focused it into the Confuse Ray which could oftentimes be just as bad as having it used against the wielder.

Dark-types and ghost-types were the most adept at drawing out the power without frying their brains in the process since dark-types possessed some of the foreign energy in their bodies and ghost-types could access their dimension more easily than most.

Even then it was risky. Dark-types didn’t actually have to channel their energy from the alien universe – they could use the energy in their bodies to safely mold the technique into being. Ghost-types could use it easily, but doing so weakened their corporeal form dramatically unless they had truly mastered Confuse Ray.

In other words, most of the time Confuse Ray just wasn’t worth the effort. Otherwise it would be one of the most commonly used tactics considering its potent abilities. Only the truly elite could use it to its true potential – Agatha was the foremost example Ash knew of.

“How does it feel to be helpless?” Gary taunted as he motioned for Umbreon to continue its assault. Several Dark Pulses slammed into Oz as she flailed wildly, sending her even deeper into the psychotic frenzy. “Not so tough when you can’t even fight back, eh?”

Ash grit his teeth as Oz was sent to the ground by an additional Dark Pulse, which exploded into a miasma of shadowy energy before it faded away. A flurry of Shadow Balls followed, each drawing Oz closer and closer to defeat.

He had to do something. Umbreon would most likely win this, but it would pay dearly for its victory.

“Double Team!” He shouted, hoping against hope that Oz would be able to comprehend his command through the veil of hallucinations and rage that drowned her.

Oz twitched uselessly as Umbreon slowly stalked closer, its rings glowing dangerously as it prepared to leap upon its prey and end the battle.

He clenched his fists as Oz failed to understand him. She wasn’t even twitching any more, the numerous attacks and the mental stress of Confuse Ray having exhausted her. It was over.

This must have been what Gary felt when Ash debilitated most of his team via attacks meant to disrupt their physiology and capabilities. He could sympathize with the fierce scowl that had stretched across his rival’s face countless times over the past few minutes. It was rather annoying.

Umbreon pounced. Its rings shined brightly as it landed atop Oz’s limp form, jaws wide open to reveal sharp, pointed teeth. The dark-type moved quickly as it snapped at Oz’s neck, trained to perfection as it targeted a spot that would instantly knock an Electabuzz unconscious.

As its teeth sliced through Oz’s thick coat of coarse fur and into muscle, tendon, and sinew Umbreon’s eyes shot open. Its body twitched as Oz’s fur raised up from the thousands of volts of electricity sent through the conductive material, although the dedicated creature refused to let go of Oz’s neck.

Oz shrieked and flailed about wildly. She was still in the throes of Confuse Ray, although she finally had a real target to take out her rage and fear on. Her fists were consumed with arcs of electricity as she slammed them into Umbreon’s sides, heedless of the poisonous sweat that suffused the dark-type’s fur.

Umbreon’s red eyes narrowed to slits as it remained clamped on, despite the terrible pain it had to be going through. Creatures of flesh and blood weren’t meant to weather that much electricity. The nurses would have to observe it for several hours if Oz continued to pour all of her electrical reserves into the fearless dark-type.

Both shuddered as Umbreon’s teeth finally cut their way into its target. Oz screamed, entire body utterly suffused by an aura of dancing sparks and electricity as she released the last of her power. Umbreon flailed wildly and was wracked with shudders as its nervous system was overwhelmed.

It did not let go until Oz stilled.

Umbreon finally allowed its jaws to relax and stumbled awkwardly to its side of the field, pausing every few seconds as it collapsed helplessly to the hard, rent ground. It stared up at Gary with gleeful eyes, which his rival returned with a wide smile. It was the first time Ash had seen Gary look genuinely happy in a long time.

“Good job, Umbreon.” He said, voice shivering with pent up excitement. “Can you hang in for one more? I think Ashy-boy needs to see another sample of your work.”

The dark-type slowly nodded and turned around to face Ash as the frowning boy recalled Oz. She hadn’t even had a chance. He honestly hadn’t expected Confuse Ray, although he could certainly see why Gary prided himself on Umbreon. He’d done a good job with it.

“You did wonderfully, Oz.” He murmured to the pokeball as it sealed his friend inside. There was no response. She had fallen fully into stasis. “Just a stroke of bad luck.”

He ran a hand through his hair as he released Plume. She was the ideal choice to defeat Umbreon. Weakened as it was, it could still use Confuse Ray. He’d prefer not to see what a berserk Torrent would do to the battlefield, and Plume could evade it easily.

Plume shrieked happily as she was released to the skies, the first time in nearly a week. Her magnificent plumage gleamed underneath the bright lights as she circled the battlefield in a blur of motion that few of the onlookers could catch and she screamed her arrival one last time before she settled onto their side of the Indigo Stadium.

“Begin!” The referee announced. Barely a second had passed before Umbreon’s eyes gleamed and a ray of black light shot towards Plume, Gary’s desperate bid for success completely useless as she effortlessly flapped her wings and shot high into the air.

She screamed as she shot toward Umbreon, who shot a feeble Dark Pulse at Plume, which was effortlessly dodged. As Plume prepared to defeat the weakened dark-type with a single swipe of her powerful wings Gary recalled the creature.

“Umbreon is defeated.” Gary called out tonelessly. His face was pinched as he raised his next pokemon. “We haven’t compared Pidgeot in a while. Yours is tough, but let’s see how it measures up! Go, Pidgeot!”

Gary’s monster of a Pidgeot appeared in a flash of light. It stood nearly nine feet high and, as it spread its massive wings, Ash could see that they stretched nearly twelve feet in either direction. Although miniscule compared to the Birds, Gary’s Pidgeot was by far one of the largest flying-types he had ever seen. It was very nearly the size of a Dragonite, if slower thanks to its unbelievable size.

“Quick Attack!” Gary snapped out. His Pidgeot shot up from the ground in a blur, although it was much easier to see than Plume. It would be able to take her down with one good hit, although her speed techniques would allow her to evade the huge creature without too much difficulty.

“Super Speed.” He smiled. Plume was hardly even a blur as she moved and shattered the sound barrier with a sharp crack, propelled to speeds that would leave most creatures reduced to pulp under the immense shifts in gravity they suffered. If she was not able to manipulate the air to form her bubble of air resistance and Tail Wind to carry her to ever greater speeds she would likely suffer enough backlash to leave her hurtling to the ground.

Plume vanished away from Pidgeot as Super Speed activated, allowing her to escape the surprisingly quick flying-type’s rapid dashes. The Pidgeot shrieked and used Quick Attack once more, relying on its bulk to carry it through this fight.

Ash wasn’t certain it would be capable of using Agility efficiently. The sustained version of Quick Attack, which relied on rudimentary psychic abilities to enhance the body and minimize air resistance, would most likely be too draining when combined with its massive frame. It took a lot of energy to maintain those speeds. Tailwind would be a less draining method that would allow it to catch up to Plume without splitting its focus.

He supposed he would have to wait. Gary’s Pidgeot had lost to Plume the last time they’d battled. Its raw power was spectacular but its relatively inferior speed put it at a tremendous disadvantage when placed against another Pidgoet. It would be able to rush past most anything else’s ability to perceive but an opponent with equal reflexes and senses meant it had to be creative.

Gary had a plan. He just needed to draw it out first.

Ash needed to frustrate Gary. He knew Plume’s complete mastery of flight - gained from more than a hundred hard hours of training with Dragonite, Saph, and Dov – would allow her to easily outpace her foe. Plume would have to make a terrible mistake for the slower Pidgeot to land a hit.

“Double Team.” He murmured, ensuring that Gary would not be able to catch his words. “Frustrate him. I want to see his tricks.”

Plume’s blurred form split into dozens of illusory after-images as she rushed through the air. Her true body was impossible to find thanks to the impossibility of tracking each of the clones. Pidgeot sped up as well, the sound barrier cracked as it pushed its speed to new heights…heights that Plume had scaled long ago.

“Air Raze!” Gary roared. His mouth twisted furiously as his keen eyes assessed the situation and realized that he had been outplayed. Pidgeot screamed its understanding, its cry piercing the air several seconds after it had already blurred by. If Ash hadn’t spent so much time with Plume and other insanely fast pokemon such as Lance’s Dragonite trio he would have found tracing its movements almost impossible.

Even now his eyes weren’t able to follow it. He’d simply grown accustomed to tracing the patterns Plume favored. Pidgeot possessed nearly identical flight styles. Some had more skill and experience than others, but they thought the same way.

Pidgeot’s body was suddenly much easier to trace. It was consumed in roaring red flame that left long streaks of cinders and sparks in the air as it raced by. The trail slowly fizzled out, but the entire sky had been painted red and orange as Pidgeot prolonged the activation phase of Brave Bird, although it appeared to have finally been forced to give up its blazing appearance in exchange for an aura of flickering blue energy.

It screeched as it maintained the primary form of Brave Bird, a highly advanced technique that was perfect for something as reliant on raw power as Gary’s Pidgeot, and whipped up a Whirlwind using its adrenaline-fuelled muscles and control over air currents.

The Whirlwind took the dying embers created by Brave Bird’s initial flare and stirred them into a firestorm that raged everywhere it could, sparks morphed into twisting plumes of flame. Ash could barely see into the arena as the psychic barriers flared up in an effort to contain the inferno, shimmering blue walls constantly refocusing their attention as the Air Raze refused to end.

Plume swept by a moment later, protected from the conflagration by her bubble of air. She was moving so fast that the fire was swept away before her anyways, although the protective air currents maintained by Tailwind managed to nullify the raw heat released by the flames.

A small smile crawled onto his face as he understood. Plume wasn’t hurt by Air Raze – which was, in effect, no more than a glorified elongation of the Brave Bird technique with a Whirlwind thrown in – but it distinguished her true form from the dozens of copies created by Double Team. It would have been damaging to a weaker flying-type, but it still fulfilled its purpose against Plume.

She was blinded and relatively exposed. Pidgeot was prepared to attack with one of the strongest flying-type techniques in existence.

Gary had prepared well for this. A shame that he had to end it now.

“Hurricane.” He shouted above the din of the roaring inferno. “Finish this with Razor Wing!”

An instant later a cacophony of wailing wind rang throughout the air. Plume’s wings shined white as she commanded another of the most powerful flying-type techniques ever created, the complete control she had gained via extensive training from the Dragonite Trio and Magnus exposed as she released a tremendous gale of wind that swept across the entire field.

Everything was whipped away by its power. Hundreds of pounds of dirt were scooped up and thrown into the mix, fire was carried and extinguished, the pond rippled and lost more and more of its contents as the Hurricane blew by and slammed into the psychic barriers with terrible force that left an entire side of the Indigo Stadium blinded from the light.

Gary’s Pidgeot showed its own strength, however, and refused to be carried away by a single technique. It dived at Plume from a hundred feet above, aim perfect as its talons, covered in the blue aura that suffused the rest of its body, opened and prepared to sink into Plume’s vulnerable body as she flapped her wings one last time.

It caught nothing but air. In a blink of an eye Plume had sensed the attack, ended the Hurricane, activated Super Speed, and slammed into it with a Steel Wing backed by Plume’s incredible speed.

Ash heard nothing but a garbled cry as it was sent flying, blood trailing from its massive chest as it slammed into the earth with a sickening snap. It certainly had a few broken bones, although it was tough enough to take the hit without worry of potentially lethal wounds.

Pidgeot disappeared from view an instant later as Gary recalled it with a scowl. He didn’t bother saying anything to Ash as he released his last pokemon: Arcanine.

He couldn’t stop the grin that came to his face at the cheerful Arcanine. Its tongue lolled happily from its mouth as it panted in anticipation. The fire-type’s eyes gleamed gleefully as it realized it had been released for battle and it pranced about in a silly manner before it finally came to a stop at Gary’s words.

“Arcanine, you’re the last.” Gary said grimly. “You’re going to finish this one way or another.”

The massive canine barked its understanding and stared up at Ash as a puff of smoke escaped its nostrils. Its thick fur seemed to spark with tension as it prepared to fight to the best of its ability.

His hand twitched for Infernus’ pokeball.

“Thank you, Plume.” He shouted to his friend before he recalled her. “You did magnificently.”

Gary deserved a good fight, one last testament to their rivalry before Ash cemented his superiority over the prodigious Oak. Ash wouldn’t say it would be fair – few battles with Infernus were – but it would be a good one.

There was no shame in losing to Infernus.

The Magmortar appeared in a blaze of light and flame as he was released. His eyes gleamed dangerously as he measured Arcanine with a mocking grin, one cannon shifting into a rough approximation of a hand. Infernus’ claws clenched together as he set himself ready for battle.

“Begin!” The referee cried to the delight of the crowd, who seemed absolutely awestruck by the two fire-types.

“Extreme Speed.” Gary said tersely, eyes locked on Infernus. Ash crossed his arms and grinned madly as the realization set in. Gary knew quite a bit about Magmortar, evidently. Enough to know that they were dangerous, at any rate. “Hit it as hard as you can, Arcanine. You won’t get many chances.”

Arcanine woofed before it blurred into the ultimate speed technique. Whereas Quick Attack and Agility were simply variations of one another, Extreme Speed was something else entirely. Quick Attack and Agility were essentially the use of psychic energy to minimize air resistance and empower the user’s body for quick movement with relatively little side effects aside from exhaustion after prolonged use.

Extreme Speed, on the other hand, was in essence similar to Super Power. It cut loose the limits on its user and allowed them to use far more of their muscle power at once, which enabled them to move ridiculously fast. Most of the time it was exhausting for pokemon and was rarely used as a result. The speed was useless if a fighter could only use it once before collapsing in a twitching wreck.

But Arcanine were different. Their bodies were almost unnaturally tough as a result of the strange physiological development induced by their evolution from a Fire Stone. The muscles of an Arcanine were nearly as dense as that of a Machoke and their bones, tendons, and other supporting structures were just as durable. The difference was that they used only a fraction of the power that a Machoke did.

Extreme Speed cut those barriers down and enabled them to use more of their true potential. Arcanine possessed incredible endurance anyway, so they could easily maintain the harsh effects of Extreme Speed for hours if they had trained enough.

Arcanine had actually begun to select for the traits that allowed Extreme Speed to be used as effectively as possible. It was their greatest defense against poachers and other unsavory humans in the old days, before they had been protected by the League and other human groups. If they could not move at speeds beyond almost anything other than a Pidgeot they were captured and potentially killed. Those that survived passed on their own genes, which promoted more and more specialization in regards to Extreme Speed.

It was that kind of power he faced. It was that kind of power he planned to cast aside and crush under his heel.

From the way Infernus roared and spat huge torrents of fire that illuminated the night in a way that the artificial lights of the stadium never could suggested that his friend agreed with him.

He let Infernus take the lead. His friend had been cooped up in his pokeball most of the time they were in Indigo Plateau. He’d released him a few times for some fresh air, but he was too dangerous to release often in such a densely populated area.

Infernus had reacted even as Arcanine rush at him in a blur of orange, black, and tan fur. The Magmortar smirked gleefully and smashed his foot into the ground, releasing immense waves of force that wracked the earth and tore the battlefield around him apart into a craggy mess of upturned soil.

Arcanine yelped and was forced to leap over the obstructions as it struck at Infernus. The pause in focus caused Extreme Speed to slow slightly, which left Infernus quite aware of where it was.

Ash winced as Infernus sprayed the area with flames hot enough to burn lesser fire-types, although he wasn’t quick enough to keep Arcanine from biting at him with a mouthful of electricity and blurring away in another rush of Extreme Speed.

Infernus’ eyes widened in rage as he felt hundreds of volts of electricity flow into him, although he didn’t even seem to be harmed by the attack. It seemed to wound his pride more than anything. Ash knew that Infernus hadn’t expected to feel another electrical attack after he mastered Air Lens.

If he had actually been using Air Lens he wouldn’t have had to worry about it. Unfortunately, Arcanine’s enhanced speed didn’t give him the time to react like that.

Strangely enough, Infernus didn’t move. He just stood there with one cannon ready and his eyes narrowed. Flames spouted periodically from the cannon, a sure sign of his agitated state.

Ash sighed. Arcanine wouldn’t get in another free attack. It would pay in blood for the blow to Infernus’ ego.

“Ultimate Slam!” Gary shouted. He watched with shifty eyes as he nervously threw a pokeball up in the air and caught it. “Finish it!”

Now that he knew the full extent of Arcanine’s speed, Infernus reacted instantly. He used Earthquake again, ruining the wrecked battlefield even further as cracks threaded throughout and spires of stone toppled as the earth itself shifted beneath them.

Arcanine howled as it stumbled thanks to the shifting earth, giving just enough time for Infernus to rear his opened “hand” and snatch at Arcanine as it continued its frantic dash and exploded into Infernus with a blast of purple energy and all of the force that a Giga Impact backed with Extreme Speed would suggest.

Dust was kicked up as Infernus let out a pained groan and skidded back into the dirt, although Ash could see his dark form through the veil thanks to the immense heat produced by his body.

He only managed to hear a few loud yips before one last pitiful whine was cut off.

When the dust cleared, the end of the battle was revealed. Infernus, looking no worse for the wear other than a bit of dust and a heavily bruised chest, stood tall and strong as he held the gigantic Arcanine aloft by its throat. His claws sank into the furry flesh ruthlessly as the weaker fire-type twitched and flailed silently, Infernus’ Thunder Punch having robbed its control over its nervous system.

Infernus’ psychotic smirk only grew wider when Arcanine opened its mouth and tried to blast his face with flame. After the pitiful puff of embers had died, Infernus raised his cannon up to Arcanine’s twitching head. Terrible fires burned within the limb and he prepared to show the defeated canine what the ultimate fire-type was capable of.

And then Gary recalled Arcanine. His face was frozen as Infernus roared furiously as his victim disappeared, utterly apathetic to the raging Magmortar.

Infernus sneered up at Gary before he turned to Ash with a wide mockery of a grin. His eyes glimmered with amusement as Ash smiled and gave him a thumbs up, although it twisted into a frown when Ash recalled him.

“—Ash Ketchum of Pallet Town, the superior trainer of Pallet Town, relative unknown, defeats Gary Oak, the skilled trainer who has been hailed as a crowd favorite during the Indigo Conference in a stunning battle! How much farther will he go, ladies and –”

Ash tuned out the meaningless words. He stared at Gary, whose face was locked into an expression of resigned disbelief before he gave one short nod to Ash and stepped out of his box. The trainer stared after his rival as he disappeared into the tunnel that would take him far away from the cheering crowds and explosive cries of the announcer.

He silently put his hat on, ignoring his surroundings. Ash reached down to his pocket and withdrew one half of a shattered pokeball. It was dirty and cracked, but it was one of the possessions he had come to value, despite his rough history with the owner of its other half.

“Smell you later, Gary.” He whispered before he turned and left to face the madness.

There it is at last! I’m sorry for the really late update, but I’ve been extremely busy these last few weeks. Unfortunately, school comes first. Things have calmed down to the point that the next chapter should be out according to schedule, so expect to see it in two weeks. 

Thanks to everybody who supported last chapter and don’t forget to review! As always, if you have any questions leave them in your review or PM me. I’m always happy to respond.






27. Chapter 27: The Family


A/N: Sorry for the long wait. I’ve been stretched for time lately thanks to school. I won’t give an estimate on the next chapter, but it should be done faster than this one. 

“Ash Ketchum!” An excited reporter ran up to him, eyes bright with the opportunity to interview him after the exciting match. A cameraman lagged behind her, obviously tired. “I’m Jane Faust, Viridian City News. How do you feel about your victory? Gary Oak was a friend of yours, was he not?”

“He was. But we’ve been competing for a long time – ever since we first decided we wanted to be trainers.” He replied as he looked at the pretty woman, no real interest in his tone. He didn’t feel like speaking with the media right now. “We both knew that this was our chance to show who was stronger, and it turned out to be me. I’ll miss battling him, but I’m glad it’s over.”

Ash hoped he hadn’t come across as arrogant, but he couldn’t find it in him to care too much. He was tired and needed to get his friends to the Pokemon Center. His answer didn’t seem to displease the reporter, however, and he resigned himself to more questions when her mouth opened once more.

This would be a long night.

XX

“We’ll have them up and ready to go in no time, Mr. Ketchum!” The nurse exclaimed cheerfully as Ash finished loading his pokeballs onto a tray. She took it and handed it to a beleaguered assistant, who quickly ran it to the back room. The Conference was winding to a close, but many defeated competitors continued to battle amongst themselves. They were no longer constrained by the restrictions placed upon them by the League.

Ash smiled gratefully at the woman. “Thank you.”

“It’s no problem at all!” Nurse Joy smiled. “Come back tomorrow morning. Have a nice night!”

“You too.” He nodded before he turned to leave. There were some people crowding around him curiously, having recognized his name. Ash pulled his hat down a bit and slipped through the crowd with practiced ease. A few people looked as though they wanted to say something to him but he didn’t stop moving.

He didn’t feel like staying with the meandering throngs of humanity at the moment. Perhaps he’d stick around and talk to those who recognized him some other time, but right now he just wanted to be away. Gary was the only one he felt like seeing – and that was only to settle their rivalry beyond a doubt.

Ash took a deep breath as he reached the crisp night air. He’d gotten out just before the spectators began to exit, so the streets were packed full of thousands of loud and laughing humans. He stood back a bit as several large groups passed and frowned.

It looked like he’d have to wander for a bit if he wanted to find somewhere peaceful. Jonathan and Amelia had said they would be busy training tonight, so the house would be empty.

He smiled at that. Jonathan was actually taking his pledge to work harder seriously. Ash had seen him trying to find a Master several times, although he didn’t think the other boy was having any luck. Masters were rare and generally valued their privacy. It would be difficult to find them on a computer.

Perhaps he would battle Jonathan once more before they left. At the very least he could help him develop a few ways to train while he sought out a teacher.

Ash was lost in his thoughts as he aimlessly wandered through the streets. Everybody was too busy and distracted by their own lives to recognize him. He didn’t mind.

He frowned and glanced into an alleyway as a pair of luminous round eyes stared at him disconcertingly. His hand twitched toward Sneasel’s pokeball, the natural paranoia that came with being a wilderness trainer rearing up in his mind.

The creature stepped into the artificial light that bathed the streets and Ash relaxed somewhat, although he kept his hand on the pokeball just in case.

It was a Clefable. A Clefable, one of the most elusive pokemon in the world, waving at him with one of its stubby arms from a grimy alley.

His eyes narrowed. It seemed familiar – it was Gary’s. He vaguely remembered his rival using it to teleport after their battle at the Oak Corral.

“What does Gary want?” Ash asked with a raised eyebrow. Clefable smiled up at him and waggled its short fingers at him. He nodded as he recalled the way it had teleported. “He wants you to take me to him?”

A massive smile split the short creature’s face and it hopped up and down on its legs, its wings held aloft by the wind. When it had gotten over its impromptu dance of excitement it held out a hand to Ash.

He didn’t hesitate in taking the hand. He’d wanted to speak to Gary anyway. If his rival wanted to speed up the process then he was fine with it.

“Teleport me.” Ash told the Clefable, which gleefully waggled its fingers and sparked a flash of light. He squeezed his eyes shut and stumbled about as his legs were jolted by a sudden impact. Clefable obviously hadn’t mastered the art of teleportation.

At least it was better than Will’s attempts. The contents of his stomach weren’t strewn about on the grass which was certainly a positive change.

He looked around. Stars still covered his vision thanks to the annoyingly bright light Clefable produced when it teleported but he was able to make out some details at this point. Clefable had taken him outside of Indigo Plateau, although the bright flames of a patrolling Charizard and the immense glow of the League capital in the background meant that he hadn’t gone too far.

They stood in a silent clearing. Trees surrounded it, shadowed sentinels in the night. He doubted there were any wild pokemon here except for the small lake the dark figure of a boy stood in front of. The hulking Golem that stood beside Gary would most likely scare indigenous pokemon away.

“Took you long enough.” Gary grumbled as he turned to face Ash with crossed arms. His face was devoid of any expression other than annoyance. Not even his familiar smirk was in place. “Thanks for the help, Clefable.”

The fairy flashed Gary a bright grin as it danced over to his side, a small orb of white light tossed between its small hands as it bounced up and down constantly. It giggled a few times as it played its game and tried to get Golem’s attention, although the huge rock-type steadfastly ignored the creature.

“Gary.” He acknowledged with a tight nod.

“Ash.” Gary retorted mockingly. His features smoothed themselves out an instant later as he looked Ash over. “The hat’s back on, I see. You do realize it’s night, right?”

He raised an eyebrow and a little bit of the petty childishness that defined his relationship with Gary bled out. “You do realize I don’t care, right?”

Gary snorted. “Sure, whatever. If you want to make a bad fashion statement go right ahead. I’m sure your adoring fans will love to follow suit.”

The trainer grimaced and shook that thought away. “What do you want, Gary?”

“Not much. Just to talk.” Gary shrugged as he turned around to stare out over the smooth surface of the lake. “It feels like it’s been forever since we’ve done anything but insult each other, ya know?”

“I can’t imagine why.” Ash replied drily as he stepped up beside Gary. He paid close attention to his rival. This was the first time they’d had a civil conversation in years. He had to admit that it was oddly pleasant. “Who could be to blame for that, I wonder?”

Gary rolled his eyes. “Shut up, Ash.”

When the other boy began to continue, Ash interrupted. “Is there a reason you’re being so…”

“Nice? An utter delight to be around? A charming young man whose light you can bask in?” Gary asked pleasantly with only the hint of the sneer Ash had come to expect from him. “Gramps had a few long talks with me. He’s done a lot for me. Figured I should at least try and return the favor, you know?”

Ash sighed. With the exception of Gary’s more advanced vocabulary these words seemed far too familiar. He’d always been somewhat arrogant, if not unpleasant.

“Believe me when I say I know the feeling.” He muttered. “The Professor knows how our minds work, doesn’t he?”

“Yep. Annoying old geezer.” Gary smirked. “Anyways, he wanted us to bury the hatchet after our battle was over and done with. Don’t get me wrong, though. I’m pretty pissed about how that battle ended.” His expression twisted into another annoyed scowl. “You made me look like an idiot in front of the whole region, you know. I’d at least expected a close match!”

He shrugged and a slight smile tore at him. “To be fair, you were more of a challenge than any of my other opponents. You took down Nidoking and Oz. Tangrowth might as well have been unconscious for all the good he would have done after Alakazam got him. Jonathan couldn’t even take down Nidoking.”

“Don’t compare me to that punk.” Gary scoffed. “You and I both know that we’re on a whole other level than those two losers! How pathetic do you have to be to lose to a Nidoking with a Charizard, Gyarados, and Rhydon? He’s a disgrace to the name of Pallet!”

Ash grunted noncommittally. It wouldn’t be worth it to dispute the matter with Gary. That wasn’t what he came here for.

“Whatever.” Gary sneered before the unpleasant expression slipped away. “I’d rather not think about that loser anyway. Our battle was much more interesting, don’t ya think?”

He hummed in agreement and waited for Gary to continue. The more talkative boy seemed to have a plan for this conversation.

“I know I can be a little cocky,” Gary began, only to glare at Ash in annoyance as he snorted loudly, “but I know when I’ve been beaten for good. Maybe I can catch up to where you are now, given time, but you’re just gonna keep jumping ahead. I’d have to find a Champion of my own willing to donate some of their time to me – one who hasn’t been retired for about thirty years. I don’t see that happening anytime soon.”

“So our rivalry is over, I guess.” Gary sighed, almost looking disappointed at his own admission. “You won. I lost. Woopty-freakin’-doo.”

Ash didn’t say anything.

“I figured you should have this.” Gary actually grinned as he dug around in one of his pockets for a few moments before he pulled out half of a broken pokeball. Ash’s eyes widened in surprise that his rival had actually kept it. He’d never figured Gary for the sentimental type. “To the victor goes the spoils. End it with the way it began, right?”

“Right.” Ash grinned back as he pulled out his own broken half of the old pokeball.

Gary’s eyes widened. “No way! You actually kept that?”

“I did. Why’d you think I wouldn’t? I wanted to remember our rivalry.” Ash raised an eyebrow as he took the second half to complete the pokeball. For just a moment he held the two halves together, taking note of the shards missing from both sides. He supposed that it had been broken beyond completion when he and Gary had found the whole pokeball so many years ago and tore it apart in their struggle to take it for their own.

“I figured you’d be a brat and throw it away just to spite me.” Gary smirked nastily. Ash frowned. He hadn’t thought he’d ever been that immature. “Oh, and if you don’t remember being that stupid, think again. We’re the elite now, but even you used to an annoying, snot-nosed brat. Get over yourself.”

“Fine.” Ash admitted with a roll of his eyes. “I just hope that you don’t fall into the misconception that you were perfect either. Or are now, even if you aren’t quite as antagonistic as usual.”

“I don’t know.” Gary yawned and met Ash’s brown eyes with his cocky gaze. “Aside from losing to you, I think I’m pretty perfect. Maybe something’ll happen later to convince me otherwise, but I doubt it. Things are working out for me pretty well so far.”

He rolled his eyes again, although another smile nudged at his lips. As strange as having a relatively civil conversation with Gary was it was nice. They’d been friends once. It was nice to see that they could still repair that lost friendship.

“So, now that you’ve won the grand prize for beating me what are you gonna do with it?” Gary glanced pointedly at the pokeball. “It’s kind of useless.”

“Probably leave it in my room to gather dust.” Ash admitted. “Like you said, it’s useless. It still has sentimental value but it’s not something I need to carry with me.”

There were far more valuable treasures he would take with him, as the slight heat of the Feather pouring through his chest would attest. Wherever he went after the Conference, he wouldn’t feel right if he didn’t take the Shard of the Moon Stone or the Dragon Scale with him.

They weren’t just sentimental, of course. If he caught any new teammates that required them to evolve they would serve their practical purpose once more. But they would most likely remain as simple treasures, memento of his battles in the Sevii Islands.

“A good choice.” Gary gave a grudging nod of approval. He turned back to face the lake, which continued to reflect the silvery moon that hung suspended in the infinite void of space. Clefable stared at it, enraptured, from its position nearby Golem. “So what do you think you’re going to do after all this? You could win the Conference, you know. I know that the Final Four are pretty tough – you, that Unovan prick, and that guy from Orre more so than Neesha or whatever her name is – but I didn’t watch too many of the others’ fights. You might be able to pull it off.”

“Maybe.” Ash admitted hesitantly. He’d thought of winning his first Conference, dreamed of it, but he had never been able to actually visualize it happening. He was a rookie. Rookies weren’t supposed to win Conferences. “I would like to. I –”

“You’d like to win the Conference?” Gary scoffed with a derisive snort. Ash scowled at him in annoyance. “You’re going to have to give it a bit more spirit than that, Ashy-boy. You don’t become a Conference Champion by liking victory. You become one by demanding it and tearing everyone that stands in your way down!”

Gary rolled his eyes and raised a hand to shut Ash up. “Not that I’m speaking from personal experience or anything, mind you. You made sure of that tonight.”

“Fine.” Ash sighed. “I’ll dominate the competition from here on out and have my Magmortar burn the ashes. Is that enough for you?”

“Barely.” The Oak laughed.

“Anyways, after the Conference I’d like to travel somewhere.” Ash told him, continuing their original conversation. “I think I’ve seen what Kanto has to offer. I want to go somewhere new. The Professor told me that strength withers in stagnancy and I believe him.”

“Wow. Deep.” Gary mocked. “I thought the legendary Professor Oak reserved such wise words for his humble grandson. I’m hurt.”

Ash sighed.

“But it sounds like you have the right idea.” His rival admitted as he lightly kicked an errant pebble into the lake, disturbing the tranquility that loomed over the scene. “I’m thinking of going to Johto. If I keep up my training I have a decent shot at the Silver Conference next year. Maybe it won’t be as amazing than if I were a rookie, but it should set me up for life.”

He nodded again and remained silent for several minutes. There wasn’t much to say.

“Hey, as enjoyable as this was, I think it’s about time to wrap it up.” Gary said finally, breaking the comfortable silence that had persisted far longer than expected. “It’s late. Gramps and your mom are probably getting a bit concerned.”

“Yeah.” Ash murmured in response.

Gary recalled Golem and beckoned Clefable over. He hesitated and glanced over at Ash. “Hey, you want to come back with me? I know you probably have your own way to get back, but –”

“Yeah.” Ash repeated, a genuine smile on his face at Gary’s offer. “That sounds good.”

They shared one last slightly uncomfortable smile before Clefable cheerfully waggled its fingers and they disappeared to Professor Oak’s home in a flash of light.
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He stared at the computer screen intently as he typed in “Michael”. Ash didn’t actually know the red-haired trainer’s surname, but that proved to be irrelevant. All other competitors named Michael had been eliminated from the Conference, so the only profile pulled up was the one he wanted.

Michael Braeden.

Ash clicked on the portrait and began to analyze his potential foe.

His personal profile was oddly sparse. It didn’t mention where or when he had started training, his birthplace, or anything other than his age, full name, eye color, and height. Most competitors at least had a short list of information available to both the public and their fellow challengers.

It seemed that Michael had something to hide.

He waived that concern and continued reading the profile. It wasn’t Michael’s personal life that interested him. It was the team he had built over the many years he had obviously been training.

His eyes widened slightly at the sheer array of pokemon Michael had listed under his ownership. The other trainer would have no fear of being unable to combat a threat. There were dozens.

The most obviously threatening members were a Dragonite, Salamence – he had no idea where Michael had gotten that considering that it had taken quite a while for even the legendary Dragon Master Lance to get his hands on one – a Snorlax, and a Lapras. All three were exceptionally rare and powerful pokemon. The latter two members weren’t impossible to obtain, but they were difficult to procure and maintain.

Snorlax ate a stunningly huge amount of food and were extremely difficult to maintain. They were also somewhat unreliable, although the amount of noise a Conference crowd produced could rouse one of the fantastically lazy creatures from its deepest slumber.

Lapras were simply incredibly endangered and regulated. Although they were recovering after the Indigo League stepped in the conservation efforts once it became clear that the Sevii Islands and the Orange League were incapable of protecting the dwindling species they still had a long way to go before they had recovered to their former grandeur.

Michael must have obtained the Lapras under special circumstances. The League had sent Elite Ranger teams out after individuals who had stolen even one from their herd. If an organization infringed upon the Lapras herds the League crushed them immediately with lethal force. Even Team Rocket had rarely gone to the trouble of taking them for fear of the League’s retribution.

Perhaps he had taken it from a poacher or saved it. He was a League contractor, after all. Indigo didn’t make great use of independent agents since it was by far the largest and most powerful of the three united Leagues but those it did put to work were some of the most powerful and trusted trainers Kanto and Johto had to offer.

He recognized several of his other pokemon. Jolteon, Arcanine, and Steelix he had seen before. He’d heard of Michael’s Alakazam, Machamp, and several others.

Curious now and frustrated at the lack of information available, Ash searched the publically assessable databases. They were networked between the primary League made up of united Indigo, Hoenn, and Sinnoh as well as the scant few other stable, civilized regions. Unova and Kalos were participants, along with the Ranger Union and several other minor areas.

“Young hero Michael Braeden faces Cipher Admin Snattle on live TV.” He muttered to himself, interested. Ash clicked on the link. It seemed to be dated, but it would hopefully give him a better insight to Michael’s battling style. The matches he’d managed to catch were always ended in a one-sided manner similar to Ash’s own.

The screen blackened before it cut to action in a beautiful arena of flowing water and meticulously carved white stone. It was breathtaking.

A young woman’s face filled the screen briefly. Her face was nervous but the girl’s eyes shined with excitement. “Hello, Orre! I’m Marcia from ONBS reporting live from the Phenac Stadium, where Cipher is leading a secret invasion!”

Ash grinned when the camera turned from her and focused in on Michael, who was probably in his early teens and flanked by Jolteon and a Claydol. He had a scowl on his face as he glared at an exceptionally strange man whose ridiculous hairstyle was almost hypnotic to look at. The tall man released an odd pokemon that looked like a crescent moon and a Quagsire as he ranted about something Ash couldn’t make out, to which Michael and Jolteon just stayed silent.

“Miraculously, a young trainer has appeared and somehow defeated all of the Cipher agents in the area!” Marcia exclaimed as the camera remained trained on the two. “As you can see, he just beat this Cipher leader’s bodyguards with no trouble at all. Let’s – oh!”

The battle had just begun. An odd, shadowy energy covered the field as Lunatone attacked mercilessly, using some sort of technique Ash had never seen before. He watched closer.

Even in this video, most likely recorded four or five years ago, Jolteon was incredibly powerful. It and Michael seemed to know each other’s thoughts and complemented each other perfectly. Even as Michael barked out orders Jolteon was able to get the gist of them before the teen was half-finished.

Michael was very good. Probably on Ash’s level when he’d first faced Giovanni. Several more of his pokemon were released and he was fully capable of keeping control of the battle and managing them to press on his older foe’s defenses.

In little time at all he’d cut down the man’s team with the exception of the Lunatone, which he’d…caught? That was worse than illegal, although Michael didn’t seem bothered. He supposed it wasn’t too bad, since the man – Snattle, he thought his name was – seemed to be a major criminal of some sort. It wasn’t easy to assault a city, even in the lawless wasteland of Orre.

Ash frowned as the anchor squealed happily and went to interview Michael. He cut off the feed. He’d seen everything he needed.

He wasn’t helped very much. Michael fought very efficiently. That was all he could mirror to the older trainer’s present tactics. His potential foe hadn’t given him long enough to analyze his techniques and strategies in battles to actually compare anything.

It didn’t help that Michael had used his entire team at once in the battle. Several of the pokemon he’d seen weren’t listed anywhere on Michael’s entered teams. Ash didn’t know what to make of that.

But one thing stuck out to him: Michael had captured another trainer’s pokemon. Ethical quandaries aside, that wasn’t supposed to be possible. You could steal the pokeball but you couldn’t catch a pokemon when it was already tied to a pokeball. The mechanics weren’t well-known since Silph Co. suppressed that information quite effectively but it was one of the major guarantees when catching a pokemon.

Maybe Michael would tell him later.

Ash sighed and shut off the monitor. It seemed that Michael was the trainer from Orre Gary had mentioned. That was actually something of a surprise. Michael must have left a long time ago. He didn’t have much of an accent from what Ash remembered.

He wasn’t surprised that somebody as strong as Michael would have left Orre. Ash couldn’t claim to be an expert, but he’d heard terrible things about the desolate region. What few cities it could support were ridden with crime with the exception of a few lonely gems. Poverty was the norm and the strongest trainers and crime gangs claimed vast swathes of desert and small towns.

It was practically quarantined. Orre was on a small continent too isolated and barren for any but the toughest and most rugged of pokemon to survive. There were two regions on the ocean to its west and south, but otherwise there was little to no human civilization on the continent.

None that he knew of, anyway.

The trainer sighed again and checked the time. He stood up and adjusted his sleeves. It was time for him to pick up his team.

“Sneasel!” He shouted throughout the empty confines of the house. Jonathan and Amelia were out training in the forest so he didn’t have to worry about the volume. Ash exhaled in annoyance when Sneasel rushed into the room, one of Jonathan’s hats engulfing his head and several pieces of Amelia’s charms and jewelry placed onto his claws.

Sneasel rolled his head back and bared his fangs happily at Ash. The trainer rubbed his temples. This had happened far too many times for his taste.

“Put those back.” He said firmly. Sneasel whined and played with some of the bright jewelry, entranced by the shiny objects. “You know you aren’t supposed to be in their rooms.”

The dark-type growled and crossed his arms. Obstinant little creature.

Ash’s eyes hardened. It seemed that Sneasel was starting to give into his instincts again and challenge the pack hierarchy. “Now.”

Sneasel whined again but broke under Ash’s firm gaze and scampered away to replace the items. Ash just let out a breath. He couldn’t wait for the Conference to be over.

His team was becoming wound-up. They needed to be free. Free to fight, free to explore. The team could not flourish cooped up around so many humans, unable to fight and release their energy except once every few days. It was a very good thing that the Conference was nearing its close.

As for himself? He longed for sun and dirt and wind on his face. He longed to be away from humanity and free to explore the world on his own terms. The Conference had been an interesting change but it was dragging on for too long. Ash enjoyed testing his friends’ strength and skill against the best Kanto and Johto had to offer but he was eager to break away from society’s chains.

“Do you mind staying here while I head to the Pokemon Center?” He asked Bruiser as Seeker fluttered over and latched onto his shoulder. Ash smiled and lightly scratched behind her ears as he Bruiser shook his head and beat a powerful fist against his muscular chest. “Thanks. I’d rather not leave the house empty.”

Bruiser nodded again understandingly.

“I should be back soon.” Ash told his friend as he gently pried Seeker off of his jacket and handed her back to Bruiser, whispering a few goodbyes to the Zubat as he did so. “Bye, Bruiser.”

The Machoke dipped his head in respect to Ash as the group left the room. Ash crossed his arms and waited impatiently for Sneasel to come back. He wanted to reclaim the rest of his friends as quickly as possible. He wouldn’t be happy if Sneasel delayed that.

Finally, just as his patience neared its breaking point, Sneasel blurred down onto his shoulder from the balcony above. Ash started a bit at the unexpected weight but almost instantly relaxed. He’d gotten used to Sneasel’s little tricks by this point.

“Come on, Sneasel.” He murmured as the dark-type adjusted to a more comfortable position around his neck. “We’ve got a lot to do.”
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“This place has the best food.” Jonathan sighed as he lurched over and collapsed onto the couch. He contentedly closed his eyes and stretched lazily, taking up the entirety of the massive piece of furniture. “G’night, guys. I’m out.”

Ash and Nidoking, the only member of his team in the room, looked at him oddly. Amelia, who trailed in behind Jonathan, sighed resignedly. She was far more used to Jonathan’s antics than he was. Even her team was, judging by her Raichu’s utterly uncaring expression.

“…It’s three in the afternoon.” He finally spoke up. Jonathan just grunted at him and laid a hand on his full stomach. Ash shrugged uncaringly and turned back to his conversation with Nidoking. “Is your back completely healed? I don’t want to enter you in this battle, but if I win it I’ll make sure you fight in the Championship.”

Nidoking grunted an affirmative and turned around so that Ash could examine his back closer. Thanks to the miraculous restorative abilities of implanted Ditto cells what was left of his ruined hide had been masterfully repaired. It wasn’t even scar tissue, just exceptionally fresh hide and armor that perfectly mimicked what had been there before the Hydro Cannon had stripped the thick skin and muscle away from bone.

His friend would have to do some exercises in order to work the muscle and regain its former flexibility and strength but for the most part it was completely healed. Medicine’s capabilities were closer to miracles than mere healing.

The poison-type’s tail had also been repaired. Bone damage was easy to repair for such durable pokemon, especially when enhanced by Potions. He’d be a little weak and sensitive but it wouldn’t be debilitating. Nidoking just needed a few days rest for it to finish healing.

“Teeth?” He asked. Nidoking turned around gingerly and bared his teeth. Nurse Joy had told him that most of Nidoking’s teeth had been cracked at the least from Blastoise’s Shell Slide. Nearly half had been knocked out, although they seemed to be growing back in. Nidoking were able to grow in teeth naturally from some genetic quirk, although they didn’t have rows upon rows of back-up teeth like Sharpedo.

“I think you’ll be fine to battle, then.” Ash smiled. Nidoking snorted happily and carefully lowered himself to the ground. Nurse Joy had advised that he keep all activity other than his stretches to a minimum. His wounds had been healed but she wanted to make sure. “Just take it easy for a few days, alright?”

His best friend snorted again and lightly tapped Ash’s leg with a massive dull claw to assuage his worries. Ash smiled and sat down on the floor next to him, uncaring of the slightly awkward position.

He spotted Amelia heading upstairs out of the corner of his eye. She’d been quiet lately, thoughtful. Jonathan had said something about her thinking of what she would do after she was done traveling.

Ash frowned as he leaned against Nidoking’s unscathed shoulder. It was hard and cool like most of Nidoking’s armored parts but it was still warm with NIdoking’s life and rose with every breath.

It was strange to see one of his friends considering what to do when they had completed their journeys. He didn’t plan to cease his wanderings for a long time to come. Human cities were nice for a quick stop or two, but he couldn’t imagine actually living in one again.

He shut his eyes as he rested on Nidoking’s shoulder. Ash wasn’t sure when a League representative would come to take him to Indigo Plateau but he wanted to be well-rested. He’d stayed up late last night talking to his mother and Professor Oak. It wasn’t anything particularly important, just inane rambling from all parties.

“Yo, Ash.” Jonathan’s voice snapped him out of his daze. He slit his eyes open and looked over to the couch. The other boy was still sprawled haphazardly across it but had abandoned his previous lazy look. “Have you seen Gary since you beat his ass?”

“Yes.”

“Was he mad?” The other boy inquired gleefully, his eyes alit with curiosity. “Please tell me he was mad! Or crying. Either or, really.”

Ash rolled his eyes. “No. We had a perfectly reasonable discussion afterwards. He wasn’t even that annoying.”

Jonathan pulled himself up. “Are we talking about the same Gary? Kinda tall, smart, huge jerk?”

“Definitely. He just decided to not be particularly obnoxious last night.” Ash frowned. “It was strange.”

The other trainer shuddered. “I can imagine. Do you think a psychic was controlling him or something?”

“…No.”

“Huh.” Jonathan considered as he looked at Ash. “That’s disappointing.”

“Very.” Ash pulled his cap over his eyes, trying to give Jonathan a hint. He didn’t want to talk right now. All he wanted to do was take a nap and catch up on his sleep. This must be what Tangrowth felt like when he didn’t get enough sun.

Jonathan just continued to stare at him lazily. It was getting to be disconcerting. “So…know any Masters that might train me?”

He sighed and shook his head. This was somewhat interesting, at least. “No luck?”

“What do you expect?” Jonathan scoffed. “It’s not like Masters are common! How often do you see someone on the level of the Elite Four running around that’s not getting paid by the League? And I’m definitely not going out to look for one of those crazies that go and hide in the wilderness. I’d rather not get killed by some loon during training.”

Ash raised an eyebrow. “Your standards are too high.”

Jonathan growled and turned away with a thoughtful scowl. “Maybe. I guess I’ll just go find the craziest Master I can find. If I get lucky they won’t be some creepy guy wanted by the League for snapping.”

“There’s the spirit.” He smirked. Ash stayed quiet after that. Maybe Jonathan would wait until later to keep up this conversation. Such as after his nap. He wouldn’t want to keep Nidoking up with the noise.

The silence persisted for several wonderful minutes. Then…

“Hey, Ash?”

He sighed and temporarily abandoned his pursuit of a nap.
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A deep growl from Nidoking woke him up. Ash was immediately on alert and snapped up, conditioned by his time in the wilderness. His eyes warily took in his surroundings as Nidoking’s great head rose and focused on the door.

Ash relaxed. Nobody was in the room. Bruiser and Seeker were probably asleep in his room. He hadn’t released the rest of his friends. Jonathan and Amelia could be anywhere. They came and went as they pleased.

Several seconds later the doorbell rang loudly, the tone echoing throughout the house. Ash wearily pulled himself up. Nidoking started to follow but a look from Ash kept the exhausted poison-type on the ground. He didn’t need to move if he didn’t have to.

He opened the door quickly. It was most likely Gary or someone from the League. Gary had mentioned coming by his house sometime soon, so it was most likely him. The League would probably send Will.

“Steven?” He grinned up at the man, who was dressed in his usual suit. The former Champion smiled back down at him and stepped in after Ash, who moved aside. “Are you here for the League function?”

“Indeed.” Steven smiled. “I’m to be your guide to Indigo Plaeau. It works out quite well, I think. I wanted to talk to you anyways and this way we’re away from attentive ears.”

Ash glanced at Steven. “What is it?”

“I’ll tell you on the road.” Steven replied vaguely, waving the question away. “It’s nothing dangerous. Just something I’d like to talk about.”

“We aren’t teleporting?” He asked. Ash trusted Steven. He was willing to allow Steven to raise whatever issue he wanted to discuss at a time of his choosing but he had to admit that he was curious.

Steven shook his head. “No. There’s still a good bit of time until it begins. We’ll get there early even if we walk. I just thought it would be good for you to see Indigo Plateau – the real Indigo Plateau, not this resort town – with your own eyes. It’s the center of the Indigo League and the focus of a thousand years of history. This is where true civilization was built.”

Ash nodded. “I’ve been there before, actually. Will teleported me.”

“Ah, Will.” Steven smiled lightly. “He’ll be a credit to the Indigo Elite Four when it goes through its structural change. Not to mention that it’ll be nice to have another member besides Lance that can actually talk to the media since Lorelei is leaving.”

That peaked his interest. “She’s leaving? Why?”

“She’s served her time and believes that her people are in need of her skills.” The Steel Master explained. He absentmindedly rapped his knuckles again the chair he had sat down in as he continued. “The fact that Team Rocket very nearly conquered the Sevii Islands disturbed her greatly. I believe she seeks to reunify them and protect them from outside threats, if not outright lead the Islands.”

“Lorelei would take over a region?” Ash frowned. That didn’t seem like the woman he had met before the battle with Mewtwo.

“Perhaps if it came to that.” Steven shrugged. “I don’t believe it will, though. The Sevii Islands are splintered and divided. They want a unifier. Lorelei is one of the few with the potential to lead them out of their poor situation at the moment. She’s the Islands’ greatest child and highly respected by the inhabitants. Lorelei wants to bring peace, not war.”

Ash nodded. He was slightly perturbed at how casually Steven treated Lorelei’s quest. He couldn’t claim to know enough about the situation to make an informed judgment, but it seemed like the Ice Queen’s efforts could backfire if she didn’t go about it properly.

He had no doubt that Lorelei could conquer the small, isolated Sevii Islands. Knot Island was one of the smallest of the islands but even the largest populations were scarcely inhabited. A Master like her would steamroll her way through any resistance.

But he couldn’t see the friendly, intelligent woman doing such a thing. Ash hadn’t had too much interaction with Lorelei, but from what he’d heard she was much too rational to act without a plan.

“It’s a risky path, but I believe she will make the right choices.” Steven said firmly, perhaps hoping to assuage Ash’s concerns. He glanced down at his watch. It was a strange contraption and likely more expensive than anything Ash owned. “Are you able to leave now? I’d like to head out soon.”

Ash started and nodded. He glanced over to Nidoking. “I’m going to recall you now, alright?”

Nidoking, who had been watching the proceedings with a single eye open, grunted in understanding. He disappeared in a flash of bright light.

He knew Nidoking needed to rest a bit, but he’d have time later. Ash didn’t feel comfortable leaving Nidoking anywhere unless it was a medical necessity. Nidoking had been with him for nearly a year now and he didn’t see that changing anytime soon.

“Ready.” Ash announced. Steven smiled and rose from his chosen chair.

“Delightful. Let’s head out then. It’s not too far of a walk, but we aren’t in a rush.”

With that the two stepped out of the League home and set off to the League citadel that loomed comfortingly over the village of Indigo Plateau.
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“I’d like for you to come to Hoenn with me.” Steven announced as they walked through the thick forest that separated the true Indigo Plateau from the Conference grounds.

Ash glanced at him with wide eyes. “What?”

“Come to Hoenn.” Steven repeated with a half-smile. He gave Ash a moment to digest his words. “It’s a beautiful land with rich history and a wide range of both people and pokemon. Kanto is wonderful, but Hoenn is something else. It’s a home for anyone willing to accept it. If you come you will find whatever you seek.”

“I don’t know. Give me some time to think about it.” Ash trailed off uncertainly. What was he supposed to say? He was certainly interested in Hoenn – it was where Steven had become a Champion, after all – but he still hadn’t solidified his plans. It was a possibility but he couldn’t just confirm it.

Steven seemed to have expected that response. “Of course. Whatever you choose, just tell me.”

Ash nodded and said nothing as he glanced around the forest. A Caterpie looked at him with its huge, curious eyes and the green body wriggled slightly as it climbed up the tree. Several Pidgey stared at it hungrily, although the presence of a few Metapod hanging in the trees kept them at bay. Metapod meant Butterfree, who would be more than a match for the little flying-types.

He tore his attention away from the handful of wild pokemon that remained in the humans’ presence and turned back to Steven, whose face was marked with a thoughtful expression.

“Would I be traveling with you?”

“Some of the time.” Steven shrugged. “I’ll certainly be around but one of the integral parts of a journey is personal growth. I’d rather not stunt that. I’ll help train you since Lance won’t have the time next year, but there are situations of my own I need to resolve that I’d prefer not to drag you into.”

Ash nodded again. “Are you going back to Hoenn for the Ever Grande Conference?”

The Master nodded. “I’m no longer the Champion of Hoenn but I still have an obligation. Wallace wants me there to provide additional security. The Rocket remnants that persisted have been bolstered by Indigo Rockets fleeing from the League. We’re afraid they might try something to project strength.”

“Rockets?” He hissed, eyes narrowed. The Feather, fueled by his righteous anger, blazed and heated his blood. “What –”

“They aren’t a true threat.” Steven raised a hand to placate him. His voice was calm and steady as ever. “The Hoenn Rockets are a bunch of yipping Poochyena. They’re still teething. I don’t plan on allowing them to grow up.”

That tempted Ash. If Steven was trying to convince him to go to Hoenn that was the way to go.

He was strong enough to fight Team Rocket now. He could stop the foul organization from rising ever again. And with Steven he would stamp them down until not even traces were left.

“Just keep my offer in mind.” The former Champion smiled. His slate eyes met Ash’s brown ones. “Lance has his own suggestion. Think them both over. This is your future.”

“Thank you.” Ash dipped his head. “Would you mind telling me what Lance wants?”

“That’s something only he can tell you.” Steven replied, amused. “It isn’t my place to interfere with his plans – just to offer an alternative.”

“Doesn’t that count as interference?”

Steven shrugged. “Perhaps. Lance didn’t seem to think so, however.”

Ash hummed in response, not sure what to say. As the League citadel loomed ever closer peaceful silence reigned.

The two introverted trainers were content with the quiet atmosphere. Both were used to it after so long in the wilderness and were happy to find it again after nearly a month in the bustling Indigo Plateau.

“Will any of the gym leaders or Elite Four be absent?” Ash inquired. He’d been looking forward to meeting them again.

“Lance strongly suggested that they be present.” A ghost of a smile tugged at Steven’s face. “They will be there. It’s a rare chance for the gym trainers to show that they can be trusted with authority so Lance all but demands them to remain at the Conference. Gym leaders are normally separated from their territory once a year at the most.”

Ash supposed this year was the exception. With Team Rocket’s aggressive movements and the sudden resurgence of Zapdos the gym leaders had been forced to move far beyond their borders.

He dimly realized that it might be years before he saw most of the gym leaders after the Conference. Ash planned on leaving for one of the other Leagues, after all, and the only gym leader not too busy to keep in contact would be Blaine. The others had tons of work to do even if they delegated gym battles to their trainers.

As much as he liked the asocial genius, he couldn’t imagine calling Blaine to chat. The old man would likely berate him about something or another and show off the personality that left him as the only hermit gym leader.

“By the way, don’t be too surprised when you see what the ACE trainers are wearing. After our last discussion I decided to arrange a surprise for Lance.” Steven gave him a genuine grin that worked muscles that were often tense on the former Champion’s stoic face. “I do hope that he’ll love it.”

Ash just raised an eyebrow and shrugged as they wandered down the path. He had a suspicion about what Steven had done, but he’d just wait before thinking further. It would be confirmed in a few minutes anyway.
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He looked down with interested eyes as they emerged from the forest onto a path of gold and silver bricks. Each had letters etched deep into them and a small symbol above the words.

“Each holds the name of an Indigo League member who has died in its service.” Steven said gravely as they strode across the memorial. Statues of the giant Rhydon Ash had seen firsthand guarded the pathway with their hard slate eyes, perfect replicas of the titan. “The gold bricks are the fallen trainers. The symbol above their name, birth, and death are the territories in which they were born. The silver bricks are their teams arrayed around them.”

Ash nodded and dipped his head in acknowledgement to the names immortalized in gold and silver. These were the last remnants of many of the pokemon, men, and women that had died in the League’s service in all of its different incarnations throughout the last millennium. They were worthy of more than respect.

“How many have been added in the last year?”

“Three hundred and forty-three gold bricks and five hundred and sixteen silver.” Steven grimaced. His aristocratic features twisted in grief. “It’s the most fatalities any of the Leagues have suffered since the last war. Team Rocket is defeated but they have ensured that they will not be forgotten for many years to come.”

He sent a sideways glance at the former Champion. Steven seemed to have taken the loss of so many League forces more severely than he would have thought. Ash would have expected Steven to be angry at their deaths but the Steel Master was an outsider to Indigo. They shared Leagues but he did not have the investment in the Indigo League a native did.

Pierce’s haughty, caustic countenance flashed to the forefront of his mind. Ash’s fists clenched momentarily at the memory. He suspected that Steven’s failure to apprehend his traitorous cousin before Pierce could cause significant damage to the Indigo League played a major role in his feelings.

“Halt.” A stern voice commanded as they passed underneath the massive Rhydon statues that guarded the gates to Indigo Plateau. Two ACE trainers materialized from the shadows, melting into existence alongside two Gengar that leered at Ash and Steven with bloody eyes and mouths of knives. “Before you enter you must submit to a scan. Identities?”

“Go ahead.” Steven replied with a nod, face blank and hard as his namesake. He was all business. “I’m Steven Stone and he’s Ash Ketchum. We’re expected.”

The lead ACE trainer nodded and jerked her head toward the two. One of the Gengar reappeared in a whirl of darkness an inch in front of Steven, who met its hungry gaze unflinchingly. It hissed in disappointment and collapsed into a cloud of gas and blackness before it washed over the former Champion and enveloped his body, careful to avoid actually touching the tall man. Steven didn’t breathe, well aware of the dangers.

Ash barely held back a flinch as the other Gengar rushed at him from the shadows, maw agape and full of eerily white fangs. It stopped an instant before its mouth would have engulfed Ash’s head, leaving his heart pounding and blood frozen.

“Enough, Gengar.” Its trainer frowned. “Scan him. Please hold your breath, Mr. Ketchum.”

Gengar’s malevolent red eyes vanished into its barely corporeal body as it dissolved into a writhing mass of hungry shadows and toxic smoke. Ash didn’t breathe in or out as it washed over him and left the scent of noxious poison in his nostrils and bloody iron in his mouth.

It was this ability that made Gengar so feared. Many ghosts could dissolve their corporeal presence and reform elsewhere, but Gengar had mastered the ability and turned it into a deadly weapon. In their corporeal form they were terribly fast, incredibly powerful, and resistant to most any physical attack, but when they dissolved into shadow and poison they were at their most powerful.

He had seen the natural ability referred to as Miasma many times, although no single name was entirely used. It allowed a Gengar to move about freely, fearless of any attack other than that of psychic power, dark-type moves, and elemental or energy-based attacks powerful enough to force Gengar to reform.

They could move quickly, jumping from shadow to shadow with a minimum of effort. They could envelop psychics and allow the strange, alien energy that suffused their form to drown their natural enemies in their terrible power and others in the toxic gas that made up their physical body.

And, although it wasn’t allowed in regulated battles since it invariably lead to death or permanent harm on the victim’s part, they could rush in through the nostrils or mouth and destroy their unfortunate quarry from the inside.

He saw a flash of manic scarlet eyes before Gengar’s body rushed away from him and reformed into the mischievous creature he’d seen before. It waggled its fingers and grinned at him before its trainer snapped its fingers and Gengar dissolved back into the trainer’s shadow.

Ash shuddered as he took in a deep breath. The air around him was cold from the unnatural energy held within Gengar’s form. Its presence had left his mouth tasting of old blood – an obvious illusion or prank on the ghost’s part and one that Ash didn’t appreciate.

The trainer felt the uncomfortable atmosphere left by the Gengar burn away as the Feather shined bright, bringing fire into his veins and banishing the ghost’s effects. Twin sets of red eyes appeared in the darkness and stared at him unnervingly, although the Feather pulsed again as Ash met the ghosts’ gazes unflinchingly.

He felt no fear for them.

“Your identities have been confirmed and it’s been determined that you are under no psychic compulsions.” The lead ACE trainer announced. She did not move as the doors to the Indigo Plateau opened, heavy wood and solid brass moved effortlessly by an unseen presence. “Please enjoy your stay at Indigo Plateau.”

He felt a pressure in his mind grow and rush in amusement at the ACE trainer’s confident words, an icy fire that vanished moments later.

Ash froze at that, but did not say anything as he and Lance stepped into the hallowed halls.

The interior of Indigo Plateau was nothing like the short glimpse he’d seen of the halls outside of Lance’s office. It was open and airy, although the three pairs of ACE trainers stationed throughout the lobby refused to let it feel like anything other than the citadel that it was.

Steven checked his own PokeNav and frowned. “Our little jaunt through the Indigo Forest took a little longer than I expected. The gym leaders should be getting here soon. I’ll go ahead and take you to where we need to be. I’d meant to take you to Lance first, but it seems that you’ll have to speak with him afterwards.”

He nodded but remained silent. Steven placed his PokeNav back into one of his suit’s surprisingly deep pockets and smiled lightly. “Well, let’s get a move on. I like being early.”

With that they set off, confidently passing the ACE trainers that spared them a single glance as they walked through the doors. When they left the atrium the architecture shifted to the rich, albeit simple and elegant, style and tones of the area outside Lance’s office.

Steven led him through a labyrinth. Ash lost track of his location almost instantly as they headed through seemingly infinite hallways and past innumerable twists and turns. He could have sworn that they were going in circles but Steven never seemed worried in the least.

“Here we are.” The man announced as they came to a stop in front of two large doors of polished mahogany. He easily spied the League symbol etched into the wood, the stylized Rhydon prominent amongst the halved circle. “This is the Indigo Ballroom, mostly used to host formal and not-so-formal functions. It had a lot more use before Lance took over.”

“I can imagine.” Ash snorted. Lance loved being the center of attention but he couldn’t see the Champion being particularly happy at a formal event. For all his legendary lineage – the great heroes and conquerors that made up the ancient Wataru clan’s history were renowned even in Kanto considering their importance to the history of Indigo – Lance was a simple man.

Something he’d been meaning to ask Steven about sprung into his mind. “Do ACE trainers usually wear capes? Or, more specifically, exact replicas of Lance’s cape?”

“They do not.” The former Champion half-smiled. “Today’s the exception. Will was more than willing to speak with the ACE Commander in my stead and managed to convince the man to give a little tweak to the uniform. Being an Elite Four trainee has its perks, I suppose.”

“Indeed it does!” A loud, obnoxiously cheerful voice exclaimed from inches behind Ash. He flinched and glared back at Will, who appeared as if from nowhere. “Ah, my apologies! I did not mean to startle you, my friend.”

“It’s fine.” He grumbled and felt his paranoia fade away. Will just gave him another dazzling smile from behind the mask and casually balanced his cane on the tip of one of his fingers. Steven just smirked. “It’s nice to see you again, Will.”

“And you as well, Ash!” Will said, dipping into a slight bow. He swept his hand and caused his cane to vanish from existence, replaced by an expertly folded white cape. “Would you care for your own? With the good Steven’s aid I have procured several dozen! Capes are the height of fashion at the moment, you know.”

Ash raked his eyes over Will’s formal clothing and black mask. Perhaps he shouldn’t be surprised that the future member of the Elite Four thought so highly of capes.

Capes worked on Lance. Something about him made the great lengths of fabric meld into Lance and augment both his powerful physique and the legendary strength he embodied. It made him into a figure more than human, a hero from the old stories.

On anyone else they looked ridiculous. The legions of trainers seeking to emulate Lance attested to that. Ash had encountered enough of the Champion’s devoted fans to know that for himself.

“I’m afraid I’ll have to pass.” Ash said, forcing a note of disappointment into his voice. “I don’t think I would wear it very well.”

“Champion Steven?” Will hopefully offered the cape to the Steel Master.

Steven shook his head. “I’m afraid not. I have my own image, after all. I’d hate to tarnish Lance’s.”

“Of course, of course!” Will smiled, not bothered at all by the refusal. He snapped his fingers and the cape suddenly appeared around his shoulders completely unruffled. The psychic checked the cape for any signs of lines. When nothing appeared to be wrong he flourished his arm dramatically, causing his cane to materialize instantly. “Well, shall we go in? It has been much too long since the Indigo leaders have been in one place!”

Ash nodded and tried to let his face relax. He liked the gym leaders. There was no reason to be nervous.
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He sent a quick glance about the room. It was just as massive as he’d expected, albeit simpler. From Steven’s description he’d thought it would be ridiculously opulent, but instead it bore signs of the League and its Champion’s focus on practicality over aesthetics. Lance wasn’t one for garish ceremony.

Gym leaders were arrayed all throughout the area, mostly next to several tables full of food and drink. Ash took quick note of their positions. Agatha, Surge, Blaine, and Sabrina stood together by one, largely avoided by the rest of the gym leaders. He suspected that they were talking of serious matters that the others had no desire to interrupt.

The Sisters, Karen, and Erika were gathered around a small water-type pokemon in a small, portable aquarium carried by an oddly exuberant Machoke that had a wide grin on its reptilian face. It was about the same size as a Magikarp and had just as much expression. The grey creature stared dully at the curious females before it tried to turn around in its small enclosure.

His lips curled into a smirk when he saw Brock standing a short distance away from the group and staring at Karen with star-struck eyes. Brock was a mature, responsible gym leader most of the time but he turned into an idiot when he was around attractive girls.

Ash was actually surprised that Surge hadn’t managed to beat and shock it out of the younger gym leader yet. The electric-type specialist was rather brutal at the best of times. When he was defending the honor of the Nurse Joys and Officer Jenny’s that operated under his authority he was absolutely merciless.

It didn’t help Brock’s case that Raichu took a gleeful satisfaction in sending a few hundred volts through him every now and then.

“Isn’t it wonderful?” Will sighed as he clasped a hand over his heart and pretended to swoon. “The entire family gathered in one place! Simply fabulous!”

“It is.” Ash nodded in agreement as he continued to pick out familiar faces. Bruno and Koga were speaking together animatedly far from the others, demonstrating flurries of punches and kicks that would have most fighting-types on edge. His face was split by a grin as he saw his old teacher, who caught his eye and responded in kind with a nod and reserved smile.

He noted that neither Misty nor Janine were present. It seemed that only the leaders were here to represent their gym. A gathering of the best.

“Has anyone replaced Giovanni?” Ash asked absently as he realized that the roster would be one short for an indeterminate amount of time. “Viridian can’t have been without a gym leader for six months.”

“Karen and I have been filling in!” Will grinned as he balanced the cane onto the tip of his pointer finger with perfect precision. “Lance believed it would be a wonderful way to gain experience. There was an unfortunate shortage of challengers, however. It seems that the former proprietor’s tarnished reputation still hangs over the place.”

“I can only imagine why.” Ash scowled at the mention of Giovanni. He kept his fists from reflexively clenching at the traitor’s name, which was an accomplishment. He just wanted to forget the man.

A cold presence pulsed in his mind in response to his thoughts, balanced out by the Feather’s warmth.

He squeezed his eyes shut at the unexpected pressure and frowned, a little fear bubbling in his stomach. That presence was not something he had ever wanted to feel again.

“Is something wrong?” Will asked, his eyes a fiery purple behind his mask as he stared at Ash with a knowing look. Steven’s concerned countenance locked onto him as well, to which Ash shook his head.

“I’m fine.” He said firmly. “Just a headache. Let’s go join the crowd.”

Steven nodded and headed off through the sparsely occupied ballroom, presumably to find Lance. Will hung by Ash’s side with a blinding grin, eyes still alit with psychic power as he trailed behind the younger trainer.

“Ash Ketchum.” A warm monotone greeted him. His neck snapped to the source and he found himself staring into the kind scarlet eyes of Sabrina less than a foot away. She must have teleported. The strongest human psychic had been over with Surge, Blaine, and Agatha mere moments ago.

“Sabrina.” He inclined his head in respect and flashed the woman a genuine smile. “You look much better than when I last saw you.”

“Indeed. Mewtwo’s malevolence has not touched me for a month.” Sabrina stated calmly, seemingly unperturbed by the mention of the Creature that had broken her mind and left her nothing more than a pale lying helpless in a bed. “Thank you. Had you not been present our world would be irrevocably altered. It was a fortuitous series of events that led you to your fate.”

Ash nodded but didn’t say anything as his mind flashed back to the events at New Island.

A soothing hand broke him out of his stupor even as the Feather pulsed with its comforting heat. Sabrina watched him unblinkingly with her scarlet eyes as she retracted her frozen hand.

“You burn brightly now. The Brand you bear has no place within you in the present.” She observed. Her eyes flashed and he felt twin forces rise up within him. “Carry your torch well, Ash Ketchum. It will guide you through the coming times.”

“Thank you for your advice, Sabrina.” He dipped his head again, grateful to the psychic for what she had told him. It was cryptic, but at least she was warning him. Something would happen in the future. If Sabrina felt the need to warn him then he should begin his preparations at once.

The woman’s mouth pulled itself into a wan smile at his thoughts but did not comment further. Ash knew that she had said enough. Sabrina rarely dispensed advice concerning the future’s winding path, so he would take what he could get.

“Lady Sabrina! It is a pleasure to make your acquaintance once more!” Will bowed graciously, his cane immaterial as he swept his arm forward in a needlessly dramatic manner. His eyes shone brightly from behind his mask as he looked up and met his mentor’s eyes. “I can see that your beauty has only grown in the time we have been apart!”

Sabrina gazed at him blankly. “Agatha tells me you have been lax in your training.”

Will smiled and bowed once more. “I would never be so remiss in my duties, Lady Sabrina. I have simply –”

A chill ran down Ash’s spine as Agatha drew near, tapping her gnarled cane of ancient wood against the hard floor as she hobbled over. The Revenant Crone leered at Will, ghostly lights dancing in her mismatched eyes amidst the shadows that surrounded her aged form.

“Don’t even try it, you charming little brat.” The Crone bared her oddly sharp teeth in a mockery of a grin as she finally came to a stop near Ash. “I’ve had enough of your honeyed words and endearing little quirks. You’ve spent enough time dawdling with that magic wand of yours!”

The Crone’s multicolored eyes latched onto Ash as he silently watched the scene. “Run along, Ketchum. I’m sure that brute Surge has been itching to speak with you. Perhaps you two can save that little fool Brock from Karen if you have the inclination.”

Ash nodded and did his best to ignore Will, who seemed slightly nervous under the scrutiny of his elders. The Elite Four trainee tried to catch Ash’s eye but he didn’t fall for it. He’d rather avoid this situation.

He liked Will, but this was none of his concern.

The young trainer could feel Sabrina’s scarlet eyes tracing him as he stepped away from the impromptu gathering but she didn’t say anything. He made a note to seek her out again before he left.

Of course, if there were anything important to discuss it would be Sabrina who sought him out. Her clairvoyance enabled her to follow whatever path led to the best possible outcome – or so he assumed. The workings of powerful psychics had always been strange and indecipherable, their abilities elevating them to a level beyond what most humans could understand. They were agents of fate, as the saying went. Nothing concrete could be known about them.

“Well look who it is! It’s been a long time, runt.” Surge boomed, attracting the attention of almost everyone else in the room for a few brief seconds. Raichu chattered in agreement, eyes narrowed fiercely as she whipped her tail around. “You feeling up for a battle after this tournament comes to a close?”

“Definitely.” Ash agreed without a second thought, a mad glint in his eye at the thought of battling Surge again. He’d love to see how Infernus would measure up to Electivire in his new form. Electivire was one of the strongest pokemon he’d ever had the pleasure of facing. Not many opponents had ever outmatched Infernus the way Electivire had, although that had been before Infernus had undergone Lance’s brutal training. “I’ve needed a punching bag to test some new techniques on. I guess you’ll do a half-decent job of it.”

Surge just grinned with Raichu, whose tail flung sparks as she became evermore excited at the prospect of battle. She probably hadn’t had a good fight in ages.

“You’re giving Surge too much credit.” Blaine sneered before downing a small bottle of alcohol in a single chug. He absentmindedly tossed the bottle into a nearby bin, where it shattered. “After learning my technique you’ll carve through his overgrown power outlets like a Flamethrower through a Rocket Grunt. I wouldn’t bother.”

“You want to go, old geezer?” Surge grinned broadly, cracking his knuckled. He towered over Blaine, who just snorted and glared up at the giant through his sunglasses – Ash wasn’t actually sure why he kept them on in the ballroom. “We haven’t gone at it in ages. Not since you went senile and hid under that volcano, if I remember it right.”

Blaine glowered at his fellow gym leader. “Bah! You just can’t appreciate the beauty of my arena! Its construction took precision and delicate handling an idiot like you couldn’t even begin to understand. I doubt you understand anything about technology other than how to blow it up.”

“I know enough to do my job.” The giant retorted with a vicious snort. “Unlike you. How long has it been since you left that hotel and did something useful?”

The Fire Master just sneered again and finished off his drink with a quick motion. “I never had anything to do. Cinnabar was purged of any Rocket scum long ago.”

“Whatever helps you sleep at night.” Surge chuckled darkly. “Can’t fault an old man like you for trying, I guess.”

Blaine just scowled and returned to yet another drink. Ash idly wondered how his liver could still function after years of similar abuse. “Let’s not get into your own failures, boy. I’d rather not get to the point where our little spat is bad enough to remember through the alcohol.”

“Let’s.” Surge said tightly. Raichu chittered and pat his cheek affectionately with one of her soft paws, the cord-like tail finally calm.

“Now if you’ll excuse me, I’m going to start drinking.” Blaine grouched. Ash could see his beady eyes glance around at the other inhabitants of the room as he sneered. “Hilarious as it is, I’d rather not see that idiot from Pewter get shot down again. Must be a masochist if he’s chasing after Karen.”

Ash snorted and Surge let out a booming laugh, the hostility he’d been radiating toward Blaine vanishing in an instant. Everybody else ignored it this time, used to the loud gym leader.

“You’d better let that Magmortar of yours fight seriously next time it’s out. I expect the world to be in awe.” Blaine growled to Ash. “That last showing was boring. Leave the battlefield in ashes.”

He just nodded in response at the gruff Master, who snorted again and took a drink.

Seeing that Blaine wasn’t interested in further conversation he turned to Surge. “Agatha suggested that we go help Brock.”

Surge eyed the dark-skinned gym leader with a brutal grin. Brock had edged slightly closer to the girls with a disturbing smile on his face. Not quite lecherous but decidedly idiotic.

“I think it’s time he learned his lesson. Let Karen sort him out. He’s needed a good kick in the ass for a long time.” The electric-type specialist growled as he regarded his protégé.

Ash shrugged. So be it.

“How’s that Electabuzz of yours doing?” Surge grunted as he looked down at the short trainer. “She didn’t get a good matchup in your last battle. That Confuse Ray wrecked her chances.”

“She’s fine. I’m planning on using her again in my next battle. She deserves a chance to have a fair fight.” Ash responded after a moment of hesitance. He needed to talk to Oz about the battle. Being so easily dispatched couldn’t have been easy for her. He resolved to do it as soon as he had the chance.

“Damn right she does. I hate Confuse Ray.” The giant grumbled. Raichu hissed in agreement, sparks escaping from her yellow electric sacs as she thought of the ghostly technique. “Doesn’t even give you a chance to fight back. Just screws with your head until you don’t know what pain is real and what’s a hallucination.”

Ash nodded his agreement. He appreciated the technique for its unique effectiveness, but it wasn’t something to use casually. Infernus could technically use it, although his version was a bastardized version that didn’t even near the potency of the true Confuse Ray wielded by ghosts and dark-types.

He was silent for a few moments before he finally decided to speak up. “Could you help me train Oz?”

It was as if he had flipped a switch in Surge. The giant’s eyes lit up and an absolutely massive grin exploded on his face. “Damn right I can! And here was me thinking you’d never ask.”

A similar smile split Ash’s countenance. “Thank you. Do you want –”

“I’m all tied up tomorrow, but I’ll send you a time and place.” Surge told him. His grin grew savage even as his eyes took on a manic gleam. “I think Lightning Bolt will be included in this package. It’s probably the best time for you to learn it.”

Ash’s eyes widened. “Really?”

Surge just grinned. Raichu crossed her paws – a distinctly human gesture that she had undoubtedly picked up from Surge – and seemed to smile at Ash as well. He remembered the power of Lightning Bolt well, as the hidden glee in his eyes suggested.

“Yeah. Shouldn’t take too long to teach if she’s got the juice for it. Lightning Bolt is all about power.” Surge elaborated. “You’ve just got to have enough control to guide the electricity out and focus it. Any experienced Electabuzz can do that without much effort.”

He nodded. Oz was certainly strong enough to generate Lightning Bolt, although Ash wasn’t confident in her ability to use the electric-type variant of Hyper Beam multiple times. She was powerful, but Lightning Bolt consumed vast amounts of energy for an incredible payoff. Until she evolved it wouldn’t be a technique to use frivolously.

“Don’t have anything else planned that day.” Surge said with a nasty grin. “You aren’t leaving until your Electabuzz has mastered Lightning Bolt to an acceptable degree. If you have to sleep in the training grounds you will. I don’t let my students half-ass it.”

“I wouldn’t dream of it.” Ash rolled his eyes. He locked eyes with the giant man. “Just wait. She’ll master it in no time at all.”

“Sure she will, runt.” Surge snorted. “Don’t get too cocky. Just because you’re hot stuff right now doesn’t mean you can mouth off and get away with it.”

Ash smiled. “Maybe not, but I can try.”

Their conversation was cut short by a tap on Ash’s shoulder. He reflexively pulled away and snapped his head to the side, only to relax when he realized it was Steven.

“Lance wants to see you.” The Master said quietly with an incline of his head to the entrance of the room. The Indigo Champion stood there casually, making idle conversation with Lorelei as he awaited the trainer’s approach. “It shouldn’t take too long. He just wants to have a quick chat.”

“Thank you.” Ash said quietly. He nodded to Surge. “I’ll be seeing you in a few days, I guess.”

“Yeah.” Surge grunted noncommittally. “Try not to lose this next battle. I want to see how you react when you find an opponent that makes you squirm. There’s some bets riding on you.”

Ash arched an eyebrow. “Really?”

“That’s enough.” Steven rebuked Surge. He glanced over to Lance again. Ash understood his message and shrugged before he headed across the ballroom, thankfully avoiding the attention of the Sisters and Karen as he did so.

He liked the Sisters, but he wasn’t used to people being so affectionate. His bubble of personal space was only breached by his friends most of the time. He didn’t interact with most people he met long enough to establish that kind of connection.

Not that he had with the Sisters either, now that he thought about it. They’d just taken a liking to him after his actions in Viridian and had little to no regard for others’ boundaries.

Karen was Karen. He blushed faintly at the memory of her quick kiss to the cheek. He didn’t have much experience getting close to most other trainers. He had zero experience with that kind of thing.

“I’m afraid we’ll have to part ways for now, Lorelei.” Ash overheard Lance say to the redhead as he neared the two. “But please reconsider my offer. As much as I’d like to see Will and Karen step up, I’d prefer to keep more than just Bruno in the Elite Four. I don’t know if Koga will be able to commit. Fuchsia –”

“Will be fine.” Lorelei replied. She adjusted her glasses, which had slipped slightly. “It’s already recovered from the hurricane. The villages are cleaned up and inhabitable. Janine is well-trained. There is no need to fret.”

Lance sighed. “Just think on it. Indigo can always use your skills.”

“Not as much as my home can.” Lorelei frowned. She sent a considering glance and friendly nod to Ash as he finally came to a stop. “We will speak of this later. Goodbye, Lance.”

The Champion just shook his head before he shrugged it off and smiled at Ash. “Hey, Ash.”

“Lance.” Ash grinned, glad to see the Champion again. He’d miss talking to him next year. “Steven said you wanted to talk to me?”

“I figured now would be the best time to catch up and discuss a few things.” Lance said as he stepped out of the ballroom. Ash followed silently, just listening to the Dragon Master. “I won’t have very much free time coming up, what with the Conference’s end and the preparations for the Silver Conference.”

Ash nodded as they exited the massive room and passed two ACE trainers guarding the door.

“Champion Lance.” The tall man to the left acknowledged. His partner echoed the statement moments later.

Lance gave the elite League guards a quick nod of respect as he swept by, cape fluttering out behind him as he took his long strides. Ash struggled to keep up, barely holding a smile back at Lance’s twitch of annoyance at the ACE trainers’ capes.

“I’m going to kill Steven.” The Champion growled as he led Ash through the twisting halls, unfazed by the circles and loops they traveled. “Where did he even get those capes, anyway?”

“Celadon Department Store.” Ash replied. Lance raised an eyebrow, curious as to how he knew that. “I remember that they had a sale on replicas of your cape when I was there last.”

“Huh.” Lance frowned, anger forgotten. “I should probably demand royalties for that. It’s not as if they could say no.”

His eyes regained their normal fierceness a few moments later, though. “I’ll definitely have to get Steven back at some point or another. My cape isn’t just an accessory, you know. It’s a symbol of the most powerful warrior of the Wataru clan, the Drake. That position has been mine since I was fourteen years old.”

“There is no single cape passed down my line, but we are expected to wear a traditional mantle whenever possible and a more practical one in battle.” Lance continued. His angular features pulled up into a smile. “Thanks to the number of Wataru Champions over the years it’s come to be associated with the position as a whole – a nice little reminder of our legacy.”

“For some reason I doubt you mind following that tradition.” Ash commented drily.

Lance smiled as they came to a stop in front of his office, which seemed to appear in a random wall. “It does make me look rather dashing, doesn’t it?”

“That’s a question to ask the Sisters, not me.” Ash snorted as he followed Lance into the office, curiously noting that the Champion didn’t stop as they walked past his desk and the piles of sleeping dragon-types. Dragonite and Dov opened their weary eyes to watch them go but didn’t move.

“I suppose it is.” Lance chuckled. He came to a stop in front of an empty expanse of rich wall, although a large door of polished mahogany and brass rippled into existence as he waved a hand in front of it.

Ash eyed Lance curiously. Did he have some sort of psychic power that he didn’t know about? He couldn’t imagine Lance not telling him about an ability like that or actively using it to enhance his efficiency in battle.

“No psychic powers.” Lance told him, correctly guessing his thoughts. “Just the privileges of being the Champion coming into play.”

Lance stepped past the door as an invisible force opened it. Ash followed the Champion and found himself in a dark passageway, expertly cut into perfect angles and lines. It travelled far, lowering into the heart of Mt. Silver, which Indigo Plateau was built on.

Ash’s eyes flared in recognition as he glanced at the sides of the passageway, which were alit with ghostly blue flares of fire. Ancient symbols had been painstakingly etched into the stone walls with the utmost precision. The first on his left was the emerald plant of Viridian, followed by Fuchsia’s heart, the golden star of Vermillion, and the rainbow flower of Celadon.

He looked to the left to see what order the symbols were arranged in but Lance’s words yanked him away as they continued to walk briskly through the passageway.

“Indigo Plateau is just one big illusion to the uninitiated.” Lance explained, features cast in shadow by the ghostly flame. “Ghosts and psychics constantly shift the perceptions of those who have not had their minds given special access by our own psychics. The Plateau was built as a fortress, after all, and such a defense makes it almost impossible to infiltrate. When you see loops I see a straight line.”

His eyes widened and he gave Lance a slow nod. It was an ingenious defense, a second layer of protections against anyone daring and able enough to enter the League citadel in the first place. He’d wondered why Indigo Plateau was a maze. Now he had his answer.

“Where are we going?” He asked as the end of the tunnel became visible. A strange symbol he had never seen before jutted out from the stone directly above the exit. It was an indigo plant, polished to perfection. It almost glowed from the pale light.

“To an area long forgotten by all but the Champions and most knowledgeable of the League.” Lance answered cryptically. A harmless golden flame licked out from under the sleeve of his formal attire, holding the pale light at bay. Ash felt his own Feather burn in tune, increasing as they neared a great pressure that sent a constant flush of heat through Ash’s blood.

“Koga told me that you hunted down the First’s Rhydon.” Lance smiled as they neared the end. “That you defeated it speaks volumes of your skill and strength. The Rhydon was renowned as the most powerful of the First’s team a millennium ago. It’s strength has only grown in that time, to the point where it is far past the power of any individual pokemon constrained by mortality.”

A feral grin slashed Lance’s features in half. “It’s actually a trial for new Champions, you know. The Rhydon is the ultimate test of strength. To defeat a team must trust absolutely in their trainer and that trust must be returned tenfold. Resolve in fighting its overwhelming strength is as important as the power to match it.”

Ash’s mind flashed back to the battle with the ancient Rhydon, the struggle against its nigh invulnerable armor and absolute mastery of stone and earth. Had it been a mere fraction as powerful in the days of the First as it was now it would have been almost unstoppable.

“It is normally a volatile creature.” Lance commented as they finally stepped under the indigo plant. “We do our best to keep trainers away from it, although some individuals lacking in the common sense department seek it out anyway. They don’t usually come back.”

“It didn’t try to kill me.” Ash pointed out as he looked around at their new surroundings. They had entered a grotto of sorts. Pools of water spread out around them, only a perfectly preserved bridge of arching stone bare of the icy water that poured from high above and left clouds of mist spread throughout the sanctum.

“You didn’t try to hurt it or its herd.” The Champion smiled slightly as he came to a stop and waited. “Reports say that it usually challenges those humans it meets to a battle. If they are weak then it chases them off or kills them. We aren’t too happy about that part, but it is both far too important and powerful to try to restrain it. It would require at least two of the Elite Four and myself to subdue in a serious fight and even then I would fear for our teams. All in all, it’s best to have Rangers follow it and warn surrounding trainers away.”

Ash nodded slowly, slightly stunned at the threat Lance accorded the giant Rhydon. He could only imagine how the Champion would react if the cornerstone of the First’s team managed to evolve into its vastly more powerful form.

“What is this place?” He asked as he stared across the stone bridge to a large slab of marble. Two familiar statues stood proudly on their pedestals, their features untarnished by the ravages of time.

Taimu and his Tauros rose side by side, high above the water that pooled around them. The First’s eyes were twin sapphires that stared sharply at Ash and Lance as they stood at the entrance of the room, dead stone but with an intensity that didn’t belong with unfeeling gems.

He could see the First more clearly than he could in Rhydon’s monument. The man was obviously not created to scale considering that he was ten feet tall and with the proportions to match, but that was only a bonus in this case. Taimu had high cheekbones and an angular face much like Lance, but markedly different enough to the point that he didn’t seem to be of the relatively insular Wataru clan. They were from Johto, anyway.

The crown of ethereal icy blue flames wreathed around his head gave him the appearance of one of the noble Wataru, perfectly matching the stern sapphires as it flickered and roared amidst the grotto.

Taimu was still portrayed as young, which made Ash wonder just how old he had been when he died in the Fuchsia wilds. It was a sad fate for one of the greatest figures of history.

The trainer also noted a scabbard tied to the statue’s back, which meant he must have been of relatively high birth. Ash knew that swords were rather rare back in that time period considering their great cost and the difficulty in creating it.

Steelix carcasses and meteorites were the best options for finding metal strong enough for a blade back then. Considering that Steelix were biologically immortal and ventured to the surface only in the most desperate of times the falling stars were much more common.

He fixed his gaze on the form of Tauros next. Every muscle had been expertly sculpted by masterful hands, the thick layer of fur clearly defined and its horns curled in a way that made it seem almost alive. It looked as though it would charge him any minute if the statue of Taimu could give it an order.

More of the ghostly blue flames flitted about the area, slowly surrounding Ash and Lance. He felt discomfort as he stared into the ghostly fire and felt the chill heat held within. The Will-O-Wisps hovered in a circle and seemed to summon more of their kind as they pulled from the grotto, although Taimu’s crown of flames was never disturbed.

“Be still.” Lance murmured to Ash as the fires pulsed in tune with their Feathers. A core of gold became visible in the flames, growing more prominent as the Will-O-Wisps came together and melded into the form of a lithe, golden Ninetales.

The image of a Ninetales with ruby eyes preserved in weathered stone flashed through his mind, although the replica paled to the creature that gazed at him with eyes of scarlet flame.

“Bearers of Fire, why do you come?” The stern, wise voice of a young woman echoed into his mind. Ash flinched, but did not feel the terrible pain that accompanied Mewtwo’s telepathy. He felt his Feather blaze to the point of slight pain, although the power with which it invigorated his body far outstripped the discomfort. The golden flames of Moltres burned around the molten obsidian frame, leaving his chest a rich fiery yellow.

Lance’s own Feather left his arm ablaze as he lifted his head, although he did not meet the Ninetales’ eyes directly. He kept his fierce, challenging eyes directed just below the fire-type’s scarlet orbs. It seemed that even the mighty Champion Lance could be cowed.

“I beg your forgiveness for intruding upon your sanctum, noble ally of the First.” The Champion said respectfully. He inclined his head to Ash, who took his hint and kept his eyes away from those of the resplendent golden Ninetales. “I believed it would be prudent for my student to meet you and pay respects to the First’s memory. He has encountered your brethren and looked upon the resting place of the Champion Taimu, Uniter of Indigo. He possesses the right to see this secret unveiled, as befitted to a bearer of the Feather of Moltres.”

The Ninetales, golden as Moltres’ flames, stalked in front of Ash. Her voice caressed his mind once more. “Look into my eyes, little human. The Golden Fire in your heart demands my respect, but I would know your being. Look into my eyes.”

Ash felt a powerful influence rush against his will, but he fought it off. It could not compare to the oppressive weight of Mewtwo’s dominative presence.

Instead he met the Ninetales’ rubies on his own terms. Brown met scarlet for mere moments before he found himself locked in the Guardian’s hypnotic gaze.

His eyes squeezed shut as a millennium of memories rushed through his mind in an instant, the great torrent enough to leave his mind a gibbering wreck had he actually been able to comprehend the river of experiences as anything other than a few distant images and a beautiful warmth that suffused his being.

When the contact ended Ash found himself on the ground, his physical body exhausted. Ninetales seemed none the worse for wear, having only received a trickle of earthly experiences compared to her own waterfall.

“You are a strange one, but you have served the Golden Fires’ purposes well.” Ninetales murmured gently. She stopped in front of him and fanned out her tails, golden with age to the point that the tips were indistinguishable from the rest. “My name is Chinatsu, Ash Ketchum. Remember it, for it shall never be heard upon this base earth again.”

“Thank you.” He gasped as he pulled himself up on dead limbs. The Feather restored his vitality several seconds later, but the deep ache of fatigue still burned. “I will never forget you or Taimu. Your memory will live on.”

The smooth female voice chuckled, a delightful sound akin to the chiming of bells. “Oh, I have many years yet before I am reduced to a memory. My fire still burns bright so long as the Golden Flame demands it.”

Ash felt his Feather pulse and found himself staring at the base of Ninetales’ neck. Flickering amongst the golden fur, indistinguishable but for the comforting heat, laid a Feather of her own. It roared from her skin, the obsidian frame having bonded with her fur and skin and bone many centuries ago.

“Yes.” The legendary Ninetales preened under Ash’s astonished stare. Her fur rippled as flames passed over it and seemed to revitalize her vibrant fur to an even brighter gold. “I, named Chinatsu by the Champion of Champions, am a bearer of the Golden Fire and the instrument of its will. The current Champion and yourself are merely temporary vessels. I am eternal, it’s chosen.”

Ninetales melted back into the ethereal blue flames and was left nothing but a coalescing mass of swirling fire with a core of gold and eyes of blood. The blazing figure cocked its serene head and stared at him for a few brief seconds.

“You have seen the resting place of the paragon of your kind, He whose will carved a future for humanity.” Her voice echoed throughout his mind and throughout the grotto as blue fires danced through the mists. “My ancient partner’s monument is sacred ground. It is where His bones lay entombed in the stone when life fled His weary body.”

A Will-O-Wisp appeared next to Ash’s head and it felt as if Chinatsu’s voice spoke to him from within.

“To see such a sight is an honor none deserve. But you have.” The flame crackled. “You are not an inheritor of His mantle, but my own monument is no holy place. Here I protect the legacy of mighty Taimu and forgotten Shinobu and ensure that the future bearers of His office have not forgotten. The eyes of a bearer of the Golden Flame will not tarnish its purpose.”

“Thank you for allowing me to remain.” Ash bowed his head, grateful to Chinatsu. He glanced up at the sapphire eyes of Taimu and then to the hulking form of the Tauros. “Shinobu is the Tauros?”

The flames dissipated, but the Will-O-Wisp remained near him.

“Yes.” The Ninetales replied curtly. Lance opened and shut his mouth, opting to remain silent as the ancient fire-type responded to Ash’s query. “He was a valiant comrade that fell in service to Taimu at the Battle of Mt. Silver, when the armies of united Kanto met Johto in war to determine the course of your kind’s history. The Champion of Champions emerged victorious, but Shinobu’s life was the price paid to strike down the Drake of Blackthorn, who led our foes.”

Ash turned to Lance in surprise at the statement. “I didn’t know your clan was that old.”

“The Wataru have been an integral piece of Johto for many, many centuries. When my forefathers saved the life of a Dragonite and were rewarded with several eggs we have built our legacy.” Lance said proudly. “The Drake of that time was one of our most prominent members, although history has all but forgotten him.”

He nodded, although he didn’t spare Lance an odd look. Ash knew that Lance took pride in his heritage – and for good reason, considering the innumerable renowned warriors and leaders it had produced – but he’d never said much about it. He’d just assumed that Lance preferred to make his own name legendary rather than rely on his clan’s fame.

“Speak not of the Drake.” Chinatsu hissed, cold fires flaring. “Not in the presence of my fallen brother.”

Ash dipped his head to the Ninetales. “I apologize for my disrespect. It was not my intention to dishonor Shinobu’s memory.”

The Will-O-Wisp calmed but remained colder than before. It seemed that the golden Ninetales held her memories of the fallen Tauros close to her heart. “Pay your respects, bearer of the Golden Flame, and take your leave from my shrine. I seek a return to my lonely vigil.”

With that the Will-O-Wisp fled and took its place on Taimu’s fiery crown, just above the idol’s sapphire eyes. Ash stared at it for a few brief moments before he took a deep breath and stepped onto the thin stone bridge.

“Aren’t you coming?” He asked Lance when he realized that the Champion wasn’t following.

“No.” Lance shook his head. “This is for you. I paid my respects long ago and my line is not favored by the Guardian.”

Ash nodded in understanding and walked slowly up to the massive monument. He stared up at the First’s proud face briefly before he focused on the true subject of the memorial: Shinobu.

He saw a small plaque of gold soldered to the marble with etchings similar to those on Taimu’s grave. They were rough, seared into the metal by an untrained hand. It stood in stark contrast to the utter perfection and clarity of the immortalized images held in the smooth stone, but Ash thought the effect was stronger for it.

“Interred here are the remains of Shinobu, Greatest of his kind and Terror to the Unjust. He died in my service in the Battle of Mt. Silver. Mighty Shinobu died to the Drake of Blackthorn’s partner, but with his sacrifice slew the Beast of Blackthorn and brought victory to the Brothers and Sisters of Kanto. May his name live forever in the stars.”

“He carved those words with his own hands.” Chinatsu sighed, lost in memories a millennium old. “They were bloody from the heat of battle, still stained with the essence of Shinobu’s life. His mind was vacant with grief.”

Ash could sympathize. His brown eyes squeezed shut as he remembered the heart-clenching grief that had stabbed and twisted into his chest when Moltres had killed Infernus. It had been the worst feeling he had ever experienced.

The First might have lived in a harsher age, but he could only imagine how terrible it would be to watch one of his friends torn apart by what was most likely a Dragonite. Infernus’ first death had been quick and far away from Ash. It was clean.

Shinobu’s death could not have been so gentle. Dragonite were naturally even-tempered, but they were amongst the most fearsome creatures on the planet. Their partnership with the Wataru had left the Blackthorn natives the most powerful force in Johto for centuries, despite their small numbers.

And when pushed to the limits of desperation the wrath of a Dragonite was a terrible thing indeed. Mighty Shinobu had managed to slay it if Chinatsu’s words were anything to go by. It would have fought with all of its fearsome power to survive and protect its partner. It was no wonder the Tauros had fallen, although it managed to become one of the few throughout history to kill a Dragonite in the process.

He bowed his head to the monument to the great Tauros. It would be the only one of the First’s legendary team that he wouldn’t meet. If it possessed the same sort of longevity gifted to Rhydon by its biology or Chinatsu by her Feather and the strange powers of the Ninetales and had managed to survive its last battle it would be an incredible foe indeed.

Ash wondered how it could have measured up to its comrades. Rhydon was a veritable force of nature given its size and natural power, a beast that could have been seen as a minor god in ancient times. Ninetales had always been mysterious and legendary figures, heralded as agents of fate and movers of the world.

In comparison Shinobu was somewhat mundane, although certainly one of the strongest of his kind to have existed. Tauros were incredible fighters, their muscle almost dense enough to match that of a Machoke and bones hard enough to weather the most powerful of strikes without breaking. While a rare and notably effective fighter even in the modern world, a Tauros didn’t have the same mystique and elemental abilities that a Rhydon or Ninetales possessed.

But it was strong enough to survive the First’s brutal battles in the reunification of Kanto and emerge relatively unscathed until the most pivotal moment in human history. Although Ash knew the Tauros had to be overwhelmingly powerful to do so, he wondered just how much of its ability to survive came down to raw determination and the will to fight for its team.

A Will-O-Wisp danced down from Taimu’s fiery crown and landed on the tip of Shinobu’s sculpted horns, ending his contemplations. “Your time here is at an end, bearer of the Golden Flame. I grow weary of your presence.”

Ash nodded and stood up, casting one last glance at the plaque before he turned to the ghostly flame. “Thank you for giving me this opportunity. Shinobu will not be forgotten.”

“Be sure that is the case.” The Ninetales’ avatar responded, satisfaction evident in her cold tone. “Keep this place in your heart. Shinobu was never immortal in body, but his spirit burned brighter than mine ever did. Its light is not yet ready to be quenched by humanity’s ignorance.”

He gave the ancient Ninetales one last nod of understanding before he turned his back to her and headed to Lance, who stood patiently as Ash returned.

“Feel enlightened?” Lance asked with a flippant grin on his face as he looked down at the younger trainer. “I remember when my predecessor showed me this place. The Guardian wasn’t too pleased at seeing another Wataru take on the Champion’s mantle, but the memorial made up for it. The First is an enigmatic figure. To learn more of my peoples’ legacy was worth any amount of scorn.”

“I know what you mean.” He replied slowly before giving Lance a quick shake of his head. “But I don’t feel any different. All I did was pay my respects and learn of another name to honor.”

“I don’t know about you, but I think that’s all the wisdom anybody needs.” The Champion grinned as he clapped Ash on the shoulder. “Come on, I think the Guardian wants us to leave. There’s still some stuff we need to talk about, anyways.”

With that they set off, Ash curious as to just what it was Lance was going to tell him. He assumed it had something to do with his future after the Conference – Steven had said he was going to make his own offer, after all.

By the time they ascended from Mt. Silver’s heart to the Champion’s office he was slightly winded. He’d gotten soft from sitting around his house for the last month. Adjusting to intense travel again would take a few days before he was comfortable with the pleasant soreness.

“Take a seat.” Lance motioned to the chair in front of his massive desk. The dragons laying throughout the room didn’t even acknowledge their presence. “I’ll try to keep this quick. I’m sure there are plenty of people in the ballroom you’d like to catch up with.”

“Here.” The Champion handed him a small packet of papers after a few moments of digging through the numerous piles sitting on his desk.

Ash glanced down at the first page curiously, only for his eyes to bug out when he actually read it. “You want me to –”

“Be an Elite Four trainee? Yes.” Lance responded with a wild grin. He idly brushed through his red hair with a calloused hand. “I don’t think you’re quite at the level to actually become a member of the Elite Four – and I wouldn’t take a position away from Will or Karen, either – but you will be soon. Very soon, in fact. I just want to help you get to that point as quickly as possible.”

He was silent as he stared at the paper, numb. This was an honor. More than an honor – this showed the complete and utter faith Lance put in him, his team, and their abilities. As far as he knew nobody had been offered a position on the Elite Four in their first year of training, not even as a trainee.

This was history.

But…

“Don’t make a decision yet.” Lance said quickly, having anticipated Ash’s concerns. “This isn’t a decision to take lightly and I know Steven’s already put his own offer on the table. Think on it. It’s a standing offer that you can take up whenever you want. I just wanted to give you the option.”

“Thank you.” He said quietly, dumbstruck. “What exactly does being an Elite Four trainee entail?”

“It means you’re essentially an unofficial member of the Elite Four. A bit weaker and inexperienced, but fully qualified to handle any situation and well on your way to becoming a Master – if you aren’t one already, that is.” Lance replied. He continued his explanation once he saw that Ash had absorbed the information. “You will be sent on missions, usually under the supervision of a senior member of the Elite Four. The rest of your time will be spent training and learning the duties that come with becoming a full member.”

Ash stayed silent as he considered the offer. He knew Lance was right. He couldn’t give an answer right now. There was too much riding on this for him to act rashly. So many consequences.

“…I’ll have an answer by the end of the Conference.” The trainer said finally. “I’m going to have to spend a long time thinking about it.”

“Of course.” Lance nodded and motioned for Ash to hand him the Elite Four trainee registration form. When he received it he placed it at the top of one of his mountainous piles of paper. “It will be waiting for you, whatever your decision is.”

“Thank you.” Ash smiled. “Speaking of the Conference, what can you tell me about the Unovan?”

“George Grey?” The Champion asked distastefully. “He’s powerful, somewhere around your level of strength. I don’t know that much about him, other than that he worked as a contractor for the Unovan League and built himself something of a reputation there. I doubt you have much information on his Hydreigon, but you should have picked up that it’s dangerous. It has a reputation similar to Tyranitar’s. Anyone who can control such a creature is no joke.”

Ash nodded as he considered the information. Grey certainly wouldn’t be a pushover. He’d have to try and familiarize himself with the foreign pokemon he used in case he had to battle him. Michael and Neesha didn’t have anything too exotic in their repertoire.

“Thanks for the information.” He grinned.

“It’s nothing you couldn’t find out if you scoured the databases.” Lance waved his thanks off. “I just shortened the process. I’ve had eyes on him, anyway. The Unovan League is notably lax when it comes to the ethics of their contractors and he was well-paid while he worked for them – and nobody working for the Unovan League makes that much unless they are willing to do things most trainers would shy away from.”

That didn’t bode well, but Ash figured he wouldn’t have to worry about it. There were always the trainers that let their strength go to their head and leave them unstable. Grey couldn’t pull anything in the Indigo Stadium, not with the eyes of millions on him.

His attention was grabbed by Lance’s computer when it suddenly began to blink and ring brightly, obviously an alert of some kind. Lance frowned and glanced at it.

“I’m afraid we’ll have to part ways for now, Ash.” He sighed as he registered whatever was on the screen. “Business is calling.”

“I’ll see you later.” He nodded, to which Lance grinned.

“Just keep going for the victory. I’d hate for you to be bored watching the last battle of the Conference.” The Champion said with a slight smile. He suddenly seemed to remember something. “Could you point Steven this way if you see him? We have some issues to discuss.”

“Of course.” Ash replied. A sudden thought struck him. “How am I supposed to get back?”

Lance ignored the beeping of his computer for a moment as he quickly tapped a button on the side of his desk. “Will is –”

“Right here!” The flamboyant man exclaimed mere inches from behind Ash. “You have need of me, Champion Lance?”

“Take Ash back to the ballroom.” The Champion said with a half-smile. His expression turned stern as he looked to the computer. “Goodbye, Ash.”

He nodded again as Will led him out of the Champion’s office, idly playing with his cane as it vanished and materialized several times in quick succession.

“Thank you for the distraction, my friend.” Will grinned good-naturedly. “Lady Sabrina was most displeased with me and I was afraid I’d have to rely on Karen to save me – a most disagreeable situation. Do you mind if I walk you back?”

“Not at all.” Ash grimaced as he remembered Will’s attempts at teleportation. Just the thought made him slightly queasy.

“Fantastic!” Will cheered. “Let us move on, then. Perhaps Lady Sabrina will have forgotten her anger by the time we return.”

Ash doubted that Sabrina would be so absentminded but shrugged it off. Will would be the one paying for this, not him. He’d just watch the show.

XX

“You’ve grown since I last saw you.” A deep voice that held nothing but serenity in its timbres spoke to him as he stepped into the room behind Will, who had already rushed off to find Karen. She seemed to have disappeared with the Sisters. “It is a change for the better.”

Ash’s eyes lit up as he turned to regard the giant of a man that stepped to him from the side. “Bruno!”

“Ash.” The Black Belt acknowledged with a wide smile. “I must say, you learned your lessons well. With Lance’s additional training you have become strong. A fighter, rather than a mere brute bludgeoning away with raw strength.”

“Thank you.” He replied, grateful for Bruno’s compliment. Ash had only spent a week with Bruno, but that had been one of the best and most productive weeks of his life. Bruno was wise and strong, everything that he aspired to be as a Master. “What all have you done since we last met? I know you had a lot to do during the war with Team Rocket.”

Bruno’s broad face twisted in distaste at the mention of the Rockets. “I did many things and performed actions that I would prefer not to speak of. This was a dark year for the League. Hopefully you will not be exposed to such things. Peace has reigned for many years now, and hopefully for many to come.”

“You have spoken to Lance?” The Black Belt asked after a short silence. His wise eyes locked onto Ash curiously, assessing him. “You know his offer?”

“I do.” Ash said quietly. “I haven’t made a decision. If there’s one thing you taught me it’s to never act rashly.”

The Master smiled slightly. “Good. Ponder this option for a long time. It would be an honor to have you serving at our side, but you must determine your own path. Follow your heart. Allow the universe to guide you.”

Ash raised an eyebrow. “That seems a little contradictory.”

“You will find that the universe and your heart are often one and the same.” Bruno said mysteriously. “Open your mind to the world and the world will open itself to you. Your path will be illuminated, ready to be walked. It is up to you to follow that course.”

He nodded slowly, taking a few moments to comprehend Bruno’s philosophical mutterings. It had been a long time since he’d had to decipher such words. Lance had waxed philosophy every now and then during their month together, but for the most part he was blunt and direct with his advice. Bruno was similarly direct, but he wove intricate mazes with his words that entranced him.

Silence reigned again for a few more seconds.

“I was impressed by the technique Bruiser used.” Bruno said finally. “It showed a deep understanding of his physiology and skills, although I don’t believe that it is practical outside of regulated tournaments. Has he healed yet?”

“It’s only used as a last resort.” Ash agreed. “He’s been active for several days now. I’m planning on having him fight in my next match – I’ll try to avoid Rampage, but I might need it since Nidoking is wounded.”

“Of course.” The Black Belt murmured. “Rampage. It is a fitting name.”

Bruno suddenly stared at Ash with his warm brown eyes. “But I must ask about your friend. Why does he not wear the belt? I saw It tied around his neck.”

“He doesn’t think he’s worthy of it yet.” Ash shrugged. “I think he wants to evolve first or find some way to prove his strength beyond a doubt.”

“I am not surprised.” Bruno confessed. “A desire to prove oneself is a common trait amongst fighting-types. Their level of strength is never enough. They possess a lust for power, one they accomplish through harsh training and an iron will. It might be years before Bruiser finds that he has surpassed his own expectations, although I suspect such an event will come to pass significantly sooner provided that you assist him.”

“Of course I will.” Ash replied with a fire in his eyes. “He’s my friend.”

A smile crossed Bruno’s tan face. “Good. The cooperation between allies is the source of our greatest strength. For Bruiser to reach his potential he must have staunch supporters behind him. It pleases me to see that his trainer will be one of them. Too many lack the will to aid their brothers and sisters succeed.”

“My friend, I must speak with you.” Koga said as he emerged as if from nowhere. He gave Ash a brief nod of respect before he addressed Bruno, who eyed him with a curious gaze. “In private, I am afraid. I have news of the boy and Domino.”

Bruno’s eyes flickered to Ash’s face for the briefest of moments. “Very well. Ash, I am afraid I must take my leave. Open yourself. Allow yourself to be a conduit of the energy that shapes our lives and follow the path placed before you.”

“I will.” Ash dipped his head. “Thank you, Bruno.”

With that the two men were gone. His sharp ears didn’t leave him with nothing of what they spoke, however. It didn’t actually answer his questions, unfortunately, and left him with a burning curiosity of what was so secretive that they had to hide it from him.

“…spotted near New Bark Town, although that was several days ago. She seems to be harboring him, possibly training…”

He sighed as his ears finally failed him. It seemed that he wouldn’t have his answers today. Perhaps Lance would be willing to tell him.

Since his conversational partner had been dragged away he looked around the room for someone else to catch up with. Steven was nowhere to be found. He’d most likely found his way to Lance’s office already.

Fortunately for Ash, he didn’t have long to wait before someone found him instead.

“Ash! I didn’t know you would be here.” Brock grinned down at him. “I’m glad I came, then. We never really got to catch up after we split up after the mission, did we?”

“I suppose we didn’t.” He laughed. “What have you been doing?”

“Not much.” Brock shrugged. “There have been a few Rocket remnants holed up in Pewter’s territory but for the most part it’s been quiet. My father’s been taking care of gym battles, so I’ve just been training and focusing on keeping the Rockets beaten down.” He finished, a sneer on his face as he mentioned his father.

“But what about you?” Brock continued with a knowing look in his squinted eyes. “Apparently you’ve had a pretty exciting time – training with Lance, helping to save Kanto from that abomination. It’s getting hard to separate the fact from the fiction nowadays.”

Ash shrugged as his lips quirked up. “It hasn’t been particularly normal.”

“You’re really good at understatements, aren’t you?” Brock sighed as they fell into the camaraderie they’d built up during the long trek to the power plant. “Eleven-year-olds aren’t supposed to be as quiet as you, you know. They’re supposed to be obnoxious brats that can’t shut up to save their life. Forrest certainly is.”

“One of the litter?” Ash asked with a wide grin as he stole Surge’s term for Brock’s incredibly large family.

Brock rolled his eyes. “Yeah. He’s the oldest, right behind me. A chip off the old block.” He swelled up proudly. Ash had the feeling the rock-type specialist wasn’t talking about his father.

“Where’d Surge go?” He questioned, dragging Brock out of his happy stupor.

The older boy blinked. “I’m not quite sure. I think he left with Blaine. They’ve been getting after each other for a while now. I wouldn’t be surprised if they decided to have an impromptu battle just to make sure there aren’t any hard feelings.”

“Should we be worried?” Ash raised an eyebrow. Surge and Blaine were two of the most destructive fighters he knew of. Both of their teams were centered around incredibly powerful pokemon, each capable of wrecking a battlefield with a single attack. The results of a battle between the two gym leaders wouldn’t be pretty.

Brock shrugged off his concern. “Nah. The closest battlefield is Bruno’s training ground. It’s reinforced to the point that Steelix couldn’t break out of it. They might leave some marks but they can’t cause serious damage.”

Ash nodded. He shouldn’t have been surprised. The Elite Four would utterly destroy the areas around them during training if they didn’t have sufficiently powerful psychic barriers and reinforced training grounds. Otherwise they’d have to leave and head miles into the forest before it would be safe to push their teams to the fullest, something the busy Masters had no time for.

“Have you heard –” Brock began, only to freeze and stare as he looked past Ash. The younger trainer frowned curiously before he glanced behind himself and immediately understood the source of the utterly disturbing expression on the ordinarily level-headed Brock’s face: Karen.

“There you are, oh Great Protector of Kanto.” Karen drawled as she drew near, her beautiful face twisted into a smirk as she regarded the boy. “I hope you haven’t gotten a big head after all of your heroics. That would be ever so disappointing to the good Champion.”

“It still wouldn’t be as big as yours.” Ash shrugged, the Feather’s heat in his blood pushing him on.

Karen just smiled. “Probably not. I suppose you wouldn’t be talking with lover boy here if you’d gotten caught up in some misguided sense of arrogance.”

“Hey!” Brock interjected, obviously annoyed at the implication in Karen’s words. She just waved his complaint away with a flippant toss of her silvery hair.

“Quiet down.” The beautiful girl said condescendingly before she looked down on Ash. “You, Ketchum, come with me. The Sisters want to talk to you for whatever reason.”

“Why didn’t they come over themselves?” He asked, sending a surreptitious glance over at the Sisters. They were still crowded around the small aquarium fawning over the dull-looking water-type that floated idly in the clear liquid.

Karen rolled her pale silvery eyes. “They’re too obsessed with their new pet to even consider leaving it. I have no doubt that Feebas evolve in no time with all of the attention they’re drowning it in.”

“Feebas…” He murmured to himself, rolling the name over his tongue. Was that the creature Captain Stewart had spoken of on their way to Cinnabar? It was so long ago…

“Focus.” Karen snapped. She turned around and began to walk off. Ash sighed and followed her, although Karen suddenly wheeled around and glared at Brock. “You can come if you behave. Just try not to embarrass yourself.”

Brock had a wide, silly grin on his face as he nodded vigorously, eyes locked onto Karen as he and Ash followed her to the Sisters.

He found himself edging away from the rock-type specialist. He liked Brock, but the changes he underwent around girls were rather disturbing. Ash could certainly see why Surge had resorted to having Raichu shock Brock if he had to deal with this every day.

“Here he is, ladies. The great Shield of Kanto. Try to ignore his height. It makes his image a lot more believable.” Karen said flippantly as she slinked over to the Sisters and crossed her arms over her chest, expression incredibly bored.

Ash blinked in surprise as he was suddenly wrapped up in a huge by the Sisters. He didn’t think he’d ever get used to that.

“Hi.” He said, voice muffled. The Sisters finally pulled back and gave him the brilliant smiles that had earned them thousands of adoring male fans. From the way Brock was staring at them he certainly wasn’t an exception.

He really hoped that he didn’t act like that when he was older. Hopefully Surge would be there to set him straight if his hormones ever took over.

“It’s been, like, forever!” Violet gushed, accentuating her words with erratic hand motions. “Is it true that you –”

“Wait, I get to go first!” Daisy interjected. She smiled sweetly at Ash. “So, is it true that you’re going to be an Elite Four trainee?”

Ash nodded hesitantly. “Lance offered me the position, but I haven’t committed.”

“That’s so cool!” The quietest of the three, Lily, exclaimed. She glanced around conspiratorially at her siblings. “We’re so going to set him up with Misty!”

He blinked as Brock and Karen snorted. “What?”

“Oh, nothing.” Daisy waved his concerns away. “You don’t have to worry about that just yet. Runt would probably get mad at us anyway.”

Ash looked to Brock for help, hoping against hope that he’d somehow know how to handle this. Brock seemed to be rather distracted, however. Lily had gone to talk to him and it didn’t look like he’d be thinking anytime soon.

“You haven’t been over to see Feebas yet, have you?” Violet asked. She stared lovingly at the creature whose glazed eyes were locked onto a rather uninteresting segment of the wall. “Isn’t she just amazing? We’ve been trying to get one from Wallace for years!”

He looked at the rather uninspiring water-type. Its fins twitched slightly. “Yes. She’s stunning.”

“I know, right?!” Violet gushed. She was certainly a passionate person. “Do you even know –”

Ash resigned himself to his fate. He didn’t mind being around the Sisters, but he could think of better things to talk about than Feebas, no matter how impressive she would be once she evolved.

It wasn’t as if he would be here too much longer. Sabrina looked to have already left, although she might be presiding over the battle between Surge and Blaine. Her talents might be necessary to limit their destruction if they got too deep into the fight.

At least the view was nice.

A/N: Not the best ending, I know, but I ended up splitting this chapter into two. I have some of the battle written out, but I’ll have even less writing time over the next month than I did for this chapter. With any luck it won’t take as long, but I’d rather get an update out for everyone. 

And again, I’m sorry for the late update. I can tell you now that I’m not about to abandon Traveler, not after the amount of time and effort I’ve put into writing it. I just don’t always have as much time to write as I’d like. If there’s a hiatus I’ll let everyone know. 

Anyways, thanks for reading!






28. Chapter 28: The Semifinals


He yawned as he his eyes cracked open, irritated by the light of dawn. Following the pattern that had developed since the Conference began, Ash gently pulled Seeker and Sneasel off of his chest and looked around the room.

Everyone was there except for Infernus, as usual. He absentmindedly allowed a rough fingertip to run over the scratched surface of the Magmortar’s pokeball, marveling at how he could almost feel his friend’s heat.

Ash suddenly scanned the room again. Oz was missing.

The trainer got out of the comfortable bed quietly. Seeker had already woken up and dully fluttered over to Bruiser’s silent form but Sneasel had already slipped back into the abyss of sleep and was curled up into a small black ball of fur and fang.

He’d rather not wake up any of his friends. They’d earned their rest. He wouldn’t begrudge them an extra hour or two of sleep.

What was important was that he find Oz. He needed to talk to her. She wasn’t too happy about her lackluster performance in the battle against Gary and had been rather sullen since then. Oz was never the most social member of the team, but she’d usually allow Tangrowth to poke her or sit in silent contemplation with Dazed.

Speaking of Dazed…

The Electabuzz is feeding.

He nodded at her as she appeared from the shadowed corner of his room, wise eyes narrowed as she idly polished her faceted pendulum in her white mane. “Do you think she would mind if I spoke to her?”

The Hypno’s eyes shut. A faint blue glow escaped from behind the furred lids as she concentrated, only for the lights to be unveiled as the shining orbs snapped open.

Do so. She is not at peak efficiency. We will need her strength should our next opponent be a true threat. The Nidoking’s temporary loss leaves us at a distinct disadvantage. 

“I know.” Ash murmured. “I think it’s time to let Infernus out to play.”

Dazed’s expressive eyes conveyed her distaste for that idea.

I would not suggest you encourage the brute. He takes unnecessary joy in battle without realizing the full extent of his new power. 

“He’s one of our strongest.” He shrugged. “I’d rather him focus his energy on something productive.”

Very well. 

Dazed said no more, simply giving Ash a parting nod before she shuffled away. Ash smiled at her retreating form, grateful for the privacy she offered. He doubted Oz would want the others around for this conversation.

He headed downstairs quietly. He didn’t want to wake his roommates or their teams, although he didn’t think that their pokemon slept outside their pokeballs very often.

“Oz?” He called out quietly as he reached the outside of the room where the small generator was. Oz could feed easily from the modified electrical sockets but she preferred to make her “meals” quick. The generator’s ability to feed her reserves in a few minutes rather than nearly an hour made it a far more appealing option.

A subtle whir was his only reply. Ash stepped into the room, taking the noise as an invitation.

The Electabuzz pulled up from the generator as soon as he entered, currents of electricity arcing erratically across her yellow and black fur. She cocked her head quizzically at him, obviously curious at what drew his presence.

“Hey.” He smiled. Oz gave a tentative whir back, still a bit wary of him. She’d been acting as though she were about to revert to her behavior when he’d first caught her since the battle. This conversation should have occurred sooner. “I just wanted to talk before the others got up.”

She nodded, large fists clenched reflexively. It was clear that she knew what he was here for.

“I’m entering you in the next battle.” He said after a moment of silence. “You didn’t get a good chance to show off last battle, but don’t worry about anyone thinking you’re weak. You had a spot of bad luck. That’s it. None of the others on the team would have fared any better against Confuse Ray.”

Oz whirred and crossed her arms, a sullen look on her face as she bared her fangs. Electricity arced through her thick fur as she thought of her battle against Umbreon. It was clear that she hadn’t even come close to getting over it.

“You ran into an unfavorable matchup.” Ash repeated. “It happens to everyone at some point. Move on. You have another chance and I know you’ll make the most of it. It’s not in you to just give up.”

The Electabuzz nodded. A few sparks arced off of her fuelled body, although they fizzled out before they could strike anything.

He smiled at his friend, satisfied. She didn’t need a long talk. She just needed to know that he still had faith in her abilities. The rest of her confidence would be regained when she fought against her opponent and won – and he was certain that she would win. Oz was strong.

“I’ll let you finish feeding.” The trainer told Oz as he heard a few muffled thuds upstairs. He wasn’t sure if it was from his roommates or his friends, but either way he’d keep them from disturbing the Electabuzz. “I’ll buy you a bit of time, alright?”

Oz whirred happily. Her striped tail swished about hesitantly for a few moments, prompting him to remain. Finally, after several seconds of deliberation, she raised her fist and looked at him expectantly.

Ash’s eyes lit up. He curled his calloused fingers into a fist and met the electric-type’s charged hand with his own. A shock rushed through his system, a minor jolt just weak enough to avoid being uncomfortable but strong enough to be noticeable.

The Electabuzz pulled away after a moment, leaving Ash to tremble slightly as the electrical current arcing through his body twitched and died. She whirred softly and spared no time in turning back to the generator she had been feeding on.

“I know this is unnecessary, but make sure you’re at peak condition.” Ash said, turning away from the door. Oz just nodded from where she sat, intelligent black eyes locked onto the trainer. “I’m not sure who we’ll be facing, but I do know that they’ll be tough. Very tough. You’ll need all the power you can get.”

Oz whirred quietly as she turned to her energy source. Her fist was placed squarely on it, sucking up the electricity as quickly as the generator produced it. Ash hadn’t quite worked out all of her expressions and mannerisms since they hadn’t spent much time together – training with Lance had divided his attention and the last few weeks had been so hectic that he just hadn’t had many chances – but he thought she seemed rather pensive. He silently resolved to fix that situation.

With that he left to head off his awakening housemates – or, more specifically, Sneasel. All of the others were content to leave Oz in her solitude.

He supposed that he’d take Sneasel with him to find out their next opponent. The little dark-type enjoyed the outings and it would be a convenient way to give his friends a break from his pranks. Sneasel had managed to forget his loss to Ursaring and latched onto his inborn arrogance once more.

Besides, his battle with Gary had given Ash an idea that only Sneasel could pull off…
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“I’m here for my battle.” He smiled to the friendly woman operating the desk. She nodded cheerfully and typed his name into the computer.

He felt a short burst of pride for both himself and his team for making it so far when he saw only himself, the trainer from Unova, Michael, and Neesha left in the brackets. Ash was the youngest by at least eight years and still competing with these elite trainers.

Ash frowned slightly when it struck him that he’d be battling the Unovan trainer, Grey. He’d hoped for Neesha.

Not to say that Neesha was weak. Far from it. She’d made it to the Top 4, after all. That required true talent and dedication.

But he knew Neesha. He knew her style and her team. She used fairly mundane pokemon in extravagant ways but he didn’t have to worry about exotic fighters like those that Grey would possess. He’d have to study the Unovan’s team further.

Hydreigon was known threat. It had demolished Amelia’s team with little effort, utterly immune to her attacks. That kind of power required cunning to subvert effectively, even though he had faith in Torrent’s ability to match the fearsome dragon blow-for-blow.

He had picked up on a weakness, however. Hydreigon wasn’t too bright. It fell into its battle-rage too easily, susceptible to traps and feints unless its trainer guided it away from them. The dragon relied on its terrible power to rampage over foes. Ash wasn’t sure if it would adopt a more intelligent style if it faced an equal, but he did know that he’d have at least a few moments to surprise it with Torrent’s own incredible strength.

It was a shame that Nidoking wouldn’t be able to battle. He’d be the best choice to put down the Hydreigon if Torrent proved insufficient. Dazed would probably be most efficient at defeating the weakened Hydreigon in Nidoking’s absence. Her ability to teleport would be invaluable in avoiding the beast’s incredibly powerful attacks.

“Good luck on your battle, Mr. Ketchum!” The woman smiled at him. Ash nodded gratefully, still caught up in his thoughts and strategies as he wheeled about and left the building. He didn’t have time to waste.

Gary had begun to test his strength, but he hoped that Grey would be an equal. Until proved otherwise he would give the Unovan the credit that honor deserved. He wouldn’t wing this battle. He’d prepare.

And after that he’d have to do some research. He thought he had a way to turn the sleeping dark-type curled around his shoulders into a fighter to be feared and he didn’t want to lose any time in accomplishing that goal.

He had a slight grin on his face as he lightly scratched around Sneasel’s sole feather. It would take some time to prepare and teach, but it would be utterly fantastic when his youngest friend truly mastered this technique.
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“I thought you’d like to know I’m facing the Unovan in the Semifinals.” He said quietly as he, Jonathan, and Amelia ate at their table. Sneasel was down by his feet begging for scraps and doing his utmost to climb up to the table, although Tangrowth was kind enough to pull him away and wrap him up in a friendly hug whenever the dark-type got too bold.

“Beat him.” Amelia growled, an unusual fire behind her eyes. It seemed that she hadn’t gotten over her utter defeat at Grey’s hands. “I don’t care how you do it, but smash that dragon of his into the dirt.”

Ash raised an eyebrow at the uncharacteristic aggressiveness, but just let a faint smirk play over his features. That was certainly new.

“Yeah!” Jonathan cheered with his mouth full. Ash shot him a look of distaste, which was just obvious enough for the older boy to pick up on. “Sorry, sorry. But come on, aren’t you even a little excited about this? You’re going to get to fight that jerk and humiliate him in front of a million people.”

Jonathan snorted and glanced over to Amelia. “I mean, can you even imagine how that must feel?”

She scowled at him and began to say something to Ivysaur, but Ash just raised a hand and calmed the situation down. “I can’t, but I could always ask you if the mood struck me.”

The other boy just rolled his eyes as Amelia sat down and glared at him. She was in a touchy mood today. “Ha. Very funny.”

Ash smiled slightly before his expression shifted to be slightly more serious. “I doubt it’s going to be that easy. He made it to the Semifinals and all of his other battles have been over before they began. I’m just going to take out Hydreigon and work from there.”

“You’ll be fine.” Amelia assured him. “You beat Gary with no trouble and he’s really strong!”

“I wouldn’t say that I didn’t have any trouble.” Ash muttered quietly, mind flashing to Nidoking. His first friend was still recovering from the brutal injuries Blastoise had left him with. He’d barely done anything but sleep for the last two days as his body slowly healed what the Pokemon Center couldn’t.

“Nidoking got banged up a little, so what?” Jonathan commented airily. “He’s fine now, isn’t he?”

Ash nodded tightly, annoyed at Jonathan’s attitude. Nidoking’s skin had been ripped off from the power of Blastoise’s Hydro Cannon. He had not been “banged up a little”.

“So take this punk down.” The other boy gave him a manic grin and pumped his fist. “How are often are you gonna get to beat down one of those guys, eh? Make the most of it!”

He rolled his eyes at Jonathan’s exuberance and slouched in his chair a little, idly toying with the few clumps of noodles he hadn’t devoured. Ash kept one eye on Sneasel as potential strategies ran throughout his mind, each tailored with Hydreigon as the main focus.

The Indigo trainer had already looked up Grey’s team while Jonathan and Amelia were out training. He had no illusions that going up against the Unovan’s exotic team without preparation was a very bad idea. Grey had at least a year to get used to Kanto’s pokemon and their basic abilities. Ash had a day to come up to speed with Unova’s.

He didn’t have access to Unovan pokemon on his pokedex yet, but he was confident that there would be sufficient information in the databases to fill him in. There were usually one or two Unovan competitors in the Conference every year. If worst came to worst he would just check their battles to see if they had any of the same pokemon. He’d certainly find the recordings of Grey’s battles.

Ash already had a good idea of the roles each of Grey’s team performed. He might not know specifics or what kind of abilities they possessed, but it was simple enough to analyze their physiological attributes and divine their purpose.

Hydreigon was a juggernaut of raw power and unstoppable force with a hide thick enough to easily absorb and deflect all but the strongest of attacks. Torrent would be a necessity in Nidoking’s absence. Infernus would be the ideal backup, along with Dazed when it was weakened. He would have to fight fire with fire to fell the beast.

Scolipede, a strange, massive bug-type that was somewhat similar to what he imagined the mix of a Weedle and Arbok would look like, was obviously meant for speed. It was heavily built and little more than a heavily armored exoskeleton and dense muscle. It wouldn’t be slow. Everything about its form was devoted to speed and deadly power – its horns looked sharp enough to tear into to anything weaker than a Nidorino’s hide with ease and probably deliver a nasty dose of poison in the process.

Eelektross was an odd water-type that appeared to have electric-type traits. He wasn’t sure if it was enough to be classified as an electric-type, but it would be a threat to watch out for. It vaguely reminded Ash of a pokemon he had seen in the Hoenn section of his pokedex called Huntail, although the resemblance was most likely purely superficial.

He doubted he would have trouble with it. It looked like one of the water-types restricted to the pool in Indigo Stadium. He’d check up on it more thoroughly just to be sure. Its muscular “arms” were either meant for entangling prey while it injected electricity into them or dragging itself along the surface, neither of which he would allow the creature an opportunity to take advantage of.

Beeheyem was one of three pokemon that he had been forced to use in the Conference so far. It was obviously a psychic-type considering it appeared to be levitating in the image on Grey’s profile, but other than that he had little knowledge of its abilities. He expected it would have some form of shields or the ability to teleport in order to make up for its physical infirmity, but he’d definitely look it up. Ash hated fighting the unknown.

Ash frowned as he recalled his foe’s last two pokemon: Jellicent and Chandelure. Both were rather odd, to say the least. The blue Jellicent looked absolutely harmless and fairly ridiculous, but it must have some sort of unseen power to be used by Grey. It just struck him as spectacularly unintimidating, like Tentacruel without any of the terror the water-type inspired.

Chandelure appeared far less innocent than Jellicent but lacked the imposing nature of Hydreigon or Scolipede. It was obviously a fire-type, although he suspected it also possessed ghostly or psychic abilities as well. Otherwise it wouldn’t be able to survive with its odd body structure. The suspected abilities made it a threat to be reckoned with. Ghosts that made it this far were often the trickiest of opponents, phasing out of reality at will and manipulating forces similar to that which made Confuse Ray so potent.

That type of power mixed with fire only invited caution on his part. It wasn’t nearly as intimidating in appearance as Hydreigon but he suspected that its use of ghostly or psychic power would render it a tricky opponent. Dazed would be his best chance. Perhaps she’d be able to lock it into this universe with Disable.

“I’ll see you later.” He said, yanked from his thoughts as he realized he’d been staring at an empty plate for the last minute or so. Ash shook his head lightly and nudged Sneasel off of his foot.

“Where’re you going?” Amelia looked up from her loud conversation with Jonathan curiously as Ash put his dishes in the sink to be washed later.

“I have homework.” He said shortly, turning out of the kitchen with Sneasel hot on his heels. It was a small blessing that Grey didn’t have a variety of pokemon to choose from. He wouldn’t have to memorize too many completely new pokemon and their abilities, but it did mean that they’d be incredibly well-trained and honed into fighters with more experience than most any other trainer could boast.

Amelia and Jonathan nodded, unsurprised. Ash gave them one last parting nod before he left for his room. He’d be able to focus much better in the peaceful setting, surrounded by his family.

His mouth quirked up slightly as he heard a muttered comment from Jonathan.

“I guess I get to make sure he remembers to eat this time…”
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He was ready.

Perhaps not to the degree he would have preferred, but he was prepared for this. He would face the Unovan and show him the strength held by his friends.

He would win.

“It’s a shame that you aren’t able to fight in this one.” He murmured to Nidoking, who stood hunched by his side. The poison-type towered above Ash where he sat in the staging area, annoyance in his eyes at the reminder of his fading injuries.

Ash waved his friend’s low groan of irritation away. “It’s fine, Nidoking. You’ve more than earned a short break from fighting.”

When Nidoking just grunted softly again Ash rolled his eyes. “Look, would you rather be out for this battle or the Finals?”

That shut his friend up. Nidoking snorted quietly and stood silent for a few moments. Ash kept his focus on the poison-type from the corner of his eye as a tiny well of nervousness bubbled up in his stomach, an uninvited irritant in his mind.

He’d learned everything he could about Grey’s team and memorized all of their potential abilities in the limited time he had. Ash had designed plan after plan to neutralize his greatest threats with the least cost on his part. He’d laid traps within traps.

But he couldn’t hold off the fear that he hadn’t done enough. Ash trusted in his friends and his own ability but it was impossible to shake the anxiety. Grey was very powerful, certainly an equal if the strength of his Hydreigon and the rest of his team were any indication.

They might be equals, but Ash would win. His friends had always refused to accept defeat, so he would follow their example. No matter how far he had to go, he would lead them to victory. His family had earned that right and so much more.

A dull claw tapped his shoulder. Ash looked up and saw Nidoking gazing at him with his narrow black eyes, utterly calm. Nidoking grunted, eliciting a smile from the trainer.

“I’m just thinking. This will not be an easy fight.” Ash murmured. “Gary was the first to really push us, but even he fell quickly after Blastoise and Alakazam were defeated. I don’t think it will be so easy against the Unovan. At least three of his team are strong enough to pose a real challenge. I fully expect the others to be up to par.”

Nidoking growled lightly in support and laid his claws against Ash’s hat comfortingly, the heavy weight not bothersome in the least to the trainer.

“Thank you.” He grinned to his first friend. Ash tapped Nidoking’s shoulder familiarly, mimicking the poison-type’s movements. “And don’t worry if you’ll get to battle again or not. I’m not about to lose – not when you’re depending on me.”

“Infernus has been cooped up for a long time, you know.” Ash smiled lightly. Nidoking bared his fangs at him, amused. “I think it’s time to let him out to play. How many do you think he’ll take down?”

Before Nidoking could do anything to respond the loudspeaker came on. Ash didn’t even bother listening to it, knowing the words by heart at this point. He just stood up and headed down the hall that would take him to the Stadium, Nidoking trailing behind him.

He kept a stern expression as he rose into the heavy warm air of the Indigo Stadium accompanied by his friend. The sun had already fallen and his hat was stuffed gingerly into his pocket. Ash would rather not put up with any snarky comments about it like he’d suffered through with Jonathan and Gary.

“And here comes the Green Trainer, Ash Ketchum!” The announcer roared, joined by the chants of hundreds of thousands of voices that made up a chorus of thunder. Ash smiled and gave them a light wave. Nidoking just glared out at the sea of faces, eyes narrowed as he observed so many potential threats to Ash. “This incredible rookie has proven himself time and time again! It’s no longer a question of how far he’ll go, but whether he will win and become the youngest winner of the Indigo Conference in history!”

“But this match will not be easy!” The announcer boomed. “Whoever wins will have to fight for it! Because here comes George Grey of Unova, who has crushed every opponent he’s faced so far! Will he manage to stop our favorite rookie in his tracks? Well, let’s see! Green Trainer, release first! Begin!”

Ash didn’t hesitate. Torrent appeared on the massive battlefield in a flash of scarlet light, his noble eyes peering at the opposite side curiously as he awaited the appearance of his foe. His body was tense, ready to snap into action at a moment’s notice. He had already gone over several potential strategies with Torrent.

Torrent and Infernus would be the key players in this battle. Infernus would probably fare well even against Hydreigon, but his abilities would be put to far better use against the weaker members of Grey’s team that he could hunt and destroy with nigh impunity. Torrent’s job was to defeat Hydreigon no matter what. The massive dragon was the single greatest threat Grey possessed and the cornerstone of the Unovan’s team.

“So that’s how you’re playin’ it.” Grey drawled, a feral grin on his lips. “Well count me in. You’re pretty tough, kid, and I ain’t about to underestimate you. So I’m going to enjoy this. Hydreigon, no holding back!”

With that the beast emerged onto the field, the scarlet eyes on each of its heads glaring with bloody fury as the two “hands” snapped viciously and honed in on Torrent. Hydreigon’s main head roared, a gout of blue fire emerging in a crackling roar as the creature locked eyes with the Kingdra, blood and pride burning between them.

“Dragon Pulse.” Grey called out lazily, alert eyes belying his false boredom. They were sharp and intelligent, capable of analyzing information and processing it in mere seconds. Ash had seen those eyes in the mirror every day of his life. “Get advancin’. Don’t give it a chance to fight back.”

Hydreigon responded immediately, charging forth on its powerful hind legs as its two smaller heads’ jaws gaped open and a sphere of greenish energy with a core of white formed just outside. Its main head was focused intently on Torrent, who remained perfectly motionless as the crowd looked on with bated breath.

Torrent knew how to counter this. Fighting against multiple dragon-type opponents was one of the most valuable lessons Lance had given them during their training. Even though his friend couldn’t match the Dragonite trio, he was well-versed in how to neutralize their attacks.

So, when the two powerful orbs of draconic energy shot out of the two maws Torrent was ready. He reacted almost instantaneously. Two Dragon Pulses, fired one after another, intercepted Hydreigon’s midflight, releasing an enormous amount of crackling energy that Hydreigon charged straight through, heedless of the superficial damage it suffered doing so.

“Ice Beam!” He shouted to Torrent, who tipped his snout back just a few inches before he released the cascade of jagged, arcing beams that shot toward Hydreigon with incredible precision. Hydreigon simply leapt above them, finally unfurling its massive wings that kept it safely above the Ice Beam.

Hydreigon roared and unleashed an enormous stream of flame from both of its lesser heads, seemingly out of frustration rather than any serious attempt to defeat his friend. It soared closer to Torrent with speed Ash hadn’t expected considering Hydreigon’s sheer bulk and dived down to the Kingdra’s side, taking advantage of the temporary cover the flames gave it.

He didn’t have to tell Torrent to respond with an immediate Ice Beam, far more powerful than the one used when Hydreigon had been at a decent range. Grey was smart to try and get in close. Torrent wasn’t able to maneuver very quickly on dry land, even with his levitation. They had to get Hydreigon away now.

Hydreigon roared in pain, but suffered through the Ice Beam and latched onto Torrent’s body with one of its heads, the sharp, jagged fangs that filled its maw able to barely crack into the Kingdra’s heavy plates of armor. The other recoiled, hissing and reflexively snapping at the other “hand” at the pain of suffering most of the Ice Beam’s power.

“Focus!” Grey snapped, a little anger slipping into his tone as Hydreigon began to lose discipline. “Dual Hyper Beam now!”

“Blizzard! You have it trapped!” Ash cried simultaneously, knowing that he had to keep Hydreigon from unleashing its formidable Hyper Beams. Torrent was tough and durable, but he couldn’t stay in the battle if he was hit by two Hyper Beams of Hydreigon’s caliber.

Both dragons carried out their commands. The difference was that Torrent was just a touch faster – while Hydreigon’s savage nature was certainly a great boon in battle, it worked against Grey in this case. By the time Hydreigon’s free heads had stopped snapping at each other Torrent had already prepared the Blizzard, which he unleashed straight into the primary head.

“Focus!” Grey raged, his previous command repeated with a snarl as Hydreigon went reeling, all but one head covered with a thin layer of frost. Torrent levitated farther back while he still had the chance, not severely damaged from their brief altercation but obviously in pain from where Hydreigon’s third head had bit him. “Go into Outrage! Don’t back off.”

Ash’s eyes widened in fear at the mention of Outrage. It was almost like a dragon-type Rampage, although less strenuous and powerful. Outrage sent the user into a focused rampage, allowing the dragon to access more of its immense physical power and giving it the single-minded focus to weather some attacks, although when the adrenaline rush ended it tended to leave the dragon incapacitated and weak for a brief period of time.

But at this short of a distance Grey wouldn’t have to worry about the negative aspects of the technique. Hydreigon would be able to charge Torrent and maul him in just a few seconds if it slipped into Outrage.

“Draco Meteor!” He called frantically as all six of Hydreigon’s bloody eyes locked onto Torrent’s retreating form. The beast roared furiously and began its charge, the massive dragon’s speed far greater than Ash would have anticipated had he not read up on it.

The crowd went wild as Torrent reared his head back and shot the massive sphere of golden draconic energy high into the sky, scarlet eyes intent on the rapidly approaching Hydreigon as the beast tore across the battlefield with great leaps and bounds.

Ash counted down the five seconds it would take for the comets of draconic power coordinated by Torrent’s will to reach their target.

Five.

Hydreigon drew nearer, lesser heads snarling and spitting as they strained outwards toward Torrent with a mouthful of knives.

Four.

Torrent was still as his iron will grasped control of the comets that the massive orb had split into, their falls angled at a single point as the golden energy strained for release.

Three.

Hydreigon was close. Another few seconds and he’d be on Torrent in a frenzy of fangs and blood.

Two.

The comets fell.

One.

Hydreigon leapt at its target, just aware enough of Grey’s furious commands to realize the danger of the Draco Meteor.

Torrent was hurled back as the Draco Meteors slammed into Hydreigon’s hulking form less than ten feet away from him, the stunning release of golden power massive enough to be felt by the crowd. The psychic barriers all around the battlefield flared up and dust whirled through the air above the dim outline of a deep crater.

Ash watched the swirling debris intently once he’d confirmed that Torrent had only sustained minor injuries. They would be uncomfortable if he had to fight another powerful opponent but he should be fine. With the kind of devastation his most powerful technique had wreaked Hydreigon couldn’t fight for much longer, if at all.

The dust parted suddenly, revealing the black form of Hydreigon as it stumbled out, bleeding and burned all over but still capable of movement. Its three heads were dazed but still conscious enough to keep a wary eye on Torrent, who still had another few seconds before the strain Draco Meteor placed on him would begin to subside.

He grit his teeth as Hydreigon’s bloody eyes burned with hatred and the beast unfurled the massive wings that it often kept behind it. The badly injured dragon wasn’t finished yet.

At least Draco Meteor had snapped it out of Outrage. If it had remained in its berserker state then Torrent would have been finished by now.

“That was pretty good. Another hit like that and Hydreigon’ll be down for the count.” Grey flashed Ash a manic grin full of childlike glee as he leaned onto the edge of his box and rested his chin on a fist. “But that Kingdra of yours isn’t fully grown yet, is he? Probably has another few years before he hits his prime, yeah?”

Ash just stared at him stonily. He didn’t object to the Unovan’s words. The more time he burned before Grey ordered Hydreigon to attack the better. It wasn’t as if he was wrong. Torrent still had years to go before he reached his full strength and could use Draco Meteor as leniently as Lance’s team could. The same held true for the rest of his team.

“You got a good turn in, but it’s my time to shine now, boyo.” The Unovan drawled. “Hydreigon, Draco Meteor!”

He bit down a curse, his self-control fading as Grey’s words reached him. “To the water!”

Torrent levitated to the massive pool as fast as he could, the strain evident in his eyes as Hydreigon roared its fury. Two smaller spheres of golden power formed in front of its lesser heads, but the one that sprung out of the main head was absolutely gigantic, almost as large as one of Saph’s.

The orbs shot up into the sky above the pool, Hydreigon’s control over the technique absolutely flawless. It required true mastery of Draco Meteor to direct the orb to that degree. Torrent could place them in the general area of his target but that was as far as they’d gotten before their time with Lance had come to an end.

Ash’s teeth were clenched as the comets began to drop, brilliant gold flashes arcing through the air as Hydreigon expertly manipulated them to fall on Torrent’s exact location, right next to the pool.

Torrent slipped into the water right as the first of the comets smashed onto the surface and exploded in an impressive display of light and heat, followed quickly by a barrage of the others that vaporized the water it touched, although hundreds of gallons instantly flowed to replace it in a great rush.

He relaxed slightly as the barrage of nearly twenty Draco Meteors finally ended after reducing the water level in the pool by nearly six feet. Torrent was at the very bottom, having recovered just enough after the first volley to sink to the very bottom. His friend looked to be badly wounded, but his thick plates of armor had saved him from being knocked unconscious or worse.

“Well that’s disappointing. Your Kingdra was a tad faster than I’d expected.” Grey smiled. “This’ll be fun. Fly, Hydreigon! Snipe it.”

Hydreigon didn’t bother trying to stumble its way over to the side of the pool. That would be an easy way to get shot with an Ice Beam or some other ambush by Torrent. Instead it finally took to the air, although the injuries it had suffered made the process slower than it had been before and looked a little tiring.

Ash scowled as one of Hydreigon’s smaller heads stretched out from Hydreigon’s arm gleefully, its “neck” stretched to the absolute limit as its jaws opened wide. The other was more subdued, although it gnashed its fangs and spat little plumes of blue fire as it impatiently stared at the water’s surface.

He couldn’t order Torrent from here. His friend had excellent hearing but the water would dampen any commands and the roar of the crowd as the deciding phase of the battle began was far too for Torrent to differentiate sounds.

That realization was all he needed to relax. There was nothing he could do, so there was nothing to worry about. He just had to trust in his friend’s judgment. Torrent was hurt badly, but Hydreigon was in a bad position as well. It couldn’t possibly fight for much longer.

The sudden flash of a Hyper Beam snatched his attention away from his thoughts. He abruptly felt his body tense as a line of water was vaporized, aimed perfectly to account for the diffraction of water. Hydreigon was brutish and relied more on raw strength than anything, but Grey had trained it extremely well.

Fortunately enough, Torrent was very, very fast in the water. Whatever his slowness on land Torrent was little more than a blur in the water, his expert manipulation of it and his hydrodynamic form enough to make him faster than many other smaller and lighter aquatic pokemon.

It was with that speed that he dodged the first Hyper Beam and the second the head that had previously been tracking him fired. The primary head’s Hyper Beam came much closer, however, and managed to send Torrent reeling from the sheer heat and concussive force the beam carried.

Ash frowned as the cycle repeated with another Hyper Beam from the first head, followed by another that barely missed the Kingdra as he sped through the water. Grey certainly made use of Hydreigon’s unique physiology. One head fired the Hyper Beam, one tracked the target and accounted for any necessary adjustments to the aim, and one rested. All in all a brilliant strategy with Hyper Beam.

He was certain that it had its weaknesses, however. Hyper Beams, no matter how weak, required a great deal of energy that would leave an inexperienced user or a pokemon without much stamina exhausted for a few brief moments. It was a weakness that could be trained out to a certain degree, but that did not change the fact that Hyper Beam was a very taxing attack.

Perhaps Hydreigon could keep it up almost indefinitely given the ridiculous endurance it had displayed so far, but after being struck by Draco Meteor and returning what amounted to three Draco Meteors at once it had to be drained.

Ash would normally be fine with Torrent simply letting Hydreigon exhaust itself, but that wasn’t an option. Torrent was hurt as well and couldn’t keep up this kind of speed much longer. If Hydreigon – now on its fourth volley of Hyper Beams – hadn’t slowed then Torrent would have been struck already.

He had to attack.

And, when Hydreigon’s third head grew frustrated and snapped at the primary head when it missed, Torrent did. As the two heads growled and spat at each other Torrent sank to the bottom of the pool, deep enough so that it was difficult to see him.

Then he closed his scarlet eyes and focused.

“Pay attention!” Grey raged, an ugly sneer across his face as he addressed the petulant Hydreigon. “You’re about to get attacked, dumbass! Fly higher.”

Hydreigon’s primary head snapped out of it and growled once more, forcing the lesser head to submit. With their internal conflict resolve, Hydreigon flapped its wings and tore its way higher to the sky. It looked down at the water, which trembled and jumped as Torrent exerted his control over it, and moved one of its heads into position to fire a Hyper Beam.

Ash doubted it would have done anything, but he never got a chance to find out as Torrent finally began the offensive. An enormous pillar of water a hundred feet high burst from the pool, Torrent’s shadowed form barely visible through the whirling column. The psychic barriers flared up as the water brushed against the invisible wall, briefly blinding an entire side of Indigo Stadium with its intensity.

Even his eyes widened as Torrent began to levitate out of the pool and onto the battlefield proper, surrounded by millions of gallons of water that whirled constantly and was maintained only through Torrent’s iron will and incredible strength. It moved with him slowly, tearing and soaking the earth and rendering Torrent an unstoppable juggernaut.

“AND what is THIS?!” The announcer screamed, almost sounding as though he were going to wet himself with excitement. Ash’s mouth turned upward briefly. “Ash Ketchum’s Kingdra REVERSES the course of this battle with an INCREDIBLE technique. How will Hydreigon –”

He stopped listening as the announcer waxed praise. It was unimportant. All that mattered was that Hydreigon had just begun to try to fly away, although Torrent somehow managed to angle the column to catch the massive dragon in the water funnel, sucking it in and rendering it helpless for a few brief seconds.

“Blizzard!” He shouted, knowing that this was their one chance. If Hydreigon wasn’t defeated here then it would face an utterly exhausted Torrent. Forming a funnel like this normally wouldn’t take him too much effort, but actually carrying it out of the pool and forming it into a controlled weapon was an act that would have strained him at his best.

Torrent’s hidden form raised his snout up and released a massive blast of frozen power. The moment the icy blast touched the swirling water it froze, the layer of ice rapidly spreading throughout the entire faux-hurricane at an incredible rate.

In mere seconds the column of water was frozen, an icy tomb for Hydreigon. Torrent was invisible now, silent and tired from his exertion.

“Now that’s what I was waiting for!” Grey crowed, a manic grin stretched across his tanned face. “You really haven’t been pushed in this Conference, huh?”

Ash silently nodded. His eyes were focused entirely on Hydreigon’s form entombed in Torrent’s ice. Kingdra were one of the few dragon-types capable of sustaining such low temperatures without much trouble thanks to their habitat in the abyssal trenches. Hydreigon was far more vulnerable. If it wasn’t unconscious yet it would be in a few seconds.

“C’mon, boyo, pep up!” The Unovan flashed him another disturbingly cheerful grin. “No more holding back, kiddo. I’m gonna win this, but I ain’t gonna let you hand this match to me on a silver platter!”

He scowled at that. Ash didn’t particularly like being talked down to, especially when it made a reference to his age.

If Grey wanted his best, he would get it. He’d held back long enough.

His eyes suddenly locked onto the column of ice with a bit of apprehension. He thought he saw – no.

No.

Hydreigon fell out of the ice in a small avalanche of slush. Its hulking body was covered in it and the beast shivered pathetically, barely conscious. It still pulled itself shakily to its feet, however. No matter how far reduced it was from its original fearsome state, Hydreigon’s determination kept it from simply giving up.

“C’mon, Hydreigon. This battle’s over.” Grey drawled. His sharp eyes flashed with something and his mouth quirked up into an odd smile. “But let’s leave our friend here with a parting gift, yeah?”

The beast roared and one of its lesser heads thrashed wildly in response to his words, the other limp and unmoving. Ash looked at the single unconscious head with brief fascination before he returned his attention to Torrent. That was an interesting little detail that hadn’t been included in the reports on Hydreigon’s physiology.

He frowned as Hydreigon’s remaining heads focused solely on Torrent, who was a barely visible shadow through the ice. Ash didn’t bother calling out. The ice Torrent was surrounded by would leave him deaf to his commands. He’d have to trust Torrent’s own awareness and preparation.

Ash clenched his fist as orbs of orange-gold light swirled inside of Hydreigon’s mouths, growing more and more as if the beast had put every last bit of energy it had into the attack. Whatever hopes he had of the ice being too thick for Hydreigon’s attack to penetrate faded instantly.

The trainer breathed. There was nothing he could do. Torrent had achieved his sole purpose in the battle and had finally been able to reveal his true strength to the world. He could rest easy knowing that he’d managed to succeed.

And with that twin Hyper Beams shot forth from Hydreigon’s fearsome maw, the spears of light enough to briefly light up the entire stadium even under the rays of the sun.

But then the column of ice collapsed with a thunderous roar, brief cracks instantly giving way to huge chunks of frozen water that left indentions and small craters in the battlefield as they landed, releasing energy akin to a small earthquake that wracked the ground and left the exhausted Hydreigon crumpled as it was pelted by small daggers of frost.

Torrent’s last act of defiance didn’t leave him unscathed, however. He left Hydreigon unconscious and terribly wounded – Ash could see the blood running down the dragon’s body, although it was little more than a scratch as far as Nurse Joy was concerned – but was struck by the Hyper Beams a second later. They exploded in a brilliant rush of light, which kept Ash from watching directly as Torrent’s badly burned body was hurled far back into the bottom of the drained pool, where it landed with a heavy thud.

Ash winced, but still kept a slight smile on his face as he recalled his friend. Torrent had done better than he had hoped. Hydreigon had proved to be a real monster – Torrent hadn’t had such an even battle in a very long time and Hydreigon had certainly outclassed his friend in most areas of combat – but he’d won in the end.

That was all he could have asked for.

“Nice one.” Grey nodded approvingly as he recalled his own dragon. “I’ll have to kick up my idiot of a Hydreigon’s training if I wanna keep up with you, kiddo. That Kingdra’s gonna be a monster when it grows up.”

Ash dipped his head to show his acknowledgement. He eyed the Unovan patiently as the teen made a show of running his fingers across the other five pokeballs on his waist. Grey had a smirk on his face as he finally selected one and raised it just high enough so that the beam would go over the trainer box.

“Here’s a hint, boyo: pick somethin’ strong.” Grey drawled as Beheeyeem appeared in a bright flash. The alien creature vaguely reminded Ash of Giovanni’s Claydol, just more streamlined. Its luminescent green eyes burned with malice, the glow fueled by the psychic power wielded by the strange intelligence. “She’s not very gentle.”

Dazed appeared mere seconds after Ash had realized what Grey released. Beheeyem was noted to have exceptional abilities when it came to the manipulation of others’ minds. It could alter memories temporarily, possess weaker pokemon, and layer illusion over illusion upon the victim’s mind.

It was widely feared in Unova for that reason. Beheeyem, like Ninetales, were renowned for their abilities to alter perceptions. They could dominate a victim’s senses with nary a thought, creating touch and vision and sounds that were impossible to tell apart from reality.

As such, Dazed would be the best choice to counter it. She had the most powerful psychic defenses other than Infernus and would be able to easily dispel any illusions. Not to mention that she could actually keep up with it should the alien psychic begin to teleport.

“Not bad.” Grey whistled as he regarded Dazed, who stared back at the Unovan with an utterly bored expression. The tremble of her pendulum was the only hint that she felt anything but serenity in the face of battling the Beheeyem. “Could do worse, for sure. Too bad it won’t be able to hypnotize Beheeyem. You’re just an amateur in that regard.”

Ash’s mouth quirked up slightly. If Grey thought that Dazed’s true power lay in her hypnosis he would be sorely surprised. Dazed had more than a few tricks waiting for those who failed to realize the true extent of her strength.

“Begin!”

Beheeyem didn’t so much as twitch as the announcer’s command boomed across the arena. It just continued to levitate, the only hint that it realized there was a battle going on the deadly green eyes locked onto Dazed.

Ash crossed his arms. Dazed simply met Beheeyem’s stare, a slight glow emanating from her bored eyes as she resisted whatever it was the alien creature was attempting to do to her. Her pendulum shone brightly under the dying light of day and jumped erratically, but Dazed remained strong.

“Signal Beam.” Grey drawled with a lazy wave of his hand. Beheeyem twitched an arm.

He barely caught the formation of a small, multicolored orb of swirling energy between the three prongs on Beheeyem’s “hand” before a rainbow-hued beam of energy shot out, distorting the air where it passed before it slammed straight into Dazed.

Or would have.

Dazed blinked as the Signal Beam washed over her shimmering shield of blue light, the construct reinforced many times over with her power in order to survive contact with the bug-type technique. She wanted to stay as far away from the debilitating nature of the Signal Beam as she could lest this battle come to a quick close. Beheeyem would prey upon any weakness with ruthless efficiency.

“Not too shabby!” Grey cackled. The unnerving grin on his face was back in full force as his eyes glittered with that same intensity Ash knew so well. With a snap of his fingers the battle began in earnest.

Beheeyem appeared roughly twenty feet behind Dazed, its teleportation so perfect that not a single light or sound gave its move away. Its arm raised up again in a blur and released a Dark Pulse straight into Dazed’s back with enough power to easily send her into a fit as the foreign energy ravaged her mind.

Or it would have. Beheeyem’s eyes had just enough to pulse in surprise before it teleported back to its original position, barely avoiding the flurry of Shadow Balls that casually littered the battlefield. Dazed stared at it with utter disinterest as it avoided the attack.

The two powerful psychics didn’t move for several more seconds, each assessing the other. That initial flurry of blows had been nothing but a test to determine whether their respective opponent was worthy of anything resembling effort.

Considering the power that pulsed beneath their skin and filled the air thickly enough to be cut by a knife, each had found the other acceptable.

“Multiball.” Ash said quietly. Dazed was a defensive fighter but he didn’t want Grey to dictate the terms of their match. Beheeyem was exceptionally powerful, even if its potent illusory abilities were nullified by Dazed’s defenses.

This was another test, one which Beheeyem passed perfectly. It teleported even as the words left his mouth, the alien creature appearing at the very back of the arena, close to Grey’s box.

He frowned when he saw that Beheeyem’s eyes began to shine brighter. It appeared that its previous glow was simply a latent effect of levitation. Right now it was actually doing something.

But what?

Ash glanced around the battlefield and took it in with a sweeping stare. Nothing was out of place. There was no obvious psychic interference – no glowing stone or sand.

There was nothing.

But, as Beheeyem’s eyes burned with power that was easily equal to what Dazed could muster, he continued to search. He knew it had to be doing something.

His eyes finally glanced up to Grey’s, which shone with the same green fire as Beheeyem’s. The Unovan smirked and sent him a cocky wave as realization dawned on him.

A psychic link. His opponent was more formidable than he’d expected. The link would be an erratic one considering Grey didn’t seem to have any sort of psychic potential, but even just a series of images and erratic thoughts could greatly increase Beheeyem’s combat efficiency if the duo were experienced in its use.

Ash doubted that Grey would be able to interpret or send signals as clearly as Sabrina could – she was the strongest human psychic in the world, after all – but just being able to get directions to the psychic without having to vocalize his commands was a tremendous advantage.

Beheeyem moved. Two Signal Beams of slightly lesser intensity than the one it had used to test Dazed flashed, the rainbow-hued blasts carving a thin fissure into the dirt right where the Hypno had been mere moments before.

Dazed appeared in front of him in a brief flash of light, still with the same air of boredom about her. Her eyes did narrow slightly at Beheeyem as it hummed and teleported again, this time appearing right beside her before releasing a Dark Pulse from its thin, atrophied arm.

Ash frowned as Dazed barely managed to teleport away in time, avoiding the wave of alien power by a hair. Beheeyem shouldn’t have been able to react that quickly once it came out of teleportation. There was always a brief moment of confusion when one teleported as one oriented themselves with their surroundings. It could be trained to be miniscule, but that Dark Pulse had been primed the instant Beheeyem had arrived at its new destination.

It looked like the duo were making good use of their psychic link.

As Beheeyem teleported near Dazed again with another Dark Pulse perfectly prepared Ash realized he needed to nip this in the bud. This heralded the beginning of a very annoying game that Dazed would lose. She didn’t have the natural propensity for teleportation that Beheeyem did or the psychic link to assist her.

Sooner or later she would slip up. She’d be a shade too slow and then Beheeyem’s Dark Pulse would end it for her. Ash doubted that a single Dark Pulse would knock her unconscious but it would be enough to nullify much of her power for a few minutes. Combined with Beheeyem’s power and continued ability to teleport meant a quick end for Dazed.

“Multiball. Hold it.” Ash commanded as Dazed teleported near the base of his box again. She didn’t outwardly react but the grey aura of power that briefly flowed from her eyes was enough. Dazed seemed to have picked up on his idea, as several dozen miniscule Shadow Balls sprung up around her in a sphere. She could attack anywhere.

Grey scowled and Beheeyem finally stopped its constant assaults on Dazed. Even if it could manage to hit Dazed with a Dark Pulse it would almost certainly be struck by one of the Shadow Balls. They were extremely weak, but Beheeyem seemed reliant enough on its psychic powers to move that it would cripple it.

Between a weakened Dazed and an immobile Beheeyem, he’d place his money on his friend.

The Unovan’s eyes burned brighter in tandem with Beheeyem’s. Ash immediately grew wary. That meant Beheeyem was harnessing quite a bit of its power.

“Get ready.” He said just loud enough for Dazed to hear over the dull roar of the crowd. She actually nodded, something that was more than a little surprising. Dazed didn’t usually care to acknowledge his words. She preferred to carry them out. “Immobilize it through any means.”

Beheeyem finally moved once more. It released a great flash of light before it did so, nearly blinding Ash and his friend. A cheap tactic but very effective.

He squinted down at the battlefield as Beheeyem emerged into existence once more, no Dark Pulse on its arm. Dazed was blinded, but that didn’t mean she couldn’t feel Beheeyem’s powerful presence via her rudimentary psychic “echolocation”.

A flurry of Shadow Balls greeted the alien creature, which reacted instantly by teleporting within three feet of Dazed with a Dark Pulse primed. Dazed, still stunned from Beheeyem’s flash of light, was struck before she could teleport once more to safety. Ash’s face fell into a murderous scowl as his friend fell twitching to the earth, the Dark Pulse more powerful than the last.

His brow furrowed when Beheeyem fell to the ground, covered in grey arcs of energy that danced over its streamlined form. How…?

Realization came quickly when he saw the last of her tiny Shadow Balls dissolve into nothingness after striking the psychic barrier in front of him. Dazed might not have been able to teleport in time, but she did have enough time to release the rest of her Shadow Balls in a directionless blast, one of which had managed to strike Beheeyem as it loomed over the defenseless Hypno.

A small smirk of satisfaction wormed its way onto his face when he saw Grey clutch his temples and grit his teeth in agony as the aftershocks of the ghostly explosion wracked his mind after it was transferred over the psychic link. It seemed like there was a downside after all.

“Focus Blast!” He commanded. Dazed wouldn’t be able to access her psychic abilities, but if he was lucky she’d be able to utilize Focus Blast. It relied on the power of the body to form it, not the mind.

Dazed’s head rose and her dull eyes out-of-focus as she struggled to raise a single arm that was wracked with spasms as the dark-type energy ravaged her mind. A tiny ball of white-blue energy slowly began to form, but a beam of rainbow energy cut her off before it could be hurled at her target.

Beheeyem twitched and shuddered as it slowly levitated to just a little less than its previous height. It was in bad shape, but it had been able to defeat at least one opponent it was fairly equal to.

Ash just scowled as he recalled his friend. Dazed was one of his primary battlers – one of his strongest. She wasn’t on the level of Infernus or Torrent but she could still go toe-to-toe with any of his team for much longer than most pokeon. It was disconcerting that she had been defeated without actually taking down her foe with her, even if she had made the job much easier.

He inwardly sighed. They had been so close. He honestly hadn’t expected Beheeyem to teleport inside of Dazed’s guard in the split second before the wave of Shadow Balls would have hit. The strange psychic-type was even more skilled than he had anticipated.

“You did well, Dazed.” He murmured to the pokeball before he looked up to Beheeyem with a fire in his eyes. Ash let just a hint of his next choice’s personality burn through his own as he flashed the groaning Unovan a savage grin.

“Nice feint. Didn’t see that coming.” Grey moaned as he rubbed his temples in a futile attempt to alleviate the pain. “Beheeyem, get ready. One last attack.”

More of Ash’s teeth were revealed as the smile tugged at his mouth. Beheeyem wouldn’t get another attack.

Infernus would make sure of it.

With that he released his friend, who emerged into the light of day with a burst of dancing fire and a roar that shook the earth. Infernus’ eyes burned with malicious interest as he stared at the odd form of Beheeyem that sagged slightly as its power faded. One of his arms molded itself into a cannon, an orange glow easily visible from deep inside the tube.

Grey looked at the Magmortar curiously, a dangerous grin edging its way onto his tanned face. He squinted as Infernus’ body heated to a terrible temperature that left the air warped and wavering around him, masking the dim glow that began to emanate from his powerful body.

“That’s what I’m talkin’ about.” Grey drawled, still massaging his head. “Glad to see you ain’t pulling any punches, boyo.”

Ash just scowled, the sight of Dazed’s trembling form still imprinted in his mind. The Feather pulsed in tune with his heart and drove him forward. His blood burned.

“Begin!” The referee shouted, breaking the silence that pervaded since Infernus had been released.

“Finish this quickly.” Ash commanded as a bit of his usual calm returned. The water Torrent had sprayed all over the stadium might dampen Infernus’ abilities if Beheeyem managed to harness it. He’d prefer to avoid any damage to Infernus. He needed his friend’s strength right now to even the odds.

“Miracle Eye!” Grey shouted. It seemed that some of the pain had ebbed. “Keep track of it! Account for refraction.”

Beheeyem hummed and raised one of its spindly arms slowly. It aimed it at Infernus, who leered at the psychic-type with a dangerous mockery of a smile.

As Beheeyem’s eyes burned brightly, augmented even further by psychic powers. Miracle Eye was a rare technique but very useful. It was incredibly difficult to learn but was a potent weapon in the hands of a powerful psychic. In effect it allowed a psychic to track almost any target by overlapping the psychic’s awareness of the minds around it and sight, basically marking a target and allowing for the location of almost any living being.

That was its primary function in this instance, but it was also one of the few psychic techniques of any use against dark-types. Aside from allowing psychics to enhance their sight in order to track their natural enemies more easily, Miracle Eye allowed the user to see a dark-type’s “aura” of the alien energy that flowed through their body and the locations of the organs that harnessed it. By knowing the location of those organs it was possible to damage them through another attack that didn’t rely on psychic powers, which would in turn leave them vulnerable to direct psychic attacks.

It was more than possible for a psychic to memorize where the organs that made a dark-type what it was were, but only the enhanced tracking abilities and reflexes bestowed by Miracle Eye made it practical to attack them. The organs were well-protected and required incredible precision to temporarily disable, let alone truly damage.

Ash just smiled. Miracle Eye was a waste in this instance. That thought was only confirmed when Beheeyem fired off a flurry of moderately powerful Psybeams, each aimed with precision beyond what it possessed during the psychic bond with Grey.

Beheeyem hummed happily as they reached their target, only to cock its large head when Infernus, who had previously stood absolutely still in the face of the attack, vanished in a crack and flash of light.

The psychic barely had time to raise its head before Infernus dropped down on it from above, his immense bulk more than enough to crush the psychic as his claws carved past its tough exterior and released hundreds of volts of electricity into its sensitive body, just enough to stun.

Beheeyem screamed. Infernus just grinned and casually raised his cannon to the psychic’s thrashing body. A fiery glow shone deep within the appendage and a stream of red and orange flame liberally bathed the place Beheeyem had been just moments ago.

Infernus snarled and stood up, flames still trickling out of his cannon at a sedate pace. A cloak of flame settled about him, leaving his intimidating figure nothing more than a blackened silhouette bathed in raging light.

“Yes!” Grey crowed as he gleefully returned Beheeyem. Another pokeball was already in his grip as his gleaming eyes regarded the Magmortar before him. “This is what I’ve been waiting for! C’mon out, Eelektross!”

Ash glanced at the hulking creature that emerged with interest. It was similar to the picture he had seen. He’d guess that it was around seven feet long, although the way it constantly wound and twisted in midair made it difficult to tell for sure. The creature was essentially one long muscle with teeth and claws. It was probably around a foot thick in most places, disregarding its various fins.

It certainly wouldn’t be an easy target, although he doubted Infernus would have too much trouble. The creature’s electricity would hardly be a concern to the Magmortar. Eelektross would also be limited by the lack of water to retreat to. It was able to levitate, which Ash hadn’t known about, but it had very few advantages over Infernus. Most of the water it could utilize to great effect had been splashed around the battlefield by Torrent.

The creature sparked angrily as it writhed in midair, beady red eyes locked onto Infernus as it awaited the command to begin. Eelektross’ tubular mouth contracted slightly, the fangs scraping together.

Infernus just grinned at it. His cannon glowed with heat to the point that it was easily visible within his cloak of flame and his claws sparked with electricity, mocking the Eelektross.

“Your playmate can teleport, so be ready.” The Unovan drawled. “Shut it down with Thunder Wave and Zap Cannon and finish it off with Hyper Beam. Don’t take any chances, ‘kay? This thing is the real deal!”

Ash just grinned and waited. If Grey wanted to waste time by talking then so be it. Infernus wouldn’t be running out of fuel anytime soon. His endurance had been insane as a Magmar. Now he could probably fight all day without feeling the drain.

“Begin!”

Eelektross wasted no time. The deadly creature dipped slightly as it released two massive charges of electricity, one designed to paralyze and the other to damage. Ash noted that detail. It seemed that part of Eelektross’ levitation was a connection to its electric-type abilities. Magnetism didn’t sound likely unless it had a strip of metal on its underbelly.

He shrugged it off. That was a question for Professor Oak. Right now he needed to keep an eye on the carnage.

Infernus didn’t bother using Air Lens, surprisingly. Ash had told his friend to keep that secret as long as he could but it seemed that Infernus had paid a bit more attention than he thought. He’d have to make sure the Magmortar knew it was fine to use it after this battle. It would be a shame if he lost the final battle of the Conference because Infernus avoided using one of his abilities.

Instead, Infernus teleported once more. He fell onto Eelektross from atop just as he had Beheeyem, instantly enveloped in another cloak of flame and terrible heat as he smashed the powerful water-type into the ground and seared it with an unending stream of fire from his cannon.

Eelektross thrashed helplessly as Infernus speared its thick muscles with his claws, effortlessly bypassing the tough layer of rubbery skin thanks to the terrible heat infused into the claws. He held Eelektross in his grasp without flinching, every attempt by the creature to escape by releasing thousands upon thousands of volts of electricity or spitting water to dampen the flames doing nothing but fuelling his enjoyment of the struggle.

Ash finally felt his spite fade as he watched the helpless creature cook in Infernus’ flames. Most pokemon were capable of resisting extreme heat from a distance and had evolved defenses to deal with fire-types – thicker hide, a protective layer of fat, and abilities that could let them rush away from the dangerous pokemon and their attacks – but it was never meant to deal with something like this.

Magmortar were not a fire-type. They were the fire-type.

And Infernus was the pinnacle of their kind.

Water-types could resist flame. Their bodies could shrug bursts and streams of fire and heat off with ease. But Infernus’ body was as hot as the flames that he surrounded himself with. Prolonged exposure would kill it.

He eyed Grey worriedly. The Unovan didn’t even seem bothered as he watched Infernus slowly kill his pokemon with fire and claw. If anything he seemed entranced by the spectacle, a look that reminded Ash of a giddy child painted across his face as he stared at Infernus.

It matched Infernus’ grin perfectly.

Ash felt bile rise in his throat as he realized Eelektross had stopped resisting. It just lay there uselessly, no amount of experience able to save it.

“Back off!” He roared when Infernus showed no signs of letting up. The fires had only brightened and it spelled a quick end for Eelektross if he didn’t intervene quickly.

Infernus seemed to awake from a pleasant dream as Ash’s words reached him. The inferno that raged around him faded and died as Infernus teleported back to his original position in the middle of the field. Before long there were only embers, although a new conflagration kindled around Infernus as his power flowed into the air and sky.

Eelektross had been unconscious for several seconds now. White burns and blackened hide covered its thick body, the gruesome evidence of the fires that had engulfed it. Ash felt slightly sick as he looked at it.

His friend hadn’t even fought the creature. Infernus had just held it down and let the terrible heat that surrounded him finish Eelektross off.

It was eye-opening. Everything else Infernus had fought since his evolution was able to resist his fires. Rhydon was all but immune and Arcanine could survive them without too much difficulty for a short period of time.

Ash wondered just how much longer it would have taken for the League to interfere. They didn’t like pokemon being seriously wounded in the Conference, let alone killed. Aside from their obvious moral concerns, it meant that a great deal of talent had just been destroyed.

He found that he couldn’t bring his gaze away from the barely living husk of Eelektross.

That was the power of Infernus.

“Huh.” Grey muttered as he finally recalled the unconscious creature. “You interested in trading that Magmortar? I’m sure Hydreigon wouldn’t mind taking one for the team. If you can control that Magmortar you can whip him into line no problem.”

Ash grit his teeth and barely managed to shake his head. His hands shook and the Feather fueled his righteous anger at the Unovan’s callousness.

“Too bad.” The older teenager sighed. “But, just to be safe, are you sure? I’ll even throw another one in to sweeten the –”

A massive Flamethrower from Infernus cut him off. His friend had a sneer on his face as he regarded Grey once the stream of flame had finally cut off and left the badly strained psychic barriers a chance to recover.

Grey blinked and cocked his head. “Offer’s still up if you want to talk after the match.”

Ash just glared and met the eyes so similar to his own with the steel he had gained during his journey. The last thing he would do was trade one of his family, let alone to someone like Grey.

Not that Infernus would allow it.

“Red Trainer, please select your next pokemon.” The announcer said. His voice shook, revealing the feelings that most of the stadium had at the moment. “If you do not proceed you will be disqualified.”

“And wouldn’t that be a damn shame.” Grey muttered. “Alright, let’s get this show back on track.”

Ash eyed the strange creature he released speculatively. Chandelure was certainly an odd creature, although it radiated an aura of malice that he could feel even from behind the psychic barriers. Most lesser pokemon would balk at the oppressive feeling it released.

Infernus grinned.

“Begin!”

Chandelure wasted no time. In an instant the ghostly blue fires that it held roared to life and exploded into massive, twenty foot long tongues of flame that danced erratically under the light of the sun. The ghost seemed to control the pillars perfectly. Each twisted and turned on itself so that they loomed over the Magmortar draped in a cloak of red and orange and gold.

Steam wafted up from the drenched earth as Infernus stepped forward confidently. His heat seared the ground and left it dead and dry. The Magmortar held no fear as he suddenly charged Chandelure, who instantly lashed out with its giant tongues of blue flame. Several stayed back as the blue pillars writhed and entrapped Infernus, who had a brief flash of alarm on his face as he felt the cold bite of the icy flames.

An instant later he teleported, leaving the conflagration that surrounded him to die as another spawned anew. He landed on top of Chandelure, which let out a terrible screech as it realized its prey had somehow escaped its trap. The strange creature wasn’t nearly as helpless as Infernus’ previous victims, however.

A gout of ghostly flame shot up from its “head”, which actually made Infernus flinch as the unworldly fires latched onto him and burned. He did his best to scrape them off with his claws while his cannon frantically blasted Chandelure with an infinite stream of raging fires but it was to no avail. They simply burned into him, the flames of Chandelure something incredibly similar but far different than true fire.

Ash grit his teeth as Infernus roared in agony, his own illusions of Infernus’ invincibility cast aside. Infernus could not be matched by an ordinary opponent, but Grey had obviously chosen Chandelure and its unique abilities well. He’d never seen anything like it during his travels. Gengar and other strong ghost-types possessed strange powers but Chandelure was the first he had heard of that had control over flame beyond Will-O-Wisps.

“Fire Blast!” He snapped, raw desperation surging through his mind. Chandelure appeared to be somewhat resistant to normal fire and heat, but it didn’t seem to be a true fire-type in that regard. It certainly had fire-type traits, but those seemed to be tied into its ghostly powers. Chandelure used Will-O-Wisp to mimic fire-type abilities, certainly, but Ash wasn’t sure if it could be classified as an actual member of the type.

Infernus roared, absolutely livid at the realization that Chandelure was actually burning him, and poured every ounce of his fury into the massive eruption of flame that raced from his mouth and blasted into Chandelure’s oddly shaped body before Chandelure could try to further increase the intensity of its unnatural flames.

Grey’s arrogant smirk just grew even more obnoxious. “Hey, cool him off a bit. Let’s show him how ya beat Hydreigon. Curse!”

Chandelure’s flames crackled as if amused. Its whips of blue fire whirled ominously as the specter’s luminous yellow eyes flared with delight that fit better on a child’s face than that of a deadly ghost-type.

He barely had time to call out a warning to the rampaging Magmortar before Chandelure’s primary flame, which had previously been left unused, flared up and rushed into Infernus’ mouth as he prepared to unleash another torrent of flame.

Ash grimaced as Infernus roared and clutched his throat in agony, the flames around him spiraling out of control as their master fell victim to Chandelure’s ghostly fires. Infernus could barely even breathe as the searing substance rushed down his windpipe into his stomach, leaving only superficial damage but agonizing pain.

Curse was a dangerous technique. It was on the same level of difficulty and held just as much potential for permanent damage as Confuse Ray if used by an unskilled wielder.

It essentially involved a ghost injecting some of its essence into the body of its enemy. That was a difficult, costly process for the ghost but far worse for its victim. The ghost’s essence would disrupt natural biological processes and slowly shut down the area of the body it was injected into before slowly spreading throughout its host until it was removed or the host died.

While the ghost suffered the loss of a great deal of its strength for the next few days or so, the victim would either fall unconscious in a matter of minutes or die in less than an hour. Psychics would fall into uncontrollable seizures the instant they were Cursed.

Grey had certainly made the best choice possible. After Infernus had cooked Eelektross alive it was clear that nothing else he possessed could actually fight the Magmortar. Chandelure could both survive his flames, inflict damage with its whips against which Infernus had no true defense, and bring it down in a sacrificial gambit via Curse.

He scowled. Grey had outplayed him. Now Infernus was trapped and locked into place through the ghostly fire that consumed him. Thanks to the specter’s power he couldn’t hope to teleport. Infernus had become quite adept at the skill but his psychic abilities were far too limited to attempt to teleport while a ghost’s essence was mixed into his body. Ash doubted that Sabrina’s Alakazam would be up for such a challenge.

Ash watched with a bit of worry as Infernus spat endless streams of blue flame from his mouth in an effort to clear the specter’s influence. It had no effect but Infernus was in too much pain to actually realize that. He wasn’t sure if his friend had ever suffered this much in a fight. Normally Infernus just raged at the pain and pushed forward. Now he was actually immobilized by it, even if his mere presence was doing significant damage to the trapped Chandelure.

Neither Chandelure nor Grey were bothered by the damage it took. The luminous yellow eyes of Chandelure had begun to fade as its power waned but they still pulsed happily as Infernus’ fiery cloak waxed and ebbed erratically under the thrashing of its master.

“Let’s throw this thing in for a loop.” Grey drawled. He rhythmically tapped his fingers against the edge of the box. Ash bit back a scowl when he realized that the Unovan was actually bored. “Confuse Ray.”

Ash froze when Chandelure’s slowly dissipating body managed to pull itself just far enough out from under Infernus’ shackled foot to meet his friend’s erratic gaze. Yellow seared into molten black and chaos was born.

Infernus screamed for the first time Ash could remember.

It was a terrible sound that was accompanied by a vast surge of flames that left a quarter of the battlefield consumed in the crackling of an inferno that bit deep into the cracked earth.

He felt a bit nervous as the fires brushed against the psychic barriers. Infernus’ power was dangerous. It was an all-consuming force even when kept under Infernus’ leash.

Now, released in full to fight whatever terrors Infernus saw in the alien world of the ghosts, it was unstoppable. Chandelure wilted under the sheer temperature, what little was left of its fiery appendages vanished as Infernus’ strength was released in full.

The battlefield was impossible to discern, but the flash of Grey’s pokeball was bright enough to show Infernus’ vague silhouette. It was completely invisible as his natural camouflage activated, although Ash could still approximate his location fairly easily thanks to the rampaging Magmortar’s frequent gouts of flame that shot high into the air and left quite a bit of the crowd unexpectedly blinded.

It was only when the inferno continued to increase and gained a core of white that Ash was struck from his stupor and finally recalled Infernus. He gripped the ball tightly as it shook slightly. Ash wanted to do his best to calm Infernus down until he fell entirely into stasis.

Ash would definitely remember to never try out Confuse Ray on Infernus. He had strong defenses against psychic intrusion but Confuse Ray cut straight through him. It wasn’t something he’d planned on doing, but now that he knew the danger of Infernus letting loose he’d go out of his way to avert that.

He shuddered lightly at the thought of Infernus’ rampage occurring in an unshielded setting. In just a minute his friend’s fires could have consumed the entire battlefield in their conflagration. If it had been at a normal stadium people easily could have died.

“Sorry ‘bout that.” Grey said unapologetically. His eyes glimmered as he kept that same cheerful smirk up. “I didn’ really want to deal with that thing for too much longer. You’ve got a real monster on your hands there, boyo. Coulda left Chandelure in a bad place if I hadn’t acted when I did.”

Ash acknowledged the Unovan’s complements with a terse nod. He got the feeling that Grey enjoyed his reaction a bit too much.

With that the Unovan released Jellicent. Ash still couldn’t find it in himself to be impressed by the large blue creature. He knew it was more than a credible threat if trained by Grey but it just looked so ridiculous.

He resolved to abandon that attitude as he released Oz. She needed his support if she was going to win. Oz was powerful but not quite up to par with his primary battlers yet.

“I hope you don’t think I’m messing around if Jellicent isn’t too much trouble.” Grey called out with a small smile. “He’s not really meant for regulated battles, if you know what I mean.”

“Be careful.” He warned Oz. “He has plenty of tricks. Don’t dismiss Jellicent as a threat.”

She whirred and set herself in a combat stance. Oz was ready.

“Well ain’t I flattered.” The Unovan smiled. “Anyway…Confuse Ray.”

Oz growled angrily as Jellicent attacked her with the technique she hated the most. She was ready this time, though, and expertly dodged before thrusting her huge fist toward her foe and unleashing a massive Thunderbolt in the same motion.

Jellicent groaned and jiggled as its large body was struck by the blast of electricity but didn’t show much outward harm. It suddenly swelled up as Oz prepared to go on the offensive again, forcing her to fall back in case it had an attack to dangerous to dodge.

Ash didn’t have to listen to hear her whir of frustration as it turned out Jellicent had simply used Mist, spewing a thick white cloud that covered most of the arena and kept her from seeing it. The creature blended in almost perfectly, rendering it effectively invisible in the thick cloud.

“Stay calm.” He called out soothingly. “Just wait.”

Oz hummed and slackened a bit as she warily watched the mist. Electricity crackled throughout her thick fur as she awaited an attack.

Ash found it difficult to predict where the battle was headed. Jellicent was obviously trying to evade Oz’s powerful electrical attacks and doing its best to lure her into the mist, but with Grey as a trainer Ash wasn’t sure if it would attack Oz of its own volition. The huge water-type seemed more like an ambush fighter, but he knew that the Unovan would have trained it to be more aggressive.

He just knew that Oz had to stay out of the rapidly encroaching mist. She could probably inflict serious damage if she just let out her electricity in uncontrolled bursts but it was far too risky. The mist was Jellicent’s territory. It was king there.

“Shock Wave. Feel out its position.” He commanded. Oz whirred and held out both of her fists. A brief surge of electricity erupted around her before it was channeled into a series of arcs between her hands, which she spread before she shot out the wave of electricity.

Normally Shock Wave would hone in on an opponent’s bioelectricity, but Ash didn’t want to risk Jellicent being able to avoid it through manipulation of the mist. He knew it was one of the ghost-types that Grey seemed to favor so he didn’t want to risk it having some sort of strange ability to travel through the mist.

A single bolt could potentially be avoided, albeit with difficulty. It was most useful up close. But the wide-area version would ensure that Jellicent would have to spend much more energy in order to avoid it. The mist wouldn’t be safe for at least a second.

Ash grinned when he heard Jellicent’s low groan of pain. The electricity arced about it, marking its location for Oz who quickly took advantage of the situation and sent a series of weak Thunderbolts at it.

Jellicent just groaned and took the hits. Ash frowned. The only water-types he knew that could take Thunderbolts that easily were Gyarados and Kingdra and that was because of their thick armor. Jellicent didn’t have anything to shield against the electricity.

What was its secret?

He sorely wished that he’d learned Lightning Bolt from Surge on their mission together. An attack that powerful would certainly negate whatever defense Jellicent possessed.

“Keep hitting it. Overwhelm it with Thunderbolts.” Ash called out. He watched closely as Jellicent’s position was marked again and again with the Thunderbolts. The mist was briefly illuminated by the bright flashes of light, clearly showing that it was Jellicent being struck and not some sort of psychic clone like the ones he’d encountered when fighting Jessica’s Starmie.

Ash scowled as he came up with nothing. Jellicent didn’t appear to be doing anything. It just sat in the center of —

Ah.

He thought he understood. Just to be sure he kept an eye on the thick layer of fog as Oz continued to bombard Jellicent with Thunderbolts.

As expected the mist slowly receded, the rate accelerating whenever Oz upped the number of attacks. Ash felt a small grin work its way onto his face when he realized what Grey was aiming for.

Grey wanted to exhaust Oz. Jellicent was an invaluable fighter thanks to Mist — Bruiser and Tangrowth would be utterly lost in it and unable to fight effectively, even though Tangrowth could use Ancient Power and his vines to locate and attack Jellicent — and it surely had some tricks that would go to waste if it were defeated by Oz.

Jellicent probably didn’t have anywhere near the level of defense he had first assumed. It appeared to be a soft target that, judging by how the mist constantly decreased, used the fog to heal itself somehow. That wouldn’t be out of line with its appearance or typing.

Now he just had to decide how to beat it. Grey was obviously confident in its regenerative abilities if he wasn’t bothering to attack while Jellicent soaked up several dozen Thunderbolts. If he let Oz continue Jellicent would use all of its mist to heal, but Oz would be drained and there was no guarantee Jellicent wouldn’t just make more mist until Oz was stuck in the middle of it and at the water-type’s mercy.

Just getting rid of the mist wasn’t an option but Oz didn’t have the firepower to defeat Jellicent in a single attack. He’d have to work around that somehow before Grey decided that Oz was weak enough for Jellicent to go on the offensive.

“Keep hitting it. When the mist thins go after it with Flash Step.” He instructed. Oz just whirred as she hurled her spears of electricity faster and faster, the constant use of electricity boosting her reflexes to levels that few pokemon not of the electric-type could match.

Jellicent’s supply of readily available water dwindled rapidly under Oz’s redoubled assault. It still remained entirely passive, although it gurgled and moaned in pain more frequently now.

“Alright, Will-O-Wisp.” Grey said as the last of the mist vanished. Jellicent’s eyes glowed with blue power as a large ball of ghostly fire materialized in front of it and quickly split into nearly a dozen smaller Will-O-Wisps. The water-type acted far quicker than he’d expected by launching around half of the fireballs at Oz, but she was fast enough to leap out of the way before they could latch onto her. “Mist. Blast it with Hyper Beam.”

Ash’s eyes narrowed as Jellicent began to spew another cloud of fog out of its mouth. He didn’t have to tell Oz to attack. Aside from two quick Thunderbolts to at least try to stun Jellicent, she used Flash Step to get close.

Flash Step was a relatively simple technique. It simply involved Oz preparing a Thunder Punch and wreathing her body in an aura of electricity before she made contact, which would explode outwards when she made contact and blind the opponent before they could react to her crackling fist.

He eventually planned on working with Oz to make the electricity stirred up in her coat powerful enough to paralyze her opponents for a short time, but as it was Flash Step was a basic, albeit incredibly useful, technique.

Jellicent was helpless to resist as Oz crackled towards it in an arc of lightning and smashed her large fist directly into the space between its eyes. It wasn’t built for speed.

That didn’t stop it from shaking slightly and spitting out a Hyper Beam that was so compressed it seemed like it was little more than a string of red-gold energy that nevertheless carved a narrow fissure more than ten feet into the earth.

Oz whirred angrily as she narrowly avoided the Hyper Beam and continued to rain blow after blow against Jellicent. The large creature took the hits well, although it wasn’t able to fight back. Nothing in its arsenal gave it any sort of skill in close combat. It was obviously designed to attack from afar, preferably from somewhere its prey couldn’t detect.

Ash frowned when he saw that Jellicent was healing itself as fast as Oz could deal damage, although the small amount of Mist it had produced before Oz struck had already been drained and it wasn’t glowing with the tell-tale light of Recover.

He kept an eye on Jellicent and its surroundings as Oz tore into it with a relentless savagery only Infernus could surpass. The constant flares of lightning were easy enough to adjust to as long as he didn’t look directly at them, but even so it took him several seconds longer than he would have liked to realize Jellicent’s secret.

“Smart…” He murmured to himself as he saw the water that had been hurled all over the battlefield by Torrent pulled into Jellicent. It was a scarce resource, but the water that had managed to avoid Infernus’ wrath was enough to keep Jellicent in the battle for a few more seconds as it futilely tried to find a way to attack the Electabuzz.

Ash stood back and waited as Jellicent finally began to recoil from Oz’s blows. It seemed that the creature had finally exhausted the water and couldn’t just heal itself to negate whatever damage Oz sent at it.

A smile flickered across his face when Oz smashed a fist into the creature and kept it there, flooding its watery body with thousands of volts of electricity and finally sending the strange water-type to the ground.

Jellicent was certainly the easiest to defeat so far. He was just glad that Torrent had taken almost all of the water out of the battlefield’s faux lake. If Jellicent had ready access to that much water it would have been almost impossible for any of his friend’s other than Torrent to defeat. Its regenerative abilities were absolutely astounding and the cover of the water would have been more than enough to let it ambush his teammates from the depths.

Torrent and Infernus had done him a greater service than they’d realized in getting rid of Jellicent’s water source.

“Fantastic job, Oz.” He called out with a grin. She whirred happily and turned to him, her fangs bared in a friendly manner. “Keep it up. There’s just one more opponent and we’re done here.”

She nodded and turned back to Grey. The Unovan gave her a disconcerting grin and dipped his head to the Electabuzz, although Ash couldn’t tell if it was sarcastic or not.

“Nice job. Jellicent was a bit out of his element, but that ain’t something you need to concern yourself with.” Grey said flippantly. “You’ve got a few monsters on your team, kiddo, but I’ve been holding one of mine back. Hydreigon’s tough, but Scolipede ain’t too far behind.”

Ash frowned as Scolipede’s massive form appeared in a flash. The creature’s claws clicked together as its head cocked and analyzed Oz with the cold, calculated intelligence of an apex predator. It hissed and tensed up, the powerful muscles that corded under its malleable exoskeleton ready to spring and propel its massive bulk to the prey.

“Hit it with as many Thunderbolts as you can.” Ash warned as the referee called out the order to begin. “When it gets close use Thunder Wave. Stay away from it no matter what.”

Oz whirred and bared her fangs at Scolipede. The bug-type didn’t react other than rubbing its numerous claws together once more. It wasn’t something that should have bothered him, but the motion awakened some sort of primordial fear in his gut that told him to stay far, far away from the deadly creature.

“Rush it.” Grey yawned. Scolipede’s eyes flickered blue for the briefest of moments before it finally moved, the huge bulk of its body propelled at a speed that such a large creature shouldn’t have been able to move at.

The Electabuzz wasted no time in hurling several Thunderbolts at it, although Scolipede proved that it was as nimble as it was fast. Its large primary legs effortlessly forced it far to the side, the leap quick and erratic enough that Oz’s followup Thunderbolts missed by a wide margin.

Oz whirred nervously as Scolipede closed the hundred feet between them in a matter of seconds. It was relentless, covering ground even when it dodged and weaved around whatever attacks she sent at it. Scolipede’s reflexes were absolutely ridiculous. The years of experience probably didn’t hurt either.

He scowled when Oz’s Thunder Wave was easily dodged by the bug-type. Scolipede simply leapt to the side the second Oz released the blue bolt of electricity and deftly avoided her wild Thunder Punch before it casually ducked under her guard and stabbed into her with its horns.

Oz screeched in pain and flailed wildly as arcs of electricity jumped and danced around her body, the blast instinctively released in order to stun whatever had hurt her. Scolipede simply cocked its head and watched as she quivered and screamed as the horns cut through her thick fur and hide as easily as it would have carved through paper.

Ash felt a little nauseous as he raised his pokeball to return Oz. Scolipede didn’t even have to try to beat Oz. It was absurdly fast — not much could casually surpass an electric-type in speed.

Scolipede was utterly calm as its prey vanished. It simply let the last arcs of electricity fade and vanish from its bloody horns before it made its way back over to its side of the battlefield.

Grey didn’t give Scolipede enough credit. It was just as much of a monster as Hydreigon, just of a different variety. Whereas Hydreigon was a slavering juggernaut capable of taking most blows without flinching and unleashing terrible destruction wherever it went, Scolipede was a scalpel. It was coldly efficient and seemed to lack the lust for battle Grey’s other pokemon displayed. Scolipede finished its opponent and moved on.

He’d have to be careful. As it was Oz would have to spend at least a day in the Pokemon Center to make sure that wound was completely healed. Scolipede’s horns had slid nearly halfway into her before the creature stopped. That kind of injury wasn’t easy to heal, although he didn’t think its horns would leave very much damage in their wake. They were relatively smooth and designed to kill cleanly and efficiently rather than tear the body apart in the process.

Ash considered his options. Scolipede was one of the members of Grey’s team that he didn’t have a specialized strategy for. It wasn’t like Hydreigon, which specifically needed one of his most powerful friends to neutralize. Tangrowth or Bruiser would be able to fight Scolipede effectively, even if Rampage would probably be necessary for Bruiser to match its speed.

He did feel the first bit of nervousness start to bubble upwards in his stomach. This was the closest he’d come to losing and it wasn’t a good feeling. He’d gotten so used to overwhelming the competition with one or two pokemon that he’d almost forgotten what it was like to face an equal.

Torrent, Dazed, Infernus, and Oz had all been defeated. Just Torrent and Infernus would have been enough to handle any of his other battles except for perhaps Gary.

Grey was a formidable opponent. He was as close to an equal as Ash had found so far. Not so far above him as Lance but enough to match him in most instances.

It was too bad that he’d only get to battle him the once. Ash certainly didn’t like the Unovan but he hadn’t enjoyed a battle this much in a long while.

He shook those thoughts out of the way and turned to glance at Nidoking, who had been almost completely still and silent this entire battle. Ash had almost forgotten that he’d never returned Nidoking after he’d become immersed in the battle.

Nidoking grunted and just lightly tapped him on the shoulder with his blunt claw. Ash smiled and nodded to show his appreciation for the gesture before he looked back to the battlefield.

Scolipede was entirely still. It was perfectly controlled — a weapon. A predator.

“Green Trainer, please release a pokemon or you will be —”

Ash didn’t bother letting the referee continue. Tangrowth appeared in a bright flash of light and looked around the battlefield with his cheerful round eyes, vines waving happily as he finally saw Scolipede. That was probably a reaction the fearsome bug-type had never gotten before.

While Bruiser would certainly be able to defeat Scolipede under the influence of Rampage he’d rather avoid that option unless it was absolutely necessary. Rampage was too taxing to use in anything other than a truly desperate situation and he’d rather not worry about Bruiser being able to recover from it by the time of the Finals. He should be fine in the three day rest period but if Scolipede inflicted other wounds he could be out for the count.

Tangrowth was the best choice to go out first. Not only could he neutralize Scolipede’s speed and agility thanks to his ability to cover the entire battlefield with his vines, he could also use Stun Spore and Sleep Powder to weaken it for Bruiser in case the grass-type was defeated.

Not that he expected Tangrowth to fall. Scolipede appeared to be a purely close range fighter. It probably had some kind of ranged capabilities but Tangrowth could easily neutralize those with Ancient Power. The bug-type was highly specialized. If it get close it would probably be able to pierce Tangrowht’s shell of vines with no problem but he wouldn’t have to worry about that.

Scolipede wouldn’t get within fifty feet of Tangrowth. Tangrowth was the perfect choice to fight Scolipede. He was completely removed from most of the danger he’d encounter from the giant bug-type.

“Begin!”

“No holding back. Finish this quickly.” He said to Tangrowth, who gurgled and immediately extended several dozen of his vines in response. They shot out in every direct and splayed out around him, ready to attack Scolipede from every angle.

“Ingrain. Effect Spore. Don’t let it get close and keep it at bay with everything you’ve got.”

Tangrowth acted instantly. His vines shot out at Scolipede, who barely managed to leap out of the way before the majority of the appendages slashed into the earth where it had stood a second before. It hissed angrily when several others slammed into it from the side, although its legs hooked into the earth and kept it from being sent sprawling.

The grass-type yanked the vines away before Scolipede could sever them with its sharp horns, although one was hit by a sudden shot of poison that left the vine shriveled and dead. Tangrowth detached the useless appendage moments later. It would just be dead weight.

Scolipede was suddenly smashed into by four other vines that nearly overwhelmed the strength of its legs and sent it to the ground, although the creature barely managed to hold on. It slashed helplessly at the vines and spat some more poison, although it was useless once the appendages pulled away.

“Get out of there, dumbass!” Grey roared frantically. That cheerful facade he’d adopted for the entire fight had finally faded. It was clear that he’d expected Scolipede to have little difficulty in tearing its opponents to shred. A unique foe like Tangrowth perfectly adapted to combatting the powerful bug-type was something he clearly hadn’t anticipated. “It’s spraying Stun Spore and Sleep Powder everywhere! Get in close and end this.”

Ash smiled as Scolipede heeded its trainer’s words and rushed forward without hesitation. It fell into Agility again, which gave it just enough speed to avoid some of the vines. Scolipede was still struck, but it was usually able to sever whichever one was fast and lucky enough to hit the incredibly quick creature.

This fight was over. He’d assume that Scolipede just wouldn’t breathe while it rushed through the cloud of Stun Spore and Sleep Powder. A good tactic since it probably didn’t have anything to clear the air but one that would leave it weaker and fatigued than it would have been otherwise.

“Ancient Power. Get ready to bind it.” He called out. Tangrowth gurgled and finally began to use nearly a hundred of his other vines. They didn’t extend more than ten feet, but that was all they needed.

A hundred spheres of silvery power formed at the tip of the vines simultaneously. Tangrowth’s saucer-like eyes shined cheerfully as he pulled the vines harassing Scolipede up to safety and released the barrage of Ancient Power.

The glow briefly lit up the entire stadium as they impacted, most flashing past Scolipede and leaving dozens of small craters littered around the arena while several managed to hit Scolipede even as it leapt as high into the air as it could, sending the bug falling back down to earth and leaving it exposed on its back.

In less than three seconds Scolipede was wrapped up in dozens of thick vines that curled around its muscular form several times in order to ensure its immobility. The vines glowed with a dim green light as they began to suck energy from the bug-type and leave it helpless to resist as Tangrowth finished it off painlessly.

Ash smiled as he noted that several huge sections of the ground were outlined in silver power. Tangrowth had truly accounted for everything. If Scolipede managed to escape by some miracle it would be smashed back into the ground by large chunks of rock and earth.

“Damn it.” Grey snarled. His composure had finally slipped. “Superpower! Finish that Tangrowth no matter what you’ve gotta do!”

That finally made him worried. He knew personally just how devastating Superpower could be if used properly. Scolipede would be indescribably fast and strong if it managed to cast off its unconscious barriers and reach the true potential of its muscles.

“Finish it.” He shouted even as Scolipede erupted from the tomb of vines with a deadly hiss. Its horns moved so quickly that he couldn’t catch the movement and several of Tangrowth’s vines fell twitching and squirming to the ground.

Scolipede hissed and coiled up before it rushed forward in a blur of movement. The creature was just as fast as Jessica’s Persian and much more powerful.

Tangrowth realized the danger and quickly reacted. Around a quarter of his vines liberally littered the battlefield with Ancient Power while the rest lashed out at Scolipede as it blurred around the silvery spheres with perfect energy, although the vines forced it to leap high in order to avoid one of the impromptu nets that Tangrowth had formed.

That spelled its end. Scolipede had fallen right into Tangrowth’s trap. As it began to fall back to the ground near Tangrowth, having easily carved through a handful of the vines sent to stop it, an absolutely gigantic rock that had to way around a ton was yanked from the battlefield by one of Tangrowth’s previous Ancient Powers and smashed into the descending bug with a ridiculous amount of force.

Ash grinned and called out his congratulations to Tangrowth as Scolipede was sent crashing to the ground. It landed with a sickening crunch, although it seemed relatively fine. He could see that its exoskeleton was cracked and one of its legs was awkwardly bent but that was nothing Nurse Joy couldn’t fix up easily. The thick black goop bleeding out of its cracked shell was cause for concern, but it was manageable.

It took a few seconds before what had just happened set in.

“UNBELIEVABLE! ASH KETCHUM WINS in a stunningly close match!” The announcer roared in tune with the crowd. “ABSOLUTELY INCREDIBLE! I don’t think anyone will be forgetting about this magnificent battle anytime soon! For the first time, a rookie is advancing to the Finals! AMAZING!”

Ash felt a little numb. His entire body felt like he’d just been dunked into ice water — he felt like he could go climb to the top of Mt. Silver and still run a marathon.

He’d won. He was going to the Finals. It was something he was aware of intellectually as the battle came to a close but the full magnitude of that statement had only just now struck him.

Ash glanced over to Grey as the Unovan recalled Scolipede. The older teenager appeared to have regained control over himself and sent him a quick grin that held the same dangerous quality as everything else that came from Grey did and nodded with something that seemed like respect.

The rookie nodded back and recalled Tangrowth, who was still happily bouncing around the ravaged battlefield. He tapped the red and white ball affectionately before he hooked it back onto his belt.

Nidoking’s claws rested on his shoulder before he could turn around. Ash grinned and looked back at his friend, his own excitement just as obvious as Nidoking’s.

Their eyes met and the grin stretched its way even further.

“Nidoking, I hope you’re ready. We’re going to the Finals. And we’re going to win.”

The poison-type nodded determinedly and walked at Ash’s side as he turned and began to head down from the box, heralded by hundreds of thousands of cheers and roars.

He smiled to himself and went down to the reporters. Ash just wanted to get this over with quickly.

Nidoking’s presence would certainly help. He didn’t like unfamiliar people or pokemon getting close to Ash anyways. The addition of cameras and intrusive reporters would just raise his ire further, which would scare the reporters away with any luck.

With any luck he’d be out within ten minutes. He needed all the time he could get, after all. Whoever his next opponent was, they would be tough.

And there it is. I know it doesn’t have very much content outside of the battle, but this was supposed to be the second half of the last chapter. The next chapter might be split up, although I’ll be able to get it out faster for sure. 

As always, leave any questions in a review or PM! I’m always glad to respond. 

Thanks for reading!






29. Chapter 29: The Final


AN: Hey! I’d just like to thank everybody that favorite, followed, or reviewed last chapter for the support! I always enjoy getting everyone’s feedback. 

But there is one thing I’d like to address: please don’t leave reviews just telling me to update. I know I took a little longer than I said and I really do appreciate the intent behind those messages, but just trust that I’m working on getting the chapters out as fast as I can. I enjoy writing Traveler as much as all of you (presumably if you’ve gotten 650,000 words in) enjoy reading it.

Anyways, enjoy!

Ash kept a keen eye on the battlefield as he slid next to Jonathan. The boy didn’t even register his appearance with anything other than a short grunt. Jonathan was obviously absolutely enraptured by the battle between Michael and Neesha.

Judging from the devastated appearance of the battlefield the match was almost over. Ash felt himself become slightly disappointed at that. He’d rushed to the Pokemon Center as fast as he could but it seemed he hadn’t been quick enough to get back and see what Michael was capable of.

“How far into it are —” Ash was cut off as Arcanine leapt high into the air at Wigglytuff, whose scowling visage almost managed to look intimidating. That was no mean for the Balloon Pokemon.

He watched carefully as Arcanine spat an unending stream of fire and smoke at Wigglytuff, which the normal-type easily blocked with Protect before it retaliated with an incredibly condensed Hyper Beam that managed to brush the fire-type’s side.

“That’s Michael’s third and the chick’s fifth.” Jonathan said. He never took his eyes off the battle. “I never thought a Wigglytuff could be badass, but that one’s changing my mind. It took down a freakin’ Gyarados!”

Ash just snorted and turned back to the battle. Arcanine looked bad. Wigglytuff was obviously under immense strain from the prolonged battle but looked like it could keep going for a bit longer.

Michael’s face was expressionless as he watched the battle. Ash had no idea what the teen was thinking about the injury inflicted onto Arcanine.

“Finish it. Get close.” The redhead said just loud enough to be heard over the crowd, which watched with quiet anticipation as Arcanine yipped and rushed forward. It didn’t slip into Extreme Speed, however. It must have been worse off than Ash had thought.

Arcanine blurred around Wigglytuff’s Hyper Beams and blasts of ice and electricity with contemptuous ease and closed the distance between the two in a matter of seconds. It rushed forward as its maw was consumed in flames and prepared to bathe the normal-type in fire until Neesha finally gave Wigglytuff a clear command.

“Gravity.”

Wigglytuff’s ears twitched as its psychic abilities set to work and greatly increased the gravity working against the canine. Arcanine yipped helplessly as it was suddenly crushed to the ground, even its powerful muscles useless against the magnified force locking it into place.

It seemed that it wasn’t very adept at fighting against psychics. He’d have to remember that.

Michael had a look of grudging respect on his face as Wigglytuff finished off Arcanine with a quick Hyper Beam. He recalled the massive fire-type but had a small smile on his face as he raised up a dull, scratched pokeball.

Ash’s eyes widened as the familiar form of a Dragonite emerged in a flash of scarlet light. This Dragonite wasn’t an ordinary specimen of its kind. While it was obviously much weaker than Lance’s Dragonite trio given its relative size and smaller scales it held a ferociousness that he’d never seen on one of its kind.

Even Oak’s old Dragonite at its most territorial did not compare to the raw fury that echoed in its eyes. The creature practically reeked aggressiveness. Not quite bloodlust, but it wasn’t much better. Dragonite’s large eyes were fierce and dark with a single-minded devotion to attacking Wigglytuff.

He frowned at the creature as it took to the sky at the referee’s command. It was incredibly fast but didn’t even compare to Lance’s Dragonite. Even Dov, the slowest of the trio, was much faster. Plume should be able to catch it without too much trouble.

Still, he was more concerned with the rage it held than any tactical concerns. Dragonite were naturally predisposed toward a kind, helpful nature. They were peaceful creatures that lacked the bloodlust or predatory inclinations of Tyranitar or Salamence. For the Dragonite to be so aggressive something must have affected it terribly in the past.

Perhaps he could work the uncharacteristic aggressiveness to his advantage. The Dragonite listened to Michael’s commands but it seemed that it shied away from anything that involved its own defense. It had no care for the damage it took. All it wanted to do was attack.

That attitude would be a huge liability for Michael. Dragonite were incredibly tough and resilient and more than capable of taking incredibly powerful attacks head-on while being little worse for wear, but their greatest defensive asset was their speed and maneuverability.

As fast as this Dragonite was it would have quite a bit of difficulty fighting Plume if it relied on its offensive capabilities. Plume was faster and more maneuverable. She’d be able to harass it and leave some damage, although he wasn’t sure how much the Pidgeot could actually hurt it without judicious use of Hyper Beam.

He shrugged it off. Ash had three days before facing Michael. He’d have time to plot and strategize while Oz trained under Surge. While he’d be sure to be involved in the training since the chance to learn under a vaunted electric-type specialist was rare, he would have some free time. It wasn’t as if he’d be letting the rest of his team train — not this close to the Final.

Ash silently went over the team he planned on using as Dragonite launched itself at Wigglytuff, who reflexively responded with a powerful Ice Beam that the aggressive creature took head-on. It snorted and slowed but that wasn’t enough to keep it from slamming into Wigglytuff to send the lightweight creature flying.

The team was relatively set in stone: Nidoking, Plume, Torrent, Dazed, Infernus, and Tangrowth.

They were his strongest fighters and he could take no risks in the Final. There was no longer a reason to hide his friends’ skills and strategies. Most had been laid bare to the world but there were still a few he’d managed to keep hidden. Air Lens, for example. It was by far the most potent defense he had against Michael’s incredibly powerful Jolteon other than Nidoking’s naturally resistant hide.

While he would like to include Bruiser and Oz since they had stood by his side for so long and worked as hard as any of the others to get where they were he couldn’t. Bruiser would be helpless against both Salamence and Dragonite as well as Jolteon’s electrical abilities. Rampage would be an equalizer against every other opponent but it was too risky. The technique was meant to be used as his last resort, not his first reaction.

His face twisted. Bruiser just wasn’t ready for a single battle against a trainer of Michael’s caliber. He was handicapped by his evolutionary state. It wouldn’t be until he was a Machamp or had mastered Rampage to a further degree that he could truly be an equal in combat to the most powerful members of his team. At the moment he still had the most raw strength but he wasn’t fast enough to take advantage of it.

Ash knew he would have to work extensively with Bruiser to mould him into the force he knew he could be. Bruiser had finally come into his own as a fighter. It was time for Ash to hone him into a warrior.

Rock Tomb would be a very useful ability for him to have. Ash couldn’t forget how Bruno’s Machamp had masterfully mixed the skill into his own fighting style to skillfully raise walls and shift the earth to defend against and subvert his opponents.

Oz had similar problems. Her control over her great power was absolutely incredible but it wasn’t enough. She lacked the power of Infernus and was still catching up to the rest of the team, even if that gap had shrunk enormously since Lance’s training. Lightning Bolt would be like Rampage — an equalizer, not something to depend on. Until she was older or an Electivire she couldn’t even begin to tap into her true potential.

Ash grit his teeth at that and made a note to focus on their training. Bruiser had to be close to evolution given his strength and the power he wielded. He just had to help his friend with that one last push before he would unlock the reservoir of power within himself and become a true titan on the battlefield.

Oz was more complicated, unfortunately. There were several ways for her to evolve, each one difficult in its own way.

She could find herself in a lightning storm and absorb an entire bolt of electricity. Given that she was old and strong enough to have the capacity for it the bolt would trigger the process of evolution.

Another option would be to get her an Electrizer. The rare device would release an immense discharge of electricity into her system, just powerful enough to fool her body into thinking the signal for evolution had been given. Surge would probably have access to one but he’d have to get the giant’s opinion on Oz’s evolution. He didn’t want to do it before she was ready.

The worst option by far — and, by proxy, the least likely — was to be insane and suicidal enough to seek out the Titan of Lightning once more and hope that the aloof Zapdos wouldn’t leave him and his team spots of ash on the ground for their arrogance.

In essence the first and third options came to be the same thing, although the latter required an infinitely larger capacity for stupidity.

He shook himself out of his thoughts when he noticed that Neesha had released her last pokemon, the large Vileplume he vaguely remembered from New Island. It set itself and defiantly glared up at Dragonite, who glared down at the grass-type and bared its fangs.

That was a bad matchup, which became evident the moment the match began. Even as Vileplume spewed huge clouds of Stun Spore into the air Dragonite simply launched itself around them, spat a gout of fire that led to the combustion of the cloud, and smashed into Vileplume with its thick, muscular tail.

Ash winced as Vileplume flew through the air before it settled painfully on the ground. The creature struggled to stand up but another furious gout of flame from Dragonite finished it off.

He just frowned. Michael’s Salamence and Snorlax had been troublesome enough on their own. The Dragonite simply complicated things further. He’d have to come up with a dozen different strategies for a dozen different potential situations if he wanted to beat Michael. Two dragons in such an experienced trainer’s hands meant trouble even if they weren’t of Lance’s caliber.

Not that any dragons outside of a scarce few trainers’ could meet Lance’s standards. He was the Dragon Master of Indigo for a reason. He was quite possibly the strongest trainer to have ever been produced by Indigo — and, when Bagon and Gible matured to a Salamence and Garchomp, respectively, Ash had no doubt that he could quite possibly be the strongest trainer in all of history.

He sighed and stood up to leave. Ash didn’t want to get caught in the crowd. There was far too much to do to waste any time here.
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“Runt.” Surge acknowledged with a feral grin as Ash stepped into the training ground reserved for gym leaders and other League personnel. Raichu waved one of her brown paws at him and sparked slightly in excitement, ready to begin the training.

“Surge.” He dipped his head in respect to his temporary teacher. Ash glanced around the rather dull training ground. It was created to regulation standards. There was absolutely nothing interesting about the small arena. The training area was composed solely of flat, dry earth that expanded around two hundred meters out in every direction.

The giant eyed him for a moment. “Release that Electabuzz of yours!” He barked even as he released his Electivire. The hulking creature that was only slightly smaller than Infernus leered at him and let its cordlike tails whip around menacingly. “He’ll be teaching your Electabuzz Lightning Bolt. I’ll only be explaining the basics.”

Ash did as he commanded but had to raise an eyebrow in response. “What’ll we be doing the rest of the time?”

“I’m going to teach you something a lot more valuable than Lightning Bolt, brat.” Surge flashed him a dangerous grin. “I think it’s about time that you learn more about Electabuzz and the physics behind electricity.”

He nodded. Ash could see how both of those would be useful and Surge was the most qualified person he could have possibly found to explain the two subjects. Surge was regarded as an expert of the Electivire line to the same degree that Blaine was of the Magmortar family, although he was more renowned for his absolute knowledge of a Raichu’s abilities.

“You.” Surge pointed at Oz, who bared her fangs at the man. Raichu hissed and whipped her tail around threateningly. The motion created a spray of sparks and arcs of electricity danced down to Surge’s body, although the man didn’t even seem to notice it as he lightly pinched Raichu’s cheek and stopped her with a stern look. “Cut it out. Electivire’ll whip her into shape.”

Raichu dropped her annoyed demeanor and almost seemed to glow with amusement. She just hissed at Oz one last time before the electric-type contentedly hugged Surge’s shoulder and coiled her long tail around his neck until the jagged organ reminiscent of a lightning bolt laid in front of his throat.

“Alright…” Surge glanced over to Ash questioningly, aware of his penchant for giving names to his team.

“Oz.” He filled in.

“…Oz.” The gym leader boomed. “Today you are going to learn Lightning Bolt or knock yourself out trying! Is that understood?”

The Electabuzz growled and nodded, her thick tail twitching somewhat as she held onto Surge’s every word. He was someone that commanded respect from everything around him.

“Now, the first thing you’ll need to do is —” Surge suddenly turned to Ash with an odd expression. “Go scamper off and strategize or something. I’ll give you the rundown when I’m done here.”

Ash sighed and didn’t bother arguing. All of his mentors were ridiculously stubborn and Surge was no exception. He had his reasons, no doubt. It sounded like he’d teach him the principles behind Lightning Bolt anyway. That meant he’d be able to replicate it and teach the technique again if he ever picked up an electric-type. With Oz’s assistance, anyway.

He supposed he should be grateful to Surge for this break. As long as Oz didn’t accidentally misfire an attempted Lightning Bolt and hit him everything would turn out fantastically.

As Surge’s loud voice echoed throughout the training ground Ash found himself a seat far from the action and took a seat. Ash pulled out the poked and went to the pokemon he had saved for further analysis — Michael’s team.

Ash had an encyclopedic knowledge of Kanto and Johto pokemon by this point from an entire year of perusing the database almost nightly and since Professor Oak had upgraded his pokedex to have access to the national archives he’d gained a working knowledge of the pokemon native to Hoenn and SInnoh as well.

But he needed to know the pokemon at Michael’s command intimately. He had a plethora of exceptionally powerful fighters at his disposal and could potentially counter every member of Ash’s smaller team. While his friends had become incredibly powerful over their year with him he just didn’t have the sheer variety to counter everything his last opponent could throw at him.

So he’d have to be as efficient as possible and do his best to guess which pokemon Michael would use.

He suspected that Jolteon would be a given. It was his starter, after all. Arcanine had consistently put up an incredible performance and its mastery of Extreme Speed would give it an edge against each of his friends, so he expected that it would make an appearance as well.

Ash flashed back to the powerful team Michael had told him about as he took him, Jonathan, and Amelia to Jessica’s house so long ago. He didn’t remember each member, but he’d seen enough to remind him in the Conference: Steelix, Gyarados, and Alakazam. He thought he remembered him having a Machamp as well but it hadn’t fought yet.

That team had been phased out over the course of the Conference with the exception of Jolteon and Arcanine. It was probably just a team he was currently training up to par with the rest of his pokemon.

Jolteon was almost always used to finish the opponent. It was nigh untouchable, a blur of yellow and white fur protected and enhanced by a crackling aura of electricity. As impressive as Jolteon had been in that recording of Michael he’d seen from several years ago it was many, many times more powerful now.

A small smile came to his face. At least he had a way to neutralize that threat. So far Infernus hadn’t really shown off his skill. Almost every action he’d taken in the battle against Grey had been to simply teleport on top of his pokemon. While certainly an effective — and lazy — way to win a battle he felt that Michael would have precautions against that after seeing it in action.

Besides, it wouldn’t be nearly as effective against something that could resist it or move fast enough to avoid Infernus after he teleported like Dragonite or Salamence. Jolteon might have been fast enough to avoid it but he felt that Infernus could handle the electric-type easily, despite its absolutely astounding abilities.

The Snorlax he had seen was almost a certainty as well. Snorlax were incredibly rare but they were almost unstoppable once they woke up. Their thick fat let them ignore just about everything short of a Hyper Beam — and even that, in some cases. Even the most powerful fighting-types shied away from taking them on thanks to the protection their fat afforded them and raw physical power.

Other than that he really didn’t have a clue. There were so many other options that Michael could use that it wasn’t feasible to guess. There were multiple counters for each of his friends that his opponent could pull out.

Still, Michael would presumably be using Jolteon, Salamence, Dragonite, and Snorlax. That was an extremely formidable team by itself. Even if Michael chose weak pokemon to round out his team he would still give Ash a challenge.

He sighed and began to examine the profile for each pokemon unfamiliar to him. Ash needed to at least be aware of their were a lot of options and he couldn’t afford to waste any time.
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He glanced up when a huge shadow fell over him, the effect only amplified by the occasional flash of electricity from where Oz was training with Electivire. She seemed to be doing well considering the overpowering odor of ozone and the innumerable craters and scorch marks that marked the area.

“Don’t bother getting up, Runt.” Surge grinned as he sat down. The giant was still taller than he would be standing up by several heads. “This might take a while.”

Ash nodded and stowed away his pokedex. The hour or so he’d had to plan had given him at least some idea of how to fight Michael. It would be difficult but he believed he could emerge victorious.

“Let’s get started with Oz.” The giant grunted as he settled into his spot opposite Ash. “She’s got a ton of potential. I can tell Lance worked your ass off — her power is formidable for an Electabuzz, but it’s her control that makes her worth my time. She has a knack for it that rivals Raichu. Not something to take lightly, that.”

“So what can she do with that control?” He asked quietly. Surge was obviously going somewhere with this. Perhaps the older man had some grand plan ready for him.

“I was getting to that.” Surge groused and glared at him. “If you want to help her meet her potential you’d better shut up and listen. We don’t have a lot of time here, Runt. One day isn’t nearly enough to pound perfection into your head, but I’m gonna get as close to it as I can.”

He nodded and stayed silent. It wasn’t as if he minded being quiet. Ash preferred it, honestly, and it was an easy price to pay for Surge’s expertise.

“Lightning Bolt’s going to be a cakewalk for her.” Surge grunted. “It’s really not much of a challenge for anything with enough juice to fuel it and enough control to keep it from blowing up in their face. The challenge is that most electric-types are weaklings that don’t have the discipline to pull it off.”

“Anyways, she should be done with it before the end of the day. Electivire knows what he’s doing.” The electric-type specialist said proudly. “If she finishes early I’ll get you started on some of my other techniques. I think Oz’ll be able to handle them as long as Electivire or Raichu don’t smack her down beforehand.”

Ash nodded, interested. He could easily recall the harsh battle he’d had with Surge’s true team during his second circuit of Kanto’s gym leaders. It was one that certainly would have ended in his defeat had Surge not called it off as a draw. The man’s personal techniques were absolutely devastating when used correctly.

Lightning Bolt was the most powerful of Surge’s techniques but Ash could see that the others were just as useful. He’d long forgotten their names, but he distinctly remembered Raichu’s shell of arcing electricity that was capable of leaving almost every attack from Tangrowth nothing but a blackened mess. Not to mention Jolteon’s specialized anti-psychic tactics or Electivire’s insanely powerful and complicated techniques.

“She’s got damn good battle instincts too.” Surge noted as Oz and Electivire, who seemed to have entered into a spar of some sort, traded blows. Electivire was obviously holding back but it was obviously having to exert some amount of effort. “Lance really did do his job well. It could have taken a year or more to get her to that level of experience otherwise.”

Ash nodded and finally asked the most important question. “Is she ready to evolve?”

Surge scowled. “That’s a hard question. I’d say she’s about four or five years old at this point, considering that she was pretty high up in the pack when we fought her and that her fangs are mostly developed. Most trainer-raised Electabuzz evolve around six or seven, when they’re fully mature for the Electabuzz stage.”

He frowned at that. Ash didn’t want to rush Oz’s development but he didn’t want her to lag behind the rest of the team either. She’d never catch up to Infernus if she had to wait a year or two until evolution.

“I said most, Runt.” Surge smirked and eyed Oz speculatively. “She’s a good bit stronger than the average Electabuzz. I’d say that she needs some more time to develop her power, but not a full year. Give her a few months and train her hard. The payoff’ll be worth it.”

“So let’s make a deal.” The giant continued. Ash listened raptly. “You work that Electabuzz to the bone, alright? If I gave you an Electrizer now she’d never reach her full potential. She’ll be a monster on the battlefield eventually — you’ve just got to be patient.”

“I’ll evaluate her in six months — we can go a little more or a little less if you have a chance to drop by Vermillion.” Surge grinned. “If she’s up to snuff I’ll get you an Electrizer and show you a few more of my personal techniques. You just saw the flashy stuff in our last battle. Anyways, deal?”

“Deal.” Ash smiled and shook Surge’s giant, calloused hand. It was easily twice the size of his own. He wasn’t sure where he’d be in six months, but he’d find a way to return to Vermillion by that time. Interregional travel would be inconvenient but Surge’s expertise and the prospect of Oz’s evolution would be more than worth it.

“Good.” Surge growled. “Let’s get your education started, Runt. If you don’t understand at least the basics of the physics behind electricity that Electabuzz is never going to amount to anything else than a living light show. If you’re going to create or improve on techniques or use her to her full potential you’d better pay attention.”

“Understood.” He replied. Ash had a half-way decent understanding of electricity already from his research into the physiology and abilities of Electabuzz. Surge would just be giving him an even deeper explanation.

Surge’s demeanor grew ever more serious as he shifted to a more comfortable position and began. “Alright, the first thing we need to cover is what electricity is. From there we’ll move onto currents and how they work — that’s most of what you’ll be concerned with for battling. So keep focused. I don’t want to have to explain it twice.”

The giant sat still and thoughtful for a few moments before he continued. “The simplest way I can explain it is that electricity is the result of the presence and flow of an electrical charge. Not very detailed or entirely correct, but even someone like you should be able to understand that. Anyway…”

Ash listened intently to the man as Surge began to delve into more and more complex issues just simple enough for him to understand but difficult and numerous enough to let him know that he would have a slight headache later on.
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Ash’s slight fatigue from several thirty minute sessions of Surge’s teaching over the past three hours was washed away the moment Oz whirred furiously at Electivire, released the charge within her body, and fired an immensely powerful bolt of electricity that momentarily blinded him as it smashed into the larger electric-type.

“Yes!” He cheered for his friend, who sagged with exhaustion even as her eyes flashed with glee at her success. Ash and Surge had watched for nearly after his lesson as she struggled and failed to release Lightning Bolt. “Great job, Oz!”

“Like I said, Lightning Bolt’s not too hard.” Surge boomed. He still had a decidedly pleased expression on his tanned face, however. “I’d be disappointed if she hadn’t gotten it by now. You need to keep honing that control, Runt. It’s her greatest strength.”

“I will.” He promised as the grin finally slid off his face. Oz was absolutely exhausted. Although this was the first Lightning Bolt she’d managed to release, the process of learning to gather that power, releasing it, and controlling it to the point that it simply didn’t explode was a draining process. “When you next see her even you’ll be impressed.”

Surge just snorted and flashed Ash another of his manic smiles. “I’ll believe it when I see it, Runt. I’m thinking you’ll have to prove it at our next meeting. I can’t just let an unqualified trainer have access to an Electrizer, you know.”

The giant frowned suddenly and glanced over at Oz. “You might as well take her and get out of here. She’s wiped out and you’re useless right now. Rest up and meet me here again tomorrow. I might as well get you started on some of my other techniques.”

Ash nodded tiredly and accepted Surge’s judgment. He thought he could probably go through another of Surge’s lectures and still pay a reasonable amount of attention but it wouldn’t be very enjoyable. Right now he had the dull, throbbing ache of someone who had been mentally focused for far too long.

With that in mind he went ahead and recalled Oz. She seemed grateful for the rest and Ash couldn’t blame her. Every now and then Raichu and Electivire would engage her in a brief spar if she wasn’t progressing fast enough on Lightning Bolt. The spars never ended in her favor, although she always engaged training with renewed fervor after the impromptu beatdowns.

Judging from the smug looks Raichu and Electivire shared that was their intention. Oz no doubt wanted nothing more than to blast the two of them with Lightning Bolts until she couldn’t continue or they were lying on the ground in a smoking heap.

While Raichu and Electivire were strong and experienced enough to casually absorb or redirect the electricity so as to render it harmless, the heat and kinetic force carried by the attack were more than enough to leave the two in quite a bit of pain.

“Go on, get out of here.” Surge waved him away. Ash finally left with Oz’s pokeball in hand.

“Good job, Oz. Keep that up and you’ll catch Infernus in no time.” He murmured to the red-and-white orb as he placed it on his belt. It thrummed with a small pulse of energy before it left his hand.

Ash squeezed his eyes shut as he stepped out of the relatively unscathed training ground and into the massive League building used to house the practice areas for the competitors and official personnel. His headache had renewed itself with vigor. He definitely wouldn’t be strategizing until later tonight.

That was fine with him, however. He’d planned on meeting with his mother and Professor Oak sometime today anyway. It had been a few days since he stopped by, given that he had obsessively prepared for Grey since he had realized that he’d be facing the Unovan in the Semifinals.

Perhaps Gary would be there. He seemed to have begun to reach out to his grandfather more often.

Ash smiled slightly at the thought.
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“So, what’s your strategy?” Gary asked with a raised eyebrow as he glanced across the small table stacked with food with crossed arms. “I might not have talked to you for a while, but I know better than to think you’re going in blind. Even you aren’t that stupid.”

“I appreciate your faith in me.” Ash smiled drily as he lightly bit off another piece of bread. He tossed the last bit of it to Sneasel, who greedily inhaled the food with the ravenousness only possessed by predators that had to fight for every scrap. The dark-type’s attitude certainly didn’t match with his reality. “But I think I’d like to keep it a surprise. I’ve not quite finished developing them yet.”

Gary snorted. “You might wanna get on that, Ashy-boy. You’ve got what, two days left?”

“Yes.” He sighed at the reminder. “And don’t worry. I’m making good progress. He just has a lot of variety for me to account for.”

“Bah!” Gary waved his statement away and set down his plate, although he had to pause and sneer at Sneasel to keep the dark-type from picking at his scraps. “You’ll be fine. If you lose to some bum from Orre I’m not sure if my pride will allow me to speak to you again. So keep that in mind, will ya?”

Ash rolled his eyes. “Now you’re just trying to give me motivation to lose. I didn’t know you were that bitter over your loss.”

He couldn’t hold back a smirk as Gary sighed and admitted defeat. It seemed that he’d finally run out of witty comments.

“Now, now, Gary.” The Professor finally spoke up reprovingly. “I thought I taught you better than to judge someone off of their birthplace.”

“Meh.” Gary said disinterestedly. “If he came from anywhere else I’d agree with you. But it’s Orre. If he’s a good guy it’s because he got out of there early.”

Oak frowned but didn’t press the issue as Ash’s mother walked into the room with some more drinks that she passed out to the other inhabitant and visitors to the Oak House.

Ash smiled at his mother as he took the drink. He’d already spent a good amount of time talking to her as they prepared everything for the meal but he’d definitely try and come back tomorrow.

“Are you worried at all?” She asked curiously as she took a seat. “I can’t imagine how it must feel to get up in front of all those people.”

He shrugged. Ash was looking forward to this battle. This was his last chance to show just what he’d become over the last year of training and hardship. He wouldn’t lose — he couldn’t.

“Not really. I’ve done the best I can. The better trainer will win. Whatever happens, happens. There’s nothing else I can do to improve other than prepare.” He said quietly.

“Don’t be such an optimist.” Gary flicked him on the shoulder and ignored Sneasel’s protective hiss. Ash lightly scratched around the dark-type’s feather to calm Sneasel to the point that he sheathed his claws. “But seriously, Ashy-boy. Don’t sound so grim. I’m sure Johnny, Amelia, and all those other scrubs from Pallet Town are cheering you on.”

“And you?” Ash raised an eyebrow.

Gary smirked. “I don’t think you need to be cheered on.”

“I’m touched.” Ash smiled. He had to admit that he’d missed these conversations with Gary, even if they were quite different thanks to their newfound maturity and a slightly larger vocabulary. From the pleased looks on both his mother and Oak’s faces they’d missed it — or, rather, what their quips represented — as much or more than he and Gary had.

There was a slight pause in the conversation, but the Professor started it back up as he set his own plate down. “So, Ash, I must say that I’m impressed with Magmortar. He’s become rather formidable.”

“Yes, he has.” Ash agreed with a light grin. “He’s instrumental in my strategies. Michael has a Dragonite and Salamence, not to mention a Snorlax. I think I can take his Jolteon and Arcanine alright, but those three will be tricky.”

“Ya know,” Gary chimed in, “tricky isn’t really what comes to mind when most people think of those three pokemon – awful is more like it. But I suppose I can’t blame you. You’ve never been too bright. Personally, I’m more interested in how some thug from Orre got his hands on those powerhouses. For some reason I don’t see it happening through legal channels.”

Ash almost responded given that he had a very good idea from that video he watched, but the old Professor reacted before he could say anything.

“I assure you that those pokemon are rightfully his.” Oak sighed. He looked rather old at that moment. “And please don’t speak of him that way. Honestly, you have no respect.”

“Eh, are we talking Orre legal or civilized world legal?” Gary asked flippantly, ignoring the Professor’s criticism. “‘Cause those are two very different things.”

“He’s a good trainer.” Ash defended. “I met him on my way to Viridian. Michael helped us out when we were chased by that aggressive flock of Spearow.”

Gary just sighed and placed a hand on Ash’s shoulder. “Ya know, you really need to stay mute. I mean, a Spearow flock? Really? I’m just going to guess that the two scrubs screwed up somehow so that I don’t lose all respect for you as a trainer.”

Ash rolled his eyes at Gary’s dramatics. “Don’t pretend that you would have handled it any better than we did. It was our third day.”

“But Spearow!” Gary grinned nastily. “Man, I’m gonna have to hold onto this one.”

“Anyways,” Oak interjected in an attempt to bring the conversation back on track, “you impressed quite a few people with your victory in the Semifinals. I can’t claim to know anything about the Unovan trainer, but he was certainly formidable.”

He just nodded and flashes of the difficult battle flitted through his head. Ash was just glad that none of his friends had been hurt like they had in the battle against Gary. Grey was much stronger than Gary but their battle lacked the brutality of his and Gary’s match.

The lack of broken bones and stripped flesh was proof enough of that. On his side, anyway. Infernus had done far more damage to Grey’s team than the Unovan had done to Ash’s.

They lingered in comfortable silence again until Oak suddenly grinned and looked toward his mother. “Ah, I’d almost forgotten. I got that call you were waiting on.”

His mother’s face lit up and she smiled like she was still a girl. “Really?!”

Oak just kept up his pleased look. “Should I —”

“Not yet.” His mother hurriedly cut him off. She sent a quick glance over to Ash, who frowned curiously at the two. “We’ll be right back. Samuel and I have some things to discuss.”

Ash just shrugged and nodded. It was clearly important. HIs mother would tell him what it was about eventually.

With that the adults left. Gary and Ash didn’t say anything for a while, content in the room that was utterly silent except for Sneasel munching on some of the food Ash had given him.

“So I’m going to Johto for sure.” Gary spoke up nonchalantly. “Got my plans ready last night.”

“Is that right?” Ash smiled and turned toward his friend. “Have fun.”

“Have fun?” Gary snorted. “Please. I’m gonna be bored if I don’t find something interesting to do besides training. After getting my team ready this year the Silver Conference is gonna be a freakin’ cakewalk. Now that I’ve had a real battle against you I have a milestone to surpass.”

“I’m glad you hold me in such high regard.” He said lightly and smirked as Gary rolled his eyes. “Have you decided what you’ll do after the Silver Conference?”

Gary lazily waved his question away. “Meh. After I become the Silver Conference Champion I’ll probably start studying. Gramps wants me to follow in his footsteps and I can’t say it’s a bad idea. Daisy’s already certified and does some research when she’s not doing those stupid Contests in Hoenn and Sinnoh. I can’t be the only one in the family to be an uneducated moron, ya know.”

Ash rolled his eyes at the relatively subtle insult. “Yes, that would be a shame.”

“And what about you? Anything new come up?” Gary demanded.

“Just an offer to join the Elite Four as a trainee.” Ash said casually and handed Sneasel yet another scrap of bread. “Nothing spectacular.”

Gary stared at him agape. “What.”

“I know you heard me.” Ash smiled.

“No. Freaking. Way.” Gary breathed and stared at Ash with something akin to awe. “And you didn’t think to tell me?”

“I just did.” He pointed out. Ash couldn’t hold back another smile when Gary’s eye twitched. “But, no. You’re actually the first person I’ve told. I’m going to talk to my mom and your grandfather about it, but it’s not something I want spread around.”

Gary caught the hint and groaned before he glanced up at Ash with a nasty grin. “I don’t know, I’m sure your fans would simply love to hear about that. I might even be able to get some good money for that little secret.”

He knew that Gary was just teasing so he didn’t bother dignifying that statement with a remark.

“You’re going to take it, right?” Gary said seriously, playfulness thrown aside for once. “I mean, being in the Elite Four after one year would make you a legend, man. You’ve already got obsessed admirers proclaiming you as the next Lance. If they heard about this…”

“They won’t.” Ash said firmly. “Not until after I’ve made my decision.”

“What decision?” Gary threw his arms up in the air exasperatedly. “You’ve got the chance to join the Elite Four before you’re even twelve! If you don’t take it then you’re a dumbass. Lance is the youngest Champion ever and he didn’t make it until he was sixteen. If you get to train with the Elite Four you might even be able to beat his record!”

Ash blinked, a bit surprised at just how vehement Gary was. He’d rarely seen his former rival so passionate about anything, let alone Ash’s future.

Gary stopped and relaxed, having realized just how loud he’d been. He fell back into the cocky posture that came second nature to him and sent Ash an arrogant smirk.

“C’mon, man. You’re my rival — or at least used to be. If you don’t do something spectacular then it’s gonna reflect pretty badly on me.” Gary smirked. Ash just inwardly sighed. It seemed that Gary had decided to redirect the conversation to his favorite thing: himself.

“Our rivalry as trainers might be over, but I’m still going to surpass you one day. Maybe not in battle, but I’ll find a way to leave a mark on this world bigger than anything you’ve ever dreamed of, Ashy-boy. I’m just trying to get you to take a head start.” Gary flashed him another arrogant smirk. “You’re gonna need it.”

Ash smiled and nodded and didn’t bother to say that the only reason Gary still had a world to mark was because of him.

The door suddenly opened and Oak and his mother walked in. Ash looked at his mother carefully. She looked like she was about to scream in joy — it had been a long time since he’d seen her like this. His mother was always cheerful, but he knew that didn’t equate to happiness.

“So…” Gary trailed off. “Anyone gonna tell us what all that was about?”

“Not yet!” His mother chirped. “There are just a few more things to get ready before I can say anything!”

Ash raised an eyebrow, his curiosity raised even higher. He honestly couldn’t think of anything that would make his mother act like this.

His former rival shrugged it off and laid back against the couch carelessly, not particularly interested in saying anything now that he’d spoken with Ash.

“Ah, yes. Gary, Daisy found what she was looking for in Mt. Coronet.” Oak said happily. “She obtained an additional Feebas for you as well, if you want it.”

“Seriously?” Gary’s eyes lit up and his ever-present smirk slipped into a genuine smile. “Yeah, I’ll take it. Maybe we can start breeding them or something. They’re worth enough to go to the trouble.”

Oak shook his head. “Neither Feebas nor Milotic breed well in captivity at the moment. Daisy said that she was going to try and get around that issue, but it will be a long time coming.”

“Whatever.” The younger Oak sighed. “Is she coming home now?”

The Professor shrugged. “I’m afraid she didn’t mention that. Give her time.”

Gary scowled and leaned back further against the couch. “I think she’s had enough time.”

Oak frowned reproachfully at Gary but didn’t say anything. Ash just watched the conversation interestedly. Since his friendship with Gary had twisted into their rivalry he hadn’t been privy to the Oak family’s relations. He barely remembered Daisy — she’d left Pallet to travel several years ago and only been back for short amounts of time since.

He kept an ear on the conversation as he lightly picked up Sneasel and focused on scratching around his feather. Ash grimaced when he felt the slimy texture of Sneasel’s thick black fur. It seemed that the dark-type had been grooming not too long ago.

Ash wiped his hand off on a napkin as he focused on keeping Sneasel happy and content. He’d rather not have to return his friend to his pokeball if he started becoming unruly.

He winced slightly when Sneasel contentedly unsheathed his claws and let them dig into the trainer’s leg slightly. That was somewhat painful, although there wasn’t enough force behind it to draw blood.

“How are Jonathan and Amelia doing?” His mother suddenly spoke up. Ash got the feeling it was to distract him from the conversation between the Professor and Gary.

Ash inwardly sighed. This might take a while. “Well…”
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Around an hour later he stood by the door of the Oak House with his mother. The Professor had pulled Gary up to his office to discuss something privately. He assumed it was something to do with the Oak family. It seemed like there was a lot going on between the three.

Ash needed to leave. He was tired and needed to be ready for tomorrow. Aside from the last bit of his training with Surge he would have to prepare further for Michael. He couldn’t underestimate the older trainer or consider him as anything other than an incredible threat.

“I haven’t gotten a chance to say it yet, but I’m so proud of you.” His mother said quietly and embraced him in a warm hug. It wasn’t one of her ordinary bone breakers either. It was just comfortable and he was able to return it without worrying about oxygen deprivation. “That won’t change if you lose, just know that.”

“…Thank you.” He said gratefully, not really having expected it. His mother was always open with her praise, but it was different this time. He could practically feel the emotion in her voice. “Don’t worry, though. I’m going to win.”

“I know.” His mother smiled tearfully. “Don’t worry about me doubting you. I’d never do that — you’ve gotten so strong. When you came running into the house with that little Nidoran…well, I knew you would go far. But this —”

“I know.” Ash mimicked when it seemed that his mother wasn’t able to force the words out. “You don’t have to say anything.”

“I don’t have to, but I want to.” She said quietly before she stood up and pulled out of the hug. Her eyes were wet, just as they had been when he’d left Pallet Town for the first time. “I know I haven’t always approved of some of the things you’ve gotten up to as a trainer, but I am so, so proud of you for doing them. You’ve grown up so fast.”

Ash wasn’t sure what to say, so he just nodded. It was hard for him to force any words out of his mind in situations like these. He didn’t feel like there was anything to say.

“Just try not to grow up too much more. I don’t know what I’ll do when my boy doesn’t need me anymore” His mother smiled and patted him on the cheek.

He nodded again, a lump in his throat. His mother didn’t seem to need any sort of verbal response, however. She just pulled him into another quick hug.

“Go to your house and get a good night’s rest.” She told him after she let him go. “I know you still have another day before you’ll battle, but…”

“I will.” He replied and turned to leave. “Bye.”

“I love you, Ashy!” She called out cheerfully, to which he replied in kind. “Oh, and don’t forget to change your —”

He was gone.
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“Good luck, Ash!” Jonathan grinned at him as he and Amelia left to go get lunch right before the Final. “I like Michael, but kick his ass for me, will ya?”

Ash rolled his eyes but didn’t bother holding back his smile at the two. “I’ll be sure to do that. Thanks, you two.”

“Bye, Ash.” Amelia said quietly as she followed Jonathan to the door. “We’re rooting for you!”

He just nodded again and looked at his own lunch silently. It was almost an hour old and he’d barely eaten any of it. Ash knew he needed to eat to keep his mind focused but his stomach was turning slightly as the realization of just what he was about to do hit him.

He, Ash Ketchum, rookie trainer from Pallet Town, was about to go and battle in the Indigo Conference Final.

It was surreal and left him with a heavy weight on him. He’d never really felt nervous before a Conference match but the feeling hit him full force right now.

Nidoking just grunted and laid his great head onto the couch cushion beside Ash to comfort him. Ash smiled as he carefully scratched around Nidoking’s sensitive ears, deftly avoiding the poisonous spines as though it were second-nature.

“We’ve come a long way, haven’t we?” He asked his friend, who opened one narrow black eye in response as he snorted gently. Ash smiled as the warm air danced across his arm and pulled his hand away. “You want any more food?”

The poison-type shook his head and closed his eyes again, seemingly unaffected by any kind of stress. He was calm and serene — everything Ash wanted to be at this moment.

“Woah! What are you doing here?” He heard as the door opened. Ash slightly turned his head and saw a shock of dark red hair standing above Jonathan with a light grin. Apparently the figure said something, because Jonathan stammered out, “Oh, yeah. He’s in there, on the couch. Well…see ya!”

With that Jonathan and Amelia practically scurried out as Michael stepped in and met Ash’s questioning stare with a bright smile.

“Hey there, Ash!” The trainer from Orre said cheerfully. It looked like he was as affected by the coming battle as much as Nidoking.

“Hello, Michael.” He said, a questioning look on his face. “What are you doing here? Shouldn’t you be getting ready?”

Michael plopped down in one of the chairs that was pulled up in front of the couch and shrugged. “I just figured I’d drop by, see how you were doing. All that stuff. It’s been a while since we’ve met and I wanted to make sure you were handling things alright.”

“I’m fine.” Ash said tersely.

“Doesn’t seem like it.” Michael said and nodded at the uneaten plate of food. “You should probably eat that.”

“I know.”

“Look, I just want to talk.” Michael smiled. “I don’t know about you, but I was pretty surprised when I realized the kid I met a few days into the League was going to be my opponent in the Finals. Funny how these things happen, right?”

“Yes.”

“I just wanted to tell you to not treat this as any other battle or you’re going to get sick from worrying.” Michael warned. “Just come at me with everything you’ve got and I’ll return the favor. I don’t care which of us wins or loses as long as this is a great battle.”

Ash looked up, surprised at that. He’d thought Michael would be a bit more serious about this match.

“Oh, don’t get me wrong. I’d love to win and I plan on doing so.” Michael said when he correctly interpreted Ash’s surprise. “But aside from a fancy title this is the same as any other match. Throw aside any concerns you have and put everything you have into it. You’ve come a long way. Getting locked up in fear and nervousness is no way to finish this journey.”

“Thanks.” Ash said finally, some of his worries assuaged. He could still feel the pit of nervousness nestled in his gut but Michael’s words had calmed it a bit. “I hope you’re ready.”

“I am.” His opponent smiled. “I’ve had a lot of pretty important battles in my career but the public hasn’t seen too many of them. Let’s make this one for the world to remember us by, alright?”

Ash nodded back, fiery determination crackling in his eyes. “Agreed.”

He frowned and glanced to the pokeballs on Michael’s belt. “When I was researching you I found a video of you in Orre. You were fighting some sort of criminal.”

“Did you?” Michael stiffened. “And?”

“And you caught one of his pokemon.” Ash said stonily. “How?”

“A nifty little gadget that will hopefully never see the light of day again.” Michael sighed. “Look, it’s a complicated story but I just want you to know that everything I did was legal in the eyes of Orre and the League — approved, even. It was something that had to be done and I was the only one in place to do it.”

Ash hummed. He didn’t look at Michael suspiciously or with anything resembling hostility. While Ash wasn’t entirely sure about Michael’s actions, especially since he hadn’t explained the circumstances behind them, he knew that Lance wouldn’t have let Michael into the Conference if he wasn’t telling the truth.

“But I think I should let you know that the things I did led to my moniker of ‘The Champion of Orre’ and that I will come at you with everything that title implies.” Michael grinned. “I might not even be an annoyance to someone like your Champion Lance, but I am pretty powerful in my own right.”

“Don’t get too cocky.” Ash warned with a small smile. He’d faced a true Champion and, while Michael was correct in saying that he was very powerful, Ash saw nothing that he could not defeat. Lance was a force of nature in battle, overwhelmed only by manifestations of nature itself. Michael was just a trainer, albeit a strong one.

Michael grinned. “Hey, just make sure that my arrogance isn’t deserved. I would love for you to beat me, but don’t expect me to help you in that regard.”

“Never.” He snorted. “What kind of show would that be for the crowd?”

“Exactly.” Michael agreed. His eyes flitted over to the living room clock. “We’ve got two hours before the battle starts. I actually do have something to take care of myself beforehand, but I just wanted to let you know that I’m looking forward to facing you. This’ll be one for the books.”

Ash inclined his head to the older trainer as Michael stood up and prepared to leave, casually throwing a pokeball up and down in his hand.

“Don’t forget to eat!” The Champion of Orre called out before he left in a flash of red hair.

He just stared at the door as it slammed shut for a few moments before.

Once he’d finally yanked himself from his daze he looked at the food, ignored the queasiness in his stomach, and picked at the meal.

If Michael was right about one thing, it was that he needed his energy. Ash didn’t want to go into the Final at anything less than his absolute best.
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“Ladies and gentlemen, I am glad to welcome you to the Indigo Conference Final! Our favorite rookie, Green Trainer Ash Ketchum, will face the powerful Red Trainer Michael Braeden, who has proven his ability many times over in this Conference!”

Ash let a smile flit across his face as he heard the crowd erupt into cheers, many chanting his name or Michael’s. It appeared that he had amassed quite a few followers throughout the Conference. More than he had expected, at any rate.

“The Red Trainer Michael Braeden will release first in this battle!” The announcer crowed. “Everyone, get ready for an amazing battle!”

Michael had all the focus truly great trainers possessed revealed on his face as he released Dragonite, which snarled and tensed on the ground as its great wings unfurled in a rush of wind. The dragon stared at Ash unflinchingly as he released Plume.

“It looks like this’ll be a battle of speed, folks!” The announcer cried. “I don’t even know if we’ll be able to follow this matchup!”

That comment brought a smirk to Ash’s face. With any luck he could bring this Dragonite down before the match truly began. Plume was fast enough to dance around the Dragonite that couldn’t even compare to Lance’s.

“Begin!”

The word had just left the referee’s mouth when both Dragonite and Plume shot into the air as blurs. It was evident that both trainers had coached their teammates on this matchup.

Dragonite was somewhat easier to follow than Plume, who had yet to slip into Super Speed. It chased his friend as a massive golden blur, arcs of lightning splaying around it as the dragon ceaselessly attempted to entrap and crush the Pidgeot.

He was glad to see that Plume dodged every burst of lightning with contemptuous ease, the Pidgeot’s brutal training against Lance’s Dragonite trio paying off in spades. She’d encountered every trick a Dragonite could throw at her and knew how they flew better than most Dragonite did.

“Twister!” Michael barked. Dragonite, who was barely able to keep up with Plume as she led him on a chase through the sky, snarled and spat a huge vortex of swirling wind that engulfed a good portion of the direction he aimed in.

A second later Plume came around and smashed into it with a Steel Wing that sent the creature straight into the earth, although the dragon was barely stunned by the attack. It was enough for Plume to fire off several Air Slashes at it, although the Dragonite merely growled and summoned a sphere of glowing green energy to absorb the blades of air.

Ash frowned at the use of Protect. It appeared that Michael had managed to hammer in the use of defensive techniques.

Michael suddenly grinned as the blur he could perceive as Plume circled back for another attack. “Extreme Speed!”

His eyes widened in surprise at the use of the technique — so far as Lance had told him only Dragonite descended from the Wataru line could use the Extreme Speed technique — but adapted quickly.

“Super Speed!” He commanded, although Plume had already slipped into her most powerful technique by the time the words had left his mouth. She was faster than Dragonite in their base states, but Extreme Speed would easily give it the edge to catch her. Even Super Speed might not have been fast enough.

He scowled when Dragonite still managed to keep up, if only just. It couldn’t actually catch Plume but it had her on the run and the absurd amount of electricity it was blasting everywhere would hit her eventually.

Plume had to do her assigned job quickly. Dragonite would get lucky eventually and Plume was the only one that could actually cripple it at those speeds.

“Razor Wing!” Ash called out as he struggled to keep up with the two blurs that were almost indistinguishable from one another aside from the eruptions of electricity that arced from Dragonite’s horn.

“Hurricane!”

Ash clutched the bars of the trainer box as Dragonite flapped its massive wings and created a huge tornado of wind that carried dust and water in an endless vortex as it ripped through the air. The Hurricane was centered around Dragonite, the effects enough to hurl any lesser flying-type into the psychic barriers if they approached.

Fortunately, Plume wasn’t subject to that weakness. Her speed carried her through the flurry of whipping winds with a minimum of trouble and her Steel Wing smashed into Dragonite with a loud cracking sound that echoed throughout the stadium as the dragon was hurled once more to the earth.

“Finish this!” Michael shouted as Dragonite wearily pulled itself up and barely managed to use Protect in time to block another flurry of Air Slashes that were stopped dead on the incredibly powerful barrier. Those that missed carved foot-deep gouges into the packed earth. “Dragon Dance-Extreme Speed!”

Ash frowned as Dragonite’s body was suddenly suffused by the dark green glow of draconic energy. Dragon Dance was essentially focusing the power it could have ordinarily used for attacks like Dragon Pulse or Draco Meteor and pouring it into the body, strengthening it to a far greater extent than it could ordinarily withstand. It limited the dragon’s ranged abilities in regards to the reliable Dragon Pulse or similar attacks but performed a similar function as Superpower in releasing the limits on the body, although it was much less stressful to maintain than Superpower thanks to the draconic energy that engulfed the body.

Normally Dragon Dance was a somewhat risky move for Dragonite and similar dragons. The tremendous physical power it granted was offset by an inability to use any but the weakest of dragon-type techniques. But on top of Extreme Speed it would stress Dragonite’s body terribly. It couldn’t maintain it for more than a minute or so.

Michael obviously expected this to be over quickly, so he had to hurry. If the Champion of Orre was that confident then it was something to be feared.

“Cripple it!” He said quietly. Judging by how the blur that was Plume instantly dived at the Dragonite she heard it.

Dragonite barely managed to push itself off the ground when Plume’s talons slashed into the sensitive membrane of its wings and tore deep gouges into the thin flesh that heralded a scream of pain from Dragonite and the green glow of murder in its eyes as it struggled to stay aloft.

A small, steady stream of blood bled from Dragonite as it managed to launch itself forward, albeit at a slower pace than it would have normally. It was obviously in a great deal of pain and relied heavily on its other wing, which reduced its maneuverability greatly.

More blasts of electricity arced from Dragonite’s horn but Plume was agile enough to deftly avoid all of them as she circled around for another attack. Dragonite roared furiously as she sped at it once more, wings outstretched and glowing with power that would slash into even the hide of a Dragonite with ease.

Ash’s grin faded to a wince when it somehow managed to erect yet another barrier of green energy thanks to the increased reflexes granted to it by Dragon Dance. He had one moment of horror before Plume, who had been too close to pull away, slammed into the barrier with a sickening crunch.

He had a brief moment of pride as the Protect shattered with enough force left over to send Dragonite flying to the ground once more with its bleeding wing and bruised body.

That gleeful flash ended as Plume struggled to recover, only to be met with a precise Thunderbolt from Dragonite as she fell that left her in a helpless spiral to the earth. She couldn’t maintain Super Speed in such a dazed state, the focus required for Agility and Tailwind shattered. Ash froze as he watched her land at an awkward angle that surely broke one of her wings.

Dragonite, who was still relatively unharmed thanks to its armored hide and legendary endurance, slowly pulled itself up and launched itself into the air until it was right above Plume. The dragon grimaced in pain as it landed heavily onto the downed Pidgeot and crushed her to the ground so that she couldn’t use her remaining wing to blow it off. A current of electricity ran down its horn as it prepared to finish Plume.

Just as Ash fumbled with his pokeball to return the badly injured Pidgeot he was distracted by an enormous flash of light as Plume, in great pain but still conscious, opened her beak and managed to fire a Hyper Beam straight into Dragonite’s other wing.

It roared in fury, a deafening sound even from behind the psychic barriers of the Indigo Stadium, and moved to gore her with its small, electrified horn in revenge for its singed wing. Plume was too inexperienced with Hyper Beam to do any real damage to something like Dragonite and was too blinded by pain to legitimately cripple it, but she had accomplished her final act of defiance and allowed her body to slacken in weakness.

Dragonite struck air as dozens of small, intense bolts of electricity erupted and fizzled uselessly into the ground. It snarled and stamped the ground petulantly, an act that left a slight indentation in the rent earth.

Ash scowled as he returned his friend, angry at the pain she had just suffered. He had to admit that Michael and Dragonite had outplayed him, though. He’d never considered that Protect could be used as a weapon of any sorts — the technique consumed an enormous amount of energy to erect a barrier that could absorb truly immense blasts of force and energy. It could only be maintained for a split-second at the most, but Michael seemed to have trained Dragonite well in its timing, although it never would have worked without the enhanced reflexes granted by the layered Extreme Speed and Dragon Dance.

Still, Plume had met her main objective. While she was undoubtedly superior to Dragonite in the air she couldn’t match the sheer variety of elemental attacks and other techniques it could learn to give it an advantage. Not to mention even the weakest Dragonite could shrug off Hyper Beams from almost any pokemon. That would have been her main method of ranged attack against anything without the speed and maneuverability of a Dragonite.

He’d told her to cripple it and she had. It was the only way she’d be able to get a Dragonite out of a stalemate. Speed was a Dragonite’s greatest defensive asset and removing that would give her an incredible advantage, although she hadn’t been able to capitalize it before Michael somehow managed to weaponize Protect of all things.

Judging from the amount of blood it had lost in one wing and the subtle trauma Plume had inflicted on it the Dragonite could only fly at a fraction of its true speed, which cut it down to a manageable level for any of his other pokemon to take down at their leisure.

There was only one option of course, and the crowd seemed to like Torrent if their deafening roar was anything to go by.

Ash smiled as Torrent looked around with the regal air he had possessed since his evolution at the lake all those months ago. His scarlet eyes were utterly unimpressed as he took in the burned and bloodied Dragonite, who snarled at him with rage-filled eyes.

The Kingdra turned to look at Ash as if he couldn’t believe his talents were being wasted on such an opponent. Ash supposed that after seeing Lance’s legendary Dragonite in action this one paled in comparison.

For his part he simply shrugged. Torrent deigned to look at the Dragonite once more as the referee finally ordered the battle to begin.

“Thunder Wave!” Michael snapped, obviously wanting to get as much out of Dragonite as he could before it inevitably fell unconscious. It was already weak from its wounds. “Then Dragon Rush!”

Torrent casually shot a series of weak Dragon Pulses at Dragonite as the flyer took off, although it didn’t actually strike the other dragon. It did absorb the Thunder Wave, however, and ruined Michael’s initial distraction.

Dragonite took off at a speed faster than Ash would have expected given its torn wing, but it wasn’t much of a problem. It was barely going fast enough to avoid the barrage of Ice Beams that Torrent fired off with his ordinary precision. The dragon was nowhere near secure enough in its speed to actually attack Torrent and soon it would have to slow down due to the pain and blood loss.

For now, however, that led to a very boring interplay between the two mighty dragons. Dragonite was constantly on the run, barely fast enough to avoid Torrent’s relentless attacks as it slowed more and more, and definitely nowhere near able to fire off a few attacks itself.

But Ash was patient. He just had to wait a bit longer — and there. Dragonite had just been struck by an overpowered Ice Beam, which stunned it and left it reeling in the sky. Torrent was quick to take advantage of his foe’s distraction and struck the Dragonite with a second Ice Beam, although the flyer managed to weave to the side so that it only clipped its bloodied wing.

Dragonite couldn’t run anymore. It’s time was coming to an end.

“Dragon Dance!” Michael shouted. It appeared that he’d come to the same realization as Ash. He was just going to make sure that Dragonite could at the least damage the formidable Kingdra. “Hit it with Draco Burst!”

The Dragonite was consumed in an aura of green power almost instantly as draconic energy flooded every cell. It snarled and launched forward with renewed vigor, flapping its torn wing despite the thin layer of frost that coated it and irritated the wounds left by Plume’s razor talons.

“Ice Storm!” He ordered. Dragonite was going in for a sacrificial attack that would likely leave Torrent injured and exhausted at best and unconscious at worst. Torrent needed something that could alter the Dragonite’s course and keep it at bay.

Torrent was instantly surrounded in raging winds that were soon cooled to below freezing temperatures and filled with innumerable shards of sharp ice as he spewed immense amounts of frost from his regal snout. As Ice Storm came to completion he was nothing more than a dim, dark figure amongst a raging pale blue storm that kicked up dirt as it swirled with winds strong enough to tear apart lesser pokemon.

Dragonite snarled as it shot straight into the Ice Storm and instantly suffered dozens of minor cuts and bruises as chunks and blades of ice slashed into its thick hide and shredded both of its wings this time. The winds were strong enough to send the powerful flyer hurtling through the air as it struggled to adjust its course

Ash grinned as Torrent’s most powerful technique worked perfectly. Dragonite had been moving too fast to actually swerve away from the Ice Storm and had paid the price. It was a trap that Torrent commonly used against Lance’s Dragonite, one that turned their own incredible speed against them as they darted through the air.

“Now!” Michael yelled to the Dragonite as it was trapped in the vortex, barely staying above the ground as it was hurled ceaselessly throughout the air.

Dragonite’s body glowed a light, soft green the instant before it slammed into the ground that had been torn apart by Torrent’s raging storm. Torrent just barely had time to levitate a bit farther away before the other dragon-type released an absolutely devastating amount of power on par with a Hyper Beam that sent Torrent flying away and broke the Ice Storm along with the Kingdra’s focus, although the regal dragon easily recovered.

“Hyper Beam!” Michael shouted. Dragonite, who laid bloody and beaten in the frozen earth, struggled to raise its head and do one last service for its trainer. A sphere of molten gold materialized in front of its maw and —

A single Dragon Pulse to the head cut Dragonite’s attack short. The barely formed Hyper Beam exploded as well, although the release of power barely singed its tough hide.

Ash smiled at Torrent as Michael recalled Dragonite. He’d finished that cleanly and efficiently. It also seemed that he was well aware of how dangerous Michael was. Torrent had already begun to move closer to the large pool of water in the corner, where his powers would be at their strongest.

Michael was silent as he released Jolteon. The electric-type eyed Torrent speculatively and bared its fangs as its golden coat of fur surged with lightning and stood on end. Electricity danced away from its body and onto the packed earth around it as the Jolteon prepared to go to battle, its muscles ready to launch into action at any moment.

He frowned. Jolteon was sure to be one of his strongest given just how long he’d been training the electric-type. Normally he wouldn’t doubt Torrent’s ability to cleanly shut down a Jolteon, but he felt that he had a right to be wary if Michael trusted the electric-type to face the mighty dragon.

In the moments before the referee called for action Ash analyzed Jolteon and what Torrent could do to fight it.

Ice Storm would be ineffective. He doubted Jolteon would get anywhere near Torrent, let alone within Ice Storm’s limited radius. Torrent could easily expand the technique, but it would be weaker and consume more energy as a result. Besides, Jolteon could easily maneuver out of the Ice Storm’s way.

None of Torrent’s other techniques would be effective at long range either. Precision attacks would be useless against something as quick and agile as a Jolteon, so Ice Beam, Hydro Pump, and Dragon Pulse were out of the question. Blizzard wouldn’t hit at that range — Jolteon could dash out of its radius.

Draco Meteor was a possibility if Torrent was able to use it to trap Jolteon into a small area, but a trick like that working against such an experienced opponent was unlikely, to say the least. Jolteon was probably fast enough to escape, regardless.

Smokescreen would normally be useful to obscure a long-distance fighter’s view, but he had no doubt that Jolteon would be able to get around it with Shock Wave or dash around to attack from another angle while the smoke dispersed. Not to mention that it would obscure Torrent’s sight as well, which would cripple his attempts to attack Jolteon and give the electric-type time to prepare.

Lastly, the choice of Jolteon meant that Torrent couldn’t retreat into the water. While electric attacks didn’t do too much damage to Torrent thanks to his thick plates of armor, going into the water would just make him a sitting target. Jolteon wouldn’t even have to aim to attack him.

He grit his teeth. This was a terrible matchup for Torrent. The Kingdra’s weakness to fast, agile opponents was something he’d have to correct in the future. It wasn’t a problem usually, but in the Conference there were enough high-level foes to make it a major inconvenience.

Torrent had gotten much better at tracking and anticipating fast foes but there was a limit to what he could do. Even Dragonite had to be slowed down before he could reliably hit them. While not quite as fast, the smaller target Jolteon gave was just as difficult to hit.

This would not be fun.

“Begin!”

“Shut it in.” Ash ordered to Torrent, who had ceased moving toward the water once he saw Jolteon. The Kingdra rumbled and instantly fired a quick barrage of Ice Beams that were meant to box Jolteon in so that he could attempt to strike it with a Dragon Pulse or similarly quick attack.

Jolteon didn’t bother letting such a thing happen. The creature was impossibly fast as it shot away in a golden blur, its position only given away by the bright lightning that shot out from its body with every step. It looked like a shooting star as it playfully dashed past another series of attacks from Torrent.

“Finish this quickly. That Kingdra is too dangerous to toy with.” Michael called out sternly. Jolteon seemed to take its trainer’s words to heart and instantly shot several bolts of electricity at Torrent to test the dragon. When Torrent barely recoiled from the blasts Jolteon immediately retreated slightly and slowed as it stared at the Kingdra speculatively.

Its ears flattened to its skull as it easily leapt away from yet another Dragon Pulse from Torrent, far too experienced to let the resulting explosion shatter its focus. Jolteon’s fur seemed to surge with electricity yet again and it blurred into motion for a second time, even faster now.

Ash watched it warily as it dashed around like a landlocked comet. He couldn’t think of a way to actually hit it. Jolteon was even faster than he’d feared — the electric-type put Jessica’s incredibly quick Persian to shame. It was barely visible at this point as anything other than the arcs of electricity that flared behind it.

Still, his eyes were used to following impossibly fast pokemon. He had trouble tracking Jolteon but he did see the small arcs of electricity that suddenly jumped off of its crackling fur and slammed into Torrent’s armor where they unleashed the electricity held within.

He frowned when he saw that it wasn’t electricity at all, but small locks of Jolteon’s fur that had been shot off like needles. They weren’t sharp enough to actually penetrate Torrent’s defense but they could be a dangerous weapon against some of his other friends. It was something to keep in mind.

“Thunder-5!” Michael commanded once it was evident that Jolteon’s electric needles bore no effect against Torrent. “Finish it.”

Ash frowned and didn’t need to tell Torrent to fire an overpowered Dragon Pulse in response when Jolteon’s body absolutely exploded with harnessed electricity that instantly leapt at Torrent’s stationary body in the form of a jagged bolt of lightning.

He actually had to cover his eyes for a moment as the grossly overpowered Thunder carved through Torrent’s Dragon Pulse as though it weren’t even there and slammed into Torrent and consumed his friend in a supernova of light and heat.

By the time his eyes had recovered Torrent was defenseless. His proud scarlet eyes struggled to remain open and his body lurched in midair as the levitation imparted by his draconic abilities began to fail.

Jolteon didn’t draw closer, however. It stayed far back and fired off another blast of electricity, although it was far smaller than the last. Torrent barely had time to fire off a Draco Meteor in response and his body fell to the earth as the last of his strength left him.

He scowled when Jolteon blurred out of the way, although it was slower than before as the spheres of golden draconic power, bereft of any kind of aim thanks to Torrent’s unconsciousness, aimlessly collapsed to the earth and left small craters in their wake.

That was unexpected. He’d known that Jolteon was powerful but he’d sorely underestimated it. He’d expected Torrent to struggle against Jolteon, but he hadn’t thought his friend could possibly be brought so low by a single attack. It was mindboggling.

Ash returned Torrent quickly and thanked his friend as he stared at Jolteon, who had come to a stop and was currently happily staring up at the hundreds of thousands of spectators. The electric-type was truly powerful, certainly stronger than Surge’s Electivire and much faster. That overpowered Thunder it had used was a good bit more dangerous than Oz’s Lightning Bolt. He inwardly shuddered at the thought of the canine gaining the ability to use Surge’s ultimate technique.

Fortunately enough he had the perfect counter for Jolteon. It would probably take him two or three of his friends to defeat it otherwise, but Infernus shouldn’t have too much trouble considering that Air Lens rendered him practically immune to Jolteon’s attacks.

Nidoking would be just as effective at negating Jolteon’s electrical attacks and his ground-type abilities would certainly come in handy, but he wanted to save Nidoking’s versatility for later. Not to mention Infernus’ ability to teleport would let him put Jolteon on the run if he could slow the electric-type down.

Michael seemed to realize this as well considering the frown on his face when Infernus appeared on the battlefield. It seemed that he knew of Air Lens, although Ash doubted that he was aware of Infernus’ knowledge of the technique.

Infernus grinned savagely and stamped one of his feet heavily into the earth as he regarded Jolteon. Flames billowed around him like a cloak as he steadily fed them his seemingly limitless power. The Magmortar looked invincible in that moment, ready to do what he loved best.

The audience became silent as they looked at Infernus. Ash was sure that they remembered his friend’s raw power and brutality rather well considering that he had very nearly killed one of his opponents.

“Thunderbolt.” Michael frowned, eyes rapt as Jolteon launched the arcs of electricity that fizzled uselessly as Infernus gleefully raised a cannon slightly and neutralized the Thunderbolt without any sort of noticeable strain.

Michael blanched as the realization that Infernus actually possessed Air Lens dawned on him. He frowned slightly. “Thunder-5.”

Infernus’ mouth twisted into a smirk as Jolteon’s body exploded with electricity once more, although his eyes actually widened in surprise as the jagged bolts of lightning actually managed to make their way through Air Lens even if it barely held enough power to annoy Infernus at that point.

Ash smiled at that. He was honestly impressed with Jolteon’s power and satisfied at the fact that the electric-type’s immense strength was useless against his friend.

He mentally thanked Blaine before he began to give his own orders.

“It’s too fast for teleport.” Ash instructed. Infernus snorted at that, obviously unwilling to believe that anything could escape one of his favorite abilities. “Earthquake, high power. You need to slow it down first.”

Infernus snorted but prepared himself. The flames that raged around him heightened in intensity, burning with traces of blue in the red and orange. One of his cannons shifted into a clawed hand and electric sparked across the sharp blades out of habit.

Jolteon just flared with electricity once again, ready and willing to fight an impossible battle.

“Begin!”

The electric-type instantly flickered away from Infernus. It did so just in time to avoid the wave of force that rippled throughout the ground and tore vicious fissures into the earth that left Infernus in the center of ravaged land.

Infernus sneered and teleported in front of Jolteon as the electric-type raced throughout the battle field, firing off little needles of its fur in Infernus’ general direction in an attempt to strike the Magmortar while he was still stationary.

Jolteon growled and barely jumped out of the way as Infernus liberally bathed the battlefield in flame, although it couldn’t move quickly enough to avoid an Earthquake that ripped the earth out from under it and sent Jolteon sprawling.

Before it could recover and dash away in a bolt of electricity, Infernus snarled and teleported right on top of it to pin Jolteon to the ground with his shackled foot. Jolteon squirmed and writhed as Infernus’ heat seared past its fur, but it wasn’t nearly enough to get away from the Magmortar.

Infernus’ mouth was curled up into another savage smirk as he placed his cannon right above Jolteon. Just as it glowed with light and prepared to blast Jolteon with flames the electric-type vanished in a flash of scarlet.

Michael bit his lip as he pulled another pokeball off of his belt and raised it high. Ash scowled when Salamence erupted out of the sphere and appeared on an unscathed part of the battlefield.

This was the first time he’d ever seen one in person and also the first time he could truly understand why Lance wanted a Salamence so badly. It was everything a Dragon Master could want in a pokemon.

Salamence was raw power embodied. Its huge body was around fifteen feet from head to tail and its blood-red wings stretched out that same length in either direction. The beast’s claws were five inches long and gouged deeply into the earth without any real effort, ready to rip and tear into its opponent’s flesh. The dragon’s fangs were nearly four inches long and two inches thickaround , sharp and durable enough to tear into the dense muscle of a Tauros without difficulty.

It was the apex predator of the Hoenn region, the ruler of the skies for untold millennia. It was the scourge of humanity, worshipped and feared for the raw destruction in left in its wake as it killed and burned for sport.

Every bit of its intelligence and cunning was reflected in its sharp black eyes that took in everything around it with the single-minded focus that only a true predator possessed. It met Infernus’ gleeful expression with the same dignity as Torrent. Salamence’s pride was that possessed only amongst dragons, the masters of sky and sea.

Both flared with power as they gazed upon their formidable foe. Infernus cloaked himself in blue flames and allowed his power to flow unchecked, the heat intense enough to sear the rocky hide of a Golem. Salamence flared its bloody wings and snarled, eyes locked onto Infernus’ fiery form without fear.

“Begin!”

“Earth Burn!” Ash snapped, just a slight note of hesitance audible in his voice as he commanded Infernus to use his most destructive technique. Earth Burn was legal only when it posed no risk of actually killing the pokemon. Only other Magmar and Magmortar, Onix, and Steelix could survive the attack on the ground without suffering horrific injuries, but Salamence’s ability to fly meant that it was permissable.

The world watched with bated breath as Infernus leered at Salamence, who instantly took off to the skies. Infernus didn’t care and leapt several feet into the air before he landed and released the truly astounding amount of energy he’d amassed into the earth, which carved vast fissures and winding cracks throughout the entire battlefield. Stone spires toppled and the pool of water trembled as his power wrecked its way through the scorched wasteland, but that was only a small signal of the devastation to come.

Infernus’ cloak of flames flared to twice its usual height, dissuading any attacks from Salamence as the powerful dragon watched warily. It couldn’t get close with his fires raging as they were and most elemental attacks would be drastically weakened by the time they pierced the cloak. Hyper Beam would be too dangerous at this point to Salamence.

Ash could barely make out a wild grin on the Magmortar’s face as his body burned with the power he harnessed, the heat intense enough to warp the air around him to the point that only a dim shadow could be seen within his flames.

Infernus roared with delight as he stamped his foot once more and allowed the power he had conjured to enact itself on the world.

For a moment there was nothing but thick, billowing smoke that leaked from the crevasses. The world was still as the crowd looked on with interest and, in some cases, worry.

Then the world burned.

Magma leapt out of the fissures in massive plumes that left the air filled with nothing but ash and heat, pooling and rushing to fill every available surface. Huge amounts slid sluggishly into the pool, which filled the sky with boiling steam that blinded Salamence and forced the dragon to greater and greater heights to avoid the extreme heat. The center of the battlefield was covered in a thin layer of the magma in no time, glowing brightly as the molten stone smoldered and oozed.

The psychic barriers around the battlefield flashed brightly, the amount of power they consumed having increased exponentially as terrible heat rushed to disperse out into the crowd. Droplets of magma landed heavily and did their best to burn through, but they were eventually repelled and seared uselessly at the outermost edges of the arena.

For his part, Ash had a manic grin as he saw the raw destructive power Infernus wielded so casually. As powerful as Infernus had been back when he’d first used the technique in the shadow of Mt. Ember it paled against his terrible strength now. Evolution had elevated him past even what the presence of Moltres could accomplish.

Infernus sagged for just a moment until he regained his strength. The Magmortar bore a fierce mockery of a grin as he stared up at Salamence, whose black shadow was just barely visible through the billowing clouds of steam and smoke.

Salamence was utterly unharmed by Earth Burn despite the incredibly destructive power behind the attack. But that was fine. Infernus had done what he wanted. Salamence couldn’t hope to land on such dangerous terrain and Infernus now had complete control of the battlefield.

Michael had a frustrated look on his face as he took in the raw destruction Infernus had wreaked. The older trainer sighed before he began to call commands up to Salamence, although they were impossible for Ash to make out over the hissing of the magma.

He scowled when he saw a massive sphere of molten gold form in Salamence’s toothy maw as the dragon flapped its wings to blow away the roiling smoke and steam, which opened the battlefield to its gaze once more.

“Haze!” Ash snapped as the Hyper Beam was released. The blast carved several feet into the magma-covered ground before it stopped. It hadn’t even come close to Infernus thanks to his camouflage and the distorted air, but the power behind it proved that Salamence was just as powerful as Ash had expected.

“Hydro Pump!” Michael ordered just as Infernus blasted flames everywhere from both of his cannons and his mouth, covering the battlefield in fires that refused to die. He vanished into the flames effortlessly and didn’t even bother to teleport in order to evade the Hydro Pump that only managed to temporarily douse a small portion of the fires before Infernus effortlessly restored them.

Ash sighed as he realized that the battle had just reached a stalemate. Salamence fired off attack after attack — Hydro Pumps that extinguished flames for a few seconds, massive streams of blue draconic fires that blended with Infernus’ mundane flames until they vanished into nothingness, and a Twister that did nothing but fan the flames — but none of them managed to scratch Infernus thanks to his natural camouflage and the fact that he could easily teleport out of the way since Salamence was so high in the air.

Infernus faced the same problem with Salamence. It was too fast for his massive blasts of flame to strike thanks to the distance between them and even if he did hit it they wouldn’t be enough to burn past its hide. Salamence’s skin was about as thick as a Dragonite’s, although thinner in a number of places to accommodate Salamence’s different body structure. Its bony underside was practically immune to damage.

This called for a desperate measure.

As Salamence flew slightly lower than usual to fire a less concentrated Hydro Pump that would cover most of the battlefield, he saw his chance.

“Teleport!”

Salamence roared in surprise and pain as Infernus, having gotten the gist of Ash’s command, teleported right in front of Salamence as it shot above him at a hundred feet high and smashed his burning claws into its neck. Thin dribbles of blood bubbled from the shallow slashes on Salamence’s blue neck, but the real value of the attack was in the surprise and slowed flight as it struggled to comprehend the Magmortar that had just teleported into its high domain.

Infernus grinned and teleported once more as he fell to the inferno beneath him and instantly appeared in front of Salamence again. The dragon was ready for it this time and swerved out of the way as it spat a Dragon Breath at Infernus, but the Magmortar teleported again before the blue-green flames could touch him, this time appearing just above Salamence.

The dragon roared in fury and disbelief as Infernus’ weight settled onto the massive creature’s back, the heat powerful enough to sear through Salamence’s hide.

Ash had a grin of pure amazement on his face as Infernus raised his claws and stabbed them into Salamence’s side, which elicited a pained roar and a second burst of draconic fire from its maw as Infernus hooked into its side and delivered hundreds of volts into its body thanks to the current that continuously ran down his claws.

Even the normally vocal audience was silent as they watched Infernus ride Salamence as the massive dragon bucked frantically in an attempt to throw the Magmortar off. Salamence tried to throw its head back and snap at Infernus with its powerful jaws, but that just got it a face full of fire from one of Infernus’ cannons as he channeled a steady stream of electricity into the dragon’s resilient body.

Michael shouted constantly but Ash couldn’t make any of it out. He just watched Infernus brutalize Salamence, although the creature’s natural toughness and instinctual pride enabled it to hold on far longer than any other opponent could. It was constantly snapping and snarling and doing its best to hurl the Magmortar off through any means necessary, even blasting its own body with dragon fire to let it fly freely.

Infernus just grinned and looked like he was having the best time of his life as he barely managed to hang on with his claws that had hooked into Salamence’s thick hide and liberally bathed the dragon’s body with blue fire from his free cannon. Even his flames barely managed to hurt Salamence, but they were more of a distraction than anything as he pumped the proud dragon full of electricity.

It finally ended when Infernus was nearly thrown off into the empty embrace of the sky, although he just barely managed to hang on by shifting his other cannon into a second set of claws and digging into Salamence’s other, relatively unharmed side. With a second source of electricity Salamence twitched and spun frantically, but nothing could be done.

The Magmortar finally showed a bit of discomfort as Salamence performed aerial acrobatics that would leave Plume in awe simply opened his mouth and a sphere of molten gold energy slowly formed.

He smiled when Infernus fired the Hyper Beam directly into the back of Salamence’s head, disorienting it and finally dazing the creature enough to get it to stop flying.

Unfortunately, Salamence was still conscious enough to fly toward the ground as fast as it could in the hopes of injuring Infernus in the process. The increased spin and the sudden corkscrews that Salamence pulled finally managed to throw Infernus off of his mount. His claws ripped out of Salamence’s flesh with a small splash of blood and torn skin along with an agonized roar from his victim.

Before Infernus could teleport, Salamence formed a Dragon Pulse in its maw and managed to fire it directly into the Magmortar as they spun towards the earth. Infernus was sent flying backward, although he just barely managed to teleport to the earth in a way that minimized the force of impact. It left him bruised and in worse condition than any of his other battles since his evolution, but he was still conscious and more than ready to finish the fight.

Infernus roared when he stood up amidst the cooling magma. It had lost most of its heat from the constant blasts of water Salamence had shot at it and was barely hot enough to hurt most pokemon, but Infernus picked up some of it and slathered it over the wounds he’d taken from his fall.

The magma quickly returned to a more viscous state thanks to the fires that once again consumed his body and melted into his flesh, the superheated stone already incorporated in order to heal the cuts and bruises.

It wouldn’t heal the damage incurred from the Dragon Pulse by the time this battle would be over, but at the very least the magma would heal the minor injuries that distracted him.

With his wounds tended to, Infernus glared over at Salamence. The dragon had landed awkwardly on its side and was just beginning to rise. It had managed to tuck its wings in before it impacted the hardening magma so it hadn’t suffered a broken wing.

That said, Salamence was quite nearly finished. Its sides bled steadily and the rest of its hide was obviously burnt, although not to a dangerous extent. It twitched almost imperceptibly as a result of the electricity that had wracked its nerves and small spasms ran down its body every few seconds.

The dragon roared furiously at Infernus as it locked eyes with him, but it lacked the deafening quality it had possessed earlier in the fight. Now it was much weaker, almost dull.

Infernus just smirked and teleported once more. He appeared by Salamence’s side in an explosion of flame as he smashed his claws into the creature’s thick hide and blasted it constantly with his blue fire.

Salamence was ready this time. It lunged at Infernus immediately and ignored the flames that bathed its face. Infernus roared in pain and let his cloak of fire grow in intensity as Salamence’s fearsome jaws closed around his midsection and blasted him with its Dragon Breath.

He struggled for a few moments and frantically beat Salamence’s head with his frenzied cannon and claws, but suddenly teleported to Salamence’s other side. The powerful dragon instantly detected his presence and lashed at him for a second time, but a quick Hyper Beam from one of Infernus’ cannons cut it off.

Infernus sneered at Salamence as the first foe to have truly harmed him in the Conference collapsed to the ground. He allowed his cloak to dampen to almost nothing as he stalked over to Ash’s box, a dangerous grin on his face that perfectly matched that of his trainer.

“Fantastic!” Ash congratulated him, although he kept one eye on Michael as the Champion of Orre recalled Salamence and considered Infernus with a frown. He glanced over his friend as well. Infernus hadn’t emerged from that battle unscathed, despite his exemplary performance.

Aside from the obvious injuries from Salamence’s Dragon Pulse his side oozed a steady stream of blood from the dragon’s wickedly sharp fangs and he probably had some damaged bones from the force behind the bite. It didn’t seem to affect him too much but in real combat he’d suffer from it.

He also noted that Infernus was almost tired, something he’d only seen a few times from the Magmortar. It seemed that teleporting so frequently had taken a lot out of him. While he’d practiced constantly with the psychic technique, it was still draining for him to perform.

But he had faith that his friend could take down at least one more of Michael’s team. He’d fought through much worse injuries than these before.

That opinion died when Michael released the titanic Snorlax he’d noted previously onto one of the sections of cooled magma. The huge creature yawned and slowly pulled itself to its feet before it patted its massive belly hungrily. Even that small effort on Snorlax’s part made the earth around it tremble slightly.

He’d never actually fought a Snorlax. They were fantastically rare, as elusive as the scarce dragons. But he, like all trainers in Indigo and Sinnoh, knew to fear them.

Snorlax were lazy, bad-tempered when hungry or tired, and the personification of gluttony. They could be gentle and friendly, but their moods were unpredictable and if they decided that something looked tasty they would do their best to sample it.

Their personality flaws meant that they were dangerous in the wild if not perfectly content, but they also made them into some of the most fearsome opponents one could face outside of the most powerful of dragons.

They were juggernauts. Snorlax hit hard, barely felt anything but the most powerful of attacks, and could move at speeds such huge creatures had no right to reach.

If they got up close the battle was finished.

If they were sent into a rampage the battle had already ended.

Snorlax were feared for a reason, and he felt that one trained by a trainer of Michael’s caliber would exemplify that.

He grit his teeth. Even Infernus’ heat would take several minutes of constant exposure before Snorlax would actually be injured thanks to its huge fat reserves that blocked heat, cold, and every other sort of attack imaginable. Flamethrowers would just wash off and Infernus’ electrified claws might tickle Snorlax.

It wasn’t often that he faced a foe Infernus couldn’t defeat with a bare minimum effort, but it seemed that Michael had risen to that challenge. With Infernus drained as he was the battle would be a hard one.

“Begin!”

“Earthquake!” Michael shouted. Snorlax pondered the command for a moment before its chubby face pulled up into a smile and it stamped one of its feet.

Infernus growled as he teleported just a few inches above the ground he was standing on as the immense force released by Snorlax tore through the new layer of cooled magma and sent the remaining fissures crumbling.

The strain was evident, although Infernus did his best not to show it by firing massive blasts of flame from his cannons. Snorlax frowned when the fires bathed him and smacked at them angrily as if that would extinguish the flames.

“Your flames won’t hurt it.” Ash said calmly to Infernus. “You’re going to need to do something drastic — you know what. No holding back.”

Infernus nodded and teleported just as Snorlax finally decided to fire a Hyper Beam at him. The blast of energy shot right through the spot Infernus had been moments ago and carved a long fissure across the battlefield that caused the crevasses from Earth Burn to collapse in on themselves and create a trench near Ash’s box.

Snorlax frowned again and had just a second to look around confusedly before it felt a heavy weight drop onto its shoulders. The massive normal-type shrugged at the uncomfortable heat, but actually growled and twisted to try and throw Infernus off when he began to slowly increase the intensity of his own body temperature.

“Now!” He ordered at the same time Michael yelled, “Rollout!”

Infernus used his powerful legs to jump off of Snorlax’s back, which was mostly untouched from his fiery body. But that soon changed when he raised both of his cannons and opened his manically grinning mouth as wide as he could.

Time seemed to slow as three massive spheres of bright orange-gold energy formed, two in the core of both of his cannons and one in front of his mouth. There was a flash as the Hyper Beams that held all of Infernus’ remaining strength fired and shot directly into the back of Snorlax’s fat neck with enough force to send the behemoth to the ground.

Infernus crumpled to the ground an instant later, exhausted from his triple Hyper Beam that had only compounded the fatigue incurred during his earlier battle against Salamence. Snorlax roared in fury as the back of its neck exploded and its eyes finally opened from the pain and rage it felt.

By the time Infernus had pulled himself to his feet Snorlax was on him. The furious creature charged at the Magmortar and slammed into him, the force behind the blow enough to send Infernus sprawling nearly twenty feet away. He exhibited the incredible stamina and endurance he was known for, however, and pulled himself up once again only to be hit by another absurdly powerful blow.

This time he didn’t get up. Ash quickly recalled his friend before Snorlax could try to attack him again. The rampaging creature wasn’t exactly in control of itself.

He frowned at the Snorlax. It had been ages since Infernus had been so soundly beaten. He’d just defeated a Salamence in single combat, to be fair, but Ash had gotten so used to Infernus’ incredible combat ability that it was actually disturbing to see his friend smacked around as though he were just a helpless Magby.

“Thank you.” He said to Infernus’ pokeball. The Feather soldered to his chest sent a pulse of heat through his blood that wiped away the slight distraction. Ash had to focus if he wanted to win this. He owed that to Infernus and the rest of his family.

Snorlax’s eyes closed to slits once more as the lazy creature sat down. It was still around eight feet tall in a sitting position, although that wasn’t comparable to its height of around seventeen feet when it stood up. The creature’s bulk still left it a very intimidating figure, however.

He grit his teeth. There was no way to cleanly defeat a Snorlax. It would require sweat and blood. The giant normal-type was just too powerful to take down easily via conventional means. Throwing attacks at it would be useless — it was clear that Infernus’ triple Hyper Beams had hurt the Snorlax, but he didn’t know how much.

Ash had to weaken it. While Snorlax were so massive that only the most potent of toxins could affect them even in large doses, it was the one way that he could try to wear it down. Flames barely singed the creature and he didn’t trust Nidoking’s Ice Beam to do anything other than slow it down for a few seconds.

Nidoking was the only choice. His horn was long enough to penetrate into Snorlax’s thick layer of fat and his venom was strong enough to badly hurt the normal-type. Normally Snorlax’s huge body, massive amount of fat, and hardy constitution were enough to weather any amount of toxins but Nidoking’s venom was different.

While Nidoking were generally not as dangerous with their venom as a Nidoran since they had the experience to control the amount of toxins they injected into their foe their venom was no less potent.

It would probably take all of Nidoking’s venom — enough to kill most pokemon many, many times over — to have a serious effect on Snorlax in anything less than an hour, but it was his only shot. At the very least he could try and damage it in some other way or trap it in one of the gaping trenches.

Nidoking grunted softly as he appeared on the battlefield. He lowered his horn fiercely when he saw Snorlax and tapped his huge foot lightly against the ground. The earth around him melded together and solidified somewhat, although there were still noticeable cracks in it.

“Get close and get as much poison into it as you can. Approach from the ground but be careful; it can use Earthquake.” He said shortly. Nidoking nodded and rumbled determinately as he prepared for battle.

“Begin!”

“Stay at range and hit it with Hyper Beam.” Michael shouted to Snorlax. The behemoth frowned and nodded. Its gaping mouth opened wide before a Hyper Beam shot out, the vibrant energy enough to hurt Ash’s eyes as it shot at Nidoking.

Nidoking just stamped his foot to the ground, twisted it, and fell into the chasm he’d created. Ash couldn’t see him anymore but he knew what his friend was doing. He was controlling the earth and moving it out of the way as he made his way to Snorlax, who looked dumbly at the spot Nidoking had vacated and scratched its head.

“Earthquake!” Michael ordered. “It’s underground so keep them up!”

Ash winced as Snorlax nodded and stamped its huge foot into the ground. Force raged out from it and tore apart earth and sent entire sections of the arena crumbling to the ground — everywhere but a single portion of the battlefield had been affected.

Snorlax frowned and squeezed its eyes shut as it jumped up and down, sending a stronger wave of force outward as it infused its power into the earth.

This time Ash caught how Nidoking protected himself. An imperceptible wave surged throughout the ground around the area he had tunneled into, which rushed into Snorlax’s Earthquake and neutralized it by Snorlax’s feet, which tore the earth underneath the massive normal-type asunder and caused that entire section of the battlefield to collapse in on itself.

Even if he could have seen into the chasm created by the meeting of the two Earthquakes it would have been useless as dust exploded upward and swirled around the arena in the form of a billowing cloud that dimmed the humans’ vision.

He frowned and adjusted his hat as he waited for the battle to commence. Snorlax would only be stunned for a few seconds at best from that fall. Ash hoped that Nidoking would be able to make those brief moments of confusion count.

Ash got his answer moments later when he heard a terrible, rage-filled howl reverberate throughout air. Several seconds later Nidoking was hurled out of the fifteen-foot deep chasm and sailed through the air until he landed with a heavy thud several feet away from the edge, although he was able to get up relatively quickly thanks to his shock-absorbing hide.

That wouldn’t be enough to save him, however, as Snorlax scrambled out of the chasm with open, bloodshot eyes. Its huge teeth were exposed as it roared again and smashed its claws into the spot Nidoking had just charged away from and got a quick Thunderbolt to the face for its troubles.

His perceptive eyes quickly caught the source of Snorlax’s rage: a thick hole right under the center of its stomach. It oozed a small trickle of scarlet blood, but it seemed that Snorlax hadn’t been too badly affected by the wound. Blood loss wasn’t a way to take it down, regardless.

No, what mattered was that Nidoking had managed to draw blood. It meant that his horn had penetrated past the layer of fat into the massive muscles and thick tissues concealed beneath Snorlax’s chubby exterior. Nidoking’s potent venom was already at work.

“Hyper Beam!” Michael ordered without reservation. He seemed to want to keep Snorlax as far from Nidoking as possible, something that Ash appreciated. Even Nidoking wouldn’t fare well against an enraged Snorlax. It probably didn’t hurt that Snorlax could fire off Hyper Beams at a pace few other pokemon could handle thanks to its immense endurance.

Snorlax’s furious eyes seemed to glow a deadly red as an absolutely massive sphere of power appeared in front of its gaping maw. The source of the Hyper Beam expanded to dangerous levels as the normal-type poured more and more energy into it.

Nidoking frantically did his best to shatter the earth underneath Snorlax with Earth Power in order to ruin the creature’s focus and footing, but Snorlax just stepped forward while charging the Hyper Beam until an enormous blast of white energy rushed out of its mouth and consumed an area of around fifteen feet around Nidoking, which caused even more of the ravaged battlefield to crumble underneath the injured poison-type.

That wasn’t enough for Snorlax, however, and as Nidoking barely managed to pull himself to safety from the collapsed earth the behemoth rushed forward with surprising speed and smashed its hand straight into Nidoking’s back.

He winced as his friend flew through the air until he smashed into the psychic barrier nearly thirty feet away. That had to have hurt both of them. Nidoking was obviously unconscious now. Not even he could withstand that kind of abuse.

But Snorlax’s hand was a bloody mess. Nidoking’s spines had shredded it as the appendage had smashed into his back, an action that had also left the behemoth with even more venom inside of its body.

Ash quickly returned his friend before he could be further injured by the fall. Nidoking had accomplished everything he’d needed to. Snorlax was going to fall now. Now was just the matter of putting it down for good while the poison sapped its strength.

He paused for a moment as he considered his options. Dazed would be able to easily avoid most of Snorlax’s attacks with teleportation but her attacks were based around waves of force and beams of psychic energy. Those wouldn’t even annoy Snorlax, especially in its enraged state.

Dazed also didn’t have the endurance to teleport for several minutes with little rest, even without actually attacking. Doing so would leave her too drained for another fight after Snorlax succumbed to Nidoking’s parting gift.

Tangrowth was the only option. He could control the battlefield with the precision to stun and confuse Snorlax and could get away by utilizing his vines if necessary. Besides, even Snorlax would suffer some injuries and waste time if Tangrowth used Ancient Power to tear the unstable battlefield out from under it.

He smiled as Tangrowth appeared and bounced cheerfully up and down on his red feet as he looked at Snorlax. His vines twitched and snaked out to run over Snorlax’s huge body curiously, although they hadn’t quite made it over when the referee announced, “Begin!”

Snorlax seemed to have calmed somewhat and simply batted the seeking vines away with one of its hands. Tangrowth pulled them back at that, obviously disappointed.

“You’re in a battle, Tangrowth.” He reminded his friend, who suddenly extended several dozen of his vines to array around his body and give him the ability to control everything around him. “Don’t face it head-on. Open up some chasms with Ancient Power and block Hyper Beam with anything you’ve got.”

Tangrowth gurgled loudly and finally ceased his bouncing. The grass-type snaked several of his vines past Snorlax, who had just begun to charge at Tangrowth across the wrecked battlefield of crumbled earth and cooled magma, and hurled several orbs of Ancient Power at some of the rock spires that were still intact.

Meanwhile, his other vines lashed at Snorlax, who barely noticed the appendages as they wrapped around its arms and legs in an effort to drain its energy and restrict the behemoth’s mobility. The normal-type just kept on moving as an unstoppable force.

That stopped when Tangrowth followed Ash’s suggestion and opened up a gigantic chasm between him and Snorlax with judicious use of Ancient Power in order to control the fragmented stone that Snorlax and Nidoking had wrecked with their Earthquakes.

Snorlax had built up too much momentum to stop, however, and charged directly into the trench without a second thought. The earth shuddered as it landed heavily, although all was quiet for a few moments until an enormous Hyper Beam carved through the earth near Tangrowth, powerful enough to have burned through nearly thirty feet of dirt and solidifying stone in order to reach its target.

Tangrowth gurgled in concern and used some of his vines to carry him to a safer location. That turned out to be a good decision as Snorlax suddenly erupted out of the ground in an explosion of earth and stone. Dust settled around the arena as the unstoppable creature looked around confusedly for its target.

Four spears of crumbling stone to its back alerted the slowing Snorlax to Tangrowth’s location, although it took several moments to get back up and turn around after it stumbled and nearly fell to its knees. It seemed that Nidoking’s venom was finally taking effect.

Snorlax frowned and charged at Tangrowth, although it somehow gathered enough strength to leap across the second small chasm the grass-type had just created with Ancient Power. It landed heavily and stumbled, obviously weaker now.

Tangrowth didn’t give the hulking normal-type a chance to recover. All of his vines held a small orb of Ancient Power, barely enough to scratch Snorlax on their lonesome. With nearly a hundred, however, they were a force to be reckoned with.

The normal-type had just looked up when all one hundred of the Ancient Powers smashed into him in an explosion of silvery energy that sent even more cracks threading around the area. Ash doubted there would be a battlefield left at this rate.

Snorlax stumbled backward, not particularly hurt by the barrage, and fell into the chasm. Tangrowth gurgled happily and bounced up on its feet as his saucer-like eyes watched the normal-type disappear.

He wasn’t done, however. Tangrowth’s giant eyes shut as groups of his vines — up to ten — worked together and formed huge orbs of silvery power between them. The grass-type hurled the orbs at the scarce few areas of the battlefield that hadn’t been torn to pieces by the fierce battle and lifted up several boulders that weighed around a thousand pounds each.

Tangrowth carefully pulled them over to the chasm and unceremoniously hurled them down onto the stunned Snorlax, who went silent as it was buried underneath thousands of pounds of stone and earth.

His friend sagged slightly and pulled all but five of his vines back to himself. Tangrowth blinked several times before he went back to staring at the chasm with his curious eyes.

Ash smiled and shouted out a congratulations to his friend when Michael raised a pokeball, but paused when a deep rumbling shook the earth. He had only a few seconds to stare at the dusty tomb in disbelief before Snorlax erupted out of it, bruised, bleeding, and obviously near unconsciousness but with the will to smash Tangrowth into the ground behind it.

Its huge head snarled at Tangrowth as it slowly climbed out of the chasm on trembling limbs and a Hyper Beam formed in its mouth, but a single flash of white energy later the Snorlax collapsed back into its tomb.

Tangrowth gurgled cheerfully and ran a few vines over Snorlax’s unconscious form after his impromptu Solar Beam had done its work. He only had a few moments to inspect the strange creature he had just defeated before Michael recalled it with a strange look in his eyes.

His foe was silent as he released the massive Arcanine that Ash had watched several times throughout the Conference. It yipped happily and stared at Tangrowth as if he were a new toy as its coat rippled from its sudden movement.

“Begin!”

“Comet.” Michael called out to Arcanine. The canine was instantly consumed in flames that spewed from its mouth as it suddenly slipped into Extreme Speed, even faster than Jolteon. It was only identifiable as a blur of flames as it danced its way over to Tangrowth, easily leaping across the ravaged battlefield with the grace of a Persian.

Tangrowth just barely had time to erect walls of stone to protect himself from Arcanine’s fires before the canine was upon him. Arcanine slammed into the barrier with explosive force that shattered the walls as thought they were made of glass and exposed Tangrowth to the intense flames that billowed around it.

The grass-type gurgled in pain as Arcanine blasted him with a Flamethrower that almost instantaneously crippled Tangrowth by burning his vines beyond use, although it wasn’t enough to keep Tangrowth from jumping up and releasing an Earthquake as he landed.

Arcanine stumbled and momentarily let up on the Flamethrower that had very nearly ended Tangrowth, which was just enough time for Tangrowth to create an orb of Ancient Power on the tip of one of his arms and slam it into Arcanine.

Tangrowth tried to attack once more against the injured Arcanine that now leaned heavily on its right side thanks to the bruised ribs Tangrowth had just given it, but Arcanine slipped into Extreme Speed and slammed into Tangrowth in a burst of flame.

As his friend struggled to pull himself to his feet without the aid of his shriveled vines Arcanine appeared behind him and blasted him with a stream of fire that left Tangrowth unconscious in mere moments.

Ash frowned at Arcanine as he recalled his friend. He didn’t have Infernus to ambush it with teleport this time, but Dazed would do the job.

His eyes widened as he realized that Dazed was the last of his friends left. Michael was the first to have brought him this low since Lance himself. Even Grey hadn’t pushed him to this point.

That pit of anxiety returned, but he did his best to ignore it. He had to keep a calm mind. Things weren’t looking fantastic, but he was confident in Dazed’s abilities. If he lost composure then this battle was as good as over.

“Dazed, you’re the last one left.” He called out to her as she appeared. Dazed tensed up for a moment as she heard that, but simply polished her gem-like pendulum as she glanced at Arcanine silently. She did take in the sight of the utterly destroyed battlefield with an air of boredom, but Ash knew her well enough to see that she was actually impressed.

One last time into the fray, Friend-Trainer Ash. 

Ash smiled and nodded as her mind brushed against his, the smooth voice serene in the face of danger. It was dim since she had to slip through the psychic barrier in order to speak with him, but it was enough.

He calmed and felt the Feather’s powerful heat pulse through his blood, burning away the last of his worry and soothing his trembling hands. “There’s only one left after Arcanine. Its left side and front-left leg is injured and it has trouble entering Extreme Speed.”

Silence for a few moments.

I will not fail.

Ash nodded and the Feather, which had been calm until just now, pulsed once more. “I never considered it.”

He felt a brief hint of amusement from Dazed at his quiet words before she pulled away from his mind. Perhaps his sight would have given her an advantage, but he knew that communicating past the psychic barrier would split her focus — something she couldn’t afford.

“Begin!”

Arcanine didn’t need a command from Michael to shoot into action. Although it was noticeably slower in Extreme Speed thanks to the single blow Tangrowth had managed to land, it was still much too fast for Dazed to hit with her standard attacks. She’d have to get close for any of her abilities to be effective.

Dazed simply stood silently. Her eyes traced Arcanine’s movements with some degree of difficulty as the fire-type raced around the field in order to confuse her, although the simple trick didn’t affect Dazed’s keen focus.

It wasn’t until the Arcanine dashed close to spew an endless torrent of flames at her that she acted. Dazed allowed Arcanine to get close and erected a shield just barely strong enough to protect against the intense flames and the heat that would sear her flesh.

As Arcanine strafed to her side, Dazed’s eyes flashed. A wave of psychic power erupted from her body and blasted out in every direction for about twenty feet, when it dispersed into nothingness. Arcanine deftly avoided the blow, but in mid jump, when Arcanine was at its slowest and least maneuverable, Dazed teleported just slightly ahead of its position and seamlessly hurled a Focus Blast into the air before she disappeared several feet to the right.

Arcanine yipped helplessly as it landed heavily on its feet, although it stumbled slightly thanks to the bruised bone the Focus Blast had hit. The fire-type moved quickly, however, and leapt at Dazed with a mouthful of flames that crackled and roared their way to her, strong enough to force her to teleport away rather than erect a psychic shield.

Dazed quickly shot Arcanine’s injured side with a Psybeam, the result of which was a furious Arcanine that blurred over to her position and snapped its powerful jaws right where her shoulder would have been.

As she appeared beside Arcanine, who stumbled again thanks to its hurt leg, her eyes flashed and she caught the fire-type in a Disable. The massively powerful canine struggled and even managed to move slightly while under the influence of the psychic prison, but Dazed’s eyes burned brighter and more and more force was impressed upon Arcanine until it was locked into place.

She shuffled over to its front and slowly rocked her pendulum back and forth in front of Arcanine’s eyes. The fire-type unwillingly followed the entrancing motion and psychic power released by Dazed quickly lulled the Arcanine to sleep.

Dazed’s eyes turned up in the expression that Ash easily read as satisfaction as she outstretched her free hand toward Arcanine until she almost touched the sleeping creature. Red power flared up around the appendage and shot over to Arcanine and extended all over the canine’s body. Both Dazed and her victim were consumed in the scarlet energy, although as the technique ran its course Dazed’s red aura grew larger and more vivid while Arcanine’s slowly whittled down to nothing.

Finally, when the energy around Arcanine vanished, Dazed freed it from Disable and allowed the fire-type to collapse to the earth like a puppet whose strings had just been cut. She idly polished her pendulum as Michael sighed and recalled the powerful fire-type.

Ash was just glad that Tangrowth had managed to hit it in its side and leg. If it were able to remain in Extreme Speed constantly there was no way that Dazed could have shut it down like she had. He’d seen Arcanine’s power firsthand and had no desire for any of his other friends to experience its strength like Tangrowth had.

Michael just had a smile on his face as he raised his pokeball and released his last fighter.

The reason was clear when he released a strange shadowy pokemon that Ash vaguely remembered seeing under Agatha’s command when the Elite Four attempted to arrest Giovanni.

It was a strange creature, even for a ghost. The creature appeared to be far more solid than a Gengar in some ways, but its head and limbs were practically nonexistent. They were corporeal shadows given form and substance by the power from another universe, living shadow that filled a dark cloak with a golden design that resembled a scowling face.

The eeriest part of the creature, however, was its single eye. It was a scarlet flame that burned silently within its mask-like head. It was terribly alien yet somehow very familiar, as if it called instinctually to all those who saw it.

Dusknoir, the Reaper.

Guardians of ancient monuments and tombs that crumbled from the ravages of time. Renowned collectors of the dead that appeared in times of great strife and ruin to take corpses far from the place they fell, gathering them within their shadowy cloak to never be seen again.

They were feared and respected beyond measure, practically sacred in Sinnoh and Johto where they were most prevalent. As much terror as they inspired, for death was what they followed and left in their wake, they never harmed those who had not earned it or attacked them first. They were benevolent specters that took their tithe in the form of the dead.

He frowned as the scarlet eye locked onto Dazed and burned brighter. It was interested.

“Begin!”

“Dusknoir, finish this quickly.” Michael said quietly. Dusknoir’s eye burned and its shadowed form shuddered in response. The scowling face on its robes animated itself and gnashed its teeth, the golden markings revealing an empty abyss as they opened wide. Ash felt a shiver run down his spine just looking at it. “Killing Field.”

“Psybeam.” He commanded. As far as he knew Dusknoir couldn’t teleport, although they could jump through shadows.

Dazed silently focused. Her eyes burned blue as her power flooded through her body and channeled itself through her pendulum, the energy focused into a rainbow-hued beam that shot at Dusknoir’s unmoving form.

Ash frowned as he realized Dusknoir hadn’t even made an attempt to dodge. It just raised its shadowy hands and began to summon gusts of purple-tinged wind that revealed the attack’s true nature of being infused with ghostly power. He recognized the Ominous Wind technique when he saw it.

His frown shifted into a full scowl when the Psybeam reached Dusknoir only for the golden mouth on its body to open up and reveal the abyss within that the rainbow-hued blast was instantly sucked into. It didn’t appear that Dusknoir had even felt the attack.

“What?” Ash muttered to himself. He’d researched Dusknoir extensively just as he had all of Michael’s available pokemon. There was very little information available on the mysterious ghost-type other than assorted myths and legends, but he felt that an ability like that should have been mentioned. It was like nothing he’d ever seen before.

Dazed cocked her head and tried again, this time with a stronger Psybeam. She met with the same result.

Meanwhile, Dusknoir had finally gathered a sufficient amount of the purple wind. It swirled around him like a miniature tornado, although it was tightly bound by the ghost’s strange power.

Dusknoir’s eye flashed as it finally lowered its shadowed hands and allowed the Ominous Wind to saturate the arena. The ghostly air settled into every conceivable nook and cranny and left a purple miasma that slowly crept its way across the battlefield.

“Don’t!” He barked out as he recognized Dazed’s preparations. She froze and was obviously confused, although that didn’t stop her from blasting the purple wind away with blasts of psychic force. When it began to encroach upon her from every direction Dazed erected a shield that, although it flared constantly from the act of repelling the ghostly energy, managed to hold the Ominous Wind back.

His scowl grew uglier. Michael had obviously been wary of Dazed. Dusknoir had just made the field impossible for Dazed to safely teleport in with that Ominous Wind. It wasn’t a particularly powerful technique in of itself, but in spreading so much of it around Dusknoir had saturated the battlefield with its power and Ash had been too confused by its ability to absorb Dazed’s Psybeam to consider a way to stop it.

Not that there was a way to stop it. Dazed’s psychic force didn’t react well with the ghostly winds considering that they essentially neutralized each other. The ghostly energy naturally disrupted psychic power. They couldn’t coexist.

Now that the entire battlefield had been filled with the miasma Dazed was practically helpless. Any long-distance attacks like a Psybeam would fizzle out by the time they reached Dusknoir and if she waited until it was closer the ghostly figure would be able to grab her and finish her off.

He’d been outplayed. Dazed was trapped. She had to maintain a psychic shield just to avoid her strength being sapped by the Ominous Wind.

Ash’s mind ran through dozens of potential strategies as Dusknoir finally began to move through the miasma, its burning eye the only clue to the Reaper’s deathly presence as it stalked its prey.

It was in its home. The mists were an extension of itself, the Reaper’s essence released outside its body. Ash wouldn’t doubt that it could simply appear anywhere in the miasma, considering how intimately it was linked to the Ominous Wind.

“Teleport into the crevasse.” He finally called out. It was unlikely, but Dusknoir might not have had its mist travel into the trenches that dotted the battlefield. As far as the specter knew she had no ability to teleport. Ash hadn’t seen Michael giving it any commands since the first few seconds of the battle, either, so he couldn’t have told it.

Ash knew that Dazed would have to pull off a miracle here. Dusknoir ruled the battlefield and could somehow absorb psychic attacks like they were nothing. It was obvious that a frontal assault would do nothing. Dazed needed to somehow hit it from the back or the sides if she wanted to finish the creature.

She’d also need to do it with a Shadow Ball. Dusknoir weren’t immune to psychic attacks, but their formidable physical and mental powers rendered them somewhat resistant. Their corporeal forms were notably tougher than most other ghosts.

A Shadow Ball wouldn’t attack its physical body. The addition of the alien energy held within a Shadow Ball would be added to the ghost’s own energy, destabilizing their ability to hold onto and manifest a physical form. It would take a particularly strong ghost-type technique to actually destabilize the Dusknoir to the point that it would be rendered catatonic as it attempted to sift through and regain control of its power and body, but if she could ruin its focus and cause it to lose control over the Ominous Wind then she would have a chance.

He watched with concern as Dazed teleported. The air imbued with ghostly power rushed to fill in the void left by the absence of her shield and Dusknoir appeared where she had been seconds ago, its dark hands alit with ghostly power as it prepared to grapple her.

Dusknoir’s unblinking eye swiveled over to the trench Dazed had just teleported to, obviously aware of her presence. The Reaper stalked her through the miasma. It was supremely confident in its invincibility.

It vanished into the mist.

Ash felt his hands tremble nervously as the Reaper disappeared. The end of the battle was here. Dazed couldn’t keep fighting under the conditions Dusknoir had created. She had to either finish it now or be finished herself.

The seconds ticked by at an agonizingly slow pace. Ash’s fingers tapped erratically against the railing and even with the Feather’s comforting warmth, only amplified by the proximity of the Flame of Moltres, did nothing to heal the stress that weighed down on him like a heavy weight.

He watched and waited.

One.

Two.

Three.

Four.

A flash of dim grey energy emanated from the crevasse but Ash had no idea who it belonged to. The mist had already begun to fill into the trench a few seconds before so it could have been either of the fighters.

Ash grit his teeth as a shadow rushed out of the pit with Dazed held firmly between its ghostly hands. The shadow wrapped over Dazed and sucked out her power even as she furiously blasted it with psychic powers that had already begun to fail. He saw her begin to draw upon the power necessary for a Shadow Ball, but the Reaper’s red eye caught it as well and flooded her defenseless body with its energy.

The Reaper dropped Dazed’s drained body in the mist and coalesced into the form of Dusknoir. It was silent and slowly recalled the ghostly miasma back into its body. In just a few seconds the field appeared as it had before the Dusknoir had been released.

Dazed laid there unmoving except for the gentle rise and fall of her chest. Her eyes were shut. She had fallen into the closest thing to sleep that she could ever experience.

Ash recalled her with a bitter taste in his mouth and considered the small red and white orb for a few moments.

“Thank you, Dazed. I’m proud of you.” He murmured before he placed her back onto his belt. Ash gently ran the pads of his fingers across each of his other pokeballs, which warmed and twitched slightly at his touch. “The same goes for all of you. I couldn’t have made it nearly this far without all of your help.”

He looked up finally and met Michael’s eyes. The Champion of Orre gave him a smile and respectful nod that Ash returned. Ash tipped his cap to him and tried to ignore the ashen taste in his mouth as it finally hit him that he’d lost.

Ash squeezed his eyes shut for a brief moment and just breathed.

“AND AFTER A STUNNINGLY INTENSE MATCH, MICHAEL BRAEDEN WINS THE CONFERENCE!” The announcer screamed to the audience, who happily roared back in return. Ash glanced around at the hundreds of thousands of faces around him. Quite a few were watching him, as though they expected something.

He just smiled wearily and dipped his head to the crowd, who roared again.

“THIS IS A MATCH THAT NO ONE’S GOING TO FORGET FOR YEARS TO COME!” The announcer shouted again, utterly ecstatic. As he turned to head out of the trainer’s box he silently wondered how the man’s vocal cords had held up this long. “EVERYONE SAY GOODBYE TO OUR FAVORITE ROOKIE, ASH KETCHUM, AND THE INDIGO CONFERENCE CHAMPION, MICHAEL BRAEDEN AND THANK THEM FOR A GREAT MATCH!”

The crowd roared again, but this time Ash ignored them and the announcer as the man continued to ramble. He seemed more excited about this than Michael did.

Ash sighed when he saw the legions of reporters waiting for him. If there was a downside to competing in the Conference, this was it.

Still, he adopted a smile on his face even as he wiped the realization of his defeat away.

He might not have won, but he had come far. Farther than any other rookie had gone before or likely go again. He’d made history, even if his true goal had been left unmet.

Despite his loss, the legend of Ash Ketchum had been forged this day.

In the Indigo Stadium he had fought a renowned trainer with many years of experience on him to a standstill.

In the Indigo Stadium his team’s blood had mixed with the battlefield that had seen Champions and Masters rise and fall.

He had been given the honor to compete with the best of the best and he had held his own.

He had made his mother, Professor Oak, and Lance proud.

So he smiled.

Besides, that was a fantastic battle.
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Anyways, I really hope everybody enjoyed this chapter! It felt indescribably good to write something that I’ve planned since the story began, but I’m also glad to be moving on. I’d like to get back to what I enjoy about Traveler and now that the Conference is over I can finally do it. 

There’ll be one more chapter to wrap things up in Kanto. I’ve written part of it already, so it should be out quickly. I’ll address where I’m taking the story in the next chapter and its AN. 

Thanks for reading and make sure to review!






30. Chapter 30: The Closing Ceremony


Well here it is! The last chapter of Kanto. Before you read this chapter I’d like to say to a certain someone who reviewed several chapters ago — you’ll know who you are once you get into the chapter — that I hope you enjoy the surprise. 

Ash handed his pokeballs — with the exception of Infernus’ — to Nurse Joy silently. He did his utmost to ignore the people crowding around him, shouting excitedly and rambling on and on about the match they’d just witnessed. So far only a few had people had recognized him, primarily because he’d kept his hat over his eyes and tried to stay as inconspicuous as possible after he’d left the interview that amounted to a slight, inconsequential blur in his memory.

He sighed inwardly. Hopefully he hadn’t made too much of a fool of himself in the interview. It was never a good thing if he couldn’t even recall the words that had been reluctantly pried from his mouth.

“We’ll have them ready in no time!” Nurse Joy flashed him a white smile as she handed the tray of precious cargo to one of her relaxed assistants. Ash nodded and smiled slightly back and turned to walk away. “Oh, and Mr. Ketchum?”

“Yes?” He stiffened and cast a wary glance around to the throngs of trainers and spectators. Thankfully nobody had heard Nurse Joy. He’d hate to be mobbed when he just wanted to go to the house and think, far away from the distractions that pervaded Indigo Plateau.

“You battled wonderfully,” The pretty woman said kindly. “Don’t let anyone tell you otherwise.”

Ash swallowed and relaxed. Unnoticed tension drained out of his shoulders.

“…Thank you.”

She just smiled again and shooed him away. Ash slipped through the throngs of trainers silently, mind awash with his defeat as he unconsciously ran his fingers across his belt, right where the cold metal of his friends would normally be. Now there were only four of his eternal companions with him: Bruiser, Seeker, Oz, and Sneasel.

It felt rather empty.

He just sighed as he felt the warm afternoon air brush against his skin. The sun was partially hidden by thin wispy clouds, but just to the degree that it made the harsh rays comfortable instead of overbearing.

Ash shook himself out of his stupor and started the long trek home, although his self-control did not extend to getting the failed battle out of his mind. His mind was awash with flashes of light, flesh tearing, mistakes…

“Hey, you’re Ash Ketchum!” A thoroughly unwelcome voice called out. Ash held back a frustrated scowl when he was suddenly swarmed with a small crowd of people yammering and asking questions that should have been obvious to anyone who’d actually watched the battle.

After he’d gotten over his momentary stupor as a dozen people locked him into place his eyes, shadowed by the brim of his hat, settled onto the young trainer who’d started it all. The boy, whose most distinctive feature was a smattering of light freckles across his face, smiled at him sheepishly before he pulled a marker and the same hat as the one on Ash’s head out of his pocket.

“So…mind signing this for me?”

Ash stared at him for a moment before he took the marker.

He had the strange feeling that getting to the house would take a lot longer than it should.
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Ash stepped into the house nearly an hour later. It had taken him a good half hour to slip out of the crowd he’d attracted, although he’d ended up signing many, many more items after the hat. His hand ached slightly from the workout those little-used muscles had gotten.

He stopped suddenly when he realized that there was a new addition to his house that he hadn’t expected yet.

“Yo,” Gary waved at him lazily from where he casually reclined on Ash’s preferred chair. “Nice show you put on out there, Ashy-boy.”

“Thank you,” He replied, still a little off-guard from his visitor’s unexpected presence. “So…”

“Yeah, that was awesome!” Jonathan cheered once he’d finally stopped glaring uncomfortably at the utterly unaffected Gary. He sobered quickly, though. “Too bad you didn’t win. That kind of sucked.”

Ash just withheld a sigh at that comment, although he let a smile flash when Amelia smacked the back of Jonathan’s head. Gary just sneered at it all and turned back to Ash as Amelia berated her friend.

“I’ll take back that promise of not talking to you,” The other boy grinned. “You did kind of beat the crap out of a Dragonite, Salamence, and Snorlax. It’s kind of sad, really. I’d expected a bit more of a fight from that guy given the pokemon he had. Then again, he is just some thug from Orre.”

He rolled his eyes but did smile appreciatively at his former rival’s words. “Thanks.”

“You might as well take a seat,” Gary yawned and motioned at the recliner beside him. “Your mom and Gramps should be here soon enough.”

Ash slipped into the seat and frowned at Gary, although he was grateful that thoughts of the battle had finally begun to slip from his mind. “…That’s my chair.”

“Yep.”

His eye twitched.

“Hey, if you’d won I’d let you have it,” Gary grinned. It slipped off a few moments later. “But seriously, you did alright out there. You put on a better show than that scrub from last year. What was his name…Marcus?”

Ash shrugged. He’d been so wound up about beginning his journey that he’d barely paid attention to the Final last year. “I have no idea.”

“Exactly!” Gary crowed and jabbed his finger at Ash. He cocked his head to look at Gary quizzically. “See, people are going to remember you — you, not the thug. I mean, he’s competed before. He was expected to do really freakin’ good, if not win. You’re the brat everyone expected to fizzle out around the second round and you pushed the assumed winner to his absolute limit! I doubt anybody really cares who won at this point. They think you’re the next Lance and you just proved the world right!”

He just stared at Gary, who had finally fallen silent after his impassioned speech. Ash’s mouth twisted up into a genuine smile once he’d gotten over his shock at Gary’s impromptu reinforcement. The Oak just scowled when he realized the other two occupants of the room were staring at him.

“Huh, when you’d two get so friendly?” Jonathan asked curiously as he shifted back and forth between Ash and Gary. “I mean, you’re an asshole —”

Amelia promptly smacked him on the back of the head, although given her gobsmacked expression she didn’t exactly disagree. Not that Ash would have either until about a week ago.

“Thank you,” He repeated, far more truthfully this time. Gary hesitantly smiled, although it slid off his face when he caught Jonathan staring at him again.

“What’re ya lookin’ at, scrub?” He sneered. Jonathan growled and made to stand, but calmed himself when Amelia grabbed his shoulder. “And why are you even here right now? I would have gone back to Pallet a long time ago if I were you. I mean, you lost your three strongest pokemon to one Nidoking.”

Jonathan scowled back. “I don’t recall you doing much better against Ash, prick.”

“Meh, at least I managed to get past his first pokemon,” Gary smirked. “I can’t say I paid too much attention — your battle was very boring, ya know — but I don’t even recall you scratching Nidoking. Not even with Blast Burn, which should really qualify you to have your license taken away now that I think about it.”

The shorter boy glared at Gary and began to retaliate, but a slight frown from Ash cut the two of them off.

“Enough.”

Gary just smiled nonchalantly and rhythmically tapped his fingers against the side of his chair as Jonathan seethed. It looked like he’d gotten everything he’d wanted from the exchange.

But, judging from the sudden edge to that grin, it seemed that he wasn’t satisfied yet.

“So, put any thought into that offer, Ashy-boy?”

Ash scowled at his friend and let his eyes flicker over to the other two occupants. Jonathan was still too angry to focus but Amelia had let her gaze slide over to him curiously. She blushed and looked away when he noticed her, however.

At least that crisis was averted. He wanted to keep Lance’s offer on the down-low. He’d come to his decision but it wasn’t going to be advertised until Lance or someone from the League came to speak with him about it.

He figured that Lance would send Will or Steven to bring him to the Plateau sometime tonight. The Closing Ceremony was tomorrow and he was certain that Lance would be in a frenzy getting ready for it.

“Yes,” He said finally.

“And?” Gary asked, obviously frustrated by Ash’s less than satisfying reply. “Don’t be a smartass.”

“I’ll tell you tomorrow.” Ash smiled, well aware of how annoyed Gary was at the moment. Gary was inquisitive by nature, much like Ash. That natural curiosity manifested itself in nosiness, which Ash had learned to manipulate long ago.

Gary didn’t react nearly as explosively as Ash had almost-hoped. He just shook his head in annoyance. “I really think I might hate you right now. Not even a hint, Ashy-boy?”

Ash shrugged. It was very satisfying to annoy Gary even after their mutual animosity had simmered away, especially since it almost felt like Gary was more interested in his decision than Ash himself.

“So, what’s all this about, you —” Jonathan, who’d finally calmed somewhat, began only to be cut off by his mother and the Professor as they stepped into the League house. “Hey, Professor Oak, Ms. Ketchum!”

“Ah, hello.” The Professor smiled as his mother rang out a cheery hello as well. “It’s nice to see you again, Jonathan. You as well, Amelia. I haven’t heard from either of you for months.”

As the two subjects of his well-hidden ire picked up on the Professor’s displeasure and stammered out apologies, Delia slipped over to Ash and Gary and smiled down at the boys, although she didn’t take the remaining seat.

“Hello, boys!” She greeted.

Gary waved back and actually greeted her respectfully. His and Ash’s little feud had never extended to Delia.

“I need to go talk to Gramps,” His former rival said suddenly as he rose from his chair. “See ya, Ms. Ketchum.”

With that he was off. Ash was grateful to Gary for having picked up that his presence wasn’t particularly necessary at the moment, although he was surprised that he had picked an excuse that involved saving Jonathan and Amelia from his grandfather’s disapproval. It wasn’t as if Gary was subtle about his dislike for the other two trainers from Pallet.

“How are you?” His mother asked softly as she sat down in the vacated seat and threw a comforting arm around his shoulders. “I know you must be disappointed…”

“I’m fine,” Ash replied stonily. He sighed and relaxed slightly when his mother kept looking at him patiently. “…I was so close. Victory was right there and I let it slip away. If I’d just taken more time to think during the battle I could have beaten him.”

His mother was quiet for a few seconds and just gripped him a bit tighter. “You can’t think about what you could have done. Believe me, I’ve been there. It’ll eat at you until nothing’s left but a bunch of doubt and bitterness. Losing yourself to your mistakes is like drinking poison and expecting it to help.”

“Don’t forget about your mistakes. That’s how you get better,” She continued. “But don’t torture yourself imagining what might have been. See what you did wrong and move on and know that you won’t do the same thing again.”

Ash considered that. It was the sort of advice that he had heard before from several sources but it struck him far harder than ever before since it came from his mother. The conversation they’d had after he’d returned from Fuchsia shone like a beacon in his mind.

His mother was more than qualified to give him that advice. She knew far more of regret than he did.

He finally just nodded his acceptance and stared down at his hands for a while, mind flooded with thoughts. The tension that had coiled up inside of him had loosened, although he’d need more time to accept his loss and all of the emotions that came with it before it vanished completely.

“Just think on it for a while, alright?” His mother patted his arm and stood up. “Professor Oak and I will give you some time before we go out to eat. Samuel wanted to talk to Gary anyway.”

Ash nodded gratefully once more. He sat there for a long while before he finally felt the need to get up and join with the others. The thoughts revolving around his defeat tried to drown him. He saw everything in clarity now: the strategies that could have ensured his victory, the different choice in pokemon that could have left Michael on the defensive rather than himself, the little missteps that had been proof of his inexperience against someone like the Champion of Orre.

He analyzed every single one of those missteps. Ash would never make the same mistakes again, just like his mother had said. He wouldn’t get caught up in the importance of a battle or the anxiety it left in the pit of his stomach. He would think.

With that he moved on. Thoughts of his loss would follow him for much longer than he’d like, but he would turn them into something positive rather than the poison his mother had cautioned him against.

For now he just needed to relax. He only had one day left in Indigo Plateau, after all, and then he’d be off to Pallet and then the journey that awaited him.
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Ash stared up at the ceiling of his room, Sneasel curled up at his side and Bruiser, Oz, and Seeker all huddled together as they slept. Their group had gotten back from their short lunch nearly an hour ago and his mother, the Professor, and Gary left shortly thereafter.

He was still thinking about the battle. It had run through his head a dozen times and he’d realized that it was releasing Torrent when he did and Michael’s Snorlax that had sealed his fate. He’d taken Dragonite and Salamence on rather evenly, especially given how powerful they were.

It had been a mistake to release Torrent against Dragonite, even if he hadn’t come up with the idea of Infernus teleporting onto and in front of a flying opponent by that point. Infernus still would have been able to take it down relatively easily given its crippled state.

Of course, then it was possible that Jolteon would have been left as one of Michael’s last opponent, sequestered away until the two greatest threats to it — Nidoking and Infernus — had been taken out of the picture.

If that had happened he had no doubt that Jolteon would have steamrolled its way over the entire team rather than just Torrent. While all of Michael’s pokemon were very formidable, probably just under what would be considered Master-level, Jolteon stood far above even Salamence or Snorlax. Had he not had a counter as perfect as Infernus it would have been the greatest threat by far.

Still, he hadn’t expected Michael to actually release his starter so quickly. He’d expected the redhead to exploit Salamence’s mobility and potent attacks against Torrent, who would have difficulty fighting an opponent that fast and agile even with Ice Storm. Jolteon had been a surprise.

Torrent’s loss had just been the beginning of the end. Although one of his most potent fighters had gone down without much of a fight, it was Snorlax that had ensured he was defeated. He could have made up for his loss of Torrent and Infernus if Snorlax hadn’t been there. Just to defeat the thing he’d had to sacrifice both Infernus and Nidoking, who could have taken any of Michael’s remaining pokemon without too much difficulty. Even Dusknoir would have fallen to their might.

It was a shame that the mental attacks Dazed employed such as Hypnosis would have been ineffective against Snorlax until it had almost been unconscious from the poison anyway. Unless the user of mental techniques was significantly stronger than the victim they tended to be unreliable.

For Hypnosis to be worth the risk of the immobility and focus required to use it the victim had to be both weakened and distracted or locked into place. A hurt pokemon had far less of the mental focus required to resist or throw the technique entirely, while the immobility was required so that the user could properly use the technique. It was the reason Dazed had to use Disable on most pokemon she hypnotized.

Even with the poison coursing through its bloodstream, Snorlax was far too physically powerful to immobilize. A simple flex could have broken Dazed’s psychic prison and its single-minded desire for food would shatter her Hypnosis with hardly any effort. Michael had undoubtedly kept the Snorlax hungry for this battle so that it would be more aggressive and willing to fight.

He sighed. It had taken half of his team to bring that beast down. If it hadn’t been for Snorlax he would have just needed to mop up Arcanine and Dusknoir. While powerful, neither would have been half as much trouble as Snorlax had his team not been sapped.

Honestly, now that he had considered it a hundred times a hundred different ways, there wasn’t a way for him to win — not yet. If his team was adjusted to defeat Salamence and Dragonite more efficiently then Snorlax emerged and laid waste to them after Infernus and Nidoking fell and then Jolteon finished the rest with its terrible power.

It was maddening. His team was strong — spectacularly so, even — and smart and skilled. But he couldn’t foresee how they could have won against the kind of overwhelming power Michael had brought upon them.

He still needed to grow. He and his family had to fight and struggle for new strength. They would grow strong enough to beat Michael no matter what he fought with, they would find the limits of their power and then shatter their way past them with their resolve.

“Ash?!” Amelia called out from downstairs, surprised by something. Ash shot up faster than one of Oz’s blasts of electricity and made his way to the living room. Only Bruiser and Seeker moved to follow him. Sneasel was still asleep and Oz didn’t seem to detect a threat.

“Yes?” He called out, although he went silent when he saw the reason for her and Jonathan’s bemused expressions.

“Ah, there you are, Ash!” Will greeted cheerfully as he skillfully twirled his cane around. The air shimmered where the length of wood carved through it and rippled outward. Afterimages of the cane flickered seconds after it had passed. “The good Champion Lance desires to speak with you!”

Ash nodded, although he felt his mouth turn upward into a smirk as Jonathan mouthed, “Who is this weirdo?”

“I am Will, future member of the Indigo Elite Four, the apprentice of Lady Sabrina, and Champion of the One Hundred and Forty-Fifth Indigo Conference!” Will exclaimed with an imperious wave of his cane. Fiery purple energy crackled in the air where the instrument passed and Will’s eyes shined with terrible power behind his mask.

Ash watched as his two housemates looked at Will with wide eyes as the masked man smiled pleasantly at them. Purple energy burned the floor underneath his feet and his features were hidden behind the arcs of lightning that danced down his body. The cane burned malevolently at the tip and Will stalked over to the two until he loomed over them as a burning purple specter.

Jonathan in particular seemed terrified as Will held the burning cane and slowly raised it until the purple fire was less than an inch away from his forehead and caused his fearful eyes to reflect the light until they seemed to glow themselves.

Will tapped the instrument to the boy’s head and Jonathan squeezed his eyes shut, although they snapped open in perplexed silence when he just felt a small impact and not the lightning that would consume his mind and leave him a gibbering mess.

“Wha —” Jonathan asked dumbly as the smiling Will straightened up and pulled the instrument away. There was no fiery purple or deathly cold eyes anymore, just the amiable features of an odd man.

“It was a pleasure to make your acquaintance, Mr. Lindon. You as well, Ms. Franklin!” Will smiled at the duo who just watched him nervously. “Now, Ash, I fear that we must cut this delightful meeting short! The Champion Lance is most busy at the moment.”

“Of course,” Ash nodded and finally stepped down the stairs. “Sneasel, stay here and don’t cause any trouble. Bruiser, watch Sneasel.”

Sneasel whined as Bruiser nodded and picked the dark-type up by the scruff of his neck, although he knew better than to actually try to attack the fighting-type. He’d learned that lesson long ago.

“Brace yourself!” Will warned cheerfully and waved his cane. Ash squeezed his eyes shut and slammed onto the hard floor of the true Indigo Plateau the moment later. He retched and stayed on the ground for a few seconds as the contents of his stomach struggled to escape his body, although the fact that the air had been knocked out of him didn’t help matters.

“Oh dear,” Will frowned, obviously concerned as he channeled psychic energy through his cane and gently pulled Ash to his feet. “I must offer my apologies, my friend. That was a dreadful display of my skill. Lady Sabrina would have my head if she was aware of this!”

“It’s fine,” Ash coughed as he let the psychic energy that gripped him fade away. He frowned at the amused glances the ordinarily stoic ACE trainers that guarded Lance’s office shared. “Thank you for your help, Will.”

Will just smiled and balanced his cane on the tip of his index finger with unnatural precision as he regarded Ash from behind his mask. “Ah, you’re welcome! Now, Lance is expecting you. I do hope to hear that you decide to become our future comrade!”

Ash smiled back and moved to step into the office. The ACE trainers pulled the doors open as he walked and returned his nod, their stony countenances back in place.

“There you are!” Lance greeted him warmly as he stepped into the office. His desk was relatively clear of paperwork today, which came as something of a surprise to Ash. He’d imagined that Lance would be drowning in the stuff with the end of the Conference. “Great display out there, Ash! You did me proud in that battle.”

He wouldn’t deny that Lance’s words sent a rush of warmth through him. Lance was somebody he looked up to and hearing that the Indigo Champion was impressed by his performance — proud of it — even though he didn’t win was more than he had ever imagined. His teacher’s approval was something he had fought hard for, but hearing that Lance was actually proud of him was something else entirely.

“Indeed,” Steven’s voice rang out as he sat down in one of the cushioned chairs positioned in front of Lance’s chair. His head snapped to look behind him and saw the former Champion entering through the same door he had. “Michael Braeden is well-known to those of us in the Leagues — anyone capable of bringing some semblance of law and order to Orre as a whole deserves that recognition, especially given his age. He’s on the path to become a Master soon and you pushed him to his limit. That is no small feat, and you’ve more than earned the respect you’ve earned with it.”

“Ah, don’t be so formal. We’re all friends here!” Lance grinned as he reclined back into his chair, although he had to swat at Gible when the little dragon took that as a chance to chew on some of his paperwork. “But seriously, good work out there. I couldn’t have expected a better display — Blaine’s face when Infernus teleported onto Salamence is something I’m going to remember for a long time.”

Steven just smiled and walked around the massive desk to stand by Lance’s side. The former Champion’s face was one of utter satisfaction. At what Ash couldn’t begin to guess.

“Well, let’s get to business,” Lance announced as he picked up the paper Ash recognized as the Elite Four trainee form. “I’m sure you know why you’re here.”

He nodded.

“We gave you two options, but we talked and have decided on a third, if you wish to take it.” Steven cut in. “It’s compromise.”

Ash perked up. This wasn’t expected.

“I’m willing to allow you to become a trainee of the Indigo Elite Four and travel to Hoenn,” Lance said bluntly. “It’s a temporary assignment of one year. You’ll essentially be on loan to the Ever Grande League while Steven trains you to the point that you will be eligible for a real position in the Indigo Elite Four. Your main priority will be to stop the Rocket remnants gathering in Hoenn at all cost, and will be directed toward that goal by the League.”

“There’s more to it, of course, but that only matters if you take the deal,” Lance said.

“Give me a pen,” Ash replied without any hesitation. Lance just smiled and pushed it over to him.

Ash was quick to sign everywhere he needed to. There wasn’t much information to fill out so it was a quick process.

His hands did shake slightly, out of the sheer excitement that came with the realization that not only would he be able to continue traveling while training under one of the greatest Masters of history, but he’d also be allowed to have access to the League’s resources in the fight against Team Rocket’s fragments.

As he wrote his signature one last time — he winced to see that it was somewhat illegible due to the complete lack of control over his hands the quick rush of adrenaline had left him — he dimly realized that he’d just entered a new chapter of his life.

Perhaps that wasn’t entirely correct. He was just in the process of turning the page. Right now he was caught between the freedom of travel and the burden of responsibility. It was all blurred together at the moment, and would be for the next year.

He was determined to enjoy the next year as much as he could. Hoenn would be the experience of a lifetime and while training under Steven he’d get to partake in the pleasurable activity of relentlessly dismantling every part of Giovanni’s most prolific legacy.

By the time he was done with them the Rockets would be nothing more than a faded nightmare, a few twisted strands of shadow waiting to be cast away by the dawn. He would never let them rebuild to even a small fraction of their former menace.

“Congratulations!” Lance grinned. “You are now the newest member of the Indigo Elite Four!”

Ash nodded dully, still a little shocked that he’d actually started this path. He’d decided on Hoenn beforehand. Along with the fact that he still wanted to travel and get to know Steven better, the attraction of fighting the Rockets was too much to resist.

Besides, Oak’s words still rang in his mind. He needed to become stronger and if he didn’t keep moving and fighting he’d never reach the heights he knew he could climb. Staying as an Elite Four trainee would certainly bolster his skills under the tutelage of whichever one of the most powerful Masters in Indigo took responsibility for him, but traveling and training with Steven sounded even more appealing.

“Like I said, you’ll be acting as an agent on loan to the Ever Grande League,” Lance began. Ash listened with rapt attention. He always focused on what Lance had to say, but he figured that he should do his best to memorize every word that came out of the Champion’s mouth now that he worked for him. “Minimum contact with Indigo other than monthly reports — Steven will show you who to do those — although you can be recalled if necessary.”

“That shouldn’t happen now that the Rockets are fleeing Indigo, though,” Lance shrugged. “The Ever Grande League only has limited authority over you. The only missions you’ll really be called for will be against Rockets, although you’ll be put into action should another threat make itself known. They should be on a relatively infrequent basis, as the League is still trying to analyze the location of their base.”

Ash nodded. He could deal with that, much as he wanted to go after the Rocket’s the second the Conference ended.

“Steven’s going to be your handler and will relay whatever orders the League has for you. I’ll contact you personally if Indigo requires anything of you,” The Champion added as an afterthought. “He’ll also be finishing your training and helping you to develop advanced techniques of you own — don’t look at me like that. I’m talking about usable techniques, not Earth Burn. Creating something that powerful isn’t much use when you can’t use it in a regulated battle, you know. I wouldn’t use it against the Rockets, either — friendly fire is a certainty with that kind of destructive power.”

“Anyways,” Lance continued, “I think that about covers it. If there’s anything else I’ll contact you. There are a few details I’m still sorting out, regardless. We’ll wait on getting you a room at the Plateau since you won’t be using it for the next year or so.”

Ash nodded, although he frowned quizzically at Lance when the tall man suddenly grinned and held out a small piece of paper to him. “What’s this?”

“Just look at it.”

He followed Lance’s advice and turned the piece of paper over, although his eyes practically bugged out when he realized what it was.

A check.

A check with a ludicrously large sum of money invested into it.

“Five hundred thousand?” He whispered as he stared at the precious slip of paper in his hand. That check held more money than he’d made in his entire lucrative career as a trainer, even with the huge additions Lance had given him for his work for the League.

“It’s an old tradition to give new trainees the equivalent to their annual paycheck as a bonus upon being inducted,” The Champion said with a massive grin at Ash’s reaction. It wasn’t often he showed this much of an outward reaction. “It gives them a reason to stay with us for a very, very long time.”

He silently nodded and continued to stare at the check, although he didn’t miss the amused glances that Steven and Lance shared. Ash couldn’t bring himself to care, however. While he didn’t consider himself to be a person that particularly cared about money, actually possessing so much was something entirely foreign to him.

Ash and his mother were hardly poor, but they weren’t particularly well-off either. They were just comfortable. This could change that.

His focus was torn from the check in his hand when Steven gave a short cough to attract his attention.

“While we’re here, I’ll go ahead and tell you our arrangements,” Steven said crisply as he met Ash’s eyes. “As Lance said, I’ll be your trainer and handler. I’ll assist you and watch over you on assignments in order to ensure your safety and success. While I do have my own business to take of and it will be necessary for me to take a leave of absence on occasion, I will be with you a majority of the time.”

“Lance has given me the details of what training you’ve gone through. It was very accelerated and skipped several parts of your development in favor of the raw power Lance favors.” Steven let his lips curl up into a smirk at his jab toward Lance. “I will correct that deficiency over the next year and hone your efficiency and discipline. By the end none of your team’s movements will be wasted and every attack will be used to its utmost potential. In addition to that, I will also assist you in developing your own techniques and strategies to a far deeper extent than anything you’ve currently created.”

Steven’s voice lost some of its official edge. “I’m going to be occupied with the Ever Grande Conference in a month, so I won’t be able to train you until a few days after it ends. I’d suggest that you wait until the last week of the Conference to travel to Hoenn. Take the time up until that point off — you don’t want to burn out. Rest might become elusive in our time together. I’ll also send you an address, time, and date to meet me in Rustboro, where we’ll begin traveling together.”

“When we aren’t occupied with our duties for the League, I’d like to keep our travels a relatively informal affair,” The former Champion’s voice softened. “Hoenn’s a beautiful land, as you’ll come to see. It’s been too long since I’ve journeyed across it and it’s an experience that will never leave you.”

Ash nodded as Steven finally paused. His brain, which was still overloaded by the thoughts of his loss and Lance’s outline, struggled to take all of the information dumped on him by Steven. He thought he remembered most of it and Steven would certainly send him the information over his PokeNav, but he figured he’d go ahead and write it down.

“As Lance said, there are still details being worked out,” Steven nodded to the Dragon Master. “I’ll contact you with the pertinent information when it’s been decided, but for now you should relax. I’m sure you’re feeling a bit overwhelmed at the moment and you’ve more than earned a respite.”

He nodded dully as he ran over the information he’d been given in his head. Ash was sure that he’d be interrogated by Gary, Professor Oak, and his mother when he told them of his decision and he wanted to be able to recount everything to them.

If he didn’t then Gary would quite possibly kill him. His friend seemed even more invested in Ash’s decision to take the trainee position than he was.

“Charles should arrive shortly,” Steven spoke up quietly after a brief few seconds of comfortable silence.

“I suppose you’re right,” Lance sighed. The Champion squeezed his eyes shut in brief concentration. “Well, congratulations, Ash. It’s nice to have you in the Family.”

Ash’s mouth curled up into a slight smile. “I’m happy to be in it.”

“Yes!” A cheerful voice rang out from directly behind him. Ash flinched before he managed to force himself to relax. It was just Will. He really should have been used to it by now. “It is indeed wonderful that you have joined us, Ash! I am delighted to have you as a comrade-in-arms!”

“You too, Will.” He smiled back. Will’s exuberance was infective. It was quite possibly a side-effect of his great psychic power.

“Indeed, indeed!” Will laughed. “Well, I suppose we must be off. It is truly a shame that we won’t get to speak with Sir Charles, but duty calls. Farewell, Champion Lance, Sir Stone!”

Both Champions smiled at Will’s antics and waved them away, although Ash thought that Steven’s seemed slightly tight.

It didn’t matter, since the next second he felt himself slam down onto the hard surface of the League house’s dining room table, still in a sitting position. He winced at the pain and gingerly pulled himself off of the table. Will helped him to his feet once more.

“Ah, my apologies,” The masked man sighed theatrically. “I had meant to place you on the couch. It seems that my precision is still off. Lady Sabrina will be so disappointed…perhaps I should avoid her in the near-future, although my dear Lady likely knows this sad event has occurred already.”

“She tends to do that,” Ash grimaced as he rubbed the small of his back, which felt like it had been stabbed. That would leave a bruise tomorrow.

“Indeed, indeed,” Will murmured again. He absentmindedly balanced his cane on his fingertip again before he swept the length of wood out of existence. “Hmm. It seems that both of your delightful acquaintances have vacated the premises. Unfortunate, I must say. I’d looked forward to meeting them again.”

Ash snorted in amusement at that. Jonathan and Amelia were likely terrified of Will after their last encounter. They hadn’t met the friendly man he had.

Will smiled at that and gave Ash a short bow. “Farewell, Comrade!”

He waved the psychic goodbye, although Will had dematerialized before the motion had even been completed.

Ash relaxed now that he was alone and headed up to his room. He’d enjoy a nap right about now, although he had to write down the information he’d been given by Lance and Steven first. He wasn’t about to disappoint them or perform at anything less than excellent at his new job.

That was still a strange thought. Ash wasn’t sure how long it would take him to adjust to the thought that he, Ash Ketchum of Pallet Town, was a member of the vaunted Elite Four. The youngest member ever, in fact, even if he was just a trainee.

He sighed when he realized that the nap would have to be a short one, just enough for him to recuperate somewhat. Infernus still needed to be taken out to heal in a pit of magma — Pokemon Centers were incapable of treating Magmortar without specialized equipment. Humans couldn’t withstand the heat produced by a Magmortar’s body for long, plus potions and other medical products would be burned away almost instantly inside a Magmortar’s fiery blood.

Ash shook his head as he laid down in his bed. He just needed to calm down and let his head stay empty for a little while.

This really had been a huge day. Even if he’d lost the Conference — a twinge of bitterness ran through him at that — he’d still cemented his name in history. The world knew who he was now, and soon the Rockets would as well.

XX

Ash smiled as Infernus settled into the small pool of molten stone until only his eyes and above were visible — and even then it was a challenge to locate him thanks to his camouflage. The pit cast a warm orange glow across the small clearing he had found, even behind the earthen walls Bruiser had erected around it in order to safeguard the surrounding forest from the magma’s potent heat.

He laid with his back to the tree and stared up at the stars. They glistened across the night sky in their familiar patterns, each a constant in the inky void of space.

Sneasel rested beside him, quiet and still for once. That came as something of a surprise since Sneasel was normally louder and more hyperactive than usual at night thanks to his species’ nocturnal nature.

But he wasn’t going to question the respite and just watched the sky contentedly as Infernus recuperated from the extensive injuries he’d taken from Salamence and Snorlax. They were barely enough to slow him down now that the Magmortar had regained consciousness, but they needed to be healed all the same.

Seeker, who had nestled into his side and underneath his light jacket for warmth, squeaked in surprise as a roll of thunder crashed throughout the forest, followed quickly by another and another.

He just stroked her soft fur to calm the spooked Zubat down. Aside from his desire to quell her fright, the hooks at the tips of her wings hurt somewhat as they stabbed through his shirt.

“It’s just Bruiser,” Ash comforted the meekest member of his team. “There’s nothing to worry about.”

She squeaked and tried to burrow closer to him, although Ash came to suspect that that was an impossibility at this point.

Ash sighed and turned his gaze to the forest in the direction the thunder of smashed trees roared from. Bruiser had decided it was time to step up his training and felt that there was no better time than the present. He couldn’t help but be concerned as several more trees splintered in the distance, the crashes heralded by bright flashes of light from Focus Blast.

He was happy that Bruiser had started to train even harder, even if it was just with his energy-based techniques since he couldn’t exactly grow stronger than he already was without specialized training, but he didn’t feel that it would accomplish anything significant.

Bruiser needed to learn to battle. He had been taken almost as far as Ash could bring him with techniques. Ash would have to find him another teacher to help him become strong enough to evolve. All that was left was to hone Bruiser’s reflexes and perfect Rampage.

While Rampage was incredibly powerful as it was, Ash knew that it wasn’t complete. It was still too damaging. He needed to help Bruiser learn to master it and use a weaker version of the technique, one that could be controlled reliably and used on a more frequent basis. Right now it was only to be used if there was absolutely no other option. Otherwise the wear on his body would be too great and hinder him significantly in the long run.

He sighed and shook himself out of his thoughts. It had been long enough that most of Infernus’ injuries should have healed to an acceptable degree and he was tired.

“Seeker, could you please find Bruiser?” He asked the little Zubat. She chattered happily and squeaked an affirmative before she squeezed out from under his coat and fluttered off into the black forest.

Ash stood up and stretched slightly. It would take a few minutes for Seeker and Bruiser to come back. Right now he needed to talk to Infernus. The Magmortar had been unusually sullen after hearing of their loss and hadn’t even threatened Sneasel, something Ash had come to believe as an impossibility over the last few months.

“Infernus, we’re about to leave,” He called out to the magma pit. “Clean up.”

The Magmortar rose then. He glowed cherry red from the magma that flowed down his body like burning blood and shook himself off. The little drops of molten stone caught a few small patches of grass that had survived Bruiser’s safeguards on fire, but Sneasel quickly put those out with a breath of frosty air.

Infernus shut his eyes for a moment and lowered his cannon-like arm to the pool of magma that bubbled slightly as his power began to flood into it and remove all of the heat from the liquid rock until it had hardened into soft black stone.

He growled when he realized how high Bruiser’s earthen walls had been raised and casually smashed it with a light blow from his fist before he stepped out and allowed the heat of his body to rush throughout the forest. Even with the solidification of the magma Infernus provided enough light to leave the woods tainted orange and cast black shadows that melted with the night sky.

Sneasel whined and climbed on top of Ash then he felt the heat and constantly emanated a comforting chill that banished the worst of Infernus’ influence from the two.

“You did wonderfully out there today, you know,” Ash smiled at Infernus, who had ceased moving toward him in order to avoid burning the trainer. The Magmortar just snorted smoke and let his smirking lips shift into a scowl.

“Don’t be like that,” Ash frowned back. “You defeated two of the greatest threats on Michael’s team singlehandedly and injured a third that took both Nidoking and Tangrowth to take down afterwards. You were one of the most important fighters in that battle. I could have been defeated much sooner if you hadn’t fought so well.”

Infernus’ scowl slipped away. He seemed somewhat mollified by Ash’s praise, if still a little angry at their loss.

“If you’re angry about us losing…well, I am too,” Ash allowed. “It’s not something I enjoy or plan for us to ever feel again. But this was just a warmup. We’re just beginning to grow into what we can be, and next time we’ll leave the competition nothing but ashes, right?”

The Magmortar’s eyes held a dangerously gleeful glint at that and he nodded with the same mockery of a smile he always held. A corona of flame burned within his cannon and cast a warm glow that brightened the area around Infernus to be like that of the day.

“So get ready,” The trainer continued. “Before we can enter another Conference we’ll have an entire year to train and become stronger. By the end there won’t be anyone that’ll stand in our way!”

Infernus nodded and flashed Ash a genuine smile, although it was distinctly unnerving. Ash didn’t think he’d ever seen Infernus look so happy outside of a brutal battle like the one he’d had with Charizard on New Island or while tearing into Salamence’s hide.

Ash grinned back. He might have been exaggerating, but his words held a note of the truth he believed in. There was no way that he’d be able to take on a genuine Champion within a year, but that was like saying he wouldn’t be able to stop a hurricane with his bare hands. Champions had attained their position for a reason, after all. They were the Masters amongst Masters, as far above the Elite Four as the Elite Four were to gym leaders.

In other words, he’d need time to reach that level no matter what Steven taught him. That was something he accepted and embraced. There was no need to hurry. Impatience would just hurt him in the end if he didn’t develop correctly.

A flash of movement in the shadowed forest caught his eye and a smile flickered on his face as Bruiser and Seeker made themselves known.

“Did you get a good workout in?”

Bruiser nodded and pounded his fist against his muscular chest with enough force to tear a tree out of the ground. Ash let his smile grow and he recalled Infernus before he turned around to look at the beacon of light that was the Indigo Plateau.

“Let’s head back. It’s getting late.”
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“So, ready for the Closing Ceremony tonight?” Jonathan said in between swallows of food. Amelia looked at him in disgust and lightly smacked him on the back when he began choking. “I can’t say I’m looking forward to the rehearsal. That kind of sucks — I mean, that’s pretty much our whole last day here taken up!

Ash just nodded from the sink as he washed out his bowl and stopped paying attention to his housemates as they descended into yet another argument. He absentmindedly ran his fingers across the pokeballs arrayed on his belt as he put his bowl away to soothe his annoyance with the two’s squabbles. It hadn’t taken the Pokemon Center too long to patch them up despite their extensive injuries.

They weren’t as bad as what his friends had suffered in the battle against Gary — despite their different skill levels, that match had been absolutely brutal by regulated standards — but his team hadn’t gotten off easily.

Plume had a broken wing, but that had been a relatively clean snap that was easily healed with a minimum of intrusion. Everything else had been quite easy for Joy to clean up, or so she had told him. She couldn’t fly for a few days, but she’d be up and going in no time.

Torrent, as usual, hadn’t suffered any serious damage. His armor had protected him from the worst of the effects of Jolteon’s powerful electric blasts. He just needed a day or two for his potions to fully repair his minor wounds. All he’d have to deal with was boredom as his body finished healing.

Infernus had already recovered, of course. Even after he’d left the magma pit his wounds had healed at a highly accelerated rate. He could go into another battle right now and perform perfectly.

Nidoking was just heavily bruised and would be for the next few days. His thick hide and plates of armor had dispersed most of the force behind Snorlax’s powerful blows, although it hadn’t been a perfect defense. He’d be off for at least a week just to be safe.

Ash sighed at that. He couldn’t wait for when Nidoking’s armor finally thickened and hardened as his friend reached maturity. While he was at the final form of the Nidoran family, he was by no means finished growing. He was still very young despite his great power and skill.

Tangrowth had healed just as quickly as Infernus thanks to his extreme regenerative abilities. He’d just had to get the potions to give him a slight boost, climbed up on top of the house, and absorbed the rays of the sun until most of his vines had grown back.

Dazed was hurt badly, however. She didn’t have any broken bones or bruised organs, but the sheer amount of ghost-type energy she’d been engulfed in had sent her into a catatonic state for several hours. By now she was recovered but even attempting to access her psychic powers would send spikes of pain through her entire body.

Needless to say, Ash didn’t like the silence. Dazed was never particularly talkative despite her resolve to master telepathy, but he’d grown accustomed to brief conversations with the psychic. Everything was much quieter now and he felt a little bit of apprehension as he realized that she wouldn’t be able to eat his dreams thanks to her abilities having been sealed for another day or two.

“Look!” Amelia’s voice rang throughout the kitchen as she excitedly pointed at the small TV mounted on the wall. Jonathan grinned as he raised the volume. “They’re talking about you, Ash!”

“So, Greg, what do you think of yesterday’s Indigo League Final?” An attractive brunette news anchor asked a heavily built man with jet-black hair. “Personally, I thought it was the most impressive match we’ve seen in several years. Both competitors fought fiercely.”

“Indeed, indeed!” The black haired man nodded fervently. “I must admit that I was most impressed with the Rookie, Ash Ketchum. Some of his inexperience showed through in the battle, especially against a seasoned, well-known competitor like Braeden, but the destructive power and unconventional tactics he displayed were most impressive! I daresay the League was hard pressed to make the Indigo Stadium presentable for tonight’s Closing Ceremony!”

The woman nodded and looked to the camera. “Agreed. Tonight’s Closing Ceremony will be taking place at seven o’ clock, with performances by several well-known musicians including…”

Ash stopped paying attention at that. None of it mattered to him. All he wanted to do was go to the Ceremony, see his fellow competitors and the crowd one last time, and then return to Pallet Town for some long overdue rest.

“Looks like you’ve got a lot of people interested in you,” Amelia commented as she returned to her own lunch. “You’re going to have to watch out for watch out for fan clubs if you keep this up!”

He grimaced at the thought, which elicited a laugh from his two housemates. Ash turned away and started cleaning the last of the dishes. It was calming work, even if it was dull and monotonous.

Ash didn’t have anything to do today other than finish fixing up the League house with Amelia and Jonathan. It wasn’t required, but it was considered rather rude to leave a mess for the League to clean up.

Besides, he thought as he rinsed a particularly dirty bowl that had undoubtedly been used by Jonathan, it would be a bad impression on his new associates if he didn’t act with the responsibility his position demanded.

“So…” Jonathan trailed off hesitantly, unsure as to how to put whatever question he’d wanted to ask.

“Yes?” Ash prompted.

“What was the deal with that weird Will guy from yesterday? He was crazy!” Amelia burst out. “And he’s supposed to be in the Elite Four?!”

“A job offer. And Will’s not so bad once you get to know him,” Ash corrected and turned away from the sink to stare at his housemates. “As for the Elite Four…well, they have their quirks. But they’re sane. For the most part, anyways.”

Jonathan snorted. “Yeah, that’s not really comforting, dude.”

A few seconds passed before the rest of his words caught up to Jonathan.

“Wait, how do you know the Elite Four?!”
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Ash walked through the crowd of trainers and pokemon quietly. He was one of the few that didn’t have at least one member of his team released. Most of his friends were too large or unsuitable and he didn’t trust Sneasel around so many other pokemon. Dazed was still in a bad way from her encounter with Dusknoir, although she’d begun to act relatively normal again.

Besides, the emotions poured out by the excited crowd and gleeful competitors would be too much for any unprepared psychic to handle without the League’s psychic barriers in place. Even with her temporarily reduced ability to sense emotions and minds it would be like hitting her with a sledgehammer.

He saw a few recognizable faces as he waded through the crowd and gave them nods of acknowledgement if they weren’t otherwise occupied. The young poison-type specialist he’d beaten in the second round, Jaimie, Jonathan and Amelia, Fergus, and finally Corey and Gary all noticed him and they had a brief exchange of words before he had to move on.

Ash was a little late, after all. He’d had to spend a bit more time applying potions to Nidoking than he’d expected and had to run to the Pokemon Center beforehand. Some of his friend’s bruises were lingering longer than anticipated and he’d wanted to make sure that Nurse Joy or her assistants hadn’t somehow missed a torn or ruptured poison sac.

They hadn’t but Nurse Joy had given him a slightly stronger variant of potion to give to Nidoking for the next few days.

That distraction had been well worth, it however. He still had several minutes to spare and he wouldn’t dare place the Closing Ceremony near his friend’s safety.

“Lookie here, chums! The great Ash Ketchum has graced us with his presence!” George Grey grinned as Ash walked up to the four trainers that had made it to the Semifinals and would thus be the only ones to earn a monetary reward for their efforts. “I woulda thought you’d be gettin’ your own ceremony with how nobody can shut up about ya.

Ash just shrugged at the Unovan and made sure to stand between Michael and Neesha. He wasn’t scared of the Unovan, but he made him very uneasy. It was hard to avoid edging away from Grey’s manic grin as the older teen stared at him unblinkingly.

“What a creep,” Neesha muttered under her breath, just barely audible over the chatter of the rest of the competitors organized behind them according to when they’d been knocked out of the Conference. Ash snorted at the comment and let his lips slide into a grin. “So how are you doing, Ash?”

“Good,” He replied shortly. One eye was still kept on George Grey, who kept trying to drag Michael into a conversation. The Orrian didn’t seem to want any part in it, however, and kept his answers terse and to the point. “A little disappointed but I’ve had much worse.”

Neesha nodded at the reference to New Island and sighed tiredly. She joined Ash in staring out into the Indigo Stadium, which was lit solely with the Flame of Moltres’ immortal blaze. He could feel the Feather burning and pulsating in tune with every motion of the Flame, the heat rather comfortable in the crisp cold of the night air.

“It was an impressive battle,” She agreed. The woman shot a furtive glance at Grey, who had resumed grinning at Ash. “Watching you beat him down was a lot more satisfying, though.”

Ash idly wondered if it was simply Grey’s unsettling demeanor or some past experience with the Unovan that had fostered Neesha’s dislike. Either one was within the realm of possibility.

Regardless, he didn’t say anything. Ash wasn’t much in the mood to speak at the moment. He just wanted to walk out, let the Closing Ceremony run its course, and leave for Pallet Town. Ash still needed to tell his mother about his new position as an Elite Four trainee. She’d been busy with something or another yesterday — probably related to whatever it was that had made her so happy before the Final — and he hadn’t had the opportunity to talk to her about it.

“Man, I wish they’d just get this show on the road!” Grey drawled. His hands were twitchy and his wide grin had become a bit more rigid, although some of his lax attitude returned when he casually slung an arm around Michael’s shoulders. “I don’t know about you, Mikey, but I bet my League can’t wait to have me back! Places to see, people to hunt…ya know?”

“I’m afraid I don’t,” Michael replied stiffly and threw the Unovan’s arm off. Grey just grinned. “But I’ll definitely agree that this really needs to by much, much faster.”

“Knew I had a kindred spirit in ya, Mikey!” Grey clapped Michael on the shoulder. Michael just scowled and turned away from the Unovan, whose mocking smile stretched grotesquely across his tanned face.

Ash finally tired of listening to their interplay and crossed his arms. His eyes were locked onto the flickering light thrown across the roaring stadium by the eternal Flame of Moltres. The Feather bonded to his skin continued to match every crackle of flame with one of its own, allowing his frenzied mind to calm and rest.

Everything suddenly went silent at the behest of some unspoken cue. Thousands of voices that had chattered and cheered and roared quieted until only the burning of the Flame and whispers of the night’s wind could be discerned.

“The Pokemon League now bids farewell to all the trainers and pokemon who participated in this year’s event!” The announcer boomed throughout the stadium. “Let’s show all the participants just how much we appreciate their accomplishments as they enter the stadium one last time!”

That was their cue to move. Ash found himself striding just slightly behind Michael as they walked into the Indigo Stadium and entered the scrutiny of millions. He just kept the slight frown that the crowd had come to associate with him on his face and glanced around the Stadium a few times. This was much more daunting than the short rehearsal they’d had earlier that day.

He finally remembered to force his mouth into a smile and waved a few times along with Michael, Grey, and Neesha. They were far more familiar with this much attention and seemed to soak it up like a sponge. Michael and Neesha in particular pandered to the crowd with winning smiles and cheerful waves.

Ash glanced over to Grey, who looked more dangerous than happy. The Unovan had his characteristic grin on his face as he stared up at the crowd, waving every now and then and almost daring the onlookers to stare at him.

Personally, he just tried to ignore it and keep moving. After his initial sweep of the Stadium he kept his eyes focused solely on the area he’d be standing in along with the rest of the Top 4. He did his best to keep any thoughts out of his head, lest he panic and start entertaining the odds of potentially tripping in front of millions of people.

He grit his teeth and just kept moving. The Feather flooded his every cell with comforting heat but he still felt a seed of anxiety deep in his gut, even if it had been mostly burned away.

To distract himself from the stares and cheers of so many different people — he felt a tad nauseous even as the Feather pulsed rhythmically with the Flame of Moltres that burned brightly in front of him — Ash just kept his eyes on the other competitors as they assembled in even lines in front of them with their pokemon. The Top 4 were stationed closest to the massive stage where Goodshow waited.

He caught several familiar faces as they moved into formation — Gary since he was closest to him, Jessica, Jonathan, Amelia, and the rest of those he had already noted as he made his way through the other competitors minutes before — but he also noted one teenager that he vaguely recognized as having been in Pallet Town several times before.

David, he thought his name was? He wasn’t sure. He’d only seen him a handful of times and had only heard his name once while the teen was talking to Professor Oak. More than likely he was just one of the trainers that kept Oak up to date on the going-ons of the region or acted as a researcher.

Ash turned away after that and looked around the Stadium a few more times, distinctly uncomfortable.

“It’s a weird feeling, isn’t it?” Michael whispered to him, just loud enough to be heard over the ever-present roar. “It overwhelmed me the first time I had to stand in front of a crowd rather than just battle. Just look at the Flame and don’t let your eyes wander.”

“Thanks,” He muttered back. Michael just clapped him on the shoulder and smiled before he held his head up high to match Ash’s.

He felt the Flame crackle and the Feather burned brightly enough to cause a slight glow to emerge from beneath his shirt, which was a rarity. It normally only emanated light in the presence of Lance or when he was alone. Even Moltres understood the concept of subtlety, it seemed.

Ash surreptitiously adjusted his jacket so it would cover the bright spot before anyone noticed. Having a golden fire underneath his shirt would most likely attract attention even in a setting as bright and chaotic as the Closing Ceremony. It didn’t help that plenty of people were staring directly at him rather than the rest of the competitors. He wasn’t sure he liked attracting so much interest.

“League President Goodshow will now present each trainer with a special commemorative badge!” The announcer boomed. “Wear it with pride as a symbol of excellence and achievement!”

With that the League officials motioned for Michael to step forward. The Champion of Orre did so without a care in the world and sauntered up to the stage with a wide grin on his face. Ash followed seconds after and felt rather ungraceful in comparison. He was so focused on just moving that it felt as though an unskilled puppeteer was pulling him along.

“Here you are, Trainee!” The wizened face of Goodshow grinned up at him. Goodshow clapped him on the shoulder and shook his hand after he’d handed him a small, elaborate square of silk with a diamond-shaped badge filled with a golden pokeball held loosely within. “Wear it with pride, boy. If you’ve earned Lance’s respect, you’ve more than earned this.”

Ash nodded and flashed the short man a genuine smile before he went to stand on the podiums reserved for the Top 4. He felt his legs tremble slightly out of nervousness as he took a large step up to his stand — the podium had obviously been engineered with longer legs in mind.

He followed Michael’s advice again and just stared at the Flame silently. All consideration of the crowd had slipped from his mind as he became lost in the blazing Flame. Ash half-expected the Avatar of Moltres to rise from the formless fires and sweep around the Stadium a second time, although he couldn’t say he was surprised when the Bird failed to make an appearance.

Neesha strode up and took her place beside him confidently, followed by Grey moments later. It appeared that Goodshow hadn’t had much to say to the Unovan.

They all stood there together, bound by silence. This was a time for reflection, although Neesha was kind enough to continue waving to the crowd as the other two hundred and fifty-two competitors passed behind them in a seemingly unending line.

He wasn’t sure how much time had passed, but Lance finally came to join Goodshow on the stage as the two female attendants that had stood with Goodshow as he passed out badges left the same way the other competitors had.

Ash glanced down when he saw a sudden rush of movements below, even though he was well aware of what it was. The rest of the competitors had turned to look at the Top 4, those who had fought their way to the farthest heights of the Indigo Conference.

“And here now are the top-ranking trainers of this year’s Pokemon League Conference! Please join us in saluting them alongside with their pokemon for their skill and their dedication to the ideals of the Pokemon League!”

Grey snorted at that, but didn’t act out otherwise.

“Please applaud for the Champion of the One Hundred and Forty-Eighth Indigo League Conference, Michael Braeden,” the announcer paused as the crowd roared in delight, “our runner-up, Ash Ketchum,” another pause, “and our Semifinalists, Neesha Brady and George Grey!”

He waved to the crowd, all of the hesitance at the beginning of the Conference gone with experience and the burn of the Feather in his blood. Ash felt a smile stretch across his face as he joined the rest of the Top 4 in waving and grinning to the crowd that adored them.

That went on for nearly a minute until the last of the cheers and whistles had died down.

Lance finally stepped forward with a faint smile on his lips as his cape fluttered behind him majestically with every step. His angular face appeared particularly draconic tonight in the light of the Flame and made him look even more the legendary hero than he already was.

Ash vaguely thought that Lance had been born in the wrong century. As great a Champion as he was, he felt that the Dragon Master would be far more suited to the ancient times of Taimu than the stagnance and bureaucracy of modern life.

The two attendants finally returned to the stage with a small, expertly crafted golden trophy with a winged pokeball mounted on top placed atop a small cart. Lance casually picked the precious symbol of Michael’s victory up in one hand and handed it to the redheaded teenager with a smile and nod of acknowledgement.

Now that Lance was closer he could see the glint of three medals in the Champion’s hands, one silver and two bronze.

Lance smiled at him and gave him a brief nod, although he didn’t give away their previous connection in anyway. He just strode up to Ash, who bowed his head, and placed the heavy weight of the silver medal around his neck.

“I’ll say it again — you did very well,” The Champion muttered to him before he pulled back and proceeded to place the first bronze medal around Neesha’s head. Ash thought her face looked redder than usual in Lance’s proximity.

Ash didn’t pay attention to Grey, who he was sure would have some smart remark for the Indigo Champion. The two had never met but Lance didn’t seem to have much trust for the brown-haired Unovan.

When Lance had emptied his hands of the awards he stepped back, gave the Top 4 another nod, and confidently strode off of the stage with Charles Goodshow. He was considerate enough to slow himself for the short old man, although he was still too tall for Goodshow too keep up easily.

“Now as this Pokemon League Conference draws to an end, please direct your attention to our very special celebration in the sky!” The announcer cheered as all of the lights in the stadium save for the Flame of Moltres and a handful of camera flashes shut down.

“Damn this is stupid…” Grey growled. “I just want to leave this stupid Ceremony!”

Ash couldn’t find it in himself to disagree with the Unovan as he watched a truly impressive amount of fireworks explode up into the air behind the Flame, although their brief flashes of light failed to stand out against Moltres’ gift. He didn’t particularly care about fireworks and wanted to escape the potential stares of the crowd as soon as possible.

He did admit that the orchestra blasting out the League anthem did add for a nice effect, but he had preparations to make and not a lot of interest in this display.

“Ash?” Michael muttered to him. It was much easier to discern now that the crowd wasn’t so noisy. Once Michael saw that he’d gotten the rookie’s attention he continued. “Before we go our separate ways, I just wanted to tell you that you were one of the best battles I’ve ever had. If you’d started a year sooner there would have been no contest.”

Ash smiled at that, oddly touched at Michael’s words. “Thank you, Michael. That was the best match I’ve ever had — it’s been a long time since I’ve been able to battle someone that could really match me, let alone beat me as an equal.”

Michael grinned and clapped his shoulder in a gesture of camaraderie. “Glad you see it like that, Ash. It’s too bad there’s not many people like you back home. You’ve got a real knack for connecting with your pokemon — I could see it clear as day in our battle. They kept fighting long after most trained pokemon would have given up. That Magmortar and Nidoking…man, they took some punishment.”

“You too. I can’t imagine it’s easy to gain a Salamence’s respect, let alone keep a Snorlax willing to fight for you,” Ash casually added.

A ghost of a smile passed by Michael’s face in the darkness. “It wasn’t easy. They’re worth all the trouble, though — the two of them are incredible, and not just at battling.”

“If it weren’t such an awful place, I’d suggest you go to Orre sometime,” Michael continued absentmindedly after a brief moment of silence. There was a note of hesitance there. “I’ve been trying to become strong enough to clean that wasteland up and give it a real Champion — a real League instead of a bunch of fractured city-states and a desert split up under crime lords’ rule — for years now.”

Ash frowned and looked up at the redheaded teenager as Michael took a short breath. For how young he looked there was an aged glint in his eyes that reminded him of Agatha’s exhaustion. It just struck him how many things Michael had seen in Orre that even Ash could barely comprehend.

He wasn’t sure why Michael was telling him this and it seemed that the redhead wasn’t sure either.

“I just wanted to thank you. This might sound weird and kind of out-of-the-blue, but our battle yesterday made me realize just how…complacent I’ve gotten in pursuing my dream,” Michael whispered as the last of the fireworks began to explode above them in a final salvo. “Back when I was in Orre and fighting constantly I grew so fast — I had bonds with my pokemon that remained unbroken even in death. We were a real team, but after I finished my first great fight I just left and found nothing but monotony. I’m a little stronger now, but I haven’t grown in a long time.”

“Yesterday I looked at you and saw just how far you’d come. In one year you’ve been able to grow as much as I did in six,” Michael shook his head. “It’s an eye-opener, you know? It got me to thinking. I’m going back to my home and I’m going to clean it up.”

“By the time you’re done growing out here in the civilized world, I hope that I will have lived up to my moniker and that Orre will be ready for your arrival,” The Champion of Orre smiled.

Ash wasn’t sure what he was supposed to say. Michael had just poured out his heart and soul to him, someone he barely knew. What was there to say back?

“You’re welcome,” Ash said at last. “When I’m ready — when my friends and I are as strong as we will ever be — I’ll take you up on your offer and go to Orre. One last battle, you and me. Both of us at our peaks going all out. We’ll see who’s grown the most.”

Michael grinned. “I think that’s acceptable.”

Ash’s attention was suddenly drawn to the absolute silence that pervaded the Stadium. Michael recognized it too and fell silent.

It was time for the Champion to quench the Flame of Moltres and signify the end of this Indigo Conference and the beginning of a new season.

He stared up at Lance, who had ascended to the great brazier that held the Flame as the competitors were getting their badges from Goodshow. The Champion stood in front of the Flame confidently and looked down at the spectators, who looked on in respectful silence.

“I think most of you will agree with me when I say it’s been a very long year,” Lance’s powerful voice, amplified with a microphone and the Stadium’s acoustics, echoed as the Champion began his short address. “Many have lost their lives and for a few long months the people of Indigo lived in fear of an unseen threat. It tested us, but we emerged victorious through the hardship and have grown all the stronger for it.”

Lance turned his back to the crowd and stared at the raging Flame intently. It seemed to blaze brighter in response and Ash had no doubt that Lance’s arm burned bright with the power and light of his own Feather.

“I’d like to honor those sacrifices — the men, women, and pokemon that fought for our safety and paid the ultimate price. It’s been said that every light casts a shadow, but thanks to them the light is bright enough now that the shadows have no room to exist.”

“But we must move on and look to the future that is all the brighter for their sacrifice. So I am happy to announce the end of this year and its hardships and the beginning of a new season, one that I hope will make all previous seasons pale in comparison.”

With that the Champion raised his hand and, at the cue, the Flame exploded with life and vigor one last time and rose a hundred feet higher than before in a final surge. It burned twice as bright and the Stadium seemed to be in the midst of day for a few seconds.

Then it flickered and died down to nothing but a small flicker near the base tiny enough for Lance to carefully collect onto the torch in which the Flame would be preserved for the next year’s Conference.

Most people likely assumed that Lance had simply employed the League’s psychics to perform the theatrical blast of flame and then cause it to dim, but Ash knew better. The ceremony didn’t rely on psychic influence this year, at least.

The burn of the Feather on his chest attested to that, although it vanished quickly once the remnants of the Flame were sealed and handed to an attendant whose sole duty was to tend to the Flame until it was in a secure area.

Ash lost interest as the crowd finally burst into raucous cheers and applause that felt like thunder rushing through his bones. He glanced at Michael, who just clapped along with the rest of them and had his green eyes locked onto the torch with interest.

“Please follow me!” One of the women who had been standing with Goodshow as he handed out the commemorative badges motioned the Top 4 as the rest of the competitors began the slow process of filing out of the Stadium. “It’s time to collect your rewards now! Champion Lance will be handing your checks out personally this year!”

His attention now renewed, Ash followed Michael as he walked behind the young woman. Neesha and Grey settled behind him in no particular order and were utterly silent as they made their way to receive the money that they’d earned for their efforts.

Ash glanced behind him to look at the Stadium one last time and took in everything: the light glow that still emanated from the massive silver bowl that held the quenched Flame, the audience that had cheered and roared for him, the battlefield where he and his friends had left their mark in blood and sand.

He’d return here one day, he resolved. Not as a competitor, but as one of the ancient group that had been established under the First himself. When he next walked these lands he’d be a fully trained member of the Elite Four, if only a trainee.

For now, however, he was content to collect what he’d earned. Ash had almost forgotten about it with all the excitement.
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“Welcome, all of you!” Lance grinned widely as the Top 4 followed the attendant into the small, luxurious area in the Indigo Stadium reserved for the gym leaders and Elite Four to watch the Conference battles. “You put up quite the show this year — I can honestly say it’s a pleasure to meet each one of you.”

Ash held back a snort as Lance’s amused eyes fell on him, although the Champion didn’t say anything.

He glanced around. There was a variety of evidence that proved the gym leaders at least had been here, although for the most part it was pristine. Ash knew several well enough to recognize signs of their presence.

The area to his left smelled heavily of the pleasant fruity perfume the Sisters wore, although it was almost overpowered by the half-full cup of Blaine’s absurdly potent alcohol just a few feet away. Ash was glad that Blaine didn’t seem to drink too much of the stuff when he was at Cinnabar or else Ash had no doubt that the Fire Master’s liver would have failed decades ago.

Ash wrinkled his nose in distaste when he saw an empty tin of what he knew to be the Black Broth favored by Surge and Bruno on another small table. That had to be Surge’s. Nobody else was quite insane enough to eat the foul substance when not in the field — even Bruno found the stuff repugnant.

Otherwise he couldn’t really tell. Ash didn’t actually know what scent Erika wore since it was always overpowered by her gym’s stench, Brock would have been polite enough to clean up everything, and neither Sabrina nor Koga would be so careless as to leave a trace of their presence.

“I’m sure you all know your compensation, correct?” Lance spoke with an air of amusement about him. He obviously remembered being a traveling trainer all too well.

All of them nodded. While the money was hardly the reason he’d entered the Conference it was certainly a nice bonus. Not that he needed more money after the massive sign-on bonus Lance had given him. He was set for several years right now, and that was only if he went out of his way to spend whenever he could.

For second place he’d receive both a hundred thousand dollars and the silver medal that would take a place of pride in his room at Pallet Town once he returned. Neesha and Corey would each get fifty thousand dollars as well.

The Conference Champion would get the Arcanine’s share, though. Along with ornate golden trophy, he would also receive a million dollars for his victory — a large enough fortune to let any trainer retire comfortably for a good few years, although few trainers with the skill and determination to win a Conference would ever leave training behind.

“Good job,” Lance grinned at him as he handed him the second most valuable piece of paper he’d ever held. After handling a check of substantially larger value just the day before — which had been safely added to his trainer account right before he’d went to the practice ceremony —Ash didn’t feel nearly as panicked as he would have normally.

He still couldn’t help but stare at the check, however. It just felt unreal to have this much money in his hands, even after the relative wealth he’d enjoyed as a skilled trainer. This was entirely different than even the hefty bonuses Lance had given him for assisting the League with the Sevii Islands and Zapdos.

Ash winced as a cold fire spread throughout his blood at the thought of the Thunder Bird, something far more familiar and terrifying than the Feather’s warmth. He felt dread bubble in the pit of his stomach even after the icy flame vanished as quickly as it came.

A sudden concerned tap from Michael snapped him out of his stupor. Ash dimly realized his hands were shaking slightly and did his best to calm them. Michael frowned at him, but Ash just shook his head to dissuade anymore questions from the teen.

” — Anyways, good luck out there. I’m sure all four of you will achieve great things!” Lance finished cheerfully. Ash noted that Grey had a look of utter boredom on his face and Neesha had latched onto Lance’s every word. He hid a smirk at that.

Lance gave the four of them one last nod before he swept around and turned to look out into the Indigo Stadium, which had emptied for the most part other than for a few stragglers. His cape settled around his shoulders and hid everything but his spiky bright red hair.

“Thank you for your participation this year!” The attendant exclaimed as she lead them out of the League box and to the stairs that would take them out of the Indigo Stadium. “We hope that you return!”

She left with that and the Top 4 were left alone. Each looked around at each other silently, unsure of what to say. Michael, Ash, and Neesha subconsciously shifted away from Grey, whose expression of boredom had been replaced with his disturbingly wide grin.

“Well it’s been nice playin’ out here with you little Leaguers, but I think it’s ‘bout time I head back to Unova,” Grey smirked and glanced around at each of them. “Maybe I’ll get to smack the lot of you down some other time, eh?”

Ash just rolled his eyes, although he let a ghost of a smile play across his face. He didn’t see how the others reacted, but judging by their previous interactions with Grey it wasn’t anything friendly.

“By the way, I’m still up for trading for that Magmortar!” Grey directed at him. “Ya know, I’ll give you half my team after that badass display in the Final! I’ma have to look into gettin’ one of those.”

His fists tightened at the thought of trading away Infernus, something that Grey duly noted and then laughed at before he swaggered down the stairs and left Ash’s life.

“It was pleasurable battling with you two,” Michael flashed Ash and Neesha a genuine smile. “If you come to Orre in the near-future — not that I have any idea why you would — head to the Pokemon HQ Laboratory and ask for Lily. She’ll point you in the right direction.”

Ash and Michael locked eyes as the Orrian left down and he nodded to the teenager. He wouldn’t forget the deal they’d made, not when he wanted to rightfully beat Michael and surmount the one challenge he’d failed to defeat.

“I guess this is it,” Neesha said quietly.

“Yep,” Ash nodded, although he felt somewhat hesitant. He couldn’t claim that he was particularly close to Neesha, but they’d gone through a lot together. She was one of the three humans who’d suffered Mewtwo’s wrath and lived to tell the tale. She was one of the only people outside of the League who’d actually offered help — one of the few that had thought he’d ever need it.

He appreciated that.

“I know we don’t know each other that well, but thank you,” He said hesitantly. “For everything.”

“You’re welcome — and you too. You’re the reason we’re even here right now.” Neesha said thoughtfully. The two of them shared a few brief moments of silence before she continued.

“Stay safe out there, alright?” She smiled down at him. “You’re a stronger trainer than me, Corey, or Fergus but there’s more out there other than fighting. If you need anything or think you can’t talk about something with anyone just call one of us, alright? We’re all here for each other.”

“I will,” Ash smiled. “Good luck.”

And with that she left.

Ash was the last.

He sighed and absentmindedly ran his fingers over his belt, allowing himself to graze each of his team. It was comforting and helped to soothe the frenzied thoughts intent on raging in his mind.

The boy glanced back to the League box. Lance was sure to still be there, but he didn’t want to interrupt the Champion. He knew that Lance didn’t get much time to himself and wouldn’t take that from him.

Ash finally went down the stairwell, although he didn’t intend to return to the house for his last night in Indigo Plateau. Not yet, anyway.

XX

A few minutes later found him sitting in front of the massive brazier that still held the last traces of the Flame’s warmth. He glanced down at his shirt, which glowed without restrain now that there weren’t other people to gawk.

They’d left long ago.

He wasn’t sure why he was here staring into the last traces of this last year. Ash wasn’t sad at his loss, even if a faint trace of disappointment still lingered.

But it was just that. Disappointment. Not in his experiences or his career or his friends — never them. Not even in himself, really. Just at the battle, something that was ultimately trivial in regards to his life as a whole.

He’d redeem himself for that loss one day, though. Ash would find that redemption in the endless sands of Orre as he fought a foe that he had lacked the experience to truly match. They’d do battle in those war-torn deserts and finally bring some semblance of peace to the region, even if it was only to each other.

Ash let his hand touch the Feather as it seared his flesh. It wasn’t painful, exactly. Just a bit stronger than normal. That was a bit odd, but nothing of his concern.

The trainer shut his eyes and sat in front of that empty torch for what felt like an eternity. He didn’t stamp down on any of his trains of thought or hold it off for later consideration. Everything that ran through his mind was processed and elaborated upon.

It was peaceful. Nothing was rejected, nothing was invited.

And finally his eyes opened once more, despite the exhaustion that weighed upon him from the stress of these last two days. As much as he would like to it simply wouldn’t do to fall asleep in the Indigo Stadium.

While he knew that Agatha wouldn’t do anything overtly cruel, he was relatively certain that being awoken by her or one of her ghosts would not be a pleasant experience. She had her reputation for a reason, after all.

So with that, finally at a semblance of peace, he stood up.

He glanced down at the entirety of the Indigo Stadium for a few moments and crossed his arms. If the Flame was still lit he’d appear as a shade of Lance with the power of Moltres burning behind him.

A rather fanciful image, but he found that he liked the thought of it.

This was what Lance had seen about an hour before, after all. Except it had been filled with life then, vibrant and bright and colorful.

Maybe he’d get to share the same view someday.
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It was nice to be back in Pallet Town.

While Indigo Plateau was very nice and provided a powerful image it just didn’t compare to the simple nature of his hometown. He’d had to escape to the woods to even have a semblance of the peace he lived here.

He’d only arrived here an hour ago. Professor Oak had Alakazam move him, Gary, his mother, Jonathan, and Amelia here in a single burst of teleportation. It was a rather impressive feat, especially since she had brought their luggage with them as well.

Ash himself had brought only the bare minimum of what he’d need at the Conference, but the rest had apparently decided that their every belonging would be necessary. The amount of luggage Gary, Amelia, Jonathan, and even his mother carried was somewhat awe-inspiring.

Still, he was glad he’d packed so little. He’d already put all of his belongings where they needed to be. His clothes were still in relatively neat piles, but he wouldn’t be wearing his traveling clothes too frequently in Pallet Town as he rested and prepared for what was to come.

The medal had joined the Moon Stone’s Shard and the Dragon Scale in their places of honor, although it would be put away once he left for Hoenn. He planned on taking both of the other items along with him since they would be particularly useful depending on what pokemon he obtained in the future.

While he wouldn’t expand the team too much, he’d like to see just what Hoenn had to offer. Ash wanted to keep the team relatively small so he could focus on training each of them to their highest potential, but some additional variety would be nice too.

Besides, he sorely wanted a ghost. He didn’t have a lot of experience battling them outside of Pierce’s Gengar and Michael’s Dusknoir, but those two battles had ensured that he knew their strength very well.

They offered so many strategic possibilities that he practically frothed at the mouth thinking of it. A ghost would round out his team in a way no other type could, although he’d have to look into asking a ghost-type specialist for tips once he obtained one.

He supposed he could always call Agatha, although he wasn’t sure how amenable the Revenant Crone would be to just giving him tips. She seemed like the sort that would only train her apprentices personally and demand excellence from them in all respects.

Certainly not something he was opposed to but he wasn’t sure he’d have the time while training with Steven.

“Ash?” His mother’s soft voice called from behind him on the pier. Ash glanced away from the deep blue waves that gently lapped the shoreline and turned to his mother, who wordlessly sat down beside him.

“Hi, Mom.”

“Do you have any plans for next year? We haven’t really talked about it,” She remarked as she joined him staring at the calm ocean.

Ash turned from the sea and looked at his mother’s concerned face. He supposed it was finally time to tell her, although he had to admit that he was amazed that Gary hadn’t spilt his secret. He’d never gotten around to telling his friend what he would do, but he had thought Gary would have told someone by now.

Gary was hardly noted for his discretion, after all.

“Lance offered me a position as an Elite Four trainee. I accepted,” Ash told her.

His mother’s reaction was priceless. She couldn’t seem to process what he’d just said. Her mouth opened and closed a few times and her eyes had widened dramatically.

Ash honestly got concerned for a few moments before the reaction she’d been trying to express finally came out.

“WHAT?!” She shrieked, utterly flabbergasted by his words. Ash just smiled as she continued to sputter. Perhaps he’d have to break historical records like this more often if this was the reaction he received.

Of course, he didn’t have too much longer to concern himself with that thought before his mother wrapped him into a bone breaking hug and practically bawled into his shoulder.

“Ashy, I’m so PROUD OF YOU!” She blubbered while still doing her best to blabber out incoherent sentences and remarks that Ash supposed were complimentary. He awkwardly patted her back while she just gripped him tighter. His shoulder was getting wet.

“I knew you were an amazing trainer but —” She got out before she happily hugged him again. Ash knew that if this went on for much longer he’d have to push her away. Lance wouldn’t be happy if his newest recruit was relegated to a hospital for broken ribs before Ash had actually done anything. “Wait, how long have you known this?!”

“I got the offer around a week ago. I only decided to accept it two days ago,” He shrugged. At her stormy expression he raise his hands to placate his mother. “I wanted it to be a surprise for you. Plus I wasn’t sure whether I would take the offer.”

His mother sighed and let some of the excitement drain out of her. She was coherent, at any rate. “Any other surprises?”

“As a matter of fact, yes!” Ash exclaimed cheerfully. He couldn’t hold back an amused snort at the look his mother sported. “It’s connected to my new duties, so don’t worry. I’ll just be traveling to Hoenn with Steven to train. I’m not quite up to Elite Four standards yet.”

“Just training,” His mother breathed, obviously relieved. “I can deal with that.”

“Well…” He began, well-aware that his mother’s glare would match a Hyper Beam in intensity if he looked into it. “I’m on loan to the Hoenn League for the duration of my stay. Team Rocket,” he spat, “have begun to regroup and I’m going to help stamp them into the ground and grind them into dust.”

His mother blanched. “Ashy…”

“No!” He growled. Even he was surprised by the sheer venom in his tone, although he felt a certain icy fire flood his body in approval. That shocked him out of it more than anything and he raised a hand to clench the Feather like a life-line. “I’m sorry, Mom. But I have to do this. I’ve hated Team Rocket more than anything else since the St. Anne, but now it’s moved beyond personal.”

“It’s his legacy, don’t you understand!” He almost shouted. Ash regained a bit more control. “Team Rocket is Giovanni’s plague and I can stop it for good! It’s gone from Kanto but I won’t let it cause other people pain without doing something about it.”

His mother remained silent with wet eyes. She knew that he had to get this out of his system.

Ash breathed. “I was once told that the sins of the father are passed onto the son. I hated that thought at first, but then I understood it for what it was. Maybe I’m not to blame for Giovanni’s actions, but I do need to take responsibility for them. I have the power to stop Team Rocket for good and I will. I’ll lay his legacy to rest.”

He suddenly found himself engulfed in a soft hug that calmed him down for good. The last of his passion drained away and he felt very tired all of a sudden.

“I understand, Ashy…if you have to believe anything I’ve ever said, believe that.” She held him tight. “I know how you feel and, well, I can’t stop you anymore. You’ve grown up — you’re so young, but you’ve already eclipsed anything your parents could have aspired to. You have the right to finish Team Rocket, more than anyone else in the world does.”

“Just be careful, alright?” She smiled against his shoulder. “I know you can do it, but that doesn’t mean I won’t worry the whole time you’re out there. That’s what mothers are for.”

Ash couldn’t help but smile back as his mother pulled away from him, although she still kept her soft hand on his shoulder. “You don’t need to worry about that. I’m not about to let the Rockets so much as scratch me or anyone else.”

His mother nodded, satisfied at that.

They sat in silence for several more minutes after the impassioned exchange. Ash felt solace in the waves and dimly realized that he’d be hundreds of miles across them in a bit over a month’s time.

“I can’t believe I almost forgot what I came out here to do!” His mother suddenly laughed and turned to look at him again. “Do you remember that call Professor Oak was telling me about?”

Ash nodded. He’d been rather curious to know the source of his mother’s happiness.

“Now that you’re all grown-up,” She teased him, “I’ve decided to go back to my studies. It was getting pretty boring out here in Pallet Town all alone, you know. Professor Oak was always busy and work was pretty slow this year.”

He ignored the last bit of it and focused on what was important. “Really? Where? When?”

“Yes, really!” She practically giggled in excitement. “I’ll be studying with Professor Elm in Newbark Town for about a month just to make sure I’m completely caught up with everything — plus he’s the most renowned expert on evolution in the Leagues and I can’t wait to see what breakthroughs he’s made — and then I’ll be studying in Goldenrod for a year or two before I can get my degree, depending on if I decide to change my specialty and I might end up staying for a bit longer so that I can look into any other interesting subjects —”

“Take a breath,” Ash ordered after he cut his mother off. She’d been rambling happily for quite a while now and he was honestly impressed at how long she’d gone without taking in air. “Continue.”

“Thank you. I know I get a little carried away!” His mother laughed. “Anyways, while I’m there I hope to check in with Spencer and Molly over in Greenfield pretty often. He’s conducted fascinating research into the Unown and I’d love to see how it’s coming along. Plus I’m worried about Molly.”

“How so?” He prompted when his mother paused to take another breath. Ash couldn’t say he honestly cared that much about Molly — the last time he’d seen her she was a squalling infant — but she seemed to make his mother happy. Uncle Spencer was rather interesting, though, and had regaled him with tales of myths and Legendaries when he was younger. His wife was kind, if a bit distant with both him and his mother.

He made a mental note to talk to Uncle Spencer again at some point. It had been several years but Ash was sure the scientist would be rather interested in his encounters with the Birds, although he wouldn’t bring up his involvement with Mew or Mewtwo — that particular entity was better left hidden from prying eyes, no matter how benevolent they might be.

“Spencer’s a wonderful parent, but he’s always so busy with his research!” Delia lamented. “He’s done very well, but I’m worried for them both. Ever since his wife — well, he’s thrown himself into his research. Molly’s well-taken care of, but I just want to take some stress off of them both.”

Ash nodded, although he wasn’t sure what his mother meant about Uncle Spencer’s wife before she cut herself off. Perhaps she’d left him?

Not that it particularly mattered.

His eyes brightened suddenly. “I can help pay for your studies!”

“What?” His mother frowned, honestly confused.

“I got six hundred thousand dollars for signing onto become an Elite Four trainee and my winnings!” He grinned. “If you want, I —”

“No!” His mother cut him off quickly. He frowned at that. She seemed to realize how harsh her tone had been and her voice softened. “That’s very sweet of you, Ashy, but I can’t let you do that.”

“Why not?” He questioned. “I can help you. I don’t need this money and you raised me — I’m the reason you aren’t already a League Professor in the first place. I can help you get back to your dream.”

His mother shook her head and smiled. “You’ve already done a lot for me, Ash. Much more than you realize. And this is something I have to do on my own. I’ve been saving up for this for years now — and that’s your money. You might not think it now, but one day you’re going to want to settle down and I don’t want to take away from that. It’s your money, Ash, and it should only go towards your future.”

“I understand,” He said at last and looked back to the waves.

“I really do appreciate it, Ash. You’re too good,” His mother sighed and wrapped an arm around him. “But I don’t need your money. Just make sure to call me every now and then and let me know you’re safe. That’s all I want from you, Ash.”

He felt a smile flicker onto his face and he nodded silently. His mother squeezed him one more time and stood up.

“I need to go start dinner,” She said quietly. “Professor Oak should be getting in soon and he and Gary will be eating with us. If you want you can go invite Jonathan and Amelia and their parents on your way home.”

Ash nodded. “Bye.”

With that his mother left him on the pier. Ash didn’t mind the solitude and stared off at the placid movements of the waves with a small smile.

After an eternity he pulled himself to his feet and turned away from the sea. He’d be crossing it in a month, but for now he was home.

Still, he couldn’t help but peer back to the sea one last time as he went to gather his team from their various resting and brawling spots around Pallet. He could put it off, but there was no escaping it.

Hoenn awaited him.

And there it is, the final chapter of Kanto. It’s been a long time coming — two years, in fact, and I still can’t believe it’s been this long or that Traveler’s become this huge — and finishing this chapter is quite possibly the most satisfying things I’ve ever done. 

Before I end this, I have a few things I want to address. 

First of all, thanks to everyone who has reviewed, followed, favorited, actually managed to read all of this 700,000 word behemoth of a story, or supported it in anyway. I know I haven’t always updated when I say I will and tend to let time slip away from me, but you lot have been supporting me the whole time. There are a lot of familiar faces I see in reviews that have been here since the very beginning, or at least close to it. 

Secondly, I will continue this into Hoenn. It’ll be shorter than Kanto (not that that’s saying much considering how long this ended up being) but will still be several times longer than the majority of the stories in this archive. 

I’m taking a hiatus of indeterminate length before I begin to release the first chapter of Hoenn, however. There are a ton of things I need to get done and I hate splitting my attention between a lot of important projects. 

After looking back on my past chapters several times while writing Traveler, I’ve decided to rework them. They’ll largely be the same but I will be making a ton of adjustments to make the writing more in sync with my later chapters. As they are now a good amount of my earlier chapters make me cringe a little in regards to the writing and I’d rather not have that dissuade any new readers brave enough to tackle this giant. 

I also want to take a short break from the Pokemon fandom and continue my Elder Scrolls and Fallout stories, although I don’t plan on any of them being very long. Just side projects while I plan out Hoenn for good. As of now I just have a ton of plot points, info, and ideas I want to include but they aren’t even remotely close to being pieced together.

Since, unlike Kanto, Hoenn will actually be planned out beforehand it will take a bit longer than normal to prepare. 

In addition to my Fallout and Elder Scrolls stories, I will also be occupying my time with a prequel to Traveler. It should be a pretty short 100k word story, though, so I should finish it very quickly. I honestly plan on it being a good bit shorter — hopefully it won’t be shorter than Chapter 13, though. That would be kind of strange and make me doubt my own sanity. 

Before Hoenn, I also plan on writing one last chapter of Traveler to fill in one adventure Ash won’t be able to have once he leaves Kanto. Hoenn’s a little too far away to make it work. 

Anyways, thanks again!

By the way, please don’t leave questions if you review as a guest! Take the time to sign in, please. I’ve gotten a lot of very good guest reviews that ask a lot of questions I’d love to answer but can’t respond — and I’m not going to clutter up the chapter with an AN with responses to guest reviews. 

As always, make sure to review!






31. Chapter 31: The Prophecy


“You know, Ash,” Jonathan began, “I just realized that you never really got around to telling us what happened to you after the St. Anne. Wanna enlighten us?”

Ash, who had reclined against the couch as the rest of the Pallet rookies jabbered on about whatever entered their minds, opened his eyes.

“I can’t believe I’m saying this, but Johnny has a decent point,” Gary grimaced. Jonathan scowled and started a venomous retort but Amelia’s soothing hand calmed him down. “Ugh, I feel like I’ve lowered my standing in the universe by saying that.”

He cracked a smile and pulled himself up until his forearms rested on his knees. Sneasel whined when he realized that Ash wasn’t petting him anymore and scurried off with an annoyed hiss. Ash didn’t have to say anything for Dazed, who had lurked in the corner that was dark with the swirling clouds that had sprung up suddenly outside, to head off after him to make sure the dark-type didn’t do anything too obnoxious in his spite.

“It’s a long story.”

“We’ve got plenty of time,” Amelia gestured to the windows where fat drops of rain had begun to spatter against the pane of glass. “I don’t know about any of you, but I really don’t want to get caught up in that.”

Gary looked like he was in pain as he nodded alongside Jonathan. He hadn’t formed anything resembling respect for either of the other two rookies over the three weeks they’d remained in Pallet Town after the Indigo Conference and took a great deal of pleasure in clobbering Jonathan’s team again and again with his own highly-trained pokemon.

“Fine,” Ash relented. He knew he wouldn’t be able to tell them everything that happened since some things were too personal or too dangerous to tell them about. None of his experienced with the Legends would be told to them. Not yet. “Make yourselves comfortable.”

“So, I suppose I should start at the beginning…”

XX

“Then I met Michael after I left Celadon,” Ash continued as his audience listened on intently over the swirling storm outside that had come out of nowhere. He absentmindedly rubbed his forearms to try and get some heat back into them. It was oddly cold for late April.

“Awesome! We ran into him in Fuchsia, but he didn’t have time to talk,” Jonathan interrupted. “Man, too bad he didn’t get past Lorelei…I really thought he could have made it to Agatha at least.”

Ash waited for Jonathan to stop talking and didn’t bother to explain that Michael had far more important things on his mind than an Elite Four challenge. He wouldn’t have been surprised if Michael hadn’t put forth his full strength just so he could return to Orre without anywhere near as much media attention.

While any Conference Champion would have a few days or weeks of fame, it was the rare contender able to push their way past one or more of the Elite Four that were mobbed by the media. Defeating any of the Elite Four was a huge event, as it could lead to an upheaval in the well-established ranks and invite quite a bit of potential change if the Conference Champion proved skilled enough.

“Shut up, Johnny-boy,” Gary sneered. “I don’t think I heard anyone say they were interested in your opinion. Did you?”

Jonathan glared at Gary and reached for a pokeball, but Ash cleared his throat to cut the two of them off. He wasn’t in the mood for this right now.

“Anyways,” he frowned in thought as he skipped past meeting the First’s Rhydon, “I made it to Saffron, where I challenged Sabrina and lost terribly. Infernus put up a decent fight but her Alakazam crushed us.”

All of the others nodded, as though they sympathized with his former self. At least he knew he wasn’t the only one arrogant enough to have believed himself ready to face a Gym Leader that didn’t take pity on weaker trainers and use a younger team.

That was never in question with Gary, of course.

“Afterwards I left and met Gary on the way out,” he smirked at his former rival. Gary made a face and almost cringed at what he knew was coming next. Jonathan and Amelia both leaned forward, hungry for a tale of Gary’s humiliation. The Oak’s pride hadn’t endeared him to either of the other Pallet rookies. “So I —”

He was cut off by a thunderous crash as Bruiser barreled through the door and nearly tore it off his hinges in his desperation to get inside. Seeker was held tightly in his arms, shivering and covered in —

“Snow?” Ash murmured as he accepted the cold body of Seeker into his grasp. She squirmed into his heat and he held her underneath the light jacket he’d stayed in the habit of wearing. “Bruiser, what’s going on?”

His friend grunted quietly and shrugged with great effort. The Machoke looked as though he were fighting off an invisible force that desired to yank him back into the cold, which had evidently intensified as great clouds of black and grey swept into Pallet and cast the small town into darkness.

He could see it now in the light of his porch. Snow pounded down in endless flurries and wind roared as it pulled the light flecks of ice with it into the breeze. What little light there was reflected off of a small layer of it that stretched as far as he could see.

“Where are the others?” He demanded of his friend and rose, although he was sure to keep Seeker’s cold body in contact with his own heat. She was too small to take this kind of intense cold for long.

Bruiser shrugged again and tensed as he shivered uncontrollably, although he knew it was not from the cold.

Ash bit back a curse, which would have disturbed his fellow trainers even more than they already were. He was almost as rattled as they were at the sudden blizzard, which appeared from absolutely nowhere. Nothing in the news had mentioned anything about this freak storm, let alone snow.

It was only when a gust of icy air swept through and seemed to wrap around him with an oppressive familiarity that froze him to the bone that his memory kindled and he realized that this was even worse than what he’d expected.

Articuno, the Bird of Ice. Winter’s Lord, Blizzard Incarnate.

A terror that he had awoken all those months ago when he had been naive to the existence of the Legendaries.

The others gasped as their breath was stolen away and fell back into their seats as they shivered. Their strength was sapped by the frozen air that seemed to caress them and drag their spirits away with a wave of cold.

“Focus,” he snapped. Ash had nearly succumbed to it himself before the Feather bonded to his chest flooded with heat. Each of the tiny obsidian membranes glowed red and gold and shone from beneath his shirt as every cell felt a rush of energy. “Stay here and keep warm. I need to find my team before this gets any worse.”

“No,” Gary slurred, eyes unfocused. Articuno’s power seemed to have affected him the worst, as he barely seemed to be awake. “We’ve got — gotta stick together. I’m gonna help you find them, man. Just give me a sec, alright?”

Ash’s mouth quirked up into a smile at that but he shook his head. “No. Stay here. You can barely talk, let alone go running around in this kind of cold.”

“No!” Gary growled and started to pull himself up before his arms collapsed beneath him. “I’ma get up, believe it! And I’m gonna help you.”

His eyes shut and he fell into a deep slumber moments later.

He will arise within the hour, Friend-Trainer Ash. Shall I subdue the other humans as well? They will only hurt themselves in attempting to aid us.

“Don’t bother,” he nodded to Dazed, who’d shuffled in the open doorway without his notice. “Jonathan, Amelia, you need to stay here and keep an eye on Gary. It’s too dangerous to go out there right now.”

“Then what’re you doing?” Amelia managed to get out. “You need help finding your team, right?”

You do not. I have gathered those I could. They should be present shortly — Ice’s wrath is not a subtle thing and I acted when I felt it approach. The Pidgeot is gathering those I could not detect — the insolent child is her responsibility. 

“Thank you,” Ash told Dazed, relieved. “Amelia, they’re coming here. Just try to stay awake, alright?”

“Kay,” she yawned and tried to start a conversation with a sluggish Jonathan. Ash didn’t pay attention to them as he held Seeker tighter. She’d started to shiver less, which was a good sign.

“What’s going on?” Ash demanded. “Why is Articuno doing this?”

Dazed idly polished her pendulum as she regarded him with her sharp eyes that were completely absent of any sort of fatigue. It was clear that she’d fed quite well on him last night, which was only a good thing with the current situation.

I do not know. Ice’s power is unleashed now in a manner more dangerous than that of Lightning’s Storm. It is swift and relentless. The Storm was a result of Lightning’s presence. This Blizzard is born of fury. Conflict makes up its very essence. 

“Can you feel anything else?” Ash questioned, desperate for any sort of answer. Articuno’s Blizzard was far worse than Zapdos’ storm. Whereas the Storm was a slow, ruinous growth that threatened all of Kanto in time the Blizzard was vicious and brutal in comparison. It stole life and vigor from humans and seemed to create an inescapable yearning in pokemon. “Where’s it coming from?”

Many miles to the southeast. 

Dazed’s voice was harsh then, as though mentioning the beacon unleashed by Articuno had only made her want to leave for the source even more.

A short roar drew his attention from Dazed. Ash barely had time to react before Nidoking barreled into the house with fury in his eyes and tendrils of frosty air drifting from his horn. The poison-type found him instantly and rushed over to his side where he stood guard.

“I’m glad to see you too, Nidoking,” Ash smiled and patted his starter’s armored shoulder. “Stay calm. We have to wait on the others — I have to make sure they’re safe.”

Nidoking snorted and bowed his head in deference, although he angled himself so that he stayed between Ash and the gales of icy air that invaded the house with all the force of Articuno’s fury. He smiled softly at his friend’s gesture, even if the Feather helped to stave off the worst of the Ice Bird’s power.

They draw near.

“Thank you,” he directed to Dazed. She didn’t move but her eyes curved upward in the way he knew so well. “Bruiser, could you find something to put over the others? I don’t want them staying here like this without any cover.”

Bruiser nodded and set off to follow Ash’s request. He knew the house best of any of the team thanks to how much of his time was spent in the house since Seeker generally spent the long days sequestered safely in Ash’s closet. The Machoke always ventured out to train or work personally with Ash on perfecting Rampage, but most of his activities took place at night when he could walk with Seeker as she flitted through the air.

Ash gently nudged Seeker to the side as he reached for his PokeNav. He needed to get in contact with Lance. He was sure that the Indigo Champion was already aware of the situation, but he also needed to know what to do.

He would probably get involved even he wasn’t the newest member of Indigo’s Elite Four, but with his official position it was imperative to react quickly.

His fingers were flush with the Feather’s warmth as he typed in the number he’d made sure to memorize after the debacle in Viridian.

“Ash — hear me?” Lance’s distorted voice called out. The PokeNav’s screen was reduced to static and the odd blur that might have been Lance’s head. “St — Orange Isl — s — Al —”

It went black.

Ash scowled and clipped it back onto his belt. He should have known technology would have been useless. The Blizzard itself would be enough to scramble communications and the added influence of Articuno couldn’t have done humanity’s inventions any favors.

But he’d gotten all that he needed from Lance. Even if he’d only managed to ascertain static and a few words he’d heard enough.

The Orange Islands. That’s where this apocalyptic Blizzard had been birthed and that was where he would go.

Somehow. It wouldn’t be an easy journey — far from it, in fact. The Orange Islands were nearly three hundred miles away from Pallet Town and he’d have to find a way to cross the ocean to get there.

He needed a source of teleportation. That was the only way he’d get there in time to see what was going on.

His only hope for that happening was if the Champion had sent an Alakazam for him. There was a good chance of that if Lance wanted to bring him into the situation, which he certainly would. Ash was the only in modern times to have seen the full Trinity of Fire, Ice, and Lightning — or have even the barest amount of contact with the living winter that was the source of their current ills.

Still, he wasn’t sure if any Alakazam could pierce the Blizzard. He remembered very well that Zapdos’ Storm had stopped teleportation somehow. It was the reason that they had to spend weeks trekking through the vicious tempest rather than materializing at the power plant, realizing that Zapdos had taken roost, and leaving.

Ash frowned at that tangent of thought. What had sparked Zapdos’ sudden appearance in the first place? There had been no records of storms like that except for the old stories from untold centuries ago.

Oak’s Alakazam could help him, but he doubted even she had the ability to teleport him all the way to the Orange Islands. He’d probably need at least two Alakazam working in tandem to get through the Blizzard.

So that was a possibility, although he wasn’t sure that Oak’s Alakazam would be willing to leave her trainer behind in this kind of situation.

Her great power and wisdom did give her a deeper insight into the workings of the universe, though. Ash frowned as his mind flashed back to her words to him before and after he went to New Island…

New Island.

Mewtwo.

A cold fire rushed through his veins then and he felt a faint sense of amusement that was not his own. Power coiled within him, potent and far beyond even Articuno’s ability to disrupt and —

He clenched his fists and forced that thought away.

He was not that desperate.

Yet.

The icy power waned and he felt one last chuckle echo through his every cell before it vanished almost entirely, the last remnant of Mewtwo’s continued influence a light, constant pressure in the back of his mind.

Friend-Trainer Ash, are you alright?

“Yes,” he replied tersely. “I’m fine. Where are the others?”

His response was a small white blur with the odd fleck of inky black that rushed into the house, little more than a ball of excitement that couldn’t sit still if its life depended on it. A tall, white shapeless mass bounced in after the first blur, although it shook itself off to reveal Tangrowth’s huge form with only a few traces of snow left on him.

“I’m glad to see you too, Tangrowth,” Ash allowed himself a smile as he patted Tangrowth’s worried vine. “Could you get Sneasel under control? I need to stay focused.”

Tangrowth gurgled back an affirmative and sent a few seeking vines after Sneasel, who deftly avoided them and raced around the room at speeds Ash barely believed possible.

That only left Oz, Plume, and Torrent to recover. They were almost certainly on their way. Oz’s fur would stave off the worst of the cold and she knew Pallet Town as well as he did from her frequent chases of Sneasel, who’d decided to test out his rapidly increasing abilities by ambushing her at every opportunity.

This was hardly a hindrance to Torrent. His body could survive under the crushing pressure and icy cold of the abyss without any sort of strain. The cold was his domain and frost, even that spawned from Ice itself, was his plaything.

Plume was weakest to the Blizzard’s wrath but he held faith in her. The Pidgeot’s strong wings would be more than enough to carve a path to him.

All he could do now was —

Trainee Ketchum?

A snide voice cut into his head, crisp and sharp as the gales that ate at his skin.

“Yes?” He frowned thoughtfully at the Alakazam that had just appeared beside Dazed. The powerful psychic didn’t even spare the Hypno a glance — he actually seemed to focus more on keeping his gaze away from Dazed. “You’re from the —”

The League? Yes, obviously. I’m glad to see that the Champion chose you for your keen intellect. 

Ash sighed at that. The Alakazam practically reeked arrogance and sarcasm. With any luck its personality wouldn’t be psychically projected onto his friends — especially Gary, of course. The youngest Oak really didn’t need any help in that department.

If only you were so lucky, human. 

“What’s your name?” Ash asked in an attempt to get to the point and avoid the Alakazam’s obnoxious personality.

My name is Robert, Captain of the Third Teleportation Squad. I have been assigned to you as your personal Alakazam in case of emergency. Are you as disappointed as I am?

“I’m sure you can answer that question yourself,” Ash snapped. He didn’t have time for this. “I doubt my thoughts are especially subtle at the moment.”

How scathing. I don’t know how my superiors could ever think a delicate flower such as myself could work with a brute like you. If I weren’t so humble I’d call say they’re a bunch of gibbering simpletons whose job could easily by done by a simple Hypno.

“Shut up,” Ash growled as Dazed’s eyes flashed. “I don’t have time for your crap, Bob. We are going to wait for the rest of my team and then you will teleport me to the Orange Islands so that I can fix this. And you’ll apologize to Dazed.”

Is that all? Do you want me to lick your boots before or after I accomplish a feat of teleportation that would require a team of no less than seventeen Alakazam as highly-trained as I am in the current climate? It took a decent bit of energy just to reach you from the Indigo Plateau, Trainee. You do have such a group ready, I’m sure?

Ash gave Robert — what a ridiculous name for an Alakazam — a hollow smirk. “I think I can provide as much energy as you need.”

What are you — oh. OH. That is FANTASTIC! Perhaps you aren’t as useless as the rest of your kind after all. My my, you just reek of the Pillars. Flame and something else. Something more powerful than I can even imagine…it’s intoxicating. 

“Are you done?” Ash asked Robert, who stared at him with something close to giddiness. The irritating psychic’s eyes lit up — there was a literal glow as he touched upon the remnant’s of Mewtwo’s presence — and its spoons trembled with excitement.

Oh yes. I’ll take you to the Orange Islands. I’ll take you across the world and back again if you’d like. I could solve this nasty business with the Blizzard right now if you’d like. 

“Keep dreaming,” he said drily. The Alakazam’s mustache twitched in annoyance but Robert didn’t reply. “Just because you can leech off of Mewtwo’s power doesn’t mean you’re a match for Articuno.”

In this moment I am euphoric! I am made the Cosmos itself! Ice is a mere Facet of existence and I am its Whole! The entirety of the universe’s passing has led to this moment!

“You aren’t wrong,” Ash muttered. “Just not especially right either. Dazed, could you fix him or —”

Plume shrieked with indignation as she hopped into the house covered in shards of ice and a soft blanket of white snow. She ruffled her feathers and puffed them up to try and shake some of the cold material off but it stubbornly clung to the glossy lengths.

“Dazed?”

His friend nodded and squeezed her eyes shut. Light glowed faintly from behind the lightly-furred lids as she exerted her power. Moments later the snow collapsed to the ground in an odd heap.

“Thank you, Dazed. Plume, do you —”

He was cut off yet again as Oz rushed through the door in a manic blur, electricity coiled about her as she fled the freezing cold. Her entire body was puffed up in an effort to stave off the biting wind and her tail looked thick enough to block the doorway. If the situation weren’t so dire Ash would have given a reaction beyond a slight twitch of his lips.

Torrent levitated in moments later, regal and composed as always. The ice and snow refused to touch the Kingdra and billowed about him in a freezing cloak until he reached the doorway, where the chips of frozen water fell lifeless to the ground.

“I’m glad to see the three of you,” Ash nodded to the new arrivals. “Now we can leave. This is Robert, an Alakazam from the League. He’s going to teleport us to the Orange Islands, where the source of the Blizzard is located. I don’t know what we can do to help, but we need to do something. I’m going to recall you now, but when I release you be ready for action.”

His friends nodded seriously before they disappeared in a series of red flashes. There was no time to waste with pleasantries. Lance needed his help and Ash wasn’t going to let the Champion down.

“Focus!” Ash snapped at Robert. The Feather burned with his urgency and he had to fight the urge to wince. It was almost painfully hot now but he couldn’t afford to tear the Feather away from his skin. Not now. “Do you know where to take me?”

Of course I do you insolent brat! I am Robert, a genius amongst Alakazam. I knew where to go as soon as Lady Sabrina did. 

“I see you’re back to normal,” Ash remarked as he shut the door and draped as many blankets as he could find over his slumbering friends. Amelia and Jonathan had succumbed to Articuno’s power at some point. “So take me. Show me what the ‘Whole of Creation’ can accomplish.”

Robert’s eyes narrowed and burned with an icy fire that Ash had seen but a few times before. The pressure in the back of his head slackened for the briefest of moments as the Alakazam tapped into Mewtwo’s presence and took the whole of reality in his hands.

Ash looked on at a wasteland of ice. A fell tempest brewed in the black sky, so thick that he could see less than a mile into the distance. Only a few rays of light managed to break through the thick layer of clouds in order to illuminate what Articuno’s fury had wrought on this unfortunate land.

“These are the Orange Islands?” Ash whispered as he looked out upon icebergs that tore apart the monotony of the frozen plain. In some places the icebergs were so close together that they seemed to form a great wall of ice that stretched as far as the eye could see. “How long has this been going on?”

The disturbance that attracted the League’s attention occurred roughly eight hours ago. Truly impressive what even a mere Fragment can accomplish, isn’t it? I had heard the old tales of Ice’s power, but I admit to have been a skeptic. Now I see that it was the Passer of Tales herself who doubted the stories’ veracity. 

Robert’s spoons had already formed a thin layer of ice as he spoke into Ash’s mind.

I must say that I’m glad this isn’t my problem. Have fun, Trainee.

In that moment Ash thought he truly hated Robert the Alakazam. Especially since he felt Mewtwo’s pressure recede for a moment as the Alakazam teleported away.

“You made it. I was worried — Robert’s very good but this Blizzard neutralizes any sort of controlled techniques like teleportation,” Lance said grimly from behind him. Ash whirled around and barely held back a grin as he saw the Champion, who looked like a hero of legend as his cape billowed in Articuno’s gales. “I was lucky enough to arrive in the early stages, before the Blizzard had spread beyond this place. I don’t expect anyone that doesn’t have a Legend’s power behind them to make it.”

“Mewtwo turned out to be good for something after all,” Ash snorted. “What’s going on, Lance? This morning it was fine. Now there’s an apocalypse.”

“That’s a very good question and one that I wish I had the answer to,” the Champion scowled. “Sabrina told me to head to the Orange Islands last night. By the time I got here this,” he gestured to the frozen sea, “had already happened. All of the pokemon are going insane and I’ve barely been able to reach any other members of the League. The order’s out to get Lorelei here while the rest organize emergency procedures before the Blizzard arrives in full to Indigo.”

“How long do you think it’ll take before she gets here?”

Lance glanced out at the raging Blizzard that would have left a normal human inert and drained in mere seconds. He didn’t even flinch as a particularly fierce wind sliced at his flesh with sharp shards of ice. His Feather blazed and consumed his arm with golden fire, holding the ice at bay with its long fiery tongues.

“Too long. She’s making her way here on her pokemon. Faster than foot but not fast enough. We have to act sooner.”

“Do you have any kind of plan?” Ash asked, desperate. He was still trying to adjust to the situation. Just minutes ago he’d been recounting the early stages of his journey to his friends. Now he was desperate enough to contemplate fighting Articuno. “Could Moltres help? It came to fight Mewtwo.”

“That won’t happen. Moltres is conflicted. I can sense its presence near, but it’s also very far away. It’s strange — it won’t communicate with me with anything other than a few vague images that it doesn’t mean to give,” Lance lightly kicked the ground, frustrated. “I’ve been busy working with the Orange League to keep everything under control, so at least I’ve accomplished something while I’m here.”

“Is everyone safe?”

Lance snorted. “Look around, Ash. You know better than I do how dangerous a Legend can be. Articuno might not have the calculated malice of Mewtwo but it is just as large a threat. But most everyone’s out of danger. I managed to get Drake to declare a state of emergency before communications went down, so no one was exposed when the worst of it hit.”

Ash frowned out at the frozen wasteland begotten by Articuno’s presence. This wouldn’t just affect people. Pokemon and the environment would be devastated as well by this sudden shift. They could resist such a drastic drop in temperature for a time but even a full day of this would leave serious damage. A prolonged exposure like what had happened with Zapdos’ Storm could leave permanent ruin.

“We can’t just leave the situation to sort itself out,” Ash remarked. “We’ve got to do something. Do you know what’s behind those icebergs?”

“Three unnamed islands under the authority of Shamouti Island, which is what we’re on now,” Lance said with a troubled frown. “Three islands in the formation of a triangle. Restricted from all but the…Orange Crew. Damn it, Drake…”

“I think I know why they don’t want anyone going near them,” Ash scowled. “They didn’t tell you that Articuno rests there?”

“They did not,” Lance took on a stormy countenance. “I’ll be having words with Drake after this is all over. I think there’s more than just Articuno. The Feather is calling out for something — it’s only like this when I’m around you or the Flame of Moltres.”

Ash shook his head at that, wary of the thought of challenging more than one Legend at a time. Even Articuno would have been beyond them if they tried to take it on in a straight battle. One couldn’t fight it any more than one could fight a snowstorm.

But if two Legends were this furious around one another then there was no hope. They were liable to destroy both him and Lance in an errant flap of their wings.

“We need to know what we’re going up against. The Blizzard’s too thick to even see past the icebergs and it’s only getting worse.”

Lance nodded. “I agree. I wasn’t able to get past them before — the winds were too strong for me to stay on Dragonite. When you got here I was about to try and burn my way through.”

“Maybe Dazed can help…” Ash muttered. Psychics were particularly adept at sensing Legends it seemed, even though Dazed’s strengths didn’t lie in the mental arts. Her powers were based upon physical manipulation mostly. “It’s too bad Robert left.”

“He wouldn’t have been much help,” Lance cut in. “Most sensitive psychics have fallen unconscious under the Blizzard’s influence just like the last time Articuno was active. It doesn’t restrain itself like Moltres — if Robert hadn’t left when he did he wouldn’t have lasted more than a few minutes here.”

Ash nodded at that and released Dazed. Hopefully she’d been around enough Legends to have built up a sort of resistance to their power. At the very least she could draw upon the power of Mewtwo locked within him in order to shield herself.

His lips quirked up at that. He never thought he’d see the day when he actually felt a measure of gratitude for Mewtwo. Strange times invited strange thoughts, he supposed.

A pulse of icy fire seemed to agree.

Were I any other I would flee from this accursed place. We of mortal stock should not be here. 

“I’m well-aware of that, Dazed,” Ash let a slight smirk play across his features. He idly wriggled his fingers and embraced the scalding heat of the Feather as it sang through his blood and staved off the deathly chill that had taken the Orange Islands into its grip. “Were I any other I would agree with you. But we have a job to do.”

Indeed. Balance must be restored — I know not the cause, but I can sense the clash now. Fire’s rage, Lightning’s aggression, Ice’s pride all arrayed against one another as they battle to establish the dominant. It is a primal thing and the world trembles before it. 

“How far away are they?” Ash demanded. Any form of politeness was thrown out the window in the wake of Dazed’s news. All three Birds battling amongst each other? That was much worse than he ever could have expected. Moltres and Articuno would be grounds for the evacuation of the Orange League. This demanded the evacuation of the world, if it were possible.

Dazed hesitated and stopped polishing her pendulum. Her eyes squeezed shut and her shoulders slunk as the little loop of stone trembled.

…I do not know. I am sorry, Friend-Trainer. They are too strong, too large for me to differentiate. They are near but their power saturates the world for as long as I can sense. They could be a mile away or a hundred. 

“Thanks, Dazed. I appreciate your help.”

With that his friend disappeared in a flash of scarlet. Ash turned to Lance, who studied the icebergs intently.

“With all three in place we can’t afford to wait. I tried to call Moltres again but it refused my call.”

“I’d imagine it’s rather busy at the moment,” he remarked as lightly as he could given the circumstances.

Lance shook his head. “No. It’s not nearby but it is at the same time. Moltres is ignoring me and I don’t like it. It might be the only hope of resolving this. Not unless another Legend decides to step in.”

Ash’s mind flickered to — no.

Not yet. 

“We have to get past those icebergs if we want to accomplish anything. I say we go for it,” Ash said. “Dazed could ride one of your Dragonite and keep us from falling off. The Blizzard isn’t so potent as to block minor uses of psychic power.”

“That could actually work,” Lance muttered. “Good thinking, Ash. Do you want Plume or Dov?”

“Plume,” Ash said firmly. While he trusted Dov, he had much more experience flying with Plume. Not to mention that she would do everything in her power to keep him safe. Dov’s first priority would be to tend to Lance. “Can Dazed ride on Dov? I don’t think Plume can support the both of us.”

“Of course,” the Indigo Champion nodded and released their mounts. Plume joined them a second later, the light just barely bright to pierce through the quickly strengthening Blizzard.

Ash felt a slight grin worm its way across his face as he placed a hand against Plume’s glossy feathers to share the Feather’s warmth. His friend shivered and leaned into his touch as the full power of the Blizzard lashed her with shards of ice and cutting winds, eager for whatever heat she could salvage.

“Dazed?” He prompted. Moments later Plume was shielded with a layer of deep blue energy that moved easily with her, as the Pidgeot proved with a few experimental flaps of her wings. “Thank you. We need your help. Could you —”

I understand what you require, Friend-Trainer. Do not fret: my power is strong and my will stronger. I will protect you as you venture to soothe the fighting. We all shall. 

His grin became more genuine. “I never would have thought otherwise. Can you get onto —”

Dazed teleported atop Dov before the words could leave his lips. Ash withheld a sigh. He didn’t know whether the power of the warring Birds had caused Mewtwo’s power to leak from him or not, but something was giving the Hypno access to more power than usual. She had grown much more skilled with telepathy and accessing the minds of others but even now it took concentration.

For her to so easily pluck the thoughts out of his mind revealed something more at play.

Not to mention that it was slightly annoying. Aside from her habit of staring intently at whatever caught her interest for hours at end his friend had avoided the common tics of psychics.

Now it looked like he might have to adjust.

Do not fear, Friend-Trainer. In times less dire I shall not resort to such crude measures. 

Ash rolled his eyes and climbed onto Plume’s back. The energy flowing from Dazed — who had locked herself onto Dov in what looked to be an extremely awkward position despite her humanoid form — instantly stuck itself to him and locked his body in place.

“Ready, Ash?” Lance’s baritone roared over the Blizzard’s din. The Indigo Champion was bound to Dragonite with a determined scowl plastered onto his draconic features.

“Ready,” Ash shouted back and looked out to the raging skies ahead. Every now and then he could see a brief flash of white just barely enough to pierce Articuno’s ridiculously thick storm. A dim glow still brighter than what little of the sun he could see raged for a few moments before it was extinguished.

“Then let’s be off!”

Ash reflexively gripped Plume tightly when she shot off into the Blizzard. He had just begun to futilely shield his face from the chips of swirling ice that threatened to carve him to pieces when Dazed’s shield extended to cover his body as well.

He breathed a sigh of relief when the instant of sharp pain faded away. Ash hadn’t realized just how dangerous flying through the Blizzard at these speeds could be. If it weren’t for Dazed’s shields then they would have been cut to shreds by now — Articuno’s spawn had only strengthened, if anything. It only seemed to grow in viciousness and power as they slowly carved their way closer.

Plume shrieked determinedly as she shot forward and just barely managed to gain a bit of altitude, not that he would have been able to tell if not for the angle of her wings. Ash didn’t know what was up or down at this point — the Blizzard was so thick that he couldn’t even see Plume’s head. Dazed and the others might as well have been invisible, although he knew that they couldn’t be far.

If it weren’t for Dazed this would have been impossible. They’d have all gotten lost and probably crashed into the ground at this point. He could easily see why Lance had failed to pierce through this icy tempest.

Ash shivered as Articuno’s influence slowly overcame Moltres’ and cold seeped past the psychic shield molded by Dazed. Now he wished that he hadn’t been so overconfident in the Feather’s ability to stave off the cold. A fragment of Moltres couldn’t compete with the Bird of Ice in the center of its power.

His hands went numb in seconds in the subzero temperatures. The shield slowly began to crack and flicker in and out of existence as the abuse reached levels beyond even the enhanced power Dazed wielded — not even Sabrina’s Alakazam wouldn’t have been able to sustain a barrier in these conditions.

Even his well-disciplined body couldn’t resist a hiss of pain as a shard of ice slashed his cheek deep enough to scrape the bone, although he reacted instantly to the threat and ducked his head against Plume’s icy feathers. If his face wasn’t dead to any sort of pain he probably wouldn’t even be able to think through the agony.

Worry thrashed in his gut as he realized that Plume would be suffering much worse than he, as would all the others as Dazed’s power failed them. She was actually flying through this and bearing the worst of the pain without a single shriek.

His fear was assuaged as he realized that the shield still covered Plume — Dazed must have lost control or been forced to sacrifice his in order to protect Plume. It was a calculated gambit and proof that she was about to lose her war with Articuno.

He pulled his numb hand up to his face and grimaced when he felt slick ice. When he looked down at his fingertips they had a few drops of red on them. His blood had already frozen.

Ash squinted and turned his head to look down — or what he thought was down — in the hopes that they’d have finally made it over the walls of ice shaped by Articuno. They needed to get down to the ground if they had a hope of getting through this relatively unscathed.

As expected he could see nothing. Just an endless flurry of white and blue.

He ran an unfeeling hand over his pokeballs. Ash couldn’t actually feel anything other than the pressure but just knowing that his friends were still with him was enough to calm the drumming of his heart.

Ash rubbed his gloved hands together for warmth, confident in Dazed’s abilities to keep him locked on. She would maintain his anchor as long as she could.

The trainer stopped when the temperature shot even farther down, something he had thought impossible. His skin burned from it and he could barely see the outline of his own hand as the Blizzard strengthened exponentially. The shield flickered and slowly began to die and the cold bit and gnawed at him even more.

He felt as though his eyes were about to freeze in their sockets as a presence swept over them, the embodiment of the absence of heat. A void of energy. Twin orbs that shown with a horribly familiar icy glow — not the suns of Mewtwo but the very essence of ice, every component of Winter and Frost and Cold’s identity revealed — passed him over with disinterest as the great Bird of Ice flew by at speeds even Plume couldn’t match.

The Feather ceased to matter. What little warmth Moltres’ token poured into him slowed and died, the trickle useless in the face of Articuno’s mere presence.

Plume screamed.

Ash felt a wordless cry leave his lips as Plume fell deep into the Blizzard, the pulsing blue energy that had once surrounded them gone and vanished as Articuno’s passing triumphed over Dazed’s fiercest efforts. He clutched as tightly to his friend as he could even as he felt like his stomach would fly from his mouth and his exposed skin would be left nothing but red mulch.

He couldn’t even breathe as they fell to their doom — almost a mercy given that his lungs felt as though they had frozen over — and black spots began to fill his vision as they were buffeted by ruthlessly strong gales that seemed to take delight in slashing at the two.

Friend…

Time slowed. What little he could see almost stopped. Ice shards moved at such a sluggish pace that he could track a hundred with his stinging eyes. Snow’s dance had been reduced to a tiny swirl of motion.

Articuno’s black shadow had left them. The Bird cared not for the deaths of mere mortals — it probably couldn’t even realize that they were there. It simply saw a few tiny creatures as potent as a blade of grass in the face of its glory.

Plume’s every feather rustled gently, the only sign of their peril a few lines of blood that flowed from her front. If he could see her head then he was sure he would see the slack of unconsciousness. Nothing else could stop her from fighting this.

Not yet. 

He grimaced at the resurgence of the icy fire that enveloped him in its all-powerful shell and yanked him through the Blizzard at impossible speeds. Plume followed straight behind, still unconscious from the sheer cold and damage she’d taken in their foolhardy feat.

Ash didn’t bother to fight as he was pulled through the sky, utterly immune to the cold and pain. He was actually grateful for the intervention, which was something he never thought he’d feel for the creature that acted through him.

His fuzzy thoughts were torn from their current direction when he saw a dim glow far away, powerful enough to pierce through and banish Articuno’s Blizzard as it grew closer and closer. Before several seconds were gone it was so bright he couldn’t even stand to look at the second sun that blazed its way towards him.

The Feather, finally relieved from Articuno’s overwhelming presence, ignited to life with renewed vigor. He grit his teeth to avoid letting out a cry as the obsidian seemed to melt into his skin and the golden flame seared his entire body to the point that he could actually feel it despite his frozen skin and nerves.

It never let up but he soon grew used to it. Ash just closed his eyes and embraced the heat as it grew stronger and stronger until it felt as though he would burst into flames as surely as the Feather had.

When he opened his eyes the glow he’d seen before had engulfed the entire sky in an inferno of gold and red and white, the whole of his existence seemingly engulfed in flames that could melt steel as surely as flesh.

“Moltres,” he whispered in awe at the sight of the Bird of Fire. It was no less resplendent than when he and Lance had dared to challenge it at its own seat of power. His Feather’s obsidian frame felt as though it was seeping into his very skin but he couldn’t find it in himself to care as the raging firestorm that enshrouded Moltres’ golden form swirled toward him in a fit of divine wrath.

The Inferno seared every remnant of the Blizzard in its wake. From what little Ash could see through the veil of shimmering power that protected him and the conflagration that had ignited the sky Articuno’s icebergs had been reduced to nothing but water vapor. The sea itself boiled and writhed at Moltres’ mere passing.

And then the Storm arrived from behind Moltres. An infinite expanse of black clouds reclaimed the sunny spots Moltres had created and roiled dangerously as it illuminated the entire world with thousands of lightning strikes every second, razing the sea beneath it and lashing out ruthlessly at Moltres.

Petty creatures. Tearing apart my world for nothing but their own satisfaction. And you humans revere them as gods. Rather telling, don’t you agree?

Ash just scowled and refused to answer. The icy fire that had saved him flickered in amusement and fell silent.

He just stared out at the skies that would only remain clear for a few more seconds before the clashing powers of Moltres and Zapdos would consume his world once more.

Three islands, easily visible now that the raging Blizzard had been replaced with clear, burning skies, were arrayed before him. To his left there was a volcano that shone with a brilliant orange which emanated from its heart. Plumes of molten lava and thick billows of smoke shot out periodically, the rate increasing as the Storm mingled hatefully with Moltres’ Inferno.

In the center there was a mountain that jutted proudly into the heavens. Even in Articuno’s absence it was cloaked in an eternal snowstorm, although the Inferno licked and tested the Blizzard with all the fury of a wildfire. He could see the left side of the mountain flickered orange as brilliant white flames threatened to devour Articuno’s haven.

To the right lay a relatively flat island. It had no mountain on it but it looked almost like a meteor had smashed into it and rent the center of the mass in two. He could scarcely make out the details, however, since the sky above it would have been entirely black with storm clouds were it not for the constant lashing of lightning that shot from the blackness like glowing rain.

The world flashed and he recoiled even from behind the shield granted to him by his unwelcome tenant. Moltres’ form had dissolved to match that of its fellow Legendaries and was accompanied by a vicious roar of protesting earth that heralded the sudden explosion of the volcano — acrid smoke black as Zapdos’ Storm poured unrelentingly from the volcano’s crown and filled the sky with a torrent of lava and fire that seemed to ignite the atmosphere itself.

Moltres was no longer visible to him even with the protection of the shield, which had made looking at the white-hot form of the Fire Bird no issue before. It had dissolve into an Inferno that could devour the entire world in time, the same elemental state he had seen it face Mewtwo with before.

He could only hope that this time it won its battle. The sight of the glorious Bird of Fire entombed at the bottom of the sea, held captive by pressure powerful enough to compress a human into a fleshy pulp in an instant.

Ash frowned even as the speed yanking him and Plume — he wasn’t able to move his head easily and couldn’t check on the others — almost doubled in an effort to escape the terrible power unveiled by the Friend of Man.

How was this Moltres connected to the one that had granted him a tiny fragment of its essence? He doubted they were the same. The Moltres of Knot Island seemed to like its home in Mt. Ember and he figured this one would be just as attached to its volcano. And someone would have had to have tracked it if it flew here. Even the Blizzard or Storm could have been rationalized as the movements of some strange group of Dragonair — hardly solid for any scientist but at least semi-plausible.

A horrifying realization came through him when it finally clicked that this was a different entity.

There were more.

At least two of each if these truly were different beings. Two of each Bird, two of each force of nature. Two of each Legend that would hardly notice if humans were snuffed out by their unrestrained power — only Moltres even appeared to care for them slightly. Articuno was antagonistic at worst and territorial at best. Zapdos didn’t seem to care in their one meeting.

How many more were there? How long had these Legends slept undisturbed in the far places of the world, out of sight and out of mind of mortal men?

And was this just the beginning of their return?

Was this the end?

He let a scowl slip over his face and resolved not to let those thoughts consume him. He had a duty to the world and he would not allow it to be torn asunder by the Birds.

If he had to beg for Mewtwo’s aid he would. Whatever was necessary to stop this madness was what he would accomplish.

An icy fire flickered more brazenly, still amused. The baritone he’d hated for so long did not appear, however, and left him in peace.

Ash’s eyebrows furrowed in confusion when he felt himself thrown downward — his stomach lurched up before it adjusted and settled into place with a sickening squelch, although he was far more worried that he couldn’t even see the ground or his companions and that —

His momentum was stolen from him, transferred elsewhere by the dominating force that shielded his body, and he fell gently onto hard stone. Ash squeezed his eyes shut, just a little stunned by the weak force, and groaned slightly as his battered body pulled itself to his feet.

“Dazed!” He cried out. The icy fire had vanished and he was all alone but for Plume, who was still helpless as she struggled to rise. Ash rushed over to her and gently stroked her crest as he frantically searched for his friend. Now that he could actually control his movements the sheer urgency of the situation fell upon him. “Lance!”

“Fear not!” A voice echoed simultaneously in both ears and mind. “Your companions are safe, albeit wounded. I have tended to their wounds but I fear that even my skills may not restore their vigor in this time of strife.”

Ash’s head snapped to the source of the noise quickly enough to almost give him whiplash. “Who are you?”

The speaker smiled down at him from a pale pink face. Ash blinked in surprise at the Slowking, who had appeared as if from nowhere. Not what he expected, especially considering that it had spoke. He’d heard of a few pokemon speaking the human tongue rather than communicating via telepathy but this was his first true experience.

Unfortunately he was too numbed to fantastic events to even begin to feel any sort of awe at this strange creature.

“I am a Servant to the Great Guardian, Lugia.”

“Lugia…” Ash whispered, his fear and glee at the Guardian’s name powerful enough to pierce his shell of numbness. “Can you summon it? I can’t stop the Birds!”

Slowking’s wide face turned upwards in a mysterious smile. It pointed to the center of the shrine he had been placed in, where frozen steps led up to an altar that held some sort of ancient slab.

“Read.”

Ash tiredly nodded and ascended the steps, which were still slick with half-frozen water.

He felt the pinpricks of tiny blades of ice cutting against his mostly-recovered skin, the heat of Moltres’ fury roasting the sky, the scent of ozone harsh against his nose.

Every sensation intensified.

Every breath allowed him to feel what must have been millions molecule of air rushing into his lungs.

Every heartbeat sent a flush of heat and pain through him, making him acutely aware of the gaping gash on his cheek but even mores his own life.

Every blink opened him up to an entirely new world of Fire, Ice, and Lightning when his eyes opened once more.

Every second allowed a song older than the waves themselves to ring through his ears, every rising note telling a million stories joined into one.

Every step sucked him toward the altar which stood eternal amidst the primordial forces that warred around it.

He looked upon the gaping maw of some fierce creature immortalized in stone. Three shapes were hewn into the ancient rock with perfection far removed from simple hammers and chisels. Something more had carved the geometric figures.

Ash frowned. In front of each shape was a small pedestal, as though something were meant to be placed upon it. He knew it had to be important for the Slowking — Lugia’s Servant, a being as wise and noble as Chinatsu — to send him here.

“Read.”

The boy nodded and looked upon the tablet that must have sat there for an eternity. It seemed to repel the elements — it bore no sign of the cataclysm that raged about less than a mile from this island and didn’t seem to have aged a single day since it was first laid upon the altar.

Its characters were ancient, even older than the rough characters carved into the First’s tomb. They barely even seemed to be based off the Unown, like they were from an entirely different system! That was practically unheard of as far as Ash knew. Every culture had some form of contact with the Unown and had drawn their alphabets from it.

This was incomprehensible to him.

And then something changed. The characters were identical to what they had been before but comprehension appeared as if from nowhere. He could see every loving line in this eternal tale and understood it as well as anything else he could read — better, even.

“Disturb not the harmony of Fire, Ice, or Lightning lest these titans wreak destruction upon the world in which they clash,” he began. A warm, foreign pressure melded with his mind and joined its voice with his own. “Though the Water’s Great Guardian shall arise to quell the fighting, alone its Song will fail, and thus the Earth shall turn to ash. O Chosen One, into thine hands bring together all Three. Their treasures combined tame the Beast of the Sea.”

The tablet was incomprehensible once more, just odd rows of strange designs and figures.

The song in his heart faded but never died.

Ash exhaled and became aware of the world and the terror that had consumed it once more. He was free of the tablet’s spell and could see the primordial forces that raged about him — Moltres’ Inferno had melded with Zapdos’ own Storm perfectly, intermixing and boiling the sea faster than more seawater could move to fill that which had been displace. Articuno’s cries rent the air as the Blizzard regained prominence once more, blocking the sun itself and leaving the ocean an unending layer of thick white.

“A prophecy?” He muttered to Slowking, who had moved behind him as he was spellbound. “I don’t believe in prophecy.”

“And on most days your belief would be correct. Peddlers of cheap tales often sell it to those who wish for fate,” Slowking acknowledged. “But there is power in this…Ash.”

He tensed and placed a hand on the row of pokeballs at his waist for comfort but didn’t respond.

“Millennia ago a dying man sought enlightenment on this very spot…he received a vision instead. He saw the sky aflame and the world crumble under the might of the disturbed Titans who have claimed these islands. Fearful, the man fled the shrine and shared his tale with all those who would listen. Only the psychics, the movers of the universe, saw the truth in his tale and came together.”

Slowking looked very old then, older than any mortal had a right to be. “A thousand psychics found themselves here from every corner of the young world. All found their purpose in this spot. I was young in those days, scarcely risen from my youthful obliviousness. But I guarded this holy place.”

“One thousand psychics channeled their power in this spot and defied fate. They unmade themselves so as to shape a single constant in the twisting uncertainty of the universe. Their hope became Prophecy, intertwined with the nature of reality itself.”

“When the time came one capable of quelling this clash would arise. There are many Chosen, but only One would find themselves here. You might fail, but within you lies the potential to end this Cataclysm.”

Ash was silent under the enormity of the burden placed upon his shoulders. He couldn’t quite wrap his head around what spouted from the Slowking’s mouth. Prophecy and fate were never something he believed in but to learn it was true even in one instance was hard for him to swallow.

But in the end it didn’t matter if he was “fated” to do anything.

He would stop this anyway. 

“What do I need to do?” He began wearily. Slowking smiled down at him with its wide face.

“On each island there is an altar that contains a Sphere. Take it and return them here by any means necessary. A single Elemental Sphere will serve to stabilize the earth but all must be brought here should we hope to return balance to the world.”

The song that had been calling to his very soul grew stronger then but he paid no heed.

“And how am I supposed to get past that?” Ash scowled and jabbed a finger at the three raging disasters. The Birds had long abandoned anything recognizable as a physical form in favor of the all-consuming power of dissolving into their basest nature. The combatting forces sundered the very world where they met, tearing apart the ocean’s molecules and leaving air nothing but a single massive explosion.

If he left the safety of this shrine he’d be torn apart and reduced to nothing but dust and ash.

Slowking was silent. Shards of ice drifted down from the heavens, slowed by whatever power sheltered this shrine.

Articuno must have regained dominance, at least for a short while. Ash doubted it would last — his Feather had just roared to life once more and seared his chest with tongues of golden flame as Moltres’ fury overtook the world in a storm of fire.

“Be patient.”

Ash ground his teeth and turned away from Slowking to watch the Birds follow a cycle that had bound them for longer than humans had existed. How could he be patient when he watched the very things that could destroy everything?!

It wasn’t in his nature to feel truly lasting fury but that was what powered him now. He was going to force these Titans to stop and acknowledge him. He would take their Spheres, fulfill this damn prophecy, and bind the quarreling Legends to their accursed islands for an eternity.

Perhaps this Moltres was as benevolent as its counterpart. Perhaps it was good and just to humans in the past.

But in this state it was no better than the others. Just a wildfire that needed to be extinguished.

“I had hoped it would never come to this — I never thought you humans would ever be powerful enough to wake one of the sleeping Titans.” Slowking sighed and watched the waves with its ancient eyes. “So long as they rested the world was safe.”

“Who awoke them?” Ash’s fists clenched until his fingernails pierced his skin. “I’ll need to meet them personally after this.”

Slowking smiled tiredly and pointed out at the Storm. “I don’t believe that will be possible unless you intend to search the abyss. The human who attacked Fire’s Island is long dead. When it realized what it had awoken it futilely fled in its ship — Fire consumed it.”

“So why didn’t Moltres just sleep again?” Ash murmured. “The Moltres I’ve seen —”

“The Fire you’ve seen is different,” Slowking said quietly. “Calmer and older. When it tore itself from Fire’s essence and went its own way it found freedom as its kin was bound to a pale shadow of existence. In its freedom it found purpose. In its purpose it found wisdom.”

Ash nodded slowly and idly traced the Feather beneath his shirt. The golden glow was bright enough to be a constant distraction despite his best efforts to ignore it and he dearly hoped it wouldn’t come to interfere in his quest.

“Where’s Dazed and Lance?” He spoke up, a hard edge in his voice. “I’m not leaving until I’m sure they’re safe.”

“And how safe can they be while the world tears itself apart at the seams?” Slowking retorted. “But yes, they are —”

Fine.

Ash’s face lit up as Dazed shuffled out from a cave well-hidden by the slush and blackness that still dominated the sky. Her lightly-furred body shivered under Articuno’s spell, although she seemed relatively unscathed.

I am unscathed in body. Do not fear for me. Only my power was broken in the Blizzard. 

“And Lance? Dragonite? Dov?”

Dazed froze and stared past Ash to where the three Birds clashed.

The Champion-Mentor lives. He fell from the Alpha’s back when I lost control of their shields. Had the Blight not intervened sooner they would have been slain. It was by the Sentinel’s power that they still draw breath.

Her mental voice was as cold as the Blizzard itself.

“Thank you,” he smiled softly at her. “And Dazed? I know you did your best. Nobody else could have even gotten us half as far as you did.”

She was silent and looked down at her pendulum as she gently polished the ring of gem in her snow-white mane.

He turned from her to the Slowking. He’d given Dazed all she needed to hear.

“I’m ready to go. But how am I supposed to survive —”

Trainer-Friend. Prepare yourself. 

Dazed’s warning echoed within the walls of his skull as he wheeled about only to blanch in horror. Even the Feather couldn’t stave off the icy feeling that shot through his veins as he saw the Storm and Blizzard devour their way across the skies to Shamouti, intent upon their prey.

A wall of black on one side and a wall of white on the other. Between them red and gold and white raged futilely as it tried to fight its way outside of the overwhelming force brought to bear against it, icy winds slashing and penetrating like knives while innumerable lances of lightning probed and sundered the Firestorm’s guard.

He actually saw Zapdos then. A vague figure with wings of condensed storm clouds and a beak of golden power shot out of its Storm, wreathed in enough lightning to raze the world beneath it. Were it not for a sudden film of psychic energy covering his eyes courtesy of Dazed he would have been struck blind from staring at the splendor of the terrible Bird of Lightning that screamed — a sound that rattled his bones and knocked him to his knees.

Zapdos’ golden figure tore its way out of its own Storm as fast as its own element and through Moltres’ Inferno, fearless and ferocious as any creature to soar the heavens. The Inferno parted at Zapdos’ fury and failed to recover as Zapdos’ power flooded in behind him until Moltres was as much in Zapdos’ territory as its own.

And the world was nothing.

The Storm’s blackness, the Inferno’s light, the Blizzard’s whiteness…they all vanished in the face of Zapdos. Dazed’s shields were torn apart and he couldn’t see a thing other than an infinite explosion of electricity that lanced across the horizon, banishing Fire and Ice and leaving the world with naught but Lightning as its master.

Then Zapdos’ cry of victory reached him, a sound of thunder that was beyond anything he’d heard before.

He screamed as the sound hit him and forced him to his knees. His bones shook inside of their suit of flesh and he was afraid that his own body would come apart at the seams. His eardrums were just barely protected from bursting by Slowking and he still tore at his ears just to feel something other than the terrible enormity of Zapdos’ cry of victory.

Shamouti Island quaked and rocked precariously. Much of the cliffside shattered and fell into the ocean’s depths, causing vast tsunamis that were obliterated a second later by an errant blast of lightning. The world rocked and the ocean itself seemed to tear apart around Zapdos — a single massive wave shot out from all around it from the force behind its cry.

Open your eyes.

He was so lost within his own mind, so lost within his own primal urges to flee from such terrible power that he couldn’t even determine if it was Dazed or Slowking that had reached into his mind.

But he did.

It was much the same as before, although filtered through as powerful a lens of psychic energy as Dazed could create. Zapdos still hung victoriously in the air releasing its power until it looked brighter than the sun itself, all in the name of its triumph over the Inferno.

Moltres’ flames flickered and tried to twist and writhe against Zapdos’ Storm in order to sear away the black clouds and terrible blasts of lightning but were utterly helpless as they were extinguished under the power of Zapdos’ lightning, winds, and rain.

The Feather raged to life once more before it dimmed to little more than an ember. Ash felt as though a hole had been torn through his chest as he felt the full weight of dead obsidian rather than the fluid liquid it had dissolved into during the course of this battle.

He fought to remain on his feet as he saw the Inferno recede and condense until it had become Moltres once more — a towering Bird of living flame and a frame of delicate obsidian that seemed terribly lifeless all of a sudden.

A Legend picked bare by its comrades.

Were Ash not rendered deaf by Zapdos’ thunder he would have heard Moltres’ last cries of rage before it fell into the endless expanse of the ocean and was consumed by the vast waves created by Zapdos’ supremacy.

He was struck dumb as he watched Moltres’ descent.

The Titan of Fire had been extinguished. It was still alive — he could see its flames still feebly flickering as they burned away the water around it — but it would not return to the surface for a long time yet. It was too weak to escape the depths.

This is rather nostalgic, is it not? 

Ash grit his teeth and ignored the amused jabs from Mewtwo. He didn’t have time for the Creature’s games.

Zapdos flew after Articuno next. It allowed its Storm to wrap around it once more except this time its body was still distinct, more massive than Ash had ever seen it.

Its figure was nothing but living lightning at its core. The essence of gold extended off into wings that spanned a hundred feet in either direction in its empowered state before storm clouds that poured off of them added miles more to their length. Zapdos’ body was too bright to look at, just a gigantic, ferocious ball of plasma that sparked dozens of lightning bolts every second as it chased its next victim.

When Articuno met it with all the cold fury of the Blizzard it was Ash could watch no more. He lost both of the Titans in their cloaks of black and white and didn’t care to watch as the two remaining Birds did their utmost to utterly destroy one another in their unending battle for supremacy.

Calm yourself, Chosen One. Fire yet burns. But your quest is ever more urgent. 

“How am I supposed to fight that?” He mouthed. Ash was still so dazed that he wasn’t sure if the words had actually left his lips.

You will not. You cannot. 

Ash scowled and stalked past Slowking to glare at the altar. His eyes were still filled with stars and he couldn’t see the delicate script, although his mind whispered the words of the Prophecy to him again and again, engraving them into his very essence.

A shiver ran down his spine and distracted him from his distraught fury. Moltres’ warmth was gone. He didn’t even have the protection of the Feather anymore.

He was on his own. Only his team stood beside him.

Mortals standing defiant in the face of gods.

“I’m going to stop this,” he announced and released Plume, who shivered under the weight of her wounds. “Plume, are you ready to fly? We’re going to need every bit of strength you have.”

She nodded tiredly, although Slowking stopped her. The powerful psychic shut its eyes and allowed a film of energy blue as the sea to envelop her massive body. Plume’s head bowed in relief as the energy pulsed steadily for what seemed like an eternity.

Your task will be simpler now. Your ally is healed, at least for the moment. Ice’s power is purged from her body and I restored her body to what it once was. 

“Thank you,” Ash dipped his head gratefully. A bead of fear gnawed its way deep in his stomach as his thoughts turned to Lance. “Could you check on my friend? He’s a —”

Bearer of the Golden Feather. His connection runs far deeper than yours. Do not worry. The bond he shares is tied intimately to the Fragment you have encountered previously. His health will wane until he is in death’s hands but he will live. For now. You must hurry if you want him to draw breath in the future, however. 

He breathed a sigh of relief and squeezed his eyes shut before he turned to stare out at the Titans’ struggle. They both seemed fairly even now. The Storm still attacked and flooded the skies with terrible ferocity but the Blizzard held strong and had even moved over Moltres’ island in a sign of dominance.

Ash feared that this stalemate would not last. Without Moltres to mediate and maintain the balance one of them would eventually gain the edge and consume the other as they had the Titan of Fire. It was only a matter of time.

Time is of the essence. The Fire you know has sensed the imbalance and comes to restore order upon Ice and Lightning. Its wrath will be terrible and swift with little regard for lesser creatures. Its fellow Fragments are drawn here as well with the shift. In a few hours the three will converge upon this place and the Great Guardian will be helpless to stop them. 

“Where is Lugia?” Ash growled, his patience nonexistent as he stood by Plume. How could he stay calm when he’d just heard that this situation could be even worse?! “Its duty is to stop the Birds, and I could use the —”

Here.

Ash froze as a haunting song swept through his soul. It transcended his deaf ears or even the telepathic call to his mind. It reverberated inside him, a forgotten melody more powerful in its soothing tones than all the thunder of Zapdos or howling Blizzard of Articuno.

He looked out to the sea. Torrent appeared beside him in a flash of light, drawn by the melody. His body quivered in excitement and his red eyes almost shone with glee. Even Nidoking’s devotion to the Moon Stone paled in comparison to the sheer power of the spell Torrent found himself caught in.

And Ash fully understood. He wasn’t just an onlooker as he had been with Nidoking’s fervor. He was part of this, as was all life.

The entire span of the sea froze in the grip of a deep blue glow — the water was almost blinding in its intensity as immeasurable power bent it to the will of an ancient force.

The song echoed again, stronger this time, and even the Storm and Blizzard calmed. Whether in fear or peace Ash knew not.

He felt them. Zapdos and Articuno. The primordial beings had finally found something powerful enough to remind them of their own limits.

There was one they feared.

Ash was frozen as the entirety of the glowing ocean shot upwards — for miles around the sea had been lifted as high as his eyes could see until the waters and heavens were as one. As Articuno had made his world a Blizzard, this newcomer had made it an ocean.

The Blizzard was drowned and the Storm snuffed out. There was no spreading frost he could see, no furious explosion of lightning. Just the endless, all-encompassing walls of water. Black and blue and still as ice.

A shadow twisted within the ocean’s depths, a hundred feet long and its only discernible features a pair of fierce eyes that glowed with the power of twin suns.

Eyes hauntingly familiar to Mewtwo’s but infinitely kinder and older.

It is time. 

The Sea spoke.

No, that was not right. It did not speak so much as simply reveal what he already knew. Those words had been a part of him since he was first conceived. It was only now that the Sea saw fit to open his eyes to the deepest waters of his soul that held the statement.

Its eyes focused upon Ash and he felt an enormous presence fall upon his shoulders, an abyss to his droplet.

The voice was ageless and kind, utterly peaceful. There was no exertion behind it, no sign that it had levitated an entire ocean with the casualness he would expect from Dazed levitating a pebble. No care that it had bound Ice and Lightning in watery prisons.

They will break free, child. They have struck a terrible blow against themselves but even as two I may not bind them for eternity. Even now they struggle against their binds. 

I offer time. My Song will maintain the balance in the absence of the Third but it will not be restored without your aid. Recover the Spheres. I shall protect you. 

“I will!” Ash shouted back and hurriedly mounted Plume. Torrent stared longingly at the shadow of Lugia as the Guardian darted deeper into the sea. Dazed allowed herself to be recalled even as Plume shot into the sky and Torrent finally allowed himself to do the same. “Let’s go, Plume! Every second counts!”

Plume screamed and shot through the air faster than she ever had before. Ash felt his stomach drop and fought the urge to wretch as she sped up vertically mere feet away from the risen ocean — he could see their reflection in the water that was frozen in his time, albeit as a mere blur.

He held on tightly, although he found himself bound to Plume in a layer of impossibly strong psychic energy. It covered them completely, rendering him immune to the vicious wind and secondary effects of Plume’s absurd speeds and Plume free of concern for him.

By the time they had soared above Lugia’s walls of water Plume had flown just above the low-hanging clouds. Ash looked around greedily, eager to take advantage of this unique opportunity. He could breathe perfectly, see without any sort of inhibition.

As they skimmed the surface of the ocean — how odd that was when they were thousands and thousands of feet in the air — Ash took in everything he could. Freed of mortal limitations he could truly appreciate all of creation.

A smile played over his face and whatever wounds and injuries he had suffered were soothed as Lugia’s power knit flesh back together and restored his body to what it had once been.

If this was how Plume felt whenever she took to the skies he couldn’t blame her for flying at every opportunity.

“We’re going to have to do this more often!” He laughed to Plume, who lightly cooed back at him with a joyful glimmer in her fierce eyes. “Now let’s go!”

Plume shrieked and just a bit of mischief entered her bearing. He couldn’t hold back and reflexively let out a cry of surprise when her whole body tensed up and suddenly entered Super Speed. The world was nothing but a blur as she flashed forward as fast as his eyes could track and he let out a wild scream before a grin settled its way onto his face — this was speed! What she’d attained before was nothing more than a pale shadow of this.

He let his torso rise from where it had been stuck to Plume’s back and he looked around. It was almost eerie to be up here with no wind, no sound that wasn’t from within the psychic membrane.

But he loved it.

Everything else just melted away. His pain, his fear, his worries. All gone as he enjoyed this brief moment of respite. The weight on his shoulders was nothing with Plume bearing him.

Right now he knew he could do anything.

Restore the balance. Protect the world from the warring Birds. Keep those he loved safe.

Fulfill his duty.

The “prophecy” didn’t matter — this was his his responsibility as a member of the Indigo Elite Four and, more importantly, as a person.

It was his duty to protect those weaker than himself and fight those who would abuse their power with no regard for others. It was his duty to right the wrongs in the world and balance the scales.

It was his duty to do more good for the world than Giovanni had done wrong.

Then Plume sped up again and everything flooded away. Ash laughed and kept a bright smile on his face until she had finally crossed over the expanse of ocean Lugia had entombed the Birds in and —

His face fell into grim determination. The Feather pulsed.

Moltres flew far beneath them as the prison ended. Tongues of flame trailed behind its terribly weakened form — its obsidian frame was visible to his eyes and the Inferno that normally wreathed about it was almost entirely absent.

Lugia had allowed it to go free — had raised it from the abyss as it emerged.

Why?

He shook himself back into focus. It didn’t matter. He’d deal with that when he had to. Right now he was operating on a time limit. Ash’s keen eyes caught twin glows behind the walls of water and the outermost layers had begun to tremble as Lugia’s hold was contested by Zapdos and Articuno.

“To Articuno’s island first!” He directed. Ash blinked in surprise when he actually heard his own voice clearly. Lugia’s power worked quickly. “We can deal with the Storm if we have to. The Blizzard is beyond us.”

Plume shrieked — it was almost painfully loud in the contained space of the membrane — and dove down to the frozen island. It was practically an iceberg even with its Master bound and a steady white cloud dropped an endless flurry of snow and ice down onto the mountain.

He was grateful for the membrane as Plume dove through the cloud, dispersing large swathes of it with her mighty wings until they shot through and looked down upon the interior of the glacier.

Ash had to admit that he was surprised to see that Articuno’s mountain actually bore quite a bit of resemblance to its temple at the Seafoam Caverns. He’d expected little more than rugged ice for the Bird to rest within but instead the interior of the mountain had been carefully shaped at some time.

A massive outcropping of rock had been chipped into a proper perch for the slumbering Legend as the huge gouges ripped into its by Articuno’s terrible talons attested to. There were dozens of idols in the Bird’s form that adorned the area, each covered in enough ice to almost mimic the real Bird in appearance.

He paused for a moment in respect to whatever beings were devoted enough to brave Articuno’s presence in order to build this shrine. They would have suffered terribly in this endeavor.

But he was most interested in the frozen altar that held the largest position of prominence.

Smooth, ice-slicked steps led up to a simple construct of stone, although it was heavy and white with Articuno’s element.

A beautifully crafted embodiment of the Titan of Ice stared at him with frozen eyes that seemed almost alive. It was angular and geometric, carved with the same inhuman precision as Lugia’s altar at Shamouti.

Ash paused for a moment and bowed his head to the altar before he dismounted from Plume and ascended the steps. A presence filled his heart, cold and regal beyond mortal bounds. It seemed to hover about him and tested Lugia’s protections.

When it failed to so much as chill his skin it seemed to give up and receded.

He frowned at that as he stared at the Sphere stuck within the idol’s beak. What was this treasure?

Ash shrugged it off. That wasn’t his problem right now. The growing howls of the Blizzard that had slowly begun to form over Articuno’s island was.

He grabbed the Sphere.

Winter. Cold. Ice. 

All concepts he had known of before but he hadn’t truly understood until this moment, when he held its very essence in his hand. Every snowflake and drifting shard of ice was part of him, an extension of his very being.

He saw the history of the world in his mind’s eye, the first winter to the last.

Winter was his body. Cold was his cloak. Ice was his soul.

Everything before this moment seemed meaningless. Every victory paled in comparison to this understanding. Every sorrow was but an afterthought in the face of his new history. Every love forgotten in the realization of this perfection.

Whiteness filled his vision but he did not need sight. The snowflakes were his hands, the cold his touch.

He was Ice.

He was Ash Ketchum.

Two identities warred.

Blizzard and Boy.

What was he? The Sphere, that which had existed for aeons before it was bound to this place for eternity, a Titan cut off from the freedom of the world? Or the Boy, that which had existed as a blink of an eye in the infinity of the universe, a tiny strand of space and time that would venture forth until he was no more?

He was Ash Ketchum and always would be.

Ash breathed and stared down at the Sphere in awe. What was this? Was it Articuno’s spirit or something else?

He ruthlessly quashed the Sphere’s will and placed it into his pack. The Feather sluggishly pulsed to life again but he ignored even that familiar heat.

He would not allow the Legends any more authority over him. Not now.

“Let’s go,” he said tersely as he hurried down the slick steps as fast as he dared. Ash did his best to forget how close he’d come to losing himself to the Sphere. It had been so powerful…he didn’t even realize how overwhelming Articuno’s will was until its power had already passed. “Lugia can’t hold them much longer — I can feel it.”

Plume cooed to him as he mounted her and the layer of psychic power bound them together once more. She screamed to the heavens as she flapped her wings and shot into the air without any form of visible effort, eyes fierce as she soared towards Zapdos’ massive island.

Ash kept an eye on Lugia’s prison, which had begun to dissolve at the sides as Articuno and Zapdos slowly managed to overwhelm the Guardian’s hold. Half of what he saw was slowly crystallizing into a thick sheer of ice while the other hissed and boiled as Zapdos’ power surged unrelentingly.

That didn’t matter even as they passed hundreds and hundreds of feet every second. Plume had already entered Super Speed and there was nothing in the sky that could catch her as she made her way through Zapdos’ Storm.

He grit his teeth as they met the first bit of resistance. They were surrounded by blackness and rain and wind and lightning that buffeted and struck them hard enough for Lugia’s shield to flash and waver. No lightning had struck them yet despite the absurd amount of it that illuminated the dark clouds around them but he feared that it was only a matter of time.

Taking the Ice Sphere must have enraged them somehow — the Storm and Blizzard had both radically intensified, although that could have been a result of Lugia’s own failure to keep them contained. Still, he felt a bit unnerved as the winds picked up and howled loud enough for the din to make itself known through Lugia’s shields.

“Keep it steady,” he shouted to Plume as he felt the whole world around him shift — the entire sky was suddenly consumed by thousands and thousands of lightning bolts until he was almost blind even behind the powerful shields provided by Lugia. Tiny shocks ran through his body until he was twitching and helpless to control anything other than his thoughts as innumerable blasts of electricity ran about their barrier, leaving nothing but the bitter cut of ozone in his nostrils and eyes filled with white stars.

She shrieked back but he could barely hear over the thunder that rolled throughout the Storm like the angry grumbles of an awakening god, reverberating through his bones and forcing the shield to tremble and waver — he grit his teeth and forced himself to ignore the call of the Ice Sphere.

It was still a haunting call that did its very best to hook its talons into his mind and disrupt the eternal song of Lugia in his heart. The Sphere wanted to be used, wanted the freedom he offered it in its own simple mindset.

Plume screamed and dipped in as controlled of a manner as she could — the Pidgeot’s wings were held closely to her side as she dove in an effort to escape the blackness of the Storm.

Ash narrowed his eyes and held on as tightly as he could as the rumbling of the Storm increased in response to a short, sharp cry that heralded the eruption of another thousand lightning bolts that crackled uncontrolled.

A presence grew near. The storm clouds receded, shaped into endless black wings that could engulf the entire horizon should their bearer so desire. Twin eyes of pulsing yellow-white energy stared at him with dispassionate fury as the core of lightning flashed and flickered in the sheets of rain.

Zapdos looked at him. He looked at Zapdos.

Their eyes met.

An electric current raged throughout Ash’s body that had nothing to do with the Storm.

He was in the power plant. His friends knelt to the Bird that cocked its head at them with an expression that wasn’t quite curiosity. Alien yellow eyes that shone as Lightning personified pulsed with light as the shell of electricity dispersed about it. 

Only Infernus stood by Ash’s side, a believer in only his own power. And it was with Infernus that Ash first defied a Legend. 

It was then that he first saw what Zapdos was. Not a large Bird of blood and bone, feathers and flesh…Stormclouds and Thunder and all the aloofness Lightning regarded earth with from the heavens. 

Ash met Zapdos’ eyes and the true essence of it flooded his mind. 

Zapdos paused and seemed to hang in the air for a moment, distracted. Ash clutched his head with shaking fingers and whispered quick, desperate encouragements to Plume as they darted past the Legend.

The Storm rumbled its discontent and a rain of lightning fell from the skies once more. Ash grit his teeth and glanced back to see Zapdos look upon him once more. Its yellow eyes shone bright enough to be distinguished from its body of lightning and gazed at him with true purpose rather than raw nature.

It knew him now.

Zapdos made a noise that wasn’t recognizable as something from a Bird, but something like the din of a hurricane as it made landfall. It extended its massive wings and swooped down at Ash and Plume as they finally made landfall on its black rock.

As he prayed for any sort of respite from the lightning and thunder that tested Lugia’s shields over and over again Zapdos swooped and stretched out what could have been talons and —

The Storm was dispersed in a single instant, blown away as it was shattered into tiny wisps of black clouds that struggled to connect to each other once more as a thin beam — probably as thick as Ash’s body — shot through Zapdos’ elemental cloak and carried all the power of a hurricane behind it.

Zapdos was hurled far away by the blast, its own mastery of wind and rain nothing in the face of the Guardian that appeared bereft of any sort of protection.

Ash spared a moment to glance up at Lugia as it hung above Zapdos’ island. It didn’t actually fly — it just moved itself with its psychic powers. The Guardian’s wings were held tightly to its sides as it regarded Zapdos, whose entire body had been shattered by the force carried behind the blast. It had only just begun to reform from the lightning arcing from cloud to cloud when Articuno made its appearance, the Blizzard raging at Lugia with renewed power in an effort to destroy the one that had interfered with their battle.

This was his chance. He dismounted from Plume when she landed on the very edge of the cliff. that held the small altar. She eyed the battle above with just the hint of fear and a healthy bit of awe in her keen eyes.

He slowed to a cautious walk as he walked out to the altar. The cold stone was slick and he had no desire to lose time getting to the Sphere. Ash didn’t have the luxury of the Birds being entombed in the sea anymore. They were active and very real threats right now, especially since they seemed to have a sense of where the Spheres were.

There was no other reason for Zapdos to have actually noticed him. He and Plume should have been nonexistent to the Bird when it had a problem like Lugia to deal with — they could barely survive its Storm, let alone hurt it. Even the bit of power Lugia had invested in their shields would be nothing in comparison to the Guardian itself.

But this time he didn’t hesitate, not even as the Blizzard circled around the Guardian and headed straight for him. Lugia had already headed it off and raised the ocean once more around the Blizzard, although that only slowed Articuno for a few moments before it froze millions upon millions of gallons and added the newfound glacier to its cloak.

That was all the time Lugia needed.

As the Blizzard raged toward him the Guardian allowed the power restraining its wings to dissipate. Lugia extended its great wings, white with thick, downy feathers that shone with a luster akin to that of the moon, and flapped once.

Articuno’s shriek was nothing compared to the roar of the gale whipped up by Lugia’s wings. Ash cried out and sunk to his knees at the sound, which reverberated as loudly as Zapdos’ thunder even in the opposite direction.

The Titan of Ice and its Blizzard were effortlessly hurled backwards and were followed by a tidal wave spawned by the winds and larger than anything Ash had ever seen, which engulfed the Bird and dragged it down into the ocean’s depths.

Ash rose to his feet and took just the shortest of seconds to gaze upon the altar. It was almost identical to Articuno’s aside from the general shape of the idol. The entire work of stone held tiny arcs of energy that danced across the surface in an endless series of jumps and twists.

He grabbed the Sphere.

Spring. Storm. Lightning. 

He felt the world through every rain drop that still fell from Zapdos’ rapidly recovering Storm, every bolt of lightning that still sought to renew its master. Every cloud that circled and whirled under Lightning — under his influence — was his own.

Ash blinked.

The Sphere struck then in his weakest moment as he overcame the brief moment of unity they shared.

It was terrible. What must have been a hundred lightning bolts of electricity flooded through him so as to let him know the Sphere’s essence, to dominate him and subjugate his mortal flesh to its will.

Thunder rolled through his bones as the Sphere shone brightly. It crackled and roiled in displeasure as it felt the dead weight of the Feather’s lifeless frame and consumed it, channeling endless amounts of power through it in order to overtake Moltres’ own influence.

He collapsed under the strain and fought as best he could against the sheer enormity of the Sphere’s will. It wasn’t even truly intelligent in its desires — it was just a primal urge to dominate, to control that which was not its own. The Sphere attacked with all the ferocity of a thunderstorm and Ash could scarcely think, let alone banish its electrifying power.

It attacked and attacked without mercy — it didn’t even understand the concept. It just saw Ash as an obstacle to its freedom and wanted to remove that obstacle. It was utterly selfish in the way only a force of nature could be, without malice or mercy in its basest thoughts.

When he felt his hands clench of a will that was not his own something within him snapped.

His mind rose up through the storm clouds that had engulfed his spirit and raged, attacking with the raw desperation only a cornered creature new.

He had not fallen to Mewtwo and he would never fall to this Sphere.

If there was one thing that defined him it was his will to survive, to strive past his limits and reach into the impossible.

He would win and he would force this Sphere to acknowledge him as an entity in his own right. He was not just a somewhat autonomous mass of flesh. He knew his right to exist and now he would make the Sphere know it too.

And he did.

The Sphere recoiled as his thoughts and emotion overcame it, driven by the unflinching will that had carried him through much worse than this.

He had died once already. He would not return so soon.

He found himself on the ground, still engulfed in Lugia’s power and holding the Sphere in his hand. The cool surface sent a continuous shock up his arm and always tested him in an effort to find itself free to wander once more, although it never pressed its desire against him.

Whatever power remained in the Sphere was coiled and tight, confused. Ash felt that it had never been defied before by anything less than a Legendary. To have its will contested by anything else than a force of nature manifested must have been disconcerting, to say the least.

Ash just scowled at the Sphere and placed it in his pack alongside the Ice Sphere. The two glowed and trembled as they neared one another, although he couldn’t tell whether they were attracted or repelled by their opposing element. They finally stopped moving, though, and just pulsed erratically.

He really was tired of these Legends. The threat of Mewtwo had been more than enough for his lifetime and he wasn’t eager to see any of the Birds again after this catastrophe. What awe he’d felt for them was still there but it was bitter and jaded now.

The Birds were majestic, beautiful, and powerful. They would always hold a spell over him. But they were as lofty and dispassionate for lesser beings as their own element. With the exception of Moltres they didn’t even recognize anything lesser than themselves. They just fought and destroyed at their own leisure.

He’d return them to their slumber and then be done. Ash would have them bound forever to their islands until it was time for the world to feel their power once more, whenever that would be. Thousands and thousands of years, he hoped.

These Titans would never fly free again until Lugia allowed them. And he was more than happy with that. The Birds he’d already encountered were more than enough for the world. Too much, even.

Ash shook his head to focus himself. This wasn’t a time to think. This was time to act.

He hurried over to Plume and spared the battle a glance. Articuno had risen with renewed power and had focused all of its considerable power on attacking Lugia. Its Blizzard was actually testing the Guardian now, resisting the psychic beams and massive swathes of ocean Lugia attempted to drown it with in a way Ash hadn’t expected — Articuno’s power had waxed to the point that it managed to freeze almost all the ocean the moment it touched the Blizzard.

But that wasn’t his problem. Not yet anyways. No, his problem was —

Thunder shook the island and if it weren’t for Lugia’s shield suddenly bracing him he would have been hurled to the ground. Plume shrieked in surprise and barely managed to stabilize herself — it seemed most of the shield had gone to keeping him, the vulnerable human, safe.

Zapdos’ scream was drowned in another wave of thunder that rolled through him. The Lightning Sphere hummed and heated as a bolt of lightning lanced and struck near Ash, an event that almost blinded the boy.

He saw the core of lightning moments before it flew over him and razed the world with an unending rain of electricity that scorched the ground and pushed his shield to its absolute limits. Zapdos shrieked and circled again, utterly ignoring the battle between Lugia and Articuno which was quickly becoming one-sided as Lugia fired another one of its absurdly powerful beams that tore the Blizzard apart with the sheer winds it carried with it.

The Titan of Lightning stared at him and opened its terrible, spear-like beak to rage at his possession of the Sphere one last time. Dozens of lightning bolts arced down and attacked his shield, finally disintegrating it as Lugia’s focus was split by a stabbing lance from the Blizzard that threatened to engulf the Guardian.

He collapsed as a concussive blast knocked him to his back with enough force to break his ribs and moaned in pain. His vision was blurry with pain and he futilely clutched his hands to his ears as thunder broke the world again, so loud and powerful that he felt himself become deaf in an instant.

A glow passed above him, a Bird of Lightning and Thunder and Storm. Thunderclaps echoed out with every wingbeat and he felt the lightning rage about him more than he saw it.

The Spheres called out for him and in his weakest state he was sorely tested to allow them to dominate his will and possess his body in the merest hopes of survival. A primordial instinct to live reared its ugly head and he had to clutch his head ever harder lest he lose himself to the Spheres’ power.

When the heat grew too intense and the ozone seared his nostrils he clutched two orbs.

Ash recoiled from the massive rise in temperature and sense that his very flesh would ignite and opened his eyes.

Twin figures stood beside him, protective of their human as he struggled to rise once more.

Nidoking lent him an arm and snarled up at the blackening sky with rage he’d never seen before as Zapdos wheeled about, dissatisfied with Ash’s survival. Infernus was white-hot, barely distinguishable within the cloak of fire and warped air his heat had created around him.

“Thank you,” he rasped and clutched his chest as molten heat and coiled electricity fought for dominance. The Feather glowed with renewed life, albeit still meager compared to the furnace it had been before. “Just give me a minute! Lugia can shield me again — Articuno’s almost defeated.”

Nidoking growled and huddled close to him. Ash quickly found himself pulled beneath the ground-type’s powerful arm in a protective manner as the poison-type glared at the rapidly approaching Zapdos with black eyes more hateful than he’d ever seen them.

Infernus stood stock-still. His face was twisted into a terrible snarl and cones of white flame licked out of his cannons as the air warped and twisted around him. No sign of his normal glee for battle was present beneath his fiery cloak, just a restrained grimness that unnerved Ash more than any of his smirks or smiles.

It was these two masters of battle that Zapdos paid no heed to as it flew over and flapped its wings of solid black cloud a single time. Zapdos flew past as it allowed a hundred lightning bolts to spark from its wings and left them for Lugia, which had begun to regain its supremacy over the lone Titan that opposed it.

Zapdos should have waited.

Nidoking shielded Ash with his massive body the moment Zapdos’ wings had twitched and clearly meant for Ash to stay just a little away from him so that the current from the lightning wouldn’t be redirected into his own vulnerable body.

But that didn’t stop Ash from seeing what happened.

Infernus’ face twisted into an expression of monumental exertion and his fires flared about him to match.

And then he actually teleported in the midst of this battle of Legends, appearing just beneath Zapdos’ terrible form the instant before the rain of electricity fell.

His body hung for an instant in the air, a black silhouette outlined as a brilliant flash illuminated the sky. Ash cried out for his friend as Infernus dispersed and absorbed dozens and dozens of lightning bolts with Air Lens — more electricity than the technique was ever designed for.

Infernus fell, obviously unconscious and probably near death. He was powerful but no mortal pokemon was supposed to bear the power of a Legend alone.

Ash’s vision turned red as he recalled the Magmortar and recalled Nidoking after he thanked his first friend with a dip of his head. Nidoking’s eyes mirrored the rage he saw and the poison-type’s fangs had been exposed in a terrible snarl as several beads of poison leaked from his horn.

Nidoking didn’t need telepathy for Ash to know what he was thinking. And Ash heartily approved. They were as one in that moment.

He was going to kill Zapdos.

“PLUME!” He roared to his friend, who had just fluttered over to him. Her entire bearing reflected her sorrow at Infernus’ fall. Ash knew that Infernus wasn’t her favorite companion but he was family nonetheless. And family was something they all protected. “To Moltres’ island. We’re ending this now!”

She shrieked and took to the skies. Ash didn’t even notice as the shield that still covered her extended to him and slowly began to soothe his pain and mend his wounds.

It didn’t matter. What pain he had suffered was irrelevant.

Only one thing in the world made any sort of sense to him any more and that was putting a stop to this madness.

The world rushed around him as Plume flew faster than she ever had — he could scarcely see anything other than great swathes of white and black as Articuno and Zapdos finally worked in tandem against Lugia.

It took less than thirty seconds to reach Moltres’ island, which was nearly ten miles off of Zapdos’ island and that was with Plume having to evade the clashing elements that had practically sundered the sea with their might.

Ash’s eyes were still filled with rage as Plume wheeled around the dead volcano in order to ensure that it was safe. The great torrents of smoke that had belched forth from the mountain earlier had long since been blown away by its kin and master. The volcano’s rain of magma was cold and lifeless, frozen over by Articuno’s touch.

Only the dimmest of fires still burned deep within the volcano’s heart and Ash couldn’t find it in himself to fear them. Moltres had been brought to the precipice of death — at least what semblance of death a Legend could experience — and would take more than a few minutes to recover from that terrible blow.

He didn’t even feel much more than what might have been heat pouring from the frame of the Feather. It was just a reflection of the volcano in that regard.

Ash gnashed his teeth as his anger continued to roil and write deep within his chest, heedless to anything other than the altar set on a small strip of stone in the midst of the volcano. The only thing that lit the mountain’s heart was the weak glow of Moltres at the bottom where it nursed its wounds.

“There!”

Plume was silent as she landed on the last bit of wide, solid ground. Ash hopped off of her and practically sprinted toward the altar, although even his blind rage faltered in the deep rumbling that quaked the earth. The glow pulsed deeper and deeper and a semblance of life flooded back into the Feather, although Ash was tempted to tear it off and hurl it into the volcano at this point.

A cry like the crackling of a wildfire split the air, although it lacked the overpowering qualities of Zapdos’ thunderous roars and Articuno’s harsh howls. Flames licked the rim of the volcano as the heat exploded, enough to the point that he felt a lick of the high temperature past his shield.

Moltres’ wings of fire and smoke paled in comparison to Zapdos’ as the Titan of Fire arose from its sanctum, glowing eyes ablaze with the mindless rage that had consumed it. Flames covered the entirety of its body and he had to hold in a breath at the sight of its majesty — he hadn’t been able to truly see one of the Birds yet, not when they had released their full power and guarded themselves in their elemental cloaks.

The beauty — the sheer nature of it — checked his own fury for just a few moments as he took in the Titan.

Long wings of golden flame, talons and legs and beak of obsidian that continually melted but somehow retained its expertly crafted shape, a crest of white flame that could burn even Infernus.

Moltres truly was beautiful. Beautiful yet terrible. The majesty of a wildfire mixed with all the knowledge that this being could burn the seas away should it so desire.

And the Bird knew it as well, even lost as it was in the berserker frenzy this clash had reduced it to. It spread its wings and hung in the air, held aloft by the burning air that rose from the volcano’s deepest places.

It cried again and blazed on before it settled itself atop its altar, which glowed cherry red at the touch. The Sphere shined and pulsed frantically and erratically, as though it sought to reach out and touch the Bird.

Ash felt himself clench his fists. Moltres’ message was clear.

It would not allow him to take the Sphere.

But he couldn’t find it in himself to care at the moment. He looked at it again and saw the weakness it had tried so desperately to hide.

The exposed obsidian, the orange-red flames rather than white, the lack of its Inferno to burn him away.

Moltres was at its weakest now, brought lower than any Legend had ever been. Even its counterpart had been stronger when Mewtwo had torn open the sea and cast it into the abyss.

It shrieked and beat its wings angrily as Ash conquered what little fear remained in him and met its deep red eyes.

Nothing happened. No exchange of information, no melding of mind and essence. Just a flood of warmth that couldn’t even revive the Feather, which still crackled with Zapdos’ energy.

A dangerous smile slid onto his face and he reached down to his belt.

Moltres let loose another cry that sent waves of fire burning through the sky but it did nothing to intimidate Ash or those that had joined him.

Nidoking, Torrent, Dazed, Bruiser, and Tangrowth stood behind him. Oz and Sneasel were only absent because he feared they would evolve in such close proximity to the incarnations of their elements and the Spheres, which was something neither was yet ready for. It would have too many complications and permanently stunt their potential if they evolved now. Seeker was just too fragile for this deadly environment, especially when it seemed that Lugia was too distracted to shield his team.

He broke his hard stare to glance at his friends, all of whom nodded or dipped their head to him to signify that they were ready for anything. Ash could see in their posture that each fought an instinctive urge to submit to the Legend but they did not fall as they had to Zapdos in the power plant.

No, they would not shame themselves like that again. This time they stood strong and followed their trainer’s ire, although none could bring themselves to meet Fire’s eyes.

“Leave!” Ash shouted to Moltres, whose flaming head cocked at him with just a blur of comprehension. “Let me take the Sphere!”

Moltres shrieked and beat its wings furiously. Shields of shimmering blue appeared around his team to protect them from the heat courtesy of Dazed and they prepared for a confrontation the likes of which they hoped never to see again.

Ash wasn’t done.

“Let me leave or I will kill you.”

Moltres’ rage dimmed and it actually paused. Ash met its fiery gaze unflinchingly.

It seemed to struggle as a bit of intelligence broke through the veneer of primordial instinct that dominated its being. The great wings lowered slightly and its fires cooled and died as its fury finally broke.

A connection formed then. His Feather flared to life for a single instant and Moltres knew him body, mind, and soul.

Fire retreated into the volcano, its presence gone but for a dim glow that drove away the rains and gloom and cold of Articuno and Zapdos as they fled from Lugia in search of their Spheres at the shift.

“Thank you,” he muttered to his friends. “Prepare yourselves. You know what’s coming.”

His family nodded their assent and watched as he made his way across the bridge of blackened stone to the altar, which was as cool and lifeless as though Moltres had never touched it at all.

He grabbed the Sphere, which held a flame that danced and writhed as his hand clutched the impossibly smooth material.

Summer. Inferno. Fire. 

He became them all for a single instant as the Sphere’s essence rushed up his arm like molten lava, an infinite will for change and freedom. It merged with him and fought for ownership of his body with a fury neither of its kin had mustered.

The Feather pulsed and aided it as a vessel of Fire, the instrument gifted to him by the Moltres he respected corrupted and turned against him as a weapon by the Sphere’s desperation to live once more.

Ash’s being was assaulted by twin forces, one overwhelming and immense and the other waxing and feeding off of the first’s endless power.

His vision flashed red and the world burned around him, the shield fading as the Sphere unleashed the enormity of its will upon his spirit and that which protected him from the physical manifestation of its energies.

Fire and Ash.

He lost himself for a moment as the twin spirits warred — one impossibly powerful and the other absolutely unbreakable.

For what seemed like an eternity he was in balance, his body frozen as the Sphere grew hotter and hotter in his hand. But it could never claim the vessel each desired.

It was Lightning that tipped the scales. The little bit of its essence he retained awoke and crackled, attacking the Sphere and Fire with territorial instincts no mortal could match.

Ash found his focus and overwhelmed them all, crushing the warring forces into submission and binding them to their own inanimate vessels.

You have retained yourself? 

“Yes…I have,” Ash gasped to Dazed. She gently pulled him over to her with telekinesis and examined him. His whole body ached with searing pain like it had been burned from the inside out and his throat was torn and raw as though it had reverted to its horribly damage state from after his first battle with Moltres. “Take me to Plume…I have to —”

There is no time. Ice and Lightning feel the Fragments. They come now to reclaim that which is theirs. 

“Then we need to make time!” Ash rasped and hacked into his elbow. “I have them all! Where’s Lugia?!”

I know not — the Guardian’s power has weakened. Its battle has taken a toll. But Ice and Lightning flee here to find their power once more. Their essence has grown weak and tired. They seek their only hope in the Fragments.

“Then they’ll be disappointed,” Ash scowled up at the blackening sky as twin natural disasters raged his way faster than he’d ever seen them move. He saw the lightning flash and thunder shake the sea and earth as Zapdos made its displeasure known. The ocean and air froze where Articuno went and he saw brief glimpses of terrible white wings that swallowed the world. “I’d throw the things in the volcano before I let them reclaim the Spheres.”

His heart pounded as the Titans sought him out. Lugia was still strong, or so Dazed said, but it clearly wasn’t able to defeat the two Birds without his aid. It could just maintain the balance and buy him time.

He decided to go for it. Plume might be fast enough to escape the incoming Birds, although he feared what would happen if they focused their full might against the two of them. Even Lugia’s shields couldn’t withstand that kind of devastation.

But he had to try — Infernus and the rest of the world were counting on him.

“Plume, get ready to fly!” He shouted to his friend as he rushed over to her, hands going to his pokeballs as he prepared to return the rest of the team. “I need you to go faster than —”

The Blizzard engulfed them, or at least the skies above. Ash felt chilled talons grip his heart as a white shadow passed over him, its cry colder than the deepest days of winter. Twin white eyes looked upon him and he felt Articuno’s sapping cold swallow his shields with directed intent.

His friends had already collapsed, only saved from unconsciousness by Dazed as she drew upon every last reserve of her power to sustain their shields. Ash found himself collapsing by them as vicious winds shot innumerable blades of ice into the shield, pushing it closer and closer to its limit every second.

He was lost in the Blizzard when thunder rolled through the volcano, a foreboding rumble that was far worse than any earthquake. Rain intermixed with snow and ice and lances of lightning carved their jagged path across the sky, piercing the Blizzard with the full might of Zapdos.

Hold yourself, child. Your trial will be over soon. 

Ash found himself on his back and looked up at the sky, which was just a mass of white wind with the occasional flash of lightning. It was almost peaceful now.

The Spheres pulsed against his back, the desire to meet with their respective Legendaries evident. He had to fight back the urge to grasp one and surrender himself to their power.

Instead he fell into Lugia’s song, which echoed eternally in his mind. It grew louder and louder as the whiteness intensified and a great shadow loomed over him. The shadow’s wings were outstretched and sharp as icicles and a vicious beak of crystalline ice opened and a dreadful howl echoed forth that intensified the cold and slowly drained their shields of their strength.

The Ice Sphere froze against his back and Ash just barely managed to catch himself before he reached for the smooth surface of the ancient artifact and allowed its great power to consume him.

And then the Song reverberated inside his skull and a thin beam of light pierced the Blizzard just a little above Articuno’s physical body. The Titan of Ice seemed to retreat within itself in fear just before a mighty gale roared behind the light beam and carried the entire Blizzard away, dispersing it as though it were just a wispy cloud.

Articuno’s scream of shock echoed throughout the dim volcano, although it was soon carried away by the absurd power behind the attack. Ash saw one of its vast wings torn off by the gale, although it reformed almost instantaneously.

Ash sprung to his feet the moment he could, as did his friends. They all looked weary and drained — Dazed had done her best but there was only so much she could do. Lugia hadn’t bothered to shield them, although Ash couldn’t blame it after that attack.

But that wasn’t his concern. Not right now.

What he did need to worry about was getting to Shamouti Island and ending this, although he wasn’t sure how that would work. Zapdos’ Storm had replaced the Blizzard and it was more vicious than he had ever seen it — outside of the volcano, which Moltres seemed to retain some small amount of control over, lightning fell as frequently as rain to the point there was just a continuous flash of light coming from all direction and a steady rumble of thunder.

It wouldn’t be possible for Plume to cross that even with Lugia’s help. They’d nearly died going through the Storm when Zapdos had been entombed within Lugia’s prison. With its power unrestrained it would be a death sentence.

His mind ran constantly with ideas as the seconds ticked by. Dozens were discarded before they were even fully formed and most just couldn’t work.

Frustrated, Ash gripped Infernus’ pokeball. He had to hurry this up. Ash hadn’t gotten a good look at Infernus before he recalled the Magmortar mid-fall but he did know that his friend was probably dying. Air Lens wasn’t able to handle that much electricity even if he was empowered by Moltres’ presence.

He froze.

He looked at the pokeball.

He released Infernus.

Ash withheld a choke in his torn throat as he saw Infernus. The Magmortar was limp and unmoving, mouth agape as his head lolled back. His entire body was blackened as though his magma-like blood had frozen inside of him. There was still life in him but his fire was waning.

His mind was made up. Ash didn’t even know if a lava pit would be enough to heal his friend in this state and he doubted this Moltres was in any condition to heal or resurrect him again even if it was willing…which Ash felt it wouldn’t.

The rest of the team was circled around him with fearful eyes. Dazed had lost her normal impassivity in favor of eyes dark with concern. Her pendulum trembled and jumped wildly, betraying her emotional state.

Even Tangrowth understood the situation as he ran his thick vines over Infernus’ cooling body and assuaged old curiosities about the Magmortar’s form. He gurgled piteously and his vines wriggled erratically as a few massive tears dripped from his saucer-like eyes and were lost in his shell of vines.

Bruiser knelt by Infernus’ body and growled a series of noises as his reptilian face twisted in sorrow. His soft noises never stopped and he drew out a series of symbols in the air above Infernus, which was cold for the first time Ash could remember.

Nidoking and Torrent were the most restrained. Each dipped their head to their fallen comrade, although Nidoking made sure to shuffle over to Ash in order to support him. Ash didn’t respond other than to clench Nidoking’s plated shoulder as he stared at Infernus.

Plume cried out as she fluttered over and lowered her head to Infernus’ side. She cooed softly to the cooling Magmortar and shut her eyes before she started to sing softly to him, a series of high, clear noises that made Ash want to collapse down at his friend’s side and forget about this damned apocalypse.

He joined his friends at Infernus’ side and knelt. His face was stone as he laid a callused hand across his brother-in-arms’ chest for the first and probably last time as a Magmortar.

It was only the second time he’d actually touched Infernus, he dimly realized. His body was just too hot normally. He’d be burned if he got within a foot of hi now, let alone actual contact.

The last time was after the battle with Pierce, when Infernus had been struck by Metagross’ Hyper Beam. It had been a bad wound, although he almost smiled at how naive he’d been back then. He’d seen much worse now.

“Back up, all of you.”

His team obeyed, although they looked at him oddly. Only Dazed seemed to understand what he was doing, if her wide eyes were anything to go by.

This is madness, Friend-Trainer. The risk —

“Is worth it,” he finished. “Please, Dazed.”

Her eyes narrowed in disapproval but she relented. Ash could sense the fear and concern she radiated but knew he had to move on. Infernus didn’t have much longer. His breaths were a rare thing now and certainly not enough to sustain him.

A cold power uncoiled within him and watched through his eyes, truly interested for the first time he could remember.

Ash couldn’t find it in himself to give a damn.

He reached into his pack and grasped the Fire Sphere. It burned his hand and molten lava rushed up his arm to test his will once more but he shut it down with a thought.

He had already proven his mastery over it. He would not bother doing so again.

Ash took a deep breath and looked at his friend one last time.

“I think it’s about time we introduce a balance of our own.”

With that he pressed the Fire Sphere to Infernus’ chest. It shone with the power of a sun and the blackness that had spread all over Infernus’ body seemed to be burned away as his molten blood began pumping once more, bringing warmth and fire back to his body.

He did not move, though, other than to grasp the Fire Sphere with his claws so tightly Ash would have feared it would break had he not known what it was.

Infernus trembled as fire exploded from him and heat comparable to that of a volcano’s heart oozed out of the Sphere and filled his body. The air around him was warped to the point he was but a blur even from a foot away and if Lugia’s shield wasn’t in place Ash would have been burned alive.

Ash feared his own heart stop as Infernus’ body shook and jerked as he contested the Sphere’s power over himself and tore his way back to life. Horribly familiar red eyes flashed from behind Infernus’ closed lids and Ash feared that he might have condemned his friend to certain death as the Sphere’s new body.

That fear did not wane as the fierce red glow refused to fade. Infernus’ body, now completely restored by the Sphere’s energies, slowly rose on unsteady legs. The heat that emanated from him now was absolutely horrific — even Dazed’s shields had begun to fail just from being in his proximity. All of his other teammates had been forced to retreat, leaving the lone human standing in an aura of flame that unconsciously spread further and further from its master.

He clenched his fists and froze as Infernus’ body turned around to look at the only one that dared to remain close.

Time seemed to stop as Infernus turned, all of his hopes and fears bound up in this one moment.

The Sphere was nowhere to be seen, presumably absorbed into his body. Infernus’ body had been turned white-hot and the stone around him had already partially liquefied just from his presence, which had settled around the entire volcano like a heavy pressure that wanted to suffocate everything around it.

Infernus was almost invisible in his white-hot flames as they billowed around him, expanding further and further as the Sphere melded with its host, but Ash could see just enough to determine whether his friend had been mastered by the Sphere’s will or not.

It was not red eyes that stared back at him. It was not the Sphere that had pulled its lips back into a smirk that reeked of well-deserved arrogance.

Infernus had returned to him.

As his renewed fires licked closer and closer to his team Ash was grateful as Lugia, having sensed their plight, spread its shields to his family as well. He knew very well that it was a good decision.

His feelings were only renewed when Infernus’ blindingly white form smirked and raised one of his cannons to the sky. The volcano rumbled and quaked beneath Infernus’ feet as he accessed some of his newfound power, which was that to rival the sun.

And then it was released.

Ash nearly tripped on himself in surprise when a blast of flame that swallowed the entire sky and banished all remnants of Articuno and Zapdos’ waning powers emerged forth from his cannon, a blinding flare that devoured every last bit of the atmosphere it touched and left it in glowing embers.

When the first gout of flame finally faded and the volcano’s rumblings had ceased Infernus was left in his cloak of fire. A childish smile had wormed its way onto his face and his eyes were wide with delight at what he had become with his second resurrection.

Then he pointed both cannons up at the sky and poured his full strength into the blast — it was beyond anything Ash had ever seen. Moltres’ Inferno was but a campfire in comparison, the explosions of the volcano a mere firework.

Crackling thunder raged throughout the earth and magma belched forth from the volcano as Fire’s power waxed to its zenith, unleashed to its fullest potential by he who had conquered the Sphere.

They were in the epicenter of this divine birth, engulfed in a maelstrom of flames that boiled the seas and had already begun to liquefy the outer layers of Moltres’ volcano.

Ash and the team stood still in the midst of flames that would reduce them all to charred bones were they not shielded by Lugia’s full power. It took the Sea itself to quench Fire, it seemed.

After an eternity of being consumed by his own fire Infernus finally stopped the flow of power from his cannons and seemed to recognize that other beings were still present.

His eyes recognized Ash first, although they quickly flitted from him to the others. Infernus’ eyes didn’t show any sort of recognition aside from pausing longer on some of them than the others.

Ash felt a little uncertainty worm its way into his mind but didn’t allow himself to show it. He could not appear weak in front of Infernus — he knew his friend far too well to allow that.

It didn’t matter what kind of power Infernus had attained. Ash didn’t believe the core foundation of his personality could be altered by all the Legends in the world.

His mind was centered around strength. That was how every interaction, every relationship, every decision he made was decided. How strong was the other party in comparison to himself? Could they make him stronger? Were they strong enough to bother keeping around?

It was all down to power.

And power was what defined Infernus at this moment.

He was infinitely weaker than Infernus right now. He could not possibly make him any stronger. He was not strong enough to bother keeping around, not when Infernus seemed to have become a Legend himself.

The question was whether Infernus had developed true loyalty — true camaraderie — with Ash and the team. There was nothing they could do to stop him should he decide to strike them down in this moment

So Ash met Infernus’ eyes impassively, awaiting his decision.

It would determine the fate of the world.

A moment stretched into an eternity.

The Inferno swirled around him, Infernus’ soul made manifest. It seemed to taste and lash at the shields, although Ash couldn’t feel any real malice behind it.

Ash trusted Infernus. He trusted the brutish Magmortar with his life and the lives of his comrades. He trusted him as a brother.

But even he had to admit that he was a bit surprised when Infernus dipped his head to him in respect and even bent his knees. It was more blatant respect than the Magmortar had ever shown him.

The flames coalesced around him in a manner that was almost soft, although they still possessed that deadly heat that was decidedly Infernus.

“How do you feel?” Ash grinned at the ascended Magmortar. He didn’t truly need an answer but Infernus wasn’t about to pass on an opportunity to show off this new strength.

Infernus’ brilliantly white form flared even hotter as though he were trying to burn away any remaining shreds of mortality and casually raised one of his cannons, although nothing shot out other than a few licks of flame that were quickly reeled in.

The ground rumbled, black smoke poured from the volcano’s mouth, and magma exploded from its heart in a great geyser of molten rock that fell around them in a fiery heap that built and built upon Moltres’ volcano until had been claimed by its new master.

Their shields kept them from dying from the mere heat that radiated from the fires and lava but he could feel that they were stretching Lugia’s barriers to their absolute limit — it would not be wise for them to remain here for much longer.

Despite his own perceptions of the Guardian, Lugia was not omnipotent. He’d be wise to remember that.

“I suppose I have my answer,” he laughed, ignoring the danger for now. Ash was just able to make out enough definition from the white-hot being in front of him to see Infernus’ lips turn upwards in a gleeful smirk.

Ash’s head snapped to the west when he heard a terrible rumbling from the skies. He could just make out a wall of white engulfing a comparatively small figure shielded in a sphere of oceanic blue energy, although most of the Blizzard was obliterated by the effort.

The shields waned and he finally began to feel some of the horrific heat that would melt the flesh off his bones in seconds if he were unprotected.

“Infernus, listen to me!” Ash rasped. His throat burned with bitter smoke and old tears reopened.

He who was Fire obeyed.

“I don’t know about you, but I’m tired of the Birds. They’re tearing the world apart and we’re the only ones who can stop it — you can restore balance and force these Legends to acknowledge that we — this team — have a right to exist greater than their own,” he said. “Go, Infernus, and see if gods can bleed.”

Infernus smiled that savage grin that spelled doom for those that opposed him. He grew brighter and brighter as power flooded his body unrestricted and he let all of his self-imposed limits fall away like superheated chains.

When he feared that Infernus’ presence would leave him naught but blackened ash the Magmortar leapt far, far into the air. He propelled himself hundreds of feet with his cannons, which now had enough combustive force behind them to keep Infernus aloft with no effort.

Ash couldn’t help but ignore his own safety and comfort in favor of watching Infernus soar off with a mighty roar as he cried out his challenge to the Lords of the Sky. The Inferno burned once more and left the entire atmosphere ablaze in his wake — he burned so hot and so fast that nothing could burn behind him.

“Let’s go — we’ve bought our time,” he said to his friends. They all nodded their assent, although each still seem dumbstruck by what had just happened.

To be honest, so was he. He just didn’t have time to show it.

Ash had to ignore

I fear you have tipped the scales too far, Friend-Trainer. This new beast you have created is fresh and strong with his new power. Ice and Lightning have been terribly drained by the Guardian — even were they at the apex of their power I do not believe they would be prepared for a master of a Sphere such as the brute. He is as vicious and unpredictable as the worst aspects of the element he has become. His bloodlust will not be sated with the destruction of Ice and Lightning. 

Dazed’s svelte voice had lost any sort of calm. Although she still retained her tight emotional control and her diction was precise as always he could hear genuine panic in her — a fear he’d never truly seen in her before.

She polished her pendulum with a shaking hand, her fur raised by the psychic power flooding off of her thanks to her agitated state. The Hypno’s eyes were wide and intense, reduced to a near-animalistic state by the reality of Infernus’ new status.

I lack the gift of foresight so many of my peers possess but I do not believe that the uncouth savage will be satisfied until the entire world burns before him. He will burn and burn until nothing else remains but himself. 

I implore you to find a way to subdue him — even the Blight’s dominion is preferable to the terrors I anticipate. It at least has some sense of intelligence. 

Ash was silent for a few moments as magma pooled around them, casting them all as silhouettes outlined by liquid heat.

His friends watched him intently, all with differing expressions.

Nidoking was guarded, reserved. He was always the cautious one, the one most aware of real threats. Ash looked to his first friend but could find nothing in Nidoking’s black eyes.

Plume was the same. She seemed more concerned with escaping the rapidly encroaching magma than any debates, however, and squawked with a bit of worry as she flapped her wings as hard as she could to cool the lava and blast it away with her powerful gales.

Torrent’s scarlet eyes betrayed the worry he had in regards to Infernus. He was on good terms with the Magmortar — they both respected each other’s immense strength, although Ash wasn’t sure how that relationship might have been altered just now — but was hardly blind to the reality of Infernus’ nature.

Tangrowth was oblivious and was content with trying to raise globs of molten lava with Ancient Power — something Ash would have had a great deal of interest in at literally any other time, especially given that the grass-type was actually having some measure of success — and cautiously playing with chunks of the molten stone by layering as much of it on his shielded vines as he could before it slipped away.

Bruiser was much the same as Torrent. He respected Infernus’ strength and skill if not his attitude, but knew just how terrifying the Magmortar could be to those he saw as beneath him.

Ash hesitated. “I trust Infernus and I trust Lugia to resolve things if they get out of hand. Lugia is still strong.”

“We need to deal with this later,” he continued and eyed the glowing streams that came closer and closer. He didn’t want to test the shields any more than they had to. “Plume, get ready to go as fast as you can. We have to end this now — hopefully Lugia will be able to make use of the two Spheres we still have. I’ll have to find a way to get the last from Infernus.”

Very well. We will all do what we can to assist you with that task. 

“Glad to hear it. Start thinking on ways to get it done,” he ordered before he strode over to Plume. “I’m returning you now. With any luck I won’t have to release you before this is all over.”

His team nodded as they disappeared in a flash of red light, although Nidoking held on long enough to gently tap Ash’s shoulder and meet his eyes before he too vanished. Ash paused for a moment and took a deep breath as he readied himself.

“Let’s go, Plume,” he said quietly and mounted the great bird. She spread her wings as far as she could and flapped, leaving the encroaching magma billowing around them in a heavy spray of pulsing orange and black as they soared into the sky.

Ash felt a grin spread across his face, although the side that had been slashed to the bone by Articuno’s Blizzard was uncomfortably tight even after Lugia had healed him.

He raised a hand to his face and winced at the slight tenderness. His fingertips lightly traced over a thick, ropey mass of scar tissue that pressed onto his mended cheek bone.

It was unexpected but he didn’t really care. The scar wasn’t debilitating and was infinitely preferable to bleeding all over the place. If Articuno’s presence hadn’t frozen his blood the moment it left the safe confines of his body he would probably have fallen unconscious a long time ago.

Ash pulled himself away from those thoughts and just looked over to the mass of clashing elements about a mile to the west of Moltres’ island.

Lugia had escaped the Blizzard with ease, it seemed, and hung far from the maelstrom of Fire, Ice, and Lightning that swallowed the world where they touched. Its white radiance was brighter than the full moon and its eyes were closed — wind swirled peacefully around it, as the small cyclone thousands of feet beneath it that yearned and reached for Lugia showed.

He frowned at Lugia, although he relaxed when a gentle, kind power touched his soul through the shields and the calming melody drifted into his mind. The scent of salty sea air drifted into his nostrils and he looked away from Lugia, more interested to see how Infernus was doing.

Neither Zapdos nor Articuno had been ready for Infernus, it seemed. The Storm did its best to engulf the Inferno but was burned away at every movement with contemptuous ease as Infernus charged at the Titan of Lightning like a white comet of heat, banishing the Storm’s power as he pounded on Zapdos’ physical body with a vicious single-mindedness only Infernus could muster.

Articuno fared little better — it did its best to attack the newcomer but Infernus burned too bright and too hot for the Blizzard to do much more than chill the outermost edges of the Inferno. An icy howl like the crashing of an avalanche rang out through the sky as Infernus’ white body appeared in the midst of the Blizzard and exploded, searing away the entirety of the white mass of snow and wind and ice before he grasped Articuno’s neck with a single arm and disappeared with Ice in tow.

Ash’s eyes were probably as wide as Tangrowth’s as he watched Infernus appear before Zapdos and its Storm an instant later with a certain Bird of Ice noticeably absent.

Aside from the fact that Infernus still retained his ability to teleport and apparently had the power to bring even Legends with him he was very confused as to just where Infernus had taken Articuno — where would he see as a fitting resting place for the Bird, at least for the moment?

His answer was given when Lugia’s long neck curved down so the Guardian could look oddly at the sea, which had just created a massive bulge before ice covered the sudden displacement and slowly began to spread.

Lugia’s eyes flashed and the ice was shattered and the sea lit up once more as the Guardian sealed one of its Birds in a prison it lacked the power to escape this time.

Zapdos thundered its surprise at its kin’s sudden disappearance and disappeared into its Storm once more before it swept back to attack Infernus, who had just exploded into his full cloak of fire once more.

As Storm met Inferno for the last battle they would face this day Plulme shrieked to let Ash know that they were descending. He reflexively kept a tight grip on Plume’s body as she shot down and his organs climbed up into his throat.

She landed in the midst of the stone shrine with perfect grace, her talons gripping tightly as she lowered herself to allow Ash to leap off. He graced her with a grateful smile and a stroke of her feathers before he turned to Slowking, who smiled at him as the ageless creature stood over Lance.

His breath hitched as he laid his eyes on Lance. The Champion was pale as bone, although he still drew breath. Were it not for the slight rise and fall of his chest Ash would have been certain that the greatest Dragon Master the Wataru had ever produced was long dead.

“Yes, he is in dire straits,” Slowking agreed as it looked upon Ash’s horrified face. “But his heart is still strong. He rose minutes ago as Fire asserted itself once more and sought to aid you, although I was forced to restrain him. Now, as Fire hides and seeks to recover its power he sleeps.”

“I suppose that’s the price for being so intimately connected with Moltres,” Ash murmured as he knelt besides Lance. The Champion’s Feather was aglow with life, smoldering tirelessly as Moltres was rejuvenated within the volcano. “He’s stable?”

Slowking nodded. “I have tended his wounds. It’s his connection to Fire that causes him the most harm. Otherwise he would have left to find you long ago — his will dwarfs that of man and pokemon alike.”

“That he does,” Ash smiled, his mind flashing back to Lance’s willingness to put his own life on the line to save that of a boy’s…and the will he had displayed in attempting to match the Moltres that still retained Ash’s respect.

Once he was certain that Lance was fine he rose to his feet again, although he spared the Champion another glance. As he was now the mightiest of all trainers looked rather…small.

“I have the Ice and Lightning Spheres,” he said. At his words the two artifacts pulsed, seeking to entrance him into accepting their power once more. Ash crushed their illusions as easily as he would a leaf. “The Fire Sphere…”

“I can see,” Slowking remarked as it stared out at the Inferno that threatened to swallow the Storm whole. “An unorthodox use of its power, to be certain. The lone Fragment of a Bird devoted to maintaining the balance has instead been used to destroy it further.”

Ash didn’t look away from Slowking as it chided him. “I needed to save my friend’s life.”

The Sentinel nodded slowly at that. “Ah, yes. Friends…my apologies. I seem to have gotten distracted.”

“Place the Spheres on the altar,” Slowking instructed hurriedly. “The Fire Sphere must be added to return balance to the world but the Great Guardian may make use of these two.”

Ash nodded and kept his focus tight as he rose to the top of the shrine — he idly noted that the ice from before had been completely melted off and it seemed dry as normal stone — and touched the Ice Sphere to put it in the center pedestal.

The Ice Sphere’s primordial will struggled against him but his own snuffed it out in an instant. He had already mastered the Sphere’s cold power and he would not suffer it to fight against him once more.

He eyed it curiously as the smooth Sphere was set on its pedestal and flared to life. Icy mist swirled incessantly and it shone with a frozen white power that seemed as though it would suck all the heat from his body if he laid a single finger upon it.

Ash broke his interested gaze off and grabbed the Lightning Sphere, ready for the wild, coiled power to leap into his arm and contest his will for the second time.

It did not.

The Lightning Sphere flashed and a live current ran up his arm at the contact but he did not find himself tested. It simply existed in harmony with him, always poking and prodding at his will but never attacking and seeking to annihilate his spirit in order to replace him with its own.

He spared the Sphere a moment of consideration before he placed it on its own pedestal and the bolt of living lightning that dwelled within coiled and danced, driven by some power he could not detect.

Ash peered past the single empty altar to look upon what Infernus had wrought.

The Inferno filled the sky with eternal summer — at least in the vast expanse where it did not simply burn and burn until there was nothing left. It had dwarfed the Storm and almost encapsulated it, although Zapdos’ form was still visible flitting about and thundering defiantly as Infernus’ comet-like body appeared to burn and attack at every turn. The Titan of Lightning’s unmatched speed was nothing in the face of Infernus’ teleportation.

Lugia still hung in the sky watching the proceedings with what Ash assumed to be curiosity. The ocean was still a vibrant blue and the ice was still held back, so Articuno had been restrained. He doubted it had any strength left after Infernus had savaged it.

His lips quirked up into a smile at that.

The Birds had not been ready for Infernus.

They were powerful on a level that he could only truly comprehend after he touched the Spheres and became them for the briefest of instants. They were fierce and immortal as the elements they embodied, so far above the rest of the world that the only true connection they had to the mortals was a primordial territorial urge to dominate and protect their own claimed land.

But that was their weakness. They were right to be confident in their power — they were old, terribly old, and had only ever been mastered by the Sea itself. Their only equals had been themselves. Their power was unchanging and eternal.

That was why they would never be a match for something like Infernus. Not when he had mastered the power of one of their own and ascended to their own level.

The Titans did not fight. Not as most saw it. They clashed with terribly destructive results but they simply vied for dominance, testing one another to see which could claim dominion over their kin. All the destruction was just a side effect they barely noticed when it did not assist them in their primordial ritual.

It was all an endless cycle that they had not partaken in for millennia upon millennia. Blinded by their ancient fury and desire to conquer their fellow Titans to the exception of the rest of the world.

Infernus was their bane. The Birds scarcely realized they fought — Infernus lived for it. His every breath, every action, every thought was all devoted to the thrill of combat and the satisfaction of watching his enemies driven pathetically before him while he razed all that mattered to them.

He wasn’t just releasing his power to its fullest extent like a hammer, allowing his Inferno to rage against the Storm or Blizzard until one or the other gave way in the face of the others’ great power.

He attacked. He sought his foes out within their own cloaks, hunting and burning until he could find that which he desired to dominate and tear them apart. He honed the Inferno into the focused fires he controlled subconsciously thanks to years of constant combat, razing through the Storm like a hot knife through butter.

It was clear how well the Birds had taken to Infernus’ abilities. They could scarcely comprehend that something was actually fighting them instead of just vying for dominance. Death and injury were practically foreign concepts to immortal, infinite beings such as themselves and Infernus was doing his best to force them to realize those aspects.

He taught them fear, a lesson Ash doubted they had ever received before.

They respected Lugia’s might, its power to shape and calm the world. It was a gentle being that did not revel in combat. It subdued and restrained the Birds, forced them to cease their combat, but they did not fear for their own existence in its face.

Infernus did.

Perhaps the lesson hadn’t sunk in completely, he mused. Zapdos still fought on futilely, a constant flash of hundreds of bolts of lightning that razed the sky and cut their way into the Inferno, although they dissipated almost instantly.

Ash had to hold back a laugh at that.

Air Lens.

Air Lens on a scale that had never been seen in ages past or ever would be again if Ash had his way.

He kept his eyes focused as Zapdos’ Storm was finally seared away to little but a few wispy clouds that billowed around the dimming Titan as though they could actually protect it from Infernus’ fierce hunt.

The world slowed as Infernus’ white-hot body appeared just above Zapdos as it recoiled from the sudden loss of so much of its power and lowered a cannon. Zapdos’ physical shell looked up with its glowing golden eyes to see he who had become Fire.

Zapdos thundered for just a moment before it was cut off by the raging and crackling of a firestorm that swallowed the Titan of Lightning whole and shot all the way down to the sea, which barely reacted thanks to being held in place by Lugia’s power.

Infernus roared his victory and bathed the world liberally in his unending fires, a terrible sound that deafened Ash and heralded the sudden eruption of the volcano, which spewed what seemed to be an infinite amount of thick black smoke and molten rock into the air before it fell into the ocean and erupted into vast clouds of hissing steam. Several massive waves were spawned from the mass of magma collapsing but an errant thought by Lugia put an end to that.

The Thunder Bird’s form was held helpless in the air, shielded by a vortex of swirling air that was only visible to Ash because of the fire that twisted around it before being extinguished. Lugia pulled Zapdos away from the flames that would consume it and looked upon Infernus, who hovered in the air with terrible anger burning around him.

Ash winced as the Inferno condensed around his friend and left Infernus in the semblance of a living star. It didn’t change the air that warped around him or the sea that boiled even beneath Lugia’s shields but did serve to make the Magmortar even more fearsome.

Infernus shot forward then, exploding into action so fast that Ash could barely track him through the warped air. Trails of plasma burned behind him as he approached Lugia, who appeared serene as ever even in the face of Infernus’ most terrible fury.

When the Great Guardian did act, it was faster than anything Ash could hope to track. One moment it was utterly still and the next it had opened its great maw and released a thin beam of intense energy that shot straight at Infernus, the unbelievably powerful wind it carried behind it enough to part the sea hundreds of feet down beneath it.

The Magmortar, lost in his battle-rage and indignant at losing the chance to kill Zapdos, took the beam head on.

Ash saw the world freeze for a single instant as the star met the gale.

Then Infernus teleported just a hundred feet above Lugia, still in motion.

Lugia’s head snapped up and the last remnants of the beam shot into Infernus’ cloak of compressed fire.

His Inferno held on for a moment, wavered, then, all at once, was stripped away by the Guardian of the Sea’s most powerful attack. Trails of flames and sparks filled the air before they dissipated into nothingness.

Infernus roared and shot a massive blast of flame at Lugia, although it was harmlessly snuffed out by a shield of swirling air. The Magmortar shot down in an effort to match Lugia up close, but let out a furious roar as the ocean suddenly reared up with impossible speed and swallowed him whole.

“Infernus!” Ash cried out, fearful of what the full weight of the ocean would do to Infernus without the elemental cloak burning it away. He doubted Infernus could simply teleport out — Lugia’s power would probably disrupt it. Legends like Lugia had power so great that keeping him from teleporting would be trivial.

Fear not, my friend. I have simply restrained him. Your ally is not so attuned to the power of the Sphere that he may recover so quickly. 

It is time to restore what has been lost. The Prophecy must be fulfilled. 

With that Ash felt the power of his shields amplified a hundredfold and the world around him was similarly affected. He had just a moment to realize what was coming before the world was consumed by Fire.

Infernus stood before him bereft of his Inferno but still white-hot and more powerful than he had ever been. Flames licked their way across the ground as the Magmortar snarled and raised a cannon only to realize it was pointed at Ash.

“I’m proud of you, Infernus,” Ash began with a smile. He stepped down the stone stairs with perfect grace, every movement easier than it had ever been. “It seems that gods can bleed after all.”

The Magmortar calmed and the billowing flames slowly compressed around his body. A smirk crossed his lips and he nodded before he lowered his cannon.

“You’ve just forged a legend of your own,” Ash grinned. “One that’s not going to be easily forgotten — least of all by the Birds themselves. It’s not everyday that they come to know fear. This is a day they’ll remember for as long as the earth still stands.”

Infernus’ smirk grew wider and smugger. Fires flared about him in anticipation as he awaited Ash’s next words.

Ash hesitated before he spoke. “But you need to give up this power and return the Sphere.”

The Magmortar’s response was swift.

Flames exploded out of his very being, consuming the world and testing just how far Lugia’s shields could go. The sky was white with heat and flame, warped until he could scarcely see more than a foot in front of him. When it died down smoke billowed everywhere and small embers danced incessantly throughout the entire sky.

Ash frowned. That seemed to be a no.

“I know you don’t want to give it up,” he said to the tense form of Infernus. “I don’t know if I would either. But we need to restore balance.”

Infernus growled and allowed magma to leak off of his body. There was so much heat radiating from him that what little bits of earth and stone weren’t protected by Lugia nearly a hundred feet away melted and twisted into magma and molten glass.

Ash stared his friend down and crossed his arms. “Remember that this is not your power. It’s just borrowed. Do you really want to be known for what isn’t yours? Give the Sphere up and come with me again — I’m going to find a way to get you and all the others this strong one day and when we reach that point, know that it’s your power that took you there, not something borrowed.”

That struck a nerve. Infernus hesitated, his pride in his own abilities taking over. His fires died down, although he was still impossibly hot.

“Give me the Sphere,” Ash pressed. “For me and the rest of the team, if not your own peace of mind.”

The world was silent for a moment other than the quiet crackling of Infernus’ flames.

His friend finally nodded and plunged a hand deep into his chest, tearing apart dense muscle, bone, and flesh with ease. Ash hid back a wince and he saw Plume do the same. He recoiled even more when he saw that Infernus had already healed the wound around his hand as his claws grasped for the Fire Sphere and had to reopen the gaping wound before it knit itself together once more thanks to the Sphere’s energies.

Infernus lightly leapt atop the altar where the other Spheres were held and, after a moment’s hesitation, offered it to Ash.

He took it and for just a moment the three entities were connected.

The Sphere’s will was crushed beneath the combined might of Ash and Infernus’. It struggled for just a moment before he dominated it, although he did not partake in its power. He would not give it even that much influence over him.

No, he was more interested in Infernus’ essence.

It was a thing of fiery passion, all hot-blooded and every scrap of devotion it was capable of poured into combat and Ash and the team, the latter of which brought a tiny smile to Ash’s lips. But then, as he began to take in the whole of Infernus, he tore the Sphere away.

Curious as he was he would not violate Infernus’ privacy like that. His mind was his own.

“Thank you,” Ash rasped as the wounds in his throat reopened and tore faster than Lugia’s energy could restore them. The Fire Sphere seared his hand and he had to fight for every word. “You’re a good friend, Infernus.”

Infernus, whose eyes looked dimmer than he had ever seen them, nodded with an odd expression on his face. The Magmortar took the one chance he would ever had and placed a molten hand on Ash, face unreadable as touched his trainer for the first time.

Ash took in the molten heat that was just barely warm behind his shields and let Infernus take this opportunity. Infernus’ mouth twisted up into a genuine smile — one of the few Ash had ever seen not related to fighting or training — and the Magmortar who had been Fire nodded at him before he removed his hand and leapt off the altar to stand by Plume.

He wasted no time in setting the Fire Sphere on its pedestal. It flared to life just like the others, twisting and crackling inside of its smooth prison.

Aside from that nothing happened.

The world was the same — hot and cold and humid all at once — and the remnants of the Birds’ clash still reached as far as his eyes could see. Their power had been broken but the damage was already done.

He stepped back and stared at the Spheres, frustrated.

What had been the point of all this? The Birds had been defeated, yes, but the sky was still black and rain and snow alternately pelted him as the weather continued to foul. It didn’t have the power of the Birds to drive its expansion anymore but anywhere the Blizzard or Storm touched would be ravaged.

Then the winds calmed and a peace took hold over all creation. The song echoed within his heart and a gentle call reverberated throughout every molecule in his world.

Everything silenced and Lugia rose from the sea with grace beyond any ordinary creature. It shimmered in an odd ray of sunlight that pierced through the gloomy clouds and allowed the psychic bonds that locked its wings into place to dissolve, enabling it to free the mighty clouds of white and raise them high into the air.

It looked upon him with old, kind eyes and salty sea air drifted through his nostrils. He met the eyes that shone with power as ancient and strong as that of the ocean itself and found himself drowning.

He saw the darkest depths of the sea where pokemon no human had ever seen before skulked and hid, where the deep-sea fissures leaked geothermal heat that was all that sustained life in those terrible conditions. He twisted and turned through all the waves that had ever been, danced through the waters and met hundreds of pokemon all in an instant.

After an eternity of life in the deep, hidden places of the world through Lugia’s eyes he broke away, the memories fading already.

You honor us with your assistance, Ash Ketchum. Few could have taken upon the mantle of Chosen One and fewer could have succeeded in their quest. 

But the Prophecy is not yet fulfilled. To restore what is Now to what Should Be there is but one deed you must perform. 

“What is it?” Ash asked, mouth dry and throat still raw. Warmth surrounded him and the psychic shields Lugia had placed over his fragile body for what felt like hours slipped away. He stretched his fingers, shivering as cold winds whipped against him and fat droplets of rain pelted his skin.

Slowking tapped his shoulder and offered him what looked to be a thin, simple flute formed of a pearly material that was impossibly smooth to the touch — Ash was afraid he wouldn’t be able to hold it without the instrument sliding out of his hands. It shone brightly as a ray of sunlight cast down from the heavens touched it and possessed an inner glow that pulsed at his touch.

Join your soul with mine, O Chosen One, and tame the tempest which claims our world. 

Ash took the flute with great care and jolted as the Song that ran constantly through his mind intensified a hundred-fold, almost audible in his own ears. He looked upon the beautiful instrument in awe. It was simple and plain, but there was unmistakable care placed into its creation.

It was perfect.

“I don’t know how to play,” he admitted to the Guardian. “I don’t think I’ve ever even touched a flute before.”

Warmth surrounded him and he felt something akin to amusement brush his mind.

Do not fear — join me. 

Ash nodded and slowly placed the flute to his lips. It was an odd motion, one that he’d never encountered before. He’d never had much of an interest in music before — he certainly appreciated it, but he’d never cared to try and create his own or learn how to play. He’d always had his head stuck in a book about pokemon or battling and he didn’t regret it for a second.

Until now.

Well-aware that he had absolutely no idea what he was doing, Ash closed his eyes and waited.

A warm power flooded him, salty air ran down his throat, and he played.

The song that echoed in his soul translated perfectly to sound. His hands moved fluidly, governed by the power he had given himself over to. His breath whistled through the flute with the skill of a master and joined the haunting notes that bound the entire world in its spell, calming the wild elements and those bound by their nature to do harm.

He existed there for an eternity. There was peace in him as note after note played — he felt more presences join them, his friends released from their pokeballs. He felt a great light appear into existence before him and heat flush his chest.

Note after note after note he played as Lugia sang, their melodies mingling in perfect harmony. The world itself listened — warm air arose from where there was none, the natural heat of this land found itself dominant once more. Gentle waves lapped at the island’s base and three great presences found the fury bleeding from their hearts.

And, finally, the Guardian’s Song ended.

His hands lost their deft skill, his breath failed to flow through the flute.

Only the Song remained, still playing eternally through his soul.

Ash opened his eyes.

The world was restored — Lugia’s titanic body was suffused in a soft green glow that reflected the ocean that no longer glowed with the power of the Guardian or boiled or froze under the terrible energies commanded by the Birds.

It was odd just how stark the change was. He’d gotten so used the ravaged expanses of sea and black, gloomy storms that he’d completely forgotten Shamouti was a tropical paradise.

There was a very satisfying feeling as he looked out on what he had wrought. This time he wasn’t helpless, just a weak bystander useless to interfere in the workings of Legends. He and his team were responsible for this, the healing of the world itself.

Lugia’s Song still rang throughout the world and he felt it now deeper than ever before — he felt the notes of the melody strum through his spirit before they slid their way through the air. The connection with the flute amplified it and he had to focus to avoid closing his eyes and basking in it.

The workings of Lugia were enough to keep that focus strong, however. As the green energy that sprung from the Spheres — all were connected to one another by the ethereal cord, which then flowed to the Guardian — swirled around it in a pale mist the Guardian made use of its power.

Far on the horizon he could see black clouds peeled away, rains stop, lightning die. Ice melted, snow was banished. Magma cooled, painfully hot air calmed, and the soot and ash that poured from the volcano in droves was banished.

The sun shone without any obstacles and maintained the gentle heat that touched him.

How long he stood there watching Lugia channel the united power of all three Spheres he knew not. It could have been a minute or it could have been an eternity. Time had lost all meaning and he lost himself to the Song once more.

But, as all good things must, it came to an end and he found himself staring blissfully out at the calm azure seas. His friends were all gathered around the shrine with similar expressions — Torrent and Dazed in particular looked like they’d never awake from the trance — and he snapped himself out of the spell and looked back, worried for Lance.

“He will wake in a few minutes,” Slowking explained as Ash stepped down from the shrine and examined the pale Champion. There was a bit more color in him, at least, and his breaths were more frequent. “With balance restored the Golden Fire will ignite soon.”

“Thank you,” he nodded to the Sentinel. “When will he make a full recovery?”

Slowking stared past Ash as he pondered the question. “A few days — I healed what damage he and his partners suffered before you were delivered to me. His own body is in perfect health. It is merely the result of the Fire here usurping his bond and its defeat that ails him.”

“Good, good,” he muttered.

The sound of a massive weight dropping against the stone with feather-like grace drew him away from his inspection. The adoring snort from Torrent and the great shadow that fell over him was what made him finally turn to examine the newcomer.

His eyes widened and he had to keep himself from taking when he saw Lugia mere feet from him.

Its long feet which ended in three massive toe-like structures that clenched around two of the shrine’s pillars that stood four feet apart were the first things he saw. Then his gaze travelled up to the massive white body with feathers so small and delicate that he could scarcely make out anything but a solid wall of whiteness even from this short distance.

Finally he reached the wings, which extended a hundred feet out on either side and blotted out the sun with ease. They appeared almost similar to hands or a Zubat’s wings in their construct, as they were so large comparing them to a bird’s wings wouldn’t do them justice.

And then extended the long, thick neck that nonetheless held grace that any Persian would be jealous of.

Then there were the eyes, which had been drained of the soft green energy that emanated from the Spheres and were clear of Lugia’s own power for the first time he had seen them. They melded almost perfectly with the pure white of its ghostly-pale feathers but stood out starkly against the blue crests about its eyes.

Lugia lowered its head down a little past Ash so that its neck was clearly extended. Torrent, who Lugia had moved closest to, trembled with religious fervor at the Guardian’s proximity. Ash saw Lugia’s eyes flash for just the briefest moment and Torrent grow rigid in response, although the Legend didn’t reveal whatever it was to him.

The Guardian looked back at him.

Climb.

Ash froze and looked back at the Guardian at that command, unsure if he truly understood what the Legendary desired. Lugia nodded, and Ash’s hands shook as he mounted the Guardian’s neck.

He had just enough time to glance over at his family before Lugia formed a psychic shell around the two of them and shot into the sky, using levitation in order to circumvent the raw, destructive power that accompanied the beats of its wings.

He looked down at the world, which seemed so small but so beautiful from the aether.

It is beautiful, is it not? It is the Sea which takes hold of my heart, but the realm of Light is a gem I may gaze upon but rarely. My home is the abyss, and Light is a force I see only in the dreams of those that dwell above. 

Ash nodded silently and looked down at the tropical paradise of the Orange Islands — what tiny portion he could see, anyway. Shamouti and the Elemental Islands were only a small fragment of the Orange Archipelago but he thought they might be more than enough for him after this day.

You performed your duty well, my friend. The world honors you in this moment, as do I. This is a day I knew would come from the moment I laid eyes upon your kind and realized what I must do to preserve you. 

“What do you mean?” Ash’s brow furrowed.

Your people interested me from the moment you touched the sea with your crafts of bound wood and simple oars. I saw their worth, but I saw the fragile position they occupied as well. 

That which you know as Legendaries have always reigned over the world which we embody. We are eternal. We are the Foundations of this world, imbued with that which is Creation. 

It is only with the emergence of your kind that we have receded for millennia for yet another long sleep. 

I am a cause for the withdrawal. I called out to Fire, Ice, and Lightning and brought them to this place, the cradle of life. It is here that I met those that raged wild across the world, free as they been since the beginning. They were great then, powerful as I am now. Each altered the world in their wake, doing as they would and existing according to their natures. 

It is here that I bound them. I put forth all that I am and created these islands. I took their Nature and sundered it into their current states: One to Fly, One to Roost, and One to Bind. 

When the Nine looked upon me I imprisoned them so that they would no longer alter the world in their image as they had before. I placed the Spheres on their prison — they were to call out to their soul-kin and bind them to their islands, always seeking to reunite with the Original and restore themselves to what they once were. The Original Incarnations of Fire, Ice, and Lightning could not leave a part of themselves, not when they were so close to the Fragment I had taken.

I made them sleep.

The Thirds left this place for an eternity to fly the world once again. They were that which once was but sought to become what could be. You have met them, the last of the shards. Beyond mortal reach but nothing to the force which they once embodied. 

When my work was done, I slept for many human lifetimes. I had chained that which was by its nature free and my essence was broken by it. When I awoke I was but a shadow of my former greatness, just as Fire, Ice, and Lightning were shattered into thirds. 

“Only a third of your power…” Ash trailed off as he tried to process the sheer enormity of the statement he’d been given. It seemed impossible — Lugia could raise the sea itself and crush the Birds individually with ease. No matter how hard his mind worked he couldn’t comprehend something three times stronger. “So the Birds were as strong as you are now?”

Yes. They were beautiful, then. They were Fire, Ice, and Lightning and all that accompanied them. If I hold one regret in my heart it is quenching them, no matter what has resulted while they were locked away. To see them together…you could not comprehend it. Fire’s flight shaped deserts, Ice’s froze the world to its heart. Lightning flattened forests and tore mountains asunder. 

Lugia’s connection with him brought vague pictures of great walls of swirling fire and raging blizzards and storms that swallowed vast swathes of the earth beneath their black clouds.

Yet he knew it scarcely compared to what had truly happened — only a psychic could truly appreciate the enormity of what had occurred in those elder days. Mere vision could only give him the barest glances and peeks at the power Moltres, Articuno, and Zapdos had once embodied.

“How did they wake up?” He asked finally. “You said you put them to sleep.”

Yes. They were dormant for many thousands of years, undisturbed by any that braved the legends of these islands to lay eyes upon them. Their will remained latent but it was all that remained. It banished intruders, entranced those that would make their current embodiment things of legend. 

It was months ago that they first stirred. Powers that had not touched the earth for longer than your histories record made themselves known. The Shade — the one you know as Mewtwo — brought imbalance with its birth. 

When its mind swept across the world it awoke the Lightning you know, which had slept in the far places of your lands for many centuries. It agitated Ice and hastened its movements. Even Fire, which had forced its kin into exile to free your kind of the Thirds’ influence, felt its touch shape the universe. 

It was when the Guardian of Life and its Shade clashed that the Originals roused. Their minds, long dormant, shuddered with power long forgotten. 

They would have slept for decades more had one of your kind not sought their capture. He attacked Fire and awoke it in true — his life was lost moments after but Fire’s consciousness awoke the others and they lost themselves to their rage. 

“Mewtwo!” Ash hissed, although the expected icy fire failed to make an appearance. He didn’t even feel a flicker of its presence within his mind. Mewtwo had abandoned him for the moment. “It’s all its fault…”

Perhaps. It did not realize what it had done. It possessed power unrivaled amongst those it had encountered and did not understand the repercussions of exerting its will upon the world. 

But its battle with the Guardian of Life has far deeper implications. 

Concepts that have slumbered and retreated from the age of humanity stir. They will roam the earth once more. That is inevitable, despite my own efforts.

Ash’s breath hitched at that. More Legends walking around and destroying everything around him? The world could scarcely deal with three Fragments of Legends awakening. What were they supposed to do when more and more woke up and discovered the world that had grown without them?

Yes. Dark times are coming — many will reject this new world and sleep once more, but some will rise to the call your Mewtwo sounded. throughout all Creation. In its ignorance it was their Herald. Not all Incarnations were gifted with reason. Some are simple Concepts, mindless except for that which is their very Nature. 

And those that do are terrible in their power — even in my prime I would scarcely be a hindrance to the most powerful of Concepts. 

There are few of them, but they exist. They will awaken, and they will reshape this planet in their image. 

This is my gift to you, Ash Ketchum. I gift you Knowledge:

Land and Sea, Behemoth and Leviathan…they breathe. 

With that Lugia finally started to move from their perch high in the heavens, gently maneuvering its way across the skies.

I know I have placed a terrible burden upon you, my friend. But all knowledge has its price, and it seems that are the one cursed to pay it. 

Lugia sounded genuinely regretful at that. Ash nodded slowly but found himself lost in Lugia’s Song as it breathed joyfully, moving away from the dark tidings it brought and instead focusing on what they had achieved in the present.

With his spirit lifted by the Song, Ash looked out onto the lapping waves of the sea and smiled.

If Lugia’s words were true then he’d have a hard time ahead of him.

He’d just have to make sure to enjoy every second until then.

His good mood was torn away when he heard three ancient voices join Lugia’s Song and his lips curled up into a fierce snarl as he saw the powerful bodies of Moltres, Articuno, and Zapdos flank Lugia as they lazily drifted with the wind.

They do not come for battle. They come for their last flight. 

Ash calmed and looked back at the Birds as they sang in perfect harmony with the Guardian. The crackling of flames, the low roar of an avalanche, the soft thunder that preceded the coming storm…they completed the melody in a way that he didn’t even know was there.

He left himself open to their own Songs.

There was emotion there. Emotion he hadn’t even been sure the forces of nature could even feel.

Sorrow, regret, the knowledge of what they had lost…it was all there. And it pulled at him.

His earlier hate for the Birds softened. Ash doubted that he could ever forgive the creatures for the havoc they’d wreaked but he held a bit more sympathy at feeling their own strange emotion.

He knew what they once were and what they had been reduced to. What Lugia had forced itself to do in order to protect his own species from the true might of Fire, Ice, and Lightning.

He couldn’t forgive or forget.

But he could understand.
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32. Chapter 32: The Parting


Ash grinned as Lugia gently maneuvered itself back to the Shrine with its expert control. Its wings were still bound tightly at its sides, but they fluttered reflexively as the Guardian landed in the same position as it had when it first appeared to make its Song known.

The Birds followed, limited to a form similar to those he had faced when he and Lance battled Moltres atop the summit of Mt. Ember. They were no longer wild storms of their respective elements — they were bound to a physical body with the true power that roiled within them held tightly within frames of obsidian and ice and cloud.

He did his best to ignore his remaining bitterness at the Legends, well-aware that it wouldn’t actually help him. It would just make him angry and tired and keep him thinking about this whole mess.

He had other things to think about now. The Awakening, namely. Lugia’s warning would not go unheeded.

But that line of thought drifted from his mind. There would be plenty of time for that later.

Right now he was more focused on his team, who had stood with him against the embodiments of the elements themselves. They were all arrayed before him, proud and strong. Even Oz and Sneasel were there, and seemed to have been informed of the situation considering they hadn’t collapsed in awe at seeing the Legends swoop in before them.

He felt a lingering bit of guilt at keeping the two out of the conflict, even if he had his own reasons for doing so. Oz would probably understand — she’d been under Zapdos’ overwhelming power before and knew how terribly it had affected her. Sneasel, on the other hand, would probably be bitter at him for weeks if he didn’t address the issue.

Ash couldn’t blame the dark-type for his probable attitude in this instance, though. He hadn’t seen the Birds for himself…not their true power, anyway, which Ash was certain would be enough to mimic the conditions required to force his evolution. And Ash knew he had months left before he was even remotely ready to evolve — Sneasel matured relatively quickly with their several spurts of puberty, but his own friend was still very young.

In other words, Sneasel was ignorant. And Ash was willing to keep him ignorant so long as he never had to face the wrath of a Legend as the rest had.

He’d face plenty of formidable enemies on his own, given time. But Ash would do his utmost to keep the cocky dark-type from ever having to even bare his claws against nature made manifest.

Ash shook his head and looked away from Sneasel, who was being held aloft by several of Tangrowth’s gentle vines to get a better view of Lugia and the Birds.

But now his interest was in the Champion Lance, who held his massive body as high as he could given the undeniable exhaustion he suffered — the Shamouti Moltres might have recovered from its near-death but Lance’s mortal body still shook from the aftereffects. His angular face was pinched and pale which only sharpened the contrast with the terrible bags that had formed underneath his sharp eyes.

Were it not for the immense bulk of Dragonite and Dov supporting him Ash had no doubt that Lance would have collapsed long ago. Slowking might have tended to the wounds he’d incurred in Articuno’s Blizzard but the strain on his body was something only time itself could mend.

Your Champion wishes to speak to you, friend. His tired mind screams. 

Ash nodded as Lugia extended its great, heavily muscled neck and allowed the human to hop off just by Lance and his twin Dragonite. Both monstrously powerful pokemon did their best approximation of a smile at him, aware of what he and his team had accomplished while they were unconscious.

He looked up — for the first time in a long while Ash noticed just how tall the Indigo Champion was — and met Lance’s eyes, which were the only part of the mighty Drake that looked to hold any life at all.

“Ash…thank you,” Lance choked out. His face was twisted into an amalgamation of emotion that the trainee couldn’t even begin to interpret. “Slowking told me what you did — what you had to go through to do what I couldn’t.”

The trainee nodded shortly at the praise, a slight smile pulling at his lips. “You would have done the same — could have, if you weren’t crippled by Moltres.”

Lance cast a slight glare at the Bird that circled above them, just barely ablaze with the terrible power that expelled from within its obsidian frame. The normal reverence that the Champion held for Moltres was gone — this specific Third of the Bird of Fire had done nothing to earn his respect.

“Perhaps,” the Champion allowed after a moment of contemplation. “But the fact is that I was crippled and you were the one to restore balance…you’ve done a great thing today, Ash. If it weren’t for you I don’t even want to imagine what would have happened.”

The Champion leaned heavily on Dragonite’s massive shoulder, sapped of all energy after his words. His eyes sagged with exhaustion and for a moment Ash feared that his mentor would actually pass out from the strain.

Lance drew in a slow breath and rose to stand above Ash once more, though. His cape drooped lifelessly around his shoulders as the world, calm and peaceful and bereft of the terrible winds that would have whipped up the mantle, seemed to pulse soothingly — some of the latent green energy that still hung in the air of the Shrine like a vibrant mist coalesced around Lance and fed him its restorative energy.

His features were a little less gaunt, his skin a little less pale. But the Indigo Champion was still far from the paragon of strength Ash had come to know him as.

“I’m proud of you and your team, Ash,” Lance smiled down at him wearily. Ash felt a flutter of warmth in his chest and the world around him seemed to glow ever brighter at the Champion’s praise — the Champion had complimented him before, as had plenty of others, but whenever Lance said it the compliment just mattered more. “…You’ll make a fine Champion someday.”

Ash’s grin stretched so far that it hurt and all the remnants of pain and fear and anxiety from the earlier events were washed away finally, what little remained after he joined with Lugia’s Song banished forever.

“When I do watch out,” Ash jokingly warned Lance, “you’ll be the first one I come after.”

Lance tiredly returned his fierce smile. “I’ll be waiting. Every teacher dreams of the day their student surpasses them, you know. My grandfather told me that years ago — now I finally understand.”

He nodded slowly, eyes wide in wonder at the thought of ever surpassing Lance the Dragon Master, widely recognized to be one of, if not the, strongest trainer in the world. And with how dramatically the ability of trainers had risen over the past centuries with the advent of the pokeball and modern technology, all of history.

It was one thing for Lance to express confidence in Ash’s ability to become a Champion. He was confident in his own ability to achieve that vaunted position one day — he’d grown stronger than most trainers ever would in the span of a year, albeit with some very talented Masters helping him achieve his strength.

But saying that he expected Ash to conquer him one day…that made Ash feel oddly warm. Hot desire for battle and domination mixed perfectly with the utter glee that resounded throughout his soul in that moment, so strong that it momentarily eclipsed the Song that he’d heard for what must have been hours now.

“I’ll send you the information on your new position in a few days,” Lance spoke up at last. “And don’t bother submitting a report for this — I expect we’ll be talking at length about this day soon enough.”

Ash grimaced at that and sent the Champion a nod. He’d rather forget about this altogether but knew that was impossible. He had a responsibility now and couldn’t shunt his problems to the side anymore.

“Before we part ways…thank you, Ash. Again. This is the second time you’ve stepped into a situation you never should have had to handle,” the Champion sighed and absentmindedly brushed his long pinkish hair back. “I will do my utmost to make sure there won’t be a third.”

“Thanks,” he muttered, “but I have bad news.”

Lance frowned at him and Ash took that as his cue to continue.

“The imbalance caused by Mewtwo and today’s events have far reaching consequences,” he scowled. “The Legends are awakening.”

The Champion’s breath hitched in his chest and his face went even whiter. “No. How do you —”

It was I who warned the Chosen One.

Lugia’s rich song slipped into his mind, comforting and powerful as ever.

“Is there anyway we can stop it?” Lance asked in despair. “Anyway you can stop it?”

The Guardian’s luminous eyes closed in sorrow and the Song wailed in their minds.

No. I have done what I can. I have erected barriers and woven illusions around those that sleep within my domain but I am powerless in the face of their awakening. I may not fight the natural order of this world and it would be pointless for me to do so. 

It falls to humanity to stop the warring forces that shall consume them. Your kind has done so before and it is my belief that you may do so yet again.

“How?!” Lance demanded and stepped forward on shaking legs. His angular eyes reflected the Fire of his Feather as he glared up at the Great Guardian.

All will become clear in time. I have interfered in this cycle too much already: it falls to humanity to preserve itself. 

And even Lance knew the truth in those words. His anger soothed as the green power thrummed against him and he turned away from Lugia.

Lugia spread its wings and blotted out the sun in an endless expanse of the moon’s pure white. It raised its head and regarded the mortals before it serenely.

I must bid you farewell, Chosen One. Bear the Truths revealed to you with strength and temper your spirit for the trials that await you.  My Song will always carry behind you. 

Ash bowed his head in respect to the Guardian, a gesture it returned. The Birds screamed to him and consumed the air in intersecting streams of Fire, Ice, and Lightning one last time before Lugia locked its wings into place with psychic power and launched itself up into the air like a great white missile. The Guardian hung there for a moment and regarded them all one last time before it shot into the depths of the sea with nary a splash and disappeared into the abyss.

The Birds followed in the sky, each angling toward their own island as they enjoyed their last flight for an eternity.

He watched them go with a gnawing emptiness. Beautiful as the sight was he couldn’t forget the havoc they had wreaked in their clash.

Ash would not miss them.

“Bob should be here soon to get you home,” Lance spoke up. “I figured you’d want to get home after all this. I’ll handle the Orange League and Drake.”

He nodded tiredly and finally felt the exhaustion creep in. Lugia had banished any of the physical effects but the enormity of his experiences this day taxed his mind heavily — he felt that if he blinked too long he’d crash into sweet oblivion.

But that didn’t stop him from missing the barely hidden fury with which Lance spat the Orange Champion’s name.

“Are you sure you don’t need someone to keep you from challenging him?” Ash snorted. “You don’t sound too happy about meeting him again.”

“I’m not,” Lance grunted and collapsed to the ground with a gentle groan. Ash joined him a few seconds later. “He’s already caused plenty of trouble for the clan and now this — he had to have known the Birds were here. There shouldn’t even be a settlement on these islands besides an Orange League fortress, locals be damned.”

Ash ignored most of that. “Clan? You means he’s a —”

“Wataru? Yes. He’s my cousin,” Lance growled. “Ran away ten years ago with his Dragonite after I became Champion. Didn’t hear from him for three years and next thing we knew he’d become Champion of the Orange League and started going by the name of Drake. A bit presumptuous, if you ask me.”

“You don’t sound too happy for him,” Ash observed and let a smile flicker across his features as his family started crowding around and laying down beside him. It seemed they were just as tired as he was.

Lance shook his head. “No, I’m proud of him. How could I not be? He might have forsaken the clan but he’s still carrying on our legacy. I’m just not happy about having to clean up his mess. If he’d paid proper attention we — you, really — wouldn’t have been needed. These islands should have been on lockdown.”

Well that was a sentiment Ash could agree with. Hopefully Drake would listen to Lance’s suggestions — he felt that the Birds wouldn’t arise for many centuries, if not millennia, but he’d rather that the risk not be present at all.

If he was called upon to calm the Birds again he would be slightly annoyed.

Ash glanced over at the Champion. It looked like Lance had fallen into a brooding silence Ash felt he shouldn’t bring him out of. He’d never seen the boisterous man in such a foul mood before, although he could understand it — Ash wasn’t exactly feeling great, not with Lugia’s warning ringing in his skull as loudly as its Song.

A flash of silver caught his eye just as surely as it caught the dazzling rays of the sun.

He couldn’t help but smile as he picked up the Flute and examined it closer, although he did have to swat Sneasel’s curious claws away before he could take it for himself. Ash found himself ignoring his team as he glanced over every inch of the perfectly formed instrument.

With a sigh he tore himself away from the entrancing sight and stood up, although he made sure to keep the silver length clenched tightly in his hand as he made his way over to Slowking, who had taken up a spot just a bit a ways from the gathering of pokemon.

“I think this is yours,” Ash offered the Flute back to the Sentinel.

“I think it’s yours,” the Slowking shrugged. “Consider it a gift. A token of the Great Guardian’s appreciation more tangible than the grim tidings you were given.”

Ash flashed the Sentinel an earnest smile and gently placed the Flute in his pack. Without Lugia guiding his body he had absolutely no idea how to play a flute other than put his mouth on it and blow but he was willing to learn. At the very least he could pick up the basics, if only to make sure the gift didn’t go entirely to waste.

Third Teleportation Squad present and ready for orders, Champion Lance!

He held in a groan as the snide voice slipped into his mind and turned to see ten Alakazam appear from nothingness. They were all centered around the form of Robert, who glanced around curiously before his eyes settled on Ash.

Robert’s mustache twitched.

So you survived. It looks like you aren’t so useless after all. Why, at this rate you might even — 

The Alakazam fell silent when a towering mass of fire and fury teleported mere inches away from him and sneered down at the fragile psychic. Flames licked out from deep within Infernus’ cannons and were it not for psychic shields that were instantly raised around all the bystanders there was no doubt that Infernus’ great heat would have left more than a few of them badly burned.

There was a short staring match between the two until Bob finally broke his gaze. Infernus snorted and smirked dangerously at the Alakazam before he teleported a short ways away from the rest of those in the shrine.

When Bob next spoke to Ash his telepathic voice was shaken — it wavered and echoed, a clear sign of his disrupted focus. Telepathy required perfect composure to be as crisp and clear as a physical voice and it was clear that composure was something the Alakazam lacked at the moment.

It seems that you contributed a bit more than I expected, Storm-Tamer. Now I can feel the Truths you have touched. Very well. Under the physical duress of your brute of a Magmortar I offer an apology for my uncouth and undeserved attack on your noble person. Truly, I deserve to be consigned to the deepest depths of the Roost itself for my harsh words — I should have known better than to pluck at a delicate flower such as yourself.

With that Bob’s mustache bristled again and he sent a short glance over at Infernus, who snorted and shook his head.

Now his voice regained some semblance of clarity.

Since that issue’s taken care of, I may now carry out my orders. Champion Lance, what would you have the Third Teleportation Squad do?

“Take him home to Pallet, Captain Robert,” Lance commanded. “Once that’s taken care of return to Indigo Plateau and contact Sabrina. Tell her that she’s to gather the Elite Four — oh, why am I even bothering? She’s probably already carried out my orders and then some.”

Of course, Champion Lance. Return your pokemon and hold still, trainee. It would be most disagreeable if I lost a part of you on the way — I might have to go to a special seminar. And that would be terrible. 

Ash ignored him and returned his friends, smiling to each of them as he did so. They’d earned their rest.

“Well, what are you waiting for?” He mocked the acerbic Alakazam. “Show me what the Whole of Creation can accomplish!”

Bob’s mustache twitched and Ash relished the odd looks the other Alakazam gave their Captain before Bob’s spoons flashed with power and he found himself just outside Professor Oak’s lab in Pallet Town.

Try not to get yourself into too much trouble, trainee. I think I’ve seen enough of you and your thuggish Magmortar to last a lifetime. 

With those kind parting words Bob disappeared…hopefully forever.

Ash sighed and looked out over Pallet Town, which was draped in a thick blanket of snow that had just begun to melt. He froze as a bit of the cold material touched his skin and he felt the slush become an extension of himself, although it lasted only for a moment as he brushed the snow off as soon as he could.

He breathed heavily and looked at the whiteness with wide eyes. Ash was careful to avoid contact with it and rolled his slightly-short pants down as far as they would go so he wouldn’t touch it again.

It seemed that his contact with the Sphere of Ice had a more lasting impact than he’d expected. With any luck it would just be temporary, like the Brands.

The boy frowned. Were the Brands temporary? If he recalled his conversation with Sabrina correctly she said the Brands would fade, but he didn’t know if they’d leave him completely.

He shrugged it off. That was a question for another day. Besides, Sabrina would likely be run ragged for the foreseeable future. Definitely for as long as he’d still be in Kanto.

For a moment he wondered if his contact with the Spheres of Fire and Lightning would grant him the same strange…not ability, but being. It was not something he was doing, it was something he was altered into by the Sphere of Ice. For a time, at least.

He discarded that idea immediately, of course. For some odd reason he didn’t think it to be as practical to try to test the ability with fire or electricity as it was with snow.

Still, it was an interesting idea and perhaps Oz —

“Ash!”

That was all the warning he got before he was locked into a crushing hug that drove the air from his lungs. Ash winced before he managed to glance behind him to see his mother, who was bundled up in thick winter gear. Several Rattata and an assortment of other shivering pokemon followed behind her, with a Ratticate and Amelia bringing up the rear.

“We were so worried about you!” His mother exclaimed and loosened her grip so she could look him over. “Your friends said you got taken away by some strange Alakazam! What happened?”

“League business,” Ash said shortly and stepped away. “Lance wanted my assistance since I was the closest.”

His mother’s eyes widened and she clasped her hands over her chest but her reaction was nothing compared to Amelia’s.

“Lance? You mean the Lance? Champion Lance? Lance the Dragon Master?” Amelia spouted off his titles so fast Ash could barely keep up. “What could he possibly need your help for? And how do you even know him? And —”

“Breathe,” Ash ordered when her face started turning blue. Once she listened he began. “Yes. The Lance — Drake of the Wataru Clan and youngest Champion in the history of Indigo. He needed my help for…well, I’m not sure I’m at liberty to say. And I know him because —”

A small blur from the corner of his eye was all the warning he got before he was bowled over by a massive canine that melted the snow just by being around it. His eyes blurred from the shock as his head smacked into the ground but he managed a smile as a gigantic tongue licked the side of his face before a laughing voice ordered it off.

“I’m sorry, Ash,” Oak apologized and patted Arcanine’s side. Jonathan and Gary flanked him, with Charizard and Blastoise at their sides, respectively. “He’s been a bit overzealous ever since the blizzard broke. I daresay he’s been doing his best to melt all the snow in Pallet.”

“It’s fine,” Ash grinned back and sent a nod to Gary and Jonathan. “How long have you two been awake?”

“A while now,” his former rival shrugged. “Long enough to get word to Gramps and start working to keep the pokemon safe. No thanks to you for that, by the way. I hope going off with a strange Alakazam — I’m pretty sure that’s something they warned us about in the trainer classes, by the way — was productive.”

Ash thought back to the events of the last day — the struggle against Fire, Ice, and Lightning, the temporary apotheosis of Infernus. The warning…

“Yes. I’d say so.”

“Good,” Gary smirked. “You’ll have to tell me about it sometime. Maybe later, when we aren’t with these two losers, ya know?”

“NO!” Amelia shrieked. Everyone else present started. Ash blinked. “You are going to explain this to us right now! How on earth do you know the Champion — and on a first name basis, too? You are not leaving me hanging. Jonathan either!”

There was a moment of silence. Gary, Jonathan, and Oak watched him curiously. They hadn’t heard the conversation they’d interrupted. His mother just looked at him silently.

He hesitated for just a moment.

“I’m a trainee of the Indigo Elite Four,” he said matter-of-factly. Ash didn’t bother to bring up his month of training with the Indigo Champion. It wasn’t necessary and would bring up more questions than he felt like answering at the moment. “It was decided just before the Closing Ceremony.”

Ash dimly realized that he should have brought a camera for this moment. The expression on Jonathan and Amelia’s faces would bring a smile to his face for a very, very long time.

“Wh — what?” Jonathan squeaked. His eyes had grown so large that they completely dominated his wide face and Ash was almost tempted to reach out and close the boy’s mouth. “You’re a —”

“Elite Four trainee? Yes,” Ash nodded. “I thought I’d established that.”

Amelia just stared at him with an unreadable expression. “Trainee…”

“Yes,” Gary rolled his eyes at the girl. “You need Blastoise to clean your ears out or something? ‘Cause I can totally arrange that for ya.”

“Shut up, Gary!” Amelia snapped and turned back to Ash. “When were you going to tell us? Were you even going to tell us?!”

Ash paused. He hadn’t exactly thought that far ahead. “…It never came up?”

“That’s the kind of thing you tell your friends, Ash!” The girl scowled. Ash blinked. He felt surprisingly small at the moment. Amelia stared at him. “We are friends, right? With how you act sometimes I can never be sure!”

He blinked again. This wasn’t how he had expected this conversation to go.

“Of course you are,” he quickly reassured the girl. Ash felt more than a little out of his depth at the moment — Jonathan and Amelia were a bit easier to interact with than other humans but he’d hardly had much experience with conversations like these. The very real emotion bleeding into Amelia’s voice didn’t help at all.

“Then act like it!” Amelia barked, surprising everyone present. Ash noted that Gary actually looked at the girl with something resembling respect, although that could just be glee at seeing her chew him out. Gary tended to be petty like that. “You always just shunt us off to go do who-knows-what! Spend some time with your friends for once — we aren’t going to be together for much longer, you know!”

Ash got past his mental exhaustion and listened to every word. He felt an odd twinge in his chest and nodded once to show his understanding. “…I’m sorry. I didn’t realize it meant so much to you.”

“Well it does,” Amelia sighed tiredly. She grabbed Jonathan’s arm and started walking away. “I’ll see you later, Ash. I think we all need a rest after this.”

“You don’t need to tell me,” Ash muttered under his breath and turned away from the duo as they walked away.

“Can’t say I expected that,” Gary grinned and glanced over at Jonathan and Amelia’s backs. “Looks like the Magikarp learned how to Flail. And it only took an entire year, too.”

Professor Oak coughed. “Indeed. Now, Ash, I believe you need to inform me of what’s going on. Correct me if I’m wrong, but I don’t believe blizzards are common occurrences in this area during the summer months. And if you were with Lance I have no doubt that you found yourself tangled up in some sort of mess.”

Ash snorted but spared a glance to his mother and Gary, both of whom were watching the two curiously. “I’m pretty sure it’s classified.”

“You’re in the Elite Four now, Ash,” Oak pointed out with a chuckle. “There are very few secrets that aren’t yours to tell.”

He nodded slowly, just now realizing that he didn’t have to get permission from Lance to even consider speaking to other humans about his adventures. It was odd, as though a slight burden had been lifted from his shoulders.

“An Articuno was the cause,” he said shortly, still not comfortable with divulging the entire truth without Lance’s approval. What had happened this day had the potential to rock the world — would, if they failed to find a way to stop the Legends. But that was in the future. Right now even the revelation that Legends such as Articuno were real without a doubt would blow his mother and Gary’s minds. “It was dealt with.”

“You’ve gotta be shittin’ me!” Gary declared and stepped up to Ash. His former rival steadfastly ignored the annoyed rebuke from Oak and the look of sheer surprise on his mother’s face. “You’re telling me that Articuno — something nobody’s ever seen for sure ever — just decided to wake up and say ‘screw these humans! I’ma make a big ass blizzard!’ then you managed to find and stop it?”

“Something like that,” Ash nodded with a smirk, although he had to hold back a snort at Gary’s description. In his mind’s eye he saw the terrible form of Articuno tearing its way across the sky, its great white body shrouded in a cloak of ice and wind that had nearly killed him the second Dazed’s shields dropped…when Gary’s invented personality was applied the Lord of Winter’s terror was not lessened. The idea of Articuno as a petulant child was more horrifying, if anything. It removed the significance of the clash that held the world’s fate in the balance.

His hand unconsciously flitted up to his face where his new scar was. It was faint, mostly healed by Lugia’s soothing energies. Ash mentally thanked the Guardian and felt the Flute thrum in his pack.

He wasn’t vain enough to worry about what effect the thick gash that had cut to the bone would have on his appearance but the sudden appearance of a fully healed scar on his face would attract more questions from his mother and friends than he’d appreciate.

Unfortunately that mindless gesture was enough for his rather perceptive mother to pick up on.

“What is this?” She demanded and began to fuss over him. “When’d this happen, Ashy? I don’t recognize it.”

Ash hesitated. He was pretty sure that there was no good way to answer this. From what he’d felt the scar was too thick to explain away as a slight cut that had been healed with a modified potion and if he’d had Ditto cells implanted then they wouldn’t have left a scar — Ditto cells regenerated the damaged flesh so that it was as though the injury had never occurred at all.

“We can talk more later,” Professor Oak cut in and saved Ash from the interrogation. “For now we should head inside and find something to eat. The pokemon are safe now and it sounds like Ash had a rather busy day.”

Gary scowled at being cut off from his source of information but Ash sent a grateful nod at the Professor, who returned the gesture with a slight not. His mother just sighed and shook her head.

Ash felt a twinge of guilt at his mother’s expression. He didn’t enjoy lying to her but he wasn’t sure he wanted to reveal the events that had happened today. His mother’s strength was something he would never doubt but the clash between the Birds wasn’t something to treat lightly. There were so many questions attached to it…

He would tell her one day, he resolved.

Just not today.

XX

“Are you sure you’re alright?” His mother asked as Ash gingerly placed a steaming bowl of rice and vegetables in front of her. It turned out she’d been lightly injured by a frightened Pidgeotto and had some bruised ribs, although they would be fine in a few days. As such he’d taken it upon himself to help her around the house as much as he could. “You can talk to me, Ash. You know that.”

“I know,” Ash sighed as he took a seat opposite her and leaned down to scratch behind Nidoking’s ears. His sleeping friend lightly rumbled his appreciation and twitched slightly, bringing a smile to the trainer’s lips. A moment later he was serious again. “It’s just hard. I don’t know what I’m allowed to say and what I can’t — Lance hasn’t contacted me yet and —”

He quieted down before he said finally, “It was a lot easier taking orders.”

His mother smiled softly at him. “I know, Ashy. I know. Responsibility’s hard. But it’s something you’ll grow into — everyone does. You’re just dealing with it a little earlier than most. That’s all.”

Ash nodded. He opened his mouth, closed it, and finally decided. “There’s so much I want to tell you, Mom. So much I could tell you…”

She sighed. “It’s alright, sweetie. I know this is hard for you — Professor Oak’s face after you took him aside told me everything I needed to know. But I know you’ll tell me when you’re ready. You always have.”

“But how am I supposed to just keep it in?” Ash put down his fork. “Things are just going to keep piling up and up and up. And what am I supposed to do with it all?”

“You’ll find a way, Ashy. You always do,” his mother leaned over to ruffle his hair. “And if you ever need to let it out I’ll always be waiting. I’m here for you and don’t you forget it!”

He cracked a smile at that. “That’s not something you need to be worried about.”

“Of course not!” His mother laughed — a pleasant sound that warmed his heart after the past day and the rather awkward morning. Ash had been silent on anything to do with the Birds or the time he’d spent at Shamouti no matter who prodded or asked. “You’re my son, after all.”

Ash nodded with a slight grin and ate as silence reigned. But it wasn’t awkward like it had been before, when he was still trying to process just what had happened with Lugia and the Birds and his mother had been desperate to know what had happened to him.

He’d miss this, he reflected. This tranquility. It was something he’d found rarely out on the road. Even when he found the solitude he loved there was always an edge there, a slight paranoia that he’d grown into during his time as a trainer that kept him wary of everything in the world.

On the road there were no constants other than himself and his family. He never knew what the new day would bring.

In Pallet he was just one of many constants and there was peace in that. There were no surprises — that was something that he loved yet despised at the same time. Peaceful as Pallet was, it was boring. All there was to do was train or talk to his friends — or battle, although even Gary had ceased to be an excitement around two weeks in.

He spent a lot of time with his mother, of course. Both at home and at the restaurant when he wasn’t training…although that time was admittedly scarce. Ash was determined to increase his skills before he met Steven and absolutely refused to even consider letting them atrophy.

They wouldn’t get to see each other for an entire year and he wanted to make sure there was as little time to make up as possible. There certainly wouldn’t be many opportunities with hundreds of miles of ocean separating them and he had no idea where Lance would send him after his year as Steven’s apprentice was complete. The Indigo Champion might send him to another region to train further if he wasn’t up to snuff or bring him to Indigo Plateau — Ash really didn’t know.

That brought up a question.

“When will you be leaving?” Ash asked. It was something they’d both gingerly tip-toed around over the last month. But this was the beginning of the end and it was time to shunt their reservations aside.

His mother looked up, startled at the sudden break in the silence. She let out a deep breath. “Two weeks. I tried to postpone it to stay with you but Professor Elm…”

“It’s fine,” he reassured her when he realized she wasn’t able to finish the sentence. “You have your responsibilities, I have mine.”

She smiled lightly at him. “I really did try, you know. I’m going to miss my baby boy while he’s in Hoenn.”

“I’ll miss you too,” Ash said quietly. He shook the slight melancholy away. “So what’ll you be learning with Professor Elm? He specializes in evolution, right?”

“Yep!” His mother exclaimed in her cheerful way. “I’ll mostly just be working with his aides to try and bring myself back up to par with the rest of the students but if I’m lucky I’ll get to speak with him personally! He’s a very busy man, but Samuel said I could learn more about the breakthroughs in evolution in one day around Professor Elm than in a week studying a text book.”

Ash nodded. He didn’t exactly keep up to date with scientific breakthroughs — he was much too busy studying the pokedex and devising strategies and counterstrategies for the most common tactics — but he’d heard the name of Professor Elm semi-frequently. The Pokemon Professor of Johto actually visited Pallet every now and then and those were the days when Professor Oak had had to send Gary and Ash out to the Corral so they didn’t interrupt things.

Not that they minded, he recalled with a slight smirk. Spending the day playing with the resident pokemon under Arcanine’s watchful eye was about as enjoyable as anything could be to two young boys.

“And then you’ll be off to Goldenrod,” Ash surmised. At his mother’s nod he frowned thoughtfully. “What are you going to be specializing in? I know you’ve got a year or two of general study, but…”

“I don’t know,” she admitted. Ash thought she actually looked a little troubled at that. “When I was studying with Samuel I was interested in the effects of pokemon on the environment — how their powers alter it and how that interaction creates an ecosystem — and I’d like to continue looking into that. But there’s so much more out there now! There’s been more advancements in the last ten years than the last hundred — nothing huge like the pokeball, but —”

Ash just smiled as his mother rambled on passionately about the subject she loved and gently scratched the sleeping Nidoking’s ears.

He’d miss this.
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Ash stared intently at the messages he’d gotten on his Pokenav from Lance and Steven. Lance’s was fairly simple and clearly rushed. He could easily tell that the Dragon Master was stressed out of his mind.

There wasn’t a lot to it, mostly just information about his responsibilities as an Elite Four trainee. and what was expected of him. He’d skimmed past the section on moral responsibility and professional conduct— from what he did read he was fairly certain that as long as he didn’t do anything Lance wouldn’t approve of he’d be fine — but otherwise painstakingly gone through the long message.

Now he knew how to file reports, how to handle unexpected threats, and the very few limits of his authority in the Leagues. For his first year he’d need the oversight of an Elite Four member to apply most of his legal power unless it was a desperate situation, although he supposed Steven sufficed. He was slightly more limited in foreign Leagues but so long as he worked with them he could do just about anything.

Steven’s message, which had come just an hour after Lance’s, was more interesting and Ash paid a lot more attention to it. The message wasn’t something he’d have to study like the manual Lance had sent.

But he couldn’t read it yet. He still needed to update his team’s training. They’d been going at it for a while now but none of them showed any signs of wanting to stop.

A small smile split his face with that. He’d expect nothing less from his friends.

Most were doing the exercises he’d had them doing since they returned to Pallet. Nothing too strenuous but enough to maintain their bodies and continue to hone their abilities. He’d had to limit the level of their spars lest he destroy too much of the forests around Pallet but since the saddle for Plume had come in he was able to go much further away and ease up on that limit.

He was only about ten miles from Pallet in the rugged lands to the east but it was far enough from civilization that he didn’t have to worry about potentially harming a wanderer or destroying someone’s property.

Ash glanced around and took note of what his team was doing. Most were fine to continue their current workouts but there were a few he needed to work with.

Nidoking was fine. He’d been sparring lightly with Tangrowth for the past hour and was still going strong, although he wasn’t able to match the resilient grass-type’s ridiculous stamina. It was good for him, though, since he didn’t have to hold back against Tangrowth and his partner’s Ancient Power provided an excellent way to train against an opponent with similar abilities to manipulate the earth as himself.

He winced when he saw Tangrowth playfully hurl a house-sized chunk of earth at Nidoking, who was forced to reflexively let the ground swallow him with Earth Power lest he be crushed. Tangrowth would never intentionally cause Nidoking serious harm but he had a hard time understanding that not everything could just lay out under the sun for a day or so and find themselves in perfect health.

Still, he trusted the two of them not to take it too far.

A fierce shriek drew his attention to the sky, where he saw a blur of motion followed quickly by a larger form of golden scales and massive wings. Plume had taken to sparring with Oak’s old Dragonite when Torrent wasn’t busy with him. The Dragonite greatly enjoyed stretching his wings and proved everyday that he could keep up with the younger pokemon with no problem, even if the long years of complacency showed when it came to their spars.

Not that Dragonite was ancient, Ash mused. He was less than forty years old, which was only around a quarter of how long the oldest Dragonite could live. With his general strength and the healthy diet Oak had him on he’d likely reach his bicentennial birthday.

Ash sighed when he saw the winds produced by their game of tag nearly tear some of the smaller trees up by the root when they descended a bit closer to the forest. He was sure that most of the wild pokemon had made sure to avoid the area while his team trained but he’d rather not annihilate their territory.

His attention was drawn next to Infernus and Arcanine, who had followed them here one day and was immediately challenged by the Magmortar. Arcanine was more than happy to accept Infernus’ challenge, although Ash had to keep Dazed on them to extinguish any fires they made. Torrent helped as well when they got especially bad.

He could barely keep track of the two monstrously powerful fire-types. Infernus only rarely used teleportation against the aging Arcanine who returned the favor by only slipping into Extreme Speed to avoid potentially deadly blows. But Arcanine was still incredibly fast and Infernus did his absolute best to match the canine’s speed.

It was good for Infernus, he mused. Ash was still trying to perfect the concepts of what techniques Ash could try to teach him and it let Infernus keep active and work out his frustrations of losing the divine power he’d acquired in the fight against the Birds — Infernus had returned to training with vigor Ash had never thought possible to try and find another avenue to that insane level of power.

But in this area there was no way Ash could let Infernus go all out. Even after he’d had Tangrowth raise a massive arena for Infernus to let loose in the Magmortar had burned through the thick earthen walls or just plain demolished them with his attacks. He was too powerful to train to his full potential here, just like Torrent. The Kingdra could at least hone his strongest attacks relatively safely, but Infernus’ fires were just too dangerous.

So Arcanine coming after them was luckier than Ash could have ever hoped for. Even in his old age he could keep up with Infernus and had actually managed to become something of a friend to the Magmortar, even if it was only because he was the strongest fire-type in a hundred miles that would deign to fight him on a regular basis.

There was Oak’s Charizard, of course, but Ash would sooner recall Infernus than let him face that particular foe. He had no doubt that the unique physiology of a Magmortar and particular skill set of Infernus would let him fight Charizard safely but he shuddered to imagine the destructive power that would go into that particular fight.

He didn’t know the Charizard very well but from what he’d seen it wouldn’t be one to hold back. Combine that with Infernus’ battle-lust and they’d have a very messy situation.

“Keep going, Sneasel!” Ash called out when he noticed the small dark-type weaving in and out of the various battles taking place in order to avoid his pursuer. Sneasel hadn’t seen as much battle as the rest of the team and needed to work on both his general level of experience and his speed, so Ash decided to do everyone on the team a favor and created the game of “Hunt the Sneasel”.

Ash thought it might have been the most popular idea he’d ever had.

The rules were simple: one member of the team would be free to attack Sneasel with any of their abilities so long as they didn’t cause too severe of damage. They had twenty minutes to corner him, although if they knocked him unconscious the game ended…that particular rule had led to some very inventive strategies on behalf of the pursuers.

Sneasel could attack them in any way he could with the same stipulations of avoiding serious injuries, although that wasn’t a problem for most of the team. He’d quickly learned that running was the smartest thing to do after he’d tried to attack Dazed with his claws and received fifteen minutes of being batted around with a massive log for his troubles.

If the dark-type managed to incapacitate his pursuer or avoid them for the full twenty minutes he won.

That hadn’t happened yet and with the vindictiveness the team were pursuing him with kept up Ash doubted it ever would. Sneasel’s speed and stamina had increased quite a bit once he realized what was at stake but he still had a ways to go before he could claim to have the edge against any of the team who volunteered for the game.

He couldn’t hold back a grin at the sheer speed Sneasel was maintaining in a desperate attempt to avoid this particular pursuer, especially empowered as he was.

Hunt the Sneasel turned out to be one of Bruiser’s favorite past-times. Aside from the opportunity to unleash several months worth of annoyance on the dark-type it also provided him a chance to train Rampage, which Ash was determined to perfect.

Right now Bruiser was training the Superpower aspect of the technique. He’d managed to limit Superpower to a far weaker form, which he was maintaining for as long as he could to train his muscles further. To use Rampage to its fullest extent he needed to be able to maintain it for more than a minute at a time.

It would take a while but Ash knew they were steadily building up to a much more efficient Rampage. Bruiser wouldn’t use it in every fight, but it was rapidly becoming more practical as an option against powerful opponents.

He’d mastered flaring Superpower for single uses — an especially powerful punch to break through an opponent’s guard or protection, for example, or using his muscles to their full extent to leap much farther.

But that was just the edge of what Ash wanted to accomplish with Bruiser. He wanted to let the Machoke sustain a low-level Rampage indefinitely and remain in a true Rampage for at least ten minutes. That would be when Bruiser would take his place in the top ranks of the team.

That wouldn’t occur for a while yet, though. Bruiser could improve by leaps and bounds in his current form but to unlock his full potential as both a combatant and user of Rampage he needed to evolve.

Until then he could only fight at a fraction of his true ability. The evolution from Machoke to Machamp was a drastic one — the growth of two arms allowed them to be much more dangerous close range fighters and the sheer reaction time and coordination they gained in order to control those extra limbs made them acknowledged as some of the most powerful fighting-types in existence.

He was torn from his reflections as Sneasel hissed furiously as Bruiser shot toward him with a Focus Blast in hand, although the dark-type was just fast and agile enough to duck under the sphere of energy that created a massive flash of light as it rent the earth.

Sneasel fired off an Ice Beam that Bruiser easily avoided with his enhanced speed and dashed off as quickly as he could, although he was forced to swerve away as Bruiser slipped further into Superpower in an effort to catch the nimble dark-type.

And then it happened.

Bruiser grinned maliciously as the shockwave from his most recent Focus Blast — the Machoke had taken to keeping the spheres in hand recently, which proved to work rather well in surprising opponents — tripped up Sneasel.

Sneasel had just a moment to fire off a second Ice Beam that barely even slowed Bruiser down before he was punted nearly thirty feet by an exceptionally powerful kick, albeit with the flat of Bruiser’s foot so it wouldn’t cause serious damage.

Ash snorted when Sneasel was suddenly snatched out of the air by Plume, who was gracious enough to drop him by Ash a few seconds later…although Sneasel might not have seen it that way since he skidded on the dark green grass for a few seconds before he lost his momentum.

“Give him a break,” he said to Bruiser when the hulking Machoke sprinted over to him in a burst of speed most would have deemed impossible for the fighting-type. Bruiser nodded and shut his eyes. A second later he lowered himself to the ground, exhausted by his efforts. “You did good, Sneasel. You’re improving a lot. Just a few days ago Bruiser caught you in the first minute.”

Sneasel would have preened under the praise if he weren’t too busy trying to keep his stomach inside of him. Ash smiled as the dizzy dark-type stumbled his way over to him on all fours. He snatched him up and scratched around his feather as the youngest member of the team collapsed onto his lap — this was the fifth session of “Hunt the Sneasel” today and he was well and truly spent.

“You too, Bruiser!” Ash added with a grin. Bruiser looked up at him from the ground with a similar grin, pleased with his own efforts. “By the time we leave for Hoenn you’ll be ready to use Rampage in combat more frequently, I think. You’re maintaining it for a lot longer now.”

Bruiser nodded and collapsed. His muscular chest rose and fell steadily as he let himself rest. Ash didn’t disturb him further — Bruiser had been using Superpower almost constantly in small bursts throughout the day and Ash couldn’t even imagine how hard that was.

He started for a moment when he saw a massive flash of golden light and felt the rumble from Torrent’s Draco Meteor far in the distance — he’d separated himself from the rest so as to avoid accidentally hurting them. Draco Meteor wasn’t something even Tangrowth could shrug off and Torrent had been experimenting with it under Ash’s suggestion.

“How’d your training earlier go?” He asked the exhausted Sneasel, who hissed in annoyance at the mention of his failures. Ash sighed and stroked the dark-type’s feather to appease him. He’d put Sneasel through a lot and he wouldn’t press him too hard on this. With his general combat abilities improving rapidly the technique Ash had devised wasn’t vitally important. It would give him an edge to place him on par with the rest of the team, though, and Ash desperately wanted to add it to Sneasel’s repertoire. “Just keep at it — I’m sure you’ll figure it out eventually. If not then Steven might know someone who can help us.”

Sneasel growled and burrowed deeper into Ash’s jacket, determinately trying to ignore any outside influence so he could sleep. Ash smiled and lightly patted him, although he opened up his jacket a little more so Seeker could escape from the dark-type. He doubted the tired Sneasel would be bothered with Seeker but it was better to be safe than sorry.

Seeker squeaked happily as she clung to his back. Ash lightly scratched her ears, glad he’d chosen this shadowed spot while he supervised his team’s training. The Zubat had been his best company over the last few days and he’d enjoyed the time spent with her.

He glanced back down at Steven’s message now that he’d altered what training he’d needed to — Dazed was working on her teleportation by following the battle between Arcanine and Infernus to quench any fires and Oz was busy playing catch with Amelia’s Raichu, who she’d lent to him since she was visiting Jessica in Viridian.

They were fairly evenly matched as they tossed a bolt of electricity at one another, absorbing it then redirecting it back to their opponent at speeds he could barely follow. Raichu was naturally better at manipulating the flow of electricity and was a tad faster than Oz, although she had a greater capacity for storing electricity, which helped her greatly in controlling the steadily more powerful bolt of lightning.

She also slowly grew more powerful as the constant addition of electricity to her system sharpened her speed and strength much like magma’s effect on Infernus.

All in all it was a highly useful exercise, especially for Electabuzz seeking to evolve. It forced them to be capable of storing larger and larger amounts of electricity and also enhanced their control, both of which were vital for the transformation into an Electivire.

He sighed and focused back on the message.

Ash, Lance told me it was time to send this. He should be sending the general information you are required to know for your new position soon. If not, just send him a message. He’s not so busy cleaning up the mess from your most recent escapade that he can’t get your manual to you — it’s the Orange League’s problem, not Indigo’s. 

As we previously discussed, I would like for you to leave Kanto in around three weeks. That should give you plenty of time to get a sense of Hoenn on your own while I deal with the Ever Grande Conference. 

I’m assuming you’ve already plotted out your route, but if not I’d suggest you go to Mossdeep City first. It’s the closest to Kanto and I believe that Tate and Liza, the Gym Leaders there, would be very interested in meeting you. I also own a house there that you’re welcome to stay at. Tate and Liza can direct you to the man that holds the key. 

From there you go your own way. You are expected to meet me in Rustboro on the twenty-first of June, which should give you around three weeks to explore.

The address you will meet me at is 626 Stonewall Avenue, Apt. 257. Be there by noon. 

I look forward to traveling with you. 

— Steven

He read it several more times to make sure he’d picked up on everything he needed to.

Ash had been planning on starting his journey in Mossdeep anyway. As Steven said, it was the closest Hoenn city to Kanto and provided a good launching off point no matter where he decided to go next.

Right now he wanted to take the aquatic route and head south to Sootopolis before making his way around Hoenn to Dewford, from which he could then travel to Rustboro with relative ease. Plus in the relatively uninhabited archipelago that dominated eastern and western Hoenn he’d be free to train without any of the self-imposed limits that restricted him in Pallet.

At the moment he planned on spending a lot of time flying with Plume rather than taking ferries or hiring boats. He’d already scheduled a Seagallop Ferry with Lance’s help earlier in the month that would take him to Mossdeep but didn’t want to enlist its services any longer than that.

He’d learned to love flying with Plume now that the saddle he’d ordered had arrived and he didn’t have to fear slipping off of her glossy feathers. He knew that she enjoyed it just as much, if not even more than he did. Most of the time they didn’t get to interact while Ash was traveling — she was often scouting ahead or just enjoying the chance to stretch her wings. This added in a bit more of a personal experience between the two of them that they’d lacked before.

“Yo, Ash!”

The voice drew his attention and he raised an eyebrow as Gary flew in on the back of his own massive Pidgeot, who shrieked in surprise as Plume and Dragonite shot past him at their insane speeds.

Pidgeot came to a graceful stop just a few feet away, although the winds he carried were enough to force Ash to keep a tight hold on Sneasel and Seeker. Both were light enough to have been thrown away from him otherwise.

“Gary!” He greeted with a smile and stood up. Sneasel hissed in protest but quieted as Ash slung him over his shoulder — it was a mark of how exhausted the young dark-type was that he didn’t snap at Seeker or even bother to unsheathe his claws. “How’d you find me here?”

“Alakazam located you,” Gary shrugged and came to a stop just in front of him. Pidgeot took to the skies with a fury and spread his wings to their fullest extent, an act which temporarily blotted out the sun for Ash. It was easy to forget just how gigantic the flying-type was. “Not that I really needed his help when you’ve got your freak of a Magmortar battling Gramps’ Arcanine. I could see the flares from Pallet, ya know.”

Ash smirked lightly at that and glanced over to the aforementioned battle, which seemed to have ramped up while he was distracted. They’d stopped trying to hit each other physically and were instead lashing out at one another with tight, intense streams of flame.

He was sure Dazed was having fun with that. She’d probably be disappointed that she wouldn’t get to play Hunt the Sneasel after, though.

A particularly large gout of flame drew his attention, though, and he idly wondered if he’d need to have Torrent come and provide assistance.

“Yo, Ash, you there?” Gary scowled and snapped his fingers in front of Ash’s face. He crossed his arms irritably and glared pointedly at the other trainer. “I was talking to ya, you know.”

“Guess you didn’t have anything especially important to say,” he smiled. When Gary rolled his eyes he grew a bit more serious. “Alright, what is it?”

Gary snorted. “Well, I figured you’d want to know that I’ll be leaving in three days. The Silver Conference is over and I want to have as much time in Johto as I can get. From what I hear there’s a lotta overrated pricks that could be knocked down a peg or two over there.”

“Like who?” Ash asked, not letting his surprised reaction to the news slip into his voice. “I can’t say I know too many of the big trainers in Johto.”

“Falkner, for one,” Gary grinned dangerously. “He’s visited Gramps a few times and I’ve wanted to punch his smug prick face for a while now. With Pidgoet over there I’m gonna show him what a real bird is like. Then there’s a few trainers I met in Kanto I’ve had my eye on. I heard from them at the Conference that they’ll be heading over to the west side and I’m not gonna let them get away from me that easily.”

“Good luck with that,” Ash said sincerely. “I’d better see you holding the Silver Cup in a year’s time, alright?”

Gary nodded. “Don’t even worry about it, Ashy-boy. I’ve got that tournament in the bag. I’m not sure I even need to show up to compete, not with how hard I’ve been pushing myself!”

Ash snorted. “You want to get another battle in before you leave? It might be good to get rid of all that hot air.”

“I think I’m good,” Gary looked down and kicked the dirt. “Just wait, though. The second you get complacent…BAM! I’ma knock the crap out of you one day, Ashy-boy.”

“Just not today,” Ash finished for him. “So, what time?”

Gary took a moment to catch up with him. “Probably morning. I’m just gonna make my way to Johto on foot, maybe use Pidgeot if there’s too tough of terrain. No point bothering Gramps’ Alakazam if it’s less than a hundred miles, ya know?”

Ash nodded but didn’t say anything back.

“Anyway, that’s not really why I came,” Gary shrugged. He stuck his hands in his pockets and actually looked nervous for once, which was an event rare enough that Ash stood up straight and paid very close attention.

For some reason that didn’t seem to make Gary any more comfortable. Ash smirked slightly.

“I figured that since I’ll be missing your birthday and already had your gift I’d go ahead and give it to you,” Gary said very quickly, tripping over a few of his words. “Figured I’d make it good to make up for the last few years, ya know?”

Ash nodded dimly, barely able to process that this was happening. He’d made up with Gary but he’d never actually expected a birthday gift from him. It wasn’t something they’d done even before the duo had their schism.

Gary dug around in his pack before he finally found what he was looking for. Ash’s eyes widened when he saw what his former rival was holding out to him. He took it reverently and couldn’t even manage to give Gary a very necessary thank you.

The other trainer flashed Ash a confident grin that showed he understood. “I got this from Gramps when I caught Arcanine last year. It was some complementary thing from Silph and he figured I could get a lot more use out of it than him…and he was right. That thing saved my ass against a lot of trainers but I don’t need it any more. Arcanine’s the only fire-type I’ll ever need.”

“I know you’re the last person I need to tell this to, but take good care of it, alright? It was a gift from Gramps, ya know?” Gary finished before he glanced out to the furious battle between Infernus and Arcanine. “Oh, and make sure to send me a video of the first time that crazy Magmortar of yours uses it — I wanna be the first to see if there’s gonna be a new landmark down in Hoenn.”

“You’ll be the first to know,” Ash confirmed as he stared at the exceedingly rare and valuable TM in his hands. “Gary…thank you. Really. This is —”

Gary snorted when Ash had trouble finishing his sentence. “Don’t go crying on me now, ya hear? And yes, I know it’s awesome. I’m the one giving it, after all.”

“Just don’t lose it!” Gary pointed at him. “Do you know how many Overheat TMs were made? Two hundred! That TM right there is worth more than you are, Ashy-boy! Or it would be if you hadn’t decided to turn the world upside down and join the Elite Four.”

“Trust me, I know,” Ash said drily and finally tore his gaze from the TM case. “And what happened to you being so supportive? If I remember correctly you were more invested in me joining than I was.”

His former rival raised his hands in faux offense. “Hey now, Ashy-boy. Don’t blame me for trying to keep you from making the biggest mistake of your life — for all I know you were going to wuss out and go running off to dick around in the wilderness for a year.”

Ash scratched the back of his head awkwardly, not wanting to show Gary that before Steven’s offer that had pretty much been his plan.

“I mean, you should be thanking me!” Gary continued with his usual smirk. “I’m not sure your social skills could handle a year alone — I already doubt their existence, ya know.”

He shrugged. Ash knew himself well enough to know that interacting with other humans wasn’t one of his strong suits. That was something that had become even more painfully obvious with Amelia’s outburst several days ago.

“You know, I have something for you too,” Ash said slowly and sat back down on his rock. Gary looked at him oddly but didn’t interrupt him as he dug through his pack for the storage compartment that held his TMs. A slow grin eased its way across Ash’s face as he found what he was looking for — he’d kept this particular TM separate from the rest even after he’d taught it to all of his teammates that could learn it.

Gary stared at the plain TM curiously as Ash pressed it into his hands. “What’s this?”

“Hyper Beam,” Ash couldn’t help but grin as Gary’s face slackened in disbelief.

“You’re joking,” his former rival said flatly. When Ash shook his head the boy’s face practically broke under a genuine smile, not the smirk that seemed omnipresent on him. “No way!”

“I figured you could get more use out of it than me,” Ash echoed Gary’s earlier words with a quick laugh. “Just…keep it close, will you? It was a gift.”

“Don’t worry, Ashy-boy,” Gary reassured him. “I’m not sure I’ll ever let this go. I mean, it’s not Overheat, but damn!”

Ash snorted. “Don’t get all sappy on me, Gary. It doesn’t suit you.”

That finally got to Gary and the other boy rolled his eyes. “Ah, shut up! I thought you were supposed to be the one with a bleeding heart.”

“I’m helping those desperately in need, aren’t I?” Ash retorted. “No, but seriously. You aren’t the only one who needs to make up for the last few years. Neither of us really have the high ground on that one.”

Gary snorted. “Yeah, we were both kind of brats. But those days are over and done with.”

Ash nodded and lightly scratched the gently purring form of Sneasel as they stood silently.

“Call me a glutton for punishment, but I think I want to get one last battle in before I leave,” Gary broke the silence as his hand went for the row of pokeballs on his waist. “Hope you’re ready, Ashy-boy. Let’s make this last battle one to remember!”

Ash smiled.
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“Well, I guess this is where we go our separate ways,” Gary said after a long silence. Ash nodded. Professor Oak and his mother had already said their goodbyes and stood quietly behind them to watch their interaction. Jonathan and Amelia had unsurprisingly decided not to show up.

Actually, on second thought Gary very well might have not told them at all. He didn’t exactly hold either of their fellow trainers in high regard.

Gary shifted his pack that was full of supplies they’d bought two days ago at the Celadon Department Store — Ash had been sorely tempted to buy a replica Lance cape and take a picture of it for the Champion — and regarded Ash quietly.

“When I see you next you’d better be holding the Silver Cup in hand,” Ash finally grinned and offered his hand. Gary smirked and took the handshake. “I’m holding you to that, you know.”

“Please!” Gary scoffed with that well-earned arrogance Ash had become so accustomed to. “With how fast I’m gonna steamroll over these Johto losers I might as well come back and win the Indigo Conference too! Might as well make a little history of my own, ya know what I’m saying?”

“Yes,” Ash replied with a perfectly straight face. “I do know what you’re saying.”

“Ash. Shut up,” Gary rolled his eyes. He sighed and lightly pat Umbreon, who had been engaged in a death stare with Sneasel for the past few minutes, on her head. “I’ll smell ya later, Ash. Try not to run into any more terrifying flocks of Spearow. Gramps, try to remember to eat and drink. Ms. Ketchum, good luck at the university.”

The others waved their goodbyes as Gary set off for Johto with Umbreon at his side. Ash just smiled at his friend.

Then, suddenly, Gary stopped and turned. His fierce eyes met Ash’s cool ones. “You get ready, Ashy-boy! The Silver Cup’s just a warm-up!”

Ash smiled and Gary went on his way.

He wasn’t sure how long the three of them stood on Pallet’s border lost in their thoughts but it felt like an eternity.

Of course, he would have stayed there at a lot longer or gone out to relax with his team if Oak hadn’t broken the stupor that had fallen over the three.

“Ash, would you mind returning with me to my home?” Oak tapped his shoulder to grab his attention. “I don’t mean to intrude, but I would like to speak with you while I have the chance.”

“Of course,” Ash nodded. He wasn’t about to deny the Professor anything. Not after everything he’d done for him and his mother.

“You’re welcome to come to, of course,” Oak smiled over at his mother. “I daresay that I’ll miss our lunches, Delia. I’m not too proud to admit my own skills are rather deficient in that area.”

“That’s putting it lightly!” His mother giggled. “You might be the only person I’ve ever met that could burn water. At least there’s something the great Samuel Oak can’t do!”

The Professor chuckled. “Indeed. Even Daisy wasn’t willing to put up with my cooking. If I remember correctly she took over that when she was…five? Six? I’m afraid my memory’s not quiet up to task.”

“Six,” his mother confirmed with a wistful expression. “She was always a fast learner, that one. She picked up on it faster than I could teach her!”

Oak smiled, even though Ash could see an undertone of exhaustion. Ash didn’t know too much about Daisy — he remembered her very well as a cheerful girl babysitting him and Gary but she’d left for her journey when he and Gary were seven. It wasn’t too long after that that Gary started acting like, as Jonathan would put it, “a grade-A prick”. Once that happened he was no longer privy to that sort of information.

“But I’m afraid I have to go take care of things at the restaurant,” his mother continued with a slight frown. “Sally’s a good girl but I’m not sure she’ll be able to keep things running smoothly. I think I’ll need to hire on another worker before I leave.”

“Of course,” Oak nodded understandingly. “Feel free to stop by once you’re done, of course.”

“Of course!” His mother repeated with a bright smile. “I’ll see the both of you later! Ash, dinner’s at seven. Don’t stay out training too late!”

He nodded and watched as his mother left with a spring in her step. She’d become insanely giddy lately since her departure was in just six days, the same time as Jonathan and Amelia would be leaving on their own journey.

“We’d best be off,” Oak announced and started heading off in the direction of his house. “I’m sure you have plenty of things to be doing.”

Ash nodded again and followed Oak. It was a quiet journey, but that didn’t bother him.
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“What do you need?” Ash asked as they stepped into the Professor’s study. Oak smiled at his bluntness and opened a drawer in his desk and pulled out a small disk in a case of metallic grey.

“This disk holds my notes and studies regarding the unnatural weather patterns produced by a certain psychic clone and the Shamouti Birds,” Oak explained as he tapped the case. He handed it to Ash, who took it curiously. “There’s several terabytes of information on that disk and it’s all highly sensitive information contained by the League. Too sensitive to be transmitted via computer.”

Ash nodded and put the case into one of his storage compartments. The study was illuminated in a brief flash of scarlet light as the matter was converted to energy and stored.

“I need you to take this to Professor Birch in Littleroot Town,” Oak said. “He specializes in pokemon habitats and distribution and will be able to make far more effective use of this data than I. It’s not an urgent matter but I do request that you take care of it in a timely manner. This information will be invaluable to Professor Birch’s research regarding the effects of Legendaries on the environment and how they affect pokemon on a regional, national, and global level.”

“I understand,” Ash nodded. He was happy to help Professor Oak in this. He also supposed that Professor Oak was glad to have his help — Ash was privy to this classified information since he’d been present at both accounts and would also be the best security for the disk short of a fully fledged member of the Elite Four. “So there’s research into Legendaries now?”

The Professor nodded. He looked very tired all of a sudden. “Yes. Some such as the Legendary Beasts of Johto as well as Lugia and Ho-Oh have been confirmed to exist for quite some time but it is only recently that we have confirmations of Mew and the Legendary Birds. Legendaries hide far from our prying eyes, it seems, and what humans do know of them are not keen to part with that information.”

“Lance is driving the effort,” Oak continued. “He refuses to allow those few researchers he trusts to know of the Legendaries’ existence approach them personally, but I can hardly blame him if what he has told me is even remotely accurate. Sabrina shared what threads of memory she could glean from Lance and they were…disquieting, to say the least.”

“Instead we study their effects and will determine just how far-reaching their influence is,” he explained. “Responsibility has been split between Professor Elm, Professor Birch, Professor Rowan, and myself. I’ve already told you the nature of Professor Birch’s research. Professor Rowan has begun looking into their effect on semi-instantaneous metamorphosis — evolution,” the Professor elaborated.

“He has already discovered very interesting leads. The number of psychic evolutions spiked several times this year with no noticeable pattern other than the appearances of Mewtwo and as a whole they’ve increased almost exponentially — psychic pokemon are evolving younger and many human psychics discovered their potential, mostly in the vicinity of Viridian and Vermillion. And, if I recall our last message correctly, he’s now begun to receive new data from after the events that took place at Shamouti.”

Ash nodded, very interested. He followed Oak’s lead and took a seat.

“Professor Elm’s currently assisting Professor Rowan in his research. His personal project is investigating if unusual abilities result from proximity of Legendaries and their effects on pokemon breeding cycles,” Oak smiled slightly and stared pointedly at Ash. “I’m sure he’d be interested in speaking with you at some point, Ash. You’ve had more encounters with Legendaries in your single year of traveling than have been recorded in the last century!”

“Give him my number,” Ash said drily. “I’m happy to help.”

“I’ll be sure to get it to him,” Oak smiled. “He’ll certainly appreciate your assistance.”

Ash smiled before he looked at Oak with a quizzical frown. “So what are you doing?”

“I’m attempting to pinpoint the exact locations of Legendaries in Kanto and Johto so that we may steer clear of them in the future and attempt to keep from disturbing them,” Oak smiled. Ash could tell he enjoyed his job. “My specialization of human and pokemon relationships isn’t especially useful in this regard, but with the recent developments in Kanto and with both Rowan and Elm applying their specialties ‘m in the best position to perform this task.”

“Which ones do you have?” He asked, ready to correct any deficiencies in Oak’s knowledge the best he could.

“Mewtwo is at New Island…although it seems to have, well, disappeared,” Oak began with the most potentially dangerous of the lot first. Ash felt a cold fire burn in his veins and a low chuckle in the back of his head. He steadfastly ignored it. “There are the Birds at Shamouti, of course. Then there’s the Moltres Lance refuses to acknowledge as a threat at Knot Island, another Articuno we believe to be roosting on Mt. Silver’s peak —”

“Look into the Ice Time,” Ash interrupted. Oak stared at him. “It should make itself obvious.”

Oak nodded with a faraway expression. “Of course, of course…thank you, Ash. Now, the Zapdos that caused the Storm several months ago seems to have vanished. We attempted to trace it but to no avail. And Sabrina refuses to assist, of course.”

“Of course,” Ash agreed as the Feather crackled against his chest. He felt the part of him that had been revealed to the Truth of Lightning thrum, content. For the briefest moment he saw two glowing eyes of gold flash in his mind’s eye and wings of storm clouds flap in the midst of a shell of lightning. An icy fire rushed through his veins and quelled the glimpse and he fell silent.

“The Legendary Beasts are rather difficult to trace,” Oak mused. “There are semi-frequent reports, of course, but they rarely stay in one place for long and flee from humans should they be spotted without their intent. I have deemed Lugia and Ho-Oh impossible to track given their nature and they seem more stable than the rest. They move frequently without causing global crises, at the least.”

“And Mew?” Ash said quietly, memories of the tiny Legend flitting through his mind. He unconsciously rubbed the spot just over his heart that Mew had pierced.

Oak shook his head. “I have my suspicions, but I doubt Rota would appreciate my inquiries. I’ll have to find a proper agent to investigate in due time. It’s counterpart, Celebi, I have also deemed impossible to trace.”

“How do you even know it exists?” Ash raised an eyebrow. He didn’t know much of Celebi — nobody did, really — but he could recall the legends surrounding it. His mother had always loved those stories. “It seems a bit harder to pin down than the others.”

“I have my sources,” Oak replied mysteriously. At Ash’s flat stare he shrugged. “If you want to know more you should speak to your friend, Michael.”

“Michael…” Ash murmured, curious. Now that was interesting. Perhaps he’d end up heading to Orre sooner rather than later, if only to assuage his own curiosity.

Oak glanced over at his computer monitor, which had flickered on unexpectedly with a short message on it. “I’m sorry, Ash, but it seems I’ll have to cut this short. I assure you that I’ll inform you of any new developments. If anyone can appreciate this sort of information it’s yourself, after all!”

“Thank you,” Ash said after a long moment of deliberation. “Don’t worry about the disk. I’ll make sure it gets delivered.”

“Of course,” Oak muttered as he rapidly typed a response to whatever message he’d received. “I’d expect nothing less of you.”

Ash smiled at that and turned to leave.

“Oh, and Ash?”

He glanced to see Professor Oak looking at him with a slight smirk, something he’d only seen rarely previously.

“Thank you.”

Ash nodded and flashed the aging Professor another brilliant smile before he left. Daylight was a finite resource and he wanted to spend as much time relaxing with his friends as he could. They’d all earned a break and he needed to tell them about the new developments.

Professor Oak had certainly given them quite a lot to think about.
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“You just wait!” Jonathan ranted and threw his arms up in the air wildly as they stood together at the edge of Pallet. “I’m gonna find a Master, win that Silver Cup for myself, then come back and beat the crap out of ya, Ash — Elite Four or no! You know what, I’m gonna do more than win that stupid Cup! I’m gonna kick Lance’s ass and then be the Indigo Champion and then I’m gonna kick your ass! You hear me!”

Ash blinked. “Yes.”

“That’s what I thought, punk!” Jonathan grinned manically. He was acting like he had just consumed all the sugar in Pallet and Ash wasn’t sure why — he’d never thought Jonathan loved traveling so much. It looked like there were plenty of things he didn’t know about his friend even after he’d started spending more time with him and Amelia. “So where can we have our epic showdown? On a bigass volcano? In the Indigo Stadium — you probably have clearance there, actually. Oh, wait! I’ve got it — Mt. Silver’s peak! That actually sounds like your kind of place, actually.”

“You know what, when you’re ready I’ll be waiting there,” Ash said as sincerely as he could. “I don’t know if I’ll be saying much but I’ll be there.”

“Awesome!” Jonathan cheered and pointed dramatically at him. “I’m holding you to that, right Charizard?”

Charizard pumped his arm alongside his trainer and grinned as best as he could at Ash, who just stared at the large fire-type. He wasn’t disturbed in the least by the trickles of flame that spilled out unconsciously from the draconic pokemon’s maw.

He saw worse than that from Infernus every single day since he’d met him.

“Are you done?” Amelia said crossly with her hands on her hips. “You aren’t the only person here, you know!”

“Yeah, yeah,” Jonathan rolled his eyes. “I guess I have to give you the spotlight every once in a while. Don’t want to leave ya feeling too left out.”

“Thank you so much!” Amelia clasped her hands together sarcastically before flicking Jonathan on the forehead. The boy scrunched his face up in annoyance but didn’t say anything.

She turned to regard Ash with a warm smile. “Well, I guess this is where we part ways. Good luck in Hoenn, Ash! Try not to make too much history, alright?”

“I’ll do my best,” Ash chuckled. “No promises, though.”

“I guess I can’t hold you to that, then. How sad,” Amelia rolled her eyes. “I’m not going to be holding you to any insane challenges like Jonathan and we won’t be having a Battle of Destiny anytime soon but I’m looking forward to our next meeting. I don’t want to be a Master like you or Jonathan but I do have my own goals to work at, you know. Hopefully we’ll all have achieved our dreams by then.”

“Hopefully,” Ash repeated. He cast a quick glance at her. “Good luck to you too, Amelia. Keep an eye out for Gary, by the way — I’d rather him and Jonathan not run into each other in Johto. I don’t think I trust either of them to not start a giant fight in the middle of a city.”

Amelia’s face soured at the mention of Gary. There was no love lost between the two of them. “I’ll keep that in mind. At this rate I’m afraid I’ll be spending half of our time in Johto minding Jon…”

Ash raised an eyebrow and sent a look at Jonathan, who was busy jabbering away to Charizard. “Isn’t that what you spent the last year doing?”

“Well, sort of,” the girl murmured. “But I always had someone to distract him — you, that jerk Paul, all sorts of people. Jon’s kind of scary when he doesn’t have anything to keep him busy.”

“Maybe scary is what he needs,” Ash reasoned. “He needs something to drive him.”

“Yeah, yeah,” Amelia sighed. “I didn’t come to talk about Jonathan, though. I just want to say goodbye and, again, good luck. And sorry about what I said when you got back…I was too harsh.”

“Don’t apologize,” Ash shook his head. “I needed that. I know I haven’t always been the best friend to either of you and I want to fix that. So good luck in Johto — I know the both of you can achieve your dreams. Just keep at it.”

The girl flashed him a bright smile. “Thanks, Ash. Well, we probably need to get headed out — tell your mom I said bye!”

“I will,” Ash dipped his head in acknowledgement. “Bye, Amelia. I’ll see you next year, I guess.”

She nodded and walked over to Jonathan. Amelia said something to him and he looked over to Ash.

“See ya! Get ready for our epic battle!” Jonathan shouted, even though he was close enough that it made Ash’s ears hurt a bit. “They’re gonna have to rewrite the maps after I’m through with you!”

Ash rolled his eyes but waved back anyway. He watched the two head off for a few minutes until they were just dots in the distance. The trainer took a moment to wish them well before he started the walk to Oak’s house.

Now it was time to say goodbye to someone more important even than those two.
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“Alakazam’s ready whenever!” Oak shouted down to them from his study. The Professor had already bid his mother farewell and said he had work to attend to, although he was happy to help her out. “Just say the word and she’ll take you to New Bark Town!”

“Thank you, Samuel!” His mother yelled back up. She turned back to Ash with a soft smile. All of her luggage was arrayed around her, but she was holding something behind her back. “Hi, Ashy!”

He smiled back. “Hey, Mom. So you’re leaving?”

“In just a few minutes,” she confirmed. “I was just waiting to say goodbye to you. How were Jonathan and Amelia?”

“They’re good,” he replied. “Jonathan was Jonathan and Amelia wanted me to tell you she said goodbye.”

“That sounds about right,” his mother giggled. She’d gotten to know the duo a bit more since they started showing up at his house more often. “How are you feeling?”

Ash glanced away. “I’m fine.”

His mother sighed and wrapped him up in a one-armed hug. “I’m sorry I’m having to leave so soon…I wish I could have stayed for your birthday, but there’s just no time.”

“It’s fine,” Ash reassured her as he returned the hug. She was more caught up about missing his birthday than he was — he’d long since accepted it and moved on. His mother seemed to think he’d taken it as a personal offense, though, no matter how many times he told her otherwise. “Really. I was gone for my birthday last year too — it’s really no big deal.”

She shook her head and pulled away. “Fine, fine. But I have something for you.”

“Really?” Ash raised an eyebrow as his mother pulled out a small package from behind her back. He took it with a grin and shook it lightly to get a sense of what it was. It definitely took up most of the space, although he really had no idea what it could be. “So what is it?”

“Open it up and find out!” His mother chirped. “I know you already bought all of your supplies, but I thought you’d like this!”

He nodded and quickly unwrapped the gift, unsure of what to do with the paper around the cardboard box hidden by the colorful wrapping.

That problem was solved rather quickly when Sneasel leapt off of his shoulder and attacked the paper with a fury he’d never seen before, shredding it with glee usually reserved for his opponents.

Ash and his mother laughed at the playful dark-type but Ash quickly returned his focus to the gift. Sneasel helpfully leapt up to carefully slice open the tape before he dived down to attack the paper with renewed vigor, although Oak’s old Arcanine seemed to have wandered in thanks to the commotion and had taken an interest of his own in the wrapping paper.

He just sighed and ignored Sneasel’s angry hiss as Arcanine playfully pawed at the shredded paper before he glanced suspiciously around the house to make sure nobody was watching and ate the wrapping paper, utterly ignoring Sneasel’s furious growls.

His eyes narrowed in curiosity as he regarded the large tome bound in the thick purple of shed Arbok scales in his hands.

“History, Legends, and Folklore of Hoenn by Cynthia Carolina,” Ash murmured and traced the words carefully.

“If you don’t like it you can always return it,” his mother babbled. “I ordered it but there’s a place not too far from the Goldenrod University that’ll be happy to take it and it won’t be any trouble for me to take it by —”

“Mom, it’s alright!” Ash interrupted with a wide grin. He stared at the book again. “I love it, really.”

His mother exhaled and wrapped him up in a hug. “Oh thank goodness! I was worried!”

“I could tell,” Ash snorted into her shoulder. “Thanks, Mom. I really do appreciate it.”

“I’m glad,” she whispered into his ear. “I just thought it would be good for you to get to know more about Hoenn since you’ll be a stranger there. I’ve heard the book’s very good, and I wanted to remind you that there’s more to the world than battling. I know you tend to get obsessed…I’m not a stranger to that, either. Just remember that there’s a whole world out there and battling’s just one part of it!”

Ash nodded and hugged her tighter. “I will, Mom. I’m going to miss you.”

“I’ll miss you too,” she said tearfully. Ash could feel his shoulder becoming damp before she pulled away and looked him in the eye. “Make sure to call me at least once a week and remember to change your underwear!”

“I will,” he said with as straight a face as he could. His lips still twitched without his consent, though. “Don’t forget to live a little. There’s more to life than studying, you know.”

His mother laughed at that. “Oh, don’t worry about me! I’m not going to become a recluse, you know. It’s been years since I’ve been out to a big city — there’s so much to do and I love Goldenrod! I can’t wait to see how it’s changed!”

Ash nodded and there was a short silence that he broke, surprisingly enough.

“Take care of yourself,” he said quietly. “And say hello to Uncle Spencer for me…and Molly too, I guess.”

“I will,” his mother promised and pulled him into one last hug. She kissed him on the cheek before they parted. “I love you, Ashy. Remember that.”

He nodded and pulled away. “How could I forget? I love you too, Mom.”

She smiled tearfully one last time before Alakazam appeared seamlessly beside her, startling Sneasel and Arcanine, who belched out a puff of fire and smoke with small bits of brightly colored wrapping paper before he pulled his massive body up off the floor, grabbed the cardboard box in his massive jaws, and flashed away in a burst of speed.

Shall we leave, Ms. Delia? 

Alakazam was gracious enough to broadcast her telepathy into Ash’s head. She cast a bored gaze at his mother’s bags.

Luggage. Lovely.

“Nobody’s asking you too, Alakazam,” his mother laughed through her tears. “But yes, I’m ready.”

Very well. 

“Bye, Ashy!” His mother said to him one last time. “I love you!”

Ash nodded and as he returned her words his mother disappeared into nothingness along with all her luggage. Sneasel hissed as he climbed up Ash’s leg, bitter at his toys disappearing with Arcanine.

Alakazam appeared moments later. She regarded Ash curiously and focused before her small mustache bristled. A moment later a piece of firewood was hurled at Sneasel, who barely managed to leap off of Ash before the projectile would have smacked him off. The dark-type hissed futilely at the vastly more powerful psychic before he obediently stayed still under the Alakazam’s flat stare.

Hail, Storm-Tamer. I thank you for your service and apologize for not warning you. But I may not interfere. Not here.

“I understand,” Ash sighed. “Thank you for keeping the pokemon here safe, though.”

It was what I was allowed. I would not turn away such an opportunity. 

Ash nodded and glanced down at the Arbok-scale tome. He’d have to get started on the thick book. With no friends or family outside of his team to distract him he’d have plenty of time on his hands to do so.

Alakazam followed his gaze and her mouth curved up in a smile.

A good read. Should you desire to discuss its contents simply call for me. I am always listening. 

He flashed her a smile of his own. “Thank you, Alakazam. I think I’ll take you up on that.”

Ash felt a fleeting sense of warmth pass over him before Alakazam seamlessly disappeared from the room.

He smiled softly at Sneasel and hoisted the dark-type up onto his shoulder before he sighed. Ash supposed he should probably vacate the premises now that neither his mother nor Alakazam were here.

A warm hand on his shoulder snapped him out of that train of thought.

“If you need anybody to talk to, stop by,” Oak said quietly. “It’s going to be rather lonely here this year.”

“I — thank you,” he said sincerely. “Are you good for lunch tomorrow?”

Oak smiled. “Of course! I’m always happy to have you.”

Ash smiled.

Well, even without his mother and friends he wasn’t totally alone with his family. Besides, he was always glad to talk to the good Professor.
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The Seagallop Ferry was waiting for him on the slightly choppy waters that had followed the storms that had just recently swept through the area. Ash stared at it from the Pallet pier. He was in no hurry.

“Leaving so soon?” A warm voice distracted him from his thoughts.

“Professor Oak!” Ash grinned back at the man, who’d arrived with Alakazam and Arcanine. Dragonite and Charizard circled above, each a bright light in the gloomy sky. “I was hoping you’d come. I wasn’t sure you’d be able to get away from work.”

“I have a fairly lax schedule,” Oak chuckled. “Advantages of being the boss, I suppose. I wasn’t about to let you go free that easily.”

Ash smiled. At times like this he could see where Gary got some of his personality from.

“I trust that you won’t need to rely on luck in Hoenn,” Oak chuckled. “You’re smart and skilled, Ash. Just listen to Steven Stone and you’ll have no problems at all. But remember, Ash, you will be in real danger as you follow your orders. Stay safe for all of us.”

He nodded seriously. “I will, Professor. Thanks for everything.”

Professor Oak smiled. “It was no problem at all, Ash. I daresay you’ve repaid me several times over considering the sort of disasters you’ve averted. Now, I didn’t come here just to say my goodbyes, you know.”

“Oh?” Ash raised an eyebrow. He was legitimately curious — Professor Oak didn’t seem the type to leave things to the last minute, especially considering he’d had lunch with the Professor every day of the last week. “And what could that be?”

“Just a word of advice. Well, more of a phrase, really,” the Professor smiled.

“And?” Ash prompted.

“I hear Sootopolis is wonderful this time of year.”

Ash waited for anything else besides the cryptic sentence but Oak just smiled.

“Have a good time in Hoenn, Ash. It truly is a beautiful land,” the Professor said wistfully. “Just…just make sure to call every now and then, alright?”

“Of course,” Ash nodded. “I’m not going to forget about you that easily, Professor. Who knows? Maybe I’ll send you a few postcards.”

Oak laughed. “I think I’d like that.”

Ash send the Professor one last smile and sent his team nods of respect before he turned to step onto the Seagallop Ferry. The sailor who’d be taking him to Hoenn had already greeted him and given him the same instructions as the previous captains.

He stared out at the grey sky and empty expanse of the sea. Hundreds of miles to the south was Mossdeep. He was about to embark on a new adventure to a strange land full of strange people and strange pokemon.

The journey of a thousand miles began with a single step, after all. And this was it.

Hoenn awaited him.

A/N: Hey, sorry I took so long to update but life has a nasty habit of getting in the way. It’s a very short chapter and I know some people won’t care much for it but I hope most of you enjoyed it! I tried to keep it from just being meaningless fluff. 

Anyways, I hope everyone had a Merry Christmas and Happy Holidays! I know I did. 

As always, make sure to review and PM me if you have anything you want me to clarify! I’ll update as soon as I can. 






33. Chapter 33: The Arrival


“So that’s Mossdeep,” Ash mused as he leaned up against the railing of the Seagallop Ferry, Sneasel hugging his legs close. He stared out at the vaguely green shape of the large island with a thoughtful frown. The two mountains veiled in clouds that jutted out from it that held a few metallic buildings grabbed his attention for a moment but not for long.

“Aye,” Captain Donald confirmed. “It’s a nice little island. Good people, strong traditions.”

Ash nodded and straightened up so he could shrug off his light jacket. Even the thin layer of fabric was uncomfortable in the sweltering heat of Hoenn’s northernmost island territory. It had become hot in Kanto since it was entering the summer months, but this was just ridiculous.

Sneasel was feeling the heat too — his thick black fur was meant for the frigid mountainous climates of Johto and Sinnoh, not the tropics of Hoenn. He was panting and rubbing his paws — the only parts of his body that had many sweat glands — up against the railing and occasionally blew out a frigid blast of air that Ash appreciated almost as much as the dark-type did.

“You’ll get used to the heat soon enough!” The Captain laughed as he started to meander back to his station. “This is gentle, boy. Just wait until August!”

Ash grimaced and wiped his slick face. He’d never been to Sinnoh, but it was seemed a lot more appealing than this oppressive heat.

It wouldn’t have been so bad if it was dry heat, he mused. But it wasn’t. Hoenn was more humid than anywhere Ash had been before — even the Sevii Islands hadn’t been so bad.

He shut his eyes and let the Song flow through his mind, soothing his annoyance and banishing some of the discomfort that had consumed him. Its tones echoed through his entire being and he opened his eyes only to swear he saw a flash of white in the light green waters of Hoenn.

The Song had been omnipresent in him ever since he’d set foot on the ship and departed into Lugia’s domain. He could always hear it in the back of his mind right next to the constant, icy pressure he had come to associate with Mewtwo, but now he could feel the melody caressing his every thought and action.

Lugia’s Song was something that felt like it had always been present in him. He’d just been too blind to realize it before Lugia had revealed it to him.

Ash sighed and thanked Sneasel as the ice-type filled the air with billowing swirls of frost.

He wasn’t sure how long he’d take to adjust to Hoenn’s muggy climate but it couldn’t come fast enough. Until that happened he wasn’t sure he’d be able to concentrate, much less let Steven hone him into a weapon of the League.

Still, he had to take a moment to chide himself. He was acting like a spoiled brat.

Hoenn was hot. Hoenn was uncomfortable.

But this was where the road of life had taken him and he wouldn’t complain.

XX

His first steps on Mossdeep were shaky. He’d been on the Seagallop Ferry for around eight hours as the ship jetted its way down south to Hoenn and the abrupt quieting of the Song discomforted him.

Nevertheless he continued onward and glanced around at the inhabitants of the port. Quite a few spared him a glance too since he had arrived in the section of the port reserved for League personnel and a few stared at him — he supposed that those were the ones who recognized him from the Indigo League.

Ash felt the slightest smile slip onto his face at the recognition. He wouldn’t have enjoyed being mobbed by fans like he had after the Final, but people realizing who he was left a good feeling in his chest.

He’d almost say it was a warmth, but he’d rather not add to the heat.

The second thing he noticed was that everyone wore much less clothes than they did back home. Even in the port, a place of work, there was more skin shown than he’d ever seen back in Kanto…in normal areas, at least. Beaches had less.

Ash glanced down at his plain black t-shirt and jeans. He hadn’t expected this to leave him overdressed, although he did feel that he’d be losing the jeans soon enough.

Still, he didn’t pay much attention. Ash wasn’t too interested in looking at burly men and sailors.

Sneasel raced around him and very nearly tripped him a few times in his excitement at exploring a new place, even if he was absolutely miserable in this heat. His nose twitched constantly and Ash actually had to chide him a few times when he tried to tear small parts of crates and bags open with his claws to discover its contents.

He couldn’t help but smile, though. Ash was glad Sneasel was enjoying himself. The dark-type had had a brutal month of training and deserved a bit of happiness. Besides, it was nice to see Sneasel turn away from the raging ball of aggression he’d turned into since his most recent spurt of puberty. This curiosity was much more endearing than mean-spirited pranks and thieving.

When he’d finally gotten out of the port he withdrew from the mingling crowds and took a brief respite from the oppressively wet air and hot sun. Sneasel breathed some more freezing air that Ash relished in before it dispersed into nothingness, although he soon forgot about his discomfort as he pulled out his PokeNav and accessed the map of Mossdeep City he’d looked up.

“Store, museum, museum, store, space center, Pokemon Center,” Ash read off as he scrolled around the map. He noted several locations he’d be interested in exploring tomorrow or the next day. He didn’t plan on immediately leaving Mossdeep after he spoke to the Gym Leaders. “And Gym.”

With his new route in mind, Ash headed off through the city and took note of everything around him. He found himself enthralled with the city, which was very similar yet very unlike any city he’d visited before.

He seemed to be in a commercial district at the moment and easily lost himself in the bustling crowds. Everyone was so busy that they had little time to even glance at the obvious foreigner in their midst, although a few workers at the stalls tried to sell him something.

Ash slipped away easily enough, however, and continued to stare at the city. It had a very unique form of architecture that seemed much more traditional than just about anything he’d seen in Kanto with the exception of Fuchsia.

Most buildings were built in an older fashion with simply decorated exteriors, heavily tiled roofs that actually did resemble Fuchsia’s ancient styles now that he looked again, and were generally one-story. Only a small handful of stores had more than one level and those that did seemed to be either very old or high-end establishments.

The buildings and houses weren’t built for pure functionality or in a hurried rush to match the rate of expansion like Saffron, Vermillion, and Celadon. They weren’t built in the ancient, strong styles of Viridian and Pewter meant to convey strength and fortitude.

No, the only buildings of Kanto that even remotely resembled this style of architecture were in Cerulean. They were meant to serve their purpose but also be beautiful and pleasing to behold.

There were some conventional buildings such as skyscrapers he glimpsed between the gaps of buildings but most of the city seemed to have been built with the same style as the commercial district.

Ash found that he rather liked it. The city was airy and wide open with plenty of room for the sun to shine down on…even if that wasn’t necessarily a plus in his eyes. There were parks filled with grass and flowers, some perfectly kept and others somewhat untamed and wild for pokemon to inhabit.

And the people seemed a bit more friendly than those he’d observed in Saffron. They actually bothered to acknowledge one another and exchange more than the most cursory of information if they were strangers with a reason to speak.

Mossdeep wasn’t necessarily a very large city, but that was all the better in his eyes. Combined with its aesthetics and attitude he found himself regarding it as a place he wouldn’t mind spending time.

It was much, much better than Saffron, at any rate.

Then again, just about anywhere was. Ash would rather spend the rest of his life in Celadon with Erika rather than the soulless steel towers of Saffron even if the company would be better with Sabrina.

So he wasn’t in a rush as he meandered his way through the hot streets of Mossdeep, taking in the sights and breathing in the salty ocean air. The discomfort of the heat had faded somewhat as the minutes passed on despite the fact that it was still noonish.

Ash wasn’t about to complain.

Sneasel seemed to be enjoying himself as well, even if Ash forcefully kept him from leaving his side with his tight grip. He’d rather not lose the mischievous and sometimes dangerous dark-type in the streets, even if a pokeball would solve that quite quickly.

After nearly half an hour of lazily strolling past hordes of busy islanders he found himself at the Mossdeep Gym, which was located on the northernmost edge of the city and was in a very different style than the rest of the city’s buildings.

Whereas the buildings of the city focused on tiles and sharp edges the Mossdeep Gym looked as though it took inspiration from Sabrina’s: it was simple yet elegant with a great, glass-like dome on the top and a large pink and yellow heart with a smooth red gem on the center placed above the door.

“Well, here we are,” Ash grinned to Sneasel as the two of them shrugged off whatever minor fatigue they’d acquired over the long and hot walk. “Are you as ready as I am?”

Sneasel flashed his fangs up at Ash and unsheathed his claws with a small hiss Ash had come to know as his friend’s laugh. He smiled lightly and stopped to return Sneasel before he started the long walk, sparing just a momentary glance at the great forests just behind the large building.

As he reached the door he felt a gentle presence touch his mind before it flitted away — too fast for him to really catch onto any concrete information about it. The door silently opened before he could try to reach for the handle.

Ash rolled his eyes at the show and stepped into the pristine building that seemed almost sterile. Psychics might pretend to be above it all but he got the feeling that they enjoyed putting on a show as much as any arrogant trainer.

He glanced around the interior. There were a few fountains quietly bubbling and plenty of smooth, modern chairs and seats but absolutely no other living organism in sight. It was as though they’d suddenly vanished — he saw half-done paperwork sitting out on the welcoming desk as well as a sign-in sheet for challengers.

The trainer shrugged it off and strode up to the desk. He reached for the pen only for it to levitate up to his hand. Ash rolled his eyes again until he looked at the sheet, which caused him to jerk in surprise.

There, right under several other names — he supposed there weren’t more visitors since most trainers would be at or in the Ever Grande Conference, which had only just begun — was Ash Ketchum, 12:47, and his Trainer ID number. 

“Psychics…” he muttered to himself fondly before he put the pen down and crossed his arms as he waited for someone to greet him. Ash couldn’t say he was surprised that it was almost completely vacated since lesser human psychics tended to have a somewhat adverse reaction to him, especially now that he’d more directly interacted with Legendaries and renewed his Brands.

As it was he reviewed what he knew of the Gym Leader — Leaders, he corrected himself — of Mossdeep. They were a bit of an odd case. While it wasn’t at all unheard of for multiple individuals to share the power and responsibility of a Gym Leader position the Mossdeep Gym Leaders were unique in that they always fought together, each controlling their own pokemon.

It was a style of battle that intrigued Ash, he had to admit. He’d used multiple pokemon before, such as in the battle against Pierce, but never in a controlled setting. Battles involving multiple pokemon on either side weren’t something he had a lot of practice in. The only time he’d ever used more than one of his friends at once were in life-and-death situations where he didn’t actually give many orders.

So he was intrigued. Ash wouldn’t use any of his most powerful teammates like Infernus or Torrent, of course. He knew that the Mossdeep Gym Leaders were very young, around seven if he remembered correctly. It wouldn’t be fair to bring that kind of power to bear against them, no matter how skilled they’d become.

They likely didn’t actually take part in actual Gym Leader duties yet, he reflected. He figured they were just being groomed for the full station and had reached the point where they could battle with the gym’s pokemon.

Ash held back a grimace at the thought of children that young bearing the full weight of a Leader’s responsibility. Even the things he’d been involved with had been trying, to say the least, and he’d remained relatively sheltered from most criminal acts. He’d grown to the point where it was best to only call him in for very special instances such as Zapdos’ Storm or the assault on the Viridian Gym.

But a Gym Leader was responsible for all the crime in their city. When there was an important raid they were expected to be there. When there was something horrible going on they were expected to stop it.

“You should cheer up!” A young boy’s voice piped up from behind him. Ash took a moment to compose himself before he turned to see a pair of children standing behind him with bright smiles on their small faces. “You’re making the gym quiet.”

“Sorry,” Ash said shortly, although he did his best to project friendliness. It was…ineffective, judging from the amused looks on the twins’ faces.

“You don’t have to fake for us, silly!” The girl giggled. She raised her hand and pretended to poke at him, although Ash had to admit he was moderately surprised when he felt a finger-like pressure tap him on the forehead. “We think what you think. And you think a lot!”

Ash snorted at that, much to the twins’ amusement. He took a moment to take them in.

At first glance they were almost identical. They were young enough to have the same slim figure and even that was obscured by the airy silken clothes they wore that had a red Hoenn League symbol embroidered on. Each wore the same old-fashioned silken slips for shoes and shared matching hairpins that kept their inky hair tied up.

But when he looked closer there were differences. The boy — Tate, he knew — had shorter hair and softer features that just barely differed from his sister’s sharper lines. He had an air of meekness about him, a quiet serenity that would hold even in the midst of a storm.

Liza held more of an energy to her. It was subtle, but her eyes shone with a fierce eagerness that her brother lacked.

He found himself distracted by Tate staring up at him with bright black eyes that were almost disturbingly aware.

“You’re very bright,” the boy whispered to him as they made eye contact. “I could see you before you even set foot on our island. Like Fire. And Lightning. But you’re cold like Ice.”

Ash found himself nodding down at the boy, lost within himself as memories of the Birds rushed through the forefront of his mind like an endless torrent. Fire, Ice, and Lightning raged — the Feather grew hot and the part that had been invaded by Zapdos sent unfamiliar tingles throughout his body as a gentle current emanated from it.

“Wow,” Tate breathed and reached for the light on Ash’s chest. He gently caught his small hand before he could touch the Feather, fearful of what its influence would do to the young psychic. “It’s so pretty!”

“Lady Sabrina said not to touch him!” Liza cried out and rushed over to her brother. “Why won’t you just listen?”

Tate shook his head at his sister, his inky black eyes burning with just a hint of a blue glow. “He won’t hurt us.”

“But what I carry within me might,” Ash said gravely and knelt in front of the small boy so that they were on equal footing. “Listen to Sabrina. She knows what she’s talking about.”

Liza nodded, although both she and Tate seemed to have become entranced by a spot on his chest just next to where the Feather laid sealed to him. Ash froze as tiny fingers laced with just the slightest bit of psychic power traced over his heart.

Sharp scenes flashed through his mind and he was lost — memories he thought lost appeared to him clear as day.

His body stared at Mew as his basest being was assimilated into Mewtwo’s infinity to be destroyed. The tiny Legendary was exhausted, broken by Mewtwo’s terrible power. 

Mew’s eyes flashed pink — he saw a lance of vibrant light, a flash of pain, and —

He breathed sharply as phantom pain ghosted its way through his chest. His hand clutched to his heart and was held over the hands of the two children who stared at him with an unblinking gaze.

“You were hurt here,” they echoed in unison. Ash nodded, drained of all feeling. “But you’re better now. Brighter.”

Ash nodded again and let his hand fall limply from his chest.

The twins’ hands fell away soon after. He breathed again as the ghostly pain in his heart stabbed deeply and twisted one last time before it vanished for good.

“Sorry,” Liza said shyly as she stared determinedly at Ash’s shoes. “Daddy told us not to do that, but —”

“We couldn’t help it,” Tate finished seamlessly. His eyes were ink again. “You’re just so bright! Even Lady Sabrina couldn’t tell us what it was like and she’s the coolest and smartest and prettiest person on the planet!”

“But you aren’t far behind!” Liza beamed at him. “We watched you battle and you were really awesome!”

A genuine smile worked its way onto his smile as he regarded the twins. “Thank you. I appreciate that. Sabrina’s a hard woman to keep up with.”

The twins nodded vigorously before Tate’s eyes widened — Ash hid a snort at that. Tate’s inky eyes had grown so big they pretty much filled his whole face. If his mother were here she probably couldn’t have stopped herself from wrapping the small boy up in a hug.

“She sounds really nice!” Liza chirped as Tate presented him with a card key. “Oh, she is nice! Just as nice as Roxy!”

“Mr. Steven told us to give these to you,” Tate said solemnly. “Our Daddy was supposed to give them but he’s at the Conference with our Mom. So we got to do it!”

“Well, thank you,” Ash grinned as he pocketed the keys. “Why aren’t you there?”

Tate and Liza shrugged as one. “Sabrina told us you’d be here and we wanted to meet you!”

Another smile tugged at his lips. “So you’re all alone here?”

“Of course not! We have each other,” Liza beamed. She paused for a moment. “And Solrock.”

“Don’t forget about Lunatone,” Tate added. He looked at Ash and whispered, “They’re really strong. Our Daddy gave them to us when they were little too.”

“So you’ve been training for a while?” Ash cocked his head curiously, interested in the idea of such young Gym Leaders.

They nodded as one. “Yep!”

Ash smiled at the twins. “In that case, you want to give battling me a go? My friends could use a workout if you’re interested.”

“But you’re Ash Ketchum,” Tate mumbled as he stared at him soulfully. “My eyes can’t see us beating you. You’re way too awesome for that!”

“Sometimes you’ll go up against opponents too strong for you to beat,” Ash said after a short silence. “Just think of it as practice. If you go up against people that aren’t a challenge how are you going to get stronger?”

Tate nodded hesitantly but his inky eyes averted as he kicked lightly at the smooth tile of the gym. Liza, however, grinned as her black eyes flared to life with psychic power and she gripped Tate’s hand in her own.

“Let’s do it, baby brother!” She egged on. “Who knows when we’ll get to see him again? And you know Lady Sabrina won’t tell us even if we ask.”

“Okay,” Tate relented before his soft features schooled themselves into a spectacularly unintimidating scowl. “And I’m not your baby brother! We’re twins!”

Liza just stuck her tongue out at him and gripped his hand tighter. She smiled up at Ash with glowing eyes and offered him her remaining hand, which he took after a moment of deliberation.

“And here we go!” She chirped before they seamlessly warped through space and appeared in an elaborate stadium reminiscent of Sabrina’s. Aside from the bare battlefield there were delicate metallic spires that twisted and turned in a way that appeared both natural and unnatural all at once guarding the sides, projecting the invisible walls he knew were there.

“And there you go,” Tate murmured to himself before Ash found himself in the trainer’s box on the opposite side of the battlefield. An instant later the twins seamlessly warped back to their own place, whatever fatigue they incurred nothing in the face of the excitement that had bled through their bond.

Ash withheld a smirk as he realized that their teleportation was far smoother than Will’s. He might have to mention that the next time he saw Sabrina’s apprentice.

“We’re going to have a double battle!” Liza’s voice projected as though she were standing right next to him. Tate spoke up next. “Two-on-two, the winner is declared when their opponent’s pokemon have been defeated.”

A moment passed by in silence.

“I did that right, didn’t I?” Tate asked from beside him, even if his body was still several hundred feet away. Ash’s mind flickered back to his former challenges. “Thank you!”

The twins’ eyes flashed blue as they released their pokemon, a Lunatone for Liza and Solrock for Tate. Ash took note that both of their eyes were glowing too — Tate and Liza had established a psychic link with their teammates.

He was impressed. Psychic links were advanced material. Dazed could only just form the beginnings of one with Ash, and even then a moment’s distraction would easily shatter it.

“It was really hard, but we did it!” Liza giggled. Solrock rumbled affectionately, even if its rocky exterior failed to betray any emotion. Lunatone just stared blankly at Ash. “I hope you’re ready for everything else we can do.”

“I hope so too,” Ash grinned as he released Oz and Sneasel. Both were some of the weakest members of the team at the moment and could use the practice. Plus he felt that Sneasel needed to learn how to work with others. He’d gotten stronger but any real threat would brush him aside without a moment’s hesitation. “Sneasel, Oz: this is a double battle. You need to work together.”

Oz nodded and windmilled her arms to start creating her electricity while Sneasel just nodded and hissed at the twin rock-types ahead of him with his claws unsheathed. Frost coalesced around the sharp bones as electricity sparked from Oz’s large fists.

Ash took just the briefest moment to review what he knew of the pokemon in front of him, very glad that he’d spent countless hours reviewing the National Pokedex upgrade that Professor Oak had given him.

Both were mysterious pokemon and tied to each other. Lunatone’s eyes could channel psychic power to mentally affect a pokemon’s mind and either take control of its body or put it to sleep. But he had no fear of that. Sneasel would be immune to the psychic power thanks to the alien energy coursing through his body and Oz’s will with his dark-type techniques. strong enough to resist the mental attack.

Solrock drew its power from solar energy, so he wouldn’t have to worry about it too much indoors. He was sure it was still a threat but it wouldn’t be at its most powerful. As it was he knew that it could read minds, which would only be effective against Oz.

One thing he was wary of was the two mysterious pokemon working together to overwhelm Oz. She was the more immediate threat, especially since her powerful blasts of electricity would be excellent distractions for the swift, nimble Sneasel to dive inside of their guard and cause chaos for the twin psychics with his dark-type techniques that would neutralize their mental powers and levitation.

He also knew that Double Team, which would normally be quite helpful against two opponents, was useless. The psychics would be able to pick out the real Oz in a heartbeat thanks to their ability to sense her mind.

So he’d have to be aggressive. He doubted that either Lunatone or Solrock could match his friends on an individual level, but the advantage that their well-honed teamwork would give them could not be underestimated, especially if they were receiving direct input from their trainers.

Those were his immediate observations. He’d have to wait before he could determine anything else.

“Let’s start,” Tate whispered into his ear. The twins gave him a few seconds to gather his bearings before they began their attack.

Solrock and Lunatone moved in perfect unity born of months and months of training together. It was Solrock that advanced and used its powers to spin itself rapidly, heating up the air around it to extremely hot temperatures and creating a blinding light that left Sneasel hissing in agony. Oz, more used to that sort of intensity, just snarled and hurled a Thunderbolt at Solrock only for a shield from Lunatone to absorb it, although the barrier nearly shattered under the attack.

“Sneasel, focus!” Ash ordered as Oz was suddenly pummeled with a wave of psychic force and then locked into a prison of glowing blue energy, although from the constant jerks of movement it was just barely enough to hold her. “Ice Beam!”

The dark-type yowled furiously as his ears twitched, locating the two psychics with sound rather than sight. An instant later several arcs of jagged icy energy erupted from his fierce maw and slammed into Solrock, who spun into position between the Ice Beam and Lunatone in order to spare its ally the damage.

Solrock emerged relatively unscathed, although the heat that suffused the area was almost gone and the psychic had yet to start spinning again. It just groaned as Sneasel repeated the attack, although Lunatone raised a barrier just in time to save Solrock a second hit.

“Lightning Bolt!” He ordered as Solrock concentrated for a few seconds before releasing a massive Solar Beam straight at Sneasel, although the beam just barely clipped the dark-type as he lunged out of the way with Quick Attack.

Lunatone just barely erected yet another shield to cover both it and Solrock before Oz’s body flared with electricity that coiled into one of her raised fists before she blasted it all into an arcing spear of bright white light.

Ash grinned as Sneasel actually took the initiative and blurred towards the stunned psychics with claws wreathed in shadow — Lunatone’s shield had broken under the immense power of Lightning Bolt, although neither looked too badly harmed. Just surprised.

Still, that was enough for Sneasel to leap at Lunatone with his Shadow Claw at the ready to sever the psychic’s abilities and give Oz time to recover.

Sneasel hissed as Solrock suddenly intercepted him by spinning into the dark-type’s fragile body, which sent Sneasel crashing to the ground in a cloud of dust. Solrock groaned and took advantage of the situation by hurling dozens of small, sharp stones into the surprised Sneasel.

He winced as Sneasel tried to blur away only to be struck with several of the shards. Sneasel wasn’t out, but he was in a bad position as Solrock tried to finish him with several more Stone Edge attacks. Only a few of the flurries of sharp rocks managed to hit him but the damage was adding up and Sneasel was slowing down.

“Oz, get in there!” Ash called out. Sneasel was in a bad situation and Oz had only just recovered enough stamina to actually fight. Lightning Bolt still took a lot out of her, which was probably a weakness that could only be rectified by her evolution into the vastly more powerful Electivire. “Put pressure on Lunatone.”

Oz growled and shot forward with Quick Attack a moment later, although she snarled in annoyance when her assault was stopped inches away from Lunatone by a psychic barrier. She fired off several blasts of lightning to try and penetrate the barrier and cripple Lunatone but Solrock spun into her a moment later, knocking her to the ground with the force behind the blow.

Just as the psychics were about to capitalize on their advantage Sneasel shot forward in a black blur with his claws wreathed in warping shadow and carved into Solrock’s mineral hide the best he could. The physical damage was negligible but Solrock rumbled piteously as its power failed it and its orange-and-yellow body collapsed helplessly to the earth.

Ash grinned at the display of teamwork from Sneasel and glanced at Lunatone. It was as unfazed as ever, although it had beat a hasty retreat when it realized that its physical protector was momentarily useless.

“Finish Solrock,” Ash said as he watched Lunatone. “Oz, keep Lunatone on edge.”

Oz whirred and rushed at the psychic, who managed to levitate just a bit above her lightning-encased fist and knock her back with a blast of telekinetic force, although the Electabuzz was on it again in a second.

Sneasel took a moment to fire a supportive Ice Beam at Lunatone, which distracted it just long enough for Oz to connect with a solid blow that sent the psychic spinning back even through its hastily raised barriers.

When the dark-type turned to knock out the helpless Solrock Ash had only a moment to warn him before he was bowled over by the psychic’s large body, which was suffused in blue energy which held it aloft. Sneasel whimpered as he laid there, stunned, until he recovered long enough to get up and find the new battle.

Oz had heard Ash’s warning, thankfully, and she’d managed to dodge the Solrock as Lunatone carried it with its own psychic powers to turn it into a very powerful projectile. Solrock was left casually spinning to gain speed, not bothered in the least at being turned into a living wrecking ball.

By the time Sneasel had stumbled back over to the battle Oz was on the defensive. She did her best to keep Lunatone on edge, but that was rather difficult when Solrock was hurled at her every few seconds only to be pulled back to attack her from the rear. Her body was pushed to its limits — they had trained with Lightning Bolt but she’d put a bit more power into it than usual in order to try and finish the battle decisively.

“Ice Beam!” He ordered calmly. Sneasel hissed and quickly followed Ash’s command to fire the jagged arcs of cold which Lunatone’s shields shattered under.

He smiled. Lunatone and Solrock had great teamwork that made them very formidable opponents, but individually they were still limited. Without Solrock to guard it Lunatone had been forced into using its shields more and more frequently, which sapped its strength. Levitating Solrock was a very effective strategy, but Lunatone just didn’t have the power to maintain it for long.

It had been spread too thin.

Sneasel yowled and ducked under Solrock as Lunatone pulled its teammate towards it, just barely able to dodge the living weapon. He panted and had to dive out of the way once more, but Oz covered him with a Thunderbolt that finally shattered Lunatone’s shields and stunned the psychic.

Solrock collapsed to the ground now that Lunatone’s focus had broken but had managed to recover enough energy to send itself spinning towards Oz, who snarled and smashed a fist covered in electricity into the creature.

The Solrock groaned one last time before it collapsed. Tate returned it an instant later.

Just as Sneasel leapt at the crippled Lunatone with rage in his eyes his prey disappeared in a flash of light, leaving his claws to cut nothing but air. He hissed but sheathed his claws before he curled up to lick at his wounds.

Ash didn’t pay Sneasel mind, although he approved of the relatively mature reaction. A few weeks before Sneasel would have been furious at the loss of his target and stewed over it for days.

Oz just sat down. She was breathing hard but hadn’t actually taken any real hits. Mostly she was just tired from Lightning Bolt and the constant blasts of electricity she’d kept up almost the entire match, short as it was.

He went ahead and returned them. They could use the time in stasis to recover and he’d be letting them out soon enough anyway…well, maybe not Sneasel. Ash wasn’t sure he wanted to risk letting the thieving dark-type out in Steven’s house.

“That was awesome!” Liza cheered beside him. Ash blinked and realized that they’d teleported beside him in the instant he’d been glancing over to his friends. “Aren’t you glad we battled, little brother?”

“We’re twins,” Tate’s face scrunched up in annoyance. “But yes. That was fun! What’d you think?”

Ash grinned down at the twins. “I thought it was fun too. You two are strong. I never saw Solrock coming.”

“We’ve been practicing that for weeks,” Liza bragged before her face fell. “But Lunatone can’t keep it up for long. She tires out really quickly.”

“Just keep at it,” Ash advised. “If you keep battling strong trainers Lunatone will catch up in no time. When you really come into your own I bet even I won’t want to battle you — your teamwork is great.”

“We know,” they echoed. “We’re best friends now!”

Ash smiled at that. “That’s the way to do it. If you’ll do anything for your team — your family — then they’ll do anything for you.”

“We know,” Tate repeated solemnly. He reached up to tap the spot over Ash’s heart, ignoring the Feather that crackled and burned at the proximity of his psychic energy. A stabbing pain twisted through his chest and he held back a gasp. “We see it in all of our aunts and uncles. Mr. Steven, Uncle Wallace. Phoebe and Sidney and Mrs. Glacia and Drake. But in you our eyes show us the truth.”

“Tate, you’re doing it again,” Liza pinched her brother, who looked at her with annoyance. “You know Mom doesn’t like it when we do that!”

“Mom’s not here,” Tate grumbled and pointed at Ash. “He is.”

Liza pouted. “But what if she comes back from the Conference early today?”

“She won’t,” Tate whispered. “Her path does not lead here. It lies in Ever Grande, watching the challengers with eyes that pierce the veil and see the light. If she were here with us she would be blinded.”

“Now you’re doing it on purpose!”

Tate didn’t deny it and just smiled softly. His inky eyes crinkled up with laughter that just barely remained hidden.

Ash had to hide his own grin. For whatever reason he felt very comfortable with these two — they pulled him in like nobody had in a long while. They could understand him like no other than his family and Sabrina, who probably knew his mind better than he did.

As he opened his mouth to speak, Liza looked up at him.

“Oh, you want to know where Steven’s house is?”

He nodded and rolled his eyes. Ash really should have expected that.

“Hold tight!” Liza giggled as she held hands with Tate and grabbed Ash’s. The twins’ eyes flared blue and they were outside a surprisingly modest house for somebody with Steven’s capital and influence. Then again, he shouldn’t have been surprised. The former Champion didn’t seem the type to have a mansion with marble pillars plated with gold. “Here we are.”

“Thanks,” Ash grinned at the two as they stood before the simple home. It matched the rest of the houses perfectly with its solid walls and tiled roof. “Do you come here often?”

“No,” Tate frowned. “Mr. Steven’s not here very often. But he always invites us when he stops by. All of his stuff is so cool!”

“I’d imagine,” Ash commented with a light grin. “He’s seen a lot, I bet.”

“Yeah!” Liza cheered as Ash slid in the card key and opened the door to reveal the simple living room. It looked like it had just been cleaned and not a single item was out of place. There were several couches and recliners situated around a small fireplace but most of the walls were dominated with hundreds upon hundreds of rare stones.

“Wow,” he breathed as he looked upon the collection. Some were mere gems: rough and uncut sapphires, rubies, and emeralds. Others were cut expertly and looked like they could be the crown jewel in some ancient king’s treasure hoard. There were diamonds, topaz, opals…if there was a gem, it was there. “It’s incredible.”

But then there were the true treasures, at least to him. Rows and rows of Fire, Water, Leaf, Thunder, and Moon Stones. There were rarer stones as well: Sun Stones, Dawn Stones, Dusk Stones, and even an odd stone he didn’t recognize that shone with an incredibly dazzling light. He even saw the odd Everstone, although very few featured prominently.

He looked at it in awe and almost completely ignored the sections devoted to more common samples of stone. Ash suspected that Steven probably valued the mundane stones as much as the rest, even if they weren’t as flashy or valuable as the evolutionary stones or gems. If he didn’t they wouldn’t have a place here.

“Isn’t it cool?” Tate asked as he stood before the Moon Stones. His eyes flared with psychic power as he stared at them. Ash felt his body heat and tingle as his eyes swept over the Fire and Thunder Stones.

“Wow, you’re even brighter than before…” Liza murmured as she stared at his chest where the Feather burned. She held both a Fire and Thunder Stone in her tiny hands, which she interestedly held up close to his chest.

Curious as she was, he didn’t bother to stop her. He froze when he felt Lightning rush through his body and flood into the Thunder Stone, which shook as the “bolt” inside of it seemed to tremble and grow.

Ash just barely managed to bat the Stone out of the little girl’s hands before it exploded into hundreds of tiny shards and massive eruptions of lightning that was just barely contained by a psychic sphere formed by Tate and Liza before it could damage any of Steven’s priceless collection.

He blinked and looked at the shards littering the floor. Small arcs of electricity jumped between the pale green-yellow stones, although they slowly began to die down.

“I guess I won’t be using any Thunder Stones for a while,” Ash muttered to himself as he stared at the wreckage. Liza very quickly pulled the Fire Stone away and put it back on the shelf. “And I suppose I owe Steven a few thousand dollars.”

Tate and Liza just stared at him as they silently pulled the fragments of the Thunder Stone into a pile, which then disappeared into nothingness. Ash wasn’t sure where they sent it and he wasn’t sure he wanted to.

“So…is anyone else hungry?” Ash plastered a forced smile onto his face.

“You don’t have to fake for us,” Liza giggled, finally losing her shock. “That was really cool! Do you have any Stones? I want to see it happen again!”

“You should have seen it,” Tate scrunched his face up in a smile to the point that his inky eyes were hidden. “It was so bright! My eyes couldn’t even see what happened.”

Ash nodded and let the tension drain from his shoulders. It was hard to say just how relieved he was that the twins weren’t very disturbed — he barely knew how to react to the odd happening himself.

“But we know a really good place to go eat,” Liza cut in and came to his rescue. Ash sent her a grateful look and left his pack on one of the sofas. He’d return for it later. “Take my hand!”

He took it.
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Ash took a sip of his water as he stared out at the glittering sea of deep green. Tate and Liza had taken him here after they teleported to a small stall they seemed to frequent quite often if the familiar greetings they exchanged with the aging cook and his young daughter, who’d stared at Ash in an unnervingly intense manner before her father had sent her off to fix their food.

So here they were, eating ramen and rice balls while sitting silently on the beach.

It was nice, he decided.

“I think so too,” Tate murmured as his food lazily levitated itself up into his mouth. “Mossdeep is quiet this time of year. I like it.”

“Stop being such a show off,” Liza complained. Her eyes flashed and the noodles feeding themselves to Tate collapsed back into the small bowl they’d left the shop with. “And it’s so boring right now! We haven’t gotten to battle anyone in forever!”

“Forever?” Ash raised an eyebrow. “My memory must be off, then.”

Liza pouted at him. “You know what I meant!”

Ash smiled.

With that Tate cut in with some incendiary comment — “That’s not true!” — and Ash lost himself in the waves.

The sea had lost what terror it held over him. It had been a long time since he was truly afraid of the ocean, but now he almost embraced it. The Song was stronger here in the meeting place of land and water and if he closed his eyes he could almost feel himself with the Flute between his fingers.

“That’s a pretty Song,” Liza commented. Ash’s eyes flashed open and he stared at the girl. “What?”

“You can hear it?” He asked in disbelief. “How?”

Tate looked at him blankly. “You.”

Ash opened his mouth, thought better of it, and shook his head. He honestly didn’t know what else he’d expected.

“I don’t either,” Liza confided in him. Tate stared, although Ash idly noted that the boy had begun to levitate food into his mouth again. “Tate!”

The two twins stared each other down, Ash’s presence all but forgotten. He had no idea what was going on — their eyes were a fierce blue and both twins’ faces were scrunched up in concentration.

Finally Tate’s eyes lost their glow and he frowned. “That’s not fair.”

“Doesn’t matter,” Liza said smugly. “I win.”

Ash looked to the twins for an explanation but neither offered him anything. He turned to look at the sea as he finished off his noodles, taking solace in its green depths.

That lasted for several minutes before Liza spoke up again.

“How’d you get so strong? I bet even Mr. Juan couldn’t beat you!” Liza said admiringly. “You might even be better than Mr. Moore!”

Ash didn’t answer for a few seconds. He recognized the names: Juan was the Sootopolis Gym Leader, who he’d probably be seeing in two or three days once he made his way to the ancient city. Moore was the aging Gym Leader of Lavaridge if he remembered correctly.

Moore was a figure of interest to Ash. His history mirrored Blaine’s and he read that they’d worked together during the last war thirty years ago. Until about a decade ago Moore had been a member of the Ever Grande Elite Four before he took the Gym Leader post he currently held.

He hadn’t bothered looking into the man’s more recent history.

“The short answer is that I trained a lot, battled anyone who would let me, and got very, very lucky,” Ash finally answered. “We spent several hours a day training once I got serious. On good days we had nine or ten battles. And we got opportunities most people can’t even imagine.”

“But in the end it came down to my team,” he continued. “We trust each other with our lives and know that all of us would put our own on the line for the others. We’d do anything for each other and they prove that every time they go out to the battlefield.”

When he finished he realized that Tate and Liza were watching him raptly, their inky eyes glistening with interest. He smiled at that — they’d known he wasn’t done even before he did.

“But the long answer…that’s quite the story,” he glanced at the sun that hung brightly above them. “I hope you don’t have anything to do for the next few hours.”

“Nope!” The twins echoed. “We’ve got all the time in the world.”

Ash smiled and tapped his chin thoughtfully as he regarded his avid listeners. “How to start…well, I’m from a place called Pallet Town…”

XX

He laid down in the surprisingly cool sheets of the bed with a tired sigh. Ash hadn’t finished a somewhat abbreviated recount of his journey so far — it felt surprisingly good to tell in full, like he was lifting a weight off his chest — for nearly an hour. Tate and Liza hadn’t run out of questions for an hour longer.

Ash only had to dodge around some questions about his encounters with Legendaries. Most he had happily answered since Tate and Liza already knew of his Brands and could even hear the Song, but he’d been unable to say a word about Mewtwo.

From the knowing looks he’d received from Tate and Liza they knew what was going on. Their eyes shimmered with energy and he thought they’d burn a hole in him from how intently they had stared.

After a short comment from Tate, “So that’s your other light!”, they’d let it go.

But once they’d finished and returned their dishes to the stall owner he’d found his way back, although he chose to take the scenic route rather than allow Tate and Liza to teleport him. Ash wanted to see Mossdeep for himself, not just a few select places of interest.

And he was glad he had. Mossdeep really was beautiful. It had an air about it that none of the cities of Kanto did. While they held an attraction of their own, Kanto’s cities were too…modern, for lack of a better term, for him. They were built for efficiency, to hold a rapidly expanding population without encroaching upon the habitats of pokemon.

Mossdeep was simple. It was elegant. It was clean.

Hardly a city compared to the steel jungles of Saffron, but Ash found he preferred it by an immeasurable amount. Even Sabrina’s presence didn’t make up the difference, especially since Ash found he quite liked Tate and Liza as well. They were young but he could hold a conversation with them as easily as he could with himself, although he knew much of it came from their telepathy that they hadn’t learned to restrain.

Ash shook himself out of his thoughts with a sigh and lightly pat the leathery hide of Nidoking, who had curled up on the bed beside him. His massive bulk — nearly four hundred pounds of muscle, hide, and bone — made the bed creak ominously but once Ash had gotten over the sensation of slipping toward his friend it didn’t bother him.

He was mostly sure the bed could take his friends weight. It hadn’t collapsed into splinters yet, at any rate.

The rest of his friends were spread throughout the house with the exception of Sneasel and Infernus. Ash just didn’t trust Sneasel around this many valuable and beautiful objects and couldn’t even lock him in the room with him since there were precious gems and samples of stone practically layering the walls.

Infernus was Infernus.

Torrent was already asleep in midair as he unconsciously kept himself aloft with his levitation. He’d required Dazed’s help to fall asleep after Ash had told him where they were and promised to take him out to the ocean the next day — the regal Kingdra had an uncharacteristic mania in his scarlet eyes and looked like he was about to blast the walls down in his haste to return to the sea.

With the exception of Dazed, who lurked in the shadowed corner with her newly-polished pendulum, he had no idea where the others had placed themselves. Once they’d realized that Nidoking and Torrent’s massive bulk left Steven’s surprisingly small room rather cramped they’d left for unoccupied spaces.

The deep rumbles of Nidoking’s breathing soothed Ash, who ended up opening his PokeNav to the messages. He couldn’t sleep this early.

A smile found itself on his face as he saw the messages from most of his friends and family. His mother had practically overloaded the PokeNav with all of her good luck messages and information on her current circumstances.

He glanced over it. She was happy working at Professor Elm’s laboratory and had already learned quite a bit, although he wasn’t sure what. His mother had drifted off into a massive tangent full of long, scientific terms Ash wasn’t in the mood to get lost in.

But she was happy and that was all that mattered.

Ash looked at the other messages. Professor Oak had sent him an address in Sootopolis he’d have to look up later and the date of two days hence, Amelia had sent him a good luck message from both her and Jonathan, and even Gary had sent him an expletive-ridden recounting of his battle with Falkner that ended with “If you need to rely on luck then you should have your Trainer’s License taken away before Johnny-boy”.

He snorted at the ending. Ash was relatively certain he’d need some sort of dictionary to go through the rest of Gary’s letter but it seemed like it had gone favorably.

Not that he’d expect anything less from his former rival.

And — Ash’s eyes lit up when he saw a message from Lance. He hadn’t had contact with his mentor in quite a while and had hoped he’d get something from the Indigo Champion.

Ash,

Firstly, I’d like to apologize for not sending you anything sooner. Things have been rather hectic here at Indigo Plateau since Lorelei’s left for the Sevii Islands and Agatha’s formally renounced her position as a member of the Indigo Elite Four. 

We’ve begun something of a tournament between myself, Bruno, Karen, Will, and Koga to establish the new pecking order, as it were. You should probably look it up in the databases later. I put in quite the impressive showing to retain my position as Champion, if I do say so myself. 

Not that my competition expected otherwise. Even Karen isn’t quite so arrogant as to believe she can match me, although she did put Dov on the ropes for a few seconds or so before we finished her sixth pokemon. 

I would’ve invited you to scout out your future competition, but the timing was unfortunate. Perhaps you could have left a few days later but I would’ve heard no end of it from Steven. He’s eager for you to experience every bit of Hoenn that you can before you meet up with him. 

Not that I blame him. Hoenn is a beautiful land. I know that you’ve probably heard that from everyone who’s even seen a picture of the place, but it’s true. I went there when I was thirteen to train with Drake the Dragon Master — my title now, if you haven’t heard — and those were probably some of the best years of my life. 

Tell the old man I said hello if you run into him, will you? Steven will surely introduce you at some point. Drake’s one of the most powerful trainers in the world even now. His Salamence can still take Dragonite on evenly, if that tells you anything. 

Speaking of our mutual acquaintance, don’t let him ruin all the good work I’ve done on you. I don’t want to hear about you becoming a Steven, alright? There’s too many in the world already, in my humble opinion. 

On a more serious note, I wish you well. You were a good student, Ash, and you surpassed whatever expectations of you I had when I invited you to Knot Island. 

So enjoy yourself. Live a little. Make some friends, maybe meet some pretty girls. Moltres knows that Hoenn’s full of them. Well, maybe not. The Feather’s burning a bit.

I suppose I’d best wrap this up. Gible’s starting to eat the important paperwork. 

Make sure to call, Ash. I want to hear more from you than those boring reports. 

— Lance

By the time he finished Ash bore a slight smile and shut his eyes. He wasn’t homesick. He’d gotten past that in the first week or two of his journey through Kanto. But he’d miss the people back home. He had more than just his mother and Professor Oak now.

He contemplated writing replies but decided against it. It would take him the better part of an hour to decipher and respond to his mother’s jumbled mess of messages and he wanted to be at his best when he did so.

Besides, he really was tired. Today had been stressful, albeit enjoyable.

“Goodnight, Dazed,” he said as he reached out to cut out the light. In the dark he could see Dazed’s luminous eyes as her gem-like pendulum gently swayed back and forth. It glistened under the moonlight that pierced the window.

Sleep well, Friend-Trainer. You will need your rest for the dawn. The Torrent’s heart yearns for the sea once more. His dreams are those of a Horsea. 

Ash laughed softly at that, glad to hear of Torrent’s excitement. It had been too long since his friend had showed this side of himself.

He shut his eyes, but the last he saw was a flash of red surrounding a hand before he fell into oblivion.

Sleep well, Friend-Trainer.
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This is a strange place. Humans pierce the sky here?

“They do,” Ash confirmed as he leaned onto the rail to examine the rocket. Dazed stood beside him and stared dispassionately, although he could easily pick out the gleam of interest hidden within her eyes. “It’s how we communicate and navigate. Satellites are at the source of it all.”

Dazed blinked and idly polished her pendulum as she continued to look at the metal cylinder.

My mother told me of such feats when I was freshly hatched. I never paid heed to them. 

“I don’t blame you,” Ash chuckled, although he almost turned to his friend in surprise. Dazed had never mentioned any family members. “It’s incredible to think of what we can do nowadays. We’ve even put men on the moon, even if we’ve never gone back.”

It is a barren place, or so it is claimed in the stories. 

“Could you tell me more?” Ash asked, interested. He turned to look at Dazed curiously. “You’ve never said anything like this before.”

There has never been a cause and I know precious little of what is recorded. My interest did not lie in such insubstantial tales. I did not believe they were relevant to myself…in light of recent events it is possible my disinterest was a mistake. 

“I’ll say,” Ash snorted. Dazed’s eyes smiled at him and she began her tale.

It is said that in the ancient times, when your kind and mine lived in stark separation, a great power threatened the world. The Origin did not wish this and manifested to shield its creations from their doom. As light filled the sky with death, the Origin appeared supported with the Pillars of Creation. 

The Origin stopped the star-fire, but it was naught but a fragment of Creation and suffered. The Pillars it bore split and fell to the base earth. But others dispersed amongst the cosmos. Some appeared on the White, where they fused. 

But as the Shards lay on the White’s surface, one of those we share the world with gazed through them and saw the White, the reflection mortals may not survive in. It and its kind were changed by this, and the Shards fell to where they lived. 

“And?” Ash prompted, thoroughly caught up in the legend at this point.

Ash wasn’t sure he’d ever seen Dazed looked flustered before but it seemed like that just changed. Her eyes were closed shut and her pendulum absolutely still.

If I remember correctly I stopped paying attention at this point. I was young and hadn’t imbibed sustenance in several hours.

He snorted in amusement, although he made sure to smile at Dazed so she knew it wasn’t barbed. “Don’t worry, Dazed. There are plenty of worse stories about me. I was a bit of a brat when I was younger.”

She stared at him.

A difficult statement to believe. I require anecdotal evidence. 

Ash smiled at her, amused. It looked like Dazed wasn’t quite as above it all as she seemed…not that he hadn’t already realized that. He could sympathize with her position more than most, after all.

“Well, there was this one time at Professor Oak’s Summer Camp when I was seven. Gary and I were still friends, then…”
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“Dazed is really strong!” Tate whispered to Ash as Liza was engaged in a staring match with the bored Hypno. “When my eyes look at her they see so much.”

“Like what?” Ash asked as he picked over his lunch of more ramen, although he’d mostly gotten fruit from another vendor to balance it out. The twins seemed to have an obsessive liking of the noodles, which were an import from Kanto.

He didn’t bother asking Tate how he’d learned Dazed’s name. It was a pointless question to ask a psychic.

Tate just smiled at him.

“So who should I go out of my way to meet once I leave Mossdeep?” Ash asked Tate, who’d taken advantage of Liza’s distraction to start levitating her food into his own bowl. The boy looked up and stared at the Feather thoughtfully.

Ash was used to it by now and just waited for Tate’s answer. He seemed to know most of the influential members of the Hoenn League quite well considering how he referred to them as his aunts and uncles.

The Hoenn League seemed quite close-knit. As much as Indigo was, for sure.

“Roxie is really nice — smart too!” Liza chirped while still locked in the competition with Dazed. Ash was fairly sure she was augmenting her eyes with psychic energy — they’d been going at it for nearly twenty minutes now. Dazed only rarely blinked, but no normal human could have lasted this long. “And stop stealing my food, baby brother!”

Tate grumbled and the pineapple slices dropped back to where they were, although he kept everything else he’d taken. Once that was done he answered the question that had been directed at him.

“Everyone’s nice,” he nodded sagely. At Ash’s pointed look he deigned to continue. “Brawly’s really cool. He taught me how to punch people. Maybe he can teach you too!”

Ash grinned at that and just shook his head. He couldn’t see Tate hitting anyone.

“I can hit people!” Tate whined as his face scrunched up in displeasure. “Brawly said I can hit as hard as he can!”

“That’s because you’re a psychic, baby brother!” Liza giggled. “You’re cheating!”

Tate shook his head. “Am not!”

“Am too!” Liza stuck her tongue out at him.

“Anyone else?” Ash cut in. As much as it amused him he would like to get concrete information.

“Flannery’s really cool! And strong. And pretty,” Tate added as an afterthought. “She helped teach us how to do our hair!”

“Don’t forget about May and Brendan,” Liza said, her voice wavering. It looked like the constant use of psychic energy around her eyes was starting to tax her. “They’re only a bit younger than you!”

Ash nodded, grateful for the information. He turned to look out at the stretch of beach they’d claimed for themselves as he stewed over what he’d learned.

He couldn’t hold back a smile as he saw Torrent out in the ocean creating vast whirlpools and twisters that reached a hundred feet high. Torrent’s full strength was accessible to him in the water and he was making full use of it — he’d even created a massive ice floe for Sneasel to run around on.

The others were scattered all over the place. Tate and Liza had teleported them to an area very difficult to get to conventionally so they were the only inhabitants at the moment. Lunatone wasn’t there since it was mostly nocturnal, but Solrock seemed to have struck up quite the camaraderie with Tangrowth, who’d occupied himself with trying to make a fort out of sand using Ancient Power.

Ash couldn’t see the rest. Plume had flown away to scout out the area — with her speed Ash couldn’t be sure she wasn’t going to explore half of Hoenn — and all but Nidoking were out exploring with the exception of Infernus, who had opted to remain in his pokeball when Torrent had refused his challenge and promptly rushed out into the ocean.

“You’ll see Mr. Juan next, right?” Tate spoke up as Liza finally broke away from Dazed, who almost seemed to smile before she went back to cleaning her pendulum. “He’s kind of weird, but he’s really funny! But don’t let him talk you into getting different clothes — you’ll be shopping for hours.”

“I liked it,” Liza frowned. “I don’t think Mom or Daddy did, though. Why is money so important, anyways?”

He thought back to the picture of Juan on his Gym Leader profile.

No, he definitely wouldn’t be discussing fashion with the Sootopolis Leader. It didn’t quite fit in with his views, to say the least. Ash would rather not have to deal with Hoenn’s sweltering heat in a long coat. As it was he’d abandoned his jacket and jeans.

Besides, if the lone picture of the man he’d seen was any indication Tate and Liza’s parents were justified in wanting to avoid his influence. The man was very wealthy from a long Coordinator career aside from his League work and it showed.

“Phoebe and Sidney are really fun, too,” Liza spoke up with a glimmer in her eye. “They hurt to be around, but they try to make it easier.”

“Oh?” Ash asked, well aware of their status as members of Hoenn’s Elite Four. They had only come into their position two years ago but were well-regarded from what he’d heard. “Are they bright?”

“No. Not like you,” Tate said solemnly. “Phoebe bleeds darkness. She is Not. Where she goes the world cries. Sidney is a void. To us he does not exist, yet he walks. He breathes and laughs but he is silent. A tear in the world.”

Liza sighed. “Tate.”

The boy did not respond and stared into Ash’s eyes intently. His own shone with raw blue that thrummed in time with Ash’s heartbeat.

“Maybe your light will ground their darkness,” Tate continued with the barest of hint of an echo to his childish voice. “A tear may be mended. A void may be filled.”

Ash nodded slowly, his grip on Nidoking’s heavy shoulder tight as he listened to Tate’s words. He wouldn’t say he was unnerved, but this was the side of psychics that he did not like.

It usually spelled bad news for him.

“It’ll be okay,” Liza reassured Ash before she turned to Tate. “Mom isn’t going to like this! You know how she gets.”

“Mom isn’t here,” Tate repeated his words from the day before. “He is.”

Liza looked uncomfortable but nodded at last. “Well, it looks like everyone’s almost done with their lunch! Where do you want to go now? You — oh, you’ve already been to the Space Center. That’s where our Daddy works!”

“Really?” Ash asked, his interest piqued. The twins hadn’t mentioned too much about their parents, although they referred to them quite often. “What does he do?”

“He’s an astronaut,” Tate informed him. The harsh blue glow was absent from his black eyes. “He would be going on a trip to the space station but it’s been suspended.”

Liza cut in before Ash could say a single word.

“Satellites being sent up aren’t always making it,” she said. When Ash glanced at her she smiled innocently. “What? I don’t have to be psychic to know what you were going to ask!”

Ash rolled his eyes, although he couldn’t resist letting a slight smile take hold. Nidoking, still asleep, grumbled as he stopped patting his armored shoulder.

“Could we stay here?” Tate broke the short silence. “I like the Song.”

He shut his eyes and nodded. “Sure. Plume isn’t back yet, anyway. Plus Torrent seems to be enjoying himself.”

His heart is light. 

Ash smiled at Dazed. “It is. He really loves this place.”

It is the ocean. Wherever the abyss lies beneath is his home. 

With that Dazed said no more and looked to stare at the sun that had only just begun to fall with shielded eyes.

“You know, if you like the Song so much…” Ash grinned as he reached inside his pack to materialize the Flute from one of the many storage compartments held within his new, rather expensive backpack. “I think you’ll like this even more.”

In that moment the attention of the world was on him.
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“What’s this?” Ash muttered to himself as he pulled himself out of his bed. The last vestiges of sleep fled from his eyes when he saw a small badge in the shape of a heart with two halves and a red gem lying next to his hat. “The Mind Badge?”

He was a little confused as to why Tate and Liza had given it to him but went ahead and put it into his badge case. Ash honestly didn’t even know if he was allowed to enter the Ever Grande Conference as an Elite Four trainee. But if he could he would — Ash would like to get one massive trophy to his name before he swore his life in service to the League.

So he kept the badge. It didn’t matter whether Tate and Liza had given it to him for the unofficial battle they had his first day on Mossdeep or not.

What did matter was that they’d given it to him.

They came in the night. They would not cause you harm so I did not see it as necessary to alert you. 

“It’s fine, Dazed,” he waved his friend off and started to get dressed. Ash took a moment to tap Nidoking hard enough on the forehead to wake him up, although Nidoking’s tired grunt almost made him leave his first friend alone. “Come on, Nidoking. Time to get up. Can you lift the Hypnosis on Torrent?”

Of course, Friend-Trainer. 

An instant later Torrent’s eyes slowly slid open and his levitation stabilized itself. Ash flashed the Kingdra before his expression returned to its normal state and he opened his PokeNav to check for any messages his friends might have sent him.

The only indication of surprise he showed was a single blink.

Ash! that’s not how you write it Tate!

It’s Liza! And Tate but he doesn’t know how to write letters. 

Anyways I know we said we’d meet you before you left but we had to go to Ever Grande City for the day. Our Mom was upset about something. I don’t think she liked that we didn’t know where all the other psychics went. I’m pretty sure they’ll come back.

So bye! Have fun!

From Tate and Liza

Ash smiled at the letter before he deleted it, although he did notice that they’d taken the time to add their information in. He appreciated that.

There were a few other messages but nothing important. Just another long letter from Gary where he glorified himself and his team and boasted of tearing apart Gym Leader Bugsy’s team, some updates from his mother that he still didn’t quite understand, and a furious, rambling letter from Jonathan about losing to Lance’s cousin, Claire.

He couldn’t say he was surprised about Jonathan’s loss to Clair. From what Lance had told him about his cousin she was highly intelligent, vicious in a fight, and that she had the strength to back up her renowned arrogance. Apparently she stood just below Will and Karen, so Ash wasn’t sure even he would be able to get a badge from her without a great deal of pain and planning.

Still, he needed to get moving. He wanted to be out of Mossdeep by noon and still needed to eat, get his friends their breakfast, get ready, and saddle up Plume.

Ash’s face split into a grin at his last thought.

This was something he’d been waiting for ever since their time at Shamouti.
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“There it is!” Ash shouted over the howling din of the sky as Plume shot through the air. Her massive wings propelled them faster than he could keep up with. Guided by her Tailwind, they had already nearly finished the hundred mile journey to Sootopolis in about an hour. It was an easy pace for Plume.

Plume shrieked back and slowly began her descent toward the great white walls of the impact crater. He could only just make out the city within, although quite a bit was obscured by the wispy clouds that danced over the ancient fortress.

He stared at it curiously as Plume adjusted her course. It was too dark to see many details thanks to the goggles he’d bought to protect his eyes from the harsh sun and particles of the atmosphere but what he could see looked amazing.

Sootopolis was not an especially large city due to the limited space the crater provided, but it was one of the most influential and interesting in Ash’s eyes. It was impossible to attack due to its natural fortifications and was a superpower in the olden days, playing host to an immensely powerful navy that created a trading and diplomatic empire that laid claim to all of the eastern Hoenn archipelago.

His mind flashed to the book his mother had given him. Ash had devoured it and thrown himself into the pursuit of history during his last week in Pallet. There was still a lot he hadn’t gone over, but Alakazam had helped to fill in the gaps in his knowledge. But he’d made sure to read of Sootopolis, given its rather unique aspects.

And there were quite a few, as he’d quickly learned. Cynthia — he really had no idea how the Sinnoh Champion had the time to write such a monolithic text — had several chapters devoted solely to it, although he’d only finished the introduction.

He closed his eyes as his stomach lurched with Plume’s descent and thought back to the words. Ash had read them so many times it seemed like they were burned into his memory.

In the year -33 BIL the sudden and almost entirely unexplained collapse of the Volumo Empire left almost the entire region of what is now Hoenn in shambles. Although chaos would continue to reign for centuries as the surviving city-states strove for power and influence one of the most prominent centers of the Volumo Empire remained untouched: the ancient city of what we know as Sootopolis. 

Although weakened, Sootopolis quickly emerged as one of the most prominent of the new city-states and quickly claimed dominion over the islands of eastern Hoenn. In less than a century it had recovered from the collapse and maintained a booming trade network between city-states such as Lilycove, Slateport, Mossdeep, and Pacifidlog. Mossdeep was easily eclipsed and became Sootopolis’ vassal, giving the leaders of the Rune City economic and military might unparalleled for centuries. 

And that was just the introduction of its background with several more pages elaborating on its modern history and place in the revolution that shaped the Ever Grande League. Cynthia later went on to describe another fascinating discovery that had caught Ash’s interest, even if he hadn’t found enough time to investigate beyond the first few paragraphs before he’d had to leave for Hoenn.

“Easy,” he called out to Plume as she neared the Rune City. She cried out in acknowledgement and slowed the descent, which had sped up to the point Ash’s stomach was about to fly from his throat. Even with the saddle he was still having trouble adjusting to long flights. The saddle just seemed to make Plume think she didn’t have to be as careful with him, although he’d set out on slowly disavowing her of that notion.

He took the moment to appreciate the view once more. Sootopolis’ white stone had been shaped into countless ridges that held houses and buildings that had also been cut from the stone itself. It was a beautiful sight, like a gateway to another time.

There were modern designs too, of course. Pokemon had been employed to manipulate rock and earth to create platforms for new buildings that couldn’t just be retrofitted for a new purpose such as Pokemon Centers. People had come up with ingenious ways to bring modern conveniences like electricity and running water — although that just improved on the ancient Sootopolitans’ designs, really — but a Pokemon Center required too much modern technology to take any chances.

What buildings had been created in the new age still resembled the ancient designs of those hewn from white and grey stone. Aside from a few painted a dark blue they were almost entirely a light brown or grey so as to fit in.

“Do you like it?” Ash asked Plume, who happily shrieked and swooped low over the edges of the massive crater. She was alive in the air and ignored a few patrolling Swellow wearing the emblem of Sootopolis to spin wildly, which made Ash dizzy but also let her get away from the sentries. “I’ll take that as a yes.”

Plume cooed softly at him and finally opened up her wings to kill her speed. The winds around them slowly died down as she ceased her Tailwind and she was probably the slowest she’d been in weeks as she lazily drifted down over the city of stone. They’d already flown over the rather large port, although they’d been going fast enough that Ash doubted anyone had seen them.

“Do you see the gym anywhere?” Ash asked Plume, glad he didn’t have to shout over the winds anymore. Ever since he’d battled Moltres with Lance it had been difficult to raise his voice to a shouting volume, although that had lessened after Shamouti. Lugia seemed to tried to heal some of the damage, which he appreciated.

The Pidgeot jerked him from his thoughts with a short cry of affirmation and she swooped toward a lone platform in the middle of Sootopolis’ lake that Ash could just barely see. She seemed confident and he trusted her so he didn’t say anything.

“Thank you,” he grinned as he hopped off of Plume when she landed. She preened at the praise and affectionately nipped his hat as he started his work on the saddle. It would stay on Plume if he recalled her and he knew his friend would rather not deal with that if he released her for battle. “I know it wasn’t quite the same as the last time we flew, but I enjoyed this. Maybe one day you won’t have to hold back.”

Plume cooed and lightly butted his shoulder with her head. He just laughed and took the last of the straps off her. The trainer spared just a moment to stroke her glossy crest before he pulled the saddle off and returned it to its storage compartment along with his goggles and the heavy jacket he wore for flight.

“I’ll release you when I can,” Ash promised Plume as he raised her pokeball. “I just need to battle the Gym Leader and check on that address Professor Oak sent me.”

She bobbed her head up and down in understanding before she disappeared in a flash of light.

With that Ash turned to the building. It stood in stark contrast to the rest of the city in appearance and design. The platform dedicated solely to the Sootopolis Gym seemed to have been cultivated to reflect its Leader’s personal tastes. Not uncommon, but gyms rarely differentiated from their city’s standard architecture so much.

He stood at the entrance to a small courtyard surrounded by straight rows of trees that obscured the artificial island from the rest of the city’s vision. Several hundred feet in front of him stood an absolutely massive building that looked more like an astoundingly extravagant mansion than anything else.

The gym was painted white and light blue that reminded Ash of the calm sea surrounding Sootopolis. Delicate pillars supported the front and above them was an intricate lattice of metal that appeared especially Kalosian in origin. A dark blue door held the entrance to Juan’s palace.

Ash stepped forward. He ignored the courtyard and headed straight for the door — he wanted this to be quick. Professor Oak had given him a specific date, after all, and he wasn’t sure how long he’d be able to go to the address.

Mostly he wanted to get a quick battle with Juan in to see how Torrent compared. Juan was well known for his incredibly powerful Kingdra, which served as the keystone of his team. It was said to rival an Elite Four’s pokemon and Ash was certain it would serve as a very good opponent for Torrent.

He’d never gotten to face more than one of his own kind, after all. Torrent had fought plenty of other dragons but Ash hadn’t even encountered another Kingdra in his travels aside from Mael. And Mael was hardly a good match for Torrent — he had reached his full physical maturity and was trained by Lance aside. It was just unfair.

But Juan’s would be a fair battle. Ash hoped that he’d be able to pick up some tricks from the more experienced trainer. Strong as Torrent was, he lacked the experience and physical maturity that made Kingdra the forces they were under the command of trainers of mythical skill like Lance.

A tightly coiled ball of anticipation lurked in his stomach as he opened the door to the Sootopolis Gym and a battle Torrent had awaited for months.

“Hello!” A beautiful blonde woman greeted as he stepped in. She looked up from her computer to speak with him. “I’m Grace. How can I help you today?”

“I was hoping to battle Juan.”

“Oh!” The woman frowned. She glanced at her monitor again. “I’m afraid Gym Leader Juan isn’t present. He’ll be staying at the Ever Grande Conference until its conclusion and there isn’t anything on the schedule that suggests he’ll be returning.”

Ash sighed as the nervous energy within him faded. That was inconvenient. “Alright. Thank you for your help.”

“I could schedule you a battle, if you’d like,” the receptionist offered helpfully. “All I’d need is your Trainer ID Number and a time that’s convenient for you. After the Conference, of course.”

He hesitated before he made up his mind. “No, thank you. I’ll just return later this season.”

“Of course,” Grace nodded. “Is there anything else?”

Ash’s mind flickered to the address Professor Oak had sent him. He’d meant to ask Juan about it since he’d probably know about anything important for the Professor to take interest in.

“I don’t think so,” he shook his head. He’d rather not spoil the Professor’s surprise. “Thanks for your help.”

Grace smiled at him as he left.
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“A little further to the left,” he instructed Plume as she glided over the water to a collection of platforms that held absolutely massive buildings. Most were plain and grey as the rest of the city, but the one they seemed to be heading toward was bright and tall, almost like a gym in size. “And that’s it!”

Plume landed with all the grace he’d come to expect from her. Her claws dug into the soft earth of the platform but otherwise didn’t cause any sort of disruption, although she did draw some ugly looks from the security guards outside. They didn’t cause any uproar, however, so Ash ignored them.

Pokemon of Plume’s size were generally frowned upon in cities, even if there weren’t any laws against their release. It was only a problem if they were so large or temperamental that they caused damage, be it to property or people.

“Thanks, Plume,” he grinned at the mighty Pidgeot. “I’ll make sure you get extra Lum Berries tonight, alright?”

His friend chirped happily at that and nuzzled his shoulder before he returned her. Ash smiled at the pokeball as he clipped it onto his belt and put his PokeNav away.

“Sootopolis Event Center,” Ash muttered to himself as he looked up at the large building. It probably had an enclosed stadium if its size was anything to by. The Event Center was probably larger than even the gym.

“Competition’s over for the day,” one of the guards told him. “You can probably get a ticket for tomorrow inside, if you want.”

“Thanks,” Ash nodded, even if he was inwardly confused. Regardless he stepped forward. There had to be some reason Professor Oak wanted him to come here.

The inside was nothing special. It was huge, but mostly bare of decoration. There were throngs of people hanging around, most surrounding individuals who seemed almost unnaturally cheerful and animated. They were usually standing by a pokemon, each of which looked very well groomed.

It wasn’t until Ash saw the banner over what looked like a receptionist’s desk that he caught onto what this was.

“Sootopolis Pre-season Contest Demonstration,” he muttered to himself. Interested, Ash gave the area another glance. He wasn’t close enough to see whether the pokemon were noticeably different from strict battlers, but the aesthetic differences were a bit more obvious now. They lacked some of the raw muscle that dedicated battlers possessed, although that only really came into play on physical fighters.

He honestly didn’t know much about Contests. Gary didn’t especially approve of the events, of course. His friend tended to be judgmental at the best of times, although he didn’t quite understand his dislike.

Ash admitted that the idea of Contests — making pokemon look pretty, as far as his admittedly limited understanding went — wasn’t exactly appealing, but he didn’t see any reason to hate it. It just didn’t mesh well with his philosophy.

But he’d heard that the sort of control that went into Contest training was incredible. It wasn’t always easy to make a pokemon’s techniques visually appealing. Awe-inspiring, impressive, powerful…those were easy. Beautiful to someone who didn’t appreciate the raw effort and power that went into it like Ash did? Not always.

So he stepped further into the midst of coordinators and their fans, although he didn’t step into one of the circles. Ash figured he’d have plenty of opportunity to examine one of the Contest pokemon and see if there were any subtler differences to pick out. It’s not like they were under lock and key.

Still, he wasn’t quite sure what Oak had sent him here for. To raise his interest in contests? Unlikely. The subject had never come up between them before.

Was there someone he was supposed to meet here?

He wasn’t personally acquainted with any Coordinators. Ash knew that Champion Wallace and Juan were prominent coordinators but both of them were out at the Ever Grande Conference. If the Sootopolis Gym Leader wasn’t here then there was no way the Champion would be.

“Thank you SO much for coming today, everybody!” A young teenage girl probably two or three years older than him announced suddenly. Ash looked up at the source of the voice who was on top of a strange flying-type with wings so fine and wispy they looked like they were clouds, which he recognized as — what in Mew’s name was she wearing?

The Feather flared and crackled at his surprise and even the icy fire in the back of his mind chuckled in amusement before it receded.

He stared at the new arrival, who was wearing what might have been the strangest outfit he’d ever seen. Will’s suit and cane looked positively mundane in comparison.

It was clearly modeled off of her partner’s appearance, what with the large tufts of cloud-like material wrapped around her wrists and above her boots. She had on short tights that were utterly negligible compared to her skirt, which was basically one giant frill that extended outward from her waist.

Ash shook his head to distract himself. Once he got past the garish outfit the girl was rather pretty, although he decided to ignore that. He needed to listen — this was probably who Oak wanted him to meet. She had to be important if she was speaking at this sort of event at her age.

“Ali and I were SO excited to see all of you here — your performances were just fabulous! I can tell this year’s Contest season is going to be awesome!” The girl cheered and was joined by the rest of the crowd. Her Altaria sang along with her with a tune that seemed to wrap every listener up in its cloudy wings. It was clear that both of them loved what they were doing as much as Ash loved battling. “We don’t have a medal since this isn’t an official event, but I still want to give a super special round of applause to our winner!”

His breath hitched as a young woman with long, light brown hair and a soft green dress stepped up beside the girl and her Altaria. An Eevee was curled up on her slim shoulders and seemed to grin out at the crowd of coordinators as the familiar woman graciously accepted the applause.

“She had an awesome showing and its great to see her back in Hoenn!” The girl cheered and took the older coordinator’s hand to raise it up in victory. “So give Daisy Oak everything you’ve got!”

Ash didn’t even hear the applause.
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34. Chapter 34: The Oak


He sat numbly through the rest of the applause and waited as the girl in the ridiculous outfit kept on talking, even though her impassioned words met one ear and went right out the other.

No, his attention was focused solely upon Daisy Oak. The young woman – she was…seventeen, he thought? – looked much the same as she had when she’d been his and Gary’s babysitter when they were younger. Same brown hair, same soft smile, same green eyes that set her apart from the rest of the Oak family.

The Eevee was new, though. Well, not literally. From the deep brown of its coat it was clearly in its prime rather than a young specimen of the breed. Not to mention that its appearance in the Contest must have been rather impressive to have won the Contest.

He wasn’t an expert on Contests, but anything capable of impressing that many of the crowd couldn’t have been a newcomer. It took hard-earned skill and technique to win these experienced Contest-goers and no young Eevee could have put forth that kind of performance.

“Well, it was great seeing all of you again!” The girl finished with a cheery wave. “Ali and I just can’t WAIT to watch everyone in the Contest season this year! It’ll be fabulous!”

The impressive Altaria fluffed its wings and lightly nuzzled its trainer with obvious affection as the crowd started to disperse into smaller groups to talk amongst themselves.

He could care less about that, however, and kept his sharp eyes on Daisy and the girl that seemed to be in charge of the whole event. They were the only ones relevant to him in the least.

Ash could detect a few odd looks from the people around him as they mingled – some even seemed to recognize him, although nobody seemed brave or interested enough to approach him.

Imagine that.

It took a few minutes while their adoring fans and fellow competitors swarmed them in an eager bid to talk with the highly skilled coordinators, but eventually Ash saw an opening to speak to the two and took it.

“Daisy!” He called out as he stepped closer to the duo. Ash had to hide a wince as his throat protested the loud noise that irritated the seemingly permanent damage done to him by Moltres’ ash.

The teenager turned to him, surprise evident on her tanned features as he moved closer.

“Hi, can I help…” she faltered and stared at Ash for several seconds until he came to a stop in front of her. “Ash Ketchum? Is that you?”

“In the flesh,” Ash sent her a slight smile. Daisy just stared at him until she finally let out just the shortest of laughs.

“You’ve certainly grown up a lot!” She exclaimed and playfully lined up a callused hand with the top of his head. “Look at you: you’re almost as tall as I am now!”

Ash rolled his eyes as Daisy took her hand away. “I’m not sure that’s something to take pride in.”

“You’ve been hanging out with Gary, haven’t you?” Daisy sighed and put her hands on her hips. “I don’t remember you having this attitude when you were a little baby.”

“Just a little bit,” Ash let a ghost of a grin slip on his face. It felt far less foreign than it once did. “We made up.”

“Grandpa told me about that stupid feud,” Daisy frowned before she exhaled a long-suffering sigh. “Guess you can’t stop kids from being kids.”

Ash snorted. “And you’re surprised?”

“How is my baby brother?” Daisy leaned forward, ignoring his remark. “It’s been years since I’ve seen him without it being through a screen…wow. Time flies, I guess.”

His face revealed little. “I doubt you’d recognize him.”

Daisy’s young face grew weary beyond her years at that and it wasn’t until Eevee gently licked her cheek that the tension drained away. Ash just kept careful track of her – Daisy was an enigma to him.

When he’d last seen her she had about as old as he was now. After this many years he might as well be meeting an entirely different person, even if he still felt comfortable enough around her to act with something resembling friendliness.

Before he or Daisy could say another word to wash away the awkward silence, her odd companion finally butted in.

“Excuse me, but did you say your name was Ash Ketchum?”

His attention snapped to the strangely dressed girl and her Altaria and gave her a stiff nod. “Yes.”

“Wow!” She gushed and thrust her hand out for him to shake, which he did after a moment’s surprise. “Hi, Ash! I’m Lisia. It’s fabulous to meet you! What’re you doing here in Hoenn? None of the magazines said anything about you coming out here.”

“Magazines?” Ash mouthed, not sure he was hearing it right. He knew he’d attracted a good bit of attention at the Conference, but he hadn’t realized any publications would be trying to keep tabs on him. It seemed that his strategy of escaping the media whenever possible had worked out for him after all.

“Yeah,” Lisia grinned. “There were all sorts of people trying to figure out what you would do next – I even saw a few saying you got inducted into the League. Crazy, right?”

Ash blinked. “Yes. Crazy.”

Finally, Daisy interrupted. Ash was almost grateful for it as questions tumbled through his mind as though carried by storm gales.

“What are you doing out here?” She examined him with the same sharp intelligence that lived in the Professor’s eyes. “I thought Grandpa would have mentioned if you were coming. He thinks the world of you, you know.”

Ash couldn’t stop his lips from turning upwards at her words, although he managed to wrench his mouth back into its neutral expression a moment later. “He’s actually the one that told me to come to Sootopolis – not that he mentioned you’d be here.”

“Of course,” Daisy grumbled and muttered something about meddling old men. “Well, it’s nice to see you again, regardless. Are you staying in Sootopolis long?”

“At least another day,” Ash rolled his shoulders noncommittally. “I’m not in a rush.”

Daisy sent a dazzling smile his way. “Great! Do you want to catch lunch, then? I’d love to hear about what’s been going on in Kanto – especially in Pallet. I don’t get to call quite as often as I’d like.”

“That sounds good,” he nodded with a hint of a smile. It took a fair bit of effort to avoid snorting derisively, however. With how long it’d been since she’d spoken to Gary in person it seemed that her “often as I’d like” was anywhere in the range of months to years.

“Great. I know a decent place not too far from here. Cheap too.” The Oak laughed before her attention slipped to Lisia. “You’re invited, of course!”

Lisia sighed theatrically and clasped her hands together over her chest. “I so wish I could, but I already told my uncle I’d meet him! You know he’d be super sad if I cancelled!”

“It’s fine,” Daisy chuckled breezily. “Go meet your uncle and tell him I said hi. I know you don’t get to see him often – just make sure to tell me what you two figure out tonight! I haven’t been to the Wallace Cup in a few years and I can’t wait to see what you do with it!”

“Of course!” Lisia flipped her hair back in a motion that seemed impossibly well-choreographed. “He’ll be so excited you’re coming back – he thinks you’re just fabulous, you know! He says seeing you perform is like watching a Beautifly dance in the night sky!”

Daisy rolled her eyes, although a light smile played over her lips. “I’d almost forgotten he fancied himself a poet. I can’t imagine how he fits it in with all of his other responsibilities.”

“Because he is utterly fantastic,” Lisia giggled and snapped her fingers. “That’s why. And he still has so long to go before his story’s complete. I think he’s only on the fourth chapter!”

Ash blinked, utterly lost at this point. He just watched the interplay between the two friends and patiently awaited Lisia’s departure. After spending most of the day flying with Plume he was understandably hungry and he trusted that Daisy knew somewhere with very good food – while not extravagant, the Oaks tended to enjoy the finer things in life and food was no exception. They had the means to acquire it and didn’t hesitate to do so.

“Oh, sorry!” Lisia giggled when Ash’s stomach suddenly rumbled. “You must be absolutely starving – I bet you came from so far away! I’ll let you two go – wait, is that a PokeNav? Can I see it?”

A little overwhelmed by the girl’s energy, Ash nodded dumbly and unclipped the device from his belt before he placed it into Lisia’s soft hands. She obviously wasn’t a traveler.

“Thanks!” She chirped and focused intently on the PokeNav as she opened up a menu and typed something in. A moment later she smiled at him and handed it back.

“There’s my number!” She winked as their fingers brushed together. “Call me if you ever want to talk! And if you have any questions about Contests or anything just let me know! I’m always happy to help!”

Ash nodded steadfastly as he clipped the PokeNav back onto his belt and struggled not to show any reaction despite the slightest bit of heat that had flooded his cheeks.

He didn’t say anything, but his short nod seemed to be enough for Lisia. She giggled and sent a quick glance to Daisy. “I’ll talk to you later, Daisy! Bye, Ash! Have fun writing your chapters!”

With that she flounced off with all the energy Ash had come to expect from her over the course of their short meeting. He watched her and her Altaria go for a few moments before he turned to the Oak.

“She’s…interesting.”

“She’s very good at what she does and a lot like her uncle,” Daisy remarked airily before she glanced down at him. “But yes, she can be pretty weird. Then again, what great trainer isn’t?”

Ash gave a noncommittal grunt in response. He wasn’t about to try and make a compelling argument against that.

“You should be happy she’s so taken with you – Lisia’s not an easy girl to impress!” Daisy teased. “Maybe you should take her up on her offer.”

“Maybe,” Ash shrugged noncommittally. He didn’t bother elaborating on that. Daisy would just continue to go after him regardless if he gave her any bait…if he remembered correctly she was exactly like Gary in that regard. Best to just shut them down early.

“You’re no fun,” the Oak sighed and crossed her arms. Just as she opened her mouth, she shut it and plastered a smile on her face. “Ash, if you don’t want to let everyone watching the news to know you’re here you should probably head out. I’ll send you where to meet up…this might take a while.”

Ash started to tell her his PokeNav number, but she waved him off. “I can get it from Gramps. I should probably talk to him anyway. Look, Ash, I’ll talk to you later.”

He was about to protest, but the excited murmurs that sounded exactly like the interviewers that had approached him during the Conference tipped him off. Ash gave Daisy a quick nod before he turned away and made his way past the pair of interviewers to the entrance.

Maybe he’d gotten used to the media during the Indigo Conference, but that didn’t mean he wanted to advertise his presence in Hoenn. The less attention he had the better.

A grimace worked its way onto his face at the thought of broadcasting his movements. He could deal with it, but all he wanted was to travel without anyone truly recognizing him. Maybe a flash of familiarity, a few surprised glances…but anything else was a bit too much for him.

So he didn’t even look back as he stepped out into the bright day.
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Ash looked out at the crystal pool that was Sootopolis’ most distinctive feature from one of the outer rims. It was a bit precarious, but he had no problem with the great height.

The view made everything worth it.

“Stay safe,” he tiredly warned Sneasel, who was edging dangerously close to the cliff’s edge. “I know that Plume did her best, but I’m mostly sure you never learned how to fly.”

Sneasel hissed at that and nodded as he dug his claws into the white stone for support. Despite Ash’s warning he still peeked his head over the edge so he could examine the sheer walls that had been polished smooth by countless years of salt and whipping wind.

Plume circled high above, happily soaring through the blue sky in the light of the midday sun. The trip to Sootopolis had barely even tired her and it was clear she was itching to really cut loose – Ash just hoped she wouldn’t go too far. If Sneasel ended up needing someone to catch him then Plume was really the only option. Dazed couldn’t exactly teleport a dark-type, although he supposed she could teleport the pokeball and manipulate it to catch Sneasel mid-fall.

That is only if I was willing to catch the brat in the first place, Friend-Trainer. It has done little to garner my support. 

“He, Dazed,” Ash absentmindedly corrected as he watched the shadows of a small group of Wingull dive down to the water’s surface. “I think he’s earned that much.”

Its improvement has not been so dramatic as to merit an individual identity. 

“Give him time. He’s learned to leave you and Bruiser alone, hasn’t he?” Ash grinned back at his friend, who supported herself on the slightly narrow ledge with a slight platform of psychic power.

I would almost be disappointed if he hadn’t with how frequently we played the game of your devising. My compliments on that idea, Friend-Trainer. The Caretaker and I most appreciate it. 

Ash snorted and let a small smile play over his face as he watched Sneasel bare his upper lip to reveal a set of sharp canines and fire off several Ice Beams at the flocks of Wingfull, although he let out a yip of surprise when a curved psychic barrier manifested itself and absorbed the jagged arcs of ice until it finally dispersed into wisps of deep blue energy.

“Calm down you two,” he sighed and leaned back onto the stone to watch Plume’s shadow. Dazed shifted and teleported away with a small flash of light rather than physically move to make room for Sneasel, who whined and snuggled up under Ash’s arm to try and wipe away some of the frost that clung to his face. “Think any of the others would appreciate this view?”

Dazed was silent for a moment before the cool, svelte voice echoed lightly in his head. Ash took a moment to appreciate the marked improvement from her first attempts at telepathy before her words flooded into his mind.

Thank you for the compliment. My efforts have not been in vain, it seems. However, I do not feel that many of the others would appreciate being released on such precarious footing. The Seeker would fear the Sun’s heat, the Caretaker the height. The others would merely be bored, or attempt something foolish. 

“You’re probably right,” Ash muttered to himself as thoughts of Tangrowth playfully collapsing the vast crater walls in pursuit of some sort of game came to mind. He hid his wince, although the amused upturn of Dazed’s sharp eyes showed that she’d caught it. “I suppose we should try to find somewhere else to explore while we wait on Daisy. I’d like to let everyone out sometime today – it’s hot, but that’s not necessarily a bad thing.”

Sneasel hissed in agreement and finally pried himself from Ash’s arms only to seat himself comfortably on the boy’s chest, the soft weight not a bother to him in the least.

Dazed’s eyes focused on Ash as he shut his eyes thoughtfully. There honestly weren’t too many places in Sootopolis to explore. Despite its immense historical importance, the Rune City was a rather small settlement with much of its space devoted to living quarters.

There were a sizable number of historical sites chronicling the rich empire that had been built up around Sootopolis for centuries that Cynthia’s book had mentioned but he wasn’t sure he was willing to rush through those. If he was going to look at the relics of gone-by ages he was going to take his time to fully appreciate them.

Of course, there was always the obscure –

I believe it would be of interest. There is power in this city, Friend-Trainer. It is an ancient thing, rooted in the foundations and diffused in the water. 

Ash nodded slowly, although he grew wary when the icy fire in the back of his mind flared in interest. It simmered to the level he could ignore, but he was already on guard.

The fact that the Feather reminded him of its presence at the mention of his next destination didn’t help matters. His spine tingled and skin burned and that wasn’t nearly as comforting to Ash as it once was.

“Can you find it?” Ash asked at last, his voice a raspy whisper. His hand brushed the PokeNav, hoping desperately that Daisy would call at that exact moment.

I have felt it since you released me. 

At that moment Plume dove down with a fearsome screech before she spread her wings to brake and hooked her claws into the bleached stone in a way that still somehow managed to convey all the grace of a Milotic in her motions.

The massive bird lowered herself and chirped at Ash, obviously for him to get on. He grinned at her and eagerly pulled himself up onto the great avian and sent a pointed look at Dazed.

“How long have you been planning this?”

Dazed eyes squinted at him and she didn’t respond for a few moments. A light smirk played across his lips at the subtle – almost glaring for someone who knew her as well as he did – signs of the Hypno being flustered for once.

Before we left the Old Mentor suggested it. When you released me here I knew I must follow her words. 

“Was that so hard?” Ash said playfully as he absentmindedly stroked Plume’s glossy feathers. “You should have just said so from the beginning. It’s not as if I don’t want to explore.”

Dazed was silent for a few moments until Ash felt a slight mental nudge. He rolled his eyes at his friend’s response before he followed her suggestion and recalled the Hypno.

“I’m guessing you know where to go?” He asked the Pidgeot, who cooed softly back in response. Ash nodded at that and took off his hat to place into a storage container. “Well, let’s get a move on then. I don’t know how much time we have.”

Plume nodded at that and outstretched her wings. Ash had just a moment to grip tightly to her huge body before she propelled herself hundreds of feet off the white stone of the crater walls and into the eternal blue of the sky. He shut his eyes as the wind whistled past his face and the slightest hint of the Song whispered into his ears and let himself fly.

And then it was over.

Ash sighed when he felt Plume’s wings spread out and the wind around them die down to almost nothing. Seconds later he felt his stomach rise and reflexively clenched his arms around Plume all the tighter, although that forced him to let out a short grunt as Plume swooped down and dug her talons into the earth to reduced the impact.

“Thanks, Plume,” Ash gave her a few more pats before he jumped off onto unsteady legs. His face was a little number and he wobbled just a little on the white rock, but he wasn’t sure if he’d ever felt better. “Take a rest while you can. I doubt we’ll stay in Sootopolis for too long, so you’ve got another long flight ahead of you soon.”

Plume cooed once more and leaned forward to nip his hat – he winced in sympathy for it as the bill nearly snapped under the force of her gentle bite.

“Rest up,” he repeated with a short laugh and stroked her crest one last time before he returned her. Ash stared fondly at the pokeball for just a moment before he shook his head and clipped it to his belt.

Once he was sure Plume’s pokeball was secure he finally took in his surroundings.

It was satisfyingly simple. The Cave of Origin was hidden away from the rest of Sootopolis towards the northern end of the city, normally accessible only by following a series of paths towards one of the lowest points in Sootopolis prior – the only reason it wasn’t drowned with the rest of the crater was because it existed in a deep hollow just high enough to feel the full light of the sun.

The Cave itself was shielded from the eyes of the surface by a large, rounded structure that hung over the dim black entrance of the most ancient legend of Sootopolis. Thick pillars of harshly hewn stone held the overhang from collapsing under its own weight and two ornate, branching designs were carved into either side of the structure.

He stepped forward and breathed. The Song echoed from the deepest bowels of the Cave and he could scarcely steel his will in time to avoid sprinting off into the sacred site.

There was power here, he realized with a clear head. Dazed had been more right than he ever could have imagined.

“You may not enter the Cave of Origin,” a voice that sounded like the crack of stone called out. Ash tensed and turned to look at the speaker who had appeared as if from nowhere. A man and woman with twelve pokeballs on their belts and the League insignia woven into their shirts flanked the ancient man, whose face was hardly recognizable beneath the winding lines age had cut into him. “It’s a restricted site, I’m afraid. Not even the Champion Wallace himself may know what lies within.”

“I won’t intrude,” Ash said quietly and continued to look at the entrance to the Cave. It was ancient…older than the buildings that circled it hundreds of feet above for sure. Timeless. “I just wanted to see it for myself.”

The ancient man frowned. “And seen it you have. Now you will leave.”

Ash nodded but didn’t move, fascinated as he was by the mysterious symbols carved into the stone. There was something more to them than just an interesting geometry…they were alive, in a sense.

“I was not making a suggestion,” the guardian said more firmly. “This is hallowed ground, boy. Let’s not disturb the tranquility here.”

“Of course not,” Ash said absently. He ignored the two League trainers that had their hands placed threateningly on one of their dozen pokeballs. They couldn’t stop him. “No need to try and stop me. I was just curious.”

“As I said, your curiosity is assuaged,” the wizened man allowed an edge to fall into his voice. “Leave. It is not your place to know the secrets here.”

At that Ash smiled humorlessly and unclipped Plume’s pokeball. The League trainers tensed and prepared themselves, but couldn’t have prepared for the sight of the massive Pidgeot that coalesced from the scarlet energy after Ash released her.

She glared at the trio with eyes of steel as she picked up on their wariness and shrieked threateningly at them for having the audacity to challenge her trainer, although a calming hand on her head soothed the irate Pidgeot.

“That’s enough, Plume. Sorry you didn’t get quite as much rest as I’d promised,” Ash said quietly as he mounted her and hugged himself close. Easy as the journey away from the Cave would be he’d rather be as comfortable as possible. “Let’s go, girl.”

She nodded and cooed just loud enough for him to hear before she squawked at the three adults and arrogantly flared out her wings just a moment later to launch herself out of Sootopolis’ heart.
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“This is a nice place, don’t you think?” Daisy asked with a grin as she watched Ash tear into his food as though he were starving. The only breaks he took were to make sure to give some of the unfamiliar Hoenn cuisine to the array of pokemon that had circled around him. “Grandpa actually took me here when I was little…he was attending the Ever Grande Conference, I think, and managed to convince my parents into letting me come with him.”

He paused at that, curious to hear more. Ash just had a hard time picturing the Professor ever leaving Pallet, the town he’d practically built with his own two hands. The most renowned Oak loved his research as though it were a member of his small family and to think of him taking a real break from it was almost mindboggling.

“He actually left Kanto?”

Daisy giggled at that. “Crazy, I know. But he always wanted Gary and I to be well rounded. Grandpa used to travel a lot, you know. Then he settled down and started his current work. But he’s still got that old wanderlust in him.”

Ash felt his lips turn up. “Trust me, I know. I’ve heard a lot about him since I left Pallet.”

“Funny how that happens,” Daisy nodded sagely. “Leaving home opens your eyes in more ways than one. Just part of growing up, I suppose.”

He nodded thoughtfully and picked at what little food was left. Most had been tossed over to his team, who had eagerly snatched it up. Ash was happy to share food trainers normally reserved for themselves with his team, but given that he essentially ate the same tasteless, highly nutritious gruel as his friends on extended trips to the wilderness it was a rare occasion that he got to spoil them.

There was a mostly comfortable silence between the two. Ash wasn’t really sure what he thought of Daisy. She was certainly a pleasant person to be around – smart, kind, and very knowledgeable. Not to mention highly skilled.

But she also seemed to contact her family only occasionally, which was something Ash couldn’t really fathom. Sure, he’d been absolutely terrible at keeping in contact with his mother at first, but he’d grown out of it.

Daisy seemed to have never learned that lesson, and it wasn’t something he could approve of.

“So, what exactly are your plans here in Hoenn?” Daisy paid close attention, genuinely interested. “You haven’t been here before, right? Are you meeting anyone?”

He took a moment to rest his hand atop Nidoking’s leathery head, just above the deadly horn that jutted from his skull, before he even said a word.

“I’m meeting up with a friend in Rustboro,” he said at last. “He won’t be there for a few weeks so I’m just wandering in the meantime. The only thing on my list at the moment is to deliver a package to Professor Birch in Littleroot Town.”

“Really?” The girl leaned forward, soft eyes opened wide. One hand came up to brush her brown locks out of the way as she absentmindedly adjusted her green headband. “How were you planning on getting there?”

“I was going to take the water routes down to Dewford past Pacifidlog,” the boy answered. “I’ve heard there’s a lot of interesting places to visit along the way and I’ll probably spend plenty of time on the mainland with my friend.”

Daisy nodded thoughtfully but didn’t say anything. The only sign she hadn’t completely separated herself from the world was the slight twitch of her lips as Eevee squirmed in her arms and stretched as much as the little creature could to lick her face.

“You know,” she started off carefully, “I’m actually headed to Petalburg to meet up with a few of my old Coordinating friends next week…if you want you could tag along with me on the way there. I could use the company and it’d be nice to catch up with you, Ash.”

Ash paused and set his chopsticks down. Daisy watched him closely – he could detect just a bit of anxiety in the way she held herself: slim shoulders bunched together, mouth drawn tight, hands tense.

Was she afraid of him declining her offer or was she afraid of him accepting?

To tell the truth, he hadn’t put much thought into the idea of a traveling companion. Not one of the human variety, anyway. He was happy with his family, proud to venture off into the unknown with just his brothers and sisters at his side.

And to be honest, he felt the same sense of unease as he suspected Daisy did. He hadn’t actually traveled with anyone since before the sinking of the St. Anne – he had to focus his will just to keep a grimace from slipping across his tanned face as his blood felt as though it had been dipped ice – and had come to love walking the earth on his own more than he’d ever enjoyed doing so with humans.

But at the same time he found himself wanting to accept. Daisy was a highly skilled trainer even if she didn’t seem to be much of a battler. There was a lot he could learn from someone as experienced as her, plus she could tell him more about Hoenn and the subject of Coordinating. He wasn’t so prideful as to deny his own ignorance about it.

Even more than that, she was Daisy Oak. She was the closest connection to his home that he’d find outside of the messages from his friends and family. He wouldn’t be able to see any of them for months at the very least, so some sort of bond to Pallet was appreciated.

Besides, it wouldn’t be permanent. One week. That was it.

One week to get to know Daisy Oak.

To be honest, that was probably the deciding factor in his decision. He didn’t like to be bound to people and he wouldn’t have been able to travel with her once he met up with Steven. Ash felt that Steven would probably want to keep their training a relatively quiet affair, with little input from others.

Even Lance of all people had wanted to keep their training far from prying eyes – if the boisterous, outgoing Dragon Master who loved to show off his awesome power kept it so secretive he couldn’t imagine the much more reserved Steven to do any different.

“Sure,” he flashed Daisy a genuine smile that she quickly returned. It looked like his acceptance had settled her nerves a bit. “I’m looking forward to it. How long will you be in Sootopolis?”

She frowned. It looked incredibly foreign on her ordinarily smiling face. “With the Contest over I’m free to go anytime. I’d like to wait until at least tomorrow so I can gather my supplies, though.”

“Of course,” Ash nodded. He wouldn’t expect anything else. “Where do you want to meet up tomorrow?”

“Pokemon Center’s good for me,” Daisy replied with just a moment’s thought. “That’s where you’ll be staying the night, right?”

He nodded again.

“Great!” She cheered and ruffled the fur on Eevee’s head. The little pokemon just yipped happily and stared at Ash with almost ridiculously huge eyes for such a small creature. “I’ll see you around noon then, alright?”

Despite himself he couldn’t help but smile back as he started portion out the remnants of his food for his friends. He’d bought them their own shares since he had more than enough money to do it at this point, but he wasn’t going to finish and might as well keep it from going to waste.

Maybe this would turn out great after all.
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“Having fun, Torrent?” Ash called out from where he leaned back on Nidoking’s leathery stomach. He was perched on a small, upraised section of Sootopolis’ rim that overlooked the part of Sootopolis’ lake he’d claimed for the day. Most of his friends were arrayed around him in some way, a majority of them either napping or close to it.

Torrent rumbled happily at him and dived back into the lake, an act which nudged the vast ice floe he’d created for Sneasel to play on slightly into the water. The little dark-type hissed and dug his claws deep into the thick platform to avoid from slipping in.

Ash counted out the rest of his family. He liked to know where they were, just in case.

Nidoking was behind him, of course. He’d been unconscious for the last hour or so, ever since they left Daisy to take care of her affairs. Only the peaceful rise and fall of his hulking form ensured that Ash knew he wasn’t just a Nidoking-shaped statue.

Plume was doing laps around Sootopolis, although he wasn’t able to keep track of her now that the sun had finally begun to fall. She was probably miles away, although he knew she would return.

The others, with the exception of Infernus, were all collapsed somewhere behind him. He could hear most of them, although he could see Bruiser sitting peacefully a fair distance away, eyes just and body tense.

He was meditating, Ash assumed. It was an exercise he’d picked up from Bruno, although it was only recently he really practiced it. The relaxed atmosphere they’d found since the end of the Conference helped Bruiser focus and Sneasel’s slightly better behavior – and well-earned fear of the mighty Machoke – had finally given him the peace he needed.

Dazed sat in front of him with her pendulum swaying back and forth, an eerie blue glow emanating from the pendant and her narrowed eyes. It looked like the fighting-type had seen fit to assist Dazed’s help in the exercise, which brought a flush of warmth to Ash.

It was nice to see his team work together so well. Ash knew that they had their fair degree of problems helping each other – quite a few disliked at least one another for some reason or another – but it seemed like this time of peace was finally helping those small rifts to mend.

And finally there was –

“Oh, hello,” Ash murmured to Seeker as she landed on the small patch of moss behind him. He looked at her expectantly. Normally she’d land on his back or his hat, not around him. “Is everything alright, Seeker?”

She squeaked an affirmative and laid herself just a little awkwardly on the cool moss, thick blue fur slick with sweat.

“Do you want Torrent or Nidoking to help cool you down?” Ash frowned as he idly brushed her with his hand and felt that she was a little too hot for comfort. “You don’t feel too good.”

Seeker wriggled and shook her head in a way that Ash construed as a ‘no’. She settled and stared out at the Sootopolis Lake as it reflected the fiery orange glow of the setting sun over its mirror-like surface.

Ash shrugged and kept on brushing the short, soft fur as he watched Torrent dance through the lake, exploding out in massive geysers and sinking to its darkest depths at the bottom of a newborn whirlpool with ease.

That went on for an eternity. The sun set and settled into a murky glow of orange and red and gold. The lake shimmered and darkened into an inky sheet as night swallowed the day.

And through it all he thought. Thought of his journey, his future, his family.

“Seeker…” the boy began almost hesitantly. The Zubat’s ears twitched and she turned to look up at him with sightless eyes. “Are you happy? With us – with me?”

Seeker squirmed up onto his leg and squeaked almost violently – his ears stung at the sound and he had to withhold a flinch. Her fangs were bared and her blue fur stood straight as her ears in that moment.

He almost deflated with the force of his relieved exhale. It wasn’t something he’d really thought of before. Seeker was always happy around him, especially since Lance had removed the six pokemon limit ever since their training.

But while she’d seemed happy, he knew he hadn’t spent as much time personally with her as some of the others. She was with him while they trained and never showed any sort of discontent, but he knew that he’d never really tried to involve her. Protect her from Sneasel and keep her taken care of as best he could, yes.

Involve her – or even offer to involve her – no. He’d done a poor job integrating her into the team. When the others cared about her it was because they’d come to like her on their own. Ash had never truly tried to facilitate it aside from making sure she stayed around him and, therefore, the team.

“Good,” he breathed and wrapped a gentle arm around her tiny body. It was always strange to remind himself of just how vulnerable Seeker was, even if her meek demeanor and the damage she’d taken saving him from Golduck’s murderous Water Gun should have branded that knowledge into his mind forever.

But then, she wasn’t really vulnerable. Physically, yes. Mentally, no. She bore many scars from her slavery to Team Rocket in every aspect. But she wasn’t broken. Seeker had stayed strong and brave. She’d presumably survived battles with opponents far stronger than she was. She’d willingly taken a Water Gun for him even when it might have killed her.

Seeker might not look like much, but she was brave. As brave and strong in spirit as she was small in body.

“Do you want more?” He continued with a frown. “Do you want to fight?”

She stilled at that word. He felt every muscle tense and a slight shiver wrack her body.

“It doesn’t matter to me,” he did his best to reassure her. Ash couldn’t hope to discern what her true thoughts were – she didn’t give enough of a tell for him. “All I want is for you to be happy, Seeker. Peace or battle…the choice is irrelevant. All that matters to me is that you’re happy with us.”

Seeker curled slightly closer to him and disregarded the uncomfortable heat of Hoenn, which only seemed to have changed into heavy, muggy humidity as night fell across Sootopolis.

After what could have been an eternity she finally wriggled her head back and forth in a definite decline of his query. Seeker squeaked up at him nervously, as though she were still afraid of whatever judgment he would cast.

“You won’t fight,” Ash promised the smallest member of his family. “Not unless you want to.”

The Zubat was silent and just laid still underneath his hand as the endless chorus of bug-types started to echo throughout Sootopolis’ smooth stone walls. She tensed at that – it was her natural instinct to go after the bugs, after all – but kept still.

“Whatever happens, just know that I’m proud to have you on the team, Seeker,” Ash smiled down at her. “Don’t ever think otherwise.”

She squeaked again at that and was practically twitching with energy, but didn’t try to move. Instead she just relaxed and slowly let the excited tension flood from her muscles.

He leaned back against Nidoking again and felt his lips twitch as he stared at the stars, which were just now visible in the onset of twilight. They were different here in Hoenn. There were so many of the gleaming masses of burning gas that he recognized from the endless nights of watching the night sky with his friends, but they had shifted far from where he’d usually find them.

But they were there.

Gyarados’ Maw, Umbreon’s Spots, Starmie, and the Eye of Mew…they still watched over him.

And as he shut his eyes he decided that maybe it wouldn’t be so bad to forgo the comforts of the Pokemon Center for just one night.

The last thing he saw were two gleaming blue eyes and a swaying circle of vibrant light.

Sleep well, Friend-Trainer. 
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Ash rolled his neck in an effort to smooth out some of the stiffness as he waited in front of the Pokemon Center with crossed arms. He ignored the comers and goers as they passed in and out of the large building. He only cared about one trainer in this city.

Sleeping by the lake had turned out to not be such a great idea after all. After all of his experience out in the wilderness he honestly should have known what was coming, but he had been so relaxed that he’d thrown his prior experiences out the window.

He was sore, stiff, and before he’d rushed into the Pokemon Center to take a quick shower and brush his teeth he’d felt like a thin layer of sweat, dirt, and salt had practically coated his body.

But it had still been satisfying and both his thirst and hunger had been rather easy to take care of. Storage compartments really were useful things – he had enough supplies stocked away to last him and his team at least two weeks in the wilderness if he had to. Three if he was careful.

“Ash, there you are!” Daisy’s soft voice, sunny as Hoenn itself, rang in his ears. He smiled back and stood up straight as she approached, having been teleported in by a particularly impressive Gardevoir. “Ready to go?”

“Of course,” he responded easily. “Where are we headed and how are we getting there?”

“I figured we’d fly – where’s the fun in teleporting everywhere?” Daisy giggled. Gardevoir rolled its scarlet eyes affectionately. “But there’s a few nice islands I’ve visited before that I figured we could stop at for the day. We could make it to the Pacifidlog Archipelago today, but I’d rather not. It’s not like we’re in a rush, after all. I’ve got a full week to make it to Petalburg and you’ve got even longer until you need to be in Rustboro.”

Ash nodded. That was acceptable.

“Then, we could get to Pacifidlog pretty early on the second day. It’s a nice little town we could rest in – not a lot to do but a nice place to stop at,” the Oak mused, tapping her rounded chin with a delicate finger. “I don’t really know any of the islands or their communities past Pacifidlog, so I thought we could just fly straight to Dewford the third day. Granite Cave could keep us occupied for two days, probably. From there it’s a pretty short flight to Littleroot – you said you needed to go there, right?”

He nodded for a second time. “I have a delivery for Professor Birch.”

“Must be pretty important if the runner up of the Indigo Conference is personally carrying it,” Daisy teased. “But don’t worry, we’ll get it delivered in no time.”

“It’s a little bit important,” Ash acknowledged. It was just information that could prove vital to the survival of the Leagues. Nothing major enough to get in a rush over. “But as long as there aren’t significant delays the timing of the delivery doesn’t matter too much.”

“Whew, that’s a relief!” The Oak said as she unclipped a pokeball and released a Pidgeot of her own - one of the nearby pedestrians jumped in surprise, although Ash barely twitched. He was used to sudden appearances at this point. “Well, let’s get going then!”

He nodded and reached for Plume’s pokeball, although he took a moment to examine the new Pidgeot. It was a far cry from the massive Pidgeot he came across rather frequently. The bird certainly wasn’t built for battle like Plume or Gary’s. Instead it seemed almost delicate, as though it were meant to float along with the air instead of master it.

“Ooh,” Daisy’s mouth circled as she cooed at Plume, who cocked her great head at the girl’s stare. “She’s beautiful! I saw her on TV, but in person…very impressive, Ash!”

Ash couldn’t help but feel his pride stoked by Daisy’s praise, although he stayed outwardly calm. Plume preened under the kind words, however, and made no show of hiding it.

“She takes care of herself,” Ash grinned as he patted Plume and released her saddle as well. Plume nipped at him affectionately, although the force behind it nearly knocked him onto his rear. “I just make sure she doesn’t have to work too hard.”

“That’s all anyone can ask!” Daisy nodded as she put her own saddle – a large, flexible length of what looked to be made of shed Arbok skin – onto the comparatively small Pidgeot. “Anyways, I saw quite a bit from this Pidgeot when you beat Baby Gary – I wonder how much better she’s gotten?”

Ash grinned dangerously at that and Plume, if she had lips, would have mirrored his expression. If there was one thing they shared it was that competitive edge that refused to take any challenge lightly.

“You have no idea!” His eyes flashed as he pulled himself onto Plume’s back and pulled on the protective head gear that would keep him safe from the whipping winds and dust that permeated the upper atmosphere. “I doubt you’ll catch Plume’s wind.”

His friend shrieked an agreement and flared her wings, dwarfing Daisy and her Pidgeot. The Oak didn’t seem too impressed, though, and just kept her lips shaped into a soft smile.

“Don’t underestimate us!” She laughed as she happily stroked her Pidgeot’s glossy plumage. “We might not be battlers but we’re not slouches either – Gary learned that the hard way.”

The Feather flared as his spirit burned with the desire to show Daisy just how far of a gap there was between him and Gary, especially in regards to their Pidgeot.

Gary’s Pidgeot wasn’t built for speed. Every bit of its body was shaped in the pursuit of raw power – the power to dwarf every aerial fighter it faced and tear them out of the sky. Even most Dragonite wouldn’t be able to stand against it in a battle of sheer physical might.

Plume was all about speed. That was her power. The force behind her attacks was primarily from her velocity, not mass.

And she excelled at it. Whereas Gary’s Pidgeot would tear a Dragonite out of the sky with its massive talons, Plume would tear into them like a missile. They wouldn’t even know what hit them before they found themselves lying in the dirt.

“You’re on,” Ash grinned as he clipped Plume’s pokeball to his belt. He spared an absent glance to the Gardevoir that looked exasperated by the impromptu race before it was recalled in a flash of light. “Where are we headed?”

“Follow us to Sootopolis’ rim,” his opponent instructed as her Pidgeot shot into the air with nary a sound. “Catch us if you can!”

Plume followed less than a second later and loosed an offended screech out into the Rune City’s clear skies. Ash held on tight as they gained easily on Daisy and her Pidgeot, who couldn’t even hope to surpass the highly trained Plume in the open air.

As they passed over the crater’s rim, Ash couldn’t help but to look back and stare at the white city.

It really was beautiful, he thought. Simple and utilitarian but still so effortlessly elegant that he wouldn’t have minded staying there for a long time yet. Not many cities could claim to be carved from the ancient walls of a crater, after all. Even fewer could claim to such a rich history.

And it wasn’t just in the pages of dusty tomes that Sootopolis remained prominent either. Even in the modern era it had clung to prestige that dwarfed the Rune City’s size and population.

Cynthia’s words came back to him – he had read the gift from his mother through the entire chapter on Sootopolis by this point. It was almost incredible how easily it captivated him. Ash hadn’t really thought he’d enjoy history, but something about how the Sinnoh Champion put her research, facts, and own opinions into her book spoke to him.

Perhaps it was her status as a powerful trainer that did it for him. Perhaps it was the fact that anybody who had earned the position of Champion held his respect before he even knew who they were.

Regardless, he’d almost memorized everything he’d read up to this point. His long talks with Alakazam as she elaborated on this point and that had only burned the knowledge deeper.

Despite its rich and influential past, Sootopolis has truly come into its own in terms of impact on the Hoenn region in recent years. In 967 AIL, as the Last War raged on, the Hoenn region was reunited under one banner for the first time since the initial fall of the Volumo Empire roughly one thousand years before. 

While several of Hoenn’s great cities – Rustboro, Ever Grande, and Lilycove amongst the coalition that pushed for unity as the Unovan forces threatened to break the naval blockade Hoenn relied on for centuries – were instrumental in creating the Ever Grande League, it was Sootopolis that finally forced its creation. 

Although Sootopolis’ attempts to secure its own city as the capital and headquarters of the League failed, its efforts earned it even greater respect and recognition interregionally once the new League decisively repelled the invaders at the Second Battle of Lilycove. 

As the First Champion of the Ever Grande League, Dragon Master Drake Teach, was originally from the Rune City it gained even greater influence in the League’s decisions. In the wake of Champion Drake’s legendary, singlehanded destruction of a Unovan fleet and the League’s solidification Sootopolis’ leaders gained access to Ever Grande and retained their influence for many years. 

Although its influence has waned as Rustboro has grown as the industrial age and the smaller cities have begun to gain notoriety the Rune City’s ancient history and proven power have remained. 

It can only be – 

Ash was ripped out of his thoughts as Plume was forced to brace herself as a particularly powerful bout of turbulence rippled against the air bubble she’d thoughtfully constructed for him. He held on tight and patted her side as he stared down past the low-hanging clouds they’d shot above and saw the deep azure that called out to him.

An ancient tune echoed through his ears and he relaxed as they drifted lazily through the air. It was almost incredible how fast they were going considering that the ride was almost perfectly gentle. Only a few times had he actually felt the massive gales that rushed through the skies Plume practically owned.

Was this what the Champion Drake had felt when he soared above Lilycove and earned his revered title of Dragon Master?

He thought of Drake, Lance’s mentor, as he turned and picked out Daisy flying almost half a mile behind them. Sootopolis was nothing but a white mound at this point and she was just a barely recognizable black dot. If it weren’t for her keeping pace with Plume’s sedate pace she wouldn’t have even been visible at this point.

Ash turned straight ahead to the vastness of the sea and sky. Ash was tempted to pull out his PokeNav right now and search for any information he could find on Drake but figured that was probably the stupidest idea he’d had all morning. The PokeNav was too valuable to risk like that.

Still, he couldn’t help but want to research the First Ever Grande Champion as much as he could. The respect Lance held from him was telling enough, but reading about his feats in the Last War had made him an almost mythical figure in Ash’s eyes.

Before there were even an Ever Grande Elite Four Drake had taken his position as the undisputed Champion.

He had faced an entire fleet and hundreds of trainers on his lonesome with only his team at his side and won while the Hoenn coalition prepared a defense.

He had killed the Unovan Elite Four member overseeing the attack in the same battle and earned another two Master-level kills before the war was over.

He had earned a flee-on-sight order, unique amongst the three Champions that had banded their Leagues together in order to form the current National League.

And by the end of it all he was named the Dragon Master, recognized as the strongest trainer in the world for decades. It was only Lance, Drake’s own pupil, that had earned that same title a few years ago.

After all of that, could Ash be blamed for wanting to meet him? And battle him, but that was a different matter altogether. Ash couldn’t expect victory even as Drake the Dragon Master had waned in his older age, but it would undoubtedly be one of the greatest battles in his life.

If nothing else, that would inspire him to learn as much as he could from Steven. The Awakening that Lugia warned him of, the Rockets…they were his strongest motivator. But at the base of all his will to become the greatest he could be was the simple, primal desire for a great battle and that was what Drake would provide.

He’d be ready.
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“Oh, you are just too cute!” Daisy giggled as she ran her thin fingers through Sneasel’s thick fur. The dark-type purred happily and rolled over, exposing his stomach to the older trainer as she showered him with affection. “You don’t mind if I steal him for a few minutes, do you?”

“No,” Ash whispered as he stared at the unexpected scene. He was joined by almost all of the rest of his team, who could scarcely believe their eyes. “Just…just keep doing what you’re doing.”

Daisy smiled beautifully and used one finger to scratch behind Sneasel’s feather, an act that reduced him to a happy blob of black fur and sheathed claws.

Is this some sort of trick on the Brat’s part? This is impossible. It has never been so…content. 

“No, I think he’s serious,” Ash muttered to Dazed. He couldn’t blame her for her suspicion, though. Sneasel had never been so calm, and certainly not apart from Ash. For all of his bad temper, Sneasel was immensely worse when Ash wasn’t there to rein him in. For Daisy to tame the obnoxious Sneasel with just a gentle touch was something Ash would remember for a long time.

I would claim she was a psychic to have the effect she does on it, but that is obviously impossible. I find myself dumbfounded, Friend-Trainer. 

Ash just nodded, an action mimicked by the rest of his team. Infernus was the only one that wasn’t impressed and that was because he was stalking around the small island they’d decided to camp at for the night blasting at the ocean with massive spurts of fire that practically lit up the night sky for brief seconds at a time.

He’d been in an ill temper ever since he’d been released. Infernus had hoped to battle one of Daisy’s team but Ash had stepped in before he could challenge his ideal match, her Typhlosion.

Daisy had assured him that Typhlosion was up to the task, but Ash wasn’t about to let that matchup happen. For one he doubted that Daisy actually recognized how powerful Infernus truly was. She’d even admitted that she hadn’t seen much of the Championship battle to him after they’d landed.

Aside from that, it wouldn’t satisfy Infernus. Any pokemon not trained exclusively for battle wouldn’t be capable of keeping up with him for more than a minute even without his teleportation.

Not to mention that he’d rather not have to deal with half the island being reduced to cinders and molten glass. He was fairly certain that the Magmortar didn’t understand the concept of “restraint”.

So now Infernus was frustrated, although Torrent had agreed to spar with him for a few minutes. They’d been at it for longer than he’d expected, although it seemed Torrent had taken advantage of the ocean’s proximity and Infernus had decided not to use teleportation.

That evened things out but Ash still kept a close eye on the battle. If Infernus started getting too out of control he’d have to recall him.

He was just too dangerous to battle without supervision at this point. Too powerful, too fast, too smart. And much, much too ruthless.

But for now he let Infernus fight. He might as well let him relieve some stress in a relatively controlled environment. At the very least he couldn’t cause much collateral damage on a small island in the middle of the Hoenn archipelago.

“You’re a sweet little boy, yes you are!” Daisy giggled as her nails danced across Sneasel’s sensitive underbelly. His tongue lolled out contentedly as she pet him. Whatever belligerence and pride hadn’t been knocked out of him over the past month of “Catch the Sneasel” was forgotten entirely. “Wouldn’t hurt a Zubat, I bet.”

“I don’t know about that,” Ash snorted. Seeker chittered a quick agreement from Bruiser’s shoulder. He’d made friends with Daisy’s Ambipom and Feebas rather easily and it looked like even Typhlosion and Meganium were warming up to him faster than he’d expected. “I haven’t seen him like this since he was a hatchling.”

Daisy shook her head gently, causing her light brown hair to dance in the flickering light of the small fire her Typhlosion had made for them. “I’m sure you’re exaggerating. Look at him!”

Ash did have to admit that Sneasel looked rather innocent cradled in her arms, but he knew the dark-type far too well to expect this to last. Whatever miracle Daisy had pulled off would wear off quickly when it was just their little family again.

Nidoking grunted and stopped pretending to sleep from where he laid beside his trainer. His beady eyes narrowed curiously at Sneasel but he didn’t seem to care enough to break out of his apathetic state.

He really wasn’t one for larger gatherings, Ash knew. Nidoking took his duty of protecting him very seriously, almost to an obsessive level ever since the events of New Island. It wasn’t noticeable around those Nidoking already knew somewhat well, but Daisy and her team were newcomers. Ash was honestly surprised Nidoking had protested as little as he had about Daisy and her team joining them.

As it were he just grunted every now and then and stayed out of the conversation. The only indications he was awake were his upraised ears and curled lip as he stared down Daisy’s team.

Ash just tapped his friend on the forehead just below the massive horn. He trusted Daisy and there was no reason for Nidoking to alienate her team before he’d even given them a chance.

Besides, he thought Nidoking might have found a kindred spirit if the fiery eyes of Daisy’s Gardevoir locked onto the poison-type meant anything. It seemed Daisy had a guardian just as dedicated as his own.

Otherwise Daisy’s team seemed rather lax. They didn’t seem to possess the deep-rooted paranoia his own had gained after dealing with so many dangers and ill-tempered teachers.

Not to say that they were weak or unprepared, though. Ash’s keen eyes easily picked up on the way they moved. They weren’t dedicated fighters like his team but they weren’t foreign to the notion. He had no doubt that they could give even powerful trainers a run for their money given their many years of training and the skill necessary for Coordinators.

She had quite a selection, as well. Aside from the Pidgeot, Gardevoir, Typhlosion, Meganium, Ambipom, and Feebas she also had her Eevee curled up by her side, a Quagsire with a rather dim expression, a Delcatty, Ninetales, and Roserade.

Overall it was quite a group. Perhaps he’d be able to take her on rather easily in battle – Lance’s training had put him beyond just about any trainer that wasn’t a combat specialist, or so he assumed – but the variety was rather spectacular and he was rather interested to see what a Coordinator-trained team was capable of.

He spared one last glance at Daisy’s team before he relaxed and laid back against Nidoking’s bulk. His first friend curled up around him to assuage his paranoia and kept on staring down Gardevoir, who looked to be in no mood to submit to his will.

Ash just sighed and was reminded dimly of Liza’s staring contest with Dazed. A small smirk played over his mouth as he thought of the Twins and he found himself missing them.

They were interesting.

With that he sent a quick glance at Daisy only to realize his new companion was still enraptured with Sneasel, who was so relaxed Ash was almost afraid he’d stopped breathing. It honestly disturbed him somewhat.

Since he didn’t think he would offend her he pulled out his PokeNav and checked his messages. He hadn’t gotten the chance since he’d typed out his replies yesterday and he’d rather not annoy his friends and family back in Kanto too much.

He checked his mother’s message first, of course. Ash didn’t expect to actually understand it after the last few incoherent messages, but he was pleasantly surprised when it turned out to be legible.

Ashy! I hope you’ve had a great time in Hoenn so far. Samuel has all sorts of stories about it and I hope you’ll have even more when you come back – have you made any friends yet? I know you were interested in those twins from the last message but you didn’t say much more about them. 

Have you been reading the book I got you? I was so happy to hear that you’ve enjoyed it so far! I was worried it wouldn’t interest you at first, but it’s good to be surprised. You have to expand your horizons if you want to be the best you can be, after all! There’s more to training than just battling!

Anyways, I just wanted to tell you that I’m going to be headed to Goldenrod a bit early – Professor Elm got some kind of data and has locked himself in his laboratory for the last two days! I can’t even imagine what could be that important, but he did apologize and invited me to come study with him again once I’m a bit further along with my education. 

So I’m just going to stay with Spencer and little Molly while I wait for class to start! I’ll be sure to let them send you some messages next time I get the chance – I’m sure they’ll love to talk to you again!

Have fun! 

Love, Mom

He smiled at that and put it into a folder with the rest of his mother’s messages.

Ash never quite had it in him to delete those.

With that done he glanced over the rest of his unread files. Gary had sent him yet another boastful letter that probably had more profanity in it than Ash had ever actually heard anyone say. It was a little annoying, even if Ash found his mouth quirking up into a slight smirk – Gary didn’t seemed to be very impressed with Johto’s Gym Leaders so far.

Apparently one of the youngest Gym Leaders that Gary called Bugsy was “an androgynous little shit” but had somehow managed to impress Gary more than Falkner or Whitney. Ash held back a groan at the rather unflattering remarks his friend had made about the girl and her Miltank.

He almost considered showing Daisy the message, but figured that would just be cruel. Daisy was like Plume in that she could be a bit overbearing towards those she chose to take care of – that was one quality that stood out even after all these years – and he didn’t want to have to deal with Gary’s annoyance at her response.

The two of them got on a lot better after their battle settled their rivalry, but that didn’t mean that Gary couldn’t be annoying, condescending, and, as Jonathan so aptly named him, a prick. Just because they were closer than they had been when they were younger didn’t mean that Ash was blind to Gary’s faults, just as Gary wasn’t blind to Ash’s.

Aside from that Jonathan and Amelia had sent him a joint message. Lance was quiet, not that Ash could say he was surprised. The Indigo Champion had a lot on his plate at the best of times and with the recent crises he was probably about to have a mental breakdown.

Interested, he went ahead and opened it. He’d already responded to both his mother’s message and Gary’s, so one more wouldn’t be a stretch. Plus Daisy was still occupied with coddling Sneasel and their teams had settled down. They weren’t exactly tired, but they were more than happy to rest for the night.

Hey Ash! How’s it going? It’s Jonathan. I just thought I’d get one last message out to you before we go out on a training trip for the next motnh…I don’t know how long me and Amelia’re going to not send messages again. 

So I went after Clair. Take down the strongest first and deal with the rest over ya know. It was a tough battle but I held my own and really pushed her to the limit– this is Amelia, don’t listen to him. That battle was embarrassing to watch. 

Ash smirked as several rows of random characters were typed out. It spoke of an obvious struggle for control of whatever it was they were using to send the message to him.

For some reason he wasn’t surprised.

But I think I might’ve found a Master to teach me! And just wait I’m gonna learn from them and kick your ass all over Kanto! You might be in the Elite Four right now but just wait and I’ll be the Champion by next year. That’s right you’d better be ready for me. 

Sorry about Jonathan. He’s been more excited than usual lately, even after Clair made him look like an idiot. Still, I guess at least he took down two of her pokemon before he fell. That’s better than most people could do. 

Good luck in Hoenn! Jonathan and I are thinking of going there next year assuming he doesn’t have any obligations here in Indigo to hold him back. I’ve heard a lot about it and I hope to hear even more from you once we’re able to receive and send messages again. 

Anyways, we wish you the best. Talk to you later!

He smiled at that and set to work typing out an acceptable response. It was hard to really feel sympathetic for Jonathan, though. Ash had warned him about Clair before they’d left but his friend had just refused to listen.

Lance’s favorite cousin wasn’t someone to take lightly. She was widely recognized as the most powerful Gym Leader in Johto…possibly Indigo as a whole even before Giovanni had left. She was regarded as an Elite Four hopeful one day if she ever took the challenge.

Combined with what Lance told him was an arrogant, abrasive personality that drove most people to the brink of rage and Jonathan had his worst opponent imaginable. He wasn’t exactly the epitome of calm and controlled and seeing someone with his worst traits amplified would probably rub him the wrong way.

Actually, now he was a bit disappointed Amelia hadn’t taken a video of it. Jonathan’s mild tantrums could be just a little bit funny when they weren’t directed at him.

“What’s so funny?” Daisy grinned up at him. It looked like Sneasel had finally fallen asleep in her arms. He looked very small in that moment. “Anything I shouldn’t be seeing?”

“Just a message from Jonathan and Amelia,” Ash replied. At her blank look he elaborated. “They’re from Pallet. I set out on my journey with them before we were split up.”

“Oh, those names do sound familiar!” She snapped her fingers triumphantly. “I think I remember Gary complaining about them.”

Ash snorted. “Probably. They didn’t exactly get along.”

“You mean someone doesn’t think the world of my cute little brother?” Daisy clasped her hands to her chest in faux surprise, an almost hurt expression. “I think I’m going to have to have a talk with them.”

He wasn’t fooled by the stern façade for a moment.

The twitching of her full lips might have tipped him off, and the chime of high, clear laughter cemented his opinion.

“Oh, I can’t say that with a straight face!” The Oak giggled and rubbed Eevee, who had tiredly climbed up and curled around her neck, on its furry head.

“I have no idea what you’re talking about,” Ash commented drily, content with reclining against Nidoking’s thick hide. “Gary’s a very sensitive, understanding person that does his best to get along with everyone he meets.”

His new companion blinked before another round of giggles wracked her slim body. “I think your Hypno might be messing with your head, Ashy.”

He grimaced at that and subtly shook his head at Dazed, whose eyes had flashed with heatless flame at the joke. She wasn’t a fan of careless accusations like that, even in jest.

It wasn’t something that came up often, but Ash was well aware that Dazed was still a bit sensitive from when he’d discovered she’d been eating his dreams without his permission. That hadn’t bothered him in the least, especially after the terrifying nightmares that he’d finally been forced to face without her help.

Every trainer who had a Hypno as a partner knew it was almost a certainty that they’d draw on the trainer for sustenance. It was an accepted fact. They fed better off of human dreams, which they had adapted to as they encroached upon the sleeping feasts that were human cities over the last few thousand years.

And, as he said before, it was something he was grateful for. Even now Ash wasn’t sure if the memories of the St. Anne’s destruction or New Island lurked beneath his waking thoughts just waiting to drag him into the darkest depths of his mind.

He squeezed his eyes shut without thinking.

Icy blue eyes stared at him from behind a blank visor. He breathed in water and felt his blood boil and freeze and evaporate underneath the force of the entity’s gaze and –

“Are you alright, Ashy?” He heard as a flood of burning ice rushed through his veins and a presence that he just wanted to forget flared and the flashback ended. The Feather burned and tingled, the Song rang in his ears, and he felt very, very tired all of a sudden.

He blearily looked up across the fire and saw Daisy, not his mother as his frenzied mind had thought for a moment when he heard his voice. She leaned forward curiously with a worried frown on her face as she looked the twelve-year-old over. Their teams did the same, not that he was surprised at that. Pokemon were far more sensitive to these things than humans, his own friends moreso.

“I’m fine,” he said tersely, his face drawn tight at the unexpected event. Dazed appeared beside him polishing her pendulum in her shiny white mane. Her eyes were narrowed in concern but he shook his head quietly. Nothing lasting had occurred. “Just remembered something.”

“Okay,” Daisy said doubtfully and retreated. Sneasel was awake and grumbled unhappily at that fact, but he still loyally crawled his way over to Ash when he seemed to pick up on what had occurred. “If you want to talk…”

“I’m fine,” Ash repeated firmly, though not harshly. He was just more disconcerted than anything. It had been months since he’d had those flashbacks and their unexpected reappearance was not welcome. “Trust me, it’s alright.”

She nodded, obviously unconvinced. Daisy Oak was many things but a good liar was not one of them. “Sure, sure.”

An awkward silence fell over the camp. Awkward for Daisy, anyway. Ash was perfectly comfortable. It reminded him of his time traveling alone.

Though, to be fair, he also had much more important things on his mind.

“So…” Daisy cheerfully broke the silence. “You haven’t introduced me to your team yet! I know a few, but most of them I didn’t even know you had!”

Ash smiled as he looked over his team. They were all arrayed behind him with the notable exceptions of Torrent and Infernus. Not that anything within a mile of the island didn’t already know exactly where the two titans were fighting.

Flashes of truly massive gouts of fire illuminated the sky like a sun and the crashing of millions of gallons of water against the island and fires released shockwaves of force that summoned gales of wind and vast clouds of hissing steam.

“First thing’s first!” His companion continued. “Who’s your starter?”

“Nidoking,” he grinned as he patted his guardian’s cheek just underneath a few venomous barbs. His friend rumbled happily and leaned into the touch even as he kept his staring contest with Gardevoir intense as ever. “He’s tough but once he gets used to you he’ll mellow out.”

“I can’t wait!” Daisy smiled at Nidoking, careful to avoid showing teeth to the territorial poison-type. “I bet we’ll get along great in no time.”

Nidoking snorted at that and just kept glaring at Daisy’s own protector. Ash just rolled his eyes and relaxed even further against his first friend.

“My starter is Eevee,” she pointed at the ball of fluff curled around her. The Eevee’s friendly eyes met Ash’s and it yipped a happy greeting to him and the rest of his team before its eyes shut and it fell back into its slumber. “I don’t think he’ll have any problems making friends.”

Ash snorted in an unnerving mimicry of Nidoking. He didn’t doubt that at all.

“My second is Plume,” he nodded over to the Pidgeot. Plume raised her head proudly and stared at Daisy, who didn’t even come close to balking at the raptor’s fierce gaze. “You’ve already met her.”

“How could I forget?” Daisy kept her soft green eyes locked onto Plume’s even as she spoke. “She’s gorgeous!”

The corners of his mouth pulled up slightly as Plume preened under the praise, some of her earlier posturing forgotten. Daisy was a bit more perceptive than he’d expected if she had already picked up on Plume’s vanity. It was less pronounced than it was when she was younger, but the Pidgeot still enjoyed her appearance a little more than the rest of his team.

He didn’t know what else he’d expected. Ash already knew Daisy was brilliant considering some of the research Gary had mentioned she was involved in but this was a nice little reminder that Daisy was no less intelligent than her brother or her famed grandfather.

…Well, perhaps less than her grandfather. Professor Oak was a genius on an entirely different level than anyone he’d met besides Blaine.

With that thought he decided that he’d have to get the two of them in the same room sometime. It shouldn’t be too hard once he returned to Kanto – the Professor was probably invited to most of the League events already.

Ash sighed inwardly. It would probably be harder to get Blaine there than Professor Oak. He took pride in being a hermit and would be content to live in his inn toying with his insane gym forever if he was allowed.

Daisy finally let her gaze drop from Plume, who didn’t even seem to have noticed. “Pidgeot’s actually my second as well! I caught him pretty much the minute I stepped out of Pallet, actually. Funny story, that.”

An annoyed shriek ripped through the peaceful air as Pidgeot made his thoughts about that known but Daisy just giggled and continued on.

“I didn’t even mention to catch him, honestly!” She toyed with one of the pokeballs on her waist absentmindedly. It was polished to a shine but Ash was perceptive enough to note the scuffs and scratches on the smooth metal that told of its age. “I walked out, saw this adorable little Poliwag wandering around outside the gates, and decided to catch it.”

He nodded, showing that he was following along.

“Thing is that I had nothing resembling aim back then,” Daisy admitted as she stared past him. Her lips were raised into a fond smile as she recalled one of her earliest moments as a trainer. “Eevee chased after the Poliwag but it hit the poor little guy with a Water Gun and ran off. So I threw the ball to try and catch it, but I hit a branch instead.”

Ash glanced over at Pidgeot and noted that the flying-type had decided to very firmly hide his head underneath his great wing in embarrassment.

“I was really disappointed when the ball fell to the ground since I’d already primed it, but then the next second I saw this sleeping Pidgey fall out of the tree, land on the pokeball, and capture himself!” Daisy fell into another fit of giggles as she looked over at Pidgeot. “He was really, really confused when I released him, but I guess he didn’t have anything better to do because he just tagged along.”

“I can’t say I’ve made any of my friends like that. Most of them wanted to fight,” Ash recalled. “Bruiser – he’s the Machoke – we sort of walked in on when we were looking for shelter in the mountains by Fuschia. Tangrowth’s probably the most similar. He caught himself too.”

Tangrowth gurgled happily at that and wandered forward from where he sat beside Quagsire and Roserade. Daisy smiled at him and didn’t say anything as he curiously ran several of his vines over her to try and figure out what she was.

“This is Daisy,” he introduced her to the Tangrowth. Technically he’d already told his friends about her and introductions had already been made when he’d first introduced them, but this way he hoped that Tangrowth would actually remember. “Daisy, this is Tangrowth.”

“It’s a pleasure to meet you,” she said politely and giggled when Tangrowth, mimicking a gesture he’d seen Ash perform several times, shook her hand. “I’m looking forward to traveling with you, Tangrowth!”

He bounced up and down on his feet as he gently pulled back his vines and a high squelching noise Ash knew to be an expression of Tangrowth’s happiness emanated from beneath his massive tangle of vines.

Ash eyed Daisy speculatively. He’d heard about how easily she befriended pokemon from Gary – he’d been rather annoyed that he couldn’t replicate the feat when it came to some of his more temperamental pokemon – but it was fascinating to watch it up close and personal.

She had quite the gift, although he had no doubt that dealing with pokemon for the better part of a decade honed that inborn talent quite well. Daisy didn’t seem to have any truly temperamental pokemon on her team but it wasn’t easy dealing with powerful, evolved pokemon like Typhlosion or the Ninetales renowned for their legendary pride and cunning.

And while he doubted that the Ninetales was anywhere near as powerful, intelligent, or flat-out mysterious as Chinatsu – the Feather warmed his chest rather unnecessarily at the thought of the First’s partner – no Ninetales could be called weak. Even the youngest and most inexperienced possessed a wily mind that could entrap foes in complex illusions and fantasies.

“I guess Ninetales should come next,” Daisy murmured as she caught Ash’s attention. The fire-type watched him with open curiosity with its ruby red eyes. “She was actually a gift from a friend when I was just making my first trip around Kanto. I visited my friend’s house, we took a shining to one another, and I guess that’s that. My friend said that we got along too well to keep us apart.”

He nodded, interested in the short story. Daisy really was skilled if she could demand the open admiration of a Ninetales. They were notoriously selective even in the modern age where their legend had faded somewhat.

“After that it’s history,” she recalled fondly as Ninetales happily raised her elegant head to be pet by her trainer. “You know, there’s actually a funny story with her if you don’t mind me telling.”

“Go ahead,” Ash invited as he settled in for a long night of introductions and stories. “We’re in no rush.”

Daisy flashed him a winning smile at that and started her tale, which slowly bled into more and more about her team and his team until they had reached the point of exhaustion.

It was a good night.
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The Song that permeated even his dreamless sleep broke in an instant.

Hail, Storm-Tamer. Your Legend has travelled far indeed for it to have reached my ears. Even now the Wingull and Wailmer scream of your deeds to the sky and sea, spread by the Guardian itself. 

His will flexed and his mind grew aware. There was nothing but blackness that boomed around him as a foreign mind spoke to him.

Something unseen was there and a brief flash of a tall, spindly figure with long flaps of skin resembling a dress and thick, green cartilage that covered most of its face echoed in his mind.

“Gardevoir?” He rasped as he took in the unnaturally slender shadow before him. He’d never seen one of her kind this close before and he couldn’t help but to regard her suspiciously.

Of course. You couldn’t expect me to ignore contact with such a fascinating specimen, regardless of what your Dream-Warrior desires. Besides, you are a potential threat to my trainer.

The world burned with scarlet energy that leaked out of the void like bloody fire at that. Spectral tongues of power licked out from the corners of his nonexistent vision in an aura that demanded respect and fear the likes of which he had never felt.

Unfortunately, this Gardevoir was fairly low on the list of terrifying entities he had matched.

He watched those tendrils with an air of boredom. His family and the shadow that lurked in his mind would not allow a psychic of her caliber to touch him.

I know not what power lies within you, but I cannot find it within myself to care. Fire, Ice, and Lightning…they may be circumvented. The Guardian of the Abyss? I do not doubt its power, but I am certain it is far away from this little island. The Guardian of Life lurks far to the north. And that Abomination…I do not fear its strength, maimed as it is. 

Ash snorted at that and half-expected her to be smote by Mewtwo for that little comment. The entity that had protected him from Articuno required more energy in one second than Gardevoir had in her entire body.

But the void went nowhere and his mind was tickled by a mind that was not his own. He found it oddly easy to recognize that she was amused.

You thought earlier that our family is not specialized for combat. And you would be correct. Mistress hates fighting. She understands it to be brutal and disgusting even when necessary. An ugly stain on what training should be. 

And I agree. I support our family as we learn grace and elegance and compassion from our mistress. My own skill has grown enormously from her peaceful teachings, as have we all. 

Battle is horrific. Every moment of strain, every movement, every blow…it sickens me to watch and wounds me to take part in petty feats of strength. The dance my mistress has perfected is my love.

The tendrils that had slowly receded from his unseeing eyes slowly flared anew in displeasure.

But I am the reason the others may find peace. I shed blood so they may not. I am my mistress’ sword and shield. She will never know harm under my vigil. 

But those who may bring conflict into her life…I do not abide by their threat. I have taken lives before and if I must I will perform my grim duties again. 

I do not wish to do that to you, Storm-Tamer. You have done much for this world, but the world is a small price to pay for the security of Mistress. I doubt you will push me so far in these two weeks, but know that I will end you and your team if one of you brings harm to Mistress.

Ash scowled and his eyes finally saw. The gentle light of the moon was visible as the trainer’s eyelids opened by a hair’s width.

“Is this all you have?” He rasped as more and more of the night sky was unveiled to him. The scarlet energy fled quickly, although he could see some of it simply lingering at the corners of his vision.

But red held no power over him. No, all he saw was blue.

How are you awakening? My art is not so weak as to be broken by a mere human!

His mouth twisted into a vicious snarl as his eyes were half-open and the scarlet power redoubled its assault. He could care less for her protests right now – all he knew was that this Gardevoir had just threatened his family and he would never accept that.

Blood pounded in his ears as his eyes opened in full, too fast for Gardevoir to slow in this dream-state, and barely managed to stop himself before he broke out of the mental embrace in full.

Even in this state, propelled by righteous anger, he did not do anything rash. Instead he just felt the pounding of his chest and stared.

“Never threaten my team again or I will end you,” he growled. Some of her fear bled over to him – the Gardevoir line was uniquely gifted with their ability to detect and transfer emotions – and it grounded him. “I would never harm Daisy or anything with her. If you don’t return the favor then I’m afraid you’ll never be in a position to threaten anyone again.”

With that his body returned to him in full and the boy woke up to a whole new world.

“Ashy!” A worried voice called out to him as he felt his shoulder be shaken. “Are you alright? You were talking in your sleep.”

“Yes,” he murmured as Daisy’s pretty face gazed down at him. “I’m fine…just a bad dream.”

“But,” she frowned and looked over to Dazed. The Hypno just stared at her unblinkingly until Daisy was uncomfortable enough to break it off. “Never mind. Well, sweet dreams, Ash. We’ve got a few hours to go before we head out.”

He nodded tiredly. “Good night, Daisy.”

The teenager took one last concerned glance at his face before she went back to her own sleeping roll. Gardevoir laid next to her, face frozen in slumber.

I apologize for the delay in my assisting you, Friend-Trainer. I did not expect her to take such a rash direction…many psychics have desired to speak with you and I felt this was the most inconspicuous manner to deal with it. 

“No, thank you,” he said as he pulled himself up to his knees. “It was…educational. What was that?”

A skilled application of her abilities. She simply waited until the rest of us were asleep and attempted to form a mental link with you. Arrogant, but I will admit that if I were not more vigilant she would have been successful for a time. 

Fortunately her own dismissal of my abilities proved to our advantage. I watched and waited until you had broken from her grip and trapped her mind in a deep sleep. She will not awaken within the next day.

He nodded and plopped back onto his sleeping mat. Ash grimaced as he felt the itch of sand against his arms – it must have been brought in during his unconscious struggle – but a sweep of Dazed’s power removed them from his well-used sleeping pad.

“Thank you, Dazed,” he said gratefully. Her eyes smiled at him before they hardened when she looked at Gardevoir’s still body.

It is of no trouble, Friend-Trainer. I trust you will not mind if I restrain myself from imbibing your dreams tonight? I see a far more appealing target nearby.

Ash sighed when he saw a harsh blue light flash from beneath Gardevoir’s frozen eyelids. Dazed had already mentally dominated her. And if Daisy and her team were ignorant to it…well, all the better.

Regardless, he could not support that. His anger had cooled and although he doubted he would ever regard the meddling psychic as a friend, he understood exactly where she was coming from. She’d just gone around in the worst possible way of doing it.

Trouble did seem to follow him, after all.

“You can speak to her, but do not eat her dreams without her permission,” he whispered to Dazed. “I want this settled before it grows into an outright grudge.”

Understood.

Ash got the sense she was disappointed but Dazed didn’t speak on her feelings.

Good night, Friend-Trainer. 

With that he fell into a very welcoming abyss.
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“You look terrible,” Daisy noted as they saddled up their respective Pidgeot. “Did you sleep alright?”

Ash thought back to his encounter with Daisy’s guardian.

“I did not.”

“Aww, that sucks!” She sympathized as she pulled the last straps just tight enough that Pidgeot wouldn’t be uncomfortable. “More bad dreams?”

He shrugged noncommittally. “Something like that.”

“You’re not a very helpful person, are you?” The Oak huffed and sent him a fondly frustrated glance. “Well, I won’t pressure you to talk if you don’t want to. Are you ready to head out?”

Ash nodded. “I’m all packed up.”

“Good,” Daisy smiled. “Let’s get a move on, then. It shouldn’t take us more than two hours to get to Pacifidlog and then we can use the rest of the day to rest. Then it’s off to Dewford!”

He smiled agreeably. Pacifidlog didn’t really excite him since it was so tiny and essentially just a small port used for long voyages in the modern day. Ash would not deny its cultural importance – Cynthia’s book mentioned it as a hub for the surrounding archipelago to gather at for ceremonies and such, but nowadays its role was seriously reduced.

These days Pacifidlog’s cultural history was overshadowed by the scientific interest in the massive Corsola colonies located around the islands it covered. Those colonies were some of the largest in the world and had managed to avoid the damage unintentionally done to the Corsola colonies around the major cities during humanity’s first, disastrous forays into the industrial age.

Most of the damage from those days had been easily correctable once humanity had realized what they’d done – a consequence helped along by a dramatic increase in pokemon attacks and open rebellion amongst trained pokemon. But the Corsola colonies were a bit more sensitive to damage and took a long time to recover. It would be centuries before the slowly reproducing water-types would be returned to their former glory.

So Pacifidlog’s colonies were a figurative goldmine for scientific research. There were plenty of other Corsola colonies spread throughout the Hoenn archipelago, many of them similarly unspoiled, but most were either smaller or too remote to be easily studied.

But even that didn’t especially capture his interest. It was just an interesting little note that made Pacifidlog stick out in his mind. Dewford was what held appeal for him, what with its gym and the Granite Cave.

There were a number of interesting pokemon that lived in the Granite Cave and Ash certainly wouldn’t mind adding one or two of those to his team. He still had a few slots that needed to be filled and he would love to fill those in early so that he’d have plenty of time to train them to their utmost.

Aside from that, he knew that Bruiser would love to test himself against fellow fighters. Rampage would be a no-go, of course. It was still too damaging to Bruiser at the moment and he knew that his friend would prefer to test his skill rather than how far he could power up his body.

“Catch me if you can,” he grinned at Daisy as he strapped himself into Plume’s saddle and secured the large goggles he wore to protect his eyes from the dust and wind of the atmosphere.

Plume screamed her challenge to Daisy’s Pidgeot, who shrieked back defiantly as the younger shot into the air like a dart.

It wasn’t long before Daisy and her Pidgeot were just specks in the distance.

Not that Ash was worried. They’d slowed down enough. Their companions might be hard pressed, but Plume was traveling sedately enough that it would just take them only a few minutes to catch up.

He’d rather not get lost in the skies of Hoenn, after all. That would be much more trouble than it was worth.
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Pacifidlog, he decided, was a nice little city. Certainly not large, even compared to Mossdeep and Sootopolis, but he was the last person to judge a place based on population or territory.

What he really loved, however, was just how integrated it was with the environment.

Mossdeep melded well with its mountains and beaches. Sootopolis was a perfect example of humanity carving their place into the natural world.

Pacifidlog was harmony. A small archipelago connected by vast bridges of logs and massive stones that jutted out of the waves that lapped at the protrusions. The buildings that held a population of just over five thousand were spaced out as far as possible, many of them centuries old. Some even floated out on the water, held aloft solely by massive rafts of logs and connected to the town by the same.

Aside from that, the people were rather interesting. Their skin was darker than most of the people in Mossdeep and Sootopolis. It was natural, unlike the even tans of the sailors and natives of the other islands he’d been to so far.

He had to admit that it was a bit fascinating to him. In Kanto most people were much paler than they were here in Hoenn, much less than the natives of Pacifidlog. Ash was tanner than the norm and even he was a bit lighter than the inhabitants of northern Hoenn, let alone the southern peoples.

Only the ancient mountain tribes of the Pewter territory bore a similar shade, if he remembered correctly. And that was more the kiss of the sun than genetics. Their culture emphasized working outdoors and training ones body alongside their pokemon, so they tended to get a bit more exposure than most of Kanto’s people.

Ash attracted his fair share of looks too. A decent number were from people his own age, some of who gave him a second glance as though they recognized him. They lingered and younger children looked up to their mothers and pointed at him curiously.

It seemed he wasn’t the only one who’d encountered new people today.

Their style of dress fascinated him as well. Quite a bit was simply regular attire – albeit modified to be open and airy for Hoenn’s hot, muggy weather – with floral or shell patterns. Some men opted to go shirtless with only loose swim trunks. Both genders favored loose tank tops and shorts, although quite a few women simply wore skirts that ranged from rather short to almost ankle-length.

He had to admit that he had to stop himself from staring at some of the women who chose to walk around in bikini tops, though. Lance knew what he was talking about.

Ash grimaced at that. He imagined that his mentor enjoyed himself a little bit too much in Hoenn if this was the norm outside the cities.

Still, now he had to deal with the real problem: he had nothing to do. There were no attractions in Pacifidlog besides the research station that he didn’t feel like visiting. Just a bunch of normal, hardworking people trying to make a life for themselves.

It was a good place.

That didn’t mean it wasn’t boring, though. He couldn’t even let his friends out to alleviate the tension that had set in his nerves, let alone train with them.

Torrent was just a little bit too powerful to be throwing around his miniature hurricanes in a place like this. Pacifidlog just wasn’t quite…solid enough for him to feel confident in releasing his team.

Not to mention he doubted he could even find the space to let them out. With how densely populated the tiny archipelago was the only clear spaces were inside buildings and on a few of the tiny strips of beach, most of which were converted to docks or markets.

With such little space there wasn’t much choice but to make use of every bit of it.

He wiped a lone bead of sweat off his brow and grimaced as he was starkly reminded of the brutal heat. Hoenn was even more obnoxiously hot in the south and the humidity somehow managed to be worse than it was in Mossdeep and Sootopolis.

When he breathed he should not be able to practically taste the water in the air.

Ash honestly didn’t know how people lived like this. If he stayed out for much longer he’d be positively drenched in sweat, although the short flight with Plume had managed to keep him cool. The winds and high altitude actually kept him comfortable in the hot, humid climate rather than freezing him to the core like their flights in Kanto had.

He supposed he’d just have to get used to it. He’d faced much worse in his travels and he had no right to complain considering he really was enjoying himself.

That didn’t mean he wanted to stay out in the heat longer than necessary. Ash shielded the screen of his PokeNav from the light of the sun and squinted to try and get a decent look at the map.

“There we go,” he muttered to himself as he mentally oriented himself and headed towards the Pokemon Center. Daisy had gone there and gotten them their rooms – apparently Pacifidlog’s Center was usually relatively empty considering its isolated location and low population – but he’d wanted to take a quick look around the town. It was nice to stretch his legs out after so long on Plume and seeing the town itself was just an enjoyable bonus.

It didn’t take him long to find himself there. Pacifidlog was so small that the Center was on the same island and less than five minutes away by walking. If the streets hadn’t been so packed with people and the buildings clustered so tightly together he probably would’ve been able to pick it out from where he’d been wandering.

Ash let out a brief sigh of relief as he stepped into the air-conditioned buildings and felt the sweat that ran down his body cool almost instantly. That was probably the most satisfied he’d felt in a long time…well, aside from Dazed letting Gardevoir know that they were not to be toyed with.

He relished in the cold building as he headed to the room number Daisy had sent to him – at least the Pokemon Centers were constructed in the same simple manner as they were in Kanto. The reception area, medical bay, and pokemon holding facilities were on the ground floor while the residential area was on the second floor and up, although this Pokemon Center was small enough that it only had the basic two stories.

“So, what do you think?” Daisy asked with a grin as she opened the door moments before he reached it. Ash assumed Gardevoir had alerted her to his presence. “It’s a cute little town, isn’t it?”

“Little sounds about right,” he nodded. “It’s certainly peaceful.”

Daisy eyed him knowingly. “You don’t sound too happy about that.”

“I don’t really do peaceful,” Ash admitted. “Not when it means I don’t have anything to do, at any rate. I’ve been passive for long enough as is – I just want to stretch my legs and explore at this point.”

“I know how you feel,” she smiled and opened the door wider to let him in. “Don’t worry about it. When we head into Granite Cave we’ll have plenty of adventure! I’ve only been once but it was pretty fun. Lots of rare pokemon to see.”

Ash cocked his head curiously at that and stepped into the door. He’d already reviewed the pokemon commonly found in Hoenn and where they tended to live, but he was interested in her own experience. It would be a bit more thorough than a few data tables.

When he stepped into the room he was met with the dull red stare of Gardevoir, who watched him unblinkingly. The skeletal psychic looked absolutely terrible – normally the spindly forms of a Gardevoir offset their somewhat uncanny appearance with a sort of inner grace that shone past their rail-thin bodies. Every movement was fluid and measured, speaking of dignity and nobility of spirit few humans could match.

Right now Gardevoir held none of that. Her scarlet eyes were bloodshot and she slumped in exhaustion. The almost crystalline horn that extended from her chest was dull and erratically pulsed with veins of light. When Ash eyed her carefully the horn seemed almost to droop.

Hail, Storm-Tamer. 

There was no malice in the voice, just exhaustion.

He nodded to her. He wanted to end any sort of feud before it could truly begin.

“I’m guessing you want to hear about them?” Daisy observed after she sent a worried glance towards her partner, although she seemed almost frustrated after a moment of unheard conversation. When he nodded to confirm that she motioned for him to take a seat.

“Probably the most common pokemon in the cave are Zubat,” his companion began. Ash snorted at that, not surprised in the least. Zubat bred almost impossibly fast and were surprisingly adaptable so long as they had a relatively cool, dark place for them to take shelter in. With how large Granite Cave was it made sense for there to be a massive Zubat population – it was probably one of the only places they could easily hide from the heat and humidity of Hoenn.

“They’re pretty passive, though. As long as you aren’t alone they’ll be too timid to think of you as a meal. And if you have a pokemon they’ll do their best to avoid drawing your attention.”

He nodded. The Zubat line could be vicious when threatened and their method of feeding on the bodily fluids – they were renowned for leaving dessicated husks behind when they acted defensively and fed without regard for their victim’s health. Otherwise they were relatively harmless and often managed to enter “contracts” of sorts with other pokemon that would allow them to get their required nutrition without being forced to kill off massive numbers of their neighbors to support the large population a Zubat colony entailed.

But as long as they were left alone and weren’t absolutely desperate for food he would be fine. He would have to be careful with Seeker, however – Zubat were generally easygoing and happy to accept another of their kind but the Golbat and Crobat were generally a bit more territorial.

“I’ve heard reports of Abra living there – it would make sense with how isolated it is – but I never came across one myself. Geodude also supposed to have a thriving population in Granite Cave. They generally hunt the Zubat and there’s enough of them to support a population larger than anywhere else in Hoenn!”

Ash held back a grimace at that as he imagined Seeker fighting against a Geodude. It was…messy.

Geodude didn’t require a lot of energy due to their sedentary lifestyle – most of their time was spent sleeping in the earth – but when they needed to gain energy and supplement their more regular diet of minerals and earth they tended to go after Zubat. They shared habitats and the flying-types were both exceptionally plentiful and vulnerable to a Geodude’s abilities.

Not to mention their incredibly potent stomach acid enabled them to make use of every bit of their prey. Fur, muscle, bone – everything was used in their highly efficient digestive process.

“Aside from that there’s a decent amount of pokemon that can be found only in Hoenn!” Daisy chattered on excitedly, distracting Ash from his morbid thoughts. “Makuhita live in the upper sections of the cave and I even saw a Hariyama last time. It had a few young Makuhita with it so I had to get away, but it was really exciting!”

“Then there’s Nosepass, Aron and Mawile. You can find Aron on the upper levels, close to Makuhita, but Mawile tend to live further down. When we get down there I’d keep a close eye on Seeker and Sneasel – Aron and the odd Lairon won’t really care about them as long as they don’t try to attack, but Mawile are territorial enough to try and take a bite out of them.”

He nodded at that. His mind instantly supplied an image of a Mawile’s massive jaws, perfect for crushing similar sized pokemon. And if the Mawile was wild it was unlikely they’d restrain themselves in battle like a trained Mawile would.

Sneasel could handle himself unless he was surprised. He was quick, cunning, and had a solid arsenal of techniques to either scare whatever accosted him away or defeat it. While he wasn’t a juggernaut like Infernus, Torrent, or Nidoking he was by no means defenseless. He just hadn’t quite caught up was all. To the average pokemon he was a fearsome foe indeed.

“And finally there’s Sableye,” Daisy actually grimaced. The ugly expression didn’t fit her face in the least. Ash looked on with interest as the nearly invisible veins threaded throughout Gardevoir chest-horn flashed scarlet with displeasure.

“Is there a story here?” He felt the corners of his mouth pull up.

She sighed. “Don’t get me wrong, most Sableye are fine. They’re usually quiet and hide away from most living things – just as scared of us as we are of them. But last time I went to Granite Cave I had to deal with one basically stalking me the whole time.”

Ash raised an eyebrow.

“It wasn’t trying to hurt me,” she clarified. “Mostly it seemed curious. Unfortunately, it decided that its curiosity meant that it should steal my hat, my equipment, and my necklace! Plus it thought it was funny to sneak past Gardevoir and wake me up while it was standing right over me – Ninetales didn’t take kindly to that.”

He didn’t even try to hold back his snort at that. Ash had no doubt that Daisy had just said the understatement of the day – Ninetales that found themselves a partner worthy of their presence were generally fiercely protective of their ally and didn’t take kindly to anything threatening them.

Add that protective instinct to powerful fire attacks that could banish the darkness ghosts thrived in and their own relatively unique abilities over the same powers that ghosts drew upon and that was a very, very unlucky Sableye.

“But enough of that – I don’t want to ruin the whole surprise for you!” Daisy cheered up relatively quickly. “Where’s the fun in that?”

“Where indeed?” Ash muttered as he finally took a seat. “How long would you mind staying in Dewford? I’d like to visit the gym before we leave.”

“Ooh, you want to hit up Brawly?” She smirked. “Make sure to tell me when you go – I haven’t talked to him in ages. I wonder if he’s gotten any better? Last time I saw him he was still just training to be the Dewford Gym Leader.”

Ash nodded thoughtfully to that. He would have to make sure Brawly actually used his true team against him. Oz would be up to the task, especially due to her natural advantage against close-combat fighters. Her electricity would do an excellent job of keeping them at bay.

Sneasel wasn’t quite up to that level and would lose rather badly to any high-level fighters in a straight up battle. His speed would do an excellent job of equalizing their conflict but if a single hit was landed on him he was finished.

But it was Bruiser he truly wanted a challenge for. He hadn’t fought too many fighting-types similar to his level. To truly test his limits against his equal and learn just how he matched against fellow fighters could be the catalyst he needed to push past his current form and become a Machamp.

For many fighting-types a combination of physical fitness and mental balance were required. It was a survival mechanism that restrained those unfit for the strength of their new bodies from potentially hurting themselves or the things around them.

The Machop line was a bit different. Their bodies were naturally powerful to a ridiculous degree – bones almost impossible to break, tendons and ligaments absurdly tough, muscles strong enough to crush stone into a powder. As a result their evolutions were more closely tied to their mental state, their own view of themselves.

And therein lie the problem.

Bruiser didn’t feel he was ready and, as such, was limited to the form of a Machoke. Ash wasn’t about to try and force his friend to evolve, but he would do his best to walk with him down their path to power. Bruiser was strong, fast, and skilled enough to evolve. He had been for a while.

What Ash had to do was open his friend’s eyes to that reality.

“So, got anything you want to do today?” Daisy asked, distracting him. “We’ve got some time to kill and, while we could just head out for Dewford now, I’d rather spend the night in a nice, warm bed.”

He blinked. “What is there to even do in Pacifidlog?”

Daisy opened her mouth, closed it, opened it again, and finally closed it resignedly.

Ash nodded. That’s what he thought.
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He couldn’t sleep that night, even with the Song’s soothing notes intertwining about his being.

No, his mind was much too busy. And Dazed hadn’t seen fit to push him over the precipice into the black abyss he silently yearned for. Instead she watched him, long fingers carefully rubbing her pendulum with the silky fur of her white mane.

There was so much he had to do before he met with Steven and it looked like he wouldn’t have much free time to accomplish it.

Nidoking needed to master several more techniques. Ash had some ideas for him and aimed to develop at least one important supplementary technique before he ran into whatever tests Steven was sure to put him through.

Plume just had her speed. She was excellent as she was but there was always room for improvement. Plus he had a few ideas to make sure she could keep up with the rest of the team in raw destructive power…

The aquatic environment of Hoenn was excellent for training Torrent, of course. It would make it far easier for him to start off with advanced water manipulation techniques since he would have so much of it available. Plus it was hard to wrap his mind around just how happy it made Torrent to be back in his natural habitat – his mood had been more like a playful Horsea than the mighty lord of the seas he had become ever since they’d arrived. His determination was higher than ever.

Aside from that there weren’t too many specific techniques he wanted to teach his team – Bruiser’s Rampage, Dazed’s mental manipulation, Sneasel’s general combat training, and Oz’s control.

He did have special plans for Tangrowth and Infernus, however.

Tangrowth had unknowingly inspired him during the battle with the Birds. When they’d been near Infernus when he’d had the Fire Sphere embedded into his body the grass-type had playfully attempted to pull up the lava with Ancient Power. From what he could very vaguely remember his friend had some measure of success.

Ash would make that a reality. Lava manipulation, assuming it really was possible, would be incredibly valuable if he could use Tangrowth after Infernus had already ravaged the field.

He couldn’t use it against regular opponents, of course. That would break so many laws even his status as an Elite Four trainee wouldn’t get him out of it. Besides, he would never use it against something that couldn’t survive the magma without dying or suffering severe injuries.

But against something that Tangrowth would ordinarily have very little offensive options against – say a Steelix or other powerful steel-type with the thick armor to ignore his vines and Ancient Power – it would be invaluable. Brutal, but effective.

And considering who his new teacher would be a powerful offensive technique against the impenetrable steel-types was absolutely necessary.

As for Infernus, he was more concerned with his ability to act in a team. Infernus could probably be described as the opposite of a team player right now: he was consumed with a desire to conquer all around him, acted alone almost always, and was egotistical to a degree none of his other family members could match.

That couldn’t stand. Infernus had learned something of acting as a single component of a team during their training under Lance but Ash feared that his massive increase in power after his evolution had nullified that development.

It was hard for Ash to argue with Infernus’ own view of himself as an unstoppable warrior, after all. He’d gone from one of the strongest of Ash’s team to the undisputed top fighter.

His mere body heat could kill easily and for most of his matches in the Conference – against some of the strongest pokemon in Indigo – he’d just had to relentlessly blast flames or teleport in close in order to obtain victory.

He’d only been truly pushed when facing off against Michael, and even then he’d taken down the strongest Jolteon Ash had ever seen and a Salamence before a Snorlax was required to take him out.

Infernus was a monster in combat, plain and simple. It was his oxygen, his love.

And after he tasted the power of the Fire Sphere Ash doubted he’d gone unaffected. Infernus’ loyalty was undoubted at this point but his willingness to work with others was.

So Ash needed to reintegrate him into the team dynamic. He knew his duties as an Elite Four trainee would lead him into perilous situations and while he knew he was strong, his family needed to work together in perfect harmony to ensure all of them survived the coming storm.

Gone were the days where he could face threats with a single fighter at his side. If he was working with the League he’d be running headlong into real battles with real consequences for more than just himself and his family.

He needed an army – and that was a role his team could fill quite well.

So if he could get Tangrowth and Infernus to work together and heal the slight grudge that Tangrowth still bore against Infernus in the process he’d be rather pleased.

Small steps.

All he needed was to set Infernus on the right path. The team would take care of the rest.

Sleep now, Friend-Trainer. I believe your mind to be weary enough for one night. 

Ash’s eyes closed without him even realizing it at Dazed’s amused words. A flash of red later and he knew nothing.
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35. Chapter 35: The Fighter


“So, what’s first?” Daisy chirped as they rested in their room at the Dewford Pokemon Center. Her hands were clasped together and her heels tapped against the metal frame of the bed in a constant rhythm. “I know you said you wanted to fight Brawly. Do you want to get to that before or after we head into Granite Cave? I don’t really care either way.”

Ash fiddled with his PokeDex, which he’d pulled up to the entry on the Granite Cave, and frowned. “Granite Cave first, I think. I’d rather not go in with any of my friends tired and I don’t want to wait…it’s been way too long since I’ve really gotten to explore someplace new.”

Or maybe not long enough.

He had to hold back a grimace at that. While he felt that familiar itching under his skin that had always driven him towards the unknown he had to admit his track record with caves wasn’t very good.

There wasn’t a huge sample size to draw from, admittedly. Still, the last real cave system he’d been in were the Seafoam Caverns and that had led to far more complications than he’d ever wanted.

It all started there, he supposed. The Third of Articuno he’d encountered there hadn’t managed to end his life with talons shaped of razor-sharp ice or the blizzards summoned by its wings but it had Branded him and bound him to the Legends forever.

Ice hadn’t killed him, but it had left its mark regardless. Perhaps one even more permanent than his frozen corpse buried under a tomb of snow and frost.

“Ash?” He became dimly aware of a slender hand waving in front of his face. The trainer shook himself out of his morbid thoughts and focused on his companion. “You there?”

“Yeah,” he shrugged and tried to play it off as best he could. “Just a little bit distracted.”

“I can tell,” Daisy said drily and pulled her hand back. “So Granite Cave?”

At Ash’s nod she smiled. “Great! It’s not even noon yet so we can make some good progress tonight! I figure we can stay in Dewford for about three days before we really need to get moving so that should be plenty of time to explore!”

“When do you want to leave?” He asked. Personally Ash would rather head into the caves as soon as possible so he would have a little while to let his team rest before they challenged Brawly…if the fighter was even here, anyway.

Ash seriously doubted he’d find anything in those caves that could actually push his exceptionally skilled family but travel could be mentally exhausting. The darkness, the chill that seemed to pervade the caverns’ air…it wore on the mind far worse than it did the body.

Daisy bit her bottom lip. “Hmm, how about in two hours? That gives us time to prep and let our teams know what’s happening…plus this way we can send some last messages to people before we go off the grid.”

He nodded. That was acceptable.

“Fantastic!” Daisy cheered and rose from the bed, shouldering her small pack in a quick, elegant motion. “Well, I guess I’ll see you here in an hour or so…there are some things I need to pick up before we head off. Is there anything you need?”

Ash shook his head. “I’m well stocked.”

“Of course you are,” Daisy smiled and left him with a small wave. “See ya, Ashy!”

He sighed at the name only his mother had called him before but waved back regardless. Ash finally sat down on his own bed – Daisy had sprawled out on it before he could rest his legs – and released several members of his team.

Seeker, Sneasel, Dazed, and Nidoking all stared him down.

“We’re in Dewford,” he announced. His team listened raptly and even Sneasel didn’t try to interrupt. “In two hours we’re going into Granite Cave and I want us to have a plan. Nidoking, Dazed, Seeker: you all remember last time we were in a cave this big.”

Seeker whined and fluttered over to him, snuggling close into his neck as though the far, far below freezing temperatures had reappeared anew. She’d been invaluable during that journey but Ash knew she had had a very difficult time surviving in there…even curled up inside Ash’s jacket she was essentially a furry block of ice the entire time. The tiny Zubat would have entered a hibernation-like state if it hadn’t been for the warmth Infernus had brought with him.

Dazed’s eyes drooped as she recalled the vicious few days they’d spent fighting to the bottommost levels of the Seafoam Caverns. Those had been some of the hardest days in their time together, Ash knew, and Dazed had suffered during it due to her relatively short fur.

Nidoking’s eyes just flashed purple and Ash knew he was far more concerned with the memories of their encounter with the Titan of Ice. Ash had recalled him before beginning his mad rush for survival but the Nidoking had felt Articuno’s power permeating the air around them in frost and a heavy stillness he had felt only once since.

“Exactly,” he nodded. He ran his eyes over his family. “While I doubt we’re going to run into another Legend down there – it’s much better documented than the Seafoam Caverns – I want all of us to stay cautious regardless. With our Brands we might draw the attention of something we’d prefer to avoid.”

His friends had differing reactions to that but at the core of them all was a wary agreement.

“Like I said, there should be nothing to worry about,” he continued. “But if we find something better off asleep then we run. Dazed, I don’t care what we have to do – you get us out of there. Daisy and her team too.”

Of course, Friend-Trainer. 

He nodded, satisfied. A tempest swirled within him moments later and he met her eyes. “Use it if you must.”

Dazed’s eyes fell shut in consternation but the bond they shared flooded him with understanding.

He tried to focus on that instead of the cold trickle of amusement that filled his gut.

Nidoking let out a deep growl and shuffled close to Ash, laying his great head upon the boy’s lap in an effort to comfort his trainer. Ash felt some of the tension flow away and lightly rubbed his friend’s leathery skin. His starter’s eyes shut in relaxation at the practiced motions and the two’s breaths almost instantly began to mimic one another’s.

“Sneasel,” Ash started even as Seeker fluttered over to the cozy scene and buried herself in the nook between Ash and his covers, “you’re going to be out almost constantly in the caves. I think it’ll be fun for you.”

The mischievous dark-type seemed to grin at him eagerly, allowing his razor-sharp claws to slip from their sheaths in an instinctual motion. A light scraping noise filled the room as he rubbed the lengths of bone against one another and he almost looked as though he were about to salivate at the prospect of finally getting to explore once more.

“But you will listen to me,” his voice cut past Sneasel’s glee. The dark-type visibly wilted but listened regardless. “You will not hunt without my permission. You will not attack. You will not endanger another member of the pack. Is that understood?”

Sneasel glumly nodded and his hooked claws retreated into his velvety soft paws. Ash let the message sink in and patted the soft blankets beside him…on the opposite side of Seeker, of course.

He really was pleased with Sneasel’s development. Perhaps it was because one of his many hormone surges had begun to settled down or perhaps it was because the dark-type had finally realized he couldn’t be such an insufferable brat without consequence anymore, but he’d been much more manageable lately and Ash wanted to reward him somehow.

Ash preferred positive rewards to negative punishment. He didn’t want Sneasel to behave simply because it was a way to avoid pain – although that was a vital part of the process at the moment in order to get through the thick-skulled pokemon – he wanted him to behave because it was rewarding. Maybe even develop a sense of morality outside of “don’t kill pack” one day.

One day.

For now he was content to lightly scratch Sneasel’s feather while alternating his attention between Nidoking’s heavy head and Seeker’s fuzzy body. He caught Dazed’s eyes – rarely warm – and smiled.

She might not have a mouth, but Ash knew that she had actually smiled back this time.
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“Okay, let’s do this!” Daisy pumped her fist and stared determinedly into the gaping maw of Granite Cave. Pinpricks of light managed to escape the shadows – lanterns set up deeper in, he supposed. The League would want to keep the upper levels as safe as possible. “You ready, Ash?”

He nodded.

“Ugh,” Daisy groaned at his nonchalance. She gestured grandly out at the cave entrance, ignoring the bored Dewford Gym member watching them half-asleep. “How can you be so calm? Where’s your sense of adventure? We’re venturing into the great unknown, aren’t we?”

Ash blinked. “Didn’t you say that you’ve been here before?”

“That’s not the point!” Daisy sputtered, annoyed. “It’s the great unknown for you at least.”

He looked into the cave again.

“I’ve seen worse.”

“You’re impossible,” Daisy rolled her eyes fondly. He sighed when she affectionately flicked him on the forehead and stepped forward. “Who knows, maybe we’ll find something really interesting in there! Something nobody’s ever seen before!”

Ash let her get a few feet ahead of him before he vocalized his true thoughts.

“I really, really hope we don’t.”
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The guard was there only to keep a registry of people who entered the caves and ensure they had a trainer’s license. Liability on the Dewford Gym’s part, of course.

It wasn’t as if there was anything truly dangerous in the caves besides the odd powerful pokemon. Even they tended to avoid killing or seriously attacking humans, if only to avoid the wrath of the humans who didn’t take kindly to such provocation.

While the League was very tolerant and would generally only attempt psychic communication at first, there was a limit to their generosity. Humanity had fought hard for its right to exist and the harsh lessons the League was founded on still hid at its core, desperately waiting for the terrible moment in which they were needed.

A pokemon could even kill a human without much of a fuss being raised. There would be an investigation, of course – specially trained teams of League psychics and trackers treated it just like any human crime, although a jury of one’s peers was obviously an impossibility. But if the wild pokemon was found to have acted in self-defense or under extenuating circumstances they would essentially be free to go wherever they would.

If not…well, Ash preferred not to think about that. The League fought hard to coexist with pokemon and favored them as best they could – they had more rights than most humans oftentimes, at least in being protected – but they knew all too well how much havoc a single pokemon could wreak if left murderous. Even a Rattata could kill a human easily and any pokemon that had any kind of control over its power was a terrible, terrible threat.

Coexistence worked almost perfectly. Humans didn’t interfere too much and protected pokemon from technological and other human threats and the sleeping giant that were wild and even trained pokemon didn’t awaken and annihilate the human world in a bloody clash that would devastate both sides.

Humans had begun to move away from their natural bonds with pokemon as technology and industry arose centuries ago and they had learned many painful lessons for it. They had thought themselves beyond the threat outside their cities but it only took a few years for them to realize that the abuse would not be tolerated.

And, as pokemon were sentient, albeit without an actual government, they tended to understand why every now and then some of their more violent neighbors had to be hunted down and slain as humanely as possible…especially since most pokemon mad enough to willingly kill humans for sport wouldn’t hesitate to attack them as well.

It was a delicate balance, but one that had been essentially perfected over the years.

“Don’t you love these caves?” Daisy asked him as Seeker flitted overhead, undetectable aside from the slight displacement of air. Sneasel stalked somewhere ahead, silent and invisible in the cover of darkness. “They’re peaceful, aren’t they?”

“That they are,” Ash agreed and kept an eye on Ninetales, who seemed to glide by Daisy’s side. Were it not for the unnatural scarlet that glowed within her beady eyes he would’ve had an almost impossible time picking her out of the shadows. They’d decided to forgo light in favor of making the explorations more “interesting” in Daisy’s words. He went along with it since they had Sneasel and Seeker to warn them of any dangers.

Besides, he felt a little more confident knowing that he would have a chance of picking out any threats with his own eyes now that they’d adapted quite well. It really was nice being mostly blind though…in a sense. Having to rely on his friends, barely aware of whatever haunted these ancient pathways.

It was freeing in a sense. Added a nice bit of tension he’d missed for much, much too long without overpowering him as his last true adventure with the Birds and Lugia had.

“Ninetales has always loved caves,” Daisy brought up a few minutes later. Ash thought so, anyway. It was almost impossible to accurately track time when he was almost completely deprived of his senses. “She says it helps her remember her youth.”

“She speaks to you?” Ash inquired, interested. He’d heard it wasn’t uncommon for Ninetales to develop the skill – they possessed strange powers and were only surpassed by ghosts in their manipulation of otherworldly energies and true psychics in their mental prowess – but they were prideful to the point that deigning to communicate with humans was something very, very rare.

Ninetales’ eyes flared and twin spots of red stared back at the two humans as she listened in interest. His eyes just barely caught Daisy’s figure leaning down to stroke the silky fur of the fire-type before she continued.

“Okay, so speaking might be a bit generous,” Daisy admitted with a short laugh. Ninetales huffed and the shining red eyes raised up with her head. “Mostly I get…impressions. Little flashes of emotion, maybe a glimpse of an image. Sounds, smells even.”

Daisy was silent for a few moments. “Sometimes it gets a little worrying. I’ll look up and see people that can’t be alive today…or houses that are rotten and decrepit as they once were in their prime. It’s like I’m living in a whole other world some days.”

Ash nodded and hid his grimace at that out of habit. Not that it mattered considering he could just barely make out her outline as they aimlessly wandered through the tunnels Daisy had assured him she knew “really, really well”.

He knew what it was like to feel out of control of his own mind after all…and he had also gotten rather good at ignoring the flood of ice that rushed through his veins and the booming chuckle that rattled his bones.

“I’m guessing this isn’t intentional?” He asked, keeping a close eye on Ninetales. Ash would rather not offend her, even if they would only be traveling alongside one another for a week or so.

Not to mention that Ninetales tended to make for dangerous enemies. They were patient and cunning beyond what most humans could conceive. Why wouldn’t they be when they had all the time in the world?

Chinatsu might be the oldest Ash had ever heard of – she had lived for at least a millennium, possibly more – but most Ninetales managed to reach at least a few centuries before vanishing, either killed or simply so bored with their surroundings that they decided to see what else shared the world with them.

His wariness bore fruit. Ninetales visibly stiffened even in the blackness of the cave and there almost appeared to be a thousand tiny glows buried in her white fur, a shower of sparks kindling in response to his words.

A single delicate touch from Daisy left them blind once again…even more so than before now that their eyes had to readjust to the inky shadows of Granite Cave.

“She can’t really control it,” Daisy said with an air of indifference. “And I mean it’s not like it’s a bad thing, you know? It’s interesting! There was some weird stuff when I was exploring Mt. Coronet a few months ago but other than that it’s like I’m living history all over again sometimes!”

Ash nodded, genuinely interested now. He could see how it would be interesting, even if he himself was a little bit too protective over his own mind to accept that existence.

“What did you see at Mt. Coronet?” He asked. Ash knew that name well – the great mountain of Sinnoh divided the massive region in half with its many peaks and the famed caverns that thousands had used to travel between the cities erected in Coronet’s shadow were practically legendary for their depth and complexity. Nobody had ever explored all of Coronet, despite hundreds and thousands of adventurers seeking to achieve that goal. Some vanished, most gave up when they realized the enormity of the task.

The many caves used by travelers were well documented…and for good reason. Coronet could be treacherous at the best of times and stories of terribly powerful pokemon and strange apparitions as one ventured into its depths or climbed for its peak had dissuaded most from the idea.

Daisy was silent for a few moments and when she spoke her voice was unsteady. “It’s hard to describe. Everything was so…vivid. Ninetales says she’s never been there before so it wasn’t her memories I saw. But when she was with me I could see and that’s not always a good thing.”

He nodded, even if she couldn’t see it, and let the subject go. Ash could tell she wasn’t really anxious to talk about it and he wasn’t about to push it. It wasn’t as though he couldn’t understand her feelings – indeed, he was probably the person in the world best able to sympathize with her.

So he fell silent and they continued through these ancient halls of winding stone and blackness for what felt like an eternity before he finally raised his voice to ask the question that had been nudging him ever since they’d started talking.

“You said you could see in her memories places that were old?” He inquired, eyes gleaming. “If you don’t mind me asking, just how old is she?”

Ninetales’ eyes didn’t turn toward him and he took that as not quite a bad sign…if not an especially good one either. She seemed uninterested and that meant it was up to Daisy’s discretion.

Daisy just laughed. If he could have seen her face he’d have imagined she was smiling. “And here I was thinking your mother raised you right, Ashy! Don’t you know you should never ask a lady her age?”

He sighed at that and ignored her quiet giggles – it seemed Daisy had well and truly amused herself this time.
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Ash sat around the dim lantern – still almost blinding relative to their surroundings – with his eyes rapt on the shadows that fell just outside the light’s dominion. Sneasel was huddled to his side, almost asleep aside from the brief flutter of his eyelids as he fought valiantly to remain aware.

Seeker was a bit more active, however. She fluttered to and fro in the high arch of this particular part of the Granite Cave network and seemed to greatly enjoy her new freedom here. Dazed kept an eye on her at Ash’s request. If anything with even a modicum of hostile intent was nearby she’d have Seeker retreat to Ash immediately.

He wasn’t seriously worried, but there was no reason to not be prepared. Ash wasn’t willing to bank on skating by challenges on chance, after all.

But he’d been on watch for nearly three hours now and aside from a few Zubat shooting past there hadn’t been any contact with the resident pokemon…or fellow explorers. It was rather boring, all things considered.

Still, he couldn’t complain. It gave him the opportunity to relax and rest his legs after a long, long day of treading through the absolutely massive tunnel network. Today had certainly proved he was out of shape after several months off the road and he honestly couldn’t wait until he adjusted again. It wasn’t as brutal an experience as his first day on the road more than a year ago but that didn’t mean he wouldn’t be feeling the hard trek in his legs tomorrow.

A small grin curled its way onto his face as he thought back to how young he’d been back then. He might be just a year older but he’d lived enough for several lifetimes. Not all of those experiences were what he’d classify as good, perhaps, but all were important. Ash wouldn’t trade them for the world.

In fact, he supposed he’d already made that choice.

The soft velvet of Sneasel’s paws kneading on his forearm made his smile soften and he affectionately rubbed the thin fuzz between the dark-type’s eyes, which always served to put his little friend to sleep.

Sneasel had earned it today with how well he’d listened. He hadn’t even antagonized Seeker beyond a few hisses when she got too close and Ash hadn’t even found it necessary to rebuke him once.

He was proud of Sneasel. And it wasn’t in the way he’d grown accustomed to recently. Sneasel hadn’t perfected a tactic or mastered a technique. He hadn’t won a battle or surpassed some limit in combat.

No, this was like when he watched Sneasel hatch. When he took his first toddling steps out of his egg to find his trainer, still wet with amniotic fluid. When he first met the team or sat down to listen to Ash’s stories with rapture.

It was nice. Made him remember how things used to be before puberty hit Sneasel like an avalanche of moodiness and mindless aggression.

Ash figured he would enjoy it while he lasted. The harsh discipline he’d been enforcing since the end of the Conference had certainly helped somewhat, but he half-expected this sudden burst of compliance by Sneasel to fade away as another surge of hormones rushed through his veins.

Some might see it as a pessimistic view on his youngest teammate. Ash preferred to see it as realistic. That’s what had occurred before and he felt it was what would occur again, although Daisy’s presence and her near magical ability to reduce Sneasel to a puddle of inky fur and contented purrs might make things a bit more interesting.

He sighed and tore his thoughts away from the matter. No use thinking about it. Ash would just have to wait and see. For now he’d just enjoy being able to really connect with Sneasel again.

When the little dark-type had finally succumbed to the allure of dreams Ash looked to Dazed, who stood silent in the shadows. She had edged out of the light and he wouldn’t have known where she was if it weren’t for the subtle glistening of her crystal pendulum.

“Be nice to him tomorrow, will you?” Ash requested and smirked when he could almost feel Dazed’s internal grimace. “Don’t be like that, Dazed. You know he’s been good.”

Perhaps.

Dazed allowed, although her voice was indistinct and echoed in his mind due to his proximity to Sneasel. Her eyes flashed and he felt their connection overpower the energies bled into his body by the dark-type.

I will allow him a day’s respite. It would also be difficult to find anything to discipline him with in this cave. I suspect you would not allow me to propel mineral formations at him, Friend-Trainer. 

“You’d be right,” he rolled his eyes. “I’m not going to let you throw rocks at Sneasel. I don’t care if you knock him around when he’s being bad, but there is a line.”

Unfortunately. Perhaps I could persuade you to erase it? Or remark it?

Ash didn’t dignify that with any response greater than a snort. Dazed’s eyes flashed in the dark and he could see them turn up in a smile.

He was silent for a while as he fished out his PokeNav. While he couldn’t actually communicate with it this deep in the caves – the Granite Cave network was fairly massive, even if it wasn’t supposed to be as large or complex as the Seafoam Islands – he could look at the videos Lance had sent him of the Elite Four’s matches.

This was what he’d been waiting for all day…and night, he supposed. It was a little hard to keep track of all that in the dark caves. Exploring with Daisy was great, but he’d been positively itching to watch these.

Ash wished he could have been there to watch the battles in person. Elite Four battles were rare, happening only once a year usually. Every now and then former Conference Champions would come back to challenge them in a massive spectacle that practically the entire world would watch, but for the most part they only had the current Conference Champions to contend with.

But those were usually against the first member of the Elite Four…the overall weakest. Not that that made it any less incredible to watch a truly powerful Master reshape the entire battlefield with individual attacks and dismantle the Conference Champions that could only very rarely keep up, but the monsters that ensured the League was always the dominant force only saw an exhibited match every five years or so.

Lorelei had been ruthlessly efficient in filtering out challengers. She was overcome maybe half the time, and Ash got the feeling that she didn’t always push as hard as she could have. Maybe the others actually wanted to get to show off?

He’d have to ask Lance about that sometime.

In his decade long reign as Champion Lance had only seen challengers three times, and those bouts were over almost before they started. Dragonite alone was enough to utterly annihilate anything but the strongest of fighters. Ash had learned that in their long, brutal month together.

Lance didn’t believe in pulling his punches. He was brutal, unforgiving, and ruthless in battle.

He was also an excellent teacher in Ash’s opinion.

But the videos on his PokeNav would open his eyes to a whole new side of battling. He’d seen Lance battle – experienced it literally every day and every night for a month – but he’d never been enough of a challenge to actually push Lance.

Magnus, Mael, Lev, or even Saph…all of them he could take. They’d take down at least four of his teammates back then and could probably do more if they weren’t concerned with actually hurting his friends, but as opponents they were just barely manageable.

Dragonite or Dov were enough to tear their way through his whole team. They were just fast on a level only Plume could match and boasted far more firepower than his friend at the moment.

But he hoped that the new Indigo Elite Four would be good enough to actually take down one of Lance’s legendarily powerful Dragonite. They were Masters, some of the most skilled trainers in the world. And as the Elite Four they tended to be a bit stronger than the average Master.

The League would only accept the best, after all.

So he really, really, really hoped that one of them would prove to have what it took to deal even that blow to him.

…Ash supposed that losing so badly had stung his family’s pride just a little bit.

Still, even if they did disappoint him at least he’d get an idea of how Will and Karen actually fought. He’d seen glimpses of their ability when the Elite Four had arrayed to apprehend Giovanni, but calling that a fight was like saying the camping Samurai Kid from the Viridian Forest was on his way to becoming a legendary trainer.

Something of an overstatement in other words, although he supposed a complete lie would be more accurate.

With that in mind he reclined against Nidoking’s hulking chest and watched. It was as good a way as any to end the night.
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His eyes fluttered open as he heard the clink of hard feet tap their way across the ground. Even in his sleepy state he could tell that it was slow, cautious. If this was an enemy then it was a wary one.

It was close, though. Too close.

Ash opened his eyes in full, although he was careful to avoid moving suddenly. He’d rather not wake Nidoking…who would in turn wake up the entire Granite Cave complex with his furious roars and attacks when he realized that something had the audacity to get within ten feet of Ash without his permission.

If the unsleeping Dazed didn’t deem it a threat then he wouldn’t either. Ash trusted her opinion on these matters more than anyone else’s.

It wasn’t as if any of his other friends could see into the hearts and minds of almost everything that came close.

The dim light of his PokeNav – apparently he’d dozed off watching the battle between Karen and Bruno, judging by the frame the video was frozen on – irritated his eyes just a little bit but proved to be quite the allure to the heavy creature inching ever closer.

He could hear small chuffs and scrapes coming from the darkness. Whatever this was it certainly wasn’t stealthy.

Sneasel’s eyes snapped open at a particularly loud movement and narrowed into deadly slits. Razor-sharp extended from their velvety sheathes, ready to rend and tear into whatever creature was foolishly brave enough to approach.

Just as a terrible rumbling that would’ve set almost any human’s nerves on edge rose up from the dark-type’s throat and his fiercely territorial instincts demanded that Sneasel make the newcomer bleed – to establish dominance and perhaps a meal for the pack as well – he disappeared in a flash of scarlet light.

Not today, Sneasel. 

Ash sat frozen. He could just barely see the small, rounded shape of whatever was lumbering in the shadows as it brushed the edge of the lantern’s light. It was large and seemed perched on four tiny legs, although the figure was almost entirely devoid of detail.

Whatever it was – his groggy brain just didn’t want to remember where he’d seen that rounded shape – glinted in the light. Aside from a few odd spots of darkness it seemed to reflect light rather well, although the shadows managed to shroud its finer features.

Ash cocked his head with interest and cautiously leaned forward as it stepped forward with a light thud, just soft enough to avoid waking any of the others. The little creature – the highest spot of its shiny skull he could see appeared to be just a little over a foot from the cave floor. It had a surprising amount of mass for such a relatively small pokemon.

It was only when it uttered a soft, curious cry that had the barest edge of metal scraping metal that the facts clicked together in his head.

Aron. Juvenile of the Aggron line. Diet primarily metal in order to provide it with the necessary materials to grow its metallic armor, but omnivorous otherwise in order to provide energy for the muscles required to bear that burden. Well-known for its high defense and the use of its large, hard head as an effective weapon. Could become a nuisance when it set up in human cities so the League oftentimes placed excess scrap metal in the wilderness for wild Aron to eat from instead.

“Well hello there,” Ash murmured as the Aron hesitantly stepped into the lantern’s light. Its wide, sky blue eyes squinted up at him. The little Aron started to back away when it saw the rise and fall of Nidoking’s heavy chest but a proffered hand from the trainer made it pause. “Don’t worry, there’s nothing to be afraid of. We won’t hurt you.”

The Aron warbled at him and decided to stick around, although it was still more tense than when it had first come over to investigate. Ash just smiled at it and reached into his pocket – he knew he had a few treats hidden away in there for his family.

As he tried to find something to keep the steel-type around he sent Dazed a mental command to keep the rest of their companions asleep. Nidoking was the obvious subject of that request, but Dazed was quick enough to pick up on Ash’s desire to interact with the Aron in peace.

“It’s okay to come closer,” Ash reassured the newcomer. He held out one of his hands placatingly, offering his scent to Aron as a gesture of goodwill. “Here’s some food if you want it. I bet it’s not easy finding food down here.”

That tempted Aron and the tiny creature inched closer, its blue eyes fixated on the handful of food. It still eyed Ash every few seconds but its true wariness was saved for Dazed, who stood silently in the corner.

Not that Ash could blame Aron for its suspicion of Dazed. She could cut quite the intimidating figure to others, he imagined.

I am the definition of innocent, Friend-Trainer. I would never inspire fear in another. 

If Ash could have he would have snorted at that. As it was he had to hold his amusement to himself so as to avoid scaring off Aron. It might approach him now, but he was perceptive enough to realize that it would bolt off as fast as it could if he made just one wrong move.

Not that the top speed of an Aron was anything special. They could get up to a decent run, which translated well considering their basic strategy was to hit things with their hard heads, but any of his well-trained friends could subdue it almost immediately.

Ash would just rather not have it come to that. He’d like to befriend the Aron, as it were. He wasn’t sure he wanted to take another member of his family by force, even if he had to admit it’d turned out rather well for them all so far.

A wide grin wormed its way onto his face as Aron’s tiny body finally stepped close enough to gently nibble on the food he held in his hand, although the steel-type was still ready to bolt at a moment’s notice.

He shut his eyes and let the tension flow from his muscles as Aron’s rough tongue scraped against his hand in search of the last few crumbs – the little creature had practically devoured the food, leading him to believe it didn’t find much in the way of sustenance down here.

While in this stage of its life cycle Aron needed massive amounts of ore in their diet in order to supply the raw material for their coat of armor they still needed quite a bit of food to provide energy and grow the muscle required to carry that heavy load around.

Ash did end up wincing a bit as Aron’s tongue – it was so rough it was almost sharp thanks to evolution demanding the Aron line be able to tear mineral layers from the ground and break apart metal in their mouths – started to tear through his glove and cut up his hand.

Aron warbled sadly and pulled back to lay on its haunches as it realized the food was gone but didn’t try to flee. It cocked its head and stared at Ash’s bloody hand, blue eyes narrowed in confusion. Finally it nuzzled Ash curiously and reached out with its sharp tongue again, although it quickly withdrew once it tasted his blood.

The steel-type lightly tapped Ash with its large domed head before it sat back on its rear legs and looked up at him expectantly. He had to smile at the little creature as its tongue lolled out of its mouth.

He really did like this Aron.

“Don’t worry about my hand. I’ve gone through worse,” he shook his head. “But I have a proposition for you, if you’re willing to listen.”

Aron cocked its head at him, icy eyes wide.

I suggest you utilize simpler diction with the little one, Friend-Trainer. He emerged from his egg mere moons ago. 

“Is he old enough to come with us?” He asked sharply. Ash kept an eye on Aron to make sure he didn’t flee at the more demanding tone and was pleased to see the curiosity inspired by his food apparently outweighed the steel-type’s timid nature.

Certainly. His kind grows quickly, or so he says. He is already a capable combatant for this area, although I estimate it will require several months of intensive training for him to be an acceptable fighter in your eyes. 

“Less of an investment than Sneasel then,” Ash muttered as he idly patted the Aron on his domed head. Aron warbled happily at that and leaned into the contact, as though he wasn’t used to touch.

Dazed’s eyes turned up.

I would not be so bold as to call the brat an acceptable fighter, Friend-Trainer. Despite the Caretaker and I’s best efforts he doesn’t seem to comprehend the subtleties of combat.

Ash snorted, willing to let the sudden sound slip now that Aron was comfortable around him. He wouldn’t call Dazed and Bruiser’s actions in Hunt the Sneasel their “best effort” to teach Sneasel combat. It was a reward for them and motivation for Sneasel to better himself. They couldn’t care less about Sneasel’s improvement.

Well, Bruiser might. He was like that. Dazed on the other hand…

You wound me.

He grinned and turned back to the rather important object of their discussion. Aron was content to sit on his haunches and be pet right now but he wasn’t sure how much longer it would last. Ash would really rather try and see if Aron would want to come with them now before he got distracted.

“Aron,” he said quietly. The little steel-type turned his light blue eyes that looked almost painfully wide with curiosity up on him and listened. “What would you think about coming with me when we leave the caves?”

Aron cocked his huge head and let his tongue hang out of his mouth with what Ash thought to be confusion.

You would be correct. The Iron Child possesses a strong will and a braver heart, but I suspect he would find himself a kindred spirit with the Binder. 

“Ah,” Ash commented. Well, he could use another friendly member of the team. So many of his family members isolated themselves…interrupting their dynamic might be a good thing. Especially since Dazed did seem to like what she saw in Aron, despite her comments on his mental state.

“Well then, I guess I should explain it a bit better right?” He asked. Aron blinked at him with his bright eyes. Ash decided to take that as a yes. “My group isn’t from the caves here.”

Aron started at that and almost fell over as he swung his massive head back and forth in surprise, although a quick flash of power from Dazed stabilized the creature. The steel-type stared at Ash with renewed interest, as though he’d never even considered that these tunnels weren’t the whole world.

My previous observation stands.

“Yes, yes, thank you,” Ash rolled his eyes. “We’re just visiting, you know?”

Aron scrunched his eyes shut and looked like he was concentrating for a few moments before the icy blue reappeared in a snap and he frantically nodded.

“Soon we’re going to leave the caves,” he said slowly. “There’s a whole world out there to explore and I was wondering if you’d like to join us. It’s a lot bigger than these caves so we could use all the help we can get.”

Another cock of the head.

He is making sense of it right now. 

Ash nodded to Dazed, grateful for the help. Telepathy really was a boon, even if Dazed still had a long way to go before she could count herself the equal of the most skilled telepaths. It was a difficult skill to master, especially for pokemon that wished to speak to normal humans – it was much simpler to make a mental link with another psychic or pokemon than it was most humans.

But she was progressing rapidly and he had no doubt she’d find herself amongst their ranks soon enough. Besides, even now it was still incredibly useful.

Finally his focus was broken when Aron…barked? He hadn’t expected a steel-type to make such a noise, but even if the sound of grinding metal accompanied it that was the closest approximation he could think of.

“So you want to come with?” Ash grinned and patted Aron’s hard head again. The little steel-type leaned in and nodded happily, tongue still hanging out of his mouth. “Great! You’re going to love it, Aron.”

Aron’s head bobbed up and forth, although he pulled away after a while. He warbled something at Ash but didn’t seem to realize that the boy couldn’t understand him.

He decided to take the easy way and looked to Dazed for an explanation.

He says he wishes to bid farewell to his chosen-kin before he departs with us. It is an errand I believe he wishes to perform alone. 

“I understand,” he told Aron, who barked at Ash again. “Get back in a few hours, alright? I’ll wait as long as I can but my partner might not be so patient.”

Aron nodded before he cheerfully wandered off, barely able to keep his massive head off the ground. Ash smiled as he watched the steel-type go. He liked him already.
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The pleasant haze of Dazed’s Hypnosis was torn from him.

Friend-Trainer, the Iron Child has returned. And judging from the void in the shadows he has brought one of his friends. 

“Fantastic,” Ash grunted as he pulled himself off Nidoking – who was still asleep, thankfully. Finding not one but two foreign pokemon by Ash? That would be a nightmare…and not just for everyone in the vicinity, either. With how strong Nidoking was right now the whole cave system might quake. “Think it’s a threat?”

No. I cannot sense its mind, naturally, but I do not believe the Iron Child would have friends capable of true malice. He certainly does not believe that to be the case, although I may admit that his perceptions may be colored by bias. 

“True,” Ash frowned. “Wait it out and be sure to keep the Hypnosis active on the rest of the team. I’d be very impressed if it could even hope to match you.”

Agreed. I do not believe the Monarch would take kindly to their intrusion.

“No he would not,” Ash smiled. Nidoking could be a little too overprotective sometimes, but that didn’t mean he couldn’t appreciate the sentiment. “Just keep an eye on it.”

Dazed nodded and allowed her eyes to shine brightly in the darkness of the corner she stood on, almost completely overwhelming the dim light of the lantern.

“Come on, Aron,” he called out in the direction he heard the soft thuds of Aron’s small feet hitting the ground and what sounded like…snickering? “Don’t worry, it’s safe. Are you going to introduce us to your friend?”

Aron’s figure emerged from the shadows and he gave a happy warble at seeing Ash again. The trainer grinned at Aron and gave him a short wave, but his real attention was focused on the luminescent, gem-like eyes that haunted the cave behind the steel-type.

It slunk closer, giggling to itself all the while. Every few seconds it would scrape its short, sharp claws against the rock wall and its bright eyes would pulse erratically with a strange, unearthly energy.

Ash had a practically encyclopedic knowledge of the Hoenn region’s native pokemon at this point – and he was working on Sinnoh’s thanks to the National Pokedex upgrade he’d received from Professor Oak – and knew exactly what this was: Sableye.

They were known to haunt the Granite Cave system, although they weren’t commonly encountered by the cave’s explorers. Not directly, anyway – many had returned to the surface and suddenly found dirt in their bags, or vanished items, or strange scratches carved deep into their clothes and possessions.

Sableye weren’t truly dangerous, although they tended to combine the worst of both dark-types and ghosts when it came to defending themselves. If they thought they were in real danger they’d suddenly assault their attackers with ferocity nearly unheard of and often leave the shredded remains around their territory as a warning.

Not that that happened often, of course, and only very rarely with humans – usually poachers that were after their precious eyes and whatever hoard of rare gems and minerals the Sableye had managed to collect. Just about everything else knew well enough to leave Sableye alone.

They preferred pranks and mischief to violence, despite how well-equipped they were for it considering their deadly claws, cunning mind, and mysterious powers.

Honestly they weren’t even a threat to anything that didn’t act with aggression towards them first. Their claws were evolved for digging and they preferred to eat their gems and subterraneous mushrooms – not that meat was out of the question.

Sableye were well-documented to devour certain parts of those foolish enough to make enemies of them – their eyes in particular, although researchers thought that was more of a ritualistic insult to their victims than anything they enjoyed eating.

In other words, he wasn’t worried. Not when he had his family ready to fight at a moment’s notice.

“Hello,” he said in as friendly of a manner as he could. Ash sat in as open a manner as he could, hoping to keep the Sableye happy. “So you’re Aron’s friend?”

Sableye giggled and emerged from the shadows, revealing its purple body to his eyes. It was hunched over and Ash could just barely see the bottom of the smooth red gem that grew from its chest. The shade’s hips swayed back and forth as though it were dancing – or getting ready to leap at him.

Of course, that wasn’t the most interesting thing about it. Just tiny little details Ash instinctively perceived while his main focus lay on the wide, tattered, floppy hat the Sableye wore. The accessory was caked with dirt and a few precious gems – Ash recognized rubies, sapphires, and emeralds haphazardly embedded – but a simple green band of cloth woven into the fabric was kept clean enough to be recognizable.

He didn’t say anything, but a genuine grin so wide it made his cheeks hurt tore its way onto his face as he looked at the Sableye that had stolen Daisy Oak’s hat years ago.

Sableye smiled with its multiple rows of jagged teeth and even waved a clawed hand at him as it watched Aron wobble over to him. Its eyes shone and its grin faded as its friend walked over, but Ash could see that it had accepted Aron’s departure. Seemed almost happy, if the giggles and waves to Aron that were returned in the form of warbles and the closest thing the steel-type could get to a hop were anything to go by.

Then its faceted eyes found Daisy’s sleeping form and the grin returned a hundred-fold. The teeth almost glittered in the light of Dazed’s power and Sableye just let out one last call of farewell to Aron before it retreated into the shadows, giggling madly to itself all the while.

Sensing that he’d found Sableye’s approval – and a follower in the shadows, if its reaction to Daisy was anything to go by – he looked down to Aron. The steel-type sat on his back legs looking up at him interestedly, idly nibbling on one of his front legs.

Ash smiled and affectionately rubbed the segmented underside of Aron’s metal carapace, marveling as he felt the deep lines on the dark grey body.

As Aron’s tongue hung out of his mouth and his eyes shut in bliss Ash idly dug around in his pack for the storage compartment containing his pokeballs and – there.

Aron whined when Ash pulled his hand away and tried to nuzzle into his knee, but looked up when the trainer tapped him on the head and pointed to the red and white sphere in his other hand.

“Do you know what this is?” He asked seriously. Aron shook his head and headbutted his knee, which would probably leave a nasty bruise tomorrow. The steel-type didn’t quite know his own strength…or weight.

A problem for another day.

“This is a pokeball,” he explained. Aron nodded along, eyes locked on the device and Ash noted the small pink-grey tongue that flitted out. “It holds pokemon when it’s easier for them to be there than to walk around. You won’t get hungry or cold but you can still know what’s going on outside if you want. If you want to come with me you’ll need to stay in this every now and then, alright?”

Aron shook his head in understanding and Ash smiled. “I’m happy to have you, Aron. Just touch the pokeball and don’t fight it. It might feel weird but just go with it, alright?”

With that he primed the pokeball and held the sphere out for Aron, waiting for its future inhabitant to activate it.

Which Aron did…by trying to take a bite out of it. The satisfied look in the steel-type’s eyes followed by the raw surprise as the ball opened and sucked him in actually made Ash laugh, a feeling he relished in for as long as he could before he naturally sobered up.

Unconventional, but effective.

Dazed noted as Ash picked the now-still pokeball up. It had shaken a bit at first, but after the surprise had worn off it seemed that Aron managed to remember Ash’s instructions enough to avoid struggling.

Aron would be fun to have on the team, Ash grinned. He might be just what they needed.

With all of that over with he hooked Aron’s pokeball onto one of the empty slots on his belt and relaxed back into Nidoking’s heavy body. It was nice to return to his pillow, even if he was rather pleased with what he’d managed to accomplish while he’d been startled awake.

Normally he’d let Aron out to sleep with him, but he’d really prefer to avoid the possibly literal explosion that would occur when the others woke up with a strange pokemon in their midst. Dazed could try to explain, but she might not be fast enough thanks to his friends’ reflexes.

That is enough thinking, Friend-Trainer. Your body demands sleep. Rest.

Ash welcomed the red haze that filled his mind and knew no more.
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“Oh Mew!” Daisy cried as Aron appeared in a flash of scarlet light. The little steel-type blinked and had to balance his head before he fell over, although it seemed to be quite the struggle. “He’s so cute!”

Sneasel growled at that from his position in Daisy’s arms – he wasn’t too happy with Ash after being recalled to his pokeball last night and so had practically rushed over to Daisy when released in the morning. He whined and squirmed in an effort to reclaim her attention, to no avail.

Ash wasn’t sure whether to laugh or snort when he saw several of his teammates staring at Sneasel with smug satisfaction painted all over them.

“This is Aron,” he introduced as he knelt by the steel-type and pat his head. Aron warbled his own greeting and looked around the group curiously, although Ash could feel how nervous he was as he tensed under his touch. “He wandered over last night and decided to come with us. Say hello, everyone.”

By the time Nidoking – who Ash was relatively certain hadn’t blinked once since Aron had appeared – grunted a half-hearted greeting Aron squeaked in surprise as dozens of vines suddenly snatched him from Ash’s grip and brought him over to hover right in front of Tangrowth’s face.

He sighed and wandered over to try and reclaim Aron before Tangrowth’s complete lack of understanding the concept of “personal space” frightened the steel-type but it turned out he didn’t have anything to worry about.

Aron relaxed almost instantly and warbled to Tangrowth, whose eyes got even wider if that was possible. Tangrowth happily bounced up and down on his massive feet as his coat of vines danced around him, although a good bit had already rushed to envelop Aron in a very, very strong hug.

Thankfully Aron’s carapace would take a lot more than that to dent it and he seemed to enjoy the attention, if anything. Aron bleated happily at Tangrowth before suddenly growing very quiet in the face of Torrent.

The Kingdra stared Aron down, scarlet meeting icy blue as the two locked gazes. Aron didn’t move an inch and refused to even squeak, well aware he was being judged.

Finally Torrent snorted and levitated away to rest by Nidoking, who Ash was about to command to blink – either that or have Dazed telekinetically pull down his eyelids. Either or, really.

With Torrent’s decision made, the others started filing in to examine their new brother. Dazed and Nidoking stayed by Ash, of course. Torrent eventually hovered over to Ash’s left to watch the proceedings while Dazed brought up the rear.

Daisy and her team stayed a respectable distance away. They knew just how important this little ritual was for the team and weren’t about to interrupt it. Many watched with glazed eyes, as though they were remembering a similar experience themselves.

He just crossed his arms and waited, careful to keep an eye on the proceedings. It would be nice to understand the basis of his team’s relationships with the new arrival so that he could hope to work with it in the future if necessary.

Most were just about what he expected – Bruiser and Seeker were first in line, eager to make a new friend. They seemed to get along well enough from what he could tell. Aron barked a greeting, Bruiser bowed, Seeker flitted over to land on Aron’s ridged back and sniffed him, they made a few noises and finally parted, although they stayed nearby.

Tangrowth always kept a tight hold on him, as expected. Ash couldn’t say he was surprised. As Dazed had said, both of them were friendly and would get along. Not to mention it seemed like Tangrowth had missed having a younger friend to cuddle and play with. Sneasel, while not fully separated from Tangrowth, had become aloof enough that the grass-type was feeling a bit lonely.

It would be good for the both of them, Ash thought. Tangrowth would get a new, devoted friend to keep him company and Tangrowth would keep Aron busy and help to keep his mind off what he left behind.

Homesickness wasn’t easy to deal with, especially for someone as young as Aron.

Aside from those three, Oz seemed to like him quite a bit. She let him sniff her sparking fur and Ash thought she was happier than she’d been in a long time.

A bit of guilt gnawed at his chest. Oz might have grown stronger in his care but he felt that she hadn’t truly connected to any of the others. Not like she had her old herd. Sure, she might be polite and relatively friendly but the only relationships she had with any of his friends was her fierce rivalry with Infernus and her polite regard of Dazed.

The rivalry seemed to be all that was driving her most of the time.

Ash didn’t think Oz was unhappy, but she certainly wasn’t bouncing with joy.

Maybe this might change that. Aside from Tangrowth none of his team had really tried to reach out to her in the months they’d shared together, despite his best efforts. And although she didn’t rebuke Tangrowth and even seemed to find his company soothing, Oz certainly didn’t go out of her way to interact with the loving grass-type.

Who knew that a baby was what she needed? Maybe she’d been more to her herd of Electabuzz than just a protector – she wasn’t old enough and didn’t bear the thicker arms and fur of a mother, but perhaps she’d taken care of Elekid?

Regardless, her and Aron seemed to get along well enough. He might be the key to bringing her closer to the rest.

Aron certainly liked her, judging from the constant warbles and light taps with his domed head. Tangrowth, who was still holding him aloft with his vines, was gracious enough to move him closer.

After giving them a few minutes to get to know each other he went ahead and released Plume. It took a few seconds to get the basics of the situation to her and then Plume was gone, hopping over to the new addition as quickly as she could.

Ash snorted at that – he’d forgotten how involved Plume had been when Sneasel was still growing up. That was before his first bout of puberty had left him with a nasty disposition and she’d spent almost all her time with Tangrowth playing with and raising him.

Her influence had definitely been left on the dark-type if his infrequent attempts to fly were anything to go by. Ash had only been lucky enough to watch Sneasel jump off a limb and frantically flail his limbs once, but that memory was still enough to leave him giggling if he thought about it too much.

Infernus obviously stayed in his pokeball. Ash didn’t want to traumatize the little Aron and Infernus would most certainly see an opportunity to do so with the timid steel-type.

Besides, Ash had the feeling that Infernus and enclosed spaces didn’t really mix. Wouldn’t do to have him burn up all the oxygen in the cave, after all.

With a sigh he turned to watch the others interact with Sneasel. It really was fascinating to watch the new web of relationships develop…it felt like it had been years since there’d been a new addition to their family.

There was only one more to introduce…he wouldn’t even bother with Nidoking right now. His first friend certainly wasn’t hostile to Aron, but it would take him a few days to get used to him.

Sneasel wasn’t the only one going through puberty, after all. Nidoking might be farther along and a bit more developed, but he was still incredibly young to be a Nidoking. Most only evolved from Nidorino in the wild after at least a decade of living and even most trainers waited until their Nidorino was around three or four years old.

Nidoking evolved when he was about a year and a half as far as Ash could tell. From everything he knew about the Nidoran line – which was more than just about anyone else that wasn’t a scientist – Nidoking had been about a year old when they’d first met in Professor Oak’s lab.

Their adventures up until the point where Ash had felt confident in allowing Nidoking to evolve with the aid of the Moon Stone’s shard had felt like a lifetime – as though his existence before his adventure was just a few months in comparison – but it had taken them less than six months to circle around Kanto the first time.

So Nidoking had to play catchup when it came to hormones…and that was just his normal puberty, not counting the influx that came with such rapid evolution and the physiological changes of becoming a Nidoking.

He would probably stabilize in a few months or years, but until then his protective instincts were in overdrive as his body sorted everything out…of course, seeing Ash die probably didn’t do wonders for his stability either.

Hopefully that wouldn’t happen again for a little while, he snorted. That would be a bit inconvenient.

I don’t believe most sentient organisms consider their death a mere inconvenience, Friend-Trainer. 

He grinned at that and could almost feel Dazed’s eyes quirk up in her own semblance of a smile.

“I believe Infernus would beg to disagree,” Ash directed quietly to the psychic. His heart ached as he thought of Infernus falling from the sky, limp and unmoving as he crashed into the peak of Mt. Ember, but he forced the feeling down. The Feather pulsed and he remembered the rainbow flames that had revived his friend. No need for dismal thoughts after that particular miracle.

I would be surprised if the brute understands the concept. He seems to go seeking his own often enough.

Ash could almost hear the sneer in her voice and shook his head. That was one relationship he might never be able to change.

Still, he turned his focus back to Nidoking. His friend needed him to keep him calm at the moment and he wouldn’t disappoint.

All he could do now was stay close to Nidoking and lay a hand on his friend’s armored shoulder. “Give it a few days. I’m certain he’ll fit in well. He’ll be a member of our family before you know it, Nidoking.”

Nidoking’s nostrils flared and Ash sighed as a rush of warm air brushed his face. “Just be patient, alright? I know it’s not easy for you, but I promise this’ll work out just fine.”

His friend nodded slowly and returned to staring.

Ash just shook his head and decided to get this over with. “Sneasel, come say hello!”

Sneasel hissed and tried to burrow deeper into Daisy’s embrace, although she just laughed, stroked his feather in a way that made him go limp with bliss, then set him down onto the cold cave floor.

The dark-type snapped back to reality in an instant and whined pitifully up at Daisy, who giggled and knelt down to pet Sneasel’s luxuriously thick black fur before she pointed over at the small crowd around Aron. “Go on! I bet you two will be the best of friends, right?”

Ash’s eyebrows very well might have been hidden under his hat as Sneasel whimpered and forced himself to nod to keep Daisy happy. He was rewarded with a short round of scratches and a cheerful bout of high, clear laughter before Sneasel was forced to wander over miserably to Aron.

In a flash Tangrowth reached out with several of his vines and wrapped around Sneasel, who was resigned enough that he barely struggled and let out just the slightest semblance of a hiss at the sudden movement.

Tangrowth gurgled and danced with all the erratic cheer Ash had come to expect from his friend as his vines moved to hold the two young pokemon face to face – Ash’s eyes widened and he barely had time to watch Sneasel twist in displeasure at being forced so close to the unfamiliar steel-type before the claws came out and carved through the thick vines easily, dropping Sneasel, Aron, and nearly a dozen wriggling vine segments to the ground.

Sneasel’s ears laid flat against his head and he lunged at Aron as his instincts took over, claws out and icy mist swirling around the tips prepared to find any crack in Aron’s armor and scoop out the soft bits –

Aron leapt forward and headbutted Sneasel in midair.

Knocked onto his back with a heavy thud that made everyone listening wince, Sneasel snapped back to reason. He pulled himself up slowly, stunned by the powerful force and hard impact, and stared in surprise at the much younger Aron.

Aron looked back, blinked his blue eyes, and tackled him again.

Sneasel sputtered and yowled at that offense, finally irritated past his surprise. Just as his claws were encrusted in ice Ash was there, followed by Nidoking and Torrent. Dazed had teleported to his side, ready to pelt him with a few pebbles she’d picked out specifically for how jagged they were.

“That’s enough,” he said to both of them. Ash gently picked Sneasel up by the scruff, although he was careful to keep him away from his body until the dark-type had finally been brought back to earth. Once he’d calmed down from his surge of hormones he stared back at Ash and whined until the trainer set him back down. “Behind me, Sneasel.”

The formerly youngest member of the team nodded dully and stood behind Ash, peering out at the newest addition with slit eyes. Ash could tell that Sneasel knew he’d messed up – and after he’d made so much progress too.

No matter. Ash knew that it was honestly more Tangrowth’s fault than Sneasel’s – the dark-type might have been the one to attack, but it was more out of surprise and reflexes than true malice.

Besides, he’d more than paid for his aggression. Ash had to mask a smile at the thought of Aron’s quick response – and the look on Sneasel’s face, of course.

There was no doubt in his mind that Sneasel was a far more capable combatant than Aron. Sneasel was very well trained if he did say so himself. After their months together he certainly possessed far more speed and strength than what Aron was capable of.

No, Sneasel had been angry and stupid. In the heat of his anger he’d underestimated Aron and paid the price in the form of the bruises Ash expected him to feel tomorrow.

Aron might not be very strong right now, but that head of his hit hard.

“Now that that’s over with,” Ash sighed, “let’s calm down shall we? There’s no need for violence.”

Sneasel whimpered again and hugged Ash’s leg. He rolled his eyes as he looked down at the little dark-type. His friend wasn’t that good of an actor and it was beneath him to try and play the victim.

“We have a long day ahead of us,” he announced. His friends watched on raptly. Aron just sat back on his haunches and blinked, eyes firmly on the trainer. “This will be our last full day in Granite Cave and I’d like to explore as much of it as possible before we return to the surface and face Brawly. Which of you want to travel outside your pokeball?”

Only a few stepped forward, and for the most part they were the ones he’d expected to in the first place: Dazed, Bruiser, Seeker, and Sneasel.

There was one surprise for him, though.

“Glad to have you, Oz,” he grinned. She nodded back, the movement causing a crackle of electricity to burst through her fur. That wasn’t enough to distract him from the fact that she had eyes for only one person right now: Aron.

“Aron, I’m guessing you’ll want to be outside with us?” He knelt to make the little steel-type more comfortable. Aron nodded, his eyes squeezed shut cheerfully.

Tangrowth gurgled to attract Ash’s attention, then. Ash nodded in acknowledgement to let him walk with them just as the grass-type did a little jig and wrapped Aron up in a fierce hug, a hug that the steel-type happily accepted.

Dazed really was on point with that prediction – he could already see that Aron and Tangrowth were going to get on swimmingly.

“Anyone else?” He surveyed. When the rest of his friends confirmed their willingness to be recalled he did so, leaving him with just a motley crew of his allies. “Well, if Daisy is up for I suppose we can head out.”

“I’m always ready!” Daisy chirped, appearing by his side as if from nowhere. “I mean really, Ashy? What kind of question is that?”

He smirked. “Well, you are getting kind of old? I mean, you’re what? Thirty? Forty?”

“Eighteen!” Daisy playfully smacked the back of his head, gasping as though truly offended. “The nerve of you children nowadays…”

“Not helping your point,” Ash grinned as he absentmindedly straightened his hat. If this was how Gary felt all the time he could see the appeal.

She stared at him oddly. He frowned before he realized her eyes were locked on his hat. “Seriously, why are you wearing that in here? Do you have some sort of freaky reverse vision that makes you see better in the dark? Is it too bright in here for you?”

“Force of habit,” he shrugged. Daisy rolled her eyes and scoffed at that. “It’s not as if I can see much anyway.”

“Boys!” Daisy scoffed. “Honestly, you and Gary are so weird. I just don’t get you sometimes.”

“Not going to argue that…” Ash muttered. He almost reached up to remove his hat before he thought better of it.

No, even if he was willing to give Daisy whatever minute satisfaction she’d get out of winning their mock confrontation Ash would never give the known hat-thief Sableye following them around the chance to take it.

This hat had seen too many apocalyptic events to risk. Who knew, maybe it was the reason he’d survived at all. It was a very nice hat.

He almost laughed at that – he could just see Mewtwo and the Birds stopping their assault on the world, too awestruck by his hat to control their power.

“Hello?” A hand waving in front of his face distracted him. He almost missed the ice that rushed through his veins. “Earth to Ash? You in there?”

“Yeah, I’m fine,” he said quickly – maybe a bit too quickly if Daisy’s frown was anything to go by. “Just got a bit distracted.”

“That seems to happen a lot,” Daisy noted. “You should really work on that. I wouldn’t anything to happen to you because you spaced out, Ashy.”

“I’m fine,” Ash insisted, more interested in Mewtwo’s sudden appearance. He felt a smirk take over his face that was not his own and quickly clamped down on the invading presence, a jolt of fear overpowering the subtle mental jab.

Then he noticed Daisy staring at him. Again.

“What?”

“I think your Hypno’s trying to steal your hat.” Daisy giggled and pointed at his head. “Guess she agrees with me!”

Ash froze as he felt the snaps on his hat fall apart and the item itself gently float away as gravity ceased to affect it. He looked up and saw the hat cloaked in a thin film of icy blue power, mocking him from above.

He snatched it out of the air immediately, grateful that the blue energy suffusing his hat dissipated immediately. Ash gripped the hat until his knuckled turned white and had to stop himself from staring.

“Please don’t do that again, Dazed,” he said quietly. Out of the corner of his eye he saw her nod, going along with the act. “Well, since all that’s over with we should probably get a move on. Right, Daisy?”

“Right,” she said unsurely, unnerved by his suddenly perky façade. “Come on, everyone! Let’s go explore!”

Ash and his team fell in line beside the remainders of Daisy’s team. Sneasel stuck by Ash, faithfully wrapped around his neck. He knew what to do by now if he felt that kind of power – Sneasel couldn’t stop Mewtwo’s influence if the psychic really wanted to take over or play with Ash’s mind, but it would take some of the pressure off.

Dazed took a defensive position by his side, eyes luminous from the momentary touch of Mewtwo’s powers. Ash could see her clutching her pendulum closely in order to hide the icy blow that emanated from it, although he could still pick out a bit of the glow from between her long, dexterous fingers.

He, on the other hand, just stared at his hat and nodded as needed while Daisy chattered beside him, ignorant to what had just occurred. Ninetales and Gardevoir – who actually looked quite a bit better than yesterday – seemed to have more of a clue.

All of that didn’t really affect him, though.

No he was more considered with what just happened. Or, rather, who happened.

Was that…was that a joke?

XX

“So, have you ever thought of Coordinating?” Daisy asked after a few minutes of silence. Ash, who’d been paying rapt attention to the surprising development of Aron and Sneasel walking side by side, barking and hissing to each other every now and then, grunted in response.

“What?”

“Coordinating. Or even just trying your hand at a Contest?” Daisy prompted with a small smile. “Who knows, you might be good at it! Your team is very talented!”

Ash frowned. “I’m a little interested – it seems very different than battling.”

“Yes and no,” the Oak shook her head. He could see her rather well thanks to the Will-o-Wisps that Ninetales had conjured and there was a delighted gleam in her eye that put him on edge. It reminded him a bit too much of his mother when she got on the subject of research for his tastes. “Sure, Coordinating emphasizes different aspects of a pokemon’s abilities – aesthetics are prized more than functionality, naturally – but many Contests have some sort of battle round and control over one’s abilities is prized.”

“For example, I know your smaller team would crush my team in combat,” Daisy explained. “We’re no slouches and can take care of ourselves, but I don’t like fighting and neither do many of my friends. I don’t put them through the same crazy training I bet you do, but I would say that my team’s control over their abilities far surpasses yours.”

“Probably,” Ash nodded. He wouldn’t argue that, although that didn’t stop a small grin from crawling onto his face. “Age and experience will overcome youth and brashness, right?”

Daisy’s head bobbed exuberantly at that. “Exactly! You’re better fighters, but we’ve got our own concentration. We –”

“Have a lot of age in your favor,” Ash jabbed. “Won’t be too long before you catch up to the Professor.”

“Brat,” she grumbled and cuffed him in the back of his head. He just shook it off and grinned. “Anyway, as I was saying before I was so rudely interrupted, my teammates can do things you’d probably never believe. We’re a lot flashier than you are – putting on a show doesn’t matter quite as much in the kind of battles you favor.”

“I’ll give you that,” Ash allowed. “But I doubt you’re flashier than some of my friends.”

Daisy arched a slim brown eyebrow at him. “Oh really?”

“Really,” he confirmed.

After a few moments passed Daisy sighed. “Seriously? Will you just tell me how? It’s like pulling teeth with you!”

“Just watch the Final of the Indigo Conference,” he said airily. “That should explain everything.”

“Ooh, ominous!” Daisy giggled. “But yeah, I’ll check it out. Guess I should see what you’re capable of anyway, right? I didn’t even really get to see any of the highlight reel they were blasting all over the news – I was still investigating some interesting spots in Sinnoh when all that happened.”

Ash nodded at her explanation and waited a moment before he next spoke. “I will say that I don’t know if I have the same flair for it you do. Or my team.”

“What’re you talking about? You’ll do great!” Daisy cheered and pumped her fist. “Okay, so you might not be outgoing…or remotely friendly…or as good-looking as I am, but your team is! They’re the ones you’ve got to have faith in.”

“Thanks for your endorsement,” Ash snorted. Not that he’d argue the first two points she’d made. Or care much about the last. “But yes, I trust my team. I trust them with my life. I’m just having a hard time seeing many of them performing in a Contest Hall.”

Daisy paused as they plodded down the winding cavern, trusting their teams to guide their way. “Okay, so maybe they aren’t very outgoing either. The team reflects the trainer and the trainer reflects the team. I mean, I wouldn’t expect Nidoking or that crazy Magmortar of yours to enjoy it, but you’re taking the narrow view.”

“You have a good-looking group,” she continued. “Sure, they’ve got their scars and you can tell that they aren’t being prepared as a Coordinating team, but that doesn’t matter much. They’re fit, healthy, and just entering the prime of their life.”

Ash grunted, waiting for her to keep going. He could tell when Daisy was about to go on one of her long-winded spiels. Coordinating was her passion and he wasn’t about to interrupt that.

Why would he when he could learn something from a Contest Champion?

“Think about Plume, or Torrent, or Dazed!” Daisy exclaimed, pointing at the Hypno as the only one out of her pokeball. Dazed pointedly stared straight ahead.. “You would be amazing, wouldn’t you?”

Naturally. 

Ash rolled his eyes as he felt Dazed’s amusement, more clear to him than ever before thanks to the boost Mewtwo’s brief appearance had granted her, brush his mind. He should have known she’d take this opportunity to throw some fuel on the fire.

“See!” Daisy crowed. “Now you’re, like, obligated to enter her!”

Please don’t. 

For some reason Ash felt that Dazed didn’t bother projecting that into the Oak’s mind.

“Can’t you see her making art with her power? Weaving light and painting minds?” The older girl grinned with stars in her eyes. “Plume blurring through the air, dancing with wind. Torrent sculpting glaciers, Oz combing lightning…I could go on, but I think you understand my point. Isn’t it beautiful?”

“It is,” Ash admitted. He’d give her that much – Daisy had a way with words and the passion with which she spoke outstripped anything he could do. She, like the rest of her family and his mother, had that glow about her that lured people in like Teddiursa to honey.

He had to admit he was a little jealous. Ash knew he would never that way with people, that appeal.

Ash had never connected with words. They were irritants to him, lacking the kind of power he used and understood. No, he forged his bonds with others through other methods: battle and accomplishments.

Words could be toyed with, played like an instrument. The intent behind them might be there, but with humans it was too often shrouded behind endless veils of lies and half-truth.

He didn’t care much for deception. Sure, it was necessary sometimes, just as many unpleasant things were. That didn’t mean he had to like it.

You couldn’t really hide who you were in battle. He could understand people that way, through their strategies and orders and the way they met their opponent. Cunning, intelligence, motives…they could all be discerned if one was observant enough. It was all about their personality and history in the end.

Actions told him who others were. It wasn’t what you said that defined you, but what you managed to accomplish. If he knew someone did something, they couldn’t lie about it.

Unfortunately not everybody had accomplishments to tell him about and fewer still would battle him. So he was stuck with words, with all the trouble that implied.

“Yeah it is!” Daisy grinned before she bit her bottom lip and watched him raptly. “You’ll have to come watch me perform sometime! Might give you some ideas, get you to join us Coordinators for a while. I could even help you – no, never mind.”

“What?” Ash frowned. “Why not?”

“Well, I’d hate to steal you away from Lisia,” Daisy giggled. “She’s got her eye on you and I wouldn’t want to come between young love!”

Ash sighed. He had the strangest feeling that Daisy wouldn’t let this go anytime soon. “We both appreciate it very much. Thanks for your consideration – I’m sure with your many, many years of experience on her Lisia wouldn’t stand a chance.”

“Oh, shut up,” Daisy snorted. It was rather unbecoming on her, although Ash had to admit she almost made it look dignified. Almost. “You’re no fun, Ashy. Can’t you just let me tease you a bit?”

“I’m not exactly looking for a Gary replacement,” he shrugged. “I had to deal with that last year and I’d rather not go through it again.”

Daisy playfully wrapped an arm around him and hugged him closer to her side, swaying side to side to keep him off balance. “Oh, you really think I’m as bad as Gary?”

“No,” he retorted as he struggled to keep himself from stumbling. Daisy was a slight girl, but she still had a few inches on him and enough weight to nearly knock him over – not to mention he really hadn’t been expecting her to grab him. “Well, almost. You’re moving in the right direction.”

“Please,” she scoffed and hugged him tighter to the point that he was almost having flashbacks to his mother’s painfully overzealous embraces. Ash supposed Daisy had learned from the best – and that was only emphasized when she leaned down and whispered into his ear, “I am much, much worse!”

Unfortunately the whole effect was ruined when she broke down in a fit of giggles and gently pushed him away – he was actually caught off guard by that and stumbled for a moment. Ash just sighed and caught himself before he tripped over his own feet.

“Just keep in mind I did basically raise Gary,” Daisy pointed out once she’d stopped snickering. “Not like Grandpa had the time. Don’t you think he turned out great?”

Ash surveyed the girl in front of him – everything from the impish smile to the impeccably straightened hair (how did she get that done in the cave?) to the faithful team of pokemon arrayed about her.

“He could be worse,” he allowed.

“High praise indeed from the runner-up of the Indigo Conference,” she smiled. “Speaking of which, do you mind signing an autograph for me once we get back up to the surface?”

“…What?” Ash stared, genuinely caught off guard. That was the last thing he’d expected.

“Well, there’s this cute girl, about your age, who I think would really appreciate one,” Daisy started. Ash shut his eyes and shook his head. He knew where this was going. “She’s got kind of light blue hair, short, unhealthy obsession with Altaria? Ringing any bells, Ashy-boy?”

Ash really didn’t want to dignify that with a response but he just couldn’t help himself.

“You’re never going to let this go, are you?” He groaned and stared straight ahead – he didn’t want to look at Daisy right now. “Also, please don’t call me that. I’ll deal with Ashy, but you’re reminding me way too much of Gary right now.”

“Fine, fine,” Daisy snickered. For someone who looked so innocent she really enjoyed pressing his buttons. And what was worse he could tell his team was getting a sort of sick amusement out of it – Dazed was radiating satisfaction and even Bruiser looked like he was struggling to hide a reptilian smirk. “And no way. This is just too much fun!”

Ash nodded. “I thought so. Just…please never bring that up around my mom.”

He didn’t even want to know what would happen if his mother got that in her head. Ash wasn’t sure if he’d ever be able to see his mother again without her harassing or poking fun at him. And knowing her she’d try and get Professor Oak in on it too.

“Huh, no promises,” Daisy’s eyes lit up at that. “I mean, it has been a long time since I’ve talked to her…and I’m sure she’d appreciate me for telling her about your new girlfriend.”

Ash just ignored that. He knew that Daisy just wanted to get a rise out of him – she really must be where Gary got it from. He couldn’t imagine his former rival inheriting that particular trait from Professor Oak.

“Come on,” Daisy playfully flicked him in the back of the head. “Do something! You’re awfully hard to mess with for an eleven-year old…I even thought I had you there for a minute.”

“Twelve,” Ash absentmindedly corrected. “And you’re a little late to that party. I don’t know if anything can get under my skin after dealing with your brother for so long.”

An evil smirk came over Daisy’s face. “Is that a challenge I hear?”

“No!” He said a little bit too quickly.

“Well, I guess I can’t let my baby brother have all the fun,” she mused. “We have what, four days left together? That should be plenty of time.”

“Assuming I stick around for that long.”

“Please! You’re stuck with me!” Daisy grinned over at him. “I mean, look at me. I’m awesome. And don’t you want to reconnect? I haven’t really gotten to see you since your mom was taking care of Gary and I after – what?”

Ash straightened and a hand flickered down to Nidoking’s pokeball at the surprise in Daisy’s voice. Sure they had a veritable army surrounding them, but he always felt safer with his first friend at his side.

“What is it?” He asked, all business. His eyes hardened to stone and all of his team reflexively prepared for battle.

“Gardevoir’s just told me something’s up ahead,” Daisy’s mouth straightened into a line. “A Sableye.”

And just like that all the tension flooded from his shoulders and he had to hold back a smirk at what he knew was following them. His team followed suit and started plodding, low growls and hisses fading into their usual chatter.

He kept an eye on Daisy though, well aware of just what this particular Sableye meant to her. Not that she knew this was coming.

“How’d Gardevoir pick up on that?” He queried. “Dazed is improving, but she still has some trouble detecting ghosts and dark-types.”

“She’s sensitive enough that she sort of picks out their ‘holes’ in the world,” Daisy explained absentmindedly. “She can’t detect their minds, but with her psychic sense she can feel out where the world disappears to it and know that there’s something there she can’t find directly. Think of it as picking out an invisible thing by their shadow, if that helps. I’ll have her help Dazed with it, if you’d like.”

Ash nodded. That was about what he’d expected – Dazed’s explanations hinted as such. Just because psychics couldn’t directly feel the minds of ghosts and dark-types didn’t mean they were impossible to track. He’d heard of plenty of psychics doing something similar, he just wasn’t sure how to go about training Dazed to pick out on something so subtle.

Daisy thankfully seemed to have lost her playful attitude as they continued through the cave. Most pokemon seemed to have fled or hidden from the massive party as they made their way through the tunnels, wary of what such a large group would want. Anything that lacked that fear was bound to attract her attention.

He just did his best to keep a straight face – he knew what was coming and it would more than make up for Daisy’s recent teasing. It was too bad he wouldn’t be able to take a picture.

Normally he’d be even more on edge than Daisy – he’d run into enough mysterious wild pokemon to make him a bit paranoid when dealing with unfamiliar creatures – but he knew exactly who this Sableye was and that it would never attack anyone Aron was with.

But it was more than happy to play a prank. Ash just hoped it knew what it was getting into with Ninetales about.

Then the group stopped and he heard the tell-tale scrape of razor claws against the harshly carved rock of the tunnel.

The ethereal blue light of the Will-o-Wisps flared brightly and he could see the faceted reflections of Sableye’s precious eyes in the shadows between a fork in the cave.

“Is that it?” Daisy whispered to her team, her face twisted in surprise. She started at the high-pitched giggle that carried through the darkness and scowled. “Guess it wants to mess with us.”

“I’d say,” he agreed. Ash folded his arms and watched his companion eagerly as the gem-like eyes grew brighter and brighter, swirling with strange powers as the Sableye stepped closer. “Hmm, what’s that on its head?”

“Huh?” She frowned and peered closer. Sableye was essentially in the open, although its body shifted strangely in the light of Ninetales’ Will-o-Wisps. It distorted and twisted into nothingness, as though its shape were more of a suggestion than a defined structure.

The only constants were its glowing eyes and wide, toothy smile.

“What is that?” Daisy muttered as the collection of gems on her hat shifted and glinted in the darkness. “It almost looks like…wait…”

“YOU!” She jabbed a finger at the Sableye. Its grin widened and the shade took a mocking bow, its eyes never leaving Daisy’s. “You’re that stupid Sableye that stole my hat!”

The specter shrugged and splayed its hands in the air as though declaring, “So what?”

“I don’t care if it’s filthy, I’m getting that hat back,” Daisy declared with steel in her voice. She eyed the gems woven into the tattered fabric. “With interest, it looks like.”

“Good luck,” Ash grinned. “With that Sableye you might need it.”

“Don’t I know it,” Daisy growled. Her fists whitened and her eyes flattened into slits. “This might take a while. I’ll meet you back at Dewford – follow the markers to get out or just have Dazed teleport you. Gardevoir will take care of me.”

He nodded. Daisy could take care of herself and Gardevoir was protective, if nothing else. “Have fun.”

“Oh, I will!”

“Then you might want to get started,” Ash pointed out with a smirk. Daisy started and looked down the tunnel to the left, where only the slightest glitter of diamonds and a faint giggle hinted at Sableye’s presence.

“Oh you brat!” She declared and took off as fast as she could. “Ninetales, all of you – let’s go get him!”

Ash shook his head in exasperation as the vastly overpowered force of Daisy’s teams rushed after the Sableye. That was a bit more than he’d expected – apparently Daisy really liked that hat.

He took a quick head count of his friends and frowned. “Sneasel, get back here!”

Seconds later Sneasel sulkily reappeared from the tunnel Daisy had rushed down and whined pitifully at Ash. He took his seat next to Aron, Tangrowth, and Oz, who seemed willing to put up with him so long as she could stay with the new steel-type.

“Believe it or not, you’re part of this team,” Ash rolled his eyes. “As much as you like Daisy, you don’t get to run off chasing ghosts with her, no matter how much you’d like to.”

The dark-type hissed and nodded. Looked like he wouldn’t put up a fight now that he’d been caught.

“Well, I guess we’d best be on our way,” Ash grinned and started heading down the right passage. “Who knows what we’ll find down here now that it’s just us?”
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He wasn’t sure how long they’d been wandering through the caves without any real goal in mind before he felt a rush of fresh air.

Ash frowned and paused, motioning for his team to follow his lead. That was more than the gust of wind drawn up in the cold tunnels by a passing Zubat – even a Golbat or Crobat wouldn’t be able to mimic this.

A way to the surface maybe? That didn’t seem right – they were at least several hundred feet underground, although it was admittedly hard to keep track of their elevation when the tunnels routinely dipped and rose at random.

There could be a hole or something along those lines. Just an odd line to the surface dug out by some random wild pokemon. Still, he would have assumed there to be some hint of natural light if that were the case.

But there was something else in the cavern ahead as well. Nothing living, he was sure – Dazed or Sneasel would have alerted him if there was, but something.

Aside from the fresh air that did not even remotely belong in this labyrinth, there were two other scents that grew stronger and stronger as he took another cautious step toward the opening that he realized was just a bit too well-cut to be natural. Even the effects of erosion over however many centuries it had been since the mason had completed their work couldn’t hide the even lines chipped away by time.

Sea salt and the heavy, cloying scent of earth – he supposed he should have been used to the latter after spending so much time down in the Granite Caverns, but it struck him more than it had when he first stepped in.

Ash frowned at the oddity and folded his arms thoughtfully. “Feel anything?”

…Something. An echo, perhaps? The Three – they elude me. There is history here, Friend-Trainer. 

“Great,” he sighed. No avoiding it now. Well, at least they didn’t find this place with Daisy. If there was “history” here then he’d rather the girl not see it with the vision granted to her by her bond with Ninetales. Depending on what it was that might bring up more questions than he’d like to answer. “All of you be cautious – I doubt anything’s in there but it won’t hurt.”

He paused and looked to Aron, who was happily held aloft by several of Tangrowth’s thick vines. The steel-type stared back at him from his perch expectantly.

“Do you know anything about this place?”

Aron loosed a keening whine, which Ash didn’t take as a good sign. He turned to Dazed, hoping she would provide a better translation. Ash hadn’t gotten to know Aron well enough to divine much meaning from the cry.

It is not frequented by the inhabitants of this complex. There is a weight here that dissuades explorers. Even the Shades shy away. 

“Wonderful,” he muttered. Ash frowned and stepped forward. No point shying away. “Fan out, all of you. Be careful and tell me if you find anything interesting.”

With that he stepped forward, Dazed following mere inches behind. They were so close he could almost feel the static built up in her fur brushing him.

“Light, please,” Ash called out when his lantern flickered on and off dozens of time in a second before it died for good. He stared at it with a furrowed brow and put it back into its storage department just as Dazed summoned an orb of deep blue light that effortlessly illuminated the entire room. “Thank you.

He sniffed again. The sea salt and almost nauseatingly powerful odor of the earth was clearer, if that was possible. A gentle breeze still danced across his skin, heedless of the intruders’ presence.

“Where’s all this coming from?” He frowned and glanced around the massive cavern, eyes falling upon a gigantic mural carved with inhuman precision into the great rock wall before him and painted over with a thin, glossy material that looked unevenly dried – wet on one side, flaked away in the other, and freshly dried to the top. “Ah.”

Three beasts were etched into the flat expanse of stone, each bringing with it a weight that sank into Ash’s stomach like a stone.

The one to the left was brought to life with crumbling paint, showing a terrible creature that breathed infernos, pumped the heart of the earth to bring its lifeblood to the surface, and focused the sun in the mural so intensely as to leave nothing but endless devastation in its wake. Under Dazed’s light it almost seemed alive.

To the right was a massive leviathan trailed by stormclouds and lightning – the thin liquid that filled in the ancient carvings so damp he could have sworn the painters had left the room mere moments before he came in. Despite that there were no streaks – the paint was contained in the stone’s wounds, unable to mar its perfection.

He eyed the – Leviathan – again, frowning as he focused in on the great creature. Idly he thought it seemed less that it was riding the waves and more as though the ocean was following it, trailing it like an obedient child.

But that wasn’t what demanded his attention. There was an echo in this mural, just as Dazed had said. It was indistinct, but grew clearer and clearer the more he thought about it until –

The Song. Lugia’s Song.

With that revelation the echo deepened in his mind and he grimaced as it practically wailed and screamed and crashed with all the force of a wave into him – it did not pull at him as the Song did, but did its utmost to pull him under itself until he drowned.

He looked away.

Whatever that was, it wasn’t the Song. Similar, perhaps. It was older, less a Song than a Roar, the clashing of waves and a hurricane’s fury rather than the gentle push and pull of the tides.

Ash frowned and shook his head, struggling to get the overpowering salty scent out of his nose. He really didn’t want to think about that right now.

Before he looked to investigate the last of the beasts he glanced at the center of the mural where the creatures’ wrath met.

Little stick figures were all he could see, sent flying by the clash. They were powerless in the face of the creatures and though most cowered or were sent flying across the rock wall, some looked to the sky, to two opposing objects dashing through the air.

Meteors. The Iron Child says the Shade that guided him told him stories, although he was too young to make sense of them. That is what I surmise “falling-fire-stars” to be, at any rate. 

Ash nodded his thanks to Dazed and continued studying the mural. It fascinated him, he supposed. This was the history of some people – even if it wasn’t necessarily the true way things had happened, this had shaped them.

This mural and the story it embodied molded their culture, their beliefs.

Was this what Cynthia felt like when she investigated ancient sites and dug up the entombed knowledge of a civilization or dug through records untouched for centuries?

If so, he understood her more than he ever could have imagined.

Ash frowned and stared at the little stick-people.

Who were they?

He sighed and looked up at the last of their traces in this cave. Ash knew he’d find nothing here.

A towering serpent stared down at him, maw gaping. The wall around it was clear of any sort of cataclysmic power of the kind its two siblings brought to bear – it was tranquil, in stasis. It was simply a passive observer, although it was coiled in such a way that it seemed as though it would spring into action at any moment.

Ash turned from the mural to Dazed with just the slightest hint of a scowl. He didn’t like this.

Land and Sea, Behemoth and Leviathan…they breathe. 

A shiver ran down his spine as he considered Lugia’s parting gift of advice. Were these Land and Sea?

He wasn’t an idiot. He’d researched what myths and legends he could, assuming many to be true.

Groudon and Kyogre weren’t foreign names to him. Even his mother had told him the stories once, when she couldn’t think of new tales of the First Champion or Sinnoh’s God-King or Indigo’s native Legends.

She didn’t know them by heart, but she knew them well enough to tell him about their furious battle and the clash for dominance. He knew it was said they’d summoned deserts and drowned cities before their wars had ceased, feats of power that were admittedly not so impressive in comparison to the Legends he’d personally faced.

He’d suspected, once he read the tales again, but he hadn’t been sure.

Still, how powerful were they if Lugia had been nothing but a pest to them in their prime? Fire, Ice, and Lightning…he knew them well. He had become them, in a sense. Their Truths laid unfolded to him in a way words would never describe thanks to his mastery of the Spheres.

Lugia and Mew represented something more complicated in his mind, and they were so much more powerful than the Birds it was almost incomparable. It was like comparing him when he had first challenged Bruno to the Ash he had become after his trials and training.

Moltres could summon an inferno to raze the earth all around it. Zapdos could shroud all of Kanto in vicious storms. Articuno’s wings conjured vast blizzards as if from nowhere.

Impressive, but ultimately simple.

Mew and even Mewtwo – though he was loath to include the psychic that seemed to take pleasure in toying with him – could do so, so much more.

Mewtwo had manipulated the weather to the point of telekinetically creating and directing hurricanes powerful enough to seriously damage an entire region as relatively inexpensive weapons. It could easily split the entire ocean in half all for the purpose of trapping an enemy that could easily sear cities away permanently – all of this as it controlled a storm that would eventually shatter human civilization like glass.

And that was just the beginning. Even after all that it had still beaten Mew – should have, if Mew hadn’t killed Ash while he and Mewtwo were merged as one. Mewtwo had torn its way out of a black hole, thrown around power Ash couldn’t even fathom, and managed to use its psychic power to heavily wound Mew in a form Ash could reasonably suspect to be to dark-types what Mewtwo was to psychics.

And Mew was certainly no slouch either – it had shown itself capable of creating and controlling a genuine black hole, after all. It had quite literally created matter dense enough to create a singularity – Ash certainly didn’t have the knowledge required to calculate the energy required for that out, but he was well aware it was on an absolutely ridiculous scale.

Combine that with its incredibly powerful techniques and you had a very, very potent entity on your hands. Ash wasn’t sure if it even qualified as a psychic at that point – its powers were to the point that it almost seemed to be on the level of warping reality rather than manipulating it.

Lugia…well, he assumed it was on a similar level. It had easily levitated what he’d imagine to be at least billions of gallons of water to drown the Birds, if not trillions. Not to mention it had quite easily held the two of them off.

Ash frowned. Mew was called the Guardian of Life by many psychics and others informed of Legends and Lugia the Guardian of the Seas. But what exactly did they represent? The others embodied a very specific Concept.

He sighed. Maybe he’d get the chance to ask them eventually.

Still, what could Land and Sea do? Such simple Concepts, but so enormous…

Ash shook his head. It wasn’t worth thinking about. All he knew was that Lugia was certain of the threat they possessed and that he trusted the Great Guardian. If possible he’d make sure Land and Sea never got the chance to show him that impossible strength.

“I think it’s time to leave,” Ash called out to his friends, most of whom seemed uneasy and nervous under the oppressive weight that filled the room. “I doubt we’ll find anything here…”
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Stepping out into the sunlight after days in the black caves was a pleasure unlike any other. It wasn’t exactly freezing down there, especially with Nidoking and the rest of his friends to keep him warm, but the chill was always noticeable.

There was something about not having to provide his own heat and light that would never get old. The constant feeling of his body heat leaking out of him and leaving with him with little other than what he and his friends could produce on their own was just exhausting.

Not to mention this meant he’d get to battle soon.

A savage grin carved its way across his tanned face at the thought – it had been too long since he and his little family had gotten the blood flowing. Even the battle with Tate and Liza hadn’t been much more than a warm up for Sneasel and Oz.

He lightly stretched and turned to his left, grinning as Aron and Tangrowth plodded at his side. Dazed wasn’t much a fan of the sun’s overpowering light and Sneasel would be overheated in no time if he brought him out at noon.

Bruiser was on his right, a gentle smile on his reptilian face as he felt the heated sand brush his feet. Seeker wasn’t with him, of course – she could scarcely bear twilight, so high noon wouldn’t really agree with her.

Ash had made sure they enjoyed their day after finding the mural, though. They’d spent the rest of their time exploring to their hearts content and seeing if they could track Daisy through the tunnels, although they hadn’t found any luck.

She moved fast but it seemed that Sableye had exploited its knowledge of the terrain to its advantage, slipping ahead of the annoyed girl with contemptuous ease.

He couldn’t help but smirk imagining how annoyed Daisy would be. If he found that Sableye again he’d be sure to bring it some shiny presents – they loved little trinkets and anything that would glitter in the dim light of their homes.

And if Daisy caught that Sableye it might appreciate a few presents. Daisy might be one of the kindest people he’d ever met – despite how much she enjoyed teasing him – but even she wasn’t perfect.

Not that she’d ever hurt the mischievous Sableye. All it had to fear from her was the loss of what seemed to be its prized possession and maybe her pokemon being a little rough capturing it.

But at the end of the day they’d realized Daisy had gone too far and they relaxed. Sneasel went off exploring with Bruiser and Seeker as his chaperones while the others stayed alongside Ash, eager to let their weary feet relax.

They’d spent one last night in the tunnels – he really didn’t mind, especially since it gave him the opportunity to bask in the isolation with his family – and when they were all woken up he’d recalled his team and had Dazed teleport them to the surface.

It was a rough ride and he suspected she’d drawn on some of the latent power left in her from Mewtwo’s influence the day before to compensate for her lack of control, but she did it.

That was Dazed’s first time teleporting him long distance and she was still better at it than Will.

Ash made a mental note to mention it to his fellow Elite Four member next time they met.

But now they were on the surface, they were pent up, and they were ready.

Brawly wouldn’t know what hit him.

XX

The Dewford Gym matched the town around it quite well. It wasn’t overly large – it was quite small for one of the eight major gyms of Hoenn, in fact – it was rather utilitarian, and much wider than tall.

Dewford as a whole was quaint. It was certainly a city, albeit a tiny one, but it had held a prominent position in Hoenn’s history for hundreds of years.

He thought back to Cynthia’s Arbok-scaled book. Ash had managed to catch up on his reading last night, allowing Dazed to follow along in his head. She’d certainly enjoyed learning Hoenn’s history as much as he did, if not more.

Although a minor city now, Dewford has a long and fascinating past. It is suggested from numerous historical records and maps that Dewford was once far more prominent and massive than it is in the modern era. 

Recently, archaeologists discovered maps sealed away for more than two thousand years that reveal what is now Dewford was once a sprawling city for the times. More than that, however, is the revelation that Dewford and its nearby islands were once connected to mainland Hoenn as a peninsula.

This claim fits with prior evidence, speaking of walking to what experts have suspected for years to be Dewford’s former name before the fall of the Volumo Empire and the revolutions that swept through the land in its wake. It also explains the traces of civilization and towns found on the ocean floor between mainland Hoenn and Dewford Town, although that also raises into question how such a vast amount of land was disconnected – there are several theories I will discuss in the next chapter, although none are currently substantiated. 

After the revolutions Dewford came into its own as an impressive naval power rivaling Mossdeep, although it could not compare to Sootopolis’ supremacy. For several centuries after the fall of the Volumo Empire it was a trading hub and important stop on the way to Slateport and held an impressive amount of influence for its size. 

Although primarily taking advantage of its key location between Rustboro and Slateport, Dewford also found influence by mining the iron veins in its famed Granite Cave and mountains. This trade made them invaluable, although the infrequent invasions by other towns in the region in the hopes of securing the ore for themselves left them with a firm martial tradition. In the months before the formation of the Ever Grande League, Dewford’s defensive forces inflicted a staggering amount of casualties on the Unovan task force sent to secure the island. Although ultimately the defense crumbled, their example rallied their fellow city-states on the brink of defeat and caused the first alliances to form. Even today citizens of the Dewford Archipelago make up a disproportionate amount of the Ever Grande League’s Rangers and agents. 

While with the advent of widespread teleportation, spacial manipulation and storage technology the trade routes that were once its lifeblood have dried up, Dewford remains an important part of Hoenn that survives due to its key position in Hoenn’s southern sphere, tourism, and the many rare pokemon that can be found within it. 

Now – 

Ash shook himself back to earth. With Dazed essentially repeating the words back to him over and over again he’d memorized much more than he would have usually. It was as if he’d read it dozens of times rather than three or four.

That was only the beginning of the chapter, too. Everything Cynthia outlined there and more were expanded on for what seemed like an eternity before she moved onto her next topic. The Sinnoh Champion was meticulous if nothing else – Ash couldn’t even imagine how long it had taken her to compile this information.

He focused on the Gym and put all thoughts of history out of his mind. Ash could always read more later.

But he still had to admire the simple, practical nature of the Dewford Gym. It certainly didn’t possess the elegance of the Mossdeep Gym or the ostentatious presence of Sootopolis’ but it was more than enough to do its job.

To be honest, it reminded him of the Dojo he’d challenged in Saffron. He just hoped that it would be more of a challenge, even if his team was far superior to what they’d been when they won the Black Belt.

“Dude, what’s up?” He heard from behind him, towards the cliffs the Dewford Gym overlooked. After Ash stiffened in surprise the mellow voice continued. “You lookin’ for something?”

“Just a battle,” Ash grinned and turned to face the newcomer, eying the man curiously. He was shirtless and wore only loose, light blue shirts, sandals, and black gloves with orange accents. Around his shorts several pokeballs were belted, securely clasped on. “Think you could give me one?”

The lightly built man smiled and ran a gloved hand – Ash could see that it was torn in some places, with spots of blood oozing out from the ripped material – through his wild, wind-swept blue hair. “Well, I did just get done climbing the cliffs, but as the Dewford Gym Leader Brawly, I can’t turn down a challenge like that!”

Ash nodded and his savage smile only lengthened. He paused to adjust his hat farther over his eyes – the midday sun pounded on these cliffs with all the intensity he’d come to expect from Hoenn and the spray of water crashing against the cliffs reached even to this high point.

“What’s your name, kid?” Brawly drawled. “I don’t like Trainer IDs. Kills the connection a good name has.”

“I’m Ash Ketchum,” he replied, taking a bit of pleasure at seeing Brawly’s eyes widen. Maybe he didn’t want to get swarmed, but Ash had to admit that having a powerful opponent like Brawly know who him by reputation was more than a little gratifying.

Brawly glanced him over. “Well, Ash Ketchum, it’s nice to meet you. You’re making waves around these parts, you know. Can’t tell you how many Dewford kids have come up to the Gym with a passion for training I’ve never seen after they watched you battle – and anyone that can inspire so many people like that is someone I can appreciate!”

Ash nodded, taken aback at Brawly’s words. He hadn’t expected something like that – never expected to really inspire anyone. All he’d been there to do was fight and prove to the world just how far he had come since he set out from his little town with a little Nidoran at his side.

“I was a little tired, but you’ve got my blood pumping now!” Brawly folded his arms confidently. “Nothing like a good battle to wrap up the day! Nic!”

An Alakazam appeared as if from nowhere, its relatively small mustache marking it as female. She waited patiently for Brawly – evidently her charge as a member of what was probably Hoenn’s Teleportation Squad – to speak.

“I’m thinking this battle might make too big of a splash for my Gym to handle!” The Gym Leader smiled. “Take us to the beach!”

The Alakazam nodded, although she didn’t bother to broadcast her response into Ash’s head – it made Brawly flinch at first, though. She did offer him enough courtesy to glance at him before her eyes flashed and space warped around him, depositing them on a long stretch of sand with nary a flash.

She did allow the edges of her mustache to quirk upward and gave him a nod once they were safely deposited, her eyes flashing a bit with curiosity.

ENJOY YOUR BATTLE, STORM-TAMER! BRAWLY WILL RELISH AN OPPONENT SUCH AS YOU!

Ash nodded quickly, although he squeezed his eyes shut as the Alakazam bellowed into his mind – that wasn’t what he’d expect from any of her breed. Ever. No wonder Brawly had twitched.

FAREWELL!

And with that she vanished with scarcely a ripple…only to reappear on an outcropping of rock that jutted out from the cliffs that towered to the side of them. Her spoons were held out in front of her, lined with psychic energy.

She’d be maintaining their safety, then.

“She’s a passionate one,” Ash muttered.

“Yeah, she’s got a spirit most Alakazam can’t match!” Brawly shouted from where he stood across the beach. “She’s trained with me since she was an Abra. My team and I trained with her in the harsh waves of Dewford’s beaches and in the blackness of Granite Cave! We have trained our bodies relentlessly to become the best that Dewford has to offer, so I hope you’re ready!”

Ash nodded, the slight shake of his hand as it moved to Bruiser’s pokeball the only indication of his own excitement. His blood pumped and he felt his mind kick into overdrive, analyzing everything around him in preparation for the battle.

The sand would slow most of his friends down. Nidoking would have trouble using most of his techniques – the earth was buried beneath endless tons of the fine grains and all Earthquake would do was kick up a massive wave of the stuff. Useful, but he doubted Nidoking would make an appearance.

Bruiser had little experience training on sand, so he would need a moment to adjust his footing. He’d have to compensate a bit to make sure his strikes wouldn’t be weakened but it shouldn’t take too long.

Sneasel would be a good addition, although he too lacked experience fighting on a beach. The waves crashing down on the shore would make it simple to transform the beach to his advantage. It would be child’s play for him to freeze the water and create a thin layer of ice on the shoreline, not to mention if Torrent was released to spray down the entire beach.

Oz would be relatively neutral – she was mostly a stationary fighter, and if they fought correctly Brawly’s close-quarters team would be defeated before they could touch her. If they did make it she’d focus less on physical blows and more on using her electricity to its utmost.

He glanced to the sheer cliff face but ignored it. Ash would rather not tear the cliff to the ground – Dewford might not appreciate that very much. Maybe he would if he actually knew where this beach was, but as of now he only knew it was probably somewhere on Dewford, although technically Alakazam could have teleported the two of them anywhere within a radius of at least a hundred miles.

THIS WILL BE A TWO-ON-TWO BATTLE. BATTLE WILL CONTINUE UNTIL A FIGHTER IS UNCONSCIOUS, SURRENDERS, OR IS RECALLED. BEGIN!

Ash didn’t react to the psychic bellow this time other than to release Bruiser. He wanted to see where Bruiser stood next to Brawly’s expertly trained team – he hadn’t had the opportunity to match him against many fighting-types since they trained with Bruno, let alone ones of the tier of Brawly’s best warriors.

Bruiser dipped his head to Brawly in acknowledgement of the Gym Leader as an obvious fighter, and eyed the massive Hariyama that materialized moments later. He cracked his knuckles and squared himself, allowing his feet to grind into the sand.

“Hariyama is my most powerful brother!” Brawly shouted. Hariyama assumed his own stance, with a single massive palm – it was almost as large as Ash’s torso – facing outward and another thrown out behind him to balance the bulky creature’s huge weight. “We have trained together for years, honing our strength to new heights!”

Hariyama’s eyes never left Bruiser’s. The giant fighting-type slowly stepped forward, arms held perfectly straight. There was a clear-cut technique to its movements that Bruiser clearly lacked – this was an ultimate example of the fighting-type, all raw power delicately tempered by control and discipline borne of countless hours training.

“Careful,” Ash warned his friend even as he reached down to his belt to release Aron – he wanted the little steel-type to watch this. “Hariyama’s all muscle. I doubt he’s as strong as you, but he’s as close as you’re liable to find.”

Bruiser nodded and took his own step forward, accepting Hariyama’s challenge. He dipped his head once and then the battle was joined.

Ash folded his arms back and remained silent as Bruiser shaped a single massive Focus Blast in his hands and hurled the sphere of energy at Hariyama’s bulk, although the fighter’s stance left as little of him open to an attack like that as possible.

Personally, Ash would have had Bruiser use Multisphere to kick up some sand and then charge Hariyama. But Bruiser wasn’t Ash. He fought in a much more straightforward manner, relying solely on his own strength when possible rather than twisting the environment to his advantage as Ash loved to do.

But he wouldn’t interfere. This was Bruiser’s fight, Bruiser’s test. It wasn’t his place.

Then Hariyama surprised him quite a bit by simply slapping the sphere away from his body with a swift, well-practiced movement. Hariyama’s eyes narrowed in amusement at the deflection and quickly squared itself into a position but at that point it was too late – Bruiser was almost upon him.

Bruiser didn’t bother to slip into any of his techniques yet – there were no swirls of flame or wisps of frost traced in the air. No, this was a test.

Heavy blows powerful enough to knock most pokemon back a dozen feet and punch through both weaker pokemon and human like wet tissue paper were slugged around with casual effort, each a mere test of Hariyama’s defense.

Hariyama didn’t disappoint. It was not blessed with especially great movement speed, but it had trained its reactions beyond what Ash would have thought possible for such a massive creature.

Every blow it dodged by an inch or redirected with that same effortless grace that it had managed with the Focus Blast. Not a single time did it actually move to strike, seemingly content for its role in the battle to be limited to slight shifts in footing and leans to whatever direction he needed to avoid to.

It continued like this for a while, Bruiser never losing his cool as he slowly picked up his speed and forced even more power into his strikes. Hariyama continued to dance expertly, discipline clearly overcoming Bruiser’s superior physical capability in this case.

“Alright, bro. That’s enough play time!” Brawly shouted over the din of the crashing surf. “Time to make him feel the crash!”

Ash swore a grin that reminded him far too much of Infernus for comfort flashed onto Hariyama’s face before it was wiped away. The next moment Hariyama moved.

Bruiser could barely even attempt to dodge before Hariyama’s front arm jutted out and shoved him with an open hand – in that instance it seemed like all of Hariyama’s bulk tightened into a compressed line with density almost comparable to Bruiser’s.

The Machoke flew, his path marked by a deep gouge in the sand.

He gaped at the sheer power behind the blow – he knew Hariyama was notoriously powerful, but that was something else. Something more than brute force. Strong as they were, they weren’t the equal of a Machoke.

Bruiser landed with a harsh thump but almost immediately climbed to his feet. He stared at Hariyama with a bit of surprise but just rolled his neck to work out one of the kinks.

Hariyama hadn’t budged. It had settled into its former stance and patiently awaited Bruiser’s return. For all of its obvious ability, Hariyama wasn’t a mobile fighter.

Ash’s eyes weren’t on that – no, he was more interested in the deep gouge carved into the sand. That wasn’t from Bruiser. His friend had been sent flying carelessly through the air. That sand was moved by something else Hariyama had done, something that wasn’t immediately obvious.

He watched.

Bruiser fought seriously this time, although with an air of caution that had only been hinted at previously. His blows were quick, precise. Flames exploded in furious gouts and ice shards encrusted the sand.

Hariyama was harder pressed now, although he still avoided all but the traces of the elemental attacks that remained in the air. He was constantly adjusting his footing, now moving with that same impossible speed as before.

It wasn’t just discipline and training now, it was a technique.

Still, whatever it was wasn’t perfect. Hariyama struggled to keep up at times and still hadn’t managed an attack yet, although Ash was certain he was just waiting for the right chance.

He was faster than Bruiser somehow, but Hariyama was still limited by his reaction time. It was a physical alteration, nothing more.

Ash wouldn’t wound Bruiser’s pride by infringing upon this battle, but he could understand what was going on.

It was only when he looked to the sand again, curious to watch Hariyama’s perfect footwork as he danced across the beach, that he understood. There were similar rings of sand piled up wherever Hariyama moved, which was to be expected.

What was a little more interesting were the gusts that seemed to form with every enhanced movement. More than just the wind from quick movements, but something that appeared even before the muscle coiled. Instinctual.

Bruiser was too busy fighting to notice it himself, but Ash hoped he’d picked up on it. Not that he really needed to – he just had to defeat the Hariyama, Ash supposed.

His mind raced over some of the techniques Hariyama could learn according to the PokeDex. Obviously the ones listed weren’t the limit, but they tended to be what the fighting-type could learn relatively easily. Other techniques tended to be outside of Hariyama’s abilities or just incredibly difficult to teach without the use of a TM or special tutoring.

Ash frowned. It looked as though wind was somehow implemented and he couldn’t think of any air-based speed techniques Hariyama could easily learn. Tailwind wasn’t much of an option.

To try and get a bit more information he watched the battle for a bit longer, although his eyes widened when he saw Bruiser’s foot slip on an imbalance in the sand created by Hariyama’s enhancement technique.

In the split-second the opening was available, Hariyama stepped back, gathered power, and pushed.

Hariyama struck and he winced on Bruiser’s behalf. That blow was especially vicious, and the dangerous smirk reappeared on Hariyama’s face as Bruiser was smacked straight into the cliffs, only saved from an especially painful impact by a quick manifestation of Alakazam’s shields.

But that had given Hariyama’s secret away…or so Ash hoped.

Wind had followed Hariyama’s strike. Sand was blown everywhere by the especially powerful blow, the force only increased by the air’s aid.

Whirlwind. Not a use for it he’d ever heard and it had undoubtedly taken months, if not years, of dedicated training for Hariyama to master it to the point of enhancing his body, but it was a potent tool. The speed it granted was incredible and its help could vastly increase the power of Hariyama’s attacks as well as let it hit targets that might escape otherwise.

And without the absolutely crippling effects of Rampage, which was an admittedly appealing bonus. This Whirlwind-based technique didn’t give nearly as drastic of a boost, but it was certainly much safer.

Bruiser finally stood up, just a bit wearily this time. It was still swift enough to avoid Hariyama taking advantage of his stunned state but noticeably slower than last time. The Machoke wouldn’t be able to take many more blows – Hariyama hit impossibly hard, quite possibly as hard as Bruiser with the help of Whirlwind.

He nodded to Bruiser when the Machoke looked to him for guidance. Hariyama had too much of an edge on Bruiser. As things were, Hariyama wasn’t merely better than his friend, but stronger as well.

Over his year as a trainer Ash had learned that skill and experience would almost always triumph, but not always. No, a fire to win that surpassed any other could force its way to victory.

But more than that, the only thing that beat something far more skilled was raw, overwhelming force.

And that was something Ash had ensured his team had in spades.

Bruiser squeezed his eyes shut as his muscular body tensed. Muscles bulged and the red veins that popped out from his massive arms almost glowed as more and more blood pumped through them – his eyes opened to slits and a fearsome grin appeared on the Machoke’s face.

Every blood vessel on his body stood out like red lines, creating a web of interlocking strands that left Bruiser’s body with a light red tint which imparted an imposing presence his gentle personality generally lacked.

This was Bruiser at his most powerful, and this was only a pale shadow of what he would become.

“Watch out! That Machoke’s different!” Brawly roared, eyes wide at the sudden change. “Superpower!”

Hariyama grunted and its whole body flexed, slightly reducing its size but making it all the more imposing. It had thrown off its physical limits just as Bruiser had and the two warriors met each other’s eyes.

Their previous scrap was all but forgotten, just a warm-up for the opponents.

Bruiser tensed – Hariyama had just barely begun to move – and was on the much bulkier fighting-type in an instant, the force behind his impossibly fast blow enough to knock Hariyama onto its back.

The other fighter grunted at the punch and stood up wearily, brow furrowed as it surveyed the fighter it had previously handled like an annoying child. Bruiser let it regain its footing and allowed it a moment of rest before he moved again, his body exploding into action like a coiled spring.

This time Hariyama dodged the strike, albeit barely. Wind whistled around Hariyama as its movements blurred and the two danced.

Bruiser was a whirlwind of attacks, fear of his own strength tossed aside as he did his best to pound Hariyama into oblivion. For his part, the Hariyama managed to avoid almost every attack – he was brushed by Bruiser’s fist every now and then, but by slipping into a steady retreat he was able to stay just barely ahead with the aid of Superpower-enhanced muscles and Whirlwind propelling his movements.

But Hariyama finally slipped as Bruiser slipped even further into Rampage, boosting his raw physical capabilities beyond anything Hariyama could have anticipated.

Hariyama stumbled as Bruiser’s fist missed its target and smashed into the sand, blasting up a vast curtain that irritated Hariyama’s eyes. But more than that, so much sand was displaced that Hariyama literally sunk into the small pit that formed.

He managed to escape the sinkhole with a bit of fancy footwork Ash couldn’t even have hoped to track, but that was enough of a distraction for the even faster Bruiser to rear back a punch and smash it into the splayed palm Hariyama just barely managed to put up in time.

The massive fighting-type groaned as he was sent crashing to the ground on the shoreline. It laid still as the tide gently lapped at its thick skin, but finally pushed it up.

Bruiser struck the moment Hariyama was prepared. Hariyama did its best to avoid the blow, but the previous attack had shocked him out of Superpower and Whirlwind on its own wasn’t enough to counter the ridiculous speed that came with Bruiser’s enhanced muscle.

Hariyama crumpled to the ground after Bruiser punched it in the gut. It slumped and fell unconscious even as Bruiser stumbled backward from the force of his own punch slamming into the literal wall of stone-hard muscle that was Hariyama’s stomach.

The Machoke grinned at him and lightly beat a powerful fist against his muscular chest, bringing up a smile of his own. Ash mashed his fist to a spot above his heart and nodded in congratulation even as Bruiser released Rampage and collapsed, the strain on his body too much to keep up for long.

“You did great, Bruiser!” Ash cheered and raised the pokeball to give his friend some well-deserved rest. Bruiser had improved vastly since his use of Rampage at the Conference – this was far longer than he’d been able to maintain it previously, even if it wasn’t a full-fledged Rampage. “Rest.”

With that Bruiser vanished in a flash of light, followed moments later by Hariyama.

“That was impressive,” Brawly laughed, a wild sound that belted across the beach. “It’s been years since Hariyama’s been hit like that – we’ll have to double up on our training to make sure we don’t fall behind! You guys are making an even bigger splash than I hoped!”

“We’ve still got one more battle,” Ash said, leaning down to lightly pat Aron’s head. The little steel-type had gone completely still watching the battle, like he’d never seen anything like it before.

Actually, he might not have. Ash had the tendency to forget just how strong his team was compared to wild pokemon – even one of his least flashy friends like Bruiser was still capable of doing things that would leave most pokemon in awe.

Ash grinned as he imagined Aron’s reaction to Infernus, Torrent, Tangrowth, or Nidoking. Those were his most powerful elemental fighters by far.

They were the ones that tended to reshape the landscape with their every technique.

“Relax, buddy,” he whispered. Aron warbled to him and leaned into his touch, just a little more relaxed than before. “You haven’t seen anything yet. Just watch, alright?”

With that he straightened and watched Brawly, curious to see what the Gym Leader would do.

“Well, you won that round!” The fighter casually ran his fingers through his wind-swept hair. “So I’ll start this off next! Go, Medicham! Show them what we can do.”

A strange pokemon appeared suddenly, blurry and warped as though it were a mirage. Ash stared at it, focusing, until the lines of its body straightened and snapped into their proper position.

The creature cocked its grey head at Ash, lips puckered thoughtfully as it regarded him. It gave a quick nod of recognition and raised its long, thin arms in preparation for a fight.

Ash ran his eyes over the Medicham. The short top bulb marked it as female. It was clearly expertly trained, as he would have expected. Every slight movement it had made was full of grace and purpose, as though it were a dancer. Even the large, pants-like flaps of skin that covered its incredibly muscled legs didn’t twitch.

It was an oddity in the world of pokemon and one that Ash had looked forward to meeting in combat. Medicham were a strange mix of fighting-types and psychics, bringing the best traits of both types together in an incredibly potent mix that made them some of the most dangerous and skilled fighters there were.

Medicham’s body looked thin, but there was no doubt that it was all highly compact muscle. It didn’t possess the brute strength or bulk of Hariyama and would fall quickly if given a few solid hits, but it was all the more dangerous for it.

The Medicham was lithe and quick, able to land quick blows augmented with psychic power that could easily crack almost any defense. It didn’t have full-blown telepathy or mental skills, but it could read intentions from an opponents mind and counter perfectly – combined with its “sixth sense” that resulted from what Ash suspected to be a general psychic awareness it was notoriously difficult to hit and track.

It might not be the strongest pokemon in the world, but it was one of the most difficult to fight if you weren’t prepared. He’d seen a few videos where Medicham’s battle precognition had allowed it to take down technically superior opponents with so much as a scratch, although it tended to have much more difficulty with attacks that weren’t precision based.

He released Sneasel.

The little dark-type eyed Medicham speculatively and hissed, allowing his razor-sharp claws to slip easily from their velvety sheathes. Sneasel’s hackles raised and he leaned forward, ready to launch at the strange creature at a moment’s notice.

Ash had considered using Oz – she needed a good work out – but in the end Sneasel was a far better choice. Besides, he needed to let some stress out too after being so good the last few days. Even after Daisy had left he’d still behaved, so he might as well reward that.

Aside from that, Sneasel was a better match-up. Oz’s electricity was generally based around precision, with the exception of Shock Wave. While Medicham would never be able to actually avoid her electrical strikes, the creature was no-doubt adept enough at sensing the environment and intentions of those around it to dip and weave out of the way of such attacks.

Oz might get lucky, but for the most part she’d be unable to hit the quick, agile opponent that was trained to essentially see the battle a second or two in the future.

Sneasel would be put in a riskier position thanks to being forced to fight up close and personal with the close-combat specialist, but the otherworldly energy flowing through his body would at the very least make it much more difficult for Medicham to use the abilities that made it truly formidable, although Ash hoped for Sneasel’s presence to subdue it entirely.

All psychic abilities could be cancelled to some extent with the alien power wielded by dark-types and ghosts, but techniques requiring fine control were most vulnerable. If the user relied enough on psychic power then the introduction of something like a Shadow Ball or Dark Pulse into the battle could completely throw it off.

That’s what he was banking on. Medicham was almost certainly a more capable combatant than Sneasel – it appeared to have trained with Brawly for years if it was on his best team and probably had a better grasp of combat than Sneasel did at the moment.

Besides, he couldn’t hide Sneasel from high-level combat forever.

“Interesting choice!” Brawly shouted, eyes focused on Sneasel with an intensity bordering on the manic. “Medicham, I trust you on this! Take this battle at your own pace!”

Medicham nodded. She dipped her head to Sneasel, although she never took her eyes of the wily dark-type.

Sneasel hissed back and scraped his claws against each other threateningly. His fur was raised, making him appear quite a bit bigger than usual. A deep growl rose from his chest that Ash almost found unsettling, although he was more concerned with comforting Aron – the steel-type had huddled up to Ash’s leg at Sneasel’s intimidating rumble.

“Same for you, Sneasel,” he said. Sneasel dipped his head and tensed, ready to shoot forth at a moment’s notice. “I trust you. Remember your training and remember to be careful. Medicham’ll hit hard.”

The two combatants stared at each other for a moment, sizing each other up.

Then in a black blur and swirl of ice battle was joined.

Sneasel’s Quick Attack took him right up to Medicham and almost let him get a good strike in immediately – Medicham twitched to the left just in time for his claw to avoid carving into her side. She instantly retaliated with a swift blow wreathed in fire, although Sneasel had already put enough distance between them that it struck nothing but air.

Say what you want about Sneasel, but after a month of playing Hunt-the-Sneasel he knew how to avoid a hit.

With the initial rush of combat out of the way both watched each other with interest – both had already figured out their opponent’s general strategy, or they thought they did.

Medicham took its stance once more, readying itself for Sneasel’s next attack. She was clearly a defensive fighter, as Hariyama had been. Ash had no doubt Medicham was swift and agile enough to go on the offensive if necessary, but it was obvious that she preferred to draw her opponents in and make them pay for their aggression with a quick flurry of expertly-aimed strikes.

Sneasel might fall into her trap, but his dark-type attacks just might make her tactics backfire.

He hissed at Medicham and bared his fangs at her – a Shadow Ball formed in a suddenly outstretched paw and shot at Medicham, whose eyes widened an instant before it materialized. She dodged this attack with a wide berth, although was hard pressed to avoid the next.

Then, as she executed a flip so perfect it seemed almost staged, Sneasel struck.

In a blinding flash of white a powerful beam of jagged, arcing beams struck the soaked sand beneath and around the fighting-type and froze it. Medicham landed easily enough, taking only a second to stabilize herself, but by the time her feet were suffused with a soft psychic glow that protected them from the cold and provided traction Sneasel had blurred forth once again.

Medicham’s eyes squeezed shut as Sneasel’s claws slashed across her bare grey chest, leaving thin marks of red behind. Shadowy energy clung to the wounds and Sneasel had a confident grin as the fighting-type shook.

With his trap he’d managed to essentially poison her with toxic dark-type energy. It would cause her quite a bit of pain and greatly reduce her ability to enhance herself with her psychic sixth sense, although Ash doubted that would end her.

No, Medicham wouldn’t be so easy to defeat. Ash just hoped Sneasel would realize that.

Medicham quickly put quite a bit of ground between herself and Sneasel, easily shaping a ball of glowing white energy and hurling it at the dark-type despite the distraction caused to her by Sneasel’s slash.

Ash had to admit he was impressed with how easily she shrugged it off. It was clear Brawly trained his team in more than physical toughness.

Sneasel took a moment to regain his composure, careful to avoid rushing into one of Medicham’s traps now that it was clear she wasn’t entirely defenseless. He paused and shot off another Shadow Ball, but Medicham avoided it with even more ease than before, if that was possible.

Once she’d regained her footing – she stayed far away from the ice now that she didn’t have access to her psychic powers to make it a mere nuisance – Medicham quickly tapped a glowing finger to several points of her upper and lower body. Ash tried to follow along but her movements were so fast they were barely even a blur.

When that was over a slow smile spread over Medicham’s face and she began to advance.

His friend squared himself at the sudden change in tactics, more than a bit wary. After all, if Medicham had shied away from aggressive strategy when she was at her peak why would she use them now?

Medicham made that clear several seconds later.

In a flash she put her hands together and formed a swirling sphere of rainbow-hued energy in an instant, giving Sneasel only a split-second’s notice to dodge to the right before what Ash recognized as a Signal Beam speared through the air and still managed to nick Sneasel, leaving him tumbling to the ground.

As Sneasel swiftly pulled himself up from the sand Medicham shot to the right, forming dozens upon dozens of illusory clones of itself with Double Team and firing several more Signal Beams in order to distract Sneasel.

With the dark-type off balance most of the clones shot forward while roughly a quarter sat down and assumed a meditative pose.

Sneasel was a blur of swirling claws and fierce blasts of ice and Shadow Balls – it did its best to attack the real one, but couldn’t find it amongst the overwhelming number of clones that converged upon it. He knew they couldn’t hurt him, but Ash could tell he was still too rattled from the Signal Beam’s impact to detect which of them was real by smell.

All Sneasel knew was that if the real Medicham did strike there was a good chance he was finished.

Ash was more interested in the Medicham that were mediating. Odds were that the real Medicham was hiding in there somewhere, trying to do something to give it the proper edge in battle.

Most of them were suddenly shrouded in a soothing cloak of blue-green energy that seemed to restore vigor to its limbs. The scratches on each of the Medicham slowly knit together, although traces of Sneasel’s dark-poisoned claws remained.

He smiled in understanding.

Recover. It wasn’t an especially common technique, but Medicham was one of the rare pokemon that could learn it incredibly easily due to their methods of training. Much of a Medicham’s psychic capability was discovered through meditation, and such deep introspection had granted a control over their bodies few pokemon could match.

While control over their psychic abilities allowed for them to do things almost unheard of – releasing limits on their muscles similar to Superpower, although more controlled, or even slowing their heartbeat and metabolism to a point where they could exist for months or years without eating – the most practical application they could perform even without psychic powers was to increase their metabolism and cellular processes to the point that they could heal minor wounds in seconds and more grievous injuries over the span of minutes or hours.

But that wasn’t all. Medicham and its clones sat stock still for as long as they could before Sneasel finally decided that those attacking it were false and moved towards the meditating ones.

Just as his claws carved harmlessly through the first of the meditating clones, each Medicham stood with a swiftness Ash could hardly believe.

The clones dispersed in a massive blur of color and light that hid all of the battlefield from Ash’s view – they almost seemed to meld together for an instant before the refracted light that made them up vanished.

What was left was a single Medicham staring down Sneasel with an impassivity that must have galled the little dark-type.

But Medicham was different. It was cleared of its wounds, and it seemed as though even the flickering tendrils of shadow that had licked at the scratches were banished.

Instead of shadow, it now stood in an aura of white that shone even beneath the eye of the sun. Medicham’s face was clear of all emotion, intent only upon Sneasel.

Power flooded from it and the glow of its eyes confirmed that it had regained its psychic powers…if the sand drifting away in a circle around it hadn’t tipped him off before.

Sneasel hissed and fired a Shadow Ball, but it was pointless. Medicham darted to the side, appearing less as a blur and more as though it simply appeared a few feet over before the Shadow Ball had even left Sneasel’s paw.

Ash grimaced – this was bad. Medicham appeared to have quite a number of tricks for boosting its abilities and he doubted Sneasel would be able to tangle with it as he was.

From what little he’d seen Ash would think Medicham was at least an equal challenge for Dazed, probably even Bruiser with Rampage considering her sixth sense would let her at least somewhat nullify his raw speed.

The dark-type was fast but Medicham was faster. He was smart but Medicham could read his intentions before he even began. He was poison to Medicham but it appeared that poison had an antidote.

Sneasel didn’t surrender, however. No, he hissed and blurred at his opponent.

Medicham moved swiftly, meeting him mid-charge with a blur that smashed Sneasel into the ground. She was away from his Ice Beam the moment it formed and brutally kicked him into the air, where she leapt with a surge of psychic power and grabbed his leg – Sneasel wildly clawed at her and actually managed to nick her, but he yowled in shock as he was slammed into the sand he’d frozen previously, shattering it.

His friend didn’t move for a few seconds, stunned from the heavy impact. Ash would definitely have to get him checked up later – that might have cracked some bones on his delicate friend.

Unfortunately for him, the second he made to stand up Medicham surged forward and planted a flaming fist into his fur, and this time he didn’t get up.

Ash sighed and recalled Sneasel. “I’m proud of you, buddy. You did your best.”

BRAWLY AND MEDICHAM WIN THAT ROUND! THE STORM-TAMER’S BRAT IS STRUCK DOWN WITH THE FURY OF A HURRICANE! 

THE MATCH IS TIED! IT IS UP TO GYM LEADER BRAWLY’S DISCRETION AS TO HOW TO CONTINUE!

The trainer snorted at Alakazam’s mental broadcast.

He was going to have to double up on Sneasel’s training. Sneasel wasn’t going to take this loss well and Ash knew it was time he started work seriously on the technique he hoped would bring Sneasel up to par with the rest of the team.

Not that the new technique would be all he trained Sneasel in, of course. Sneasel certainly needed to focus on general combat experience, along with a bit of versatility…he needed something to hit a wider area. He was pure precision when it came to ranged attacks, with his only other variety being his ability to quickly close distances.

But he’d still done well…Sneasel would have been knocked out in an instant against an opponent at Medicham’s level just a month ago. Given time he’d be able to match even that sort of enemy and one day he’d truly surpass her.

Sneasel had only just scratched upon his potential, after all.

He was more concerned at the feeling bubbling up inside of him – loss. Ash certainly wasn’t going to be beating himself up over it, but it was worth noting how it felt.

Ash had never really lost when it came to battling. When he was just starting out he’d been able to catch people off guard or face rookies of similar skill. He’d certainly had his fair share of losses, but it was usually to older trainers who had challenged him. It was almost expected for him to lose to them, like a rite of passage.

But after his first few months he’d managed to get to a level where he’d beat the average random trainer. He could sweep past the campers who tended to hang around the major cities for the most part, overwhelm specialists with his variety, and rely on his most powerful fighters like Torrent, Nidoking, and Infernus to crush those with teams as diverse as his own.

By the time he’d trained with Bruno and increased his team’s abilities as a whole to the point where they could at least contend with a Gym Leader’s true team loss wasn’t something he’d faced very often.

Sure, there was still the odd powerful trainer who’d manage to beat at least one or two of his team soundly, but generally the trainers of his caliber were doing something besides traveling the roads.

Snatched up by the League who watched rising trainers with eyes like a Pidgeot’s, employed as high-level security by private corporations, retired, following their own paths in a city, or just gone to explore the dangerous places of the world…that was where most truly powerful trainers went.

There weren’t many with the dedication, talent, and bond with their teams to reach that level in the first place. After the ones who reached that level were found by people who would put that ability and destructive potential to a more official use or they found themselves on personal quests their were hardly any at all on the roads.

So losing was an odd feeling, even with one of his comparatively weaker fighters. The last time he’d actually lost was at the Conference, and while he wouldn’t demean Michael’s skill, he felt that a large part of that was Michael’s huge variety compared to his own. It had let the older trainer prepare for him much better than he ever could have for Michael’s small army of pokemon.

But he had to commend Brawly for that – the Gym Leader had soundly beaten one of his teammates, even if technically they’d tied for the match.

Still –

“Dude, that was awesome!” Brawly grinned as he strode up, Medicham standing stoically at his side. She’d lost the white aura that accompanied her mediation, although she still seemed ready for battle. “I haven’t been pumped like that in ages! Totally worth my training grounds getting a little roughed up, man.”

Brawly happily grabbed Ash’s hand and shook it in his own, the wild grin never leaving the muscled man’s face.

“It was a good battle,” Ash smiled. “Not often one of mine gets thrashed like that.”

“Tell me about it!” Brawly pumped his fist. “Hariyama’s gonna be in a fit the next few days. Our next training days are going to be totally sick. He’s going to come down on his training like a tidal wave!”

“Sneasel’s going to be about the same,” he snorted, eying the pokeball fondly. “Medicham, you’re really powerful to handle him like that.”

Medicham actually smiled at the compliment, nodding respectfully.

“Yeah, man, she’s awesome!” Brawly affectionately cuffed Medicham on the back of her head, although she twitched out of the way at the last second. “Her and Hariyama…they’re my best, both as fighters and friends. We’ve been together more than a decade and now and trained together the whole time! Hariyama might be my strongest, but she’s my most skilled.”

Brawly nodded sagely at that and folded his arms across his muscular chest. “That Machoke of yours is a tough dude. Bruno showed me the video of that crazy technique you’ve got but seeing it in person’s totally different. You change it up a bit since the Indigo Conference?”

“We’ve been working on reducing the strain on his body. Less payoff, but how much does he really need? It lets him stay in Rampage for a lot longer, plus it lets his body acclimate to it!” Ash rambled, glad to talk to someone who actually understood what Rampage was. Even the Professor saw it just as a potent technique with potent drawbacks…although he admittedly never spoke with Oak about it in-depth.

“Aww yeah, sweet!” Brawly nodded again. “I gotta give you props for coming up with that, man. That’s not even just a combat technique. You actually figured out how to physically train your Machoke! I don’t have one so I haven’t thought about it, but Bruno was seriously impressed!”

Ash blinked. Then fought the urge to sigh.

Bruno had noticed something from just a bare-bones explanation he’d barely thought about.

Normally the Machoke line had to go to enormous lengths to train their bodies. It was easy enough for them to train in combat, but to actually grow stronger they had to find massive boulders or trees and essentially devote massive amounts of times for minor returns. It was more efficient for them to just find the ridiculous amounts of food for them to get the necessary calories and protein to support their natural muscles than push for anything greater.

But Rampage, since it essentially shut down the limits on one’s body, made training just a matter of using one’s muscles to a level that would push past their normal breaking point. Not to the point of causing serious injury like the imperfect Rampage he’d used in the Conference was, but just by using levels of power the body’s limiters would normally restrict.

Given time Bruiser’s physical might could potentially rival that of a weaker Machamp…Ash made a mental note to seriously up the amount of food and protein that Bruiser got each day. It wasn’t as if he couldn’t afford it.

He decided to get off this topic before he felt any more foolish. “So you know Bruno?”

“Yeah, man! We’re pretty close. I mean, once he decided I was good enough he taught me everything he knows!” The Gym Leader stared off into the horizon fondly. “We spent a few months in the Sevii Islands before he had to leave to go knock some sense into those Rockets.”

Brawly eyed Ash. “Guess that makes us students of the same Master, doesn’t it? Nice to meet you, bro.”

“Nice to meet you too,” Ash said drily. “And yeah, I guess it does.”

“Don’t get me wrong, I know you’re Champion Lance’s! Guess you did only get to spend a week with Bruno, after all.” The man barked out a laugh. “Apparently Lance tells everyone about you, too.”

“He does?” Ash raised an eyebrow, a warmth in his chest that had nothing to do with the Hoenn heat or the Feather bonded to him.

Brawly nodded eagerly. “Oh yeah! And people listen, man. When he picks out a student heads turned your way fast. The Conference just kept them there.”

Ash’s grin widened, if at all possible. Normally he wouldn’t be too fond of the attention, but if it came from Lance…

“But yeah, Bruno told me about you. Not too much until he heard you were coming to Hoenn, but a bit,” Brawly shrugged. “Think he was telling me about that Machoke of yours to get me jealous more than anything, but what can you do?”

He snorted at that and nodded his assent.

“Speaking of that Machoke, Bruno wanted me to assess him,” Brawly began. “I think I got plenty out of that battle. I figure you’ve probably figured most of this out on your own, but I’ll go ahead and give you the rundown.”

Ash nodded again and leaned forward, listening intently. Brawly might not have reached the level Bruno had yet, but he was still a highly skilled fighting-type specialist who knew much, much more than Ash on the topic. He’d be a fool to disregard this.

“Your Machoke’s tough. He’s got the guts he needs to be great and he’s a physical monster – even without Rampage he’s stronger than almost any other Machoke I’ve seen, even if he’s still got the low mobility and too much bulk slowing him down.”

“My Hariyama is probably the only thing that’ll give him a run for his money strength-wise in the region…even other Hariyama and Machoke aren’t gonna beat him there…and he’s only going to get stronger if you keep training him like you have. And get him a proper diet, but he’s doing well on that count.”

“Technique wise he’s sloppy. Can’t really avoid that unless you’re a fighting-type specialist or have a specialist-trained fighter instructing him. I wouldn’t really call him a fighter – a brawler is more like it. Nothing really wrong with that if you can make Rampage more feasible, but if he faces a fighting-type physically on his level he’s toast unless you can pull something else out to even the odds.”

“Personally I’d say your best bet is for him to master Rampage and maybe give him a few other techniques to rely on if he faces a really good fighter. I mean, Rampage let him face Hariyama head on and that never happens…once he evolves I wouldn’t want to try and match Machoke. He’s gonna wipe the floor with just about everything he touches…I mean I’d pay money to see him face some of Bruno’s team, even if he’ll probably have a Rampage equivalent of his own worked out by then.”

Brawly paused for a few seconds. “That’s the gist of it. How long are you gonna be in Dewford, man?”

“Until tomorrow,” Ash shrugged. “I’ve got an urgent delivery for Professor Birch. Dewford’s my last stop.”

“Gotcha. Well, in that case let me give you this.”

With that Brawly withdrew a gleaming badge from his pocket and handed it to him. Ash gently took it and examined the glossy metal, which was shaped like a blue boxing glove with a small orange circle in the lower-center.

“Figured you’ve earned it, even if we tied. It’s up to my discretion anyway,” Brawly laughed. “Besides, I know you could beat me if you came at me with your best! I watched the Indigo Final…seriously impressive stuff, bro!”

“Thanks,” Ash grinned at the older man. “That was probably the toughest fight I’ve ever been in…but probably the best too. Can’t imagine the cleanup crew was too happy about it.”

“Nah,” Brawly carelessly wave his concern away. “They were probably stoked! I mean, how often do they get to clean up lava?”

“Not enough,” Ash smirked. He paused for a moment as he placed the badge into its case. “Since I’m an Elite Four trainee am I even supposed to get this?”

Brawly shrugged. “Doesn’t matter, man. It’s, like, a recognition think I guess. Doesn’t have to be used, does it?”

“I guess not,” Ash murmured and watched as the badge case disappeared into a storage compartment.

“So, you want to head back to Dewford?” Brawly suggested. Nic materialized next to him an instant later. “I enjoy talking with you, dude, but I’m super hungry after climbing the cliffs, you know? We can go get something to eat.”

“I’d imagine,” he drawled. “Yeah, it’s fine with me. I’m pretty hungry too.”

He had just enough time to recall Aron before Nic the Alakazam warped them all away.

XX

Later that night, after he’d spent another hour or two talking with Brawly, he found himself laying in bed in the Pokemon Center. Aron idly munched on a hunk of metal Ash had caught him eying at one of the shops which he’d later bought. Dazed still kept an eye on him to make sure he didn’t try and take a bite out of the metal railing on the bed but so far he’d been good.

Nidoking was resting to the side, both eyes shut. If Ash didn’t know him so well he’d think he was actually asleep.

Right now he was skimming over Cynthia’s book, his eyes flashing with a warm blue as Dazed interpreted the words through his mind.

He steadfastly ignored the icy fire that did the same.

…as such, Petalburg is noted as a minor historical power. Rather than a power in its own right it is generally noted as a buffer state between Rustboro and Slateport in a historical context. 

Although it was successful in acting as a stop on the trade route between those two cities before storage technology and teleportation essentially eliminated those links in the modern era, Petalburg’s greatest success was found in remaining independent from the two trading powers. 

It often balanced whichever of the two were stronger, and though it might be allied with one or the other it never submitted. Petalburg often paid for this fact, and thus spawned a martial tradition that produced some of the finest trainers in Hoenn. Though that tradition has died in the modern era, in contrast to Dewford, Petalburg still remembers their history and the Petalburg Gym has held a reputation for difficulty since its founding. 

Still – 

“Ugh…”

Ash frowned and closed the book, trusting Dazed to remember their page. His friend psychically activated one of his storage compartments to remove the book from space and watched the door with him, although she was curiously silent on the matter.

Moments later Daisy stumbled in, appearing absolutely terrible compared to her usually pristine good looks. Whether as a result of her Coordinating focus or just her personality, Daisy was usually meticulous when it came to making sure she looked presentable at all times – and, if he was being honest with himself, Daisy’s presentable was most people’s excellent.

The Oak family had to have rigged the genetic lottery somehow.

So seeing her with scrapes, caked with dirt, dark bags under her eyes, and a general air of exhaustion was rather new for him.

“You okay?”

Daisy grunted. She shuffled over to her bed and steadfastly collapsed face-down into it, not even bothering to take off her shoes or change out of her absolutely filthy clothes.

“Did you get your hat back?” He asked, struggling to keep a straight face.

She groaned again and laid still.

Ash decided to take that as a no. “That’s too bad.”

Her head twitched slightly. He thought that might have been agreement.

“Well, good night,” he said quietly. When she didn’t say anything for several seconds he looked to Dazed curiously.

She is asleep, Friend-Trainer. 

Ash nodded and pulled himself out of bed, careful to avoid stepping on Nidoking or disturbing Aron. He walked over to Daisy and began by removing her pack, followed by her dirt-stained headband and the thin jacket she’d worn down in the caves.

He wrinkled his nose as the smell hit him – Ash certainly didn’t mind the scents that came along with traveling, but Daisy had done a very good job of pushing these to their limit. Ash wasn’t sure what was on these besides dirt and sweat and he was pretty sure he didn’t want to know.

“Put her under Hypnosis,” Ash sighed as he unclipped the belt she kept her pokeballs on. “She needs her rest.”

Dazed nodded and focused. Scarlet tendrils emanated from her pendulum and wound their way over to Daisy, caressing her skin briefly before it suffused her mind and caused her slow breaths to deepen even further.

“Lift her up – I’m going to put some covers over her,” Ash instructed. Dazed easily held the girl aloft with her psychic power – Daisy might be taller than Ash but she was still a small girl. Once Ash had pulled the white sheets back Dazed put Daisy back so Ash could cover his friend up. “Thanks, Dazed.”

His friend nodded and let Ash get to work.

Ash watched Daisy peacefully slumber for a few more moments before he breathed and picked up the accessories he’d removed. The pokeballs he carefully placed onto her bedside table – he knew those were what she’d be concerned with in the morning.

Once he’d gathered everything up he brought the storage compartment containing his own laundry and took it with him – it looked like Daisy had had a rough time, so the least he could do was make sure that some of her things were clean by the time she woke up.

“Sweet dreams,” he whispered to the Oak’s sleeping body before he stepped out of the room, followed quickly by the Hypno’s shuffling steps.

With how rough it seemed Daisy had had it, she needed them.

A/N: And there it ends…sorry about the long wait, but I hope all of you enjoyed it. I know that I said after the last update that this one would be out in probably a month or so, and I’m very sorry it wasn’t. School got in my way, as always, but the big factor in this wait time was a car accident I was involved with. I wasn’t able to write for quite a while, and I’ve only been back at it for about two weeks now. I’m fully recovered, thankfully, but it was definitely a roadblock for Traveler. 

While I have realized that I can’t promise updates at a certain time, no matter how much I’d like to, I will say that over this break I’ve been able to seriously rediscover my passion for Traveler and I want to write it in a way I haven’t for a while. I’ve never disliked writing this story – I love everything about making the story in my head into a reality – but I feel what I haven’t in a long time and it’s going to push me to update much more frequently. 

With that out of the way, I’d like to thank everyone for your support of Traveler over my very annoying breaks! Once again I’m sorry for the long delay but I will promise to push for updates much harder than I have in the past. 
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36. Chapter 36: The Delivery


Hey, Ashy! I hope you’re doing well…I know you said you’d be a while in the Cave but I just wanted to check in on you. I never know if you’ll remember to change your underwear without me reminding!

Things are great here in Johto! I’m at Goldenrod and it’s fantastic, although the best part is seeing Spencer and little Molly again! She’s so cute! I think you would really like her…really! And don’t try to pretend like you didn’t just have a face like you ate one of those sour candies Gary tricked you into eating when you were younger! 

I wish you could be here, but I know you’re going to have a great time in Hoenn. 

Professor Elm’s helped me learn so much! There have been so many advances in his field since I last studied it’s crazy. He’s discovered things I can barely imagine – there’s so many more discovered mechanisms behind evolution than were known about just a few years ago. I wish I was good enough to explain just how amazing the chemistry and biology behind it is!

But I don’t want to bore you with that. What have you been up to? Anything interesting happen inside the cave? Samuel told me that you met Daisy in Sootopolis and you’re traveling with her now – that’s great! 

Daisy’s a sweet girl…she helped change your diapers you know! She was such a joy around the house when she was little and I hear she hasn’t changed that much. Tell her I said hello again and that she should tell me when she’s in Pallet next. I’d love to catch up with her. 

Well, I don’t want to take up too much of your time, Ashy. I know you’re busy, you big Elite Four trainee! 

Take care and stay safe! I love you!

Love, 

Mom

Ash smiled as he finished reading his mother’s letter, although he wrinkled his nose at the thought of Daisy changing his diapers as a baby. That was something he didn’t need to know – hopefully Daisy had managed to forget about it herself.

Still, he was glad to hear from his mother. She’d sent the message his first day in Granite Cave so he figured he’d best respond as soon as possible. She tended to worry about him a little too much, even though Ash couldn’t really understand why – sure, he got into a bit of trouble now and then but unless a Legend was involved he and his friends were more than capable of handling just about anything.

Besides, he’d managed to avoid telling her about most of his encounters thus far.

“Thanks for helping me out last night,” Daisy started as she left the bathroom, hair wet from her morning shower. Ash nodded, although he was too focused on reading some of the message to pay much attention. “It was really sweet of you to bring me breakfast too!”

“You looked like you needed it,” he shrugged. Ash neglected to mention that the food she’d eaten was supposed to be enough for both of them. From his admittedly little experience he couldn’t see that going in anything resembling a good way. Girls could be weird like that. “Feel better?”

“Loads!” She chirped. “It’s almost enough to make me forget about not getting my hat back!”

Ash put the PokeNav down. “What happened with that anyway? No offense, but you looked terrible.”

“None taken!” Daisy giggled as she plopped down onto her own bed. “Well, after I saw the Sableye I ended up chasing it down with my team…or trying to, anyway. It was a fast little thing and knew the caves way better than I did – if it didn’t leave little marks for us to find we would’ve lost it in a few minutes, even with Gardevoir and Ninetales helping.”

“So it led us on a chase for a few hours…” the Oak grumbled and folded her arms underneath her chest. “It actually caused a few cave-ins to block our path and led us straight into an angry Hariyama and Aggron that didn’t take too kindly to our presence.”

“Sounds fun,” Ash grinned.

Daisy just shook her head. “You’re a weird kid, you know that?” She smiled at Ash’s frown and reached over to teasingly tug on his cheeks. “But if you weren’t you wouldn’t be so cute, would you, baby Ashy?”

He stared at her. She pouted and finally let go, although she still snickered for a few seconds.

It looked like being down in the caverns for two days hadn’t done much to improve her sense of humor.

“Anyways, that’s how the first day went,” Daisy continued. Gardevoir, who elegantly sat next to the girl with almost unnervingly perfect posture, frowned at the next part. “We were almost about to get the stupid Sableye – like, Ninetales could literally smell it – and then an Onix bursts up out of the floor from nowhere! The whole tunnel collapsed – if Gardevoir wasn’t so quick I might have been a little more scuffed up. We were trapped down there for the rest of the time before I finally gave up and let Gardevoir take me out. That was no fun.”

“I’d imagine,” Ash commented drily. He absentmindedly thrummed his fingers against the bed’s iron railing, a small smirk playing over his features as he ran Daisy’s story through his head.

“Oh you think it’s funny, do you?” Daisy grinned evilly. Ash felt a sinking sensation in his stomach at that. Whatever she had planned, it wasn’t good. Considering that Gardevoir had a full-blown smile on her face he felt that his fears were justified. “You know, I took the liberty of asking Grandpa to send me some of the old pictures I had in my room back at Pallet.”

Ash frowned. He didn’t like where this was going.

“You know that I used to help your mom take care of you when she needed some extra hands,” she gave a smirk almost disturbingly reminiscent of Gary’s. “You were so adorable back then! Just this chubby little baby with the cutest little tuft of black hair!”

He sat very, very still.

“But once you got older you got a bit crazy!” Daisy recalled fondly, idly toying with her PokeDex. She had an upgraded version, it seemed. The base model didn’t come with messaging or similar features. “You know, I remembered this picture your mom took of you running around naked in the fields chasing a baby Growlithe! And one of you dressed up in this adorable little Squirtle suit with Gary in a Charmander one. And then there was this great one of you crying at your first birthday party with so much chocolate cake all over you I couldn’t even tell you were a little boy! But I think the king of them all is –”

“I get your point,” Ash said resignedly, cheeks just the slightest shade of red. Considering what it usually took to rattle him he’d give this round to Daisy.

“Good to hear!” Daisy giggled and put the PokeDex away. “It’s too bad – I really wanted to take another look at those!”

“Well I don’t,” he rolled his eyes. “Actually I’d appreciate it a lot if you could delete those.”

“And give up this kind of gold?” Daisy scoffed. “Yeah right! I’d have to be totally stupid to let go of this! You know, I wonder how much the tabloids would pay for this…you’re still their golden child right now.”

Ash just sighed and shook his head. He knew Daisy was just teasing. She might like messing with him but Daisy was about as far from cruel as could be.

“I guess I’m too nice for that. I wouldn’t do that to you,” Daisy sighed, attracting Ash’s attention again. His eyes narrowed as her face lit up and a manic grin fell over her face. “But I bet my little baby brother would appreciate them even more…well, maybe not the one of you naked!”

“I would hope not,” Ash grit out. His fists clenched until his knuckles whitened under the strain at the thought of Gary with that sort of blackmail material on his hands – Ash wouldn’t let him get anything out of it, but he’d literally never hear the end of it. “You do realize if you do that I’m pretty sure I’m legally obligated to have my Magmortar incinerate your PokeDex, right? I’m pretty sure I could get away with it too.”

“Hey, I have important stuff saved on here!” Daisy pouted. Ash had to admit she had a very real talent for making herself seem cute and innocent. Most guys might even fall for it – Daisy was a very pretty girl, although Ash wouldn’t go so far as to say she matched up to Karen or the Sisters. Her gentle features lent themselves more to soft smiles than the haughty arrogance of Karen or the casual beauty of the sisters.

Daisy cocked her head at him as the last part of his words hit her. “Wait, what do you mean you could probably get away with it?”

“Well I am an Elite Four member,” Ash grinned. “A trainee, anyway.”

“Aww, that’s so cute!” Daisy surprised him by giggling and reaching forward to tug on his cheeks again. “Big bad Elite Four Ashy Ketchum! It has a nice ring to it, don’t you think?”

“Definitely,” Ash rolled his eyes. He didn’t know what he expected – he’d hoped to at least surprise Daisy out of the topic at hand, but then he should have expected that Daisy wasn’t one to be impressed by titles or privilege. She was an Oak, after all. “I’ll call up Lance to have my ID changed.”

Daisy snorted, although she smiled at the mention of Lance. “Okay, that’s actually kind of cool to hear you name drop the Champion like that.”

Ash grinned, although he stopped when Daisy suddenly giggled to herself.

“Say,” she fluttered her long eyelashes at him, “you wouldn’t happen to mind giving me his number, would you? I promise it wouldn’t get you in trouble!”

He pretended to think for a moment and tapped his chin thoughtfully. Ash stared at Daisy just long enough to make her a tad uncomfortable before he gave his reply.

“I could,” he allowed. Daisy actually squealed before he continued. Ash had to stare at her for another few seconds until she calmed down and waited patiently, PokeDex already in hand. “But I think you might be a little young for his tastes.”

“Wait, what? No! That’s totally not – I mean that’s ridiculous!” Daisy sputtered, all of her usual serenity lost. “I mean, sure he’s really good looking and strong and he has pretty hair but I mean I totally wasn’t after that even though it would totally be legal –”

Ash snorted and even Dazed and Gardevoir joined in with a mental chuckle. “You might as well just stop now. You’re embarrassing yourself.”

“I really wasn’t!” Daisy flushed. If she got any redder she might give a Charmeleon a run for its money. “…and you know his type?”

“I have an idea,” Ash shrugged. He’d heard a lot of stories from Lance during their time at Knot Island, some that his mother, Professor Oak, Steven…actually anyone with a normal sense of decency wouldn’t approve of. Not at his age anyway. There wasn’t anything too risqué but Ash was smart and knowledgeable enough to read in between the lines.

“Do tell!” Daisy leaned forward and listened raptly. “Please? For me?”

Ash smirked. “Sure. I want to watch you delete those pictures though. And you can’t use them against me again.”

“Fine,” his companion sighed. She wiped an invisible tear from her eye. “I guess all good things must come to an end.”

“Drama queen,” he muttered, although it was about as affectionate as could be. “Well, this shouldn’t take long. Lance isn’t a complicated man…”
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“Did you get anything out of the trip to the caves?” Ash asked as he saddled up Plume. She patiently waited for him to tie the straps and affectionately cooed at him as he stroked her plumage as an apology for his slow progress.

“Well I got these really cool scrapes and bruises!” His companion laughed, playfully modeling the collection of yellow and purple skin for him. She eyed the faded burns on his arms and the thick rope of scar tissue underneath his eye. “They don’t quite match up to yours, I’m afraid.”

Ash smiled at that. “You sound jealous.”

“What can I say? It might get me some extra points this season if I show up looking like I just walked out of a forest fire…not that I’d need them, of course!” Daisy giggled as she hopped up onto her own Pidgeot’s saddle and started strapping herself in. She glanced at him as she adjusted the forest green goggles that would protect her from the high speeds. “Then again, I might not wear them as well as you do. They fit better on a guy, I think.”

“Oh?” He asked as he caught up to her and hopped onto Plume, grinning as she let out a fierce scream that cut its way through the heavens. She always did like to announce her presence to the world.

“You’ve got the whole rugged look going on…give it a few years, though,” Daisy explained. A devious smile slipped onto her face. “Then all the other girls might like them as much as Lisia does!”

Ash groaned at the joke and shook his head. “Are you ready to leave?”

“Yes, yes,” Daisy brushed his impatience off with practiced ease. “We can head out now if you want.”

He nodded and prepared to have Plume head off when Daisy suddenly interrupted him. She grinned sheepishly at him and brandished a few dull grey rocks he instantly recognized as Everstones.

“All jokes aside, I forgot to mention I found these when we were trapped by Onix!” The corners of her lips curved upwards. “They’re a great find! You probably wouldn’t expect it, but Everstones are really valuable for Coordinators!”

And giant, millennium old Rhydon. Ash couldn’t help but think back to the First’s Rhydon, who required a full five of the stones just to prevent its unnatural strength from forcing an evolution.

“Glad to hear it,” he grunted. “Plume?”

In a second they were off, blasted off into the sky like a tan comet. Ash was just barely able to hear Daisy and her Pidgeot’s annoyed screams before Plume’s greater speed carried them just ahead of his companion.
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Ash, 

Hey, how are you? It’s been a while. I just wanted to check how you’ve been doing in Hoenn. I know you won’t be meeting Steven for a while yet but I figured I should get a basic report of what you’ve done. From what I’ve heard you’ve made a good impression on everyone you’ve met so far – not that I expected otherwise. You are my student, after all. 

Sorry I haven’t been in touch. Everything’s stable here in Kanto. The Elite Four rankings have been decided – did you watch those battles yet? – Karen and Koga are having all sorts of fun stabilizing the underworld, Mewtwo has been silent, the Orange League situation has been revolved, and even Moltres hasn’t been in contact. 

It’s actually a bit suspicious. Are you sure you weren’t the cause of it all? I guess I’ll just have to wait and see if anything strange pops up in Hoenn while you’re there. 

Just kidding, of course. Regardless, keep me up to date on anything that transpires in regards to Legends. You have a closer connection to them than most. 

Anyways, I hope you’re having a good time in Hoenn. You deserve some time off and I know that Hoenn’s a good place to relax, especially when Steven isn’t there to mess up your fun. 

With any luck your goal should be to have as good of a time as I did – and by that I mean grow the strongest you can, explore, meet some interesting people, do Indigo proud, and do some things you’ll probably regret but will get great stories out of. 

I would give a few of my own so that you’d have something to aspire to, but I’m pretty sure Bagon just found the way to Chinatsu while he was wandering around and I need to go save him. 

I’ll be in touch. 

Lance 

Ash read over the message and snorted at the rushed end – hopefully Bagon got out with minimal burns. Chinatsu was a fickle creature at the best of times and she didn’t favor the current Champion or his team.

He looked down at the ocean below. They were about thirty minutes from Littleroot, maybe a bit less. It was a rather short flight from Dewford to the small town that housed Professor Birch and his research laboratory.

Plenty of time to get the report done. He didn’t have too much to mention. It wasn’t as if he’d accomplished anything fantastic in Hoenn.

Mostly it would be a brief overview of the locations he’d visited, what he’d done, and the addition to his team.

All that would really stand out was his report on the Legendary influences he’d encountered at the Cave of Origin and Granite Caverns. Ash wasn’t sure if he should mention the strange effect he’d run into with the Thunder Stone in the official report or not.

Eventually he decided against it. He’d speak with Lance about it in their next correspondence. He didn’t know if that was something he wanted to have on the record.

Besides, it would probably be better to speak with Sabrina about this. He’d have to check in with her next time he was in Kanto, although if it looked like he wouldn’t be going there for the next few months he might just access the League databases and get her information.

Unlimited access to the League archives and profiles was one of the nicer perks granted by his position in the Elite Four, only outranked by his ability to permanently carry his full team with him.

There were still a few documents he couldn’t view, but almost everything was laid bare to him. He hadn’t used that privilege too often yet but he planned to in the near future.

Those were the main privileges of being in the Elite Four in his opinion. The most practical for his situation, at least.

Ash didn’t see himself commandeering too many ACE or Ranger squads in the future. Or taking control of police operations, given access to literally anywhere with his ID being the only qualification required, or the other nigh unlimited legal powers afforded to him.

He very nearly was the law, even as a trainee.

There were other useful perks, of course.

Free access to League safehouses and requisitions facilities was very convenient. He could literally ask for almost anything he wanted. If they had it, it was his…to a point, anyway. Ash could be refused if he seemed like he was abusing the privilege.

Other than that he had to say that the high-tech medical technology was incredibly useful as well. It was only in close proximity to civilization or in League outposts, but those facilities housed the same technology that could take a mortally wounded pokemon and have it on its feet in a day. Even Pokemon Centers were primitive in comparison, although they did their job very, very well.

Ash would have to see what else would apply in Hoenn. Steven would be a great help on that – he seemed like the type to memorize manuals and guidelines. Everything Ash knew about the former Champion pointed to him being as by-the-book as could be.

He frowned and took a moment to look down to the great blue ocean, although he had to hold back a grimace as his stomach reflexively lurched at the sight. Ash wasn’t worried by the sea itself anymore – the calming Song running through his spirit had seen to that – but he still had a long way to go until he was comfortable with being up at these heights.

Sure it was fun and exhilarating and brought him closer to Plume than he’d ever been, but he was quite literally higher than most mountains right now. That realization didn’t do much for his sense of safety.

Ash shook his head at that and grinned at Plume, whose soft coo was lost in the winds as he stroked the back of her head. He supposed he really had nothing to worry about.

If he couldn’t trust Plume with his safety then who could he?

He clutched the PokeNav tightly as Plume slowly started her descent – she must have picked out Daisy doing the same. They were basically flying alongside her with a few thousand feet between them…Ash could only just barely make out a tan dot in the bright blue sky.

It was a short flight so he couldn’t say he was surprised. Daisy had said it would only take about two hours before they’d left, although it looked like they’d managed to make even better time than she’d hoped for.

Well, at least Plume and Daisy’s Pidgeot’s rivalry had some sort of benefit.

Rivalry might be a bit too much, he mused. They really just liked to compete against each other. Technically that fit the definition of a rival, but after his experiences with Gary he’d picked up his own interpretation of the word.

He shook himself out of his thoughts and started typing up the report once he’d gotten a few straps wrapped around it so that he didn’t have to worry about his PokeNav falling into the great expanse of water below.

That might put a dampener on his day.

Still, he supposed it was good that he was finally getting to Littleroot. Ash didn’t think he’d taken too long considering the number of unnecessary days he’d spent exploring or relaxing amounted to less than a week. Honestly he wasn’t going to be in too much of a rush until Professor Oak personally called.

The data was important, sure, but from what Oak had let slip all of the Pokemon Professors had plenty on their plates already. It wasn’t as if they got to ignore their normal duties for the League and their own personal research just because they’d gotten the Legends dumped on them. Ash figured they might delegate a bit more but considering the enormity of the task unraveling the Legends’ mysteries entailed that drop in the workload was minimal.

With those musings out of the way Ash finally decided to get a head start on his report. He’d really rather get it done with so he could focus on things that were actually interesting.

Like training and spending time with his family. Or exploring. Or fighting.

Ash frowned thoughtfully at that. Maybe it was about time he added another activity into the mix.

His thoughts drifted off to the otherworldly instrument in one of his storage compartments. Even if he didn’t have a musical bone in his body and his voice was mangled from his and Lance’s battle with Moltres he could at least try – what was the point in giving up before he even began?

At the thought of the Flute his brown eyes habitually flickered down to the ocean they passed over in a blur. Ash found himself entranced by it as the Song echoed ethereally between his ears and for just a moment he could have sworn he saw a flash of white in the water before it vanished.

He gripped his PokeNav tightly and turned to it, although a slight smile drifted across his face at the reminder of the Great Guardian.

Lugia was one Legend he wished he could have spent more time with. It was just as helpful as Mew – even moreso considering it warned him of the Awakening – and it hadn’t even killed him. He supposed that automatically gave it a few points in his book…and his team’s.

Oh well. Maybe he’d meet it again someday…
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Ash grimaced as he stepped onto mainland Hoenn for the first time. His legs had started to lock into the position he’d been in riding Plume and it was an annoyance to stretch them back out.

“So what do you think?” Daisy called out from behind him as she slipped her goggles off and did her best to smooth out her hair. “It’s a cute little town, isn’t it?”

He nodded as he examined his surroundings with a practiced eye.

Littleroot was hardly even a town. More like a few neighborhoods and a small row of businesses built around Professor Birch’s lab. Like Pallet Town it was mostly composed of researchers and others working at the Pokemon Professor’s facility along with a small group of people that came to sell goods and provide services to the scientists.

The difference was that while Pallet Town existed relatively autonomously due to its isolation Littleroot was only a few miles away from Oldale Town. If the Hoenn Professor hadn’t elected to have his workplace built where he could do fieldwork from home it probably would’ve been right outside Oldale proper.

Still, it was nice. It was simple, the largest building was Birch’s lab, and it felt like it merged perfectly with the wilderness around it. Littleroot might be close to Oldale, but it was still rather isolated from any centers of civilization.

Its air was clean, there was plenty of shade, and he could hear plenty of pokemon crying out from the woods. Honestly, Littleroot was more of a clearing than anything. He could walk half a mile and be in thick, dense forest.

As thick and dense as Hoenn would allow, anyway. The trees seemed sparser here than in his native region, and thinner too. While they still looked sturdy and strong they appeared just a shade more delicate and didn’t form the imposing walls Ash had come to love over the past year of his life.

That would take some getting used to. Combined with the light humidity that was still worse than almost anything he’d dealt with in Kanto, the heat that made him seriously consider going shirtless like most of the islanders he’d seen, and the unfamiliar pokemon calls he was well aware that he was a long way from home.

“Guess we should probably get a move on,” Daisy remarked as she returned her Pidgeot. Ash nodded and glanced to Plume, who picked up on his plan and took to the skies. That two hour trip was nowhere near enough exercise for her. “Professor Birch is probably in his lab…you can head in and talk to him if you’d like. I’m going to visit one of my friends while you’re busy with that – she’s the wife of the Petalburg Gym Leader, Norman.”

Ash frowned thoughtfully. He’d read the profiles on Hoenn’s Gym Leaders. No reason to go in blind, especially since there was the possibility that he’d be working with them during his time in Hoenn.

Either Norman liked women a lot younger than him or Daisy had a few intergenerational friendships…not that he could say anything. Now that he thought about it he could pretty much count the number of friends he had that were his own age on one hand.

He inwardly shrugged. It wasn’t important. At least he’d made friends – even if he would be more than content with just his team. They were all he really needed. The rest were just bonuses and greatly appreciated.

“That sounds fine,” he agreed, bringing his focus back onto the conversation. Daisy had been staring at him expectantly. “Which house?”

“That one,” Daisy pointed to one of the homes in the small neighborhood by the lab. “Professor Birch’s house is actually the one right next to it on the right. Norman and the Professor are pretty good friends so they stay here in Littleroot instead of Petalburg.”

Ash nodded, showing he understood. An idea suddenly struck him. “You think Norman’ll be here or at the Conference?”

“Conference,” his friend said without a second’s hesitation. “He has way too much of a stick up his butt to play fast and loose with the rules like you said Brawly did.”

“Thanks for that mental image,” Ash grimaced and was rewarded with a bright smile from Daisy. “Well, I’ll be off then. You said you’d have a place for us to stay?”

“Probably with Caroline,” Daisy confirmed. “We haven’t seen each other in forever and I’d love to spend some extra time catching up.”

She turned to him fully and he braced himself for whatever was coming. “You know, Ashy, when I was talking to her earlier I mentioned who I was traveling with.”

“Is that so?” He ground out, eyes narrowed.

“It just so happens that her son is a huge fan of yours!” The Oak sang. “She said he watches your matches so constantly she’s actually getting worried about him! Apparently he knows your stats and all that other boring battling stuff of yours by heart.”

Ash blinked. He didn’t even know his official stats. There wasn’t really a point…all he cared about was his ability, not how well he did in a tournament. Sure, the success was determined by his ability, but that wasn’t what he really cared about.

“Huh,” was all he could mutter. Ash felt like this wouldn’t be nearly as relaxing for him as it would be for Daisy. His fans were something he’d managed to avoid up until this point…after the Conference, anyway. He still remembered very well the feeling of being ambushed or feeling all eyes upon him as he did something as trivial as walk down the street. It wasn’t exactly something he was fond of.

“Also, I might have promised that you’d sign an autograph!” Daisy said very quickly as she trotted away. “Bye!”

He just sighed and watched her for a few moments before focusing. Ash had a job to do.
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The inside of Professor Birch’s lab was almost a perfect replica of Oak’s. Most of the important equipment and materials were in the sealed rooms to the back and sides, so this was just the atrium.

It wasn’t quite as large, but it mimicked Professor Oak’s lab well with its white, sterile atmosphere and general air of sophistication in contrast to the simple town around it. There were a few people out in the open, eating lunch or staring at some sort of device that was probably filled with data.

“Can I help you?”

Ash glanced on the speaker, who halfheartedly smiled at him. The man who looked to be in charge of greeting visitors was short with black hair, a patchy beard, and terribly dark bags under his eyes. Still, he appeared almost unnervingly alert and watched Ash with intensity that set the boy on edge.

“I have a delivery for Professor Birch,” he said after a moment.

“I can take it,” the assistant offered, stretching out a hand. “I’m not sure where he is at the moment but I can hold onto it until he returns.”

He frowned. “I’m not giving this to anyone but Professor Birch. It’s a delivery from Professor Oak.”

“Oh?” The man leaned forward, much more interested now. “Well, I can understand your hesitance then. Professor Birch shouldn’t be back for a while…he always runs out to visit his family or explore after lunch. To be honest it’s getting a little excessive…we’re going to have to put a leash on him if he doesn’t start spending more time here.”

Ash cracked a rare smile at that. Seemed like Birch’s team had the opposite of Oak’s. Whereas Oak obsessively remained in the lab and had to be reminded to eat and drink if he was working on something that interested him, Birch seemed to prefer fieldwork much more.

He supposed that might be a consequence of their pasts…as a trainer strong enough to be a Champion Oak must have gotten traveling and field research out of his system decades ago. Working in a lab and enjoying complete oversight must have been like a vacation for him.

“Do you know where I can find him?” Ash inquired once he’d snapped out of his thoughts. “This needs to be delivered as soon as possible.”

“Like I said, best to try his house first,” the assistant replied. He absentmindedly stroked his beard. “His son should be able to point you in the right direction if the Professor already headed out into the field. He at least tells him these things.”

“Thanks,” he said. “I’ll come back here and wait if I can’t find him.”

The assistant just nodded and waved him off before returning to typing on the large computer in front of him. Ash just shrugged and headed out. He knew what he needed to do now.
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“Hello?” A boy probably two years younger than Ash answered the door with a lazy scowl. “Can I help – oh crap, you’re Ash Ketchum.”

“Yeah,” Ash nodded, just barely holding off an irritated frown of his own. He took a moment to examine the boy more closely. He wasn’t anything too special, not at first glance anyway. Tan skin, brown hair that just barely peeked out beneath an odd, knit white cap, and a red and black shirt that was surprisingly tight for someone who lived in southern Hoenn.

The boy recovered fast and threw the door open, inviting Ash inside. He followed, just a bit annoyed at all this unnecessary interaction. He had a job to do.

“I’m Brendan Birch and it’s super cool to meet you, man. I’ve got to admit it gets really annoying when Max doesn’t shut up about you but I checked out your battles in the Indigo Conference and wow!” Brendan rambled, after practically tearing Ash’s arm off when he shook the trainer’s hand. “Like, that Magmortar of yours is crazy strong! It took down a Salamence, that overpowered Jolteon, and needed a Snorlax to take it down…you totally should have won that battle, man. I know Salamence and I could tell that was a tough one.”

Ash blinked. “It would’ve been nice to win. And Infernus is pretty strong – probably my strongest in raw power.”

“I’d hope so,” the boy snorted and turned around to face Ash again. “It literally destroyed the field. I was watching a recording of the live commentary and they said if it was much worse they would have had to relocate the Final since the field would have collapsed out from under your feet.”

“Guess we would have had to do that if I rematched Michael,” Ash commented drily. “Don’t know how much Lance would have appreciated that, though.”

“From what Drake told me he’d have loved it,” Brendan smirked and crossed his arms. “And anyone who managed to beat Hoenn’s Dragon Master is going to be someone that can appreciate large-scale destruction anyway.”

“You know Drake?” Ash raised an eyebrow, a bit curious at that. Curious enough to entertain Brendan, anyway.

Brendan scoffed. “Do I know him? Dude, I’m the son of Hoenn’s Pokemon Professor. I’ve spent more time at Ever Grande and the Gyms than I have in this backwater, what with my Dad and Mom being so busy.”

Ash nodded at that. It was reasonable enough.

“What are you doing here anyway?” Brendan asked. “I mean, it’s super cool to meet you and everything and I’m totally going to rub this in that little brat Max’s face, but it’s not every day someone like you shows up in a place like this.”

“I have a delivery for Professor Birch – your dad,” Ash corrected himself. “It’s from Professor Oak and it’s urgent that I deliver it as soon as possible.”

“Alright, cool,” the boy nodded. He walked over to one of the counters of the small home – Ash had been distracted enough that he didn’t even take the time to examine his surroundings, which was a bit annoying to him – and slung a green pack over his shoulder. “I’m not going to pry if it’s from Professor Oak. But I can take you to him. He should be just outside of town.”

Ash smiled and followed the boy out the door.

“Normally I wouldn’t go out on my own since I only get to help my Dad with fieldwork when I’ve got one of the lab pokemon, but I’m guessing you’ll be plenty tough enough to handle the odd Poochyena or Zigzagoon,” Brendan smirked, holding the door open for Ash. “If not…well, it’s a good thing I’ve got a few pokeballs on me ‘cause that’s one Zigzagoon I’d be interested in picking up.”

He nodded and lightly let his hands dance over his pokeballs, grinning as he felt each of his friends shake their containers in turn.

If something out in these woods could pose a threat to him…well, Brendan wouldn’t need to worry about catching it. Ash wouldn’t let something that tough get away without good reason.
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“He should be somewhere out here,” Brendan said as he led Ash out of the town and off the small path. “Dad likes to hang out and watch wild pokemon for a while most days. Says it keeps him focused. Personally, I think he just likes taking a few hours off every day without anyone else being able to say jack.”

Ash snorted at the boy’s bluntness.

“You don’t say much, do you?” Brendan looked back over his shoulder to Ash.

“Not really,” Ash shrugged, a slight smirk playing over his lips as Brendan rolled his eyes. He might not be quite as good at it as Gary or Daisy, but it really was a nice bit of fun annoying people like this.

“Very funny,” Brendan rolled his eyes and focused on pushing past a few branches that had grown into the beaten dirt path. “What’s up with your voice anyway, dude? Sounds like you’ve been gargling sandpaper or something.”

The Feather burned at that, Fire and Lightning coursing throughout his body as the memories surged. Ash winced as his lungs and throat seared with scarring heat, the feeling just as intense as it was when he’d first faced the Bird of Fire with the Dragon Master at his side.

“I spent a little more time around a volcano than I should have,” he said after a moment’s pause. “Not everything appreciates a fight there and I paid for it.”

“Note to self, do not piss off volcano pokemon,” Brendan recited and pretended to write down a few notes. “Any other words of wisdom?”

“Not really,” Ash shrugged. “I’ll let you have the fun of figuring it all out on your own. Where’s the fun in learning from other people’s mistakes?”

“Not tearing up my vocal cords, for one,” the boy shot back. His tone softened a little bit, just enough for Ash to know his words had been meant in jest. Not that it would have bothered Ash anyway. He had thicker skin than that. “Not that it sounds bad, or anything. Just makes you sound like you’re gonna punch someone out all the time.”

Ash couldn’t help but grin at that. “Considering some of the people I know that’s not a bad thing.”

“Considering the average person I’m not gonna argue that one,” Brendan smirked back. “Some people make Slowpoke look like me compared to…oh, I don’t know, everyone? Present company and a few notable exceptions excluded, of course.”

“Aren’t you just brimming with confidence?” Ash snorted. It almost felt like he was talking to Gary again. Brendan Birch and the youngest Oak had more than their relationship with a Pokemon Professor in common, it seemed.

“At least you didn’t call it arrogance,” the boy smiled. “Because it would only be arrogance if it weren’t true.”

Just like Gary, then. Brendan was just a bit more mellowed out than his friend.

“Anyway, he should be just up…oh, come on!” Brendan groaned. Ash tensed and stepped up beside him, only to snort as he realized what had brought on the boy’s sudden attitude change. “Really, Dad?”

“Brendan? Is that you?” The deep voice of a tall, broad-chested man Ash immediately recognized as Professor Birch called out. It easily rang out over the light growls that came from a diminutive striped creature that leapt at the tree playfully, claws carving small gouges into the soft wood.

Ash raised an eyebrow. A Zigzagoon had treed the Professor?

“Yes, it’s me! Got another son I need to know about?” Brendan snarked back. “Don’t know if Mom would appreciate that one too much.”

“Will you just help me?” Professor Birch cried from his position high up in one of the skinny trees of Hoenn. Ash eyed it warily. He was half-surprised it hadn’t collapsed under the strain. Birch wasn’t fat, but he was a large man.

Brendan smirked as he watched his father. “I don’t know…you look pretty comfy up there. Besides, a Zigzagoon? Really? This is worse than that time with the Poochyena!”

“It’s surprisingly mean!” Birch defended and pointed down at the small creature. It looked back with its tongue lolling out of its mouth before it growled at the man and started pawing at the tree again. “See that bag down there? The new batch of starters are in it. I dropped it before I could let them out to chase off the Zigzagoon. I was going to give you one for your birthday anyway, but if you get this thing to leave me alone you can have it early!”

“Now why didn’t you just say that in the first place?” Brendan grinned. “Alright, pops. You’ve got a deal. Ash, watch and learn.”

He snorted and watched as Brendan casually found the large sack and pulled three pokeballs out of it, examining each for the elemental sticker on it before finally selecting the one with a large drop of water. “This’ll do.”

The boy released what Ash recognized as a Mudkip then, bending down and muttering a bit to it as the Zigzagoon turned around to focus on the new arrival. Mudkip seemed to grin up at Brendan and squared itself as the Zigzagoon growled and darted forward in a zigzagging motion that almost gave Ash a headache.

Ash just sighed and let go of Aron’s pokeball. He’d planned on giving the steel-type some real combat experience.

Guess that was a bust.

That didn’t stop him from watching the proceedings with some small amount of interest, however. Brendan was surprisingly comfortable commanding the Mudkip as they prepared themselves for the Zigzagoon which soon barreled into Mudkip and knocked it on its side – it didn’t escape unscathed, though.

“Mudkip, use Water Gun!” Brendan shouted and pointed at the Zigzagoon as it spun around to resume its attack on the water-type. Mudkip squinted and shot off a jet of water, surprising Ash. He supposed Mudkip was a bit better than he’d thought. “Mudkip, hit it again!”

Zigzagoon whimpered as the high-pressured blast slammed into it and knocked it onto its side, and as Mudkip reared its head back to deliver another Water Gun it scurried off into the safety of the woods with a blur of motion.

“Aww yeah!” Brendan cheered and leaned down to pat the gleeful Mudkip on its head, rubbing around its fins. “That’s what I’m talking about! We’re awesome!”

Ash snorted, a bit amused at that. It had been a long time since he could take that much pride in as small a victory. It was nice to see again – nostalgic, he supposed. Times like this almost made him wish he hadn’t been quite as obsessive about training and battling as he was. If he hadn’t pushed past his barriers with the determination Lance and Steven had seen in him he’d have been able to enjoy small wins like this a lot more.

Almost, of course. He wouldn’t trade his experiences for the world…and he supposed that would have been quite a literal deal as well. If he hadn’t gone through everything he had Ash doubted the world would be quite as stable or existent as it was now.

Mewtwo would currently be ruling from its throne of New Island, the Leagues would be obliterated, and overall Ash thought he much preferred this current state of affairs.

A leaden pressure expanded in the back of his mind and Ash had to retain a wince as it grew to uncomfortable levels.

I would prefer the alternative. 

Ash scowled and forced the presence away, ignoring the mental smirk he could feel projected. His fists clenched to the point slight dots of red seeped out from his skin and he forced himself to look at the reunion of father and son to distract himself.

“Good job!” Professor Birch grinned as he clapped his son on the shoulder and shook the boy affectionately. “I knew you and Mudkip would get along famously!”

Mudkip croaked happily at that and nuzzled into Brendan’s shoe, content. Ash watched with the slightest smile as Brendan reached down to stroke its damp skin again, already armed with a basic knowledge of what the water-type liked.

“Of course!” Brendan said, crossing his arms with a wild grin. Mudkip did its best to mimic his pose, although its trainer had to nudge it back after it nearly toppled over. “Mudkip’s awesome, I’m awesome…couldn’t ask for a better match, right?”

The water-type nodded quickly in agreement and its fin-like tail wagged almost frantically.

“Of course,” Professor Birch chuckled with his deep voice, before turning to look curiously at Ash. “And who is – oh.”

“Ash Ketchum!” Brendan smirked. “He decided to grace us with his presence. He wanted to see you for something. A delivery.”

He decided it was time to speak. “It’s from Professor Oak. I’m guessing you know what it is?”

“I do,” Professor Birch said quickly, hoisting the large bag Brendan had pulled Mudkip’s pokeball out of over his shoulder. “Let’s hurry back to the lab then. You arrived much earlier than I’d expected.”

Ash nodded and followed the father and son pair as they led the way back to Littleroot.

“Brendan, head back to the house,” Professor Birch instructed. “Get to know Mudkip a little better. I know you’ve got a year before you can be a real trainer but getting started early can’t hurt. And try to finish those reports on the data you found last week before dinner, alright?”

“Sure, pops,” Brendan shrugged. Mudkip tried to copy the motion but once again failed miserably. “Gonna be a late night for you?”

Professor Birch nodded firmly. “You probably won’t be up when I get home. This is League business.”

“Gotcha,” the boy nodded as they reached Littleroot’s gates. He turned to Ash and offered out a hand, which Ash shook after a moment when he realized what he was supposed to do. “Well, it was nice to meet you, Ash. How long are you gonna be sticking around Littleroot?”

“Just today,” Ash shrugged, judging the information to be harmless. “My friend and I are leaving for Petalburg in the morning, I think. We just needed to stop here for me to make my delivery.”

Brendan nodded. “Guess I probably won’t see you again today, then. Have fun, I guess. Stop by if you ever come to Littleroot – it’s been cool, man.”

He nodded. “Will do.”

With that Brendan and Mudkip walked off in the direction of Professor Birch’s house. Ash only spared them a moment’s glance before he fell into a comfortable walk beside the Professor.

“We can talk about the delivery in my office,” Professor Birch said, looking down at Ash. “It’s sensitive information. From what Samuel’s told me you understand the value of that quite well.”

“You can say that,” Ash nodded.

Professor Birch smiled lightly at that. “Ah, a man of few words I see. But enough of that…what do you think of Littleroot?”

“I like it,” he replied as they circled around the research building to find the doors. “Not too big, not too small. It reminds me a lot of Pallet, actually.”

“The Ever Grande League and I actually developed it from the model of Pallet Town!” Birch smiled. “I never studied under Samuel like Professor Elm, but he did have a great degree of oversight in my research before I was Hoenn’s Pokemon Professor. I thought I’d pay a bit of homage…besides, the design seems to have worked out quite well for him!”

Ash nodded. He could agree with that. Pallet was small, but for what it lacked in quantity it more than made up for in quality. That was his view, anyway. It might be just a bit biased.

“Your specialty is pokemon habitats and distribution, right?” Ash asked after a few moments of silence. They’d entered the sterile environment of the laboratory and he wouldn’t mind breaking the silence…strange as that sounded in his own mind.

“Yep!” Birch grinned. Ash inwardly sighed. That look and tone reminded him enough of his mother to know that he’d get hit with information overload soon enough. “Mostly my focus lies in wild pokemon. I observe their behavior and how differences in their habitat and unique environmental pressures cause them to adapt.”

“I’m sure you probably think all the scientific mumbo jumbo is boring, but I promise it’s actually quite fascinating!” The Professor continued. Ash paid rapt attention, even if he knew he’d probably end up with a headache soon. “It’s amazing to watch how sentient creatures like pokemon adapt to external influences in ways that most humans would never expect! It’s actually allowed me to work extensively with several other researchers that have taken up residence in Littleroot about pokemon psychology in the wild, and the differences in the ways humans and pokemon – wild and domestic – think and address challenges.”

Ash nodded – he was well aware that pokemon thought rather differently from humans. They were all people, but their biology and evolutionary history left them with worldviews that could sometimes seem alien. Pokemon and humans lived in a different world and it showed.

It was one of the biggest challenges as a trainer, especially when one was just starting out. Many young trainers thought of pokemon as either humans or tools and both perspectives were deeply flawed.

Pokemon were equals. They were people. Almost all of them were sentient, although intelligence ranged all over the place. Some were smart, some were dumb. They were like humans in that way.

But they weren’t human, and it was foolish to ever consider them as such. They were very, very close in many ways but there was a massive gap in others. They thought differently, processed information differently, acted according to instincts no human could command.

They had all the intelligence of a human – or, considering the massive population advantage and variety pokemon had globally, humans had all the intelligence of a pokemon. But they applied that intelligence in different ways according to their instincts, their culture, and whatever was going on in their environment.

Ash had gotten around it, mostly. Unlike many of the younger trainers he’d observed he understood his team very well…their personalities, their desires, everything. They were as close to him as his mother. Closer, even, considering how much time they spent together. Their bonds were deeper than blood.

Their bond was what made them work so well and it was that bond he attributed the great strength of his family too.

“…and Brendan helps to gather data, of course. He’s been surrounded by pokemon his whole life and I wanted to get him started early,” Birch rambled on, distracting Ash. The large man smiled when he realized they’d reached the door to his office. “Ah, here we are.”

With that Birch swiped a clear plastic card through a scanner next to the doorway. Ash stepped in as the Professor ushered him through and turned to watch the man as he secured and locked the door.

“Here’s the data,” Ash handed the tiny disk to Professor Birch. It was a bit humbling to realize just how important that information was. He doubted it would change anything regarding the Legends, but it could very well at least help the League to understand them. “Delivered safe and sound.”

“I’d expect nothing less from the newest associate of the Indigo Elite Four,” Birch loosed a bellowing laugh. “But seriously, thank you. You’ve done a great service for the League, Mr. Ketchum.”

“It’s my job,” he pointed out drily. “But you’re welcome. I’m always happy to help.”

“Great!” Hoenn’s Pokemon Professor grinned and pulled out a grey case remarkably similar to the one Ash had literally just given him. Ash had to hold back a resigned sight at that. “In that case you won’t mind taking this to Roxanne, right? She’s the Gym Leader in Rustboro.”

Ash nodded after a moment and took the disk. He tapped it to the storage compartment he kept important objects in. A moment later it dematerialized and vanished. “Fine.”

“Thanks a lot! I know you’re probably tired of being treated like a Camerupt so don’t worry – this’ll be worth your while!” Birch smiled at him. “This isn’t required by your League duties – it’s a personal favor, really – so I’ve allocated C-rank pay to your Trainer ID.”

He just raised an eyebrow. More money was always nice, although he supposed he wasn’t really scrounging for it anymore. To be honest it hadn’t been an issue since Lance gave him the forty thousand for assisting against Team Rocket in the Sevii Islands.

“Oh, I forgot Indigo doesn’t do that,” Birch said sheepishly at Ash’s blank expression. He turned and sat down at his desk, sighing in relief at finally being off his feet for the day. Ash followed suit. “Alright, well you know Hoenn’s League is a bit smaller, don’t you?”

Ash nodded. He’d remembered Steven mentioning that a few times. If he remembered correctly it was actually supposed to be why Team Rocket could set up shop in Hoenn in the first place.

“Well, the size difference is a bit more severe than you probably think,” Birch admitted. “We’re the newest League – barely thirty years old at this point, actually – and we don’t quite have the resources Indigo or Lily of the Valley have at their disposal. Not much of Hoenn is developed anyway thanks to our prior history and expansion regulations put in place by the League, so we’ve got a lot of wilderness and barely explored areas out there.”

“With how little manpower the Ever Grande League has we tend to stick to the cities and nearby areas,” the Professor continued. “Our Rangers patrol, of course, but when it comes to duties League personnel aren’t required to perform the League likes to work with trainers. The Gym Leader or other authorities in the area post things they need done and trainers in the area get it done.”

Ash dipped his head to show he understood, but frowned. “Wouldn’t it be easier to just train more Rangers?”

Birch snorted at his words, though Ash didn’t detect any bite in them. “Give me a second.”

With that the burly man typed a few things into his computer before a massive holographic map of the world materialized on his desk. Birch carelessly swept a few stacks of paper and assorted knickknacks off the massive piece of furniture and Ash winced at seeing the mess.

“Oh, don’t worry about that. That’s what interns are for!” Professor Birch belted out another booming laugh before he calmed down and looked down at the map. “Pretty cool, right? This is brand new technology! Cutting edge! The Indigo League developed it last year, apparently.”

“I’ve seen better,” Ash said after a moment’s contemplation. Loath as he was to say it, Mewtwo’s holograms were much, much more advanced. And took up less space and energy if the low roar from the power source was anything to go by. It was probably easier to develop technology like that when physical laws were more of a suggestion than fact, of course.

He’d done his fair share of research on cloning thanks to learning about Blaine’s involvement with the field and the events of New Island and he could say that what Mewtwo had done with the clones – developing fully-grown, perfect clones in minutes rather than years – outstripped its holographic work by far. That was supposed to be impossible and Mewtwo had done it with hardly a hint of effort.

A cold smirk filled his mind and Ash barely noticed it before he banished it away.

Now was not the time.

“Oh, really?” Birch raised a disbelieving eyebrow. Ash eyed it interestedly…the Professor’s eyebrows were thick enough he should probably keep Plume away from the man. She might mistake them for oddly colored baby Caterpie and try to get herself a snack. “Indigo’s keeping the good stuff for themselves, then? And here I thought we were friends!”

Ash just shrugged, not sure if that was really something he should be answering. Birch didn’t seem to care that much, though. He was just messing with him.

“Something like that,” he replied as he examined the map. It was actually impressive, even if its quality wasn’t quite as good as Mewtwo’s holograms…then again, the League didn’t get to cheat.

It showed everything quite clearly, although the constant hum of the power source really was annoying. The edges were a bit soft but considering what little he knew he couldn’t fault the designers for that, especially with how new the technology seemed.

Ash frowned in concentration as he traced his finger over the hologram, mapping out every bit. It wasn’t the first time he’d seen a world map, obviously. Far from it. This was just a much more interesting way of viewing it.

The Eastern Continent – more commonly known as the League continent since the League had come to dominate it after the last war – held his focus, of course. He could easily pick out Indigo dominating the south, split in two by the Ore Mountains. There were the Orange Islands to the southeast, the archipelago barely visible as a series of dots. If the territory weren’t noted he would have had a much harder time.

The Sevii Islands were to the southwest of Cinnabar and he definitely needed the territory marked for them…they were so tiny he couldn’t even actually see them.

Hoenn was even further to the southwest than the Sevii Islands. It was always surprisingly big to him. Its mainland was nearly as large as Johto.

The Southern Continent, largely unmapped and unkind to humans thanks to the viciously territorial pokemon that made it home, was situated even further southwest than Hoenn. It was only a little south of the region – probably by three or four hundred miles – but it was about a thousand to the west if he remembered correctly. It stretched out for what seemed like the entire globe, dominating from the southern pole up. Technically it was the largest continent, although barely anything was known about it even with modern technology.

Not to say there weren’t any pockets of civilization on it, of course. Orre was the major one, although it was circled by several other minor regions that were constantly on the edge of collapse and anarchy from what he’d heard.

Those regions were built on the backs of immigrants from the Western and Eastern Continents and what few native humans had managed to survive the pokemon that had not adapted to their presence nearly as well as pokemon had elsewhere. They were unique in that whatever the pokemon’s first experience with humanity had been was bad enough to leave its mark on almost the entire continent.

It was only in the worst areas of the Southern Continent, within the wastes and deserts few pokemon would ever call home, that they had survived. They were trapped inland, however, until the first settlers arrived and managed to claim the coasts.

Ash smirked as the knowledge he’d gathered from Cynthia’s chapter on Hoenn’s neighbors left him with the realization that Orre was actually the jewel of the Southern Continent. It was by far the most modern, with access to up-to-date technology and relatively few wild pokemon for the most part. In some regions they’d apparently made a comeback, but those were supposed to be far tamer than the ones the immigrants and native Orrians had first driven away so they could stake their claim on the land.

Still a cesspool of corruption, crime, and strife according to literally everyone he’d ever heard mention it, but he hoped that Michael might be able to make it a little better.

He turned his eyes to the north of Indigo, not really wishing to pay more attention to the Wastes.

Rota’s long, thin strip of territory just to the north of Indigo and the Ore mountains was clearly colored a bright green, contrasting with Indigo’s…indigo. Whoever designed this certainly hadn’t earned marks for creativity.

North of that was a harsh, almost deserted strip of land almost five thousand miles long from east to west and six hundred north to south. Ash didn’t know much about it – nobody did, really. A series of mountains at Rota’s northern border marked the boundary and from there it was a mountainous, treacherous land.

Dark forests said to be so thick as to be impenetrable dominated it. There were supposed to be sudden drops around every corner, waterfalls that fell thousands of feet into empty trenches of the earth. Great stretches of scarred desert in the midst of endless trees…lakes that appeared at the desert’s edge, or in its center.

Water that flowed up, giggles in the shadows and strange phantasms that led explorers to their doom. Trees that came alive to devour hapless sleepers whole in the night. Fierce screams and sobs and keens of rage that refused any possibility of sleep.

Volcanoes spewing their contents for an eternity, night devouring the sun at high noon, hail and snow falling over wastes of sand and magma, spots where the moon shone with the intensity of the sun or the air grew thick and heavy with unearthly energies…that was the reality of this land.

Or so he had heard. After a few thousand years of trying only the most stalwart and bold of trainers went exploring in that strange, unearthly strip. The others had finally come to understand that whatever lived there didn’t take kindly to intruders, and some swore that the land itself rose up against whatever dared to breach its borders.

It had many names: Land of Gods, World of Contradictions, Unearth, Dark World, Scarred Strip, Desolation, and a thousand others. It was land of mysteries and strangeness and no humans had ever survived.

Or so he had heard.

But one thing kept it out of the public mind was that it was so far removed from the civilized world and possessed such a terrible reputation that few attempted to enter it anymore. Scientists tried to push into it even now, but he’d never heard of anything approaching success…not that the League even allowed many people to come within a hundred miles of it anymore, regardless.

Satellites couldn’t penetrate the forests, couldn’t pick out the apparently unending deserts. Couldn’t find the inland oceans and seas what few explorers had succeeded spoke of when they staggered back to the civilized world, half-mad and spouting gibbering nonsense.

Technology sputtered and died. Electronics were sapped of energy, even gears would grind and grit until they were stuck. Only pokeballs seemed immune, and even those took seconds or minutes or hours to work.

Teleportation failed. They found themselves a few hundred feet into the blackness and few had returned, speaking of claws and teeth and shadow.

Fliers crashed, seeing up as down and down as right and left as all of the above. Or none.

No, there was only one way to travel once one passed the towering mountains that guarded the Dark World on all sides. Once one trespassed and ignored the warning the Shields of Mew – so named by an ancient sage who saw them as a divine gift protecting the world – blatantly gave: on foot.

It was a wild land, and one that Ash would rather ignore. So long as one didn’t enter it the Dark World was harmless, just a nightmare given form by the fears of man.

But he possessed knowledge now, had been touched by the influences of entities far greater than any other in this world.

He knew the basest Concepts of Fire, Ice, and Lightning. Had become them, in a sense. He had touched the mind of Mew and its Shade, felt the enormity of their presence drown him. Lugia had embraced him, given him a piece of itself to call his own.

And if he knew one thing after his encounters with the Legends, it was that something was terribly, terribly wrong in the Dark World.

There were many places in the world humans hadn’t touched – many more than they had, certainly. Places where the land was destroyed by titanic battles between powerful pokemon and species, ravaged and left poisoned by Muk and burnt until nothing was left save charred glass by some titanic creature.

Few wild pokemon could match a trained one, but over the course of millions of years it was a given monsters of such a caliber that they could lay waste to the land itself would arise independent of Legends…although armed with his experience, Ash suspected that the Legends had more than a little involvement.

He’d even met a few of the ancient, wonderful creatures possessing of unearthly power: the Clefable that acted as Guardian of the Moon Stone, the First’s Rhydon that could tear down mountains, old Chinatsu who bore Fire on her back, the Slowking of Shamouti.

Others had to be out there somewhere in the wild places of the world.

But yes, there were many of those wild places. Places humans could find no value in, where even pokemon fled from as though there were a wound far greater than the mere physical damage gaping. Places where pokemon had learned to hate and fight the strange interlopers in their affairs who cleared away nature for their own use.

The Dark World, however, was unique. Though it bore traces of the lands humans had reached and balked from, it was strange and unearthly and wrong in a way no others were.

And Ash would rather avoid that if possible. He had enough trouble with the natural forces of the world, let alone whatever had decided to make the Dark World its home.

He sighed and glanced up from his troubled thoughts. Birch was content to let him examine the map to its fullest. Probably eager to see him marvel over the shiny new technology and eat his previous words.

Not that he would. Mewtwo’s technology really was better…even if it had probably achieved its success by toying with the laws of physics like a Meowth with a ball of yarn.

Still, he took advantage of the opportunity to keep glancing over the map. It really was…cool. Ash found it incredibly interesting to see what looked like a real-time map of the world, judging from how there were great masses of white cloud all over the screen. It was still simple to pick out the land, especially since most political regions were filled in with color superimposed over the landscape, but he liked watching the clouds crawl across the seas and lands at a pace so slow it was almost impossible to notice.

Since Birch looked to be busy – he was playing on his own PokeNav and considering how fast his fingers were moving he was either typing frantically or playing a game – Ash continued his survey.

From the northern edge of the Shield of Mew a line of short mountains jutted up in a straight line until they met their greatest at the mighty shape of Mt. Coronet, which towered far above almost any others on the world map. It was incredibly easy to pick out, and not just because he knew where it was unlike some of the other important locations he’d found on the map.

Most of the mountains that shot north from the Dark World were claimed by the Ranger Union, which acted as the last barrier between the southern regional Leagues and the northern League of Sinnoh.

The Ranger Union was made up of the regions of Oblivia, Fiore, and Almia. Ash didn’t know much about it – they were rather secretive and although there had been a fair amount of trade with them in decades past, they’d closed off their borders in the recent years.

Mostly he just knew that they didn’t use pokeballs, had a highly successful relationship with their native pokemon, possessed a relatively small population with an overall high level of technology, had harsh laws in place for people that tried to abuse or poach pokemon, and were content in their relative isolation.

Not that they had a hard time keeping it that way. Their northern border with Sinnoh they’d essentially allocated to pokemon preservation, leaving it incredibly difficult to get through since the land was entirely untamed. They were only exposed to their east and west thanks to the shores of Almia and Fiore, respectively. Oblivia just consisted of an archipelago off the west coast of Fiore.

Fiore and Almia were divided by the mountains that linked the Shield of Mew and Mt. Coronet. Almia was to the east and claimed a volcanic island and another medium sized landmass that looked completely undeveloped except for a few dots of civilization on the west coast marked by the holographic map.

The Ranger Union wasn’t very large – altogether the three regions were only about the size of Kanto or Johto. It was only six hundred miles east to west as well as north to south according to the map…although he supposed counting the rest of the landmass it owned off the coast of Almia would probably bump it up to a thousand at least.

Next he looked to Sinnoh, isolated from most of the world except for Oblivia, Fiore, and Almia for almost its entire history thanks to the Dark World carving the Eastern Continent in half for time immemorial.

It dwarfed the Ranger Union, just its mainland being almost half as large again as the alliance of the three smaller regions and the small landmass where the League was focused in Sinnoh adding another few hundred square miles on top of that.

Sinnoh had been mostly unified for thousands of years and had a rich history and culture as a result. Mt. Coronet was capable of being navigated on the lower levels without much danger and it didn’t completely cleave the region in two like it did Fiore and Almia, granting much easier travel between the east and west.

He actually knew a decent bit about Sinnoh’s history, myths, and legends…and not just of the Legendaries, either. His mother always had an obsession with them and had always loved lulling him to sleep with stories of its greatest heroes and infamous children: the God-King said to have pierced the Shield and conquered his way down to Rota before stopping or the Knights of Uxie who safeguarded the Great Library of Canalave before it was seared away in a razing of the city centuries ago.

Those were old, very old.

His personal favorite however – the one he vaguely remembered badgering his mother about all the time so he could hear them again, although that had been so long ago it took effort to recall – was probably of Calanthia.

Calanthia was the first Champion of Sinnoh, the woman who gathered the region together during one of its brief periods of internal strife about eight hundred years ago according to his mother. She cast aside the old kingdom and, inspired by stories of the Indigo League, shaped a government in its image that still stood proudly today.

She was the Lily of Sinnoh – the one who the Sinnoh League was named after – and his mother had instilled her fascination with that history into her young son, although as Ash grew up he got bored with the stories and much preferred pokemon instead.

He smiled slightly at that and focused back on the map.

Sinnoh was the northern edge of the Eastern Continent so he glanced to the west. Thousands of miles to the west of the farthest reaches of the Dark World stood the Western Continent, home to Unova and Kalos and a handful of other minor regions that hadn’t amassed the same level of power.

Ash really didn’t know anything about it. Just a little about the troubled history between the East and West before their current good relationship had come about and even that hadn’t been focused on in school. Pallet Town’s schools stressed science and practical knowledge mostly, with geography and history being an afterthought.

He wouldn’t even have been able to find Unova on the map if it weren’t shaded a light brown. It didn’t stand out like a lot of the other major regions – it wasn’t on a peninsula, or a piece of land that jutted out. Unova was tucked quietly into the Western Continent’s southeastern coast and was only marked from the rest by its huge, dividing rivers that reached hundreds of miles inland.

Kalos was easy to find with its distinctive shape. It was almost two thousand miles away from Unova, although thanks to Unova and Kalos’ pasts there were plenty of minor regions connecting them. The star-shaped region was actually closer to Indigo than Unova – they were actually believed to have been connected at one point since Kanto faced east to the great sea and Kalos faced west.

That was one interesting geographical fact he’d learned in Pallet. They’d been studying the surprising similarity in pokemon population as well as fossil finds. He’d even gotten to see a computer model about how it all worked.

“Okay, I think it’s decided that this map is way cooler than anything Indigo has!” Professor Birch interrupted with a grin, tapping the Hoenn portion of the map with his pointer and middle finger and pinching, pulling the region into focus. “I could practically see the gears turning in your head…far be it from me to say anyone can think too much, but I think you were getting there.”

Ash smiled slightly and shrugged. He leaned forward onto the table and examined the map with interest…it was fascinating to see just how much detail had been revealed.

He traced his fingers above the two massive mountains that jutted out noticeably from the holographic representation of the small continent that was Hoenn. Both dominated one side of the landmass: Mt. Chimney claimed the west, Mt. Pyre the east.

Neither could match the great peak of Mt. Silver, which split two regions each a bit larger than Hoenn’s mainland in twain, but they stood out quite a bit on Hoenn’s landscape. It was rocky and ridged in most areas, but it didn’t have too many mountains.

There was the subaquatic range that clustered to create the archipelago, but the mainland didn’t have claim to that many.

Those twins had quite a bit more significance than the minor bumps and crevasses that dotted the rest of the region, of course.

Mt. Chimney basically dominated the mainland’s climate, with several of the main cities circling nearby it or the mountain range that trailed the volcano like the spine of the earth. Cynthia had said it was the only volcano for hundreds of miles, the nearest ones existing isolated in the great oceans, Orange and Sevii Islands, and Kanto.

Of course, given what he knew about Mt. Ember and the Shamouti volcano now, Mt. Chimney might be the only natural volcano for a much larger range. He was just a bit spotty on geography.

Mt. Pyre was mostly a cultural force. He’d heard a lot of weird things about it and the ancient site was known to be home to one of the largest concentrations of ghosts outside Lavender. It was to the point that psychics had trouble distinguishing the past, present, and future and could have some very strange expression of their power.

Naturally he wanted to visit. He’d wanted a ghost for a long time and if he couldn’t find one at Mt. Pyre then he clearly wasn’t meant to get one at all.

“Okay, so the mainland’s relatively similar in size to Kanto or Johto. It’s where most of the cities are based,” Professor Birch pointed out. Ash nodded as the Professor then waved his hand at the absolutely massive archipelago surrounding the mainland in all directions, although most of it was focused to the south and east. “With the outer islands and the archipelago we’re actually the largest political region in the world, even bigger than Indigo!”

“Obviously a lot of those islands aren’t inhabited by humans,” the Professor stated. Ash saw where this was going but stayed silent so the burly man could make his point – from the wide grin on Professor Birch’s face he was clearly enjoying this. “Which makes it a little easier to govern our people…but when most of our territory is unclaimed by anyone it means that we’ve got a lot of issues to deal with out in the isles and it takes most of our resources to root out fugitives and criminal syndicates that want to try and make it big…that’s not even mentioning the poachers that come in from pretty much everywhere to seek out pretty unprotected targets.”

He glanced at the map…it really was mostly islands. The mainland and the primary islands that the League based their Gyms out of dominated but there were so many tiny dots that he could see where the trouble came from.

“So basically it’s easier to just get trainers to do the boring stuff,” Ash commented. Birch grinned and agreed with a thumb’s up.

“Exactly!” Birch cheered. “I mean, maybe a quarter of those islands are inhabited. Maybe. So we put most Rangers there and rely on helpful trainers that want to make money to do the rest…well, anything that isn’t too important. And even then we make exceptions from time to time if they’re proven trustworthy. Or a League member who wants some extra cash can pick it up. We aren’t very picky. We don’t have enough recruits to protect every bit of our own region so we can’t really afford to be.”

The burly man eyed Ash. “From what I’ve heard, you basically got into that position with Indigo. You know how profitable it can be.”

“Well, it got me a job,” Ash shrugged. “So I guess it’s alright.”

“Alright, he says,” the Professor shook his head. “Guess we’ve got different opinions on the pay check, then. Oh well! Guess you won’t care at all about my job then!”

“I really don’t care that much about the money,” he shook his head. “I have plenty of that as is…not that I’ll turn down more. So why is it you need me to give this disk to Roxanne?”

“Normally I’d just send it digitally or entrust it to a League courier, but this has more information on the Legendaries,” Birch explained seriously. “We try not to leave any evidence of this research existent except for secure servers…we’ve probably got half the world’s Porygon protecting these files while they’re in use. So no digital transmission is allowed.”

Ash signified his understanding with a quick dip of his head. That attitude reminded him quite a bit of Blaine’s paranoia. He idly wondered if the old Fire Master was involved – it wasn’t like he had much else to be doing since he was just holed up in his inn the rest of the time.

“So what’s on this one,” he asked, curious as to what Birch had managed to find.

Birch frowned for a few moments before relenting. “Nothing too important – Samuel’s a slave driver with this project, so it’s pretty much anything out of the ordinary I detected. I really just needed to give the old man something and I thought that Roxanne’s people might get at least some use out of the data…maybe not anything to do with the oncoming apocalypse, but maybe real science.”

“What exactly are you doing with the project?” Ash cocked his head curiously, staring at the Professor. He remembered a little bit of what Oak had told him but he’d like to hear it from Birch himself. Might be a bit more interesting.

“Not much, all things considered,” Birch shrugged. He relaxed, ready to talk freely now. “I’m basically looking at what the Legendaries have done to the environment and the pokemon around him. It’s not like I have that much to work with – Champion Lance requisitioned almost all of our Castform to run damage control and restore weather patterns back to a stable state after the Zapdos, Mewtdwo, and Shamouti incidents. It’s not perfect, but at least we won’t have too many issues in the upcoming years.”

“Really all I’m doing right now is investigating reports of unusual pokemon migration and going over accounts from each of the previous incidents – I’ve actually read quite a few of your statements,” Birch grinned at Ash. “Fascinating stuff. It’s like reading a movie script!”

Ash frowned slightly at that, not really liking that for obvious reasons. The Professor seemed to pick up on Ash’s darkening mood – his slight scowl might have had something to do with that – and coughed awkwardly before moving on.

“Anyways, I mostly see how their influence on the weather has affected pokemon,” Birch continued a bit more quickly than before. “It’s not too surprising – electric-types went to Zapdos and fire and ice-types congregate around Moltres and Articuno, respectively. The increase in power and mood change is more interesting to me, but I don’t really have anything concrete on that as of this moment!”

“The Mewtwo and Shamouti incidents are a bit more interesting, though!” Birch chirped – Ash almost recoiled at the noise that a man as huge as Birch really shouldn’t make. “There was an incredible migration from all over the world to Shamouti – pokemon of all types started moving there. Well, psychics tended to avoid it like the plague but they’re the exception.”

Birch frowned and tapped a pen to his bearded chin – Ash decided not to say anything when he realized that Birch mixed up the sides and was basically scribbling all over his face with black ink.

The interns that would have to clean up his mess might appreciate it.

“I was actually a bit surprised with the migration reports from some of my researchers working in Kanto at the time of the Mewtwo incident,” the burly man sighed. “I’d hoped to see that psychics would attempt to rush to the scene as they had with Zapdos. I can’t fathom why they wouldn’t.”

“Really?” Ash raised an eyebrow as he stared at Birch. A great power smirked in the back of his head. “None at all? You can’t think of a single reason why they wouldn’t want to be there?”

“No!” Birch complained and idly spun around in his chair, still tapping his pen to his face as he fell deep into thought. “Mew and Mewtwo, two of the most powerful psychic Legendaries that we have confirmed the existence of, should have drawn psychics there like a Dustox to flame.”

Ash sighed and opened his mouth to explain why exactly psychics wouldn’t want to be around the maelstrom of fear and hate and power that was Mewtwo but thought better of it.

It probably wouldn’t matter anyway. Professor Oak understood and could explain it to Birch if he really didn’t get it for whatever reason.

He smoothed out his features once he noticed Birch looking at him oddly and managed to relax.

“Everything alright?” Birch frowned at him. “You looked pretty weird there for a minute.”

“I’m fine,” Ash grunted,. “Just thinking is all.”

“I never thought I’d say this but you might need to stop thinking so much,” the bearded Professor snorted. “If you keep it up you might bust an artery before you’re thirty. You might want to check in with Indigo and see if they have a psychic that could help you chill out.”

“I’m fine,” Ash repeated. His fingers itched towards his team’s pokeballs – they were the ones he wanted to be with right now. “Is there anything else you need? My friend’s probably wanting to know where I am.”

Birch shrugged and slipped back into a more professional demeanor, which Ash was grateful for. “Not really. Thanks for helping out, Ash. I’ll get the payment into your account once the job’s done.”

Ash nodded and turned to leave when the Professor spoke up. “Actually, can I see your PokeNav? I’d like you to be able to contact me if you need anything or find anything relevant to our research on the Legendaries.”

“Of course,” he quickly handed his PokeNav to Professor Birch, who simply scanned it with his own before he gave it back. “I’ll be sure to contact you if I find anything.”

“Thank you, Ash,” the Professor nodded. Ash watched him – it was odd how easily he drifted between his two demeanors. “The Ever Grande League greatly appreciates your help.”

Ash dipped his head back before he turned to leave.

He really, really needed to relax.
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Later that night he realized he really, really should have stayed with Professor Birch if he didn’t want to clear his head.

Oh, he didn’t mind the family they were staying with that much. Caroline was a nice woman and reminded him a bit of his own mother, if a bit calmer and about a decade older. She was probably nearing her forties at this point if the slight lines and the beginnings of wrinkles on her face were anything to go by.

The daughter, May if he remembered right, was polite, although she didn’t really talk to Ash much. She was much more interested in Daisy, who seemed to know her pretty well already if the way they carried on an animated conversation he could barely keep track of was anything to go by.

No, the reason he wasn’t able to relax was the very, very enthusiastic six year-old that had basically been attached to him since he’d stepped through the door. Ash didn’t mind that much but it would have been nice to relax.

“—so why did you release your Kingdra to take down the Dragonite? I bet you could have won if you’d done that!” Max questioned. Ash barely listened to him at this point and took a few moments to answer what must have been the hundredth question the boy had asked him in the two hours he’d been here.

“At the moment I wanted to take down Dragonite first and foremost,” he explained tiredly. Aron, who’d crawled up in his lap and settled down quite comfortably, warbled up at him and licked his shirt, easily wearing through a patch of it with his rough tongue. Ash grinned and ignored the damage to his clothing so he could pat the steel-type. “With hindsight I would have done it different, but I thought Torrent would handle Dragonite with no problem and be able to match almost anything that came out next.”

“Huh,” Max looked at him for a moment behind his thick glasses. “So why’d you do it if you know you shouldn’t have now?”

Ash blinked and decided not to address the boy’s odd logic. “Well, it’s different being in a battle than watching one. What seems right at the time might seem dumb later, no matter how good you are. It’s easy to make stupid mistakes when there’s that much attention on you.”

Max squinted at him. “I don’t get it.”

“Think of it like a test,” Ash pat Aron’s head and steadfastly ignored the fact that he couldn’t feel his legs anymore. He could address that in a few minutes. For now he just enjoyed being close to his newest brother-in-arms. “You’re in school now, right?”

“Of course I am!” Max declared. “I’m the smartest in my class!”

“I bet you are,” he muttered under his breath. “Well, I’m sure you’ve looked back on a test and seen something you got wrong that you knew how to do.”

“Not really,” the boy grinned up at him. “I get everything right!”

Ash frowned. “Well, it happens. Think of a time when you thought you did something completely right but it turned out to be wrong.”

“Oh, like that time I pet my daddy’s Slakoth the way Brendan showed me but it still bit me!” Ash’s self-proclaimed number one fan exclaimed. He quickly showed Ash the scar that hadn’t completely faded from the angry red it had originated as. “See! Isn’t is cool?”

“Yes,” Ash allowed as he glanced at it. That really was a nasty wound, although the fact it was on a small boy definitely made it look worse than it was. And that was probably just a nip from the Slakoth too. If Max had actually made it angry he’d more than likely be missing a hand or not speaking to Ash right now. Slakoth were very lazy, but they had a nasty temper if something managed to actually infuriate them. “What’d you do?”

“Well, Brendan said I should get down and blow in its face and pet its nose and stuff if I wanted to be friends with it!” Max pouted. “Slakoth didn’t like that and I didn’t see Brendan for a while after that.”

Ash blinked. “You probably shouldn’t listen to Brendan.”

“That’s what my parents said,” Max agreed. “But he’s really smart! He knows more than anyone!”

“Even Professor Birch?”

“Especially Professor Birch!” Max told him seriously. “I saw Professor Birch get peed on by a Poochyena once when he was taking a nap. Nobody smart would let that happen!”

That got Ash’s attention. He turned to actually look at Max and raised a black eyebrow curiously. “Oh really?”

“Yeah!” Max grinned. He glanced over to the table where Daisy, Caroline, and May were all sitting. Ash snorted when he watched May flush red and bury her face in her hands from something Daisy giggled out – it looked like Daisy and Caroline were teaming up on the girl. “My mom doesn’t like me telling people but if you showed me one of your pokemon…”

Ash rolled his eyes and picked out Tangrowth’s pokeball. He was definitely the friendliest – well, maybe now he was tied with Aron, who was eying the nearby lamp hungrily – and definitely had the patience.

Dazed or Bruiser would probably be his next choice but they’d either be irritated by Max after a few minutes or just get bored and ignore him. Bruiser wouldn’t want to be released unless Seeker was out as well, which he would rather not do in the home. Seeker would just be stressed out, especially since only Aron and Sneasel were released.

“Oh wow!” Max exclaimed as Tangrowth materialized, drawing in the whole room’s attention. The girls just smiled at his exuberance and Daisy introduced them to the grass-type, who sent a few friendly vines their way to happily shake their hands. “I watched all of your battles! You have a 5-3 record in the Indigo Conference and always took down at least one opponent each battle! James Sage said he counted you as one of the strongest members of Ash’s team and integral in each battle you fought in when he was reviewing the Indigo Conference!”

Tangrowth blinked and stared at the boy, obviously having no idea about anything he’d just said. His big round eyes turned to Ash, who just shrugged. The grass-type gurgled in distress at that, having almost never encountered something that Ash couldn’t explain to him.

“Can you show me your Ancient Power! Apparently Tangrowth are really well-adapted for that and I want to see it in person!” Max rambled on, inching closer and closer to Tangrowth until he was almost on top of the grass-type. “You’re obviously an impressive specimen and we don’t really need that neighborhood anyway! It’s perfect! What do you think?”

Ash grinned and held one of Tangrowth’s vines as it raced over to him, hoping to feel better if he was holding onto the trainer. Another brushed over Aron affectionately. The steel-type warbled happily and gently headbutted it.

It looked like Tangrowth had finally met his match.

Tangrowth himself leaned back from Max, who’d begun to inspect the grass-type with a critical eye and muttered to himself every few seconds. A constant whine emanated from deep within the shell of vines and his eyes were narrowed in discomfort as Max roughly grabbed one of his arms and examined it.

“Huh, it really is rubbery. Would it hurt if I yanked it off?”

At that Tangrowth actually bounced away from the boy and huddled close to Ash, who patted his friend affectionately before he handed Aron off to Tangrowth. By that he meant he politely asked his friend to hold onto Aron for a while since Ash wasn’t anywhere near strong enough to lift the young steel-type off of him with his own strength.

“Alright, that’s enough,” he sighed as he stood up, looking at Tangrowth gratefully when his friend kindly supported him with a few vines when it looked like he was about to fall thanks to his bloodless legs. “He needs a quick break.”

“I just wanted to know,” Max sulked.

“And you found out,” Ash replied. A slight grin fell over his features and he cocked his head at the boy. “If I remember right you were going to tell me about Professor Birch and that Poochyena…”

“Oh yeah!” Max’s eyes lit up. “Well…”
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“So how’d you get that scar on your face?” Max poked the length of ropy tissue. Ash winced and lightly pushed Max’s finger away before Tangrowth could do it instead. “You didn’t have it during the Conference. It’s not on those magazine pictures I have on my wall.”

Ash blinked and decided to just avoid the whole issue of Max having pictures of him on his wall altogether.

Wait, there were pictures of him in magazines?

“So where’d you get it?” The boy asked again, looking like he wanted to poke Ash again. “It looks really cool!”

“I got a little too close to a temperamental ice-type,” Ash scowled at the memory of rushing through the subzero temperature of the Blizzard on Plume’s back. The shield breaking, the razor of ice that carved through his skin until it scratched the bone, that sensation of his gut rising as he fell through the snowstorm…it wasn’t something he enjoyed recalling.

“Which one? You must have been in Kanto…wait, don’t tell me!” Max cut Ash off. “Was it a Seel? Dewgong? Jynx, maybe? No, they’re usually friendly. Wait, was it that Sneasel of yours! Their claws can punch through a half-inch of steel if they’re trained right! It would cut through your face no problem I bet.”

Sneasel, who was currently purring on Daisy’s lap while she rubbed his soft belly – Ash still wasn’t sure how she did that without losing a finger – snapped to attention and snarled at Max then, not taking kindly to the accusation.

“I mean it totally wasn’t your Sneasel!” Max cried as he tried to run and hide behind Tangrowth, who leaned away from the boy as far as he could. Tangrowth still eyed him suspiciously and tucked his arms underneath his cloak of vines. “It would never do anything like that!”

“He,” Ash corrected as Sneasel simmered down. Moments later the dark-type was reduced to a puddle of purring fur as Daisy calmed him down with just a well placed touch.

Max frowned. “Why does it matter?”

“Because Sneasel is a he,” Ash said firmly. “Not an it.”

“Huh,” Max frowned, looking like Ash had just unveiled some sort of ancient knowledge to him.

“Sweetie, I think that’s enough,” Caroline suddenly stood over them. She smiled softly and picked Max up despite his protests and glanced over to Ash. “Thanks for spending some time with him, Ash! Thank him, Max.”

Max finally gave up on trying to wriggle his way out of his mother’s vice grip and nodded. “Thanks, Ash!”

“You’re welcome,” he nodded and plastered a slight smile on his face. “I’m happy to help.”

“Well, I think it’s about time for this little guy to go to bed!” Caroline cooed at her son, who protested about being treated like a baby in front of Ash Ketchum. “Nuh uh, no whining! I won’t give you your night night kiss if you act up!”

Ash grinned as Max blushed a bright red and tried to hide face in his mother’s shoulder. “Mom!”

“Let’s go get you all tucked in,” Caroline kissed Max’s forehead with a slight smirk. “I don’t my little Wurmple acting all fussy in the morning!”

At that Max just gave up and looked like he was doing his best to curl up and collapse into a singularity of embarrassment and Ash snorted softly. Tangrowth gurgled happily as Caroline took Max out of the room, winking before she left.

She really did remind him of his own mother, although Ash wasn’t sure if his mom would be quite that cruel.

“All better, buddy?” Ash grinned at his friend. Tangrowth finally let his arms out and wriggled them around wildly, like he was checking to make sure they were still there. At last he bent his whole body forward in a nod and gurgled happily before he bounced over to Daisy and May, carrying a delighted Aron in his vines along the way.

“Ash, get over here!” Daisy grinned as she summoned him. Ash sighed and walked over. He crossed his arms and watched Daisy warily, not sure what she was up here. “Take a seat.”

He took the one closest to Tangrowth, who was considerate enough to pull the wooden chair out for him with a quick shift of his vines. Ash grinned at his friend and patted one of the extensions affectionately, which got him a gleeful gurgle and Aron elevated into his face as a reward. Ash took a moment to pat his new friend before he turned to an amused Daisy, who looked to have started brushing Sneasel.

“Okay, this is a very important issue. I think it’ll do you a lot of good to hear this,” his friend smiled angelically at him. Ash stared at her, not sure where she was going with this but relatively certain he wouldn’t be a fan. “You see, May here is conflicted.”

He spared the brown-haired girl a glance. She looked distinctly uncomfortable under his stare and Daisy’s grin and shifted awkwardly in her seat.

“May is standing at the crossroads of her destiny,” Daisy continued solemnly. She clasped her hands together and stared unflinchingly at May, who seemed like she was about to crawl under the table. It probably didn’t help when Tangrowth joined in with his saucer-like eyes or when the grass-type decided to move Aron to where he was less than a foot away from her cheek and watching her every move curiously.

“Oh really?” Ash raised an eyebrow, going along with Daisy’s antics. “And what would the roads lead to?”

“A good question. Thank you, Ashy!” Daisy winked at him. Ash just snorted. “May has decided to embrace the true, sacred path of a trainer and join our ranks. But she is conflicted. Her spirit is uncertain.”

Ash decided to keep playing and stared unblinkingly at May. She blushed when she saw him looking and instantly turned away, refusing to meet the eyes of any of the people staring at her.

Tangrowth moved Aron closer – Ash had to quickly reach over to tap the steel-type before he could lick May’s cheek and probably leave quite the mess for Ash to deal with.

He doubted she or Caroline would appreciate a few layers of her skin getting ripped off by a tongue evolved for stripping rock away from metal.

His mother certainly wouldn’t have.

“What is she torn between?”

“Though she walks the true path, this young one finds herself tempted by the uncultured brutes that take the Road of Battle,” Daisy sniffed imperiously, sparing Ash a smirk as May steadfastly refused to look at either of them to show she was just joking. “Terrible influences surround her and she knows not the appeal of Coordinating, though I have done my best to show her the true way tonight. She finds it beautiful, but has refused to follow my fantabulous example!”

“Maybe she wants to be strong instead of putting on fancy light shows,” Ash smirked. Daisy rolled her eyes at that. “It’s worked out pretty well for me.”

Daisy sighed sympathetically, as though she pitied Ash. “Oh, you poor soul. I shouldn’t have left your life when I did. You were corrupted into a poor, fashion-challenged barbarian when you could have been walking in my footsteps as a proud Contest Champion.”

“Yes, I’m sure my life would be perfect if you’d let me tag along with you on your journey,” Ash rolled his eyes. He almost wanted to tell her that they’d all be the slaves of a psychic clone if he had but figured that might take a bit more explaining than he cared for…and Lance probably wouldn’t appreciate it. “I think getting to be on the Elite Four just about makes up for it, though.”

“You pulled that card early,” Daisy rolled her eyes. “Don’t know what else I expected.”

Ash raised an eyebrow. “Didn’t you just say that you’re a Contest Champion?”

“Shush!” Daisy put a finger over her lips. “I’m a girl. I don’t have to make sense to you. But you…” the Oak shook her head in faux disappointment. “I expected better, Ash. I mean, arguing with a girl? I know for a fact your mother and I taught you better than that!”

He snorted. “Maybe if you’d stuck around longer those lessons would have sunk in.”

Daisy gasped and put her hand over her heart, bowing her head silently. Her shoulders started shaking and Ash had just started to feel a tad guilty for thoughtlessly throwing that at her before he realized she was actually laughing.

Annoyed, he sat back and folded his arms as he waited for her to stop.

“Gotcha!” Daisy crowed, looking up before she relaxed again. “Oh, don’t look at me like that! You know it was funny…that really was a low blow though.”

Ash just shook his head and sighed.

Sometimes he wondered which of them was really the twelve year-old.

“Anyways, if you decide to focus on battling instead of being a beautiful, graceful Coordinator you’ll turn out like baby Ashy here,” Daisy redirected her focus to May, who’d been staring at Ash nonstop since she heard his announcement. “No, don’t be impressed by him! Join me! Aside from having way better hair, I can show you how to be friends with your new family in a way that doesn’t involve blowing stuff up.”

“Now where’s the fun in that?” Ash challenged, grinning at Daisy. She rolled her eyes and mouthed something that looked suspiciously like ‘boys’ before she turned back to May, who’d hesitantly made some strange squeak that might have been an attempt at initiating conversation.

May finally spoke. “…please, can I wait? I still have a whole year left.”

“Well, I guess so. I wouldn’t want to make you uncomfortable,” Daisy said pleasantly. Ash winced – he could practically hear the honey in her voice. She was way too good at that.

“Thanks,” May said gratefully, finally looking like she wasn’t going to pass out from embarrassment. Of course, she did yelp when she turned to look at Ash and found Aron inches away, staring at her curiously with his big blue eyes. Ash just barely hid a smirk before the surprised girl regained her composure. “Well, it’s getting late and I think my Mom wanted us to go to the Conference to meet my dad pretty early so I’ll just be leaving now –”

“No, please stay for a little longer,” Daisy smiled softly. May froze and looked at Daisy, who’d leaned forward and rested her chin on her hands as she examined the girl closer. “Ash, can you step closer to her?”

He did as she asked, mentally preparing himself for whatever little bout of embarrassment she was going to try to leave them with as a parting shot. Ash had spent enough time around Daisy this past week to know her that well.

“Hmm, I was right,” Daisy muttered to herself. She whispered a few more nothings as she glanced between the two and finally said something to Sneasel under her breath, causing the little dark-type to snicker.

“Right about what?” May asked clueless. Ash had just enough time to groan, “No, don’t!” before Daisy let a mischievous smile play over her lips.

“You two would make an adorable couple!” She giggled and flipped open her PokeDex, smiling beautifully at the unfazed Ash while May stammered and blushed. “Should I tell Lisia she has some competition?”

May blinked. “You know Lisia?”

“Yep!” Daisy winked, letting her joke fade away. “Perks of being a Coordinator, you know? I could introduce you to her if you want…”

Ash let himself smile slightly as May leaned forward, star-struck.

Looked like Daisy had found her opening.
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“Now that we’re on the mainland, do you want to start walking?” Daisy directed to him as they stood together at Littleroot’s gates. She had her pack shouldered and looked strangely chipper for the early hour. Ash didn’t exactly hate getting up early, but he was out of the habit. “We’ve just got two days together after this and I think it’ll be fun! That’s plenty of time to get to Petalburg.”

“Sure,” Ash shrugged. Plume would be a bit disappointed but he’d release her so she could stretch her wings regardless. The rest of his friends would appreciate it, though, so he supposed it balanced out. “It’ll be nice to stretch our legs for once.”

Daisy agreed with a soft smile and set off, leaving Ash to sigh in annoyance before he caught up to her.

“I’ve missed this,” Daisy said quietly to herself. Ash let his eyes glance over to her but otherwise didn’t acknowledge her. “Feels like it’s been forever since I just walked on my own two feet…I’m going to have to do this more often!”

“Will you get a chance anytime soon?” Ash asked after a few moments. He idly traced his friends’ pokeballs, trying to decide which he would release first…he’d rather not have all of them out so they didn’t squabble amongst themselves too much. “What are you even doing in Petalburg? You said something about your Coordinator friends if I remember right…”

“Yep! It’s been ages since I’ve seen some of them and it’s going to be great!” The slim girl beside him chirped. “Lisia can’t make it, unfortunately, but a lot of the other Hoenn Coordinators I know will! We’re just getting together for some practice before the Contest season starts next month…plus we get to scout out the competition, of course.”

Ash smirked. “Not that you need to worry about any of them, of course.”

“Of course!” Daisy agreed easily. “I mean, I am one of the most accomplished Coordinators in the world, after all. I’m a bit rusty after rummaging around in Sinnoh last year but my team’s only gotten better! This upcoming season’s going to be a blast!”

“Naturally,” Ash snorted at her enthusiasm. “I just hope mine will be half as good.”

“I’m sure it will be,” the teenager smiled. “I mean, my second year was probably my favorite year of training. Everything was still pretty new, but I knew the basics and could actually have fun! Plus that was when I got into Coordinating seriously and figuring all of that out was a blast!”

He nodded. Well, that made sense at least.

“You know, you could stick around for a bit longer if you want!” Daisy glanced over him. “I’ll be in Petalburg for a few days and I could introduce you to some of my friends. They’d probably be interested in meeting you. Maybe not interested in sticking around once they get to know you, but meeting you would be fine.”

“Thanks a lot,” Ash smiled slightly at her jab. He took just a moment to release a few of his friends – Nidoking, Plume, Torrent, Dazed, Tangrowth, Oz, and Aron – so they could get some fresh air. “But no, I’m afraid I can’t. I need to spend the next two weeks training before I meet up with the League member that’s going to hammer me into proper shape.”

“Oh! Of course!” The girl gasped. “I always forget you have an actual job now…wow, that’s a weird thought. Even I don’t have a real job.”

Ash shrugged as he reached over to pat Nidoking’s shoulder – his friend let out a pleased grunt and nudged into the touch. “At least I know I’m not a deadbeat like you.”

“Ouch!”

“I learned from the best,” he let a soft smirk twist onto his lips.

“That you did,” his friend agreed before she cast her gaze up into the sky and frowned. “Should Tangrowth be doing that?”

Ash followed her eyes and sighed when he saw what Tangrowth was doing: the grass-type decided that now was a great time to pick Aron up, extend his vines almost as far as they could go, and throw him up as high as he could before he caught the heavy steel-type with almost careless ease.

It looked like it was going to be one of those days.
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“What do you think of Aron?” Ash asked as he leaned back against a hard tree. Nidoking was curled up beside him, eyes fierce as he scanned the surroundings for any potential threats. They’d been travelling on foot with Daisy for over a day now, but since they had made great time and were only a few hours away from Petalburg they’d decided to stop for the day and walk there in the morning.

He’d taken a much needed rest from…well, everyone. Every human, anyway.

Actually, he’d just count it as everyone that wasn’t part of his tight-knit family. That was probably more accurate.

Ash laughed when Nidoking’s heavy shoulders rose up in a slight shrug and watched raptly as his first friend set his eyes on the steel-type. Nidoking actually looked interested, which was a much better reaction than he’d had for the last member to join their team.

Currently Aron was charging Sneasel, who hissed and blurred away before he cast a gust of frozen air to further antagonize Aron. Not that Aron seemed to mind – he just warbled happily at the cold and shook his whole body to cast off the slight film of frost.

He couldn’t help but grin, the urge growing even stronger when he saw Tangrowth leap from a tree he’d climbed for whatever reason and snag Sneasel out of the air, wrapping the protesting dark-type close to him before Aron joined moments later.

“He’s certainly fitting in well,” Ash smiled. He eyed Oz, who was watching from the slight cover of the sparse trees that decorated the areas. She hesitated for a moment before slowly stepping toward the group hug Tangrowth had initiated. “Aron’s good for Oz. I think Sneasel likes him too.”

Nidoking chuffed lightly at the mention of Oz and eyed her warily. Ash had long since broken him of his blatant dislike for the Electabuzz but with the massive amounts of hormones pumping through his brain he was still having trouble letting go of the protective impulses that dominated him.

Honestly, Ash was just happy he’d managed this much. Deeper work could be done in time, just as all progress was.

He turned his eyes from the scene and turned back to Nidoking, who shifted his whole head to watch Ash. “It’ll be nice with it just the team again. Daisy’s nice, but it’s not the same.”

His friend grunted softly and tapped a blunt claw to Ash’s knee in agreement with that. Nidoking was paranoid enough already without counting in their companions.

“We’re going to have to make the most of this next two weeks,” he said seriously. Nidoking nodded and his ears twitched softly. “We have a lot of work to do before we can meet Steven – we won’t disappoint him.”

Nidoking’s eyes narrowed and a soft growl came from deep within his throat at that. The sound made the earth around them ripple like liquid and windy cracks emanated from where the poison-type’s claws tapped irritably.

Ash grinned and scratched behind his friend’s leathery ears, glad Nidoking was on the same page. They both had great memories of the week they’d spent with Steven on the way to Cerulean and the thought of disappointing the man who’d helped them so much was repelling.

“I have a few plans for all of you,” Ash continued. “Not a lot of specifics, but a few tactics or techniques that I think will be a huge help. I want you to complete Triad – I picked up the Flamethrower TM when my mom took me to the Department Store so I’ll get it to you once we head out to find a safe place to train.”

Nidoking nodded, eyes alit with glee as he pondered the possibilities. Ash had originally planned on getting Nidoking set up with Lance’s Fire Blast, Thunder, and Blizzard Triad technique, but he’d decided against it.

While that kind of firepower would be fantastic for his friend, it wasn’t necessary right now. Ash had plenty of raw, overwhelming power in the form of Torrent, Infernus, and hopefully Bruiser in the near future. Nidoking certainly wasn’t a slouch in that department – Ash thought he was right behind the two juggernauts of the team in power, ahead of Dazed and probably on par with Tangrowth.

No, Nidoking’s true strength rested in his versatility. He was prepared for any eventuality and could deal and take serious damage. His hide had only grown thicker since the Conference. His toxins were coming into their final maturity. His elemental abilities were rapidly growing in power.

He wasn’t more skilled with ice than Torrent or as maneuverable as Infernus or Dazed, but his jack-of-all-trades style worked wonders for him.

So once he was armed with his own version of Triad composed of a mixed Thunderbolt, Ice Beam, and Flamethrower he’d be set against almost any threat. Not much could stand up to even two of those and the combination of all three would be devastating.

They sat there pondering their future for a few moments, each trying to think of where to start. They had some time to think but Ash wanted to waste as little time as possible once they managed to find a training ground that could withstand the immense forces his team would unleash.

Nidoking interrupted him with a slight grunt and a jab of his horn at Aron, who looked to have managed to catch and tackle Sneasel after Tangrowth let them down. Sneasel was hissing furiously and slashing his claws in every direction he could as the steel-type contentedly laid on top of him, his great weight more than enough to lock Sneasel in place.

“General training,” Ash said, grinning at the scene. “I don’t even know where to begin with him…I just want him to be in decent shape by the time we get to Steven. He’ll be nowhere near the rest of the team, but at the very least he’ll have a solid foundation for Steven to work with.”

His friend nodded and let his black eyes shut, content to just lay there with Ash and listen to their surroundings.

Ash let Nidoking relax and withdrew his PokeDex. He almost wanted to slap himself for not scanning Aron sooner – that was just idiocy on his part. It had been much too long since he’d added a new member to his team if he’d slipped that much.

He discretely aimed the PokeDex at the content Aron, not wanting to disturb all of them as they played. Oz had even sat down next to the steel-type, growling at him every now and then and creating small showers of sparks once Aron warbled at her a few times, getting a delighted grunt from Aron and a groan from Sneasel.

“Aron, the Iron Armor Pokemon,” the PokeDex droned. Ash smiled at the cool, emotionless tones. It had been much too long since he’d heard it. “A pokemon that is clad in steel armor, it has a diet heavily composed of metal in order to form its shell. When it evolves it grows a new set of armor and eats the discarded set. Aron is known to eat from railroads in order to supplement its diet.”

“This Aron knows the moves: Mudslap, Metal Claw, Rock Tomb, and Protect. Its ability is Rock Head, which prevents the pokemon from taking serious damage from techniques that cause recoil.”

Ash nodded slowly at that, seeing plenty of ways he could work with Aron from there. Rock Head was just a little bonus from Aron’s physiology, which had evolved to withstand the serious force that it could carry in a charge. Otherwise it would get a serious concussion every time it hit something.

That’s all Abilities really were anyway: quirks of a pokemon’s biology that had developed in response to their evolutionary pathway. They just tended to have a lot of varied, unexpected use in battle and even civilian jobs if they and their trainer were clever enough.

Aron would primarily be a defensive fighter. He had a lot of offensive potential, of course, but that was generally focused on close quarters combat. If he was fighting a mobile or ranged enemy he’d need to have a lot of defensive abilities in order to draw them in close or wear them down.

He wouldn’t be winning any battles for speed – he was a lot like Nidoking in that way. When he got going he was surprisingly fast, but that was only good for a straight line. Aron wouldn’t be able to change direction fast enough to catch up to something fast like a Manectric, Mightyena…anything that wasn’t focused on charging, really.

But he didn’t need to be mobile. He actually fit perfectly into what Ash preferred in his fighters:

Environmental control.

Ash felt that if he could be said to have a specialty that would be it. That was what he favored in almost all of his friends’ combat styles. They were all great fighters, of course, but it was when they turned the environment itself against their opponents that they truly harnessed their potential.

Nidoking destroyed the earth with Earthquake, slowing them and letting him control their paths. He could open up chasms and rifts and leave them falling into a fissure if he so desired.

Torrent dominated the entire battlefield with Ice Storm and Draco Meteor, which made the entire area dangerous and sapped away their strength with frozen winds and sharp shards of ice.

Infernus…well, that was obvious. When he unleashed his power the area around him was almost uninhabitable, and that was before he started spewing flames from his cannons everywhere or calling up lava to leave the battlefield incredibly inhospitable to most opponents.

Tangrowth’s Ancient Power and vines left him the ultimate controller of the environment in Ash’s team. Infernus could just destroy everything – Tangrowth could shift rock and earth to prepare defenses, walls, weapons…anything he wanted. Then with his vines coming from almost every side to suck strength and bind limbs it made Tangrowth a truly dangerous foe.

Ash thought he’d showed that best in his battle against Grey’s Scolipede, where he’d managed to overcome the incredibly dangerous bug-type with creative use of Ancient Power.

Those were the strongest examples in his mind. The others either didn’t have the capacity to alter the field on that level or simply hadn’t reached that point. Or their styles had evolved to where they didn’t really need it.

Plume would reach that level eventually. Hurricane was a good start – hopefully she’d reach the same level of air manipulation as Lance’s dragons one day. She’d started work with it with Tailwind and mastering it, but she was just a learner at the moment.

Dazed was certainly an ideal one-on-one fighter, at least for regulated battles. In real fights he considered her more valuable as a sort of behind the scenes operator…one who could raise shields, alert him to what was going on, and teleport to wherever she needed to be at the moment – there was a reason psychics were so heavily used by the League.

Bruiser didn’t really have the elemental capacity to twist the environment to his advantage. He had overwhelming physical strength as his specialty and Ash was still working on ways to incorporate more extensive elemental use into his style, though he felt that he’d have to evolve first. The extra two arms and greater neural capacity required to maneuver them properly should give him a huge advantage in that department.

Seeker might be able to get to the point of Lance’s team’s abilities one day if she ever decided to train. With Plume helping her it was almost a certainty. She just had to want it.

Sneasel…well, Ash had been working on that for months now. He felt Sneasel was almost ready to start that training. Ash just wanted to check with Steven to see what his new mentor thought.

Oz didn’t have the power output she needed right now. Ash was thinking about incorporating some sort of environmental control – maybe Rain Dance – into her style once she’d evolved but she needed to increase her power first. It would be useless until that point.

It really wasn’t easy to perform techniques like Sandstorm, Rain Dance, and Sunny Day. Oh, the theory behind them wasn’t too hard. Almost any pokemon could accomplish it on a very, very small scale or for a short period of time.

But to actually bend the weather to your will took an incredible amount of raw energy that most pokemon couldn’t give.

That was why he hadn’t had Torrent use Rain Dance much. He’d essentially phased it out entirely at this point, although Ash felt like he was at the point where his friend could use it without much strain.

Really the only reason Torrent had ever managed to use it was because Kingdra were obscenely powerful pokemon. The moment they evolved their abilities increased exponentially, shaping even the youngest like Torrent into some of the strongest pokemon the ocean had to offer. Even as a young Kingdra Ash thought Torrent had more raw power at his disposal than almost any of his friends now – only Nidoking, Infernus, Tangrowth, and Bruiser in Rampage could harness that much energy if he was correct.

It wasn’t every water-type that could go head-to-head with a Gyarados and have an even chance of succeeding, after all.

Well, not quite even but close enough. It really came down to whether the Gyarados was able to get in close and swallow them or not. Even that was pretty excessive since they only really got into conflicts over territorial disputes and only the most stubborn or vicious of pokemon would consider death an acceptable end to that squabble.

He shook himself out of his distraction and came back to the topic at hand.

Torrent would probably make good use of Rain Dance at this point, especially with all of the water and humidity of Hoenn. If he was on the coast it would be child’s play to call up a storm and Ash made a mental note to try it out sometime soon.

Ash would be blatantly lying if he said he didn’t want to see Torrent at his most powerful – with the water behind him, not having to focus a good quarter of his strength on levitation, able to use all the power he had gained in the time since the Conference with impunity.

Friend-Trainer, I believe you will begin to experience increased an increased rate of salivation if you don’t restrain yourself. 

“Thank you, Dazed,” Ash grinned as she stepped out of the shaded woods behind him, eyes raised upward into a smile. She idly polished her crystal pendulum and it flashed a bright blue before Ash felt a slight pressure brush his face. “What would I do without you?”

I dare not consider the thought.

He grinned at that and closed his eyes, relaxed. Nidoking and Dazed were beside him and he feared nothing with them at their side. Most of the team were happily playing, Plume circled lazily above, and Infernus was safely in his pokeball and away from the many, many flammable materials around them.

“Where’s Torrent?” He asked after a moment. Ash didn’t open his eyes and just waited for Dazed to answer, resting an arm on Nidoking’s leathery hide as he did so. It had been much too long since he’d gotten to relax out under the sun with his family and he’d prefer if one of his oldest friends were with them.

She was silent for a moment and he imagined her eyes shut in deep contemplative focus.

I have gleaned from the Sentry that the Torrent rests in a pond not far from here. I believe he grew weary of…Its…pestering and decided to rest. The Torrent’s mind is giddy and I believe him to be basking in the adoration of the pond’s inhabitants. 

Ash snorted and let a slight smile twist over his lips. “I imagine there’s quite a few there to see him. I still remember how many turned up to watch his evolution back in Pallet.”

Nidoking raised his great head and nodded slightly at that, eyes cast months back into the past when they’d only just been coming into their strength. Torrent’s evolution was a milestone for the team and they all remembered it.

Indeed. I expect his vanity will outstretch the Sentry’s if he continues to meet so many admirers. 

“Plume’s not that bad,” Ash countered breezily, eyes still shut. “You should have seen her when we first started out…I’m pretty sure she thought the mirror was the greatest invention of all time.”

You cannot hear her thoughts as I do. 

Ash opened his mouth and closed it at that. Point taken. “Bruiser, then? I doubt he’s strayed too far if Seeker’s not with him.”

Meditating. His mind lies deep in thought and I would not disturb him. He ponders many things. 

He nodded and did not pursue the matter. Bruiser would have his peace and his privacy.

They were quiet for a long time yet, content just to be in one another’s presence. Nidoking’s mind was calm and Ash grinned at that – his friend could use that peace well. The gentle rise and fall of his friend’s brought a little surge of warmth to his chest, one that had nothing to do with the Feather bonded to his skin.

A slight drowsiness fell over him, growing stronger by the second. He saw a red glow, a familiar mental pressure that he gave into all too willingly.

Sleep, Friend-Trainer. Rest your weary mind. I shall wake you when you are needed. 
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“I guess this is it,” Daisy muttered and kicked up some of the dust that had drifted onto the sidewalk in front of the Contest Center in Petalburg. Eevee whined at that and leaned forward to lick Ash’s face, which he allowed with an easy laugh. “You sure you don’t want to stick around for a few more days? I’ve really enjoyed this past week, you know. It’s nice getting to see the man you’ve become, Ash.”

Heat surged in his chest at that and he had to struggle to avoid grinning wide enough to leave his face sore for the next day. “Thanks…it’s been fun, Daisy. I hope we run into each other again.”

“Yeah,” Daisy said softly. She reached out and squeezed Ash into a crushing hug and it was at that moment Ash realized that his friend really had learned everything from his mother. “Don’t go all crazy isolated elite trainer on me, alright? I’m expecting to hear from you at least once a week. I need to make sure you don’t get in too much trouble – I know you too well to expect you to stay out of it entirely!”

“I will,” Ash grinned and finally returned the hug a bit, feeling distinctly uncomfortable with this much contact. He wasn’t sure he liked being this close with anyone but his team. Daisy just seemed happy he hadn’t pushed her away, though, and squeezed him tightly one last time and made sure to get one last try at cracking a rib before she let him go. “I’ll try and come to one of your Contests.”

“Tell me if you have anything come up!” Her eyes lit up. The Oak’s voice slanted into a teasing lilt. “I want to see the big, bid Ash Ketchum in his element! I’ve got to admit that your Championship match was pretty impressive!”

“High praise,” he smiled lightly. “But thanks, Daisy. I appreciate it.”

She nodded back. “You’re welcome! But who knows? Maybe you’ll expand a bit beyond blowing stuff up, hmm?”

“I might give it a shot,” Ash grinned back. “But my specialty really is blowing stuff up. Or burning it. Or –”

“I think I get it,” Daisy giggled. Eevee’s tongue lolled out happily and he yipped at Ash, eyes flashing back to watching some of Ash’s team train. “Don’t worry, you’ve got Daisy Oak to help you out! I’ll make sure you don’t embarrass yourself!”

“We’ll see,” he smirked. His eyes caught a flicker of movement and caught a few teenagers around Daisy’s age pointing to her and trying to wave. “Looks like you have some admirers.”

“What?” She asked, turning around. “Oh! Well, those are my friends…guess I’d better go on in.”

Ash nodded, not really pleased to see her go. On one hand he was happy to be alone so he could do what he loved, but he’d enjoyed traveling with Daisy. It was nice getting to forge a connection with someone he should have known a lot better. She was kind and smart and if he was going to have to pick a human to travel with for longer she’d be pretty far up on the list.

“Bye, Daisy. Hope you have a good year.”

“Bye, Ash,” Daisy said quietly. She turned around before glancing back and pulling him into a quick one-armed hug that he returned a bit quicker this time. Daisy brushed a few strands of brown hair away from her slim face. “Take care of yourself, alright? I can’t know what all you’ll be up to, but I’m sure you’ll find trouble one way or another. Just make sure you come back to all of us at the end of it, okay?”

“I’ll stay safe,” Ash promised. He paused for a moment as Daisy nodded, satisfied, and favored him with one last smile before she turned to leave. “Steven Stone will be my teacher.”

She froze. “Huwha?”

“You heard me,” Ash said. “Don’t worry about me. I’m in good hands.”

“I think a former Champion leaves you in hands better than good,” Daisy shook her head, giggling a bit at the absurdity of it all. She turned around to beam at him, looking like a thousand pounds were just taken off her shoulders. “Thanks for telling me, Ashy. Okay, bye for real this time! Keep in touch!”

“Bye,” Ash waved her off, watching her go the one last time. Once she got to her friends he left, walking the streets of Petalburg on his lonesome.

He barely paid attention to his surroundings, not really in the mood for it. Ash avoided the people in front of him and that was it.

He wouldn’t be here long enough for it to matter.
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“Everyone listen up!” Ash said softly, still managing to silence each and every one of his teammates. He glanced over the row of pokemon, nodding to them in thanks for their patience.

It had taken a long time to find a suitable training spot even in the isolated Petalburg Woods. Plume had spent the better part of an hour searching before she’d reported back with an area deserted enough for them to inhabit without affecting the native pokemon.

Instead of treading through the Woods he’d decided to just fly on Plume’s back instead – he’d have time to explore in the upcoming two weeks, but it was too important for them to get started right now. They’d lost a week thanks to traveling with Daisy and he wanted to be at his best by the time they faced Steven.

“We’ve got a long two weeks ahead of us,” he began. Most of his friends looked eager at his pronouncement and Infernus’ fierce smirk very nearly made the part of the Feather that was Moltres recoil. “I’ll be working with all of you personally to start on your individual training regimens, but for today we’re going to just focus on getting back into shape.”

More shows of excitement and Ash couldn’t help his own grin from forming. Nidoking, who stood to his right, let out an amused chuff at that and let his massive tail pound lightly into the ground to return their focus to Ash.

“Thanks,” he nodded to his friend, who just dipped his head before returning to glance over the team. “For today, you’ll be working in pairs. I’ll have you cycle out to rest or work with another of us when necessary.”

Ash raised a finger for each pair he called out, helping to recall the list he’d memorized as he went over various scenarios.

“Nidoking and Aron, Plume and Torrent, Dazed and Oz, Infernus and Tangrowth, and Bruiser and Sneasel,” Ash counted off. He couldn’t help but smile slightly at the different reactions he got – Sneasel looked terrified and furious and all sorts of miffed, Infernus just looked annoyed, and Tangrowth had an uncharacteristically dark look in his saucer-like eyes. “Pair up. Spar for now. It’s just a warm-up – I’ll come around to talk to you about what I want from you for the rest of the day.”

He paused for a moment to stroke Seeker’s silky fur, grinning as a shiver ran down her tiny body. She was stuck nestled up to his chest for now, too sensitive for the noon sun in which they were starting in.

Ash took just a moment to glance over at a few of the other members of his team before he waited for them to find their own isolated areas.

Aron trotted up to Nidoking with his tongue lolling out, icy blue eyes aimed up at Nidoking with pleased interest. He had no doubt that the little steel-type was really, really looking forward to this. He hadn’t really gotten to train at all yet thanks to their tight schedule.

“Assess him,” he told Nidoking, who nodded steadfastly. Even his friend couldn’t help but look a little bemused as Aron sat down in front of him and panted, head wagging side to side as he waited for Nidoking to start. “Take it easy, of course.”

Nidoking dipped his head in acknowledgement before he grunted softly to Aron, who shot up from his resting pose and followed the powerful poison-type like a young Growlithe behind its mother as Nidoking led him far away from any of the others.

With those two out of the way he glanced at the rest of the pairs. Bruiser looked like his birthday had come early and cracked his knuckles, smiling disconcertedly wide down at Sneasel as the dark-type looked ready to dart away the moment Bruiser twitched.

Plume and Torrent seemed happy enough. They’d known each other longest out of almost all of his friends and had a strong bond as such. It didn’t hurt that both were relatively calm and focused most of the team and generally much more mellow than almost any of the others. Each preferred to simply observe and act only when necessary.

Dazed and Oz were fine with one another – he hadn’t expected anything else. They were both fairly similar in personality, though Dazed was calmer. They’d get along well together and he hoped the next two weeks would bring them closer together.

That wasn’t the only reason he’d paired them, of course. Dazed needed to work on increasing her raw power and redirecting attacks and Oz needed to increase the level of strength she could harness as well. It would be a good workout for both of them to hammer away at each other, gradually increasing the intensity until they were working as hard as they could.

Really everything was fairly expected except for Infernus and Tangrowth. Ash usually kept them fairly far apart since Infernus was one of the few things Tangrowth didn’t love within five seconds of meeting. They didn’t really fight, but there was a grudge held by Tangrowth that Ash wasn’t sure had ever been aimed at anyone else.

But he had his reasons. And, as he called out for them to begin, Ash felt that he had made an excellent decision on that match up.

Both were powerful – Tangrowth deceptively so considering his personality – and each had the potential to work very well together. And if Tangrowth could temper Infernus and Infernus draw out a bit of fire in Tangrowth…well, he couldn’t see anything wrong with that.
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He made his rounds after about thirty minutes of nonstop combat between the pairs. They weren’t exhausted but they could use the rest and he took the opportunity to give them a detailed report on what he wanted them to focus on.

Nidoking and Aron were the exception. His first friend seemed pleased enough with the steel-type’s progress but he’d need Dazed there to give him specifics. Ash could communicate extremely well with Nidoking but Dazed would make it much, much faster.

And with a deadline of just two weeks time was of the essence.

Plume would be taking a break from her speed training for now and instead would be trying to increase the power of her attacks to the point she could break through Torrent’s Twister with an Air Slice or take down Ice Storm with Hurricane.

Torrent needed to work on facing fast opponents as well as aerial fighters. He was best underwater or against terrestrial fighters, but after the Conference Ash knew he needed extensive training against pokemon that attacked from above.

Their training with Lance had led him miles down the right path when it came to that, but there was always room for improvement. Torrent could predict fliers fairly well, true. But if he could learn to track the tan blur that was Plume then he could hit anything.

Dazed had already picked up on what he wanted from her and Oz so he only stopped by for a moment to check in. Mostly he just wanted to see how they were feeling after their break and to make sure they’d be able to accomplish what he had planned for them…not that he really had concerns. Neither of the pair were keen on failing.

With Bruiser and Sneasel it was basically just letting them know that it was going to be a day of Catch the Sneasel – Bruiser had flashed him a reptilian grin and Sneasel had practically wilted.

But he needed Bruiser to be faster and it would give plenty of time working on low-level Rampage and it was probably the best motivation for Sneasel to get better at predicting strikes and improving at dodging that he could imagine.

Sneasel really, really hated getting hit. So getting hit by even a half-powered punch from the Machoke was basically his worst nightmare.

Ash had the strange feeling he’d be using a disproportionate amount of his stock of Potions and Revives on Sneasel over these next few weeks.

Now he found himself in front of Tangrowth and Infernus, both of whom looked a bit more banged up than the others…not that it bothered either of them. Tangrowth could tank blows that would stop most of the team in their tracks thanks to his shell of vines and Ash was pretty sure getting hit by an attack just made Infernus even more eager to crush his opponent under his heel.

“Infernus, don’t try and light him on fire when you aren’t sparring,” Ash sighed. The Magmortar grinned at that and let some of the tongues of flame escaping from his cannons die, though there was still the ominous glow deep within the tubes that bespoke of the fire’s presence. “Thanks. So I’m guessing you two are wondering why you’re paired up?”

Tangrowth nodded eagerly, a vine rushing over to pat Ash on the shoulder for asking. Ash snorted but had to nudge the appendage out of the way when it started brushing over the Feather, which was currently flooding his body with an intense heat that was almost painful as Infernus stepped nearer – flickers of gold and red could be seen under Ash’s thin grey t-shirt and they grew ever greater in intensity.

“You two are going to specialize in lava,” Ash began, grinning just as widely as Infernus. Tangrowth just looked confused. “That hot orange liquid you were playing with when we were at Moltres’ island.”

The grass-type cocked his whole body in confusion before his eyes lit up and he started fiercely nodding, all the vines covering his shapeless form wriggling happily when he realized what was going on – Ash noted one even tried to hug around Infernus, though the Magmortar snarled and flared his heat just enough to reduce it to a shriveled, blackened branch.

Ash winced as a few sparks drifted onto his skin, searing it and becoming an extension of the trainer. In the time it took to blink it felt as though the tiny bit of flame had been part of him for an eternity, although the odd feeling thankfully flickered and died once the spark cooled.

“Anyway,” he said as much to distract himself as it was to direct Infernus and Tangrowth, “for the rest of the day I want to see you two working on manipulating magma. Nidoking will come by in a few minutes to clear an area so you two don’t burn down the whole forest.”

“And Infernus, no Earth Burn!” He said sternly. Infernus growled at that, not happy with the restriction, but gave in. At least he understood why. That might be a bit harder with the childish mentality of Tangrowth. “Dazed and Torrent will be training around you, so if the situation seems to get out of control they’ll be more than ready to step in.”

Infernus nodded at that, though he seemed disappointed. Ash had no doubt his friend would be more than happy to burn this whole forest to the ground, especially if he got to start off his path of destruction with an Earth Burn.

The Magmortar always did enjoy unleashing that technique…though Ash had to admit he enjoyed watching it just as much. There was something beautiful in that level of barely controlled power and destruction to him.

“Tangrowth, I want you to raise walls around the spot Nidoking clears,” he instructed. Ash reached out and grasped one of Tangrowth’s vines, which cheerfully wounds its way around his arm until the end reached his shoulder. “Listen, I need you to take this seriously, okay? Don’t try and play with the magma or you might hurt yourself or someone else.”

He gurgled and recoiled at that, eyes wide at the thought of doing real harm to any of his friends. Ash nodded, glad to see that it had the impact he’d hoped. Tangrowth was a gentle soul and hopefully his urge to avoid hurting one of the team would be enough.

Still…

“Can you dig out a pit for Infernus?” Ash asked Tangrowth, who closed his eyes and nodded cheerfully, earlier fears forgotten. An instant later an orb of silvery light shot from one of his vines and struck a spot a few feet away from them. A few seconds later and Tangrowth had shaped a deep hole in the earth, more than enough for the Magmortar to fit into. “Thanks, Tangrowth.”

He walked about fifty feet away, leery about being anywhere near magma without serious psychic protection. Ash felt that he was in enough danger unintentionally without throwing stupidity in the mix – if he wasn’t careful he’d probably get himself killed otherwise.

“Bring up some lava!” Ash shouted to Infernus, drawing the nervous attention of most of his friends. Most eyed the situation warily, with Nidoking, Torrent, and Dazed ready to step in at a moment’s notice if they deemed it necessary.

Infernus smirked and teleported into the pit, disappearing in a crack and flash of light. Ash watched with a savage grin on his face as superheated air overflowed from the hole and the edges began to glow a cherry red as Infernus let loose. The hole’s rim seeped and melted back into the pit, unable to maintain form in the face of the enormous power unleashed by the Magmortar.

A few more moments past before Infernus clawed his way up the stone walls of Tangrowth’s pit, covered in molten stone that ran off his powerful body in sluggish rivulets before falling back into the pool from which they’d came.

The Magmortar shook himself off, grinning as he cast some more droplets back into the makeshift magma pool. He was almost indistinguishable from the glowing red of the pit thanks to the air that warped and twisted around him thanks to the immense heat he put out, though he appeared as though from nowhere as he walked a bit beyond the reach of the magma pit.

Ash always enjoyed watching Infernus work. The power, the sheer joy that the Magmortar took in his strength…it was never a disappointment.

Of course, what made this special was that Ash was fairly certain that Infernus hadn’t even really used a technique. He’d just dropped to the bottom and flared his natural body heat to extreme levels, forcing all of his power into maintaining a cloak of energy intense enough to melt even rock.

It was that ability that made Magmortar into the truest expression of the fire-type, at least in Ash’s eyes. The heat and fire was almost a part of them – they couldn’t help but warp their surroundings to accommodate them. It was a quirk of their physiology that made them enormously effective and dangerous in any form of combat.

Any pokemon adapted to not just live but thrive in the extreme environments provided by volcanoes were to be reckoned with, if only because they had to be extraordinary to exist in their homes for even a few seconds without succumbing to the insane levels of heat and toxins.

He sighed and focused. Now wasn’t the time.

“Tangrowth, I want you to try to touch the lava with just one of your vines,” he said, glancing to Dazed to make sure she was ready to step in if needed. “Keep your body really far away from it, though. You don’t have shields like you did last time.”

Ash could barely hear Tangrowth’s gurgle of confirmation and watched as a long vine snaked its way to the pit, though the grass-type almost stopped and whined as the ends became alit by orange flame long before they even touched the magma.

His friend kept pushing, though, until at last the surface of the vine – a blackened, shriveled wreck of what it had once been – touched the magma by virtue of the extension primarily taking place in the areas closest to Tangrowth’s body.

He imagined most of the vine had charred away, with barely any of it even existing once it breached the superheated gates of the pit – that was generally where the vine started to sear away and the flames had started to overwhelm the fire-retardant nature of Tangrowth’s vines enough to start to burn their way up the extended appendage.

Well, it did until Infernus casually ripped it off and cast it into the pit at least. Tangrowth gurgled and tried to reach another vine down to catch it, though a word from Ash stopped him in his tracks.

“Enough,” he cut in, sending a nod of thanks to Infernus for stopping Tangrowth before the grass-type allowed the flame to progress even further up the vine. “See what that did to your vine, buddy?”

Tangrowth nodded, still staring at the pit.

“It can do a lot worse to pokemon not like you or Infernus,” Ash explained slowly, taking care to ensure Tangrowth took in every word. “Do you remember when your arm got torn off in the Conference?”

His friend shook the regrown arm in an affirmative, gurgling down at it as though he expected it to communicate back.

“It didn’t feel good did it?”

At Tangrowth’s affirmative full-body nod, Ash continued. “Well, hitting most things with that magma would hurt a lot worse. They might die if you aren’t careful.”

Ash felt a little bad as Tangrowth recoiled but pushed on regardless. This was necessary so Tangrowth didn’t see lava manipulation as some kind of game – it was deadly and he didn’t even have to score a direct hit to do serious damage.

“So be careful, you understand? I don’t want you to hurt anyone on the team,” Ash finished. Tangrowth nodded almost frantically and for a moment Ash thought he’d scared his friend off from even trying to work with the molten stone, though he was comforted once he saw Tangrowth extend a single vine about twenty feet above the pit and fire a barely visible orb of silvery power in.

It didn’t look like anything happened – the cock of Tangrowth’s body helped him confirm that – but he smiled at Tangrowth anyway. “Keep at it! You’ll get there soon! I believe in you!”

Tangrowth happily waved a few vines back before he returned to his task, carefully trying to harness the material before him.

Ash smiled at the wariness his friend was exhibiting before he turned back to watch the rest as they sparred, honing their bodies and their powers.

They had a day to get back into shape. After that, it was just raw improvement.

He grinned and folded his arms, scanning each and every one of the dueling pairs with an air of interest.

Steven might be stronger than him for a long time yet, but he knew the former Champion wouldn’t be disappointed with what he found.

And here it is! A little late but I decided to release it on Christmas and spend the day working on a few parts. I’m still not entirely happy with this chapter – there’s probably more exposition in it than the last several combined – but I hope it was interesting enough to keep everyone from just skipping past. I’ve wanted to include a look at my view of the Pokemon World at large for a while now and I felt this provided the best opportunity.

If you don’t like what I did with the world then you don’t need to worry. It was mostly just to give everyone an idea of where the regions were placed and a hint at the relations between them. The content I made up won’t have a real role except as a greater part of the backstory…I doubt I’ll be visiting it for a very, very long time, if ever. 

But if you did like it then great! I tried to weave a lot of my random ideas into it and make a relatively realistic sense of the Pokemon World’s geography. It’s not complete since I didn’t want to completely drown all of you in exposition, but it should be sufficient for now. If you have any questions about the Pokemon World, cultures, or any other of the chapter feel free to PM me or leave it in a review – I’m more than happy to answer it once I get through the backlog of feedback I’ve received while I worked on this chapter. 

Next chapter should be a lot of fun – Ash will finally meet up with Steven and the real story of Hoenn will finally begin. 

Anyways, I’ll wrap this up. I hope everyone enjoyed the chapter and make sure to review! Happy Holidays!






37. Chapter 37: The Iron Wall


“Good job, Tangrowth!” Ash cheered as his friend hurled several balls of magma at an earthen wall erected by him earlier. The globs clung heavily to the damp surface and he could feel the heat even from where he stood fifty feet away. Most of them had almost completely fallen apart by the time they’d reached their target, but the drips of magma that had made it had done extensive damage.

Tangrowth gurgled happily and hopped up and down in a little dance, vines waving happily all around. Ash grinned as one rushed over to him and he patted it with just enough force for his friend to actually feel the contact.

Infernus, who stood about twenty feet away from Ash, snorted. A bit of flame spat from his nostrils but it was just a side effect of his power. If he’d actually been annoyed Dazed would have had to shield Ash from the resultant heat.

He eyed his friend with a savage grin, which he could almost see Infernus beginning to mimic as Tangrowth hurled several more balls of magma at different targets. Like the first volley they were just barely held together and lost most of their payload, but the important part was that Tangrowth actually learned how to manipulate the molten stone to a degree. They could only advance from here.

“It’s impressive, isn’t it?” Ash called out to Infernus as Tangrowth, engrossed in his success, used more and more of the lava to sear and crumble the targets into heated dust.

The Magmortar just grunted, though his lips were turned upwards. Ash smiled at that and turned back to the show.

He doubted he’d get more than that out of Infernus. Ash could read his friend well enough to know that the fire-type was impressed. Tangrowth had only taken a week to reach this point, though Ash suspected it would have taken much less time if Tangrowth hadn’t had to work past the mental block Ash’s grave warnings had erected.

Not that Ash minded. It was much more important for Tangrowth to know that his deadly new tool wasn’t a toy than for him to learn it quickly.

What was power without control?

Ash had gotten a lot out of his training with Lance: Knowledge, great leaps in strength and combat experience in his team, and plenty of close friends. But he thought learning the importance of tempering his family’s strength was more important than anything else.

Lance was all about power. It was what he loved in his team, what he searched for when looking at prospective new members. He had a keen eye for it and knew how to see the potential for his favorite trait.

That wasn’t to say he wasn’t skilled or cunning. No, the Indigo Champion was certainly both of those. But he had a deep fascination with raw, overwhelming power and favored its application above all else.

But he knew that unrestrained strength was useless. If it wasn’t focused and honed into something then it would just go to waste. It was like trying to focus a wildfire – the forest fire might do more damage, but a campfire was much more useful.

Ash had taken that lesson to heart, and it was what he sought to instill in his team now. He was successful for the most part. Even Infernus had come to accept it somewhat, and ironically enough it was Tangrowth with his immature personality and devastating new ability that was the biggest threat to that ideal.

So he was content with reduced progress so long as he wouldn’t find a glob of magma on his chest as a “joke”.

That would be unfortunate, Friend-Trainer.

“Wouldn’t it?” Ash grinned, still a bit giddy at Tangrowth’s greatest success yet. Before today he’d been able to raise the magma a bit with Ancient Power but always lost focus. Something had clicked the last few days though, and he’d been able to maintain the sphere of magma longer and longer until it had finally managed to impact the target today.

It is good to know the Binder has finally succeeded. His disheartened mood was beginning to irritate me. I am pleased to know that his mental state will improve, though this excitement of his over mastering his new toy will only serve to distract me. 

“So your mental abilities are coming along?” He asked, interested. Dazed had been quiet on her progress, so her actually giving him something was a welcome change. She certainly wouldn’t be that sensitive to Tangrowth’s mood before. Not without focusing on him, at any rate.

Yes. Others of my kind would still be disappointed in my capacity, but I have improved. I am able to bring the Striker under my influence with only three seconds of effort now while she is actively resisting. Progress is slowing but it is welcome. 

“And your psychic awareness?” Ash raised an eyebrow. “Sounds like you’re getting more sensitive.”

It is growing more distinct. I may detect a slightly larger area, but the definition has increased. It is as though a fog has been wiped from my mind. Unfortunately, the brightness is almost blinding. I will have to focus my efforts upon filtering out excess minds.

Ash nodded. “Have you started yet?”

Yes. Today. The Binder’s glee made me certain of the necessity of learning that skill. 

“Good,” Ash smiled. “I know I can’t really help you directly with this, but if you need anything…”

You will be the first I come to, Friend-Trainer.

He grinned at that, content. “Good.”

A sudden explosion and a disgruntled yowl split the air and Ash sighed. “Can you keep an eye on Tangrowth for a minute? I think Sneasel needs my help.”

Very well. I believe you should give the Caretaker another few minutes with it. I am certain it deserves whatever vengeance it is being dealt. 

He smiled at the suddenly enthusiastic Dazed but shook his head. “I’ll be back soon.”
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“Keep it up!” Ash grinned down at Aron as the young steel-type tried to fight Nidoking. His starter was essentially standing there and absorbing the blows, testing to see how far Aron could make him budge. Every now and then Nidoking would growl to stop Aron in his tracks and grunt something at him to correct some deficiency in his technique.

Aron warbled cheerfully at him, pausing in his relentless efforts to come over and bump Ash in the knee with his domed head. Ash smiled and barely managed to pat him before Nidoking growled fiercely and Aron quickly skittered back into the slight groove he’d worn into the ground from his repeated attempts.

Nidoking dipped his head to Ash before he turned his beady black eyes on Aron, who was focused entirely on the older fighter. The poison-type growled once and Aron charged, faster this time.

Ash watched with interest as Aron built up a level of speed that was actually a bit more impressive than Ash had expected from him. That interest focused itself as Aron reared up on his hind legs as he neared his target, his right front leg shining with a fierce white power before he drove it onto Nidoking’s heavily muscled leg with a loud warble.

His friend barely flinched at the attack, though he did shut his eyes for a moment as the Metal Claw landed, leaving a slight indention in his leathery hide before it smoothed itself out.

Aron himself rested on his haunches, sharp tongue lolled out as he panted up to Nidoking. His head cocked slightly as he stared up at the much more powerful fighter, as though he were waiting for approval.

Nidoking just grunted and eyed Aron speculatively. He growled a few moments later and pointed over to a spot a few feet away from where Aron had started from the first time. Ash wasn’t sure if he was trying to get Aron used to new angles of attack or if there was some other sort of training they were about to start on.

Not that it really mattered. He trusted Nidoking to get the job done. Nidoking had never failed him. He was stern with Aron but he was fair. His friend would make sure Aron would get to the level he needed to be at to start training seriously once they met Steven.

Aron wasn’t quite at the level where Ash felt comfortable giving him an actual task to work on. It was clear he had learned to tap into at least some of his power in the form of Metal Claw, Rock Tomb, and Protect – he probably had the Sableye to thank for that one – but Ash was almost certain that Aron had practically no idea how to actually use them.

That much was made evident by how slow that Metal Claw had been. And weak. If Aron was properly trained that would have at least scraped Nidoking instead of just bouncing off.

Their newest teammate had a long way to go but Ash was confident he’d be prepared by the time they left. There had already been noticeable improvement he’d noticed. Aron was much more focused, for one. The first day he’d been a bit overeager and barely got anything done as a result…well, until Nidoking decided to take a more active role, anyway.

He was also much less reluctant to actually attack. Ash had known from the beginning that Aron was a gentle soul, so it wasn’t too much of a surprise for him to find that the steel-type had trouble forcing his offense. Aron was actually fine with using Rock Tomb defensively and shielding himself, but to actually take the step to try and cause harm to another living thing had taken the better part of two days.

At first he’d tried to show Aron that nothing he could do would harm any of his friends by having him watch a light spar between Infernus and Torrent. It had been good in theory, but in practice Aron got distracted by all the wanton destruction and ended up having Tangrowth pick him up so he could get a better look at the massive conflict of fire and water taking place.

Needless to say that could have gone better. Well, it at least showed him that Aron wasn’t averse to battle itself, just attacking.

He could work with that and he had. Tangrowth had been the one to help Aron begin the basics of attacking and Nidoking’s stern attitude had transformed Aron’s actions into a reflex rather than a conscious decision.

After all, he couldn’t get upset if he couldn’t think about it. That’s how Ash saw it anyway.

There was one surprise, though: Ash was fairly certain that Seeker had something to do with Aron’s changed stance. He’d noticed her perched onto his back a few times before training and he always seemed to do a bit better when she was around. He couldn’t prove anything but he thought he might have to bring that up to the Zubat in the future – Seeker actually involving herself with the rest of the team wasn’t a common event, after all.

He sighed and turned away as Aron started another long training session. “Have fun, both of you. Nidoking, we’ll talk later, alright?”

Nidoking nodded, used to that by now. Ash tried to get a progress report on Aron every night. Dazed would give him the basics, though Ash could usually get quite a bit out of Nidoking anyway. They couldn’t exactly talk in the way he and the Hypno could but they understood each other quite well. Coming by to check on the steel-type gave Ash a bit of context to help him out as well.

Aron clucked a goodbye at him, though he paid for the distraction and let out a quick, high-pitched yelp when he stumbled into a slight crevice Nidoking formed while the steel-type had looked away.

Ash just grinned and turned away. He had a few more to check up on before he could call it a day and he had to admit he was more than a bit eager to see how they’d shaped up.

XX

Plume screamed as she sped through the Ice Storm, tearing a gaping in the terribly powerful cyclone of wind and snow. Her cries were only barely heard over the fierce din of the hundred foot tall twister and held the haunting tones of a voice in the dead of winter.

Torrent intensified the Ice Storm at that, focusing more and more of his strength into it until the cyclone was less a twister and more a solid column of white, filled so densely with ice shards and winter’s bite that scarcely a chink existed in his wintery armor.

The Pidgeot shot out and wheeled back before Ash could blink, scarcely capable of keeping track of the tan blur as she intensified her efforts as well. A thin, painfully bright beam shot from her curved beak and pierced the Ice Storm in a flash of light that Ash’s eyes could barely stand even with his cap shielding him. Plume slipped into the gap and didn’t come out, though he thought he saw small trails in the cyclone from where her wing tips brushed the edges.

Moments later he heard a thunderous crash, a deep rumble, and everything fell still.

Torrent’s winds slowed and hung still in the air as they dispersed, the whirlwind of ice and snow falling to a whimper before hundreds of pounds of frozen dust collapsed to the ground with a roar.

It shuddered the earth and pulled up a dense cloud of dirt and crushed stone, casually dismissed by a flap from a tired form that rose slowly from the place from whence it had fell.

Ash stepped forward then, a grin stretched wide on his face as he watched the aftermath of the spar between Torrent and Plume. Both had done well, but the best showing was Plume’s. Though she couldn’t make dramatic progress in a week like she could when they’d first started out he’d been able to pick out noticeable strides. Her flying was impeccable, as always. But her Hyper Beam was far more effective and she’d learned to time it far better – now she was able to use it strategically to open up gaps in her opponent’s barriers and swiftly dash in.

“Are both of you okay?” He asked as he crossed the ground now littered with layers upon layers of ice glittering in the sun like diamond. Ash took Plume’s quick, exhausted coo and nip of his hat as a yes and looked to Torrent, who held onto his dignity even as his levitation strained him to his utmost.

Torrent nodded stiffly, scarlet eyes aimed only at Plume with interest. He cocked his head and snorted gently at the Pidgeot, who chirped back and preened happily under whatever the Kingdra had communicated to her. Ash watched with a soft smile and stepped forward to rub his friend’s thick plates affectionately.

He took a moment to marvel at the heavy armor that enclosed his friend. It was different than the thick leather of Nidoking or the smooth steel of Aron – Ash wasn’t quite sure how to describe the texture. His plates were almost eerily smooth, especially on the stomach area. Elsewhere he could feel just a hint of ridges where the plates overlapped.

Ash shook himself out his distraction. “So, how did both of you do? Good job with the Hyper Beam, Plume. Looks like you’ve finally worked out the timing.”

Plume cooed softly at him as if to reward Ash for his praise and ruffled her feathers to get the last remnants of ice and dust off of her bright plumage.

“Torrent, the Ice Storm is looking better,” Ash nodded to his friend. Torrent dipped his head back, eyes contemplative. “We’ll have to work on condensing a small one into a barrier for you. I think that’ll mostly be accomplished with Twister, though.”

Torrent rumbled an affirmative. Though in the past they’d mostly relied on his ridiculously potent offense as Torrent’s defense, Ash thought that they might be able to work at least some sort of defense in as well. Ice Storm itself worked quite well, but that was far too energy intensive to use all the time.

Ice Storm was Torrent’s most powerful ability right now – Ash considered it to be beyond even Draco Meteor, at least for the near future – but he didn’t use it every battle. Even Torrent couldn’t sustain something like that constantly, especially considering he’d kept on learning to make it bigger and more powerful almost every time they spent any amount of time training.

No, Ash wanted something quick. Something that could be summoned with barely any effort and at least dampen most attacks. It wouldn’t work against electricity, which was an issue considering how Torrent had been defeated in the battle against Michael, but if they kept working at it Ash thought that Twister would be able to dampen and alter the trajectory of projectile attacks and disperse fire, ice, and grass techniques.

“Take a break for now,” he continued. Torrent nodded, confirming the meaning of the deep boom emanating from his chest. Plume chirped gratefully at Ash, nursing her wing. It looked like she’d taken a much harder hit than Torrent when she’d dove into the Ice Storm. Not exactly unexpected, of course. She was more fragile to begin with and she’d had a ton of momentum going in. To be honest it was almost miraculous how quickly she’d managed to change course and disperse most of the energy with her so quickly.

Though Plume wasn’t quite as unstoppable in combat as Torrent she was still extraordinarily talented. It was something Ash appreciated whenever he could – even Lance had complemented Plume’s flying. Considering Lance was almost as much a flying-type specialist as he was a Dragon Master thanks to the way his team was developed Ash found that to be a high compliment indeed.

“Wait around after dinner,” he said to Plume once Torrent had levitated off. Ash eyed her injured wing worriedly, though his friend cooed at him to assure him that she was fine. “Doesn’t matter. I’m still giving you a potion – I don’t want that turning into anything worse. With how hard you’ve been pushing you should get a Potion anyway to fix up any damage you’re doing to your body.”

What was it his mother had told him, “An ounce of prevention is worth a pound of cure?” or something along those lines? Ash wasn’t quite sure but that principle was one he believed in. It was something emphasized heavily by Professor Oak as well before they’d been able to leave for their training journeys.

One of the most common problems that young trainers encountered was dealing with strain-induced injuries. They and their companions tended to get a bit enthusiastic and pushed themselves beyond their breaking point – not a terrible thing considering the miraculous potential of modern medicine but still dangerous if it happened out in the field.

That added up as well. Pokemon and humans were living longer than ever and rarely had to deal with the onset of wear-and-tear related complications but if damage occurred frequently from an early age then all medicine could do was slow the conditions down.

He’d avoided that. Ash didn’t exactly focus on building up raw strength in most of his family. Some of the training methods he’d heard of other trainers doing – weights, extreme amounts of conditioning, and similar styles – just seemed almost pointless to him.

Oh they had their place, but only to an extent.

Weights could deal serious damage to the joints if they weren’t aligned properly. It wasn’t a good idea to put that much stress on one portion of the body, although the issue could be alleviated if the weights were dispersed basically over their entire body. Potions could help with the damage if done improperly but even Potions didn’t heal perfectly – they just vastly accelerated the healing process. It consumed a lot of energy and didn’t mean the wound would heal correctly.

No, you’d basically have to remove the affected area and implant some Ditto cells for perfect healing…or regeneration, as it was referred to in some of the databases that Professor Oak had recommended for understanding pokemon biology better.

Pokemon were much, much hardier than people and almost all of them were far stronger, but they were still organic. Well, mostly. There were a few odd exceptions.

Extreme conditioning and other physical exercises obviously helped, but Ash thought that indulging in that part of training too much just took time out of actual combat and technique training.

Those were what he focused on and he thought it had done him well. He balanced conditioning between perfecting their combat instincts, styles, and techniques. What was the point of having an exceptionally strong pokemon if they didn’t know how to use it? They might have more raw strength but in most cases – namely, outside of a select few fighting-types like the Machoke family – it was better to have a wide variety of techniques and skill in battle.

Ash and his team had integrated battle into the deepest parts of themselves. Their responses were instinctual, abilities constantly ready to be put into use. When they were properly trained there was no hesitation – only action. They still thought during battle to work out strategies and ways to guide the battle but when they were actually fighting it was pure experience, instinct, and a few nudges from Ash guiding them.

Maybe it wouldn’t work for everyone but it worked for him. His team were warriors to their core, not exercise enthusiasts.

“Don’t give me those eyes,” Ash snorted when Plume cocked her head innocently and cooed gently, raising her wing to show her range of motion. She wasn’t a fan of the syringes he had to use to get the Potion in her when the injuries weren’t on the surface. “It’s just a tiny needle! You don’t even mind Hyper Beams this much.”

Plume ruffled her feathers and nipped the bill of his hat affectionately before she suddenly took off, probably trying to enjoy what time she could before he had to ruin her night with a tiny needle that even Ash could hardly feel.

He shook his head, exasperated. Ash didn’t even think it was the needle itself that had Plume like this – she just hated it from the time he’d delivered a Potion into her as a Pidgey and had built the syringe up as much worse than it really was. Once he actually pricked her she probably wouldn’t even notice.

Ash silently questioned whether it would be a good idea to just have Dazed place Plume under Hypnosis while he got her fixed up. It would be good practice for the both of them…

XX

Electricity sprayed from Oz’s fist as she whirred furiously, eyes flitting to and fro as Dazed rapidly teleported around the battlefield in a sequence. Weak booms of thunder rolled through the earth with every strike, scorching it and kicking up clouds of thick dust that obscured the field from Ash.

He could only just pick out dim shapes whenever Oz struck and a great flash of light would briefly pierce through the clouds.

The dust was swept aside with a wave of psychic force a few moments later, revealing Dazed as she materialized a few feet behind Oz. Her eyes flashed a piercing blue and Oz whirred in surprise as her body became entrapped by a shell of power the same color as Dazed’s eyes.

Ash squeezed his eyes shut to slits as the shield was consumed with electricity as Oz released thousands upon thousands of the volts stored up in her fur in an attempt to break free, testing Dazed’s hold with her efforts. The Hypno had ceased any attempt at teleportation and had allowed her eyelids to fall as her pendulum yanked and twitched on its thin chain with the sheer amount of power flooding through it.

Their stalemate went on for what felt like an eternity as Ash watched, satisfied with each of their performances. Perhaps it was only a minute or less in real time but he was so enraptured he didn’t even care. It was good to see Oz holding her own – she needed this.

Oz wasn’t a pushover, but she’d consistently faced superior opponents or been struck with bad luck since he’d added her to the team. First Lance’s fearsome dragons, then hit with Confuse Ray by Gary’s Umbreon…it went on and on. She’d never been defeated easily but it had happened an unfortunate number of times.

She’d been training harder than almost any of the others though, and it showed. The Electabuzz would never have the ridiculous stamina and reckless determination that Infernus had brought to bear as a Magmar but she was quick, precise, and powerful enough to hold her own now.

Dazed was an excellent opponent for her, he knew as they continued to contest one another for the victory. Not too overwhelmingly powerful too deal with like Infernus, Tangrowth, or Torrent, not extremely well-adapted to taking her down like Nidoking, and not at a disadvantage like Plume was if Oz managed to hit her.

Control against control. Speed versus teleportation. Passion matched by unassailable calmness.

Yes, he liked this matchup.

He watched more carefully as the shine from both the shield and Oz’s constant release of electricity grew more and more powerful, each flooding their actions with energy that would probably knock him unconscious in a second. Both were frozen, focused only on securing this match.

And finally it shattered in an explosion of sound and light and heat that seared his skin even from his position several hundred feet away.

Oz stood freed of her psychic bonds, fur standing on end as she windmilled her arms to gather more and more electricity for whatever was coming next. Her electricity arced freely around her, generating a cloak of lightning that would leave anything that came near a nasty shock.

Dazed looked to have taken things up a notch herself. Her eyes were focused solely on her opponent, blind to the billowing clouds of kicked up dirt or Ash’s eyes or the Pidgeot that circled above. The world was silent to her aside from the constant crackle of electricity as it danced around its master.

She polished her pendulum, which had ceased its erratic twitching in favor of shining bright as a star as it pierced the shroud of her white mane. Dazed showed no sign of exhaustion nor anticipation. Her power was anchored in her mental clarity and as such that serenity was what she would cling to no matter what.

The waiting game lasted for as long as it took Oz to realize that Dazed would never make the first move. She bared her fangs and punched both fists forward, casting a net of electricity before her that very nearly reached Dazed before the Hypno vanished with a slight crack of sound, deftly avoiding the Shock Wave.

Oz snarled at her miss as the Shock Wave was solidly absorbed into the earthen walls constructed by Tangrowth and instantly turned to send another Shock Wave behind her, though she was struck by a quick Psybeam from Dazed before she could focus the electricity into the desired form.

She staggered and Dazed appeared a few feet to her right, preparing to hurl a Shadow Ball into the Electabuzz’s side and take a serious step toward ending the spar right there.

Unfortunately for Dazed, Oz decided that moment was right to loose an ear-splitting howl and pound her fists together to release a tremendous discharge of electricity that created a terribly bright flash of light. Ash and Dazed cringed as one, both barely able to see thanks to the white spots clinging to their eyes.

Ash didn’t take too long to recover. His brain could handle sudden, immense stimuli like that far better than the incredibly sensitive Dazed. Psychics had trouble with loud noises and flashes of light at the best of times, let alone when they weren’t expecting it.

So he got to see Oz punch a bolt of focused electricity at Dazed, stunning her as the Thunder Wave overwhelmed her body and only compounded the issues she was already experiencing. Her bright yellow fur and white mane stood straight up as the electricity arced throughout her own fur, overloading her nerves and locking her in place.

Oz’s whir was more high-pitched than ever before and she dashed forward, blurring into a Quick Attack that took her right to Dazed before she delivered a Thunder Punch right into Dazed’s shoulder, casting her to the ground. Ash grinned at Oz’s success, though he also appreciated that she hadn’t struck Dazed in the chest.

Huge amounts of electricity and the heart didn’t mix too well, though Dazed’s body would likely subconsciously shield itself in order to prevent too much damage. Advantages of being an exceptionally powerful psychic, he supposed.

When Dazed failed to rise or teleport or do anything to show she was still willing to fight Ash ran forward with a wild grin on his face, though he slowed and relaxed as he neared Oz. The Electabuzz just stared down at her former opponent, mouth open in a great big smile even larger than the one he’d worn.

A constant hum emanated from her chest, though it lowered a bit as she realized Ash’s presence and allowed the electricity exploding from her body in uncontrolled bolts to be reigned in and tamed. Ash stepped a bit closer once it was safe.

“You were great, Oz!” He cheered, rubbing her furry shoulder and ignoring the painful shock that left his fingers twitching uncontrollably and his arm numb – though that was much less disconcerting than the sudden feeling of oneness he felt with Oz…or the electricity raging through her fur, rather. Ash managed to pull away and exhaled, relieved as he felt only his own body and mind once more. “I’m proud of you – you took down Dazed perfectly. I don’t think either of us expected that at the end.”

Oz grinned at him and her whirring intensified, though Ash managed to catch her sending him an odd look as he glanced down to Dazed, who had managed to raise herself up and lock her body in place with her psychic powers. He ignored it, though, and assumed it had something to do with the effect the touch of electricity had on him.

Indeed. I – expect the light. It…was an – stra – but…

“Relax,” he raised his hand that wasn’t numb and met Dazed’s eyes. Her telepathic voice was scarcely even a shade of its former self. Instead of the smooth, svelte monotone he’d grown accustomed too her “voice” was erratic. It was almost as indistinct as when she’d first begun to practice telepathy, though he was more concerned by the gaps and wild changes in pitch she was experiencing.

My apologies – it…is a strain. I fear – are lacking in…contr – moment. I – 

Ash shushed her with a shake of his head. “We know you’re having a hard time after all the lights and noise. Just give yourself a moment. Breathe. That Thunder Wave is probably still messing with you.”

Oz whirred in agreement and moved herself so she stood by Ash, watching Dazed. She fielded a general air of concern, probably having never used something like that against a psychic before. Ash suspected it was her first time using that technique – Dazed would have been a bit more wary of her otherwise.

“Where’d you learn that?” He directed to Oz as they waited for Dazed to stop trembling. The Electabuzz frowned at that, as though she weren’t quite sure how to get it across to Ash. Finally she moved a few paces away and stared directly at the walls of the decently sized arena he’d had Tangrowth set up for the two.

His eyes widened in realization as power surged about her, roaring to life as arcs of white and gold energy stirred about her before focusing around her fist, which she loosed in a brilliant blast of heat and plasma that warped the air where it passed until it finally hit the arena’s walls and crumbled the point it hit into dust.

“Surge,” he breathed. It made sense. Surge hadn’t really allowed him to view Oz’s training in Lightning Bolt and he had mentioned that one of his experienced pokemon like Electivire or Raichu might give her tips for some of the other techniques they’d developed.

Oz nodded in satisfaction, though she squeezed her face tightly as she windmilled her arms to recharge some of her energy. It only took a few seconds before she was satisfied and returned to Ash’s side.

They stood there for a long time. Dazed’s trembling lessened and slowed and finally vanished, though Ash could see there was still quite a bit of weakness in her limbs. With how many contractions her muscles had gone through after being struck he couldn’t say he was surprised.

Pokemon could generally handle and recover from powerful electric shocks much better than humans, but they still suffered from that much energy being pumped into their bodies. The difference was that it took a lot more to give them permanent damage…almost all of them could shrug off blasts of electricity that would instantly kill a human and they needed extremely powerful shocks suffered extremely frequently over a long period of time before it would truly leave a lasting impression.

Electrical burns (generally mild) were the only real injury they’d have to deal with, though exhaustion after electrical attacks was also a constant. Well, in pokemon that didn’t have some sort of protection anyway. Most could handle powerful shocks without seizing up as badly as a human and hurting themselves that way or having their eardrums ruptured.

Despite their adaptations, it was still dangerous. Shock-induced damage was actually the leading reason for Ditto cell transplants. Not much else would regenerate the nervous system and the myelin sheath in a way that wasn’t incredibly intrusive and risky.

I believe myself to be recovered.

Her voice was still wavering just a bit, but Ash grinned at her response. It was good to hear her voice again – having it failing and dying and changing was just wrong in his mind.

“Good,” he grinned. “Take it easy for the rest of the day. You still sound a bit out of it.”

Indeed. I will not put myself through excessive exertion. Perhaps now will be a good time to work on my other skills. Combat would be trying. 

Ash nodded in understanding. Dazed knew what would be best for her.

Of course. 

He snorted, though he watched carefully as Dazed turned to Oz. Her eyes flashed a brilliant blue and Ash felt almost as though he were interrupting something as he gazed upon the two. Ash glanced away, not wanting to disturb them.

Finally Oz bared her fangs in that familiar smile and nodded, allowing some of the electricity that had built up around her to disperse with a punch away from Ash and the Hypno. She dipped her head to Ash and walked to the center of the arena where Ash could easily see her focusing on building up more and more power by windmilling her arms.

Oz certainly wasn’t done for the day.

She wished for me to inform you that she will not be in until late tonight. The Striker requests that you simply leave food and water out for her. 

Ash nodded and waved to Oz as she glanced back at the two to show he’d gotten her message. She flashed her fangs at him before she went back to channeling her power – the area surrounding her was fairly glowing thanks to twilight beginning to reach its hand out to grasp Hoenn in its palm.

I did not expect her to win today. I will not fall to the same tactic again. She is a worthy adversary, but I will not fail again so easily. 

“Good,” Ash said quietly, falling astride Dazed as she slowly hobbled out of the arena and back to the camp they’d set up. Her pace was even slower than her normal shuffle and he could see faint shivers still racing throughout her body. “That’s all I could ever ask from any of you.”

We know. Though you ask many things from us, the impossible is not one of them. Only that which we may achieve is expected and that is what we strive for. 

Ash wasn’t quite sure how to respond to that verbally, though he was certain that Dazed would be able to make sense out of the mix of emotions and fragments of thoughts swimming about in his head better anyways.

Yes, it is a preferable form of communication. Far more efficient than those sounds you spew from your face-gash.

“You mean lips?” Ash’s “face-gash” curled up into a smile and he raised an eyebrow at his companion. She turned her head to look at him and he could see her eyes curl up into a slight smile, though he could have almost mistaken it for a smirk if he didn’t know her as well as he did…

Yes. Lips. They are odd. I am glad my current form does not possess them. I do not remember how they felt as a Drowzee.

“Perhaps,” he shrugged. Ash had to imagine that from her perspective lips really were strange. She’d been without them for almost a year now, sustaining herself solely on the energy of those whose dreams she devoured…namely, his own.

It was actually fascinating how their biology worked – Professor Oak had sent him a few reports on Hypno a few days ago once he’d sent the man a message and gotten back in contact. They were stupidly technical and were even worse than his mother’s babbling about science but he’d managed to work it out with a bit of help from the dictionary included in the PokeDex archives.

Essentially their period as a Drowzee was meant to have them subsist mostly on actual food, building up their reserves of organic material. Eating dreams wasn’t even necessary in that period of their lives. It was essentially training for their psychic powers and their form of sustenance as a Hypno.

Once they evolved the dramatic changes induced by evolution essentially used a lot of their muscle and fat reserves and restructured their bodies into that of a Hypno. Ash had no idea how they’d evolved to be like this, but they actually lost their mouth and gained an organ system in that space and other spots in their body similar to those used by plants and grass-types for photosynthesis, though instead of using sunlight to start the process they used the energy they sapped from humans and pokemon.

From there they used the sugars produced and basically skipped the middle step of eating another organism to fuel themselves. They had all the energy they needed in the form of the sugars and just ran it through the same processes as other organisms so they could make protein, fat…everything they needed to survive.

That was the gist of it, anyway. Most of the explanations went over his head and it was only thanks to being around his mother for the months after the Conference that he managed to easily understand what he did.

Friend-Trainer, your mental tangents distract me as well. Please refrain until I have mastered my new empathetic skills. 

“Of course,” he apologized with a quick smile that Dazed returned with an upturn of her eyes. “Anyways, telepathy is efficient but don’t you think speech has its advantages?”

Telepathy enables me to communicate with any pokemon besides the shades and blots. I communicate in concepts with those I do not understand the speech of and allow their minds to fill in the blanks. I am also able to simulate language, as I am now. 

“What was I thinking trying to argue with you?” Ash grinned, sensing Dazed’s amusement as well. “I should know better than that by now. Should have just kept my face-gash shut.”

Only in matters such as these. In most I acknowledge your superior knowledge and judgment.

Ash snorted at that and they fell into a comfortable silence he cherished. He’d forgotten how nice it was to just be with his friends after the Conference, staying at Pallet Town, and then Daisy. This week had been one of the best in his life, he thought.

It was too bad he couldn’t just stay here forever. The curse of having responsibilities…
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Ash lazily prodded the fire so thoughtfully provided by Infernus with a charred stick. It was mostly black and had slowly come to disintegrate at the tip but it would serve him for a few more minutes yet.

He reclined against Nidoking’s stomach, ignoring the slight discomfort nestled in his back at the tough surface. Nidoking’s hide was thick enough as it was, but the wall of hard muscle right behind it made the ground seem more comfortable.

Not that he would trade this for the world. What was a bit of discomfort compared to where he was now?

Besides, there were plenty of advantages. Nidoking was fairly cool despite his proximity to the fire and he kept Sneasel from playing any unwanted tricks on them. Normally, anyway. At the moment he held the limp bundle of grimy fur in his lap, gently stroking him with several fingers to pick out the bits of leaf and dirt and bark that had gotten stuck in there.

Ash sighed at that. Sneasel’s pranks weren’t really something he had to worry about at the moment. Bruiser had done his job well in running Sneasel ragged, often forcing him to train for ten to twelve hours a day at least.

And that was when the Machoke was kind enough to accommodate Sneasel by training at night, when the dark-type would be at his best. Bruiser had come to practice every night, but thanks to the incredible vitality of a Machoke he worked for hours during the day as well.

Sneasel joined him on most of those occasions, naturally. Bruiser would never be the one to deny the dark-type the joy of training with him. He couldn’t let Sneasel reflect badly on him – that would just be terrible.

Even Seeker got in on the fun by flying along with them as they played Chase the Sneasel for hours on end, flitting between branches and releasing waves of Supersonic to disorient the dark-type before dancing away to avoid a frenzied flash of his claws.

Bruiser made him pay for those attempts. He never broke bones but he had no compulsions about leaving Sneasel so sore and bruised that he could scarcely walk. It felt like when they weren’t training Ash was either playing medic with Sneasel or protecting him from any attempts by the others to wake him from the slumber he so desperately needed after the intense training.

Ash had to admit he was worried about Sneasel. The first day had been relatively gentle. Bruiser hadn’t even played Catch the Sneasel or its more popular variant Smash the Sneasel and had instead done general warm ups so as to ease them both in.

The second day was when the heavy training came in. Hours of combat, conditioning, meditation…it was a brutal load that Sneasel had hardly been ready for. He still wasn’t ready for it.

After the third day he’d been about to transfer Sneasel and put him with another of the team, but Sneasel had steadfastly refused. There was a fire in his eyes burning just as brightly as any that Infernus could have conjured.

Bruiser’s training was brutal and harsh and testing the lines of cruel. It was meant for pokemon that were far more physically powerful than the lithe, quick Sneasel. For strength, endurance, and raw power all provided by the body.

And Ash could see every bit of that in Sneasel. He couldn’t stand after he was tossed into the camp at dawn and dusk for his break, having pushed himself far beyond his limits. His black fur was matted, usually with sweat and grime and a bit of blood. His claws were growing dull thanks to his constant use and the lack of any time whatsoever to maintain them. If he wasn’t covered in his impossibly thick black fur he’d probably be black and blue all over.

It pained Ash for his friend to be like that, however annoying he could be. Sneasel rarely made any noise in camp anymore except for snores – Ash couldn’t remember the last time he’d heard a hiss or a snicker or a snarl from the pokemon he’d raise from hatching. It was like a part of the team was missing.

His pride was extinguished, only the embers remaining to kindle his spirit. Sneasel knew he couldn’t beat Bruiser or any of the true fighters of the team. He was the weakest and the tattered remains of his arrogance refused to allow him to stay that way.

Ash was proud of him.

When he’d asked Sneasel if he wanted to be transferred to work with Torrent there hadn’t been a moment’s hesitation. Sneasel had laid his beady little eyes straight on Bruiser, who stood a hundred feet of the way watching the dark-type with a smirk, and shook his head.

No hiss, no yowl. No posturing, just a firm refusal of Ash’s offer.

Sneasel was many things: mischievous, bratty, a bit spoiled, and aggressive. But he had never been a quitter and never would be. He’d seen the satisfaction in Bruiser’s face, the thought that Sneasel couldn’t up, and hadn’t spared a second thought about spitting in the face of the pain and hurt and impossible heat.

So Ash allowed it. It was probably too intensive for Sneasel but two weeks wouldn’t lead to lasting damage. This wasn’t strictly about improving Sneasel’s abilities anymore and Ash wouldn’t get in the way of that.

He accepted that and let Sneasel train like he never had before.

Ash would be there when Bruiser grabbed Sneasel by the scruff to haul him off to a long day of training.

He would be there when Sneasel and Bruiser clashed in a terribly unbalanced exchange of blows, every moment a desperate struggle for survival and pride.

He would be there when Sneasel collapsed, muscles quivering, and when he rose again on legs that just barely obeyed their owner’s commands until they were pushed too far yet again.

He would be there when Bruiser unceremoniously dumped Sneasel in a heap of dirtied fur and limp limbs by Tangrowth, who cheerfully took the dark-type while he played with Aron.

And he would be there when he took Sneasel away from the rest and held him in his lap, allowing him to truly rest. He would feed him what he needed to recover and grow stronger, made sure he got water, and cleaned him as best he could since Sneasel was too exhausted to do it himself.

Finally, he would be there when Bruiser dipped his head and asked for permission to work the unyielding Sneasel half-to-death once again…and he would say yes.

It was hard but it was necessary. Ash wouldn’t disrespect Sneasel by forcing him to abandon this mission. Sneasel had never pushed himself like this before and Ash wanted him to keep this blazing fire behind his eyes to replace the cool indifference he usually wore like a shroud.

This was the Sneasel he wanted to have on his team. Not the prankster or the child. No, he wanted the Sneasel that would never take the easy way out. That would push on for eternity to accomplish his goal.

The Sneasel that wasn’t the baby of his team but a proud equal.

Ash sighed and relaxed as the stick finally started to fall apart in his hand. There was still a good seven or eight inches left to burn but the orange shine of the embers had slowly crawled toward him, seeking out all the fuel that was left to it.

He felt the Feather pulse with Fire and scowled. The branch landed in the campfire and he watched it silently as more and more pops echoed out through the eerily quiet night. Only the gentle chirping of Tailow and whistle of wind through the wings of Beautifly and Dustox kept him from tensing in worry.

Silence was rarely good out in the wilderness but he could appreciate this.

Ash adjusted Sneasel in his arms to angle him away from the fire. He had enough overheating issues as it was without leaving him to roast in his blanket of fur all night.

His eyes trailed over his team, rapt on examining each.

He couldn’t see all of them but he knew where they were. He always would.

Dazed was a silent statue in the shadows behind him, leery of the warmth of the fire’s hot touch. He could hear her soft, almost imperceptible breathing as air escaped her nose. A friendly touch coiled about his mind and he smiled.

Torrent wasn’t too far off, having decided over the first few nights that he would rather create a small, private pond of his own than force himself to levitate all night. It was actually very easy – Tangrowth had ripped a chunk of earth from the close embrace of the ground and hurled it at Infernus and while those two had squabbled Torrent had decided to flood it with a bit of effort and help from an underground spring.

He imagined Infernus’ eyes to be watching him from the glowing pool of magma that had been raised in a sort of bath about fifty feet away. Torrent had done the courtesy of creating a small moat around it to act as a heat sink and the “bath” itself that Tangrowth had helped Aron erect was nearly ten feet thick on every side and shaped from stone.

Infernus loved it, of course. If he wasn’t tangling with his grass-type partner or trying to goad one of the others into a fight he just teleported into his pool and relaxed. Ash thought it might have been one of the first times he’d been relaxed outside of combat, odd as that may have sounded.

If he was right then Bruiser was getting some sleep underneath one of the huts Tangrowth had constructed for the team. He worked long days and exhausted Seeker and Sneasel long before he himself was done – Ash could scarcely comprehend how much training he was accomplishing. Only Infernus had that kind of stamina and he didn’t do nearly as much physical work as the Machoke.

So Ash let him get his sleep. He didn’t entirely approve of how brutal his friend was to Sneasel, but the situation didn’t need to be addressed yet. Sneasel would get through the training or die trying and he hoped that this might be a way to engender some kind of respect between the two.

He sighed and used both hands to slowly work out a knot in Sneasel’s fur. The lack of basic hygiene was what really alerted him to how badly off Sneasel was – normally his friend would spend a good hour per day at the least grooming himself and making sure there wasn’t a single strand out of place. Another half hour was spent sharpening his claws and plucking at his feather and then a good twelve were spent sleeping…

When Bruiser didn’t have a hold of him, anyway. Once all of this was done Ash wasn’t sure if he’d ever be able to wake Sneasel up. He’d forced Bruiser to give Sneasel at least ten hours of sleep every day – Sneasel needed that sleep. That was the one thing he had put his foot down on and Bruiser had understood – it seemed like most of the issue was Bruiser not quite getting the differences in species.

If there was any member of his team obsessed with good health it was Bruiser. Ash was just glad he’d wasn’t too picky about what he ate so long as it kept him strong and gave his body the incredible amount of energy it needed to maintain itself and grow even more muscle.

Ash couldn’t remember perfectly but there was something like two thousand calories in one of the five bars Bruiser ate each day and close to a hundred grams of protein in them as well. That wasn’t counting the protein supplements he put in Bruiser’s water, which was quite frankly mindboggling.

He snorted at that. He really had no idea how Bruiser could like that water with all the supplement floating around in it. Even mixed it was basically like eating chalk. Not the most pleasant thing in the world, in his opinion.

Oh well. He couldn’t understand how the others liked their food either. Most of them had gotten him to try at least a little bit of it at one point or another over his training career and it was just awful. It wasn’t that bad at first, but the aftertaste…

Ash shuddered involuntarily at the memories of the standard food he’d had for most of his friends. They loved it for some reason, though he supposed some of that might have come from all the berries he mixed in.

He only fed that to a few of his friends, of course. Nidoking, Plume, Torrent, Infernus, Seeker, Tangrowth, Sneasel, and Oz. Dazed ate dreams and though Tangrowth and Oz supplemented their diet with photosynthesis and electricity to feed their powers, they still needed regular food.

A slight purr from Sneasel distracted him. He smiled and grabbed a brush from his pack so he could actually work out a few of the mats easily and get some of the leaf bits out. Normally Sneasel would have his claws out before he could even get close with the brush but well, desperate times called for desperate measures.

As Sneasel let out a sound not dissimilar to a motor he glanced over to the rest of his team.

All of the others were clustered to the side, fawning over Aron. The little steel-type basked in the attention, his icy blue eyes shut in rapture as he warbled cheerfully to some noise one of the others had made.

The corners of his lips twitched.

Aron had made himself very, very popular during his short time with them. He was just as friendly and cheerful as Tangrowth but without the oblivious nature that led most of the team to exasperation. Not to mention he was still young and childish and small and Ash assumed that most females of any species found those qualities…cute.

Tangrowth and Aron got along especially well, with neither of the two leaving each other’s side for long. It seemed Aron had come to fill the void Sneasel had left after he started to get irritated with Tangrowth’s constant attention. The grass-type still adored Sneasel, of course, but had slowly come to accept that things had changed.

Plume doted on him. There was no other way to put it. She’d found plenty of tasty metal treats for him, most of which he’d had to take. Ash really didn’t want Aron getting in the habit of eating pokeballs…

Oh, and there was the time she brought a live Wurmple in her talons and set it in front of him. He’d come back to camp early from Dazed and Oz’s arena one day and found Aron and the Wurmple playing contentedly. Aron had managed to snag one of the broken pokeballs he thought he’d put in his pack and munched happily on it as he chirped to Wurmple every few seconds.

Plume herself just watched them with a cocked head, not really sure what to make of the whole situation. Apparently making friends with her gift wasn’t quite what she’d had in mind.

After Dazed took the Wurmple back to where it needed to be he’d had to spend some time ensuring it wouldn’t happen again, though he had to admit he was just glad she hadn’t tried to teach Aron to fly like she had Sneasel.

Ash could honestly say that he wouldn’t know how to handle that.

Seeker was actually perched on his back, clinging to one of the ridges. He didn’t seem to mind even though she practically covered his whole shell. She was rather light to Ash wouldn’t be surprised if Aron hadn’t even noticed the extra weight at all.

The last was Oz. She mostly kept an eye on him, though she seemed to enjoy his company. The Electabuzz had even put up with Tangrowth for a while as she stayed with Aron, doing her best to show him a few of her techniques every now and then.

She tended to keep the others in line. Ash had come to trust her with managing any more gifts from Plume, stopping any flying attempts, and keeping Tangrowth from being too reckless.

Oz was very, very good at it. It seemed almost second nature to her…he supposed she must have been involved with the children of her herd after all. Ash didn’t really question it. He was just glad that he didn’t have to constantly keep an eye on Plume and Tangrowth.

Plume wouldn’t do anything reckless, but he’d rather avoid any of her shortsightedness. Though she was intelligent she just didn’t seem to get that not every young pokemon was the same as a Pidgey.

Tangrowth…well, he was Tangrowth. Aron was probably more mature than him.

He shook his head and relaxed into the sleeping Nidoking’s bulk. Ash laid his eyes on the fire and focused his attention on that and that alone, though a stray desire to try to play Lugia’s Flute danced through his head.

Ash had to admit he wanted to give it a shot. The Flute was beautiful and he really did enjoy playing it, though he was terrible. He had no idea where to begin other than blowing in and flutes weren’t exactly covered in the Pokedex.

Instead he just relied on the Flute’s own incredible make to keep his attempts sounding at least passable. Not good by any means but they didn’t make blood gush from his ears like he’d been afraid of.

It was harder to play in the forest. When he was by the coast it had been so much easier. Lugia’s connection, no doubt.

Imagining the Song helped. The tune branded on his soul was quick to jump to his lips and be shared with the world again. It was the one thing he could play somewhat well, though he never reclaimed that state of perfection he had entered as he joined his voice with Lugia’s in the wake of a ravaged world.

But in the end he decided against it. Ash couldn’t put his finger on it, but it just didn’t seem…right.

Instead he felt the Feather pulse as his focus became the campfire and he breathed.

Just a few more days and they’d be gone. Then it would be time to meet Steven and leave his mark on the world once more.
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“Did you get it?” Ash asked eagerly as he pulled the TM away from Infernus’ forehead. The Magmortar was slack, as though he’d just finished running a marathon. His weakness only lasted a few moments though before he stood up perfectly straight, a delighted smile on his lips that unnerved Ash more than any snarl. “That’s a yes, I’m guessing?”

Infernus nodded peacefully, the smile growing ever wider with every passing second. Ash felt the heat against his skin grow more and more despite the powerful shields Dazed had layered over his skin. The Feather sung at the touch of hot air and urged him to lean closer, though he quelled that desire instantly.

“Well, let’s see how this’ll work,” he muttered to himself as he mirrored Infernus’ expression. There was a frenzied energy to him as he jogged several hundred feet away to a safe location, like there was a bolt of lightning trapped inside his gut. His hands shook slightly as he stood behind the stone barrier raised by Tangrowth and watched with eager eyes.

Dazed stood beside him in a cloak of power as her pendulum floated aloft in the air, energy focused so intensely to it that it failed even to jump and dance as it usually did. Instead it was frozen in a shell of deep blue that nearly left dark stars glittering in his eyes.

Tangrowth, Nidoking, and Torrent were each arrayed in a safe zone around Infernus’ arena. All three of them were ready to intervene at a moment’s notice if things looked like they were about to get out of control.

Ash wasn’t sure how this would go down. He’d probably set up more precautions than necessary but the limits on Infernus’ evolved strength weren’t quite known. And with the technique he was about to test that question would finally be answered.

“Do it now!” He shouted, his voice carrying easily to Infernus as the Magmortar stood in the midst of air warped and distorted by the sheer heat put out by his body. “Overheat!”

For a moment nothing happened. Infernus simply stood there, though the shell of wavering air immediately expanded to a radius of thirty feet more than where it had hung previous.

Then a slight glow suffused Infernus and flames shot up around him, their heat leaving the earth around the Magmortar caked and cracked and scorched in their wake as it stole away whatever moisture rested within. Tiny fires erupted all around as vegetation buried beneath the earth ignited underneath the terrible heats emitted by his friend, though they died almost instantly as their fuel was burnt away in an instant.

Smoke and steam clouded his vision, though it was helpfully cleared away by an observing Plume, though she quickly darted out of the area when Infernus’ glow shone past the fruits of his labor with no effort at all – even through the clouds Ash had still been able to see his friend’s shape outlined and filled with fierce light that strove to match the sun itself.

All over the span of a second.

Ash could almost feel the buildup of tension, all the power coiling with Infernus and straining to be released to sear away the entire world. It was the heat that exploded from the Magmortar, the rippling air, the scorched earth and endless steam from where Torrent had soaked the arena beforehand.

It released.

He couldn’t help but fling his forearm over his eyes as a plume of orange and yellow fire exploded forth from one of Infernus’ cannons, heralded by a great flash of light that left his eyes stinging and wet. A moment later a primal roar followed, echoing in his ears like the cries of some ancient beast woken from its slumber.

Infernus’ form was hidden as the huge cone of flame rose from his arm, twisting and writhing like a great serpent. Smoke trailed from the edges, desperately chasing the lead of the column that flew higher and higher until it seemed as though the entire sky of the arena had been consumed in the power released in Infernus’ Overheat.

Cinders fell from the sides as the great gout of fire stubbornly hung in the air for a few seconds, fighting the laws of physics desperately to continue burning and devouring the atmosphere itself. It felt like an eternity before it had finally dwindled into a simple rain of embers that drifted all over, falling from titanic clouds of smoke formed in the wake of the plume’s death.

Ash’s face twisted up into a smile, mouth barely held closed despite his inner want to whoop in joy and do a little jig before running over to hug Infernus, whose shoulders had slumped even as the results of his labor fell to the earth around him in tiny trails of flame, scorching the earth beyond recognition.

The arena itself and even the forest beyond felt the rain of countless embers, though they failed to ignite thanks to Torrent transporting almost an entire pond to douse it before hand. They were the only thing that shone in the world aside from Infernus himself – the sky itself was overcast with smoke for as far as Ash could see and even the air around him was filled with the thick, black substance that billowed through the atmosphere.

He could not see the sun. Only a hint of its light pierced Infernus’ firestorm, lightening the smoke to a point where it appeared almost grey rather than the fierce black it truly was.

Ash coughed then as smoke rushed into his lungs and the Feather pulsed molten rock through his veins. Old wounds made themselves known and his lungs heaved terribly as they were reminded of the trials forced upon them by Moltres’ volcano.

Nevertheless he kept watching with wide eyes and a stupid grin.

Infernus wasn’t spent, but he was tired. Ash could see that from here. And considering what it took for Infernus to show even a hint of exhaustion…well, the evidence had just stolen the oxygen from his lungs and blinded him moments before.

It was taxing, but Ash couldn’t have asked for more.

“Dazed, can you clear the way?” Ash coughed, wincing at the rawness of his voice. His throat burned horribly and he’d wished he’d had the foresight to bring one of his canteens with him. Still, getting to Infernus took priority. Plume would clear the aftereffects of Overheat away.

Yes, Friend-Trainer. Trust yourself. I will guide you to the brute. 

He nodded and staggered forth, eager to congratulate Infernus. That was on a scale of nothing he’d accomplished before – even in the relatively brutal battles in which he clashed with Tangrowth he preferred precise blasts of intense flame. Unleashing his full might was just too dangerous for Tangrowth and so he’d been forced to reign his own power in – and that was the opposite of Overheat.

Overheat was pouring a huge amount of energy into the attack. It was much like Draco Meteor in that it taxed even experts of using the technique a great deal and could exhaust most inexperienced wielders. Essentially it was a blast of flame that matched the users highest potential at that time – all-or-nothing.

It was the equalizer. It tapped into power that could overwhelm even superior opponents if the user was strong enough, though it had better knock them out then or the rest of the match would be rather quick.

But Ash didn’t really care about that. It wouldn’t be something he relied on. Aside from the obvious tactical drawbacks the collateral damage was almost ridiculous – if he hadn’t had the field prepped beforehand they would be fighting a full blown forest fire right now.

No, he wouldn’t rely on it. But he had one very specific person who he knew he’d use it against in the near future. It wouldn’t be an equalizer, it would be a fighting chance.

That was in the future, though. For now Ash just wanted to check on his friend.
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“Show me what you’ve got,” Ash murmured as he firmly rubbed Aron’s domed head one last time before he rose and moved a safe distance away. The little steel-type nodded with an air of determination about him, his rasping tongue held firmly in his mouth instead of hanging off to a side as it usually did. The early dawn’s light shone off his armor brightly, making him difficult to look at but Ash managed.

Once Nidoking was absolutely certain Ash was safe he grunted. Aron warbled back and the battle to prove what the student had learned in these past two weeks began.

The first technique Aron accessed was one he’d proven to be rather adept with. He loosed what was probably meant to be a fierce cry and focused for several seconds, his small literally trembling with effort before all the power he’d gathered exploded forth in the form of several jagged walls of stone that jutted up and enclosed Nidoking in a fully sealed prison.

Aron slumped for a moment, though he quickly scurried as far as he could to his left before the thin barriers he’d summoned with Rock Tomb were destroyed by blunt claws, overwhelming force, and a single sweep of Nidoking’s mighty tail.

Nidoking roared, the bellow forcing the dusty remains of his temporary prison several feet away. His beady black eyes swiftly settled upon Aron, who scarcely managed to focus his energy into a semispherical shield with Protect before dozens of poisonous quills sprayed into it, bouncing harmlessly off the barrier.

The steel-type quickly dashed away again as Nidoking followed him with his fierce gaze, analyzing every movement of Aron. He slid to a halt and only barely managed to keep his footing when Nidoking grunted again and tapped his foot to the earth, releasing vast amounts of focused energy that carved a thin crevasse into the soft ground and lined it with golden energy as it grew wider and wider.

With his escape cut off by a second Earth Power that carved off the area behind him, Aron made his last attempt. He warbled as he turned to Nidoking and charged with barely a moment’s hesitation, head lowered.

Nidoking growled softly as Aron’s domed head swiftly moved upwards, kicking a thin spray of dirt into the poison-type’s eyes that managed to distract him just long enough for Aron to finish his charge.

…Unfortunately for Aron, that charge ended underneath Nidoking’s heavy, clawed foot. The blunt nails pressed firmly into Aron’s metal hide as Nidoking cocked his head, ears twitching as he glanced down at the steel-type. Finally he seemed to heave his plated shoulders in a shrug and removed his massive weight from the steel-type’s body and let the stunned Aron stagger off to the side.

His friend met Ash’s eyes inquisitively. Ash nodded with a grin – Nidoking had done well these past two weeks. Aron wasn’t anywhere near ready to join the main team, obviously, but at least Ash felt confident releasing him against weak opponents.

Aron had come far from what he had been in the beginning of this past training session. Still young, still slow, and still weak. But he had experience and the mentality to grow strong now. That was all Ash had asked.

For Nidoking to have shaped Aron into a mighty warrior standing even close to Sneasel’s ability would have required a miracle. Aron might have started training months later than Sneasel, but he had to be trained to have the proper mindset for combat unlike the naturally aggressive dark-type.

The newest member of their family was gentle. His kind developed slowly physically. They had the same incredible lifespan as the Rhydon family and lacked any natural predators – they didn’t need to develop extremely quickly, especially since Aggron tended to be excellent parents and stuck around until they were certain the offspring could take care of itself.

Sneasel had been as ready for combat a mere few weeks after emerging from his egg as Aron was now. Different rates of development, different instincts, and different personalities accounted for that.

But Aron was ready now. It wouldn’t be an easy road for him, but he had just taken his first few steps. Ash was confident in his ability to meet the rest of the team as equals one day – he just had to get started first.

“Good job!” He rubbed Aron’s back and steadied his young friend as the steel-type almost fell onto his side. Looked like Nidoking stopping his charge had rattled him harder than Ash had expected. Dazed might need to check on him to make sure nothing was too bad. Aron’s shell should have stopped anything too bad but it was better to be safe than sorry. “You’ve really gotten strong, haven’t you?”

Aron squeezed his icy blue eyes shut at the praise and nuzzled Ash’s hand, doing his best to lean his entire weight on it. Ash had to bring in his other arm and push his leg against the steel-type’s mass to keep himself from being crushed but he thought it was more than worth it – being close to his team wasn’t something that had a price.

“I’m going to return you now, alright?” Ash said slowly, doing his best to make sure Aron got every word into his heavy skull. Aron blinked and warbled, licking Ash’s forearms and tearing plenty of skin off before Ash smiled at him and recalled him into his pokeball. “He should be more comfortable now. I don’t think it would be good for him to try and walk back to camp.”

Nidoking plodded over to Ash’s side and nodded, taking care that his horn stayed far away from Ash.

“Thank you for helping him,” Ash said quietly as he and Nidoking stood together. He turned his eyes to his friend, who had shifted his head so as to catch Ash’s every word. “Nobody else would have done as good of a job.”

His friend snorted at that, the soft rush of hot air brushing against the exposed skin of Ash’s arm. Ash’s lips twitched upward at the pleased rush on Nidoking’s face before the monarch’s countenance shifted back to hard, loyal stone.

“I’ll get some more one-on-one time with you to make up for losing a good week of training,” Ash said. Nidoking’s ears twitched, pleased at the news. “How’s your own training coming along? I know you’ve worked hard with Triad and I saw a lot of improvement with Earth Power. Not quite as rough, if that makes any sense.”

Nidoking nodded in agreement, baring his fangs in a smile.

“By the way, start working a bit with your psychic abilities,” he told Nidoking. The poison-type’s ears twitched curiously, that part of their training having fallen by the wayside long ago in favor of his much greater potential in the form of his physical and elemental techniques. “Nothing major. Just try and improve while you’re working with Aron – I’ve got some plans.”

That was all Nidoking needed to hear and he gruffly dipped his head. Ash smiled and patted his friend’s shoulder, grinning as the hulking Nidoking leaned into his touch. “Let’s head back to the camp – I think it’s about time we move on. I want to be early to Rustboro.”

Nidoking grunted in agreement and fell in line with Ash as the two walked past the large clearing of Petalburg Forest that they’d claimed as their own – it was mostly deserted already, probably from some battle between careless trainers some time before. Their presence had attracted some attention over their second week in the forest, though. They often had audiences as they trained in the form of inquisitive Wurmple, Shroomish, and other young denizens of the area.

The older pokemon stayed away, probably just close enough to keep an eye on their children. Ash had no doubt that they were wary of him – the younger ones were impressed with his team’s strength. The adults knew just how dangerous his friends could be.

Ash had briefly considered approaching some of the pokemon to see if they’d be interested in coming along with him but decided against it. Most were freshly hatched and he had his hands full with Aron – it was intensive bringing a new member into the fold and he wanted to make sure the team had stabilized again before throwing yet another new brother or sister-in-arms into the dynamics.

Maybe he’d make a return visit one day, but for now he wouldn’t bother trying to test their interest. They were too young and the older ones had already settled in and had a life here in the forest. He wouldn’t want to remove them from that unless they approached him first.

He’d have to make sure he had everything cleaned up before they left tomorrow. Not just their camp, but also all the damage his team had done to their separate arenas over the course of their training.

It wouldn’t be too bad for the most part. Nidoking had practiced his Earth Power quite a bit, but he’d also work with general earth manipulation and used a bit of simple work to heal the scars in the earth he’d left behind. His training with Aron wasn’t anywhere near enough intensive to do anything but leave slight tracks where he’d tossed the steel-type and treads in the angles he attacked from.

Torrent and Plume’s training grounds would just require a bit of touchup by Tangrowth, as would Sneasel and Bruiser’s. None of them had used attacks that would wreak large-scale devastation on the earth itself.

The Kingdra hadn’t really focused much on his draconic techniques. He had them down fairly well and Ash wanted to develop some of his other talents for now, mostly working to expand his versatility.

Dazed and Oz wouldn’t require extensive work either. He supposed Dazed had done about as much damage as Bruiser – though where he tended to leave small craters from his Focus Blasts she’d started working to rip chunks of earth out of the ground. It was a lot more draining than Ancient Power and not as effective but it worked well as a distraction and soaked up Oz’s electricity quite well.

No, none of them would be the issue. They hadn’t done their utmost to literally destroy and remake their training ground several times over, unlike a certain pair that came to mind.

Ash couldn’t help but bare his teeth in a fierce grin as he remembered the sight of Tangrowth and Infernus dueling, each limiting themselves a bit to keep things interesting. Infernus wouldn’t teleport and in turn Tangrowth could only use magma.

Technically that wasn’t fair at all and Ash was fairly certain that Infernus had tricked Tangrowth into the match for fun. The magma might weigh Infernus down but the potent heat and molten stone soaking into whatever injuries he incurred only made him burn hotter and heal in moments – with how much he’d been coated with by the end of it Ash was fairly certain Nidoking could have gored him through the stomach and had the Magmortar’s fiery flesh mend around the horn in seconds.

Probably an exaggeration and not at all safe to test, but Ash thought it was interesting.

If only he could call up Lugia’s shields from the Shamouti Incident at will…

I can. 

Ash’s face twisted at the unwelcome intrusion and clamped down on it with an immediate assault. It had become a reflex with how much the Shade of Mew had decided to whisper into the back of his mind recently.

He didn’t like it at all, though there was literally nothing he could do to stop it. It was something Ash had to deal with for now. Fire and Lightning flooded his body as his heart pounded, the adrenaline still drowning his system.

Ash grimaced and focused as they peacefully plodded across the flat expanse of dirt and tattered grass. What trees there were had been knocked over before they’d even come here – all that remained were a few stumps and thick, knotted roots that wound their way across the clearing’s floor. They were dry and dead and Ash figured that a resident Slaking had probably thrown a tantrum here at one point.

That didn’t explain some of the veritable wasteland that made up the rest of the team’s training grounds but he supposed he would take what answers he could. It was too bad Daisy wasn’t here. Maybe she would’ve been able to see what had happened with the help of her Ninetales…

Still, that wasn’t quite as interesting as the memories of Infernus and Tangrowth’s battles. The two were quite fierce with one another, though he supposed that was the norm for Infernus. Tangrowth’s eyes were always narrowed, the luminous saucers never leaving the glow of Infernus’ heat.

Of course, he was fairly certain Infernus was having the time of his life. Torrent rarely deigned to battle him, wary of the consequences should both of them unleash their full strength. Nidoking was ill-suited to fight the teleporting menace, whose incredible body heat made most melee engagements a joke. Dazed had trouble resisting even a few intense blasts of his terrible fires and neither Bruiser nor Plume could get close.

Tangrowth had turned out to be his ideal foe, at least when he didn’t teleport on top of him and burn his way past the grass-type’s fire retardant vines.

He disliked Infernus, fought best at range, and could literally make every step a constant war for control of the battlefield. Tangrowth wasn’t very bright but he was excellent in combat and matched the Magmortar’s lust for battle and blood with an iron resolve.

In fact, Ash thought that Infernus might be coming to like Tangrowth. That might be pushing it, but there was clearly an enjoyment there. It wasn’t often Infernus could be truly pushed, even with a handicap. So to exert effort again and again until he could reach the final release of victory was probably the most satisfying thing in the world to him.

Ash himself couldn’t have been happier with the development – even if it wasn’t a real friendship and a very one-sided relationship it was good for Infernus and Tangrowth both. Infernus found something to occupy himself with, was able to release the pent up aggression Ash knew all too well, and got to actually stay outside the pokeball almost all the time.

For his part, Tangrowth had become a bit more focused. He was still the same as ever – especially when Ash caught him playing with the magma Infernus summoned for him, juggling it between vines with fascinated eyes on the glowing, sluggish liquid – but Infernus’ harsh lessons had taught him well.

The dangerous smile he wore as he’d considered the wanton power wielded by two of his friends faded into one of content as he assessed the results of this trip. He literally couldn’t think of a single thing to be disappointed in.

His friends hadn’t just grown stronger – they’d grown closer. There had always been a rift in his team, now that he thought about it. His family was united in the sense that they wished to help him and tolerated one another, despite their own feelings. But they weren’t close in the way he had wished.

This training trip had helped to mend that. The gap was by no mean healed, but it had been patched together with careful stitching. His team had partners, Aron, and actual peace for them to come together. There were no distractions from the outside world other than the inevitability of their departure.

And unfortunately, that time had come. Ash had to admit that he was more than ready to see Steven again but he would miss this. It felt like it had been ages since it had just been him and his team without a care in the world.

All good things came to an end, of course. While leaving this behind would be the death of a good thing, he had no doubt that joining Steven would be the beginning of something great.
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“The next time some of you are released, you might be facing down Steven,” Ash began as he stood before his team in the bare clearing that once held their camp. They listened eagerly, several considering the future battle with childish fascination and others with wariness. “I don’t expect us to win against any of his team, but I do expect to show him what we’re made of. I’ve seen how far all of us have come in the last two weeks and we’re going to make Steven see it as well!”

That got him a few cheers, a few faces full of anticipation. He smiled.

“I’ve tried to prepare all of you for what’s coming, but it’s going to be tough,” he continued, face set in stone. “Steven’s unlike any other opponent we’ve ever faced. He doesn’t focus on flight like Lance. He’s a defensive fighter and probably the best of that style in the whole world. I’ve shown you videos of his Metagross. Metagross might be his strongest, but that doesn’t mean the rest of the team isn’t on a similar level. So be ready and give it your all – we’re going to start this journey off right.”

“But that’s in the future,” he said easily, allowing his stern tone to slip away like water through a sieve. “Right now we need to clean up and then we’ll enjoy ourselves. Everyone have fun and go demolish your arenas! Tangrowth, fill in the holes. We’re not leaving a trace of evidence behind.”

With that he relaxed and fell back against a tree, crossing his arms as most of his team eagerly went to tear down the walls that had contained their battles for the last two weeks. Sneasel especially was happy to dash off, more than ready to release some of his frustration on the walls that he’d been smashed into by Bruiser on more than one occasion.

He watched them go with a smile. They’d be quick.

Ash sighed and pulled himself off the tree. The camp was cleared up and he had all of his equipment safely stashed away in his storage compartments but he needed to prepare a few things beforehand.

Technically he was cutting it a bit close. He was due to be at Steven’s place in Rustboro at three today according to the message Steven had sent him about a week ago. Ash guessed he’d completed his responsibilities at the Ever Grande Conference, though the event’s closing Ceremony wasn’t for another ten days when June came to a close.

But he’d prepared as much he could. His schedule allowed for a little bit of flexibility. Ash had looked up address his mentor had given him on the PokeNav databases, quickly locating it. It looked to be an apartment complex, probably ridiculously expensive.

So he knew where he was going. It was probably just a two hour flight to Rustboro and it was only ten in the morning. He’d woken up at the crack of dawn to get a last assessment of his team’s progress and spent the next hour cleaning up the camp.

Now he just had to wait another thirty minutes or so for his team to come back, saddle up Plume, and then he’d be off. Rustboro probably wouldn’t appreciate him flying in but he figured if he just went to the Pokemon Center closest to Steven’s home then he’d be fine.

Besides, he was a member of the Indigo Elite Four. It wasn’t like they’d stop him. That was definitely one of the more convenient parts of his position.

Ash figured he’d spend whatever spare time he had going to the Rustboro Gym to drop off Birch’s package and then wait out at Steven’s apartment. He would normally try to fit in a Gym battle to burn some time but Ash wouldn’t allow his team to be anything but their best – none of them had done anything taxing for the last two days so they could recover properly.

He wouldn’t disappoint Steven. The former Champion was doing him a great service by giving him the privilege of traveling and training under him for the next year or so and he wasn’t about to reward the man with a poor display.

At that he shook his head. He needed to relax. Focusing too much on the battle wouldn’t help any. He’d worked out plenty of strategies for what he knew for Steven’s team and spent a bit of time running his team through them. There wasn’t anything else he could do.

Instead of worrying further he released Aron. His newest friend wouldn’t be much help to Nidoking in wrecking the arena and wouldn’t be able to avoid the tremors of Nidoking’s Earthquake either.

And if the Aron currently licking a hunk of scrap metal Ash had obtained was great at one thing it was distracting him with a good mood.
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“I’m sorry, the Gym Leader isn’t in today,” the attendant, a teenager maybe two or three years older than Ash, drawled. He rapped his fingers against the stone the Rustboro Gym’s desk was carved from. The furniture looked ancient and flowed seamlessly into the rock floor, as though the building had been constructed around it. “She won’t return until the conclusion of the Ever Grande Conference. If you’d like we could schedule a battle now. Just leave your Trainer ID number and we’ll get it set up immediately.”

“Thanks, but I’m actually here on a job from Professor Birch,” Ash rasped, wincing at the sound of his voice. His throat was still a bit irritated from breathing in so much smoke during Infernus’ first use of Overheat, though it had been clearing up. “I’m supposed to deliver a disk to the Rustboro Gym.”

The attendant blinked and straightened up, more interested. “Oh, of course. Can I see it?”

“Here,” he said, handing the disk’s case to the teen. Ash wasn’t too worried about this data. Although it did hold information on Legendaries Birch had said it was mostly just irregularities in normal patterns. There was nothing very sensitive on there. Nothing that would turn the world on its head.

“Thanks!”

Ash nodded stiffly and turned as the attendant whistled a merry tune and walked the disk into the gym proper, probably headed to Roxanne’s office. He had no doubt that any personal deliveries from the Pokemon Professor of Hoenn would be given utmost priority. Roxanne might actually return from the Conference or have it transferred to her quarters there.

That wasn’t any of his concern, though. Until he could battle her he couldn’t really care less.

With that Ash headed out, pleased with how quick it had gone. No real niceties, just a simple exchange and the job was done. That was just about all he could ask for, even if it did mean he’d have to amuse himself for a bit longer now. It was only one o’ clock so he still had two hours to wait.

Oh well. That would go by in the blink of an eye once he got into Cynthia’s book. Despite fervently reading, it felt like he’d barely made any progress at all. He’d skimmed it, but considering how huge the monolithic text was he didn’t count that. No, he wouldn’t count himself as having completed the book until he’d actually mastered the knowledge held within. Anything less just wasn’t sufficient.

That meant he’d have to release Dazed, of course. She enjoyed reading it through his mind as much as he did. Moreso, even. The Hypno had a scholarly and intellectual bent no other members of his team held and he was more than happy to foster it.

He had to get to Steven’s apartment first, of course. With that in mind he trudged off into the city of Rustboro, navigating the steel jungle so similar to Saffron’s with relative ease. It wasn’t quite as cramped and the streets were far wider, though the dull monochrome brown of the city was a bit disappointing. At least Saffron was more varied with his colors.

Still, none of that mattered right now. He had a task to finish.

XX

Dazed helpfully turned the page for him with a flash of blue. Ash smiled at her and continued reading, losing himself in the text.

As such, Rustboro can in many ways be seen to mirror Sootopolis. In contrast with Sootopolis, a naval, sea-based superpower in the east, Rustboro is a land-based power with roots primarily in production and trade rather than war. 

While it made good use of its access to the sea, traditionally Rustboro favored trade on land. The massive Meteor Falls cave networks and the foothills of Mt. Pyre separated them from Fallarbor’s territory, though in essence Rustboro controlled the majority of central and northern Hoenn through close association with the ancient Draconid peoples, who have died out over the past centuries. 

Though hugely successful, it failed to expand east beyond the Arid Zone separating Fortree and Lilycove from the rest of mainland Hoenn and found itself unable to push past Petalburg. It historically rivaled Slateport, who was in constant competition with Rustboro for dominance in the Dewford region. 

Despite tensions that have lasted for the better part of a millennium, neither Rustboro nor their historical foe have gone to war. There are many reasons for this truce, which experts believe to primarily lie in the form of the Draconids, whose relationship with Rustboro enabled them to have military success without relying on a large standing armor. 

The Draconids occupied a role similar to Blackthorn in the Johto region, though perhaps on a larger scale. Both possessed extremely close relationships with powerful dragons that allowed them to strike almost anywhere in a region overnight and return to their beds the next day. 

Through their breeding of Salamence and other dragons, the Draconids were undisputedly the most powerful military force in all of Hoenn for centuries. Their ability to strike at targets hundreds and thousands of miles away meant they were feared by all and their own comparative lack of cities or infrastructure meant it was exceptionally difficult to find them. Many resided in concealed villages or in Meteor Falls, where – 

Ash started slightly as the alarm he’d set on his PokeNav went off. He grinned and felt a little rush of energy surge through him as he quickly closed the Arbok-bound book and returned it to his storage compartment. Dazed gave him a quick nod of permission before he recalled her.

It was time.

He knocked on the door for the second time that day and patiently waited. Steven hadn’t been here when he’d first arrived and had probably just teleported in. The former Champion certainly didn’t seem the type to disregard punctuality.

A few moments later the door opened, revealing a smiling Steven Stone.

“Ash, it’s good to see you!” He swung the door open fully, waving Ash inside. “Come in, come in. I’m glad you’re here on time. We have a lot to do today.”

He grinned back and followed Steven into the apartment, which looked to be absolutely massive. It wasn’t unexpected for this apartment complex, which he wasn’t sure he’d be able to afford even with his salary. Ash had half-expected to be given a complementary suit and tie just for visiting so as to avoid disgracing their reputation.

The living room along looked like it was the size of the first floor of his house back in Pallet and was completely pristine. There wasn’t a single thing out of place. All of the furniture was spotless, blankets perfectly folded, and the floor clear of anything that might resemble a mess.

Honestly, if it weren’t for the pictures of Steven with all sorts of people he was sure were influential in some way or another he wouldn’t’ think it had been lived in at all. Oh, and the display cases full of rare stones of both the mundane and evolutionary types.

“This place is huge,” he commented as he took in the whole scene. This was less of an apartment and more of a one-story house. It didn’t even have a kitchen attached – it looked like it was in its one room.

“It’s fairly nice,” Steven agreed as he shut the door and turned back to him. “I’m not here often but it serves its purpose.”

Ash nodded dumbly, barely resisting the urge to snort at Steven’s assessment. The former Champion had very different standards of luxury than he did.

“Please, take a seat,” his new traveling companion motioned to one of the plush armchairs dotting the room. Ash quickly fell into one, tapping his fingers against the armrest as Steven sat across from him. “How have you liked Hoenn? I know I haven’t been in touch quite as often as I should have. Wallace has been running me ragged with the Ever Grande Conference – after dealing with the Indigo Conference as well I couldn’t be happier to be done with it.”

He grinned. “I’ve enjoyed it. I haven’t explored quite as much as I’d like but I’ve gotten a lot of training in and picked up a new teammate. And I found a few interesting things in Sootopolis and Granite Cave that might need to be investigated.”

“Lance told me,” Steven sighed and rubbed his temples. “We’ve known about the Cave of Origin for centuries now, though you illuminated us a bit more than the keepers of that lore. But the news of Granite Cave is a bit more worrying – I know of that mural. I’ve seen it before. But what you reported of the unnatural influences was unexpected. When I found it I felt nothing of the type.”

Ash decided not to point out that the influences acting on him in that cave – the touch of Legends – probably shouldn’t be classified as unnatural. They were practically the definition of natural, technically. He knew that much.

But that wasn’t what they were discussing right now and it would just be picking at semantics. He wasn’t entirely surprised only he’d felt it anyway. After all of the Legends he’d encountered he was probably more open to their influence than most.

“I’ll ensure Wallace sends a Ranger team to investigate it,” Steven muttered, scratching his chin thoughtfully. Ash wasn’t sure the man was actually talking to him. “A mundane Ranger and at least one psychic or otherwise sensitive member…need a control.”

“Be careful of the psychic that gets sent,” he warned. Steven’s head jerked up at the intrusion, as though he’d momentarily forgotten Ash’s presence. “Human psychics tend to be more vulnerable to Legendaries, I’ve noticed. They might not be able to handle it.”

Steven nodded at that. “Ah, yes. Thank you, Ash. I believe Sabrina reported something along those lines, though I’d forgotten it. I haven’t been quite as involved in the research into the Legends as Lance has been.”

“Now, what’s this you said about a new team member?” Steven raised a silver eyebrow as he moved onto a happier topic.

Ash grinned and unhooked Aron’s pokeball with a swift movement. An instant later he tapped the release and Aron materialized on the rug. The steel-type blinked and yawned before he allowed his rasping tongue to hang freely and sat down contentedly on his haunches as he examined his new surroundings.

Steven’s eyes lit up. “An Aron! That’s fantastic, Ash. I’m glad to see him on your team – it’s been a long time since I’ve been able to work with an untrained steel-type. I’m afraid my team has remained the same for quite a while now.”

He nodded along with Steven and had to hold back a snort as Steven slid out of his chair and next to Aron, carefully running his callused fingertips over his shell and muttering quietly.

Aron warbled and leaned into the touch, always eager to get some attention. Steven smiled and rubbed his domed head, stopping at a point where his head and main body connected to scratch. “I’ve found that almost all Aron like this spot rubbed. This is where a lot of the stress builds up from raising their head and they appreciate having some of the tension released. If they aren’t with others of the Aron family they tend to have minor, chronic pain build up over time until they evolve.”

Ash dipped his head to show he’d heard and watched carefully, appreciating Steven’s deep knowledge. He paid rapt attention as Steven tapped a few more spots and seemed pleased with Aron’s condition.

“He’s in good condition,” the Steel Master smiled softly as he tapped Aron’s forehead before rising. “Aron and their line are hardy anyway. I’ll show you what to keep an eye out for once we settle into our routine.”

“And what will that be?” Ash raised an eyebrow. Aron plodded over by his feet and cheerfully knocked his heavy head into his shin before settling down and watching Steven with a small bit of interest.

Steven reclaimed his seat and relaxed.

“Today won’t be too difficult,” he said. “First I’d like to introduce you to someone who’s very interested in meeting you. After that I will have us teleported to a training area I’ve frequented in the past a few miles out of Rustboro so I can assess you. Once that’s finished we’ll return here so that I can give you an outline of what we’ll be working toward over the upcoming year. Understood?”

Ash nodded. “Crystal clear.”

“Good,” Steven smiled. He shut his eyes and moments later a Gardevoir appeared. Its luminous eyes raked over Ash and watched him intensely, though judging from the focus revealed on Steven’s face they were having a mental conversation. “Recall Aron, please. Juliet here will teleport us to our destination.”

He quickly followed the former Champion’s command and flashed a smile to Juliet in thanks for helping them. At least he didn’t have to put up with Bob’s nonsense while she was around.

Juliet just nodded before she shut her eyes, though an inner light that suddenly flashed made it appear as though they were still open.

What followed was perhaps the smoothest example of teleportation he’d encountered aside from what he remembered from watching Mew battle Mewtwo. It was a perfectly seamless transition.

There wasn’t even a moment of disorientation or a rush of motion and color and space as she teleported them, just as though they had shifted from one point to another. No flash of light, no crack, not even a hint that anything had happened.

“Thank you, Juliet,” Steven said to the Gardevoir. She nodded and vanished a moment later, as though she’d never even been there at all. The former Champion idly toyed with the cuffs of his suit as he watched Ash marvel at their new surroundings.

He wasn’t sure where they were, but it was lavish. The walls were of the same drab grey and brown stone much of Rustboro was shaped from but the floor was a glossy marble and artwork that practically screamed of wealth adorned the walls.

There were some news articles and what looked like scientific and financial journals hung on the wall but he couldn’t really take the time to examine them at the moment. Most had pictures of a tall, smiling man with silvery-white hair just a few shades paler than Steven’s slate on them. Despite his rather odd haircut – it vaguely reminded Ash of a Starmie – he still cut an imposing, albeit friendly, presence.

Seeing the man gave Ash a few guesses as to where he was but he figured he’d know for sure in a few minutes.

“Ah, Steven!” A booming voice echoed throughout the hall in which they stood. Ash instantly turned to examine the new arrival, who walked past a secretary’s desk without a care in the world and blinked when he realized it was the man he’d just seen plastered all over the walls. “Welcome, welcome! It’s been too long, my boy!”

“It has,” Steven smiled as he shook the tall old man’s hand. He waved Ash up. “Father, this is –”

“Ash Ketchum,” Mr. Stone said gravely with an accent quite a bit stronger than Steven’s. He looked down at Ash with interest as he took Ash’s hand in a tight grip and shook it up and down enthusiastically. “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Mr. Ketchum. My name is Francis Stone. As you might have picked up on, I’m Steven’s father.”

Ash returned the firm grip. “It’s good to meet you too.”

Mr. Stone smiled lightly at Ash’s simple greetings. “Let’s move into my office. I’d hate to distract Ms. Carla while she works.”

Steven and Ash followed in silence, though his mentor flashed the secretary a smile as they passed which she happily returned and waved them off, though she never took her eyes off her monitor.

The heavy wooden doors swung shut once they’d passed and left them in a massive office that looked like it doubled as a meeting room. It looked as though Mr. Stone’s workplace was towards the back of the room and surrounded by all manner of personal touches. There was a huge table that looked as though the room had been carved around it in the center, lined with chairs. Its top was thick glass that revealed all manner of fossils and rocks trapped beneath.

Mr. Stone seemed to share Steven’s fascination with minerals if the countless display cases full of rare and beautiful stones was anything to go by – their name was useful for that much, at least. He didn’t even recognize some of the rocks that were obviously evolutionary stones and there were all sorts of stone slabs with ancient carvings etched into them that could be sold for a fortune.

But overall he was more distracted by the odd feeling that he was being watched…

“Please, relax!” Mr. Stone chortled as he slid into an impossibly comfortable looking armchair and steepled his fingers together, watching them closely. “Would either of you like something to eat or drink?”

“No, thank you,” Steven shook his head. “While we would love to stay and chat this needs to be kept brief. We have a lot of work to get done.”

“Of course, of course,” the older man murmured. “Very well, then. Metagross!”

That was enough to distract Ash from his contemplation of an odd stone held aloft by what almost looked like some sort of ceremonial artifact. The side angled toward the chairs in front of Mr. Stone almost reminded him of a face the way a large crack angled straight down and then into what looked like a frown. Two dots were indented right above where the crack branched.

It was utterly unremarkable, though it put him on edge nonetheless. That might be something to talk to Steven about later if it became any stranger.

Still, that barely even mattered to him right now. No, he was much more concerned with the twin Metagross that had appeared from the shadows, eerily silent as they stepped forward with a smooth grace that belied their hulking forms and massive weight.

One was a few shades darker than the other, almost approaching black. That was a sign of age in Metagross if he remembered correctly and the strength of their armor tended to correspond to how dark it was. All the color reflected was how many layers had been developed over the course of their life.

The other was much closer in shade to Steven’s and as it turned its bloody red eyes on him he froze.

He knew this Metagross.

“Mr. Ketchum, wait!” Mr. Stone cried as Nidoking and Dazed appeared beside the boy in a flash of light. Both picked up on the situation instantly, probably thanks to Dazed pulling the context from his mind. “Please restrain yourself! That Metagross will cause no harm to you.”

“It already has,” Ash snarled, staring down the Metagross he had once met in battle without a hint of fear. Fire roared in him and he was more than ready to resume that battle if he needed to. When he saw it and knew what it was, he did not think. He simply acted.

A firm hand took ahold of Ash’s shoulder, despite the warning growl Nidoking sent to its owner. Steven didn’t care about any of Nidoking’s threats and squeezed him gently, just enough to snap him out of the reactionary state he’d fallen into.

“That’s enough, Ash,” Steven said quietly. “His Metagross won’t hurt you. It simply wished to speak with you…although in a much different context. It wasn’t supposed to happen like this.”

Ash nodded jerkily, eyes never leaving Pierce’s Metagross. It stared dispassionately back, looking very, very tired in that moment. “You could have told me beforehand.”

“I was about to,” his mentor frowned at Mr. Stone. “Some of us don’t pay attention, it seems.”

“Yes, I suppose most of the blame rests in my hands,” Mr. Stone grimaced. His knuckles rapped nervously against the glossy wood of his desk. “My apologies. Metagross wasn’t supposed to enter yet.”

Our apologies as well, Conqueror. It was remiss of us to be so careless. But we desired to communicate immediately. 

“What do you want?” Ash crossed his arms. He trusted Steven enough to relax a bit but by no means would he ever like this creature. It wasn’t quite as monstrous as Pierce’s other beasts in personality but it had aided and abetted countless murders and terrible acts when it stood by its master’s side.

We simply wished to express our recognition of your accomplishment. We did not enjoy the last years of our time with our former trainer. Thank you for allowing us freedom and a return to our home.

“If you didn’t enjoy it why didn’t you leave?” He scowled at the hulking metal creature. Its eyes still held him dispassionately, not a hint of emotion displayed. “I know it’s possible. Not always easy, but possible.”

We are loyal. Master Pierce was there when we hatched and we expected to be there when he died. Though we did not condone his activities we would not forsake our bond. But without Master Pierce we see that perhaps there were alternative routes we could have taken to curb his level of collateral damage. But we were blinded. He was all we had ever known, unfortunate psychological failings and all. He was our duty.

Ash’s lips were flat as he listened to the creature. “If you’re trying to apologize –”

Why would we apologize? What is done is done. Lost lives may never be reclaimed. We simply wished to recognize your involvement in our freedom and thank you for it. The future is more mutable. 

Perhaps we will conform to your preconceived notions of ethics in the future and redeem ourselves in your eyes. Or not. We wish only to thank you for allowing us that choice, Conqueror. 

He nodded stiffly, just wanting this to be over as soon as possible. Ash didn’t want to talk to this Metagross who had the blood of hundreds on its hands. Generally he thought himself quite capable of comprehending the alien mindsets of certain pokemon but this…he couldn’t handle it. Not right now. Not yet.

Farewell, Conqueror. We wish for chance to favor you in the time to come as you travel with Master Steven and our kin. We see your strength for ourselves now but improvement is a certainty with Master Steven…you have surpassed Master Pierce already, and only Master Steven may guide you now. 

Ash twitched as the Metagross lumbered silently away and into the shadows where it had first emerged, unnerving grace even more apparent to him now that he knew just what that creature was.

The other Metagross examined him. Its eyes were far darker than Pierce’s Metagross, the red so deep it was nearly black.

Bearer of the Golden Feather, Storm-Tamer, and host of powers known and unknown…you carry lofty titles on your shoulders, Ash Ketchum. It is no wonder the Traitor-Thief-False Kin fell to you, young though you may have been. I thank you for your deed. 

“You’re welcome,” Ash said, mouth dry. He was relaxed now that Pierce’s Metagross was gone and quickly recalled his two friends now that the time of crisis was over – it was only putting more stress on everyone. “After what he did I would never let him escape justice.”

Good. Blood must be paid with blood. That is our way. 

The older Metagross truly looked at him now and he thought he saw a dangerous glint in its wise red eyes.

You are dissatisfied with the perceived escape the Betrayer has achieved. I will allow you to know the truth: Betrayer will pay for its crimes in a way that will mend them. 

It is not within Betrayer’s ability to bring back those it has stolen life and limb from, but for the deepest sin, the betrayal of family, it shall find peace. Soon, when it is large enough, I will return to the colony with Betrayer. 

When I bring it to the site of its betrayal, I will summon the Dumb that hide there still. I will rend Betrayer limb from limb and the Dumb will do their work. From its life-husk countless Dumb will arise and grow and the colony will live again. Life begets death and death begets life. 

It knows its atonement. It is the reason it was reclaimed and not destroyed by Champion for its crimes. It accepts and desires reconstitution to the colony as it should.

Ash nodded slowly at that. Cruel, but fitting. And perhaps the most good it could possibly do – it seemed like the Stones’ Beldum colony had recovered very slightly, but was still in a precarious position.

He couldn’t help but wince at the brutality of what would happen, but it seemed as though it would at least allow the Beldum to recover from what Betrayer – as the old Metagross so aptly named it – had assisted. And if Betrayer was okay with it…well, who was he to intervene?

It was their justice, not his.

Farewell, Storm-Tamer. Bear your burden well. I wish you luck.

“Thank you,” he lowered his head to thank the Metagross. It allowed its body to sink low to the ground in response before it raised itself up on impossibly powerful legs and clambered quietly to the shadows, not a footstep heard.

That really was eerie.

“I’m sorry, Ash,” Steven apologized once the Metagross had vanished into whatever area Mr. Stone had set up for them. “Like I said, it wasn’t supposed to happen like this. We were going to ask you if you wished to see Pierce’s Metagross, but it decided to take matters into its own hands. Figuratively, of course.”

“Why did it even want to speak with me?” Ash muttered. It wasn’t as if the meeting had been fulfilling for either of them. Well, he didn’t think it had. The Metagross seemed to be at something resembling peace but all it had done was dredge up bad memories for him in its desire to show him recognition.

Mr. Stone interjected before Steven could open his mouth. “I believe I’m better suited to answer that question, my boy. You see, it’s known since the beginning that if it were to be reclaimed it would be used to regenerate the colony.”

“It might seem harsh, but that’s the way of the Metagross,” Mr. Stone continued. “It’s common for them to reproduce through a form of fragmentation, where they allow one of their legs – which still retains the primitive neural network of a Beldum – to detach and develop into a Beldum on its own. But when times are desperate the leader of the hive uses either itself or another Metagross or Metang to provide a huge amount of material that can be shaped into Beldum.”

“How they do it isn’t entirely understood, but they’re able to repurpose the neural network of the sacrificed individual and reconfigure pieces of it into fragments of the body. A single Metagross can yield upwards of a hundred proto-Beldum, which develop into what we recognize as Beldum over a few months!” Mr. Stone ended on a high note, the passion in his voice fascinating to Ash. It had him listening – and he even understood most of it, although that was mostly thanks to the vast amount of biology he’d been reading about thanks to Professor Oak’s recommended texts.

Steven smiled softly. “Father, I think you went a little off-topic. I don’t think Ash needed an entire dissertation to understand.”

“Nonsense!” Mr. Stone shook his head staunchly. “This is necessary to comprehend what I’m about to say! Absolutely required. What’s the point in explaining something if your audience never comes to understand it? Nothing at all, I say!”

The former Champion just rolled his eyes, looking like he’d heard his father’s impassioned spiel many times before. “Regardless, the fact is that Pierce’s Metagross knows its fate. It’s willing to make amends in any way it can and it’s not our place to interfere. It requested to speak with you before it was harvested and we thought it acceptable. Not that it went entirely as planned…”

“It’s fine,” Ash grunted. He returned both of his friends. They were wound up tighter than he was, having fed off of his own state of mind. It wouldn’t be good to leave them out in such a volatile and fragile environment. “I’m over it.”

Steven raised a silver eyebrow but didn’t press. Mr. Stone coughed lightly to get his attention. “Now that the conflict is over, I’d like to personally thank you for the service you provided to our family in apprehending young Pierce. He was a monster who abused his power and betrayed everyone he’s ever known. To see him locked away…it’s a relief.”

“Trust me, I’m more than happy to have helped,” Ash grinned, eyes narrowed at the thought of Pierce hidden away in whatever hole the Ever Grande League thought he deserved.

“So Steven says,” Mr. Stone chuckled. “Now, while I’ve been told that Champion Lance rewarded you most richly for your role in subduing my nephew, I would like to grant you a token of my own appreciation.”

The man opened a drawer in his large desk and gently pulled a slab of flat stone out with both hands. Ash looked on curiously before Mr. Stone gently laid it in a clear area right in front of him. Steven smiled.

“If these were better times I’d gift you several Beldum in appreciation,” the older man sighed, looking past Ash wistfully. “That is the traditional reward for such a great service to our family. But it will be years before the colony can afford to lose even a single Beldum…instead, I thought I’d gift you something I believe to possess an equal worth.”

Ash glanced down at the stone for real this time, blinking as he saw the outlines of an insect-like creature outlined. “A fossil? Then –”

“Yes, this is the fossil of an ancient Anorith, the same specimen which we used to obtain the DNA required for Steven’s Armaldo!” Mr. Stone boomed suddenly, sounding like he could have voiced one of those commercials Ash used to watch on TV. “Through the use of advanced, patented Devon Corporation technology and decades of research and collaboration with the Cinnabar Institute, we will use the DNA preserved in this rock for millions of years to create you an Anorith of your own!”

“An Anorith…” Ash muttered, envisioning the small creature he’d seen in a few articles. It wasn’t especially impressive on its own, but its evolution was supposed to be very well-suited for battle, though its rarity and the huge expense that went into developing one made them a little known presence on any field.

Yes, he could work with that. Not many would be ready for an Anorith and if he was traveling with Steven…

“I’ll be more than happy to advise you on raising her,” Steven said, reading Ash correctly. “She’ll be a clone of my own, so I might be able to help you avoid some of the more…troublesome aspects of training an Anorith.”

“Thanks,” Ash grinned, though it fell into a frown a few moments later. “Don’t I need a license? Or is my Elite Four status enough?”

“The Devon Corporation only allows fossil pokemon to be granted to trainers that pass a certification course or are accompanied by a respected individual who has previous experience with fossil pokemon,” Mr. Stone recited. He smiled at Ash. “Steven is more than qualified to assist, so you don’t need to worry about it. I’ll send you a manual with important information in regards to fossil pokemon soon.”

Ash nodded his appreciation. There was a lot of knowledge he’d need to learn – he’d picked up some basics from Lance and observing his interaction with Aerodactyl, but he knew next to nothing about actually training one of the ancient pokemon and the specific requirements of fossil pokemon.

They were very difficult to raise properly, with alien mindsets and instincts and plenty of complex dietary and medicinal needs. Modern fossils were in much better shape than the first experimental clones, but they still had to have a lot of help to survive the unfamiliar world they’d been brought into.

Overall they’d adapted well, especially with the advances in technology. Now they could survive in the wild on their own if they were released, although they were all made sterile so they couldn’t breed if they somehow found another member of their kind.

Fossils didn’t have the same mindset as most pokemon. While they were still sentient, they tended to be a bit less intelligent as a whole and far more savage, with a willingness to kill that far exceeded almost all other pokemon. They hadn’t been tempered by interaction with humans and lacked much of the empathy modern pokemon had developed.

“Is Anorith ready now?” He asked curiously, breaking his train of thought. Ash needed to focus.

“No, development just started today,” Mr. Stone shook his head. “Steven asked that I wait until the both of you had started your journey together before I begin. He wanted to give you time to adjust, I believe.”

“Yes,” Steven cut in. “Learning to take care of a fossil pokemon is a time intensive process, even with the help of someone who’s done it before. For the first few months at least I’d like to focus on training and getting you up to Elite Four-level as soon as possible. We’ll have time to work with Anorith. This will also give you the opportunity to learn what she’ll need beforehand.”

Ash nodded. That was fair. “How long, then?”

“Six months, I believe,” Mr. Stone said. “We’re going to work on the DNA sequence first. We’ve recovered more complete Anorith specimens since Steven’s was created and we’ll be repairing a few gaps in the DNA. After that it’s just a matter of inserting an updated immune system and ensuring she develops correctly. We’ll notify you once she’s ready to be retrieved.”

“Thank you,” Ash grinned, ready to see his new friend as soon as possible. Steven was probably right, but that didn’t mean he couldn’t look forward to it. Anorith would be a totally new experience for him.

“You’re more than welcome,” Mr. Stone chuckled. He rose and extended his hand, which Ash took. “It was a pleasure to meet you, Mr. Ketchum. I look forward to seeing you again. But I’m sure Steven is ready to leave, so I won’t take any more of your time.”

Ash nodded and exchanged his own farewells before Juliet appeared from nowhere, elegant frame perfectly straight. He followed Steven’s previous instructions and allowed her to whisk the two of them away.

XX

Steven looked down at Ash from where he sat on Metagross. The hulking steel-type laid its scarlet eyes on the boy with a slight amount of interest, though it appeared overall unimpressed.

“This is a training ground used by my family for generations,” he gestured to the clearing around them. Ash could tell it had seen a ton of use – there were deep gouges rent into the earth, a distinct lack of intact trees, and even spots where it looked like the dirt had fused into glass from some terribly powerful technique. “I expect us to be here for the next few weeks unless something unforeseen pops up.”

“But we won’t stay here for long,” Steven said. “I plan on traveling around Hoenn to let you get a better look at the region and more experience with unfamiliar areas. There are several spots I’ve picked out where we will camp and spend some time on dedicated training, but I’d like to get most of our training done on the road.”

Ash nodded and listened attentively. Most of this he’d already known – or at least suspected – but he never knew what else Steven might throw in.

“As you know, you’re on loan to the Ever Grande League for the duration of your apprenticeship under me. We will be dispatched to assist the League in whatever situations arise with the Rocket situation or when they need us for whatever other reason.”

“I’ve told Wallace that unless it is truly necessary not to ask us. We’ll only be needed for truly important operations and I’ll spend time during our training preparing you for official missions. Protocol isn’t quite as important for you to know as a member of the Elite Four, but there will be specialized training for you and your team so that you’ll be able to efficiently coordinate with traditional League forces.”

Steven paused for a moment to catch his breath. “Any questions?”

“No,” Ash shook his head. It seemed simple enough and he’d learn more about the training in time. He had an idea of what would go on thanks to the League manuals he’d been given as well as some of the documents he’d read in the archives.

“Good,” his teacher’s lips curled up into a smile. A moment later Steven slid off of Metagross and took up a position behind the metal behemoth. “Then I think it’s time to see what you’re made of.”

Ash couldn’t help the savage grin that came over his face and the Feather sent pulses of heat through his blood. His skin tingled as electricity emanated from the receptacle and he felt even a titanic presence shift in the back of his mind with interest.

He didn’t care about a single one of them.

“We’ll do a series of one-on-one trials,” Steven called out as Ash turned to make some space, “if Metagross is beaten then I’ll switch to another of my team.”

Ash reached the point where he’d be safe and his friends would have plenty of time to maneuver without fear of hitting him.

He turned to look back at Steven, who had a look of fierce concentration on his face. Moments later Ash felt a shift in the air – the whole arena was energized and he could pick out vague distortions in the atmosphere around them. Shifting, mutable walls.

When he tried to focus on them they disappeared, but he was always aware of them in the corner of his eye or the hum in his ears.

“Ash!” Steven yelled. He laid his eyes upon his mentor, interested. Steven smiled. “Don’t let your team hold back. If they don’t come at Metagross with intent to kill then they won’t even scratch him.”

He nodded stiffly and released all of his team but Seeker – the sunlight wouldn’t be good for her. They might only be fighting one at a time but that didn’t mean that he had to release them in that order. This way they would at least be able to pick up on Metagross’ general tactics.

“The rules are one-on-one,” Ash began, meeting each of his family’s eyes in turn. “Pick up what you can from the previous battles and use it. Don’t hold back – fight like this is life-or-death. We have to if we want to stand a chance against Metagross.”

Ash got a series of nods in turn. He smiled. “We can do this – this is what we’ve spent the last few months preparing for. Just give it your all.”

“Nidoking, you’re up first. Just be careful – your poison won’t help against Metagross. It’s a powerful psychic as well, so watch out.”

His starter bared his fangs at him in a grin and nodded, ears standing straight up as he lumbered out into the devastated battlefield. It was plain earth, at least, so his Earthquake would be at its strongest.

“Go!” Steven shouted. Metagross simply stood silently and eerily still, like a robot without power. Only the blinking of its red eyes gave away the fact that it was anything but a statue.

“Triad,” Ash murmured, trusting Nidoking’s extremely sensitive ears to hear him. His friend quickly squared himself and a second later twin arcs of brilliant electricity and a jagged, arcing beam of white blasted across the field at Metagross, trailed by the slower Flamethrower that erupted from deep within Nidoking’s throat. He wrinkled his nose at the noxious scent of the fire, poisonous fumes from Nidoking carried with it.

A layer of psychic barriers manifested directly in front of each, Metagross having opted for an incredibly precise array that blocked only the attacks instead of the wide, semispherical shields that every other psychic Ash had battled favored.

Each of the attacks were absorbed and Metagross allowed each of the barriers to independently dissolve into nothingness once they were unnecessary. First was the section that caught the Thunderbolt, then Ice Beam, then the Flamethrower that sputtered and died uselessly against the shield.

Nidoking didn’t waste time being surprised. Instead he started to plod forward carefully, always wary of an attack from Metagross. Then, suddenly, he propelled himself up into the air with his powerful legs and when he landed an immense wave of force rippled throughout the earth, tearing it into fragments and leaving winding fissures in its wake.

Metagross simply held itself several inches above the ground, its body outlined in a brilliant blue shell of psychic energy. Those cold red eyes watched in with disinterest, though it blinked when a flurry of Shadow Balls shot forward from Nidoking’s horn. Each was a full Shadow Ball rather than the smaller, weaker versions favored by Dazed for these situations.

His friend didn’t let up the barrage for several more seconds, realizing that anything else would just be stopped by Metagross’ impossibly skilled use of psychic powers.

All the while Nidoking advanced, trying to close ground so that he could possibly get close enough to leave his foe with less time to react to his attacks.

Unfortunately Metagross had the same idea. It had actually been forced to move thanks to the threat of the Shadow Balls – Ash doubted it would be as vulnerable to the ghostly energy as Grey’s Beheeyem back in the Conference, but it seemed Metagross would still lose some mobility if it was struck.

Metagross stood still and didn’t do a thing aside from blocking the series of Triads and individual Shadow Balls mixed in, allowing Nidoking to come to him – they both knew that at range Nidoking couldn’t hope to hurt Metagross. Not when it was quick enough to dodge out of the way and impossibly agile.

Ash had read up a lot on Metagross, but seeing how flexible it was in person was almost disturbing. Something that huge and formidable shouldn’t be able to rotate its legs almost a full three hundred and sixty degrees to dance out of the way of blows – the thinner portions that attached the powerful lower sections to the main body had a huge range of motion.

He frowned and focused. Now wasn’t the time for that.

“Go now!” Ash shouted to Nidoking as Metagross was forced to dodge yet another flurry of Shadow Balls that shot past and pierced the psychic walls erected around this place. They rippled around the holes left in them by the ghostly power but slowly repaired themselves as they purged the alien energy away.

Nidoking roared and charge, building up to an impressive speed quickly to close the hundred feet between him and his foe. His horn glowed a fierce white as he activated Mega Horn and his left arm was shrouded in a black aura outlined by a glowing purple that shaped itself into a wickedly curved Shadow Claw.

Shadow Claw struck first, the ethereal arm striking forth to tear into Metagross’ form. The hulking steel-type was forced to erect a pale green shield with Protect moments before the Shadow Claw reached it, though a few wisps of the dark attack managed to get in and touch the Metagross before it could escape.

Metagross rumbled then, a sound not unlike two tectonic plates crashing together. It moved, slower than before, as Nidoking finally neared with his glowing horn. The powerful creature’s arms shone a fiery orange before it shot forth and smashed into Nidoking’s side, the force behind it knocking him to the side and stunning him.

Nidoking roared in surprise as he stumbled, though he went silent as Metagross’ eyes shifted to blue and Nidoking was surrounded in a shell of psychic energy. Ash could almost feel the force behind Nidoking’s exertions to break free, but could do nothing but wince as Metagross casually hurled him all the way back to Ash several hundred feet away.

His friend smashed into the psychic barriers in front of Ash with crushing force, knocked out instantly.

Ash blinked as he stared at Nidoking’s still body. He’d known Metagross was powerful, but it was unreal to see it in person. He doubted even Sabrina’s Alakazam could have so easily picked up Nidoking’s several hundred pounds and thrown him that far.

He frowned and returned his friend, granting him peace for now. “Good job, Nidoking. You did well.”

“Plume, you’re up.”

His friend screamed her arrival to the heavens as she shot into the air, nearly knocking Ash over from the force. Only a steadying hand from Bruiser kept him from falling.

He didn’t have to tell Plume what to do. She slipped into Super Speed immediately, becoming nothing but a blur as she raced around the arena. Metagross did nothing, content to let her come to him.

Plume didn’t disappoint. She knew better than to get in close with Metagross lest she be forced to deal with another Protect. The Pidgeot knew better than to fall for that after what happened with Michael’s Dragonite in the Conference.

Instead she circled behind Metagross, twisted in a display Ash could hardly believe was possible, and fired a Hyper Beam straight into its back. The blast flashed a bright white that hurt Ash’s eyes to look at, though he had to hold back a groan when Metagross instantly manifested a shield to block it halfway before it reached him.

The resulting explosion rippled through the sky like fireworks and he winced as the shockwave hit his ears.

Plume didn’t let that stop her, however, and she fired several more that all met a similar fate.

Metagross finally grew bored with the whole affair and took action. A silver ball of energy quickly shaped between its eyes and held there as Plume fired another Hyper Beam that Metagross casually absorbed.

Then, moments later, the silver ball that Ash recognized as a Flash Cannon transformed into a beam of beautiful silver light that shot forth straight into the tan blur that was his friend with accuracy Ash would have said was impossible.

He scowled – he’d thought that Plume was immune to beam-type attacks. She was so fast that such precision based techniques would almost always miss. He couldn’t even remember the last time she’d been struck by one in Super Speed. The calculations required to aim it against her properly…that was impressive.

Thankfully, Plume wasn’t quite finished. A small shield of silvery energy shaped itself in front of her and absorbed the Flash Cannon for several seconds before it shot back in a brilliant beam, though Metagross blocked it just in time.

Ash frowned, having hoped that Metagross would have been a bit more surprised. It wasn’t too shocking that it was able to block one of its own attacks, but still. That was an excellent show from Plume, who didn’t use Mirror Move that often. Why would she? Most attacks didn’t even come close to touching her.

Metagross looked like it had had enough. Its eyes narrowed and flashed with a brief burst of psychic energy.

He buckled to one knee, most of his team following. Ash gasped as crushing force overwhelmed him, his muscles quivering with the effort to remain standing. He could scarcely breathe and the pumping of his heart slowed, every beat laborious.

His vision darkened. Only a strong hand and several vines kept him aloft.

Then it cleared as quickly as it began. Ash took in great heaving breaths, gasping in as much air as he could as the spots cleared from his eyes.

Ash quickly recalled Plume, who was held in a cocoon of Metagross’ Psychic. She was clearly unconscious, her physiology being exceptionally vulnerable to the Gravity technique he’d just experienced.

“Torrent,” he grit out, still feeling the technique’s effect. Ash hoped that Torrent would be powerful enough to pierce Metagross’ shields, or at least force the creature to exert enough energy blocking his attacks to be tired out.

The Kingdra dipped his great head and levitated past the psychic barrier. Red eyes met red eyes as Torrent and Metagross analyzed each other. Both recognized the raw ability of the other, despite the imbalance in this matchup.

“Draco Meteor!” Ash roared, wanting to start the battle off right. “Give it everything you’ve got, Torrent!”

Torrent rumbled his agreement before he fired a great ball of vibrant orange-gold power into the air, where it hung hundreds of feet above the earth for several seconds. As it primed, Torrent fired a series of Dragon Pulses and Ice Beams at Metagross. Though the steel-type easily blocked all of them it wasn’t able to spend the time to nullify the Draco Meteor yet lest it be struck.

Finally, a series of golden comets fell from the sky as they departed the source of Draco Meteor. They whistled as they hammered into the earth around Metagross, several guided directly on top of the powerful warrior. Most were absorbed by the shields Metagross erected, but Ash saw a flash of light originate a bit lower than the others that gave him hope.

He smiled at that. Torrent really had gotten much better at controlling it, though he hadn’t quite perfected it.

A low rumble rippled through the air and with a flash of light all of the smoke and debris kicked up by Draco Meteor was swept away. Metagross watched Torrent with new interest as the last Draco Meteor fell, though it was quickly forced to shield itself again as Torrent repeated the assault.

Ash wasn’t a fan of using the same trick twice, but unfortunately that’s all that could work in this situation. Metagross would have no problem cancelling out Ice Storm and Torrent was still too far away to make good use of it.

Unfortunately, Metagross proved its skill again. It was ready this time and shielded properly, though when the Draco Meteor – noticeably weaker this time – primed it simply manifested a sphere of psychic power around the Draco Meteors ready to fall.

He watched with wide eyes as both Ash and Torrent realized what was about to happen. Torrent knew he couldn’t avoid it – he was much too slow on land to escape – and simply fired as many Dragon Pulses as he could, though he’d spent so much of his energy on the Draco Meteors that Metagross allowed the pale green blasts to harmlessly land against its heavy metal armor.

And then it hurled the Draco Meteor back at Torrent. Ash could feel the heat even through the psychic barriers as an explosion wracked the earth, tearing it asunder. There was a new crater where Torrent laid unconscious in the middle, his plates unable to block so much power.

“I’m proud of you – you landed a solid hit,” Ash whispered to Torrent’s pokeball as he returned his friend. “Dazed, I think it’s a bit hurt. It’s in good shape but nothing can shrug off a Draco Meteor.”

I will attempt to take advantage of that, Friend-Trainer. 

And with that she shuffled out to the field, deftly avoiding the crater just twenty feet in front of where Ash stood.

Dazed didn’t wait long. She disappeared and materialized right behind Metagross, a Shadow Ball almost instantly in hand. It shot forward, though Metagross psychically propelled itself out of the way and struck out with a powerful leg.

She teleported again, farther away this time, and let loose a flurry of tiny Shadow Balls that covered an absolutely huge area. Metagross didn’t bother trying to dodge and instead raised a leg, using Rock Tomb to erect a wall of stone that was torn apart a moment later.

Their dance continued for some time, Dazed attempting to wear it down and Metagross steadfastly defending. Finally she began to tire and teleported close to where she’d began the battle, her pendulum trembling.

Metagross took advantage of the lull to meet Dazed’s eyes. Light poured from the psychics as they engaged a mental battle, each struggling to overwhelm the other’s resolve and focus.

In the end it was an impossible challenge.

Dazed was still young and only an amateur in this style of combat. Though she had strength she lacked the experience of Metagross or its calculated focus and the raw might of the juggernaut.

She was surrounded by an aura of vibrant blue before she collapsed like a puppet with her strings cut. Ash smiled fondly at her pokeball once she was returned – her battle was the shortest, but she’d pressed Metagross. In the end it was her better but he knew that psychic battles were extremely taxing, especially against another powerful psychic.

He frowned as he considered his next avenue of attack. Ash had stuck with using his team in order of seniority up until now. It wasn’t as if he expected a different order to make a real difference. Ash had needed to test Metagross’ abilities from several different perspectives and found Metagross was a master in them all.

Not that he’d expected anything else from a Champion’s cornerstone.

But now he knew what he was dealing with and didn’t want to just throw more of his team away. No, he’d need to change the way he’d dealt with it.

“Sneasel, you’re up,” he said. His friend purred and unsheathed his claws, allowing tendrils of shadowy energy to crawl around them. Sneasel still eyed the massive Metagross with trepidation, but after his brutal training with Bruiser he no longer feared physical punishment. No, he was more interested in the challenge. “I need you to do everything you can to hurt its psychic abilities. Dark and ghost-type techniques when you can.”

The dark-type nodded and loped over to the battlefield, claws ready to rend. He immediately took off in a blur, zigzagging over to Metagross so as to avoid any unexpected attacks.

Metagross was wary of Sneasel. It immediately fired off a Flash Cannon that Sneasel just barely dodged – it carved a deep line into the earth where it struck. Sneasel hurled a Shadow Ball that Metagross deftly avoided by propelling itself to the side with a burst of psychic power, though it was actually struck by the next.

Ash couldn’t hold back a grin as Metagross, stumbled. It rumbled and loosed another Flash Cannon, which was again dodged. Sneasel was brushed by its edge, however, and lost his footing for a moment.

His foe took quick advantage of that. Its eyes flashed a bright blue and it used Rock Tomb again, though it simply pulled up a large stone that was broken into dozens of long, thin slivers with a concentrated effort of psychic power.

He groaned. “Sneasel, move! It’s using Miracle Eye! Don’t let those rocks hit you.”

Sneasel snapped out of his dazed state and tried to run, but it was too late. Metagross had more trouble using psychic abilities after the Shadow Ball hit it but with its incredible focus and strength it was more of an inconvenience than anything.

It was too late, though. Metagross aimed several of the sharp shards and they shot forth at an incredible speed. Sneasel screamed – a high, keening noise that made Ash want to let Infernus melt Metagross into a puddle – as one of the thin slivers pierced the organ that kept the dark power he wielded circulating through his body.

Temporarily vulnerable – that shard was much too thin to do real damage, but the shock was enough to stop the flow – Metagross took advantage of Sneasel’s state to wrap the dark-type up in a veneer of psychic power.

Sneasel hissed and struggled helplessly, eyes wide with fear as he experienced the terror of psychic power for the first time since New Island. He thrashed uselessly before Metagross casually tossed him back to Ash, though he was quick to return Sneasel before he could actually impact.

“Bruiser, its psychic abilities are weakened,” he said quickly, “I want you to use a full Rampage. Hit it hard.”

Bruiser thumped his chest, which Ash returned, and nodded. He took a moment to focus before every blood vessel in his body bulged. His muscles clenched so tightly Ash feared they would start cramping up and when his eyes opened they were almost entirely red.

He grunted, then leapt.

Ash could feel the energy released by his muscles as he shot through the air, landing a hundred feet away with a heavy thud. Bruiser met Metagross’ eyes once, thumped his chest, then darted forward.

He marveled at his friend’s speed – he wasn’t as fast as Plume, but for a Machoke that was incredible. Bruiser was more than capable of matching Sneasel in a race once Rampage was entered.

Metagross was quick to stop the threat. Its eyes flashed and Bruiser was surrounded instantly in a psychic prison, so bright Ash doubted Bruiser could see a thing. But it shattered moments later and Bruiser’s advance resumed, apparently not at all stymied.

Then Ash felt the horrible clutch around his heart that Gravity left. He buckled, collapsing in full this time, and couldn’t help the groan that dripped from his mouth. His muscles were still weak from the last time and couldn’t resist its overpowering force.

And a second later it released. Ash allowed Tangrowth’s vines to guide him upward, supporting his weight with ease. He smiled at his friend before looking to the battlefield with fear.

He shouldn’t have worried. It wasn’t released because Bruiser had fallen unconscious – it released because it hadn’t done a thing to stop Bruiser’s incredible might.

Metagross rumbled in annoyance as Bruiser landed a hit, though its force was dampened greatly by the shield that popped into existence right as it struck. Bruiser landed several more before Metagross tired of the game and struck forth with a psychic lance that hurled Bruiser backwards.

That was one of the weaknesses of Rampage – it didn’t anchor Bruiser to the ground. He had massive offensive power and could easily take hits that would normally stop him thanks to the state of mind he entered, but raw force was still a threat.

Bruiser landed heavily, stunned but not finished. He quickly shot at his foe again, blinded by his need to attack. Metagross folded its arms into the crevasses on its body and met the charge with one of its own.

Ash winced as Bruiser went flying again, unable to stop the ridiculous force that was Metagross as the steel-type propelled itself into his body like a cannonball. Bruiser hit the earth with a thud and though he struggled to rise again, Metagross wasn’t about to give him another chance to hit it.

Metagross landed next to Bruiser’s body, raised a powerful leg, and struck Bruiser with a Meteor Mash that kicked up dust all over the arena. Ash quickly returned him – Metagross hadn’t hit Bruiser full on with the powerful attack but it would still be enough to do some serious harm.

He was proud of his friend, though. Bruiser had probably hurt Metagross the most so far – the steel titan wasn’t moving nearly as quickly now and looked like it preferred to levitate itself rather than walk. Ash examined it closer and grinned when he saw that one leg was slightly misshapen, though he groaned when the dent was psychically smoothed out.

Regardless, Metagross was still weakened. Bruiser hit hard normally, but with Rampage he wasn’t something else.

Looked like it was time to release the one that could conceivably push Metagross to the limit in this state.

“Infernus!” He shouted. Infernus stepped up with a grin, having taken a position farther away from the rest to avoid burning Ash. “You know what to do!”

The Magmortar nodded and practically skipped into the arena, the same smile plastered on as when he’d held the power of Fire and faced down the Birds.

Metagross watched Infernus, surprise in those scarlet eyes. There wasn’t much else for Ash to identify emotions with. It was just a little hard to read a face that didn’t move.

Then it blinked and Infernus teleported behind it in a great flash of light – Ash suspected that Infernus had long ago passed the point where he could have teleported with just a quick surge of brightness. He probably just enjoyed the spectacle a bit more.

Infernus grinned, raised his cannons to blast Metagross with fires hot enough to melt stone, and stopped.

His cannons reverted to claws and they clutched his throat, a silent roar on his lips. The fires surrounding him died in an instant, as though they’d never been there at all. If it weren’t for the heat still rippling the air about twenty feet to the sides then Ash would have thought he’d lost his heat entirely.

Ash watched on, concerned. What was that? Metagross hadn’t frozen the area somehow, obviously. No it was almost like –

Infernus appeared back in front of Ash, his fires reignited. His shoulders held tense as his hands shifted back into cannons and his roar was finally loosed as he stared hatefully at Metagross. The steel-type looked back, almost amused.

“Set up the lava,” Ash said quickly, before Infernus could go on a furious rampage of his own. Thankfully his friend was still coherent enough to listen and focused just long enough to bring up a pool of magma. “Flamethrower. Test Metagross’ defenses.”

The Magmortar snarled his agreement, though it was soon drowned out by the great roar of flame that burst from his cannon. It spat out in a terrible gout that left the entire arena rippling with heat and smoke trailed up into the sky like a black serpent.

Metagross absorbed it all with a shield long before it could reach it.

Ash noticed that the shields fell apart the moment the last of the fire struck them – Metagross must actually be starting to tire, at least to the point that it felt the need to conserve energy.

“Those shields won’t break under your normal attacks,” Ash shouted. “You know what to do!”

He couldn’t see Infernus’ face at the moment, but he was fairly certain it was smiling.

Seconds later the air was so warped and indistinct he could hardly make out Infernus thirty feet in front of him. The dirt hissed and cracked. All the vegetation around them burst into flame, withering into blackened husks until there was nothing left to burn.

Even the psychic barriers around the arena wavered underneath the extreme heat, constantly in a state of flux as they did their utmost to hold the power of Infernus’ preparation in.

And then Overheat released. The firestorm was blinding, exploding with the power of the sun itself as it devoured everything in its path. Infernus disappeared amongst the flames, his natural camouflage activating immediately.

When it was all said and done, Metagross stood unscathed.

That might be a bit dramatic. It looked tired, but the fact that it was still standing was a miracle in of itself. Ash had caught it forming a shield before Overheat released, but it had been around itself. Those shields hadn’t caught the flame, they’d been there for the heat.

It wasn’t until he picked out the relatively unscathed vegetation in Metagross’ immediate vicinity that it clicked.

Metagross hadn’t needed to worry about the actual flames…not really. No, the heat that had still managed to soften up its armor was the problem.

If Metagross had managed to do what he thought it had then Ash would be very, very impressed.

“It can stop your fires, but the heat still hurts it!” He shouted to Infernus, who had only just regained his posture. That had clearly taken a lot out of him. “Keep it up!”

Infernus charged forth with a snarl, unable to teleport thanks to how taxing the technique was. He leveled his cannons at Metagross and poured all of his effort into blasting it with fire. The combustible liquid that helped things along sputtered and died as it neared Metagross, but Ash knew the heat was what mattered.

It was a common problem with psychics and shields in general…they might block the attack, but convection was more easily forgotten about.

Unfortunately, Infernus found himself introduced with the ground a moment later as Metagross shot out of the way of the firestorm, held aloft by its psychic power alone. A single leg extended as Metagross propelled itself forward, and just like Pierce’s Metagross had done Infernus was struck with Meteor Mash.

Ash recalled him immediately. Metagross hadn’t used the technique at full power but it was still incredibly strong. It was better to get Infernus into stasis as soon as possible just to be safe.

“Tangrowth, get in there,” he said. Tangrowth cheerfully danced into the battlefield, vines wriggling everywhere in excitement. Before Ash could even say anything several globes of magma were hurled at Metagross.

He rubbed his temples. It seemed Tangrowth’s excitement had overwhelmed his sense.

Not that it really mattered. Metagross had easily caught them and placed them back in the magma pools left behind by Infernus. He needed to set the precedent with Tangrowth, though.

Tangrowth gurgled sadly when he realized what happened and ended up abandoning the lava plan after a short reprimand from Ash. Instead he went for the overwhelming force route.

Dozens of vines lashed out at Metagross, although they were all individually frozen in a psychic prison before they could make contact. Ash’s eyes widened at the degree of control and calculation that must have taken, but changed into a groan when Metagross used another quick application of force to sever each of them.

That was just a distraction, though.

Metagross rumbled as several tons of dirt and stone were hurled at it – most were easily captured in psychic shells, but it was forced to destroy the heaviest of the bunch with a Flash Cannon that lit up the sky.

Tangrowth tried to get in another assault, but Metagross seemed more than willing to finish this quickly. It seemed that as it tired it grew more and more ruthless and less willing to give Ash’s team an opportunity to show off.

A second Flash Cannon slammed into Tangrowth with a vicious explosion and hurled his friend to the ground. Ash checked to see if Tangrowth was moving, but his form was limp and his saucer-like eyes shut.

He returned his friend, smiling softly at the pokeball.

“Oz, looks like it’s your turn,” he said to the Electabuzz. She whirred and windmilled her arms a few times to build up power. “I think you know what you need to do – Metagross is too strong to beat directly.”

She smiled and nodded. Ash grinned when she lightly tapped his shoulder with her tail before she walked out to meet her foe. Oz would be the last of his team to participate in this trial – Seeker wouldn’t want to and Aron…well, Ash didn’t think he needed to

Metagross didn’t have a second to wait before Oz made her move. Ash grinned and ignored the sudden pain in his ears as Oz howled furiously and smashed her fists together to create an incredibly bright flash of light – if he didn’t have his hat on he’d be blinded.

Oz didn’t give it a second to recover. The moment she released some of her strength, she summoned a Lightning Bolt that actually managed to pierce the haphazard shield it created and struck Metagross itself, though the shield had stolen away just enough energy from the Lightning Bolt to leave it only a little damaged.

She charged forward then, windmilling all the while to build up the necessary power. Ash had to admit it looked a bit ridiculous, but tell that to any opponent that wasn’t a one ton Metagross.

Metagross rumbled, then struck. It seemed to be tired of getting hit so much and didn’t want to give Oz the opportunity to get close – it was probably much harder to block sprays of lightning than fire. With lightning Metagross had to calculate the trajectory and position of each bolt, which would slow down its shielding.

No, it had already been hit far earlier than it would like in this match and it was tired.

Oz was picked up by a psychic shell and hurled back to Ash. She landed heavily, but remained conscious just long enough to whir angrily and throw a few more bolts that were instantly blocked by Metagross before the hulking steel-type finished her off with a quick Flash Cannon, though it was much weaker than the one that had taken down Tangrowth.

Ash recalled her with a sigh – Oz had done well. She’d come a long way and he could truly see the signs of the powerful fighter she’d become. Well, she was already powerful. Against most pokemon she’d win without much real effort. But against the titans that could test his team she was still a bit behind.

Not far behind, but she need some more intensive training to catch up. He expected that she could probably have matched Infernus before he evolved, or at least come close. If she had a similar boost as he did from evolution then she’d be ready to take her place at the top of the team right beside her greatest rival.

But that was a ways away. For now he needed to make sure his team was safe and face his new teacher.

XX

Steven was sitting back on Metagross, legs folded and arms crossed. He looked at Ash measuredly. The younger trainer sat in front of him, his unconscious team arrayed around him as they were fed incredibly advanced potions to heal the damage done to them.

“You’re sloppy,” Steven said after an eternity. Ash jerked, not expecting that. “You’re powerful, but your technique is rough. You’re wasteful. I doubt you could’ve beaten Metagross no matter what at this stage, but I noticed many points where you could’ve taken a better route.”

“You don’t guide your team as much as you should. I understand letting them fight on their own, especially in close quarters, but you only step in when you’re forced to,” he said. “It’s good that you trust your team, but it’s your responsibility as their trainer to direct them and give them information they aren’t able to obtain otherwise. You’ve done an excellent job of training them and building a bond stronger than almost any others I’ve seen, but you need refinement.”

Ash opened his mouth to talk, but Steven raised his hand. The silver-haired man was quiet for a few moments, as though he were measuring his next words.

“I’ll say that you’re going to be something of an experiment for me, Ash,” Steven admitted from his position atop Metagross’ head. “I’ve given lessons and trained a few others, but I’ve never had a dedicated student before, especially one as young and inexperienced as you. While I’d rate you a bit under Master-level, you’re years ahead of most.”

Steven fell into his monologue for real now. As he leaned forward to listen raptly he idly wondered just how long his teacher had been working on it – Lance enjoyed hearing himself talk, but he didn’t like planning enough to go on for this long.

“Lance did everything he could to maximize the benefits of your training over the month he had with you. His emphasis on battle experience, raw power, and physical and mental conditioning has done your team well – his mark on you is clear as day,” Steven smiled. “He turned you from a highly talented trainer into a very powerful hammer.”

The former Champion shifted himself atop Metagross, who had remained silent this entire time. “I’m going to hone you into a sword…all the power of a hammer with the speed and precision of a blade. With the power your team wields I daresay you could at least match most Masters for a time. But you’re too wasteful to win. Clever, yes, but you have years before your team matures into their physical prime. You can’t rely only on your raw strength in the highest levels of battle. Every other Master you’ll meet will have years of experience on you at the least. Most will have decades.”

“With that in mind, I’m going to take all of that strength and cleverness and focus it. You will waste nothing and use everything. Your team might not be mature or possess the experience to battle Masters on even terms, but you will have the guile, efficiency, and knowledge to fight on even ground.”

Steven let that settle for a few seconds. He absentmindedly tapped his fingers across Metagross’ metal body in a rhythmic motion.

“See, each of the three League Champions possess something that brought us to the top of the world – far beyond the standard requirements of a Master,” Steven explained. “Lance has his power and more battles behind him than almost anyone else in the world – you exemplify that right now. He has a clever mind and brutal outlook that matches that of the dragons he’s bonded to.”

“Cynthia,” here Steven smiled, “is a genius in every sense of the world. She has a tactical mind I’ve never seen the like of. Battling her is like trying to match a hurricane. She’s overwhelming. She observes everything at once and develops it all into what she needs.”

“I’m not as strong as Lance or smart as Cynthia,” Steven admitted with a rueful shake of his head, “though I don’t think myself a slouch in either of those areas. But I am skilled. My team makes every movement count. They know everything about the opponent the moment it appears and have such a variety of techniques that they can deal with it as efficiently as possible.”

Steven stared straight at Ash now, trailing away from his ruminations. “That is what I will impart to you. Masters might have older pokemon and seen every trick in the book. What you lack in age and physical maturity you will make up in pure ability.”

“It will be punishing,” he continued. “I will not let you rest. You will be pushed just as hard as your pokemon. Harder, even. I will not accept anything less than perfection. I will not settle.”

That stewed for a little while.

“So, Ash,” Steven turned his slate eyes on the boy. He stretched out his hand. “Do you accept me as your teacher?”

Ash shook it with a smile on his face.

A/N: Well, here it is! I hope everyone enjoyed. It was supposed to be released a few days ago but I decided to include the match with Steven. Hopefully I’ll have a similar update schedule to this – I’d like to release a chapter monthly if possible, though I probably won’t keep that every month thanks to college. 

Anyways, I hope everyone’s enjoyed this chapter! As always, please review if you have any questions! I’m always happy to respond. 

Thanks again!






38. Chapter 38: The Grind


Since it’s been a while…

Ash Ketchum, having challenged the Indigo Conference and finishing as runner-up, has turned his eyes to Hoenn. Unfortunately after settling a cataclysmic dispute between the Moltes, Zapdos, and Articuno living at the Shamouti Islands he’s been warned by Lugia of a Legendary Awakening on a scale Ash can’t imagine. But now Ash and his friends are in Hoenn and have finally arrived to Rustboro and met Steven Stone, their mentor for the rest of the year. 

I figured I’d go ahead and say that most of this chapter is somewhat similar to last chapter in that it’s a lot of training and some examination at pokemon biology and society…more exposition than I would prefer but I’m kind of a nerd for that stuff and really enjoy writing it. If that’s not your cup of tea you can always skim, although I do think this is important for the story as a whole. Primarily I want to show the basics of Steven’s training so that it’s easier to just breeze over the boring stuff in the future.

For those of you that don’t enjoy that quite as much, don’t worry. The plot is finally rolling and we’ll get some action soon…ignore the fact that I’ve been saying that for several chapters now. Apparently I’m terrible at pacing.

Also, thanks for everyone who’s reviewed, favorited, followed, or otherwise supported this story. If you have the time check out Traveler’s TVTropes page!

I’ve ended up splitting this chapter in two after a lot of deliberation. The next chapter will be out within a few weeks or so. As a result this chapter is a little imbalanced but I would like to think it’s interesting enough to keep your attention…at least until the fun stuff comes in.

Enjoy the ride!

“I suppose I should introduce you to the rest of my team,” Steven nodded to himself. “You’ve still only met Metagross, correct?”

“Yes,” Ash frowned. He leaned up against Nidoking’s sleeping form. It’d been a long day, mostly consisting of Steven talking to him about some of the plans for his training and what he wanted to accomplish. In all that he’d been so distracted that he hadn’t even thought about the rest of the former Champion’s teammates. “I’ve seen your battles though.”

Steven shook his silver head. “Those are out of date. It’s been more than a year since I’ve had a match recorded. I can assure you that my team has grown much more powerful in the meantime.”

Ash raised an eyebrow at that. After seeing some of Steven’s bouts he could hardly imagine the Steel Master being even more impressive. He’d been an iron wall before, capable of weathering almost any kind of assault. Now Ash couldn’t even imagine what Steven had evolved into.

Indeed. I only hope that they do not all match the Juggernaut. If so our spars will be rather short affairs. 

He snorted at Dazed’s comment. Aside from Seeker who was curled up on Bruiser’s chest and Aron who rested near his feet she was the only one of his friends still awake. She wasn’t capable of true sleep, so once she’d returned to consciousness she found her rejuvenation in sapping the energy from the dreams of the rest of the team. They were so exhausted that they’d never woken up in the first place.

Ash refocused his attention on the clearing Steven had them resting in for the night. The Steel Master raised his first pokeball and tapped a release, allowing a terrible beast clad in black and silver armor to materialize. Horns jutted from its head and its maw opened and closed with the telltale scream of metal grinding against metal.

“This is Aggron,” Steven declared as the huge creature stretched its heavy limbs. It towered at a massive nine feet once it straightened to its full height and regarded Ash and his team with baby blue eyes that acted as the one chink in its defenses. Aggron’s gaze flitted from each of Ash’s team to the next, though it lingered on Aron in particular. “He’s my second oldest teammate. I actually caught him deep in the Dewford caves…he was eager, but he made sure that Metagross and I proved our worth before he allowed himself to be caught.”

Aggron snorted, the air sounding like a whistle as it flowed through his nostrils. Aside from shifting to stay a little closer to Steven – Ash noticed that it was still several feet higher than Steven on Metagross – it was almost perfectly still. It was like a statue carved from steel…powerful, impenetrable, and resolute.

He allowed his admiring glance to rest on the behemoth. Ash couldn’t help but compare Aggron to Aron…it was hard to believe that his youngest friend would one day become a similar creature, a veritable king amongst steel-types.

Aron keened happily to Aggron and Ash lightly pat his shell with a quick smile. Aggron deigned a low groan in response, though the whole earth vibrated in resonance with the deep call. Ash just kept a comforting hand on Aron as the little steel-type got into a staring contest with the Aggron – he’d let them work that out.

No, he was more focused on the next creature that materialized next to Steven. The large bird scratched at the soft earth irritably as its neck twisted to and fro, finally settling its rapt attention onto Ash. Its eyes narrowed and the razor sharp beak snapped open before it squawked, unimpressed.

Ash frowned at it, unafraid of meeting its eyes. The Skarmory’s talons tore into the ground again, tensed, and it flared its wings threateningly. Each feather flashed brightly in the lights Steven had set up around the clearing, showing the potential to blind an opponent in the shine of the midday sun. He crossed his arms, feeling the shocks and heat of the Feather as it flared to life.

Skarmory fluttered the wings again, allowing the razor-like feathers to scrape against one another in a high screech that felt as though it would split Ash’s ears. He just stared at it.

“That’s enough,” his teacher cut in from his seat on the powerful Metagross. It wasn’t loud, but he brooked no argument. “Skarmory, stand down. He’s a friend.”

Skarmory’s wings settled by its side but it eyed Ash with disdain, snapping its beak open and screaming at him one last time before it fluttered into the air and landed on one of the gnarled branches of the ancient trees this training ground was home too. It was almost invisible outside the domain of the artificial lights, the only sign it was present the brightly gleaming eyes that reflected the electric torches.

“Skarmory was my third. We found her near Fallarbor in the middle of an ash storm,” Steven reminisced. “We ended up walking into her cave while we were trying to find shelter. She didn’t like that too much but once my team and I proved we couldn’t be forced away she decided we might be with her time. As of yet I don’t think she’s too disappointed.”

The aforementioned steel-type rustled at that, the slight screech that cut through the air claiming agreement. Ash couldn’t help but smile at that. Irritable as the Skarmory seemed, he could still compare her to many of his own team. He wasn’t blind to the fact that they weren’t overly fond of strangers.

“Next is Claydol,” Steven announced as he released the odd creature. Ash couldn’t help but feel his mind flash back to his battle with Giovanni – a cold presence roared in his mind at the thought of the Rocket, not all of it Mewtwo – and he remembered how adaptable the thing had been. At that point he’d never encountered anything like it. Even now that combination of beams was impressive. It would certainly be a tricky one to battle.

He glanced at the strange creature. It was more or less identical to Giovanni’s, though perhaps a little darker. Claydol held itself in the air almost perfectly, completely lacking the slight wobble most levitating psychics failed to remove. The only movement it had was a slight rotation that allowed its body to spin constantly, its faces all seeing the entire world at once.

Ash felt the slightest brush of a foreign mind, alien and warm and many, against his own before it recoiled. His blood flushed cold, though the feeling was banished by the Feather’s heat. He frowned and glanced to Dazed, whose eyes flashed as she stared the powerful psychic down.

It looked like they were having quite the conversation. Dazed rarely kept her telepathy active with other pokemon for so long.

“—in the desert near Lavaridge,” Steven was saying. Ash shook himself out of his distraction and focused. “It was just a Baltoy then, not especially powerful and essentially trapped in time. If I hadn’t passed by and unintentionally activated it then Claydol might have stayed in stasis for an eternity. Claydol’s a bit odd, but I promise that it will prove to be a good and patient friend. It will be taking a prominent role in your team’s training.”

Ash nodded along, pleased. It could be disconcerting to be around such a strange creature but he’d been amongst much worse company. Even if it wouldn’t attempt to communicate with him at least he knew it was willing to help his friends.

He really couldn’t ask for anything else.

The next appeared in a brilliant flash of light that practically exploded from the Ultra Ball Steven held in his hand. It was a fierce creature he recognized almost instantly. The new arrival had a stocky, heavily plated body. Combined with its bipedal stance it reminded him vaguely of Dragonite with how its tail slid out from underneath it, though the similarities ended there.

Where Dragonite was sleek, meant for diving deep into the ocean in search of prey, Armaldo was heavy and rough. It still held a streamlined design meant to allow it to take full advantage of its amphibious nature but the armor was disproportionately heavy, acting as its strongest defense.

Armaldo’s claws were massive things, almost as large as a Kingler’s primary claw. Each was more than capable of punching through steel without too much effort and he knew they could crack apart armor just easily.

Red and white fins on its neck flared threateningly as its cold eyes perched upon the sides of its head regarded him warily. The claws clicked together, as though Armaldo were itching to tear him apart.

He didn’t have to look to know that Dazed’s eyes flashed threateningly at the dangerous fossil pokemon. His team didn’t take kindly to threats, especially those from Champion-level fighters.

At this point those were practically the only threats that mattered to him.

“Armaldo!” Steven barked, raising his voice for one of the first times since Ash had come to know him. The heavily armored insect clicked its claws one more times, blinked, and finally stood down. His mentor shook his head, obviously used to this display. “My apologies. She’s very protective and not especially fond of outsiders. I promise she’ll warm up to you eventually.”

Ash met Armaldo’s eyes, though he bent his neck just a little bit to show some respect. He knew that it would be hard to earn her friendship but he had no doubt that he’d get there eventually. To be honest he had to. She’d no doubt be heavily involved in training Anorith.

And that brought up another question. “Will Anorith be safe with her?”

Steven’s mouth turned downwards and he thoughtfully stroked his clean-shaven chin. “To be honest I’m not entirely sure. Armaldo weren’t necessarily aggressive with one another but they are known to display territorial tendencies. They weren’t particularly attentive mothers either…I’ve thought about it and I think we’ll just have to give Anorith’s training a lot of oversight.”

“I was planning on that anyway,” Ash shrugged. He wasn’t about to leave his future teammate unsupervised around a potentially dangerous Champion-level fighter. That was a recipe for disaster. “Would she even be able to help Anorith early on?”

“Definitely,” Steven said. “If anything she’ll be good for socialization…Anorith were communal creatures and any kind of familiarity will be agreed with. I’d like to get Anorith started on some basic maneuvers and techniques any Armaldo should know once she reaches two months…the sooner the better, I think.”

He nodded. Ash could agree with that.

Still, he couldn’t help but be distracted by Armaldo as it retreated back to Steven’s side, almost touching Metagross. The metal behemoth showed no sign of even recognizing that Armaldo was there, instead opting to stand silently as seemed to be its norm.

Armaldo never allowed him to leave her eyes. They were trained on him like Plume with a Caterpie.

He needed to make sure he never turned his back on her.

“And finally, Cradily,” Steven motioned out into the dark forest that surrounded them. Though he didn’t actually release it, Ash couldn’t help but notice that Steven tapped one of his pokeballs at the mention of the ancient creature. “He’s actually been here this whole time…Cradily isn’t much for traveling so I’ve left him the responsibility of watching over this training ground. Come on out!”

Ash squinted into the darkness, doing his best to seek out the old green fossil. He didn’t expect to have much luck but –

A heavy weight landed upon the soft soil of the forest around twenty feet away. Too close for comfort. He scanned the shadows but he had about as much success as he’d expected. That was to say, none.

Allow me. 

Ash nodded and didn’t fight the mental jab that directed him to a spot far to his right, almost outside his field of view. It seemed so clear now, like he was some kind of idiot for not noticing it in the first place. He wordlessly thanked Dazed and focused upon this new arrival.

Cradily watched him silently, two of its tentacles coiled tightly to a massive branch that had managed to support its heavy weight. The rest were folded and held compact to its neck. He knew that they were essentially the same as any modern grass-type’s vines – they were just such a useful appendage that they’d essentially remained unchanged since they developed in protograss-types two hundred million years ago.

His eyes were drawn towards the large yellow eye markings on its skull. If it weren’t for his own knowledge of Cradily and the low-light conditions making its luminous yellow eyes quite obvious in the crescent-like opening on Cradily’s head he would’ve been fooled.

He held back a flinch as one of Cradily’s tentacles uncoiled and extended over to him. The innocuous petal-like appendage gently poked him as though it were truly fascinated with him. Ash thought it was just idle curiosity until the tentacle tapped the spot where the Feather had bonded into the skin of his chest. It recoiled as though seared with a great fire and quickly returned to Cradily, which examined him with renewed interest in those old eyes.

“Armaldo and Cradily were gifts from my father when I entered the Ever Grande Conference for the first time,” his mentor reminisced. There was a smile on his lips that took years of weariness away. Ash wondered just what Steven had done to add what seemed like a decade to his refined features. “They were a tough pair at first but I like to think we grew on each other quickly. Armaldo’s fierce, as I’m sure you’ve noticed. She’s strong and independent. She’s in a strange world but she’s claimed it for her own.”

“Cradily,” Steven’s smile grew wider as he motioned to the still creature, “Is more of the strong, silent type. He’s happy to sit around soaking up the sun but when it’s time for action you won’t see his equal. I’d say he’s probably the second most dangerous on the team right behind Metagross – and that’s not really a fair match considering Metagross is more than a match for Lance’s Dragonite.”

Ash raised an eyebrow at that. Metagross was a monster, certainly – in the videos he’d watched of Steven’s battles it had been responsible for a disproportionate number of knockouts before it was subdued – but so was Dragonite. Dragonite was too fast to hit on its worst days, able to take more damage than most rock and steel-types, and hit harder than a Steelix juiced on Rare Candy.

“I feel like Lance might dispute that,” he drawled. If Lance had one failing it was his pride. And that pride shone strongest in his dragons, which he commanded as though they were just an extension of his self. When most trainers struggled desperately to earn the respect of a single dragon Lance casually demanded it from many. He wore it as a badge of honor and wanted the whole world to know it.

“Oh, I’m sure he would,” Steven agreed readily. There was just the slightest hint of a smirk playing over his features. “He’s never been one to take a loss well, much less once he became Champion.”

Steven looked thoughtful for a moment. “Though I suppose he’s been even less familiar with the feeling than before once he took up the Champion’s Mantle. Perhaps I should have taken him up on that battle while I was last at Indigo Plateau…”

“There’s always next time,” Ash pointed out while struggling to contain a mad grin at the thought of the Champions having it out. They were opposites, really. Lance depended on his overwhelming speed and maneuverability. For all he loved coming down with all the power of a hammer it was the fact that his Dragonite were so damned hard to hit that made him the Champion he was.

Steven had shown him his hand with Metagross. He’d already had an idea of what he was capable of but Steven had refined those abilities down to pinpoint precision. He favored a tireless steel wall, one capable of absorbing and redirecting every attack imaginable until the perfect moment to strike with overwhelming force came along.

Careful, Friend-Trainer. Hypersalivation has been known to indicate madness. 

He just rolled his eyes at Dazed’s helpful remark. He should have expected that from her. She seemed to enjoy making that little quip.

“Perhaps,” Steven mused, sliding off Metagross at last. Armaldo nuzzled into him, looking as happy as the warrior clad in hard carapace could be when the man affectionately rubbed her head. “It’s been years. I’ll admit he beat me rather soundly last time, but I’ve grown since then. He has too, certainly, but his duties limit his training time.”

“I thought you beat him.”

“Metagross beat Dragonite,” his new mentor corrected. After a moment he added, “And Dov as well. If I remember it was that Kingdra of his that finally shut Metagross down…their styles tend to be quite effective against Metagross. They can’t beat Metagross at Metagross’ own game of precision. But with enough raw power even Metagross can be overwhelmed.”

Ash snorted at that. He had a hard time imagining the metal behemoth ever being confronted with the feeling of being overwhelmed. The titan had singlehandedly stopped all of his friends in their tracks.

He’d never thought they’d feel so helpless again, not after training so hard with Lance. Lance had transformed them from what they were, compressing a year of progress into a wonderfully brutal month of exertion.

It wasn’t even that he was surprised. He knew that any Champion-level fighter was beyond his family’s capabilities at the moment in a one-on-one scenario, let alone the cornerstone of the team. But he’d still thought he’d be able to take down at least one with his entire family, even if it was Steven’s strongest.

Saph had taken most of his primary fighters to bring down, but he’d thought that was due to his friends being unsuited to fighting her more than anything. She wasn’t quite up to par with the rest of Lance’s team thanks to her youth. The young Dragonite didn’t hit as hard as the rest of Lance’s team and lacked the steel hard scales to tank the sort of hits Ash’s team could easily dish out.

What she did have was the incredible speed and maneuverability of Dragonite that allowed them to travel the world in a single day if they so pleased – though that was an extremely rare case, Ash vaguely recalled – and lent them their well-deserved position as one of the ultimate flying and dragon-type pokemon.

Metagross had disproved that. It really was a ridiculous pokemon, even for one of its insanely powerful species – like Steven had told him on the way back from the Sevii Islands, a single Metagross could annihilate a town in the old days. The titan that had demolished his team could have casually taken down a city, he bet.

Psychic powers at least as strong as those of Sabrina’s Alakazam, a body as physically powerful as any normal Machoke and more durable, and the intelligence and processing ability proven to be around the level of modern supercomputers.

Combine that with more than a decade training with one of the mightiest trainers in history and modern technology to supplement its repertoire of techniques and you had a juggernaut on your hands. That strength and versatility combined with its impossible reaction time was a force to be reckoned with.

Not to mention Ash had quite a few suspicions about how it had reacted so quickly on the battlefield. He’d already learned that Metagross could use telepathy, although Steven’s hadn’t yet graced him with a conversation.

“So I just have to hit it really hard?” Ash snorted. Steven smiled, though raised an eyebrow when the younger boy hesitated for a moment. “What is Metagross, by the way?”

“I thought that would be obvious,” his mentor drawled, looking inordinately pleased with himself. Ash could almost feel Dazed roll her eyes from beside him.

“No,” he frowned, “what does Metagross like to be called gender-wise? All of my friends are a bit more…biological.”

Steven’s eyes lit up, though Metagross seemed disinterested as ever. “That’s very polite of you, Ash. Metagross appreciates your interest.”

Ash looked at the still, silent Metagross disbelievingly. Metagross didn’t bother looking back.

“Metagross, as you’re already aware, don’t have genders as we do,” Steven lectured, ignoring the odd look on Ash’s face. Ash snapped his focus on his teacher. He was plenty appreciative of having a real expert’s input. “You know they reproduce through budding most of the time and fragmentation when necessary thanks to the very long speech my father so thoughtfully provided earlier. That’s lent itself to several unique behaviors and cultural phenomenon, especially with their colonial lifestyle.”

“Most Beldum and Metang just see themselves as an extension of the hive. Beldum have practically no personality and are essentially drones to mine ore, gather resources, and maintain the colony. Metang are exponentially more intelligent thanks to the combined neural network of the fused Beldum,” Steven said in full professor mode. “They’re also more advanced psychically and act mostly as managers. They essentially direct groups of Beldum and ensure the colony’s running as it should.”

“Metagross are few, but what they lack in quantity they more than make up for in quality,” the silver-haired man affectionately pat Metagross’ crest. The steel-type’s eyes shut and Metagross leaned into the former Champion’s touch. “They are the colony’s defenders and managers. In most colonies there are no more than five – the Hive, the Claw, the Shell, the Eyes, and the Ancient. What do you think they do? It’s fairly self-explanatory I believe.”

Ash rubbed his chin thoughtfully. He’d read about Metagross but he never saw anything this in-depth in the PokeDex archives. “The Hive is probably something to do with maintaining everything, right? Does it manage the Metang?”

Steven nodded and motioned for him to keep talking.

“The Claw and the Shell…” Ash muttered. “That sounds like one of them attacks and one of them defends.”

“Yes,” Steven agreed. “The Claw is responsible for attacking outside threats and ensuring the safety of the hive, although it normally just manages small groups of Metang and Beldum to ensure the colony has sufficient protein and food stored away. It’s the hunter, essentially. The Shell protects the colony itself from attack – it can commandeer the minds of all Metang and Beldum and coordinate them to eliminate any threat or force them to flee if necessary.”

Ash nodded that he understood before he continued. “The Eyes…I would’ve thought it watched out and kept an eye on everything. No pun intended. But if the Claw takes care of outside threats –”

Steven cut him off. “You’re on the right track, Ash. But you’re thinking too simplistically. Don’t think of everything in terms of attack and defense. There’s more to life – and Metagross – than fighting.”

He frowned at that, though he chose not to respond to the criticism, and thought back to the original question. “So the Eyes don’t just watch for threats, but everything?”

“Everything,” his mentor agreed. “They’re often excellent sensors and skilled in mental manipulation. Although the former Eyes of my family’s colony received quite a bit of information from us they also maintained a network of pokemon informants. That’s fairly normal for Metagross colonies, with the exception of the human influence. But what’s truly impressive is the extent of its neural network.”

“What, could it see through the eyes of the others?” Ash inquired, inwardly annoyed at the unintentional pun. He hadn’t even realized it until after he said it. Not that Steven seemed to take note of it besides a slight quirking of his lips. “With their skill I’m sure they can shape psychic bonds without too much trouble.”

“You’re getting there,” Steven said. “As I said before, Eyes was an expert in mental communication. I don’t know of anything else in the world that had the range or skill it did.”

Perhaps I should correct his ignorance. 

Ash didn’t flinch at the mental roar that made his blood run cold. He just steadfastly ignored it and tried to do the same to Metagross and Dazed, both of whom watched him carefully. One with open curiosity – the most he’d ever seen Metagross emote – and one with concern.

“—it developed several proto-Beldum to the point where it could form a psychic bond with them and had the Claw and the Claw’s Metang plant several dozen of them throughout western Hoenn. Back when the colony was still active Eyes could use them as a relay, enabling it to have psychic influence throughout hundreds of miles. Primarily it used this as a way to gather information from the minds of passing humans and pokemon and to discern new areas to gather resources – Eyes warned my father of much, and had Pierce not been a traitorous bastard the Rockets never would have known to mask themselves with ghosts and dark-types,” Steven ended with a furious hiss.

He looked at the man, not used to seeing such open emotion from the normally composed man. That must have been where Metagross picked it up from…although Ash supposed that being a metal titan that didn’t actually have a face might play into it as well.

What the Eyes of the Stone colony had done was impressive too, of course. Ash didn’t know that much about advanced psychic techniques – though he should remedy that so he could help Dazed – but he knew enough to know it would’ve taken amazing skill and focus to project psychic energy from such a huge distance.

And Metagross didn’t even need the absurd power of a Legendary to do it either. All it needed was its own skill. Ash thought that that was much more impressive than being born with all of that ability –

Ash smirked at the furious hiss of icy fire in the back of his mind as Mewtwo’s mental presence voiced its displeasure at his jab, though grimaced when that ever listening presence reminded him that it had more power over his body than he did.

Even as Steven brooded silently with the rest of his team and Metagross, Dazed, and Claydol watched him, Ash’s heart literally stopped.

It happened instantaneously. His pulse, that little beat that had been with him for as long as he could remember, was conspicuously absent and in a matter of moments he felt that terrible burn of asphyxiation grasp him.

His chest exploded with Fire from the Feather as he tried to gasp but couldn’t and with pain from his chest too and it felt like his heart was wrapped in a vice and he couldn’t see – why wasn’t Dazed helping him and why didn’t Steven or the others notice his chest bursting into flame the Feather shocked him with Lightning and his vision went black

Everything was fine. His heart beat normally. His blood wasn’t still like thickening magma. His chest no longer hurt and the Feather simmered down to its normal barely-there glow.

Steven looked at him, not even aware of the silent death Ash had just gone through. “Now, Ash, I believe you have one Metagross left.”

He nodded silently – his face wasn’t even pale and he displayed no sign of stress thanks to the psychic specter that haunted him.

With my power I parted the ocean to its deepest depths and entombed Fire within. What do you think one human’s heart is to me?

Ash couldn’t grit his teeth thanks to Mewtwo’s influence and did his best to rise out of the unnerving calm that had fallen over him. “The Ancient, right?”

“Right.”

“It’s probably the leader. The others are leaders in their own right, but I bet the Ancient leads the entire colony,” Ash said slowly. He was glad to lose himself in the pondering. It was better than the bloodcurdling experience he’d just escaped from.

What do you speak of, Friend-Trainer?

Later, he thought, and felt Dazed’s worried mental touch slip away. “The Ancient is probably ancient, too.”

“You need to stop doing that,” Steven laughed. Ash blushed. “But you’re right. It’s oftentimes the oldest and most experienced Metagross in the colony. Before our colony was devastated Ancient was almost six hundred years old. It was actually the same Ancient my ancestors befriended when it was Eyes. Now Ancient is my father’s Metagross.”

Ash could see Steven’s knuckles clench white, though the man didn’t comment on it again.

“Ancient is the role of the supreme leader and keeper of knowledge in the colony,” Steven started. His voice was unnaturally controlled, though it loosened as he fell into the scholarly speech. “The Ancient has knowledge from tens of thousands of years ago – each Ancient stores knowledge in a single proto-Beldum hidden in the hive. It’s like a memory bank for hundreds of thousands of memories and experiences. It contains raw information on the progress of the colony throughout the ages. When the Metagross in the role of Ancient is psychically connected to the memory bank it is essentially the Ancient, channeling the knowledge and experiences of countless Metagross.”

Steven grimaced suddenly. Ash started forward, slightly worried, but then the silver-haired man sighed, “I really am turning into my father, aren’t I? Mother was right, I suppose.”

“Ash,” Steven said seriously. Ash blinked and listened. “If I ever go on like that again, kindly tell me to shut up.”

“Okay,” Ash said just as sternly. He really, really wanted to smile at that. “Even if you’re being informative?”

His teacher nodded. He still looked like he’d just swallowed the black broth. “Especially if I’m being informative – I’d rather see Groudon and Kyogre clash again before I ramble on about everything like my father.”

He snorted rather unceremoniously at that, despite the sudden call of the Song at Steven’s words. “Don’t make promises you don’t intend to keep.”

Steven started at that, a grim shadow falling upon his face. “I suppose you’re right. Lance did say you always had a way of lightening up any situation.”

Ash smiled. “I remember him mentioning that once or twice.”

The older man smirked back and nodded, though he said nothing. They fell into a companionable silence that Ash was more than comfortable with – unfortunately, he had to be the one to break it this time.

I’m shocked, Friend-Trainer. 

He rolled his eyes as he asked, “So what was the point of all of that?”

“I said all of that and I didn’t even answer your actual question,” Steven sighed. “Mother would be so disappointed. Well, let me fix that.”

“What I was trying to get at was that as a hive culture each evolutionary stage has its own role, which directly affects what they preferred to be called. Their status as a colonial organism with one overlying mind formed from several less developed neural networks –” Steven caught himself, or appeared to, and nodded thankfully at Metagross. “Thank you. Now, as I was saying, the fact that they’re made up of several organisms makes them a bit different when it comes to personal identity.”

Ash nodded. That made sense. He’d picked up on that himself without the help of any long-winded explanations.

“Generally, all members of the line address themselves as ‘we’. They have their own identity as a Metang or Metagross but respect the many that makes up the one. The Metagross that have a position, however, generally refer to themselves by their title. Third-person isn’t quite as odd to pokemon as it is to us.”

And that sounded familiar too. Most pokemon didn’t seem big on the concept of names. Even Dazed rarely referred to anything by a human given name – she even called him Friend-Trainer. Ash was an afterthought at best.

“You probably noticed that when you were talking to –” Steven didn’t finish that and just kept talking. “Well, you probably noticed it. There is one exception to the rule, however. The –”

“Ancient,” Ash finished for him. Steven seemed inordinately pleased with his answer.

“Exactly! See, Ancient doesn’t just consider itself the sum of its parts. Not the Metang that fused to create it nor the Beldum that fused to create the Metang. Not even the rest of the colony it controls. When Ancient speaks it doesn’t speak as a part of the colony as the rest do – it speaks for them all. And, as such, it is the only one in the colony that refers to itself as –”

“I.”

Steven smiled. “Indeed. You understand now. Now, Metagross is no Ancient. Metagross is still considered part of the colony – and Metagross is. When I’m dead and gone Metagross will return and perhaps become Claw. But for now it only speaks for part of the colony, the part that made up the Metang that makes up Metagross. And so Metagross knows themselves as we, and you can refer to Metagross as they.”

Ash dipped his head in acknowledgement. It was a bit convoluted and probably not that important in the long run, but he was glad he’d learned. Knowledge didn’t always need a purpose behind it.

Besides, it was interesting.

“Now, I believe that’s enough for one night,” Steven declared. Metagross slowly levitated. “It’s getting late and we’re waking up bright and early tomorrow. Gather your team and get some rest. You know where to find me if anything comes up.”

He nodded and smiled at the man as Steven waved him goodnight. Steven’s camp wasn’t too far away, just about a hundred meters. They wouldn’t need to have separate camps forever but Steven wanted to let the territorial members of his team get used to Ash.

Knowing how some of his friends could get Ash agreed. It’d be best if neither group were very hostile to the other.

Still, one thing was bothering him…

“Steven!”

The man turned to him, barely visible in the darkness. “Yes, Ash?”

“How did Metagross block Infernus’ flames?”

He couldn’t see for sure but Ash was fairly certain Steven was wearing a smug smile. “Think on it, Ash. You’re a smart kid.”

Ash just shook his head and relaxed as best he could, although their talk and the events of the day had left him plenty to think about. Especially the one with the dark passenger hiding away in his mind…

With that he absentmindedly rubbed at the Feather embedded into the skin and muscle of his chest. He instinctually knew where to tap the parts dominated by Fire and Lightning, respectively. Ash took a moment to thank them.

When Mewtwo had stopped his heart in a petty show of force – he couldn’t help but flinch when he realized what he’d just thought, though thankfully there was no mental roar as there was a few minutes before – it was only the Feather that tried to help him. Steven, Dazed, all the others…they were blinded by whatever mind trick Mewtwo employed. Even Sneasel, who was his only remotely effective protector against Mewtwo.

The Feather had tried to save him. It had responded to him when he needed it most. Fire had tried to sear his body back to life with its molten heat. Lightning had surged through his heart in an attempt to shock it back to beating.

His fingers burned pleasantly as he brushed over the Feather and he even smiled as Lightning surged through him – the familiar Truth and Concept blurring through his mind comfortingly – and he felt every hair on his body stand on end for a single moment.

He sent one last thought of gratitude to both of them and allowed his hand to fall away from the constant reminder of the Birds.

Ash sighed. He could already tell that he wouldn’t be getting to sleep on his own tonight. There was too much to think about and too little time.

“Dazed? Would you mind helping me?”

Of course, Friend-Trainer. Sleep. 
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He fumbled for his pokeballs as he was jerked asleep and held aloft by a colossal force. Ash snarled instinctually and snapped his eyes open, well aware that anything that disturbed him should have been crushed by his friends by now.

“Gah!” He snapped once he realized he was being held upside down. It took a moment to realize considering it was almost pitch black outside. “What’s going on?”

“How did Metagross stop Magmortar’s fires yesterday?” A calm, composed voice asked. It came from behind him. Ash tried to struggle against the psychic bonds that held him but couldn’t even budge. Not that that was a surprise as clarity returned.

“Steven? What –”

“I asked you a question,” Steven’s voice cut. “Answer it.”

He shook himself awake, a little wary of this Steven. He’d learned the man could be harsh yesterday in the speech he’d given him after their battle but this was more along the lines of what he’d expect from Lance, Bruno, or Surge, not the soft-spoken Steven Stone.

“A psychic field?” Ash began uncertainly.

“Are you asking me a question or are you answering mine?”

Ash grimaced and continued, though he was starting to feel a bit sick as the psychic grip slowly began to spin and jerk him around to throw him off. Combined with his grogginess and the terrible feeling of getting nowhere near enough sleep he could barely think, let alone “It was some sort of shield. But not just a shield…there was something else.”

He couldn’t hold back a yelp as he was suddenly doused with a bucketful of icy water that immediately woke him up. Normally he wouldn’t even mind the cold water in Hoenn’s heat but the late night – or early morning, he really couldn’t tell which – chill made it a lot less appealing.

“There, that should wake you up. Metagross was thoughtful enough to drain as much heat as possible from it. Focus.”

Ash scowled but had to admit the ice water had served its purpose, though it was cold enough that he briefly felt himself become one with it as the frozen water touched him.

“Metagross didn’t just use a shield. It was able to neutralize the flames before they even reached the shields but still need to maintain one to protect themselves from the heat. It was always centered around Metagross, not where the fire would be like the rest of Metagross’ shields. And the vegetation around Metagross wasn’t burned very badly.”

Steven didn’t do or say anything as Ash pieced all the observations he’d made during their battle to finally determine what exactly that was. He had his fair share of theories but saying it aloud like this made it easier.

“There was concern for the heat but the fires snuffed out before they even reached Metagross. And when Infernus teleported nearby Metagross he couldn’t breathe…a vacuum?”

“Correct!” Steven congratulated him happily. Metagross turned him to face the former Champion, though Ash barely caught a glimpse of the silver-haired man before the contents of another bucket of ice water were cheerfully dumped on him. “There’s your prize!”

Ash glared at Steven sullenly, more annoyed at the sensation of remembering Winter as the cold merged with him than the actual act.

“Oh don’t be like that,” Steven laughed. Ash was fairly sure he heard the loud, piercing screech of a very amused Skarmory. He didn’t think the metallic raptor was too fond of him. “This wasn’t even my idea in the first place. I’m just humoring Lance.”

“Thanks,” Ash retorted drily, more than a bit annoyed at both Steven and the Dragon Master who had put the silver-haired man up to this. Steven thankfully walked over and caught him just as Metagross released their hold on him. “So a vacuum?”

“Yes,” his mentor nodded more seriously. “Good job on piecing that together. It’s a technique my father and I worked out for Metagross. Once my team was first determined to be at Master-level and I set my sights on the Champion’s Mantle I decided it was time to make Metagross everything they could be.”

Ash nodded slowly, almost stunned at the concept. It wasn’t something he’d ever heard of. It was dangerous, unpredictable, and a threat to almost every fighter in existence.

He loved it.

“How does it work?” Ash asked. “It has to be some sort of psychic ability. Metagross can’t learn any flying-type techniques to create that effect. I can’t think of any, at least.”

“Correct,” Steven smirked. “It’s fine psychic manipulation on a scale I doubt any other living pokemon could accomplish. I doubt anything but a Master-level psychic could perform and none of them are suited to it like Metagross is.”

Well, he couldn’t argue that. Metagross still had to breathe but not nearly as much as others. He’d imagine it was fairly draining to hold their breath for so long and still fight but their stationary tactics probably helped to negate that.

“It’s a simple concept,” the older man explained. “Push all the air away, keep it away, and you’ve got instant resistance to one of the worst weaknesses of a steel-type. That it also makes it impossible for almost any pokemon to effectively fight Metagross at melee distance is a bonus.”

“It’s not perfect though,” Ash stated. It wasn’t contesting Steven. It was a fact.

Steven nodded. “You’re right. It’s not perfect, but it’s about as close as we can get. Extremely effective. But yes, convection is the major flaw. Even though the fire itself dies out and loses a lot of its ability to transmit thermal energy there was still a blast of fire around thirty feet away from Metagross. That’s a lot of heat, plus the combustible liquid fire-types use to shoot their flames is still hot and headed for Metagross. That heat is what the shields are for.”

Ash nodded slowly, processing it all. It was too bad none of his friends would be able to learn it…Dazed might, but he wasn’t sure if she’d be able to hold her breath long enough to find a use for it.

Plus he was pretty sure that it wasn’t good for living things to be in a vacuum if they weren’t protected somehow. Not that he was an expert or anything.

“So Metagross is safe in the vacuum?” He voiced his concerns. “And how long can Metagross maintain it?”

“Almost indefinitely,” Steven replied. Ash thought the man sounded just a little smug about that. “It’s somewhat draining but Metagross has high endurance. And it’s not a total vacuum – there’s a small pocket of air that Metagross is able to maintain underneath their body so they can breathe.”

Ash raised an eyebrow. Psychic powers were notorious for being based upon focus, willpower, and ones own capacity. Only the best of psychics could perform multiple actions simultaneously. “And Metagross can maintain that? That sounds like a lot to keep track of.”

“There are a lot of advantages to Metagross’ computing capacity. Four brains are better than one, especially when each has exceptional ability on its own.”

Yes, Steven was definitely smug now. There was no mistaking that. It was well-deserved pride bordering on arrogance. That wasn’t to say it wasn’t unfounded…pride at least had something to back it up.

It was no wonder Metagross was such a powerful psychic. Ash knew they were well known for being skilled and powerful – renowned for it in battling circuits, even – but he wasn’t sure it had ever been pushed to such a degree as Steven’s Metagross.

“Is there anything Metagross isn’t good at?” Ash asked half-jokingly. It was frustrating fighting something that seemed to have every single one of its weaknesses nullified or worked around. The only weak point he’d found so far was ghostly energy and dark-type energy but Metagross was fast enough to escape even that usually.

“Not really,” Steven freely admitted. “Metagross are some of the single most gifted pokemon found in nature. Even if they lacked any psychic capability at all they’d still be formidable with their raw physical might. Their extreme intelligence, analysis, and reaction time are almost unnecessary.”

Well he could definitely agree with that.

“And with their psychic abilities…” Ash trailed off, already knowing the answer.

“They might as well be unstoppable to the unprepared,” Steven agreed readily. “And in the case of my good friend Metagross, those who have spent months preparing. With Metagross’ arsenal, training, reaction time, and the ability to manipulate their body with their psychic abilities they’re by far my strongest teammate. The rest of my little family are certainly powerful in their own right, but it’s Metagross who has cemented my position.”

Ash scowled as he realized the enormity of the task that had been set before him. Steven gushing over Metagross and revealing the full extent of its abilities made it very clear how it had managed to take down Dragonite and Dov. That inhuman precision was dangerous. He’d seen himself how Metagross could snipe a fast, agile flier from the sky.

This was irritating. Ash trusted his team. He knew they’d triumph over Metagross eventually, but for now it seemed like climbing a mountain with nothing but his own limbs.

It felt like he’d been hammered with the sheer superiority Metagross had naturally. Oh, he knew they had worked tirelessly for the seemingly endless power they now wielded. Nothing could reach this level without discipline, impossibly long and hard work, and more pain and hardship than most could imagine.

But with all these natural advantages…

Steven had already mentioned the power Metagross earned by its sheer physiology. Intelligence, physical and psychic power, reaction time. But his Metagross possessed even greater talents thanks to its great experience.

Impossibly huge psychic power he’d never seen from an “ordinary” pokemon. Shields based on precision rather than area covered. Excellent tracking and evasion abilities. Nullification of virtually all of its possible weaknesses.

He wanted to beat it now more than ever.

“And there was me thinking Alakazam was the strongest psychic-type,” Ash laughed.

“You aren’t wrong,” his mentor cut in. Ash paused and looked at him like Steven hadn’t just spent the last five minutes gushing over his Metagross. “What? Metagross have more power than the majority of Alakazam and can perform several tasks at once but they aren’t as versatile. See, that’s the real weakness of Metagross and one that I’ve spent my career tearing out.”

“What, trying to make Metagross versatile? It seemed to me like you succeeded,” he snorted as he remembered the many ways Metagross had pounded his team into the ground. Speaking of his friends, where were they? It wasn’t like them to not have practically attacked him now that he was up or actually attacked Steven for messing with him.

Steven frowned. “To a point, yes. But not as much as I’d like. See, Metagross is excellent at what they do. The best in the world in my own humble opinion –”

Ash couldn’t help but bark out a laugh at that. Steven ignored him and kept talking.

“—but Metagross isn’t perfect. See, Metagross is very good at most things but they lack that creative edge to push them forward. They’re logical to a fault. It almost always works but it holds Metagross back in the highest levels of competition.”

“Can I get some examples?”

“Of course,” Steven agreed. “See, Metagross doesn’t improvise. They work off of habit and an assessment of what will work best according to their own experience. It’s generally fine. But faced with a challenging foe Metagross wouldn’t know what to do besides try the same tactics over and over again. A blunt instrument, much like you now.”

Ash frowned at that assessment of himself but didn’t argue. Now wasn’t the time.

“An Alakazam would try some creative use of psychic powers. They would weave an illusion or manipulate the mind if they could. Maybe even use an unexpected combination. Metagross? They are manipulators of force. Physical psychics. Precise users of force, perhaps, but that’s their true specialty.”

“Remember what Metagross did during your battles? It’s all revolved around application of force via psychic energy. All psychic abilities are, technically, but I think you understand what I mean.

Metagross projected force to hit exactly where they needed to. They projected force to stop your team’s attacks whenever it was required. They manipulated their body with precise application of force to avoid attacks or enhance their own. The only reason Metagross is as versatile as they are is because I spent a lot of time working with them to improve that.”

Ash nodded. He did understand. It was fairly simple once they got to the issue, although he couldn’t complain about Steven elaborating. Sure, he was getting the idea that Steven liked to hear him self talk, but he did appreciate the information. It showed he cared at least.

“I think you know what I mean,” Steven sighed, winding down a bit. “Metagross almost solely use physical abilities to bludgeon their opponents and avoid damage. It’s not their first reaction to engage mentally – not usually – despite how effective they can be with their unyielding mind. Alakazam have their own weaknesses, but altogether they’re a match for most Metagross. The one in front of you being the exception, of course.”

“Of course,” Ash agreed with a snort. “So how did you fix it? I wasn’t expecting most of what Metagross could do. Gravity is devastating.”

“Isn’t it?” Steven smiled. He coughed embarrassedly. “Well, I did manage to make quite a bit of progress with Metagross but we’ve found a more convenient solution in the meantime. It allows us to blend my own knowledge and relative versatility with Metagross’ own talents. Without it Metagross wouldn’t be quite as effective or quick to act with unexpected solutions. Can you –”

“Psychic link,” Ash cut him off. Steven looked surprised, though pleased once the shock went away. “The Unovan trainer I battled in the Conference, Grey, used one with his Beheeyem.”

His mind flashed back to that battle and Ash couldn’t help but grin. It had been brutal and savage at parts – he hated remembering Infernus casually roasting one of Grey’s pokemon alive – but overall it had been satisfying. Grey wasn’t someone Ash would be friends, acquaintances, or even someone he had to see once every few years with but there was something compelling about battling someone like that.

Someone who loved it just as much as he did.

“Hmm, I’m surprised he managed. It’s advanced, although Beheeyem are rather skilled with the mental arts…” Steven continued muttering to himself.

“Steven?”

“My apologies,” Steven said quickly. “I was just thinking.”

Ash blinked. “I could see that.”

“Now, I feel like I’ve burned quite a bit too much daylight already,” his mentor sighed. He looked mournfully up at the sky, which had only just barely begun to display the first hints of dawn. “We’ve got a lot to do, Ash. I’ll take you to check out some of your own training and then we’ll make a round and see how your team is settling in.”

He nodded. That was acceptable. Still, he was a bit interested to see what setup Steven had in mind for his team.

When he asked that Steven just smirked.

“You’ll see.”
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It was finally dawn. Though the sparse forest in which they stood was cast in a faint, almost blue light as the sun made its presence known Ash could feel the heat and humidity brimming. He rubbed his eyes tiredly – once he was able to check his PokeNav he’d found at he’d only gotten about five hours of sleep.

That honestly wasn’t too bad for Ash. When he had a strict travel schedule he’d been able to operate on just three or four hours for several days straight as long as he took naps whenever they stopped. It wasn’t healthy but it worked. Dazed just had to make sure he had plenty of time to recover when the need for haste was gone.

He had the sneaking suspicion that Steven wouldn’t be giving him too many breaks today. To be honest he had no idea what was coming. Steven had been quiet as he led Ash to his own camp atop Metagross’ back.

Ash was slightly annoyed at having to walk but didn’t say anything. He certainly wouldn’t want anyone else riding Plume. Steven wasn’t being rude – knowing their teams it was more concern for Ash’s safety that kept him off the steel behemoth.

“Here we are,” Steven said cheerfully and slid off Metagross with practiced ease. He landed lightly on his feet and took a moment to brush his long hair out of his eyes as Ash caught up. “I know you’re tired but I’m going to need you to pay attention here. It’s important. Metagross?”

He nodded and took a moment to focus on the Feather embedded his skin. Ash smiled at Fire and Lightning as they surged through his body, casting aside his exhaustion like a gale threw away a layer of dust. Lightning especially wound through his body, though it calmed once Ash noticed Metagross staring at him.

Metagross watched him for a few more seconds before its eyes flashed a brighter red and a mat five feet by five feet unraveled and laid itself before the small group. Steven tapped a button on his suit and instantly several items materialized onto the square.

Ash had to hold back a grin once the nature of the assorted pads and helmet became obvious to him, though he wasn’t quite as enthused at the implication of the small, compact stun gun or the long, thin baton that looked like it could be flicked open to a much longer length, almost to the point of being a spear. The twin prongs that extended from its end like tiny blades didn’t help that imagery.

“You know these aren’t toys,” Steven said quietly as he suddenly stepped forward, clasping the baton and expertly flicking it so that it extended to roughly three feet. He eyed the prongs measuredly, as though a tiny bolt of electricity would jump between them. “That’s good. These are weapons.”

“So this is the training you were talking about,” Ash muttered. “Combat?”

Steven nodded. “It’s ugly, but I think it’s necessary and so does Lance. The battles you’ll be involved in aren’t like what you’ve faced before in the Sevii Islands. You won’t be mopping up a handful of untrained Rocket grunts or act as the backup. You’ll be leading the charge.”

Ash’s face was like stone. He wasn’t afraid of combat or risking his life, but somehow this seemed so much…uglier than stopping Mewtwo or the Birds. It would be a return to bloody struggle between mortals where every second was another opportunity for lost life.

“I’ll be there, of course, but I don’t want you getting hurt,” or killed went unsaid by the silver-haired man, “simply due to chance. If there’s a hope that I can avoid it then we’ll chase that hope.”

“What do I need to do?” Ash asked quietly. He would listen, and he would listen well. His life and the lives of his friends might depend on it.

“The two of us will be assisting League forces in cracking fortified Rocket positions during your time in Hoenn. We’re two powerful assets who can overwhelm most defenses with ease,” Steven grimaced. “And these are the remnants of the Rockets in Kanto. They’re fiercer, less organized. It’s a dangerous, wily Rocket that survived Lance’s wrath when he realized that Mewtwo was no longer protecting them and they’ve done a good job of hiding themselves away until they could grow in strength.”

Ash raised an eyebrow. “What happened to them being Poochyena still trying to grow some teeth?”

“They still are,” the former Champion returned passively, though quickly enough that Ash could tell he’d touched a sore spot. “Though they’ve hidden away and have begun to build up power they’re still not a threat. We’ve begun to catalogue their bases and are preparing our own actions. There are also several groups who are providing, well, unexpected assistance. It’s welcome but considering who it’s coming from…”

“And who would that be?” Ash cut in. He needed to learn about this. The most important part of fighting your enemy was to know them first.

Steven frowned, as though he were deliberating. Finally he shrugged. “Two paramilitary organizations that have been active in Hoenn for nearly two decades now, Aqua and Magma. There’s a few others involved in the fight but those are the major players that aren’t affiliated with the League.”

“Aqua and Magma?” He tried the names out. Odd choice of names for an organization but at least it was better than Team Rocket he supposed. And with their duality… “They’re related somehow?”

“Not that we know of,” Steven confessed. He didn’t seem pleased about that. “We aren’t even sure who their leaders are or what their motives are. They’ve been suspected of shady activities in the past but we’ve never been able to definitely prove anything. We’ve tried to keep an eye on them but the Ever Grande League just doesn’t have the manpower to track those organizations, especially when they haven’t even done anything for certain.”

Ash frowned. The Indigo League would’ve been keeping track of those groups like a Fearow eying a Caterpie. After Team Rocket emerged from nowhere a while back as a fierce, relentless criminal group with maneuverability and planning good enough to mark the first real internal threat to Indigo for a century the Indigo League would never make that mistake again.

They would always be vigilant.

“What else is there to know about them?”

Steven sighed and shook his hair out of his eyes. “Too much to say now. I’ll forward it to your PokeNav, alright? You can look over the information tonight. I’ll make sure to attach other relevant information about the Rockets as well. We don’t have time for me to explain everything now.”

Ash nodded. He could accept that. He wondered what Dazed would think of it – she’d be reading his mind while he read the actual message, of course.

He suddenly felt very lonely. This was the first time he’d been alone without any of his friends in…how long had it been? It must’ve been before he started his journey. They were almost a part of him now, attached by an invisible tether that kept them nearby.

He didn’t like them being away. After what he’d seen – well, without his family he felt naked. There was always Nidoking listening for threats or Plume scouting or Torrent standing guard. Dazed to banter with and stand as his silent guardian. Infernus always ready to erupt from his pokeball with a roar and gout of flame. Bruiser and Seeker always cheerful and reliable…Tangrowth doing his best to be friends with everybody no matter what. Sneasel to watch grow up and Oz to see grow into her new family.

Without them he was just Ash, a twelve-year old boy who couldn’t really do much of anything. A boy who was missing his greatest friends and family.

It was like someone ripped a part from him. He wasn’t complete. This silence, only being around Steven and his own team…it was unnerving.

“Ash,” Steven’s words prompted him to force his mind away from those depressing thoughts. “When you wear these, remember that they aren’t to protect you from pokemon. They’re there to protect you from the collateral damage of their attacks. The best thing you can do for your own safety is to rely on your team and stay back. Do you understand?”

“Yes, I understand,” Ash couldn’t help but frown back. It was nice to know Steven cared enough about him to hammer that point in but he needed Steven to realize he wasn’t a complete idiot. He had no illusions about his ability to survive even a weak pokemon intent on killing him.

Steven’s shoulders relaxed a bit. “Good. This is high quality equipment but if a pokemon wants you dead…well, you’re going to die. This equipment buys you time and shields you from shrapnel and secondary effects. You get hit by an attack full on and all this will do is prolong your life a few more seconds. It keeps me from worrying about you getting suffocated by a Gengar or getting a rock shoved through your side but that’s it.”

Ash nodded again, the reality really setting in on him. He’d faced lethal situations before – more than most, for sure – but a battle really was something different. Usually he just had to stay out of the way of Legends and hope their elemental cloaks didn’t rip him apart. In combat he’d actively have dangerous, high-level trainers doing their best to take him out.

“This is the Electrike Shock Baton,” Steven demonstrated by making a few quick jabs with the extended length of the weapon. “It’s manufactured by a subsidiary company of Devon. This won’t stop a ghost or any truly strong pokemon, but if you’re dealing with weaker pokemon it can at least hold them off and buy you time. Tougher fighters like rock and ground-types will just shrug it off – if you see them, run.”

“You don’t have anything to deal with those?” Ash raised an eyebrow. “I thought the League would be ready for anything.”

“Ghosts wouldn’t even flinch – and that’s if you managed to hit them. Look, these produce high amp and high voltage. Penetrating power and capability for actual damage. But that really doesn’t mean anything if you’re dealing with a mature pokemon. All you can do is stun it and hope you can either escape or one of your friends sweeps in.”

Steven frowned as he suddenly remembered something. “And I’m definitely not giving you cryo or pyro grenades. I’m not authorized to give you that training and there’s too much opportunity for friendly fire besides.”

Ash slumped just a bit. He’d actually really wanted to try one of those out. Something about having that capacity for direct destruction rather than needing to ask one of his friends for help was appealing.

“Look, I’m going to train you in what’s practical,” Steven explained. He didn’t seem too surprised at Ash’s disappointment. “These electroshock weapons are easy to train with and maintain. But more importantly they’re effective. And it’s not all I’ll be teaching you – see?”

With that Steven unclipped a small appliance from his belt that Ash hadn’t even noticed before. It was almost like a spray bottle, though clearly designed for distance.

“I have Pokemon Spray,” Ash snorted. It was basic equipment, like Repels. You couldn’t fight pokemon off with a knife, after all, so that was relegated almost solely to being a survival tool. Spray was basically an absolute last resort if you were caught off guard by an aggressive wild pokemon. The composition was almost identical to Repel, though far more concentrated and enough to blind and overwhelm most pokemon. It was generally more effective than electroshocks for survival – shocking a pokemon would just leave it really, really angry once they recovered.

Spraying it with the Occa berry extract generally just made it want to get as far away from you as possible.

“This is a bit different – a bit more range,” Steven said, spraying a thin line of liquid and aerosol directly at a tree about fifteen feet away. He couldn’t help but squeeze his eyes tight as he felt them start to water at the painfully spicy scent. “It’ll distract almost anything. It lets you actually assist in a fight by distracting pokemon and it’s certainly not standard equipment – it’s my own contribution.”

“Thanks,” Ash said gratefully as Steven tossed him the device. He examined it closely, though he quickly turned his attention back once Steven sheathed the baton and picked up the ranged stun gun. “I’ll be using that too, then?”

“It’s just another option,” his mentor clarified. “It’s better to have this than nothing. Obviously rely on the Devon Occa Spray when you can but if it comes down to you and an enemy pokemon this is better than nothing.”

Ash shrugged at the small device, which Steven didn’t even bother demonstrating. That would be good for one use and then he’d have to take off sprinting or hope one of his friends intervened. Neither the stun gun nor the shock baton would do more damage than even a moderately powered electric attack.

Mostly it was there for shock value. Ash’s lips quirked up at that.

“And my personal favorite, the uniform!” Steven grinned, unraveling the clothing with a small quick flick of his wrist. It was a plain, tan uniform that was lightly padded in several areas such as the shoulders and torso, though not enough to severely restrict mobility. Ash also noticed that the material it was made of looked suspiciously similar to Steven’s suit – not in color, but definitely in texture.

Steven caught Ash’s knowing gaze. “Oh, you noticed? Yes, my suit and all League combat uniforms are created from Ariados silk. It’s strong, durable, and tough enough to protect you from just about any minor explosion or attack. It’ll keep you alive, at any rate.”

“And the helmet?” Ash asked as he stepped forward to pick up the helmet, which was such a dark grey to be almost black. A barely noticeable antennae rose from its right side, hidden underneath the top layer. Its eyes were glossy black, though he thought he could see a tint of red whenever he caught it from an angle.

Aside from that it had a small respirator in the mouth area and he could see where it sealed down onto the combat uniform. It was clearly a gas mask, probably designed to prevent an enemy Gengar or other ghosts from just flooding into the area and suffocating the wearer. Not to mention there were all sorts of things you wouldn’t want to breathe in during an all out battle scenario.

“The Mk. II Aron Ranger Helmet contains a built-in radio, protects you from blunt force trauma, shields your eyes, and ensures you don’t breathe in anything too nasty,” Steven listed off as though he’d memorized it straight from the manual. Knowing him, he had. “It’s a personal gift from me so you could get a cooling system in it as well. Trust me, you don’t want to approach a battle with a hot head.”

Ash stared at Steven suspiciously after the play on words but when the man didn’t even give a hint of a smile Ash figured it was just an innocent mistake.

“Every day we’ll get you accustomed to working in uniform,” his mentor declared. “You’ll need to be ready when we are called to attack Team Rocket and able to focus without distractions. I’ll do my best to get you competent with your aerosol and electroshocks too…though hopefully you’ll never need them.”

He nodded with that, completely agreeing. Ash would really not get involved in the battle himself. If anything was strong or quick enough to make it through the perimeter forged by his friends…well, he’d rather not be the one to face them down.

“How good are you with them?” Ash asked. He had a hard time imagining Steven as any sort of truly martial figure. The man had always seemed like a general to him, like he stood far, far away and managed everything from a distance. Not at all like Lance where the giant of a man would be in the middle of everything screaming and shouting his heart out if he could. “I mean have you used them before?”

Steven frowned. “Let’s just say I’ve gotten my fair share of practical experience in and leave it at that.”

Ash nodded, properly rebuked. He knew how it was to want to avoid bringing up bad memories.

The older man sighed at the look on Ash’s face. “Take a minute to put these away in one of your storage compartments. They’re your responsibility now. Once you’re done we’ll make a round of your team’s training. We’ll start on personal combat tomorrow.”

“Sounds good,” Ash agreed as he set to work. He didn’t really think too much as he quickly completed the task he’d been given. All he wanted was to see his friends again…though he couldn’t help but be curious as to what each of them would be set up with.

All he knew is that it couldn’t be easy. Steven wasn’t an easy taskmaster.

XX

“I asked Aggron to take Nidoking and Aron and try to find where they need to develop,” Steven declared as Metagross came to a stop. Ash grimaced when he came to a stop. The area was just rugged enough to make it a challenging hike – well, at least if you weren’t riding a levitating metal giant – and he found himself unnerved by the complete absence of any other pokemon in the area. He couldn’t hear a single Taillow chirp or Wurmple rustling curiously through the grass.

They knew what was here and they were terrified of it.

“I doubt that’ll be too hard to figure out for Aron,” Ash snorted. “He’s only trained for about a week. I’ve got my own ideas for Nidoking.”

“Oh?” Steven smiled at him from atop Metagross, who seemed intent on looking down upon the training site that Aggron led. “Do tell, Ash.”

“I’ve sort of figured that Nidoking’s never going to be like Infernus or Torrent. He just doesn’t have that raw power,” Ash sighed, despondent. “He’s strong, but I’ve been trying to take him in a different direction. I’ve got to let him develop in his own way instead of trying to push him down the same path as the others.”

Steven nodded, listening attentively.

“Nidoking’s strength is in his versatility,” he muttered. “You saw it when he went up against Metagross yesterday. Remember Triad?”

“Ah yes,” his teacher nodded. “I’m sure Lance would be pleased to see his technique used by such an effective wielder. Imitation is the greatest form of flattery.”

“It’s effective,” Ash shrugged and said no more on the topic. “But I’m trying to think of ways to help Nidoking catch up…he won’t be a powerhouse but he can be just as dangerous. I think he might have the control for Dig at this point…”

The silver-haired man smiled. “A useful technique, though not without its weaknesses. We can discuss that at another time, though. At the moment I’m more concerned with Aron.”

Ash turned sharply to look at the older trainer. “Aron? Why?”

Steven rubbed his chin thoughtfully for a moment before he explained.

“Aron is completely untrained right now beyond a few training exercises you’ve put him through,” he said. They walked forward a few more feet and Steven gestured towards the unveiled great pit rent in the earth where Aggron stood with Nidoking and Aron. Even here the hulking steel-type’s size was evident – he towered above even Nidoking, who was becoming quite the large specimen of his breed. It looked like he was growling something to the two of them. “In other words he’s ripe to be molded into any style we want…even the unimaginable.”

“Watch!” He ordered and tapped one of his storage compartments, releasing a large metal rod he unceremoniously hurled down at Aggron. Ash blinked when it simply stopped several feet away from Aggron’s bulk rather than clanging uselessly against the armor. “See?”

Ash stared, doing his utmost to comprehend what had just happened. Aggron hadn’t used unexpected psychic abilities to do that. There was no sign of the ethereal glow that always accompanied the use of psychic power. The thought of an Aggron being that strong of a psychic was almost unfathomable to begin with.

His mind rapidly dashed through the sorts of techniques Aggron could learn. Knowing who his teacher was he’d been sure to memorize them during his time in Hoenn. Despite that there remained little that could possibly be responsible.

It wasn’t a flying-type technique. Ash couldn’t think of any way air could keep the rod as eerily still as it was now. The rod was similar to Aggron in that way…neither so much as twitched. If someone wasn’t aware of what Aggron was it could easily be mistaken for a terrible steel statue of some fearsome creature.

He could accept that it was just a strange use of psychic powers if there had been at least some sort of glow. Even extremely specialized, elemental use of psychic powers like with Stealth Rock were obvious.

Aggron could learn Magnet Rise, but that was raw and completely unrefined compared to this. And he’d never even heard of it being applied like this. All it had ever been able to do was keep the user aloft for a minute or so and even that was shaky.

Then again he’d come to realize that most of the truly powerful pokemon had ventured into skills deemed impossible. They excelled at some aspect of combat or technique and used it to crush all that stood in their way. He should know better than to dismiss any possibility by now.

“How?”

Steven smiled. Ash got the feeling that he really enjoyed showing off what his team had achieved…not that Ash was any different. “Think on it for a while. If you can’t figure it out by tonight I’ll help you out.”

Ash sighed but didn’t press harder. It was clear Steven preferred that he worked it out himself. And to be honest he couldn’t even say he disliked that – there was always a certain satisfaction in doing something without the help of another.

“Let’s move on and leave them to their session,” Steven spoke up, gesturing for Ash to come along. “As you can see, Aggron has some relatively unique abilities that took a very long time to learn. It didn’t help that he began learning them long after he’d mastered most of his abilities…I’m hoping that Aron, as a blank slate, will be able to adapt to them much more quickly and master them to a degree Aggron can’t.”

“He still needs to learn how to fight normally,” Ash pressed. While he found the idea of Aron mastering whatever peculiar ability Aggron possessed appealing he wouldn’t sacrifice basic skill in combat for that sort of specialization. It only seemed that it would be useful against steel-types at the moment, though he imagined plenty of other avenues would become obvious once he understood more about it.

“Of course, of course,” Steven waved his concerns away. “Don’t worry about that. He’ll be as combat-ready as we can make him. He’ll just have a little more on his plate than he would otherwise.”

Ash nodded, letting Steven know he wouldn’t argue further. He trusted the man more than almost anyone else – he’d saved his life, after all – but that didn’t mean he wouldn’t press if he felt concerned about something. Steven knew a lot and clearly had more experience but he wasn’t omniscient.

He’d have to keep that in mind as they worked through the rest of the team.
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“Most of your team won’t be doing anything too fancy during our time here,” Steven announced from atop Metagross. The man absentmindedly drummed his long, thin fingers against the titan as he spoke. “I just need to make sure they’re up to my standards before we begin focusing on more advanced and demanding exercises.”

“Control?” If there was one thing he knew Steven wouldn’t find wanting in his team it was power. He had to admit he favored it.

“Control,” Steven nodded, a shimmering blue shield appearing slightly above his eyes as they walked into an open clearing alit with the first light of dawn. “They’re…unrefined. As I mentioned yesterday your team is very wasteful. In some ways it works – as I said, Kingdra are relatively effective against Metagross precisely because of that – but they could all use a bit of focus. If you got into a battle of attrition there’s no way your team would be able to sustain themselves for long.”

Ash snorted and shook his head. He doubted Infernus would agree with that. Infernus was a stamina monster. Even as a Magmar he could take hits and rise up again and again long after he should have collapsed. As a Magmortar he held seemingly endless energy – it didn’t hurt that the more fire he used the stronger his body got as the environment shifted into his favor.

“Who are the rest of my friends paired up with?” Ash asked after a long silence. He didn’t feel quite as naked without his team anymore but he still felt an itch at being apart from them. The Feather searing into his chest like a livewire didn’t help.

His teacher didn’t answer for a moment, deep in thought. “Hmm…let’s see, Nidoking and Aron are with Aggron, obviously. Hypno, Electabuzz, Magmortar, and Kingdra are with Claydol. Tangrowth is with Cradily. Pidgeot and Zubat are with Skarmory, and Sneasel and Machoke are with Armaldo.”

Ash held a moment of silence for Claydol. He liked the odd pokemon so far and he’d have to apologize to it later for having to deal with Infernus…and not just Infernus, but an Infernus who had suffered a one-sided defeat the day before and was certain to be in a foul mood.

“When will I get to see them?” Ash couldn’t hold back the growl that erupted from deep within his throat. It wasn’t right for them to be apart.

“Soon,” Steven reassured him quickly. He sent a wary glance at Ash. “Don’t worry, this won’t be a regular occurrence. I just wanted to see how they’d handle being away from you…trust me, I don’t want to have to go through the hassle of separating them from you again.”

He smirked at that. Ash wished he could’ve seen Steven trying to get Nidoking or Dazed away from him…they tended to act as his shadow. Nidoking especially was adamant about never leaving Ash unguarded, though he reluctantly accepted Dazed as a suitable substitute when he had to sleep.

“If I might ask, what on earth made Nidoking so protective? Even Aggron never defended me so fiercely,” Steven asked quietly. He didn’t look at Ash, instead opting to stare straight ahead as Metagross slowly meandered through the clearing. Ash followed, though he almost froze at the question.

The spot in his chest where Mew had pierced his heart with a beam of psychic energy burned hot and he grimaced. He hadn’t told many people that he’d actually died in the battle with Mewtwo. Only Agatha really knew…the rest wouldn’t handle it well.

Just the thought of telling his mother what happened…

Ash shook himself back from those dark thoughts. “New Island.”

Steven’s slate eyes widened in understanding and he nodded sharply. “Ah. That’s reasonable, then.”

There was a long, uncomfortable silence after that as they walked through the training grounds. Ash distracted himself by marveling at the huge variety of damage that had been done to the land. It was irreparably scarred by impossibly powerful attacks, though it didn’t deter local wildlife from setting up in some of the spots.

“Let’s return to the camp. Normally I’d have you undergoing physical training, but for your first day I’d rather test your knowledge instead,” Steven smiled lightly. “Naturally I can’t expect Lance to have taught you too much but who knows? Maybe I’ll be pleasantly surprised.”

Ash felt a dangerous grin come across his face at the challenge.

Steven certainly knew how to motivate him.
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“I’d have Infernus use Fire Blast,” Ash declared, his mind sluggish. They’d been doing this for hours and he’d watched the sun rise high into the sky and come down again. They had breaks every forty-five minutes or so – Steven had said pushing Ash for any longer would just be a waste – but then they’d immediately go back to work.

“Why?” Steven asked, watching him impassively. There was no sign of approval nor disappointment in his cool features. Ash didn’t know how he did it – the moment they were back he’d slipped into this cold, calm state that left Ash feeling as though he were constantly walking down a very narrow, unsteady bridge whenever he tried to answer the question.

Ash frowned. “At the distance you described there’s no way it could miss. It’s slow but there’s no way a Slaking could dodge, especially after using Hyper Beam like you described. Plus it would help keep Slaking overheated and give Infernus more time to work before it was able to retaliate.”

Steven finally nodded as Ash finished his assessment of a mock battle. The older man had run through dozens at this point, forcing Ash to consider every move and its outcome. Despite that it always seemed like the older man was able to pick out some flaw in everything Ash did, though as he came to learn Steven’s expectations it became much more manageable.

He rubbed his aching temples. This much mental focus was difficult. The blasted Hoenn heat and humidity didn’t help, though he didn’t notice it nearly as much anymore. After the long weeks training before he met Steven he’d managed to adjust to it a little bit.

“I think that will be all for the day,” Steven said after a moment. His lips quirked up into a smile and he shifted a bit from where he sat on Metagross. Ash idly wondered how he could still feel comfortable up there after spending almost all day on the titan. They didn’t look like a nice seat. “You pleasantly surprised me, Ash. There’s always room for improvement but you’ve gotten the hang of thinking things through.”

Ash nodded tiredly. “Will we do this everyday?”

“Of course!” Steven chirped. Ash grimaced and the man finally laughed. “Oh, don’t give me that look! I promise it won’t be so grueling. We covered a lot of the basic stuff – like how much you knew about the physical effects of techniques on a variety of different pokemon – and it’s clear you know the Pokedex inside and out. We’ll stick to the mock battles and a few other hypotheticals from now on, I promise.”

He let out a sigh of relief. The quizzes hadn’t been terrible but Steven had quickly made the questions harder and harder until he had to think for at least one or two minutes before answering.

At this point it felt like no stone had been left unturned. Steven had tested his knowledge of pokemon care, their abilities, their physiology, what habitats they lived in, what techniques were favored by what families, and several other categories that made his brain hurt just thinking about them.

That had been in the first two hours. Ash absentmindedly took a swig of water, glad that Steven ensured he always had plenty. If he hadn’t stayed hydrated his mouth and tongue would feel drier than a desert with all the talking he’d done.

He went ahead and rubbed his jaw a bit too, wincing at the stiffness. Ash had probably talked more today than he had since coming to Hoenn. Considering Daisy had enjoyed poking and prodding him for conversation whenever she could that was honestly impressive.

“Take a rest until your team returns,” Steven said sympathetically. His face had slackened from the hard lines it had held during training into the somewhat softer visage of the man Ash knew. “I know this schedule is demanding but I promise it will pay off. By the time we leave her in a few weeks you’ll notice the difference.”

Ash nodded gratefully and relaxed. He quickly pulled out his PokeNav and checked his messages. It felt like it had been a while since he’d been in contact with his mother and everyone else. Besides, it was too dark right now to read Cynthia’s book. He’d have to wait until Infernus or Dazed got back to make a light.
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Ashy,

I hope your first day is going great! I know you might be too busy to read this but just know I’m thinking about you!

Goldenrod’s fantastic. Classes have finally started and it’s amazing! I’d forgotten just how exciting it is to go and hear from real experts on the field…though none of them are quite as good as Professor Oak! 

But even aside from classes there’s so much to do. Movies, shows, just exploring the city…I love it here. I know you like your woods and mountains but you should come by sometime if you’re able! I’ve love to see you again…it’s not quite the same sending messages. 

Your Uncle Spencer’s been a wonderful help showing me around when he’s not off researching the Unown. It’s really fascinating stuff though and I can’t fault him for spending so much time on them, especially now that I’m able to help with Molly! Those Unown really live up to their name!

I know I’ve said it before but you’d really love Molly. She’s a sweet little girl and smart too! She’s so young and I’m already able to start teaching her to read! It’s really easy when I use the Unown carvings Spencer keeps everywhere…she’s seen them all her life and she picks up on it so quickly!

That’s enough about me – I know I’m not that exciting! How are things with you, Mr. Elite Four Ketchum? I know you’re with Mr. Stone now but how is he? I’m sure he’ll be a great teacher and if he isn’t just let me know and I’ll see what I can do!

I hope everyone’s doing alright! I know you said Sneasel is being nicer which is wonderful. Isn’t it great watching your baby grow up? But it does sound like Bruiser’s been good for him! I have to admit I miss the big guy and cute little Seeker too…they were such a joy to have around the house!

I’ll cut this a bit short. I know you have a lot more important things to do than talk to your mom! Try not to push yourself too hard and say hello to everyone for me! I love you!

Love, 

Mom.
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Guess who just got his fourth badge in Johto? This guy! I beat Jasmine with just Charizard. I actually felt kinda bad for beating her so bad but who cares? I’m awesome! Amelia had way more trouble than me. I thought she was gonna lose. 

Amelia here, that’s because I don’t have a stupidly powerful Blaze ability that makes pretty much any steel-type useless against you. And Jonathan almost lost Charizard to her Steelix so I don’t think he has room to talk. Plus we met Gary. 

And it’s Jonathan again. That fight was crap. I swear the jerk was tracking us or something! There’s no way he would have just conveniently been waiting at the end of that route after we kicked the crap out of a ton of trainers. I caught a Houndour by the way. She’s badass. 

He’s trying to change the subject. He’s just mad he lost. 

I don’t think it counts as losing when my team was halfdead alredy from fighting so much that was complete crap and next time I fsiht Gary Im gonna beat the crap out of him like he beat the crap out of my team 

He gets passionate. 

It’s not passion I’m pissed off because Gary was somehow waiting for us and still got all cocky about beating me when Charizard was barely conscious and the rest of my team was tired and Ash if I don’t beat him I demand you stomp him with that super strong Magmortar. 

Ash smiled at that. He of all people knew that Gary could show up at the worst of times. Plus he really wasn’t opposed to getting in another battle with his former rival…

Anyways, that’s all that’s been going on with us. I’m guessing you’re on some top secret mission for the League or something? I know you said you were training until you met Steven again. Say hi to him for us by the way! We didn’t really get to see him since Mt. Moon. 

Yeah! Steven’s the coolest. Also ask him if he could take me as his apprentice because I can’t find a Master to save my life. Why’d you have to go to Hoenn Ash? If you were with us we’d probably run into a Master like every other day. You seem to know half of them anyways. 

Alright well we’ll cut this short! I bet you’re super busy. Good luck!

What she said. How’s that Aron you caught coming along? Aggron are super cool and I can’t wait to have Charizard beat it up!

Jonathan and Amelia
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Ash,

How’s my favorite trainee doing? Steven told me you performed well in his trial yesterday. The fact that you pushed Metagross so far is seriously impressive. It’s not easy for me to admit, but last time we fought Metagross got the better of me. It took Mael using Draco Meteor to finally finish the blasted thing off. After that the rest of his team fell like Ledyba. He still beat me but just know he’s not unbeatable. I’d like to think I’d prove the stronger after all this time. 

Steven’s not quite as focused on growth through combat like me. That’s not his prerogative. That doesn’t mean he won’t have you challenge him. And because of that I’d like to give you some advice now that Steven’s had his fun:

DO NOT fight on Steven’s terms. His whole team is designed to counter trainers like us, Metagross being the prime example of that. You and I hit hard and fast. We tend to overpower our foes through elemental force and attrition. Not many can keep fighting long when they’re dodging or nullifying everything our teams throw at them. 

Steven and his Metagross are one of those. Attacks just wash off its shields. It can track and shut down fliers with ease. It conserves as much energy as possible with those tiny shields. You will never win just through tiring it out…not without sacrificing your entire team. 

Trying to beat Metagross – or any of his team, really – with raw power just won’t work. It’s like trying to break a steel ball with a hammer. It’ll crack eventually but it’s just not worth the effort. 

No, he’s learned to counter us well. I suppose you have my time in Hoenn to thank for that. Drake always loved seeing me get frustrated trying to pound Steven’s team into dust…it’s really been too long since I paid the cranky old coot a visit.

Their weakness isn’t a physical thing. I daresay Steven’s nullified those entirely. He’s a master of techniques and has pushed his team past limits most would never even realize. 

Steven’s weakness is that he’s just as cold and rigid in battle as the steel he’s mastered. He isn’t as flexible as we are. Our mutual friend is clever enough to get by but he relies on preparation, planning, and the encyclopedia he’s shoveled into his skull. 

From what I’ve seen exploiting that psychic link he has with Metagross only deepens that weakness. Sure, he gets a bit more time to think and has a great awareness of the battlefield, but it also limits his creativity. A psychic link goes both ways, though he likes to pretend it doesn’t.

Now my advice…I’m tempted to let you figure everything out on your own. I know you’re smart and clever enough to have worked it out all ready. But with how Steven can be I figure I’ll be nice. 

Topple that house of cards he’s built. Just because they’re cards made out of metal and stabilized by Metagross’ psychic powers doesn’t mean anything! Catch him off guard, disrupt his plans, and take a picture of his face when his prized Metagross falls flat. 

I’m serious about that by the way. I still owe Steven for that little prank with the capes…

I think that’s about it. I just wanted to check in with my favorite trainee. Steven’s a harsh taskmaster but he does care about you and will do a great job of guiding you along your path. You’ll find him to be a good friend. 

I’ll be in contact for the remainder of your time in Hoenn and look forward to hearing back from you. I would send you more information on your responsibilities and the tasks you’ll face in Hoenn but I’m allowing Steven to take over for the moment. He loves that stuff. 

Good luck, 

Lance

P.S. Bruno wanted to congratulate you on the progress of Bruiser and his Rampage. Steven himself told me of its effectiveness against Metagross. Despite what it looked like Metagross was pushed hard in your battle. 

Keep up the good work. 

Ash smiled when he finished the letter. Lance always was good at lifting his spirits up. Giving him a veteran’s insight into Steven’s mindset was quite the treat but to be honest he just found it to be a relief that his family had pushed Metagross. After seeing it seemingly shrug off everything he’d been worried of just how far the gap was.

This…this made it manageable.

So he smiled and relaxed. That was the last of the messages left for him. As he typed his response he couldn’t help but allow his mind begin to weave strategies based around facing down and neutralizing Metagross.

It might be a good while away, but it was attainable. And he would win.
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“You’re back!” He cheered as his team arrived into their camp. Steven didn’t look up from his own PokeNav, though he smiled at Ash’s exuberance. Ash couldn’t find it in himself to care and cast his own PokeNav aside as he rushed over to his team.

Steven’s team passed by without a care in the world. Most looked rather satisfied with themselves.

“How was it?” Ash asked, noting that Steven and his team were already headed away to give them some privacy. He went ahead and guided them over to the rather Spartan camp. Aside from his bedroll and the food he’d prepared for his friends there was nothing to differentiate it from the surrounding environment.

Nidoking just grunted softly and paused to lightly bump Ash with his armored shoulder before he curled up at the trainer’s feet and closed both eyes. Ash blinked and cocked his head. None of his team had any obvious injuries.

Do not fret, Friend-Trainer. We are merely exhausted. Though we did not battle our exercises were…demanding.

Ash nodded in sympathy as he glanced around and saw just how tired his team was. Even Infernus, bountiful fountain of limitless energy he was, sagged slightly. That didn’t stop him from flashing Ash a savage grin and flaring up a bit, of course. He just grinned back and dipped his head in acknowledgment…if even Infernus had lost all spirit he’d really be worried.

“Control?” He asked. His team nodded back. Ash shook his head ruefully. With Steven it was no surprise. No doubt the former Champion wanted to maximize their productivity over the next few weeks.

As well as rigorous mental exercises – no doubt the Brute was beside himself in disappointment. I doubt he’s ever considered using his mind. 

Ash rolled his eyes and snorted at Dazed’s barb. He supposed she’d never be too tired to take a shot at Infernus. She quickly sobered up.

Mentor was adamant that we possess a plan for every eventuality. It was an interesting day, albeit a difficult one. I was impressed with Mentor’s ability to maintain simultaneous telepathic contact with each of us. 

“All four of you, huh?” Ash muttered and eyed Dazed, Infernus, Oz, and Torrent. Claydol must have pushed them hard. He couldn’t help but smile at Torrent when the Kingdra straightened under his gaze, refusing to show any sign of weakness. “Good job, everyone! I know it’s been hard but you’ll be seeing the results in no time.”

There wasn’t too much response to that, although Tangrowth gurgled happily – in fact, he seemed to be in the best shape of them all – and held Aron up so the little steel-type could hear better. Ash grinned at Aron, whose sky-blue eyes had started to droop from fatigue. Their newest friend just wasn’t accustomed to this sort of intense training.

Though he had to admit that the rest weren’t doing too much better. There was a huge difference between physical exhaustion and the headache inducing mental fatigue that built up from the sort of training Steven was instilling in them. That wasn’t to say they’d escaped physical exhaustion – he could easily see the weariness that engulfed their bodies from the long hours of control exercises.

They needed rest. Ash doubted tomorrow would be any easier and it was already dark. He’d like to be awake before Steven came by. They’d most likely be up at around the same time, or maybe earlier if Steven was disappointed by their progress.

It was only eight at night but he didn’t care. It was a long day for all of them and he’d rather have too much rest than too little.

“Get to bed!” He ordered, not unkindly. His friends were all too eager to oblige. Bruiser had already collapsed and Seeker was happy to stay perched on top of him, wings held tightly to her body. She looked like she didn’t even want to flutter over to say hello at the moment. “Torrent, Infernus…come with me. I want to talk to you for a minute.”

The targeted pokemon nodded, though Infernus couldn’t help but snort a bit of fire. Ash frowned as he turned to Dazed, silently giving her permission to put the rest under. It was just unfortunate that Sneasel wouldn’t be able to take advantage, though Ash knew he’d never had any trouble sleeping. Half the time it was all the little dark-type wanted.

He stepped off into the forest. Infernus and Torrent followed, the latter careful to extinguish any cinders left behind by the Magmortar.

Ash crossed his arms. “How are you two feeling?”

Torrent dipped his head in what Ash knew to be his equivalent of a shrug. Ash sent him a smile. “Good. How about you, Infernus?”

The Magmortar growled, heat radiating off of him in steady waves as his anger flashed. It was clear he didn’t appreciate the reminder of his one-sided bout. Ash grimaced as he felt the Feather flare in tune with Infenrus’ fury…his awareness only grew as the fallen leaves around them crackled and twisted as the hints of fire licked at their shells.

“Enough,” Ash whispered and it was over. Infernus lowered his head. He eyed the Magmortar measuredly. “I know it’s frustrating but we will beat Metagross. We just weren’t ready for it. We’ve never fought a truly defensive fighter like that before. But now we know what to expect.”

Both of his friends nodded in sync with one another. Ash looked from one to the other. “I brought you two out here because you’re going to be key to that. Torrent, you’re going to be the only one who can really damage Metagross for the near future. Bruiser can as well but he has his own issues to work through. I’ll talk with you later about what to start working on but I wanted to give you a heads up.”

Torrent nodded. He bowed to Ash one last time before he followed the unspoken dismissal. Ash watched his massive form silently levitate through the light limbs and branches of the sparse forest before he turned to Infernus, who glowed even with his great power restrained.

“You’re angry.”

Infernus’ nostrils flared but he didn’t do anything. Ash smiled. “Good.”

He took a step closer. Ash had to fight to ignore the heat that poured from Infernus’ body. “I’ve already told every one of you that I’m proud. Each of you fought as hard as you could against an overwhelming opponent.” His lips quirked up as Infernus growled softly. “But I know you – that’s not enough. You didn’t have a chance, did you?”

The Magmortar really did snarl at that, though not at Ash. No matter how furious he was he would never do that. Ash knew that as certain as he did that Infernus had surrendered godhood at Ash’s request.

“Metagross is immune to fire,” Ash stated. He almost laughed at the roar that rose up in Infernus’ throat before the Magmortar thought better of it. To Infernus, who had been as one with Fire, that was almost a personal offense. “They can take the air out of an area, cut off the oxygen supply so any fire will just sputter and die.”

Infernus’ mouth twisted up into a sneer. Despite himself Ash could easily see the glow emanating from his friend shine ever brighter and the heat grew even more intense…if this kept up Ash would have to back off.

He was only human.

Ash met Infernus’ directionless glare and grinned savagely. “But Metagross isn’t immune to heat. They might not burn, but they will melt.”

Infernus smiled back.
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“How are you feeling?” Steven chortled as they came to a stop. The man had discarded his standard suit for once, opting for a grey tank top and black running shorts instead. He kept laughing as he clapped Ash on the back. “Stand up. If you stay hunched over you won’t breathe as well.”

Ash nodded but couldn’t help the slight bend in his shoulders as he wheezed in a desperate attempt to get rid of the fire in his chest. Sweat covered him with a slight sheen and he was certain he’d need to have Torrent help him get in a shower tonight. That wasn’t even close to a priority right now though – he was a bit more concerned with the heavy lead that had made its home in his limbs.

“Three miles!” Steven grinned. He was breathing normally, used to hard exercise in the hot and humid air. “We’ll make an athlete out of you yet. You did alright, though we’ll have to work on that time. Thirty minutes won’t cut it.”

He didn’t respond as he collapsed against a blissfully cool tree trunk and closed his eyes as a faint feeling of nausea swept over him. His body was rebelling as best it could against the unexpected exertion. This wasn’t quite what he’d expected during their slot devoted to physical training…he understood that he would need to be in good shape for field work but he hadn’t realized just how unforgiving Steven would be.

Lance had him work with his pokemon when they climbed Mt. Ember but he felt that the Indigo Champion did that more for his own amusement than anything. Sure it helped with their bond and was an interesting exercise but it wasn’t strictly necessary. He’d just been trying to get Ash involved.

Steven was getting him into shape. Ash wasn’t unhealthy by any means. But building up endurance for long days of walking wasn’t quite the same as running several miles, let alone in this unfamiliar climate. All he could be grateful for was that it was still fairly early in the morning – they’d started just after dawn broke and most of the team had been sent to work with Steven’s pokemon – and that it wouldn’t reach the miserable temperatures he’d see in midday.

“Just be glad Lance wasn’t able to give you standard Elite Four physical training,” his teacher smiled as he watched the exhausted boy. “I know he had you climbing on Mt. Ember but when it comes to fitness he’s brutal. He’s the one that got the National League to raise the fitness requirements for relevant Elite Four and Gym Leaders.”

Ash just barely nodded. He wasn’t much interested in talking at the moment, though he exhaled in relief when Sneasel, the only one of his friends to join him on the run, blew a small gust of icy air onto him. His sweat felt like it froze over and it might’ve been the most wonderful feeling in the world.

“Drink up!” Steven tossed him a bottle of water. Ash quickly snatched it out of the air before Sneasel could do anything with it. He’d seen the way his friend’s eyes longingly tracked the bottle…Sneasel always had enjoyed freezing the water inside the bottle and watching it explode. “You’ll want to stay hydrated. Hoenn’s humidity isn’t doing you any favors. Just wait until we do this in full gear!”

He just grunted and uncapped the bottled water before he lowered it down to Sneasel, who greedily drank it up. The dark-type was in perfectly good shape but Ash knew he’d have a much more demanding day. This was just a warm-up – Sneasel had loped alongside him with ridiculous ease. He was pretty sure Sneasel was laughing at him.

Sneasel was kind enough to leave the water ice-cold once he’d had his fill and eagerly clambered up onto Ash’s shoulder, hissing a bit as he almost slid off from all the sweat. Ash just laughed and scratched his friend as he took a few swigs of water. No need to rush.

“Sneasel is in excellent condition,” Steven noted with interest. He was wise enough to stay away from Sneasel, however. No matter how interested the former Champion was he knew just how quickly a Sneasel’s ire could be raised. “You must train him extensively. I’ve met Weavile with less stamina.”

Ash couldn’t help the laugh that burst from his throat at that one. He didn’t even care that Sneasel hissed and clenched down on his shoulder more tightly or that his throat seared with the noise. “Let’s just say I’ve found a good way to motivate him.”

Steven eyed him curiously but didn’t press. Apparently he wasn’t sure it was something he wanted to know.

“It’s just a fun game we play,” Ash snickered, though he was sure to rub Sneasel’s ears affectionately to appease his friend. Steven nodded slowly.

“I can’t say my team’s ever been much for games,” The silver-haired man confessed. Ash saw his eyes flit upwards. “And I’m certain they’d end up being a bit too…competitive.”

Ash shrugged. “It’s all about finding the right one.”

Steven smirked. “Perhaps.” He stroked his chin. “You know, I’m feeling a bit competitive myself. What do you think about making a bet?”

“What bet?” Ash eyed the man warily. He knew Steven enough to know this would be interesting.

“We’re going back. I’ll give you a five minute head start on the journey back to the camps,” Steven started. “If you win I’ll have Claydol teach Hypno a rather powerful technique of mine a few months early. If I win…well, we’ll try and work a few more miles in. It’s been a while since I’ve gotten to stretch my legs.”

Ash frowned. On one hand he seriously doubted his ability to beat Steven in any sort of race. He didn’t have that much endurance or speed and Steven seemed to be deceptively athletic underneath that suit of his. He lacked the sheer mass and bulk of Lance but he had a sort of wiry strength to him.

On the other he’d be doing a disservice to Dazed if he didn’t at least try. It would only be him being punished if he failed.

He eyed Sneasel. Besides, Steven didn’t outline any other rules. His friend might just be able to leave some obstacles to slow the man up a bit. It just might equalize this.

“Let’s do it.”
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Ash ignored the fire in his lungs and weight in his limbs as he ran back to the campsite. He needed to hurry back lest Steven overcome him through sheer physical superiority.

Sneasel dashed alongside him, turning to fake a yawn at Ash every few seconds. Ash just snorted and shook his head – sweat flicked to the side and he grimaced at the raw feeling in his throat. That wasn’t something he’d expected when he’d started this race.

He couldn’t even spite Sneasel for making fun of him. Not after he’d put his friend through much worse for the sake of training. Besides, Sneasel had considerately frozen essentially half the forest behind them to slow Steven’s progress.

If he didn’t feel absolutely terrible he would’ve grinned as Steven’s small campsite came into view…only to stop and stare as he saw Steven casually sitting on his bedroll sipping water and tossing scraps of meat to Skarmory. The great steel bird eyed Ash and seemed distinctly satisfied even before it snapped another thrown snack out of the air.

“Ah, Ash!” Steven smiled softly as he looked over at the approaching pair. “I’ve been expecting you. Take a rest…you’ll need it before we continue.”

Ash’s eye twitched. He didn’t bother asking how Steven had arrived. His bearer stood before him, clad in armor of shining steel and armed with razor-sharp talons and a beak that could pierce and pry open stone with little effort.

“Good, I don’t need to explain,” The older man laughed as he rose in a single, smooth motion. Metagross appeared from behind him near silently, hidden by the foliage. Ash scowled as he walked over and sat on a tree trunk that had been felled by one of Steven’s teammates. His black-furred companion quickly clambered up into his lap. “I’ll admit you were clever using Sneasel…I’d hoped you wouldn’t forget his skills. You’re resourceful, though I’d advise you to be a bit more observant next time.”

“You don’t have to worry about that,” Ash muttered. He couldn’t exactly be angry at Steven for flying back on Skarmory but he was still a bit irritated. That he’d be wasting time running until Steven got bored rather than doing something productive like training either himself or his team. “I’ve learned my lesson.”

Steven nodded, serious once more. “In that case stay down. We’ll run when we check on your team but if you’ve learned your lesson there will be no need. Just stay observant. Things are rarely as they first appear.”

Ash snorted. He knew that better than anyone. Since becoming a trainer he’d seen entire sides of the world he’d never have imagined. The Legends weren’t what he’d expected when he first stepped out of Pallet.

Despite that he nodded along to humor Steven. It was a valuable lesson, regardless of how annoying he found it. He’d do well to focus what wisdom he’d gained onto mundane matters as well as those of Legendary proportions…he supposed it was just a bit hard for him to take these issues as seriously after watching the devastation of a single Bird.

Steven rolled his shoulders as he glanced at Ash. “My point is made. I won’t keep up these little tests for much longer. I’m just trying to breed good habits – if you run in without thinking you might get yourself and your team killed. I’ve seen too many people hurt from simple lack of forethought to risk you and your team.” He grimaced, as though remembering a memory best forgotten. “Just keep it in mind for when we start running through mock battles and other scenarios. I know this sort of twist is annoying, but the experience will serve you well in the future.”

“Thanks,” Ash dipped his head. He idly traced small designs in the dirt. A few miniature versions of his team packed together. A double helix. “I know it’s valuable.” He considered the silver-haired man for a moment. “So who taught you all of this? I doubt you just figured it all out on the road.”

“You’re not wrong,” the older trainer drummed his fingers across his thigh. He didn’t look at Ash, opting instead to stare off into the forest. Metagross’ massive bulk cast him in shadow, though the glowing red eyes distracted Ash somewhat. “Let’s see…it should be said that I spent a fair amount of time with the Elite Four from a relatively early point as a trainer. After I placed in my first Conference I received an invitation to Lavaridge to train under Fino Moore.”

Ash frowned…that name sounded familiar. He knew that was a member of the old Elite Four here. But if he was right then that definitely wasn’t a Steel Master. Fino Moore was the complete opposite, in fact.

When he voiced those thoughts Steven graced him with a laughing grin. “Ah yes, I wasn’t sure if you’d recognize the name. He’s retired from public life nowadays, though I try to keep in touch. How much do you know?”

“He’s a Fire Master formerly of the Elite Four,” Ash recited from one of the League archives. “He was one of the first of the Ever Grande Elite Four and his cornerstone was a Typhlosion,” he finished, struggling to remember any more. The man had been a footnote mostly. It didn’t seem like he’d done much of anything notable other than that.

“That’s plenty,” Steven shook his head. “He was retired from the Elite Four by that point but he was still well-respected as the Lavaridge Gym Leader. Fino took me under his wing and taught me much of what I know. I’ll admit it was probably the hardest thing I’ve ever done – training under a Fire Master pushed me to my brink at times.”

Ash nodded along, grateful that he wasn’t a specialist. They might make it to the rank of Master more frequently but he couldn’t imagine how frustrating it would be to be faced with your natural weakness every time you sparred. Steven was annoying to face since he could shut down almost everything but at least when he beat Ash’s friends down it wasn’t through mere type advantage.

He eyed Steven as a thought suddenly popped into his mind. “You developed your Vacuum technique there, right?”

Steven grinned, obviously pleased. “Indeed. It was just about the only way to equalize things between us…relatively, of course. Fino was my greatest challenge for years – I can honestly say I was prouder when I defeated him for the first time than when I claimed the Champion’s Mantle.”

Ash couldn’t help but nod along absentmindedly. He knew for a fact he’d relish the defeat of his own Master.

The former Champion smiled at Ash – a real smile, not just a satisfied or wry or confident twist of his lips. “I think he’d like you. We’ll have to swing by sometime.”

His eyes lit up. “Think he’d be willing to battle? Infernus would love that!”

His mentor chuckled and rose in a single smooth motion. “Always so eager for a fight. He might just humor that – Fino’s a gentle man at heart, but his team’s always enjoyed a good spar. You have a long way to go before you match him, though.”

Ash matched Steven’s motion. “I could say the same with you,” he rolled his eyes and took a moment to adjust his cap, “but that won’t stop me. How can we get better if we don’t try?”

“A good attitude,” was his response. Steven smiled brightly and gracefully climbed Metagross to adopt his normal seat. Ash couldn’t help his grimace – he had the nasty idea that he knew where this was going. “Let’s put it to work, shall we?”

And with that simple sentence a very long, very painful day began again.
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He eyed the brush warily as he heard a great thunderous roar that sounded all too familiar. The acrid scent of hot, oily smoke graced his nose and he grimaced. Ash rose to his feet in an instant, worried about whatever on earth had frustrated Infernus this badly.

Normally he’d be a bit more relaxed. Ash trusted his friend just as much as any other member of the team, if not more so. But the fact was that Infernus was still being a sore loser over his loss to Metagross – though he couldn’t complain considering how relentlessly he was training – and not exactly enjoying the tame nature of Steven’s training. Even after nearly a week they hadn’t progressed beyond very light spars. Lance’s training was a lot more appealing to Infernus.

He placed a palm against Torrent’s smooth chest as the Kingdra’s snout pointed fiercely in the direction of the noise. “Relax,” Ash shook his head. “How about we see what’s going on first?”

Torrent reluctantly back down and his chest relaxed a bit. That didn’t keep him from keeping dangerous scarlet eyes narrowed. Ash just shook his head. Torrent had been so relaxed earlier too. He’d been released from training for the day in order to spend some time with Ash.

Ash just crossed his arms and look levelly into the woods. He cocked his head. There was plenty of smoke but very little heat. More surprising, there wasn’t any fire. And when Infernus was angry…

Well, he should probably try and see if Steven would consider training somewhere other than a forest at some point. Infernus was strong enough to be a walking fire hazard already. The randomly charred and ashen clusters of trees dotting the training ground were a testament to that.

His patience was finally rewarded when a giant, gray clump of something he couldn’t quite make out burst from the foliage in a rage, tearing apart trees like they were toothpicks and roaring something that got Torrent’s attention.

Finally the dust and splintered wood cleared.

He blinked and heard a deep, unfamiliar rumble from beside him he was pretty sure was Torrent laughing.

Infernus glared at the Kingdra, quite literally steaming mad. Sneasel popped up behind the Magmortar snickering madly, though he seemed to enjoy perching himself on Infernus’ massive shoulder. It wasn’t often he could even bear to be around the fire-type. Thick fur and heat weren’t a good combination.

Ash couldn’t really find it in himself to say anything.

He’d never seen his friend so…damp. The normal fires that flickered and jump with Infernus’ every twitch had died, reduced to little more than tiny wisps of smoke that fought fiercely to escape past the water on his skin. He wasn’t quite small, but without his fires he lost some of the normal height and bulk he claimed otherwise. He was still an absolutely massive pokemon but Ash thought it almost sad seeing him so, well, pathetic.

Mud clung to Infernus’ upper body, stifling any chance of Infernus getting out of this easily. It was smeared all over him, mostly clumped up on his shoulders, chest, and back spikes as well as his head. That looked to have been thrown off for the most part, though, and his head and shoulder flames had essentially baked the mud onto him. The spots where it had been slung off in Infernus’ frantic charge was steaming.

Infernus was quite literally dripping and nothing he could do seemed to change it…he wavered slightly, as though drunk, and blinked slowly before he toppled forward. Sneasel hissed and yowled as he barely clung on and spitefully dug his claws in deep to the tough hide.

“Infernus!” He rushed forward with a cry and stabilized the huge warrior. Infernus growled something, though it didn’t even sound angry. The Magmortar shook his head sleepily and leaned onto Ash…unfortunately he was still much, much hotter than Ash’s body could handle easily and the boy hissed as his hands were seared. “What happened?”

The Brute lost his patience and thought it a good idea to attack Mentor rather than complete the assigned exercise. 

A voice like velvet whispered into his mind, amused.

Ash turned to face Dazed as she made her appearance, ignoring the burning in his hands even while the Hypno shielded him from Infernus’ heat. He didn’t even respond, too worried about Infernus’ state. He hadn’t seen him this exhausted since –

He grit his teeth to avoid going back to those thoughts. He needed Infernus to return to him.

Fire awoke in him and he felt the Feather melt deep into his chest as he felt his veins burn white-hot. He hissed in agony – he wanted to scream – but it was gone as soon as it had begun.

Infernus’ eyes snapped wide open and he stood away from Ash, eying the burns on Ash’s hands with something hard to place with the sudden glow of his friend’s fire-patterned skin. The Magmortar grumbled a bit and stood straight, revitalized despite the water and mud still clinging to his suddenly revitalized form.

He wasn’t sure what had just happened but he felt the Feather retreat, its job done.

Dazed, joined by Oz, said nothing.

“Sit!” Ash ordered Infernus as the fire-type seemed to remember whatever had done this to him. He’d been a few seconds away from taking off, ignoring that even with the Feather’s help he’d be worn down by his low temperature in a minute or two.

Infernus obeyed without question.

“Alright, what happened?” Ash folded his arms and looked down on his friend. Infernus grumbled something and he was pretty sure he heard Sneasel snickering from wherever he’d scurried off to. He could downright feel Torrent’s deep rumble from his side, so close they were almost touching. The noise practically vibrated his bones.

The Magmortar just scowled and renewed his efforts to reignite his fires to their true strength. Ash could tell Infernus didn’t enjoy feeling like that any more than Ash did.

“Dazed?” He knew he wouldn’t get anything out of Infernus. Aside from acting like a sullen child he figured he’d need Dazed’s help to get any more than a very basic understanding.

Dazed’s eyes were turned up. Ash looked at her oddly – she was actually beaming. He’d grown used to the quick eye-smiles she liked to give whenever he did something right in her eyes, but this was something else. She wasn’t just happy – she was just as amused as Torrent.

I wish I could project memories. 

Ash scoffed. “I do too. We can work on that later. How about you tell me what happened first.”

His friend finally sobered up just enough to continue, though her pendulum still leapt to and fro oddly quick. Ash could spy little distortions in the air nearby, subtle reminders of the force just waiting to be channeled.

He shook it off and turned.

Mentor did not appreciate the Brute’s continued disruptions. Mentor is patient, but I believe the Brute was too blind to appreciate Mentor’s ability. While he futilely attempted to burn Mentor with his flames, Mentor opted to quench them with a nearby pond. 

The trainer cocked his head. “An entire pond?”

Yes. 

There was more smug satisfaction in that word than Ash had imagined Dazed was capable of. He shrugged it off – he’d accepted Infernus and Dazed would never be particularly close.

Then he frowned. “How did Claydol levitate that much water at once? I could see Metagross doing it, but –”

Mentor didn’t levitate it!

Ash blinked at the high-pitched projection. He couldn’t even remember the last time she’d exercised anything less than perfect control over her svelte mental voice. Then what she said actually caught up with him.

“Explain, please.”

Dazed polished her pendulum with trembling fingers, her eyes wide as she recalled the scene. Ash couldn’t help but smile softly, ignoring his concern over Infernus for the time being.

The pond simply…appeared. As though teleported. The Brute was dry one moment and as you saw him earlier the next. I would not have thought it possible! Mentor’s skill is phenomenal!

Ash nodded along, pondering the implications of that…he wasn’t sure Dazed was capable of something on that scale yet, but the sheer potential was too dizzying to pass up. He’d honestly never even considered utilizing remote teleportation…generally teleportation was only used to transport the user. A person or thing could be carried alongside the user, of course, but it was immensely more difficult. He actually had a lot of respect for the Alakazam specially trained by the League for that purpose. His lip curled up in a slight sneer as he realized he even had to include Bob the Alakazam in that category.

He shrugged it off. Now wasn’t the time. He was more interested in just how to help Dazed develop that ability – he could think of so many uses just off the top of his head it wasn’t even funny.

He’d need to think on this.

“Wake me up an hour early tomorrow, please,” Ash decided, grinning despite the lack of sleep he’d have to face. Dazed more than matched it with an upturn of her eyes. “I think we have some work to do. Let’s keep Steven out of the loop for now…I’d like to see if we can replicate it without his help.”

Of course, Friend-Trainer. I look forward to training with you. I have no doubt that we will discover the true potential of this ability for ourselves. 

She was already back to normal. Ash shook his head with a quick laugh. It was nice seeing her slip a little but he had to admit it was a bit shocking. Still, he appreciated the short glimpse past her disciplined walls. “It’ll be fun. Can you alert the others? I’d like to start getting a little more work in on top of what we have during the day.”

Sneasel audibly whined at that and Ash’s keen ears heard him scurry off into the woods. He snorted.

It will be done. I believe we must return to Mentor, Friend-Trainer. I would not like for our training to be disrupted for so long. Mentor merely desired that we ensure the Brute’s well-being. Farewell.

“Bye, Dazed, Oz,” he directed to the Electabuzz. She nodded to him and whirred back, flashing Infernus one last satisfied smirk before she followed Dazed back to their training grounds. “I’ll see you both tonight!”

When they were gone he met Infernus’ eyes. His friend watched back for a moment before looking away. Ash sighed. “If you try to fight Claydol, make sure you win next time alright? You’ll be coming with Dazed and I when we start training tomorrow. Steven’s not going to know what hit him!”

Infernus grinned back fiercely and nodded, though he winced as some of the damp mud fell from his face. Ash chuckled. He just couldn’t take Infernus seriously like this. “Alright, sit still. I’m going to try and break some of that caked mud up.”

The Magmortar was surprisingly obedient. Ash unsheathed his knife and looked over to Torrent, who was silently levitating behind him. As always the regal dragon looked back expectantly.

“I’m going to need you to cool us both down. He’s too hot for me to touch,” Ash explained. Torrent dipped his head and gently blew a billowing gust of icy air that sent shivers up Ash’s spine – the sudden flash of Ice enveloping him didn’t help. Infernus resolutely bore the chill in stoic silence, perhaps accepting it as a punishment. “Thanks, Torrent.”

Ash shook his head as he dipped close and enjoyed being able to be this close to the Magmortar without having some part of him set on fire. Infernus was…well, Ash would never say he was harmless, but he wasn’t an automatic death sentence like this. It was a nice change, though so foreign Ash wasn’t sure he was comfortable with it happening more than once a year. Plus he really didn’t want to see Infernus so powerless.

There was an oxymoron if he’d ever heard one.

With that he started to work on the mud. Infernus could have clawed it off himself but Ash figured he would give the fire-type even more time to cool off from the little incident with Claydol. It would take him some time to regain his strength but that might actually be a good thing knowing his friend’s temper.

Shattering the shell apart would’ve been child’s play for Dazed as well but he doubted that would have helped anything. Best to just let them ignore each other.

It was quick work. Infernus had heated the clay and mud to the point it was extremely brittle. He didn’t even bother trying to pry it apart with a blade – Ash got to the point where he pretty much smashed it apart with his knife’s handle. Soon enough Infernus was free – all he had to do was fire up and boil the water into steam.

“Go have fun,” he waved his friend off. Infernus grinned and backed away a safe distance before he roared mightily and spat a gout of flame dozens of feet into the air, quickly matched by twin streams of fire from his cannons that let everything around them know Infernus was back. He grimaced as droplets of sweat dripped down his back in response to the sudden flare of heat.

In the next instant Infernus was gone with a crack and blinding flash of light, leaving Ash and Torrent in peace.

Ash shook his head. That was one of the stranger situations he’d needed to deal with. Still, it was entertaining nonetheless. Not to mention he had some new training ideas for Infernus and Dazed. He couldn’t wait to get started, especially with the juicy nugget of potential Claydol had so carelessly shown.

Now that was unlikely. Ash snorted, amused. Knowing Steven he’d put his money on the idea that Claydol had done that on purpose. Steven always seemed to have everything planned – if he really wanted to keep a technique out of Ash’s hands then Ash wouldn’t even know it existed.

No, it was just better to assume that chance was pretty much nonexistent when Steven was involved. If there was one thing he’d learned this past week it was that Steven liked to be in control – variables weren’t something he encouraged.

He returned to the small stump he’d been perched on before and relaxed a little. No need to be too stressed out while he reviewed the dossiers Steven had sent him. They were frustratingly vague, however. Magma and Aqua had managed to hide themselves quite well.

The League didn’t even know what their leaders looked like, just their names – Maxie and Archie, respectively. Not quite what he’d expected from the leaders of paramilitary organizations. Actually, he could imagine boys named Archie and Maxie in his old class at Pallet.

Ash couldn’t help but belt out a small laugh at that. He shouldn’t take them lightly. He could probably beat them both in a battle, but that wasn’t where their power was. There was something that made them respected by their men and capable of leading shady organizations and he would be sure never to forget that.

Still, it was frustrating. Magma was suspected of corporate espionage, fraud of all sorts, poaching, illegal mining operations, and a host of other crimes that just left him shaking his head. Ash knew the Hoenn League wasn’t understaffed but this seemed like a big deal.

If Lance was here he would have led the Elite Four on the warpath, bringing all of his power to bear against these rising threats the moment he knew what they were. Ash wished he could see it – he’d never truly gotten to see his mentor in action. Lance was right at home on the battlefield, forcing his might upon his foes and shaping the world around him, but all Ash had ever seen was the one-sided battle against Mewtwo.

It left a gnawing hunger deep inside the pit of his stomach. If Ash ever wanted to beat Lance then he needed to know what the man was truly capable of. Training with a boy who needed most of his team just to face one of his weakest fighters didn’t really showcase that.

Torrent butted his mighty head against Ash when he saw his expression sour. Ash laughed and patted his friend once he’d righted himself. “Everything’s fine. I’m just not too happy about going against some of these people blind.”

His friend rumbled agreement. Torrent was always a bit on the cautious side since he’d been a Kingdra. He was more than happy to fight but had developed the same ruling instincts after evolution as Nidoking had. The difference was that Torrent’s process was quite a bit smoother…Nidoking wouldn’t be as calm and level-headed as Torrent for a while yet.

Ash shook his head and went back to reading on his PokeNav. He held back a grin as he saw Torrent glance up at a lone Cascoon hiding up in a tree. The immobile pokemon glared back balefully and Torrent finally snorted, amused at the creature’s insolence.

He frowned as he reread Aqua’s information. At least they didn’t seem to be suspected of crimes against pokemon like Team Magma. Overall they either hid their operations in the archipelago well or had other avenues. They were even more mysterious, if anything – Ash couldn’t even fault the Ever Grande League for that. It must be nigh impossible to track Aqua in the archipelago they made their home in.

Plus it seemed like they’d actually made some contact with the League in the past. They didn’t have real relations but they’d been known to deliver poachers to League outposts in the islands and known members had claimed several bounties on criminals hiding out in what was suspected to be their territory.

Of course, he didn’t actually care about those two organizations that much. His knuckles whitened as he scrolled down to the last of the major criminal organizations the League was actually concerned about. An icy flush of hatred from the back of his mind joined his anger and he couldn’t even find it in himself to force it down.

Torrent eyed him for a moment before he went back to sniping individual leaves across the clearing with tiny bursts of water.

Ash relaxed. He could tear the Rockets apart in the future. But first he needed to learn about them. These were Steven’s personal notes he’d written on the situation. They weren’t as formal as a real report but they were more than satisfactory.

Team Rocket

Operations: Origins in Kanto, significant presence in Johto and formerly the Sevii Islands. Made forays into Sinnoh but were quickly rebuffed by operatives under the direction of Elite Four Lucian. Cynthia took Lance’s advice and authorized lethal force against them as soon as they were discovered. 

Hoenn: Brief presence in Hoenn for several years. Team Rocket was based primarily in the archipelago. After growing in strength under their commander, they moved operations into the mainland and established several bases before they were discovered. I fixed it. 

He would’ve grinned at the suddenly informal note if he hadn’t known the story behind it.

Former Status: Eradicated, splinter cells swiftly absorbed into criminal underground or apprehended by the League. 

Current Status: Regrouping. Several small bases established in archipelago as well at least one larger one we don’t know the location of. Have tagged severable notable Rockets and have compiled sufficient data to engage when we are prepared. 

Recent reports suggest a splintering in the Rockets that have fled to Hoenn. Not unexpected for a criminal or terrorist organization that has splintered. Viridian’s Giovanni was lost as a leader. Power struggles were expected amongst the survivors. 

Two primary factions have emerged. Currently unaware of motives of each, only that they are in conflict as we have observed several skirmishes between previously friendly groups. Pitched battles are rare. They know they cannot afford to operate in the open. 

We are aware of the leader of one faction, the Rocket formerly known as Executive Archer (see notes, pg. 118 section b) which seems to operate more openly. Still avoids direct conflict but seems to be the stronger of the two based upon observations of skirmishes.

The other is currently unknown, though suspected to be an Elite Rocket known as Domino (see notes, pg. 119 section c) who was noted to be close to their former leader. Perhaps trying to gather a group based around the old ideals? Could be using relationship to Giovanni to inspire and rally. 

Suspected sources of income for both seems to be assisting other sources of organized crime at the moment, lending their reputation to bolster smaller operations. Poaching is confirmed based upon the recovery of several petrified pokemon – J? – and several Rangers’ accounts of running them off. 

Note – several breeding facilities have been hit, suspected to be inside jobs. Seem to have kept strategies from Pierce. 

Facilities compromised: Verdant Plains (Shroomish, Nincada, Oddish, Lotad), MINE (Geodude, Aron, Sandshrew, Rhyhorn). 

Wattson’s pet project was also raided. Rockets have a confirmed source of Magnemite and Voltorb on top of other pokemon, which could potentially have been auctioned off in addition to broken. Need to ramp up security at other sites in order to avoid future assaults, especially as they become desperate. 

Ash tore his gaze away from the text, disgusted. Cold and hot fury intimately raged together. He hated Team Rocket. They hurt the helpless and had kidnapped potentially hundreds of pokemon away just to be their damn slaves.

He remembered his brief look at a Rocket lab and shuddered. Nothing else he’d seen in his adventure, no matter how great and terrible, could ever quite make his skin crawl like that had. So many pokemon rendered helpless and resigned to death and madness – even Infernus had been counted amongst them.

It very nearly made him sick. That his – no, he wouldn’t call him father. Giovanni was not his father. The only thing that tied them together was genetics. Ash didn’t have a father and he was perfectly fine with that. His mother was all he needed.

How sweet.

Ash didn’t even pay the mocking words any notice. He just couldn’t care less what Mewtwo had to say at the moment. A smile ghosted over his lips as he felt a stab of displeasure in the back of his mind but the world remained blissfully silent.

He shook his head and suddenly put his PokeNav away. Ash looked up to Torrent as yet another tree collapsed in the distance as its thin trunk was split in half by the bored Kingdra’s water gun. Torrent graced him with a dip of his head before he turned back to his game.

“Let’s take a break,” Ash suggested. Torrent turned, scarlet eyes locked on the trainer. He couldn’t fault the Kingdra for that – it was rare that Ash called for a break this early. “I can’t focus,” He said in way of explanation. “I think I remember seeing a pond not too far from here…”

Torrent’s eyes lit up and Ash knew if he backed down now it would be like kicking a Skitty. A very large, armored, several hundred pound Skitty that could also destroy most of this forest in an afternoon.

He grinned and rose. Technically he was on break anyways. A few minutes at the pond wouldn’t hurt – and even if it did he’d think it more than worth it just to see Torrent so carefree.

With that he headed off, brushing aside limbs and narrowly dodging a Slakoth covered in concealing moss that blinked up at him. Ash gave the creature a wave and a wide berth as Torrent floated up behind him. No point in provoking the Slakoth – they could be aggressive.

The journey went by quickly. Ash could say a lot of things about this forest – not all of them good, considering how hard it could be to run in – but it was peaceful. The native pokemon had finally returned after a few days, finally comfortable with the intruders on their land.

Sure it could be a bit inconvenient for all involved – Sneasel absolutely loved chasing Zigazagoon and Linoone, though he never pushed too far, and Aron had somehow made friends with a Shedinja during one of his breaks – but overall it breathed a bit of life back into the world and made Ash realize just how off it had felt when they’d first arrived.

Besides, how could he deny Torrent his very own fan club? He snickered to himself quietly from his seat against an oddly massive pale tree as Torrent basked in the attention of a dozen water-types – Marill and Azurill, a lone Masquerain, and even a tiny Horsea that looked like it might start worshipping his friend right there.

Plume could learn a thing or two about preening from him, Ash thought. He just shook his head and watched the scene with a smile.

He’d needed this.
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“Take a day off. There’s no point tearing you down if you’ll never have a chance to build back up.”

That was what Steven had told him and Ash was determined to make the most of it with his friends. So he’d lead the group far, far away from Steven and the small, elite core of the Steel Master’s team on their legs. For once he was just as tired and bruised as they were. Steven didn’t skimp on any aspect of their physical training, though at least now Ash had finally adjusted.

And apparently Lance was a hundred times worse. Ash shuddered at the thought of getting the full Elite Four experience back in Indigo – Lance had graced Steven with his presence soon after the younger man had become Champion and worked him into the ground. Steven had reminisced plenty of times of days without sleep, forced marches, and eating the black broth that Lance practically shoveled down his throat during the initial phases.

More than that Steven wouldn’t say. Apparently Lance had decided that the standard ACE training “wasn’t demanding enough for a Champion of Steven’s obvious caliber” and drafted up a new program just for him as long as he’d been Champion.

In contrast, a bit of running and working out in a muggy forest seemed downright humane in comparison.

Ash shrugged his thoughts away. He wasn’t going to spend their break thinking about training. This was time for his team to make up for the scarce amount of time they’d gotten to spend together as of late. It was hard to talk much when they all collapsed the minute they returned to camp, though Ash tried to stay up a few minutes with a few of his friends every night.

Just because they were being exhausted didn’t mean that was an excuse to let their bonds weaken. His team was his family and he’d face whatever he had to if it meant spending time with them.

He was distracted by a hard round head butting against his leg. Ash winced before he looked down and graced Aron with a smile. “What’s up?”

The small steel-type looked at him with wide blue eyes and warbled lightly at him before pulling himself up on his rear legs and resting most of his substantial weight against Ash. He had to reach out for a tree to stay standing but thought it was more than worth it. “You want up?”

Aron nodded quickly, his big head shaking all over the place. His tongue lolled out the side of his mouth and he licked Ash’s shorts cheerfully. Ash frowned and patted the steel dome of his friend’s head as he considered it. He’d held Aron in his lap before but there was absolutely no way he would be able to pick him up. Not right now, at least.

Inspiration struck him. Before he could even ask Dazed helpfully wrapped Aron in a gentle blue caress of psychic power and pulled him into Ash’s arms smoothly. Aron squirmed and relaxed into Ash’s arms and warbled again as he hid his face in the boy’s chest. Ash grinned helplessly and nodded at Dazed thankfully as she kept Aron wrapped up in a shell. At least this way he was light enough to actually carry.

A small, furry body latched onto his shoulder a second later and he turned just enough to know it was Seeker contentedly perched onto him. Even a few weeks ago she’d never be out in the daylight but since Ash didn’t wear a jacket anymore for her to hide in she’d had to adjust. It wasn’t easy but with the help of the forest’s shade she was able to make do.

“How’s everyone feeling?” He looked out at his friends around him. They were all out, even Infernus. Between levitating Aron and constantly smothering any fires left in the Magmortar’s wake Dazed was much to busy to reply.

Most just grunted, still exhausted. Steven had ramped up their physical training considerably. His team didn’t even come close to moving around as much as Ash’s, but they were still able to run his team into the ground through forcing them to dodge or engage them for long periods of times. Just trying to survive the hail of shrapnel, energy beams, and boulders was a workout in itself. Plume was by far the best since Infernus and Dazed had been forbidden from teleporting in their normal sessions.

Unfortunately for her, Skarmory seemed to have taken Plume’s ability to actually dodge, dip, dive, duck, and dodge again as a personal challenge. So, naturally, it had taken to showing her just why Flash Cannon in the hands of a master was just as dangerous as a Hyper Beam. It had taken Ash more than an hour to pick out all the shrapnel in her wing, though he’d only been half-finished when Dazed casually lifted the small bits of metal out with a thought.

He smiled at Tangrowth’s excited gurgles and held one of his vines that reached into Ash’s hand. Tangrowth had taken to Cradily’s lessons especially well…he could be exhausted but a quick nap in the sun was all he needed now to be completely refreshed.

Oz whirred suddenly from behind him, his hair raising on end as he felt the crackle of electricity nearby. Even without trying she could always make her presence known. He turned to her. “Oz? What is it?”

She just shrugged her burly shoulders and hesitantly reached forward to Aron, though she flashed her fangs at Ash in a savage smile once he gave her a cheerful nod. Aron whined happily as he felt one of his favorite caretakers – Oz had a special place in his heart since she’d taken to finding little pieces of scrap and old, broken pokeballs for him to nibble on – pat his domed head and slip an absolutely massive Chesto Berry into Ash’s palm.

Aron quickly took to attacking the offered fruit, his rasping tongue shredding apart the tough exterior in just a few seconds.

Ash nodded to Oz in thanks. Aron was taking the training the hardest out of his team. He wasn’t as developed or robust yet so his muscles were getting broken down every day with barely enough time to rebuild. At least the Chesto Berry would keep him busy and give him some time to wake up.

“How’s your training been?” He offered as they walked. Most of his team was contentedly silent but he was more than happy to take advantage of Oz being more social. She just offered a shrug and a half-hearted buzz. Ash frowned. “I know it’s not very exciting. It’ll help a lot though. Is Claydol a good match?”

Oz whirred an affirmative, actually smiling at the mention of the odd pokemon. Ash still hadn’t gotten to speak with it since Steven tended to separate their teams once training was over. Still, he could tell that it was pretty friendly. Only Infernus didn’t get along with the strange creature and Ash had a sneaking suspicion that he was just holding a grudge against Steven’s whole team at this point.

“Good,” The trainer hummed. He took a moment to step over a thick root that jutted across two trees. “I know it isn’t easy but you looked good last time Steven and I checked. Lightning Bolt sure seemed easier.”

The Electabuzz nodded, tail twitching happily. A light buzz rose from her throat, probably the closest she could get to purring. Ash grinned and reached out to brush her thick, charged fur with his fingers. He liked seeing her like this.

He cast an aside glance at Nidoking, who stoically plodded alongside him. Ash snorted when his first friend simply plowed right through a tree rather than dipping around it. Nidoking didn’t even slow down.

Ash stepped over a few long slivers of wood from Nidoking’s incident and turned back to Oz. She held Aron protectively in her furry arms, though he seemed content to just nuzzle into her chest and take a snooze. One of her thick fingers idly brushed over his domed head affectionately.

His mouth opened but he shut it without saying anything. He would leave them in peace. Ash’s keen gaze caught sight of Plume as her shadow lazily passed overhead.

Searching for Aron’s next meal, no doubt.

Ash smirked at the mental chuckle of Dazed, though she showed no physical reaction. Thankfully he hadn’t had to talk to Plume again about bringing Aron “gifts”. That whole situation was one he’d rather avoid.

Nidoking grunted and brushed a blunted claw against the trainer’s arm. Ash jerked out of his trance and grinned when he saw that they’d made it to one of the rivers that had carved its way through this land. It was almost picturesque. “Thanks, Nidoking.”

His friend nodded and fell into his silence again. Ash watched him for a moment, a little concerned about his introversion, but didn’t say anything. Nidoking would be fine. He always was.

Ash found himself a bit more occupied with his friends – Seeker just curled deeper into his neck as they stepped into a spot of sunlight. He was pretty sure she was asleep. It’d be another few hours before she’d be comfortable.

Seeker’s fur was soft as he ran his fingers through it. She chittered happily at his touch and relaxed almost imperceptibly from whatever little bit of stress she’d been carrying with her.

As for the others…well, it was about what he’d expected. Plume landed on a particularly sturdy branch above him. She’d arrived so fast he hadn’t even realized it until he heard the concerned creaking of the branches above. She wasn’t really paying attention to him, too busy preening and cleaning her feathers from whatever muck they’d carried out.

Torrent made a beeline to the river, naturally. Tangrowth followed him, bounding to and fro on his big red feet. Ash smirked. A few of the wild pokemon would be making a new friend today whether they wanted to or not.

Bruiser had found himself a comfortable stump to sit on. He followed Sneasel’s movements carefully as the dark-type dashed after Tangrowth, probably trying to ensure he wasn’t making any mischief. Tangrowth certainly wouldn’t be the one to do it.

Aside from Infernus quickly shaping himself a magma bath a short distance away – Dazed projected a long-suffering sigh as she set to preparing psychic barriers around it – there wasn’t much movement. Most of his friends were content to just relax and catch up on their sleep after the hard days of training.

He himself remained standing. Ash quickly set about preparing a lunch for his team. They’d worked impossibly hard and for hours longer than he’d normally expect. He was proud of them – they more than deserved this rest and he’d do everything in his power to make it the best one they’d ever had.

Plus he doubted they’d get another day like this for a good while. Steven was likely preparing an even more grueling schedule so he’d have to make this day off count.

And he did. His friends were happy, he was happy because they were happy, and he knew they were more than ready for whatever lay ahead.
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“So do you think this will work?” Ash cocked his head at the odd scene in front of him. It wasn’t even dawn yet. Were it not for the brilliant glow Infernus cast the clearing in he’d be completely blind.

Nidoking just grunted beside him and shrugged his heavy shoulders. Ash fought down the urge to yawn.

He checked his PokeNav. 3:09. They’d pay for this the next day – well, today – but he had no doubt it was worth it. If they wanted to challenge Steven anytime soon they’d need this extra training. It wasn’t like they were skimping out on sleep too badly. Ash had figured they usually went to bed around eight o’ clock or so. Seven hours was acceptable in his book.

The problem was that adding this training on top of the rest of their very, very busy schedules wasn’t even going to be remotely fun.

“Dazed?” He called out to the lone figure across the clearing. The side he could see was bathed in Infernus’ light. Her eyes snapped open and he could see a fiery glow behind them.

I am ready, Friend-Trainer. I will alert the others when the Brute may not take any more. 

Ash raised his head grimly. If Infernus hadn’t been so firm he’d never have gone this far with their training for a while yet.

After Infernus’ misadventure with Claydol they’d started out training Infernus’ weak spots. He was fairly resilient in the face of water already, but Ash judged it to be the most glaring of his elemental weaknesses since he could just teleport out of the way of rock and ground-type techniques.

He could with water-type techniques as well but those were the ones that would significantly weaken his power if they hit. Infernus couldn’t really do anything about that – his body would always be weak to water – but Ash figured it would be good training in increasing his body heat. Training his control over that would let him boil the water off as steam, ensure he wouldn’t be sluggish from the cold, and also go a long way in making Infernus at least somewhat effective against Metagross.

The first morning was fairly simple. Ash and his team had woken up an hour early and headed to a clearing to test things out. He’d only had a little bit of time that day but he’d learnt some very valuable lessons:

His first lesson was that teleporting anything other than yourself was stupidly hard. They’d made zero progress.

His second lesson was that Infernus apparently had no sense of self-preservation when it came to covering up weaknesses…not that Ash was surprised. Infernus had somehow managed to antagonize Torrent to the point he was essentially drowning under the wave Torrent had hurled at him.

True to form, Infernus was still grinning madly even after he was left a smoking heap on the ground.

And now they’d somehow come to this.

“Nidoking, take your place,” He intoned wearily. Nidoking nodded and shifted to the right, forming a triangle between himself, Torrent, and Sneasel. They were each about a hundred feet apart from one another. Infernus stood in the middle, uncharacteristically still and silent. His fires burned hot in preparation – he almost looked like he’d grown another foot thanks to the grasping tongues of his shoulder flames. “Begin!”

The temperature in the clearing dropped thirty degrees in a second. Three nearly identical jets of jagged, wildly arcing Ice Beams struck Infernus at once, freezing his limbs and essentially leaving him a giant ice cube from how much ice he was covered in. Ash could see the air take on the dull grey of frost. White spines grew from around Infernus, reaching and spreading as best they could across the ground. Grass was painted a brilliant white, preserved in a frozen shell.

Ash stood with crossed arms and stared. Infernus’ icy prison showed no signs of melting. His friends had done their job well – he shivered and couldn’t help but step back as the creeping frost finally drew near.

He felt it blend with him, felt a part of himself shriek with the howling of a blizzard in the face of Ice. It was freeing – he was the Ice just as he always had been.

A moment later he clamped down on the odd euphoria. He couldn’t be distracted.

This wouldn’t kill Infernus. Ash wouldn’t agree to anything with that risk. Not for training at any rate. But it definitely wasn’t good for him – downright agonizing, most likely. Ash could still remember Infernus in the Seafoam Caverns while they ventured to the bottom floor. Sure he could fight it, but he was also terribly affected by the overpowering cold. It made him sluggish and weak and dumb. As they neared Articuno’s nest Ash had only been able to keep him out for minutes at a time.

Ash sighed. It wasn’t exactly a fair comparison. The weight of Articuno – of Ice – filling those caverns and freezing them in a way natural law would never allow just wasn’t the same. Infernus could handle three Ice Beams, no matter how powerful.

That didn’t stop him from being worried. He didn’t want his friend exhausted for the rest of the –

There.

A glow emerged from within the ice. He caught sight of a humanoid figure shining within the whiteness even as the first drops of the spawned ice began to slough off the crystalline prison. Though it was slow, it was there.

It took only a minute. At first Infernus’ progress was slow, just weakening the solid ice as much as he could through sheer heat alone. Ash grinned as cold water ran down the sides, slowly freeing Infernus. His friend stood completely still, eyes shut tight as he focused everything he had on heating up – on manifesting the fire within.

And then it was over. All that was left of the ice and frost was slush and Ash had to wipe a few beads of sweat from his brow. The forest seemed to cling to the great heat that had just been revealed, forcibly crushing it to the ground.

He stopped tugging at the collar of his shirt as he grinned wildly. “Good job! You’ll be ready in no time if you keep this up.”

Infernus grinned savagely from where he’d stumbled and spat a long, thin tongue of flame high into the air. The forest lit up around them at the sign of the hot fire, though in mere seconds it lost the fuel to live.

Ash eyed Infernus carefully. It was impressive how quickly he’d melted the ice that had solidly encased his entire body – fighting back his own exhaustion and dampened might all the while – but there were signs of improvement. They’d stick at this point for now, but –

He froze as clapping sounded around the clearing.

“Good show!” Steven smiled lightly. His eyes were far too bright for anyone this early in the morning. Even Ash’s eyes were just a tiny bit bloodshot – getting up at this hour left him a little tired no matter how much sleep he got. Ash nodded, though scowled when Steven cheered, “I’m sure he’ll be ready for Metagross in no time!”

The trainer froze for a moment and sighed. “Can I hide anything from you?”

“No,” his mentor intoned solemnly. Then Steven brightened back up – Ash couldn’t help but resent him a little for being so perky. He really, really wanted to go take a nap right now. “You should know better than that, my painfully naïve student.”

“Painful is right,” Ash muttered before shrugging it off. “So why’d you come by?”

“I was just impressed with your initiative.”

Ash raised an eyebrow. He felt like most of his team did as well. “Oh?”

“Very much so.”

He had a bad feeling about this as Steven smirked. The man was enjoying this.

“I underestimated you,” his mentor shook his silvery head. “If I’d known you’d be getting up this early I’d have started like this from the beginning. A nocturnal schedule doesn’t sound too bad, does it?”

Ash just sighed. Doubly so when the rest of Steven’s team appeared behind the former Champion. Metagross was as inscrutable as ever but he felt a distinct note of irritation aimed at his team…Skarmory especially had a vicious glare. It seemed like they didn’t appreciate their own sleep getting cut short. “Of course not. I’m looking forward to it.”

Steven’s lips quirked. “Good. Now, since you took the liberty of getting up early today let’s get started. Make sure you and your team are properly fed. Meet me at my camp in thirty minutes. I don’t think we’ve ever gone on a run this early before…”

And with that his teacher left. Ash rolled his eyes as he barked orders out to his team. Best to get ready quick so they could take their time eating.

It was going to be a long day.
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They were two weeks in.

The grueling schedule wasn’t so bad anymore. They’d adjusted, even if Ash still felt like he had a headache every night from all of the battle scenarios Steven ran him through. At least the quizzes had stopped for the most part. Steven seemed rather content with his competency in that area.

He rubbed his eyes in an attempt to scrub some of the exhaustion out. It wasn’t too bad but it did mean that he felt like he had a twenty pound weight strapped to his chest all the time…and a few weights on his eyelids as well. Steven made sure he had plenty of time to rest, especially since Ash started waking up early to train, but that didn’t stop the fact that his young body was getting a harsh wakeup call.

At least Steven didn’t actually start training at three o’ clock in the morning like Ash had feared he would. As far as Ash could tell Steven had shown up the one morning to mess with him and left him alone for the most part after that – he still grimaced remembering how sore that first day had left him. He’d only just come to adjust.

“You don’t look half-bad,” He heard Steven remark. The former Champion stroked his chin – Ash noticed the first signs of silver stubble dusting his calm features – and finally smiled. “Who would’ve thought League apparel was a good look on you?”

Aron nodded cheerfully along. His tongue fell from his mouth and his sky blue eyes were bright as they followed Ash as his trainer stretched. Ash sent a grin Aron’s way and waved, laughing a little when the steel-type warbled back.

“Quite,” Steven quirked his lips. Ash grinned back at the man. His mentor had relaxed a bit. They were still very much on business terms when they were training but Steven would slip a bit…not that that was always a good thing. Steven seemed to enjoy watching his student’s spirits dim after every particularly demanding exercise.

He took a moment to adjust the dark grey helmet to a more comfortable position. It didn’t last long since the helmet was sealed onto the tan armor he wore, but it was a nice bit of relief.

Overall he felt…cool. It was a weird thought – Ash hadn’t really cared about that sort of thing in a long time – but Steven had given him a mirror and he liked this look. After all, how many twelve-year-olds could say they had their own set of combat armor?

Ash wasn’t a huge fan of the shock baton or the Devon spray Steven had gone on and on about for a little while but the armor itself was nice. It fit almost perfectly – Ash still had no idea how they’d gotten that right – and seemed built for him.

Then again, he supposed it was.

It was a relatively light and unrestrictive suit of hard, thick material he thought was plastic of some sort covered by a thick weave of Ariados silk. Only his chest, legs, and arms had real armor over them. The rest was protected mostly by the Ariados silk that made up the outfit. That’d keep his non-vital areas safe for the most part.

But what really impressed him was how flexible it was. The pads looked like they’d be a bit heavy from first glance but he barely noticed the weight at all. He knew it wouldn’t save his life from a direct attack but he could move and run almost as well as he could normally.

His personal favorite was his helmet. The dark grey didn’t blend in too well in Hoenn but if he was wearing this then he wouldn’t be too concerned about that. It had a very light cooling system – he had no idea how Steven made that work – that kept him from overheating as well as a radio system Steven made them work with constantly.

“Alright, enough admiring yourself,” Steven teased. He hefted a shock baton and flipped it on. Ash heard the tiny buzz and grimaced. It was hard to enjoy this part of training. “Get yourself ready. This is your first day in full gear and you need to make sure you adjust.”

Ash nodded stoically and flipped out his own baton. It was shorter than Steven’s but he knew it would serve its purposes just as well. He ensured it was flipped to the lowest possible setting. These were designed for pokemon, after all. Even the lowest setting could still cause a decent bit of pain…to a human, at least. It wasn’t debilitating but Steven thought it would work well as a learning incentive.

“En garde!” Came the mocking cry as Steven swaggered closer and closer. He was confident. Ash would’ve called it arrogance save for the fact that Steven could back it up. Steven wasn’t an expert but he was no slouch. “Remember, don’t overthink it. Just act!”

Steven’s baton batted Ash’s aside with ease and proceeded to lightly tap the boy with it. He grimaced as the electricity surged into his body and Lightning came unbound but ignored it. Instead he put some distance between him and Steven. The older man’s longer reach was just ridiculous.

He dipped forward and jabbed, barely catching the edge of Steven’s suit as the older man jerked away. Steven had technique but he certainly wasn’t very graceful. Ash pressed, jabbing faster and fast and deftly rearing back whenever Steven saw fit to stab at him with the barely sparking prongs. Once it shocked his shoulder but it only surprised him, really.

Despite the slight pain Ash had a smile on his face. It was odd fighting for himself with none of his team at his back – unless you counted Aron grinding out cheers for him in the back – but at the same time just a little satisfying…even if he wasn’t really any good at it. This wasn’t where his training was.

Ash panted as the weight of his gear made itself known. Their little dance had dragged on for a good while now. Steven barely seemed winded, having moved as little as possible, but Ash could feel sweat rolling down his back and neck. He grimaced as Steven quickly stepped forward, jabbed the hand holding his baton, and quickly swiped his legs.

He stared up at the sky. Ash heard coughing and dimly realized it came from him. A callused hand was offered to him and he took it. After a second of vertigo he was back up on his feet and staring dazedly at his teacher.

“Fun, isn’t it?” Steven chortled. His eyes were bright and he lightly flicked his baton rhythmically into the air. Despite himself Ash grinned back. “Lance and I used to fight each other with these all the time,” his mentor reminisced fondly. “He always beat me black and blue but it was always in good fun. I supposed he had to be better than me at something.”

Ash barked out a laugh. “I don’t know if he’d appreciate that.”

Steven rolled his eyes and smirked. “Trust me, Lance has a better sense of humor than that.” His face fell as he stroked his chin thoughtfully. “You did well, though I admit I’m mostly pleased you actually attacked. That was the point of this exercise – you have to be aggressive in defending yourself. That I got to shock you was just a pleasant bonus.”

“Of course it was,” He scoffed. Ash retracted his baton with a flick of his wrist once he’d switched off the power. “So all I had to do was hit you?”

“Indeed,” was the response he got. Steven seemed to have cooled off. “You’ll never get into a fight like this unless something is very, very wrong. Normally your team should have subdued any trainers in the area – it’s certainly a lot easier than making you fight them, not to mention it’s an easy way to shut down an entire team. Many are trained rigidly. Without direction they fall apart.”

He nodded – at least he didn’t have to worry about that. His team were formidable fighters in their own right. Ash directed them but a lot of his emphasis, which was doubled down on by Lance, went towards training his team to fight without his input unless he intervened.

“Let’s get some water,” Steven dipped his head towards a small cooler he’d left by his sleeping roll. “It’s going to be a long day. We’ll run the circuit to check on your team and then –”

The hairs on the back of his neck rose as Steven’s pale face turned ghastly white. His teacher’s slate eyes hardened to chips of steel and his knuckles were clenched as tightly as physics would allow. A ferocious snarl rose on Steven’s face and were Ash any lesser human he would’ve backed away.

As it was he watched Steven warily even as the man cycled through a whole kaleidoscope of emotions. To be honest he wasn’t sure humans were supposed to turn some of those colors.

“What –”

“Quiet!” Steven raised a hand. He sounded eerily calm. Ash allowed a grim mask to fall over his tanned features. That was the kind of calm that came before a storm of epic proportions. Steven’s hard eyes shut and he fell completely silent, though Ash could see the tension just waiting to be released into an explosion.

Metagross appeared as if from nowhere, materializing behind Steven. Their red eyes melted to the color of blood and a furious glow shone behind them, the most emotion he’d ever seen from the behemoth. Steven turned to the steel-type and nodded at some unheard query.

“Yes! Recall them all immediately. Ash’s team as well.”

Ash could feel the questions practically burning at the tip of his tongue but restrained himself. Whatever this was, it was serious and he needed to trust Steven to handle this.

Steven whipped in his direction. A fiery red glow shone behind Steven’s pale eyes and Ash dimly realized he’d entered into a psychic link with Metagross.

“Get your helmet back on!” His mentor – no, this wasn’t Steven Stone. This was the Ever Grande Champion who had torn Drake the Dragon Master from his gnarled throne and claimed it for his own. This was the man who had hunted his traitorous cousin across regions in order to bring him to justice. “Pay attention. We don’t have much time.”

Ash was still. He had to fight the ridiculous urge to salute.

“Ancient has contacted me. The colony is under attack,” bit out his commander. There was death in his eyes. “The Rustboro Gym and League are mobilizing, but they are too slow. It is up to us. Prepare yourself. We’re going to battle.”

“Yes, sir,” Ash muttered under his breath. It wasn’t even sarcastic. “Will we have –”

Juliet the Gardevoir, apparently Steven’s personal teleporter, manifested immediately. She stepped primly between the humans as though she had been there from the beginning, just waiting for the show to start before she could walk from behind her curtain.

“Juliet will take us where we need to go,” said the Champion. He looked as though he were fighting the urge to rush off into battle with just Metagross at his side. Then again, Ash thought, those two would probably be more than enough. “Ancient is feeding me information on the attackers. There’s little of use yet. They are fairly powerful and coordinate several teams of dark-types and bug-types in order to subdue and capture…”

At that point Ash realized Steven wasn’t even talking to him. No, this was just Steven trying to logic his way through this mess.

A crack sounded throughout the small camp – Juliet glared at a spot – and Ash grinned as he felt a familiar heat manifest itself. Infernus let out a low growl, a feral grin on his wide face as his fires flared up.

He must’ve been waiting on something like this for weeks.

“Infernus!” Ash cheered despite the seriousness of the situation. “We –”

“Recall him immediately,” Steven commanded. Ash hesitated for just a moment before Infernus disappeared in a flash of light. “Metagross and Claydol have briefed them. They know as much as we do. Time is of the essence.”

He nodded grimly. Ash allowed his mindset to fall into the same place as it had during the Shamouti clash or when he fought through Zapdos’ Storm with Surge and Brock.

Right now he wasn’t a trainer. Right now he was a soldier.

The rest of his family flooded in quickly. Juliette vanished for a few moments and appeared in a flurry, carrying a slower member of Steven’s and Ash’s teams each time. They were all swiftly recalled and in what seemed like no time at all yet far too long they were ready.

He felt that familiar ball of excitement and fear and savage fury rear up inside him, screaming to get out and do what they needed to do.

He clenched his fists. Now was not the time.

A slim, albeit heavy, hand rested on his shoulder. Ash looked up. Brown met steel, which softened for just a moment as some of the fire fled. “Stay safe, Ash. I know you can handle yourself, but just know that I’ll be right there. We’re going to win.”

Ash nodded and returned the gesture with a grin of his own. It was hardly even forced now that the drums of battle boomed beckoning.

And as they emerged many miles away with nary a flash of light or crack of thunder, Ash knew in his heart of hearts that he was ready.
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He’d never get used to just how easy teleportation could be. There was no discernible change other than the brand new surroundings. No light, no crack, no crashing to the ground feeling like you were about to throw up…it was smooth.

Then again, Ash did have to admit that the last only ever happened with Will.

It was almost unsettling to traverse space so casually. He felt as though he’d blinked and opened his eyes to an entirely new world.

And what a world this was. A dark scowl marred his face as his sharp eyes took in everything around them. It looked as though it had been beautiful at one point. He could imagine the familiar forests of Hoenn filling this shredded clearing – saw the splintered and smoking trees standing tall and straight in his mind’s eye.

Ash grimaced as an acrid scent registered in the air filtered through the helmet. The sharp scent of iron and copper was a little too familiar at this point. His eyes widened as he looked to his right and saw the source looking at him with unseeing eyes. Right outside of a covertly hidden mine entrance that had been torn apart to expose its innards lay a Golbat ripped open by some unseen foe. Its eyes were glazed and its mouth fell open to expose the sharp fangs hidden in its maw.

A wave of nausea hit and he fought the urge to sit down. No, he’d seen worse than this. He’d seen death before…memories of the St. Anne flickered across his mind and Ash realized that that really didn’t help.

He looked away. Ash didn’t want to see the blood-slick organs of the dead Golbat. It was too easy to imagine it was an older Seeker crumpled awkwardly against a small ridge of pale grey stone.

Ash looked more closely at the area around him. Now he saw the still bodies that had hidden from his cursory glance.

A lone Skarmory tangled in the branches of a particularly tall tree, Houndoom with crushed chests and shattered bones, others with holes shot through them with deadly precision that had ended their lives in seconds.

He squeezed his eyes shut. He just needed a moment…

“No…” Ash looked to see Steven staring aghast at the carnage. His face was white. He thought his mentor’s hands were shaking. “Not again. NOT AGAIN!”

Ash winced at the roar, raw with rage and despair and fear. His mentor stood still for a second before he released Metagross. His face was blank. Ash thought that might have been worse than the guttural cry from before.

“Contact the colony,” Steven commanded. Metagross’ eyes flashed red. They were focused on the entrance to the gutted mine. “Ash…we need Dazed and Plume. Sneasel too. Plume needs to scout and see if there are any survivors amongst the attackers that might have fled. If so, we need her to capture them.”

He nodded dumbly and did as ordered. His friends appeared side by side in a brilliant flash of light. Dazed’s eyes drooped even before she took in the scene around her…she’d known what to expect. Ash’s mind must have been an open book.

We must stand firm. Despair has no room in our minds. It will not allow us to avenge this misdeed.

Despite her firm words Ash could feel Dazed’s voice waver in his mind. Her focus had been broken.

“Calm,” he whispered as he brushed his gloved hand across her shoulder. Though not normally one for being touched Dazed leaned into his hand for a moment before she seemed to regain a bit of her composure.

Thank you, Friend-Trainer. 

He nodded. Ash glanced over to Plume and Sneasel. Plume met his gaze with her sharp eyes. She was ready to do whatever necessary. “Scout the area for anyone who is trying to escape. If you find someone make sure they don’t get away…Dazed will alert us.”

Plume took to the skies in a gust of wind. Ash almost stumbled backwards but caught himself. He couldn’t afford a single slipup right now. Not when the stakes were so high.

Ash cast Sneasel a glance. The dark-type was oddly serious and was hunched, ready to spring into action the moment it appeared. His ears twitched constantly and a low rumble sounded within his throat. Every few seconds his head twitched towards the entrance of the mine suspiciously.

“What should –” Ash began, only to be cut off by a sudden eruption of sound and movement from the formerly silent mine. He snapped into motion and released Infernus and Torrent even as what must have been more than twenty Ninjask flickered out of the dark cave, buzzing frantically. “Infernus!”

Infernus roared an affirmative and quickly made to spray a searing blast of flame into their midst. They buzzed quickly out of the way for the most part, but a few were caught in the terrible burst of heat. Ash looked at them, afraid at what he’d find. He couldn’t help but exhale thankfully when he saw they were just unconscious.

“Dazed, try and shoot a few –” Ash was cut off by a shake of Steven’s head. He paid close attention to the much more experienced trainer.

“Not yet,” Steven murmured. He glanced to Ash. “Have Plume follow them. Ancient reported Ninjask being used to overwhelm the colony’s defenses. They’ll return to their masters, no doubt.”

Ash nodded to Dazed, whose eyes burned a brilliant blue for a single moment.

It is done. 

Before he could say anything else a blue-black blur exploded from the gutted mine. Ash and his friends jerked back, surprised, but Metagross effortlessly froze them in shells of psychic power before they could attack the newcomer.

Stay your hand, Ash Ketchum. We are allies. 

At the “sound” of Mr. Stone’s Metagross he relaxed. His friends followed his lead, though Infernus watched the hulking metallic creature with a small grin and a familiar leer. Ash shot Infernus a look and the Magmortar groaned petulantly.

He turned back to the newcomer only to blink when they and Steven seemed involved in a very intense staring contest. Ash shook his head once he noticed their eyes glowing an identical fiery purple – a Psychic Link.

The Metagross’ bloody red eyes – so dark they were almost black – focused upon Ash after a few more seconds. Steven massaged his temples wearily. His slate eyes didn’t hold any particular focus as the link was severed.

Steven and Champion know what is necessary. Open yourself to me. I will share what has happened here. 

Ash breathed in sharply. Did he even want to see the utter brutality that had taken place here? Did he want to see the desperate fight for survival, of Beldum and Metang overwhelmed and taken while their invaders were speared with beams of light or torn limb from limb by the furious defenders?

He finally nodded. It wasn’t about what he wanted to see. It was about what he needed to see. His comfort didn’t factor in at all. Not now.

His helmet detached itself in a single smooth motion human hands could never match. It settled in his hands – he wasn’t sure how he’d known to have them outstretched like that – and he looked up at the massive behemoth before him. Metagross’ eyes met his own and he felt as though every bit of him were laid bare.

It was unsettling and if his body weren’t locked into place by whatever trance Metagross had lulled him into – and wasn’t that impressive, catching him off guard that easily – he would’ve shivered.

A purple fire flooded his vision, blinding him from everything but the black eyes of Metagross.

See. Listen. Feel. Hear. 

He was settled into the small corner of the mines he had claimed for himself. His mind saturated the colony. Invisible threads and bonds wound their way throughout their home. It bound Dumb to Awoken to Hive to Ancient. There were others but they were far away. 

He allowed his body to fall into stasis. Movement was not necessary. He lived through the colony. He immersed himself in the mental web. He was Aware of everything now. 

He did not feel the effects of time as the colony expanded. His awareness flitted from Dumb to Dumb, Awoken to Awoken. He knew what needed to be done. 

He shifted as Eyes bound itself to the network more tightly than ordinary. There were threats. He knew where and what they were now. Shades to Silence the colony, sunder its cohesiveness. Unacceptable. 

He was Aware. Diggers appeared above the mine. Shell’s Awoken and Dumb intercepted them. Their location was marked in the web. They would feed the colony satisfactorily. 

He recalled the Dumb. They would be inefficient in the open. The mine was their home. It would not fall. Not again. 

He saw through Eyes. Dormant Dumb detected the invaders. Four humans in the rear. Commanders. Shades howled around them. Distorted Fire shielded them from whatever Dumb might be able to attack. 

He dispatched Claw. The threats did not seem formidable. Their strength was focused on the mine. 

He felt Shadow enclose the hive. His connection dimmed. His Awareness faded. It was there still. He bound the colony to his will. Cohesiveness was essential. He did not have the numbers his predecessor did. Nor the power. 

He Bound seven Dumb to his will. Their capacity was added to his own. They cluttered to the ground. Their mobility was not essential to this task. 

He focused upon his connection with Eyes. He shifted Shell’s position in the web. Shell would be a sufficient defender. He left Hive only a few of the Dumb. He linked Hive to Eyes’ network. Hive would summon help from the humans. He shifted the links so the Awoken were bound to Shell. 

He was Aware again. The Shadow cast over the mine gnawed at his mental bonds. He bolstered them to sufficient levels. He pierced the Shadow and relayed through Eyes’ network. 

He had reached Champion. Through Champion he reached Steven. Through Steven he reached the Storm-Tamer. 

He relayed everything he saw through the colony to Steven. Their positions. Their appearances:

The dozen slavering Shades that rushed forward in a pack. Claw intercepted them. They would be collected for stock later. 

The Chatterers that flooded into the colony. The Dumb crushed them to the walls. Some of the Dumb were pried from the web by their sonic attacks. The night fliers had been too effective. Communication was compromised. 

The flock of Ironwings that flew above. Their attacks were ineffective on the defense. He lost connection to a dozen Dumb and a single Awoken when Blades of Shade flew from the Ironwings. The line was sundered. He cut the compromised from the mental web when the Shade touched them. It was a corruption that could not be allowed to infect the colony in battle. 

He must maintain communication. Steven listened through Hive. 

He sensed a new addition to the area. The battle continued. The Dumb swarmed several of the invaders that rushed to take the Dumb and Awoken that had been cut from the web. The invaders died. 

More of the invaders died. He turned Claw to the new arrival, a large metallic structure that hovered above the Ironwings, but the network was shattered for a brief moment. All he knew was light. Shockwaves rippled throughout the mine. Dust fell. Dumb collapsed, unable to sustain their levitation. Awoken shielded. He could feel that. 

He linked the colony immediately. Many were unresponsive. His Awareness was not promising. The defense was shattered by the blast. Memories from an Awoken entered his mind and were processed. Shell was destroyed. Shell would need to be repurposed to renew the colony in the future. 

Claw did not link. It had been severed. One of the Dumb detected Claw darkened by Shade. It was not safe to return it to the link. The Dumb and Awoken with it were bound to the ground, still. Unresponsive. Adhesive had entrapped the group. 

He felt the last of the Awoken fall to the ground. It was robbed of its strength. Cut off from the colony. The Dumb around it collapsed. A Crawler darted in. Its claws and tail whipped to tap three more Dumb as they charged. They fell, motionless. Corrupted by the Shade. 

Swarms of Buzzers darted through the mine. He felt his Awareness grow too loud. His links shuddered and faded. Only Hive and Eyes remained to him. The invaders were drawing near. He recalled Hive and Eyes to him. They had reduced several invaders to pulp. 

They fought. The dangerous Crawler had threatened them. It retreated with one less claw. He desired to give chase – his Awareness returned. The Shadow on the mine had lifted. His power was restored. 

He made contact with the Ancient Mind. With the Shadow gone the connection would not be in danger. 

The colony surged to life. The invaders fled.

“How long?” Ash wheezed, eyes wide at what he’d just seen as he abruptly found his consciousness returned to his own body. It had felt like he’d been in there for at least half an hour, maybe more. “Do we have time?”

Steven almost smiled. It was about the closest thing Ash thought he could get from the former Champion at this dire of a moment. “You were out for ten seconds. A remarkably efficient form of communication, is it not?”

Ten seconds? Pathetic. And this is the pinnacle of their ability. 

He nodded dumbly at Steven, too overwhelmed from the rush of foreign sensations and memories to even pay attention to whatever it was Mewtwo was troubling him with.

Despite himself Ash couldn’t help but glance at Dazed. Her eyes briefly turned upwards into a smile.

Telepathy is far more effective than those strange noises you create with your face flaps. 

Ash barely held back a snort. He didn’t think Steven would appreciate it right now even though all he was doing was communing with Ancient. It wasn’t exactly the most appropriate moment for him to be laughing.

Still he couldn’t help himself…if he remembered correctly they were ‘face-gashes’.

Dazed didn’t respond but he felt a warm brush of amusement from her. He nodded to his friend one last time and shut his eyes as he waited. Ash didn’t like this – he knew they needed information but he wanted to be moving. To be fighting. His palms itched underneath his gloves at this stillness.

He sighed. Well, at least he knew what had happened here. Metagross’ – Ancient’s, he corrected himself – knowledge had grown a bit fuzzier as the Shadow was thrown on the area and more and more dark-type attacks bombarded their shattered colony, but he still had a very good idea of what had happened.

Even a few days ago he’d found it hard to imagine how anyone could actually invade a Metagross colony successfully. Steven had been quite adamant about impressing their advantages into his head and now, seeing it from the Ancient’s perspective, only hit him harder. That sort of cohesiveness…it was almost terrifying to watch, even from his side.

The Ancient killed enemies with no hesitation. The other leaders of the Hive were little more than pieces on a board for it to maneuver and direct at will. It was seamless teamwork, all bound up in a psychic web that linked every member of the colony to its leader.

All it had thought about was ensuring safety and the growth of the hive. Metagross were single-minded if nothing else. They were cold and dispassionate, devoted only to their own success. He considered it a very, very good thing they were anything but common.

Still, he was even more impressed with how the invaders had overcome it, disgusting as that thought was. They knew the weaknesses a lack of communication between the colony could bring and exploited it ruthlessly with dark-type and ghost-type attacks. They’d even set up some sort of dark-type or ghostly field somehow…that was something to look into. It seemed similar in concept to the technique he’d had Sneasel working on since the Indigo Conference. If he was lucky this might give him some ideas.

He shook himself straight. Focus. Ash really didn’t need to be thinking of training right now.

No, he needed to think about his opponents.

Whoever they were – he’d seen the four men commanding the small army of pokemon through Eyes but couldn’t really make out much of them beyond unadorned tan combat armor – they were extremely resourceful. They essentially had an entire army at their disposal and they hadn’t even seemed too concerned with the absolutely brutal scale of the losses they’d taken.

Ash swallowed as he looked across the field. With Ancient’s input he could practically see the battle taking place right in front of his eyes. With the Metagross’ incredible recall lingering he could even remember what attacks had toppled which trees. The positions the Beldum and Metang had collapsed alongside the corpses of their foes were practically highlighted.

It was unreal.

He rhythmically tapped his fingers against the thin plate of armor on his thighs as he kept on thinking…this might pay off later. It seemed like they’d had plenty of numbers, though the colony had taken almost three quarters of them down from what he’d seen.

Ash couldn’t help the grimace at the thought of all that death. It was such a waste. He might not know how they’d been pressed into service but it was hard to imagine any pokemon serving people like that willingly. Maybe their deaths were a blessing?

To be honest he wasn’t sure if that was something he wanted to hope for or not. If their lives were so terrible even a brutal, savage end at the legs of a Metagross was better than continued existence he could feel nothing but pity.

Ancient had counted ninety-five pokemon of several different varieties. It looked like whoever this was had somehow captured entire flocks to press into their service…it was something he’d expect from Rockets.

An ugly sneer marred his face before he calmed down. They didn’t know who this was for sure. Besides, he couldn’t imagine the Rockets not showing up in uniform. They’d always like the world to know exactly who’d committed the atrocity of the week.

But if it was…well, he would have fun beating them senseless with his friends. Maybe he’d even get to shock one of them himself! Ash’s hand itched towards his shock baton.

He’d just have to get through their army first. To be honest Ash wasn’t that worried. Sure the flocks of Skarmory might be a problem – Skarmory weren’t necessarily easy for Plume to handle, even with Heat Wave – but Infernus should be able to blast them from the sky. Torrent could even bring up an Ice Storm, if necessary.

Many of their Mightyena had been massacred. They were used as an advance force, thrown in blindly. Almost all of the broken bodies around the mine’s former entrance were of their breed. They looked almost peaceful where they lay, though Ash found that thought completely ruined when he saw a Metang directing several Beldum in dragging the corpses into the remnants of the mine.

The Houndoom had escaped with a decent amount of their pack left alive. Torrent should be able to handle them, though he would need to have Tangrowth backing him up. A Houndoom’s fires could be terrible weapons…

As far as he knew most of the poor Golbat and Crobat – the thought of Seeker being one of the creatures heartlessly thrown away on a suicide mission stung – who had been sent in were spread all over the mines. The Beldum hadn’t been gentle in slamming them into the walls of the mine with as much force as they could muster. The same was true for many of the Ninjask, though he couldn’t help but feel a little worried about the swarm that was still out here somewhere.

Those were the bulk of their forces. There had been individual pokemon mixed into it but he wasn’t overly concerned about most of them. No, Ancient’s memories had burned two very specific foes into his mind.

The first was that strange bug-type that had helped lead the charge into the mines once that energy blast stripped off the top of the mine. It…wasn’t what he’d expected based on most of its type. That bug, “Crawler” as Ancient had named it, was very, very strong.

If its fearless entrance into the mines with claws snapping and piercing and a fiercely bladed purple tail hadn’t told him that then the fact that it hadn’t hesitated to face down three Metagross spoke volumes to him. It might’ve lost an appendage but just about any other pokemon that tried that would be splattered all over the ground.

He frowned as he considered it. What was that thing? It almost reminded him of Grey’s Scolipede, though there enough differences to make it clear they were separate species

Scolipede was filled with eerie grace. He could still remember the uncanny way it darted and wove around every single one of Oz’s attacks. Its skittering legs had been utterly silent. Its blades moved with impossible precision and blinding speed. When it had attacked Oz it was like a surgeon – or an assassin.

This new insect-like pokemon was something else. It had dark purple armor. Its body was segmented and heavily protected by the ridged carapace it bore. That hadn’t cracked underneath the force of Eyes’ glancing blow was telling. Though its physical attacks had done little to Metagross he had no doubt that it was absolutely lethal if it faced an unarmored foe. Not to mention that tail gave it a nasty advantage if it had room to swing it.

Ash wouldn’t make the mistake of taking it lightly. But the problem was that he didn’t even know what it was! Ash knew he’d seen it before. He just couldn’t remember where. In one of the League databases, perhaps? He’d looked through the registered pokemon of all the other Leagues’ Gym Leaders and Elite Four…

He sighed. He’d ask Steven. For now maybe he could try to think of a counter to whatever had managed to throw the hole colony into chaos by shrouding it in the alien energy wielded by ghosts and dark-types. That would be crippling to Dazed. Ash scowled – the last time they’d faced anything like that was in the Conference against Michael. He didn’t want Dazed to be that helpless again.

“Ash!” Steven frowned. He guiltily looked at the man. His mentor didn’t seem too upset, though he was just a bit distracted when Juliet the Gardevoir materialized beside the former Champion. “Return your team. Ancient has pinpointed their location. Plume has found it as well, they say. We’ll teleport just a little ways off. There’s too much interference to get there directly and I don’t want to risk an approach from the air with so many Skarmory and that airship about,” he explained when Ash sent him a questioning look. “Ancient says we have time, though little to waste.”

“Understood!” Ash quickly recalled his friends after giving them a nod. They’d be ready when they were needed. He slung his helmet back on, allowing it to seal for a moment as Steven offered some parting instructions to Ancient.

“…seal the area. Retreat into the mine until Roxanne and the Rustboro Gym Trainers show up. League forces will arrive shortly to search the area. Instruct them to remain here. Once both the Rangers and Roxanne arrive, send Roxanne to us with her Gym Trainers.”

Ancient’s eyes flashed before it smoothly levitated itself and flew back into the mine.

“Follow my lead,” The older trainer commanded. Ash nodded quickly. He trusted Steven on this. “Good. When we arrive immediately remove Sneasel. Release any of the others you think can be stealthy. Dazed might not be useful until we remove this…Shadow…over the area. Stay back. I’ll have Claydol remain by your side until the area is clear for Dazed.”

Ash nodded again. Steven gave him a strained smile before he turned to Juliet. “Let’s go.”

In an instant they were miles away. Ash actually stumbled forward, though one of Steven’s hands caught him around the collar and pulled him up. Once he was reoriented – he never thought he’d have to worry about Juliet having teleportation issues – Ash instantly released Sneasel.

The dark-type hissed quietly at something Ash couldn’t see. His feather twitched and he huddled close to Ash. Sneasel’s claws hung naked from their sheathes, ready to rend and tear whatever challenged them. Ash felt his own breaths come faster and faster…the pounding of his heart grew loud in his ears as he realized just how close they were to real battle.

It wasn’t quite as exciting of a prospect as before.

He twitched when Metagross lumbered across the clearing. It was eerily silent as ever. How did they even do that? Even Sneasel couldn’t sneak around so easily. Ash also decided to ignore the fact that Claydol had somehow appeared right beside him a moment ago without him noticing.

Ash shook his head. He glanced up and thought he saw Plume’s shape wheel around thousands of feet above. She was safe. His heart slowed just a little.

But he couldn’t rely on just Sneasel…

Bruiser, Seeker, and Oz appeared. They were all utterly silent, more than aware of the situation. Ash kept an eye on Steven, who had his eyes shut. His jaw was clenched tight. He looked ten years older like this.

It must be difficult for him to process whatever the Ancient was sending him.

“Stay quiet,” he murmured to his friends. Seeker shivered…Ash felt guilt well up in his stomach at bringing her out in a situation like this. He swore to himself he’d return her in a moment. He just needed to be careful. “Can you tell if anyone else is around?”

Seeker relaxed just a hair as he soothingly brushed his gloved hand through her fur. Just the contact helped. She chattered as quietly as she could, sending out clicks of supersonic waves for echolocation. Oz stiffened. Her hearing was probably sharp enough for it to irritate her, though she didn’t voice any complaints.

His littlest friend froze under his hand. Ash had to keep himself from squeezing her tiny little body out of reflex. “Where?”

Her snout wrinkled and her head pointed a little behind him. Whatever she’d detected was to his right. Ash stole a glance and caught a dull glint of dark purple hidden in the bushes behind him – he felt like he’d just been doused in ice when he saw a familiar bladed tail raised high, poised to cut down anything that drew near.

Ash scowled darkly once his heart stopped pounding quite as much, though it was still a steady drumbeat in his ears. He didn’t show that he’d seen it otherwise. That strange, insect-like pokemon that the Ancient had faced was less than two hundred feet away – he’d picked out the unnerving sight of its sharp mandibles clicking together as it eyed him, like the purple creature was thinking about making him its next meal.

They made eye contact. The strange pokemon’s mandibles fluttered frantically and its powerful legs propelled it straight at Ash as it made to attack, though it froze when Metagross’ mighty shape twitched toward it. He turned to his team, about to order them to subdue the threat, when it seemed to decide this situation couldn’t possibly go well for it (a wise decision, Ash thought) and scuttled away to flee the area.

Its flight could hardly be called an inconvenience to Metagross, who leisurely ripped a thick, pale tree out of the ground by its roots and hammered it into the creature’s carapace. Ash heard a meaty thud as it landed heavily on its side, stunned by Metagross’ unconventional bludgeon. The tree was cast aside instantly much like a human might toss a stick blocking their path.

“Good job, Ash,” Steven smiled tautly behind him. The man’s cold steel eyes laid upon the pokemon, which had been snatched up by several impossibly strong vines the instant it had fallen. “This is a formidable Drapion. The battlefield is much safer without it roaming free,” his mentor said, satisfied. He watched it for a bit longer and his harsh mask slipped. “Aaron would be impressed.”

“What?” Ash whispered to the former Champion. Steven just shook his head.

“My apologies, merely voicing my thoughts,” Steven replied stiffly as he regarded the creature. His face was like a glacier. “It’s a dark-type, useless for interrogation. Cradily, subdue.”

Cradily, who seemed to have been hiding motionless in the trees a few dozen feet away from Drapion, didn’t give any verbal response. It simply spat two fragile green pods near Drapion, which burst to release what Ash recognized as Stun Spore and Sleep Powder. Drapion was helpless to resist. One of the vines binding it extended and forcefully wrenched its maw open as another dusted some of the powder in.

When Drapion froze, utterly helpless, Cradily efficiently used Rock Tomb to bury the creature underneath the earth. Ash watched, both fascinated and a little horrified, as Cradily expertly shifted the earth and repacked it so that Drapion was sealed almost entirely underground. He would’ve thought it was a genuine tomb if it weren’t for a few holes he saw pierced through the earth.

“It’s still alive?” He directed to Steven. It wasn’t exactly a question.

“I don’t like killing when I can help it,” Steven replied as he squeezed his eyes shut again. “We know the location. We’ll reclaim it later. The Ancient says to go –”

“That way,” Ash pointed his finger to their left and turned to said direction. “Seeker heard voices.”

Steven nodded, his lips quirked. “Indeed,” his brow furrowed, “Ash, release every member of your team capable of acting stealthily. You’ll need to be prepared. Ancient can’t help us farther than this – whatever Shadow they’re casting over this area is disrupting the network.”

“Got it,” Ash raised his eyes to the sky. What he thought was Plume circled overhead. He shook it off and quickly released several of his friends. Torrent’s eyes were hard. They softened for just a moment on Ash before he assumed his vigil and regarded the woods around them as though they were filled with enemies.

Nidoking was almost unnervingly still. His black eyes were narrowed dangerously and Ash could see his great nostrils flaring. Beads of venom dripped from his horn in preparation for battle. Ash even caught poison dripping from the spines on his back, coating his body and tail for whatever was unfortunate to get in his way. Ash couldn’t even touch him right now.

Tangrowth appeared next, uncharacteristically quiet. It seemed he actually understood what was going on for once. Ash pointed at him and flicked his fingers over to the trees in the direction they were quietly approaching. His large friend took off with surprising speed, swinging through the air on a few of his vines that had latched onto several especially thick branches. In an instant he was gone, hidden in the trees much like Cradily.

He could hear voices now, though he couldn’t pinpoint their position yet. Ash shivered as they crossed an unmarked threshold. An unnatural chill ran up his body, though he felt the Feather sear it away in an instant. Fog filled the trees, obscuring anything more than twenty feet ahead of view.

“Steven?” Ash hissed. The man was nearly out of sight, fading into the fog despite being less than ten feet away. It enclosed on them further and for a moment Ash feared his words had gone unheard.

Then Steven shook his head, though it was scarcely visible in the thickness of the fog. His face was set into hard lines as he muttered, “We’re getting close. I don’t think whatever made this fog is aware of us yet…”

Ash acknowledge his mumbled reply but grimaced when he nearly stepped into a wall of some substance he couldn’t quite make out that had been erected between two of the trees on their path. Only a harsh jerk saved him from walking right into it.

He grunted as blunt claws dug into his arm just tightly enough to stop him in his tracks. Ash barely kept his balance and froze as Nidoking growled and spat a small stream of fire to illuminate the mist, though the reflective qualities forced Ash to squint if he didn’t want to see stars.

Nidoking pulled him back even more and a terrifying rumble – well, to everyone but Ash – erupted from deep within the poison-type’s thick chest. Ash paled slightly at the absolutely massive web he’d nearly stepped into. It was a pale yellow, almost cloudy, and blended in nearly perfectly with the sickly shade of the white mist.

Thankfully its weaver wasn’t lying in wait but Ash’s scowl twisted into something even darker when he noticed tiny arcs of electricity dancing through every string of silk.

Electroweb. That wasn’t comforting. They’d have to watch their every step now. Whoever had decided to have it set up clearly didn’t just trust the mist itself to be enough of a deterrent.

“Are you alright?” His teacher had slowed down. Steven didn’t show much surprise when Ash quickly sidestepped around the trap and motioned at it. “Ah. Those are an annoyance. I’ll have one of mine take care of them.”

He dipped his head, accepting Steven’s decision, and set his eyes forward. They reflexively flitted all over his range of vision in an attempt to pierce the veil around them. Ash didn’t like this uncertainty. To be safe he allowed Nidoking and Torrent to take point. They could take a surprise attack or one of those Electrowebs much better than he could. Bruiser stayed by his side and Seeker clung to his back. She was utterly silent. Ash wasn’t sure if her echolocation would even be useful with this fog and he wasn’t about to let her fly around with all the dangers.

Ash took a moment to recall her. It was about to get too dangerous, though he made sure to lovingly stroke her soft blue fur apologetically before he did. The flash of light barely traveled in the mist.

Steven wasn’t too concerned about it or the mist itself though, so he didn’t worry too much. The fog was impossibly dense and paranoia set in on him despite himself – he swore he heard giggling and whispers in the distance once or twice, though they always seemed to vanish when he focused on it. More worryingly he heard buzzing almost all around them. His mind quickly recalled the Ninjask he’d seen earlier. They had the speed to cover the area drowned in fog and could probably ambush them easily.

Wary of a potential ambush he was careful to listen for the irritating buzzing that would herald a Ninjask’s approach. They seemed practically everywhere in the fog, even with sound seemingly dampened.

“Ninjask?” Ash finally spoke to Steven, though he didn’t bother turning his head to him. He could still hear him fine.

“Dealt with,” came the casual response. Ash actually did look at his teacher this time, surprised. Steven raised an eyebrow. “Surprised?”

He shrugged. The lightly armored pads on his shoulders made it a little more difficult than normal. “A little,” he admitted. Ash frowned thoughtfully, though Steven couldn’t see it behind Ash’s helmet. “Metagross and Cradily?”

It was a good distraction as they slowly trudged their way through the mist. Ash hadn’t kept track of Cradily’s position but if it could detect the Ninjask then it would probably be able to lay traps or otherwise disable them. He scowled when he realized he barely had an idea of Cradily’s abilities – that needed to change.

As for Metagross…well, it always seemed to be involved in Steven’s plans somehow. It was just too useful not to be.

“Correct,” Steven’s voice carried through the fog. It was slightly more distorted than before. Ash shuddered as he felt a sudden drop in temperature. His teacher didn’t seem affected, despite wearing only his suit. “They’re able to scramble Metagross’ sensory abilities slightly, but Metagross is still able to report their general area even with the mist. Cradily’s considerate enough to set up Stealth Rocks and other obstacles in their location. It slows them down enough to be subdued. Listen.”

He did. Ash’s brow furrowed when he didn’t immediately hear anything, but a few seconds later he realized exactly what Steven wanted him to notice: a complete lack of the high-pitched whine that had filled his ears mere minutes ago.

“They’re all gone?” Ash tested. Steven smirked. His breaths came a little easier through his respirator. “How many were there?”

“Indeed. The fog hindered them as much as it did us. They’d be deadly with their numbers and communication if we hadn’t taken advantage of it,” the former Champion lectured. Steven hesitated for a moment, though his voice was confident once he did deign to respond. “Sixteen have been subdued. There are still some Ninjask unaccounted for but I don’t believe them to be in the fog.”

Ash felt the Feather fill him with warmth as yet another shudder wracked his shoulders. It didn’t banish the feelings of unease but at the very least it took away the stark chill that didn’t belong in the tropical land of Hoenn.

Ash glanced to Sneasel. He was just a vague blackness near his feet. Sneasel’s ears twitched constantly and he heard the dark-type release a low, threatening hiss. Despite his sudden noise of displeasure his friend didn’t act so Ash felt himself relax, though he lightly tapped Sneasel with the side of his foot as they cautiously moved forward.

“Anything?”

Sneasel shrugged his small shoulders. His eyes were dark and he blew a tiny wisp of freezing air out of frustration. Ash nodded slowly. The dark-type knew something was out here, likely doing its best to keep others from intruding on whatever crimes they were committing up ahead.

Steven was watching. Ash felt his slate eyes burrow onto him as he bent to whisper to Sneasel, “Go ahead. Keep quiet. See if you can find whatever’s making this fog – if you’re caught run back here or signal to us. Be careful!”

His friend nodded and loped off silently. Ash marveled at his friend’s stealth and looked to his mentor, who looked relatively comfortable despite the circumstances. Steven hadn’t contradicted his orders so he assumed they were at least reasonable.

He noticed Ash’s attention and nodded. Steven said lowly, “Sneasel might be able to find the source easier than Metagross. I believe it’s a ghost of some sort. Metagross is able to maintain communications with Skarmory and Cradily but it’s taking more effort than usual. Be alert.”

Ash grimaced. He’d sort of expected a ghost or dark-type responsible for interfering with the colony’s network. A powerful one, too. But he’d much prefer a dark-type. While dark-types were plenty dangerous on their own, especially one with the skill and power to erode the Metagross’ mental webs and leave most of the Beldum twitching on the ground, ghosts were much trickier to fight against. His team really wasn’t specialized to fight the mysterious creatures.

His eyes settled on Nidoking’s back. He could barely see his spines now. The mist even thicker. Ash was careful to avoid stumbling over his friend’s long, powerful tail…he didn’t want anything to possibly give away their position.

“What’s the plan? We have to be getting close,” Ash directed back. His eyes were trained on Steven lest he lose him in the fog, which had grown consistently whiter and colder as they continued. He felt his body groan at the unfamiliar feeling. It was almost greasy as he waded through it and left a light tingling sensation on his skin. “And is this safe?”

Steven’s lips moved but nothing reached Ash. The former Champion’s mouth shifted into a frown at the realization but he calmly tapped a tiny device near his ear. Ash couldn’t see the details but once Steven’s voice scratchily reached his ears through his helmet Ash assumed it was a radio.

“…hear me?”

“I hear you,” Ash said quietly once the dim light in his helmet signaling the radio was online blinked. He didn’t want to accidentally blow up Steven’s eardrum if his earpiece was set loud.

“Good. Metagross analyzed the fog before we entered. It’s just a product of a very weak Ominous Wind,” Ash heard. Steven seemed to be talking quicker now. “It’s relatively harmless – safer than coming in from above. It’s mostly a deterrent to wild pokemon and a way to dampen psychics. The League employs the strategy frequently. It’s just enough interference to make teleportation inaccurate and dangerous.”

Ash nodded his head along slowly with Steven’s explanation. Even with the fog imparting an almost claustrophobic sense of unease on him and the radio starting to crackle with static he found himself soothed by the familiar drone of Steven lecturing.

Not to mention it kept him from obsessively worrying over whatever his team might be breathing in.

“How much further?” Ash inquired as he heard the radio crackle again. He needed to know what exactly they were planning before it outright failed…he’d heard that areas steeped in the strange powers of ghost-types could cause sensitive technology to fail. But he hadn’t thought it would act this quickly. “Do you know their numbers?”

A slight pause.

Just as Ash feared they wouldn’t be able to communicate further – Steven was barely visible as a pale figure and even Metagross had been nearly drowned out by the sickly white of the fog – his mentor’s voice emerged from the radio, though it was slightly distorted.

“A little over a hundred fifty feet before the fog breaks. Metagross and the others have reported the fog is all clear. Sneasel seems to have broken through and is circling the clearing. It’s large, looks like it was recently destroyed by something. Metagross has calculated it to be approximately…three hundred meters in diameter.”

Ash took a moment to convert that. A thousand feet or something like that. Enough to have room to maneuver. That was a relief. Nidoking would have trouble operating in a forest and Torrent would be able to take advantage of the longer lines-of-sight. Plume would appreciate the open area as well. It wouldn’t affect Tangrowth, Bruiser or Sneasel that much.

“—it looks like the four that attacked the colony are present,” Steven bit out in a voice worthy of his name, “and seem to have the majority of their pokemon that survived on guard. At least fifteen Skarmory, eight Houndoom, eighteen Ninjask, and just two Mightyena. One Ariados is present as well. It’s guarding the men that attacked the colony. No sign of the airship.”

Steven fell silent. He couldn’t but scowl. Those weren’t too hard of numbers but Ash really didn’t like that the airship they’d seen through the ‘eyes’ of Metagross was missing. That thing had some sort of weapon that practically vaporized the top of the mine. While plenty of pokemon could have done that, it would have taken a good bit of effort.

“Anyone else?” He edged. Ash wasn’t sure he was comfortable with this break. They’d slowed tremendously in their progress through the fog in the last few seconds. “How could they escape? They can’t teleport in this area, right?”

“No,” the former Champion replied coolly. Too coolly for Ash’s liking. The signal finally started to fail and he struggled to make out his next orders. “Ash, bank right forty-five degrees. Continue until you reach the end of the fog. Hurry. Attack on my signal or if we’re detected. Take down as many as you can in the initial surprise volley. Twenty human contacts approaching. Seven Pidgeot, three Tropius carrying four each, the lead is on top of a Charizard.”

Ash grimaced at the new arrivals. He had no doubt Plume was superior to them but that would be a brutal air battle…they’d have to strike quickly to neutralize as many as they could. Even with Skarmory at her side Plume would have a serious problem holding out against that many Pidgeot at once. They would at least be able to approach her speed if properly trained.

The Tropius wouldn’t be nearly as dangerous, though he’d need to have Torrent or Infernus shut them down to prevent them from assisting in the ground battles. As for the Charizard…well, Infernus was the natural counter. A powerful fire-type could wreak havoc on any battlefield and he would rather have the only significant one be on his side.

Those thoughts continued rushing through his head as he quickly headed through the fog as fast as he could. He didn’t hear as many giggles or whispers drifting through the fog. When he did it seemed like they were far away from him, exploring some other region enshrouded by the Ominous Wind.

Ash breathed deeply and cleared his mind. The fog was growing lighter. The radio stopped its crackling. If he wanted to he could speak with Steven, but he took the time to address his team first. They’d be responsible for the initial volley.

“Alright,” he began. His voice wasn’t as hard as he would’ve liked. Despite himself he felt his hands shaking just the slightest bit. Ash frowned and tried again. “Alright. Everyone, listen up. We’re close to starting this.”

They didn’t respond but he felt Tangrowth’s wide, saucer-like eyes on him from above. Ash glanced up and felt a warmth shoot up through his chest as a gentle vine curled around his hand. He squeezed it and mentally thanked Tangrowth – that really did help. Claydol, still silent and inconspicuous as ever just barely behind him, shifted slightly to avoid the appendage.

“Our first volley needs to be about taking down as many of the flying-types and trainers as we can,” he exhaled. The chill had receded to the point he didn’t even fog up his mask, he dully noted. “Plume has to have room to breathe…there’s a new group that’s arrived. They have Pidgeot, Tropius, and Charizard. It’s impossible to teleport in or out of this area, so if we cut off the air they won’t be able to escape except on foot.”

Ash allowed the information to sink in and frantically made sure he had everything that Steven had told him in order. He couldn’t mess this up. Not when his friends needed to know this – it could save their lives and the lives of the Beldum and Metang stolen by whatever disgusting group had taken them.

“Nidoking, Oz, and Torrent will be responsible for that,” Ash explained quickly. They were nearing the end. “Thunderbolt and Shockwave should catch at least some of them off guard and maybe stun the trainers as well. Torrent, hit the Tropius with Ice Beam. Nidoking, take the Charizard first. Oz, use Lightning Bolt to take it out if you think it’ll work. Tangrowth, you need to use Ancient Power to try and overwhelm whichever ones they don’t catch.”

Tangrowth gurgled softly and the vine wrapped around Ash’s arm comfortingly. Ash felt a surprising grin come along. He looked up at his strangely serious friend and flashed him a thumbs up since his helmet kept Tangrowth from seeing his smile. “Be careful, buddy. And when that first wave of attacks hit try and grab some of the trainers. Make sure they don’t get the chance to release any more pokemon.”

With that the vine squeezed one last time before Tangrowth took off towards the light. Ash thought it strange just how quiet his friend was as he swung through the trees.

The clearing was close. He could see almost to the end. There were voices…he thought they were annoyed at each other. Ash’s heart raced and his mouth went dry as he stepped into the last vestiges of the fog. He and his team prepared to gaze out at the clearing, see just who these scum were and he turned to Bruiser. “Stand guard and repel whatever comes our way, alright?”

He crouched and watched raptly as the fog cleared almost entirely and he could see their targets in the clearing. It was just as massive as he’d imagined and was mostly clear except for the stumped remains of hundreds of trees and vegetation that had been destroyed – some looked to have been burned, others looked to have been knocked over or torn clear out of the ground by some attack. At least his team would have clear angles, though Bruiser and any others that fought in close quarters would have to be careful about their footing.

Ash licked his lips to try and keep them from getting too dry. He peered to the real threats.

Four men clad in grey combat armor not too dissimilar from Ash’s own suit stood about five hundred feet away, close to the center of the clearing. They were surrounded by a massive amount of pokemon – he noted they were mostly Houndoom, a handful of Mightyena, a few Ninjask still buzzing around the men’s heads, and too many Skarmory to count leisurely circling low in the clearing – that stood at attention, though he thought that their eyes were oddly dull. Whenever one of the men shifted uncomfortably in the heat whichever pokemon were nearby flinched away.

Ash hadn’t even realized his fists were clenched. Pity for the pokemon welled in his chest and he wasn’t sure that he could force it down. Only a few pokemon seemed completely at ease around the four criminals. He was able to count a Seviper wound comfortably around one of the men’s legs, a Golem to their side, and a fierce canine crackling with energy he recognized as a Manetric.

The lead man was slightly short and surprisingly wide, though Ash couldn’t tell if it was muscle or fat. He imagined the former. His face was hard and calm. His only hair was shaved down to a short layer of light brown. Two pokeballs were clipped to his belt and a large Ariados was visible resting behind one of the stumps nearby.

His features darkened. That must’ve been the one responsible for the Electrowebs. They’d grown sparse after the beginning of the foggy zone but that could have easily killed or crippled Ash. Most of his team would just be injured, but their cries would have alerted the Ninjask who would’ve been aware of the Electrowebs’ locations and known what that meant.

He felt white-hot rage spike at the thought of what would have happened to Seeker if he’d tried to have her scout ahead. She’d have almost certainly been killed by the traps or Ninjask. His friend was just too delicate to survive that sort of damage.

Ash breathed deeply. He needed to stay calm. He’d get his justice soon enough.

Overall the situation was manageable, he determined. Ash would have to do his best to ensure that the man wasn’t able to release whatever pokemon was still contained in its pokeball. They would probably be tougher than the flock of Skarmory or the beaten, bruised remnants of the assault on the colony. That force was shattered. Half had been taken entirely by the Metagross and the rest bore wounds of some sort.

That thought raised a question – where were the Beldum and Metang?

He quickly found that question answered when one of the three helmeted henchmen to the back quickly responded to a barked order by the leader of the group. He tapped a button on his belt and four large boxes of plain pokeballs appeared…Ancient’s calculations of the taken appeared in the forefront of his mind and Ash noted his estimation fell in line.

Not that there was any surprise there.

He glanced up to his right – east, he instinctively corrected himself – and grimaced as the sun shone brightly into his eyes. The visor of his helmet kept him from the worst of it, however, as it darkened in response to the sun’s rays.

With that obstacle out of the way Ash could see the approaching group that Steven had mentioned, though they were too close together for him to make out much else. He scowled when he realized they were too far away for him to pick out anything interesting, though Plume might be able to help him.

Ash waited for them to get closer. That’s when he’d strike – they needed to catch them off guard and keep those fliers on the ground. His pulse raced as he realized just how close they were to the action. His mouth tasted like ash and his heart thumped heavily against his chest.

In the meantime he glanced over to the ones who’d attacked the colony. Hate he wasn’t sure belonged entirely to him heated his blood but he shook it off. Everything would be resolved.

But he frowned when the leader stopped his preparations for the approaching force and tapped his earpiece. He said something, looked to the skies, and his face hardened. Ash cocked his head, curious, when Steven’s raised voice filled his ears.

“Ash, the Ariados is moving towards you – it was sent, looks like –”

His world was filled with light, fire, and pain.

Ash’s ears screamed furiously at him as he fell, blinded, and slammed hard into the earth. His skin seared – he felt Fire surge within, crackling and burning hot at the sensation – and a loud scream he was barely cognizant of as his own ripped through the air –

He wasn’t sure how long he hung in that void of confusion and pain but after an eternity the burns on his skin cooled. His heart pumped furiously fast and he dimly opened his eyes, rasping wordlessly as the wounds imparted by whatever just hit him made sure he felt them. Even still they felt distant, like they were happening far away and just barely reached his brain.

The boy groaned, eyes widened at the sudden wave of trauma that radiated over his whole body, and blindly reached for the ground. He could just barely feel that it was cool and damp through his scorched gloves…that wasn’t right, his mind frowned through the haze.

His eyes were still mostly blind. What little he could see was dominated by stinging stars that flashed incessantly, reminding him of the brilliant gold that had been the only herald of whatever struck him.

He squinted. Ash grit his teeth through the pain as his dizzy head slowly focused and righted itself. Even with his padded helmet he could feel an awful headache rising, pulsing constantly to make sure he didn’t forget about it.

That wasn’t important, he realized as he clumsily pushed himself up on shaking limbs. His team…they were still out there. Lightning surged through him at that realization, bringing his body to some semblance of life. Ash breathed deep. He had to focus.

Ash tentatively moved his limbs. They protested and spitefully spat a sharp jab of pain but he didn’t care. They weren’t broken. He winced as he blindly reached up – why did he feel cool, damp dirt?

He pulled himself up forcefully. The pain only fueled his resolve and he snarled furiously at himself, furious at his body’s weakness, until he stood again on wavering feet.

This wasn’t how it was supposed to go. Ash growled at the sudden pain along his face as something with a cutting edge slashed him. He felt hot wetness ooze down his face just below the spot where his check had been carved open to the bone in Articuno’s Blizzard.

“C’mon!” He roared, though it was little more than a wheeze. Ash looked up and saw light. More of the sharp glass or plastic or whatever stupid material his damned helmet was made out of cut him. He was in a hole. The sounds of fighting slowly filled his ears as he focused past the constant ringing assaulting his hearing.

His heart froze.

Ash couldn’t hold back the scream as he unsealed the helmet and viciously tore it away from his armor. Some of the shards slashed him again but it wasn’t important. They were superficial.

His mouth clenched shut and he took just a moment to take in the sight of his helmet as his vision focused – it was mostly intact but the clear visor that covered his upper face was completely shattered. Even the sides looked to have been warped.

He stomach churned as he realized what would’ve happened if he wasn’t wearing a helmet. Then he grew furious and his blood burned violently as a huge gout of red and orange flame shot far over his prison, accompanied by a roar he knew all too well as that of a Charizard.

By the next moment he’d released the member of his team most likely to turn the tide of this battle…or so he thought. Ash wasn’t sure if his team was winning or losing but he knew they could use the help against these numbers. Infernus would be invaluable for balancing out the sides…

Infernus appeared above the thin crevice Ash had somehow fallen into – Nidoking might be responsible – but didn’t hesitate for a moment before he threw himself into bloody battle. Ash only got to see the briefest flash of a terrifyingly mad grin on the Magmortar’s face before the air grew hot and his throat burned worse than ever before.

Ash’s fists gripped his knees as he hacked wildly. His throat scratched terribly from smoke and painfully dry air and his only breaths were quick, gasping things. Everything hurt.

He didn’t care though. His team was out there fighting…Ash growled when he realized they were alone. They knew the objectives but he had to get out of here!

Ash eyed Dazed’s pokeball. She might not be able to teleport thanks to the Shadow draped over the area but she was powerful enough to help out. Dazed was still a potent psychic of extreme skill, not to mention she might be able to assist Sneasel if they found the ghost…

That burned another hole of worry into his gut as his mind grew clearer and clearer with the adrenaline rushing through his system. Ash glared up at the wall, dug his gloved fingers into it, and pulled himself up.

It almost felt like it would give with every motion and his body screamed at him to stop but Ash refused. Adrenaline propelled him further and further, transmuting every scrap of pain into renewed determination.

Halfway up something answered his prayers. Ash resisted as best he could when a blue fire flickered around him, though he relaxed when a chorus of voices, young and old and man and woman and child, sounded in his mind.

I am the one you know as Claydol. Relax. Your power is troublesome to overcome. 

Ash’s frenzied mind only gathered that it was an ally and it was there to help. He relaxed and allowed the power to smoothly carry him up. If they were in any other situation he’d be fascinated by the sudden weightlessness.

Claydol was right next to him when his feet landed on rough, scarred ground. Ash’s eyes widened when he realized they were standing on the exact same spot that they’d been struck at, though it had discomforting cracks winding through it and patches ripped away or blackened by fire. More importantly, it was surrounded by an absolutely obliterated landscape for nearly fifteen feet around.

There was no sign of the countless tree trunks that had dotted the area. All the grass was disintegrated. The earth groaned underneath his weight.

I shielded us from the airship’s ambush thanks to Steven’s warning. It was an impressively powerful energy weapon, highly restricted by the League. Its damage is roughly comparable to a Hyper Beam from Lance’s Dragonite. 

A danger, for sure, but I reduced it to survivable levels. Well, not for you. Nidoking’s quick thinking shielded you from harm. Since then it’s fired liquid adhesive to keep us trapped, but that’s child’s play to block. 

Steven survived the second volley easily, of course. Metagross reports that they’re on their way. 

Focus, Ash. Your team needs you. 

Ash nodded dimly, barely registering a bit of shock at Claydol’s relatively casual air, and focused. His eyes widened in relief when he finally looked towards the utterly familiar noise of combat, though not one he’d ever been involved with before.

His friends looked like they’d remained fairly close together. They were only around fifty feet ahead of him for the most part, just far enough to have escaped the crater from the sudden energy blast. As he watched they shifted fairly frequently, probably worried about being attacked again.

He squinted at the remains of a strange, foamy substance that covered the area around him. That must be the adhesive Claydol had mentioned. At least it looked like his friends had avoided it completely.

As he looked upon the sheer scope of the fight happening right in front of him his eyes widened for an entirely different reason.

Battle was joined. It was chaos. Ash had hoped it wouldn’t come to this – when he’d been planning it everything seemed so simple.

So clean.

He knew there was danger lurking around the corner but in his mind everything had been prepared for.

A single strike from the airship had derailed that.

Most of the battle was kept to the middle of the clearing or back towards the side he assumed the enemies had been. He could barely see the four men bound tightly by vines that had erupted from the ground as nowhere, leaving their small army without their commanders. More importantly the additional pokeballs they carried on their belts went unused and their eyes were soundly shut. A shimmering golden cloud, the source of their paralysis, hung around the area and clung thickly to their bodies.

He didn’t fight the spiteful jab that accompanied seeing the invaders of the colony so soundly beaten by Cradily. They’d never had a chance.

Ash couldn’t see that much but his pride of what his team had done even without his presence practically burst through his chest. They’d closed ranks, ignoring their identities as individual fighters for the present.

Nidoking was towards the front. He roared with a fury Ash had only rarely seen before as he stamped his foot and a glowing line of yellow energy stabbed into the earth. Several Houndoom yelped piteously as they fell into the deep, black crevice Nidoking had shaped with Earth Power, though four others easily crossed the gap and ruthlessly ignored the pained cries of their fellows.

He didn’t worry about Nidoking. Torrent, who was towards the back right of their small group, took a break from trying to bring down one of the five Skarmory dashing above dropping small, barbed spikes and hurling blades of wind from their wings, and viciously spat a thin, brutally powerful Water Gun that smashed into one of the canine’s sides.

His victim whined before Torrent struck it again, this time leaving it unconscious.

Bruiser appeared from nowhere and smashed a glowing Focus Blast straight into the chest of one of the baying Houndoom. It snarled and breathed deep as it was slung away by the blow, causing its nostrils to billow smoke and embers, before it released a murky blast of fire far from its usual brilliance.

Ash cried out a warning but Bruiser didn’t need it. He ducked under the deadly attack, ignoring the agonizing heat, and smashed one of his brutally powerful fists straight into the same spot the Focus Blast had reached. The Houndoom screamed and roared another snarling gout of fire – Claydol helpfully erected a shield around the twisting orange-red tongues – but Bruiser finished it off with a solid kick that knocked it clear over Nidoking’s crevice, back to its own side of the arena.

He idly noted that Bruiser wasn’t moving nearly fast enough to be using his Rampage. Bruiser wasn’t exactly slow, but he wasn’t practically teleporting.

Good. They’d talked about that before. Rampage was enormously powerful, sure, but it wasn’t practical for a serious battle. If Bruiser couldn’t maintain it any longer and was left exhausted and helpless…

He couldn’t think of that. Not now.

Ash watched instead as Nidoking faced down the two Houndoom without a trace of fear. The only sign that he noticed them at all was the way his tail dragged back and forth across the grass, agitated. Blood and black fur covered the heavily plated muscle as it drifted side-to-side, signs of just how effective of a weapon the tail was.

One of the fire-types quickly darted to the side, right by the spot Oz had just unleashed a golden, crackling spear that fried one of the Skarmory and brought it down, but yelped in surprise for the briefest instant before it was smashed right in the ribs by Nidoking’s enormously powerful tail.

Even Ash had to wince in pity as the Houndoom’s body went flying away under the sheer force of that vicious blow. Nidoking wasn’t one to show mercy to his enemies at the best of times, let alone in a situation like this.

The Houndoom didn’t rise.

Nidoking roared again as the last Houndoom leapt at him, furious at the loss of its pack. Hellish light gathered in its maw and blasted outward, the cursed flames Houndoom possessed almost impossible to heal by any means, only to sear the ground at the angle where Nidoking’s head had been literally instants before.

Ash could pick out the confusion in the feral creature’s dark eyes moments before they were filled with terrible pain. Its maw opened and closed soundlessly as Nidoking mercilessly gored it directly in the stomach as it passed over his head.

He struggled to pick out what Nidoking had done. Finally he blinked dumbly when he picked out the tiny crevice lined with a sickly yellow that had opened directly underneath his friend’s feet. It was just deep enough to drop Nidoking down a foot or so, enough distance for him to dodge the Houndoom’s blackened fire and stab the canine in a single smooth motion. Houndoom landed silently in the dark flames it had just spewed, the eternal fires crackling dully as they surrounded it.

He didn’t worry too much for it. They were immune to their own cursed fire, the odd blend of their fire and dark-types, but the poison would be dangerous. Ash frowned as the Houndoom furiously scrambled for footing and tried to loose one last burst of everlasting flame into its foe’s back but felt relieved when Torrent helpfully froze its body with an Ice Beam. Its eyes shut as it crashed back to the ground with a new suit of ice.

With any luck that would stop the poison from progressing too far…

Sharp shrieks from the skies grabbed his attention – when he heard the agonized cry of a Pidgeot his heart nearly stopped. Ash held his breath as his worried brown eyes looked to the skies, which very nearly blinded him as what looked like a dozen Skarmory flew erratically in pursuit of a lone member of their species that easily kept ahead of them. It almost looked like the lonely Skarmory was toying with them.

Ash wished his visor hadn’t been destroyed. Even as he thought it a film of psychic power settled over his eyes, making it a bit more difficult to see but also shielding him from the light reflected by the mirror-like armor of the Skarmory.

Steven’s Skarmory looked to be handling itself well. Not that there was any surprise there. Ash blinked when it took a viciously sharp turn for such a large, heavy bird and opened its maw to unleash a blinding Flash Cannon that pierced the entire sky with a howl that stabbed into Ash’s ears and twisted as the sound of grinding metal exploded.

The Champion-level Skarmory flickered into dozens of illusory clones that darted erratically through the air, confusing the Skarmory that were already rattled from the Flash Cannon. That blinding blast of energy had taken down one of their number already and had sent the flock scattering to evade it…Ash felt a little ill when he saw the real Skarmory dive into one of the flock’s members sides and pierce it with its viciously sharp beak.

Steven’s Skarmory showed no hesitation in mercilessly goring another of its species. It mercilessly tore its spear-like beak out of its victim and set off into the skies with a powerful flap of the small armories that made up its rings. The clanking and scrape of swords against swords filled his ears, rising above even the clacking of the flock.

A pained cry was heard even where Ash rested and he winced as the heavy Skarmory fell through the sky. It crashed heavily into one of the Ninjask darting through the lower air to attack Oz and Ash felt bile rise in his through as blood and goop mixed.

He shook himself. This was not the time. He couldn’t feel right now. He just had to act.

And then he grinned as he finally caught sight of Plume blurring through the air impossibly fast. It looked like she was only dealing with three of the Pidgeot now, though Ash didn’t take the time to search for the others on the ground. His team must have managed to get off at least an initial volley in response to the ambush, though he supposed Plume could’ve overcome them herself.

She was certainly capable enough.

Ash couldn’t help the little bit of mad laughter that belted out from deep in his throat when Plume flickered just a hundred feet above, banked at an incredibly sharp angle, then blasted a roaring Hurricane that warped the air pressure all around the clearing for a few seconds.

Dust kicked up from the battles below was swept away in a heartbeat. Pokemon beneath them cried out in surprise as an unrelenting gale ripped them from their feet onto the crumbling ground. Fires rippled and wavered before being dispersed into a thousand screaming embers.

Two of the Pidgeot shrieked – though the Hurricane left them mute from where Ash was thanks to the enormous howling spiral of air that swept them away into the hard ground. They laid still, though they were close enough that Ash could see they were breathing. Both had at least one wing badly broken – he turned away to avoid the sight for now.

The last shrieked furiously and blurred forward in a Quick Attack, appearing hundreds of feet ahead in the blink of an eye

Plume cried out and barely dodged the vicious beak of the enemy Pidgeot that promised to pierce right through her chest. Ash roared – a helpless noise lost in the din of the wind – but felt his spirits soar when Plume managed to edge just far out of the way to avoid it. Her absolutely massive talons raked the other Pidgeot’s back, returning the favor, though the bird was so huge it barely flinched.

She shot away with a powerful thrust of her wings and Ash couldn’t keep up with her as the other Pidgeot followed in pursuit. It was moving faster now, desperate. Plume had that battle, however. She was just too fast for the others to catch up.

A vicious roar rose above the rest of the growls and shrieks and howls that dominated the battlefield and Ash shouted out a warning to Oz when the Charizard he’d been so worried about spat a massive gout of fire from high above. It had to have been struck by at least one attack so far to leave it flying so weakly – the raging fire-type was practically wobbling in the air. The thin membrane of its wings flapped oddly, like it had been torn by a vicious slice.

Ash grimaced as Oz turned and his legs rushed him forward, though Claydol stopped him in his tracks. He struggled against the bonds and cried out again – she was only a hundred feet away, she could hear him – only to blink when Infernus appeared as if from nowhere in the course of the flame. He absorbed it with scarcely a wince and viciously fired back a crackling Fire Blast of his own.

Charizard’s roar pierced through the cacophony like a hot knife through butter. It floundered in the air, eyes narrowed to slits in agony, but just barely managed to keep going as it spun wildly. The dragon’s movements were slow and awkward, just barely enough to keep it above the rest of the fighters.

Infernus is putting his unruly attitude to good use. He’s stymied the Charizard at every turn quite easily. He’s managing to teleport short distances – fifty to a hundred feet – but I’ll need to talk to him about it. That’s too dangerous of a tactic for me to feel comfortable with. 

He nodded, eyes narrowed as Infernus took after the Charizard. Several of the remaining Houndoom burst across the battlefield in pursuit. Ash frowned – he hadn’t realized there were any left. Where –

White-hot hatred seared in his heart joined by an icy pulse of fury that shot through his mind.

His chest erupted into heatless Fire around the Feather. Lightning surged through him, sharpening his focus.

Twin azure suns that did not belong to Ash replaced his eyes.

They fell upon the twelve men garbed in concealing black uniforms that were much, much too familiar to both Ash and the terrible mind lurking in his own. The men froze as a great pressure weighed upon them but didn’t bother to find the source. They were well-trained to remain so composed.

He could tell that they were confident in their defensive position towards the back of the clearing, clear of the rampaging army that had assaulted his family.

Right then Ash didn’t care that they were releasing nearly thirty more pokemon between the twelve of them. His team would burn and freeze and shock them until they couldn’t so much as twitch.

He cared only for the bright red “R” boldly emblazoned upon their chests.

Ash’s teeth bared, he stepped forward despite Claydol’s quiet protests, and opened his mouth to roar to his team the order to finish off the tiny scraps of resistance amongst the small army they’d just wiped out with ease –

“Ash! Stop!”

His body jerked to face Steven, who sprinted up from behind. The man’s steel eyes were softened and his mouth was clenched tight into a firm line. He looked mostly unscathed as Metagross followed him, easily keeping pace. Its eyes flashed blood red at Ash and seemed concerned for the first time since he’d met it…though even through the rage gnawing at his sanity it was very clear that concern wasn’t for Ash.

Despite himself, Ash froze. Something deep within him, something dark and terrible and vast like a burning blue sea drowning him within its fiery waters, urged him to slaughter the Rockets and their pokemon – everything weak and stupid enough to serve Giovanni’s legacy.

He struggled for a moment, couldn’t hear Steven’s words even though he could see his mouth move perfectly, breathed in and out and in and out, and extinguished the twin suns that consumed his view of the world.

“I’m fine,” he breathed as his will asserted its authority. Anger, fueled by memories and experiences the twelve-year-old boy would rather be hidden forever, ran strong but his mind was his own. Mewtwo’s influence ebbed and flowed, struggling to push against his will, but with new resolution he controlled himself. His body was his own today, no matter what Mewtwo wanted. “What happened?”

“Listen carefully. We don’t have much time,” Steven said smoothly. He still seemed on edge but didn’t waste time asking hows or whys. He was too practical for that. “The Rockets cannot be allowed to leave. Tangrowth and Cradily are in reserve. Cradily and Claydol will intervene if necessary, but I need you to stop them.”

Ash nodded. That hadn’t even needed to be said.

“We’re fighting a well-known Pokemon Hunter. You’ve neutralized her forces, but she’s not going to stick around,” the former Champion’s face darkened. He motioned up to an empty spot in the sky, though Ash’s brow furrowed when he saw Skarmory, who had finished the rest of the Skarmory flock with Plume’s help, fire a Flash Cannon at it. “Watch.”

The air rippled around the seemingly empty spot and Ash picked out the outline of something vast and hidden before it quickly vanished again. Realization fell upon him suddenly…an airship. They were rare thanks to the ease of teleportation in travel, but he knew the Leagues maintained several as mobile operating centers. Looks like this Pokemon Hunter had seen their advantages.

“My remaining team and I will take care of that,” Steven stated. There was no hesitation or doubt. Only grim certainty. “Control the situation here. Tangrowth is in the forest stopping those that ran. Cradily will prevent the Rockets’ escape and safeguard the stolen members of the colony.”

“Understood!” Ash declared. He turned to his team, who looked to have finished the rest of the Pokemon Hunter’s army. Nearly fifty unconscious – or worse, he feared – bodies laid around the clearing from their work. It looked like there were just a few defiant Mightyena and two Houndoom left.

“The weapon…” Ash heard from behind him. Wary, he glanced up at the spot the ship was and grimaced as the burns and scrapes he’d been left with after the surprise attack from the Pokemon Hunter ached as a reminder. Steven showed no emotion as the ship’s cloaking failed and two heavy metal plates began to pull upwards, exposing twin cannon barrels. “Ash, stand back. I hoped it wouldn’t be ready again so soon. Claydol, get ready. Metagross…”

Metagross’ eyes – the only part of it that even hinted at emotion – flashed with something Ash couldn’t decipher as it moved a short distance away from the two. Ash quickly mirrored the motion, Steven’s orders coming to mind. He was torn between watching the ship, fearful as it slowly turned to orient itself and the cannons moved closer and closer to aiming at his team and whatever Steven was doing.

Don’t worry, Ash. Your team is alerted to the danger. Please release Dazed. Her power will be helpful – I don’t want to risk my barriers being insufficient if the energy cannons go off. 

He nodded, eyed his team and was pleased to note them slowly drifting apart. They were close enough to be easily shielded by Claydol and present a united front to the Rockets – he gnashed his teeth furiously at that reminder – but just far enough apart that if the cannons did pierce the barriers that they wouldn’t all be hit.

Ash grimaced as he quickly released Dazed, whose eyes burned blue the moment she appeared. Her pendulum quivered, alit with a psychic flame. Dazed’s eyes upturned just a moment as she looked upon him, though he soon noted that her pendulum grew brighter and brighter until it shone like a star held suspended in her hands.

Mewtwo. He almost found himself grateful for the shade of Mew’s power supplementing Dazed’s own, though thinking of it sent a fierce pain through his chest, like it had been clenched in a fist. Ash swallowed despite his bone-dry mouth and realized the pain felt all too familiar, although it vanished moments later with a mocking cry that echoed throughout his body.

A vicious cry shredded through the ringing in his ears and Ash bit back the urge to cry out as he recognized the screeching sound, reminiscent of metal cutting metal, when Skarmory quickly wheeled around after its last strafe around the stationary airship and fired another devastating Flash Cannon into its side.

Ash couldn’t help but to be disappointed when psychic barriers erected by what must have been at least three strong psychics inside the ship just barely stopped the assault. Even with the explosion blocked the ship rocked heavily, buying a few more precious seconds for his team to prepare and for Steven to do whatever it was he had up his sleeve.

He wheeled around as the area behind him exploded with light and a strange power that brushed again his skin soothingly. The Song echoed in his spirit, orchestrated by whatever memory of Lugia remained, at the presence. His other Brands flared and he grit his teeth to prevent the feelings from overwhelming them as they mixed and mashed, barely kept in check.

“Steven?” Ash uncertainly called out to the former Champion. The man smiled peacefully, like the events of today had been cast off like a bad memory. One of his slim hands carefully held the fold of his suit open, revealing his plain undershirt and a well-hidden piece of slim jewelry pinned to the inside of his suit. The top shone with a brilliant white and would have momentarily blinded Ash if Claydol hadn’t left the psychic shield over his eyes. “What –”

Don’t interrupt. We don’t have much time. Just watch. 

He listened to Claydol, though very nearly reared back regardless when four strands of that same white energy exploded from the pin with a surge of power that left his hair standing on end. Ash was cognizant of seemingly everything around him for the briefest of moments as the energy wove its way through the air until it quickly buried itself into Metagross.

The air rippled. Ash watched Metagross glow a strange multitude of reds, purples, pinks, and oranges as the tendrils bound to the behemoth and left the world elsewhere dim and dull in comparison. Metagross’ form shifted and Ash felt his breath hitch – what was this?

A hundred questions and thoughts and theories were run through and discarded in the eternity bound within the next few seconds of his life. Metagross’ blindingly bright body twisted and rose into the air and Ash wasn’t sure he liked the fact that for once he had absolutely no idea what was going on.

Power roared and he thought his mouth might have fallen slack as he watched this… miracle? Paradox? Ash wasn’t sure he had words to describe this evolution that shouldn’t have been. This evolution that the world knew to be impossible – no, not even impossible. Nonexistent.

He had seen things most people could never imagine. The ancient embodiments of Fire, Ice, and Lightning; Mew and its terrible Shadow; the brilliant Guardian of the Sea. All of the impossibilities seemingly paled in face of what was taking place right before his eyes, drawing his gaze despite the battle to come or the tumultuous tempest of conflicting emotion roiling within.

They were fantastical. Unexpected. In the end they fit neatly into the reality he’d constructed.

This – this evolution towered above that crumpled worldview and mocked him from its height.

And despite everything he’d just thought, he blankly noted that mere moments after Metagross had been consumed by whatever power was contained in Steven’s jewelry the cloak of dark energy had dissipated into nothing. In its place was something easily recognizable as the Metagross Ash had come to know, yet what differences there were practically forced upon him.

It was like his eyes couldn’t see anything but what had changed.

Metagross hovered now.

There were none of the subtle jumps and bobs he’d come to associate with most pokemon’s levitation. It was tightly controlled with no real effort. Their massive, powerful legs looked to have been wrenched forcefully until they locked into place with two above Metagross’ large head and main body and two below. The steely cross on Metagross “face” had lengthened and transformed into a brilliant golden emblem that locked into place above its bloody red eyes. A horn jutted just below the bottom of the cross.

The impossible shape of whatever this was ignored Ash. Steven did as well. The thin smile had left only to be replaced with cool assessment. Ash could barely fathom the seeming indifference Steven held towards Metagross’ new form. “Metagross, your target is the airship’s engines. You know the rest.”

Ash finally wrenched his jaw closed and watched carefully, enraptured by this. Steven took a step back to stand by his side. He didn’t bother to enlighten Ash as to what was going on, naturally.

“Railgun!”

His skin tingled as Metagross’ eyes seemingly exploded with power and the crest glowed with such vigor it could be mistaken for molten gold. The strange new creature tucked its arms closer to the main body and an aura of psychic power rippled into existence around it, a bright red the same color as Metagross’ eyes.

He nearly backed away instinctively as the power was shaped with disgusting ease. Dazed looked jealous.

Metagross’ eyes were closed, though he could still see the glow behind them. The blood-red aura of psychic energy rippled and quickly smoothed over into something he could imagine as a drill…or a spear.

Metagross’ body oriented into the direction of the airship that had just managed to steady itself, folded another layer of energy over its fiery aura, and Ash barely had time to feel a single enormous pulse of deep red light before Metagross vanished. He blinked, stunned, and then heard the vast clap of a sonic boom followed by the thunderous roar of an explosion the likes of which he hadn’t heard since Shamouti.

Ash was dimly aware of the entire forest’s sudden silence. His eyes locked onto the source of the explosion, which was marked by keening groans of metal, vast clouds of billowing black smoke beginning to waft from the airship’s ruptured heart, and a scarlet trail of energy that traced Metagross’ path through the sky.

Even the Rockets had stopped to watch the result of Metagross’ assault. Ash couldn’t see them well from this distance but they’d stopped releasing their team for the moment. The part of him that was the pragmatic trainer roared at him to order his friends to attack but he wasn’t sure it would’ve done any good. He could see that every single one of his friends was frozen in awe, shock, surprise…whatever it was, they were drowning in it. They were still in a defensible position, safe from the Rockets.

Claydol would protect them from any stealth attacks – he watched the odd psychic leisurely float closer to his team.

For the moment he found himself staring at the falling wreckage of the airship. Metagross had traveled thousands of feet in what seemed like less than a second to strike at the mobile base with a force Ash wasn’t sure could be rivaled by any other ordinary pokemon he’d seen. Ash could see the gaping hole ripped by the explosion of psychic power even now, so massive that even the clouds of smoke couldn’t shield it from his view completely.

It fell slowly at first. Whatever tattered remnants of the engines were left by the terrifyingly swift and effective attack of Metagross roared furiously, then wavered as the strain of keeping the airship in the sky amounted to too much.

When they failed the airship dropped at a terrifying speed, slanted in the opposite direction from where Metagross had viciously slammed into it. It fell faster and faster and even began to fragment into two halves then four then countless as the machinery and structure of the ship started to be torn apart from the immense forces it was subjected to.

Ash’s eyes caught a huge form explode from the wreckage, a trail of smoke following behind its sudden escape just as the red psychic energy had marked Metagross’ path. He scowled when he recognized it as a Salamence – that could be dangerous.

There was something else on it…a person? Ash’s eyes widened as he caught the slim form riding confidently on the Salamence’s back as it shot forward at speeds Ash would’ve been stuck clinging to Plume for dear life at. All he could make out of the passenger was a long black coat that flapped wildly in the brutally powerful winds.

A red beam shot forth from somewhere on the ground and struck the underside of the Salamence with the eerie precision Ash could only ever attribute to Metagross. The dragon roared pain and fury and shock at the sudden blow, its vast wings flailing wildly to stabilize itself and the human rider nearly thrown from its back, and viciously spat a beam of familiar white power that carried the roar of a hurricane behind it from the displaced air.

Whatever explosion would have resulted was cut off by a deep rumble from the earth and a sudden trembling that forced Ash to stumble back – he barely caught himself before a sound nearly as loud as Zapdos’ thunder shook the world…trees trembled, winds howled, and even the pokemon around him jerked for the briefest moments before the spell cast over the clearing was broken.

The airship. 

He jerked to his team as the world caught up with the events of the last thirty seconds. Just as Ash ran to be closer to his team, to command them and direct them in defense of a numerically superior force, Steven’s slim hand clenched over his shoulder. Ash could feel the ridges of Steven’s rings dig lightly into his skin.

“What is it?” He growled. Not hostile, just impatient. Steven looked as composed as ever. “I need –”

“I’m going after J,” Steven interjected smoothly. Ash fell silent. The former Champion released him and hopped onto Skarmory – when had the bird even shown up? – completely at ease with the bladed feathers all around him. “I’ll return when she’s detained,” his mentor glanced coolly at the Rockets, who now stood surrounded by a small army, “but for now hold your position.”

Ash nodded stiffly and didn’t pause to watch Steven and Skarmory fly off towards the wounded Salamence. Questions ran through his frenzied mind and his curiosity begged him to find at least some answers from the silver-haired former Champion but Ash held his tongue. There wasn’t time to waste and he doubted Steven would bother right now.

He did pause to glance over to the direction where the powerful dragon had flown off to, however, and a savage grin split his features when he saw that Salamence was still stuck in the same area. Wherever it tried to flee a seemingly endless stream of powerful red blasts intercepted its path.

He frowned when a small, dark purple shape appeared high in the sky seemingly from nowhere. Its body seemingly dissolved into the landscape around it, almost like it bore a cape of unnatural purple flames. Realization only set in when the entire atmosphere all around it distorted into a pale fog of sickly white mist, though now he could see it tinged with the same purple it seemed so fond of.

That must be the ghost that had caused them so much trouble. Ash found himself glad they wouldn’t have to deal with it as dozens of Shadow Balls rained upon Metagross’ position like dark hail. The blasts absolutely devastated the landscape wherever they landed, kicking up huge tracts of smoke and dust and splintered wood.

Then he smirked as a single red blast of psychic energy casually swept away the purple-tinged cloud of Ominous Wind and the ghost was left exposed to Metagross. Ash felt the agonized wail more than he heard it – the sensation piercing and so, so similar to the mysterious giggles he’d heard in the mist – that exploded from the ghost as its physical form was easily destroyed with a single strike.

Ash shook himself clear as he took position behind his team. Most looked back to him for the briefest moment and grunted or nodded or grinned – Infernus, of course, Ash smirked – before returning to the uneasy standoff with the hordes of Rockets.

He found himself pleased with their current arrangement. It would work well to hold against the Rockets, even with the slightly increased distance they’d put between each other to protect against the airship’s energy blasts. Only Plume, Sneasel, and Tangrowth were unaccounted for…but he couldn’t think of that now. They were fine. Had to be.

Nidoking stood proudly at the tip, standing guard just a few feet behind the fissures he’d wound expertly throughout the battlefield. Dozens of pokemon lay within, helpless to escape. More would join them.

Bruiser stood to his left. The area around him was clear of bodies – he’d cast them into the pit or across the fissures.

Infernus was on the opposite side of Nidoking, little bursts of flame and smoke escaping from his nostrils as he practically shivered with glee…Ash couldn’t help but note he’d kept every single one of his battered opponents draped around his “zone”. Most were terribly burned. Others still twitched occasionally, though Infernus just laughed and bathed them liberally with a spray of fire. He snorted when he saw that Infernus quite purposefully stood atop the Charizard he’d ripped from the skies earlier.

The middle line was mostly clear of the undisciplined army that had broken like waves against high, clear walls of stone when faced with Ash’s vastly superior team. Their bodies were either hurled away or never made it there in the first place.

Torrent and Oz made up the rear line. Each held devastating potential for widespread destruction as well as precision strikes against any particularly troublesome foes. Neither were quite as formidable in a close-quarters situation as the front line and knew that fact well.

Oz might reach that point one day but for the moment she was content to rain terrifyingly effective bursts of electricity upon whatever foes demanded her attention. Ash had watched just how effective of a fighter she had become as she paired her newfound strength with her years of experience fighting in her old herd of Electabuzz.

Torrent had concerned himself mostly with the rampaging, brutish pokemon that had assaulted the front line. Oz had taken the fight to the skies and he’d watched her strike down at least six different Skarmory from afar with her Thunderbolts and Shockwaves.

It had left a great warmth in his chest that had nothing to do with the Feather.

He flashed a smile at the backs of his friends and cast a wary glance at the Rockets. They were utterly still. Their pokemon had arrayed into lines clearly designed to deliver effective volleys of elemental attacks against his team to cover their physical attackers.

Despite that, they made no move. Ash didn’t like that…he didn’t expect a fair fight from the Rockets and he doubted they’d be content to allow him to determine the pace of their confrontation. They made absolutely no attempt to engage or negotiate.

“Why isn’t anything happening?” He muttered to Dazed. Hopefully her telepathy would have granted her some additional information. Ash fought the urge to cross his arms as he regarded the Rocket pokemon. They were well trained. Disciplined. It was surprising for the Rockets but he’d make do.

Ash counted their numbers to rest at a little above thirty, though he noted a few he’d seen before had vanished. Dazed would know if they came and Claydol was ready to help so he wasn’t too worried.

Most were what he would’ve expected from Rockets, especially after reading Steven’s reports. Three Muk oozed around at the front lines, given a wide berth by the others. They huddled so closely to their kin that Ash almost would’ve mistaken them for a single huge specimen. He grimaced at the hint of rotting garbage and sewage and decay that registered on his senses even with the distance separating the two sides. It was a thick, tangible thing. Ash felt a little sick when he could taste it, like the noxious odor had nested onto his tongue and formed a greasy layer.

A lone Vaporeon was curled around one of the faceless Rockets’ legs. It looked like it was taking a nap, not seconds or minutes away from a fight. Ash frowned – that might be one of those odd, disturbed pokemon that had come to be truly loyal to the Rockets.

He couldn’t count the specific number of Granbull lined up in the front. Their huge heads were all pointed directly at Bruiser, Infernus, or Nidoking. Long strings of drool dripped from their slavering maws and each pawed the ground impatiently. Ash pitied any of them foolish enough to challenge Infernus or Nidoking.

Several Yanma and one remaining Ninjask swarmed through the trees, flitting through the branches so quickly he couldn’t hope to catch them. Ash glanced to Dazed and she nodded, instantly transmitting his orders to Infernus.

There were around five odd pokemon that almost reminded him of a Drowzee set up just behind the front ranks. He eyed them for a moment before he recalled their species – Grumpig. Not especially common as fighters thanks to their lack of raw power and docile personalities. Still, any psychics were a threat to be reckoned with. At least he wouldn’t have to worry about them teleporting.

Another group of Rhyhorn, Sandshrew, and even a lone Golem were set to the side, at roughly sixty degrees to his right. They were almost inconspicuous, though Ash had no doubt they’d surge forward terrifyingly fast the moment battle began. He frowned – hadn’t Steven’s report mentioned those species being taken from a breeding facility?

If those were the unfortunate pokemon he’d heard about he shuddered. They held their bodies loosely, like they didn’t even have the energy or will to stand up straight. Whenever the Rocket in charge of the group shouted something at the group it flinched back as one. His blood boiled and a steady pounding drummed in his ears.

The others were hidden. He thought he counted a few Voltorb, Electrode, and Magneton in the shadows but there were others in the way so he couldn’t be sure. It didn’t help that he could definitely see a pair of razor-sharp claws of noxious gas and leering eyes hidden in some of their shadows. One of the hidden Haunter winked at him and tauntingly licked the air – he shuddered as memories of Petrel’s Haunter replaced it for just a moment.

All of the hidden ones – of which he could just barely make out vague silhouettes or gleaming red and green where the sunlight struck their eyes – were spread out to cover a little more than a semicircle. Ash’s team would have to cover a large area to take down all the attackers, who would probably attack from range while most of his team was forced to first acknowledge the Granbull and Muk.

Not a bad strategy, he grudgingly admitted. It was simple but effective.

His friend didn’t look at him as she polished her pendulum. It shone so brightly that it cast the area in icy blue light even beneath the white of her mane. Ash cast aside any reservations he had about the source of that immense power for the moment.

They’re waiting for their assassins to strike. Their thoughts scream of fear. They wish to kill you and avoid a battle they fear they will lose. Pure foolishness, of course. You will never die – not while we are here. 

Ash’s lips quirked up at Dazed’s confidence. He easily mirrored it as he regarded his team in the formation they’d adopted amidst the piles of unconscious and beaten bodies they’d easily repelled before.

“Assassins?” He frowned. Ash barely stopped himself from suspiciously glancing to the sides for any approaching pokemon. It wasn’t like he was actually surprised. The Rockets wouldn’t hesitate in stooping so low. To be honestly he would’ve been a bit disturbed if they hadn’t – that sounded much odder now that he actually thought about it. “Are they taken care of?”

Dazed’s eyes twitched upwards.

Of course, Friend-Trainer. 

He smiled back. Why did he even need to ask?

The Brat proved capable. Four were dispatched by the Rockets. Those same four were dispatched by the Brat. Three were sent to attack from the air. They did not break past the trees. 

“Good,” Ash murmured softly. He pitied the Rocket’s pokemon – how could he not when Seeker was proof of their depravity towards their “weapons”? But they had to be taken down before they could be helped by the League like Seeker had. “Do you know their plans?”

Dazed ceased polishing her pendulum. The icy fire that consumed it – he struggled to avoid remembering the last time he’d seen the source in person and still couldn’t help the crushing pressure that mockingly gripped his heart – wavered briefly.

No, Friend-Trainer. My apologies. There…there are too many. I can grasp at our foes’ thoughts but my focus is incomplete. I cannot drown out the mad chorus their twisted slaves wail. 

He found that he hated the Rockets more than ever at the confirmation of the mental state of the opposing pokemon. Ash’s teeth were bared in a snarl and Fire raged within.

Ash and his friends would finish this. They would bring justice.

This was why he’d joined the League.

The Rockets were trapped between him and the forest. Their fliers were struck down and they seemed to know that something much worse than Ash lurked in the wilderness behind them.

They will fight to the last, like cornered prey. That is all I may decipher. Should they fail here a fate worse than death awaits. 

“Good!” Ash grinned dangerously. His fists clenched. “Then I don’t have to worry about them running away!”

Dazed nodded, her eyes flashed, and like an unspoken signal his team attacked. Ash was blinded by the sudden explosion of destructive power – his mind couldn’t possibly process the sudden trade of blows after the initial blasts of a Sludge Bomb (a twisting Triad of Flamethrower, Ice Beam, and Thunderbolt trailed after it, finishing several of the Granbull in a single explosion of heat, frost, and electricity that staggered those around it), Shockwave, Blizzard, and Focus Blast that crashed against the suddenly shifting line of Rocket pokemon like an avalanche.

Infernus appeared behind the enemy lines, undaunted now that the ghost responsible for the Shadow had been defeated. Ash couldn’t hear the roar sure to be on his lips over the sudden din of a firestorm that exploded from the Rockets’ rear and devoured the entire forest around them in a hurricane of smoke and twisting tongues of flame…he heard a distinctly human scream even amongst the crackle of branches and trees as the water within boiled to steam.

His stomach lurched as the sickening smell of burnt meat crossed the air to brush against his nostrils. It was quickly overwhelmed by the pungent scent of smoke that was downright pleasant in comparison, though the bitter tang of ozone and cool, refreshing gusts brought on by Torrent’s raging Blizzards cleared it away.

Nidoking in particular stood out as his most fearsome protector let out a dark, forceful rumble that quaked the earth all around – the grass winding through stumps trembled in its wake and Ash even saw several of the Granbull sprinting at him slow their pace and shift uneasily. The hulking poison-type’s back and spines shone with the toxic poison that had leaked from his skin, glistening in the light even as he reared his head back and spat a mass of thick, clumping purple ooze that landed in the rear, near the Rockets.

It splattered all over the back lines and covered several pokemon in a radius of about five feet, though it sizzled and clung to one of the Rockets who frantically tried to get the sprayed venom off of his clothes before he suffered real damage. Already the man’s reflexes were slowed and he wavered on his feet, dizzy and exhausted from the poison’s sudden effects. It ate away at his clothes and skin just barely, though the real danger behind it was if it got into your body to disrupt your systems with the heavy, clumping liquid.

A Kadabra that had been invisible before was illuminated briefly in the shadows as its eyes flashed to sweep the toxic sludge off of the Rocket, though it screamed when Infernus decided to manifest directly behind it with an ugly grin before he painfully jabbed it with his claws. Electricity surged through the Kadabra, overwhelming it, and Infernus playfully kicked the psychic forward into the rest of the goop before he raised one large cannon and sprayed a small Flamethrower into it, the glowing stream of flame just large enough to burn the Kadabra and boil the sludge.

Coughs and cries spread throughout the Rockets, whose pokemon had only just managed to turn with the sudden ambush before Infernus teleported a few feet away into their midst, as the toxic sludge spread throughout the air in a heavy purple miasma that’d leave everything that breathed it in slow and disoriented.

And then, after a long moment where the Rockets scattered to and fro to escape the toxic mist, the counterattack began. One lead Rocket, though he looked as anonymous as the rest of the criminals, roared something Ash couldn’t hear, and every single Rocket pokemon rushed into action in a dark horde. Aside from the charging howls of Granbull and Muk and the sudden surge of electricity, he saw at least four smaller squads directed by a lone Rocket attack from every direction…

Psychic barriers flashed madly, almost randomly to his eyes, and Ash’s ears suffered dozens of screams of pain and roars and screeches as the pokemon of each side attacked each other with mad devotion or just madness…the Rocket pokemon blurred to the sides to be stopped by flurries of Focus Blasts from Bruiser, or were slowed underneath the jagged arcs of icy energy that erupted from Nidoking’s horn, freezing long trails of air around it before each arc impacted a Rocket pokemon and the land around them. Tree trunks froze and exploded in a flurry of splinters as they were flash-frozen, leaves were frosted over with delicate white, and he could even see the forest floor itself crack where the Ice Beams landed.

His eyes physically couldn’t keep up as he did his best to keep up with the entire battle. Ash allowed his gaze flit and forth and quickly realized he could only catch the barest glimpses of the conflict raging around him – Torrent summoning a keening Blizzard that froze the Golem rolling at him and several Sandshrew in their tracks in addition to a good portion of the forest beyond, Infernus breaking formation to charge forth into the small group trying to attack from their side and gleefully spraying vast plumes of flame that seared dozens of his enemies at once and left grass and trees and plants blazing and smoldering like torches, Plume diving down from the heavens to disintegrate one of the Muk oozing towards Oz into a small horde of tiny, confused Grimer with a brilliant white lance of energy that briefly outshone the sun.

A sudden whirring attracted his attention and his eyes widened as Oz windmilled her arms so quickly he couldn’t even track their motion as anything but a circular blur of black and gold and the luminescent aura of electricity that built up with every passing second. A Granbull that had been sent from one of the squads attacking from an angle snarled and leapt towards her with gaping jaws, sensing easy prey, but before it could get close it whined piteously and flew nearly thirty feet away with a long, shallow cut carved into its chest from an unseen force. It collapsed, black spots already forming on its chest where its blood vessels had been ruptured by the lightning-fast attack. Plume’s screech split the sky as she ascended high into the air, eyes sharp and focused on any way she could help.

Oz fairly glowed now, just a dark shadow standing inside a golden, leaping aura barely restrained by her own will. The sharp tang of ozone dominated even above the smoke rising all over the battlefield or the noxious remnants of the Sludge Bomb, or even the metal he knew was blood.

He barely had time to shield his eyes before she screamed – or that’s what it sounded like. It was stunning – even through Claydol’s psychic equivalent to sunglasses all he could see was stars as amounts of electricity he couldn’t even fathom were channeled into the largest Lightning Bolt Oz had ever produced. Dazed twitched by his side, though she didn’t utter any complaints.

And then a thunderclap boomed like an avalanche and Ash’s ears felt like they were being pierced by knives and twisted, his hair raised, and he struggled to stand steady against its force. Instincts he’d buried long ago cried out for him to flee, to escape the reach of the creature that had just hurled a spear of lightning into the midst of the enemy horde – the air rippled and warped behind it, unable to remain stable underneath the immense temperature of the controlled plasma.

The Lightning Bolt did its job well. It didn’t hit a single enemy fighter, but lanced right between the group of Grumpig raining rainbow-hued Psybeams and constant barrages of pale pink blasts of energy (Power Gem, he thought) onto Nidoking, who handled what little of the assault got through Dazed and Claydol’s psychic barriers with ease.

When the Lightning Bolt found its mark the world flashed. A huge geyser of dust and the scorched, tattered remnants of bark and wood kicked up even as remnants of the vast spray of electricity arced wildly, striking several other unprotected foes that twitched steadfastly under the pain, before settling into the dirt.

He pumped his fist when he realized the Grumpig had all been defeated – the force carried by the explosion had hurled each several feet away and many carried burns characteristic of something as powerful as Lightning Bolt. “That’s it, Oz!”

Oz stiffened at the praise and he caught one of her gleaming fangs exposed from his vantage point – she was smiling.

Then the battle resumed unheeded and Ash found himself completely and utterly lost.

There was too much too fast. It could be hard to keep up with the insane speeds and reaction time of his team in single battles…with every single one unleashing the full force of their elemental fury or forcing each and every Rocket squad back all he could do was stand still and watch for threats hitting his team from behind. It felt like every time he blinked the entire battle had entirely changed…for the Rockets, at least. His team stood steadfast and strong except for Infernus, who had rushed into the heart of the Rockets from the rear and tore them apart from the inside.

Ash didn’t bother with verbal commands and just thought what he wished for his team to do – for Oz to back away as a Murkrow shot out of the trees to her left aimed directly at her, or to have Nidoking loose yet another Earth Power to carve the ground out from underneath a Voltorb spinning dangerously close – and found they were all followed as Dazed transmitted his thoughts to the relevant team member.

He grit his teeth as the Rocket pokemon fell quickly…they might be stronger than the undisciplined army the Pokemon Hunter possessed but against his team that hardly meant a thing.

What could these numbers – less than fifty, he thought – do against Torrent’s Blizzards which left half the clearing and entire groups of Rocket pokemon covered in frost? Or Infernus, who had reduced most to fleeing in terror the moment he had summoned a terrible cloak of raging flame before savaging everything he could reach with a laughing grin on his lips? Or Nidoking, who had left their entire side of the clearing so unstable random spots crumpled and fell beneath a pokemon’s weight?

Nothing. It wasn’t even fair – not that he bemoaned the fact right now. Ash just wanted this to be over quickly. He couldn’t wait to get his hands on these Rockets.

So he waited and did his best to keep track of everything – his team was doing extremely well in their first battle of scale, so the frequency of heart-wrenching moments of worry were few. All he could do was help his team to predict attacks they might’ve missed otherwise.

He kept his eyes locked on the Rockets. They had spread out, probably getting ready to flee. There were still a few pokemon hanging back, each probably more potent than the ones they’d sent to try and circle around to attack him while the rest broke against his team’s defenses.

Plume could take care of any who ran. It looked like Infernus had cut off the main group’s escape – it was hard to run when there was a wildfire crackling and billowing smoke behind you – but the others might try to slip away in the confusion. Besides, Tangrowth and Cradily were somewhere out there.

It wouldn’t be long now. Most of the opposing force made new piles of stunned, unconscious bodies around his team or had slipped into the crevices winding their way through the clearing –

Friend-Trainer!

Ash didn’t have time to whip around before a white flash came from behind him and a wave of force slammed into his back. He groaned as his earlier injuries screamed anew but paused when he didn’t even fall to the ground. Wary of any new surprises he turned and, seeing a smoking husk of what was once a Voltorb encased in a condensed sphere of psychic energy, sighed.

One had gotten through. And it had paid for that success with its life…what a waste. Ash grimaced as Claydol and Dazed, the only reasons he felt comfortable standing without more of his team at his back, allowed the barrier to fall. The dead Voltorb fell as gravity reasserted its hold and clunked heavily on the torn tree trunk beneath it.

He stared, helpless to look away. The Voltorb’s shell was blackened by the force behind the lethal version of Explosion – he could only imagine the pain that poor Voltorb went through as it was forced to use its own life as fuel for one last attack. With the way it had been contained the blackened husk had been practically ripped apart…little fragments had broken off when it landed heavily upon the stump.

There was death in his eyes. Ash’s upper lip curled into a vicious snarl. “Infernus! Get the Rockets!

Ash’s words were heeded immediately. Infernus grabbed a Haunter that tried to rush him while he was distracted with one of his altered claws, spat a Flamethrower into its eternally grinning visage, cast it aside before it could disperse, and vanished.

He watched eagerly as one of the Rockets in charge of the group containing the Golem and Sandshrew screamed. The man cried out something Ash couldn’t make out before Infernus tauntingly tapped the Rocket’s chest with an electrified claw – an icy fire burned in the back of his mind as the tall, thin Rocket collapsed in spasms.

The furious trainer – his anger ebbed just a bit when he saw Dazed eying him oddly, her pendulum blazing – frowned as he looked back to the main group – what was that?

Ash frowned at a sudden motion just barely at the edge of his vision. He turned, saw a rush of blackness crawl across the clearing under the light of the midday sun. Reflexively he tried to move to the side, but before he could do a thing the rush of shadow shot underneath his legs and he screamed – what was this what had happened why did his back burn with liquid fire and why did he hear the clacking of mandibles from behind him by his back there was a glow of bright blue a scream in his mind and his ears he was on the ground now, a weight it hurt something stabbed him –

Frie…-Er! wake! Ash!

His eyes slid open at the broken whispers that filled his thoughts…whispers that he wasn’t sure were his own. He laid still on the ground. It hurt. There was fire in his back. His heart beat and the fire spread. It was heavy in his veins, like lead. Everything hurt. What happened?

That’s enough. Dazed, control yourself. Inform Nidoking he won’t be helping anyone by breaking formation and charging over here. Get Sneasel off the Ariados. Now’s not the time to be eating, no matter how thirsty for blood he may be. 

A familiar chorus of voices spoke as one, projected into his mind. Ash tried to push himself up…his chest burned hotly. His limbs screamed but he got his face off the ground. His muddled head just saw a bit of green and brown – tree trunks? – and a slick, smushy brown clump of gunk all around him. It smelled bad. Almost as bad as the burning garbage.

That’s enough. Best not to think of what you’re laying in…

The voices were oddly calm as Ash bit back a scream. The fire in his back had spread through his body. The pain sharpened his senses and he wheezed for breath. Seconds stretched into eternities.

Hmm, Dazed was right. You are more dramatic than I expected. Quiet down, Ash. 

Ash groaned. His chest burned hotter than his back. His skin tingled. His breath was cold. Something laughed at him. That made him mad. It laughed harder.

Don’t worry, that Ariados is suffering more than you right now…wait, correct that to suffered. I’m very sorry that it managed to attack you in the first place. It is my fault. I should not have allowed myself to become distracted by the battle when your safety was my priority. The Ariados was cunning and I believe specialized in circumventing psychics, but that is no excuse. Steven would hold me to a higher standard than that. 

He tried to move again. He failed.

Stop that. I’m doing what I can. It’s fortunate Sneasel intervened in time – Dazed and I could do little against the Ariados. It was shrouded in a cloak of distortion. Our powers could do nothing in the time it needed to strike you down in some sort of petty revenge. 

Well, that’s my supposition. It’s difficult to read such strange creatures and that one was truer to its base nature than most. Fascinating, really. It’s a shame I couldn’t spend more time analyzing it…

The voices were growing dimmer. Something deep within him, something primal, shuddered at the realization. Ash mumbled into the dirt.

Use your words, Ash. Now, I’m very sorry but this may hurt. Though probably less than the low dosage of Ariados venom, I suppose. It might be a useful distraction. 

His thoughts pondered that, then the whole world burst into clarity as something very cold and very sharp stabbed deeply into his hip, forced in so powerfully that it pierced through the heavy cloth with ease. Ash’s scream wracked his body and, combined with the shudders left by the burning lead in his body that seemed to grow less and less apparent with every waking moment, forced spasms through his limbs. Ash thought his heart might burst as it beat faster and faster and faster like a mad pounding of drums.

Ash drew in a deep, rattling breath. His teeth felt cold. His eyes opened and the world was finally clear, though most of his attention was focused around the absolutely massive needle embedded deep in his hip. A new substance, not quite as heavy as the cooling lead rushing through his bloodstream, felt especially thick inside him.

But he could accept that after the torture it had just saved him from. He reached out with shaking fingers and squeezed the needle of the Antidote. Another rush of thick ice pulsed into his blood and he quickly yanked the needle out. Ash eyed it nervously, the old anxiety about needles rearing its stupid head.

He was still weak. Ash grimaced when he tried to pick himself up off the ground and failed. His back still hurt.

He tried again, once again with the same result. Ash grimaced as his hands slipped out from under him and he landed in…goo? The boy cocked his head to the side as he stared dumbly at the oozing brown gunk that clung lightly to his gloved hand, though horrible realization set in quickly as some of Claydol’s comments came together.

Bile rose up in the back of his throat. Ash scrambled away as quickly as he could, newfound adrenaline rising quickly as he realized just what it was he had been laying in. The slick, stinking goo still covered his front, though a psychic brush from Dazed helpfully wiped most of it onto the ground. He gratefully nodded at her, to which she merely shrugged back.

She looked uneasy. Ash shook his head. He was just happy he’d managed to keep his breakfast in his stomach. Even now his mouth watered the way he knew it would when his gut wanted to expel everything in it. His vision was woozy and he knew his head wasn’t quite on straight.

Then he looked to the side, ignoring a few sounds in the distance that didn’t seem that important. He could only focus on one spot at a time.

Unfortunately, he chose to lay his attention on the massive arachnid that attacked him. He promptly threw up. Ash’s eyes watered as a terrible, bitter smell wafted into his nose. His mouth was bone-dry and tasted terrible. His throat begged him for water every time he swallowed.

He didn’t care. All he could look at was Ariados – or, rather, what had once been Ariados. Sneasel hadn’t been kind when he’d appeared from nowhere and savaged the creature who’d dared to strike Ash.

Ash didn’t want to describe what little was left. Not much of Ariados was still intact.

Sneasel preened when he saw Ash staring at Ariados’ remnants. He snickered whenever he took breaks from cleaning brown ichor and little bits of exoskeleton off his luxurious black fur. His claws were pure white, like they hadn’t just torn an unfortunate killer to shreds.

Overall his friend, the one Ash had raised from birth, looked very pleased with himself. Ash managed to smile back – though it was more of a grimace – and wasn’t even sure what he was thinking right now. So many emotions and thoughts and they were all muddled. It was like he was watching his life from a movie theater, like he wasn’t even here.

“Thank you. You saved my life,” Ash croaked. Sneasel paused in licking his fur and regarded Ash with cheerful slit eyes. The dark-type cocked his head puzzlingly for a moment before he innocently reached behind him and offered up the head of Ariados. His stomach lurked again at the neatly severed head, staring at him with blankly purple eyes.

Sneasel frowned and offered it to Ash more forcefully. The dark-type’s tongue licked around his mouth, clearing away some more gunk, before he cocked his head farther to the right. He looked confused.

“How about you keep it for now?” Ash held back his grimace as he swayed lightly on his feet. He tried not to hurt his friend’s feelings by outright refusing the morbid trophy. Sneasel looked too happy to do that. “I don’t know – I don’t…”

He staggered away. Bruiser caught him and held his small body carefully. Ash took the support gratefully – he could barely stand. Whatever Ariados had done to his back still hurt terribly. If it weren’t for all the adrenaline going through his system Ash wasn’t sure he’d be able to stand.

Bruiser’s reptilian face was stretched tight, though Ash sensed a great and terrible anger hidden beneath the façade of self-control. The Machoke was still shaking slightly. Ash didn’t think it was just from the fight he’d been in.

“Thanks,” he gasped. Ash looked around slightly dazed. His body tried to give out. He wouldn’t let it. His eyes set on Claydol. “What –”

Don’t strain yourself, Ash. Ariados managed to lightly penetrate your armor. You have a minor wound in your back, although the main issue was the venom. Fortunately Ariados venom is covered in standard League inoculation for new trainers so you weren’t in much danger of death. Steven ensured I could operate Antidotes and other medical supplies, however, so I took the liberty of taking one of yours to fix you up. I hope you don’t mind too much. 

“It’s fine,” Ash coughed. He wasn’t entirely sure he hadn’t drifted off into some sort of delirious dream. This just didn’t seem real. Everything had happened so quickly…

Yes, the effects of pain and traumatic events on the mind are interesting. If it helps, the incident took roughly seventy-six seconds starting from the foiled assassination attempt with the Voltorb and ending at the point you regained your presence of mind. 

Ash nodded slowly. His throat hurt too much to try and speak. Claydol was perfectly capable of reading his thoughts anyways. No point in wasting his breath on anyone but his team.

Indeed. You have some Ariados on your face, by the way. 

He numbly took the black cloth courteously levitated over to him with shaking fingers. Ash robotically wiped his mouth and nearly gagged seeing how much of the slick brown substance came off. Thankfully he couldn’t smell it very well at the moment.

Then he froze. His fingers played over the cloth and realization set in. “Where’d you get this? Are the Rocket –”

Yes. I didn’t think our new guests would need their hats where they’re going. 

“New guests?” He muttered, though Bruiser helpfully pointed to behind him. Ash turned back towards where the battle – how on earth had he forgotten that?!– and blinked. “It’s over?”

Finally.

Dazed spoke into his mind this time. She shuffled over to his side, polishing her pendulum in her snowy white mane all the while. Her gaze softened when it rested on him and she gently reached out one of her lightly furred yellow hands to brush against his cheek. He smiled at his friend at the brief contact, though she practically drooped.

Are you well?

The normally smooth voice was hesitant. It broke a little with every syllable and Ash could feel the control that went into keeping the projection stable. Even so it “echoed” far more than it had since she’d first begun to explore the art of telepathy.

He flashed her a smile as he leaned heavily upon Bruiser, who was practically squeezing him. “Don’t worry, I’m fine. We all are. We won.”

Dazed closed her eyes.

Yes. Yes we did. 

Ash comfortingly patted her shoulder before he looked back to where the rest of his team was. Nidoking seemed to have taken Claydol’s orders to heart despite the absolutely murderous look he wore. Even Ash had to force back a jolt of fear at seeing his friend standing to the side of a line of Rockets frozen in shells of psychic power.

It wasn’t the rage that shocked him so. No, Ash had come to expect that from Nidoking when something threatened Ash. Nidoking was his ultimate protector, his fiercest blade and staunchest shield. Whatever happened Nidoking would be there with a roar of rage embodied by vast Earthquakes and winding cracks in the earth that would devour the threat like great gaping jaws.

What scared him – what struck him deep to his core – was the emptiness lying behind Nidoking’s deadly gaze. It was like nothing kind or thoughtful or proud lurked within his body, just an avenging will that would stop at nothing to rend its targets limb from limb.

But then it was over. The dark warrior hidden in Nidoking was still there but it was quieted. Nidoking’s massive frame slumped, his armored shoulders held low in relief. Even Nidoking’s powerful purple tail swayed lightly back and forth like an excited Eevee’s.

He smiled and waved at his friend, though he couldn’t spare a moment as he came to rest in front of the Rockets. Every bit of warmth vanished, replaced by a grim mask of certainty and satisfaction.

“You’re finished.”

The closest Rocket – he smirked when he realized the short, squat grunt was the only one missing the hat – couldn’t say anything with the psychic shell imprisoning him. Despite that the hateful glare shot his way made Ash feel all warm and fuzzy inside. He snickered just like Sneasel, ignoring the pain and mental fatigue he’d built up over the past day.

Seeing the Rockets like this made it totally worth it.

Ash turned to his team and grinned wildly as that raw, primal feeling of victory rose up within. It beat out the pounding ache in his head by a wide margin. Nidoking stopped snarling and growling quite as much – Ash counted that as progress. Torrent just rumbled back from his position low to the ground, his levitation not quite as sturdy as usual after he’d essentially held half of the battlefield on his own.

“Thanks, everyone,” he said quietly after he’d calmed down some. Ash frowned when he saw that not all of his friends were quite as happy with their victory as he was – Dazed still looked guilty, Nidoking like he was going to gore one of the Rockets (Ash wasn’t entirely sure if he’d stop him, which left an uncomfortable weight in his throat), and Infernus looked bored as he paced around the captured Rockets. “I know it wasn’t easy, but we’ve won. You all – you did great. I couldn’t have asked for better.”

He got a few nods. Torrent levitated up behind him and took his vigil when it was clear Nidoking didn’t trust himself to do so. Ash greeted the Kingdra with a pat on his smooth scales and turned to their prisoners, not entirely sure what he was supposed to do with them while he waited for Steven to get back.

Maybe he should put them to sleep? That’d keep them from being a nuisance, though it would take some time and it seemed like they were already handled.

A low, guttural chuckle broke him out of his pondering. Ash sighed at the source. Why wasn’t he surprised? A bored Infernus was never a good thing. It was clear he hadn’t enjoyed the battle very much when not a single pokemon lasted more than a few seconds.

And, as if to punish the Rockets for daring to waste his time with such pitiful opponents, Infernus taunted them.

All he did was shake his head as the Magmortar’s body flickered before his body heat grew so immense that it warped the air and ignited a cloak of flames around him– Ash shifted away uncomfortably. It irritated his burns and the dry air made Ash feel every single one of the cuts, scrapes, and bruises he’d collected today.

Infernus prowled along the line of Rockets with a cruel leer. Each of them could only move their eyes, which were bulging grotesquely with fear, and did their best to avoid looking at the Magmortar. Finally he stopped in front of a lone Rocket near the center of the line and grinned right at the only Rocket that didn’t seem petrified by him.

The Rocket didn’t keep his bravado for long. Infernus allowed his fires to slowly die until he was only just hot enough to keep things uncomfortable. He stepped close and stared right into the pale man’s eyes, which squeezed shut moments later under Infernus’ interested look.

Ash frowned as Infernus raised one of his cannons and it shifted into something closer to a real hand. He tapped a single blunt claw against the Rockets face thoughtfully and the man shook – Ash almost started to feel sorry for him. If only he wasn’t a Rocket.

They deserved worse. He wasn’t even being hurt thanks to Claydol’s protective shells covering them. That kind of psychic power would have no trouble stopping heat.

Infernus cocked his head. Moments later his hand shifted right back into a cannon right against the Rocket’s face. The man hesitantly opened his eyes, only for an audible moan to escape the psychic cage’s bounds as the Rocket even managed to twitch one of his fingers. He must have finally been worried.

The Magmortar grinned. His cannon brushed down the Rocket’s protected face smoothly and nestled it flush against the man’s quivering throat. Ash could see the air around him warp and a low roar sounded in the cannon – light sprung from it, though no flame danced out to devour the prisoner whole.

“That’s enough,” Ash finally said – if he didn’t stop it now then Ash knew Infernus would just keep taking things farther and farther. His friend instantly dislodged his cannon and waved at the Rocket like they were old friends before he left to skulk around the battlefield. With that issue finished he looked back to Dazed, who took a few seconds to look him in the eyes. Ash frowned but decided he could fix that problem later. “Can you ask Plume to track down Tangrowth? I think we’re done here.”

Of course, Friend-Trainer. 

Ash graced her with a quick smile and turned away. He limped forward and thanked Bruiser again as the Machoke easily supported his weight. Bruiser’s grip was almost too tight but his friend seemed to know his limits.

“I wonder what Steven’s doing,” he murmured. His eyes were cast to the great billows of smoke that had shaped into a large cloud slowly dissipating into the atmosphere. The Pokemon Hunter’s ship had crashed there and Metagross was probably still lurking about somewhere.

He wasn’t worried about Steven. The former Champion didn’t need anyone’s concern. Steven was impossibly strong even normally with his team at his back. With Metagross somehow evolved into an even stronger form (and wasn’t that going to frustrate him until he got answers) and on the back of the strongest Skarmory Ash had ever seen the man was fine.

Steven wasn’t the type to make rash decisions, regardless. If he thought he would be in actual danger from the Pokemon Hunter and what remnants of her team had escaped with her then he wouldn’t have flown after her.

That didn’t mean he wasn’t a bit curious – Ash had to admit that would be an amazing battle to watch. Better than his, at any rate. He might’ve never been involved in anything on this scale but the battle was…easy.

Ash took in every single one of his teammates, even Nidoking who had stalked off somewhere. He could hear the loud crack of trees shattering in the distance and the heavy crash whenever one toppled. His face tightened – he needed to talk to Nidoking once his friend was finished taking out some frustration and they were safe.

He took in the heaps of unconscious bodies that encircled the small, protected zone where Ash’s team had made their stand. Guilt like heavy lead settled around him seeing so many pokemon utterly crushed. Ash wasn’t sad that they’d been beaten, but that they’d been in a position that put them here in the first place.

“Claydol, can you tell if any are…dead,” Ash muttered the last word. His hands distractedly tapped against his thighs as he turned his back to most of the evidence of their conflict. It was a little harder to breathe than before – he anxiously tugged back the cloth of his armor to give his neck some room. Torrent saw it and moved closer, settling against Ash’s side to comfort him as best he could.

A pause.

None are dead. 

He exhaled, relief clearing some of the guilt away like wind blowing away a suffocating fog. Ash shut his eyes and relaxed. The Rocket pokemon would survive. They could be helped.

Some are barely hanging on, however. I believe some of their injuries may be fatal. Others might be crippled for the near future, though once they’re rehabilitated it should be possible to cure their injuries with Ditto cells. 

Every bit of relief he’d just felt vanished and dread filled him. He’d failed in that sense, then. Some might say death was preferable to being stuck as a slave to the Rockets, but not when a new chance was right around the corner. Ash caught Torrent and Bruiser glaring at Claydol but couldn’t bring himself to care as he spent a moment wallowing in the realization they hadn’t come out completely on top.

It was stupid, he knew, but Ash couldn’t help it. He’d won, but it was an imperfect victory. Maybe it was naïve of him to think he had even a slight chance of escaping this without anyone being crippled or killed but what could he say?

When he fought someone in an arena it was clear-cut. You either won or you lost. They were absolutes. Out here it didn’t matter how good you were. Absolutes faded into vague shades of grey and all you could hope for was to save as many as you could.

He’d take that to heart.

Claydol’s massive body shifted slightly under the force of Ash’s team’s frosty stares and Ash vaguely noted it started spinning slightly faster than the usual.

I could be wrong. Perhaps they’ll all live and be happy!

Ash scoffed and rolled his eyes. Claydol’s terrible attempt at comforting him at least distracted him from the realization some of the Rocket pokemon wouldn’t leave this clearing. He twitched nervously and raked his eyes over the dozens of defeated pokemon. A terrible, morbid curiosity fell over him as he started to count them – how many of them had he robbed of life? How many was he responsible for? Were –

Stop it. Do not be drawn into that trap. What’s done is done, Ash. You have done well today, despite many unfortunate setbacks. Some of your former foes will die, most will live. Take comfort in the fact that their pain is ended, whether by the hand of one of your pokemon or by being granted a brighter future. In the future I have no doubt that many will regard this day as one of the best in their lives. Take solace in that. 

He sighed, though relented to Claydol’s logic with a short nod. Ash fell silent and crossed his arms as he looked out at the forest considerately. Brief flashes of light emanated from miles away and low booms followed suit seconds later – an instantly recognizable Flash Cannon exploded out of the treetops and lanced far, far into the sky like a shooting star returning to the heavens. The silver light pierced straight through the shades Claydol still kept manifested over his eyes and he grimaced.

“Can you do anything for the injured?” Ash finally asked of Claydol. He had to do something. This stasis was killing him – his fingers twitched inwards, desperate to avoid staying idle and useless.

His team was silent, mostly. As far as he could tell none had been hurt beyond glancing blows – though Oz looked like she’d been knocked on her back with all the dirt, grass, and random bits of bark captured in her fur – and were just tired. It might’ve been far worse if not for Claydol and Dazed ensuring solid psychic walls blunted much of the Rockets’ assault.

Claydol floated over to him. Its spinning “faces” made a full circle around the field before they spoke again.

Yes. I cannot help the dark-types but it’s not overly difficult to place the most desperate in stasis. I’ll keep their wounds sealed until the League arrives. Please don’t distract me. This will require an immense amount of focus. 

Ash nodded. “Thank you, Claydol.”

There was no response. The powerful psychic was seemingly as lifeless as he would’ve expected if he’d found it laying in a ruin. Ash sighed and grimaced as his legs ached with the strain of supporting him. Without the adrenaline pumping through his body he felt every bit of the pain and weariness he’d neglected until now.

“Can you put me down?” He whispered to Bruiser as his head pounded. Ash felt a little dizzy. His friend nodded, reptilian face drawn tight as he gingerly helped Ash over to one of the relatively untouched stumps laying around the clearing, and ensured Ash smoothly sat down.

Ash closed his eyes – after the day so far this felt amazing. Bruiser stood raptly by his side, mirrored by Torrent. “Thank you,” he said as he stretched out his legs, finally free of having to work and run. Ash grinned lightly up at his friends. “I’ll have to spoil everyone tonight – you did great. We did good today, guys.”

Twin nods in response. Bruiser pounded his chest with his fist and even grinned at Ash despite how tense he was – though he did reach out two massive fingers and pluck Ash’s own hand away from his chest as the boy tried to return the gesture. Ash frowned but Bruiser shook his head.

Torrent just shook the entire stump – and the ground around them – with his deep timbre. Ash fancifully considered it to be just as primal and forceful as a tsunami crashing into the shore…as thoughts of the sea slipped into his mind the Song’s notes drifted through his mind.

He wished he had the Flute right now. It always calmed him down and Torrent absolutely loved it when he played. Even though Ash personally considered himself completely terrible with the instrument something about the notes always soothed the Kingdra – all of his friends liked it, really.

Except for Infernus. Whenever his fingers clumsily danced over the Flute to play Lugia’s Song – it always came easiest to him, like he had learned it many years ago and he just needed to remember – the Magmortar became even surlier than usual and stalked off into the woods.

Ash couldn’t help the smirk that stretched his face. Infernus always was bad about holding grudges – apparently he’d bruised more than just his body when Lugia had casually swept him aside back at Shamouti.

What made it worse was that Infernus was quite literally at his peak there, so he’d naturally take it more personally when –

“Magnificent!”

He whipped around, startled. His friends did the same and that put Ash on edge – he didn’t like it when even his teammates were blindsided. They were able to sense things long before he could hope to detect them.

Ash rose – Bruiser didn’t stop him.

The source of the muted voice made itself clear. His eyes locked onto the shape gracefully stepping out of the last vestiges of the Pokemon Hunter’s fog with practiced ease, the dark silhouette finally recognizable as that of a woman. She came from the direction of the smoking airship’s wreckage.

He winced as he craned his neck to get a better look at her. She was still far enough away that he couldn’t make out very much. It looked like she was fixing that particular issue, however. The woman didn’t hesitate in coming closer and closer until she was only about twenty feet away.

“Who are you?” Ash demanded as he raked his eyes over her warily. Bruiser was tense, as was Torrent. Dazed just polished her pendulum with a tad more care than usual. His head cocked to the side as he examined her. “Are you from the League? I expected more people for all this.”

She laughed, a pleasant, lilting noise that lingered in his ears for a few moments. It was…nice. “Oh no. I’m afraid I’m just a traveler. I’ve been looking for someone out here and I’d hoped I’d found her. You are quite the surprise!”

Ash regarded her again, a bit surprised at the faint traces of a Kalosian accent – the last person he’d met from Kalos was that blonde girl at Professor Oak’s camp a few years ago. This woman’s accent was hardly noticeable however, just noticeable as tenser pronunciation and sharper precision. She spoke slowly, like she had to think about every word before it could leave her lips.

He wasn’t sure if he liked her answer or not. If he were wandering by he would come to check a battle like this out, but he was self-aware enough to know that he wasn’t exactly like most trainers. A normal person would’ve gotten away and perhaps informed the League.

And then he hid a frown. Were people even allowed this close to the Stone family’s Beldum colony? They couldn’t be more than a few miles away after Juliet had teleported them. He’d have to ask Steven once he returned. Steven should know if they needed to make the limits more apparent to passersby.

He took in her appearance more fully. Ash absentmindedly lingered a bit more than was necessary. It looked like she was in her early twenties or so. She was obviously older than the average traveling trainer – most had settled down somewhere or worked for the League by that age – but there was something about the woman’s presence that left him unsure.

Overall he didn’t exactly mind looking at the strange woman, he decided. Her dirty blonde hair was fairly short, cut to just above her shoulders, and bleached from long exposure to the sun. A small sunhat – more practical than the massive, floppy ones he’d seen some women wearing in Hoenn – sat atop her blonde head, though it didn’t hide her features from his view.

She was pretty in a striking sort of way – tan and bold. Her face was relatively clear save for a few small, thin scars on her cheek that reminded him of claw marks, though he could hardly see them thanks to the gentle smile she wore.

Her clothes didn’t attract his attention for long. Just a plain black tank top and khaki shorts that rose high enough that she could run easily – and it looked like she took advantage of that. She was probably in as good of shape as Karen even without the extensive training Karen went through as a member of the Elite Four.

Yes, he could see her roughing it. She wasn’t exactly dirty, but it was impossible to keep to as high of standards as you could in civilization. Ash was honestly in about the same condition – sweaty and with a little grime after the weeks with Steven, though at this point his own blood and armor covered up everything.

“Did I pass your test?” The woman’s laugh rang in his ears. Ash flushed. She graced him with a teasing smile and tucked a few errant strands of blond hair behind her ear. The hair on the back of his neck stood up. “But I must say, this scene is most impressive. Did you defeat these brigands yourself?

Ash shook his discomfort off. He took a moment to glance back at the scene of destruction behind him…it was only now that he realized just what it must’ve looked like to a bystander. What trees and vegetation weren’t smoldering softly were smoking, and the heaps and heaps of pokemon and winding fissures that had collapsed nearly a hundred square feet of earth were outlandish by most standards.

“My team did,” he replied tersely. She didn’t appear at all discomfited by his hard tone. All he got was a bright smile that fit too well on her tanned face. It didn’t belong on someone who walked in on a scene like this – most people would at least be on edge around him. This woman was too confident. He didn’t like that.

“An admirable attitude!” The woman remarked. She shifted slightly closer. Ash frowned, though she didn’t appear to notice. Her eyes were hidden underneath her sunhat. He cocked his head as she cocked her head and lazily placed a hand on her hip at she peered around the clearing before her gaze leveled on Ash. “Yes, I can see that you’re closer to your brothers and sisters than most…”

Ash nodded and relaxed just a hair. With that attitude she wasn’t likely to be a Rocket, at least. “I’m guessing you are as well?”

“Indeed!” Her head bobbed up and down. The woman bared her white teeth at him in a friendly smile – it hid her scars quite nicely. She lifted her head and he finally met her dark green eyes. The shade reminded him of a leaf. “Ah, I have been so rude! Please forgive my awful manners. Ma mère would be so disappointed. My name is Jacqueline! It is a pleasure to make your acquaintance!”

He felt a little more comfortable now and smiled back, though he didn’t move to approach her. Ash didn’t want to irritate his wounds any farther and wasn’t sure he trusted this strange woman – Jacqueline, he corrected – that much. Plus, to be honest, he barely trusted his own legs with the way his vision swam.

Instead he inclined his head slightly and remembered his manners. Ash held back a grimace. His mother would probably scold him if she knew just how hard it was for Ash to recall them. It was so much easier being around pokemon. “It’s nice to meet you too. My name’s Ash.”

She looked at him measuredly then graced him with another tinkling laugh. Jacqueline’s lips curved upwards. “Ash…that’s a nice name. You seem familiar.”

“I placed highly in the Indigo Conference last year. That might be it,” Ash folded his arms. Her eyes lit up and her mouth shaped into a small “o” of recognition.

“That is it!” Jacqueline exclaimed even as she seemed to take a renewed interest in his team, though it was clear they didn’t appreciate the interest. She murmured a quiet apology that kept them calm, though even Bruiser was obviously on guard. “Yes, Ash Ketchum. That is your name, no?”

He nodded. “That’s right,” Ash acknowledged. He idly scratched at his covered wrist as Jacqueline made a noise of approval. He wasn’t sure if he was okay with the anticipatory glint in her eyes…it was like looking into a mirror. “I didn’t know they broadcasted to Kalos.”

A frown marred Jarqueline’s face and she quickly shook her head, though she didn’t display any other markers of stress. She twisted her hair around a gloved finger. “Ah, no, I have not been home for many years now, I am afraid. It has been a long time. I simply caught it when I was in Rustboro. The Conferences are a guilty pleasure of mine, see.”

“Guilty pleasure?” Ash echoed. His brow furrowed. He’d heard the Conference described as many things but “guilty pleasure” was a new one.

The blonde waved his question off. “A story for another time! It is a personal thing. But yes, I remember you. Your team was quite impressive – you work with them well. The League saw that as well, I believe?” She pointedly glanced at the League insignia stamped onto his combat suit’s chest. It wasn’t much of a question. “Though I suppose the proof of your bonds is all around us, no? It is a shame so many of the innocent were hurt…”

Ash recoiled – well, his face twisted into a fierce scowl that Jacqueline paid absolutely no attention to – and frowned. “I did my best – I didn’t want to hurt them!”

“I was not attempting to attack you,” Jacqueline apologized. Ash frowned – when did she move? He could’ve sworn she was farther back last time he’d looked at her. She seemed completely unaware of his concerns, though, and stared past him right at the imprisoned Rockets. Even their eyes were shut now, and they showed no response to her fierce glare.

For just a moment her face twisted into an ugly snarl, something fierce and primal, then she expertly smoothed the emotion out of her face. All that remained was a dangerous glint to her eyes. “You did quite well. I watched the care you took. Even after your injuries you were merciful when you could allow it.”

Ash felt like the crushed and splattered remains of Ariados mocked him then. He couldn’t help but slip his focus over to the ravaged corpse of the arachnid that had very nearly killed him.

This odd newcomer was sharp enough to track his gaze. Her face softened ever so slightly. “A shame, but I would not begrudge you that life. Your family fought for you, as any good brothers and sisters would. As you would for them.”

He nodded dumbly, a bit uncomfortable at the dark turn the conversation had taken. Still, he didn’t stop it. Ash could handle a bit of discomfort and Jacqueline didn’t seem like an actual threat. She could’ve attacked him from the trees if she were. He hadn’t even known she was there – and that brought another of her enigmatic hints to the forefront of his mind.

“Why are you here?” Ash rasped, dissolving into a coughing fit as his injuries made themselves known. Jacqueline arched an eyebrow, obviously surprised at his bluntness, though it didn’t last for long.

Her response was a bit of a surprised.

She laughed.

Ash scowled – was she not taking him seriously? She raised a small hand to placate him. “Peace! I did not mean to offend. I was merely surprised…it has been a long time since I have had someone ask something of me so plainly. It is appreciated.”

He waited.

Jacqueline folded her arms and she lowered her head to regard Ash more seriously. One of her fingers brushed one of the pokeballs on her belt and he tensed, though he quickly he realized it was just a matter of habit. He did the same thing on occasion.

“I will be candid with you. It is clear you are no mere boy to be led easily astray,” she said seriously. There was something hard in her voice and it took Ash a moment to realize she wasn’t angry. Jacqueline took a deep breath. “I am here to ensure justice is served!”

“Justice…” he trailed off curiously. He watched raptly and fell silent. Jacqueline smiled before she continued.

“Justice,” Jacqueline echoed. She paced back and forth, reminding him more of a caged Umbreon than anything. Ash found himself briefly distracted by her movements. She moved with grace of the sort few humans could ever achieve. Not quite the fluid steps of a trained fighter like Bruno or Koga, but the casual air of someone with complete confidence in their own body. “See, Ash, my employers do not like Team Rocket. What those cretins do is…disgusting. My employers will never allow their sins against pokemon to go unpunished.”

Her eyes blazed and a savage smile split her bronzed face into something dark. “I am the same. And I am more than happy to be the instrument of that justice. Team Rocket will not be allowed to fester like they have elsewhere. Not when I am present.”

“So why didn’t you help?” Ash asked, motioning to the widespread destruction around the clearing. He wasn’t sure it would be easily habitable by pokemon for some time after what his friends had done to it. “You could’ve saved lives.”

“Oh no,” the blonde chuckled wryly. “If I was involved I wouldn’t have been saving lives.” Jacqueline frowned over at the unconscious pokemon. Some had begun to rise, but very quickly realized it was better to just stay still. “The innocents, yes.” She stared past Ash at the Rockets. “Their tormentors, on the other hand…”

Ash frowned. This conversation was devolving rather quickly. Jacqueline was dangerous, he realized. He’d suspected it before, but the casual way she spoke of ending lives – something deep within him still recoiled at the concept – left his eyes barely narrowed. It didn’t help that he wasn’t altogether able to disagree with her. “We could have used your help, Jacqueline.”

“Silly boy!” Jacqueline laughed. She looked at him fondly. “You don’t want my help. Not yet,” she finished with a despondent sigh. The woman waved at the clearing his friends had quite nearly obliterated, including the hundreds of smoking trees Infernus had seared. “Regardless, you had it well in hand. You did not need help. By the time I would have stepped in that friend of yours had already gone after my main target.”

“The Pokemon Hunter?” Ash frowned. He eyed Jacqueline curiously. “I thought you said the Rockets –”

She waved his question off, though she did grace him with a smile that didn’t make Ash feel quite as warm as when she’d first showed up. “A mere task…though one I would enjoy. No,” a dangerous grin darkened her eyes, “my chosen quarry is rather more interesting.”

Then she deflated, looking like the sunny girl she’d been when she arrived. Jacqueline shook her head and ran her fingers through her blonde hair. “But now I see my presence here is unnecessary. Steven Stone is much more capable than I.”

Ash filed that away for future reference. It was the first crack in the confidence so seemingly intrinsic to her personality. She didn’t seem intimidated by Ash in the least but Steven at least seemed to keep her on edge.

He didn’t know who Jacqueline was, exactly, but at least she wasn’t some sort of insane Champion-level opponent who’d arisen from nowhere.

The woman readjusted her sunhat. She inclined her head just a fraction. “And if I am not needed then it is best that I leave,” she sounded almost disappointed. “It was a pleasure meeting you, Ash. I thank you for saving these pokemon…”

Ash nodded stiffly. He wasn’t sure how he felt about her leaving as abruptly as she’d entered. Jacqueline was obviously dangerous – every little thing she did left him ill at ease. At the same time, however, he would rather her wait until “That’s not something I need to be thanked for.”

“I know,” he received a bright smile for his answer. Despite himself Ash felt his cheeks warm. Jacqueline laughed. “Oh yes, I truly do. You are a good one, Ash. Don’t lose that,” she finished more seriously. The blonde turned away and folded her arms. “But I must leave, indeed. There are pressing matters I must attend to.”

He frowned at that – should he try to stop her? It would only take a word to his friends, though at the same time he was hesitant to do so. She hadn’t done anything hostile. Besides, she clearly had a pokemon of her own. Ash was too unsure of just how much offense she’d take to that.

Jacqueline walked away and he noted again just how smoothly she glided through the relatively unscathed portion of the clearing she’d entered from. She was heading straight for the airship’s wreckage and –

Bruiser grunted and quickly pulled Ash to him, hiding him protectively underneath a bulging grey bicep almost as thick as Ash’s torso. He squeezed the boy just hard enough to keep him still as a sudden roar echoed throughout the entire clearing, a pained howl that left a taut frown on his face.

That was the cry of a Salamence.

It came from far above. Ash craned his neck to look into the blindingly bright sky, eager to catch sight of the fearsome dragon the Hunter had escaped on, when a blinding beam of silver shrapnel exploded into his field of view like a howling hurricane, pierced through one of the clouds that had appeared after Infernus’ relentless bursts of flame, and struck something unseen in a vast explosion whose shockwave nearly knocked Ash off his feet. Only Bruiser’s powerful arm kept him stable.

Ash squinted and saw something – a blue and red comet with a pale, armored belly – fall from the sky at a breathtaking speed. Worried lines creased over his features as the trajectory it was on carried the creature in a corkscrew motion to land just a hundred feet away.

“It seems I am not useless here after all!” Jacqueline piped up from behind him. Ash barely thought about it as he realized just how hard that Salemence was going to hit. It had fallen from nearly a thousand feet up.

He reflexively squeezed Bruiser’s arm for support.

Seconds later the impact left the clearing in shambles – he could barely see the Salamence’s silhouette as it landed with enough force to absolutely pulverize a human’s fragile body, though all it did to the mighty dragon was knock it unconscious.

Infernus roared, Dazed’s eyes flashed – her pendulum darted to the left in her grip, and the clouds of dust and shattered stumps and grass were swept away in the same direction – and Torrent levitated just a little in front of Ash. Claydol was still utterly silent.

He learned forward to see more when a figure garbed in a long, black coat that almost looked like a dress staggered drunkenly from the site, coughing out a lungful of fine dirt that had been breathed in.

Ash found it hard to believe anyone had survived at all from such a hard, chaotic impact. They must’ve had safety measures in place for such a possibility – Ash thought of the ambush, the armies of pokemon, the willingness to flee immediately once things got out of hand.

Yes, he thought darkly, he could imagine the Pokemon Hunter being prepared for almost anything.

It was a woman, he could tell, and Ash frowned at some sort of strange gauntlet she wore, though it looked heavily damaged from the landing. The woman was limping heavily and cradled the arm that bore the strange device gingerly – he winced when he saw it was at a terribly unnatural angle, like Fergus’ arm when Mewtwo broke it.

Ash didn’t acknowledge the dark smirk threatening to take over his face. It wasn’t his own.

“Stop!” He roared, and the woman reflexively jerked her head up to look him in the eyes. Ash blinked in surprise at her features – even with innumerable cuts and a massive blue bruise covering half of her face he could make out familiar sharp, pointed features and a head of tousled silver hair.

If she suddenly pulled out a Metagross Ash was going to be pissed.

“You aren’t getting away! Torrent, Dazed!” Ash snarled, realizing that this woman was responsible for everything that happened today. The attack on the colony, the death of so many broken pokemon…he felt a spike of hate directed at the Pokemon Hunter when he realized she was the one that had nearly killed him.

And worse, his team.

Dazed’s eyes flashed and her pendulum bounced madly in her grip, but nothing happened to the woman as she looked over in his direction and paled visibly even behind her bruised face. Ash frowned as Dazed cocked her head and lowered her pendulum. It wasn’t often she was surprised enough to show even the faintest sign.

His teeth bared much like Nidoking’s, and he nodded to Torrent. Even if she’d somehow proved immune to psychic powers there was no way she would stand up to one of the strongest of his friends. Torrent rumbled and turned dismissive red eyes onto his target as a sphere of compressed air suddenly shape itself on the tip of his snout, howling wildly as the frozen winds twisted faster and faster, little flecks of frost and ice shaping as the temperature all around fell nearly fifty degrees in a single second.

Torrent wouldn’t hit her head-on with it. That’d be a death sentence – even this relatively weak Blizzard would flash-freeze her with just a few seconds’ exposure. But the Kingdra was plenty skilled enough with his Blizzard to simply make it impossible to escape. In her condition she was hardly capable of walking, regardless.

A gust of cold wind swept through the clearing and Ash visibly shivered, though more due to the sudden merging of himself with the cold air than anything else. For just a moment he felt it as an extension of himself, a wild gale whistling through the air carrying something strange and quick in its wake.

He shook the strange feeling off – he silently found himself frustrated with his inability to quell the merging brought on by Articuno’s influence – and grinned as Torrent loosed the howling gale.

With the new control brought on by Steven’s extensive training it was something to behold. The white storm of sharp ice and subzero temperatures erupted in a tightly bound funnel that seared Ash’s lungs with the bite of cold when he breathed in, despite him being several feet away. Crystals of frost trailed the howling Blizzard, glistening like diamonds hanging in the air in its wake.

Grass was encrusted in crystal, tree trunks groaned and creaked as they expanded, and the ground itself was so cold it hissed and cracked until it had very nearly sundered beneath Blizzard’s path.

And, just like that, it was over.

Ash gaped as a familiar curved shell of green – it wasn’t a full sphere, he noted, unlike most uses of Protect – shimmered into existence from nowhere moments before Blizzard would’ve passed by the woman and left her immobile from the cold. A terrible fury rose up in him and he bared his teeth even as he saw the unexpected source appear moments later.

He couldn’t track it well – it was a mere blur, and all he could pick out was a wild mane of white fur pulled back by the impossible speed of the newcomer, like it was carried by the wind itself. The creature was blindingly fast, almost as if Plume had managed to convert her speed to the ground as well.

The Pokemon Hunter, who had taken the unexpected opportunity to limp farther away in her long black coat (it must’ve been absolutely sweltering in the Hoenn heat, he noted) froze for a moment as the blur whipped around her. Her whole body stiffened for just a moment before she collapsed like a puppet with its strings cut.

Ash blinked. His friends didn’t seem any better. He grew slightly concerned – and wasn’t that surprising, him even being slightly thoughtful about the still Pokemon Hunter – and eyed her as closely as he could.

“Do not bother, Ash.”

He whipped around wildly to face Jacqueline. She was closer than she was before and he stiffened. Her hand was on her hip and she regarded him with something akin to pity.

“You killed her.”

It wasn’t an accusation. No, only a resigned statement of fact left his lips. Ash stared at Jacqueline. He didn’t know what to feel – it was like there were too many things tumbling around in his head and not enough time to process them all.

He dimly realized he felt vaguely nauseous. It was like he wasn’t even watching the scene from his body anymore. The clearing was little more than a vague blur – the only thing his wide eyes flitted between were the still body of the black-clad Pokemon Hunter and Jacqueline’s light frown.

Ash had never watched someone die. Not even on the St. Anne…

“Some live, some die,” Jacqueline said quietly, like she was quoting something she’d heard long ago. She looked away from him. “So it goes.”

Ash didn’t say anything. He didn’t know what to feel. Should he feel angry that Jacqueline had killed the Pokemon Hunter when he was about to take her peacefully? Glad that the Pokemon Hunter who had ruined so many lives was gone? Sad about the loss of life, no matter what it was?

But right now he was just numb. Even his friends didn’t move, not sure what to do in this situation without Ash giving them a direct order. They were as lost as he was, though not for the same reason.

“I cannot save many,” the blonde woman told him. Her voice was a little dispassionate now. “Not many humans, at least. But how many pokemon’s lives may I save by killing her? She was a plague and it fell to me to be her cure.”

“I was going to stop her!” Ash’s fists clenched. A spike of fury pierced the wave of numbness that had fallen about him like a cloak. “She couldn’t have gotten away! You didn’t have to kill her.”

Jacqueline cocked her head as she regarded him, still totally at ease with the situation. It wasn’t quite as interesting as it had been before. “Perhaps not. The League would have taken her, yes. You did well. But can you blame me?”

Ash didn’t answer that. With the whirlwind inside of him – he almost felt like the powers within were reaching out to steal his mind away piece by piece – he didn’t even know the answer to her question.

A Shiftry appeared by her side so quickly Ash couldn’t even catch the movement. It regarded Ash dismissively with its fierce yellow eyes, though its gaze lingered on his team warily as it huddled close to Jacqueline. He noted its large, leaf-like hands – male, he knew, the cold, instinctive thoughts a bit of a comfort right now.

“Ah, dear Corin!” Jacqueline crooned to the Shiftry. She lovingly ran her fingers through its flawless white mane and it looked up at her with something he could only describe as complete and utter adoration. “You did most well! I do believe you have earned quite the celebration tonight!”

Shiftry keened happily and leaned into her touch, like it was the only thing that mattered in the world. The guardian of the forests didn’t even pay an iota of attention to Ash or his team – he felt tempted to order an attack and subdue the two, but then he remembered just how quickly Shiftry had stolen the Hunter’s life.

No, not now. Not when he was this close and Dazed’s shields would do absolutely nothing to stop it. Ash looked worryingly at Claydol, who still hung suspended motionless in the air. It might be their only hope right now – Torrent picked up on his object of focus and nodded, starting to drift closer to the Champion-level fighter.

Dazed was frozen. The glow in her eyes and had dimmed and she looked at him with something he knew to be fear. That cut through the fog in his mind and he turned back to Jacqueline and Shiftry with narrowed eyes.

“This is Corin, one of my dearest,” Jacqueline introduced Ash to the Shiftry once she realized he was looking at her. A smile played upon her lips and she lightly tapped the grass-type on the shoulder. It quickly gave Ash a quick bow, though didn’t hold it for long. “He likes you.”

That snapped him out of his funk and Ash eyed the deadly Shiftry dubiously. It watched back coldly and he heard a cold wind hiss from behind it. The wintery air brushed against his skin and he suddenly felt wrong – he looked at Dazed and saw that she sagged with exhaustion.

“A simple precaution,” the strange blonde woman explained. She’d lost some of her playful air and looked at him sharply when he scowled. “You have nothing to fear from me, Ash. You aren’t my enemy.”

He nodded, going along with her game for now. Ash knew he was dealing with a very, very dangerous person. The careless confidence she wore like a badge of honor made sense now.

Ash casually glanced around. His team was here for the most part. Ash could pick out Sneasel hidden in the tangle of trees about a hundred feet behind her, ready to strike if it came down to a fight. Infernus proved again he had a surprising capability for stealth – he knew the Magmortar had to be around here somewhere but couldn’t see even the hint of a glow.

Nidoking was nowhere to be found. Ash was a bit worried about him but thought it was probably best if his overprotective friend wasn’t present, especially in the volatile state he’d been in after Ariados attacked.

Could he take Jacqueline? Ash thought so. No matter how strong she was – and he really had no clue, though Shiftry was certainly impressive – his team would be an enormous threat, especially with only one pokemon. He had complete confidence in his friends.

Then again, he hadn’t known Shiftry was around either.

Nothing good would come out of a confrontation, he knew. They were too close right now and he didn’t want to see any of his friends hurt today. Besides, she hadn’t tried anything against him.

He didn’t like that she’d killed the Hunter.

Ash knew that now, despite still regarding the dead woman with contempt. But now wasn’t the time to try and take her in. Not with his team roughed up from their earlier victories and an opponent he knew practically nothing about.

The scrape of countless swords carving against each other filled his ears. Ash didn’t need to look for the blindingly bright reflection of Skarmory in the air to realize who was arriving.

Skarmory must’ve been miles away to just now be arriving, Ash realized. He frowned when he realized just how impossibly difficult hitting the Hunter’s Salamence with Flash Cannon must’ve been. Even Plume couldn’t have done that.

He decided to attribute it to a combination of Skarmory’s immense skill and Metagross’ annoyingly excellent coordination.

Jacqueline took a few steps back, a guarded look in her green eyes. Shiftry’s leaf-like hands twitched and he caught sight of a razor edge shaping. She shook her head and the bladed leaves slowly softened.

“I must take my leave. Farewell,” Jacqueline said quickly. She graced him with one last sunny smile before she took off into the forests, quickly putting her long legs to use. Ash watched her go, conflicted. He saw a flash of familiar scarlet light, a black shape spreading its wings, and the two were gone.

She was confusing and he didn’t like that in the least.

Skarmory shrieked and landed near him on a relatively stable patch of land. The bird’s wings were carefully tucked away as Steven, practically hidden by the blinding glow reflected off Skarmory under the sun’s light, slipped off smoothly.

“Ash!” He rushed over, glancing over the boy worriedly. Steven clasped one of his shoulders as he examined him – Ash felt a little uncomfortable. It was like Steven was trying to pick out some gaping wound. “Are you okay? Claydol reported her presence – did she hurt you?”

He took a step back from the former Champion. Steven’s blatant concern was just…wrong. Before he answered he stared suspiciously at Claydol. Had it known what was going on?

Of course. I was distracted, not blind. The situation just didn’t demand immediate attention. 

Ash rolled his eyes. Why had he expected any differently? Then he mentally frowned. Could Claydol even see?

If you can’t even recognize a simple figure of speech perhaps you’re the blind one. Or suffering from a head injury. You’ve had a long day. 

A familiar chuckle graced his mind but Ash quelled the sudden intrusion viciously. When an impatient cough demanded his attention he looked to Steven bashfully and got down to business.

“No,” Ash shook his head. His injuries screamed at him now that he didn’t have an actual distraction. “She just wanted to talk – who was she?”

“Jacqueline Durand,” was all Steven said on the topic. He seemed a bit relieved, if the slump of his shoulders told Ash anything. Ash thought this might be the most open Steven had been in weeks. “I’ll explain more later, I promise.”

Ash nodded, accepting the situation for now. Weariness fell heavy upon his shoulders and he looked around at the battlefield again, taking in everything he could. It would be branded into his mind for weeks to come. He pointedly ignored the Hunter’s corpse – he didn’t want to see evidence of Jacqueline’s murder.

“The Pokemon Hunter’s dead,” Ash muttered. He bent his legs a bit and Bruiser took the hint, lowering him gently to the same stump he’d collapsed on earlier. Dazed shuffled close, as did Sneasel as he loped over from the bushes as cheerful as ever.

He closed his eyes as he stroked the soft fur between Sneasel’s eyes and gained a throaty purr for his efforts. As he realized what he had just said he finally felt the weight of failure – he should have been quicker. Perhaps then the Hunter would still be alive and in their custody.

“I know,” came the quiet response of Steven. He sat down on another stump a few feet across from Ash. He still looked utterly pristine in his suit, like he hadn’t just fought a trainer with pokemon powerful enough to support the assault on a Metagross colony. “I’m sorry.”

Ash’s head jerked up. “Why?” He scowled and looked to the side where Ariados’ remains were smeared. Disgust – at himself, at the situation, at all of this – reared up inside him.

Steven frowned and stroked his chin thoughtfully. “It wasn’t supposed to happen like this,” he admitted after long last. It sounded almost like a confession. “When Ancient contacted me I was careless. I besmirched my duty as your teacher. And for that I apologize.”

He just waited. There was more to this. Steven fidgeted. He toyed with one of his plain steel rings and watched it pointedly.

“I didn’t think,” his mentor shook his silver head. Ash thought he heard something like guilt slip through Steven’s composure. “This…I did what I could. I left my team to make sure you would be protected. But you weren’t ready for something like this yet – I should’ve had you remain behind to protect the colony and dealt with this myself. I’d hoped to turn this into a learning experience for you. It grew beyond that the moment it escalated into a pitched battle.”

Ash cocked his head quizzically. He felt a little dizzy. “But I won!”

Steven chuckled wryly and cast his gaze across the clearing reshaped by vast storms of wind and frost and fire, torn apart and collapsed by earth controlled and directed like another limb. “I suppose you did.”

The former Champion sighed. His face aged a decade with that single breath. “You did well, Ash – fantastic, even, and I don’t say that easily. I’m proud of you. But the fact remains that I was irresponsible with your safety…look at yourself! You’re half-dead from exhaustion and there’s still Ariados venom coursing through your veins – it’s a miracle you’re still conscious, even with Claydol’s help!”

He flinched away from the impassioned spiel. It didn’t help that Bruiser had nodded along with Steven as he placed a massive hand on Ash’s shoulder.

“I’m fine,” Ash grumbled, ignoring the way he irritated his scraped skin. He rubbed Sneasel a little harder – the dark-type hissed happily and crawled deeper into his lap. “You don’t need to worry about me, Steven.”

“That fact that you can even consider saying that right now proves my point,” the older man disagreed. He shook his head and paused to pat Skarmory when the fierce bird demandingly thrust his spiked head into Steven’s lap. Steven regarded Ash with surprisingly soft eyes. “It’s easy for me to forget how young you are, Ash. You’re mature and experienced for your age. I won’t demean you by ignoring your achievements and treating you like a child, but I will take responsibility.”

Ash shied away from Steven’s impassioned spiel. It was odd and unexpected. He wasn’t sure he liked the man’s concern. Sure it showed that Steven at least cared – even now the Steel Master was examining his multitude of injuries with a discomfited frown– but it was unfamiliar.

People weren’t normally concerned for him – they didn’t need to be. Ash knew he and his friends were strong enough to stand this. He had survived events that had threatened the entire world. Compared to New Island or the Shamouti Incident this had just been a friendly neighborhood spat.

His mother was worried about him, but that was special. That was who she was. The same went for Professor Oak.

Ash didn’t need Steven to be worried about him. He was fine. If he could get through other battles then he could handle this.

“What happened to Metagross?” The question burst from his lips. Steven raised a silver eyebrow, surprised, but acquiesced to Ash’s change of subject. “I’ve never seen anything like it before.”

“You wouldn’t have,” the former Champion chuckled. His fingers unconsciously traced over the spot that strange piece of jewelry was hidden in his suit. “It’s not something we try to spread around, as you might guess. The Leagues would rather keep that sort of power under wraps. If the wrong people tried to harness it…”

He nodded slowly. Yes, he could imagine. Metagross was a powerhouse before the strange metamorphosis – with it the metal behemoth had proven to be practically unstoppable.

It was an entirely different level they had tapped. The power that radiated off of Metagross so casually had practically left him shaking just from remaining in its presence.

Then again, that might be from the concussion he might have. Ash shook it off, wincing as the blow to his head from the Pokemon Hunter’s energy cannons ached. That would be annoying if it stuck around for long.

“Ash?” Steven’s voice sounded. He glanced over at the man, who looked a little worried. “I told the League to bring medics. We’ll get you checked out before we return to Rustboro.”

He dimly nodded. Ash shut his eyes and smiled as he felt the steady plod of Nidoking’s massive frame come up behind him. Hot breath brushed against his back and he didn’t even care that it hurt when Nidoking gingerly brushed his back with a dull claw.

“Hey buddy,” he grinned. It hurt a little bit. Ash decided to let the topic of Metagross’ impossible evolution go for now – he had more important things to take care of. “You feeling better? You missed some excitement.”

Nidoking chuffed and licked the side of Ash’s face. The massive tongue left his skin tingling from the tiny levels of toxins spread throughout every bit of his friend’s body but Ash was used to it by now. He just smiled and reclined, allowing his head to lean heavily against Nidoking’s thick hide.

Everything was okay now – Plume’s cries weren’t too far away and Ash thought he heard Tangrowth gurgling far in the distance.

The injured pokemon, Jacqueline, the dead Pokemon Hunter, the dozen questions lying on the tip of his tongue…they slipped away like they hadn’t been a concern in the first place.

A red haze covered his vision even through the black of his eyelids, though Ash suddenly couldn’t find it in himself to care as a deep-seated exhaustion made itself known.

Something buzzed on the edge of his darkening consciousness – this feeling was familiar, somehow.

“Rest for now, Ash,” he heard Steven whisper. Skarmory’s sword-like feathers clanged against each other roughly and he heard the quiet crinkle of Steven’s suit as the man stood. There were voices in the distance now, unfamiliar. “I’ll take care of the rest. When you wake I’ll answer all your questions, I promise.”

Then, moments later, “Thank you, Dazed. Keep him relaxed but don’t let him fall asleep. I’m still not sure if he’s concussed…”

Ash didn’t register another word as he blissfully slipped away into a limbo between the dreaming and waking world. Even his injuries couldn’t touch him here. The piles of the wounded and dead that haunted his every thought drifted away.

For just a time, he was at peace.
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“Please remove your shirt and lay down on your stomach.”

Ash heeded the doctor’s professional voice quickly. It wasn’t the sort of tone that brooked argument. His muscles screamed at him with the slightest twitch – his back especially burned with a deep, throbbing ache that radiated out through the rest of his body. It was like dropping a white-hot pebble into a pond made of pain and torn muscle –

That analogy might have gotten a little away from him.

“Sit.”

The doctor pulled on a pair of stretchy blue latex gloves as Ash laid himself face down on the plush cushion of the “bed” he’d been ordered to. He was slow and deliberate with his movements despite the daze he found himself in – he grimaced as he twisted his back a little too much.

That was getting annoying really fast.

Ash cast his ruined shirt aside – it would just be thrown away later anyways. The Ariados’ attack had pierced most of the way through his armor and left it a ruined wreck of sharp plastic shards and tightly woven cloth. Steven hadn’t let him see the exact spot where it had hit but the man’s face was paler than usual.

He couldn’t really make out whatever the doctor was feeling. The tall, thin man with the pale skin of a mainlander didn’t seem particularly expressive at the best of times. Dr. Alexander had been fairly brusque so far – curt and to the point.

It was probably the best experience Ash had had with a medical professional.

Plus it probably helped that he hadn’t been jabbed with a needle yet, although after Claydol stabbed him with a full-blown Antidote he doubted any others would faze him.

The doctor hummed a little as he presumably examined Ash’s injured back. It still burned, though Ash could force the pain down. Without the adrenaline pumping through his veins it was much, much harder but at least he had new aches to worry about. The scabbing cuts on his face where his helmet’s visor had sliced him had finally managed to make themselves known.

He just buried his head in his hands and relaxed. Ash wished he could have had some of his friends here with him. Unfortunately the doctor’s Alakazam was having to attend to them in the next room. Apparently they would be “too stressed” if they were in the same room as him.

Ash grudgingly admitted the doctor probably had a point there.

He hissed as one of the latex-covered fingers prodded the main wound in his back – a growl rose up from deep within his chest, though the guttural noise trailed off once the offending digit vanished as quickly as it had appeared.

That was incredible reaction time, like the doctor had known what he’d done wrong before it even happened.

“You’re very lucky, Mr. Ketchum,” his thoughts were cut off by Alexander’s words. Ash thought the man sounded very tired. “The Ariados’ horn entered your back mere inches from your spine. It was fortunate your armor deflected the attack. If it hadn’t you’d be looking at a minimum of a month recovering before the Ditto cells could properly heal the damage.”

Alexander gave him just a moment to process the sentence. “As is I believe you’ll be fine once I apply modified potion and you have time to rest.”

He stiffened unwillingly. Ash hadn’t even thought about the alternative – Ariados could have easily paralyzed him. Maybe that wasn’t quite as grievous as before Ditto had popped up and revolutionized medical science but it definitely wasn’t his cup of tea.

Ash was positive he’d go mad cooped up in a bed for that long.

“How long before I’m back?” He cut to the chase. His voice was a little muffled from behind his arms. Ash kept his eyes shut – there was something relaxing about the darkness. The doctor’s room was too bright, though not as bad as the sun had been when Steven walked him in.

There was a long moment before the doctor confidently stated, “Your back should take roughly a week to recover. More if you exert yourself – don’t exercise for two weeks or so. These injuries are putting your body under a lot of stress and you don’t need to add to it.”

Ash grimaced. That probably meant Steven wouldn’t be allowing them to travel again for a while. His mentor had been absolutely suffocating ever since he’d gotten back to the scene of the battle. Somehow Ash doubted he’d be getting to do anything especially exciting for the near future…well, not under Steven’s watch at least.

On the bright side there wouldn’t be physical training! It was almost worth the crippling injuries.

“Mr. Stone also asked us to examine you for signs of a concussion. Based on your behavior and thought processes I agree with his request. You show many of the standard symptoms.”

He frowned. Ash didn’t think it was too big of a deal. Aside from the hole in his back, all the cuts littering his face, arms, and hands, and the disconcerting feeling that he’d been hit by a hammer the size of Nidoking he was fine.

It was nothing he hadn’t faced before.

After all he hadn’t even died this time, Ash thought as a morbid smirk slipped over his face.

Then something Dr. Alexander mentioned slipped back into the forefront of his mind – “What was that about my thought processes?”

“I’m a psychic, Mr. Ketchum,” the doctor said like it was the most obvious thing in the world, “I don’t have much of a choice in the matter. Your thoughts are scrambled. Based on my previous experiences you have a concussion. I’ll discuss that with you later. I’m not certain of its severity at this time.”

“Huh,” Ash muttered eloquently after a few moments. He squeezed his eyes shut tighter. He was really tired. “You aren’t like a bunch of the other psychics I’ve met.”

Dr. Alexander didn’t say anything for a while as he continued examining Ash’s back. He felt a warm, soothing heat wash over him. A brilliant purple light suffused the entire examination room, bright enough that it was obvious even behind Ash’s closed eyelids. Ash felt himself relax – it was like being under the soft heat of the morning sun when he woke up surrounded by his team.

“I’m putting you under for a few moments while I apply the Potion,” Dr. Alexander’s voice sounded like it was drifting to Ash through a thick fog. He mumbled something incoherent as something he thought might be a nozzle clicked. Something sprayed onto his back – it burned for a moment before fading away into the pleasant haze he found himself lost in.

There was a cold, sharp jab in his shoulder but somehow Ash couldn’t find it in himself to be bothered by it.

He wasn’t sure how long he spent under the gentle, lulling power of the doctor’s abilities before the world cut back into focus. Ash started at the sensation, like he’d just fallen back into his body from a great height.

As he sat up he decided this really wasn’t his favorite feeling in the world. The burning of the potion as it sunk deeply into his flesh and blood was more apparent now, though hardly as painful as the initial application. Even his muscles felt a little better already.

“Sit still – I need to wrap your back.”

Ash did as directed and awkwardly looked around the League clinic Steven had taken him to. He idly wondered where the former Champion was – Steven hadn’t been injured in any way despite the fierce battle he’d presumably been engaged in. Then again he wasn’t liable to just up and leave Ash and his team if his presence wasn’t demanded elsewhere.

“So why’re you a doctor?” Ash blurted out – he grimaced to himself at how childish it sounded. He rubbed his temples and wished this stupid headache would go away. He didn’t like this. Everything was out-of-focus, almost like he was watching himself from outside his body.

Dr. Alexander paused briefly in wrapping Ash’s scarred torso – he dimly realized he needed to never, ever let his mother see how much damage he’d taken over the course of his journey – and seemed focused on the small round patch of shiny pink tissue Mew had left him as a souvenir. He didn’t immediately frown, at least, so Ash doubted that he’d gone too far. Alexander seemed more amused than anything.

The brown-haired man (his age was hard to read, although Ash thought Alexander was at least in his thirties) raised a hand and Ash could practically feel the energy radiating from him as his palm burned a vibrant purple, winding the bandages around Ash in an instant. Dr. Alexander eyes lacked the overwhelmingly glow that came from Sabrina or Will – only the vivid shine searing within his pupils displayed the power coursing through his every cell.

“I like helping people.”

Ash nodded slowly, not really sure what he expected. Dr. Alexander remained quiet and the power he channeled quickly dispersed as the job was wrapped up. The boy absentmindedly moved to rub at his bandages – they were tight, though not suffocatingly so.

A flare of psychic power and stern glance from the doctor cut that short. Ash just frowned. Normally he wouldn’t be so irritated but the headache pounded behind his eyes and he felt itchy – he needed to move.

“You’ll be out of here soon enough, Mr. Ketchum,” Dr. Alexander’s said, obviously amused at his impatience. Ash just watched the psychic doctor with a raised eyebrow, though he frowned as the bright light emanating from the man’s palm left him squinting. It was brighter than it should’ve been. “I’m just filling out some paperwork. It shouldn’t be long before Alakazam –”

The door slammed open. Ash’s eyes narrowed into slits as he whirled around but barely held back a stunned gasp as his torso screamed in protest. His bandages certainly weren’t helping matters. He couldn’t help the narrowed hunch of his shoulders, though he did calm a bit once he realized it was just Steven.

Ash blinked.

His mentor looked harried, his usual air of cultivated patience and utter calm gnawed at by the events of the day. Steven Stone’s hair was usually fairly messy but in a controlled way – now it was all over the place and the man’s long fingers fidgeted incessantly, like he was trying to reach for something that wasn’t even there.

Steven’s shoulders slumped a bit after he saw Ash and some of the lines in his face smoothed out. A light smile graced Ash, though it was a far cry from Steven’s normal confidence. Ash couldn’t help but let his eyes flick down to Steven’s perfectly unruffled suit, the only part of his appearance that didn’t show the whirlwind of paperwork and reports Steven had probably just escaped from.

Ash’s eyes opened slightly, the fog billowing throughout his mind shaved away for a few split seconds. He couldn’t help but remember the strange piece of jewelry hidden away in the folds of Steven’s suit…that tiny stone had upended everything he’d known about evolution.

No pokemon could evolve more than twice. It was simple fact, some little quirk of evolution (not the “semi-instantaneous metamorphosis” his mother loved going on about in her letters to him) that had been kept throughout the ages. There were some oddities, like some pokemon having multiple evolutionary pathways depending on what stimuli they received, but it was a simple fact that the third stage of their line was the last.

Metagross and Steven had apparently decided that those rules were more of suggestions than a guideline. Even now Ash didn’t even know where to start on analyzing that – aside from thinking making his headache worse it just seemed like he had no information to go off of.

The stones Steven and Metagross possessed were obviously involved somehow, possibly like ordinary evolutionary stones? They certainly hadn’t resembled the more common stones but that wasn’t enough for Ash to consider discarding that relationship. And it looked like Steven had been the one to activate the evolution.

A link there, perhaps?

Would Metagross be in that form forever? Ash held back a grimace at that thought. He didn’t want to have to fight the improved version of Metagross – that just wasn’t even fair. Maybe if he could get his own team to involve again…though even then that would be more of a case of evening the scales than actually throwing things in his favor.

Fighting Metagross evolved to an even more powerful form would be just as bad as fighting the First’s Rhydon if it had evolved into a Rhypherior during their battle, Ash decided. The First’s Rhydon had been absolutely terrifying to face (even if Ash had been more excited than anything), possessing strange powers over rock and earth that Ash hadn’t even imagined before.

He idly wondered if he could incorporate that into Nidoking’s style somehow…

It was frustrating. That was all he could really decide on. Steven wouldn’t be sweeping this whole situation under the rug – that was a certainty. Ash would take a page out of Gary’s book and outright ignore his mentor until he got his answers.

“Ash!” Steven sounded concerned. He blinked and took a few seconds to focus on Steven, who was standing just a little in front of him with a thin frown. His arms were crossed and he really did look exhausted.

“What is it?” He cocked his head to the side, wincing as some of the gashes on his face stretched open. Dr. Alexander audibly grunted at that and Ash felt a little guilty – was the doctor feeling everything he did?

Ash wouldn’t envy him for that.

The former Champion looked down at him, obviously not sure of what to make of Ash’s complete and utter lack of real concern. “How are you feeling? Have you been – “

Dr. Alexander stepped forward and blocked Steven from Ash’s view. The boy just watched through half-closed eyes. He couldn’t pick out any sort of glow from the psychic doctor but somehow he could feel the energy that tingled his skin as it emanated from the slight man – it was a warning.

“Mr. Stone, please remove yourself from the room until I’ve concluded my examination of Mr. Ketchum.”

Steven actually scowled. His whole posture screamed of defiance. Somehow Ash got the feeling that Steven wasn’t used to being reprimanded. Not in a way beyond the subtle mocking and jabs Lance always sent his way, at least.

Alexander clearly didn’t care.

“I’m his teacher!” Steven protested. One of his hands was curled into a tight fist while the other absentmindedly brushed one of the pokeballs on his waist. Not quite a threat but a clear sign of his agitation. “It’s my responsibility –”

The doctor cut him off without any sort of hesitation. “Mr. Stone, if I recall it’s your ‘responsibility’ – or lack thereof, I might add – that got Mr. Ketchum into this mess. You might be a former Champion but you are not in charge here. This is my clinic and you will remove yourself before I am forced to press the issue and have Alakazam expel you.”

Ash blinked at Alexander’s bluntness. He thought that was a bit harsh. From the waxy look of Steven’s face it looked like the former Champion agreed.

“Very well,” Steven’s lip curled up nastily, though he didn’t push the doctor’s orders. He looked a little shaken. The Steel Master stepped to the side and looked past Alexander to Ash – looking at him head-on like this made him think that Steven himself might need to see a doctor. He’d seen better days. “Ash, I’ll be waiting outside. When you’re done just find me and I’ll have us taken to my apartment, alright?”

He nodded back. Steven sent a strained smile his way before dipping his head and turning to leave.

“Now where were we?” Dr. Alexander asked, utterly nonplussed by Steven’s interruption. He acted like this was a regular occurrence for him…though for all Ash knew it was. “Hmm, give me a moment and I’ll have the preparations for more thorough examinations made.”

Dr. Alexander’s eyes shone a brilliant purple for just a few moments.. Veins in his forehead bulged grotesquely under the strain of his telepathy and even his breathing became harsh and labored – by the time the glow faded and he slackened a bit with the sudden disappearance of the pressure a slight sheen of sweat misted his face.

Ash frowned. Sabrina had never shown that sort of difficulty.

The doctor chuckled at that and shook his head, though he didn’t bother saying anything. Ash frowned – he always did have trouble remembering that his thoughts were essentially broadcasted to any psychics around. It wasn’t a big deal to him like it was to some trainers.

“Do you not like Steven?” Ash spoke up suddenly after a few moments of comfortable silence. He frowned inwardly at his bluntness then shoved the niggling feeling away. It wasn’t like it mattered – Dr. Alexander knew what he was thinking regardless. Unlike most psychics, however, the doctor didn’t just have one-sided conversations with Ash.

He could appreciate that, he supposed.

Dr. Alexander ignored the abrupt query and continued about his work as he checked off a few things on a clipboard. “Not particularly so. He was a skilled Champion and both Alakazam and I are impressed with his ability to work so well with psychics. I feel that he’s been reckless and irresponsible as of late, however. It’s unbecoming of someone so trusted by the League.”

Ash lifted an eyebrow and idly toyed with his hat, which the doctor had made him remove pretty much the moment he was dropped off. “Reckless doesn’t sound like Steven.”

“Did he or did he not bring an untrained child into an active combat zone?” Dr. Alexander retorted, though not unkindly. Ash frowned. “It was a rash decision even if he assessed it to be less dangerous than it truly was. He put your life in danger – perhaps if you had seen yourself when you first arrived you’d understand. It’s been years since I’ve had to treat a child with those sorts of injuries.”

“I can handle myself,” Ash scowled. “I’ve been through a lot worse than that. This is nothing.”

Dr. Alexander rolled his eyes as he set the clipboard down next to a small terminal and sat down in a comfortable looking rolling chair. “I’m afraid you have a skewed perspective of ‘nothing’, Mr. Ketchum.” Ash didn’t miss the doctor stare pointedly at the perfectly round scar on his chest, “You’re certainly capable and mature for your age but you aren’t experienced enough for live combat yet. The League puts its agents through months of specialized training before they’re put into these sorts of situations.”

Ash stewed on this for a few minutes once he realized that Dr. Alexander had nothing left to say. He didn’t agree. Sure he’d been surprised, but he’d ended up fine. He was still alive and, more importantly, his team had made it pretty much unscathed.

Compared to facing down the might of a Legend this was a joke.

Rockets were nothing in comparison. Even the Pokemon Hunter was just a blip on the map compared to Mewtwo or the Birds. The only difference to him was that the Rockets had actually tried to fight him – and his friends had won.

He’d been through too much to be treated as just another kid even if Ash had to admit that the battle had been slightly overwhelming at first. But that was fine – Steven had gotten him through it almost entirely okay. At least Ash had learned something and managed to do some good in the world.

Next time he’d really be ready. Maybe it wouldn’t go perfectly but at the very least he could save even more of the Rocket pokemon from their fates. The Rockets wouldn’t last against him.

“The examinations are prepared,” Dr. Alexander spoke up. He looked at Ash with something indecipherable hidden behind his reserved mask, though he didn’t give voice to his thoughts. That was just fine with Ash. “Come with me, Mr. Ketchum. I’ll get you out of here quickly.”

Ash nodded and pushed himself up with just the barest hint of a wince. Not that he could complain. He could already feel the scrapes and superficial damage healing – no, regenerating – until there wouldn’t even be scar tissue left. In a week he’d be good as new.

And all he had to pay for that was the gnawing bite of hunger in his gut as his body’s metabolism skyrocketed to supply the energy consumed by the Potion. Not a bad trade, all things considered.

He shook his head and stepped into the sterile white hallway of Dr. Alexander’s clinic. Ash wobbled slightly, his legs unsteady and his vision uncomfortably blurred still. Everything was so bright…

No, he needed to stop that and focus. He needed to get through this so that he could return to his team and Steven.

He was ready, he decided. Now all he had to do was rush through these exams.

XX

Ash stared dully into the mirror as he finished drying his hair with one of Steven’s impossibly soft, fluffy grey towels. He idly wondered how much money the former Champion spent on them before he realized that was something he was probably better off not knowing. Steven was very much a fan of the finer things in life.

He examined his face. It was fairly red from how vigorously he’d scrubbed. Ash could still remember Claydol matter-of-factly mentioning how he still had Ariados on him…he reflexively wiped behind his ears again with the damp towel.

No matter what he did he still felt dirty.

The dirt and grime and blood had all been wiped off by the time he’d been taken to the hospital so that doctors could examine his injuries. Most of it, anyway. Ash still had the niggling feeling that there was still dried blood or ichor or something hidden away on him.

It was maddening.

Ash wasn’t anything close to a neat freak. He didn’t want to be absolutely disgusting but he wouldn’t worry himself over a bit of dirt and sweat. It was a fact of life on the road. The closest thing to a bath he could get was washing for a few minutes in a cold river or pond. Normally he just had Torrent hose him off – his friend had a particular knack for getting particularly obstinate smudges and clumps of dirt off.

Not that that was particularly impressive considering Torrent’s jets of water could bore through rock without much particular effort.

His eyes squeezed shut. Even with Dazed and Alexander lulling him into a hazy euphoria he still felt exhausted. Unfortunately he wasn’t allowed to sleep thanks to his concussion – Dr. Alexander had ended up confirming that, unfortunately.

It wasn’t especially bad but the doctor wanted him to stay up until the normal time he fell asleep.

Too bad that happened to be in just a few hours now. He really was on a weird schedule thanks to Steven’s rigorous training. He’d have to adjust to a new one – Steven hadn’t said much to him since they’d left the clinic but Ash got the feeling it would be a while before they went back to the training grounds.

Ash froze as a foreign presence brushed his mind, though he relaxed when there was no violent surge of icy fire or a mocking laugh to chill his bones. It was relaxing, like a gentle sea breeze wrapping around his very essence.

His head pounded at the contact, though, and he couldn’t help but grimace underneath the sudden pressure.

Trainee Ketchum, your presence is required in the living room. 

He allowed his eyes to open to slits as he numbly nodded. Juliet, the Gardevoir assigned to Steven, quickly cut the mental connection. At least one of the psychics poking around in his head was considerate. Even if he wasn’t that much of a stickler for privacy he could appreciate what Juliet and Alexander were trying to do.

Ash raised an eyebrow when he didn’t even feel the ghost of a hand clenching around his heart from the indirect jab at Mewtwo. That was a surprise. Progress came in many forms, he supposed.

That wasn’t really important, Ash told himself. He needed to stop getting so distracted. It sounded like this was actually important…a report, maybe? Steven hadn’t really gotten around to showing him how to do one of those yet. They’d definitely need his testimony of the events, if only to make sure most of the Rockets were accounted for.

Or maybe he was totally wrong. Ash’s lips pulled up into a snarl – he hated feeling like this. It was like he couldn’t even trust his own mind. Everything was muddled and blurry and would this stupid pounding just stop?

Peace, Friend-Trainer. 

Ash exhaled deeply and sent a wave of gratitude towards Dazed’s soothing words. He ignored the intensified throbbing in his head for now. It was more than worth the pain if he could hear her. It was just a headache, after all.

He fumbled with the towel a bit to fold it right before he left it on the perfectly smooth, seemingly unshaped granite of the countertop. Ash had to admit it fit Steven’s apartment perfectly – everything in this bathroom, including the shower and the separate tub (wasn’t that hard to wrap his head around) was shaped from harsh, craggy stone with flat planes and smooth curves of absolutely flawless marble.

Somehow it didn’t come as a surprise.

Ash quickly pulled on an impossibly soft grey shirt and similarly comfortable black pants. He wrinkled his nose at the musty smell they carried, though he couldn’t really complain. Steven hadn’t gotten his pack and belongings from their old camps yet so for now he needed to make do with some of Steven’s old clothes.

Once he was dressed he glanced one last time at the perfectly polished mirror. Ash grimaced at what he saw. His face was covered in scrapes and small gashes that had only just begun to heal thanks to a tiny dose of modified potion injected into his shoulder to clear things up. He absentmindedly rubbed the throbbing spot.

They’d definitely scar. Though none of the gashes from his splintered helmet were especially long they’d been plenty deep. It wasn’t as bad as the long stretch of pale, ropy scar tissue from Articuno’s Blizzard but he wouldn’t be forgetting this battle anytime soon.

He was fine with that. Ash didn’t want to forget this. Seeing what had happened to the Rockets’ pokemon, to the Pokemon Hunter’s army of slaves…that would push him on no matter what. He’d fight as long as he needed to if it meant that he wouldn’t have to face such utterly broken beings again.

Ash sighed. He had to focus. No more distractions.

With hands still shaking from exhaustion – one downside of the potions pulsing through his bloodstream – he opened the carved marble handle of the bathroom door and swung it out, frowning when it hit something with a heavy thud. All he heard was a light chuff and the shifting of a huge mass.

“Nidoking?” He frowned. His friend peered up at him from his spot right outside the bathroom, shifting just enough to let Ash pass. Nidoking quickly rose and dipped his head, not meeting Ash’s eyes. “Relax, buddy. Here, come along with me. Steven needs me for something.”

Ash eyed his friend worriedly as Nidoking mechanically shifted and followed Ash as he stepped out into the guest room Steven had sent him to. Nidoking seemed keen on staying as close to Ash as he could – every time he looked back Nidoking’s massive face was just a few inches away, though Nidoking would quickly back off once he realized that he’d been caught.

It looked like he’d need to talk to his friend sooner than expected. Nidoking obviously hadn’t handled things very well. Ash frowned at that. Normally Nidoking was fairly stoic and reserved, always careful to keep his composure in order to maintain his status as a leader. For him to so obviously shed that veneer meant that he was even more rattled than Ash had thought.

His gut twisted nervously. Ash couldn’t help but brush one of his hands over Nidoking’s leathery head before he opened the door that’d take him into the living room. He breathed deeply, forcing back the dizziness that had decided to tag along with his concussion, and scratched Nidoking’s ears gently before he stepped forward.

“Ash,” said the former Champion. Steven nodded to him tersely – the man seemed even more reserved than usual in the wake of the battle. Somehow Ash didn’t think that Dr. Alexander’s dressing down helped matters. The Steel Master was still pale and more ruffled than he’d ever seen him.

“Steven,” Ash smiled lightly back. Steven’s shoulders lost some of their tension and the man turned to introduce Ash to the other occupant of the room that he’d barely even noticed.

“I’d like you to meet Sidney of the Ever Grande Elite Four,” Steven motioned to the tall, lanky man beside him. Ash’s attention quickly sharpened and the piercing headache was just an afterthought as he took in the Dark Master that stood before him.

He’d read this man’s file.

“Savage” Sidney, a Dark Master well-known for focusing almost entirely on offense. In the Conference where he’d been accepted as an Elite Four member he’d utterly devastated almost everyone he’d faced down with his team’s overwhelmingly powerful attacks, dirty tactics, and strange abilities.

Sidney might not have had the opportunities to show off his skill in the Rocket War like the members of the Indigo Elite Four but Ash had no doubt that this man would crush him in a battle. He possessed at least a decade of experience on Ash and had benefited from the League’s brutal training for several years now.

Ash found himself staring for a little longer than was polite. Despite his reputation Sidney wasn’t all that impressive physically.

He wasn’t a tall, muscle-bound knight in shining armor like Lance or standing with the cool, smooth grace of Karen. No, Sidney was lanky and awkward with a mostly bald head, sharp red eyebrows, and a crooked grin.

Despite feeling a little awkward there just staring Sidney down he couldn’t help it. There was something strange…

“Hey there, nice to meetcha!” Sidney dashed forward and shook Ash’s hand before he could even react, ignoring Nidoking’s low growl at the sudden movement. Ash twitched at the man’s roughness but somehow knew that Sidney didn’t mean anything by it. Instead he just shook it back and sent the grinning Master a strained smile of his own. “So you’re the kid who knocked all those heads! Good goin’ there, sport. You sure showed them!”

“Yeah,” Ash grunted as politely as he could. Just because he didn’t want to forget the battle didn’t mean he wanted to discuss it. Sidney completely ignored his unease and stepped past to look at the hulking Nidoking behind Ash.

“Well aren’t you a big brute? You must be the one who wrecked the whole forest,” Sidney chuckled and slapped Nidoking’s shoulder like they were old friends. Nidoking’s nostrils flared, his eyes went black, and the very room shook with the force of his primal growl.

Ash’s eyes widened in disbelief and he only had a moment to gape at the sheer stupidity of the Dark Master before Nidoking snarled and lunged with a lowered horn, though Sidney just stood there with a cocky grin and his fists held loosely at his side.

“Are you insane?” The younger trainer snarled furiously as he surged forward and tried to shove the Dark Master out of the way of Nidoking’s sudden attack, trusting his friend wouldn’t harm him.

He dearly hoped Nidoking would realize what had happened – he wasn’t sure his first friend would ever forgive himself otherwise.

Ash touched nothing but air.

“Huh?” Ash looked dumbly at his hands as he stumbled through Sidney. He turned to the smirking man and was barely cognizant of Nidoking’s pointed horn that had swerved to the side almost as soon as Ash had moved. “What?”

Sidney winked at him even as his shape melted into nothingness. All Ash could compare it to was a fresh painting with water thrown on it – it took mere seconds for the man to dissolve into a slick puddle of oily goo at his and Nidoking’s feet.

A strange hacking wheeze reached him, paired with a long-suffering sigh from Steven. He looked to his mentor in some vain hope of answers and only found irritation reflected, though he didn’t think it was directed his way.

“Sorry, sorry,” another Sidney cackled from the doorway where Ash knew he hadn’t been before. A third copy of the man slipped out from the corner with the same crooked smirk. The lanky men wore identical masks as they watched him with dark eyes. “Couldn’t resist, ya know? You shoulda seen the look on your face, pal! Classic, just classic.”

Ash and Nidoking glared at both of them. He was pretty sure Steven wouldn’t be too mad if he released Infernus and had him sear the twins to a crisp. It couldn’t be that expensive to replace the carpet…not in comparison to getting to avoid these idiots, at least.

It was too bad Dazed wouldn’t be of any use here considering who they were dealing with. Psychics and Masters of the Dark didn’t play too well together. It would just be a waste of time asking for her help here. At least one of Sidney’s teammates had to be involved here.

“That’s enough, Sidney. Neither of us are in the mood for games today.”

Ash looked gratefully to his teacher. He had the nasty feeling Lance would’ve let this go on for a bit longer.

“You’re no fun,” the second Sidney pouted, though instantly he dissolved into that greasy goop the first one had. The third reached to his face and tore it away with a sickening rip that revealed the deep red of healthy muscle and black fur –

What?

He only got a fang-filled grin before that Sidney collapsed in a limp, boneless heap. Moments later it simply vanished as though it had never existed in the first place.

A dark figure manifested itself from the ceiling and dripped down next to Steven like a black Grimer, though the shadows dripped away almost instantly. Ash eyed this newest Sidney warily, not trusting anything at this point.

This one folded his arms as he glanced over Ash and Nidoking. He just stared back, taking the “man’s” measure. Ash honestly couldn’t tell if this was another stupid trick or not.

“Ash, I’d like to formally introduce you to Sidney of the Ever Grande –”

“Nice to meet ya,” Sidney interrupted. He stepped forward a little more cautiously than his first doppelganger had, though still a little too at ease with an irritated Nidoking for Ash’s liking. “Sorry about all that,” the Master apologized with a wry grin, “Zoroark just likes to have his fun, you know?”

Ash blinked. “Sure,” he said, more than a little lost. Between his concussion, the events of the last day, and whatever on earth had just happened he was having trouble keeping up.

“If it helps I’ll introduce you two for real,” the older man chortled. He glanced over to the closest corner, where black strands of shadow wove themselves into a large, bipedal canine with a long red mane. Its claws dripped darkness into the floor and it took a moment for him to get over his surprise long enough to meet the strange creature’s eyes. It winked and waved to him and Nidoking, who was only held in check by Ash’s hand resting on his shoulder, before it melted away into nothingness.

“He’s an obnoxious little jerk,” Sidney said fondly and reached out to stroke Zoroark, who manifested next to him by seemingly climbing out of a bloody pool on the floor. Zoroark flashed a satisfied grin and leaned into the touch. “But he’s a good friend once you get to know him. I bet he could teach that Sneasel of yours a few things, champ.”

Ash frowned. On one hand Zoroark and Sidney were really annoying. They got under his skin in ways not many others could and he’d known them for less than a minute. Even Gary on his worst days couldn’t claim to do that.

On the other hand Sidney was one of the most renowned Dark Masters in the world. Zoroark, for all of his irritating personality, quite obviously displayed his talent to the world. Ash had never seen a pokemon do what Zoroark could.

The Dark Master sniggered and waved Zoroark off. The mysterious creature vanished without any fanfare this time. “But that’s for another time, yeah? Let’s let the big boys talk,” he trailed off thoughtfully and looked at Ash. “Then again big is a bit subjective. Let’s just call it two and a half.”

Ash was pretty sure he heard Zoroark’s odd wheezing again. He got the strangest feeling that the creature thought Sidney’d dumb joke was absolutely hilarious.

He also realized that that meant Zoroark was somewhere in the room…presumably somewhere extremely close.

Zoroark could essentially turn itself invisible.

He needed that.

“If you’re finished,” interrupted Steven frostily, “we have serious matters to attend to. Sidney, are you ready?”

“Yeah, yeah. Chill out, boss man.”

Steven turned to Ash. “We need your complete account. Normally we’d just ask you to submit to a psychic probe but…”

“But?” Ash cocked his head. He had the funniest idea of where this was going. His nails bit into his palm.

“— But you’ve got some weird stuff going on up there,” Sidney tapped a long, skinny finger to his temple mockingly. Ash kept both eyes on the man, still not sure what to make of him. The Dark Master looked away and focused on a seemingly empty corner of Steven’s brightly lit apartment before sending a wry grin to nothing in particular.

Zoroark was really, really annoying, Ash decided.

Steven rolled his eyes and picked up his own PokeNav from one of the polished stone tables. Ash took it in quickly – the device looked a bit newer than Ash’s and was also a fair bit cleaner. The former Champion cleaned it so obsessively he could swear Steven had just unwrapped it.

“He’s not entirely incorrect, although he could’ve phrased it much more diplomatically,” Steven stressed the last word. Sidney just rolled his eyes and leisurely plopped onto a nearby couch, raising his feet up onto the polished granite table. His mentor’s jaw twitched. “Juliet had difficulties testing you for psychic damage while you were unconscious. Something,” he looked knowingly at Ash, “knocked her out.”

Ash would say he was surprised but, well, that would be a lie. Mewtwo didn’t play well with strangers. He was so tired he couldn’t even harbor more than a slight bit of annoyance at Mewtwo for making him deal with all this.

He made a mental note to apologize to Juliet sometime. Mewtwo hadn’t made a habit of being gentle thus far.

“Get on with it, will you?” Sidney complained, plucking at one of his sleeves. “I promised Absol I’d go running with her before sunset. She’s been antsy since we left Ever Grande.”

Steven hummed. “Absol have been migrating to the area for the last few weeks,” he stroked his chin thoughtfully as he peered out of one of the carved windows into Rustboro’s brilliant light. “Would you mind looking into that?”

“You aren’t the Champion no more, Steve,” Sidney scoffed. Steven frowned and the Dark Master’s scowl melted into a lopsided grin. “But I’ll see what I can do, pal. Seriously, though, can we hurry this up? I’ve got better things to do than listen to boy wonder here.”

Ash snorted at that and fought a slight smile. For Sidney that had been almost entertaining. Still, he’d play the game for now. Best to get him out of here before his oversized Vulpix decided to spice things up a bit by teaching Sneasel a few tricks.

He grimaced as the sight of Sneasel cheerfully offering him Ariados’ severed head dripping thick, gooey ichor flashed to the forefront of his mind…

“Fine,” he shrugged the gruesome thoughts away. Ash folded his arms and relaxed onto Nidoking’s massive side. He knew his friend well enough to avoid any of the venomous barbs. At the same time he felt a little uneasy as Nidoking almost seemed to lean away from the touch. That was new. “Where should I start?”

“The beginning, Where else would you start, Ashley?”

Ash didn’t rise to the bait and just looked to Steven, who didn’t offer more than a weary shrug as he glanced over at the Dark Master. That wasn’t a good sign.

“Fine.”

This was going to take a while.
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Sidney whistled and looked at Ash a little differently. “So you met good old Jacqueline Durand. I don’t envy you that one, Nancy. I was wondering when she’d pop up again…”

“Who is she?” He demanded. Nidoking loomed up behind him as well, his ears twitching in a way Ash knew meant trouble. Ash could almost feel the barbs and spines on Nidoking’s back raise. “She was weird but –”

Steven nipped that in the bud. He’d shifted closer to Ash (and farther from Sidney) over the course of the story and placed a warm hand on his shoulder. “I’ll forward you the files soon. For now just know that she’s not someone to make friends with. She’s dangerous.”

Ash frowned at Steven’s purposefully vague answer and leaned harder back into Nidoking, who chuffed lightly and made sure to keep Ash comfortable. He’d relaxed a little over the past ten minutes or so and Ash wasn’t sure if words could describe how relieved he was.

Nidoking not wanting to be near him was just wrong.

“I understand.”

“You’re lucky you came back in one piece, champ,” Sidney yawned as he stretched out on Steven’s couch. His dirty boots had caked drying mud all over the polished table and Ash was pretty sure Steven was about to have an aneurysm. That twitch was starting to look pretty serious…“She has a body count higher than I do! Once we unfroze those Rockets you captured all but one of their heads –”

“That’s enough, Sidney!” Steven cut in. Ash jerked as Steven practically snarled at Sidney. The frosty look sent the Dark Master’s way wouldn’t have looked out of place on Articuno. Ash found himself reminded that this was the man who had hunted the Rockets to extinction in Hoenn.

Steven stole a look at Ash after he’d a moment to breathe. Sidney discretely dropped his feet to the floor.

“Thank you for your account, Ash. Sidney and I have a few things to discuss in confidence.”

Ash was smart enough to pick up on the unspoken command. He tried not to let his imagination get the best of him as he thought of what Sidney said about those Rockets. Instead he pulled up from Nidoking and took a moment to steady his shaking legs. Nidoking was quick to hold him up with one of his powerful arms.

He hadn’t even realized Jacqueline had done something to the Rockets even as she’d had a relatively pleasant chat with him. Ash felt a little wary even without the hints Sidney had dropped. He wasn’t exactly sad about the Rockets – not after what he’d seen of their pokemon – but it was wrong.

Who was Jacqueline Durand? She wasn’t with the League. That much was obvious. That Steven wouldn’t even let him hear what she’d done…

Ash shook his head as he hobbled away from the two Masters. He paused for just a moment to stare suspiciously at the table Sidney had rested his boots on. There had been so much mud there just a moment ago.

Steven’s frown hurried him along. Ash couldn’t hold back a spike of annoyance at how much his mentor was coddling him. He knew where Steven was coming from but he’d seen and heard so much worse already.

He needed information.

“I’ll talk to you later, then,” he called back to Steven as Nidoking helped him stumble back to his room. Ash winced at the sudden pang that shot through his head but ignored it. He graced Sidney with a nod (and got a cheery wave back) and disappeared back into his room.

Steven was right about one thing: he really needed to rest.
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“Ash! It’s wonderful to see you!” Professor Oak’s tanned face was bright and clear on the PokeNav’s camera. Pikachu clung to one of Oak’s shoulders and chirped at him with sparking cheks. It must still be feeling the effects of that lightning it’d absorbed during Mewtwo’s storms.

He sent the Professor a genuinely happy grin, though it wasn’t too comfortable for him. His face was still healing and every motion stretched it painfully. It was like he was wearing a mask too small for his face.

“It’s good to see you too,” was all he got out before Professor Oak actually looked at him. Ash winced as the older man’s expression practically froze over. A glacier would have shown more warmth.

“Ash. What. Happened.”

Even Pikachu picked up on the mood and tensed up. Professor Oak looked much less like the kindly scientist he’d become and more like the warrior Agatha had idolized.

He didn’t know? Ash almost jerked back, though thought better of it. He supposed it made sense…Oak’s influence didn’t run quite as deep in the Ever Grande League. In Indigo he was one of the most revered figures of the modern era. In Hoenn he was just a highly respected scientist.

“Rockets,” he said tonelessly. Ash straightened his posture and pet Aron a little harder while the little steel-type nuzzled into his lap. Aron just wriggled a bit and leaned into his warm touch. “The Stone’s Beldum colony was raided earlier.”

“Again?” Oak leaned forward, his face a mask of shock. The building anger in those old eyes was wiped away in an instant. “How have I not heard of this? This is vital to know! If the Rockets managed to get their hands on –”

He knew this wasn’t going anywhere good and stopped the Professor in his tracks. It took a lot to get the old man mad but once he did his fury would consume everything in his path. “I stopped them,” he cut in. Ash paused for a moment and added, “With Steven’s help.”

There, that was better.

The relief was palpable. Oak slumped in his massive, cushy chair and rubbed his temples. “Thank Mew. Whatever you did, you did it well, Ash. I’d normally be more concerned for your safety but the Rockets with a renewed source of Metagross…”

Ice filled his veins at the mention of Mew but it was gone as quickly as it appeared. Ash exhaled and looked at the Professor wearily. It felt good to know that at least the Professor supported him. It would be a small mercy if his mother ever got wind of this.

“But how on earth could they pull off an attack of this magnitude? The League devotes several Ranger squads to the Stone Property…” came the muttered stream of words as Oak started to think things over. Ash kept up for a moment but once Oak’s monologue devolved into names he didn’t recognize, ranks he probably wasn’t supposed to know about, and a steady list of locations he didn’t know existed he stepped in.

“A Pokemon Hunter did the bulk of the work,” he said grimly. Ash flinched as the memory of the grey-haired woman’s body landing on the ground rewound itself in his mind. “She took out the League forces and met the Rockets a few miles away.”

Oak jerked up, his eyes dark. His opinion of the Pokemon Hunter was all too clear. “Let me guess, she was well-armed with an airship, an army of pokemon, and extremely advanced technology.”

Ash nodded. “How’d you –”

“There’s only one current Pokemon Hunter willing to stage such an outrageous assault. And only one with a prototype energy cannon,” Oak looked pointedly at Ash’s red skin. It was all that was left of the burns the Hunter had left on Ash. “Hunter J.”

The name struck a cord with him (something Steven had mentioned, perhaps) and Ash nodded.

“You didn’t face her down?” Oak said hopefully. Ash quickly nodded, knowing it was the right answer. “Thank goodness,” the Professor looked several years younger then. “I have confidence in your abilities but she was too dangerous for you. You aren’t trained for that kind of conflict.”

Ash frowned, more than a little indignant. He could handle himself just fine. It’d been overwhelming at first, but his team had done well.

And even taking into account what he assumed to be the Hunter’s true team (the much more powerful Ariados, for one) he’d had her outnumbered. The moment Steven and Metagross had torn her ship from the sky he could’ve taken her on himself.

“She was nothing compared to the Legends,” he said dismissively. “I could have –”

“Ash, listen to me. You are not ready for that fight,” the Professor hissed. He met Ash’s eyes and he knew very well that he wasn’t meant to look away. “You’re brave and your team is powerful. You’ve connected with them beyond almost any other I’ve seen,” Oak mused. “But you aren’t trained. You’re still just a boy, Ash.”

He stayed silent. A million thoughts ran through his head, none of them able to claw their way to the top. There were so many things he wanted to do, spurred on by Fire and Ice and Lightning.

But he could not say any of them.

“A battle with an opponent deliberately trying to kill you is different than surviving the Legends as you have, Ash,” Oak spoke every word deliberately. His face was pained. Ash’s gut rolled as he realized the Professor was speaking from experience. “You’ve done very well so far. You’ve saved the world – nobody else could have. But if you face a trainer like Hunter J you will die. She doesn’t fight like you. She only has one priority and that is to kill you and escape.”

Aron warbled as Ash stopped stroking him. He mechanically resumed his pets and Aron cheerfully burrowed back into the crook of his arm.

“Do you understand me, Ash?”

“I understand.”

“Promise me,” the Professor said quietly, “that you will remember that. That you will not try to fight someone like that unless you’re forced to. I don’t want to be the one to tell Delia her son was killed in a stupid battle that could have been avoided.”

There was a lump in his throat that lingered despite Fire blazing in his heart, urging him to cast the concerns aside and engulf any foe that challenged him in his fury.

“I promise,” came the quiet words, carrying a certain weight that worried Ash. At the same time even the thought of what his mom would do if she heard he’d been hurt or killed…

“Thank you,” came the response, and Ash could tell that Professor Oak was genuinely relived.

A minute of silence followed. The storm of Ash’s thoughts was too much to try and talk through. Professor Oak looked very, very tired then.

Finally the comfortable veil of quiet was broken.

“Your mother told me you traveled with Daisy,” Oak brightened up a bit. Ash blinked. Why had his mother been the one to tell him?

“It was…interesting. Daisy’s very…” he trailed off. Dazed, who lingered in the corner of the room, shuddered at her name. Oak caught the move and laughed.

“Ah yes, say no more,” the Professor chuckled. He absentmindedly scratched Pikachu’s ears as the rodent drank from a bottle of – was that ketchup? “I thought she’d be good company on your travels through Hoenn. I knew she wouldn’t be able to pass up the chance to see who you’d become, Ash.”

Ash grumpily rolled his shoulders and rubbed Aron’s dome a little bit harder. It looked like Sneasel was getting impatient for his own turn. “She enjoyed it plenty. I didn’t think she could be worse than Gary but she proved me wrong.

Oak smirked. “I’ll be sure to mention that to him next time he calls. He’ll appreciate learning about that particular challenge.”

“Please no.”

He didn’t need an even more obnoxious Gary – they’d only just managed to get things back to normal. If Gary was any more annoying Ash might have to take his chances in Kalos or Unova just to get away from him. The Eastern Continent wouldn’t be safe.

Ash thought Professor Oak looked like he was enjoying this whole scenario a bit too much. Well, at least he knew it was genetic now. Then again even Pikachu squeaked with what he knew was laughter. After meeting Surge’s Raichu he wasn’t surprised it had a terrible sense of humor.

“Can we talk about something productive instead?” Ash groused. Professor Oak just smirked. “What have you been dealing with lately, Professor?”

Oak’s whole demeanor shifted. “Oh, it’s fascinating! Leading the efforts to document the Legends has proven to be quite the endeavor!”

He thought the Professor was a little too cheerful to be discussing the Legends but he kept that opinion to himself. Then again he couldn’t really say he was surprised. The Legends defied all scientific logic and he was sure the Pokemon Professors couldn’t even imagine letting that stand.

“Find anything interesting?” Ash cocked his head to the side. Sneasel stealthily clambered up onto his shoulders and curled around his neck. He grimaced but spared a few moments to give his friend a few scratches. In the meantime he just had to ignore the sudden sweltering heat from Sneasel’s thick fur.

“I haven’t – I’m primarily managing our operations,” the Professor explained. He reached to the side and returned with a strange purple pokeball in hand. Ash eyed it curiously but didn’t bring it up even as Oak absentmindedly tossed it up and down. “Rowan’s research is proceeding quite well, in my opinion. He’s currently investigating a theoretical link between the Legends and evolutionary stones, and if they are linked, then –”

He stopped the Professor right there. “They do,” he said flatly. It was hard to forget the violent reaction the Thunder Stone in Steven’s home had when he touched it. He’d need to bring that up to his mentor some time or another.

Oak looked at him patiently.

“Just trust me,” Ash finished. He fidgeted slightly. “I’m not sure what it is but there’s a link. When I was handling some of the stones in Mossdeep they exploded when I touched them.”

The older man smiled brightly. “Fascinating!” Oak murmured and set the pokeball down in favor of jotting a few notes down. When he returned his attention to Ash he looked at the boy like he was a particularly fascinating specimen.

Which he was, Ash supposed.

“You haven’t looked into it further?”

Ash snorted in a way reminiscent to Nidoking when Sneasel did something especially stupid, “I don’t have the money to be blowing up that many stones.”

“A pity,” Oak replied, absolutely serious. Ash just shifted Aron off to the side so Sneasel could curl up on his lap. Aron didn’t even flinch and just sleepily licked the covers for a few seconds before curling back up. “I’ll see if I can requisition a few. I’d love to see it in action as soon as I can – no reaction like that has ever been recorded!”

“We seem to be running into things like that a lot these days,” he shook his head. Oak just chuckled. “Sorry I don’t know more than that. If I figure anything else out I’ll let you know,” Ash said. He paused for a few moments. “Did you hear about that mural I found in the Granite Caves?”

Oak sighed. Any levity fell away in an instant. “Of course. Steven informed me immediately. I’ve added Groudon and Kyogre to the list of prospects, though I must admit we haven’t made any progress on that front.”

No surprise there. Ash couldn’t even begin to imagine where they could be resting. The planet was a big place. He could assume they were near Hoenn but there was no guarantee.

“It’s hard looking for something when you don’t even know what it looks like,” Ash agreed. Sneasel nodded along with him as he kneaded his velvet paws into Ash’s leg.

“Exactly. We don’t know their size or any concrete knowledge of their abilities, though we can make several assumptions,” Oak trailed off on a grim note. He massaged his temples but the corners of his mouth twitched up when Pikachu helpfully offered the nearly empty bottle of ketchup to him. “Thank you, Pikachu, but not right now.”

Pikachu just shook its head and bounced off the Professor, taking its ketchup away with it.

Oak watched the rodent scamper off fondly before getting back to business. “I have to admit that Groudon and Kyogre honestly aren’t our top priority. We’re still struggling to track the known quantities. The Zapdos you encountered at the Power Plant seems to have outright vanished,” he finished, frustrated. “Don’t ask me how something like that disappears so easily. If I knew it would make my job much easier.”

Ash pet Sneasel thoughtfully as he considered the news. They needed to find those two. He could hear Lugia’s warning echo through his mind as deeply as he had months ago.

Land and Sea, Behemoth and Leviathan…they breathe.

Lugia might not have given the names bestowed upon them by ancient humans but to Ash the identities of Land and Sea were clear as day. Whether it was his own knowledge, common sense, or some shade of intuition granted by Lugia didn’t really matter. All that he cared about was taking heed of that danger.

The Song echoed through his mind and he found himself thinking back to the old myths.

“There’s more than just Groudon and Kyogre to be worried about,” Ash stated. He didn’t need to elaborate.

“Rayquaza?”

Ash nodded. The Professor shifted uneasily. “We’ve made no progress on that front either, I’m afraid. If it’s still active it must move far too frequently to track effectively. Our satellites has revealed nothing of the sort and the Sky Pillar is lifeless.”

He grunted. That was unfortunate but he hadn’t expected otherwise. A few awkwardly silent moments passed by. “So have you had any luck? You must have found something, right?”

“We have,” Oak relaxed a bit. He started toying with the strange ball again. Ash watched it for a few moments. “The Beasts seem to remain centered in Johto. Sightings are more frequent than ever and they haven’t evaded our Rangers as they usually do. They’re more subtle than the Birds but easy to find once you know what to look for.”

That was something. Not as much progress as Ash would’ve liked to hear but it sounded like they had tabs on at least some of the Legends. It was a nice change from being totally in the dark. The only others they knew the absolute location of were the Shamouti Birds, the Mt. Ember Moltres, and Mewtwo…not that the latter even mattered. New Island had vanished entirely from what Ash understood.

His mind turned to the most ancient of the Leagues. Kanto and Indigo were the first of the Leagues but Sinnoh’s history was undeniably old in a way they couldn’t match. It had been civilized for thousands of years, though it had risen and fallen in the same way all empires did before the modern era.

“What about Sinnoh?” He cut in. Oak’s frown told him that he wouldn’t get much good news on that front. “Mom used to tell me about all the stories up there. Has the League figured anything out?”

Professor Oak drummed his fingers against his desk as he finally nodded. “Rowan has been a great help in that regard. Invaluable, in fact.”

Ash fidgeted impatiently. “And?” His betrayed his interest. He thought of all the myths and stories his mother had told him. “What’d he find? The Lake Guardians? Heatran?”

“Give me a moment to answer,” the Professor laughed at his enthusiasm. Ash sheepishly quieted down and hid a groan at the sudden resurgence of his headache. Nidoking chuffed and raised his great head to lick at Ash’s arm. He just grinned at the tingling feeling and scratched for a bit on Nidoking’s leathery ears. “Professor Rowan believes he’s managed to trace Heatran.”

He nodded, calmer now. “What will you do about it?” Ash spoke up, genuinely interested. Heatran wasn’t the star of many myths but it seemed fairly benevolent. Assuming the stories were accurate, anyway. He’d learned that plenty of the old tales were a tad distorted by time over the past year or so.

“Nothing,” the older man said firmly.

“Nothing?”

“Nothing,” Oak repeated. “This is a slow, careful process. We will observe but we’d prefer to leave Heatran in solitude for as long as possible. If we offended it all of Sinnoh might suffer.”

He dipped his head. Yes, he could imagine how much havoc an offended Legend could wreak. Somehow Ash doubted he’d be able to rely on any of the other Legends to stop it either. Mew was nowhere to be found, Lugia seemed intent on remaining out of conflict, and Moltres would probably just make things worse.

Asking for Mewtwo to step in…that idea was laughable.

I agree. 

Ash sneered at that but quickly wiped it away before Professor Oak could take note. He wasn’t entirely successful given the odd look on the older man’s face.

“Just be patient,” Oak began. Ash didn’t like the way he was looking at him. “We have time.”

That wasn’t something he was so sure of. To be honest Ash wasn’t sure he could be patient right now. Lugia’s warning wasn’t going to leave him any time soon and he knew it had been given to him for a reason.

The world wasn’t safe right now and he couldn’t just sit back and wait while other people worked to preserve it. That just wasn’t his nature.

Sneasel hissed at Ash’s sudden melancholy and possessively trapped his right hand between his soft paws. He wasn’t getting that back any time soon.

He cracked a grin. He really did need to relax. “So how’s my mom doing?” Ash turned the conversation to a lighter topic. There was plenty of time to grill the professor later. “She’s tried explaining what she’s studying but, well –”

Professor Oak looked to appreciate the change in topic as much as Ash did. “She’s doing quite well for herself! Several of the professors at Goldenrod have had nothing but good things to say about her!” He boasted. “Your mother is making the most of her time there, I assure you.”

That was a relief. Ash felt like there was a weight lifted off his chest. There’d been no doubt in his mind that she’d be happy back in her element but he’d still been a little worried about her. She’d been in Pallet for more than a decade. It must’ve been hard to adjust to the busy city life.

Not that he really knew anything about that, he had to admit. Ash hadn’t exactly gone out of his way to linger in the cities he passed through.

“To be honest I haven’t spoken to her as often as I’d like,” Professor Oak admitted. He looked wistfully at Ash. “But she seems very happy, Ash. She’s doing what she loves.”

He felt a little stab of guilt twist into his heart but he made sure to quash it. His mother would smack him if she thought he felt guilty for holding her back. It’d make her unhappy if he was unhappy.

Then again didn’t the same go for him? He wasn’t blind or stupid. His mother loved him and had put everything into the café and their tiny family. But it didn’t take a genius like Professor Oak to see that she craved an escape. She was too smart for that. She must’ve been bored out of her mind once he left on his journey.

She was supposed to do more with her life. Ash might’ve been a bit biased but he thought his mother was brilliant, even if she didn’t flaunt it. She deserved more than just grinding her life away in Pallet.

So he was happy she was happy.

“Good,” Ash said simply. He looked down at Sneasel and squeezed his eyes shut. The headache was back.

Naturally Professor Oak picked up on it. “You should get some rest,” he said kindly as Pikachu leapt up into his lap. The rodent squeaked at him and waved in agreement – Ash’s lips curled up into a smile when Sneasel’s ears twitched and an unconscious hiss rose from his throat.

“Call me whenever you’d like, Ash,” Oak smiled tiredly at him. The older man looked away for a brief moment. “Pallet’s been rather quiet as of late.”

Ash nodded slowly. “I will,” he promised. He hadn’t thought of how isolated the Professor must feel with his family, Ash, and his mother gone from Pallet. No wonder the Professor had devoted himself so fully to the Legendary project. “Thanks, Professor. I’ll call soon.”

“Thank you,” came the genuinely grateful reply. Ash shared a hesitant smile with the Professor before the screen went black.

With that done he just sat silently for a few minutes. The only time he moved was to pet Sneasel and Aron every now and then. He couldn’t help but smile when he looked down and saw Sneasel’s repulsed look as Aron snuggled deep into his warm black fur.

The rest of the team was arrayed all around him for the most part. For the first time in what felt like ages he was totally relaxed.

Unfortunately the headache decided it was a good time to spike back up. That would be annoying. Dazed couldn’t do anything for it. She didn’t have Dr. Alexander’s medical training and every time she tried to communicate the headache got exponentially worse.

Ash needed to sleep. He’d be an idiot to argue with the heavy weight draped over his body from exhaustion. Every muscle was stiff and he was pretty sure someone had filled his every cell with lead. It’d been a long day and he needed rest desperately.

But he couldn’t. Ash eyed the cold grey silk of the pillows arrayed comfortably at the head of the bed. He felt absolutely no desire to sleep here. After his time in Hoenn so far it just felt wrong.

He couldn’t help but wonder what was wrong for him as he reminisced about collapsing on his thin sleeping mat and watching the stars every night. Maybe he really did need to spend some time back in civilization.

That was a debate for another time, though. He sighed and picked up his PokeNav with his free hand. It took a little extra effort to type in his access code and scroll through his recent notifications but soon enough he got to see his two new messages.

Courtesy of Steven, naturally.

Curiosity got the best of him. He ignored the weariness and quickly accessed the messages. Ash was actually a little impressed with himself when he managed to avoid disturbing Aron or Sneasel.

His exhaustion faded quickly and Lightning jerked him to alertnesss the moment he laid eyes on the documents Steven had sent over:

Dossier: Jacqueline Durand. 

Dossier: “Hunter J”

Ash’s bare fingers shook slightly with the sudden burst of energy. He quickly accessed Jacqueline’s dossier, more than a little interested to see what lay within. He couldn’t find it in himself to care for the flame hanging in the back of his mind.

What did it even matter if Mewtwo was interested?

Full Name: 

Jacqueline Yvonne Durand

THREAT LEVEL: 

AA (Master, do not approach)

Age: 

26 (PIL 973 - )

Height: 

5′3″ (approx.)

Weight: 

125 lbs. (approx.)

Eyes: 

Green

Hair: 

Blonde

Place of Origin: 

Laverre City, Kalos

Family: 

Disassociated

Personality: 

Highly independent and avoids strong bonds with others. Unpredictable and operates on an unconventional moral code. Rarely shows remorse for her actions. Generally appears friendly. Rarely attacks without due cause but has been notably aggressive in the past. Particularly protective of pokemon. Many of her confirmed kills are known poachers or abusers. 

Little to no regard for the law when it suits her. Generally tries to work within its boundaries to avoid undue attention.

Bio: 

Noted as a promising trainer early in her career. Placed Top 16 of the Lumiose Conference as a first year trainer. 

Placed on list of potential recruits for Lumiose League. Lumiose League grew particularly interested after she placed Top 8 and Top 4 the proceeding years. 

Was approached in 987 after becoming the Lumiose Conference Champion her fourth year of training. Refused training. 

Proceeded to leave Kalos in 988. Pokemon Center records shared across Leagues confirm travels across multiple regions. 

Visited Unova between 988 and 990. 

Whereabout unknown in 991. Possibly entered the Ranger Union at one point (Report 6A sec. 5b) and Sinnoh. 

Remained in Sinnoh during 992. Movements seemingly random. Last known location was in Veilstone City. 

Lumiose League received sporadic reports of her movements until 994. Sighted in Alola and Hoenn regions during 993. Suspected to have ventured into the wilderness of the Western Continent late in 993. Activities unknown. 

Confirmed contact with paramilitary group “Plasma” in Unova. Extent of collusion likely minimal. Status as a direct asset extremely unlikely based on personality profile. Noted to avoid keeping firm ties with organizations. 

Returned to Kalos in 994. Presence noted and observers placed as mandated by Lumiose League protocol for returning trainers. 

January 3, 995: Assassination attempt against Lumiose Elite Four Malva for reasons unknown (Note: Look into that). Unsuccessful. Four Lumiose ASTRE trainers charged with protecting Elite Four Malva were killed. 

Elite Four Malva lightly wounded. Team suffered substantial damage. Delphox killed, Houndoom critically wounded, though it later recovered. Durand escaped with only two surviving team members (Shiftry and Farfetch’d). 

Resurfaced in Kalos in 996. Almost apprehended. Appeared to have developed an entirely new team (specialties unknown, only Shiftry and Farfetch’d currently observed) with specialty in combat and anti-psychic tactics. 

Vanished. Whereabouts unknown. 

Resurfaced in 999 in Hoenn. Contacted Elite Four Trainee Ash Ketchum (see file Ab6) and appeared non-hostile to him. Knew who he was (Indigo Conference) and did not engage. Fled after my appearance. Current whereabouts and affiliations unknown. 

Threat Level/Protocol: 

Deemed Master-level before attack on Elite Four Malva. Currently suspected to be more dangerous than before, though her activities and team are mostly unknown. From what reports have gathered she has reshaped her new team into combat specialists. Likely to exhibit exceptional teamwork. Noted for anti-psychic capabilities. 

Ranger Squad Protocol: Do not engage. Alert Hoenn ACE immediate. Several teams developed for Durand as per protocol. ASTRE team from Lumiose stationed in Ever Grande to be dispatched in event she is found. 

If possible at least one member of the Elite Four or myself will be dispatched to engage. With her interest in Trainee Ketchum she has become a priority to dispatch. 

Criminal Activity: 

See attached file DURAND: CRIME 

Ash sat the PokeNav down. He looked down and numbly noted his hands were shaking. It wasn’t just due to Lightning and adrenaline this time.

Jacqueline – no, Durand, he corrected – was dangerous. He’d been a bit sympathetic at first. It didn’t sound like she’d gone after good people. Poachers and abusers weren’t exactly on his list of people he’d want to be around.

But the attempted assassination of an Elite Four member? Killing League ASTRE trainers (whatever those were)? Leaving such a trail of devastation that Steven had to make an entirely separate file just for her criminal history?

It was hard to reconcile with the relatively pleasant, albeit odd, woman he’d gotten to know.

He felt a little gross remembering how he’d thought she was pretty. That spark he’d seen in her eye wasn’t just the spark of a great trainer. It was the spark of a great trainer who’d utterly fallen off the deep end.

Ash had already picked up on the fact that she was incredibly dangerous. When Savage Sidney respected her lethality he’d have to be stupid to realize what was going on. But this was more than he’d ever expected.

He’d be lying if he said he didn’t feel a little nauseous right now. Then again that might be due to his exhaustion and medicine more than anything.

After a moment of staring at the link that would take him to Hunter J’s file he shut the PokeNav and tossed it aside. Ash wasn’t in the mood.

The bed looked much more appealing than it did before.
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He couldn’t sleep.

Ash scowled and flipped over on his bed so he could stare up into the blackness of the ceiling. It was utterly silent. Steven must’ve soundproofed his apartment somehow. He shifted uncomfortably in the luxuriously soft and smooth silk of his covers. They were grey…just like literally everything else in this apartment.

Hmm, what could Steven’s favorite color be?

The room was almost completely black. He could only see Dazed’s hunched figure because of her glittering pendulum. Moonlight scattered off from the crystal and painted the entire area in pale silver.

It was mark of just how bored and frustrated he was that he noticed the glow from the city didn’t penetrate whatsoever. Ash figured psychics were involved somehow. Whenever something defied explanation they were usually a safe bet.

Or maybe it was something the Devon Corporation had done?

Ash silently resolved never to ask. He didn’t need another perfectly recited summary of a product – did Steven get paid for that, maybe? Ash knew a Champion with such a close relationship with the business would do wonders for it. The Leagues loved their leaders.

He glanced over at Dazed as her eyes burned an eerie blue, though they flickered out of existence mere moments later as she presumably recalled that her telepathy didn’t mix too well with concussions.

They’d need a few days before Ash could communicate with her again. There was a sour taste in his mouth as he considered that. For the past few months Dazed had been the person he talked to the most. He’d had plenty of conversations with Daisy and Steven but Dazed had been with him for so long that he couldn’t even recall being without her.

The same went for the rest of the team, if he was being honest. It felt like he’d been absent from the sleep hills of Pallet for three or four years rather than just one.

He reconsidered her as she set to polishing her pendulum. Ash was pretty sure the little loop of crystal hadn’t been anything less than pristine since she’d found him.

Ash could confide anything to Dazed…and now she was lost to him. For now.

Dazed shuffled closer, careful to avoid waking any of the other members of the team. Most of them had tried to stay up with him (except for Sneasel, who’d cheerfully curled up under the covers the second the lights went out) but Ash knew they needed their rest. Dazed had quite helpfully put them to sleep with a liberal use of Hypnosis.

So now they were the two left in the waking world while the rest of the team drifted off into peaceful dreams.

He surveyed them thoughtfully.

Just Nidoking’s head gently laid on the bed was enough to force Ash to roll over to the side – his bulk was so great that Ash was fighting to avoid rolling into him. Plume was utterly still except for the occasional ruffling of feather, perched as she was on one of the chairs.

Even Torrent had allowed his regal bearing to falter. He drooped ever so slightly without water to support his great bulk. The Kingdra was the last to have claimed his own spot. All the others had been forced into the center of the room in one big heap. Tangrowth was at the center, of course. Ash could hardly even see him underneath all the others.

Dazed’s eyes held only a sliver of the power she wielded. They burned dimly in the black and the brightness of the moonlight only made them dimmer in comparison. But it was all she needed. The thin filaments of writhing scarlet connecting to their sleeping family kept everyone peaceful and relaxed.

He admitted defeat and sat up. This was one of the few times he didn’t have to worry about disturbing his friends’ slumber. “Thanks,” Ash murmured, shattering the silence that pervaded the apartment. Dazed was simply silent as her eyes curved up into one of her smiles. “So this is every night for you, huh?”

She shrugged. Ash sent a crooked smile her way. “This must get kind of boring.”

Her shoulders shook just a bit at that. Ash felt a little satisfied. It wasn’t always so easy to make her laugh.

He fell silent for a few moments as he gathered his thoughts. “How’re you feeling after today?” Ash’s voice was so low he was worried she’d have to strain to hear him. Dazed shook her head noncommittally. The burning eyes flashed again and he winced at the sudden flare, though she quickly locked away her psychic powers. “Yeah, that’s about how I am too. It…I can’t sleep tonight.”

Ash’s eyes fell shut. All he could see was the dark shape of the Pokemon Hunter collapsing. The broken, silent forms of the pokemon his team had fought.

The images became more defined. Sharper.

Nidoking crushing a snarling Houndoom with a fearsome sweep of his muscular tail. Infernus tearing into a Charizard’s thick orange hide with claws sparking with electricity.

The entire nightmarish horde of enslaved pokemon ripped apart by the seamless teamwork of the Metagross colony wasn’t something Ash would ever forget.

After the bond he’d forged with the Metagross he didn’t know that he could. They’d shown him their perspective. Granted him an insight to the eidetic memory of the colony. It had marked him, though he didn’t know for how long.

Back during the waking hours he hadn’t been too bothered. At the least he had his team to distract him. But now he was alone. Even Dazed, his usual partner for late nights, was cut off from him. The adrenaline was gone. His hands shook from exhaustion, now, not the volatile cocktail of chemicals and venom and potion coursing through his veins in the wake of the battle.

Ash was trapped with only his own thoughts to keep him company. Dazed wasn’t able to let him cheat his psyche this time.

He wiped a few beads of sweat from his brow and stared at his wet palm. How did Steven sleep like this? Compared to the muggy heat of the training grounds this was downright comfortable. But the warm air trapped like this…it was wrong. All he could think about was how close the walls were, how the ceiling loomed closer and closer the longer he watched it.

Dazed really had spoiled him. Sleep had never been hard to come by with her around. Dreams were little more than a distant memory by now, for better or for worse. The last time he’d really had to face them were when Sneasel had been insistent on cuddling with him as a baby.

It had been a brutal few weeks but they still brought a smile to his face. It wasn’t as tight as it had been before.

The Hypno shifted closer. She shuffled awkwardly over to his bedside, careful to step around Aron, who was rolled over on his back (and dreaming of running, if his stubby legs twitching were any indication) until she rested silently mere inches from Ash.

Her hand hovered over his for a scant few seconds before she allowed her yellow-furred fingers to brush against his palm. Ash smiled up at her in return, appreciating the gesture for what it was. She might not be able to shield him from his dreams tonight but that didn’t mean she had to stand by and do nothing.

She’d never been comfortable with physical touch. Ash had accepted that without a second thought. After traveling with Jonathan he’d developed a personal bubble only his team really got past.

His breath fled his lungs. Ash hadn’t even realized he’d held it in until now. He shut his eyes as his entire body slumped.

“Thank you,” Ash whispered as he felt her fingers, thicker and clumsier than his own, lightly rest against his palm. Her fur was incredibly thin, almost like Mew and Mewtwo’s. He could feel her rubbery skin beneath and focused on the texture. It was interesting. Foreign yet shockingly familiar.

Dazed’s luminescent eyes softened and her head twisted to look down on him. They flashed several times, like she was about to speak to him telepathically before she remembered his concussion. Instead she just watched over him like a golden-white statue, though he could still see the warmth hidden within that most were blind to.

Hypno were feared for their powers and mannerisms. Most psychics were regarded warily by those who hadn’t known one of their kind. Those who were attuned most closely to the mental arts were particularly fearsome in some people’s minds, though he honestly couldn’t understand that any more.

The world would be a better place if people just learned to trust on character instead of their own hasty judgments.

His friend’s hand squeezed just a little tighter. Ash’s smile renewed at that and he adjusted himself to be more comfortable. Even with his eyes shut the images weren’t so sharp anymore.

Howls fell, cries dimmed, and the crystalline perfection of his memories slowly faded away.

He squeezed his eyes shut and focused instead on the Song rushing through his ears. His hand twitched for the familiar, cool weight of the Flute, and he waited.

Ash wouldn’t remember the darkness enveloping him.
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It was an awkward time sitting at the table for lunch. The mood was a little more lax than yesterday but neither of them really knew where to start. Ash almost wished Lance were here. He was too impatient to wait for Ash to start whatever discussion they were about to have.

Instead of speaking he watched his mentor eat since there honestly wasn’t anything else to distract him. Steven ate with a mechanical precision Ash would normally only attribute to a Metagross. Though that stirred up some rather unpleasant memories…

Before he could slip down a darker road he hastily spoke up. “I had no idea,” Ash admitted as he sipped on some water. The spaghetti Steven had made for them both felt odd as it slid down his throat. Not that it was unpleasant – it was actually pretty good. Better than his last few teacher’s had given him, at any rate.

Steven just arched a silver eyebrow and waited for Ash to finish washing down his food.

“About Jaqueline,” he clarified. Ash idly wound some of the spaghetti around his fork. “She was weird and all, but…” the boy trailed off. Steven finally decided to break his own silence.

“Dangerous,” the former Champion finished for him. Steven delicately set his utensils down as they finally got to the real Donphan in the room. “Yes,” he added, “there’s a reason I was so concerned from subduing J. I never would’ve thought she would be the lesser threat.”

Ash nodded tiredly. Yes, from what he’d read of Hunter J’s file this morning that sounded about right. She’d made Jacqueline look like a saint. At least the strange Master seemed to have some semblance of morality.

Hunter J, on the other hand, had a rap sheet even longer than Aqua and Magma combined. Ash wasn’t sure if there was something illegal she hadn’t done. It was like she’d had a checklist of every major law and decided to see how many she could break before she got caught.

It looked like she’d hit her limit, came the morbid thought. He just ignored the chuckle that reverberated from his mind to his bones to his mind again.

He brightened a bit as he ate another mouthful of the noodles. Kanto really needed to get this. It was a million times better than what he’d eaten the past two weeks, which were all based around Steven’s complicated nutritional plan instead of flavor.

Back during his journey through Kanto it wouldn’t have bothered him at all. Not after the black broth Bruno and Surge had tried to force down his throat. But now that he had so much money from the League (he was still a little mind boggled) he’d spoiled his team and himself.

“This is good,” he remarked absentmindedly. Steven’s pointed look reminded him to shut his mouth and swallow before speaking. His teacher was a bit more of a stickler for manners than his team. “Sorry.”

“Thank you,” came the gracious reply, studiously ignoring his breach in conduct. Steven leaned back in his chair and seemed content to abandon the heavy start to their conversation. “I can teach you how to make it, if you’d like. Cooking is an important skill to learn.”

Ash’s head bobbed up and down. “I don’t cook often,” he admitted and absentmindedly shifted his meal away from the seeking paws of Sneasel, who hissed unhappily before scampering away. “Mostly I eat trainer meals and nutrient bars.”

Steven looked just a little disgusted, “You sound like Lance. I should’ve known better than to have expected otherwise,” the Steel Master sighed. He paused then looked more than a tad concerned, “Ash, you don’t eat that swill the Indigo League serves its operatives, do you?”

“The black broth? No!” Ash recoiled. He was pretty sure he could still taste the disgusting sludge. “Just…no!”

“Good,” Steven made a face. Ash eyed the silver-haired man curiously – he wasn’t sure he’d ever seen Steven quite so petulant before. “Lance prepared it for me the morning after I became Champion. I was…unwell at the time and he promised it would make me feel better.”

The former Champion paused in his reminiscence.

“Needless to say, he lied,” Steven finished flatly. A sour look crossed his face. “I should’ve just taken the hangov—illness,” he hastily corrected himself. Ash just smirked.

“Bruno made me eat it when we were training,” he recalled. Ash set his spaghetti down. He didn’t really feel like eating for now. “I’m pretty sure it was just Grimer in a cup.”

“You’re not giving Grimer enough credit,” his teacher chuckled. Steven stroked his chin thoughtfully. “The texture of Grimer might be a tad better, actually.”

Ash grinned a little at the joke and finally took another bite of spaghetti. At least it gave him something else to think about. They sat there quietly for a minute or so, the only noise being what little came from Ash eating. Steven had finished.

There was something else weighing on his mind, though. “When are we leaving Rustboro? The investigation’s over, right? I don’t have to talk to Sidney again?”

“Thankfully not,” Steven sounded a tad relieved. He pushed his plate to the side. Ash had to yank Sneasel back by the scruff of his neck before he could slink over to steal the scraps. “Sidney’s back in Ever Grande, thankfully. I don’t know how much longer I could have put up with his brat of a Zoroark.”

“Where’s Zoroark from?” Ash interrupted. It was annoying but he’d been fascinated by its abilities. He’d never seen anything like it, let alone from a dark-type. He was more than a little tempted to try and hunt one down. Even if he didn’t catch it that would be a fascinating battle.

All he really knew was that they weren’t native to the National League. His PokeDex would have informed him if it was.

Steven didn’t waste time answering. “Unova,” the man eyed Ash knowingly. “I wouldn’t get your hopes up, Ash. They’re fantastically rare…or hiding in plain sight. Who knows?”

Hmm. Yeah, he could see how they might be hard to track down. The level of control Zoroark had over its illusory abilities was insane. Even psychics usually lacked that sort of skill. Psychic illusions could be broken since they were direct alterations of the environment or light. Even the illusions hardest to break, those created in the minds of the manipulated, were rarely on that level.

Then again that just raised even more questions. How did they pull that off? Dark-types generally favored a much more blunt approach to their powers. The deception they used tended to be based around skulking in the shadows before unleashing brutal assaults with their corrosive powers, not truly warping the perceptions of others.

“But we’re leaving tomorrow,” Steven finally answered his first question. Ash perked up. He’d been worried they’d be stuck in the city for ages with how Steven had acted. “That said,” he brought Ash’s attention back on him, “we’ll be traveling very lightly. You aren’t in any condition for strenuous activity,” the man finished with a grimace.

Ash grudgingly nodded and twisted some more spaghetti around his fork. “Where are we headed? Back to the training grounds?”

Steven shook his head abruptly. “No, I think our time there is done. You’re ready to progress to the next step of your training,” he added with a slight smile. Sneasel hissed cheerfully at that from below. “We’ll be moving to Slateport – there’s someone there I’d like you to meet. He’ll be at the Contest Hall.”

He leaned forward, his interest plenty piqued by Steven’s comment. “Who?”

Ash was more than a little frustrated when all he got was a lingering silence. He suddenly found himself twisted between being frustrated at Steven’s reticence and curious about whoever they might be meeting.

Wallace, perhaps? The current Ever Grande Champion was still famed in the Coordinator circuits. Lisia was another option but he doubted Steven would take him all the way there just to meet the girl.

He had the grudging suspicion Steven was doing this just to annoy him.

“I know better than to play that game,” Ash sighed and took a moment to squeeze one of Tangrowth’s searching vines. Sneasel yowled before he was yanked back to the grass-type in a crushing hug. Steven smirked ever so slightly. “Fine, where are we going after that? I don’t think Slateport would want us training there.”

“Correct. Once we’ve wrapped everything up there we’ll be off to Mt. Chimney. It’s isolated enough that we shouldn’t have to worry about property damage.”

Well that was a relief. There was something liberating about knowing his team was so strong they couldn’t even train around populated areas.

It meant he was just one step closer to becoming a Master. There was a reason they tended to affiliate with the Leagues or hide away in the wilderness. Even a single misplaced attack could cause utter devastation in the confines of a city.

Sneasel seemed pretty pleased about that as well. He flickered into Ash’s lap in a blur and purred like a small motor after managing to escape from Tangrowth’s loving hug…which was probably a good thing, considering Tangrowth’s vines could crack rock if he really tried.

He scratched the little dark-type a bit more than usual. He’d been good today. Sneasel hadn’t even tried to ambush Seeker once.

It was kind of sad he considered that progress but what could he do?

The moment was ruined a bit when he had to smack Sneasel’s seeking paw from snagging his food but he could take it. Ash really should have seen that coming.

“Sounds good to us,” he flashed back a feral grin mimicked by Sneasel. Steven rolled his eyes. “So what’re we doing for the rest of the day?”

Steven pursed his lips. “We aren’t doing anything. I’m going to be analyzing some data and taking care of some details about yesterday’s conflict. You’re going to stay here with your team. You don’t need to be out andabout.”

That wasn’t what he wanted to hear. “I’m fine,” Ash stressed. Even his headache had faded a bit, though there was still an uncomfortable pressure pounding. At least he could focus now. Plus his back only hurt when he moved. “How about I go battle Roxanne? That won’t be too hard. Plus I’d like to see how Aron –”

“I’m not arguing this,” Steven was firmer than before. “Dr. Alexander was very clear that you desperately need rest.”

Fire spurred him to argue but was stopped in its tracks by Steven’s placating hand. His jaw snapped shut and he shifted impatiently while Steven tried to string some words together.

“I know you’ve had worse than this,” his mentor shaped every word slowly so Ash would listen. The former Champion’s voice was so low and soft Ash had to strain to hear. “I’m not happy about that but,” silver brows lowered, “I will not have your recovery hindered. I need you at your best for our future training.”

Ash hesitated, swayed a bit by Steven’s logic. “Fine,” he folded his arms. His lunch was forgotten. “Is there at least something else I can do? I can’t just sit here!”

Steven actually looked at him sympathetically then. He stroked his chin as he thoughtfully looked past Ash to one of the numerous, well-kept display cases practically bursting with rare stones.

He really needed to bring up the Thunderstone incident soon, he realized.

“There is, actually,” came the response. Ash grinned just a little at the good news. At least he wouldn’t be totally bored today. “Before we commence the second phase of your training we need to determine where you want to take it. I know your plans for Nidoking and we’ve been working together on Aron,” Steven looked at him. “How goes your progress with Magnet Rise, by the way?”

“It’s fine,” Ash shrugged. They’d started working on the technique after Aggron’s display with the metal rod a few weeks back. Steven had been kind enough to explain the key to Aggron’s abilities: a complete and total mastery of the Magnet Rise technique. It would be a long road before Aron could boast that skill. “I think what we really need is to devote some time to it. Right now he’s just doing his best to master the basics when he’s not going through conditioning.”

Steven scooped up what dishes were cleared and rose to take them over to the sink. “Yes, it’s not a simple technique to learn,” he agreed knowingly. Ash snorted at the understatement. “We’ll have plenty of time, however.”

Well, that was just what they needed. Ash knew time was his most precious resource right now. It just so happened to be running out at a disturbing rate. Ash needed to become stronger like he needed oxygen filling his lungs. If Jacqueline had taught him one thing it was that the strength his team had fought for so far wasn’t nearly enough.

Ash couldn’t deny that he’d gotten a bit arrogant since he’d come to Hoenn. To be honest it’d been festering in the deepest, darkest parts of him since the Conference. He’d found himself measured against the best of the Indigo League and found most of them wanting.

It was time to remember the lessons he’d first learned when Sabrina absolutely thrashed him in their first battle: he had a long, long way to go. Just because he was one of the stronger trainers in the region didn’t give him an excuse to think he was unstoppable.

He was far from his peak. Ash would have to be an utter idiot to think he couldn’t grow stronger from here. No matter how powerful his team grew he would always have room for improvement…he desperately needed to push and push until he found the next wall to tear apart.

Ash couldn’t remain as he was. He’d been weary and exhausted when he’d met Jacqueline and so had his team but that was no excuse – knowing what he did now, he should’ve stopped at nothing to keep her pinned down until Steven could capture her.

Ash couldn’t change the past. Time was something he’d never be able to fight.

But the future…that was another beast altogether.

Jacqueline would have crushed him no matter what, he knew. There was no denying that. That didn’t mean their next meeting had to go the same way. Fire, Ice, and Lightning all spurred him on to greatness – it wasn’t in their nature to be mediocre.

“I’m not hungry any more,” he explained to his mentor as the silver-haired man watched him oddly. Ash rose with a certain sense of purpose and gave a pointed look at Sneasel. Finally given permission to gorge himself the dark-type practically purred as he leapt atop the table.

“You seem like a man on a mission,” Steven chuckled as he rinsed the dishes. “What’s the cause of all this?”

Ash rolled his shoulders. There was a spike of pain but nothing too severe. Not yet, anyway. He had some time before his medication wore off. “Just a bit of inspiration,” he said as he focused on one particularly appealing mental image. Plume wouldn’t look at him for a week if he didn’t tell her about this.

He looked at his suddenly pristine plate. Sneasel always did eat fast, he mused. “Should I…” he began, more than willing to help out with the dishes before he holed up in his room.

“Don’t worry, I’ll take care of it. To be honest this is keeping me from paperwork so I don’t mind at all,” Steven confessed. He tossed one of the plates aside with practiced ease. “Just put some thought into your team, alright?”

“Will do!” Ash called back as he treaded through the dark granite doorway back to his room. He barely caught sight of one of Tangrowth’s long vines dropping his clean plate into the bubbly sink, though he took care to pretend like he didn’t hear Steven’s curse when his pristine suit was dowsed in water.

Instead he focused on the sudden roar of the Song in his ears and the inspiration rearing its pretty head. How could he say no to that?

Ash was a little worried he’d drown in the soft, fluffy bed when he fell onto it but he supposed he got lucky.

Aron wasn’t. He warbled cheerfully as his round metal carapace rolled clean off the bed, only to be saved by a sudden flare of power from Dazed. Ash shook his head and sent a mental thank you to the bored Hypno.

Too bad he got cut off by a metal pokemon being dumped in his lap.

If it weren’t for the innocent baby-blue eyes looking up at him Ash was pretty sure he’d have let out a worse curse than Steven had. Instead he just rubbed his (probably cracked) ribs and gave Aron a few vigorous head rubs before he got to work.

His PokeNav clicked as he flipped it open. Ash glanced at the screen – no new messages yet. Not too surprising. Jonathan and Amelia were supposed to be in pretty deep wilderness. Gary was…well, Ash was never really sure what he was up to. He just assumed his former rival was probably doing something to annoy Jonathan.

No matter what he’d probably hear about it sooner or later. He would say that being so far away from them was a good thing since it saved him from rants about Gary (or Jonathan) but all it really meant was that he got to read it instead. Jonathan’s spelling meant that that could be a pretty huge hassle.

A quick tap opened up his notes section. There were already dozens of entries: strategies, his own thoughts about where to take his team’s abilities, complex nutrition plans Professor Oak had helped him with before Ash had left Pallet…the list went on and on.

He ignored them all and opened up a new entry. No need for the old notes. Right now he was going to try and break totally foreign ground – the Song had promised him that much.

The only things that split his attention were Aron sleeping on his lap, Dazed lurking in the corner, and Oz climbing up onto the bed to watch the young steel-type. The rest of his focus laid solely in his own mind.

Everything seemed so simple now.
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In the end it was the Song that guided him. It painted the apocalyptic clash between the Birds and the Titan of the Abyss in his memories as though he were watching it right now – as the Feather flared with Fire and Lightning he felt almost as if he had been cast back in time.

The Inferno, the Blizzard, and the Storm swirled and raged and clashed in displays of grandeur that could not be named. His words only summoned to mind pale imitations of nature’s wrath. No human words could conjure up words to explain the rawest expressions of Fire, Ice, and Lightning.

But for once it wasn’t the Birds he was thinking about. It was their master.

For all the raw, primal might the Birds wielded so effortlessly it was like nothing in the face of Lugia.

Shrieking Ice, Roaring Fire, and Thundering Lightning swirled and mixed and fought. A ball of light shaped easily in Lugia’s fierce maw, collecting for just a moment before it erupted in a blinding, deceptively thin lance of orange and gold that carried with it all the might of a hurricane. It tore through the squabbling Birds’ elements and whipped up a screaming gale behind it that purified the air of the storms that befouled it. 

He rubbed his temples. The darkness that lurked within his mind was silent. It still hurt, though. At the same time the memory lingered and seemed to soothe some of the pounding ache spiking through his brain.

Every cloud had a silver lining, he supposed.

Though this particular silver lining was a little more useful than others. Ash had picked up the strange, potent technique Lugia had used as its most reliable offensive power. Even in the frenzy of the Clash it couldn’t be denied.

It was what Lugia used every time a genuinely dangerous threat (to it, anyways) reared its ugly head. The elemental storms were banished by its power and Infernus with the might of Fire behind him was brought to his knees.

At the same time it was hard to wrap his head around it. The thought of a Legend using a technique of all things was mindboggling. To be honest if it were anything other than Lugia wielding that power he’d be more than a little worried. All that brute force he normally attributed to Legends was dangerous enough. At least they tended to use that overwhelming and seemingly infinite power with all the subtlety of Lance.

Shaping and honing that power to be in its most effective state was something that bothered him. Mew and Mewtwo had been bad enough. Their battle had been almost beyond his comprehension, full of tricks and uniquely devastating uses of psychic energy he’d hoped never to see replicated.

Lugia had shattered that dream. Not that he could fault it – Lugia had saved the world with that technique. But there was something distinctly fearsome about the attack it had used, something he hadn’t felt from Mew and Mewtwo.

That battle had been about deception and creativity as much as anything. It was how Mew had handled itself so well against a trained warrior like Mewtwo. Everything was about manipulating their powers with the mastery of both an unfathomably powerful psychic and the experience to use it most efficiently.

But when Lugia summoned that blast…it was like a hurricane had been breathed into the world. Like something far greater than psychic manipulation had taken place. Lugia had poured a bit of itself into the world with the beam, expressed itself in a way Ash wasn’t sure he could quite understand.

The Guardian of the Sea was the bridge between what he knew of the Birds and Mew. All the raw, elemental force of the combined Birds with the terrifying potent and versatile psychic power that lent it unstoppable force when it dared to spread its wings and touch the world.

And it was that power Ash intended on harnessing for Plume. A tiny, infinitesimal fraction of that power, of course, but it would draw itself from the same source.

Hopefully. It was a long shot but he thought he might be able to do it. Lugia had shown it was at least possible – though whether a mortal pokemon could pull it off was something else entirely.

If anyone could make that dream a reality it was Plume, though. Ash had an air of certainty he wouldn’t abandon easily. Plume was smarter than most of his team and just as skilled.

Plus she needed this. Hyper Beam might grant her the offensive power to pierce otherwise unbreakable defenses but it was a liability. It was exhausting and robbed her of the stamina that made her almost untouchable. She wasn’t Infernus. She couldn’t just keep fighting and flying for hours.

Training would help that. Had helped that. But Hyper Beam was an inherently exhausting technique. It was the price you had to pay for using that sort of power at a whim. Hyper Beam’s strength didn’t come from the sun like Solar Beam. The energy was drawn directly from a pokemon’s own body.

It was useful but the drawbacks more than made up for it. But if his friend could compensate for that physical toll with the control she’d gained over wind she’d be in a much, much stronger position. Plume had proven time and time again that she was good at what she did.

The problem was she couldn’t do it for very long.

She slowed down when she was exhausted. When she slowed down she got hit. When she got hit…well, she didn’t like getting hit.

Aside from all that he had to admit that embarking on the long, arduous road of unraveling Lugia’s tapestry of secrets sounded like the sort of challenge he craved. He’d always felt that demanding little voice urge him forward on the road of life and it seemed it finally had something that might slow it down.

He couldn’t wait. That was the voice that demanded he do the impossible. That he uncover the secret of a Legend. That he learn from the truest masters of the elements – the elements themselves.

“Plume!” Ash’s face was pulled painfully tight by his grin when she materialized from her pokeball in a brilliant flash of light. For once he didn’t stroke her plumage. Instead he just admired his friend as she preened – she really was incredible. Massive, sleek, and honestly everything he thought a Pidgeot should be. “Hey there. You feeling better? I know you were still a bit roughed up last night.”

She cooed and butted her head against his hand. He rested it there, happy she’d gotten over yesterday’s injuries. Ash just took care to avoid brushing against some of the feathers that were still snapped and broken. They’d come back in soon enough.

“That’s good,” he agreed. Ash showed her the Flute. Plume eyed it as greedily as Torrent had on occasion. They knew what it represented. He had her interest now. “So, you remember Lugia?”

“Stupid question,” he amended when Plume stared at him like he’d grown a second head. Nevertheless she watched him in that peculiar way that meant she was truly, genuinely intrigued. Ash hummed along with the Song as he gathered his thoughts. “I’ve been a little…distracted,” Ash allowed. Plume cooed again, softer this time, and gently rubbed her massive head against his own. The force nearly knocked him off the bed. “Thanks, Plume.”

He smiled as she rested her head on the top of his hat. Ash barely kept from buckling. The headache came back in full force but he’d put up with it. “Let me rephrase that: Do you remember that attack Lugia used? The beam?”

Plume cocked her head. It felt odd considering where she was laying it. A loud chirp let him know that did. Ash smiled and eyed the glossy plumage that trailed down to the floor behind her.

Ash allowed a few brief moments of silence. How to proceed?

A light tingle came from the spot the Feather was bound to him, followed by a flush of warmth.

He knew his answer.

“You’re going to learn to use it,” Ash twisted the Flute in his hands, marveling at the impossibly smooth surface. It almost felt like it would slip from his hands at any moment. There wasn’t a single imperfection.

She jerked away, rearing back like she’d been struck. Her raptor eyes stared at him, wider than he’d ever seen them.

That was a bit more of a reaction than he’d expected but Ash wouldn’t complain. At least this way he knew that he had her attention. Her feathers puffed out like she’d been hit by a bolt of electricity courtesy of Oz.

Speaking of which, the Electabuzz looked fairly interested in the way this conversation was going. He thought she seemed a little more interested in the Feather glowing bright beneath his pale grey shirt, though.

He really needed to have a talk with Steven about getting some variety in here. It felt like he hadn’t seen more than three or four different colors since he’d gotten here last night. Everything was a shade of grey or silver.

Including Aron, he smirked. The aforementioned steel-type sleepily rolled over in his lap, nearly crushing the Flute. Then again Ash was pretty sure Aron would just slip right off of it. Plus there was a good chance the Flute, having come from a Legend, was a bit more durable than Aron would ever be.

“What?” A lopsided grin rolled onto his features. Plume’s feathers ruffled a little more and she raised her head high, seemingly to regain what little dignity she’d kept. She feigned disinterest but he knew her too well for that. “Don’t even try that act. I know you can do it, Plume. We know it’s possible. It’s not like we’re working from scratch.”

Ash wasn’t sure how comfortable he was with being stared at. Plume must have thought he was out of his mind. He cringed a little at the low grind of her razor sharp talons against the expensive marble tiles. He wasn’t sure he could afford to owe Steven any more money after the Thunder Stone incident.

He just shot her a pointed look and she slackened just a tad. The trainer was also going to do his best to ignore that he pretty much was starting from scratch on this pet project.

In his time as a trainer he’d seen a lot of fantastical things: Ancient Rhydon whose very breath could manipulate rock, a Clefable with a power so incredible and versatile he wasn’t sure any living pokemon could compare, and a Ninetales that could dissolve into living flame.

He had no idea how any of those worked. Ash had his guesses and a few theories but he doubted he’d be able to reverse engineer a single one of those techniques in a reasonable amount of time. There was a reason those pokemon had ascended to greatness, after all. If everyone could develop those techniques then they wouldn’t be special at all.

Lugia’s technique was something else. It was a fair bit simpler, yet at the same time was so mysterious and beyond his comprehension right now. He needed time to think on it and dissect it. On the surface it appeared basic, yet he knew there was more going on than just blowing a bunch of wind around.

At the same time he trusted in Plume’s own ability and experience. They’d tread this path together.

And it wasn’t as if they were going alone. Ash’s eyes strayed to the length of cool metal in his hands. It had been created for him.

They had a guide. Right now they just needed to learn how to approach it.

“Think on it, will you?” Ash stroked her plumage just the way she liked. Plume’s beak snapped down on his hat as gently as she could, though he winced as he heard something snap. Just another reminder of how powerful she was. “We’re going to start on this as soon as we leave the city – we just have to figure out where we want to start.”

Plume nodded. Her resolve was obvious and it made Ash feel a little more confident about this whole thing. Rebuilding the technique of a Legend for the use of a mortal pokemon was a long shot, sure, but he doubted the Song would be singing so clearly right now if it wasn’t possible.

They fell into another companionable silence as Ash released the Flute from his grip. He was a little concerned when Aron’s rasping tongue sleepily reached out to lick at the moonlight made manifest but it was for nothing. Aron’s tongue left no more of a mark than if he’d ran a finger down its spine.

He pulled out his PokeNav and opened up the notes section again. Ash grimaced as he saw the entry on Hunter J – he didn’t want to read that again any time soon.

People said that you died twice: Once when you stop breathing and once when nobody remembers you. Ash had seen Hunter J’s first death yesterday. Now he wanted to do his part in putting her to rest for good.

But then a message came in. Ash raised an eyebrow – he hadn’t expected one from his mother quite yet. She’d given him the heads up a while ago that she’d be really busy as she started to take her first tests.

If he didn’t know better he’d say that Oz smirked at how fast he opened up the message. He just rolled his eyes and read a little greedily. It felt like forever since he’d talked to his mom.

Ash, 

Hi, just wanted to check in on you! I hope training’s been going well – if it’s too hard then give me Steven’s number and I’ll make him give you some time off! Anyways I just wanted to apologize for not being able to call lately…all the professors seem to think they’re my only class! 

But I wouldn’t trade it for the world. I’ve learnt so much and gotten to meet so many brilliant people. I’d say there are even a few Samuel would have trouble keeping up with!

So how have you been? I know you haven’t had a lot of spare time lately. You must be being worked to the bone! I bet all of you are getting so strong! Say hi to everyone for me…it’s been strange not seeing Bruiser and Seeker around. I got so used to them! I’m glad they’re with you now. 

But besides my classes I’ve been spending a lot of time with your Uncle Spencer and Molly. I know you must be so tired of me talking about them but it’s been amazing to see them so often! Do you think you’ll be able to come to Johto some time this year? I know you’re really busy being a big, bad member of the Elite Four but I think it would be a lot of fun for you to come to Greenfield or Goldenrod. I’ve told little Molly all about you. 

I’ll let you go now. I hope you weren’t too bored reading this, Ashy. It feels like you’ve always got something exciting going on. 

Love, 

Mom

Ash curiously clicked on the attachment his mother had added. She hadn’t really sent him pictures or anything before.

He blinked and leaned in a little closer once it loaded. Ash had to admit he was a tad surprised. There was a little stab of envy thrown in there too but that wasn’t something he’d be telling anyone about.

“She looks happy,” Ash muttered. He looked at the picture a little longingly as he saw his mother, Uncle Spencer, Molly, and Teddiursa all lounging in front of the Hale’s massive mansion. It had been a long time since he’d seen those rolling green hills. Ash wouldn’t say he was homesick but there was nothing like those in Hoenn. Hoenn was like an entirely different world.

Plume chirped at him and leaned over his shoulder to look at the picture. She cocked her head quizzically but didn’t really seem to get what was so important about it.

“It’s nothing,” he brushed off her concern. He still smiled as she rubbed her face against his cheek. Ash appreciated that – it did make him feel a little better. Not that he was upset or anything. This wasn’t a big deal. It was just that he hadn’t seen his mother in a while and it was weird seeing her like this.

The picture wasn’t anything too fancy. Great scenery, of course. Greenfield was beautiful if nothing else. The Hales were lucky to live in a place like that even though their mansion was a bit too fancy for Ash’s tastes.

His mother and Spencer knelt next to each other, his arm around her shoulders and huge grins on both their faces – his mom looked like she was laughing at the funniest joke in the world.

That smile washed years off of her – she could be in her early twenties for all he could tell. Molly was dressed up in a Teddiursa costume for some reason (he had the sneaking suspicion his mother was involved) and hugging her Teddiursa so tight he was almost a little worried for it. The small creature looked cheerful, though.

They all did.

Ash stared at the image a little bit longer. They looked like a family. A full one that was just missing a son instead of a father. His mom was as happy as she’d ever been with her arms draped around Spencer and Molly, hugging the girl tight. She was laughing.

He exited away from the image and his mother’s message. Ash would reply later.

Instead he just opened another notes section and set to work. Steven needed to know what he had planned for his team.

They’d talked about this before. But it had never been anything too concrete. Mostly it was Ash brainstorming and seeing if Steven thought it was a completely terrible idea or not. Steven hadn’t given too much input these past weeks – he mostly just seemed interested in whipping Ash and his team into shape more than anything.

But Ash could see the wind blowing in a different direction. Steven thought his team could keep up now.

This was where the real work began. And if it distracted him – not that he needed to be distracted, no matter what Dazed seemed to think as she watched him from the corner – then all the better.
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Ash folded his arms and leaned against one of the thin, pale trees that filled the forest just outside Rustboro. It bent under his weight, slight as it was, but didn’t break. That would’ve been a bit of a downer.

Most of his team were either at the apartment or in their pokeballs. This was private. Steven had grudgingly allowed him to leave the apartment while the older man went over the courses Ash had charted out for his teammates. It would take him some time to analyze the plans and prepare his feedback and Ash couldn’t bear being cooped up anymore.

He needed to stretch his legs. Breathe some fresh air. Talk to Nidoking.

The aforementioned massive, purple individual stood right in front of him. Neither of them did much of anything. Ash didn’t doubt that Nidoking knew why he’d brought him out here. His friend was smarter than most gave him credit for.

Ash didn’t feel like being the first one to break this silence – tense, for once. He didn’t know if this situation could actually be less awkward. It wasn’t as if they didn’t want to have this talk. It was just that there was something heavy between them. Some sort of mental wall that had built up over the past day.

No, that wasn’t true. Ash wouldn’t try and claim that. This wasn’t something new. This had been building since Nidoking had evolved years before most of his species. Since he’d had an influx of hormones and primal instincts and urges that Ash wasn’t sure his friend had been prepared for.

Nidoking had never been the most expressive member of the team. He’d always been firm and calm. Level-headed. That was something Ash would always respect. It was what made Nidoking the sort of leader that could keep a team with as many diverse personalities as theirs from falling apart. Even Infernus still respected Nidoking despite surpassing him in raw power. It wasn’t just that Nidoking had always been strong, it was that he’d practically been born to lead.

Ash should have realized the problem sooner. Nidoking had been a tad reclusive and short-tempered since evolution but it hadn’t been until New Island that things really went downhill. The Conference had stabilized him a bit, but it seemed that since they’d gotten to Hoenn his friend was more withdrawn than ever.

They were still close. Ash would die for Nidoking and Nidoking would die for him. It was as constant as the sun rising.

The problem was Nidoking would probably get himself killed if Ash died. He was too reliant. If it weren’t for Ash there wouldn’t be anything truly binding him to this world. No reason for him to go on. Ash had become his life and he wasn’t sure that was a good thing.

Nidoking was friendly with the team. He was their leader, after all. He was the one to deal discipline and control the wildest members (and Infernus, who jumped right past wild and into raging wildfire). Plume got along well with him and so did Dazed.

Ash thought he and Torrent were as friendly as two monarchs could ever be. Bruiser and Seeker were respected as well, though they weren’t especially close. Tangrowth was tolerated. Infernus was respected for his formidable ability if nothing else. Sneasel…well, Nidoking didn’t despise him quite as much anymore. He doubted Nidoking and Oz would ever be friends.

Aron…well, there was Ash’s hope. Nidoking actually enjoyed having him around. It was the only thing so far that had actually distracted Nidoking from constantly following Ash and acting as a massive, armored protector.

He appreciated Nidoking’s constant companionship but he knew this had to stop.

What had happened yesterday had unraveled something in Nidoking. Ash had known his near-death would probably be harder on the poison-type than it would on Ash himself. But whatever misplaced guilt Nidoking was feeling was rotting him from the inside out.

His friend – no, his brother – could hardly even look at him anymore.

That was what he needed to fix first.

“Look at me,” he said. Ash’s hands shook just a little. He’d walked a long way to make it this far. Nidoking grudgingly crane his neck up until his narrow black eyes stared right into Ash’s. “Good,” Ash breathed. “What’s up?”

Nidoking grunted and started to look away. He barely caught himself. His mighty, spiny tail swayed back and forth, the only sign of his discomfort.

“I almost died yesterday,” Ash broke the silence. He honestly wasn’t sure where he was going with this. Fire didn’t guide him. Nor did Ice or Lightning. This was all him. Even Mewtwo seemed to withdraw.

As expected his friend let out a thunderous groan and smashed his tail into the earth. Little ripples emanated out from where it impacted, warping the ground like it was just water. He’d never get used to that.

“Relax,” he raised a calming hand. Nidoking’s nostrils still flared and Ash was pretty sure he was flashing back to yesterday but at least the heavy pressure filling the air had slackened somewhat. “I’m fine,” Ash stressed. He held out a hand for Nidoking to sniff, as though to prove he was still here. Nidoking hesitantly leaned forward and tapped the tip of his face to his knuckles. His hot breath left tingles on Ash’s knuckles.

“See?”

Nidoking reared back and ascended to his full height. Ash admired his friend for a moment – it was easy to forget Nidoking was hunched over most of the time. Right now he easily pushed past six feet. He might not be the best judge but he was fairly sure Nidoking was closer to seven feet than six.

“The reason I’m alive is you – and the rest of the team,” he finished. Ash crossed his arms and casually looked up at his hulking friend. “I think it’s time to realize that you aren’t my only protector, buddy.”

He winced at Nidoking’s groan. His friend looked like he’d just been struck. His tail swished back and forth, agitated. Ash knew Nidoking would never hurt him but he needed to tread lightly.

“We’re a family, Nidoking,” he leaned forward and rested a hand against his friend’s heavy armor. “Nobody has to bear these burdens alone. That’s what makes us strong – we split up the load. I know you’ve had it hard,” Ash whispered sympathetically. His grip on Nidoking tightened and his friend finally met his eyes again. “But it’s time you hand off some of this responsibility. It’s eating you up. It doesn’t take Dazed or Claydol to see that.”

The poison-type’s claws clenched tightly together. Ash knew from experience that they could grind rock into powder with less effort than that.

Ash sighed. He should’ve taken care of this much, much earlier. It was only now he could see how much this had festered in the deepest, darkest parts of Nidoking. “I can’t be your whole world.”

If Nidoking’s slit eyes and raised spines were anything to go by he didn’t take kindly to that. Even Ash had to take a deep breath to avoid flinching at the display…the low groaning roar didn’t help matters. It was like the earth itself was expressing its displeasure.

He just let his first friend get it out of his system. No good would come of trying to cut him off.

“That’s exactly what I’m talking about,” Ash said at last. He looked past Nidoking and out into the dim forest. Only thin rays of light pierced the foliage. It was oddly silent but he’d gotten used to that. Most wild pokemon weren’t too interested in hanging around a massive Pidgeot or a grumpy Nidoking. “What do you care about besides me?”

Nidoking hesitated. His eyes roved, settling on nothing in particular. It looked like he genuinely didn’t know the answer to that question. The mighty tail thumped rhythmically against the layer of moist vegetation covering the ground – not that it mattered. His connection to the earth was as strong as ever.

Ash sighed. “You need to let go, Nidoking.”

His friend whined. Ash looked up jerkily. He hadn’t heard a noise like that from his friend since he was a humble Nidoran. As far as he knew Nidoking couldn’t even make a noise like that.

“I know it’s hard, buddy,” Ash stepped forward and took care to dodge Nidoking’s spines as he hugged his friend’s massive midsection. The leathery plates of armor all over him were surprisingly warm. He spoke into Nidoking’s chest. “You know I love you. You were my first real friend on this journey – we’re gonna be together forever,” he said with certainty. But he squeezed his eyes shut. “But I need you to grow past me. There are others protecting me and others that need to be protected by you. Like Aron.”

A massive arm wrapped around him. The blunt claws scraped lightly against the back of his shirt.

“I know it’s a lot easier to say than do,” Ash smiled and pulled away from the embrace so he could look up to meet Nidoking’s black eyes. “It always is, isn’t it?”

Nidoking chuffed slightly and nuzzled Ash’s head. His horn just barely avoided piercing his skull.

“Just think on this. I want to help you. You can’t continue on like this, bound just to me,” the boy said to the beast. Nidoking was utterly silent. “We can talk on this later, okay? I just want you to at least consider it. Can you promise me that?”

In the end Nidoking took an entire minute before his mind was made up. He stepped back and extended his arm towards Ash, pausing when it was about a foot away from his trainer.

Ash grinned at the distinctly human gesture and took Nidoking’s huge, solid claws in his smaller, softer hand. Whatever tension there was before dissipated as they shook on the deal and he felt his shoulders slump in relief.

This was all he could ask of his brother-in-arms.

“It’s still light out,” he pointed out after a few seconds of contemplation. Nidoking’s ears twitched. “Want to explore a little?” Ash asked with a wry grin. “It’s been a while since it’s been just the two of us. It’ll be like old times.”

Nidoking’s lips pulled up into what Ash knew to be a smile and his tail thumped the ground happily. He let Ash rest for a moment before following the boy’s lead.

He didn’t have any particular goal in mind – Ash just knew he was totally safe in these woods. They were strange in a pleasant sort of way. They were as different from the temperate forests of Kanto and Johto as could be yet they were just familiar enough to remind him of home.

In a way it was like they really were beginning a new journey. What had happened yesterday was a breaking point in Ash’s mind…he felt a rare certainty that this was a new chapter of his life.

All there was to do now was to figure out whether it would be better than the last.

As he and Nidoking made their way through the forest, Ash talking and his friend silently listening like they had in the old days, he was pretty sure he knew the answer.

XX

Steven put his PokeNav down and looked over at Ash from his comfortable grey (of course) chair. It seemed like a king’s throne thanks to Steven’s quiet dignity. Ash sat on the couch across from him waiting for whatever judgment the former Champion might give.

“Good job.”

Well that was a tad unexpected. Ash jerked up and waited for whatever else Steven was about to drop on him. That was how Steven worked, he’d learned. He liked to catch Ash off guard. Either he opened up with something positive then tore him down or vice versa.

It hadn’t taken him that long to learn most of Steven’s tics.

“That said, I think we have some things to discuss.”

There it was.

“Like what?” Came his measured response. Steven just smiled at him.

“Oh, nothing too severe. You mapped out your plans quite well. I’m impressed by the creativity you’ve put into some,” Steven congratulated him. Ash fought the urge to preen like Plume did when he paid her a compliment. “But I’m looking at Infernus’ and I’m honestly confused.”

Ash raised an eyebrow. “About what?” He thought he’d been pretty clear. It wasn’t anything too crazy. Mostly he’d just explained how he wanted to start having Infernus try to psychically manipulate his flames.

Nothing too major. Ash just thought it might be a way for Infernus to get a little more precision in his blasts and maybe be able to take down flying opponents without teleporting on top of them. Plus it might let him focus his power a little more and stop being so wasteful. If he removed that flaw Infernus would honestly be much, much more formidable.

The only other thing he’d included was his plans for Infernus to negate Metagross’ vacuum. Normally Ash would’ve held that strategy close to his chest but he didn’t care about beating Steven so much any more.

Yesterday had taught him one thing: Ash needed to improve. Striving to beat Metagross was important but he’d rather take advantage of every bit of Steven’s knowledge and experience. Survival in whatever battles were to come was much more important.

Besides, he had no doubt that even if Infernus did manage to penetrate the Vacuum with his heat that Metagross would just throw him halfway across Hoenn with their telekinesis. Disclosing one trick wasn’t that big of a deal.

“Convection,” Steven stroked his chin thoughtfully. His cheek twitched like he was holding back a smile. “Convection is the movement of heat from one place to the other by the movement of fluids.”

“Yes?” Ash ventured hesitantly. He had the strangest feeling that Steven was going to make him feel really, really dumb. This must be how Jonathan felt every time he talked to Gary. Or Amelia. Or…well, the list went on and on.

Steven folded his hands together. “Do you know what a fluid is?”

“Gases and liquids,” came the quick reply. Ash squinted at Steven. Where was he going with this?

“You’re planning to penetrate Metagross’ Vacuum technique by moving heat from Infernus’ fires to Metagross via convection. Convection is the transfer of heat from one place to another via the movement of fluids – gas, in this case.”

Ash nodded along. Wait…

Steven smirked. “Do you know what isn’t in a vacuum?”

The groan that came out of Ash’s mouth could’ve easily been mistaken for a low whine Sneasel would have emitted. But it wasn’t. Ash didn’t whine.

Instead he just hung his head in his hands. He was right. Steven did make him feel like an idiot.

“I’ll forward you a physics notebook my father gave me when I became a trainer,” his mentor chuckled. Steven seemed perfectly content to just watch Ash’s misery. “It has some basic definitions that might do you some good. I assure you it’s a very useful tool if you use it correctly.”

“Thanks,” Ash grumbled. He tried to ignore Sneasel’s hissing giggle from across the room. At least Tangrowth seemed sympathetic if the thick vine gently squeezing his hand was anything to go by. “I wasted so much time on that.”

Steven seemed a little too amused by that. “Ah yes, it happens to the best of us. Trust me when I say I’ve run into similar issues in the past – not that I can think of any off the top of my head, of course.”

“Of course,” Ash agreed easily. He frowned and scratched his chin thoughtfully. Just one of the tics he’d picked up from Steven as of late. “Well since that’s a bust…how would you penetrate Metagross’ Vacuum?”

His mentor laced his long pale fingers together and nodded approvingly. Claydol levitated out of Steven’s room and levitated behind him, circling slowly as though to let every single one of its ‘faces’ see the room. “Fantastic question. I was wondering when you’d ask.”

Steven rose – though he looked as though he regretted that decision when Sneasel clambered up onto his seat and settled comfortably. The chair would be more black than grey soon enough.

“Ugh,” the former Champion sighed and massaged his temples. Ash thought Claydol seemed faintly amused if anything. It was hard to tell with the mysterious pokemon, though. “As I was saying, that was a good question. There’s a few options.”

Ash waited patiently. Steven was being surprisingly helpful. Maybe he should’ve approached him sooner. But for now he would just sit and listen as Steven started making himself a glass of an amber liquid and what looked like some kind of soda.

“Vacuum is honestly only really useful against fire-types and melee fighters,” came the thoughtful reply. Steven gave Ash a sideways look as he sipped from his glass. It glittered as though it were shaped from crystal. “And to be honest if Metagross weren’t already fairly resistant to fire-types it wouldn’t be that much of a help. Propulsion based fire-types aren’t as inhibited, though fuel based fire-types –” Steven coughed and shook himself out of his lecturing state. “My apologies. Essentially it’s mostly a way to manage the worst of fire-types and ensuring that nothing can get close to Metagross.”

He nodded. That was something Ash had already pieced together. “But how can Infernus get through it?” Ash pressed. “There has to be a way.”

“My solution is admittedly crude and simple – much like Infernus himself,” a brief smile graced Steven’s features as he took another sip from the glass. “Have Infernus teleport on top of Metagross and do his best to break Metagross’ focus. It won’t be easy but I think it will work better than any refined technique.”

“Not what I would’ve expected from Steven Stone,” Ash grinned. Oz swaggered into the room (probably at the mention of Infernus) and took her place at his side. Sneasel eyed her warily but seemed more concerned with making sure he kept his new bed. “Normally you’re a bit more…elaborate.”

Steven smirked and stood next to Claydol, resting a gentle hand on the construct. The other was wrapped tightly around his drink. “Well, when all you have is a hammer…”

Even Oz just shook her head. All that showed she was amused was her flared nostrils and an odd whirr that reverberated all through the room, like it came from the very depth of her chest. To be honest it almost sounded like she was purring.

Ash smiled and gently rubbed behind one of the crests on Oz’s forehead. He was sure to be gentle. Those crests were how Oz detected electric fields so well, one of the main advantages she had against some other electric-types like Raichu. Honestly he was just happy she was comfortable enough with him to let Ash touch her.

But he frowned suddenly. With his mind on Metagross one of the most pressing – and honestly confusing – issues he’d been thinking of lately came to the forefront.

“What happened with Metagross?”

“I’m sorry?” Steven sounded almost flustered. Ash sent a hard look his way. The former Champion almost deflated.

“You know what I’m talking about.”

“Fine,” his teacher stroked his chin thoughtfully. He exhaled tiredly. “To be honest I’d hoped to avoid this conversation for some time yet. Unfortunately the events of yesterday forced my hand.”

Ash just waited as a pregnant silence filled the room. Even Sneasel had perked up at this. It seemed his team were just as curious about Metagross’ transformation as Ash was.

“I don’t suppose you’ve ever heard of Mega Evolution?”

Steven didn’t seem the least bit surprised when Ash shook his head. Mega Evolution? The term made sense, given what he’d seen, but it still seemed so fantastical…

“I didn’t think so,” Steven said. His eyes hardened just a tad. “You must understand, Ash, what I’m about to tell you is a closely guarded secret of the League.”

“I’ll add it to the list,” he snarked back. Steven’s disapproving frown shut him right up. “Sorry.”

“I suppose it’s fine. You have more a right to say that than anyone else I can think of,” his mentor actually laughed after a moment. “Mega Evolution is one of our best kept tools. Before the Last War it was known only to a scant few. The Draconids and the leaders of Sootopolis guarded its knowledge in Hoenn. But Kalos…well, the Lumiose League has incorporated it into their traditions for centuries. It was their greatest weapon against the National League when we stormed Unova, a way to balance our numbers with their raw power. And, in defeat, it was their way of setting us all on equal ground. A peace offering like none we’d seen before.”

Ash nodded, enraptured, but decided to interrupt before Steven could wax on any longer. “But what is it?”

“An excellent question but unfortunately we still don’t totally understand it,” Steven shook his head. Knowing Steven that drove the former Champion absolutely crazy. He wasn’t one to enjoy unknowns. “From what we do understand it’s a temporary transformation spurred on by the input of energy from what we call a Key Stone,” the man flipped the inside of his lapel out to reveal the strange piece of jewelry hidden within, “which reacts with a Mega Stone unique to every pokemon in order to induce the Mega Evolution. There’s steady research into the process but considering how closely we guard the knowledge…”

“It’s basically going nowhere,” Ash finished just a tad bitterly. He wasn’t too dissimilar from Steven or Professor Oak in that he liked to know what was going on. Then again considering what sort of entities he found himself consorting with on a regular basis he might be able to get one of them to reveal the secrets. “So who gets it?”

Steven’s spirits lifted a bit with that. “Each region’s Elite Four and Champion are provided with Mega Stones and Key Stones by the Lumiose League should they hold a pokemon with the potential for Mega Evolution.”

“So they don’t all have the ability?” Ash raised an eyebrow. That seemed a little strange. He’d have thought they all had that power.

“Theoretically they do,” Steven nodded. He stroked his chin thoughtfully. “But in practice the Lumiose League has only unearthed a small number of Mega Stones.”

Ash leaned in, his curiosity more than obvious. His hands shook just a little. Even the heavy presence infesting his mind didn’t dare to interrupt. “Where do they come from? None of this sounds –”

“Natural?” Steven smirked. Ash dumbly nodded. “That’s the current theory. I don’t know who or what could have made them, however. We’ve found our fair share of strange artifacts before, but this isn’t like an invention of a psychic commune. With the resurgence in the Legends we’ve considered them but haven’t proven anything. Perhaps the Aur –” he cut himself off very quickly.

“Who?”

“Nothing you need to concern yourself as of yet. I still have to have a few secrets of my own,” came the useless response. Ash scowled. He’d have to find a way to draw it out of Steven.

Ash didn’t say anything for a while as he puzzled over the new information. Steven hadn’t really bothered to piece too much together for him. He’d answered his questions and given him tantalizing little hints of knowledge but he knew the former Champion well enough to know that he wanted Ash putting this mystery together himself.

There was a lot to think about. He’d be up all night pondering over all this.

But there was only one real question he had left. It was potentially the most important of them all.

“Will I get access to it?”

“In time,” came the quick reply – too quick, in Ash’s opinion. But Ash didn’t press. Not yet. “You’re still in training,” Steven explained. “When you’re more experienced I will likely be the one to train you in its use. We have an Aggronite and Pidgeotite stored away somewhere…” he muttered. “And there might be others for your team given time.”

“Understood,” Ash dipped his head. He wondered just what Aron and Plume would like Mega Evolved. It was such a foreign notion to him that he couldn’t even hazard a guess.

Steven watched him blankly for a few moments. Claydol just kept casually spinning around. Ash wished telepathy wasn’t crippling to him right now. It had been an interesting psychic to talk to and he wouldn’t mind getting to know it in a more casual setting.

Claydol had definitely caught Dazed’s attention, Ash smirked.

“I think it’s best we talk about your plans for your team another time. We became more sidetracked than I’d anticipated,” Steven admitted. Ash nodded – he had enough to think about already with the revelation of Mega Evolution. His whole worldview was practically shattered.

He stood and took just a moment to stretch. They’d been sitting longer than he’d realized. Oz offered a bulky forearm he gratefully took. His body was weaker than the norm thanks to the potions still burning through his system.

To be honest it was probably about time he got to bed. At the very least he needed to put this in his notes and start listing out everything he’d noticed from the Mega Evolved Metagross. From what Steven said Metagross would revert to its normal state sooner or later but he’d like to have an idea of the power granted Mega Evolution granted.

“One last thing before you leave, Ash,” Steven sounded almost hesitant. He was a little too still for Ash’s liking. “What was it I saw yesterday? Your Feather – I could feel the power emanating from it. Your eyes burned like a psychic’s. I had no idea it could hold such a direct influence in the world.”

Ash was silent. The Feather jolted and burned him in equal measure. He even felt pleasant cold lace through his veins – the frozen touch of Ice rather than Mewtwo’s malignant breath. It was something he’d felt far less than Fire or Lightning but it was welcomed all the same.

“I wish I could tell you. This Feather – even I know nothing about it beyond what you already know,” he admitted. One of his hands brushed it unconsciously. Ash couldn’t help but take comfort in its warmth. “They don’t give up their secrets easily.”

“That they don’t,” Steven agreed with a note of exhaustion. He took a longer sip of his drink and looked deep into the dark liquid. “Good night, Ash.”

“Good night,” he repeated as he walked past the quiet man. Sneasel lazily hitched a ride on Oz as she passed, though was quick to sheathe his claws after a deep whir erupted from Oz’s throat. Tangrowth didn’t seem to have any idea what was going on and just tried to snake a tentative vine towards Claydol.

“We’ll be leaving for Slateport tomorrow,” the former Champion said to him as he passed. Ash didn’t pause – he’d seen it coming. He was fine with it. It didn’t seem like there was much more to do in Rustboro, to be honest. “Make sure you’re ready to leave by sunrise. I’d like to get there by noon.”

He nodded. That was about what he’d expected. Steven was the type to feel like he wasted the day if he didn’t get up by dawn. And, much to Ash’s annoyance, he was rapidly becoming the same way.

Oh well. He couldn’t complain too much. They did have a lot to do.

Besides, he couldn’t be too disappointed. He’d heard good things about Slateport from Lance, though those were mostly about the girls there. But he knew their Summer Festival had started just a few days ago so that made him a little more interested than usual. Who knew what kind of strong trainers might flock there? Ash would be lying if he said he wasn’t looking forward to a good fight.

But for now he could put that out of his mind. He had other things to think about.

And no matter what happened Slateport awaited him.
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41. Chapter 41: The Festival


Water manipulation is a good start for Torrent. If you can get him to be any good at it than you’ll have much better defensive options at his disposal. Right now his only form of defensive technique relies entirely on his extreme offensive capabilities. It’s much more dynamic than Ice Storm. I’ve trained with Wallace frequently enough that I can help, though I’ll be sure to set up a meeting with a true expert soon enough. It would also be a great step in being able to properly utilize Rain Dance, which I believe to be an essential step in his development. 

Ash’s eyes were little more than a blur as he skimmed over Steven’s notes. The former Champion had been thoughtful enough to send them over to Ash since they hadn’t gotten a chance to discuss them last night. To be honest he thought he preferred it this way. Steven was still acting kind of weird around him. Almost like he was waiting for something in the universe to snap.

But right now that was nothing he needed to worry about. He shifted in Plume’s saddle and spared a moment to tighten up the wrist strap binding his PokeNav to him. Ash didn’t think Steven would be too happy if he dropped the device – his teacher had gone out of his way to get the device for Ash more than a year ago.

Huh, time really did fly. The St. Anne had only been a year ago and yet it felt like a lifetime ago…then again it might as well have happened yesterday for how vividly those particular memories were carved into his mind.

His vision went black as his eyes squeezed shut. Now wasn’t the time to remember the St. Anne. Ash had gotten over it months ago.

Now was probably a good time to focus on the important things.

I agree wholeheartedly with your decision to emphasize Dazed’s talents in the mental arts. You’ve honed her abilities quite well, but her species has evolved to be nearly unparalleled in Hypnosis, mental domination, and manipulation. It would be a shame to allow those skills to atrophy. Remote Teleportation…well, I can say from previous experience that it’s an invaluable skill that mitigates many of her current weaknesses on the battlefield. 

Well, Dazed would be positively ecstatic to hear that. She already hung off Claydol’s every word. He’d have to tease her a bit about getting some more quality time with the clever construct…huh, maybe Lance had rubbed off on him after all. At least he had something to look forward to.

Your decision to focus on Infernus psychically manipulating his flames is a good start. It would cut down on some of the waste he’s so fond of right now. That’s key to his future growth. I’d rank him as Master-level already. If he can become a tad more focused there should be nothing to worry about – several members of my team would be hard pressed to handle the dangerous combination of his firepower and mobility. Just take care to make sure you understand the effects of using his psychic abilities more frequently. Until he adjusts it will likely weaken his ability to teleport. 

Ash squinted at where Steven had emphasized firepower. His stern, no-nonsense teacher had done that on purpose? He turned to look back at Steven, who had lagged behind a bit thanks to Skarmory’s inferior speed. It was fast for its species but that didn’t mean it could hold a handle to Plume. They weren’t too far behind, just a thousand feet or so. It’d have been a bit harder to catch sight of them if Skarmory wasn’t basically blinding everything within a mile thanks to the sunlight reflecting off its metallic body.

He looked back at his PokeNav pretty quickly, a light grin on his face. Ash would have to let Lance know about this one. And maybe Blaine – if anyone would appreciate it he would. Plus it might be good for somebody to actually reach out to the crotchety old Gym Leader every once in a while.

Ash decided that the feedback on Bruiser’s plan wasn’t anything too special as he skimmed over it. Steven basically just agreed with everything he said – master Rampage, expand his elemental range, and basically just get better at what he’s already doing. Bruiser was a simple soul and his training reflected that. What was really important right now was making him mentally prepared for evolution. Everything would fall into place after that.

Tangrowth’s entry was a little more interesting. Not because of anything groundbreaking but rather because of how little Steven actually commented on his plans.

Talk to me later about Tangrowth. Cradily has a technique that may prove useful. 

He raised an eyebrow. Steven wasn’t exactly open at the best of time but this was cryptic even for him. Normally the former Champion at least gave him an idea of how to unravel the mysterious little statements he dropped. A clue or key that would make everything seem blindingly obvious.

Then again maybe he had. Ash didn’t know much about Cradily, to be honest. It was one of the more mysterious members of Steven’s team, always lurking in the shadows and observing rather than really getting involved. The only one it even deigned to spend time around on his team was Tangrowth – how much of that was necessity and how much was due to Tangrowth’s forcing it to be friends with him was up in the air.

It was something worth looking into. He’d have to review footage of the few matches where Steven’s challengers managed to break past Metagross. Steven wasn’t one to advertise his techniques but Ash didn’t think it would be too hard to pick out one of Cradily’s abilities that would be of use to Tangrowth. And even if he failed he might get an idea of how to develop his friend’s talents further. Cradily and Tangrowth honestly had fairly similar styles.

Your ideas for Oz are sound. You say you plan on her forming a sort of team with Infernus and Torrent? I’m interested to see how you’re planning on tying her abilities into their disparate skillsets at their present level. Consider me impressed with the idea of using the small pyrocumulus clouds spawned by Overheat and Earth Burn to enhance Oz’s electrical abilities…in theory I think she’ll be able to manipulate it to her advantage. In practice I think it may prove more difficult than you think. But if she manages to manifest an ‘elemental cloak’ like what you describe as analogous to the fires Infernus surrounds himself in I believe she’ll be a far more formidable opponent. We’ll swing by Mauville soon enough. Wattson might be able to provide input on how to achieve your goals. 

I’m taking a particular interest in how you develop Oz. She’s handicapped without being fully evolved but I believe she holds the potential to be amongst your strongest. I expect when you do evolve her into an Electivire her growth rate will be phenomenal. Metagross went through the same sort of process. As Metang they were formidable. But when my two Metang came together…well, you’ve experienced the results firsthand. 

That he had. Ash grimaced, though a ghost of a grin flickered at the corner of his mouth. He couldn’t wait to evolve Oz…in about three months he’d be able to get the Electivire from Surge and give her the strength to challenge Infernus yet again. If she could just struggle through as an Electabuzz for just a bit longer she’d reap the rewards. It wasn’t as though she were significantly less stronger than most of his team as it was.

Oz was probably his weakest fighter right now. Ash wouldn’t deny that. Dazed could teleport, Plume was uncannily good at avoiding electricity with her raw speed and maneuverability, Bruiser could enhance himself with Rampage, and both Sneasel and Aron honestly just needed more time to train. He couldn’t count them.

Then again, wasn’t time just what Oz needed as well?

Something to think about, Ash supposed. He’d have plenty of time to do that over the rest of the ride. They were still about thirty to forty minutes out from Slateport if the small map pulled up on his PokeNav was accurate. If it were just he and Plume they’d already be close to landing.

But he could ponder that later. For now he’d rather get through the last of Steven’s commentary. He knew the former Champion hadn’t written anything for Aron – they’d already been through the little steel-type’s training so extensively that there wasn’t really anything left to add. Steven had an unsurprising interest in shaping the raw Aron into the best he could ever be.

Ash, I wish you’d told me about the technique you’ve been working on for Sneasel earlier. I could’ve gotten Sidney to stick around for a bit longer to help you out. ‘Mind Breaker’ sounds like a devastating weapon if you can pull it off. Emanating constant waves of Distortional energy to emulate prolonged exposure to a Confuse Ray is fantastic in theory and similar to what many Dark Masters accomplish at a passive level. This is a bit more intense though. I doubt Sneasel will be able to handle it well before his evolution. It sounds like an incredibly draining technique he might not have the stamina for. But keep on practicing – if nothing else the training might enhance his relatively poor control over Distortional energy.

It’s important for you to help Sneasel focus less on his base physical and ice techniques if you ever want to have a chance against a powerful psychic like Metagross. His power is in crippling psychics, not leaping at them with his claws from the beginning. That should be his last resort. 

He nodded along with Steven’s observations. It wasn’t far from what he’d expected. Sneasel was having trouble getting a constant flow of his dark-type energy out. Sneasel was pretty much exhausted just from the attempt, let alone actually maintaining the flow.

Oh well, at least he had a second opinion on it now. Ash’s lips twisted into a frown when he realized he’d need to get his third opinion from Sidney. It wasn’t that he had a real problem with the Dark Master. He just didn’t expect him (or that Zoroark of his) to be anything close to a good influence on Sneasel. He’d just gotten his friend to be a functioning member of the team and he’d rather not have all that effort go to waste already.

Ash took a deep breath and took a moment to adjust his goggles. They were a bit tight, though that wasn’t really a bad thing. At least this way he wouldn’t have to worry about getting anything in his eyes. A little discomfort was a pretty fair trade in his opinion.

The pale green of the forests below – interspersed with more winding lines of blue and darker pools of water than he’d ever see in Kanto – caught his attention. Ash took a few moments to appreciate the sight, silently wishing that he was down there instead of smoothly coasting above. He missed traveling. Training with Steven was great, sure, but it wasn’t the same. The strength his friends had gained wasn’t enough to make up for the emptiness gnawing at him.

It was so…restrictive. Even if he enjoyed learning more about training in a few weeks than he would learn on his own in months there was an itch he couldn’t scratch when he was partnered with Steven. Right now all he wanted to do was land in the forest and walk to Slateport on his own pace. He wanted to appreciate Hoenn and get to know every ridge and every stream as he had Kanto.

Fire, Ice, and Lightning all surged through his veins with their approval. He couldn’t help but bare his teeth in a dangerous smile then – for once it seemed like he and all the Birds were on the same page.

He turned his head away. Exploring wasn’t something he could do right now. Not with his association with the League. Ash had obligations and that was something that would take getting used to.

The logical answer there didn’t really help the void in his chest. He didn’t really want to be restricted. His only real consolation was that Steven implied they’d be traveling for real pretty soon instead of just camping out. At least Slateport would be new enough to keep him busy. If their Summer Festival was as good as Lance claimed then he’d be occupied for as long as he needed to be.

Ash slumped a little and hugged closer to Plume as he settled in for the last phase of the ride. She twisted her neck back and chirped (though it was lost to the wind) before the Pidgeot playfully pressed her great wings flush against her sides and shot into an insanely fast dive – Ash’s stomach lurched and he yelled out in excitement and fear and glee – that had the whole world blurring around them. Entire flocks of Tailow scattered as they fled before their better.

His heart hammered in his chest as Plume easily spread her wings and glided scarcely a foot over the treetops, her talons dangling so close to the leaves and limbs that they might as well have been touching. Ash dimly noted his knuckles were white but he barely noticed.

“We’re so doing that again,” he grinned and freed one hand to pat his friend heavily on the slick feathers of her side. She hardly felt it. Instead, Plume just screamed agreement and shot into the sky with a single flap of her mighty wings. Ash barely even noticed the pressure of the acceleration against his body and instead just decided to enjoy the ride. Even the pounding of his headache didn’t bother him that much compared to the exhilaration of soaring through the skies.

It loosened the ball of anxiety in his gut more than he could have hoped.

XX

“So…Slateport,” Ash said lamely. He glanced around at the strip of soft green grass and rent earth they’d landed on just outside the Pokemon Center. Compared to the rest of the city it was positively barren. Elsewhere there were so many gaudy red and gold ribbons and banners and tents set up that the whole city looked red from the air.

“Slateport,” his mentor confirmed. Steven’s eyes were a little warmer than usual as he looked out at the streets. They were positively filled with people bustling down the roads and waiting at stands and booths to play games or buy food and drinks.

It made Ash shift nervously. He leaned heavily to his left side as he crossed his arms and looked silently out at the throngs of humans. His eyes flitted erratically from human to human…there were so many in all different shapes and sizes and colors. It was overwhelming.

A pale hand on his shoulder made him realize just how tense he’d become. “Relax,” Steven said kindly. He removed his hand and glanced about. Some of the humans were looking at them and Ash swore he saw hints of recognition in a few of their eyes. “Let one of your team out if it’ll make you feel better, Ash. There’s nothing here to put you in danger.”

He knew that. Yes. Nothing around could even threaten him. At the same time he really didn’t want to disappear into the hordes of humans drifting about and milling to the side. There was so much energy here. Even the steel jungle of Saffron felt dead and lifeless in comparison, though it was magnitudes larger in both size and population.

Ash had to admit he felt a little better when Bruiser manifested beside him. He was probably the best choice for a situation like this. The Machoke was reliable if nothing else and looked formidable without being unnerving like some believed Hypno to be. He sent an unsteady grin Bruiser’s way and received a knowing nod in return. Bruiser thumped his chest with one massive fist and gently pushed Ash after Steven, who’d already walked to the far side of the clearing that would take them out into the city proper.

One deep breath. Two deep breaths. Ash squinted again as he realized just how bright it was out here. Slateport was even hotter than the rest of Hoenn thanks to the paved streets and thousands of extra people crammed in for the festival.

“Let’s walk a while – I have the rooms set up already,” Steven explained. He seemed utterly at ease heading through the streets. Ash just felt trapped and envied his teacher’s ability to seemingly force the dense crowds to part around him without a word. More than a few scurried out of the way with startled looks on their faces after seeing the resident celebrity. “Have you ever been to something like this?”

“Never,” Ash shook his head. He had to struggle not to gape. How could so many people fit into one place? The only other time he’d seen half this many people was during the Indigo Conference. At least there they were mostly in the stadiums, organized into neat rows and seating. Here they were utterly disorganized, adrift without any particular aim or direction. Even Bruiser seemed a little suffocated.

Steven sighed. “I might have guessed.”

“What about you?”

“I try to come every year,” came his answer. Steven looked around fondly. “It’s something of a tradition for me at this point. As a young trainer it had everything I needed – powerful opponents, a chance to discover rare stones, and plenty of breeders trying to advertise,” his slim fingers instinctively tapped the fourth pokeball on his belt. “I actually found my…well, you’ll meet her later.”

Ash arched an eyebrow. That sounded ominous. At the same time he knew there was no use pressing – Steven wouldn’t let anything slip he didn’t want to. His teacher could be frustratingly competent like that.

“Though I had to skip coming the year after I became Champion,” the silver-haired man grimaced as they passed a few trainers battling in an arena. They all looked fairly new so Ash didn’t pay too much attention. One girl looked to be fairly competent with her Treecko but it would be a while before she would even be able to challenge Sneasel.

“Pierce?” Ash guessed.

“Lance,” Steven grimaced. His fingers twitched as though he still wanted to throttle the burly Champion.

He blinked. That wasn’t what he expected. Then again…

“What did he do?” He started listing off likely causes. “Blew something up? Got into a battle that wrecked half the city?”

“Close,” his teacher rolled his eyes. “He got drunk with Drake to ‘celebrate my great victory’. Somehow they ended up turning it into a di – contest to see who’s stronger,” Steven hastily corrected himself. “I was there to keep some semblance of order so instead of battling they just tried to see who could drink more. I don’t think anyone won that night.”

Okay that sounded like something Lance would do. Ash filed it away – he’d have to bring it up around Lance sometime. The Dragon Master was pretty much impossible to fluster but maybe this would do the trick. He couldn’t be faulted for trying, right?

Steven took them off to the side where they had a clear view of Slateport. They were standing near a rail that looked out over the vast, glistening expanse of blue ocean that surrounded the ancient city. Ash followed his mentor’s lead and leaned against the rail. Bruiser was quick to follow suit.

He relaxed as the Song filled his mind, echoing eternally. A flash of silver and navy glistened in the water but he wasn’t sure if it was just his imagination. Ash closed his eyes and let the Song flow through his very essence. There was something different about it…was it sharper? It was almost like it was more distinct than usual.

Questions he’d likely never have the answers to ran through his mind. More than ever Ash wished he could just talk to Lugia again.

Unfortunately there was nothing he could do about that right now. Lugia was gone. The only way he’d ever find the Guardian of the Sea was if it deliberately sought him out. He didn’t imagine that happening any time soon.

Ash opened his eyes and took a moment to admire the view. It was a nice relief from the heavy thoughts weighing upon his mind.

Slateport was old and beautiful and it showed. The architecture was simpler than most places in Kanto yet still held a sense of firmness that reminded him it had weathered many, many storms. At the same time there was a touch of modernity to Slateport – not many skyscrapers or anything of the sort but plenty of research buildings, shipyards, and high tech vessels littered the area and its harbor.

And that was even without the vast decorations set up for the Summer Festival. It celebrated the end of the Last War and the significance of the event showed – Ash suspected he would’ve loved Slateport any other time of the year. On paper it was everything he could’ve wanted: easygoing, quiet, and practically next door to vast expanses of wilderness.

Right now he wasn’t sure where he even wanted to go.

Steven picked up on his mood. “See the Contest Hall?” He pointed out an absolutely massive, pentagon shaped building with sharp red angles and spikes. It dominated a fair portion of the city, seemingly acting as its own district. “Normally that’s where the Hoenn Grand Festival is held. But for the rest of this week it’ll have different events each night. Tonight will be an exhibition contest meant to signal the start to the Coordinating season.”

That piqued his interest. Ash hadn’t gotten to talk to Daisy in a while. Maybe she was here for the Contest? He’d have to keep an eye out. If he didn’t see her around he’d just go to the Contest and see if she was competing. There was no way she wouldn’t be involved if she was in Slateport – the Oaks were way too competitive to miss a chance like that.

“I’m guessing we’re going?” He asked. It was less of a question than a statement. Steven nodded. “Alright. What time do we have to head there?”

“Get there around five,” Steven shrugged. He looked back at the arena. “Technically the event starts at seven but I think you’ll enjoy the chance to catch up with a few old friends.”

Ash smiled a tad – his teacher looked relieved. It seemed like he’d find Daisy Oak here after all. Then it morphed into a frown. “You make it sound like we’re splitting up,” he said lightly.

Steven shifted around a little bit, still staring out at the ocean. “We are,” he said at last. “For a while, at least. There are a few meetings I have to go to before I can enjoy the festival. Nothing you’d be too interested in,” the former Champion was quick to explain at Ash’s interested look. “It’s mostly just arrangements for our travels. Double checking our route, mostly.”

The boy just frowned. What exactly was he supposed to do in the meantime? It wasn’t like he’d seen anything too interesting so far. Even Aron was probably overprepared for the young trainers he’d seen in Slateport and he wasn’t itching for a fight that bad.

Cynthia’s Arbok-bound book flashed to the forefront of his mind. There was an idea…it might let him relax a little bit if he just found a dark corner and read for a while. It had been a while since he’d gotten the opportunity.

“I’ll send you a message when I’m done with the arrangements,” Steven made it clear he was about to leave as he stepped away from the rail and checked his PokeNav. “Have fun, Ash. Take care.”

“You too,” Ash and Bruiser turned away from the pleasant view of the city as well. Steven gave one last stiff nod before he vanished into the crowds, surprisingly hard to track despite his distinctive appearance. Ash glanced over at Bruiser. “So, any ideas?”

Bruiser just shrugged and adjusted the Black Belt hanging around his neck. His reptilian face didn’t reveal too much as he watched the crowds (many of the trainers passing by at least took a second glance, clearly impressed by the battle scars littering Bruiser’s body) but Ash still got the feeling of intense curiosity.

Ash shook his head. He had to admit he could understand it. Bruiser rarely got to see this many humans, let alone when they were close enough to touch. He was calm enough to stay relaxed. That was something Ash envied…something about the whole situation had his hackles raised. His pounding headache and the exhausting heat didn’t help one bit.

“We can look around the city later,” he offered. Bruiser smiled at him and patted his arm as lightly as he could. Ash still struggled to stand beneath the sheer force of it. Nevertheless he grinned back at Bruiser and started to head into the crowds. How hard could it be to track down a nice, dark corner in Slateport?
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It turned out to be quite difficult. They were wandering for the better part of an hour before they escaped the clamor of the festival. By the end of it Ash was just ready to be off his feet – his vision had started to swim nauseatingly and his skin felt a tad clammy. Collapsing in a relatively clean alley was practically the high point of his day.

“You can still see the people from here,” Ash helpfully pointed out to his friend. Bruiser nodded and sat down across from the trainer with surprising grace. Seconds later he’d adopted a meditation pose and had allowed his eyes to fall closed. Despite Bruiser’s seeming disconnect Ash had no doubt he’d be ready to spring into action at a moment’s notice. “I’ll get you when I’m feeling better, Bruiser.”

Bruiser cracked an eye open and sent a reptilian grin Ash’s way before he refocused. Ash just nodded along, pleased enough with the response, and tapped his storage compartment to materialize the massive book his mother had given him months ago. Despite how often he’d read it the tome was pristine – the pages were a little crumpled in places but the Arbok hide binding was good as new.

Ash took just a moment to appreciate the respite from Slateport’s bright sun and heat before flipping it open.

This would keep him occupied for a while. He still had close to four hours before he needed to be at the arena.

Might as well do something productive in the mean time.
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…and, due to Slateport’s favorable trading position in the Hoenn archipelago it remained one of the foremost powers in the region until modern technology made shipping routes obsolete. Despite the crippling blow to the city it remained relevant by exploiting its potential for tourism and nautical research. Several important discoveries have been made by researchers based out of the city, including the existence of the vast trench between Sootopolis, Ever Grande, and Mossdeep. 

Slateport doesn’t have an active Gym Leader position. Due to being devastated by the Unovan occupation during the Last War it lacked any representatives to the National League capable of filling the role. As such it has been treated as a training ground for the past few decades. Generally protection of the region is split between the Mauville, Petalburg, and Dewford Gym Leaders, though in practice the Hoenn Ranger compound is the first to be dispatched. 

One detail of particular interest to archaeologists and historians in these modern times is the abundance of artifacts and remnants of structures that can be found in the harbor and nearby ocean. It is a puzzling question with no easy answers. Some experts, such as noted archeologist Professor Alden of the Oldale Institute, hypothesized that these ruins and items are a result of a collapsed district built upon the ocean in a fantastical feat of early engineering. 

Regardless, research is still being conducted. It is unlikely – 

“Hey, you!”

Ash’s eyes lifted from Cynthia’s words and focused on the newcomer. He sighed when he realized it was just some trainer probably a year younger than he was. After a moment he allowed his hand to fall away from Sneasel’s pokeball.

“You want something?” He grumbled. Sure he could have been polite, but what was the point? Ash wasn’t feeling his best and he’d been pretty interested in Cynthia’s preface of Slateport. He’d only gotten to read for about thirty minutes before being interrupted.

“Yeah, why’re you out here? It’s pretty weird hiding away like this,” The boy said. He didn’t look like he was trying to be rude, at least. More than anything Ash was reminded of Jonathan – innocently tactless. “You could be battling! Your Machoke looks pretty strong.”

Ash let a grin slip at that. “Yeah, he is,” he looked at Bruiser fondly. His friend still hadn’t twitched. “I’m just tired and trying to relax.”

The boy obviously didn’t get the hint. “You don’t look too bad to me!” He looked Ash over as he cheerfully bounced on the balls of his feet. “Cool scar though. Where’d you get that?”

“Articuno,” Ash’s mouth twitched. The boy just rolled his eyes in disbelief.

“You’re kind of weird, aren’t you?” Came the response. The boy didn’t sound too put out by it. “What’s your name, guy? I’m Leo.”

“Ash,” he said as he rose to his feet. Ash sighed – it didn’t seem like Leo was going to leave him alone any time soon so he went ahead and stored his book away. Bruiser was already on his feet waiting for Ash’s order.

Leo looked at him with dull brown eyes. They vaguely reminded Ash of old, dark mud. “So…” he trailed off and looked eagerly at Bruiser. The Machoke peered back. “How about a battle?”

That got a snort from the older trainer. He took in Leo’s appearance. Clean clothes, pristine equipment, and only three pokeballs on his belt. “How long have you been training?” Ash asked, though he already knew the answer.

“Just a month!” Leo grinned, tapping one of his pokeballs for emphasis. “I know I’m just a rookie but I’m pretty good! I already have the Stone Badge. Pretty cool right?”

“Yep,” Ash shrugged. He paused. Maybe he shouldn’t dismiss Leo already. It’d be nice to give Aron a fight he could actually win for once. “You up for a battle? I have a new teammate who could use a workout.”

“I can take anything you can throw at me!” The younger trainer looked a bit too cocky for Ash’s tastes. He wondered if Leo would be this confident if he released Infernus? It might be worth a shot. Infernus would get a kick out of it if nothing else. “C’mon, let’s go find an arean! They’re all over the place!”

He pushed off of the dirty alley wall he’d been leaning against. Bruiser stood tall and straight beside him, more than a little interested to see where this would lead. “Lead the way.”

This might be fun after all.
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Ash took a moment to breathe as he settled into the makeshift arena’s trainer box. It didn’t have psychic barriers protecting the onlookers so he’d have to be careful. Aside from Dazed standing beside him to at least mitigate any damage all the battlefield really had were crudely drawn lines separating the combatants and trainers from the crowd of young trainers and kids looking on eagerly. Most looked to be friends with Leo if the cheers and calls from the audience were anything to go by.

He didn’t mind. Once battle started he’d hardly notice – after the Indigo Conference no crowd was going to put him on edge. And at least this was a bit of a distraction from his concussion. The noise wasn’t exactly comfortable and his head felt like someone was driving a railroad spike through it but at least he had something to focus on now.

“Okay guys!” A girl, probably a second year trainer if her confidence and six pokeballs were anything to go by, announced. Ash listened carefully, idly tossing Aron’s pokeball up and down in his hand. He was honestly looking forward to seeing what his newest friend would manage to pull off in this battle. “Listen up! This is going to be a…”

“Three-on-one!” Leo interrupted from the other side of the small battlefield. He looked confident, though Ash could tell the boy wasn’t sure of how strong his opponent was. “We set it up early, Sam. Trainer accounts synced and everything! Wager of a hundred poké.”

The girl – Samantha, he noted – nodded. “Gotcha. Alright, so I’ll be the referee for the battle between Leo Head and…what’s your name again?” She called out to Ash. He caught her staring at the eleven pokeballs on his belt with wide eyes.

Well, at least somebody here knew what that meant.

“Ash Ketchum,” he said. There might’ve been a smirk involved. And that hypothetical smirk might’ve become a bit more smug after a number of the kids fell silent and really looked at him. Ash knew arrogance wasn’t the best trait but he couldn’t help it here. The way that the kids looked at him made him realize how Gary turned into such a prick once he got his admirers.

“—and Ash Ketchum,” she finished as she sent Ash a sideways look. At least she wasn’t staring like some of the kids were. Samantha glanced over at Leo. “Still up for this?”

He pumped his fist. “Yeah! Let’s see what you’ve got, Ash!”

Ash grinned and released Aron. His little steel-type warbled cheerfully and looked back at Ash with big blue eyes as he materialized on the dirt. Aron’s eyes widened and he quickly snagged up a stray pebble near him with his rasping tongue, more than happy to chew on it while he waited.

“You’ve got this, buddy,” Ash murmured. Aron perked up and nodded, turning his domed head to face Leo. The boy seemed a bit relieved at seeing the unevolved pokemon instead of one of Ash’s best like Nidoking or Infernus. Maybe he should’ve sent one of them out first just to see the look on his face…

“Alright, I can handle this! Get out there, Electrike!” Leo cheered as the electric-type appeared in a dazzling flash of light – it looked like he’d spent some time modifying the pokeballs like Daisy said many Coordinators did.

Ash and Aron just waited patiently. Aron wasn’t anywhere near fast enough to make a solid first move against something as nimble as Elektrike. Steven had been training him to have a reactive strategy with Aron and Ash would like to see how it worked here. It wasn’t something he was used to but it might be what Aron needed.

Aron in particular seemed unconcerned with his first sanctioned battle. He just kept chewing on the pebbles scattered across the battlefield and blinked every now and then. The raucous crowd especially seemed to attract his attention – it was when he glanced over to a particularly loud boy that Elektrike struck.

With a fierce howl the lithe green electric-type shot forward, propelled by a single powerful push from its strong hind legs. Bright little arcs of electricity danced through its fur, concentrated mostly on its hind legs, though its maw glowed a vibrant gold as it prepared a Thunder Fang that would at least stun Aron.

“Rock Tomb,” Ash called. He’d be taking a bit more of an active role with Aron. The little steel-type wasn’t experienced enough to control the battle himself. Thankfully Aron was quick to respond, erecting a spike of stone a few feet in front of him moments before Electrike would have crashed into him with a blaze of green fur and controlled lightning.

Electrike yipped and slowed as it just barely darted to the side, avoiding the collision by a hair’s breath. It drifted from an all out sprint to a steady trot as it eyed Aron with its predatory eyes. Ash could tell it was wary. If it were older it wouldn’t have hesitated for a moment before pressing the attack again. As it was the fierce creature just waited for orders.

Leo frowned. “Electrike, let’s try to push it! Use Thunder Wave!”

“Rock Tomb,” he said once more. Even as Electrike focused some of the static electricity in its bright fur into the crippling wave of electricity Aron had already erected yet another wall of rock. The blue arcs of the Thunder Wave crackled through the air like a lightning bolt, though the blast splashed off uselessly against the Rock Tomb.

If Electrike’s stiff frame and snarling lips were anything to go by it was starting to get frustrated. It was obvious it didn’t have the raw firepower to pierce Aron’s rudimentary defenses…Leo wasn’t much better. The boy’s face was red and his eyes were like daggers as he stared at Aron.

“Just push it! Don’t give it a second to relax, Electrike – you know you’re faster than it!” Leo encouraged, bouncing up and down on the balls of his feet again. “C’mon, just like Roxanne!”

“Mud-Slap,” Ash whispered, low enough so that only Aron would hear. His teammate warbled, cheerful as ever, and one of the tips of his stubby legs started to shine.

They didn’t have long to wait. Electrike was as impatient as its trainer and dashed at Aron almost immediately, little more than a blur – if Ash hadn’t gotten so used to tracking Plume he wasn’t sure he would’ve been able to keep up.

Straight dash, loop around Aron’s Rock Tomb, attack from Aron’s unprotected left flank.

It was a good maneuver, he had to admit. That didn’t mean it was going to work.

Electrike yipped and flew back as Aron cried out and kicked a veritable storm of dirt into the canine’s face, barely missing Ash. He just stayed cool and watched as Electrike struggled to steady itself, though Aron had rounded about with surprising speed to smash into the electric-type with a sickening thud – he always did have a nasty headbutt.

“Good job, Aron!” Ash grinned. His friend’s eyes widened happily as he trotted over his downed opponent. Aron peered curiously at the little Electrike and lightly tapped it with his domed head. The electric-type groaned and just tried to roll away. It was probably pretty nauseous after that hit. Unfortunately Aron didn’t get the hint and tried to wake it up with his abrasive tongue, though Leo recalled Electrike before he could be subjected to that. “You’re definitely getting some scrap tonight.”

Aron lolled his tongue out of his mouth and panted. At least Ash knew he was excited – if his friend didn’t know to stay out of the trainer’s box he’d have probably been tackled. He took a moment to appreciate that. At least this way he didn’t have to keep Aron from nibbling on the pokeballs clipped to his belt.

“Okay, the score is one to zero in favor of Ash Ketchum!” Samantha cried. She pointed imperiously at Leo, who had lost some of his upbeat demeanor in favor of staring calculatingly at Aron. Ash could practically see the mental gymnastics the boy was going through. “Leo, pick your next –”

“Wingull!” His opponent raised his second pokeball. The bird flashed into existence with a loud crack behind that almost sounded like a sonic boom. It flitted lazily about, hovering in a way Ash could only describe as casual. Wingull’s wings barely even twitched as it maintained its position several feet above the ground.

Even if Leo didn’t have too many options this was a good choice, Ash had to admit. Aron wasn’t exactly specialized against flying opponents. He barely had any techniques that could strike something like Wingull. Combined with his complete and utter lack of height and this became an interesting matchup.

“You’ve got this,” Ash reassured his teammate. Aron just chirped back. He just shook his head. Maybe he needed to stop letting Plume mother Aron so much…the steel-type reminded him a little too much of the Pidgeot sometimes.

In the precious few seconds between battles he ran over possible tactics in a frenzy. Wingull was fast and nimble. Throw in its ability to take on Aron at range with Water Gun. Honestly Aron’s only real advantage was that they weren’t in a favorable environment for the flying-type. The ocean winds weren’t strong enough here to let it soar on any updrafts. Wingull were notoriously weak fliers without some kind of help from a breeze. It wouldn’t be able to stay up for long.

“Focus on defense,” he called out, just loud enough for Leo and Wingull to hear. If they went all out from the get-go Wingull might exhaust itself faster and open itself up to a counterattack.

“Begin!” Samantha announced, stepping back so the pokemon could begin their contest. Wingull struck almost immediately on Leo’s orders and fired a surprisingly strong Water Gun that actually pierced Aron’s immediate Rock Tomb wall. The shield was left with a perfectly round hole bored through and Aron a tad stunned from the blow.

Wingull’s piercing cry struck Ash’s ears as it swooped closer and spat another Water Gun to capitalize on Aron’s distraction, but Aron was just quick enough to roll out of the way. The high-pressure blast of water shot harmlessly past Ash before being stopped by a small shield shaped by Dazed.

“Get ready,” Ash warned Aron as his friend erected several rock walls to shield himself for a while. They were sturdy enough to slow Wingull’s offense down, though Wingull had proven they weren’t perfect defenses.

Aron squared himself. Right now he could probably take any hit Leo’s team could deliver.

What followed wasn’t the most exciting battle in his career. Aron would take a hit every now and then, though usually hid behind his rock walls as Wingull grew slower and slower, like tiny anchors of lead were slowly being added. Even Ash found himself a tad bored, though he didn’t let that influence his decisions in the battle.

Maybe it was weird to care so much about a battle with some rookie trainer but Ash couldn’t really help it. It wouldn’t be him if he didn’t try his best. Besides that he owed putting in his best to Aron – his friend had worked hard to adapt to the training lifestyle and he wouldn’t just throw a battle away because of it.

Aron wasn’t getting out of this unscathed, though. Ash winced as another burst of water slammed into Aron. A shrill, metallic rasp hissed from deep within Aron and he stumbled – Wingull shrieked, wheeled around, and Ash saw his chance.

“Protect!” He snapped. It was time to take a page out of Michael’s book. Ash had to admit it was more than a little satisfying to see the exhausted Wingull spiral wildly out of control as it blurred into a Quick Attack, expecting to slam into hard metal but finding an even more impenetrable wall of rippling green energy instead.

“The score is two to zero in favor of Ash Ketchum!”

He could see from hear that Leo was grinding his teeth, obviously frustrated as he recalled Wingull’s immobile body. Ash just grinned and congratulated Aron. The steel-type hadn’t emerged unscathed – no, he’d been beaten up pretty bad. His armor was dented in some places and he stumbled a bit as he walked back to his starting position, leaving little scuff marks in his wake.

That Protect had to have exhausted him. It was a bit of a last resort. Protect was exhausting even for fully evolved pokemon, let alone a tiny Aron who’d been getting pummeled with Water Guns for the last few minutes. Even if it wasn’t fully developed (Ash expected a reasonably strong Thunderbolt from Oz would pierce the shield) it was a vast undertaking for Aron.

“I’m proud of you! One more!”

“You’re not gonna last this one, Ash!” Leo shouted, a wild grin Ash recognized all too well splayed over his features. The tan boy pointed fiercely as he released a Torkoal. Ash examined the large fire-type curiously – he didn’t think he’d ever seen one in person.

Torkoal was a fairly unique fire-type. The orange tortoise held a reputation for being a terror on the battlefield for the unprepared. It shared more than a few similarities with rock-types, namely a level of durability most beginning trainers just couldn’t penetrate. They tended to get demoralized when even their strongest attacks were just brushed away like nothing.

The Coal Pokemon wasn’t lacking in offense either. If it was well fed on coal it could stand on even footing with powerful pokemon like Charmeleon, Ninetales, and Flareon with little effort. As such it was one of those few pokemon with no natural predators – it just wasn’t worth the time or risk to hunt when Spoink were all over the place in its natural habitat of Mt. Chimney.

To be honest Ash was a bit impressed Leo had managed to find one. They were fairly elusive. If he remembered the PokeDex data this one was fairly young – it was a lighter shade of orange than mature Torkoal and its shell was relatively small. He wouldn’t put it past six months or so.

Not that that really mattered in the present situation. Torkoal was still a powerhouse in a matchup against a battered Aron. It’d be tough to pull this one off, though Ash though he might manage to do it…he just had to hope that Torkoal’s flames weren’t especially hot yet.

“Begin!”

Smoke exploded from Torkoal’s shell as it lumbered into action and a sound like a locomotive engine split the air. Ash ignored the intimidation tactic but Aron flinched – just what their opponents needed.

“Rock Tomb!” Ash shouted, desperately hoping to regain some momentum even as Leo ordered, “Torkoal, use Flame Wheel and end this!”

Ash grimaced as another engine roar rumbled through the air. Torkoal exploded once more in flames, red-orange glows emerging from the pits in its shell, and charged as quickly as it could.

Okay, so its speed wasn’t impressive. Sneasel would’ve loved to run circles around the fire-type, jabbing with his claws and irritating gusts of Icy Wind. But that wasn’t an option for Aron, who was scarcely any faster than the tortoise currently sprinting at him.

Aron was quick to catch on, thankfully, and focused for just a few seconds. Just as Ash feared Torkoal would actually manage to close the distance a spear of stone exploded up directly beneath Torkoal, hurling the heavy fire-type several feet up in the air before the juvenile Torkoal landed heavily, clouded in burning hot steam as it rolled up onto its feet. Ash glanced at Aron, desperately hoping he had the energy to press the attack, but the steel-type was hardly even able to stand by now.

“Mud-Slap!” He snapped. With any luck Aron would be able to get one last attack out before Torkoal reached him and ended the match. Leo didn’t seem to be willing to let that happen, though.

“You’ve got it, Torkoal!” The boy shouted. Ash could see how bad he was shaking (he knew that feeling) even from here. “Use Ember to finish this!”

By the time Leo had actually managed to finish his order Aron had already struck. A veritable torrent of dust and dirt crashed into Torkoal – his teammate had put every last bit of strength he had into that attack.

It wasn’t enough. Ash’s lips formed a hard, thin line as Torkoal emerged from the blast crippled but ultimately in fair shape. The steam was weaker now and it was even slower, but that didn’t matter. Aron was in no shape to play a game of Meowth-and-Pikachu.

“Protect! Just one more time,” he said comfortingly to Aron. His friend was dazed, wobbling on his feet, and honestly about to pass out, and Ash couldn’t say how proud he was of Aron when he allowed his feet to fall out from under his hard body and manifested a firm shield of protective energy in front of him. It wavered and shimmered dangerously, but it held firm: every bit of the fiery flurry Torkoal belched his way was absorbed.

And then it was over. Torkoal had charged the whole time and slammed into Aron with enough force to send his heavy, compact body flying out of bounds – if Dazed hadn’t caught him in a psychic embrace he would’ve landed painfully. As it was Ash just smiled softly at the unconscious Aron and rubbed his domed head soothingly.

“You did great…” he murmured. Aron blinked his big blue eyes, licked Ash’s hand (even that one brush left his skin pink and raw), and prassed out. Ash pet him a few more times before he pulled his hand away. He looked at Dazed. “Can you put him down? I’m going to talk to –”

“YES!” Ash almost flinched at just how loud Leo was. Torkoal joining in with more rumbles and blasts of air and flame from its heavy shell didn’t help matters. Still, he couldn’t blame the boy. It wasn’t like he wouldn’t have reacted any differently if he’d pulled off something like that as a newbie trainer. He’d been there just a year ago. “I beat one of Ash Ketchum’s team! Did you guys see that?! This is awesome! You’re awesome, Torkoal – I can’t wait to get Electrike and Wingull back on their feet so I can tell them we won!”

Ash snorted. Well, at least Leo had his priorities in order. He’d have been disappointed if he’d lost to someone who didn’t care for their team. As it was he considered the money he’d lost and the bragging right fairly well deserved. Leo would be a good trainer given time. Probably not on Jonathan or Amelia’s level but at least good enough to reach the Conference this year or the next.

He walked across the battlefield, easily sidestepping the scattered walls and spires of rock Aron had raised. It looked like one of the trainers hanging around (at least one of the few that weren’t staring at him) had their Graveler out to start fixing up the battlefield. Ash sent the girl a nod of thanks. She saved Dazed quite a bit of trouble there.

Leo was practically surrounded by a group of trainers the same age as he was, though they backed off when Ash stepped up. The younger trainer looked at Ash with a wide grin. “Hey, man. Good match, right? That Aron of yours is awesome!”

“He really is,” Ash said fondly. He shook his head and shook Leo’s hand. “Good job, Leo. Aron’s my newest teammate but I have been training him for several weeks now. Not too many rookie trainers could’ve pulled that off.”

“Thanks!” The boy noticeably perked up. “How’d you get Aron to be so strong so fast?”

“It helps having a developed team,” he explained absentmindedly. “They can push each other on their own time, plus they’ve already jumped through the same hurdles. Nidoking is close enough to Aron’s style that he can help a lot.”

The trainers circling him nodded knowingly, probably filing every word he said into memory. Ash was the same way with Steven – and there was an odd thought. He’d never expected anyone would look up to him like he did Lance or Steven.

But here he was.

“You good?” One of the trainers, a rather tall boy with a Zigzagoon at his side asked. Ash just nodded, though he grimaced as a pulse of icy fire seared through his veins. There wasn’t any emotion behind it, though, just feedback.

What was that? Mewtwo wouldn’t be interested in this sort of practice battle.

He realized they were starting to stare. Ash shook it off and glanced back to his former opponent. “Your Torkoal is pretty strong. Where’d you find it?”

“She’s a gift from my brother,” Leo puffed up proudly. Torkoal grumbled from his side, affectionately bumping into the rookie’s leg. “He has her dad on his team. Once Mike hatched Furnace here he gave her to me!”

Ash nodded again. Made sense – it seemed like a lot of trainers with older siblings got a bit of a boost from them. It almost made him wish he had a brother or sister of his own. That’d have been interesting if nothing else. Would they be as strong as him?

“So we were thinking, since you don’t seem to be here with anyone do you want to hang out with us for the day?” Leo said the words so fast it took a second for Ash to comprehend them.

He didn’t answer for a few moments, puzzling over things in his head. Ash paused for a moment as Dazed shuffled up next to them. Only a few of the kids looked nervous. That was something he could respect.

“I mean it’s fine if you don’t. I bet you’re really busy doing strong trainer stuff –”

“Sure.”

All the kids brightened. Ash wondered if he was making a mistake. It would be pretty nice to just read his book and spend some time with his team but…

Well, it might be nice to be around people his own age. And if he could help them become better trainers then all the better. If he got tired of them he’d just ditch them. There were still several hours before he had to be at the arena – more than enough time to relax.

“Well let’s go! You’ve never been to the festival before, right? There’s a million things here…I figure it’s too late to join any tournaments today but we can look and see so many different displays and stuff. Sam and I know this city by heart!” Leo grinned. Ash hesitantly smiled as he recalled Aron. Dazed just watched, more amused than anything.

Maybe this wouldn’t be so bad after all.
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It turned out fine, he decided as he stepped into the arena. They were a bit energetic for his tastes but they weren’t bad people. He thought they’d be strong in time. Samantha was already fairly accomplished in her second year of training and would probably reach the Ever Grande Conference.

And the others weren’t too shabby themselves, though they ran the gamut from acceptable to skilled. Ash, Jonathan, and Amelia would’ve made short work of the majority even two or three months into their journey but that wasn’t a fair comparison. They weren’t exactly average.

Maybe he’d manage to get them to plan ahead a little bit. At the very least they’d picked up a few things from Ash: diet plans, avoiding overwork, strategies, and plenty of other tactical decisions. He didn’t think they’d be able to pull of his normal tactics but it might open their eyes to possibilities beyond the norm.

But most of all it felt nice to be treated like he was the one in charge. Ash loved training with Steven and getting to know the former Champion better but it could be grating taking orders all the time…those kids looked up to him, respected him. Some had even decided to get their trainer license because of him.

What was he even supposed to say to that?

Ash sighed as he stepped past the threshold. The arena was honestly as spectacular as the Indigo Stadium…it didn’t have the same presence and weight to it but there was something magnificent about its elegance and sheer size. Red, sheer walls dominated the sky around him, jutting up like artificial mountains. The amount of time and effort that must’ve gone into its design and construction was absolutely amazing.

He glanced down at the flyer one of the attendants ushering people into the complex had handed out.

The Slateport Contest Stadium! One of the greatest architectural feats in Hoenn and the largest arena in the world. It can hold upwards of 150,000 spectators and is built around a platform that can be used for Contests, concerts, and other fantastic events!

After that he didn’t see the point in reading. It was just a bunch of ticket prices and other information about its history that he didn’t really have the time for. He didn’t have to pay thanks to his League membership. One of the many perks of the job, he supposed, even though he’d gotten an odd look from the attendant.

All he knew was that he was supposed to be finding Steven in a crowd that could easily number in the tens of thousands. It was hard enough to get through the crowd, even with Bruiser helpfully reminding people that they should probably get out of his way.

“His message only said that he’d be in the building,” Ash complained to Bruiser as they stepped into the Contest Hall proper. They skipped right past most people who were milling about or buying food and drinks for the show. It was crazy how many people had already decided to show up…the contest didn’t even start for another two hours! “You’d think he could be a little more specific, right?”

Bruiser nodded, looking around at all the people curiously. He seemed a lot more comfortable than Ash was, though Bruiser keeping a powerful hand on Ash’s shoulder definitely calmed him a tad. It reminded him he wasn’t about to get lost in these crowds, no matter how suffocating they might be.

“I’ll call him if we don’t find him soon,” he grumbled. Ash just barely managed to step out of the way of a ‘large’ man who somehow managed to carry his entire family’s drinks and snacks as well as two small kids hanging onto his shoulders. “I wonder where we’ll end up tonight? Steven sounded like he had a plan already –”

He flinched as the video screens that practically covered the walls suddenly flared to life and the lights dimmed. Ash and Bruiser glanced around, though once the lights in the auditorium focused on a small stage raised high above the rest of the massive room (at least as large as the battlefield in the Indigo stadium, he estimated) he got an idea of what was going on.

“Hi everybody! Lisia here!” The slim girl standing on stage with the Altaria he’d seen back in Sootopolis cheered. Ash blinked when practically the entire auditorium stopped whatever they were doing and paid rapt attention. He’d known Coordinators were popular but really? “Me and my Altaria, Ali,” the flying-type helpfully chirped and spread its fluffy white wings at its name as Lisia giggled, “have come to Slateport City’s Contest Hall for a bit of fun! I’d like to welcome everyone to this year’s Summer Festival! I’ve only been here for a few hours and I’m already having a blast!”

Ash raised an eyebrow at all the cheers. The whole arena practically shook. He really didn’t get humans. Lisia seemed nice enough but he didn’t get her fans. They were a bit…obsessed.

Despite himself he started slipping through the crowd. Bruiser was just courteous enough to not utterly bowl everyone in his path over. It wasn’t too hard with most of the attention being focused on the stage. Soon enough he’d found himself fairly close to it, hoping that Steven might be around somewhere.

It was a slim chance but at this point he figured he had nothing to lose.

“But today I have a special announcement!” She declared, striking a little pose. Ash smirked. Lisia knew how to appeal to her fans if nothing else. Ali preened under the attention. He squinted – was that glitter in its cloudlike wings? Once the crowd had settled she continued. “Today I am going to bring a brand new trainer into the fantastic world of Coordinating! They’ll get the chance to compete in the tournament today and have the chance to meet amazing Coordinators like Daisy Oak and my wonderful uncle Wallace!”

He grimaced at the roar from the crowd. Maybe it was time to head into the stadium and contact Steven. This wasn’t helping his headache in the least. And for some reason Mewtwo’s power was pulsing erratically through his veins, filling his head with rage and…something else. Confusion? Could it be fear?

Ash was a bit more worried by the fact that he didn’t even get an acerbic response from the Shade of Mew, though Lisia was able to snap his attention back to her for now.

“So…” Lisia trailed off intentionally, glancing around the eager trainers at the front of her stage. Most people had quieted down, more curious about who she’d pick than anything. Ash was just glad he’d stayed a few rows away from the stage. “Who should I pick? Eenie, meenie, minie…”

“Hey! Lisia!” A painfully familiar voice split the air from right behind him. Ash flinched when he felt his left arm gripped in a soft hand and forcefully raised up in the air. And, even worse, Lisia was looking right at them with a bright smile on her pretty face.

Considering what that meant it was one of the most terrifying things he’d ever seen. Ash looked over at Bruiser, desperately hoping he’d help him out of this. The Machoke just shrugged. It seemed that he wasn’t the only one out of his element.

“Hey Daisy!” Lisia chirped. She leaned forward on stage. All eyes were on Ash and Daisy right now and he felt a little sick. “Do you think you’ve found a good future Coordinator?”

“Oh yeah!” Daisy shouted back, practically basking in all the attention. Gardevoir’s willowy shape hung in the air beside her. Ash distracted himself by meeting her sharp scarlet eyes. Was it normal to prefer staring at something that had once threatened to kill him over a few thousand people? “He’s right here – I know he’ll do great!”

Lisia beamed. “Okey dokey! Come on up!”

Daisy leaned down and whispered into his ear, “Chin up, Ashy. You’ve got this.”

And with that she affectionately stole his hat, ruffled his hair, and gently pushed him forward into the crowd. If Bruiser weren’t here to calm him down Ash would’ve had a far harder time forcing himself to pass through. As it was his heart pounded, his skin grew moist and clammy and itchy, and he was afraid he’d lose some of the sweets he’d been force fed during his outing with Leo and his crew of friends.

He silently cursed Steven for ever suggesting they enter this stupid arena.

A minute or so later he was up on the stage with Lisia. She winked at him. Ash was pretty sure he just looked like he was about to throw up. If he looked half as bad as he felt…well, maybe he’d get lucky and Lisia would choose someone else.

“So what’s your name?” Lisia put the microphone up to his mouth and smiled encouragingly at him. Ali chirped too, gently brushing a fluffy wing up against both Ash and Bruiser. Despite himself Ash had to admit Lisia really was pretty.

“Ash Ketchum,” he managed to choke out. Why couldn’t this be as easy as battling in front of thousands of people? Ash didn’t miss the way a lot of heads snapped his way – not everyone knew what he looked like but most had at least heard his name. He’d made waves in the Indigo Conference.

“Thank you, Ash! Have you ever been in a Contest before?”

“Never.”

“That’s what I like to hear!” Lisia cheered again. She waved to the crowd. “I know you’ll do great! You have a fantastic team.”

“Thanks,” Ash tried to smile. It came out as more of a grimace.

Lisia just patted him on the arm. “That’s the spirit! Now, I’d like everyone to give this lucky contestant a round of applause! I know that I just can’t wait to see his debut later!”

The applause was a bit more familiar. Ash managed to find himself relaxing just a tad, especially once Lisia finished blowing kisses to her adoring fans and led him down.

“It’s fantastic to see you again!” She grinned a bit more normally at him before giving him a quick hug. Ash froze but squeezed back more out of habit than anything. Lisia giggled but stared at him hard for a second. “It’s too bad you never called me, Ash. It would have been nice to keep in touch.”

Ash winced as she led him and Bruiser through a maze of surprisingly bare hallways. That made him feel like kind of a Gary. “Sorry, Lisia,” he said. “I just had some…League stuff to take care of. It’s been a busy few months.”

“I gotcha!” Lisia didn’t seem to be too offended. If anything she seemed more relaxed. “Don’t worry about it – I know how busy all of you Elite Four and Champions get! I barely ever have time to see my uncle anymore.”

That brought something she’d said earlier to his mind. “Your uncle is Champion Wallace?” Ash asked. He looked at her more closely. He could see the resemblance now that he thought about it – not too many people had hair like that.

“Yep!” Lisia showed him into a dressing room of some sort. It had all sorts of outfits, cosmetics he could only guess the purpose of, and mirrors all over the place. “Okay, here’s your room!” She gestured grandly at the wardrobes. “You can check in there and see if there’s an outfit you’ll like. There should be a few in your size!”

Ash smiled, his nerves finally unwinding. It was hard to stay upset for some reason. “Thanks, Lisia.”

“Of course!” She winked and strode over to the door. “I’ll give you some privacy! Daisy and I will be back in a few minutes, okay?”

He just nodded and stepped further into the room. It was foreign but that wasn’t really a bad thing. Ash sniffed – it smelled so unlike the woods that it almost shocked him. Even his mom’s bathroom in Pallet didn’t smell so…girly.

“Looks like we’re stuck with this,” he sighed to Bruiser. The Machoke just snorted and hid a smile. Ash arched an eyebrow as he headed over to the wardrobe. He’d rather not keep the girls waiting. Daisy would be bad enough already with the teasing. He didn’t need to irritate her. “Hey, don’t laugh. I could always enter you as my pokemon.

Ash smirked when Bruiser shut down pretty quick. The Machoke was curious about humans but that didn’t mean he wanted to be paraded in front of them. And that just led into another question…which of his team was he going to enter? To be honest Ash couldn’t think of a single member who would actually enjoy this.

Nidoking would be too wouldn’t care one way or another but would only do it if Ash asked. He already knew Dazed’s opinion on Contests. Infernus…no, never. Seeker was too shy. Tangrowth might accidentally tear down the arena. Oz would just be bored by the whole spectacle. Sneasel might have a little too much fun with the other pokemon in the combat round. Aron wasn’t in any shape to enter right now, though he was healing pretty well thanks to liberal application of potions.

He sighed. Plume might be his best bet. The only problem with her would be getting her to slow down enough that the audience could actually see her. If he was going to be forced into doing this he’d at least try and do his best – no point in embrassing himself even more than he had to.

One challenge at a time though. Right now he had to check out these outfits.

Ash sighed and opened up the wardrobe. He blinked as he saw all the gaudy outfits that would be ripped to shreds in about an hour in the wilderness. How was he even supposed to put one of these on? And what was wrong with his normal outfit?

“Crap…”
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“It looks ridiculous,” he complained. Ash was just grateful only Bruiser was here to see the outfit he’d be using…even the fighting-type looked like he wanted to burst out laughing. He’d even caught the Machoke’s shoulders shaking a few times.

“No you’ll look cute!” Daisy teased from where she was sprawled out on the couch. She and Gardevoir were perfectly at home in his dressing room and had pretty much appropriated it from Ash and Bruiser. Bruiser just spent his time glaring daggers at Gardevoir – it seemed like news of what she’d done had circulated through the whole team. “I can think of a certain famous Coordinator who’d love to see you right now!”

“Don’t talk about the Champion like that,” Ash rolled his eyes as he struggled not to claw at his neck. He could tell the stupid shirt was going to be so tight around his neck that it would be almost suffocating – he still hadn’t gotten used to the thought of it and it had been nearly an hour since Daisy had barged her way in and forced him to pick this one (which was the lesser of the many evils in Ash’s opinion).

It was tight and uncomfortable. The color scheme wasn’t too bad – red and black couldn’t be complained about. But the artificial fur covering one shoulder and basically everything about how the outfit looked made him feel like an idiot.

“Okay, that’s just mean,” Daisy giggled. “But touché.”

Despite himself Ash couldn’t help the slight smile that sprung up. “Did you have to volunteer me?” He grumbled. “I don’t even know what I’m supposed to do.”

Daisy rolled her eyes. “Stop complaining, Ashy. It was mostly Lisia’s idea in the first place. And don’t worry, you’ve got an awesome coach right here!”

“Bruiser does have a lot of Contest experience,” Ash snorted as he tried to see if he could angle his hat low enough to hide his entire face. He wasn’t having much luck right now.

“Very funny,” the older girl laughed. She turned a tad more serious as the door opened and Lisia walked in. For once her Altaria wasn’t trailing at her heels. “Hey, Lisia. Where’s Wallace?”

Lisia sighed and put her hands on her hips. “I don’t know. Him and Steven were supposed to come meet us here but they got a call or something. It sounded serious.”

Ash’s eyes narrowed as he turned to look at the girl. “What? When?”

“Just now,” the Coordinator sighed as she slipped elegantly into a big, fluffy chair. It was covered in clothes and accessories but she didn’t seem to mind. “Steven was upset, though. He did that thing where he shuts down and gets really quiet.”

He frowned. Ash knew that all too well – Steven had been in that sort of grim mood the entire time they were fighting Hunter J and the Rockets. What was going on? Another attack? Were the Rockets showing their hand?

Nothing so mundane, Storm-Tamer.

Ash’s dark eyes flashed to Gardevoir where she hovered gracefully in the air. She hadn’t broadcasted that to anyone else. Not even Bruiser. What was going on?

A disturbance. Its nature will be revealed to you soon enough. For now just play along. 

He scowled but didn’t say anything quite yet. Ash’s hand hovered to his PokeNav. There weren’t any messages yet. Ash tuned out Daisy and Lisia’s idle chatter as his mind flitted between ideas and concerns in a blur…the icy fire of Mewtwo’s power had calmed, though the fact that it had been erratic at all was something to be concerned with.

Had Mewtwo sensed something to do with the Rockets? He knew the psychic had a less than cordial history with them, though Ash could only glean tiny glimpses of knowledge from when they’d met and merged on New Island.

Ash took a breath and tried to relax. Steven would’ve contacted him if it was important. It was probably just something personal – maybe they’d gotten some more news from Pierce? He figured the former Executive was locked up somewhere in Hoenn.

“So, what are you planning?” Lisia directed at him. Ash paused. That was a good question. “We’d love to help you with your performance! Daisy tells me you have a beautiful Pidgeot – it would be amazing to see her in action.”

Daisy leaned over to Lisia and muttered something in her ear. Ash just cocked his head quizzically when Lisia’s pale face flushed bright red – it was a strange contrast with her turquoise hair.

Ash thought about asking what all that was about but he wasn’t sure if he really wanted to know. Especially not with how flustered Lisia looked right now. Sometimes it was just better to ignore things when Daisy was around.

“Plume’s probably who I’ll go with. I need to release her soon,” Ash admitted. To be honest he was glad for the distraction…without Lisia and Daisy around he’d probably be stuck chasing ghosts in his own mind. He just couldn’t imagine what had Steven so worried…

“Okay!” The Coordinator grinned. She glanced over at Daisy. “You’re the one with a Pidgeot. Will you show him the Feather Flutter? Or maybe –”

“Not now,” Daisy grinned. She waggled a finger in Ash’s direction. “Sorry, Ash, but I don’t think you’re quite ready for my secret techniques. They’re a lot to take in.”

He shook his head, exasperated. “Of course,” he said drily. “They’re beyond me.”

“Naturally,” the older girl said sagely. She glanced at Gardevoir. “Want to help him out a little bit?”

Check your PokeNav….now. 

Ash frowned even as the alert went off. He waved Daisy’s questions away as he snapped the device open, quick to check his messages. His blood ran cold when he saw it was an emergency call from Lance.

This didn’t bode well.

“Lance?” Ash’s voice was hard and cold. The Coordinators were noticeably unnerved as he seamlessly went from casual to business. Bruiser took his place at his side.

“Ash!” Came the crackled reply. He winced at the noise, though he held the PokeNav as close to his ear as he could nonetheless. This was too important to allow a little discomfort to get in the way. “We need you in Greenfield immediately!”

Greenfield? Fire, Ice, and Lightning flared in unison and his gut felt like it had been switched out for a big block of lead.

“What’s going on?” He demanded of the Indigo Champion. Daisy hurriedly flipped on one of the TVs and put it to one of the national news channels, only to freeze as it settled on a frozen, distorted image of a vast wasteland of sculpted purple crystal that seemingly devoured miles of land in an instant. His hands shook with fury as he stared at the shocking picture, though he snapped back into attention when he heard the terrifying roar of a Gyarados, then the roars of a dozen furious explosions. “Lance!”

“Call Bob and get to Greenfield,” Lance’s voice was short and hard. He sounded out of breath – or injured. The Indigo Champion gasped into the phone, “We need you here immediately Ash. We don’t know what this is but it has to be Legendary. Get here at once. I have – shit! Bruno, watch out! Here it –”

The call cut out. Ash stared at the PokeNav’s blank screen. He knew his skin had gone far paler than usual – even whiter than when he’d been volunteered for the Contest.

How had he been worried about that? With these new events unfolding it just seemed like a bad, petty joke.

“Ash, what –” Daisy’s eyes were still locked on the image of Greenfield…or what used to be Greenfield. It was utterly unrecognizable now. What used to be lush fields of grass and flowers were no more. Instead an utterly alien surface dominated it, dominating what must have been several square miles of land. Even the Hale Mansion was barely unrecognizable – Ash could hardly recognize it as the beautiful home he’d visited as a child. Now it just looked like a crystalline flower more than anything.

He looked away. “Not now,” Ash cut the Oak off with a scowl. With the stakes in mind he mentally summoned Bob, grateful when the Alakazam manifested almost immediately in the dressing room. What worried him was that Bob actually seemed uneasy.

Considering the smug Alakazam had hardly been concerned during the cataclysmic clash between the Birds…

Trainee Ketchum. We’d best get going. For some reason the Champion seems to require your talents once more. 

At least Bob still sounded as snide as ever. Right now that was something that actually made Ash feel a little better. He quickly recalled Bruiser and tried to relax. Fear and anxiety wouldn’t help him now.

“You know what to do.”

Obviously. I hope you do as well. If your abilities are on the level of your fashion sense we’re all doomed. 

Ash looked down and grimaced at the realization he was still holding the stupid Coordinator outfit. The only silver lining was that he wouldn’t be barging into this mess with it on. That would’ve been a nightmare.

But he was missing something…Ash had barely even noticed the feeling before he reflexively caught his hat. Daisy waved at him from where she’d thrown it. He’d almost forgotten that she’d never given it back.

“Fix this,” she said, steel in her eyes. Ash nodded.

“Stay safe,” Lisia whispered. Ash dipped his head in acceptance. The girl looked like she was about to panic – it was clear she wasn’t a fighter.

If you’re done wasting time…

“Take me there.”

Ash felt a slight tug and Bob’s eyes shone with Mewtwo’s borrowed power. The girls shied away from the terrible brightness of twin suns burning fiercely in the Alakazam’s sockets, Ash grimaced as he shifted through space and time, and he emerged in a nightmare.
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42. Chapter 42: The Spell


Author’s Note: I’m not dead! Hope you enjoy the chapter!

Ash couldn’t help but gasp when he emerged into the wasteland of Greenfield. In his memories it’d been nothing less than a veritable paradise of green, rolling hills absolutely covered in endless fields of blossoming flowers. He’d spent hours exploring the endless labyrinth of the Hale Mansion that watched over it all, eager to set his eyes on every nook and canny in the place. Just a few years ago he and his mother had been strolling right here, bathed in warm sunlight and eager to take in all this peaceful town had to offer.

What was once soft stalks of grass and velvet petals had been shaped into hard, glistening crystal. It shimmered and shone underneath the afternoon sun, though Ash eyed it nervously as he saw it move across the land, crawling and devouring everything it touched. Flowers, grass, and shrubs were all sealed forever underneath a sea of purple flowing ice…despite its shiny appearance, the crystal sucked in every bit of light that touched it, casting the land in low, hazy shadows. Strange, alien mists crawled between frozen trees and wounds its way across the (formerly) vast stretches of orchids, obscuring the finest details from view.

His keen eyes picked out dozens of humans and pokemon encircling the crystal field in a massive circle. Each group was spaced out about a hundred feet. Their forms rippled and wavered erratically, and shadows licked at the crawling crystal. Wherever the darkness touched the unnatural material wound away, seemingly dissolving at the brush…

Ash stared, fixed upon the flowing corruption. It had devoured nearly a mile of the land around the unrecognizable form of the Hale Mansion. Ash’s mouth twisted into an ugly frown. This was just wrong.

A lump formed in his throat. He stared distraught at the massive mansion he’d spent so much time exploring. This wasn’t right. The Hale Mansion was a peaceful place. It sat on the highest hill of Greenfield like a silent, watchful protector. Uncle Spencer’s home was unassailable. It was proud and regal and comfortable.

What it had become was anything but.

Gigantic blossoms of crystal swallowed the Hale Mansion’s spires whole. They were a deeper, darker purple than the pale rose that had engulfed the center of the mansion. All of the blossoms were absolutely enormous and utterly unnatural…born more of a manic fantasy than anything of this world. The petals all rose out in jagged curves that met together in a sharp tip. It was such a massive structure he felt like it could scrape low-hanging clouds.

If he didn’t know what the Hale Mansion was before he could have called this beautiful, at least in a nightmarish, beautiful way. But all Ash could see now was horror – he’d take the plain, gentle hills of Greenfield a thousand times over this abomination.

If you’re done wallowing, I think I will take my leave. 

Ash shook himself out of his stupor and looked at Bob. He’d forgotten the Alakazam was there, to be honest. He ignored the sudden flare of Fire – this wasn’t the time. “What’s going on, Bob?” Ash demanded. His voice cracked, but he ignored it and pointed out at the wasteland. “What am I supposed to do with that?!”

How should I know? I’m no – not your mother. Stupid human. 

Bob practically slurred into Ash’s mind. He looked oddly at the psychic. This wasn’t like Bob at all. To be honest it was a little low brow for the snarky Alakazam. Ash expected him to drop snide and arrogant comments, not outright insulting ones.

No I’m not. You are! 

“Just tell me what the League knows!” Ash hissed. He lurched closer to Bob, growling as the Feather seared into his flesh. Ice sharpened within him as he stared at his personal teleporter. His breath left him in a great misty cloud, flaring from his mouth and nostrils as though he were one of Lance’s dragons. He hardly found it in himself to care for the ice that crusted over the grass beneath his feet. “We don’t have times for your stupid games, Bob!”

The Alakazam’s mustache bristled. His dark eyes were glazed and droopy, and even his treasured spoons were held lax. Ash’s eyes narrowed. Was everything going to be weird today? “What’s wrong with you?”

This place is affecting me badly. It’s…imam – immaterial. Mutable. Difficult to focus. I’d like to think that th – this is what it’s like to be a dumb human all the time. 

Was this what drunk people were like? If so, he was glad Lance kept it under wraps. “Bob…”

Fine. The Elite Four just engaged in a battle. Champion Lance, Elite Four Bruno, Elite Four Koga, and Elite Four Will pursued their opponent when it suddenly left in the direction of Goldenrod. 

His heart skipped a beat. Fire heated his blood and his skin burned hot. For a moment Ash feared he’d simply ignite.

His mother was in Goldenrod.

“What’re they fighting?!” Ash rushed at the Alakazam. His demand was wild and raw – Bob’s glassy eyes and short pause didn’t help his patience. “Hurry up and tell me, Bob! Now!”

An extremely powerful creature we have reason to believe is Entei. 

Just saying that seemed to sober Bob up. His eyes lost some of their glaze. Ash’s chest constricted. One of the Beasts? They were some of the Legends the League had counted on to help them. If the Legendary Beasts of Johto had turned against them…

Ash hissed in pain as the Feather seared him again. The crystal flowed forward another few feet. The teams working to jail the unnatural crawl scattered back lest they be taken by the flow as well.

Why would Entei do this? He hadn’t expected this from the Beast of Fire. And how did Entei relate to this crystal?

No, it just didn’t make any sense. Ash had grown up with Entei’s legends. Entei was a guardian. It shielded the small from those would crush them beneath their feet. It sought out those in danger from eminent eruptions and roused them from their ignorance. It stood in defense of sacred places and protected them with volcanic fury.

Ash stared into the crystal, lost in thought. Nothing made sense. Even his eyes, which were better than most at picking out scorches and signs of fires thanks to Infernus, could see nothing that attested to the Indigo Elite Four facing down a Legendary embodying Fire.

The Feather pulsed in agreement. Ash glanced to Bob. “How long ago was that?” He asked quietly, his words sharp as a razor. His fingers danced across the pokeballs on his belt…he felt naked without them. Ash needed them right now.

Approximately ten minutes ago. Champion Lance called you as they chased the Beast. It was waiting for them here when they first responded to the emergency – Lady Sabrina prepared him earlier this day. 

The SPECTERs are setting up a Distortion Field. It seals the area off from teleportation and seems to have a degenerative effect on the crystal. It doesn’t stop its growth, but it does slow its advance. Elite Four Karen is leading the effort. 

He looked up and picked out a slim woman standing behind a horde of dark-type pokemon. She looked…well, animated was the kindest way to put it. Furious, aggressive, and demanding were more accurate.

Ash had never understood Karen so well.

All of a sudden Bob began to tremble. His moustache twitched wildly as convulsions wracked his skeletal frame. The Alakazam looked wildly at the Hale Mansion (or what was left of it, Ash thought bitterly) and squeezed his eyes shut. A spike of concern went through Ash, just enough to distract him from his dark thoughts. “Are you okay?”

For now. I must leave! I –

The Alakazam’s mustache bristled one last time before his spoons twisted in his hands and he vanished. Ash stared dumbly at the spot Bob had just vacated before he shook it off. Now wasn’t the time.

He took one last look at the Hale Mansion before his focus settled instead on Karen. She was the one who was in charge. She would know what to do…or at least be able to point him in the right direction.

Ash grit his teeth and tensed his aching body. Even that much hurt. He hadn’t recovered fully from the battle with the Rockets. Walking around all day hadn’t helped whatsoever. Despite it all he leapt into a sprint. His legs screamed in protest and his breath was short and choppy but he pushed on. Steven’s physical training was good for something, at least…

He crossed the fields pretty fast, but it still felt like he was hardly making any progress. Every second felt like it was his last. Ash sorely wished he’d just released Plume and ridden on her back, but it would be a waste of effort for this short of a distance.

It was too bad that Bob teleported him so far away from the action. It was a good vantage point, he knew, but still. Ash would rather have just gotten the news –
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“C’mon you stupid brat! Wake up!”

Ash’s bleary eyes cracked open at a Slugma’s pace. His limbs trembled – what was that? He couldn’t remember anything. Just teleporting in with Bob, running, pain, and then a yell.

“Karen?” He wheezed. Ash’s arms shook weakly as he slowly wrenched himself into a sitting position. If he were anyone else he’d have quailed at the ferocious snarl on the Dark Master’s familiar face, though even he had to hold back a flinch. “What –”

“Not now!” She hauled him up with a quick yank. Ash staggered and barely held his footing – the ground was firm and green (he relished that more than he thought possible) but his body refused to work. “Up!”

Her hand grabbed his forearm and hauled Ash up with ease. She was a lot stronger than her willowy frame suggested, Ash noted. He snuck a look behind them.

Ash blanched. The crystal surged. It reared up a hundred feet behind them and flooded closer like a tidal wave, splashing forward and greedily crusting every inch of unspoiled land in violet glass.

His breath hitched as the Feather seared again. It nearly crippled him – his blood froze to Ice, his heart burned with Fire, and his muscles twitched with Lightning and it was driving him mad! It hurt and three different forces warred within him, pulling at everything he was –

They melted away in the span of an instant. One second he could hardly function and the next he was laying on a patch of flowers. The beautiful white and black of an Absol watched him warily.

The Absol looked at him softly. Its eyes knew far too much. Absol pulled its scythe-like horn away from his chest and stared mournfully at the crystal. Ash followed its gaze and relief flooded him. The tide had been stemmed again by the League – the sea had nearly stilled.

“It won’t stay like that for long. It never does,” Karen said in usual cheery manner. Ash nodded and wrenched his head to looked at her. Every muscle strained to support his failing body. It took a moment for him to realize just how beaten the Dark Master was.

“You look like crap!” Ash blurted out. She glared at him but there was no heat in it. He grimaced and stammered out an apology. “The crystal slowing down is something, at least,” he offered. Ash couldn’t look away from Karen – and not for the same reasons as Brock. Even after the League’s battle with Mewtwo in Viridian she hadn’t appeared so defeated. She was exhausted and anything but pristine. Her pale silver hair was messy and unkempt and some had curled up from the rest of the mane like it was seared with fire. Her proud face was twisted and wrinkled on one side from a light burn.

It was nothing a day or two of medical attention couldn’t fix.

But it was the small flecks of crystal that concerned him. He leaned closer to look. They shimmered and crawled in the crevices of the gnarled, burnt skin. It was like they were alive!

Karen was quick to notice. “Entei got me when it knocked out Houndoom,” she said humorlessly. Absol drooped. Ash noted that the rest of her team wasn’t around. They must have been at the crystal tide doing their best to hold back the surge. “Entei certainly lives up to its name of Legendary Beast…”

The Dark Master trailed off as she put some of her weight on Absol. Her pants were ripped and on the right side a steady stream of blood seeped. It wasn’t too bad but Ash knew that any hindrance could end them.

He struggled to his feet for the second time. Karen pulled him up. Ash had to fight a stare as the crystal embedded in Karen’s face squirmed and a hiss of pain escaped her chapped lips. It wasn’t right seeing the proud Master brought so low.

Ash looked away. “What’s going on?” He croaked. It was time to focus on the matter at hand. The whole of Greenfield was ruined. It was one of the ugliest things he’d ever seen.

Karen chuckled. “We were actually hoping you’d know,” she spat. There was no real venom in her words. Karen sighed and looked at a group of dark-types fighting the tide. They fought valiantly but Ash could tell they were exhausted – the shadows crawling from their limbs just wasn’t enough to hold back the crystal. “There was no warning. Absol’s been twitchy for weeks but we didn’t have anything concrete until Sabrina pointed us this way.”

Absol stood silent. Karen’s fingers stroked the solemn creature’s thick mane as she watched the Disaster Pokemon. She was clearly worried.

Ash fought back a snarl. He didn’t like being ignorant either…he should have been able to sense the disaster coming! Even Mewtwo didn’t seem to feel it until it was too late. “I’m as lost as you are,” Ash admitted.

You must be as blind as the rest of your worthless species. 

He ignored the snide comment and looked to Karen.

“Whatever…it doesn’t really matter,” Karen shook her head. He couldn’t help but notice her silvery mane (the unburnt part, anyway) bounced with the motion. Karen stared at Ash. She looked about as warm and kind as Articuno. “Don’t collapse on me again, Ash. I don’t have time to babysit you.”

“You won’t,” Ash said flatly. He was more annoyed at the Feather than Karen. He knew he couldn’t afford to be at anything but his best! Who knew how badly this would spiral out of control if he couldn’t help stop it?

She seemed satisfied by his answer, but an ugly snarl marred her face. Ash whirled around to see what Karen was pointing at and paled – a news van had just pulled up on the road leading to the mansion.

They were too close. If the crystal surged again they wouldn’t escape.

Karen’s words were sharp as a whip. “Get those damn reporters out of hear!” She howled. “It’s not safe for them here! I’ll hold the line. You clear the area!”

“Got it!” Ash didn’t hesitate. Karen rushed back to her team and he rushed in the direction of the reporters. Karen could take care of herself. She was just rattled.

He wished the reporters wouldn’t work so fast. They’d already unpacked most of their equipment – nobody needed to get footage of this disaster. Ash hesitated as he jogged in their direction. Even if they did recognize him he doubted they’d take him seriously.

It would be better if he had some muscle at his back.

Bruiser appeared at his side a moment later. Ash didn’t have to say a word to him. The Machoke just caught up with him and ran at his side.

Ash tried not to think about the possibility of collapsing on the way to the van. His teeth gnashed and Ash’s fingers curled claws as another pang ripped through the Feather. It took everything he had not to scream! How could he stop the crystal when he couldn’t even trust his own body?

He stumbled, but a strong hand curled around his shoulder. It dwarfed Ash with its sheer size. Ash’s only solace was the peaceful cords of the Song, but he jerked out of his trance and looked at the reptilian face of Bruiser. His friend was still totally calm.

“Thank you,” Ash gasped, breathing hard like he’d just clawed his way out of the ocean depths. Bruiser simply nodded. The Machoke became more and more troubled as he finally looked around and saw the unnatural sea of glassy crystal emanating from the Hale Mansion.

“Yeah, everything’s gone,” Ash said flatly. He repressed any kind of emotion that would slow him down. His mother’s face flashed through his mind, followed by Uncle Spencer’s and Molly’s. No, he could worry about them later. Right now they needed to end this.

Bruiser frowned as Ash nodded in the media crew’s direction. It was a small crew of a cameraman and female reporter. “We have to get them out of here. They’re in danger right now. C - can you help?” He stuttered as the Feather burned again, dropping him to his knees.

Normally he would’ve flushed at appearing so weak. But he didn’t care about asking his team for help. It was the opposite, honestly. Wasn’t a family’s duty to support each other?

He just wasn’t used to taking that quite so literally.

Ash straightened his back and ignored his body’s protests. Coiled Lightning ran through his nerves and raised the hair on his arms. It didn’t bother him, though. Unlike Fire and Ice’s violent surges, Lightning was a cool, steady current.

Some of the pain vanished as Bruiser supported him with one massive arm. Ash looked gratefully at the Machoke as they started their run. It wouldn’t be long before they got to the van.

He couldn’t let Karen down. Not right now.

Despite himself, Ash looked to the Hale Mansion…no, he really couldn’t call it that anymore. This was just a shade of the grand home he knew. This was just a twisted shade of what once was.

That bothered him. He hadn’t thought about why this was happening here. What could have spawned this catastrophe? Ash had never heard of anything that could create crystal and alter the landscape in such a way.

Bruiser grunted and gingerly tapped the side of his head. Ash relented and looked away from the sight. It wouldn’t help the horror and anxiety that weighed heavy in his gut or the white-hot anger pounding just below the surface.

The Machoke squeezed his shoulder. Ash barely noticed as he leaned more heavily on his friend. Bruiser probably didn’t even register one boy’s weight. He could lift a thousand pounds with ease.

Ash looked across Greenfield and stole another glimpse at Karen as they neared their objective. She held the line agains the crystal, but it looked like it drew closer every moment. The Dark Master was in a frenzy as she barked out orders to human and pokemon alike, demanding they work harder and faster unless they wanted to drown in the unnatural crystal.

What could they even do if Karen and her SPECTERs failed? Sneasel couldn’t staunch the tide at his level. They’d all fall.

The reporter’s voice trilled through the eerily quiet hills. “Here we are today in what used to be Greenfield!” She announced. Ash didn’t miss how pale her face was. If she stayed around much longer it would be a heart attack that got her, not the crystal. “There appears to be a strange substance growing from the Hale Mansion, home of the renowned Professor Spencer Hale! League forces are working to keep it at bay, but it looks like they’ll break any minute now! If you haven’t already evacuated, then please do so now!”

Her cameraman (who seemed just as nervous as the reporter) frowned as Ash hobbled across some of the last unspoiled flowers of Greenfield. A quick jerk of the camera sent the reporter’s attention Ash’s way. “Hello? Who are you?”

Ash came to a stop. He really hoped the Feather was covered up properly – it wouldn’t be good if it flared up right now. There was a telltale glow behind his shirt, but as long as he didn’t get hit by another flare he’d be fine.

Bruiser straightened his back and folded his arms. His muscles bulged with the movement and Ash couldn’t blame the reporters for taking a step back.

“I’m Ash Ketchum. But that’s not important – you need to get out of here!” Ash ordered. Fire flickered and colored his voice – didn’t they realize how stupid it was to be in a place like this? “It’s too dangerous here. Let the League handle this!”

The woman cocked an eyebrow. “Sorry kid, but we aren’t leaving. Look at this!” She waved at the crystallized corpse of Greenfield. “The people have to know what’s happening!”

“The League will take care of it. You’re going to get hurt if you stay here,” he scowled.

“Don’t lecture us, kid! We know the risks!” She said pointedly. The reporter looked over at the cameraman. “Hank, are you getting this?”

Something in Ash snapped. “I’m not lecturing you, you idiot!” Frost crusted the soft green stalks beneath his shoes. Ash very intentionally stared at the sculpted crystal sea that had started to move at them more quickly…it would be here in a minute or two. “Get out of here or you’ll get taken like everything else!”

The cameraman tugged at the reporter’s sleeve. “C’mon, he’s right!” He blanched as the crystal tide rolled forward another feet, forcing the SPECTERs to retreat again. Ash clutched at his heart as the Feather exploded again, desperately hoping the camera wouldn’t catch this. He couldn’t even see through the pain…

“But the people need to know!” The reporter protested. Her hands shook to the point she nearly dropped the mic.

“And they do!” Ash grimaced as the Feather tried to burn him from the inside out…some of his hairs started to smoke and the rancid scent of burning hair wafted into his nose. All the Feather’s pain made his words absolutely venomous. Only Bruiser’s calming presence kept him from screaming at them. “I’m an agent of the League and you will get out of here! Do you understand?”

The two reporters took a step back. Something about Ash must have reached them. Their faces were both white and the cameraman looked like he was about to take off. “Okay, we’ll leave. But we need some questions answered first, alright? What caused –”

“Get out of here!” Ash hissed. One hand clasped to his chest as a bright glow spilled out from beneath – the heat and cold and pressure grew more and more and he went blind – he couldn’t breathe, let alone talk, and he couldn’t do this right now why couldn’t they just leave and let the Feather stop and –

The sky and earth shook. A terrible roar, like the rumble of Mt. Ember when he and Lance had challenged Moltres, rent the atmosphere. Every thought in his head vanished. He couldn’t pay any heed to the reporters as they scurried into the van and took off.

Ash felt the crystal reach toward him, a yearning tide that wanted to draw him into its cold embrace. It lunged another few feet.

But to be honest he didn’t give a damn about the crystal right now.

Ash and Bruiser spun to identify whatever monster had arrived. In his heart he already knew what was waiting…

A huge brown blur sprinted past to his left, just a few hundred feet away. A billowing cloud of smoke and embers trailed behind it, so vast and dark that it blotted out the sky and hills alike with its heavy black veil.

The blur didn’t hesitate to leap through the Distortion Field binding Greenfield as it arrived. It didn’t slow whatsoever as it tore through the shimmering wall of darkness with contemptuous ease – every single SPECTER and pokemon supporting the Field fell like puppets with their strings cut…all in all a hundred of the SPECTERs must have been cut down in an instant, overwhelmed by this thing’s sheer might.

The Feather pulsed again, though not with Fire. All three elements recoiled from the newcomer, as though they couldn’t even stand the sight of it. Ash had no doubt what this dark blur was: Entei. The creature’s great leap had carried it several hundred feet with ease and placed it on the farthest reaches of the crystalline fields. It landed with preternatural grace that should have been impossible for such a huge creature. It was so smooth and effortless that it must have been silent.

Entei moved quick as lightning to face the direction it had arrived from. Despite himself, his breath hitched. For just a second he could forget what this monster had done to Greenfield. He had to pause and admire the sight. Words couldn’t do the Beast justice.

The Beast dominated. Its presence made the pale glass sea dull and lifeless in comparison. Raw power radiated from Entei, a great force that subtly warped the air around it. Even the crystal was invigorated by Entei’s strength – it desperately reached and crawled about the Beast’s great paws.

But Entei’s size struck Ash the most. On all fours it stood at eight feet high and towered over all but the largest of pokemon. The power it embodied was clear as day in the heavy musculature that shifted with every movement. Each of its paws were as large as Nidoking’s head – no doubt a single swipe would tear most creatures asunder. Entei had to be at least fifteen feet long from nose to smoky “tail”. Embers (violet rather than orange, Ash noted) rained constantly from its fur onto the ground, sprouting new growths of crystal wherever it landed.

The Beast’s heavy pelt was mostly a rich brown that billowed in every direction, carried by gusts of wind. A cloud of smoke erupted constantly from its collection of grey, craggy spikes that erupted from the Beast’s spine like a mountain range. It trailed behind Entei like a tail, though it didn’t billow half as fiercely as it had during the Beast’s arrival. Fur the color of cream ran in a streak from its chin to its underbelly, a sharp contrast to the rest of its coat.

A second jagged plate hung beneath the light streak. It was in a position to protect Entei’s sensitive belly from any sort of attack. Its paws were larger than Ash’s head and appeared an ashen grey, caked in the remnants of the flames it carried. Black shackles (not unlike Infernus’) clasped around its legs.

Though the Beast cut quite an impressive figure, he paid the most attention to its face. Something about it seemed uncannily human. He neglected Entei’s body in favor of the brilliant scarlet faceplates that angled to shield its cheeks. A three-pointed crest seemingly made of gold weighed on Entei’s brow like a king’s crown, granting the Beast an air of wisdom. It also warned of the danger of angering the Beast of Fire. The last he could make out was a sharp, pointed plate that hung past Entei’s chin like massive grey fangs.

Its heavy pelt was mostly a rich brown. The dark coat billowed in every direction, carried by an invisible wind. A cloud of smoke erupted constantly from the collection of dark, craggy spikes that appeared almost like a mountain range erupted from the Beast’s spine. It trailed behind Entei like a tail, though it billowed more gently than during Entei’s arrival. Pale, creamy fur ran in a streak from its chin to its underbelly, a sharp contrast compared to the rest of its coat.

There were plenty of people that referred to Entei as a canine or feline. Ash didn’t think it could be labeled so easily – it held traits of both and traits of neither. Entei really reminded him of an Arcanine, though with a strong, stocky build that would make an Ursaring jealous. Beast was the only word that fit.

He squinted. There was something off about Entei, a strange shadow that clung to its neck. Was that a person mounted on its back? Who could that possibly –

“Mom?!” Ash cried, a raw ugly noise that ripped out of his throat. He forgot his injuries and tore away from Bruiser. In his haste he ignored Bruiser’s distressed grunt and rushed ahead, propelled by Lightning – the world blurred and a Fire lit in his eyes as he ran at the only thing in the world that mattered right now.

Entei didn’t even twitch. It only paid attention to the haunting call of a Dragonite choir – they sang from miles away, but Ash knew better than anyone (except Lance) how close that was for the golden dragons. Even in his frenzy he slowed. They’d be here in just a –

Three brilliant blurs sped across the sky like comets. They slowed as they sighted their prey, but still moved to quickly for Ash to track easily. They were so quick he could just barely recognize Saph. She’d finally grown most of the pale blue out of her scales.

His sprint became a jog. Ash hesitated. Every bit of him screamed to rush in and pull his mother from the Beast’s back…that was stupid, though. Ash knew better. Reason finally reared its head as memories of Lance’s team ran through his mind.

It nearly made him sick, but he finally stopped. Ash clasped his legs and wheezed violently as his body’s broken state caught up with him.

He’d die if he ran in now. The Dragonite trio were too destructive for him to play stupid games. Their attacks weren’t on Entei’s level, but they could scourge Greenfield clean over time. All it would take was a sustained assault – he’d just get in the way and probably die.

“Agh!” Ash cried as Fire burnt within him with his thoughts – the Feather started to melt and sink deeper into his chest, sending its tendrils of obsidian through his muscle and bone. He clutched at it frantically, desperate to pull it away, but it seemed upset with him and just burnt all the brighter.

It finally dimmed for just a moment. That was just a long enough break to spot Lance as the Indigo Champion appeared in a blinding flash some distance away, though close enough to make his gut sink as he actually saw the Champion.

Lance had seen better days. His combat suit was in tatters and strips of glimmering, writhing crystal crawled all over the expanses of exposed skin. Wherever it oozed it left a thin layer of crystal, seemingly doing its best to engulf the Champion whole. Lance would have glittered like a diamond if it weren’t for the shade and darkness engulfing the wasteland.

The Champion looked haggard and exhausted. His face was pinched tight and there was a manic look in Lance’s eyes as he stared daggers at Entei. Ash could only just hear Lance’s hoarse commands as the rest of his team materialized around him. Magnus and Aerodactyl were the first to arrive – they launched into the darkening sky with an obvious haste. Magnus’ brilliant tail flame left streaks of light behind him as he shot through the atmosphere, marking his ascent.

Aerodactyl’s savage nature had never been more obvious to Ash. She didn’t fly as quickly as the others (though she could give any flier a run for their money) and instead she circled patiently above Lance as his bodyguard. Her teeth were bared in an awful snarl and each looked longer than a steak knife.

Ash squinted at the ancient pokemon. Did Aerodactyl look different? He was too far away to tell, but she looked a few shades darker. There were also an assortment of jagged, pointed stones weighing on her wings, though he wasn’t entirely sure that wasn’t just crystal that had latched onto her. If it was she wouldn’t be able to fly for long. It was all over her – there were even a few stones on her head and an especially large one on her chin.

He was distracted by the rest of Lance’s team appearing soon after. The Kingdra, Mael, materialized next to his trainer and immediately stared Entei down with sharp scarlet eyes. Lev erupted from nothingness before them all, the absolutely monstrous Gyarados curled up to protect the team. The fifty foot sea serpent gnashed its saber-like fangs with fury and reared up like an angry Arbok.

Entei just waited. It was eerily still and possessed an impressive patience. If Ash didn’t know better he’d say the Beast wasn’t even breathing. But that didn’t matter, he realized as the most important thing in the world shifted on Entei’s back –

“Lance!” He shouted. Lance’s eyes flitted to Ash for a moment, but his teacher shook his head. “Lance! My mom – she’s on the Entei! You can’t attack yet!”

An incomprehensible flurry of emotions ran through Lance. His sharp gaze settled on Entei and Lance paled as he caught sight of the slim woman on the Legendary’s back. He whistled once and his team backed off, though the army of dragons watched Entei like a Rattata facing down a Persian.

Ash finally exhaled. He’d bought his mother some time to escape…though he still had no idea how to get her away!

With the crisis over, Ash remembered the white-hot fury from before. Ash took a few steps forward and Entei finally looked at him – their eyes met, and Ash realized that Entei’s were as human as his own. The Beast’s nostrils flared at the unspoken challenge.

“Let her go!” Ash howled. The rasp carried across the sudden silence of the battlefield. All he could hear was his own heartbeat and the flapping of Dragonite’s wings. Entei cocked its great head. “My mom hasn’t done anything to hurt you, Entei! Let her go!”

Something changed at his declaration. The world froze. The wind stilled. The crystal stopped. Even the storm clouds swirling in from the east slowed. Ash’s eyes narrowed as some of his rage (and so many other emotions he couldn’t describe…) dimmed. What was this?

The crystal licking at Entei’s paws shattered with the sound of shattering glass. A boom sundered the earth and split the air and the Feather screamed! Ash fell to his knees, clutching at his heart like it had exploded in his chest, but still heard a strangely familiar voice boom. “She is not your mother! She is Molly’s! You will not take her away!”

Bruiser hauled him to his feet. Ash couldn’t thank him – his mind was a rush. Where had he heard that voice before?

Then he realized what had just happen.

Entei had spoken. And more than that, the Beast of Fire had spoken of Molly. Why would it even know a little girl?

Why would it care?

There weren’t words to voice the whirlwind of thoughts and impressions and feelings swirling within – what did he say to the Beast’s proclamation? How did it know Molly and why did it care? Nothing about this situation made any sense and he couldn’t understand this! It was frustrating and he didn’t have time to waste on this while his mom was in danger!

“Mom!” He shouted. Entei’s growl made the crystal roil angrily like a stormy sea but Ash just didn’t care. Lightning seared his veins and threaded into every thought, a constant pain that focused him to a fine point. All he wanted to do was tear the Beast apart and get his mom out of here…she wouldn’t be taken, Legendary or no! “Mom, can you hear me?”

Relief flooded through him a moment later: his mother’s brown head peeked out from behind Entei’s thick neck, seemingly unharmed. Her small hands were wrapped around dark locks of Entei’s mane, like she was holding his reigns.

His mother looked right at him.

Something inside him withered and died. His mother was unharmed, but she didn’t know him. She might as well have been looking at a stranger for all the recognition she showed. His mother leaned and whispered something into Entei’s ear. After a moment she shook her head, though Ash couldn’t hear whatever the Beast had said.

Delia Ketchum frowned at Ash. “You aren’t my son.”

She said it so easily. The conviction in her words nearly brought him to his knees again. There wasn’t distaste or fear or hate – his mother wasn’t capable of that. She was just disinterested. Apathetic.

Ash’s eyes stung.. This couldn’t be real! Bruiser squeezed his shoulder tightly.

“You’re wrong!” He finally croaked. Delia heard them somehow.

“My son and daughter are in the mansion playing,” Delia brushed a few strands of hair out of her eyes. She frowned at him. “I don’t know who you are, but we aren’t taking visitors right now. My children and I just want to be left alone.”

Ash recoiled as though he’d been slapped. The reality he’d walked into – no, the nightmare – set in for real. Hot tears welled up in his eyes and everything blurred until he was practically blind. His nails carved into his palms and streaks of blood seeped from the wounds.

The crushing weight of Delia’s claim snapped something. Ash snarled like a rabid Growlithe and stared at Entei through the tears. Nothing was going to take his mom from him! He’d fix this!

Fire, Ice, and Lightning sang in a terrible chorus. The flames heated his blood and fanned his anger to the point of murder. The Song tried to embrace him – tried to calm him and restrain him and he didn’t want that right now! He cast it aside, ignoring the frantic tunes, and embraced another power instead.

A fiery blue haze settled over the world, casting everything in shadow. Unimaginable power filled him, threatened to destroy him…would destroy him if he didn’t use it to destroy the pathetic creature that had killed his mother’s mind and stolen her!

Bruiser’s touch went unheeded. Ash’s eyes flashed with icy blue light and he clasped the Feather in his hand. Fire and Ice and Lightning flooded his body, unrestrained and eager to be released. And he would release them. He would unleash every speck of power held within the Feather to destroy his enemy and wipe this place free of its corruption!

Everything tugged at him in five different directions. Power wavered and leapt, seeking direction, and everything encroached and pulled and –

His mother vanished from Entei’s back. A single worm of crystal brushed against her leg, then a smooth coat of pale purple glass washed over her from head-to-toe. She was frozen in the crystal for just a second, then melted into the wasteland as if she’d never existed at all.

He stopped. The power receded without his hate. His heart skipped a beat. He stared, open-mouthed, and then –

“Go!” Lance roared, terrible as a true dragon. As soon as the command left his lips the world became a cacophony of light and sound and heat as his entire team released their legendary strength at Entei. Ash’s wild scream – the last vestiges of the great power that had been at his fingertips just a moment ago – ripped loose alongside theirs, laced with cinders and splinters of ice and stream of lightning as a terrible monster sunk its claws into his mind.

Ash couldn’t think. He was blinded by the lights and deafened by the blood pounding in his ears. He grasped for Nidoking’s pokeball and triggered the mechanism by instinct. His friend manifested in a burst of red. Nidoking took only a second to take in the ruins of Greenfield before he manifested. The poison-type laid a single claw against Ash’s arm.

His breath calmed.

“Nidoking?” Ash began. It was brittle as glass. Hard but fragile. He looked to his brother. Nidoking’s ears twitched. “I can’t command right now. You need to lead the team.”

His friend leaned closer. Nidoking could tell how affected Ash was better than anyone.

Ash just continued. If he stopped he’d break. “Entei is underneath all the Hyper Beams and explosions right now,” Ash said too calmly. “You see it?”

Nidoking’s lips pulled back in a grimace. He saw the army of dragons hammering Entei…that much firepower would obliterate a town. Ash just looked past the explosions and roars and crackle of fire to see the shadow of the Beast.

He slipped.

“We’re going to kill it,” Ash hissed. He didn’t take his eyes off of Entei for a moment, though it was hard to see the Beast past the smoke and dirt and splinters of crystal flying through the air.

Nidoking looked at Ash hesitantly, but nodded. A weight lifted off Ash’s chest. He still felt like this wasn’t real. His mother wasn’t really gone, was she?

He numbly released the rest of his team (excepting Seeker and Aron). It didn’t take long for them to acclimate, and a soft vine from Tangrowth was quick to wind around his arm. Ash accepted it without comment. Tangrowth gurgled, anxious. All of his vines wriggled nervously as he examined the devastation around them.

Ash wished he could have brought Tangrowth to Greenfield before this disaster. He would’ve loved it.

“Kill Entei.”

The team sent him the same sort of look Nidoking had. Ash didn’t let it get to him. Most accepted his command, but others looked to the blazing Feather on his chest. Dazed was especially concerned, but she knew better than to brush her mind against Ash’s right now.

…Infernus, on the other hand, couldn’t have looked happier. His claws shifted into cannons and everything about the Magmortar screamed satisfaction. The thrill of the hunt had sent adrenaline pumping through his blood.

Normally Ash would feel the exact same thing.

“Wait until…” Ash trailed off as the dust cleared. He looked hopefully at the site. With any luck Entei (who hadn’t dodged) would at least be hurt. His gut twisted as the crystal shards twisting in the air fell to the ground. A shining film instantly regenerated over the vast swathe of land wiped clean of the corruption.

Entei stood exactly as he had before, not a hair out of place. A great tsunami of crystal wrapped around its massive frame protectively. It had absorbed every attack with minimal effort.

His eyes narrowed. That would be troublesome. They’d have to get Entei out of the crystal somehow if they wanted to do real damage. “Everyone, get ready! On my mark –”

Lance beat them to it. His dragons did everything they could to obliterate Entei’s shield: great cones of white-hot fire bathed liberally over the barrier, so hot that Ash’s face burned from hundreds of feet away. Hyper Beams flashed like the sun from every direction, tearing at the crystal just as fast as it could regenerate, and ethereal Dragon Pulses drilled past the shield relentlessly.

It was beautiful, devastating, and accomplished absolutely nothing.

The crystal flowered and blossomed over Entei’s bulk as quickly as Lance could tear it away. Nothing could slow its regeneration, though it seemed Lance’s assault did have its perks: the SPECTER forces that had been shattered by Entei were slowly rousing, though it seemed like they were in complete retreat. They’d have to recoup their losses and organize again.

Ash’s teeth grit. The Birds weren’t this annoying. At least they actually took action. He sneered and held off on the command that would have his team join Lance’s. Instead he turned away from the veritable elemental storm the Champion rained down on Entei. The Hale Mansion was more important right now.

His mother (his heart panged) said that her son and daughter were in there. What did that mean? Maybe she’d come to think of Molly as a daughter but who was the son? One of Molly’s friends, maybe? It just didn’t make sense with the information he had.

Despite that he knew he had to get in there. The crystal had its source in the mansion, so that was where he needed to focus.

It went without saying that hit mother – his real mother, not the woman on Entei’s back – would want him to make sure Molly and Uncle Spencer were safe. He’d respect her wishes.

“Plume!” He shouted. Ash ignored the burning of his vocal cords as the Feather began to heat again, though it was slower and steadier this time. It felt like he’d just breathed lungfuls of volcanic smoke…but right now he just cared about actually being heard over the din of the Hyper Beams and roar of the flames enshrouding Entei.

His friend cocked her as she turned away from the battle. Ash painfully limped over to her. “Fly me to the mansion!” He wheezed, wracked by another surge of red-hot Fire. He leaned heavily on Nidoking. The Pidgeot nodded and lowered her body – normally he’d use the saddle but there wasn’t enough time.

An impossibly strong hand caught his shoulder as Bruiser tried to help him onto her back. “Ash, stop!” Bruno boomed. Ash whirled around, blood boiling, and snarled at the first Master he’d trained with. They didn’t have time for this! Who knew what was happening in the mansion right now?

“I have to get into that mansion!” Ash shook Bruno’s hand off. He glared at the Master, who just watched Ash implacably. The Black Belt’s Machamp cracked its knuckles menacingly. In any other situation Ash might have given a damn. “If you don’t let me get to it, I’ll –”

Bruno shook his head mournfully and cast his dark eyes at the Hale Mansion as small droplets of rain fell from the heavens. “Do nothing,” he said as the beads rolled down the Master’s bronze face. “You can’t sense what I can, Ash. Entei is not the true threat. It’s a symptom of a greater sickness. There is something great and terrible lying within the mansion. The Indigo Elite Four aren’t equipped to deal with it, no matter how badly we wish otherwise.”

He couldn’t believe this. “You’re giving up?!” Ash’s fists curled into balls. His nails carved into his palms and even the Song just irritated him now! “No! I’m not stopping here. Not when my mom –”

“I never said we’re giving up,” the Black Belt said sagely. “Just that the Elite Four are not prepared for this calamity. We can’t stop this…” Bruno looked almost heartbroken at that admission. “…but you can.”

Bruno looked at Ash knowingly. He froze. What?

“Just wait here a minute, Ash, and prepare your team. When Will,” Bruno nodded to the ornately dressed man who wasn’t there a moment ago, “and I engage Entei and lead it away you must head to the mansion. Ignore everything else. Do you understand?”

The overwhelming fury that dominated his mind slipped away a fraction. “I – yes,” he said. His brown eyes landed on his target. His team gathered around him in an instant as his body was suddenly reminded of how damaged it was. The explosions tearing apart Greenfield actually hurt his sore muscles from their intensity. Even his vision suddenly shook with fatigue as Lightning retreated.

Bruno stood up straight. The shirtless man’s eyes shut tight and Ash swore that something shifted in the air. Machamp, a bipedal canine that must be a Lucario, and Hitmonlee all tensed, ready to follow their master. All three bore battle scars and strange burns that glistened with chips of crystal, though none seemed too badly hurt. If anything they seemed better off than Lance or Karen.

But then he realized what that meant. Only three remained? Bruno had at least six teammates. Entei must’ve made quick work of the rest.

Bruno breathe deeply. “Don’t move until we draw the Beast away,” his former teacher reminded. When Ash nodded Bruno smiled. “We will meet again, Ash, though you bear the greatest burden of us all.”

With that cryptic comment the Master and his remaining teammates vanished into a sprint. The Master himself led the team as he dashed forward with inhuman speed and agility. He was nearly a blur to Ash’s eyes and in a matter of seconds had crossed the plain of crystal that separated Ash from the raging battle with Entei.

“My friend!” Will slurred as he toyed with his cane haphazardly. He tried to balance it on a fingertip but it promptly fell to the ground. The psychic stared at it dumbly. His eyes flickered purple. “My apologies, Ash! I am normally much more grace – gracefully than that, yes?”

Despite himself Ash found his attention torn from Bruno. “Are you okay to teleport?”

“Yes! Of course!” The Psychic Master gestured wildly. His arms flailed in a way that didn’t inspire much confidence. His cane was consumed in fiery purple and shot back into his hand, though Will grunted as the instrument’s momentum carried it straight into his nose and knocked his mask askew. “Now I am. You remember the plan, yeah?”

Ash nodded, though he was more than a tad concerned. Will was acting just like Bob had. Was he even qualified to battle like this? He’d be as much a hazard to the Elite Four as he was to Entei. Actually, considering how durable Entei was it stood to reason that Will literally wouldn’t help at all.

“Farewell, my friend!” Will twirled his cane elegantly. Seven psychics were immediately release from their pokeballs with the motion and arrayed around Will in a circle. Ash glanced around and took in Will’s team for the first team. It was a solid group (not that he was surprised). A peculiar creature he knew to be a Bronzong, a relatively small Jynx, Grumpig, Gardevoir, and an Exeggutor. One other materialized several seconds late: Xatu.

Xatu trembled. Ash watched it, alarmed. Both eyes were filled with a wild purple light and every single one of its feathers was outlined in the same, casting an eerie glow about it. Its wings flapped to and fro wildly, and even the eye markings on its chest burst with vast psychic power, like it was real. Then the psychic bird looked at Ash, shrieked, and –

“You should return Xatu,” he said slowly. Ash looked pointedly at the twitching psychic. It had been more than a year since psychics reacted well to him, but this was something else. Something on Xatu’s level should be able to ignore the Brands. The pokemon must’ve been taxed terribly by the presence of the crystal. “Now!”

“Hmm?” Will looked oddly at Xatu, like he hadn’t even noticed its state. The psychic frowned and tapped his cane. Xatu instantly returned to its pokeball. “Ah, thank you, Ash! Old girl doesn’t seem to handle Legendaries very well!”

Ash sighed and looked over at the battle numbly. Even the random bursts from the Feather didn’t shake him out of his stupor, though they nearly brought him to his knees. Bruno had nearly reached Entei with his team. “Shouldn’t you be helping Lance and – Koga?” Ash muttered as the ninja emerged from behind the Indigo Champion. Most of his team must have been taken out earlier. Only a Toxicroak, Venemoth, and Crobat rushed out to join the battle. “Where did he come from?”

“From behind the good Champion Lance, of course!” Will chirped as he leaned heavily on his cane. Most of his team looked about as drunk on the power saturating this area as Will. Ash wasn’t sure any of them should join the fight. But if they could harness some of this energy for themselves… “But yes, I suppose I should be off. Farewell, my friend!”

Ash waved the Elite Four member off and looked on as Will and his team materialized just off the battlefield. They were removed from the rest of the fights circling Entei. They were there to be support, though considering how hard half of them had fallen into the crystal after teleporting that might be a struggle.

That concern was quickly proven unnecessary. Despite their questionable state of mind Will and his team were perfectly capable of combat. Even from this distance Ash’s breath hitched at the sheer volume of power summoned by Will and his mostly intact team – it was breathtaking. They were each surrounded in a vivid nimbus of psychic energy and were wreathed in a brilliant aura that banished the murky mist that crawled through the sea of crystal.

Their power flooded together, guided by each teammate, and coalesced at the tip of Will’s cane. The Psychic Master grinned with vivid purple eyes beneath his mask, and pointed the wooden instrument directly at Entei. In a single moment the compressed energy loosed itself at the Beast in a spear of raw, unadulterated power.

The spear lanced into Entei and the Beast’s crystal shield shattered like a flimsy pane of glass. Entei actually stumbled underneath the onslaught, its glassy armor finally giving way as the combined psychic assault lashed at the Beast.

Bruno, who had just arrived at the scene, took advantage of the distraction and shot forth like a cannonball. He reared his meaty fist back and with a shout landed the first blow against the Beast of Fire.

Ash’s eyes couldn’t have gotten any wider. Bruno was the first to make a real strike against the Beast? He’d seen the Black Belt’s superhuman abilities before but this was…unexpected. He gaped at the sight.

Entei stood strong despite the powerful attack. It didn’t really hurt Entei. That was expected (though the attack itself wasn’t). The Beast barely twitched underneath the force. It seemed more surprised than anything.

A myriad of emotions flickered across Entei’s dark eyes. Confusion, surprise, shock, and rage.

The Beast reared back on its hind legs and Ash was struck again at just how massive it was. It rose up to more than twice Nidoking’s height and loosed a violent, rumbling roar that shook his bones. Cracks threaded through the crystal beneath Ash’s feet and every living thing in the air clutched at their ears and quailed beneath the force. Bruno was hurled away by the roar, though Ash knew a lesser man would’ve been killed by its intensity.

Bruno fell back, stunned. Entei lunged forward too quick for something that size. Purple cinders flowed like water from its savage maw and Entei raised a mighty paw to crush the Black Belt. Ash couldn’t think, let alone act, but watched in horror as Entei’s black claws neared –

Aerodactyl saved Bruno’s life. She dove down to rake Entei with long curled talons and emerged with a few clumps of dark fur. Ash watched curiously as the fur dissolved into writhing purple crystal that snaked around her legs. That wasn’t right…

Entei stumbled slowly. It eyed the newcomer with deathly calm. Aerodactyl wasn’t blinded enough by her blood-rage to stick around with that looking at her. She took to the skies with a shriek like grinding stone and soared hundreds of feet in a matter of moments.

Although the Beast didn’t bear any visible damage, its reaction at least proved it wasn’t invincible. Ash watched oddly. The Beast was powerful, no doubt, but it didn’t seem to be on the level of the Birds. Any other Legend couldn’t even be approached by an enemy – their power was such that any attempt to get close would kill their foe.

That wasn’t the case for the Beast of Fire. Their attacks might not do anything, but the fact that they could land a hit was encouraging. Ash still didn’t feel good about this, though. Something wasn’t right.

He started to shake himself out of the battle haze. Entei seemed properly distracted. It was time to leave.

Despite himself he couldn’t help but watch as he started to climb onto Plume’s back. Bruno looked to have finally recovered and had put some distance between himself and Entei. As soon as the Black Belt was safe a veritable storm of white beams, billowing flames, and psychic blasts flashed its way.

For a moment it seemed like Entei would be struck by the attack. Instead Entei burst into a dizzyingly quick motion and wove between every single attack that came near. How could something so massive be so nimble?

Entei slipped through the volley of attacks, leapt past Machamp and Lucario’s lightning-quick jabs, and landed with grace befitting a Ninetales. It landed delicately on its heavy paws and glared up at Aerodactlyl. The Beast’s gaze tracked her aerial maneuvers with ease.

Ash grit his teeth as the Beast opened its massive jaws and roared once more. He fell to his knees beneath the terrible power, but Dazed was quick to support him and shield their ears this time. Even with the volume muted the roar made his eardrums tremble like they would burst.

The pain of Entei’s roar was quickly overshadowed. A dark violet glow shone from deep inside Entei’s throat, brightened, then manifested directly into a swirling sphere of unnatural purple flame. It hung above Entei’s maw for less than a second before it exploded and launched a cone of dark inferno nearly five hundred feet long. Aerodactyl and Dov screeched, hardly able to avoid the assault, but had just begun to curve to attack the Beast again when Entei made its second move.

Something in Ash’s gut sank when Entei tensed, then exploded hundreds of feet into the air with a single push of its monstrously powerful body. The smoky trail behind it obscured the Beast’s shape. He still caught a hint of a dark shadow as it lunged through the sky as quick as Plume.

Aerodactyl never had a chance. Entei had calculated its path perfectly. The rock-type cried, surprised, as Entei smashed into it. The Beast dwarfed her massive body and locked its fangs around Aerodactyl’s neck. A cry ripped from Lance. Ash’s eyes locked on helplessly as Entei and Aerodactyl descended at a dizzying rate.

She was crushed beneath Entei’s bulk but Ash felt a brief hope as the ferocious fossil’s jaws latched around Entei’s mane and – the impact was literally earthshattering. He could field it through the crystal and couldn’t look away.

Dust and crystal lingered in the air where they’d landed, smashed beyond recognition with the sheer force carried by Entei and its prey. Lance cried out again, heartbroken, and a chorus of shrieks and howls and roars joined him. The Indigo Champion looked terrible: Pale and shaken by the fate of his companion.

The shock didn’t last long. A vicious snarl appeared on the Champion’s face and Lance blazed with anger. “Kill it!”

Bruno and all the pokemon shot into action. The Dragonite trio descended as fast as they could. Lev uncoiled from around Lance and wound his way across the wasteland. The Gyarados’ movements left huge furrows behind it. Mael didn’t bother getting closer. Instead the Kingdra just fired a volley of quick, precise Hydro Pumps at Entei.

Entei didn’t give its crushed, broken prey a second glance. It just wove its way through the attacks at a blinding speed. Ash didn’t miss that it always stayed close to Aerodactyl’s body. It knew that none of its foes would use destructive attacks for fear of finishing her off.

He wanted to order his team to join in so badly. Maybe they could make a difference. Entei almost looked like it was struggling as Bruno and his team closed in. It was distracted by the onslaught, but even though it could handle the Black Belt, Ash thought it would be overwhelmed for a time once Koga’s team got there. His keen eyes caught a few Psybeams that struck Entei. They slowed it for just a few seconds, but that was enough.

Now was the time. He looked to Karen, who still managed the few SPECTERs that hadn’t fallen yet. Her own team fought valiantly, though they had begun to flag. He couldn’t imagine how exhausted they must be.

Ash recalled every member of his team except for Plume, then hesitated. The image of Entei’s interception of Aerodactyl was painfully vivid. Aerodactyl wasn’t much slower than Plume and the Beast had caught her so easily. Was it worth the risk?

Karen stumbled. Fire roared in his heart as she fell and collapsed upon some of the flowers that had been reclaimed from the crystal. What happened? She wasn’t injured except for –

His heart skipped a beat. The crystal. He squinted and looked at the burnt side of Karen’s face. Well, it had been burnt. Now it was just a shiny, mirror-like surface of fused crystal. It crawled over her skin and slowly expanded at a Slugma’s pace.

Could Sneasel handle that? The crystals seemed to melt when they were exposed to dark-type and ghostly energy. Ash hesitated. Did he even have the time to help her? He stole a glance at the battle and felt something heavy weigh in his gut. Ash already knew the answer to his question. Entei wasn’t exactly tearing the Elite Four apart but it wouldn’t be long before it overcame their combined might.

Something tapped behind him. Something crawled up his spine – he was being watched. Ash turned, wary, and froze. A relieved smile appeared on his face that belied his surprise.

“The poor girl,” the newcomer cackled. She rhythmically tapped her gnarled wooden cane to the crystal that crawled beneath their feet to a beat only she could hear. His sharp eyes didn’t miss that the crystal melted away wherever her cane landed. “Don’t worry too much, boy. She’ll be just fine.”

“Agatha?” Ash breathed. He stared the old woman, aged far beyond her fifty years. Her blue eye winked at him.

She smirked, “The one and only.” Agatha cast a considerate glance at the wild melee that raged between the Elite Four and Entei – Ash didn’t dare take his eyes off of her. “Goodness, I leave for a few months and the whole world falls apart. I can’t say I’m surprised.”

He leaned heavily on Plume. Ash’s exhaustion weighed heavily on his shoulders but he could put up with it for now. The Feather pulsed with Ice this time, freezing him to the core. All he could do was grimace and bear the pain. “What are you doing here?”

“A little birdy told me I should be in the area,” the Revenant Crone tutted. Agatha paused to brush her cane against the crystal. She watched it flee from her with a wry smile. “I’d hoped to enjoy my vacation in Orre, you know. Unfortunately it seems you lot couldn’t last a year without me around to clean up your messes.”

He could do little but nod dumbly at that. Who retired to Orre of all places?

“Go take care of that,” Agatha pointed her cane to the Hale Mansion with a sneer. Smoky black wisps dripped from the gnarled wood at the motion. The noxious substance, ethereal and otherworldly, fell upon the earth and coalesced into a dozen terribly powerful ghosts. Each leered and writhed beneath his gaze, eager to play with their prey. “I can handle this mess.”

Ash nodded. “Understood,” he breathed. He couldn’t say he was especially broken up about his escape from the ghosts. They looked…hungry. Plume’s chirp said that she felt the same.

“I wouldn’t,” Agatha said as Ash glanced at Plume. He blinked, always taken unawares by the woman. She shuffled to stand beside him. Her ghosts followed loyally like a horde of Growlithe puppies. “That thing,” the Crone sneered, “nearly picked off Dov at full speed earlier. It focuses on anything that gets near the mansion. If you fly you’ll be an easy target – and likely dead.”

He and Plume shared a grim look. That was bad. Plume could cut this journey down to a matter of seconds. Unfortunately he couldn’t take that risk – if Entei pulled off the maneuver it had used on Aerodactyl then Plume would be killed instantly. She wasn’t half as durable as the huge rock-type.

Entei might be distracted now but he knew it had some degree of control over the crystal. What if it could fire spears of the ethereal material to track them, or even melt into the crystal and reappear elsewhere? There were too many unknowns already to take a risk.

There was only one other choice he liked. “Dazed?” He asked as she materialized beside him. Agatha seemed to feel her job was done. She hobbled away as she ordered her ghosts with simple waves of her cane. They followed her directions immediately.

His friend blinked. Ash eyed her as her pendulum danced and trembled, suffused by an ominous icy blue fire. The blaze drawn from Mewtwo grew ten times as intense before she finally felt secure enough to make contact with his mind.

I think I can. To a point, Friend-Trainer. The power is…odd. The world is not as it should be. Another rules this place. Though my abilities are amplified I fear that there may be interference. If the master of this world-within-a-world chooses to stop me I will be unable to fight back. 

The svelte voice was trouble. Hazy and erratic, though he could hear her words crisply enough. He was proud that she didn’t have the issues Bob did – Dazed possessed a mental fortitude that most couldn’t imagine. Her mind was her sharpest sword and staunchest shield. It would never splinter so easily.

“Okay,” he rasped, wincing as his soot-burnt throat screamed in protest. “Do you think you could get us to the mansion? Or could Entei just stop us in our tracks?” Ash glared at the Beast, which was hardly visible as it danced around the Elite Four. He’d much rather fight the Rockets now…at least he could face them instead of skulking around while the Elite Four fought his battle.

Dazed clasped her pendulum in a shaky hand. The yanks and tugs on it were forceful enough to jerk her entire arm around. At last she spoke, more than a tad hesitant.

I could not risk it, Friend-Trainer. I can’t risk your safety in such a way. The Beast is innately tied to this place. Its mind has been bound within the Crystal and the Crystal is bound within the Beast. They are inseparable, albeit distinct. I do not know its capabilities. 

He could only stare at the Hale Mansion’s remnants. This just confirmed something was wrong with Entei. Had it somehow been corrupted? What was this crystal? It didn’t match any Legend he’d heard of. Was it just a byproduct?

I believe so. It’s not natural. It marks the domain of another. Psychic power in physical form – I did not know it was possible. We are standing on the mind of something much greater than either of us. 

“That doesn’t matter,” Ash interrupted. They were running out of time – who knew how long they could hold out? And more importantly, how long could Molly survive in there? He looked darkly at the wasteland. The crystal’s crawl wasn’t as quick but he felt sick every time he looked at it. “We can’t talk any more. We have to get into that mansion before the Elite Four fall.”

Agreed.

They sat there for another few seconds. His mind was a veritable whirlwind of raw information, half-plans, and need. Whatever had done this to his mother was in that mansion. He would destroy it.

He gnashed his teeth. His fingers curled. Fire and Lightning pulsed. But Ice –

Ice. That was it!

He released Sneasel. The dark-type hissed a low, ugly growl that spoke to Ash’s most primal parts, and protectively curled around his leg. His hackles raised and Ash nearly smiled.

Friend-Trainer, what – meaning – why –

“The same reason we can’t communicate right now,” he said brusquely. Ash brushed Sneasel’s fluffy head. He took some measure of comfort from the dark-type’s presence. “The same reason why ghosts and dark-types can hold back the crystal,” Ash shared a nod with Dazed as she began to understand. “Be ready to coordinate the others when I release you next. I’ll need you.”

Lightning ran down his spine. There was no time to waste.

He would never overpower or outrun Entei. That didn’t mean he couldn’t outsmart it.

“Sneasel, pour as much dark-type energy into me as you can,” he directed. Sneasel whined and rubbed anxiously at his leg, but Ash didn’t waver. “I can take the pain. We need this camouflage or we’ll never get through.”

The dark-type growled. He was frustrated, but after a bit of deliberation Sneasel relented. His lithe, strong body scaled Ash in seconds and settled comfortable around his shoulders.

He only had a moment of peace before Sneasel unsheathed his claws.

Sneasel didn’t give Ash a chance to second guess his decision. Ash barely quashed an agonized scream as twin daggers stabbed into his shoulders and into the soft muscle. Fire and Ice and Lightning overcame the Song’s calming chords and screamed! Ash found himself lost within the frantic tunes. He was finally freed of the human element binding him to the earth and submerged in –

It died.

Ash exhaled and his bleary vision refocused. Hot red and orange, laced with frozen threads of white and jagged gold, faded. A pale, squirming nightmare of purple and violet replaced it.

For a second he was relieved. He was free. Free of the Legendaries and Concepts hiding in his core. Free of having his mind tugged several different ways with only the Song and his willpower to hold them in check.

That feeling was short lived. The Concepts might be banished, but they were quickly replaced by a sickeningly cold, corrosive energy that wounds its way through every cell and thought and gnawed at him. It crawled through his broken body and ripped at everything. It degraded everything it touched by virtue of being alien to this world…it despised structure and order and reality and would do its part in returning such things to the writhing nexus it should be.

When he came to there was a puddle of acrid vomit sitting in front of him. Ash looked up, dazed. The sharp, bitter smell cut at his nose and he winced. At least the dark-type energy had already dissipated…only a little bit of the vile stuff still wriggled in his gut, though he still wanted to throw up all over again. All he could do was struggle onto his shaky legs.

No, he needed it back. He was the only one who could do this – his friends were too valuable to waste on this. Ash didn’t need a strong body to get through the walk, just a strong mind.

This was his sacrifice.

“Sneasel,” he slurred. All he cared about was the soft black fur hugged around his neck and the sandpaper tongue licking at his ears. It hurt but he embraced the pain of the claws in his back and the tongue. Right now he just wanted to feel.

“Again,” Ash shuddered. His mind raced. The energy still lay coiled inside, but otherworldly venom wasn’t getting pumped in by Sneasel. Every few moments his whole body shuddered and he shook uncontrollably. His fingers quivered and his heart pumped at random, skipping some beats and pounding twice as fast at other times. “Please. I’m okay, Sneasel. Again.”

Sneasel whined – no, that was a cry. His head was burrowed tightly into Ash’s shoulder, like he couldn’t bear to look at him. “Please!”

The dark-type whined but Ash felt the entropic touch of his power stirring at the tips of his claws. It was so, so cold but Ash was ready for it this time. He grit his teeth but steeled himself nonetheless. “Don’t stop until we’re at the mansion.”

He went numb. Everything was wrong and hurting and he –

He took a step forward. Ash had thought the Feather had hurt him. That was nothing. At least he could understand it. It was familiar. Real. This was just indescribable.

It ate at every cell, laced every atom. Twisted and tortured. Dug its claws deeper than Sneasel ever would. Everything that was wasn’t. Bent and ripped apart.

It cut the Feather. Fire couldn’t heat his blood. Ice couldn’t harden his thoughts. Lightning didn’t sharpen his focus. The Song had finally left him. Even Mewtwo’s shadowy presence flitted away.

For once he was on his own. All he had was his own strength.

Ash – yes, he was Ash, wasn’t he? – took a step. Then another and another. His muscles were already failing him. The beat of his heart was an unbearable strain. If he relied on his body he’d collapse. Anger. Body was weak, annoying, fragile.

The steps were from habit now. It wasn’t walking. More of an inevitable fall. Stumbling.

Every now and then the lick of a tongue would distract him. He embraced the feeling. It was better than the pain. Determination born of anger and agony would burn out in time.

It filled him. He couldn’t see anymore. Time and Space were irrelevant now. Meaningless. Nonexistent. Cast aside. His goal was all that mattered.

He embraced the blankness. He couldn’t ignore the pain. It wasn’t his body it tore at. It was something deeper. All that mattered was that he never stop.

And –

The veil lifted. He collapsed. His chest rose and fell faster than he’d ever felt. His heart pumped furiously as it did its best to recover what had been lost. Even his limbs twitched as he fell onto the crystals for the first time.

His first thought was that it was warm. Its texture was like glass, but it pulsed with life. Small tendrils of the crystal flowed away. A brilliant orange flower was revealed where it had laid. The crystal kept a healthy distance and retreated from the boy, and as it fled he found himself in a bed of soft grass.

Ash stared blankly into the black sky, numb to the explosions that came steadily closer. He could see nothing but the pale shadows that had swallowed Greenfield and the glittering spires of the corrupted Hale Mansion. The light of the sun had been purged. That was a shame. His mother had always loved sitting here with him on lazy afternoons.

The writhing tendrils of dark-type energy that saturated his body wriggled suddenly, and he was wracked with spasms. He rode it out, though blood filled his mouth as he bit his tongue. It was such a minor pain that he barely noticed.

He willed the Feather to aid him. It had hurt him so, so terribly before but he needed it now. His body had failed him, subjected as it was to an otherworldly power. His muscles might as well have been cut from his body. They wouldn’t listen to him.

Right now he needed the Feather. He needed it to heat his blood, to wire him with the energy to push onward. To focus him.

Not even a spark flared. For the first time in months, Fire, Ice, and Lightning were sundered. The Song had died and even the steady, terrible presence of Mewtwo didn’t register.

He laughed, but it was more of a croak. Hadn’t he wanted to have his mind to himself again?

His wish couldn’t have been fulfilled at a worse time. He spent more effort than he’d ever felt to raise his body up. Right now his muscles weren’t sore, but limp and dead. They could collapse at any moment.

He finally managed to pull his shirt down and stared. The Feather was lifeless.

Oh, he knew it wasn’t gone for good. Somewhere within its delicate obsidian frame a cinder was burning, ready to reignite as soon as it could. The Concepts at the edge of his consciousness had been extinguished but not destroyed. Never destroyed.

After a few moments of effort he released Bruiser. That was the brother he needed right now. The one who could help him the most. Nidoking wouldn’t this well. Ash wasn’t handling it well.

His arm fell to his side once Bruiser materialized. The Machoke’s keen eyes were sharp and in an instant Ash was cradled in arms thicker than his torso. It was interesting to feel the blood pulsing beneath the hard, leathery skin.

Bruiser grunted. Ash shook his head. “I – I don’t know what happened,” he wheezed. It felt like he’d been shot up with morphine. “Sneasel?” He cried, but couldn’t see anything but Bruiser’s grey skin.

Dread filled his heart when Bruiser’s reptilian face flickered with concern. The dark-type energy writhed again. Ash seized, his eyes squeezed tightly shut. Where was Sneasel?

A small body was deposited on top of him. It was breathing and its paws kneaded at him slowly, though Ash could tell it was exhausted. “What happened?”

The Machoke shrugged noncommittally, though Ash wasn’t half as dismissive. He scowled at the sight of a glittering sheen of crystal laced in Sneasel’s coat. How?!

“Ah, that would be my fault, I’m afraid,” Will chirped. He swayed away from Bruiser’s reflexive punch with uncanny grace. It was less a dodge and more of a shrug that just so happened to move him out of the fist’s path. His mask peered down at Ash. “You don’t look so good.”

He blinked. “Will?” Ash muttered. Something lurched in his gut at the sight of the glassy substance that squirmed and flowed across Will’s face. Only his eyes (which burned with a pale, fiery lavender that shone brightly in the shadow cast by the Hale Mansion) and mouth were left bare. “What’re you doing?”

The Psychic Master cocked his head. Even underneath the mask of crystal he seemed flummoxed. “Just protecting someone dear to me,” Will said cheerfully, like it was the most obvious thing in the world.

Ash looked at him oddly. “Thanks, I guess,” he said uncertainly. This was different. Maybe it was just the trauma from those dark-type energies…he could still feel it crawling underneath his skin like some vile worm. “Why aren’t you fighting with the others?”

He couldn’t see the battle but he could hear it. Draconic roars, crashes like thunder and splintering crystal filled his ears. Every now and then Entei would roar or a violent purple flame would light up the sky but it was distant enough that he wasn’t too concerned.

“Are you okay?” Ash asked when Will just stared at him from behind the crystalline mask. Everything inside Ash twitched. They didn’t have time for this! Then he froze. “Wait, what are you protecting me from? Entei isn’t even in the area!”

Will’s lips curved into a frown and he brandished his cane theatrically. It balanced delicately on one finger. Thin, delicate crystal laced across his hands line glistening veins and flowed gracefully onto the cane. It snaked up the length of polished wood and metal in an instant.

The worms of dark-type energy wriggling in his gut surged, and it took everything he had not to scream. As the crystal collected at the tip and the cane itself was layered in the unnatural sheen Will graced him with words.

“Why on earth would I be protecting you?” Will exclaimed. He was cheerful as ever, but there was something deep within his eyes that shaped a ball of dread in Ash’s gut. It just grew heavier as Will pointed his cane at Bruiser. The man frowned. “Though I suppose you could look at it that way!” He mused. His eyes never strayed from the Machoke. “I am keeping you from making a terrible mistake, after all!”

“What.”

Bruiser’s arms tightened around Ash and Sneasel. If his charges weren’t there he would’ve already attacked. As it was, Ash’s fingers strayed past Sneasel’s body to the pokeballs at his waist.

“None of that!” Will chirped. Ash’s hands were instantly locked into place by a shimmering layer of fiery purple, though he caught sight of sparkling crystal shards swirling within. It was painless, though the restriction was almost as bad as a Psybeam in Ash’s eyes. “Honestly, my friend, you should know better. You can’t trick a psychic!”

Will laughed at that. Ash didn’t. “What’re you trying to stop me from doing?” The boy said as calmly as he could. His mind swirled with information and ideas and theories that all tried desperately to explain what had happened. It had to be the crystal…

His captor shook his head. “You can’t go into the mansion,” Will said with complete seriousness. His cane flicked up and pointed at the Hale Mansion’s remains. They were so, so close to the doors. If he could just make it a hundred feet they would reach the encrusted gate. “She doesn’t want to be disturbed. You’d just scare her, Ash. I’m sure you’ll understand soon enough. Everyone will.”

Ash had had enough. “Let me go!” He snarled. His patience was as good as gone. He didn’t have time for this! What was happening in the mansion had to stop! Right now he didn’t even know what had actually happened with his mom! All he’d seen was his mother dissolving into the crystal earlier, so –

“Oh, don’t worry overmuch about her!” The psychic chuckled. Ash had never wanted to hurt someone so badly. “Dear Delia is quite fine!” Will’s mouth twisted into a line. He honestly looked confused beneath the crystal mask. “But why do you think of her as your mother? That’s just ridiculous.”

His calm façade shattered. A spike of rage pierced what little self-control he retained and he surged upward in a single quick motion, followed by Bruiser. Ash embraced the squirming dark-type energy within his gut and allowed it free reign through his body. The darkness delighted in gnawing away the psychic bonds. Before his stamina burned itself out he released the one member of his team who could fix this.

Will shouted and swept his cane at them. Fierce purple flames identical to Entei’s was conjured from the tip, spiraling at the group in a terrible roar, but Dazed was faster. Even in the haze induced by the vile power that coursed through him Ash heard a defiant No! and felt the hairs on his arms raise as a tremendous hammer of force shot from Dazed’s pendulum. Will was caught unawares and was hurled away.

Bruiser rushed them all away, though he never left Will unattended. The psychic caught himself easily. All it took was a wave of his cane to stop him from tumbling over and right himself. But he scowled (the sight was more than a bit disturbing on Will) and pointed his cane directly at Dazed.

Then Will melted into the crystal. It engulfed him almost instantaneously before he slipped into the source. Dazed stopped, confused, but simply closed her eyes to focus.

Their enemy emerged behind her too quickly to see. He solidified behind her with terrible speed. A lance of psychic power, shaped and honed with lethal expertise, shot at Dazed’s neck. Ash couldn’t even cry out a warning before Dazed batted it away with a flick of her pendulum.

Another second passed and a bright curved shield manifested itself a moment before another spear would have impaled her stocky body. Dazed’s features couldn’t be made out beneath the enormity of the flickering azure aura that wreathed the Hypno. She was a dark shadow in the brilliant blue fires.

Will didn’t let the failure stop him. He melted away again and again – they repeated the game several times. Will would strike, Dazed would deflect, and Ash just grew more and more frustrated. Dazed could seemingly defend for an eternity, but Will’s power waxed constantly as more and more crystal covered his skin like armor…

“I believe it time to end this!” Will declared. The Psychic Master dipped into a low, formal bow. Ash actually agreed with his friend on that – it was time for this to end. It was time for some answers too. His finger twitched across his belt as Will stood across from them, separated by thirty feet of roiling crystal. “See, Dazed, you are truly a mighty opponent! You have come so far in such a short time. It is marvelous! Both you and your trainer deserve credit. But I cannot afford to play silly games while other threats need to be taken care of.”

Will pointed his cane. This time the crystal that adorned it burned with the Elite Four’s psychic power as well. It rippled smoothly, as though it enjoyed the brush of power. Even the crystal beneath Will’s feet sprang to life and crawled up his legs like Tangrowth’s vines.

Ash saw it clearly. Dazed’s power blazed around her like a psychic storm, desperate to protect her from whatever Will was about to do. It was a fiery nimbus that brought light to the darkness of Greenfield.

And it vanished.

There was no anticipation. One moment the power collected and wielded expertly, ready to be unleashed, and then it was gone.

Dazed’s eyes went wide. Her pendulum laid dead and still in her hand. It was just a trinket now.

Will smiled sadly. “Do you see, dear Dazed? You cannot defeat me. You never could. This was just a –”

The crystal that shielded Will moved to protect him, but it wasn’t enough to completely protect its master from the Hydro Pump that slammed into his back. Ash grinned as Torrent, who he’d released as Will had gone into his monologue, actually did real damage to the psychic. Will stumbled forward, a curse on his lips, as Ash cried out a warning to Dazed, “Use your Shadow Balls!”

Dazed’s hands clasped together as Will slipped into the crystal again. She shaped the ghostly power into a chaotic, roiling sphere that just barely maintained its shape. The crystal she stood on twitched away.

Ash grimaced as he twisted to look at Bruiser. “Put me down. You need to be able to move, alright?”

Bruiser was hesitant, but Ash’s pleading eyes convinced him. Ash fought back a groan as Bruiser laid him gingerly down on the crystal. He’d expected it to be hard and brittle but it was warm and soft like some sort of slime. It molded around his body and slowly inched up his sides, but lurched away as soon as he cradled Sneasel’s body in his arms.

His eyes narrowed as Will was helpfully pulled away from Bruiser’s strike by a whip-like loop of crystal. Another caught Bruiser’s arm, though the Machoke easily ripped away from its grip. The movement left him open, however, and Will didn’t miss the opportunity.

Ash called out but Bruiser had already reacted. He’d braced himself as the cane jabbed straight into his chest and a boom shook the air and earth as a concussive blast erupted from the cane’s tip. Bruiser staggered, eyes shut in pain, but weathered the blow. Will was quick to melt into the crystal and manifested twenty feet away. He raised his cane, collected another sphere of violet flame, and cocked his head as he prepared to bathe Ash’s friend in a stream of superheated plasma.

“Now!” Ash roared, though his throat screamed in protest. He only had eyes for the release of Dazed’s Shadow Ball. By now it was as large as she was. The crystal had receded nearly feet around her. It desperately wanted to escape the ghostly power.

Will turned. His eyes widened behind his mask and Ash flashed the man a smug grin as Dazed’s Shadow Ball ripped through Will’s armor as though it were a paper. He was hurled away. Arcs of shadowy energy danced about him and severed his connection to his powers. Despite the setback Will snarled and reared his cane back – the crystal dissolved into an immense blaze of psychic energy that lit the world like a second sun. It swirled and danced above his head, terrifyingly potent, and stood ready to be unleashed.

A jet of water smashed into his back. Will stood strong for just a moment, but collapsed. Dazed’s eyes flashed before the psychic storm he’d gathered could detonate and her pendulum trembled as she directed it into the sky. It would have destroyed them all otherwise. Despite the situation Ash had to admire the beautiful sight of the violet beam as it parted the clouds and bathed the entire landscape in an eerie glow.

Ash began to struggle to his feet. It was time to move on. Will wouldn’t be going anywhere. His team had already returned to him – Bruiser was quick to offer an arm up. Torrent was sure to keep an eye on Will, though.

He had to fight down the urge to wake the man up and shake him. What was wrong with him? Ash glared over at the still body. There was something else at work, sure, but he’d expected the psychic to fight it off. Weren’t they supposed to have extraordinary willpower or something?

Friend-Trainer…

An image flashed into his mind. Ash looked up at the sudden intuition. The movement was a bit slower than he’d like thanks to the pain. His whole body tensed at the sight. Bruiser and Torrent squared themselves for a fight. Bruiser’s massive veins went taut and nearly glowed red with the blood that pumped. Darkness poured from Dazed’s hands and shaped into yet another Shadow Ball.

“I hope you’re not looking for a fight,” Ash rasped. Normally he’d welcome the challenge, but today he was just fed up. He didn’t think he could take on the Gardevoir and Jynx in front of him easily, of course. But they had numbers on their side.

He examined the newcomers closely. Both examined their master’s convulsing body with something inscrutable. Ash didn’t see any crystal on them but he wasn’t going to bank his chances on that. Gardevoir were fanatically loyal at best – he couldn’t forget the cold, calculated nature of Daisy’s. They would fight for their master whether it was right or wrong.

Gardevoir elegantly waved its hand. Ash grit his teeth and darted for Infernus’ pokeball, but it proved to be unnecessary. All the movement did was shroud Will’s body in a soothing blue cloak.

Ash still kept ahold of Infernus.

No. We are not here for such crude matters. Nor would we stand in your path, Storm-Tamer. Distorted though you may be, you are our best hope to bring this Alteration to an end – in fact, it is because you have Distorted yourself that I believe you will prevail. Master Will believed that as well. It is why he came to stop you. 

The Gardevoir’s voice was unmistakably male. It admittedly took Ash by surprise, though he supposed it was just pure chance that he’d only met females up to this point. But it didn’t keep him off for long. There were more pressing issues. “Why’d he fight me? He should have helped me!”

Gardevoir shook his proud head and levitated Will closer. The graceful creature glanced fondly at his unconscious master. A spindly limb reached out to brush long, pale fingers across Will’s mask. The man’s shaking stopped and Will appeared to fade into a peaceful sleep.

It is what we came to do. Master Will was steadfast in his desire to provide support. He is more…sensitive than most, I’m afraid. His mind reaches out to the universe. In most circumstances it is a boon. In this case, unfortunately, the Void looked back. 

Ash’s eyes narrowed. His team wasn’t much more trusting. They were wary of these newcomers. “Do you know what’s going on here?”

Normally he wouldn’t waste time with these questions. But he needed knowledge before he could fix whatever was going on here. Going into the Hale Mansion blind was as good as not going in at all. Right now he didn’t have a single answer.

And who better to ask than psychics?

He glanced back at the battle with Entei. Well, he couldn’t actually see it. The spires of the Hale Mansion blocked his view. But he could hear the screams of Dragonite, the roars of rushing flame, and the terrible cries of Entei’s fury. The sounds of the Elite Four were getting quieter…

They were coming this way. He didn’t have much time.

I cannot profess to know. In fact, I do not care. The Beast of Fire is not as it should be, however. There is something else driving it. It is that same force that has dominated the minds of our comrades and turned them against us. We are all that remains of Master Will’s team. 

“Okay,” Ash breathed. His mind was practically aflame with questions, but the implications of Gardevoir’s words didn’t go unheeded. Entei – or rather the force controlling it – was converting the Elite Four and their teams into allies.

That was bad.

“Teleport me in!” Ash and Bruiser took a shaky step forward. Gardevoir paused. Will drifted closer to the psychic. At long last the psychic shook his head. Ash’s vision went white with rage. “Why not?! I need this! Dazed can’t do it on her own!”

We can’t. We can’t even teleport ourselves in this place. You have our thanks for purging the Will of another from his soul, but we cannot risk Master Will being dominated once more. He is terribly susceptible to the force. When he awakens he will be devoured again and we will be taken with him. We have to leave and assist in evacuations. 

Ash clenched his fists and looked away. Futile anger bubbled but he couldn’t even find it in him to fault the Gardevoir. “Fine.” Things could never be easy, could they? Gardevoir and Jynx watched for a moment before they began to glide away.

Gardevoir turned back.

I am sorry we cannot stay. But our strength is broken. The Champion Lance and Dragonite succumbed to the corruption. It took all of our might to pacify him. You should hurry into the Mansion before he takes flight again – I fear that there are none capable of stopping those two. Hurry, Storm-Tamer. The Beast will not be long. 

Ash paled at the warning. Lance had fallen? Even if the rest of his team weren’t subverted, the Indigo Champion and his Dragonite were a terrible threat. With the psychic abilities and protection the crystal bestowed he’d be too dangerous to handle safely on their own.

I grant you one last boon, Storm-Tamer. May it serve you well. 

Gardevoir raised a willowy arm. His eyes flashed scarlet, but Ash paid more attention to the gentle rainbow wave of light that emanated from his hand. Before he could react the light touched him, wrapping around his body and knitting all of his wounds together. Even the deep gashes left by Sneasel healed, though not fully – it was enough to get him by, though.

“Thank you,” Ash said gratefully. Gardevoir simply nodded and glided away with his Master and ally. He watched them go for a moment before he turned to his friends.

“Come on!” Ash grimaced. Bruiser was quick to pick Ash and Sneasel up again. He grimaced at how light Sneasel’s unconscious body was. It was so hard to remember how tiny Sneasel was. Normally he was all claws and attitude…

A yellow-furred hand yanked Sneasel off. Ash blinked as Dazed physically hauled (and how wrong that was) the dark-type away and put him in Bruiser’s hand. The fighting-type looked disgusted and held Sneasel as far away as he could.

Ash couldn’t remember the last time she’d actually moved something with her hands. Hypno lost most of their dexterity and strength as their ancestors evolved psychic powers.

I can do it. We can teleport past the gate. Recall the others. 

He didn’t waste any time. Bruiser, Torrent, and Sneasel were back in their pokeballs within an instant. Ash groaned as Bruiser’s supportive hand vanished, but managed to stay standing through a miracle. Dazed easily caught him with a psychic grip and he sent a grateful smile her way.

It vanished as a monstrous roar shook their bones. Dazed’s psychic hold shattered as the Beast of Fire appeared a few hundred feet away from them, just at the end of the long, narrow pathway that was hidden by the gigantic diamond blossoms that had encrusted the Hale Mansion.

Ash saw the Beast’s furious eyes past the shadows and gloom. “Dazed, now!”

Dazed’s pendulum shone and he fell to his knees as they appeared…farther away from the Hale Mansion? Ash would have paid it more attention if he didn’t have to fight down the urge to vomit again. He felt sick, like he’d just teleported with Will – though he really didn’t want to think of the man right now.

Somehow he didn’t care about the rough teleportation, or the fact that they’d actually gotten farther away from their target. No, Ash was concerned with the fact that the narrow lane (so close to the gates) where they had faced down Will was gone.

Not just destroyed, but barren ground. His blood was cold in a way that had nothing to do with the lifeless Feather. Ash felt sick as a jagged forest of crystal sprouted up behind the remnants of Entei’s black and violet fires, as though they’d been fertilized by the blast.

They were cut off from the gates. Entei had sealed the entrance to the Hale Mansion away and crushed their only hopes.

His spirits fell. There had been so little time already…

I’m sorry, Friend-Trainer! I couldn’t get us in! I had to take us out – 

“It’s okay,” he said numbly. They both knew it wasn’t. Ash’s hands drifted to his waist. He didn’t dare take his eyes off Entei. Right now the Beast seemed to be admiring its handiwork, but who knew how long that would last? “Why couldn’t you teleport in?”

Something stopped me. I’m sorry, Friend-Trainer. 

Entei finally looked back. Its crest flashed brilliantly in the scant hint of the sun’s light that pierced the black clouds billowing above Greenfield. The Beast’s heavy coat and the trailing smoke glinted purple thanks to the splintered crystal clinging desperately to it.

Their eyes met. Ash knew that it could cross the five hundred feet between them in an instant. All it would take was a single breath to engulf the hill Dazed and Ash stood on in an inferno.

Ash didn’t even twitch. He knew what Entei was trying to tell him: If he moved another inch toward the Hale Mansion, Ash and all of his team would be obliterated. Right now he wasn’t willing to test that.

Not directly, at least.

“Are we the only ones it hasn’t beaten?” He whispered to his friend. Ash’s vocal cords felt like they would tear with every syllable. He clung to Dazed’s shoulder for support. His hands shook as the dwindling remnants of the dark-type energy clawed at his veins.

Dazed paused. It felt like an eternity.

…No. 

A flash of intuition struck him, courtesy of the Hypno. Ash looked to his left and balked. On another hill stood Bruno. The Black Belt was shirtless but miraculously untouched by the crystal corruption. He wasn’t unharmed, however. His muscular chest was covered in light burns and his left bicep bled heavily – Entei must have scratched him.

But he was still ready to fight. They weren’t alone.

Unfortunately, Bruno’s only ally was Lucario. Ash had no doubt the fighting-type was incredibly skilled and powerful, but they needed more than one pokemon to face down Entei. Right now they had no choice but to try and overpower it. Entei might not be attacking them but each and every one of them knew how this would end.

“Dazed, can you mentally connect me to Bruno?” Ash began slowly. An idea began to take root in his head. She blinked, but nodded slowly. He trusted her. They’d never tried something like this but they literally had nothing to lose right now.

Her familiar touch was the only comfort he had right now. Dazed’s mind brushed against his own. It was just enough to distract him from the lightning that surged through the sky some miles away, barely visible through the thick haze that sprung from the crystal like a miasma. Raindrops began to fall.

He froze as he felt Dazed’s “touch” guide him against another mind. It was brilliant. Sturdy, raw, disciplined, and immaculately strong. The contact was like laying his palm against a mountainside. Ash closed his eyes and felt.

There was no doubt that this was Bruno’s mind. He couldn’t see the man. This was a very rudimentary form of communication. It was just a wild series of sights and thoughts and feelings. Dazed wasn’t experienced enough to facilitate a proper dialogue.

They didn’t need one. A grin that felt like the first since he’d arrived spread across his face. Ash focused and felt the connection sharpen. Bruno’s own experience was enough to push a single thought – a single memory – through their bond. It was a relic of the brief time they’d spent training together.

“I didn’t come here just to train Tyrogue and Riolu,” He stated as he looked over the proud landscape. It was terribly beautiful, he thought. Hardened and shaped by ancient lords who knew no master. Humans were almost foreign in this noblest of hideaways. “There is a gigantic Onix who lives around these parts.”

He felt the boy’s befuddlement. Always so dry, that one. It was always interesting to sense Ash’s reactions. 

He turned back to look fully at Ash. The boy watched with the same rapt attention as he always did. There was no doubt in his mind that his young student would brand each and every word he said into his memories. 

“The locals call it the King Under the Mountain,” his eyes glinted. He recalled the tales he’d gathered from the rugged men and women who braved these lands. Some of their stories were unbelievable to most. It was fortunate that he embraced the unknown. “It is said to be centuries old, but hasn’t evolved. I am seeking it out. Even if it will not join me, I would be honored to battle it. The experience would be a reward in itself.”

Ash returned to reality and stared as Bruno raised a strange pokeball unlike any he’d ever seen. Its top was a deep purple and two pink circles were raised on either side. A white “m” was inscribed just above the release button. Something about it looked familiar…

Bruno released the pokeball’s inhabitant. A vast stretch of light exploded from the capsule and filled the entire world around them on a scale Ash couldn’t even imagine. He was blinded instantly by the glow, but could just barely make out the vaguest sort of shape as the energy calmed and settled into something resembling a vast serpent that wound its way through several hills.

It took longer for the energy to settle than it did for Ash’s entire team to solidify. Another ten seconds rolled by before the beast actually started to materialize. Something impossibly huge finally appeared and it dwarfed anything Ash had ever seen.

Bruno had done so much more than battle the King Under the Mountain.

To call it an Onix was an injustice. It was as to those worms tunneling through the earth as a Metagross was to a Beldum. The King lived up to his name.

The King’s endless body was forged of boulders like any other Onix. But these weren’t just stone. They were black as the darkest night, honed over centuries of life to be harder than diamond and absolutely invulnerable. Elements would wash over its black carapace harmlessly. Physical strikes couldn’t hope to crack it. Psychic powers could never shatter its armor.

He couldn’t make a measure of its size. Not until it reared up. Lightning struck miles off, but the thunder he heard was just the simple movement of the King. It shifted easily, despite its great size. The boulders ground together and sounded reminiscent of a rock slide. The King’s tail flicked errantly and carved one of Greenfield’s many hills in twain.

It just kept rising and rising in a single smooth movement. The King’s body seemed to go on forever in the darkness of Greenfield, too dark to be easily differentiated. Lightning struck again and lit up the night sky to reveal the King in full as the top half of his body rose to stare down at Entei, who stood perfectly still as it watched its challenger appear.

The top of the King’s crest brushed against one of the “petals” that shielded the Hale Mansion and cut it apart, though the crystal regenerated immediately. The King towered above everything but the encrusted spires of the corrupted home, and the massive head rested at a comfortable hundred feet high. His crest pierced another ten feet. Half of his body was devoted to stabilizing his immensity.

Ash couldn’t look away. Everything that had happened today fell away for a moment as the King revealed himself. This was on Bruno’s team? Each of his boulders were at least fifteen feet in diameter. The King had to be two hundred feet long from crest to tail!

And it was on their side.

Another lightning bolt. Everything was thrown into sharp contrast as the white arcs lit the darkening sky with a flash and a bone-rumbling boom. Bruno and Lucario were impossibly tiny compared to the King, but it was they who made the first move. Ash could hardly track them as the atmosphere darkened more and more under the weight of the storm clouds. Their speed was spectacular – Bruno and Lucario loped along at an awesome pace, unhindered by the rainfall that pattered down on Greenfield.

Entei did not wait for them. The Beast howled a savage note that tore through the burgeoning storm, casting aside wind and rain – the gale birthed by the cry whipped against Ash’s face and Dazed was forced to lock them in place lest they be hurled down.

“Wait for them to distract Entei!” Ash roared over the winds. Dazed nodded, though her eyes were squeezed shut with concentration. Her pendulum swayed to and fro, though it wasn’t half as violent as it was just minutes earlier.

Friend-Trainer…

Dazed’s whisper nearly went unheard in Ash’s mind, as his attention was dragged down to the glazed hills of Greenfield. The crystal suffocating the meadows and orchids pulsed blindingly in a mesmerizing display of fiery purple, expanding in and out and in and out as though it had started to take breath.

Entei’s heavy coat billowed wildly. The giant fangs of the face plate gleamed and the Beast’s black eyes shone a violent purple. Around the Legend, crystal flowed into its body like water into a sponge. Every second that went by allowed the Beast to glow brighter and brighter until it very nearly blinded him.

In that moment the true size of the King was made clear. The great Onix stood so tall it seemed that its great crest might scrape the clouds. Its body was black as night and fit in seamlessly with the shadows of the black sky. The King’s eyes stood out in stark contrast to its dark body and glared down at Entei.

The King raised his head high. Thunder and the sound of a rock slide shuddered the landscape and another hill was carved apart as the King’s tail blade sliced it apart. Grinding stone attacked Ash’s ears and he grimaced at the pain as the King opened his great maw in a silent roar, the pitch much, much too low for Ash to hear. His ears ached terribly as the shockwave from the cry reached him and he grimaced, though he didn’t take his eyes away lest he miss his chance.

Entei lowered itself, seemingly ready to pounce at the one true threat it had faced today. It was cloaked in a nimbus of purple cinders, though the fiery aura looked to have dimmed steadily, like it was being absorbed directly by the Beast.

But the King wasn’t Entei’s opponent. Not yet. Bruno and Lucario had crossed the fields of crystal between them and their foe. Though it was a fool’s attempt, they had made their choice.

Ash didn’t move. He just watched. Bruno and Lucario worked seamlessly – Entei wasn’t quite caught by surprise, but it took longer to react than he’d have expected. Bruno’s heavy fist smashed into the Beast’s face and carved through the purple flames unharmed, though Ash had no idea how.

Lucario was just as swift. As Entei reared up and revealed its true size, Lucario manifested a swirling sphere of white in his palm and smashed it into the Beast’s sensitive underbelly. Entei weathered the concussive blast well, but was still hurled upward by the strike. It snarled and batted at the Aura Pokemon with deceptive speed, but Lucario had danced away from the attack before it had even begun.

Ash wasn’t sure what had changed, but it seemed that Bruno and Lucario actually had the upper hand…for a time, at least. They couldn’t hurt Entei but they could stymie it for now. Their teamwork was enough to hold it off. They worked together as a single fighter, weaving between one another to harass and slow the Legendary Beast with every precious second that went by.

Meanwhile, the King had turned his heavy gaze to the Hale Mansion. The monstrously huge Onix slithered his way across the crystal with ease. Every second moved it across hundreds of feet, carving crystal and earth and frozen grass apart with its lightest movements.

Entei roared and moved to engage the King, but Bruno did…something. Ash squinted at the sight of Bruno’s fist engulfed in a blaze of pure white as it smashed into Entei’s belly.

Everything stopped. The silence was deafening. Even the pitter patter of the rain seemed to stop, as did the thunderous booms off in the distance. All Ash could hear was the crack of the blow – even Entei seemed surprised by the force behind the attack. Entei’s huge bulk soared several feet in the air, away from the crystalline tendrils grasping helplessly for their master. The purple glow that engulfed every strand of its thick fur dimmed and died, and the crystal that guarded its body from every strike shuddered and fell from its fur in a rain of diamond.

Lucario surged into the air, an Aura Sphere in hand. It moved in a blinding blur, too quick to track, and smashed the orb of controlled energy into Entei. The impact warped the air, and Entei’s cry of pain was very, very real – and unexpected.

The Beast fell to the earth in a great heap. It laid, stunned, on the crystal for just a second, but it leapt to its feet fast as lightning. Entei stared at Bruno and Lucario numbly. It bared its fangs, reared back, and pounced. Wicked claws that could likely rend steel with ease extended towards the fighters, who just barely blurred out of Entei’s way, though Lucario howled in agony as the very tip of a claw scraped his shoulder. Blood gushed from the wound, though Lucario steeled himself and landed as nimbly as –

A sound Ash had never heard before screamed through the air, something between the roar of a mountain crumbling and the shattering of glass. He grinned and looked to the Hale Mansion – what was once a solid wall of dark violet crystal was now nothing but shards of swirling diamond.

The King had plowed through the wall with just a hint of effort. Ash looked with awe as the great stone serpent reared his mighty head and opened his jaws in a silent cry – the air literally shuddered beneath the force.

Ash saw the doors of the Hale Mansion. They were still covered in the heavy crust of the crystal but he could actually reach them now. The King had played his part to perfection.

But they didn’t have long. Even now the crystal was shining and crawling about, doing its utmost to regenerate itself. It would take time, however. And with Entei seemingly frozen by the sudden destruction of the crystalline walls (it had seized, as though paralyzed by a Thunder Wave) they had a window to exploit this.

“Teleport us!” He cried. Dazed was ready. There was a tug at his body, a whirlwind of white and purple and black and was that an eye staring at him?

Before he could ponder it he crashed to the ground just outside the Hale Mansion, as though cast from a whirlwind. Dazed followed suit, though she was a tad more prepared. At least she stayed on her feet.

There was no time to waste. Ash released the rest of his team in a frenzy even as Dazed turned to the sound of a furious roar and a great storm of smoke in the distance. He could hear the rumbling of the King’s path of devastation as the Onix rushed to Bruno’s aid. It was drowned out by the sudden explosion – the whole sky flashed purple, and it took everything he had to avoid turning to watch the epic clash between the Legendary Beast and the only mortal that could challenge it.

The sounds of the battle faded away, replaced by a deafness that drowned out everything but his own thoughts.

So you may focus, Friend-Trainer. 

Ash nodded.

His team appeared around him in a flash. Ash felt the world slow and focus – everything felt sharpened as the adrenaline pumped through his veins. It was now or never. They wouldn’t get another chance like this.

He took less than a second to examine the daunting task before him. The great doors to the Hale Mansion were absolutely dominated in the thick, heavy crystal that would take a huge amount of punishment to crack. The doors seemingly mocked him from behind their prison – the crystal was just clear enough to show the faint outlines of the wood.

Nidoking stood beside him, resolute as always. His eyes were narrowed to slits and venom dripped down his horn. Plume’s talons hung precariously on the slick crystal, but Dazed was quick to stabilize her.

The rest of his team stood to his right. Torrent, Bruiser, Tangrowth, and Oz were all primed and ready. Each looked worn already, though most hadn’t even been released yet. It was clear they hadn’t expected to be in such a situation just days after they had faced down Team Rocket. But they wouldn’t back down.

Infernus was the last to be released. The Magmortar brought a warmth to Greenfield that it desperately needed – the rain, which had begun to pick up in earnest, turned to steam as soon as it touched him. Ash craved the heat his friend released. Now that he thought about it, he felt rather cold without Fire warming his blood…not a physical chill, but something deeper.

Dazed’s psychic power faded from his ears just enough for him to speak with his team. “Nidoking, Dazed,” he began. They snapped to attention. “Use the strongest Shadow Balls you can. We can’t waste your strength on something that will just regenerate. The rest of you, keep up a focused attack on the crystal. Use whatever you have to, but don’t let up,” Ash stressed. After a flurry of nods he took a step back.

Better safe than sorry.

An instant later the darkness twisting in his every cell greedily surged up to the surface, invigored by the Shadow Balls suddenly hurled by Nidoking and Dazed. Ash refused to fall to his knees – instead he used the pain. It made him sharper.

The crystal wall shuddered and crawled away from where the Shadow Balls landed. Rather than the ordinary explosion, it was like the Shadow Balls’ mere touch emanated throughout the crystal and melted it away. Ash looked away – it was a good decision, as if he’d looked upon the Flamethrower and Thunderbolts and Hyper Beams and shining silver rocks hurled by his team he would’ve seen stars.

“Keep it up!” He shouted over the din of thunder and the crackling of fire. Darkness gnawed at him and he grimaced – though that was in part due to Dazed’s mind brushing against his own. She felt exhausted, but there was more to it than that…she felt nothing but dread.

Watch. 

Ash glanced to her, curious as to what she meant, and found himself observing a vicious battle from afar.

He fell to one knee, his shoulder bleeding heavily from the wounds inflicted by the Aberration. The power within him faded away with his focus, though if he needed it the energies would come to his call. But it was not yet time. For now he simply had to recover. It would be useless to face down the Aberration now – Master and King-Reigning-Beneath would stymie the creature long enough for the Storm-Tamer and his allies to break through. 

For now he watched. Master was lost somewhere within the great clouds of dirt and purple-tinged dust kicked up by King-Reigning-Beneath’s movements. But the luminous force of Master’s Aura burned like a beacon. He felt the Master poking and prodding at the Aberration with heavy blows that would have shattered his own guard with ease. The Aberration simply took them, so huge that the only genuine threat to it was King-Reigning-Beneath. 

But Master was instrumental. The giants fought with terrible fury, each unnaturally powerful. King-Reigning-Beneath was seemingly invincible as he thrashed his long body toward the Aberration, though their foe moved up and down and around the gigantic coils of King-Reigning-Beneath with astounding elegance and speed. He envied its agility and the swiftness with which it ran – though a dread creature, the Aberration was something to aspire to in terms of physical prowess. 

The Aberration leapt hundreds of feet from hill to hill, abandoning the security of the crystal that fed it in exchange for the freedom to avoid King-Reigning-Beneath’s attacks more easily. It was a battle of raw, unstoppable strength (on both sides) but the Aberration had the advantage of mobility. King-Reigning-Beneath had yet to land a blow, though his might was sufficient to keep the Aberration on the run. 

He grimaced as the Aura of this place flexed. It was distinctly unnatural. The world found itself overwritten as the Aberration flexed its power. Crystal flowed from the hill it stood on into its body, and a violently purple flame-that-was-not billowed deeply within its throat. The world flashed purple – so bright it drowned out even the lightning crackling several miles away – and a gout of swirling, screaming fire laden with squirming crystal flecks erupted from the Aberration and swallowed the hills, the sky, and King-Reigning-Beneath whole. Everything was covered in a heavy crust that crawled happily, seeking to spread over every surface it could. 

The Aberration stayed where it was. It was empty of any emotion save a burning loyalty. There was no hatred or anger or satisfaction. All it cared for was stopping King-Reigning-Beneath. 

It would be disappointed. King-Reigning-Beneath twitched beneath his prison. Cracks threaded throughout the heavy coating of violet glass – three to four feet thick in most places – and after a few more seconds the armor shattered into hundreds of tiny fragments. 

King-Reigning-Beneath glared balefully down at the Aberration. A flicker of shock stabbed through its Aura, but it quickly recovered. But that moment of surprise cost it dearly. The mighty tail of King-Reigning-Beneath swept across the landscape, free of its prison, and destroyed tons and tons of crystal as it rent it from the earth. Dust and grass and shards were all cast asunder, barely visible beneath the black sky, and then the tail blade struck the hill the Aberration stood upon. 

The hill ceased to exist. An explosion of earth rained debris down all across the sky – some landed upon his dark fur. If he relied upon physical sight it would be debilitating. Thankfully he and Master were beyond such limitations. 

Unfortunately it was not enough to slay the Aberration. A heavy barrier of crystal shaped in the moment before impact, protecting the Aberration in a hard purple cocoon. He felt the shell break, however, and it utterly shattered on impact. The Aberration laid upon the earth, stunned, and for the first time they had an opening. 

Master struck first. His shining fist hammered into the base of the Aberration’s neck, though the crystal shielded it from his attack. The Aberration snarled and rose, only for Master to slam an elbow into its ribs. Although the crystal yearned to protect its master, it was insufficient. The Aberration shuddered and stumbled away, though its claws were swift enough to slash Master across the chest – were it any closer Master would have been torn apart. As it was he simply retreated. His wounds would heal soon. 

The Aberration snarled, its fur crusted with healing crystal, and smoke billowed furiously about it. A dread fury fell about this place’s Aura – a tangible weight settled upon his shoulders. Master stumbled. King-Reigning-Beneath stood undaunted, however, his unparalleled strength allowed him to hold his body as high as ever. He towered above everything but the corrupted home. With every flash of nearing lightning he seemed to grow larger and larger. 

King-Reigning-Beneath opened his maw in a roar – but this time he shut his eyes. He shuddered as King-Reigning-Beneath projected his ancient will upon the world. The entire earth twitched. 

As the Aberration prepared to unleash another inferno-that-was-not upon the world and King-Reigning-Beneath, the hills and earth of Greenfield rose. Tons and tons of material (some still covered in the glassy corruption wielded by the Aberration) rose with minimal effort. Great heaps of earth, clumped together by King-Reigning-Beneath’s will, circled about the mighty Onix like planets orbiting a star. The Aberration shot away, well-aware that the crystal would not be sufficient to safeguard him from the veritable mountain that King-Reigning-Beneath just ripped from the earth. 

The Aberration was not fast enough. 

He felt rather than heard the shockwave that erupted from the ten balls of earth and stone and grass that were hurled into the Aberration with enough force to splinter a house. He didn’t know of any creature that could survive such an attack save King-Reigning-Beneath. 

For a time there was silence. He could feel the Aberration, however. Its body was ravaged. Whatever protection was offered by the crystal was insufficient. It laid still for the first time since it had appeared to route them at Goldenrod. 

King-Reigning-Beneath roared his mighty, silent roar that caused the earth to shake in turn. It was as though a small earthquake had just ripped through the area. 

He knew they did not have long. The Aberration would recover quickly. Its durability was extremely impressive. 

He was right. 

There was only a single moment of recognition before he realized the Aberration’s Aura had moved far, far away from the mountain King-Reigning-Beneath had buried it under. 

The Aberration emerged from the crystal still surrounding King-Reigning-Beneath with a vicious, ragged snarl and leapt upon its foe with a savagery he hadn’t seen before. Although the Aberration was massive compared to most anything else, it was hardly visible aside from the purple glow of the crystal repairing its wounds. King-Reigning-Beneath was just too massive for the Aberration to register as anything but a dull itch. 

Its paws carried it up the smooth, polished armor of King-Reigning-Beneath in mere moments. The Aberration’s injuries had made it far less gentle. King-Reigning-Beneath had scarcely a second before the Aberration had climbed his entire body and rested at the base of his skull. 

He cried out a warning with both body and soul, but it wasn’t quick enough. The Aberration’s throat burned a fiery purple, and a cone of flame that engulfed the entire sky and rained little shards of crystal down upon Greenfield swallowed King-Reigning-Beneath’s entire head. 

The Aberration leapt away with ease, though it landed heavier than it would have otherwise as it reached one of the few remaining hills several hundred feet away. It watched warily as King-Reigning-Beneath locked in place, his entire skull absolutely covered in a heavy block of crystal. He swayed, still conscious, but lost his battle. 

He braced himself as the mighty Onix toppled to the ground, so large that he seemed to fall in slow motion. He was thrown several feet when King-Reigning-Beneath’s body landed – it caved in a huge area of land, collapsing it and partially entombing himself. Everything shuddered and toppled – even the crystal splintered easily beneath the sheer force carried by the great of the Onix. King-Reigning-Beneath still squirmed, doing his utmost to slash apart the crystal on his skull with his tail, but he was too disoriented. 

The Aberration had won, though it would not recover easily. Perhaps it would be brought down to a manageable level. 

He rose. He did not nurse his wounded shoulder as he locked eyes on Master. He had to heal Master – it was the only way they could buy enough time for Storm-Tamer to enter the sanctum where this all began. 

Hurry, Storm-Tamer. It comes for you. 

Ash snapped back to consciousness, the sudden disorientation almost enough to make him vomit. His vision blurred and he shuddered, but he stayed on his feet. There was no time to lose. “Get ready!” He screamed to his team, who had managed to clear most of the crystal guarding the entrance to the mansion while he’d been “away”.

“It’s coming!”

That got their attention. His entire team wheeled around, though Nidoking paused long enough to hurl another Shadow Ball at the doors. It would stymie the crystal for a time. Another slowly took shape on his horn – Ash applauded his forethought. Maybe that would disrupt the crystal that protected Entei.

“Where is it?” Ash muttered as he stared down the lane cleared by King-Reigning-Beneath – the King, he corrected mentally. It was always disorienting after being in the mind of another.

This wasn’t right. With how quick it was, Ash would have expected the Beast to be bearing down on him already. It wouldn’t waste time with how determined it was to keep him from accessing the Mansion.

He would’ve just pressed through, but he knew that the Beast would just follow them in. At least this way he could possibly have Bruno and Lucario reinforce them and slip away with his team in the chaos.

Then a terrible thought popped into his head. Ash turned as quickly as he could – right into the awful sight of a veritable mountain of thick brown fur, a golden crest, billowing smoke, and savage fangs. He slammed back into the ground heavily, barely cushioned by a quick shield from Dazed, but it still made his head crack and stars explode before his eyes.

A heavy paw gingerly held him down. There was a clear promise that if he struggled it would cave in his chest with minimum effort. He blearily looked up at the face of Entei. It wasn’t amused in the least. The golden crest shone with an inner light that cast the Beast’s face in a terrible way – its eyes burned purple with rage and it looked like it wanted to bite his head off.

It paused for a second and appeared to focus. Ash groaned as his friends screamed in pain – every inch of the crystal they’d been standing on had simply exploded with a tinkling sound like shattering glass, casting them aside with incredible force and hurling them into the sides of the corrupted mansion. Each appeared bruised and bloodied by the attack, but unbeaten…he would have been warned by Dazed if they had fallen. He could still hear them shifting and standing (or levitating), looking on.

They had recovered easily, but it was unspoken by all of them that Entei could easily do again. That had been a warning and it had still done some serious damage.

“Submit, boy!” Entei’s oddly familiar voice boomed. It was deep, incredibly so, and practically rang through his bones. Ash just glared upwards. He hadn’t come so far to submit. The Beast glared back. The pressure on his chest increased. For some reason he noted that Entei’s chest didn’t seem to rise and fall with breath like he’d have expected…after all this exertion it should have been panting.

Then again, what did he really know about Legendaries?

Ash hissed as several of his ribs cracked. The blinding pain nearly made him cry out, but he bit down on his tongue to hold back the pain. Thunder boomed, nearer now. His vision went white as lightning shot across the sky. He didn’t submit.

Entei’s claws were cold against his chest. That seemed wrong somehow. A heavy odor, like musk blended with soot, wafted through the air. Eyes black as coal met his own and Ash felt the pressure increase twice over. A breath escaped from his lips and his eyes squeezed shut.

The pressure relented.

The Beast looked up, intending to force the rest of his friends submit in the same way, only to be struck point blank by the Shadow Ball prepared by Nidoking. Ash’s eyes snapped open at the sound – and the reinvigorated dark-type energy inside him – but frowned, puzzled, as Entei’s entire body warped underneath the attack. The huge creature bent and trembled at the edges, but it showed nothing except fury. It was like he was looking at Entei through hot, hot air.

It was cold outside. The crystal that tried to crawl to Entei’s aid trembled and writhed, upset, and the Beast was stunned by the dark-type attack. Every bit of the ethereal material still trying to heal Entei’s wounds shook and dripped from its gigantic body (so large that Ash’s entire team looked tiny next to it) like thick, viscous blood.

Entei’s surprising pause gave his team an opportunity. Bruiser was the first to act.

The Machoke roared – a wild, savage cry that was nothing like the disciplined warrior he’d become – and slammed his heavy fist into Entei’s furry side. Ash squinted. It almost looked like Bruiser’s blow had penetrated Entei.

But that was impossible…even the King hadn’t done that. And there wasn’t any blood. Just liquid crystal flowing and falling like molten glass.

Tangrowth was quick to snatch Ash up – several of his vines pulled Ash to safety across the smooth, roiling crystal sea while the rest slammed into the seizing Entei. His saucer-like eyes narrowed furiously and he threw Entei’s body twenty feet into the air with all his might. Ash blearily stared as Entei kept blurring in and out of reality underneath the influence of the Shadow Ball.

What had happened?

It wasn’t his concern. Ash watched eagerly as Dazed and Tangrowth both worked to keep Entei aloft – at least the Beast couldn’t be healed by the crystal when it was up in the air. It was as defenseless as a monster like that could be.

Torrent’s incredible accuracy came into play. His snout trained on Entei as soon as he realized the opportunity literally dangling before him. The regal Kingdra rumbled as a jet of water (one that was thin but so fast and high-pressure that it could shoot through rock) shot right into Entei’s skull. The Hydro Pump left a clear, round hole with purple crystal ringed around the edges. He could literally see through Entei’s massive head right now into the thunderclouds above.

Ash’s heart nearly stopped as well. Had they done it? Something didn’t feel right, though…that seemed too easy.

Infernus seemed eager to put his fears to rest. He materialized directly above Entei, a wild grin on his face. His cannons were revealed with a deathly white glow deep within. There was just a moment where everything went still and quiet and cold, the only sound a booming thunder that sounded hardly a mile away. Lightning split the sky from the east.

Then the sky flashed white. Not from lightning this time, but from twin Hyper Beams shot form Infernus’ two cannons. Ash saw stars and cursed as he was nearly blinded, but he could see just enough of Entei’s silhouette to see…

Oh. 

He squinted as what was left of Entei’s body collapsed to the earth just a few feet away in a great heap of fur and craggy plates. The Beast’s front half was simply gone. All that was left was the cloudy tail (it laid flat and lifeless, smoking uselessly), the back plates, and the legs. Much of the main body had been vaporized – the heat from Infernus’ ruthless Hyper Beams had completely cauterized the wound. There wasn’t even blood staining the ground.

Infernus landed heavily by his side. He grinned savagely, eying Entei’s carcass with more than a little pride. His body warped and wavered with heat as he turned his head upward and loosed a great roar – the display was promptly joined by great cones of fire that erupted brilliantly from his cannons. The rippling, roaring streams shot a hundred feet high before they finally dispersed in a flagrant shower of cinders.

Smoke filled the air, but Plume cleared it away with a quick flap of her wings. Ash just stared – this was impossible. They’d killed a Legendary? He knew it was only possible because it was practically crippled by the efforts of the Elite Four and the King, but this was insane!

He left Infernus to his celebration and found himself lost in the sight of Entei’s massive body laying before him. Ash didn’t know how to feel about this. In a sense he was proud – even if Entei was handicapped. Nobody else should have been able to do this. They shouldn’t have been able to do it.

Uneasy dread reared its easy head. “Shadow Ball the body!” Ash barked. Dazed and Nidoking snapped out of their own introspection. “Both of you! Now!”

Their discipline didn’t take long to show itself. Before more than a few seconds had passed they’d both prepared fairly large Shadow Balls. Another second went by and both ghostly attacks were slammed into Entei’s glazed carcass – the crystal had already tried to work its magic on him.

It didn’t matter. The Shadow Balls melted into the crystal easily, the grey explosion simply sliding into the crust and searing it away.

Ash frowned as Entei’s body melted away with it, disappearing entirely into the crystalline sea that still engulfed Greenfield. Then the crystal shone, emanating a dark violet he’d learnt to hate over the past hour, and something shifted. A weight settled down on his shoulders, yet also forced him up. His heart labored to pump as more and more psychic energy emanated through the world, distorting everything and scattering his thoughts and –

The sky went black. Even the crystal darkened to a purple so dark it was like he was standing in space. No sound could be heard, other than his own breath. His team froze – even Infernus’ hot blood cooled and he lowered his cannons.

Something terrible that spoke to the deepest parts of his psyche attacked his eardrums. Not a roar. It was the great rumble of a rock slide, the earth-shattering explosion of a volcanic eruption, and the scream of an inferno.

It all hit him at once, surrounding him in a cacophony of noise. He nearly fell to his knees, but that would be certain death.

Burning violet eyes stared at him from above. He looked up at the Hale Mansion’s spires, driven by some sort of intuition, and blanched. The Beast looked at him with such a hatred it nearly chilled his bones. There was something terrible in that stare. It was human.

Entei shot down from the great flowers of the Hale Mansion like a rocket. Crystalline embers, burning purple, trailed behind him. The Beast landed elegantly just a hundred feet away from them in the lane leading to the fields. There was no escape this time.

Ash could see just by looking at the Beast that it was returned to its full power. There was a confidence in its strides now. It no longer bore the wounds inflicted by the King or the slight hits of the Elite Four. It was restored.

And he was dead.

The trainer grit his teeth. They’d come so far…it wasn’t time for their story to end. Not yet. “Tangrowth, get ready. As soon as it moves –”

Entei seemed to sense his attentions. It shot into action in a blur, barely visible in the absolute darkness that had shrouded Greenfield. Tangrowth’s vines had barely twitched before Entei descended upon them like a comet.

The Beast would not be merciful this time. Ash barely had time to react as it tensed mid-stride, every muscle preparing to launch their master at them. Just as its legs exploded into action something happened. Thunderbolts rained from the skies in the east, lighting the darkness like day and a great roar shook him to his knees.

“What is this?” Raged the Beast. It paused and looked to the source of the sound – Ash and his team followed. Oz whirred, a noise that was somewhere between awed and terrified.

A monstrous shape had climbed atop the Hale Mansion’s closest tower. Ash squinted – it shone so fiercely in the night that it nearly burned his eyes.

It was difficult to describe. He couldn’t see much beyond a glow. Colors were mostly lost, though the lightning raining from the skies like rain gave him just the barest opportunities to catch sight of the newcomer.

Most of what he could see was the shape. It was hard to estimate its size from here but he estimated it to be even longer and taller than Entei, though far slimmer. The legs, which clung easily to the crystal with long, sharp claws, were much longer and lankier, built for speed rather than brute force.

It looked like it had some sort of pattern on its bright golden fur – in some ways it reminded Ash of an Arcanine’s stripes. A black, angular crest adorned its forehead and a jagged plate rested on its face, guarding it from danger. The newcomer was shrouded somewhat in a cloudy mane that billowed about it wildly, shedding bolts of lightning like Entei did sparks.

What caught his attention the most were its eyes. They were a vivid, burning red-orange that shone like miniature suns – he could almost believe that they were tiny images of the sun reflected in its eyes.

His eyes narrowed at the “tail”. It was a wild, erratic thing that swung back and forth with no sort of pattern, clapping loudly with thunder every second. The tail was nothing more than a caged stream of vivid blue lightning that arced and danced and raged in a way impossible for Ash to describe.

How could he? It didn’t even remotely resemble anything he’d ever seen before. Only Zapdos compared.

The creature snarled, fully baring deadly fangs as long as his forearm.

Ash would say he couldn’t believe his eyes, but that would be a lie. He knew what this was.

Raikou had entered the fray.

Entei roared, furious at the sight of its sibling. The Beast made a display of rearing back, confident enough to expose its vulnerable underbelly. Cinders and little showers of glowing purple sparks burst from its maw…with an explosion of force that conjured up sweeping winds and roiling crystal a sphere of Entei’s strange purple flame began to coalesce and collect into its mighty maw.

A flash of light.

A boom of thunder.

A feral scream.

A savage roar.

Ash stared, stunned, as Raikou leapt fast as a bolt of lightning. Sparks and arcs of blue electricity ignited in the air, raising the hair on his arms, and Raikou’s vicious growl made even Oz (who stared at the Beast with something like worship) flinch away.

Raikou’s fangs plunged into Entei’s heavy mane like daggers. The Beast of Thunder glowed with electrical charge, so bright that it easily pierced the utter blackness of its mane. All he could make out was the brilliant form of Raikou and the dull purple glow of Entei’s as more and more crystal rushed to its aid – it didn’t matter, not against an opponent of Raikou’s caliber. The furious creature wouldn’t let go, despite Entei’s bucks and snarls, and the Beast of Fire seemed locked into place by the sheer amount of electricity being pumped into him.

The air grew heavy and fierce gusts whipped as lightning arced and spat and leap all around the area – miraculously not a single bolt struck him, though some came dangerously close to his team. Dazed was quick to protect each of them with a thin film of psychic power. It hurt his vision thanks to the blue glow, but at least he wasn’t blinded by the ferocity of Raikou’ assault.

And what an assault it was – even Entei was helpless underneath the sheer speed and power held within Raikou’s electrical bite. It was like all the power of a thunderstorm had been concentrated in that one tiny area…namely, Raikou’s gigantic, dagger-like fangs.

Then Raikou ripped away with a quick jerk of its heavy head, tearing a great piece of Entei’s neck away with it. A wriggling flood of crystal poured from Entei’s gaping wound, squirming uselessly as it tried to crawl back to its master and repair the damage. The Beast itself wavered, though it was quick to leap away and stumble back – Ash felt a little sick seeing the crystal practically falling out of the Beast’s neck and its huge head nearly torn off by Raikou, though he knew that kind of savagery was necessary.

Entei roared, but the sound was little more than a wheeze. Crystal bubbled uselessly, frothing like blood from its severed windpipe. Ash was glad he couldn’t see any details beneath the purple ooze seeping from the wound – the glassy substance was already solidifying, however, and it wouldn’t be long before Entei was ready to fight again.

What would it take to put the Beast down? It could take lethal wounds easily. The only thing that seemed to slow it down was dark-type and ghostly techniques, though it seemed wary of them by now. Physical damage could only stymie it for a time.

Raikou hissed up at its sibling, lightning-bolt tail whipping erratically, but didn’t attack. It seemed interested in seeing Entei’s limits for itself. Ash wished the visibility would be better so he could actually see Raikou. The Beast of Thunder was mesmerizing.

He squinted as a dull orange glow rose from the west. It cast aside the darkness of the crystal and even Raikou’s thunderclouds – the glow was still a ways off, but it promised to restore light to the shadows.

Dozens of possibilities ran through Ash’s mind, but in the end he settled on the one that set a wild grin across his face. Moltres.

A great, terrible rumble shook the world for the hundredth time that day. It spoke of the roar of a wildfire, the inferno at the heart of a volcano, and the shuddering of every foe that had ever challenged it. Entei froze and stiffened where it stood even as the crystal pulsed and beat like a heart across Greenfield – the source of Entei’s durability seemed insistent on pumping every bit of power it could into the Beast. Entei glowed purple now, though in some bizarre way it seemed to suck the light out of everything around them.

Raikou waited. If Ash didn’t know better he’d have said the Beast of Thunder looked happy.

Everything was still. Entei seemed on guard. It was wary of the oncoming Moltres…as it should have been. Entei was durable, but it seemed to be far less powerful than any of the Birds. Raikou was more impressive. Ash got the feeling that Raikou would have eliminated the Elite Four and the League forces with ease. Entei had struggled at every turn, though it ultimately proved powerful enough to defeat all challengers.

It couldn’t possibly defeat Raikou and Moltres. Not with its current performance. Even Ash and his team had managed to deal serious damage to it. The only issue they would have was keeping it down.

The glow grew ever brighter until it seemed like there was a great inferno a mere mile away – the wildfire that would come closer and closer until its creator arrived. Raikou’s tail stilled. Entei tensed.

Ash waited for the fiery wings of Moltres. He waited for the obsidian frame and beak and the living star that would burn the corruption of Greenfield away with ease. He waited for the one who would set his Feather aflame again.

He never received it. The Feather laid still and lifeless on his chest. There was only the barest twinge of its awakening, one that had been building up since it had been extinguished.

Instead he saw a familiar creature perched atop the nearest spire. It looked down on them all with narrowed black eyes, though they softened a tad at the sight of Raikou. The creature glared at Entei, who stared back with its disturbingly human eyes.

The newcomer roared. Heat washed over them all, so heavy and oppressive it was like every drop of moisture in the air was instantly sucked away. The air Ash pulled into his lungs was painfully dry and it felt like he nearly burnt his throat with every breath. A quick glance showed that most of his friends weren’t faring much better – Torrent and Tangrowth looked especially uncomfortable.

It snarled, baring long fangs (though not as long as Raikou’s sabers) and gripped the crystalline spire tightly with its dull black claws. The crystal shattered easily, then burned away with the newcomer’s mere touch. Huge clouds of smoke billowed behind it, obscuring the glow left by its movements, and its dark mahogany coat (coated with ash and soot so that it was almost black) was alit with little fires that burned, winked out of existence, then burned again.

Both Entei stared at each other.

Ash looked between them, confused. Two Entei? How was that possible? What he’d gotten from Lugia was that there were only one of each Legend…there were only multiple Birds because Lugia had forcibly torn the original Bird apart.

Had Entei been split in a similar manner? Had part of it somehow been corrupted by whatever force dwelt within the mansion?

He took a moment (and did his best to ignore the literally burning tension between the twin Entei) to examine the new Entei. It was different…somehow it was even bulkier than the corrupted Entei. Fire rained from its every movement. Overall it looked quite similar, though its fur was darker, the plates on its back were more jagged, and the smoke was far, far blacker. But the new Entei seemed far more connected to genuine orange fire rather than the heatless purple flame of the corrupted Entei.

What struck him most was its eyes – they were identical to Raikou’s. They burned brilliantly even in the sudden brightness, lit with a fire from within.

The real difference was in its size and build. This new Entei was slightly larger than the corrupted Entei and Raikou – it was a veritable giant. It was probably sixteen or seventeen feet long and seven or eight feet high at the shoulder. Although it was only slightly longer and taller than the corrupted Entei it was noticeably more powerfully built…and Ash had already thought the corrupted Entei was the strongest creature he’d ever seen.

Every slight shift of its body revealed bulging muscles beneath the thick coat of fur that would stop even Raikou’s sharp fangs. A casual swat from Entei’s paw would rip Ash’s frail human body apart. Its legs were so corded with thick muscle that it could leap just as easily as the corrupted Entei – whatever it landed on would crumble and splinter beneath its mass.

Ash had seen many beastly pokemon. Ursaring, Arcanine, and even the Patriarch and Matriarch of Mt. Moon. All were perfectly suited to their roles. Each were powerfully built, made to weather blows and deal even more powerful ones in turn.

None compared to this new Entei. It didn’t even need its fires to crush its opponents. The raw might it practically shone with would be enough to defeat the Matriarch and Patriarch with ease…it was no doubt just as strong and swift and intelligent as the corrupted Entei, and likely more so. The only mortal opponents that could ever require its elemental power to defeat were those pokemon who had risen above all others: the Clefable of Mt. Moon, the ancient Chinatsu and Mamoru, and the King Under the Mountain.

Even they might not warrant a single spark from the new Entei.

The tension stilled his thoughts…a greater pressure. Both Entei looked at one another, each observing with fury. But he could sense a sort of hesitance from the corrupted Entei – it was wary. All it was doing was sucking up as much power from the crystal as it possibly could – the pulsing drumbeat of the crystalline field was growing harder and harder, nearly shaking him off his feet, and he could feel every shudder of the earth.

At the same time the new Entei was growing hotter. His skin was slick with sweat and his eyes teared up to protect them from dehydration as the air began to burn. It wouldn’t be long before both titans unleashed their attacks. Neither wanted to be the first to make their move.

Ash had no idea how they would survive either attacks. The psychic power wielded by the corrupted Entei would be unrestrained in its attempts to force the new Entei and Raikou away from the mansion. It would likely send some of it Ash’s way just to kill him and his team and safeguard its master within the mansion.

It was what Ash would do in its place.

The new Entei wouldn’t desire their deaths, but Ash had the funniest feeling that it wasn’t very practiced at exercising restraint. It couldn’t tightly control its force, unlike Raikou. It looked like every second spent not burning and destroying the corrupted Entei was a serious burden. When it finally allowed its power to be unleashed there would be no stopping.

He sighed in relief as a crisp, cold gale blew in from the north, funneled down past the Hale Mansion and into the thin lane where Beast and man and pokemon all stood. The rain from Raikou’s thunderclouds fell heavier and more swiftly, finally able to pierce Entei’s hot veil. Ash and his team welcomed the cooling rain drops – the bite of the new Entei’s heat was dulled and the crystal seemed to recoil away from the droplets.

Even the thunderbolts dropping from the skies seemed to slow, as though tamed by this new storm. Ash wanted to fall to his knees and rest in the cool water quickly shaping into puddles, but that was a fool’s dream. It was just a trick of the mind. He had to focus…but the peace brought on by the wind brushing gently against his skin and ruffling his hair was almost addicting.

The north wind howled from behind him. Ash fought the gale’s chill and focused. The corrupted Entei had finally broken the tension and had begun to pace like a caged beast, walking to and fro with its eyes never leaving the new Entei’s. Purple cinders blazed within its furs in a mimicry of the fire glowing within the new Entei’s. Every bit of its power was fueled by the crystal getting sucked into its feet, enhancing it more and more until it might be able to put up a fight.

Each were ready to attack. The corrupted Entei had to realize that the odds weren’t in its favor. Even with this new power gained from the crystal it couldn’t possibly compete with the twin Beasts arrayed against it. Its only hope would be to lead them on a race around Greenfield (or Johto) and whittle them down. But if it left Greenfield there would be no recovery for it…it relied heavily on the protection and rejuvenation allowed by the crystal fields. It had to remain here. And if the new Entei and Raikou could destroy enough of the crystal it might be starved of any new fuel.

There wasn’t a possible victory for the corrupted Entei. It wasn’t strong enough to duel both of the Beasts at once. All it could hope for was a chance to immediately destroy (or cripple) either the new Entei or Raikou and focus the majority of its efforts on the other. With both arrayed against it there was no way for the corrupted Entei to succeed.

Ash glanced to the gate that would take them inside the Hale Mansion. It hadn’t recovered completely from their previous efforts – it looked like the corrupted Entei was demanding most of the crystal’s strength. If the corrupted Entei fell there was nothing to prevent Ash, his team, and the other two Beasts from entering the sanctum.

It was a necessary sacrifice for the corrupted Entei’s master. The options it had were to sacrifice the corrupted Entei and allow the Beasts to blast their way in, or to simply allow Ash and his team into the sanctum.

He knew which of those he would choose. Ash was a much easier target than the Beasts of Fire and Thunder.

Just as he felt the scene was about to explode into battle, the north wind howled, louder this time. He shivered as a chill ran up his spine, and breathed easier for a time. The pain of his wounds and even the last remnants of the dark-type energy gnawing on his spirit seemed to have been brushed away. Ash even felt invigorated for the first time since he’d arrived (at least in a way that didn’t rely on Lightning or Fire flooding his body).

The corrupted Entei snarled, then turned towards Ash. He braced himself, words of command on his lips, but was cut off by a haunting howl that came from above. Ash froze as a terrible gale flooded the lane, nearly hurling him to his hands and knees, and a torrent of rain followed it.

He heard a terrible roar of agony, felt a blast of icy cold wind, and smelled cool, crisp air. It was the same smell that came before and after a rainstorm. Ash breathed easier for a time, drawn back to memories of easier days, but sharpened as he finally saw.

Another creature, unmistakably a Beast, stood before him. With the sudden burst of heavy rain he couldn’t make out many details for a moment – all he could see were slim, graceful hind legs that led up to a much thinner, more elegant body than either the new Entei or Raikou could boast. A purple cloud billowed proudly behind this new Beast’s body and rain fell from it, pure and clear as crystal. White ribbons, barely visible in the white rain, blew toward the south as they were carried by the northern wind.

The body itself was coated in thin blue fur, though the underbelly was white. Ash could catch a few glimpses of a few diamond-shaped patches on its sides and legs that were also pure white, though he couldn’t make out much more.

Then the Beast turned its head to look at its siblings. Their eyes were all identical: each and every one a perfect image of the sun burning within their sockets. As their eyes met they all flashed brighter for a moment.

The Beast of the North Wind turned its regal head to look at him. Ash couldn’t help but stare into the ancient Beast’s eyes. Though they shone with the fury of the sun they did not burn his retinas and he felt a sort of respect in them. He admired the Beast’s lupine face for a moment.

Suicune dipped its head to Ash. His breath hitched – Suicune’s action felt wrong, somehow. Something that ancient and regal should never bow to a human, let alone one as young as Ash. But he bowed back, and only then did he see what had been obscured to him before by rain and wind.

The corrupted Entei lay limp and lifeless upon Suicune’s brilliant crest, a diamond-shaped horn that appeared to have been sculpted from perfectly clear ice. Suicune had impaled the Beast with its coming – every time the corrupted Entei so much as twitched, Suicune impaled it further. The crystal yearning and grasping for the corrupted Entei could not touch Suicune. In fact, it seemed to fall apart every time any of the Beasts brushed against it.

Ash straightened his back and looked at his team. The minor injuries they’d sustained throughout the day were slowly vanishing underneath the pure rain…even Sneasel, collapsed on the earth, stirred a bit. Infernus seemed a bit annoyed, but Ash could see the crystal shards that had been imbedded in him and the rest of the team slide off easily underneath Suicune’s influence.

Suicune glanced at the new Entei and tossed its head over to the gate, which was rapidly being covered by more and more layers of crystal, each thicker than the last. The Beast of Fire bared its fangs and opened its maw – a huge cone of fire, white and so hot it warped the air to the point everything in the sky was blurred and distorted, erupted from Entei and speared through the air. It devoured everything before it: the crystal, the earth, and even the physical gateway until there was a gaping hole in the side of the Hale Mansion. Despite everything it still hurt to see the Hale Mansion destroyed like that.

“Let’s go!” Ash shouted, immediately breaking into a sprint. His legs didn’t even hurt anymore. He hadn’t felt this good in…ever. But he didn’t have time to ponder. The crystal was already starting to rebuild the Hale Mansion from scratch and it would be little more than a minute before it was as durable as ever.

Ash couldn’t actually see within it. It looked like the same narrow corridor as he’d seen the last time since he was in the Hale Mansion, but at the same time there was a strange sort of murky darkness that made it impossible to know for sure. The crystal didn’t appear to be present, but it might just be focused on reworking the damage done by Entei.

His team plodded along beside him. Ash cursed and fumbled with the pokeballs on his belt. Any of his team who couldn’t keep up with him in a sprint were recalled immediately – Nidoking, Dazed, Torrent, Tangrowth, Sneasel, and Oz all vanished in a flash of red light. Plume coasted along just behind him, though it was probably harder for her to stay slow than to just shoot ahead. Bruiser kept pace with Ash, and Infernus sprinted just a tad ahead. He had his cannons out. If the crystal tried blocking them he’d annihilate it.

Ash was left with nothing but tunnel vision and the heavy beat of his heart as he sprinted closer and closer to the goal that had eluded him all day. He didn’t even hurt that bad, though he knew if he kept it up for too long he’d be winded. For the first time he was actually a bit grateful for the runs he’d went on with Steven – he’d manage this run even if he was out of shape, but this made it easier.

He tossed his head back for just a moment to look at the Beast – they were all arrayed just as they had been before, though they seemed a tad more relaxed. Then, even as he passed the threshold that would take him into the Hale Mansion, Raikou leapt upon the lifeless body of Entei and tore its head off with the sort of savagery he’d seen before. The head was held in Raikou’s mouth like a trophy, empty purple eyes staring back at Ash with rage. The Beast of Thunder was careful never to let the head touch the ground, and instead paced around just like Sneasel would have – it seemed like Raikou was showing off its trophy to Entei, who sniffed it curiously.

Ash shook his head and raced forward. He hoped that was the end of it…with the Beasts standing guard he could at least be confident that there wouldn’t be anything else to disturb him.

Utter darkness swallowed him for a moment. Ash hesitated, but kept sprinting. He tried to look back but the Beasts were gone. So was everything else. There was nothing in this new world within the Hale Mansion. No light, no sound, no smells…nothing.

But he kept moving forward. Ash would not stop. He couldn’t see or hear his friends, but he knew that they were with him. They were all he needed to get justice on whatever monster had stolen his mother from him.

And that was what he was here for, wasn’t it? He was here for justice. He’d kill whatever had wiped his mom’s mind and corrupted this place. It had kidnapped his mother from her happy life in Goldenrod, possibly killed Uncle Spencer and Molly (or tainted them as well), and turned even his best friends in the League against them.

He would brave the unknown Legend for them all.

And he would destroy it.
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43. Chapter 43: The Dream


The inky blackness swallowing him whole seemed to go on for an infinity. Ash wasn’t sure how long he’d been walking – all he knew was that he’d given up on running after his lungs began to feel as if he was sucking in hot cinders every step. Occasionally he thought he heard the scuffle of one of his friends, or a low rumble in the distance (from behind or ahead, who knew?) and sometimes Ash swore he heard a keening chorus all around him singing to some otherworldly tune. It nagged at him, like he should recognize it but could never quite place it.

Ash grimaced as he kept his pace. His legs felt like they were filled with lead. It wasn’t painful yet, but it was plenty uncomfortable. Throw in the disorientation of the Hale Mansion’s huge interior – he knew for a fact that it wasn’t a tenth of this size – and frustration began to mount.

He rubbed his arms as he forced his way through the darkness. There was no indication of how much time had passed. A minute? An hour? Without his senses Ash found it impossible to tell. It was like he’d been suspended in outer space. Perhaps even worse. At least in space there would be the light of the stars to navigate.

All he knew was that he had to keep going. There was no use stopping and complaining – white-hot fury flashed as he nearly stumbled over his own feet. Ash knew there wasn’t anything he could have tripped on and he glared out into the darkness, desperately wishing whatever Legendary owned this place would stop these games.

There was something wrong here. Ash wasn’t sure what it could be beyond the obvious…the obvious being the silent, blank void he was in. That definitely wasn’t here the last time he’d visited Uncle Spencer. But something brushed at the edge of his senses. It was ill defined and little more than a vague pull of intuition, but it was enough to alert Ash that another force was acting on him.

He tried to hone in on the feeling over time, but it was like trying to catch smoke with his bare hands. Or looking at an eye floater. Whenever he got close it just slid away and began the process all over again.

Ash growled. This was ridiculous. And it wasn’t helping that every step was getting harder and harder. His breaths were labored, like he’d just finished racing against Steven. What was this? His bones ached with every twitch and he found himself exhausted after just a few more minutes (or was it seconds?) of walking through the darkness.

If only he could find his team…Bruiser would be a great help, and even though Infernus’ light and heat had been swallowed up in this abyss he’d find comfort in the Magmortar’s presence. Plume might not be able to help carry him, but at least he’d have someone here. Try as he might he just couldn’t seem to find them no matter what direction he swayed or reached. It didn’t make sense that Infernus’ heat was undetectable, but sense had left this place long ago.

The boy rubbed at his legs, gasping as the weight redoubled. He wasn’t strong enough to move for long if this kept up…

He steeled himself as the blackness brushed against him again – this time he barely remained standing and had to brace himself against his legs. What was happening?

It gradually swung at him again, and Ash groaned as the sensation started to overpower him – it felt like his bones would rip from his skin if this kept up. There was a painful tug at his teeth, like the strange force weighing down and exhausting him was about to yank them from their sockets. Ash ignored the little trickle of worry and wheezed, grasping madly for the Feather – he needed it right now.

The Feather was dead and lifeless in his hands.

Ash snarled helplessly as it laid inert against his hand, the fine obsidian frame refusing to respond to him. There was power there, he knew it! Power to get him out of this, to dispel whatever effect this was…power to help him win!

It thrummed in the void, glowing with a light again with sparks shaking onto his chest and melding happily with him and little threads of electricity winding its way into his skin, but it didn’t bless him with the strength of Fire or the focus of Lightning. The dark power Sneasel injected into him had stolen its strength away for a time…

He grit his teeth as the pressure redoubled, finally forcing him to his knees. Ash groaned as it nearly drove him to the floor (what was he even standing on?) and something in his body threatened to give. Panic, another desperate grab for the Feather’s aid, and nothing.

Ash refused to give into the force. He stayed where he was, mind intent only on reaching and reaching and grasping the power so close to where he was. He knew it, knew it could fuel him for as long as he needed. There was only that damn trickle right now but if he could just find it –

Something gave. It wasn’t his body. Ash couldn’t even scream as the Feather ignited, all the latent power regenerated after Sneasel’s touch flooding him in an instant – Fire boiled his blood, forced his muscles into action. Lightning jolted him and for a dreadful moment he feared his heart stopped, but then the seizure hit. Ice numbed him, deadening him to everything except the hot burning inside him.

Fingers curved into claws snagged at the Feather helplessly, their raw animalistic strength doing everything it could to rip the instrument from his chest. Anything to stop the elemental flood, even if the Feather’s wild light seemed to dispel the pressure crushing him. But he didn’t care: the Feather would snuff his life out faster than the darkness ever would.

Another presence, hot like fire but with a core of cold steel, reared up in the back of his mind. It numbed the tugging at his soul, pacifying it to the point that it wouldn’t destroy him. Ash laid gasping in the darkness, beads of sweat frozen to his forehead and palms thanks to Ice’s touch.

The void didn’t touch him as he curled into the darkness. His breathing was hard and quick and rasping as he sucked precious oxygen into his lungs – they burned again like he’d just left Mt. Ember. He tried to regain his bearings, but failed.

Stupid boy. 

He snarled at the familiar voice, but couldn’t find it in himself to reply. Ash needed just another moment or two before he tried speaking.

Did you really think removing the Conduit would accomplish anything but your own ruin? Do you really think your link to Fire and the rest of those simple Birds is rooted in that?

Ash scowled at Mewtwo’s mocking words, but didn’t reply. He just basked in the sudden relief of the Feather’s influence going numb again – despite his annoyance, he felt almost grateful to Mewtwo for extinguishing it again.

That left a bad taste in his mouth.

The Conduit is a symbol and nothing more. The connection rests in you. You hold the essence of the Birds within you. It is yours and you are theirs. 

His mind was quick enough to catch onto Mewtwo’s meaning. Ash thought quietly to himself, puzzling out the psychic Legendary’s cryptic words. He felt a surge of the icy fire within his mind, mocking and acerbic as always. Ash was too exhausted to care. It felt like he’d just run a marathon…just that brief surge of Lightning and Fire had practically sapped the rest of his strength.

Are you going to let them master you? I expected better, Ash Ketchum. 

Ash caught onto…disappointment? He’d never thought Mewtwo capable of it. He growled beneath his breath and steeled his will, reaching for the power again. If what Mewtwo said was true…

There was something lurking below the surface of his thoughts. Something subtle, yet deep as an ocean. Ash focused. His mind recoiled from the great forces storming at the edge of his fingertips, always there yet never apparent, but Ash thought back to what Mewtwo had said.

They are yours and you are theirs. 

He brushed the powers, in constant conflict yet always balancing each other out, and tore them out. Just as the Feather could influence Ash, Ash could influence the Feather. And right now he needed a lot of influence.

Ash’s jaw locked up in the resulting inferno that flooded his every cell, followed by a veritable lightning bolt that shot through him in an instant. He seized in agony, mind blank with the overwhelming force of Fire and Lightning, but a light nudge from the splinter of icy steel in his mind pointed him to the direction he needed to take.

Even as Fire burned his body inside out, roasting his skin and muscles and leaving his hairs to twist and curl with heat, and Lightning made his limbs twitch erratically and flail in a hundred different directions, Ash reached for Ice.

His lungs filled with icy cold air and he fought the urge to wretch and gasp for more, guiding the relentless blizzard in his veins and skin with an iron will. Ash quickly learned he couldn’t force it anymore than he could force Fire to stop burning or Lightning to stop shocking, but he shaped pathways and directives with his will and thoughts and Ice followed, soothing the burns and numbing his nerves.

Ash lurched to his feet, eyes askew and every single inch of him in agony. He didn’t feel like a person right now – he was more like a puppet or doll being yanked every which way by a much greater force. Every twitch wasn’t through his own power, but through the rough direction of Lightning to signal, Fire to move, and Ice to calm the destructive forces.

Ice grew too strong, rearing against his guidance. The smoking hairs started to twist and harden into little frozen strands. Ash’s skin went numb and white with cold, though the deep chill in his bones left his teeth chattering erratically. His limbs slowed and resisted his commands as Ice froze the muscle fibers and stole away their energy. His eyes started to sting as little crystals started to form, and he reached for Fire – anything to stop this!

The Fire burst to life in a roaring blaze crackling in his every cell…it seared him badly – so badly – but he clung to the heat as though it were a lifeline. It scorched away Ice, roasting him from the inside out, and his face warped into an ugly grimace as his skin went hot, hotter than he could take –

Ice, then Fire, then when both stung at his core and sapped his body of all semblance of balance, he instinctively reached for Lightning.

It arced through his nerves, seizing his muscles, and he fought back a scream as it pounded him and every one of his muscles cramped up mercilessly…Ash’s teeth clanged together as his jaw tightened, then a touch of Ice brought him back to earth. Lightning calmed and slowed under Ice’s touch, becoming a more manageable current that waxed and waned with Ash’s breath.

He finally opened his eyes again as Fire, Ice, and Lightning finally reached a primitive, barely-there balance. Ash grimaced at the sight (or lack thereof) that greeted him. The deep black void wasn’t the most welcoming thing, though he found it almost peaceful compared to the intense focus he had to maintain to keep moving.

His first steps were awkward and haphazard, like Ash was learning to walk again. The boy’s eyes narrowed and he stopped almost as soon as he began. That sense of unease was back, stronger this time. Ash didn’t waste time trying to catch it – he’d accepted that he wasn’t likely to figure it out that way.

Instead he stopped. He breathed. He closed his eyes, focusing on what he knew was real.

At this point it wasn’t very much. Ash himself, Fire, Ice, and Lightning were all he could really believe in right now. It was all he could feel, see, or hear. He frowned and added Mewtwo’s presence as well, though he’d rather discount the shade entirely. The thought of it being as much a part of him as Fire, Ice, and Lightning wasn’t something he liked to think about.

But that didn’t matter. Ash focused on what was real, felt his erratic heartbeat underneath Lightning’s influence, and opened his eyes.

For a moment he just saw the void again, empty and infinite as it had ever been. A pressure brushed against him, doing its best to sap his strength, but Fire seared the presence away before he could react. Ash ignored it all. This void didn’t make sense. It couldn’t exist, could it? He’d have walked miles by now…Ash stared past the darkness, past the impossibility.

It melted away in the blink of an eye. Ash blinked, startled at the sudden change from the emptiness to the end of the hallway he’d entered what felt like hours ago. Though it was heavily encrusted in thick plates of crawling, grasping crystal he recognized it easily enough – a few of Uncle Spencer’s paintings and pictures (mostly of Uncle Spencer, Molly, and even one of them with his mom that hadn’t been there last time he visited) were still entirely uncovered by the crystal. The heavy door was practically entombed in crystal. He’d need his team to break through that…

Ash’s breath hitched as he glanced to his friends. They were all in varying places down the long hallway. Plume seemed frozen in motion several feet above the ground, utterly suspended in the air – a few strings of crystal hanging from the ceiling reached down to ensnare her, but hadn’t even reached her feathers yet. Ash was quick to recall her – she was too big for the mansion.

Bruiser was frozen in motion just twenty feet behind Ash. Unlike Plume, his lower body was completely covered in the crystal. It seemed to recede every few seconds, but ultimately climbed higher inch by inch…in a few minutes Bruiser would be covered entirely. Ash refused to entertain the thought of Bruiser turning against him – he’d stop the crystal by then.

But how?

He glanced to Infernus and squinted. What was that? For a moment there seemed to be some kind of glow about Infernus – something red and orange and gold and familiar, laced through his thick skin (and deeper) that vanished as soon as he tried to get a better look. Ash frowned, more than a little frustrated, but he shook it off. Right now he needed to get his friends free.

The Magmortar was barely five feet from Ash and the crystal hadn’t yet made it past his ankles – hardly any heat was emanating from him, which was concerning, but he didn’t seem injured or uncomfortable. If anything Infernus looked peaceful. His face was drawn into tight concentration and his only movement was the twitching of his cannons, although Ash didn’t think he’d be firing them any time soon.

Ash’s body lurched closer to the Magmortar. How would he free him? Sneasel would probably dispel the illusion entrapping Infernus easily enough, but Ash couldn’t help but discard that idea. If Sneasel so much as brushed him there was a chance it’d ruin the delicate balance he’d maintained between Fire, Ice, and Lightning. He couldn’t risk that right now.

He wobbled over to Infernus, hand grasping the crystal-slick wall for support. Ash’s muscles burned with the strain but he put up with it…there was even a little flash of vindictive pleasure when the crystal fled from his touch as though it was scalded, leaving Ash leaning against smooth, polished wood.

Ash stared at Infernus for a moment. A tiny part of him didn’t want to wake his friend up. He wasn’t normally so peaceful.

It didn’t take long to ignore that foolish notion – he didn’t need peaceful right now. He needed Infernus.

He laid his hand against Infernus’ muscular chest. It was warm enough to be uncomfortable against Ash’s skin, but for Infernus it might as well have been cold as ice. Ash was a bit concerned, but he was breathing normally and didn’t seem unhealthy. It was just a side effect of whatever was going on in this place.

The Magmortar didn’t twitch. Ash frowned and shut his eyes, guided by instinct more than anything. For a moment he swore he saw Infernus’ shape behind his eyelids, radiant and burning brighter than he ever had, but it flitted away like the illusion it was. He paid no more heed to it before he grit his teeth, grasped Fire with every bit of his will (Lightning and Ice spasmed, allowed to run free in his burnt out body) and guided it into Infernus –

Ash hissed as he staggered back, reeling from the sudden blast of dry heat emanating from Infernus. He blinked madly, doing his best to moisten his eyes, and silently thanked Ice for numbing the burns littering his face, arms, and hands…they’d be much worse than the equivalent of sunburns otherwise.

Infernus’ shape glowed violently, his eyes open to reveal a brief glimpse of burning red before the energy slipped away and his eyes went white and black. The Magmortar sagged over, exhausted, before he seemed to regain some of his stamina and straightened up. He looked around, eyes narrowed to vicious slits, but relaxed on seeing Ash.

“I’m okay,” Ash reassured Infernus as the fire-type glanced at his minor burns. After everything else he’d been through today Ash barely registered them. Infernus nodded, trusting Ash, and glared at their surroundings. “We didn’t make it far before that illusion caught us. What did you see?”

His friend shrugged, his shoulder and head flames flaring slightly at the question, and mostly ignored Ash. He frowned but didn’t push it. They had more important things to deal with. Ash glanced over to Bruiser, who was still frozen in the slowly-rising crystal. “Can you get him out of that?”

Infernus grinned and raised one of his cannons at Bruiser, a deep orange glow – “Without throwing a Flamethrower at him!” Ash interrupted quickly. Infernus frowned but finally nodded. He walked over to the fighting-type and was quick to shift his cannons to his claws. The sharp points quickly raked down the crystal entombing Bruiser’s lower body and it melted away into a steaming puddle on the floor…even Infernus glanced at his claws oddly. He had no idea what was going on more than Ash.

He wouldn’t question it, though. Ash just took the lucky break in stride as Bruiser’s eyes snapped open, wild for just a second or two before he realized where he was. “Are you good?”

Bruiser rolled his shoulders and nodded. He looked distrustfully at the crystal clinging to the roof and walls and quickly walked with Infernus to meet Ash. He took the massive, intense heat better than Ash – his burns itched and seared and for a moment he could taste volcanic ash in his mouth when Infernus came closer. He ignored it, though, and turned to the door that would take them into the mansion’s heart.

“That’s going to be rough,” Ash murmured as he saw more and more crystal flooding from the walls and ceiling and floor to the dark wooden door. It piled on more and more, and sometimes he swore the crystal simply appeared, as if drawn from the air itself.

Nidoking and Dazed appeared at his side a moment later. He’d need their Shadow Balls to destabilize the crystal enough for them to break through (at least if he didn’t want his team to exhaust themselves). Altogether the narrow hallway was extremely cramped but he didn’t care too much as he backed away to a safe distance. His team were quick to maneuver to a point where they all had a clear view of the doorway – Dazed and Nidoking stood side-by-side in the rear, ready to unleash their ghostly barrage as soon as he said so, and Bruiser stood behind Infernus.

He grimaced as the heat pouring off Infernus became greater and greater but stomached it. They needed Infernus at his strongest right now.

“Alright, everyone,” Ash rasped to get his team’s attention. Nidoking’s ears perked up, but none of the others indicated they’d heard him aside from tensing. He glared at the crystal as it flowed seamlessly over the entrance, almost as if it wanted to block the whole thing off. “Go!”

Ash couldn’t properly describe what happened next. He was blinded, nearly hurled off his feet from the simultaneous barrage of attacks that hammered into the hardened glass in the span of a single second – his ears rang thanks to their cramped quarters, but he could still hear a low keen in the distance grow higher and sharper in the attack. It hummed angrily, a few notes out of place, then began its singing again.

The stars in his eyes finally dimmed enough for Ash to squint at the damage. He was pleased to see that quite a bit of it had been melted away by the Shadow Balls and the follow up attacks, although it was replacing itself too quickly for his liking. Ash grimaced as the crystal beneath his feet oozed forward (yet not disturbing his footing) and left dark wood bare and pristine underneath him. His heart ached at the reminder of what this place really was, but he quickly focused his attention on the door.

“Again! Before it can –”

He was cut off by a thin, concentrated blade of shadowy matter that stole the strength from his limbs as it swept by, just a foot from his arm. Ash grimaced as he stumbled, though a soft, firm hand snagged him before he could fall. Ash wheezed as he immediately asserted his will over Fire, Ice, and Lightning before they could fall out of balance. There was still something fighting him, though – something destabilizing the forces and making his skin crawl.

“Karen?” Ash wheezed, eying the slender woman in disbelief. Her team stood behind her. The Weavile and Absol (the source of the dark-type scythe that had struck the crystal and paralyzed it) he recognized. He hadn’t seen the Houndoom, Honchkrow, Umbreon, and Gengar except from afar or in her televised battles.

Ash ran a quick eye over her team. Weavile, Gengar, and Absol were in good shape, albeit tired. The rest looked alert but there was a weight to them, as if they were mentally exhausted. He wasn’t sure they would be able to fight much longer. They had to be running on fumes after holding the line against the crystal tide.

They’d probably been Revived, Ash noted. The stimulant was strong enough to jerk a pokemon out of unconsciousness or the worst exhaustion, although they’d suffer for it over the next few days.

If they had another few days. That wasn’t a certainty at this point.

Then he remembered the last time he’d seen her and yanked away from her grip.

“Are you still Karen?” Ash growled, eying her warily. She didn’t look corrupted. Not like Will had, anyways – he’d been clad in a suit of glass armor. There wasn’t a single fleck of the twisting crystal on Karen, though that didn’t mean he’d trust her. Who knew if it had just learned from his past encounter with it and flowed to somewhere he couldn’t see?

Her team tensed, ready for battle. She just watched him impatiently. Karen brushed a few strands of crisp, burnt hair across her face. It was still slightly disfigured and wrinkled from the burn, he noted. “I’m me,” Karen said at last. The look on her face made Ash want to back away. “But I was almost gone – almost like Will and Lance,” the Elite grimaced. “Agatha dispelled the crystal with a tap of her cane and revived my team. She sent me in here once the Beasts arrived to back you up while her and the reinforcements chip away at the crystal.”

Ash didn’t dare trust the woman. He leveled a scathing look at her, and frowned.

“Reinforcements?” Ash questioned. He waited patiently as Karen waved her hand at the shielded door he’d been trying to break through – Gengar grinned with too many teeth and too many mouths as its gaseous body flowed past his team smoothly, eagerly flooding the whole surface…it quailed and squirmed at the touch, melting away as if covered in acid. The rest of Karen’s team simply waited as Gengar melted away the defenses.

Karen didn’t look at him, instead watching her ghost quietly. “Morty, Phoebe, Fantina, and Sidney are all here to reinforce the SPECTERs. They’ve brought contingents from Hoenn and Sinnoh as well. Gym Leaders and Elite Four members are pouring in with their own forces…I heard talk of Unovan and Kalosian support as well. We’re just trying to stay out of the Beasts’ way…”

“What are they doing?” He asked. They’d already taken care of the Entei he’d been fighting – he’d seen that for himself. To be honest he was surprised the Beasts hadn’t turned their fury on the Hale Mansion by now. It wasn’t like they cared about preserving it. “Are they causing trouble?”

“No,” Karen scowled as Gengar sloughed more and more melting crystal off the door. Soon it would be thin enough for Ash’s team to plow right through. He figured she was trying to use his fresher team for the muscle. Hers needed to be saved for situation like this. “They’re fighting the second Entei right now. It’s a stalemate.”

Ash’s sharp eyes stared daggers at her. “What?” He hissed, nails cutting into his palms. Fire roared inside, heating his skin and threatening to boil his eyes, but even Ice could just barely numb the flames. “I saw them – they killed the other Entei…they ripped its head off and impaled its body so it couldn’t regenerate! What happened?”

The Dark Master glared back at him, clearly no happier with the situation than he was. She folded her arms. “It flailed around for a while, then it dissolved into crystal. As soon as it touched the ground it regenerated and sucked a bunch of crystal into it – it’s stronger now. It was playing at our level before, not its limits…” Karen exhaled, calming down a bit. She sounded very tired. “The Beasts are winning, but it’s slow. It just comes back from whatever hits it. And it’s smarter now – before I came in I saw it dissolve part of its body to avoid Raikou’s claws. We’re just trying to starve it of any other crystal so that it can’t regenerate. Once that happens the Beasts will be able to tear it apart.”

Something ugly curled in his gut. It was stupid of him to have thought it would be over that easily. He’d thought the Beast to be outmatched. And in a sense it was…but it had adapted and come back even stronger, just like it had when his team had finished it off. Was it even possible to kill it? Or would the false Entei just keep returning until it had won through attrition?

It was an unpleasant thought, but he realized it made their mission even more critical. The false Entei would inevitably win if it could outlast the Beasts – starving it of its crystal could slow its regeneration, but he’d seen how quickly the crystal tide spread, crawling and covering the landscape like some hungry beast. Who knew if the League would be able to push it back?

No, the only way they would win this was by finding the heart responsible for all of this and ripping it out. His fingers grasped into claws that dug at his palms. They had to act quickly.

“If you’re trying to trick us…” he trailed off warningly as he eyed the silver-haired Elite. She sent an ugly look right back, and he didn’t finish his thought. No, she understood. It would be difficult to betray him anyways considering her team were at least somewhat resistant to the crystal’s foul touch.

He glanced to the crystalline wall. It was oozing away, eroded by Gengar’s noxious presence. It only barely clung to the wall, squirming desperately to remain on the surface and block their way. “Have Gengar back off. We can get through this. When we destroy the rest of the crystal have Gengar block the rest of it from regenerating.”

Karen nodded and snapped her fingers. Gengar quickly flooded away, raking its shadowy claws down the ceiling and cackling as the crystal fell away like dead worms. Ash crossed his shaking arms, struggling to remain upright. Bruiser was considerate enough to pick up on his struggle and propped him up on one of his shoulders.

“Thanks,” Ash exhaled as his body stopped shaking. He looked to the membrane of crystal still remaining. “Infernus…blast it!”

Infernus grinned and leveled one of his cannons at the crystal, which writhed in a panic as heat flooded the room – then a long, angry tongue of flame erupted from his cannon and licked at the crystal and door, searing and devouring it all with contemptuous ease. The cone of fire burned bright for one, two, three seconds, then dimmed away. Ash wiped a few beads of sweat from his brow and nodded to Karen. Gengar instantly surged forward in a shadowy purple mass, coalescing into a ring that shielded the rim of the doorway.

“Everyone through!” Ash ordered, grateful to Bruiser as the Machoke hauled him up and followed the rest of his team through the doorway. He grimaced as Bruiser’s heavy footsteps nearly made him lose focus – and control of the elements warring within him – but weathered it.

The world went black, like a candle carelessly snuffed out. Ash was no longer in Bruiser’s arms. He laid helpless on the floor, trapped by the overpowering weight of the air against him. “Nidoking?” Ash called into the void, praying for a response. There was nothing. Not even a breath.

“I’m afraid your paltry team isn’t here to help you this time,” someone chuckled in the distance. Ash squinted, despite the utter blackness that surrounded him. That voice sounded so familiar… where did he know it from?

“Who’s there?” Ash scowled. His hands scrabbled against his belt, though it only alarmed even more when his team’s pokeballs were nowhere to be found. The hair on the back of his neck raised and he futilely tried to pull himself backward against the awful sensation of being crushed. His lung struggled to inflate, trapped beneath the pressure. He breathed rapid, short gasps that only made his heart pound and his mind jump to the worst of places: beneath the awful, cloying stench of raw sewage in Mt. Moon, free-falling into the utterly black ocean as the St. Anne sank to its doom.

The void remained lightless, but the grinning man that hovered over him appeared as if he stood beneath the sun at high noon. It became harder and harder to breathe. Cold sweat stained Ash’s battle-worn clothes and lent his tan skin a light sheen. Every gasp was a monumental effort. His eyes locked onto a figure he’d only seen in his nightmares for almost a year now.

Rocket Executive Pierce leered down at him. His fingers fiddled with his long, grey coat. His eyes reminded Ash of a Sharpedo’s: cold and blank, like there was a light supposed to be there that had never been sparked. Despite the impassivity on his face, there was an aura of cheer around Executive Pierce that set Ash entirely on edge.

“It’s been too long, Ash,” Pierce knelt down at his side. Every nerve in Ash’s body screamed when one of the man’s gloved hands tapped against Ash’s forehead mockingly. “The tables have turned at last. I have to balance the scales after our last meeting, don’t I?” The tall man’s dark green eyes narrowed murderously, and his free hand wrapped around Ash’s throat. His hands wildly tried to rise and clutch at Pierce’s impossibly stronger arm, but there was nothing he could do. The pressure around his throat grew tighter and tighter. It slowly began to crush his windpipe. His eyes bulged and blood trapped in his head began to pound…

Fire was nowhere to be found. Lightning wouldn’t answer his call. Ice eluded his dying prayers. He couldn’t even think as his oxygen-starved brain began to black out. His fingers began to slacken.

Pierce grinned. “Look at the great Ash Ketchum now,” he crowed. “This is the boy who defeated? This is the pathetic little child given such lofty titles? Pathetic!”

Ash groaned silently, and -

“Ash? Ash! Wake up!”

The pressure of the grip vanished like a ghost. Pierce’s cackles ceased to exist. The blackness gave way to the pale light of the crystal and he was acutely aware of being pressed into Bruiser’s arms - his friend’s broad face peered down worriedly at him, surrounded by several of his teammates and Karen.

“You alright?” Karen wore her concern openly for once. She let his hand go and he gratefully sucked in air, blind to everything around them. Absol stepped away from Ash and gracefully pulled his furry white head off his skin. “We walked through that door and you just blacked out and started hyperventilating. Absol had to flood you with Distortion to get you to stop.”

Ash squeezed his eyes shut as he struggled to recall the horrific vision that had assaulted him. It had been so real…

Like a gravely wounded man desperate for relief, Ash grasped for Ice. It was distant at first - probably from what Absol had done to him, he dimly realized - but his determination to escape the fear and nerve-wracking memories pulled him through. He breathed a sigh of relief as his body and mind went cold and still, but embraced the feeling all the same.

Logical and cool again, he pushed Pierce and the nightmares behind him out of his mind. Now was not the time to be afraid. It was the time to move on and focus on action. With that thought in mind (and the last tremors wracking his body gone) Ash looked around at what must have been the Hale’s entry hall.

He narrowed his eyes at the void behind the ashes of the wooden door. That hadn’t been here before. This was supposed to be the main hall…he remembered a large room of tile floors and twin grand staircases and seemingly hundreds of portraits and pictures and paintings that the Hale family had amassed over the years. They were renowned for their collections of art – or so Uncle Spencer had said, anyway.

Ash reflexively glanced to his left, where his favorite (a picture of his mother with Uncle Spencer and Professor Oak when she’d studied with them) had always hung. He should have known better, but he couldn’t pick out a single thing within the inky blackness. Only a few strands of crystal gave off enough light for him to notice.

Despite himself, he remembered his lesson from last time. He spared a single glance as the rest of Karen’s team entered the portal behind him – he didn’t miss the fact that wherever the dark-types stood, there was light (albeit wispy and indistinct, like a cloud had covered it) and then looked past the darkness as he had before, revealing what he knew to be there.

His first reaction was of disgust. Ash sneered at the main hall. It was nothing like what he’d remembered – every inch of the place was covered in thick, shifting plates of crystal. Little filaments grew from the glass floor like stalks and shaped into an orchid of squirming diamond flowers…if it wasn’t so grotesque and unnatural it might’ve been beautiful. But as it was the thousands of little flowers just made him feel a little ill – they flowed to point in his direction, and he got the uneasy feeling that they were watching him. Every now and then he swore the flower petals would twitch and blink, like eyes. Whenever he looked more closely they froze into place aside from a few dull twitches.

Even more great, stalactite-like growths hung from the ceiling. They swung and flowed constantly, spreading into more and more branches that swayed as though pushed by an invisible wind. One of the tendrils swung his way, as if to grab him up and snatch him away, but Nidoking’s Shadow Ball slammed into the thick mass – it screamed, an otherworldly noise joined by every other flower and stalactite in an awful chorus, and recoiled as fat slugs of the crystal fell from it. They oozed away from him and every time he looked closer they melted away into the fields…

Ash nodded gratefully to Nidoking, who snorted and looked away. His whole team (and Karen’s) glanced around the room. None of them felt half as bad as Ash did. He could still hear that singing from before, louder and more erratic than ever now. When he looked to the crystalline growths covering the room, he realized they swayed and danced in tune with the melody. It was hypnotic, though a heavy nausea filled him when he stared.

He looked away. Ash did his best to ignore the chorus (it felt like it came from above, behind, within, and without all at once) and instead looked again at the hall. Every picture except for a few of his mother, Molly, Spencer, Teddiursa, and a few old people he didn’t recognize was covered in a heavy purple barrier that hid them from existence. Some of the portraits seemed to stare at him – he pointedly avoided looking at any of his mom.

Not that it was easy to see in the first place. Even with the void dispelled (was it ever real at all, he wondered, or was it just an illusion conjured up by whatever Legend had made this place its home?) it was much darker and foggier than it was outside. It conjured up images of twilight, though he doubted twilight had ever been this dark. If it weren’t for some unseen light source shining from the ceiling and the gentle glow of the crystal there’d be no light in this place at all.

“What is all of this?” Karen whispered by his side, horrified as he was. She nearly reached out to touch one of the tendrils winding towards them, but he shook his head. Absol was quick to leap into the tendril, severing it with a single swipe of its blue horn. “What should we do?”

Ash blinked once at the authority Karen was giving him, but shrugged. He had been around many more Legends, though none had been quite like this. He used a gentle pulse of Fire to point at the orchard of flowers in front of them. There was no way Ash was going to walk through that – they’d probably grow into vines or something and strangle them.

He narrowed his eyes as Fire filled him. Cinders flew from his fingertips, dancing erratically in the thick air before they withered and died. Only a few wispy strands of smoke were left of them.

“Those have to go,” Ash coughed. He looked pointedly at Infernus. “Karen, have your team hit all of that with some Dark Pulses. Infernus, burn the rest once we know it won’t come back.”

He wrinkled his nose as Karen’s team silently stepped forward. The crystalline growths cried out as the melody missed a note, writhing away from their reapers as dark wisps of energy bled from the team. It was so potent Ash could smell the dark-type energy conjured up. It was odd, a scent he really couldn’t place but one that almost reminded him of ozone mixed with something indescribable. A heavy, cloying scent that stank of rot and fresh grass and smoke.

They shone black for a moment, flooding the field before them with Dark Pulses, Night Slashes, and Shadow Balls. Ash was nearly blinded by the bright white that followed each as the force behind the crystal was disrupted and natural light shone brilliantly, but he quickly adjusted…only to be blinded again when Infernus loosed a white-hot stream of flame that seared all of the flowers and stalactites away in just an instant. They had no hope of resisting his powers while already disrupted by Karen’s team.

The orchard wailed and melted away into nothingness, streaming away in vivid glass trails as ethereal bubbles of the substance boiled away underneath the heat of the fire. He bared his teeth at the crystal’s retreat – that was more satisfying than it should have been. Ash glanced to the walls as the glassy material crawled away from the floors, leaving bare tile and cloth that somehow survived the flames and dark-type barrage unscathed. His eyes narrowed but he ultimately thought nothing of it.

“C’mon!” Ash ordered. Bruiser was quick to haul him up and carry him forward, careful to allow several other members of his and Karen’s teams to take the first steps. The vanguard would be able to survive any nasty surprises a lot better than he could. Karen kept pace with Bruiser, clearly uneasy. She kept looking deep into the remaining crystal (it had darkened to a deep violet, to the point it was nearly black as it piled atop itself to avoid the small army invading its sanctum) and went paler and paler each time.

“What do you see?” He asked, genuinely curious. Ash had to fight to look past the darkness veiling the rest of the room – it was hard to trick your mind into seeing the truth of things. To see underneath this false reality was going to give him a headache sooner or later. If he lost focus it would slip back into the swirling inkblots of the void.

His companion blinked and jerked her attention back to him. Her eyes refocused after a moment. “Eyes.”

“Eyes?” That was weird.

Karen nodded stiffly. Her hands curled into fists and the veins on her forearms throbbed. “Yes. Can’t you see them?” She stared at the walls and pointed to a spot covered in blackness. When Ash saw past it he picked out a brief glimpse of bare, untouched wall before the chorus inside him shrieked and he squeezed his eyes shut. “They’re watching us…they’re all around us. They see us.”

Ash shook his head and looked at Karen oddly. He actually did believe her. There was something wrong going on in the mansion and who knew what the truth was? But it bothered him that he couldn’t perceive the same things Karen was. It itched at that rational part of his mind that demanded everything make sense.

But what about this made sense? They were in a mansion covered in crystal made of psychic energy looking for the source of all the madness while a beast capable of regenerating from nothing faced down its “siblings”. And all the while the League was trying to quarantine the whole mess.

It would be enough to give him a headache even if he wasn’t probably suffering from a concussion. As it was the whole situation was just icing on the cake.

The chorus grew more and more intense as Bruiser carried him up the main stairs towards another door. This one wasn’t covered in crystal (the substance practically fled from Karen’s team) and he would have been grateful if the chorus would just shut up. “I wish that singing would go away,” Ash grumbled.

Karen frowned as she kicked a tiny glob of crystal out of the way. It hissed as it landed a few feet to the side and oozed away. At least she wasn’t looking at the walls anymore. “What singing?”

He looked at her oddly as the disordered chorus hit a particularly high note. Infernus, Dazed, and Bruiser all flinched. “You can’t hear it?”

“Just like you can’t see the damn eyes,” his companion bit out. She swung her head to the side to stare at another blank section of the wall. Ash watched her warily. A deep paranoia had started growing as soon as he realized the crystal – or whatever controlled it – could alter their perception. “I hate this place.”

Ash nodded, avoiding a bit of crystal that grasped for him. It hummed as he passed by. It didn’t dare reach for any of his team – he smirked as Dazed melted it away with a miniscule Shadow Ball. Her eyes twisted up in a smile. “Yeah, I hate it too. It’s disgusting what the crystal did to it.”

Karen turned to look at him, obviously curious. Her curls bounced lightly as she twisted her neck. He admired the sight before flushing at her annoyed stare. “You’ve been here before?”

He nodded with a grimace. Ash raked his eyes over the seemingly infinite expanse of shifting, thrusting, and swaying crystal swallowing the walls and ceiling and floor, growing and yearning and testing the limits of Karen’s team – it retreated whenever the dark-types so much as looked at it, but when they looked away it crept forth like a shining tide of molten glass. Moltres stirred within him and the crystal yanked back, as though scalded. The glistening sheet melted into nothing, yet reappeared as soon as Fire sizzled away.

It would keep going after them, he realized. The crystal hated their presence. Some of the stalactites twisting from the ceiling seemed as though they might drop down and swallow them whole.

The chorus fell into discord as Gengar raked its shadowy claws along the walls, cackling merrily as the vast orchard of unnatural flowers and vines and trees starting to unfold into fractals dissolved away. He grimaced as it struck something deep within him and looked away from the walls – he suspected he didn’t want to give the crystal a chance to affect him anymore than it already was.

“Ash?” Karen asked again. He shook himself out of his stupor, realizing he’d become lost in thought as he glared at the abominations crawling their way up and down the walls of the former mansion. “You alive?”

He didn’t miss the concern in her voice. Ash flashed her a strained smile. It was hollow, but that was all he could manage. “Yeah. I used to come here with my mom to see my Uncle Spencer. This was the main hall. Up through that door,” he pointed to the crystallized door standing proudly above what was once a grand flight of stairs, “is a little garden I used to play in. After that is just a bunch of bedrooms and old studies.”

Karen blinked, distracted from their unnatural surroundings for just a moment as she processed his words. “Spencer Hale?”

Ash nodded. “He’s not my real uncle, just an old friend of my mom’s. They worked under Professor Oak together,” he explained. He was glad to take his mind off of their foray into this place, though now he was dealing with unpleasant thoughts of what might have happened to Molly and Uncle Spencer…there were so many mysteries.

Were they okay? His mother seemed to think so. And how did Molly tie into all of this? There was something deeper going on here. He couldn’t help the brief surge of Fire as the frustration flooded him – he hated mysteries. He hated being kept in the dark.

“Really?” Karen asked, snapping him back to reality. It was appreciated. The darkness of the room seemed to recede as he looked at Karen’s pale face. “Does she know about everything going on? She must be worried about you.”

His gut twisted into a knot. “She was the one that Entei brought back,” Ash muttered. Karen grimaced and actually apologized. It was odd seeing her be…well, not really nice, but amiable. Her exhaustion must’ve worn away her pointy edges. “The last I saw of my mom was her melting into crystal…”

Karen was silent for a few moments. She actually looked awkward, something he’d never expected from the woman. “Sorry,” she finally sighed and looked away, focusing on something Ash couldn’t see. Whatever it was must have been horrible, because she squeezed her eyes shut just a second later. “That’s pretty rough, Ash. I hope we find her.”

“Me too,” he whispered. Ash glanced up at the stairs, frowning when he realized they still hadn’t reached the top. Bruiser had been carrying him up for at least a minute…

“Seriously?” He scowled when he looked back. Every step they took didn’t even move them forward! They were still in the middle of the staircase even after climbing up it for what felt like ages! He was tired of these stupid games! There wasn’t even any crystal covering the stairs! It had all been melted away by Karen’s team.

“What is it?”

“We aren’t moving,” Ash pointed out. It was like the staircase was a secret escalator or something. He jerked his head back to motion behind them and she scowled when she caught on. “See?”

The look on Karen’s face could have stopped a Gyarados in its tracks. “Yes. I do. Gengar?”

Ash blinked, but caught on a moment later when Karen’s Gengar giggled and the scent of burning sewage filled his nostrils. He barely had a warning before the specter dissolved into a cloud of noxious purple smoke streaked with blood and white teeth – it took care to avoid him, but brushed worryingly close at times. It gave Karen a wide berth, of course.

There was a sudden lurching, a distinct feeling that something had just unraveled in his gut, and his eyes reflexively shut as they snapped back into reality while the damned chorus snarled like it had just stubbed its collective toe. When he looked up next the world was just as it had been, but the entire staircase had been stripped bare of the foul corruption. Ash couldn’t help the wistful smile that came up when he saw plain, aged wood and intricately patterned red carpet – it was just like he remembered.

He wished they could have given the entire mansion this treatment, but he got the feeling that this wasn’t easy for Gengar – it hadn’t yet managed to collect back into its corporeal form yet, and the scraps of gaseous matter seemed a little…less than they once were. By the time Gengar had reformed its smile was a little less and tiny wisps strayed off its blurred body (the edges bled off, like he was looking at Gengar underneath the water) and Karen saw fit to let it straggle behind.

“C’mon!” Karen ordered as she began the march up the steps. Her team followed. Ash waited to make sure she actually moved up the length before he did as she said. He didn’t miss wriggling serpents of crystal inching their way back onto the stairs…this brief flash of normality wouldn’t last long. It bothered Ash more than he thought.

Some sixth sense screamed in his mind – Ash looked back just long enough to see a great, pulsing, shuddering amorphous mass of flailing crystal arms and an immense, spherical core of dark violet glass collect on the ceiling (the choir hit a high note) from the vast sheets plated all over the room. Then, like a fat drop of water, it swelled nastily and dropped to the ground. Dozens of tentacles instantly sprouted from the thing, the thickest pushing up from the bottom in a bizarre parody of legs, and a furious light emanated from deep within its murky depths.

“Run!” Ash howled, realizing that they’d pushed the crystal to its limit. It was done passively resisting – he didn’t want to fight this abomination. Bruiser was quick to follow his orders and darted up the stairs in a blur. The sudden acceleration jarred Ash and rattled his teeth, but he bore it steadily. The rest of his team were quick to follow suit. The monstrosity hadn’t moved yet, but the utter stillness of the thing was almost as uncanny as it chasing them.

Then it shifted, scraping along the ground with its legs like some strange bug-type. Ash grimaced at the sound and took another look at it as a great flare of heat roasted his skin – damn it, Infernus! His friend had turned to face the crystalline creature, blazing with a wild grin on his face, and raised a cannon to engage the creature. On one hand Ash appreciated the effort, but he also knew that Infernus hadn’t done this out of altruism. He just wanted to fight…whatever this thing was.

So Ash returned him. He was sure Infernus was going to be frustrated later but Ash really didn’t care. He had no intentions of engaging this construct unless he had to – they needed to save their energy for later. Besides, he doubted that he and Karen would be able to fight something like that. Karen might be able to stop its regeneration, but if it just unleashed all of its psychic power at once it would probably kill them and their teams.

He glanced at the door Absol had just shorn open with a Night Slash – the crystal bled and peeled over to the sides, exposing the wood beneath like a gaping wound. Sorry Uncle Spencer. Ash couldn’t find himself caring too much as Bruiser shot between the group of Karen’s pokemon, who turned to face their new enemy after Absol easily tore the heavy wood apart with a Shadow Ball – it almost looked like Absol had vaporized it. Karen’s team were packing some serious firepower. Dazed or Nidoking could have cleared it, but they’d probably just blow it up. Karen’s team removed it completely.

“Let’s go!” He shouted, heart pounding like a frantic drumbeat as Bruiser shot into the blackness of the new exit…he hoped the construct wouldn’t follow them in. They could probably beat it if they caught it off guard, but they were also fighting it in its own lair, with endless reserves of crystal around to augment its abilities and regenerate itself. It wasn’t a fight he wanted.

The rest of his team weren’t as stubborn as Infernus. He could feel them thundering behind him, moving as quickly as they could to follow him through the portal into whatever new nightmare was waiting for them. Karen, who had stayed back with Absol, followed after them once she was sure he’d made it through.

For a moment there was darkness, inescapable and suffocating and muting all of his senses. It was like it had reached into his brain and shut off everything but his own thoughts…he couldn’t even feel himself breathe! Ash reached for Moltres’ Concept to fill his heart with flame and heat and power but the void vanished as soon as it began, giving way to the gentle heat of the sun and the aroma of vast fields of grass and flowers unspoiled by civilization.

Ash’s stomach lurched as they unexpectedly…stepped up? They were walking in a straight line. There wasn’t any feeling of going up stairs, but somehow they had ascended. Regardless, they kept walking up. He felt more than a little uneasy as Bruiser walked forward…up? His brain was about to break trying to understand these geometries. The chorus sang for a few moments, taunting him.

Bruiser froze, just as confused at the impossibility they’d emerged in as Ash was. The rest of his team slowed to a halt behind him. Nidoking took his place by Ash’s side, ears twitching frantically. His huge nostrils flared as he peered around warily, alert for any sign of danger…or explanation for the fact that they’d just emerged in an exact replica of Greenfield.

And not the ravaged, ruined mess of Greenfield that they’d just escaped. This was Greenfield exactly as Ash remembered it. There was even a replica of the Hale Mansion in the distance, proud and tall and unspoiled by the crystal – if anything it looked vastly larger than the true mansion. It made Ash’s heart ache. He stared longingly at the towers, though quickly realized this was the least of their concerns.

The singing was louder here, though it had quieted to a murmur ever since they’d appeared. Ash did his best to ignore it. Instead he decided to break this illusion – it was even more frustrating than the void he’d been hurled into the last few times. Was the Legend that had twisted reality like a Meowth playing with a ball of yarn mocking him? A flush of anger filled him, spurred on by Fire’s volatility, and he looked past the miles and miles of beautiful flowers and lush pastures –

Nothing changed. He wasn’t in Ash froze, then tried again. He focused on what he knew to be real: himself. An awareness from his spirit’s deepest depths brushed his mind, pouring information that confirmed what he had been afraid of all along: this was real. How and why? This didn’t make any sense. This was beyond the strange crystal and the undeniably Legendary force behind it. He could accept that it could somehow bind an Entei to its will – possibly even construct one of its own through the crystal. But this? Ash didn’t even think Mewtwo could accomplish something like this!

For once, Mewtwo was silent. Ash didn’t miss that, but didn’t give it much thought as he ruminated on this impossibility. Dazed seemed just as fascinated, though at least as perturbed as he was. Tangrowth was the only one unbothered by the mystery and saw fit to poke around curiously, careful to avoid damaging any of the flowers. The only place he avoided was the inky doorway that was behind him – Ash felt a surge of worry when he realized Karen and her team still hadn’t emerged from behind them, but didn’t focus on it. She could take care of herself.

It’s real, Ash. Unnatural, but real. In our bones we know it to be true. Tread lightly. A terrible force has constructed this reality from the flesh and blood of our own. It doesn’t belong to us anymore, warped and bent as it is. 

Ash felt a little sick at Dazed’s words. They held a sense of finality to them. He’d hoped this was just some grand illusion to slow them down and confuse them, but it was worse than he could have imagined. This beautiful vision was in stark contrast to the corrupted main hall and the crystal creeping and collecting all over it, but in a way it was even worse. He preferred the nightmare he could see, not the one lurking innocently beneath his feet.

If he remembered correctly, the door they’d entered normally led to a simple garden. It wasn’t especially large, but it was a nice place to relax. Some of his earliest memories were of sitting in the garden listening to Uncle Spencer and his wife tell stories about pokemon and myths while his mom held him.

He ignored the pang in his chest when he thought of his mother. No time to feel bad.

“Nidoking, can you shoot a Shadow Ball at some of the flowers?” Ash ignored Tangrowth’s shock and hoped the grass-type wouldn’t hold this against him. Nidoking snorted and lowered his head, a swirling sphere of otherworldly energy collecting on the tip for just a moment before he released it into the distance.

Ash traced its flight easily. Zapdos’ influence helped a lot in that regard, quickening his perception a tad. It wasn’t instinctual, but he found it a bit easier now that he’d been forced to rely so heavily on the powers of the Birds.

The Shadow Ball rippled through the air unscathed – so at least he knew they weren’t breathing in some sort of strange psychic air, which was just about the only bright point in this whole situation – and skimmed the top of a beautifully green hill before shooting off into the vaguely purple sky, lit by a vividly violet sun that burned brilliantly overhead, for what must have been miles and miles away. It should’ve struck some sort of barrier, but instead it seemed to fly off for an eternity.

Ash grimaced as the Shadow Ball seemed to peel the illusion away where it struck the hill. For a moment the mound held up, though the edges blurred and rippled, then a few strands of sickly grey energy ate away at the top. The ghost-type energy gnawed hungrily at the hill, devouring a crater several feet wide before the crystalline force finally overcame the Shadow Ball remnants and flooded the area, returning it to the perfect image of Greenfield again.

He felt Karen arriving behind them. She sagged as she ascended the impossible stairway – something about the fleshy, pulsing crystal that surrounded it made Ash’s stomach turn – and grimaced once she had the chance to look at their surroundings.

“This is impossible!” She whispered. Absol nodded mournfully. The rest of her team just examined the new Greenfield warily, expecting an attack from any direction. It was too calm. Too serene. “Do you know what’s going on? Is there anyone else here?”

Ash shrugged in Bruiser’s arms, idly noting how the grass melted smoothly away from the dark-types . “I have no idea,” he admitted. What else was new? That didn’t stop him from guessing, though. “But it’s not an illusion. It’s real – as real as it can be, anyway. We managed to damage it with Shadow Ball but it grew right back.”

“How can this be real?” His fellow frowned, really taking in the sheer scale of the new Greenfield for the first time. It had to make up miles and miles of area. “There’s not enough space in the mansion for this.”

He snorted. “I think we left real behind a long time ago,” Karen looked sharply at him, annoyed, but he ignored her. “I’m just worried about what this thing could be. None of this makes sense. I’m trying to put things together.”

She folded her arms. Despite the urgency of the situation he was glad they were taking a moment to relax. He’d been going nonstop since he’d gotten to Greenfield. There had been no real time to think. This might be the only chance they had to work things out since there wasn’t any crystal expanding or trying to attack them. It would be stupid to waste it.

“So how did this start?” Ash questioned, more to himself than to Karen. Dazed stood by his side, analyzing everything with her calm, collected gaze. The rest of his team milled about, intermixed with Karen’s dark-types and ghosts, but made sure to avoid straying too far.

Karen grimaced. “About six hours ago from what I understand. We got a report from Spencer Hale’s research assistant. He and the Hale family butler barely escaped the crystal when it surged out from the mansion. They said it looked like it came from deep within the mansion. Sabrina gave us just enough warning to be prepared for the report. After that we arrived with the SPECTERs to set up a Distortion Field and limit the crystal’s growth.”

“Where does Entei fit into all this?” He muttered, a flurry of theories flooding his thoughts. The Entei he’d fought was distinct from the Entei that arrived with the rest of the Beasts – it seemed much weaker, plus it was tied to the crystal. Not to mention that it could speak, or knew Molly somehow. That was the most puzzling part of all this, an irritating little distraction that had itched at his thoughts whenever he’d had the time to think. It was so unlike any other Legend he’d met, especially in stark contrast to the other Entei. The corrupted purple fires (which he’d at first thought a symptom of the crystal’s touch), the human eyes, the odd behavior…it was all a puzzle he didn’t have enough information to answer.

His partner chuckled bitterly. “That’s the big question, isn’t it? All we know is that it came tearing out of the mansion a few minutes after we started pushing it back. It ripped a hole in our defenses before it took off – we had a few ACE trainers and psychics track it, but when we realized it was headed right for Goldenrod we had to take action. I stayed to oversee the containment while Will teleported the others to cut it off.”

Ash thought back to how effective ghost and dark-type energies seemed to be against the crystal. “That was probably a mistake.” Karen was probably the only one that was able to do any lasting damage to the Crystal Entei. “That must have been when Lance called me.”

Karen sent a curt nod his way and folded her arms. She looked up at the deeply violet sun uneasily. Its heatless rays pounded heavily on their battered skin. “I believe so. They evacuated as much of the area as they could, but they weren’t able to stop Entei. From what I understand it went straight to Goldenrod University and took –”

His teeth ground together as he hissed, “My mom.”

She nodded, actually looking like she regretted bringing it up. “Exactly. Then Entei returned and that’s where you come in.”

“Interesting…” Ash said to himself. He mulled over what Karen had just told him. “Did Uncle Spencer’s assistant have any idea what happened? He must’ve had some kind of idea. I know they studied Legendaries – I think my mom said he was studying the Unown a few months back.”

“He had no idea. All he included in the report was that Dr. Hale had recently gone alone to the Ruins of Alph to conduct some sort of research,” Karen said, slowing thoughtfully.

“The Ruins of Alph?” Ash echoed. He’d never heard of those – it sounded like some kind of excavation or something.

Karen turned away from him, staring off into the horizon. Absol strode to her side and nuzzled her hand, which she seemed to appreciate. “It’s some new find. An ancient city that turned into a tomb – I don’t know anything about it,” Karen admitted, a little frustrated. That staved off any new questions from Ash. “All I know is that Lance was keeping an eye on it.”

That said volumes to Ash. The Indigo Champion wasn’t one to pay attention to those sorts of things unless it related to his heritage or the League itself. Uncle Spencer – or someone else the League employed – must have had suspicions that there was some kind of Legendary influence there. Ash didn’t know much of anything about the Unown other than that they were rare and scattered all across the world, but maybe they were what Uncle Spencer had discovered.

Of course, that realization just brought with it another wave of frustration – they really needed to start telling him these things. Ash seemed to be the one always getting caught up in the devastation whenever a Legendary or two came out to play.

“So all we can know for sure is that the Ruins of Alph are probably involved. Uncle Spencer might have taken something that attracted a Legend or carried it somehow,” Ash held back a shudder at the idea of anything that could contain a Legendary this powerful. What could have designed something like that? “And somehow it unleashed the crystal, controls an Entei –”

“That thing isn’t Entei,” Karen spat. Ash jerked in Bruiser’s arms, a little shocked by the sudden vehemence. His frazzled partner shook herself out of her fury a moment later. “We know that now. I have no idea what it is, but the real Entei is out there!” She jerked a finger vaguely in the direction of the door they’d climbed through. “That thing is just an imitation.”

Ash hummed, acknowledging her point. That made sense. Maybe the crystal had just created it to act as a guardian? A living defense that could act more directly than the crystal itself? It would make sense, he supposed, but that just raised more questions.

Why an Entei?

Why create this copy of Greenfield?

Why did Entei take his mom and know who Molly was?

And how did the Unown (possibly) factor into everything?

He grit his teeth. There were too many questions and zero answers. Every deduction led to a hundred new mysteries and every mystery shrouded a hundred more behind it. There was no way an Unown could have done this. Individually they were weak. He knew they could act together, but they’d never existed in the numbers to do something like this – they couldn’t create an entire world, right?

Ash looked impassively at the beautiful world they’d entered. Despite the wrongness of it he couldn’t help but appreciate it for a moment – the crystal had shaped Greenfield with the love and care of someone that knew it well. If anything it was more beautiful than the true land, even if the unnatural depiction gnawed at him. The grass was greener, the flowers were more vibrant, and the Hale Mansion was massive, though as he looked closer he realized there were a few small details missing, as if it had been painted by an expert artist from memory.

Then a thought entered his mind…if he kept walking past all of this, how far could he go? Had the Legend created an entire new world in this tiny garden? Would it end in a void, or just stretch on as far as he could walk?

That stray question bothered him more than he’d like to admit. Dazed shifted uneasily, perhaps just thinking of the possibilities of that herself. How powerful did something have to be in order to create an entire world out of nothing?

Whatever it was, it was clearer now than ever before that there was so much more to the crystal than the sea of it settling outside the mansion. Would it ever stop expanding?

“There’s no point,” Ash whispered. Karen looked at him oddly, but he ignored it. “We’re not going to find any answers here!” He decided. Ash looked to the towering spires of the mansion that stood a mile away on a field of bright green and arrayed yellows, oranges, and reds. “We need to go to the mansion.”

“Agreed,” Karen said curtly. She narrowed her eyes at their surroundings. “Do you think it’ll fight us?”

Ash looked out at the gorgeous fields. They were just a simulacrum of the real thing, composed of living crystal that stole the will and mind of everything it touched, but he felt a great sense of peace as it swayed in an empty wind. The crystal outside was a hostile thing, reactive and crawling like a vicious bug-type. In here, the heart of the Hale Mansion, it had settled comfortably into the foundations. An infection that had chewed up the reality here and swallowed it whole.

“No,” he said with more certainty than he felt. Ash shook his head. “We just need to be careful. I don’t think we have anything to worry about in this place – yet,” he corrected.

Karen didn’t seem particularly convinced but she went along with his suggestion regardless. “Should we head to the mansion?”

He shrugged and scanned the rest of the fields. “I have no idea – it doesn’t look like there’s anything else here. What do you guys think?” Ash directed at his team. They shared a few glances, most uncertain, but after a moment of contemplation Dazed’s eyes flashed.

Yes, that seems apt. I sense a great force there, distracted though it may be. The construct is where we will find our answers, Friend-Trainer. 

“You hear that?” He asked Karen. She snorted.

“Barely. Psychics have a hard time talking to me unless they put some power behind it – I’ve been around my team too much. It’s why the others had to leave me behind when they teleported earlier,” the young woman explained with a rueful smile. Umbreon nuzzled against her, seemingly taking pride in the statement. “The crystal ?”

Well, that was interesting, Ash mused as he replied, “We’re going to the mansion. Dazed senses something in there.” How often would he have to be around ghosts or dark-types to block out psychics? Obviously Sneasel wasn’t powerful enough to do that. Did it just accumulate over time or did the resistance show up immediately after exposure? He was fairly certain the crystal had wiped out Karen’s psychic resistance earlier, but had Agatha’s touch restored it?

Questions for another time, he decided.

“Let’s head out. I have the feeling it’s going to take us longer than we’d expect to get to the mansion,” Ash scowled. He really hoped there wouldn’t be another illusion or trick of his perceptions…that was more frustrating than the strange crystalline monster that had chased him into this faux-Greenfield.

Karen nodded and took the lead. Her team fanned out around them evenly, providing a defensive perimeter. They were better suited to it than Ash’s team, although he would have released Sneasel if he had the chance. Ash didn’t miss how the orchards’ pastels flickered and washed away whenever Karen’s team drew near, revealing a glossy purple beneath the disarmingly bright colors that reminded him of what lurked beneath the surface.

Ash relaxed into Bruiser’s huge arms as they made their way across the landscape and closed his eyes. For a moment he reached deep within him and tugged on the Concepts of Fire, Ice, and Lightning still dancing inside, but withdrew his touch almost immediately once he felt heat and cold grasp his limbs…they were still there, unaffected by the crystal or this new world that they’d entered. He could still use them if he was truly desperate.

That said, he dearly hoped that wouldn’t be necessary. Now that he was safe with his team and bolstered by Karen’s as well he hoped that he wouldn’t have to draw on the Birds until this was all over. He’d gotten an objective look at the feelings they engendered and found himself more than a little worried.

The powers he could use hurt him. They practically stole away his thought and rationale, replacing his human mind with one touched by vast, inhuman forces he could never hope to truly control. All he could do was guide the elements inside him, diverting them in paths and entwining them to bolster himself and oppose their siblings lest they burn him out and leave him a mindless husk.

But it was satisfying to use that power – addicting, even, to renew his strength and spirit with Fire, to allow Lightning to flow through and sharpen his mind and reflexes. To quench it all with frigid Ice and numb the effects. It was something altogether different and certainly unnatural…or was it natural? The Legends were older than him, certainly. Probably older than any living thing.

How was he even doing this? The question repeated itself over and over again in Ash’s thoughts. He wasn’t an idiot. It was obvious that this wasn’t a result of psychic powers – while he might not be an expert, he was well-versed in the basics of psychic abilities. Psychics were all about manipulating what was already there. They generated force to change the world, could twist minds to cast illusions or warp thoughts, and transverse time and space.

They did not create. And somehow Ash knew that’s what he was doing when he drew on the Birds. Maybe a skilled psychic could generate fire or electricity or freeze something (he’d have to ask Steven about that later) but they didn’t make it from nothing.

This was something deeper, like he was creating something from nothing. Brushing against some deeper, transcendent force and drawing it into the material world. It was impossible…

Ash checked his surroundings – the faintly purple sky, the rolling hills overgrown with flowers which stretched for miles around, and the replica of the Hale Mansion across them – and decided he really shouldn’t be deciding what was possible or not. Reality was more of a suggestion at this point…

“Ash!” Karen hissed, catching his attention. He followed her gaze to just a few feet in front of the party and stared as glistening steps of a shimmering glass materialized from the heavens as if they’d been there all along. Ash tried to see where they began, but it seemed to go on forever – thousands and thousands of feet into the sky, so far that they disappeared into space. “Should we destroy it?”

He hesitated. “Not yet. This is something new. It might help explain some of…this,” he gestured at the incredible world they’d arrived in. His eyes narrowed as his team readied themselves. “But be ready. If it’s dangerous we’ll have to hit it with everything we have!”

“Got it.”

A chill crept up his spine as Karen’s team spread in a semicircle, angling around the staircase to view the base of the stairs from every side. Anything of the crystal would find itself melted away in a storm of dark-type energies. The only question was whether they could keep it down.

“Let Karen’s team act first,” Ash directed. His team listened raptly. “Hit it with ranged attacks as soon as they’re done. Nidoking and Dazed, keep it from regenerating with Shadow Ball. We need to keep it under pressure constantly, alright?”

Nidoking and Dazed were quick to show their assent – Dazed’s pendulum emerged from beneath her snowy mane and Nidoking thrashed his tail against the orchard, shattering hundreds of delicate flowers into tiny shards of crystal before it flowed back into shape.

The others took up their positions as well. Torrent floated between Umbreon and Gengar, taking a rear position to get a better angle. Infernus found his spot in the gap between the muscular Houndoom (who he eyed with more interest than Ash would like) and Weavile, who didn’t seem to appreciate the heat pouring off of the fire-type very much.

Those two would be the most responsible for keeping anything attacking them down. Their incredible elemental offenses would deal real damage to the crystal so long as it couldn’t regenerate. All the others on his team would just work to make up for the gaps. Hopefully this would be enough to at least slow their unseen opponent down…

“Tangrowth!” His friend jerked and gurgled cheerfully at Ash’s call. His vines waved erratically, barely resisting the urge to run over Karen’s team and make some new friends. “Don’t touch whatever’s coming through here, alright? Charge up a Solar Beam or use Ancient Power.”

The grass-type’s vines drooped at that, but the full-body wriggle Ash got made it seem like Tangrowth understood. He spared the huge Tangrowth a smile before he motioned for Bruiser to back him up to where Karen stood. Honchkrow circled overhead, beak pointed in the direction of the staircase. Hopefully it would go mostly unnoticed. Plume veered higher still, ready to shear whatever emerged in half with a Steel Wing if necessary.

Something in the air changed. A pressure, gentle but strong enough to raise the hair on his arms with a violet glow, wafted from the stairs. Ash tensed in Bruiser’s arms. Karen looked a pale wreck beside him, eyes set deep in dark circles. Her hands shook.

“The eyes, the eyes…” she murmured beside him. A chill set upon him as Karen seemed to unravel, only the fierce core of determination to set the world right keeping her together. “They see us.”

He’d grown numb to the giggles and keening choir singing throughout this world, but they redoubled their efforts with a jubilant laugh. Ash squeezed his eyes shut as tightly as he could as the frenzied singing hit a high note – he felt the flowers dancing beneath his feet to the erratic notes, brushing close every now and then and winding in circles. The wind itself leapt to the choir’s tune, crying and howling madly and he wanted to join it! To become one with the wind and sky and solid, real earth beneath his feet. It called to him, a lure that became harder and harder to resist in each passing moment…

If he just let go he could be so happy. Free. One with all of this beauty. Perfection was in reach. All he had to do was submit.

His eyes snapped shut, a snarl caught in his throat as his instincts warned him of the danger. Ash felt a few glossy petals retreat from his exposed ankles, rearing away as if they’d been lit aflame. He glared down at the interlopers. He’d been stupid to disregard them…they were essentially fighting inside a Legendary’s mind right now. Maybe not literally, but considering they were standing atop its psychic power the analogy worked well enough.

“Hi!”

Ash’s attention immediately settled on the figure that strode down the stairs with an easy confidence he recognized in all powerful trainers. It was the kind of relaxed, easygoing demeanor that came from someone that knew there was nothing to fear.

He stared as the girl came to a stop, hands on her hips. She seemed oddly familiar, like he’d met her before. But he was pretty sure they never had. It was faint, like he was seeing a ghost. Overall she cut an odd figure. She looked to be about Karen’s age with bronzed skin, honey hair and dark blue eyes that watched he and Karen raptly. More interestingly, she had a row of pokeballs clasped onto her belt that he’d never seen before – they looked to be formed from the same crystal that had dominated the mansion in its unnatural grip. It was more blue than purple, however, and even appeared to have a few scratches artfully etched into the material.

It was her clothes that really caught his attention though. His teeth bared and Moltres boiled his blood in his veins – this girl was wearing his mom’s clothes! They were a bit different – a little looser, covered with a long white coat – but the similarity was too much to be a mere coincidence.

He opened his mouth to demand some kind of explanation, but Karen’s bloodshot eyes stared in his direction and cut him off with a shake of her silvery head. Ash reluctantly cut himself short (though he had to numb his rage with Ice just to do so) and waited for Karen to make a move. She was more experienced in this sort of situation…well, he hoped so. Normally when he was faced with a mysterious stranger he’d prefer to blast his way out.

Karen took a step forward. Just as she began to approach the newcomer she was cut off by the woman’s excitable babbling. “Wow!” She admired Karen and Ash’s teams, zeroing in immediately on Nidoking. The hulking poison-type shifted nervously at her stare, beads of venom trailing constantly down the length of his horn. “He’s so big! I only ever saw him on TV.”

Ash and his teammates exchanged odd looks. “You watched Nidoking?” He hedged, hoping to break the ice a bit.

“Of course! My mommy had all the videos!” The woman bragged. Ash frowned at ‘mommy’. Seemed a bit odd for someone in their late teens or early twenties to say that. Karen seemed just as perturbed.

“Who are you?” Karen demanded, taking a few rushed steps toward the new woman. She seemed to have lost any patience she’d showed earlier, though he probably should’ve seen that coming. He didn’t consider Karen wholly sane at this point – the crystal hadn’t left her whole. “Did you do this? If you are, then you’re under arrest!”

It was the woman’s reaction that bothered Ash more, though. He watched her oddly as she stumbled back, obviously scared of Karen despite her previous ease. “STOP!”

Karen stopped. She was locked completely in place for several seconds, frozen like a statue. A clap of thunder and flash of purple lightning fired in the distance, the clouds went black and a great quake shook the earth beneath their feet – even Bruiser nearly fell, unbalanced as he was by carrying Ash. His team was frozen in place as well, although they weren’t bound quite as tightly as Karen…as terrible gales of wind whipped across the fields, rustling the crystalline flowers, her hair refused to so much as blow. Her eyes were blank and for a moment Ash worried that she had outright been killed.

It ended as soon as it began. The woman put some more distance between them, but the fearful look was gone. She seemed more curious than anything. Karen collapsed into the flowers, exhausted and dazed from the ordeal. She laid limply against the grasping flowers before she struggled to her feet, brushing off little worms of crystal that had tried to meld into her skin. Absol trotted over to her side, offering some support to the woman.

“Who are you?” Ash wondered. The girl looked at him like he was stupid.

“I’m Molly! You know that,” she laughed, twisting a curl of honey hair around her finger. It was like she didn’t even realize the sudden pallor to Ash’s face, or the way his blood ran cold. He stared at her, horrified. What was going on?! This couldn’t be Molly…she was just a toddler!

He couldn’t speak for the life of him. Whenever he tried to form words they died in his throat, choked out by his lack of incomprehension. Nothing made sense anymore!

Molly teetered back and forth on her heels and frowned at him. Ash barely noticed. “What’re you doing down here? You’re supposed to be upstairs with mommy and daddy!”

A haze settled over his vision, throwing everything out of focus. “You’re right,” he smiled. “That sounds like a wonderful idea – wait,” he caught himself, fury filling him as he tore himself from the dream. “What did you just do to me?”

A petulant scowl crossed Molly’s face. “I didn’t do anything!”

He scowled right back, but held his tongue as a fierce gale whipped across the false Greenfield. Arguing with Molly wouldn’t get him anywhere – it was clear she was at the source of this, even though he didn’t understand how. The mystery was still there, but the pieces of this puzzle were starting to fall together. Molly’s involvement and seeming control over this world explained why the Entei knew her name and why it had kidnapped his mom…at least she was probably safe.

That took a burden off his shoulders that he hadn’t even realized was there. Ash visibly exhaled, tension flooding out of him. “Fine, fine,” he said to Molly, who seemed to have eyes only for him. An idea came to him – this was probably his only chance to get any kind of answers, he realized. “Can you tell me where all of this came from?” Ash gestured to the vast world they’d emerged into.

“This is Greenfield, dummy!” The woman laughed girlishly, doing a little spin. She smiled happily as the flowers bloomed, their crystalline stalks extending a foot in a minute. The orchard leaned in towards Molly, seeking her touch like an obedient, loving Growlithe. “Isn’t it pretty?”

“But where did it come from?” Ash stressed, trying to get some sort of information out of the woman. She didn’t seem to know much, but anything would help.

Molly wrinkled her nose at him. “I wanted it! Outside is filled with all of those dumb people trying to get in and bother us. I don’t want them here!” She stamped her foot against the flowers, which stretched away to avoid her stomping feet. Ash shuddered as the temperature fell fifty degrees in an instant, briefly frosting over for a breath before they returned to normal. “They’ll try to take mommy away…” she muttered under her breath.

“Okay, okay,” Ash said soothingly, hoping to avoid upsetting the girl like Karen had. She was somehow tied to the crystal, though he was pretty sure she wasn’t a psychic. Besides, it didn’t seem like she was going to hurt them. “I don’t you remember you being this old.”

“But we just saw each other!” Molly protested. Her eyes widened, seemingly noting Ash’s exhausted state as Bruiser carried him. “Are you feeling okay? I know you were getting worried earlier. Do you need mommy to –”

Ash frowned. “I’m fine,” he said firmly. It was odd having such a casual conversation with the girl considering how stressed he was right now. There were so many questions he wanted to ask… “But aren’t you three?”

“No, dummy,” she scowled, grinding her heel into the dirt. The temperature spiked a few degrees, drawing a few beads of sweat form Ash’s brow. Her eyes narrowed at him. “You know I’m four and a half! You’re acting weird.”

He wasn’t sure why Molly had any idea of what he normally acted like, but he put it out of mind. “Sorry,” Ash muttered, actually a little embarrassed that he didn’t even know how old she was. He’d thought she was much younger. “But how’d you make this?”

“I already told you! I didn’t want to go outside because there were bad people out there,” Molly seemed a little frustrated. He decided to back off. Nothing good could come out of antagonizing her.

“Okay, I get it now,” he said placatingly. Molly relaxed a bit. “But why do you look older?”

Molly giggled, a stark change from her earlier frustration. A few stalks of grass brushed against Ash happily, though he was quick to adjust his feet away from the overly friendly stalks. “Because I wanted to! I saw her,” Molly pointed at Karen’s trembling form,” and she’s so pretty! I wanted to be old.”

“Alright,” Ash murmured. He could work with that. Molly’s mind seemed as childish as it would normally be, so he wouldn’t be getting any logical answers. But she obviously had some extreme control over the crystal. It seemed utterly entwined with her wishes, reflecting whatever she wanted at that point in time. But how did that work? Was it a psychic connection? She probably wasn’t gifted herself but maybe she’d formed a bond with whatever had actually created the crystal. “When did all this start?”

“This is boring! Can’t we talk about something else?” Molly whined, shifting around. She brightened all of a sudden, ignoring Ash. “Look at what I can do!” She ripped a fistful of flowers and blew on it, giggling madly as a few tiny, vividly colored Butterfree sprung forth from the flowers as her breath reached them. Ash, Karen, and their teams stared, absolutely stunned by the simple act, but Molly didn’t have the patience to let them do that for long. “Come on! Let’s do something! We can play a game!”

Ash and Karen exchanged glances. “What kind of game?” Karen hedged, far more cautious as she leaned heavily on Absol. She wouldn’t anger Molly again – not willingly, at least. She was smart. She’d caught on that they needed to have Molly help them, not hinder them. “And what do we get if we win?”

Molly didn’t seem happy that Karen was talking at first, but she smiled brightly as Karen finished her words. “If you win…you get ice cream! I have a ton! And if I win, you have to everything I say forever!”

No way. For one, Ash wasn’t about to put any kind of food that was probably made out of the insidious crystal into his body. Second…no. Just no. “How about we make another deal?” He suggested, wincing as his useless muscles struggled to pull his body up so that he could look at her better. Bruiser adjusted him to be more comfortable. “If you win, we spend the day with you and do whatever you want. Tangrowth would love to play with you,” he said, knowing Tangrowth was the only one of his friends that wouldn’t hate him for putting him in that situation. Tangrowth waved, which Molly responded to with a bright smile and a shy wave of her own. “If we win, you have to do whatever we want for the day.”

The girl-turned-woman’s face scrunched up as she considered the deal. Ash desperately hoped she’d take it and not just throw the crystal at them…there was no way they could resist her if she really put effort into it. If they pushed her too far this world would become just as hostile as the one they’d just escaped from.

“Okay!” Molly agreed at last. She rubbed her palms together eagerly. “What kind of game do you want to play? I’ll beat you at anything!” The girl boasted.

Ash caught an aside glance from Karen. It looked like she was planning on letting him handle this. He definitely got on with Molly better than she did.

“Alright…” he murmured, mind racing frantically with any idea he could think of. The games he’d played as a kid were mostly games with Gary about training and exploring and imagination.

Ash did not want to test Molly’s imagination. He got the hunch that it wouldn’t stay imaginary for long.

What else could he do, though? She’d win any normal game. The crystal would probably make sure she won. He’d suggested that they’d spend the day with her because it was the safest way to get answers and have a chance to safely observe this new world. This was a win-win situation for them even if they lost.

That said, he’d rather win. Not just for his own competitive spirit (even though that was rearing its head) but because Molly working with them was the best option. If she was willing to listen to them they might have a chance to stop this whole catastrophe in its tracks.

“Hurry up!” Molly whined again, glaring at him. Ash nodded, then turned his eyes to the crystalline pokeballs on her belt. A small smile split his face.

He had an idea. “How about we play two games at the same time?”

“Two games?” Molly asked. He nodded. “Yes! That sounds fun!”

“Alright,” Ash smiled. “Do you know how to battle?”

Molly’s eyes got huge and she squealed (Ash and most of the pokemon winced at the piercing noise). “Yes! I’ve seen all of them!” She bragged. “I’ve never battled, though…”

“It’s easy,” Ash reassured her, glad she was taking the bait. “You’ll battle Karen –”

The sky became overcast, though no thunder rumbled in the distance. “But I want to battle you!” Molly grumbled at him. “I don’t want to battle her.”

“You can practice on Karen,” he was corrected himself. Molly relaxed at that, and the blackened skies quickly brightened to a brilliant purple reminiscent of Nidoking’s leathery hide. “In the meantime, how about we mix some hide-and-seek in? While you and Karen battle, I’ll go find somewhere to hide. When you finish up you can try to find me.”

Molly’s smile brightened. “Sure! I’ll catch you so fast!” She boasted. Ash didn’t doubt it, but maybe Karen would occupy her long enough for Ash to uncover more about this place. And at least this proved that they could work with Molly peacefully…she wasn’t any smarter than she would normally be. How hard could it be to trick a three – sorry, four-and-a-half year old?

“Great,” Ash smiled, pleased that this was going about as well as he could hope. He winced as he adjusted himself in Bruiser’s arms, then another idea struck him. “I’m not feeling too good,” he directed at Molly, almost feeling guilty at the way her eyes grew wide with concern. “Is there anything you can do to help?”

“Oh no…” Molly rushed over to him, her hand warm as she placed one on his forehead – he caught Nidoking’s horn lowered as if to gore the young woman, but thankfully his friend restrained himself. An ugly feeling weighed in his gut as her gesture vaguely reminded him of the way his mother would treat him when he was sick.

Her eyes squeezed shut and a startling heat (so different from Fire’s hot burn) flowed into him from Molly’s skin. For a moment he thought to jerk away, but it seemed to lock his limbs in place. Almost instantly he felt the strange power weave itself into his every muscle, filling them with vigor and strength. There was still an underlying ache and exhaustion in his core, but he still felt a million times better than he had just a moment ago.

Ash curled his fingers and straightened them with wonder – it was startling to realize how low he’d been brought by the events of today. Everything felt clear and smooth again, though there was still a residual pounding in his head that told him his concussion wasn’t entirely healed. But the overpowering ache that had distorted his thoughts was finally wiped away, leaving him clear to work with his full brain.

“Thanks,” he muttered as Molly grinned down at him, pleased with how much better he looked. Ash was surprised to find that he meant it as he allowed Bruiser to lower him onto the ground. It was nice for his legs to actually support him without trembling or giving out at the lightest stress.

As he straightened, stretching his rejuvenated muscles, he glanced around at his team. With Molly willing to work with them he didn’t need to have them all out. Ash doubted the world would actively fight him anymore, and if it did he could just release his team. But right now they would slow him down while he raced to find the source of this new reality.

So he returned them. Only Bruiser and Sneasel remained. The dark-type was beginning to stir, thankfully…of course, right now he just looped the furry Sneasel around his neck like a scarf. His limp body would give him some measure of protection from the crystal.

The thought of having Molly wake Sneasel up crossed his mind, but he decided against it. Sneasel was too unpredictable and might lash out with his vicious claws in his confused state. If he scared Molly then this whole plan would be ruined. He could just give Sneasel a revive once he’d cleared the area.

“I’ll teach you the rules for battling,” Karen offered. Molly turned to her with interest. It looked like she was already forgetting her dislike of the Dark Master. “I know you’ve seen some, but there are secret rules we don’t teach anyone. If you want to be as good as we are then you’ll need to follow them,” she finished. Ash looked at her oddly, but she ignored him.

Ash got the feeling that Molly might be a little confused about how to battle when they got out of this. Karen had caught onto the plan. What they needed now was time.

“Alright!” Molly nodded, big blue eyes wide like she was about to learn some secret knowledge. “I’m so going to win!”

“I’ll go ahead and look for places to hide,” Ash offered. “When you and Karen finish up you can both come and look for me, okay?”

“Okay!” Molly cheered, looking just as happy as her younger self had in the photos his mom had sent. And that reminded him…

Ash stared right into Molly’s eyes. The girl smiled at him like the child she really was. “What happened to my mom?”

Molly pursed her lips, obviously confused. “She’s upstairs in my room taking a nap. Don’t you remember?”

“I do,” he nodded, heart lightened at the news his mom was fine. With any luck he could find it himself (or have Molly bring him there) soon. The sooner he found his mom the sooner he could get her out of here. “Thanks.”

The sooner she would remember him.

“I’ll see you in five minutes,” Molly stuck her tongue out at him as Ash started walking up the crystalline stairs, which were quite a bit sturdier than he’d expected. They didn’t sink at all as he ascended them. Ash turned to look at Molly when he was about thirty stairs up and watched her chattering inanely to Karen, who looked like she was about to throttle the girl.

His lips curved into a smile, somehow amused by that. It was a lot less stressful now that he could walk on his own without relying on the Birds’ strength, though he found his attention still on them. Ash looked up into the infinite sky, spirit dismayed ever so slightly as he saw an endless spiral of the crystal stairs to climb.

Did they ever end? He hoped so – Ash could already hear the chorus singing higher and higher, the erratic wails and keens leaving him uneasy. He was getting closer.

Ash took one more step and considered releasing Dazed to potentially teleport him. Maybe it wouldn’t be so difficult for her anymore now that Molly knew who they were. They needed all the time they could get and every second wasted on the stairs was a second he could be searching for the source of this nightmare.

Just as that thought crossed his mind, he and Bruiser stepped into a dark room. He froze, jarred at the sudden shift, and felt Bruiser fall into a fighting stance at his side. Ash motioned for him to stay calm and took a moment to examine the new room.

It didn’t take him long to realize this was just another copy of the entrance hall. In fact, the only difference was that this version wasn’t covered in crystal. He could easily picture him, his mother, and Uncle Spencer striding through these doors on their way to dinner or the garden to rest and tell stories.

A light pang went through his heart, but he ignored it. With the agonizing weakness the Feather had subjected to gone it was like his mind was finally clear again. He’d forgotten how nice it was to be able to think.

Where should he go to? To be honest, Ash didn’t really remember the layout of the mansion that well. At once his mind leapt to the thought of finding his mom – she was in Molly’s room, at least according to the girl herself. Ash was inclined to believe her, but he wasn’t sure where her room would be. The one he used to stay in when he was younger, maybe? There wasn’t that much space, but even if he was in the real mansion (as he remembered it, anyway) he couldn’t be sure everything was as it was in reality. For all he knew opening doors could lead him into more and more versions of the mansion.

Ash’s fingers curled into fists. He hated this whole situation. He couldn’t fixate on it – there was work to be done – but he savored a brief moment to bitterly reflect on the day. Nothing made sense anymore. Molly apparently controlled this false world, him and his team’s only ally in the belly of the beast was forced to stay behind and buy him time, and he was still no closer to finding out what was really going on here.

“Where do you think we should go?” He questioned. Bruiser shrugged, beady eyes skimming over the room with no real destination. Ash sighed. “Yeah, that’s what I thought. We need to find my mom and get her out of here.”

Bruiser nodded. Ash grimaced, traitorous thoughts warning him that his first priority should be finding the cause of this. If he didn’t stop it in its tracks then there might be no use in finding his mom at all. He hesitated, but convinced himself that she might able to help point him in the right direction.

But would she help them? That same voice whispered again, damning him with its cold logic. She hadn’t even remembered he was her son. The thought was like a cold blade twisted into his heart but he drew upon Ice to numb his feelings. They would betray him.

Ash squeezed his eyes shut and released Dazed. She was the only one who could really help guide them right now. The Hypno materialized a little slower than normal, hands clasped together around her pendulum – the crystalline loop shone with an ethereal purple flame, a heatless light so bright that he could see the thick bones of Dazed’s fingers through it.

We are near!

He hissed in agony as the brute force behind Dazed’s whisper slammed into his mind like a sledgehammer. Ash barely weathered the mental barrage, though Bruiser fared far worse – he’d been brought to his knees and groaned pitifully as his huge hands clutched uselessly to his ears. Without any hesitation Ash placed a comforting hand on Bruiser’s powerful shoulder, though he feared it did nothing to really help his friend.

Dazed recoiled as if struck, then squeezed her eyes shut. Purple flame seared him through her eyelids, burning terribly bright. Her fingers shook as if she had just been pumped full of stimulants and it was only getting worse as the seconds ticked on.

“Where’s my mom?” Ash shouted, barely able to hear himself above the mental groans emanating from Dazed. Her eyes snapped open, though it hardly made a difference considering how bright the power consuming her had become. She looked at him blankly, trembling uncontrollably. “Dazed! I need you!”

She still didn’t answer. Ash readied the pokeball to return her if she didn’t recover…he wouldn’t risk permanent harm to his friend, but he needed her help. Desperate, he clasped her hands in his smaller ones and thought of the cold haze of Ice, remembering its frozen numbness and praying for Dazed to experience it.

Ice frosted his hairs, stilled the pumping of his heart, and left his airway burning with comforting cold. Ash remembered the lessons he’d learnt when he first entered the mansion and guided Articuno’s force into Dazed through their physical connection, careful to hold back all but a trickle of the Concept lest he drown her in yet another Legendary’s influence.

The enormity of Dazed’s mental presence drew back, limited by Ice’s numbing effects. Ash immediately cut off the flow as he saw the fiery purple behind Dazed’s eyes flash a cold, still white and exhaled as the power of Articuno receded back into the Feather. He thanked the Bird silently, grateful for its assistance, and looked to his friend. She had stilled her tremors and appeared to have regained some measure of control over herself. Ash lowered the pokeball, though he’d return her in an instant if she was lost again.

Thank you. I must be swift – Ice will not stay the Hive for long. 

Ash nodded and waited for her to continue. He did not speak, but simply thought. She’d hear it just fine.

The Hive is near – they sing creation and their master’s will. Beware them…their song will grow stronger the closer you get. You will need your strength to retain your own will. Do not slip for a moment. I cannot tell you where they are. They are everywhere. 

An image of his mother went through his mind. Dazed’s eyes drooped.

I can sense her, but her presence has bled through this world. She is whole! But be careful, Ash. There is another here…not the Beast, but something else. I cannot –

Two things happened in that moment. The first was that Dazed stopped speaking. She froze, then collapsed. Ash barely had time to return her before an inhumanly powerful force bowled into him from behind, forcing him onto his hands and knees and snatching the breath from his lungs. He wheezed helplessly, vision red with rage as adrenaline pumped through his veins, and flipped as quickly as he could only to blanch at the sight of an enormous purple beast looming over him with a terrible fury in its black eyes. Its muscular tail, covered in heavy plates, thrashed into Bruiser with enough force to smash a street light to the ground.

Impossible! He thought, pale as an enormous Nidoking glared down at him. Bruiser was thrown down by his side and landed heavily, though he was clearly ready to stand and fight if need be. Where had the beast come from?

“Nidoking, that’s enough,” a voice declared. There was something odd about, like Ash had heard it before. Ash’s blurry vision (he really hoped he hadn’t gotten another concussion) could barely focus as the shape of a boy came to stand by the Nidoking’s side. From what he saw the figure was around his height with tanned skin, black hair, and a hat turned backward. There were more than six pokeballs on his belt and the clothes he wore seemed familiar.

Then he saw his face. Something snapped in him, yet instead of leaving him in a frothing rage a tranquil state came over Ash.

“I don’t think you should be here,” the boy said evenly, rolling his shoulders as a small, fluffy Zubat crawled up to stare at Ash. He looked at Ash calmly and crossed his arms, utterly confident in Nidoking’s ability to protect him. Ash knew that feeling all too well. “Leave. Now.”

“Who the hell are you?” Ash asked as he picked himself up with his elbows, too calm for this situation. He already knew the answer. He just needed to know for sure. Then he would know how angry he should be.

The boy looked at him oddly. “Don’t you know me? I’m Ash Ketchum.”

“No you aren’t! I’m Ash Ketchum!” Ash snapped back, pulling himself to stand. Bruiser mimicked the motion, though Nidoking – the Imposter’s Nidoking, Ash corrected – rumbled a warning and swept his tail from side to side. “Now back off!”

The Imposter’s eyes narrowed. With the exception of the scars Ash had gained on his travels they could be mistaken for twins. The only real difference aside from the scars were tiny, minute things – the clone was too clean cut, for one, like Ash had been when he’d participated in the Conference. There was none of the dirt or grime or experience reflected in the clone’s features. Everything was just a tiny bit off, like he was seeing the clone through the lens of a camera or from a distance away.

Everything was there, though. Even the voice was like his, but a little softer. Not as scratchy.

Both of their mouths curled into a sneer. “You aren’t giving the orders here. And you can’t be Ash Ketchum,” the clone declared and pointed at himself, “because I’m Ash Ketchum. I don’t know why you’re here, but you’re going to have to leave.”

He snorted. “Get out of my way. I’m going to find my mom and stop this. If you don’t move then I’ll make you.”

The clone grinned dangerously and reached down to his belt – there was one less pokeball there than Ash had, he noted – and grabbed one. “You made a mistake coming here,” a stony face identical to his own stared. “You won’t lay a hand on mom or my baby sister!”

Ash froze, some of his anger quelled by confusion. “Baby sister?” Realization struck him and he wanted to punch something (preferably his clone) really, really hard. “You mean Molly? She’s not my sister!”

A darkness overtook the clone’s features. His Nidoking snarled, baring its long fangs and squaring itself for battle. “Shut. Up.”

He allowed his fingers to drift to his pokeballs, ready to release Nidoking. Nidoking had Shadow Claw and Shadow Ball. Those could end this fight before it even began, although it would really only buy him time. His other hand squeezed Sneasel’s paws, holding on tightly in case he’d have to move. It was a miracle that the little dark-type hadn’t been dislodged from around his neck when he’d been shoved.

But did this really have to end in a fight? Ash analyzed his clone’s expression – it wasn’t a calm one. It looked like he’d really angered it with his comment. He could probably beat his clone, but was it worth it? All he’d do is fight another incarnation of the crystal that would come back again and again until he’d destroyed this entire room. He was in the heart of a Legendary right now and he had to remember that.

Maybe the best way through this obstacle was around it.

Ash let his hand drift away from his pokeballs for a moment, though he could release several of his team in a single movement if necessary. The clone didn’t miss that. “Sorry,” Ash grimaced at the apology – it was honestly a struggle to say it to this false version of himself. He wanted nothing more than to unleash Infernus on the imposter but knew it wasn’t time for a fight.

“Apology accepted,” the clone said after a long, tense standoff. “You still have to leave. I don’t trust you,” his imposter said bluntly.

Inspiration struck. “Molly is the one who let me up here!” Ash all-but-shouted. The clone looked at him oddly, like he didn’t believe him. “We’re playing hide-and-seek while my friend battles her.”

His clone squinted at him, but stood silently before nodding. “Fine. You can stay – I can tell you aren’t lying. I am playing hide-and-seek with Molly…I remember now.”

“Can you help me?” Ash asked measuredly as he mulled over the clone’s confusing logic, hoping against all odds that the clone’s answer would be yes. He needed a guide, especially since Dazed could barely stand this place. When the clone looked unconvinced he added, “Molly would like it if we gave her a challenge.”

“Sure,” the clone shrugged. “I can take you to a few spots while we wait for Molly.”

Ash pretended to think for a few seconds. “How about where mom – you and Molly’s mom,” he corrected, hating himself for letting the words come out of his mouth, “is staying? It’d be the last place Molly would look.”

The clone stared at him blankly. “Out of the question,” it declared. “We might be playing hide-and-seek with Molly but I won’t take you to mom’s room – I don’t trust you. You will never lay a hand on her!”

A chord of bitterness arose in Ash’s gut, but he stayed quiet. He’d rip this clone apart the second he could…nobody would keep him from his mom. Ash decided to take another chance. “How about the thing making all of this,” he motioned around the false entrance hall, “Where is it?”

“The Unown? Through there,” the clone said flippantly, pointing at the door settled at the top of the staircase. It was the same door that he and Karen had walked through only to emerge in the false Greenfield.

A vein on his forehead throbbed. Then the clone’s words caught up with them…it was the Unown. They were the source of all this, but how? How many had Uncle Spencer uncovered for them to do something like this? How did they get to Greenfield?

And how did he stop them?

The chorus reached the highest notes yet, stabbing into his brain with lyrical scalpels. He winced, fearing they’d begun to pick up on his intentions. If the Unown decided to turn their attention onto him he wouldn’t last a moment – Ash might be strong, but they would shatter his mind and make him another slave of Molly’s.

He’d be worse off than this clone. At least the clone didn’t know what he was.

“You can’t go in there,” the clone shifted, seemingly unaware of the tempest brewing in Ash’s brain. “Molly doesn’t want anyone else going in there. The Unown don’t like other people.”

Ash stared at the doors. They were so close…

He tuned out the clone as it continued to speak. It was just drabble about places they could hide. No, all he could think about were the League personnel struggling against the Crystal Entei outside…the faster he resolved things here the faster they could take it down and get to work destroying the crystal itself.

Maybe all he’d have to do is distract the Unown. If he could take some of their focus off the battle in the real world and bring it on him it might let the League break through. But what could he even do to the Unown? They had made this false reality from nothing. He’d probably be obliterated the second his team tried anything.

But he had to try, right? It was his duty.

“Take me to see the Unown?”

The clone scowled. “Why? I already told you Molly doesn’t want anyone but her to see them,” he said as if Molly’s wishes were law. “I can’t let you in, even if I wanted.”

“So you’re just a slave?” Ash jabbed, hoping to get a little more information out of his clone. He had to admit it felt good to see the clone stiffen uncomfortably.

“Not a slave,” his clone said quietly and stared calmly at Ash. “Her brother.”

The Crystal bubbled and writhed and twisted upon itself as its master spun it into the form she desired. Memories not of its own mind stirred, flooding it and shaping it into something new. Videos of the last Indigo Conference, a woman – Mama – pointing proudly at a black-haired boy with hard eyes and a soft frown wherever he went, wondering what it would be like to have a big brother to take care of her when Mama and Daddy were gone and she was all alone…

Ash recoiled as if slapped, straining to separate himself from the vivid sense of longing he’d felt. It slipped away like smoke, but its shadow still hung heavy in his chest. Those must have been Molly’s feelings – Ash swallowed the lump in his throat and wiped any sympathy for her away. “You were created just to be her big brother?”

“I am Molly’s big brother,” the shadow said, not seeming to think there was any difference. And perhaps to the clone, to the Not-Ash, there really wasn’t any difference. Ash wondered if it was really sentient or if it was just like some kind of bizarre robot limited by its programming. It seemed organic, but how deep did the act go? Was it an act at all? “And we should stop these pointless discussions. We need to find out where to hide. Your friend won’t keep Molly occupied for long.”

So the copy had some awareness of what was going down in the other Greenfield. Ash wanted to question it, but the point had been made – they didn’t have much time. “I want to see the Unown. That’s the only place I’ll hide.”

Not-Ash shook his – its, Ash reminded himself – head. “I told you I can’t do that. She doesn’t want anyone going in there, not even me.”

Gah, this was pointless. Ash spared the door that would take him to the Unown a glance. Maybe he could get past the Not-Ash and tear his way through the door if he was quick enough. Nidoking could dissolve the crystal with a Shadow Ball while Infernus blasted a hole through it…

No, he knew that wouldn’t work. There was a warning that came from his gut. The Unown wouldn’t allow their sanctum to be breached by force. If he tried to fight his way past his shadow and attack them directly he’d probably be lost in this dream world forever. They’d constructed an entirely new reality in the confines of the Hale Mansion…casting him adrift in space and time would be child’s play.

Literally.

So fighting was out. Diplomacy was out.

“What if I asked Molly? She’d give us permission.”

The clone frowned in consternation. “Perhaps.”

Ash wasn’t about to let the chink in the clone’s armor go. “Tell me how to talk to her, then.”

“Maybe when she finds you,” the Not-Ash allowed. Frustration mounted inside Ash, and he couldn’t help but allow his mind turn to dark places…Karen wouldn’t last much longer. Fire intensified him, fanned the flames of his frustration into a righteous, burning anger. Maybe it was worth trying to fight. “Don’t try it!” Not-Ash scowled at the glitter in Ash’s eyes.

The Imposter’s Nidoking acted before Ash could have considered giving in to Fire’s all-consuming rage. It grumbled and charged, horn lowered to permanently end this intruder. Ash’s breath hitched at the sight - there wasn’t much more imposing than a six-hundred pound purple behemoth sprinting his way - and he barely reacted in time to stop the furious crystal construct.

Nidoking appeared in a flash of scarlet light, eyes constricted to mere slits with his unfettered fury. Bruiser yanked Ash out of the way moments before the juggernauts met with twin roars and flashing horns.

He grimaced and pushed Fire away as he righted himself. It gave him strength, but it had also landed him in this stupid fight. This was not how he’d wanted this to go… it looked like he wouldn’t get to talk his way out of this one.

Ash snarled as Not-Ash’s Nidoking plowed into Nidoking right before his friend could rip his crystal clone’s body to shreds with a well-placed Shadow Claw. The hulking beasts roared in unison, suddenly impossible to tell apart in the plumes of glittering crystal they kicked up with their brawl – the ground itself quaked and cracked with their every step, leaving a great expanse of broken ground and swirling glass shards in their wake. The twins stabbed at their horns, barely shielding against the attacks as they dueled their way through the room.

“Stop this!” Not-Ash hissed, backing away just in time as Bruiser threateningly stepped his way. There was no mercy in his reptilian gaze. “You can’t win – my family and I are unbeatable!” His clone boasted, eyes bright with pride in his team.

“That’s funny – so are mine!” Ash taunted as his brothers and sisters exploded from their pokeballs to surround him. All but Aron materialized in an instant, eager and ready for battle. Even Seeker clung tightly to his shoulder with her sharp claws, prepared to stymy any attackers in a flurry of wings and screeches. “Take us to the Unown or –”

Not-Ash didn’t back down. If anything he looked more determined as he cut Ash off with a glare. “Or what, Ash?” He dimly realized this was the first time his clone had called him by name. “You can’t kill my team or I. You can’t destroy this place. We will rebuild any damage you do! All you have is bravado and empty threats on your side.”

He ground his teeth as his team fanned out, preparing for the inevitable battle. Nidoking and his clone had split apart, eying one another warily. His brother hadn’t suffered any noticeable injuries and stood beside Torrent – the Not-Nidoking regenerated before his very eyes, crystalline threads climbing from the floor to sew its deathly wounds shut.

Ash himself conceded the point to his clone, though he was more concerned with backing towards the staircase that would take him to the Unown.

Ash couldn’t argue that his clone was right. Fighting was the last resort for a reason – he couldn’t win. Not really. This was going to be a losing battle, but it was his last chance…Molly had said she’d never take him to the Unown and he’d felt their reality shake when he’d so much as asked.

“I know it’s not your choice,” Ash admitted as he took another step closer to the Unown. Bruiser stepped in to close the gap – he’d block any attack sent Ash’s way. Right now their only priority was finding the Unown and stopping them. Everything else was a distant thought by now. “But what I’m doing is the right thing to do.”

“Not for Molly…” Not-Ash whispered as he reached to twist his cap backwards. Hard, determined eyes just like his mother’s burrowed into him with an unnerving intensity. “Not for me!”

Well, that was true. Ash had to concede that point. The clone wouldn’t exist without the Unown. As for the first point… “This is better for Molly,” Ash swore. He took another step toward his goal. “She needs to grow up in the real world, not this,” he wave his hand at the false reality surrounding them. “It’s not right.”

“This is the real world,” his clone said, a dark shadow passing over his hard face. For a moment Ash swore he saw the construct’s eyes glint a pale, glossy violet. “We are all she needs! We are her family!”

A gale swept through the hall, battering against Ash’s team, and he grimaced as the temperature dropped and dropped and dropped…Fire nor Ice could grant relief here. Ash steeled himself for the brawl he could sense coming.

Sneasel, barely awakened from his exhausted rest, tensed at Ash’s feet. He wished he could order Sneasel to lash at his clone with his cruel, hooked claws and stop this in his tracks but he knew it would only postpone the inevitable. It would be a waste of his power to fight the crystal. Pointless, even. There was more crystal than Karen’s elite team could beat back, let alone a single immature dark-type.

No, he’d have to use Sneasel sparingly.

“Now!” Ash roared, his hoarse voice clear as day as it echoed throughout the uncannily silent hall. Time seemed to stop for a second as his words reached his team, then the battle began.

Infernus was the first to strike. He grinned like a maniac and heat rushed from his blindingly hot form as his cannons lowered and glowed – then light and flame flooded from them in blisteringly hot streams that swallowed his clone whole. Ash almost felt pity for the construct, even if it couldn’t feel.

Nidoking didn’t hesitate to focus in on his own opponent. A Shadow Ball ripped into the Not-Nidoking, carving through its chest like a hot knife through butter, and left a gaping hole two feet wide in the construct’s chest. Not-Nidoking looked down dumbly, then bared its teeth and charged, heedless of the pointless wound. It was slow, though, and slowed even further as Torrent immediately buried it beneath a heaping mound of snow and ice, though Ash could still see the movement of Not-Nidoking beneath it.

Not a moment later he caught sight of movement in the swirling storm of smoke, flame, and crystal shards – shapes rising from the mansion’s floor and coalescing into familiar shapes. A hulking, muscle-bound Machoke rose up next to the Not-Nidoking and tore the icy coating holding the crystalline beast away with meaty fists. It wasn’t long before a Kingdra tore itself smoothly from the walls, a dispassionate glint in its scarlet gaze. The shriek of a Pidgeot came from the ceiling, then the happy gurgles of a Tangrowth as a writhing mass of vines fell from far above them.

He paled, realizing his clone had released his own team, and realized he had less time than he’d expected. For whatever reason it was hard to imagine the clone having more than the Not-Nidoking at his beck and call. It was unnerving to consider the firepower he’d be facing now, although he wasn’t sure if they’d really be on his team’s level. It was like New Island all over again.

And then the moment he truly dreaded arrived – a figure he knew terribly well arose from the area Infernus had scorched. All he needed to see were violet fires bursting from its shoulders, a vicious grin on its face, and twin cannons burning purple before Ash turned away from the battle immediately, though he ached to check on his team’s safety with every roar and sound of shattering glass or burning air. Heat and smoke brushed his back and he barely managed to stop before walking directly into his clone.

Even Ash couldn’t stop the way his breath hitched in his throat at the sight of his clone – the construct was a mess. His face had been melted half-off by Infernus’ fires, revealing shiny purple innards smooth as glass. It was like his clone was made entirely of the crystal with the exception of the surface layer – as he watched he could see tiny little fibers of crystal weaving up and down his misshapen body, sewing his clothes back together and building upon themselves to shape his melted torso, limbs, and face together expertly.

The clone didn’t hesitate to take advantage of Ash’s shock. Ash clutched feebly at the deformed hand that wrapped around his throat and slammed him up against the railing of the staircase with supernatural strength. His vision darkened as the clone held his grip, though it seemed careful not to push too far – Ash was still aware of everything, though his legs kicked uselessly at the air and the railing and everything he could reach. The clone’s arm simply lengthened in response, stretching another foot to protect the main body.

He gurgled out something even he wasn’t sure of, striving to call for anything that could help him, but no help came. Ash dimly watched Seeker cry out and flutter at his clone in a blue blur of flapping wings and painfully loud noise, but the clone simply reached out with his other hand and allowed his fingers to dissolve into a net of fine, crystalline wires that ensnared Seeker easily in its net – she struggled wildly, panicking in her haste to assist Ash, but the wires tightened until the Zubat couldn’t move.

“Let her go!” Ash roared, his vision red, as soon as the grip slackened. His clone looked at him, unamused by his resistance. “I’ll kill you if you don’t let her go! Now! Stop and let her go!” He rambled into nonsense as the fingers tightened again, cutting off his air supply but avoiding his trachea. The world went dark and everything seemed mute and far away as the clone stepped closer…

“We didn’t have to fight, Ash,” the clone sounded…sad? Disappointed? Its right eye watched him warily. The left was being rebuilt by the delicate action of the crystal. Ash would have been fascinated by its movements in any other situation. “I can’t lose here. Our teams will fight. Yours will win, at least for a while. But mine will learn. They will take everything they can from this pointless battle. They will copy memories, skills, personalities…we will become as real as your team,” Not-Ash smiled wanly. “And when we have learned all we can, we will beat you. I will deliver you to Molly and we can make you understand.”

The grip slackened. Ash gasped for breath. Every bit of oxygen was sucked in desperately for his starved lungs. His vision cleared. The sounds of battle – the screams, the roars, the sizzling of burning air – all sharpened. Even his thoughts lost their mugginess as the choking hand allowed him some reprieve.

“Call your team off,” Not-Ash demanded. He looked past Ash to the battle. “I don’t want any of our brothers and sisters getting hurt in this stupid fight.”

Brothers and sisters? He was pretty sure the clone hadn’t called them that before…Ash’s mind whirred for a moment, then his eyes widened as he realized exactly what was touching him right now. What was absorbing his thoughts and feelings and knowledge.

“I wondered how long it would take you to figure it out,” the clone chuckled humorlessly as the skin of his fingers vanished, revealing the pale purple crystal beneath. “Yes, the crystal – me – is going to learn from you. I might be her big brother, but my baby sister wants the real Ash Ketchum. I’m going to become that for her.”

Ash wheezed, struggling to form words underneath the pressure of the clone’s fingers. Not-Ash looked at him oddly, then allowed some of the force in his grip to slacken. There was still quite a bit of strength in it, though, as a subtle reminder not to try anything. “Are you ready to call your team off? There’s been enough fighting today.”

He met his clone’s eyes, stared, and made up his mind.

Several things happened all at once: sharp claws wreathed in shadowy, unnatural power carved into the clone’s glassy flesh and sent both Ash and his doppelganger collapsing to the ground. The Feather burned. Ash held back a ragged scream while Fire coursed through his veins – the rumbling of a volcano and the roar of a wildfire in his ears, and the sensation of dry, baking heat on a hot summer day over his skin – and he roared Fire into the world.

A great cone of flame erupted from Ash’s throat and bathed liberally into the clone’s shocked face, spilling onto the floor and leaving it all a melting, squirming mass of crystal that struggled to rebuild itself over and over again only to be reduced to nothing by Ash’s breath a thousand times over. He poured his anger into the fire, redoubling it twice, thrice, and again as all his frustrations and shame and doubt were channeled through the Feather.

Ice balanced him, protecting his body from the effects of the enormous heat that would blister his tissues and peel his skin away without any real effort. Ash finally felt the inferno engulfing him dim and die, fading away into a few cinders lingering onto the ruined mess of the floor without any real indication it had happened at all…Ash stared at his grisly handiwork for only a few stunned moments before he arose, well-aware that his clone wouldn’t be put down for long.

“Thanks!” He gasped to Sneasel and Seeker, grimacing as his throat filled with ash and smoke and all the feelings he’d had since him and Lance had challenged Moltres atop Mt. Ember all those months ago…

Sneasel hissed and flicked some of the wriggling crystal off his claws (the keening crying of the choir went dim as Ash watched the dissolving glass melt away into nothingness), glanced at him with more than a little concern, and peered back at the battle. The sounds were getting closer, though Ash didn’t dare look to check on his team’s progress – they were fighting for him right now. If he wasted even a second he was dishonoring their struggle.

Instead he dashed up the staircase as quickly as he could. Sneasel followed just behind him, though Ash knew his friend could have been at their destination before Ash reached the first step. He was dimly aware of Seeker fluttering up onto his shoulder as he reached the top and smiled, grateful for her support.

“Can you break through this door?” Ash asked Sneasel. It was a thick thing, covered in heavy purple plates of shifting crystal and more piled on all the time. He felt doubt worm into his heart as he considered it. More and more crystal consolidated itself atop the door, as if it was armoring itself. He’d have felt more comfortable if he had the combined firepower of his entire team to take this down…

There is no time to waste. End this cancer before it swallows us all. 

Ash gasped as a cold presence saturated the air, an oppressively heavy thing that made his head pang and his heart skip a few beats. He grimaced at the urge to fall to his knees and submit to the source of this awful power, but resisted with all his might and watched uneasily as the crystal covering the door paled, losing its purple hue, and suddenly pulsed an icy blue before vanishing entirely (the door included).

Thank you. Ash could scarcely believe he was showing gratitude to Mewtwo, but he had to give credit where it was due. Though he had to admit he was worried that the artificial Legend thought it was necessary to help out at all…that didn’t bode well for the scale of the threat they faced. Mewtwo had saved him once before – it was all too easy to remember the vicious, relentless cold that had touched him to his bone as he was whisked out of Articuno’s Blizzard in a cocoon of psychic energy – and it had grated on him.

Now? Well, he was grateful. Anything to stop this aberration from spreading any further. Anything to save his mom.

He dashed through the portal without a second thought, his feet pattering loudly against the slick glass of the floor. It hummed at him, beckoning Ash with promises of knowledge, peace, and power – he grimaced during his mad sprint when he realized the crystal already knew what he valued. But he didn’t hesitate. There was no time to be distracted by the crystal’s false promises. Whatever it would give him it would take again tenfold.

Sneasel slowed beside him, cocking his head oddly as they emerged into a great, gaping void – Ash could only detect the barest hints of definition forming the vague shapes of walls and a ceiling above them, the only things of substance in the strange world they’d emerged in. In the far off distance, seemingly thousands of miles away, he could spot little pinpricks of light shimmering and pulsing at random. On occasion he could see what looked like other worlds, other rooms in Molly’s dreams, and even visions out of the corner of his eye as he ran. Ash craned his head to look closer –

A tall, pretty woman (the best and most beautiful in the whole world!) with honey hair just like hers and a bunch of bags laying beside her yelled at Papa in the entrance hall. She couldn’t understand what was being said but she still watched. Why was she so mean to Papa? It wasn’t fair! Why couldn’t they just be happy? Tears trickled down her cheeks in hot, wet lines. Teddiursa wiped them away with his cute paws. He was crying too. Mommy didn’t say anything when she left. She never came back. 

He stumbled in his run, gasping for air as he came to again. His thoughts were in a frenzy, full of jumbled memories and little threads of feelings and emotions intricately intertwined with his own, foreign and familiar and everywhere.

“Hi, sweetie,” the woman smiled at her. She was crouched down at her level. She immediately liked this new person – there was something familiar about her. Teddiursa held her hand in his paw but she cautiously let go. Papa smiled and rubbed her back. 

“Don’t you remember your Aunt Delia?” He laughed. “Delia and Ash came by a few years ago to visit. You were just a baby then,” Papa trailed off. “Go on, say hi!”

She looked at the nice woman cautiously but finally worked up the courage to get past her shyness. Papa always told her to be nice. “Hi!”

The lady smiled. She liked that smile. It was nice. 

“Keep going!” Ash ordered as he recovered for another few seconds. Sneasel seemed uncertain and sent Ash a quick look, but he forced himself on. They had to hurry. Something else was coming, not just a memory but a presence –

“This is my son, Ash!” Aunt Delia pointed at the black-haired boy surrounded by so many pokemon! She sat on the edge of her big bed next to Delia, her legs kicking out impatiently. She felt a little jealous at how happy Aunt Delia looked when she talked about Ash. Aunt Delia normally only acted that way around her… “Isn’t he so cute?”

“Yeah…” She muttered and balled her comforter up in her fists. What was so special about him? Aunt Delia had just gotten back. It had been months since she first came by! Why couldn’t they just talk together and not about dumb Ash?

Aunt Delia didn’t notice how unhappy she is. “I hope you get to meet him again. I bet you two would get along great!” She laughed, tracing over the dumb boy’s picture fondly. Aunt Delia spoke again after a little bit, this time in a whisper. She had to lean close to Aunt Delia to hear her right. “He acts tough but he’s a big softy on the inside…you should see him around his pokemon!”

Her eyes got big. “He has pokemon?” Her voice dropped to the same whisper Aunt Delia was using. Wow! That was so cool! She had Teddiursa but that was different… “How many? Is he a trainer?”

“Uh huh,” Aunt Delia giggled and wrapped an arm around her, drawing her close. She froze, but smiled and snuggled into Aunt Delia. She was the best. “I don’t know how many he has now…before I left I think he had around ten?” The woman furrowed her brow. “Let’s see…oh!” Aunt Delia smiled a big, bright smile that made her feel warm inside. She flipped through a few more pictures before she found one of Ash and so many pokemon! 

“Let’s see…” Aunt Delia pointed at a big, scary purple pokemon standing next to Ash. What was that? It looked mean. “That’s Nidoking. He’s big and strong but he’s Ash’s starter pokemon. They’re so close and they act so similar – I’m glad they look so different or else I’d have trouble picking them apart!”

She giggled with Aunt Delia and watched on with rapt interest as Aunt Delia pointed out the rest of Ash’s pokemon. Wow…she didn’t know there were so many! Would she ever have that many pokemon? Maybe she could be just as cool as Ash was. 

“Can I be a pokemon trainer?” She asked hopefully. Her Papa never talked to her about that stuff. He said they could talk about it when she was older. But she didn’t get that. She was plenty old – she was four! 

Aunt Delia hugged her tight and rested a hand on her back. She hugged her back just as hard and never wanted to let go. Mommy’s hugs were never this warm. “Of course you can be a trainer! You can be anything you want to be!” Aunt Delia said firmly. She felt Aunt Delia smile into her hair. “You know, I bet we can find some of Ash’s videos from the Indigo Conference. If you want to be a great trainer those are a good place to start – Ash is going to be the best trainer in the world!”

He wiped his eyes free of any moisture. Ash allowed the pangs in his chest to die down and be swallowed up by Ice. There was no time for this. He wasn’t even sure if the source of his tears were from seeing his mother the way he remembered or the feedback from the memories. They had to be Molly’s memories.

Just thinking her name caused another star to shine bright, and he drowned again in a tide of thought.

“Why does Aunt Delia have to go?” She sniffed and wrapped her arms around Papa. He chuckled and held her close, bobbing her up and down as he paced around her room. “Why can’t she stay here forever?”

Papa hefted her up onto his hip as he sat down on her bed. “Delia has her own life to live,” he comforted her. She didn’t feel any better. Didn’t Aunt Delia like her? Why would she want to go anywhere else? “You should be happy for her, Molly. She’s going to learn in Goldenrod, just like me! She’ll be able to tell you all kinds of cool stuff when she gets back.”

She frowned. Telling her cool stuff was what her Papa was for. Aunt Delia was supposed to be fun! “Why didn’t she go learn with you?”

“She did. We studied with Professor Oak – I showed you a picture of us, remember?” Papa said. Molly rubbed her chin. She thought she remembered that. Papa looked so weird in it! Aunt Delia was even prettier than she was now, though. “Delia just had to take a break. She’s just now getting back to studying.”

“Why’d she have to take a break?” She asked curiously. 

Papa laughed. “You just love asking hard questions, don’t you?” He teased. She pouted. That wasn’t a hard question! “We can talk more when you’re older. Right now all you need to know is that she had a hard time back then and needed to be on her own for a bit.”

“I’m old enough now!” 

“How about this?” Papa hummed thoughtfully. He ruffled her hair with one hand and she struggled to pull away, but he just laughed and hugged her tight. She finally dissolved into a pile of giggles and gave up. “When you’re as old as Delia and I were in that picture I’ll tell you everything I can, alright? I think that’s fair.”

She frowned. “But that’ll take forever!”

Her Papa just laughed. He liked to do that. She wrung her hands together. “Aunt Delia was really pretty in that picture.”

“She was,” her Papa said quietly. It sounded weird, like he was sad. When he saw her looking he perked up. “I think she’s still pretty. Don’t you?”

“Yes!” She cheered. “She’s the prettiest…I wish she would stay forever and be my Mommy!” She shut her mouth immediately. Her Papa didn’t like it when she mentioned Mama. He didn’t get mad but he’d be so sad…

This time was different. Her Papa smiled. “I do too.”

Ash flitted back into his own mind, almost shocked as he found himself still running. His legs and lungs burned in equal measure but he ignored the pain – Ash wasn’t sure how far they’d gone, but he knew that something would happen if he just kept moving down this endless hall. He could practically feel the anticipation, the tangible sensation of a great force growing nearer and nearer.

He was ready. Ash cast aside the odd feeling he’d gotten from the memories. There was plenty of guilt thrown in. It didn’t feel right for him to see these private moments, even if he didn’t choose to view them of his own volition. There might be more important things to worry about, but it still bothered him to so blatantly invade Uncle Spencer’s privacy.

Though he waited for another vision, none came. Every few seconds he’d get a foreign feeling – the soft brush of grass and flowers against his fingertips, the gentle heat of the sun washing over his skin, and great wells of euphoria that he’d never felt before. Then he’d see the bright silver sickle of the moon shine overhead, or a cold rot of fear and despair spread through his mind like a deathly chill. It would be gone as soon as he felt it, replaced with desperation and a steadfast determination Ash could proudly claim as his own.

How long did they have to keep running? Ash was ready to find the Unown and put an end to –

The little clay pieces came alive as her tears dripped to the ground. Her Papa was gone and she couldn’t find him! He’d just gotten back too! Aunt Delia wouldn’t be back for days and she was all alone…Teddiursa was here, but he was just as scared as she was. 

It was so scary here. She loved the house but it scary when there was no one else here. Too big. Sometimes she heard noises and she didn’t know where they came from – it was so silent most of the time and she hated it. 

Why couldn’t her Papa be here? He’d yelled and she came here and he was nowhere to be found. She’d even cried and he was always there when she cried…why couldn’t he come and pick her up and chase her around like he was Entei? Papa always said Entei was supposed to protect her. He said he was like Entei and he’d always be here for her. But Papa wasn’t. 

Aunt Delia would help her, but she needed to come here! She would hug her and help her find Papa. Everything would be okay if she could just have her Aunt Delia. Maybe Aunt Delia would stay forever and be her Mommy when they found Papa. She’d be the best! She’d never leave. 

She looked up when the clay started singing. They flew up and hovered around her, shining brightly. Their light was even purple, her favorite color! It was so pretty! It distracted her from her crying for a second and she looked at them hopefully. “Are you nice?”

Shapes that looked like the letters Papa and Aunt Delia melted out of the clay…it vanished as it touched the ground, like it was never there at all! “Wow…” she whispered. The Shapes sang to her and she knew they were nice. They wanted to help her! One of the Shapes – of the hundreds flying out of her Papa’s little box she’d found in the room – squealed and touched her hand and she giggled at how cute it was. “You’re cute. Can you help me?”

The Shapes sang to her. Their eyes opened and she was afraid at first, but they fluttered away and shrank and she realized she’d hurt their feelings. “I’m sorry…” she whispered and stretched out her fingers. The Shapes danced closer, weaving in and out of each other like they were happy! “I didn’t mean to scare you. I know you’re nice.”

They came close enough to touch. She did and laughed as more and more appeared from nowhere – there were so many! It was like a big swarm of Butterfree! And they could sing so prettily. “Can we be friends?” She asked hopefully. They came closer, surrounding her all around, and she giggled madly as they tickled her. They were so nice…

She jumped when the doors slammed open. The butler and a man she’d met a few times stared – somehow she knew they were afraid. “Go away!” She screamed, more scared than ever…why were they scared of her? She hadn’t done anything! She rubbed her eyes and the last of her tears landed. 

Where they landed, little spots of purple crystal grew. She wished those two men would go away and leave her alone with her new friends…the crystal hummed and grew, her friends sang happily, and she giggled as all the Eyes blinked… 

“So the Unown are here somewhere,” Ash muttered as he came to. He’d known it already, but it felt different to say it now. It was strange to see so many of the strange creatures. Who could have known they’d be capable of something like this? Jessica’s Unown, Uno, was barely capable of anything. The most it could do was minor psychic feats that Dazed could have easily outdone as a newborn Drowzee.

But the swarm that had somehow appeared in the Hale Mansion seemed countless. They numbered in the hundreds at the lowest and most likely in the thousands – possibly even the tens of thousands, Ash thought. It made him a little ill to consider what he was up against. Could he hope to outfight the Unown? They didn’t seem aggressive, but the power they commanded was on the level to demolish him and his team without a thought.

No, he couldn’t fight this. At best he could find the Unown and hope that Molly would show up. She was the key to all of this. If she’d been the one to release the Unown then maybe she could seal them away.

But how could he find them? He’d been running in this void for ages. It wasn’t an illusion. It was just another layer of reality Molly had created and folded on itself. Well, more likely it was a defense generated by the Unown. Molly didn’t seem to actively create very much. It just followed her whims.

He slowed to a trot. Seeker snuggled close into his shoulders, shivering as the chill of the void sank into her bones, but Sneasel sprinted along for a few more feet before matching Ash’s pace. “We’ll never get through this.”

Sneasel hissed. Ash could guess what he was asking. “I want to find the Unown. Molly doesn’t want anyone to find the Unown. I’ll never reach them…we’re playing by her rules,” his eyes hardened. That made things much harder than they needed to be. He’d hoped he could brute force his way through the defenses, hope that he could trust in Mewtwo’s help. But it was all wrong.

Ash had to remember that the rules here didn’t have to make sense. Distance meant nothing. Time meant nothing. All that mattered was that what he wanted didn’t matter. As long as Molly was working against him (consciously or not) he would lose.

He didn’t dare look past the ill-defined barriers of this place into the void. Ash wasn’t sure he could take anymore memories – it was already hard to keep ahold of himself when the laws of physics weren’t on his side. Instead he closed his eyes and tried to ignore everything else.

“Molly!” Ash called out (coincidentally in the same tone he’d use to settle disputes with his team) into the vast expanse of nothingness. It echoed for minutes on end, his voice crying out the same words over and over again.

Finally he opened his eyes and dared to hope that his attempt had worked. Disappointment welled in his chest when he realized nothing had happened.

Then…the world changed. Nothing perceptible shifted, but Ash knew in his bones that has cries had been heard.

“What do you want?” The scowling grimace of his clone answered his plea. Ash winced at its ruined appearance – it didn’t look like Not-Ash had recovered from his grievous injuries at Ash’s hands. Little strands of crystal organically knit his ruined flesh together, but it was slow, unsteady work. It appeared to flutter wildly at times, piling upon itself to rebuild the construct, but at other times the squirming fibers dulled and slowed as if they had been frozen.

If his clone had been an actual human he’d have been killed by Ash’s attack. It made something in Ash twist unpleasantly, but he subdued the thought as he observed the clone: his face was nearly blasted off, a smooth crystalline face all that remained of one side of his head. He limped as a result of Sneasel’s wicked work, leaning heavily on his left leg. The right hadn’t fully recovered yet. Its heel was still sliced without any real repair – had the clone tried to lean on his right leg it would have toppled to the ground. There were still great swathes of flesh and cloth that hadn’t been restored, still present as nothing but smooth, solid crystal.

“Are you going to say anything?” The clone raised an eyebrow. Ash coughed, somewhat embarrassed at his distraction. He did his best to ignore the unsettling sight of his own ruined body.

“I need to talk to Molly.”

Not-Ash barked out a harsh laugh. “You think I’m going to take you to see my baby sister? You’ve attacked me,” he waved a hand over his burnt, shredded body, “my team,” his eyes narrowed dangerously, “and you’ve ignored any attempts to work this out without violence.”

Well, he wasn’t wrong. He grimaced at the thought of Fire’s sudden surgence. Things could have gone differently. “I don’t want to fight anymore,” Ash spoke quietly. His mind went to the thought of his team…what had happened to them? Were they alright? Were they still locked in combat with the clone’s team? It couldn’t have been that long since he’d escaped Not-Ash. “All I want is to speak with Molly and resolve this. I swear!”

The clone watched him mistrustfully. “Why should I believe you?”

Ash hesitated. To be honest, he wouldn’t have trusted himself right now either. “Because my team needs me. I know we can’t win against you,” Ash admitted. The intact side of the clone’s face quirked up in a smirk that really rubbed him the wrong way, but he didn’t allow the irritation to influence him. “But my team needs me. I wouldn’t risk them if I didn’t have to. I just want them back and safe and working with Molly is the only way to ensure that.”

He waited. The clone didn’t respond for a while, glancing him up and down. The crystal slowed again, failing to rebuild his clone’s form to any meaningful level. They were so sluggish that it was like they’d been buried beneath a great mound of sand.

“Do you know why I’m like this?” His clone said suddenly, waving his hand over his ruined, ravaged form. Ash frowned and shook his head. The imposter smiled tiredly. “It’s because Molly met you. My team is the same – they’re ruined now, barely intact after your brothers and sisters had their way with them. We’re on our last legs because my sister saw you for real. She believes in you now – she knows you. Karen’s told her about you.”

Ash frowned again as the pieces slowly began to fit together. The clone chuckled. “Do you see it? Molly doesn’t need us anymore. She has you.” Ash noted that his clone didn’t seem nearly as bitter about that as he would have been. Maybe the clone didn’t even have the capacity to be angry with Molly. “We’re ruined.”

“…I’m sorry,” Ash offered, genuinely bothered by the clone’s words. It seemed wrong for something to be discarded so easily, even if it wasn’t really alive. But that was what kids did, wasn’t it? They found a new toy and got bored of the old one.

Maybe the same would happen to him in time. Maybe Molly would meet him, tire of him, and throw him away as soon as something more interesting came along.

“Molly wants to meet you,” the clone said quietly. “She wants to meet her big brother for real. So I’ll take you to her. She will be happy and I will as well. Then I will fade.”

The clone met his gaze evenly and extended a gloved hand. “Take my hand. I will take you to her.”

Ash killed his fear, distrust, and all the hesitation that came with it. He returned his team and took the hand. No sooner had he brushed his fingers against his clones’ before he felt a sudden, irrevocable shift.

Stars twinkled, then stretched from the top of the void to the bottom until they became great, shining lines. He gazed at them, awestruck despite the seriousness of the situation, and marveled at the sight even as the world around them faded and fragmented apart into a billion little fragments of pale purple glass. Reality itself shattered like a mirror struck with a hammer, cracking about Ash and his clone until everything warped and twisted around them.

“Look away,” Not-Ash whispered as their surroundings changed into forests and great fractals of crystal branching every which way, collapsing in and upon itself and spiraling ever further into the abyss Ash knew to be just out of sight…

The Choir’s humming reached ever new pitches, wailing and crooning and cackling in equal measure in a thousand different tones as the landscapes blurred across the corners of Ash’s vision. He snapped his eyes shut and the murmurs lightened, but he still had the unsettling feeling of being watched by an entire stadium’s worth of eyes.

Still, he found himself somewhat grateful to his clone as he gripped Ash’s forearm tightly, steadying him and anchoring him. The Choir’s wails were less cutting, the nausea of being whipped across a stormy sky lessened, and Ash felt more…him. Less as though he were being stretched and twisted in twenty directions at once.

He felt the clone’s hand (it felt like a real hand, he noted, not one sewn and shaped from living crystal) release. “We’re here,” Not-Ash said softly and stepped to the side. There was something warm in his voice, a gentleness that hadn’t been there before.

Ash opened his eyes and stared. He ignored the great glass arches that spired into the heavens above, or the heavy plates of crystal making up the floor and rising up to form plain, admittedly beautiful furniture. He ignored the hopeful little girl holding Not-Ash’s hand (the crystal construct had a big, dumb smile on his restored face) and even Karen, who looked utterly resigned to the situation.

“Mom?” His voice hitched. He hated himself for the show of weakness but he couldn’t bring himself to care. How could he when she was right there? And there was something in her gaze that hadn’t been there before - a warmth, a spark, recognition. She remembered him. “Are you okay?”

She laughed and Ash was almost embarassed at how much he had missed that. It made him feel like a little kid again. His mother rose from the massive bed - Molly’s, he realized as he remembered it from the visions in the stars - and spread her arms wide. “Come here, Ash. I’ve missed you!”

He didn’t think. Ash threw all caution to the wind and embraced her. The burden on his shoulders felt a thousand times lighter now that he knew his mom wasn’t lost to him - she hadn’t been snuffed out by the crystal. “I missed you too,” Ash said, voice muffled by his mother’s shoulder.

His mom’s lips curved into a smile and he couldn’t bring himself to care about Molly or the Unown or the League or the Legends…

“It’s good to have you back,” she cooed. His mother pulled away and held his arms, obviously concerned at the damage to his clothes and the numerous scuffs and singes left all over him from the events of the day. She brushed little worms of crystal away with a huff. “Look at you! What have you been up to, mister? I’ve heard you’ve been making trouble for your little sister all day!”

Little sister, Ash mouthed, dumbstruck. What was she - No. No, no, no. This wasn’t happening! He pulled away, staring at his mother like she was a stranger. And was that even wrong? She didn’t even really know him anymore. She didn’t know her own family. Her mind was twisted around Molly’s finger and who knew if he was even talking to his real mom right now? Maybe this was just another of Molly’s constructs, another crystal clone designed to fulfill Molly’s fantasies.

“What’s wrong, Ashy?” The stranger said, reaching out for him. He nearly pushed her away, but couldn’t find it in him to go through with it. The thought of pushing his mom (or even something wearing the face of his mom) was too much. “Do you need something? You can rest if you’re tired. Where’s your team?”

“I - I don’t know,” Ash confessed despite the maelstrom swirling within him. His heart felt like someone had reached into his chest and squeezed mercilessly. The pang couldn’t be ignored, but he did his best. How could he deal with Molly and the Unown if he spared even a second to think of his team fighting bravely against their phantoms? Images he couldn’t describe - of ruin, blood, and broken bodies - flitted through his mind.

He ignored his mother’s arms when they encircled them and finally turned to face the giants in the room.

“Hi, Molly,” Ash tried to come off as warm, but it sounded hollow even to his ears. Molly didn’t seem to mind, though. She stared at him with big, blue eyes filled with hope and a hunger he couldn’t quite name. He stared back, taking in the true Molly.

She looked just like she did in the pictures his mother had sent less than a month ago. A tiny girl with honey-blonde hair and a small pout on her face. Molly was utterly pristine in her fabricated reality and it was bizarre how neatly she seemed to fit. Even his mother and Not-Ash were out of place in this bizarre wonderland of shiny fractals and spires shaped of lustrous diamond, but Molly was at home. The world shifted around her, seemingly brighter and possessing some indescribable quality that made her feel more real than any of them.

“Hi, Ash,” Molly said. She grinned madly at him and gestured grandly at the bright room around them. Grand curtains came alive despite being encrusted entirely in the Unown’s crystal, rustling in an unseen breeze. Lights of some brilliant, ethereal substance that swam in the air as if it were an ocean. Giggles - the shrieking howls of the choir were easier to bear here, gentle and comforting - filled the air and he thought he heard all kinds of voices singing from the walls. His mother’s, Uncle Spencer’s, Molly’s…even his own, though it spoke of conversations he’d never had. “Do you like my room? I made it myself!”

“It’s…bright,” Ash replied, struggling to find something that sounded vaguely complementary. It was hard to do when his first reaction to seeing the girl was to grab her and shake her until she lifted this illusion and made everything right again. Well, he would have tried. Ash was pretty sure Not-Ash and the room itself would write him out of existence before he even touched the girl.

Molly laughed and twirled around, little sparkles and rainbows threading about her every move. “Thanks!” She stopped and looked up at him again. It was hard to believe someone so tiny could cause such a huge mess. “So I win the game, right?”

“Game?” Ash furrowed his brow until the realization hit him. “Oh, yeah. Hide-and-seek. Yeah, you won. You found me.” Well, sent his clone to teleport him to her but he wasn’t going to disagree with her. The last thing he needed was to upset her and have her warp his mind like she had to his mother.

“Yes!” She cheered, pumping her little fist. “I’m so happy! I knew I’d win,” Molly boasted. His mother giggled at Ash’s side and knelt down to ruffle Molly’s hair. The girl seemed to soak up the attention like a sponge - she practically glowed as Delia sat on the bed next to her. “First I beat Miss Karen and now I beat you! I’m the best!”

He just nodded along and spared a glance at Karen. She looked normal for the most part, but he didn’t miss the tell-tale dusting of shiny crystal flakes on her skin. It actually looked good on her, as did the doting smile she sent Molly’s way.

“So you beat her?”

“Fair and square,” Karen snorted, drumming her fingers on her thigh. She actually looked vaguely annoyed at her loss. At least Molly hadn’t totally rewritten her personality. Perhaps the crystal infecting Karen hadn’t wormed its way deep enough yet. “I just couldn’t keep up - she’s so talented. One day she might even be able to beat you, Ash.”

Molly beamed at Karen, who smiled back softly. That glow was back. Ash thought back to her memories he’d glimpsed in the abyss and his anger and bitterness ebbed, replaced by a lingering guilt and shame.

This wasn’t Molly’s fault. She wasn’t a monster trying to hurt him or his mom. She probably loved his mother as much as he did - the secondhand emotions he’d picked up from viewing her memories told him that much. Molly was just a desperately lonely little girl who missed her mom and thought she’d found a new mom and a brother who she could idolize. She’d eaten up his mother’s stories to the point of willing a copy of him into being.

“It’s good to finally meet the real you, Molly,” Ash said finally. It was nice to see her as she was.

“Huh? We’ve known each other forever!”

“I know,” he said, fighting the part of him (the part the choir crooned to) that really believed what she said.

Molly pouted. “You aren’t making any sense!”

Ash just laughed and finally felt comfortable in the silence that followed. His mother seemed content to sit and brush her fingers through Molly’s long locks. Karen flipped her hair as she reclined on the bed, staring at a pokeball she tossed up and down. Even Not-Ash finally relaxed, hobbling his malformed

It was almost peaceful.

Unfortunately, the brief period of respite had to end. Too much counted on him ending this.

“So what do you think of the people outside?”

Molly peeked up at him from where she sat on the crystalline plate directly underneath his mother. A nasty scowl was on her face. “I hate them! I just want them to leave us alone…” she murmured. Ash nodded along. “And they keep hurting Papa! He just wants them to leave and they hit him!”

“What if they win?” Ash asked, sitting down upon a surprisingly comfortable throne of crystal (it had conveniently erected itself across from Molly not a moment before). He felt newfound confidence surge through his veins. He knew what he needed to do. “What if they beat your Papa?”

“No!” The world lost a bit of its shine as Molly shouted at him. It returned to normal just a moment later, but it was a sign that he appreciated. Molly wrung her hands together at his mother’s feet, sullenly staring at them. His mom hushed her, whispering soothing nothings into the girl’s ear. “Nothing can beat my Papa! He’s the biggest, strongest person in the world!”

Well, that settled it. It confirmed what Ash already knew - the League could never defeat the Crystal Entei. Molly’s will drove the Unown’s crystal. They’d keep feeding it more and more power until it inevitably triumphed through sheer attrition. Even the Beasts couldn’t fight forever, and as soon as the Unown turned the majority of their power outward and focused it against Molly’s unwitting enemies, they’d win.

It was impossible to prove, but the theory lined up with everything else he’d learnt in this world.

“I know,” Ash said after a moment, trusting that his mother had calmed Molly down. He was aware of Karen’s sharp eyes burning holes into him - the crystal hadn’t dulled her wits at all. Ash wasn’t sure how deeply into Molly’s trap she’d fallen, but the Dark Master knew he was up to something. “But even if he wins your Papa is still getting hurt, isn’t he? You don’t want that, do you?”

“No!” Molly growled cutely. Her fists balled and Ash wiped a few beads of sweat away as the temperature in the room spiked. “I won’t let Papa get hurt!”

He hid a smile. “I know you won’t,” he nodded, “but I want to help you make sure he doesn’t get hurt anymore. I can help. I know some of those people outside - they aren’t all bad,” he grimaced at the surge of heat, but pressed on quickly. “A few are my friends. Karen’s friends, too!”

“Really?” Molly asked doubtfully. She looked over to Karen, who nodded, then back to Ash. “Wow! How many friends do you have?”

“Lots!” Ash winced at how wrong his cheery voice sounded. He swore never to use it again after today. He waited a moment before he leaned in closer to Molly, smiling at the hopeful look in her eyes. “I bet they’ll be your friends too. You’d like them. They’re grown-ups and a lot are way stronger than I am.”

“But you’re the best trainer in the world!” Molly protested. He couldn’t help but bark out a laugh at that. Oh, if only she knew…

After a moment he leaned back in his chair. It flexed with him. “Maybe you should meet them yourself,” he plastered on a grin. “But we’ll have to get them to stop fighting, first.”

“How?” The little girl scowled as she crossed her arms and huffed. “They’re mean! They won’t leave us alone!”

Ash shook his head. “They’re just scared. Right, mom?”

His mother cheerfully nodded, not really paying attention to anything other than braiding Molly’s hair. “Yep!”

“See?” He asked Molly. She hesitantly nodded, looking more and more unsure of herself. “I know how you can get them to stop, though. If you have your Papa stop fighting them and send Karen out to talk with them I bet you can make sure nobody else gets hurt.”

“But I don’t want Karen to go!” Molly was suddenly laid in Karen’s lap, clutching at the woman’s bare arm. The crystal dusting Karen shone brighter at Molly’s touch and hummed happily. “She has to stay here with me. We’re friends!”

Before Ash could try to convince Molly any further, Karen spoke up. “I think he’s right,” she said to Molly, hugging the girl tightly. Molly’s fingers gripped tightly onto Karen, refusing to let go. His fellow Elite Four member caught his eye and nodded. “I can help you. Send me out there and I can stop the fighting. They’ll listen to me!”

Molly hid her face in her hands. The room was silent.

“Okay,” she said at last, and a moment later Karen vanished as though she were never there in the first place. Ash blinked, surprised, then smiled. Things were finally working out for a change. With any luck Karen would be freed from any influence the crystal was exerting by Agatha or another ghost or dark-type user. She would be able to feed the League valuable information.

And if not, well, maybe she’d succeed in talking the League down. The more Ash spoke to Molly the more certain he was that she could be reasoned with. She didn’t want to hurt anybody - she wasn’t even aware of the destruction she was causing. If Ash could just convince her to return things to normal then maybe they could buy enough time to somehow sever the Unown from her and seal them up somewhere.

He paused for a moment to consider his next move. There were a few things he needed to ponder. Mostly he had to ensure his team would be kept safe - Ash doubted that Molly would harm them, but he wouldn’t feel secure until he had them by his side again. That said, his biggest priority would be to get Molly to end this. If he couldn’t convince her to sever whatever link she had with the Unown (if she was even capable of that) then he’d at least do his best to get Molly to return things to how they were.

That meant leaving a time bomb - it didn’t seem Molly was in complete control herself, or at least didn’t consciously direct it - but he could work with that.

“I’m bored!” Molly declared, suddenly standing in front of Ash. He flinched but nodded along. She looked at him. “We should play a game!”

“We could battle,” Ash said reflexively, though he nearly facepalmed after he said it. There was no way that could go well…maybe he should try to pick up a hobby outside of battling? No, he decided, that would be a waste. It was hard not to smile at Molly’s wild grin, but he barely held it back. Were those his feelings or the crystal’s? It was so hard to tell at this point…

His mother clasped her hands together. “That sounds like a great idea!” She chirped, hugging Molly tight to her chest. The little girl immediately relaxed, snuggling in tighter. A darkness that was entirely his own rose in Ash’s chest, but he quelled the feeling after a moment. “Let’s go! We can play in the ocean and then go into space and -”

Ash interrupted her. It wasn’t hard to catch sight of a darkening tinge to the room, or the crystal raining down around them sharpening into focus. “I have a better idea!”

She leaned back into his mother’s arms. “What is it?” Molly didn’t look pleased at his interruption but at least she was giving him a chance. He could work with that (even if Not-Ash’s baleful stare from the corner was a bit distracting).

“How about we do something else before we battle?”

“What are we gonna do?” Molly leaned forward, eyes alight with eagerness. She squirmed in his mother’s lap like she’d just been struck with lightning, but he figured she was just excited. “Do you want to go fly? I did that with mommy and it was so fun!”

He blinked. “Nope.”

“Do you want to go to the moon? Or what about a spaceship?” The little girl rambled aimlessly, raising a finger at every suggesiton. He could barely keep up. “Oh! I know! We can sneak into Papa’s room and look at his stuff. He has all kinds of fun stuff!”

“No!” Ash said a bit too sharply, wincing at the hurt look on Molly’s face. He needed to reign his temper in. Nothing good would come out of angering her. “Sorry,” he apologized. “But how about we show each other something cool?”

She pursed her lips and sucked juice through a curly straw embedded in a bright orange cup that had just appeared in her hand. “Something cool?” Molly asked. He nodded. “That’s easy! I have all the cool stuff! Look at all my toys!” She pointed to the corner of the room where Not-Ash lurked in the shadows. Ash was pretty sure it had been completely empty before, but now it was crammed full of hundreds (possibly even thousands) of toys piled nearly twenty feet up in the air. There were toys he was pretty sure he’d used to own, plushies of pokemon and a few that looked like Sabrina, Lance, and the Cerulean Sisters (Misty was nowhere to be seen), and an obnoxiously large Snorlax that might have been built to scale with the real thing. He couldn’t even keep track of the vast hoard.

“Wow,” he said. It was hard to hide his frustration. Of course that was what Molly would think was cool… “But I meant something else.”

“Huh?” She didn’t appear to really be paying attention, enraptured as she was with a little stuffed Nidoking she was hugging to her chest.

Ash sighed. “Like this!” He squeezed his eyes shut and grasped for the Feather with his newfound familiarity. It stung to reach for the power again, but he ignored the slight pain and fatigue and allowed Fire to flow through his core. A tingle filled his palm, then heat. 

Fire burst from his hand in a blazing column of whipping heat and light, spiraling madly into the sky, searing away the crystalline flecks dusting the air. Ash felt a righteous blaze fill his spirit, casting a wild grin on his face as he held an inferno in his grip. The light dimmed, then faded as he ceased to feed Fire into reality.

“Boring!” Molly yawned. That stung his pride, and Ash couldn’t do much more than grunt in confusion. What? She leapt from his mother’s arms and twirled in a dress glinting madly in every hue of the rainbow, shifting seamlessly into a blaze of fire and dancing sparks, and finally flowing purple crystal. Auroras filled the sky and suddenly they had left Molly’s room and hung suspended effortlessly thousands of feet in the air, staring down at a floor of clouds. Mountain peaks pierced the heavens around them, jutting past into the void above.

Ash sighed. Maybe he should have realized she’d been playing with the Unown’s powers for at least a day or so…

“Okay, you beat me,” he raised his hands placatingly. The little girl stood proudly with her hands on her hips, beaming. “But there’s something else I want to see before we battle.”

“Fine,” Molly rolled her eyes. He could tell she was starting to get frustrated with him, but at least she was still playing along. For now she was content to cuddle in his mother’s lap and go along with whatever he said.

“The Unown,” he announced, wincing at the scowl adorning Molly’s face.

“Why?” She pouted. Not-Ash appeared at her side, staring daggers at Ash. The construct palmed the pokeballs on his belt (Ash didn’t miss that an additional one had appeared, likely containing Aron). “They’re MY friends, not yours. They don’t like other people!”

His eyes lit up. “I’ve just heard all these cool stories about them. One of my friends has one, but only one. I want to see them all!”

Not-Ash leaned in close to Molly and whispered something. She frowned. “Okay. I can take you there for a minute…but you have to show me something really cool first, not that dumb fire!”

Something seared in his chest - Ash was pretty sure Moltres was vaguely offended - and Ash was left dumbfounded. It was so close and then just ripped away. How was he supposed to know she wouldn’t be impressed by literally conjuring Fire? What did he have left?

Desperation filled his chest, and with it came the salty scent of a sea breeze. A whisper of deep, mysterious notes that brought to mind images of the secret places of the sea and sunless ocean depths welled in his mind, and suddenly the solution was clear as day. Molly might not be impressed by the cruder displays of his gifts, but he thought she might be more susceptible to a subtler use.

“There is something I can show you,” he grinned and reached for his pack. With a thought the flute gifted to him by Lugia materialized in his hand, its pearly sheen a pale, luminescent glow in the dim light of the heavens they rested in. The cool material fit perfectly in his hand, as though it had been crafted specially for him - and hadn’t it? It had been some time since he’d touched the smooth length of the flute and he marveled at the gentle presence wrapped up in its form.

Molly stared. “It’s so pretty!” She marveled, reaching out a hand to grasp for it. Her brow furrowed after a moment. “Why won’t it come to me? I want it!”

Ash winced as Molly’s words cut deep, as though her frustration had taken form and lashed out. For a moment he felt a harsh force grip upon the flute, but it washed away from the instrument like waves on the shoreline. The flute remained securely in his hand, unwilling to yield to Molly’s whims.

“It’s mine,” he said absently. Molly looked a little less frustrated now. His mother securely hugged the girl and smiled at him.

“Why don’t you play for us, sweetie?” His mother suggested. Molly grinned and clapped her hands together.

“Yeah!” She cheered, watching Ash raptly. He nodded after a moment, confident that this would satisfy Molly’s curiosity.

He pulled the flute to his lips as though it were second nature. Ash had spent a few lonely nights practicing with the instrument while his battered, exhausted team huddled around him (he longed for the peace of those long nights) but he really wasn’t any good. All he’d managed to do was produce a few consistent sounds and reduce the amount of time Seeker, Nidoking, and Sneasel would cringe away when he hit particularly painful notes.

Yet he knew one song by heart. Ash didn’t draw on Lugia’s influence. He didn’t reach deep for the Song. He simply pulled the flute to his lips and played. The clear, high notes spun a spell around Molly and his enthralled mother and they watched raptly as he played. His fingers worked on reflex as he fell into the tune, all the worries and tension flooding away.

Ash closed his eyes to concentrate, but he could feel the world around them flowing and dancing to accomodate the Song. Waves lapped up against the clouds. The air smelt of salt and brine. It cooled more and more, soothing his hot skin and a gentle darkness chased the light away. Shadows wrapped around them all, hiding the little flecks of crystal dancing in the air. Molly hummed along, tapping her feet to the tune. He could feel it, just as he blindly felt the tear running down his mother’s cheek.

The final notes of the Song hung in the air longer than they should have, as though Molly’s reality was loath to part with them. At last they washed away, though if Ash listened closely he could hear the faint tune woven into the constant murmurs of the Unown.

“That was beautiful, Ashy,” his mother brushed away the liquid streaking her cheeks. She smiled, and Ash thought he could see a spark of something bright in her eyes. Something he’d thought lost. “When did you learn to play? I could never get you to try when you were little like Molly here!”

She always had to work Molly in, didn’t she? Ash sighed, unwilling to relinquish his good mood. “Just recently. A good friend taught me that song.”

“It’s really pretty!” Molly appeared at his feet. Her eyes were locked on his flute - he wondered if the little girl was so enraptured by it because it was the one thing she couldn’t have here. “It was like when Mama and Papa took me to the beach!”

“Yeah,” Ash nodded tiredly. He angled the flute to let Molly look at her reflection in the silvery instrument. She oohed and awwed at the sight. “You know, it’s your song now too. It’ll always be with you.”

Molly looked up at him with big blue eyes. “Really? It’ll never go away?”

“Never,” he promised. Molly smiled, but he didn’t miss Not-Ash taking a few steps back to return to the corner he’d occupied before. Not-Ash didn’t seem bothered, but Ash felt a strange sense of pity for the construct. It really was just an extension of Molly - a human doll shaped by the Unown and Molly’s desires before it was stained with his own experiences.

As though Not-Ash had heard his thoughts, Not-Ash spoke up. “You said you’d take us to the Unown, remember?”

“Oh yeah,” Molly chirped, and something lurched. “Close your eyes!”

Ash meant to, he really did. He didn’t want a repeat of his trip to Molly’s room. But there was something he saw in the heavens, some glimpse of illusory starlight, that caught his gaze. He had eyes for nothing else as their surroundings melted and bled into itself, with only himself, Molly, and his mother remaining untouched. Even Not-Ash bled into the surging, writhing crystal with only a vague silhouette remaining of his form.

Ash couldn’t care less. Some part of him demanded he listen to the choir’s croons and whispers and stare deeper into the abyss, the flowing nexus of desire and makeshift reality and a thousand sights his puny human brain couldn’t even begin to process and secrets that seared his eyes to witness.

The abyss rewarded his daring with a stare of its own. The Unown laughed. The sound snaked into his mind and echoed endlessly in his ears.

A man, clad in blue and bearing a black cloak, stood in a cavernous area filled with a peaceful green glow. The black-haired man regarded the tiny pink figure - Mew! - warily and with great respect. 

“I offer my Aura as tribute! Guardian of Life, restore this land and shield my people…I beg this of you!”

The vision was gone as quickly as it had appeared, little more than jumbled fragments in Ash’s memories. He’d seen that vision before, though in much less detail…it was at New Island, his frazzled mind recalled. What was that?

Murmurs roared. Whispers cut deep into his essence. Ash saw. Before him swarmed thousands upon thousands of Unown, flitting this way and that. They numbered so many that he could barely tell where they ended and the blackness of the void they inhabited began. Some danced by him, brushing against him without thought - they dashed away quickly, giggling like Molly all the while. They were harder than their insubstantial forms would suggest. It was almost like they were shaped from stone or baked clay.

“We’re here!” The master of the Unown chirped. The Unown waggled happily, like a Growlithe greeting its master. Hundreds circled slowly above them, drawn to Molly. “Aren’t they cute?”

Cute wasn’t a word Ash would use to describe the Unown. Fascinating, unsettling, entrancing…those seemed more apt. While the swarms of Unown (he felt their thousands of eyes focus on him in unison as he stared) might dote on Molly, Ash could tell they had no regard for anything else. They were obsessed with her. Ash wasn’t even sure they were aware of the world outside of the little girl.

“They’re adorable,” his mother crooned. A few Unown floated around her, brushing through her hair and ruffling her clothes. One even clutched to her shoulder, sticking onto her blouse as if it had been glued on. She stroked it gently, marveling at the creature. Ash couldn’t help but smile - at least he knew his mother was still in there somewhere. “Do they always follow you around like this?”

“Yep! We’re best friends,” Molly boasted, twirling through the fluttering Unown. They spun around her cheerfully, singing in tune with Molly as she hummed the Song. Ash even hummed along himself before he snapped back to reality - well, Molly’s reality. “I love them.”

His mother laughed and stepped closer to Molly, passing through the swarming Unown with ease. They parted for her, allowing her to rest a hand on Molly’s shoulder. Ash didn’t join them. Instead, he regarded the Unown even as they regarded him.

They knew his motives. By now they had likely divined every last thought that had passed through his mind and dissected it a hundred times over. But if that was the case why didn’t Molly know what he was thinking? She seemed aware of more than she should, but not as much as she could. By all rights she should be omniscient if the Unown were feeding her everything that went on in her realm.

So why didn’t she know he wanted to end this?

The possibilities filtered through his mind endlessly. Was she simply unable to process that much information? Were the Unown too occupied carrying out her whims? Could Molly simply be uninterested in knowing everything? Of course, there was also the chance that the Unown were just trying to preserve Molly’s happiness. Somehow he didn’t think she’d enjoy knowing his true thoughts.

That actually made him feel unpleasantly guilty. Molly didn’t deserve the disdain he’d given her before.

“How do you control them?” He called out, hoping he’d be heard above the frantic songs of the Unown as they spun around in an elegant routine. Some slowed, some sped up, and others stopped moving altogether. They all stared unblinkingly at him.

“Huh?” Molly stopped dancing and cocked her head quizzically. The void darkened even more, if that was possible. “Control?”

He waved a hand at the swarm, which had frozen entirely. It was actually more disturbing than the vast numbers of Unown flitting in every direction. Ash felt as though the world itself were watching him. “How do you get them to do what you want?”

She frowned. “We’re friends.”

“Okay,” Ash frowned, “but how do you tell them what you want them to do?”

“I already told you!” Molly stamped her foot. The Unown glared. Even his mother looked at him disapprovingly, folding her arms in that familiar way that meant he was about to be in trouble.

A scowl marred his face. “I just want to know how you work with the Unown!”

“We’re friends!” His pint-sized opponent howled, a gust of freezing air sweeping through the void. His blood chilled and Ash staggered under the weight of the Unown’s sudden shriek, the choir losing the comforting cords of Lugia’s Song and replacing it with the overpowering weight of Molly’s simple fury, amplified a thousand times over until he felt as though his blood vessels would pop underneath its pressure.

He groaned as his knees buckled. Even the Feather’s might quailed underneath the power of the Unown, sputtering uselessly until all he could think of was the endless screams of the Unown and the faint echos of Molly’s underneath it all, driving them to further and further madness until it snapped.

“Agh!” Ash cried. A brutal force crushed him to the ground. Thick nails dug into his chest and heavy pads pressed hard enough to the point his ribs would soon crack. Ash’s fingers scrambled uselessly for his pokeballs, desperate for his team to provide any kind of relief, but cunning strands of crystal tangled his fingers and glued them together.

Hot, smokey breath smothered his face. Ash gagged, fighting back a wretch, and opened his eyes. The terrible sight of the Crystal Entei (he noted with satisfaction there were great swathes of its fur still regenerating from where the true Beasts had gotten ahold of it) greeted his vision.

That wasn’t half as terrible as the terrible roar that greeted him. Ash quailed at the primal sound, though he could scarcely move underneath the Crystal Entei’s massive bulk. Its shaggy fur brushed his face, practically drowning him in its scent. It smelled of burning wood, like a campfire or logs in a fireplace in the depths of winter.

“What have you done to Molly?” The Crystal Entei roared. Ash winced at hearing Uncle Spencer’s voice erupt from the Beast’s throat - it actually reminded Ash of the time Uncle Spencer had caught him after he’d knocked over some old, priceless vase - and was very, very thankful when the pressure holding him to the floor lessened.

He waited a moment before he pulled himself up into a sitting position. Ash didn’t dare rise to his feet, but regarded the Crystal Entei warily. For once it wasn’t the biggest threat in the area. He was even more aware of the Unown suspended behind it.

“I didn’t do anything!” Ash coughed as the Crystal Entei stared him down. Molly appeared on Entei’s gigantic neck, weaving her tiny hands into its thick mahogany fur and wrapping it around her wrists like reins. “We just had a disagreement!”

The Crystal Entei looked at him like he was a particularly irritating bug-type. “Apologize to Molly. You are the one at fault.”

“What?” He blinked, though quickly relented when the Crystal Entei’s eyes narrowed. There was no way he would risk the Beast’s anger. Not when he was so close to getting through to Molly… “I’m sorry, Molly. I didn’t mean to upset you.”

Molly frowned at him, but finally broke into a cheery grin. “Okay!”

The atmosphere was quickly broken as something…shifted. Three roars echoed throughout the void, and the Unown twitched. Ash didn’t miss the frenzied activity that followed, or the slight frown on Not-Ash’s face. Even the Crystal Entei shifted uneasily, its great bulk swaying from side to side.

Ash grinned.

“What was that?” Molly panicked, gripping on tighter to the Crystal Entei. His mother materialized behind her and stroked her hair. “I don’t like it. Make it stop!”

“It’s the Legendary Beasts,” Ash and his clone said at once. He looked at the construct oddly, only to frown when he realized Not-Ash was doing the exact same thing. That was annoying.

Molly shook her head. “But they’re supposed to be nice…”

“I don’t know about nice,” Ash trailed off, remembering the savagery with which the Beasts had dispatched the Crystal Entei. No wonder the Crystal Entei was so uncomfortable at their reappearance… “But they are good.”

Judging from the perplexed look on her face, Molly was having a hard time with the concept. For her nice and good were one and the same.

He decided to help her. “They want to do the right thing and help everybody, but they aren’t always nice about it.”

“Then why are they trying to scare me! Why are they hurting Papa?” Molly sniffled. Her face was white as another set of earth-shattering roars quaked throughout the void, echoing endlessly. In fact, they were louder now. Was Molly’s fear amplifying them? “Why aren’t they helping me?”

Ash spotted an opening and cut off his mother and his clone. “They’re just trying to make things right.”

“Everything’s perfect!”

He cocked his head at her. “Do you know what’s going on outside?”

Molly scrunched her face up. “Yeah!”

Ash waited patiently.

“The bad people are trying to get in and hurt us,” Molly said confidently. His mother, Not-Ash, and the Crystal Entei nodded with her. Ash rolled his eyes. Why didn’t he see that coming?

“Can you read minds?”

“Duh,” Molly giggled. “Who can’t?”

He didn’t dignify that with a response. Instead he recalled his arrival to Greenfield: the anxiety of seeing a familiar place defiled, the terror of the crystal tide’s surge, the awful power of the Crystal Entei, and a thousand more impressions, thoughts, and snippets of memory highlighting his experiences. “Read mine.”

Molly grinned for all of two seconds before the waterworks came. Ash grimaced at the sight - he didn’t feel good about traumatizing Molly. It was probably the most intense experience she’d ever had in her very, very short life. She sobbed into the Crystal Entei’s fur, tears and hacking sobs and coughs and all the other things Ash wasn’t comfortable with coming out in droves. He was tempted to comfort her, but he was pretty sure Not-Ash and the Crystal Entei were about to murder him for hurting Molly.

Then the Unown threw their support in. Ash gasped as his own feelings (already reflected onto Molly) were amplified ten times over. It stole the breath from his lungs and his face blanched at the field of abject misery suffocating all the joy and life and warmth from the room. His mother hung limply over Molly, dully stroking her hair as she stared off into space. The Crystal Entei rest on all four, eyes shut tightly. Even Not-Ash -

“Make it stop!” Molly shrieked, pulling at her hair. Ash wiped the tears from his eyes, struggled to think of anything happy and failed…

A blankness washed over him. It seemed to have touched Molly as well if her sudden calm was anything to go by. The sheer relief was well worth his concern over what had caused it.

Stop blubbering, boy. If you do not wrest control of the Void away from the squalling brat then I will. 

His eyes hardened at Mewtwo’s words, a protective feeling briefly overcoming him. Despite his irritation, he knew Mewtwo was right. Ash had to hurry this up. The longer Molly retained control of the Unown the longer she threatened to throw the entire world into chaos. Even if the Beasts did break into the Dream World he doubted it would solve anything… they’d just terrify Molly and amplify the Crystal Entei’s power. All it would achieve was more devastation.

“Hey, Molly,” he said quietly, well-aware of the eyes (most of them the Unown’s) upon him. Molly wiped some tears away and watched him warily. She wasn’t hostile, but he could tell she was unstable right now. “You didn’t like seeing what I did, did you?”

“No!” She wiped some snot away with a shimmering cloth. “It was bad… that wasn’t supposed to happen!”

He nodded. “Yeah. I know, Molly. I know you didn’t want to hurt anyone. You’re a good kid.”

She puffed up. Ash couldn’t help but smile. “Really?”

“Really,” Ash confirmed, echoing their exchange from earlier. He met her eyes. “Molly…are you ready to wake up?”

Molly frowned. “Huh?”

“All of this…” he motioned to the void and the Unown and the stars far off in the distance. “It’s not real. You made it.”

“But it’s right here!” The girl whined, pointing out the obvious. Well, she wasn’t wrong. For all intents and purposes this whole reality existed. If Ash didn’t need to end this whole fiasco he’d have a much harder time arguing with her. Molly waved her hand and they were standing on firm, solid ground again. “See!”

Ash nodded. “Yeah, I see,” he felt oddly comforted to have something visible underneath his feet again. There was something unsettling about hovering in the middle of an infinite space filled with bizarre, living figures capable of altering reality. It was funny how that worked. “But you get what I’m saying, right?”

“Nope!”

Huh. That made things a little more difficult. “Well…think about it like this: you made all of this.”

“I know. Isn’t it great?” Molly entertained herself by tracing pictures in the air with crystal, laughing as one of a Butterfree animated itself and flew away.

“But it’s not real. There’s no substance to it,” Ash explained, helpfully ignoring the fact that Molly probably didn’t understand what he was saying. “Life is about struggling. It’s about growing. You can’t do that in this world.”

Molly shook her head and shimmered for a moment before she reappeared in the teenage form he’d seen her in earlier. Ash shook her head - he’d always be disconcerted at the change. “Yes I can! Just like this. See?”

“Yes,” Ash rolled his eyes. This was painful. “But what did you learn from that?”

She didn’t know what to say to that. Ash pressed on. “As long as you’re controlling everything in this world then you’ll never really grow up. You’ll always be a little kid.”

“That’s not true!” Molly shouted indignantly.

“Yes it is!” Ash shot back, careful to avoid saying it in a way that might stress her out. Things were tense enough already. “You’ll always be a little kid. You’ll never really connect with anyone - not me, not my mom, not your dad. We can’t be a family like that! We’re just your toys!”

Molly froze. He did too, once he realized what he’d said. “We could be a family?”

“…Yeah,” Ash said hesitantly. He felt oddly vulnerable meeting her eyes like this. His words weren’t entirely earnest (and absolutely colored by uncertainty), but it struck a chord in him as well. “I think we could, Molly. We could be a real family out in the real world. We could help each other. We could make each other grow.”

“But I want that here!” She folded her arms stubbornly. “I like it here!”

“I know. I would too,” Ash admitted. “And maybe you can come back here one day. But don’t you want to grow up first? Think how much more you could do once you see the world. Maybe you’ll even be a trainer.”

That made Molly grin. “I’m a trainer here though! The best in the world!”

“It’s not the same,” Ash shook his head. Here she could never really lose. If she wanted to win she would win. That wasn’t being a trainer. There was no fun without the risk. “Winning all the time is boring. It’s fun at first but after a while you crave the challenge. You crave the battle. Trust me, Molly.”

He thought that she did. Molly at least seemed to take his words seriously.

“Let’s end this together,” Ash proposed and extended a hand to her. Molly didn’t take it, but he thought she was at least considering the idea. “I know it’s fun in here, but don’t you want Greenfield to be Greenfield again? Don’t you want your Papa back?”

Molly looked away. He allowed her a few moments to think, well-aware that she wouldn’t respond well if he pressed too hard. The last thing he needed was for Molly’s anger to fuel the Crystal Entei or reinforce the Dream World to become more hostile…it might not bode well for the League forces, who would absolutely be trying to chase after the Beasts.

“I don’t want to leave,” she said at last. Ash grimaced at her declaration, wary of how this could fall apart at the slightest provocation. “I like it here!”

“I know,” he replied. To be honest, Ash didn’t blame her. Who wouldn’t want to live in a world where their every whim would become reality? The temptation would be too much for most, let alone an isolated girl who spent most of her days fantasizing about making her dreams come true. “But don’t you want to do more with your life? Don’t you want to live?”

His mom held Molly’s shoulders. “I think we should wait to eat before we continue this discussion, don’t you think? Look how stressed she is.”

Ash sighed. He couldn’t even tell if this was Molly’s control over his mother or just her caring personality shining through. “We don’t have time,” he said. As if to punctuate his point, the illusion trembled again. Everything seemed a little less defined, though it snapped back to its original substance a moment later. The Beasts sounded a tad closer, as if they were wading through a long hallway full of sand. It was dim but Ash knew they would reach them eventually.

“What do I do?” Molly sniffed, wiping her eyes with the Crystal Entei’s long fur. His mother brushed her hair. The great beast they rode stared at Ash uncertainly for a moment, as if considering a momentous decision. Its human-like eyes narrowed, and it shook its great mane.

Not-Ash grabbed her hand. “Listen to him, Molly.”

Ash blinked, shocked, as the Crystal Entei nodded its assent. “You can’t stay with us forever, little one.”

What? What was going on? He’d never though he would count the constructs as allies, let alone in trying to get Molly to give this world up. They would wither and die, fade away until there was nothing left but their memories.

“No!” Molly cried. She clung to the Crystal Entei ever tighter. Tears dripped down her cheeks and left streaks of glittering crystal. “You have to stay with me!”

The constructs paused at her words. Ash cut in - he was starting to understand how the rules of this game worked. Molly’s inner conflict was driving this battle. He had to fan the flames. “They’ll always be with you,” Ash promised. Molly blinked and watched him raptly. “You know that song I showed you?”

“It’s pretty,” she smiled tearily, but didn’t lessen her grip. The choir calmed and the soothing notes of the Song wove its way through their ears.

Ash nodded. “It is,” he agreed, “but do you feel it? It’s inside of you now. It’s as much a part of you as your bones are.”

Molly’s face went white. “It’s inside of me? Is it going to hurt me?”

“No!” Ash said frantically before the world could react to Molly’s fit. “No! It’s fine. It’s good.”

“Oh,” she relaxed. “Is that why I can hear it all the time?”

“Exactly,” Ash confirmed. He glanced at Not-Ash and the Crystal Entei. Both stared at him with inhuman focus. They didn’t voice their feelings but he could sense their approval. What odd creatures. Did they even care that they were campaigning for their own demise? “That’s how these two will be. They’ll always be with you, no matter what.”

His mother stroked Molly’s hair, but pulled back after a moment and smiled dreamily off into space. Molly finally spoke again. “Okay…but I can’t leave my friends! They’ll miss me!”

Friends? What - oh, he thought as he watched dozens of the Unown brush against Molly and cuddle up to her. The choir quieted to a content hum instead. “They’ll be fine,” he said, not really sure how to handle this.

“No they won’t!” Molly shouted, giggling as some of the Unown whispered to her. They stared at her like a starving man stared at a feast. “See? They only like me. They’d be sad if I left them.”

How was he supposed to react to that?

“What if we found a way to keep them around?” Ash brought up the only idea he thought might work. His first reaction was to push for sealing the Unown away and having Dazed wipe the location from his and Molly’s minds, but he doubted she’d go for that. “We just need to make sure they return things to normal, you know?”

At Not-Ash’s gentle encouragement, Molly finally conceded. “Okay…” she whispered, obviously heartbroken at the thought of leaving her newfound friends behind. She might just be a little girl, but Ash felt his respect for her go up a notch. He smiled encouragingly at her. “But I don’t know how to make things go back,” Molly balled her fists up and looked pleadingly at Ash. “Can you help?”

“Of course,” he nodded. What did she need help with? Did she need him to direct her thoughts, or help reign in the Unown? Ash caught sight of them buzzing throughout the air, swirling in an agitated way. Molly’s turmoil was affecting them, though dozens still hovered around her and clung to her desperately. “What do you need?”

Molly appeared before him, tear-stains still wet on her cheeks. Ash knelt so he’d be closer to her level and awkwardly lifted a hand to place on her shoulder. It felt wrong to be in contact with anyone that wasn’t part of his team or his mother, but he quelled his discomfort in favor of helping Molly. She needed it right now.

“Will you hold my hand?” Molly asked shyly. He nodded and gripped her tiny hand in his own. It was wet with the remnants of her tears. The Crystal Entei strode to their side with a single step and laid by Molly, its hot breath washing over them. It licked Molly’s hair with a massive, hot tongue and chuckled when she giggled and tried to smooth her hair back.

Not-Ash appeared at his side and spoke. His voice was quieter than before. Frailer. “Your sister is about to attempt to revert Greenfield to its former state,” Not-Ash said in clipped tones. It was almost uncannily even, and sounded as if the construct had just returned to civilization after a long time in the woods. The single-minded focus in the clone’s words was plain as day to Ash. Was that what he sounded like? “Focus on her. Guide her. Shield her and ground her as she directs the Unown. Do not fail.”

“I won’t,” Ash said with the same certainty as his clone. The last thing he saw was the construct’s slight smile before the Unown’s song began again, weaving its way in and out of his ears -

“You’re back!” Molly shouted as Aunt Delia arose from the pretty floor. The prettiest lady in the world looked around before she grinned wildly at Molly. 

“Of course! I just can’t stay away from you,” Aunt Delia laughed and spun her around. Bubbles followed her and popped, showering them with sparkles and glitter like the stuff Aunt Delia had bought her a few weeks ago. “I love you Molly. I’m sorry I had to leave. I’ll never leave you alone again!”

Some of that ugly feeling in her stomach (the one that always bothered her when Papa went away or when Aunt Delia left to go back to school) went away and Molly giggled. She thanked her friends for making this happen - she wanted Aunt Delia back and they’d brought her! Papa would be so happy. 

“Look who showed up!” She pointed at Ash while Aunt Delia cuddled her in her warm arms. She loved the smell of Aunt Delia’s pretty pink blouse. It smelled like the outside and grass and pokemon! Teddiursa always liked sniffing her and it was always so cute how Teddiursa would spend forever following Aunt Delia! 

Aunt Delia’s eyes lit up when she saw Ash standing in the corner. “Ashy! I knew you’d be here with your baby sister - where have you been? This awful little boy outside said he was you and it made me so mad!”

She frowned. That wasn’t right. Ash was right here where he’d always been. He’d never leave her! 

Ash gasped as the sensation of being dunked in a cold lake froze his blood and shocked his system. Her memories flooded over him, a few scenes and visions he could almost trace that were then replaced by endless streams of visions, sensations, colors, and harsh feelings. Loneliness was prevalent, but so was love. Joy in the little things he’d forgotten: finding a pretty rock in the flowers, or watching the flight of a lone Butterfree around the gardens. Molly’s emotions were fleeting and intense, shining more brilliantly than his ever had.

It was as though he were drowning.

How did she process this? Ash could feel the connection between them deepen, driven along by Molly’s desires and the Unown’s fanatical obedience in carrying out her whims. The bond became stronger. Visions became memories, memories became real. He saw years of life in an instant, watched her mother walk out the door. Played with Uncle Spencer and learned about his research (even if Molly didn’t understand it), and wished every day that he wouldn’t leave. Watched his mother walk in the door, brighten up her day and tell her the most amazing stories, then walk out again and again and again.

There was joy, too, though. Days spent playing with her Donphan slide and chasing Teddiursa around the mansion. Nights spent watching videos of his battles and children’s cartoons and hiding under the blanket pretending to be asleep whenever Uncle Spencer would check in suspiciously when she’d laugh or Teddiursa would knock one of her toys over.

After a while the memories slowed. Yet at the same time he found it harder and harder to remember himself. All he clung to was his team, his family, and the Concepts bound to him. Ash just barely retained his sense of self.

Then a thought struck him. Was Molly experiencing the same thing as he was? He couldn’t tell. They were almost indistinguishable in his mind, but he could sense fear, confusion, darkness…she must have discovered his memories.

He retreated away from Molly Hale even as the Unown forced their minds and spirits closer together. Guilt washed over him as he felt the barest sensation of a little girl sobbing into his chest from the physical world. She couldn’t take this.

Instead he tried to direct her attention to the bright spots of his life. Parts were scary but there was so much beauty. Meeting his team and discovering their quirks - Nidoking’s habit of rubbing up against trees and stripping their bark off whenever he got itchy, Torrent’s love of aweing the local pokemon whenever they set up camp, or the way Oz doted on Aron and had to be kept from giving him her food. The thrill of a victory, of crushing everyone in his path and celebrating his team. Meeting new people and discovering who they were. His training with Lance and Steven, his long discussions with Professor Oak in the days before he came to Hoenn. Battling with Gary and Jonathan and Amelia in Pallet after the Conference. Revelations of the world’s history - Chinatsu, the First’s Rhydon, and uncovering the secret places hidden away by time.

So much to live for. So much beauty.

The Feather burned against his chest - Moltres erupting from Mt. Ember, golden wings ablaze. Flying atop Lugia and watching the last flight of the Birds. Paying his respects at the First’s tomb. Sneasel hatching. Meeting Nidoran and setting out on his journey. His first victories - over Misty, over Brock and the other Gym Leaders. Defeating experienced trainers in the Conference and humbling even George Grey.

Molly calmed. He relaxed and brushed his awareness against her burgeoning consciousness. She’d learned to separate herself - yet he could still recall everything about her.

Relax. 

She stirred, afraid, but quickly realized who and what he was. Ash finally focused his attention on the great undercurrent between the link. The vast well of power gifted to them - no, to Molly - by the Unown was more immense than anything Ash had ever felt, dwarfing even Mewtwo with its depths.

It called to him. Demanded his (Molly’s) attention. Whispered for her wishes, for her desires.

Ash answered their calls, guiding Molly to answer them. He kept her focused, grounded her childish whims and inattention and directed her with his own laser focus.

Greenfield restored to a paradise of vast fields and orchards. The Hale Mansion whole and well, no longer a labyrinth of dimensions and realities far beyond their own. The crystal wiped away from the planet, recalled to the Unown’s dimension. Everything set right. Freedom for those bound to the crystal.

With Molly focused on enacting her will, Ash looked deeper. He brushed against the Unown’s vast consciousness - the choir’s whispers grew ever more inviting and friendly as he and Molly became ever more intertwined - and stared.

The Unown stared back.

There was nothing behind their consciousness. No drive. No motivation. No intelligence. They were blank as a brand-new canvas. All they held was power. Vast, untapped power just ready to be used. Entirely compliant to whatever master they served.

They weren’t alive. Not like the other Legends he’d met. The Birds were driven by their natures, but they weren’t mindless. They possessed an intelligence as great as any human, and likely greater than he could ever comprehend. Lugia was wise and brilliant as the moon. Mew liked its games and hid a ruthlessly sharp mind behind its easygoing exterior.

He immersed himself deeper. They did not push back.

As he touched their minds, fumbling in his ignorance, Ash finally began to appreciate the true complexity and immensity of the Unown. They numbered in the tens of thousands, yet he could sense that they were but a tiny fraction of the true numbers of the Unown. If he focused he could feel them off, split apart from one another by time and space (yet that distance meaningless, as they were one and all) and could feel those Unown left inert and lifeless, static without the will and spirit of a master to drive their powers. Others sang to other masters’ tunes, dancing to that beat without a care in the world for their brethren.

And the power…it was like a beacon to him. It was bound intricately to Molly, suffused with some insubstantial thing that Ash could recognize as distinctly Molly. What was that? Was this how the Feather was bound to him? The Unown would never bend to anyone but their tiny mistress…

The Unown hummed in agreement, and Ash pulled away reeling with the knowledge and comprehension of the Unown. His brain ached and Ash knew he’d pay for his little dip into the Unown tomorrow.

Instead of lingering on the issue, he paid attention to Molly as her willpower directed the Unown. She conducted the Unown’s symphony masterfully, the hymns and tunes sung by the choir finally gaining a semblance of order and rhythm as they commanded the crystal to return to its creators, restored the great scars in the land (gouges from the King’s wrath, miles of blackened, scorched land left from Entei’s wrath, pulled hills together from the debris left over by Raikou’s lightning, and calmed the north wind mercilessly whipping against the Hale Mansion), and dissolved the crystalline threads puppeting Lance and dozens of others who had been touched by the Unown’s insidious weapon.

He watched with satisfaction as Greenfield healed from the crystal scourge, wiped clean as though the events had never happened at all.

But they had. He knew it. Molly and his mother knew it. The League knew it. He thought back to those reporters he’d had to drive away from the scene. How much had they caught on camera? If they’d gotten anything significant, then the entire world would learn of what happened here as well… he felt uneasy at that, but decided that was a worry best left for later. The League could handle that particular mess.

Through the awareness of the Unown - their psychic power had saturated the area around Greenfield for miles around, spread by little spores of crystal that had been released to expand Molly’s domain even further once the League had started beating back the crystal sea - Ash watched as Lance and his dragons collapsed in their brutal fight against nearly a hundred League trainers and were quickly attended to, saw Koga seize and reveal himself and his team before they could strike at the League SPECTERS, felt the last vestiges of the corruption banished from Karen as she spoke with Agatha and her spirits.

Dozens of other nameless League trainers were freed as well. Ash caught sight of numerous Gym Leaders he recognized. Brawly and other Hoenn leaders shored up the west, having just arrived and led by the familiar forms of Steven and Wallace. Sabrina led the leaders of Kanto from the east, supporting the faltering League forces that had first responded to Molly’s actions.

There were others, but Ash found his awareness snapped back to the present as the bond between himself and Molly frayed. The last he felt was the sensation of the Unown collapsing the infinite realities they’d constructed within the mansion at Molly’s behest: dimensions folded and the boundaries between the Unown’s constructs and the real world vanished into nothingness.

Finally, it was over. All that remained of Molly’s universe were the two constructs standing nearby. Not-Ash smiled at Molly and rested his gloved hand on her shoulder. The Crystal Entei licked her head again, leaving her hair standing up wildly. Despite what had just happened, they seemed proud more than anything.

Ash could respect that.

“It’s finished,” Not-Ash said, his voice so low Ash could hardly understand what he just said. His clone took his hat off and toyed with it as he looked up at Ash. A cool flame hung on an obsidian flame burnt beneath his shirt, only visible because Ash knew where to look. “Thank you for helping her. She could never have restored Greenfield and set things right without your help.”

He quirked his lips and shook his head. “I think you’re wrong there,” he regarded Molly as she yawned and stretched. His mother leapt from Entei’s back and wiped her tears away - Molly looked like a mess, although she appeared more at peace than Ash had seen her before. “She can do anything she sets her mind to.”

Not-Ash chuckled. It was an odd sound to hear from the serious entity. Like sandpaper scratching against itself. “You understand, then.”

“I think I do,” he glanced around the room. They were in the main hall of the Hale Mansion. Ash tried to consider the geometries of how they’d gotten here, but it made his brain (already aching after peering at the nature of the Unown) hurt. “What now?”

His clone shrugged and fiddled with the bill of his cap. Ash idly noted it was bent like his own now (a thoughtful gift from Plume nipping it all the time) unlike before. “That’s Molly’s decision.”

Ash rolled his eyes. That was uninformative yet helpful all at the same time. Would it kill his clone to say more than three words at a time? They could really speed this up if Not-Ash wasn’t so tight-lipped about everything.

Something struck him. His blood ran cold. “Where’s my -”

“- Team?” Not-Ash asked. Ash nodded tersely. The clone glanced at his belt. “Look.”

Ash did, and realization struck him. “They were returned?”

“A while back. Unharmed,” Not-Ash confirmed. A great burden lifted from Ash’s shoulders and he audibly sighed in relief. If they’d been hurt… “I wish I could say the same for my team.”

He winced at the blank look on Not-Ash’s face. “I’m sorry,” he offered, not sure of what he should say. If he were in Not-Ash’s shoes there would be nothing that could console him - he wouldn’t even be able to function.

“I know,” his clone said simply. “Thank you.”

A soft hand brushed the side of his face. Ash flinched, but relaxed when he caught sight of his mother (still holding Molly’s hand of course). His mind spun. Was she freed from Molly’s spell as well, or did it still infect her?

“Ash?” She whispered, confusion in her eyes. Molly looked up at him guiltily. “It’s you. You’re my son?”

“Yes,” he nodded. Your real son was on his lips before he caught sight of Molly and Not-Ash. The cutting words died before he could ever say them. He wouldn’t do that to them.

“My only child. Or…” She frowned worriedly at Molly, gripping the tiny girl’s hand tightly.

His eyes narrowed. She seemed better, but was she truly? “What’s wrong?”

She squeezed her eyes shut. “I don’t know, Ash! There’s so much in my brain. So many memories and they’re all so different. Your father, Ash…who is he?”

Ash blinked. What?

“Hurry!” She snapped, panic-stricken, and Ash blinked again. His mother never raised her voice at him.

“Giovanni!” He blurted out. Rage filled him at the admission, and he wasn’t entirely sure if it was his or Mewtwo’s. Ash forced himself to calm. He couldn’t risk agitating Molly when he’d only just fixed everything with her. “My father is Giovanni.”

His mother muttered to herself and wrung her hands nervously. “So not Spencer…”

“What?” He blurted out. “Of course not!”

“I’m sorry, Ash!” She reached out to hug him to her. He felt wetness against his skin from her tears. “I just…I can’t handle this. It hurts. I can’t make sense of anything, it’s like I’ve lived two different lives! Please help me.”

He held her shoulders as she shook. “Molly! Make her sleep!”

Molly nodded. She was just as panicked as his mother was (and he was starting to feel it too) and responded to him instantly. Ash heard a brief chord sung by all the Unown and his mother’s shaking form collapsed like a puppet with its strings cut. He caught her with the help of Not-Ash and gently lowered her to the floor. He watched over her worriedly, a million wild thoughts flying through his mind like a hurricane.

She was released from the Unown’s control, but she hadn’t left unscathed. They hadn’t removed the memories. Could they do it? He’d assume yes, but maybe it was too intricate. Maybe they couldn’t remove the memories without harming her in some irrevocable way and had simply left her with two lives to process.

“Can you fix her?” He demanded of Molly, who latched onto his mother like her life depended on it. Great heaving sobs wracked her and not even the Crystal Entei’s comforting licks could calm her. Ash, his clone, and the Crystal Entei looked to the sky worriedly as the Unown’s wild dancing became ever more erratic, ever more unstable, and ever more mournful. Their giggles turned a dark chant, violent mutterings, and whispers of things his puny mortal brain would never be able to grasp. A chill filled the air and crawling, writhing crystal sprouted around Molly -

No. Not again. 

“Give me the Unown,” he grabbed Molly’s shoulder as gently as he could. Ash prayed to Mew, Lugia, Moltres…any entity he thought might listen. She had to listen to him. “I’ll try and fix her!”

“They’re my friends! Not yours!” Molly screamed at him, fists flailing everywhere they could reach. “Mine! Mine! Mine!”

Not-Ash hauled him off of Molly, a dark look in his eyes. He said nothing. Ash snarled and stared at Molly while she threw a tantrum - if this lasted even a minute then the Beasts would reach them. Some deep, primal part of him knew they wouldn’t hesitate to kill Molly if it meant ending the threat.

That couldn’t happen. Who knew what the Unown would do at the death of their master? All of Johto (maybe even Kanto) would be ruined by their wrath and desperation. It might not even be possible to reign them in.

Ash drew on Ice. Its frosty bite filled him, transcending the spiritual into the physical world. He clenched his teeth at the pain of Ice unbalanced by Fire or Lightning, but bore it resolutely. Without thinking he reached for the part of Molly he knew - the part he’d interacted with as they reshaped the blighted Greenfield - and brought Ice to her. She was as much an extension of Ash as any of the Concepts he bore now, tangentially connected at all times.

It worked instantaneously. The frost in the room grew overpowering for a brief few moments, but with the vicious cold that left all of them shivering Molly was calmed. Her emotions were numbed just as her body was and she simply looked at Ash with blank eyes. It was uncanny, though Ash thought it was a welcome change from the screaming girl that had threatened to throw the world into chaos for a second time.

“What’s that?” She asked evenly.

“Ice,” Ash said after pondering the question. Before she could investigate any further he cut her off. “Molly, I need the Unown. Can you transfer them to me?”

She frowned even through Ice’s numb haze. “But they’re my friends.”

“They always will be, remember?” He leveled a stare at her until she nodded. “I need them, Molly. You chose the real world, remember? You can never have that unless you give up the Unown. I know they’re your friends, but they won’t be good friends for you until you’re older.”

Molly was quiet for a bit. His hands shook. He kept looking at his mother’s dreaming face. “You’re a good friend,” she said at last. “I know you. Will you take care of them?”

“Yes,” Ash said. His heart beat faster. “I promise.”

The girl turned away from him to face the Unown. Many started to pull away from her, though they sang just for Molly. They spun around, wobbling as Molly faced her own uncertainty, and finally froze.

“You want them to protect us,” Molly stated. Ash blinked. She sounded far, far older than four in that moment. Then again, he hadn’t been the only one to gain knowledge in their brief connection. She’d experienced Ash as much as he’d experienced Molly. She knew him as well as he knew himself. “From the Legends, right?”

“Right,” Ash confirmed. He was still a little off guard from Molly’s sudden insight.

She hesitated, then turned to look at Ash. The Unown vanished as though they’d never existed. Their songs cut off and Ash finally heard blessed silence. Molly held out her tiny hand. In it was a small stone tablet, barely the size of his palm. It was massive for Molly.

“My Papa found them like this,” Molly sounded like herself again. She looked so vulnerable, like she was on the verge of tears. Ash knelt and opened his hand for her to hand him the tablet. There was no feeling of power from it, but Ash knew better than anyone what kind of potential was hidden in that tiny little stone. “You’ll be their new friend?”

“Yes,” he said solemnly. Ash could hardly keep himself from shaking as the power of a Legend was literally handed to him. The entire world felt like it froze when it touched him and Molly’s will drove the Unown to Ash en masse.

He couldn’t even speak. The Unown swarmed about him, threading each individual creature within and without his essence. In less than a second he had gone from Ash Ketchum to something more. At once he was aware of so much. The Unown were his greatest sense. They searched the world for him, granting him something that transcended his meager physical perceptions.

They saw the Truth. The intangible Truth of the world of which the physical world was a mere manifestation of. Ash looked deeply. He craved that knowledge, craved the power of knowing all there was to know.

The Unown knew his will and obeyed. He almost laughed as they opened his mind to the Truth and stared into it as deeply as he could. There was so much that he almost buckled underneath the strain, but the Unown immediately felt his desire for relief and took it away. Ash desired to know more deeply than anything, but put it off for the time being.

He had all the time in the world. Ash could feel it now. Always forward, never backward. But that was a human perception, wasn’t it? Flawed, imperfect, limited. Now he could traverse the winding ways of time with but a thought. With a simple desire. He could meet anyone he wanted to, see any event he wished. Ash could not yet perceive the Truth of Time - it evaded even the Unown, dodging his initial forays to comprehend - but he would.

But there was time for that later. There were greater matters to attend to.

Ash opened his physical eyes. It was symbolic more than anything. The Unown let him see more than he could ever hope to. His vision was more of a handicap than anything, distracting him from the mysteries of the universe. Distracting him from his victory.

He glanced down at his mother. Would she still love him like this? With but a thought he could see every moment in her life from the moment of her birth to the last breath she ever took. Despite his questions, Ash managed to resist the urge. Just because he had the unconquerable power of the Unown (and could wield it far more effectively than Molly) didn’t mean he should abuse it. Then again, if he looked he could just wipe away the knowledge once he’d learnt it.

No. That was a slippery slope. Ash reigned himself in.

Could he heal his mother? Purge the imperfect knowledge Molly had crudely forced into her head with the power of the Unown? He wished nothing more than for the Unown to rewire her neurons, act with precision on a level he could never truly comprehend (at least until the Unown fixed that for him), and make her right again.

Yet he couldn’t. His will to protect his mother overwhelmed his ability to fix her. The Unown could fix her memories. They could reach in with their reality-altering powers and change her until she was the woman he knew. The woman who had raised the child of a cruel, awful man with nothing but love and grace. The woman who had never doubted him, who had such high regard of him that Molly had created a clone of Ash to be her big brother.

Ash’s physical eyes (had everything always been so dim, he wondered) turned to face the Crystal Entei and Not-Ash. They hadn’t dissolved yet, but he supposed he’d grown somewhat attached to them thanks to his close contact with Molly. He bore some kind of respect for them.

Not-Ash regarded him warily. His perception of the construct must have colored its own views. “It’s complete?”

“Yes,” he said, though he did not move his lips. Ash’s soul - no, his Aura, the whispers of the Unown spoke to him as they chased after the knowledge he so desired - brushed against the extension of himself that was Not-Ash.

“Are you there?” Molly asked. Ash smiled at her. It felt as though he were watching a movie of himself. It was odd watching himself from the perspective of the Unown (and Not-Ash, and the Crystal Entei) but he quickly adapted. It was impossible not to. “You look funny!”

Ash ruffled her hair. Molly laughed and he felt good. He couldn’t believe he’d seen her as an enemy at one point. Not when she’d given him this. “I do, don’t I?”

“It feels really weird at first, but it’s super cool,” Molly chattered. He barely listened to her, keen on observing the movements of the League. They were near. They followed the Beasts - the brilliant Legendary Beasts, mortals raised from the ashes by resurgent Ho-Oh - as they rushed through the Hale Mansion. Ash idly decided that space should stretch for them all. A single step became a thousand. The Hale Mansion became a labyrinth again, though without the horrific monstrosities and alternate realities. Those additions were just excessive, born out of Molly’s love of exploring and creating instead of pragmatism.

That would take them a while. Ash didn’t want to hurt them, but he wanted some time to comprehend his abilities before he spoke with the League. At least Molly was safe from the Beasts. She was inconsequential to them without the power of the Unown behind her.

Ash marveled at the little girl again. His body hefted her up onto his back and she squealed, delighted at his actions. He barely paid attention to it. Instead he thought of how amazing it was that Molly had the strength to give this up. Could he do the same?

He wasn’t sure. Ash didn’t plan on finding out. There was so much he could do with the Unown behind him. With their strength he would ensure the Legends never awoke. He would seal them away forever. He would be humanity’s knife in the dark. They would never know what he had done.

His physical form stared off into the distance. The Unown’s power saturated the grand hall of Hale Mansion. The tablet sung to him.

In an instant they ceased to be in the Hale Mansion. The room transformed into a crude copy of Pallet. They stood outside his own home. Pallet’s beautiful green fields stretched on endlessly, only a few of the houses that stood in the actual location present. Mostly he just focused on the woods, cliffs, and fields that he’d roamed since he was a toddler. The Oak Corrall shaped in the distance.

“Wow! It’s so pretty here,” Molly marvelled. Not-Ash was silent, though he recognized the area. Ash absentmindedly dotted a few pokemon (Arcanine and his troupe of loyal followers) to the area to entertain Molly for a while. He had other things to focus on. A bed materialized beneath his mother.

Mountains rose in the distance. Stars dotted in the sky, shining just brightly enough to make everything a tad bit clearer. Ash didn’t experiment for long, though he was tempted to conjure great elemental storms to put the strength of the Unown to the test.

But why waste this opportunity? Physical challenges were pointless with the Unown. When wielded properly they could accomplish practically anything.

No, what he craved was knowledge. Knowledge of the Legendaries. Where they hid, what they embodied, how dangerous they were. Knowledge of their Concepts. It was so plain to him now, thanks to the Unown. A thought came to him.

He did not stare into the endless knowledge offered by his eternally loyal Unown. It would always be there.

Ash looked within.

First he felt the inexorably potent thrum of the Unown singing inside him, a vibrant chorus of a thousand different notes that always sought to remind him of their presence, of their devotion and adoration. Ash marveled at the crowd staring at him. It was almost magical…

They weren’t just Void. They weren’t so limited. No, the Unown represented something different. Though on their own the Unown were inert and lifeless, it did not mean they were powerless. Without a will of their own, but never powerless. Power was wrapped up in their very existence. They were Potential: dreams ready to become reality, power resting and ready to be used, motion that was still and lifeless. Void was just one facet of their existence.

The Concepts of Fire, Ice, and Lightning dwelt within him. Infinite forces of untapped power that he could only barely appreciate as Ash Ketchum. Now that he saw their full scope, he desired nothing more than to comprehend their strength. Fire and Lightning channeled themselves more potently through the Feather, but Mewtwo was right about it. The Feather was nothing more than a symbol of his connection. A crutch. Fire, Ice, and Lightning were bound to him.

The Concepts of the Birds stirred at his analysis, but did not fight back. They had bowed to him when he was just a twelve-year old tempered and steeled by contact with Mew and Mewtwo. With the power of the Unown intimately wound throughout his Aura they refused to challenge him. That was nice. He was tired of being at the whims of their power.

But there was more, wasn’t there?

The Song. Ash felt its comfort even now, wrapping around him like a cloak. He didn’t need it anymore but he couldn’t bear to toss it aside. Lugia had openly helped him and given him a warning that might spell the only possible victory for humanity. He would never abandon the Guardian of the Sea.

Life. It was a tiny little fragment stained into him, but he could detect it like a blazing wildfire all the same. When Ash glimpsed it he felt the surge of the Unown as they chased after the true source (Mew was full of Life, but he could sense it was only a channel for the power) but he ceased when his brain began to ache. Instead he appreciated what Mew had given him. It gently worked its way through his being, leftover by Mew’s resurrection. It was hard to sense its true purpose, but Ash was confident he could work on it in time.

Ash didn’t pay it much attention, though. He was more focused on the twisted mimicry of Life, brought into being through deceit and woven with a hand of darkness he could never hope to detect with the Unown (that was more frustrating than he’d like to admit) and the link between it and him.

The Unown gave him a broader understanding within an instant of thinking of Mewtwo than he’d comprehended in months. There was a bond between them, forged in the moment when Mewtwo had consumed him and Ash had died. They -

Amber

With that one name, Ash chased a thousand little connections. Little snippets. Hatred. Rage at Giovanni, disgust of Pierce, regret and empathy and a thousand other things he’d learned to quell at the foot of Giovanni. Respect. Life and Death. Knowledge as deep as Ash’s that he chased with a fire identical to the boy’s.

And then he was forced out. Ash stumbled and fell, and did not dare to brush against Mewtwo again. He felt a horrible, deep sadness (inexorably intertwined with a vicious, homicidal rage) that nearly shattered him even across their bond.

Even as he spiralled into the darkness, he felt the arrival of the Beasts. Fiery Entei, disgusted at the sight of its shadow. Raikou, eager to see this conflict done away with so he could roam again. Suicune, resolute in its duty yet patient enough to command its siblings to wait. Ash sent a wave of respect their way, and in their vast, ancient minds he sensed the same regard. They would wait.

Though he refused to even think of Mewtwo lest he be drawn into a mental conflict he would surely lose, Ash couldn’t bear to wait to investigate his own desires. He thought of the small snippets of visions he’d received throughout his time in the Hale Mansion as a powerless mortal and saw as he chased them ever further through space-time.

The black-haired man gave everything he was to Mew - 

The One forged the Legends of its Plates 

Scattering of the Unown when they were no longer needed. Legends took their place

Earth and Sea comatose when the star-shaped Desire granted humanity’s wish, gouging out twin Orbs of Red and Blue from their hearts

The strong man with brown hair gathering the Shards, presenting them to the One, and gifted the Jewel of Life - God-Emperor 

A child, no more than ten, discovered Mew in a clearing. The Legend taught its best friend the power within his soul

The woman stood with her Roserade at her side, prideful and satisfied at the union she had weaved

A tall man of black hair and piercing blue eyes, guided by his vengeance, quelled Kanto and united it and Johto under his rule 

The Guardians of the Lakes, the Fractured Mind of the One bound two Orbs, one faceted and one smooth, to the victorious grin of a madman 

One boy unraveled the mysteries of the Legends with his treasured friends at his side

A great Shadow peered through gaps in reality 

The Beasts raised from the ashes by Ho-Oh

The boy again, crouching before a Nidoran 

An azure flute of Space and Time and Distortion, sounding with the chants of the Unown 

He snapped away, fearing for himself as he fell deeper and deeper into the gifts offered by the Unown. Ash focused upon his body and recoiled at the sights around him. The sky was dark and grey. The green grass had lost its luster. The Beasts eyed him warily. Molly clutched the fake Arcanine’s hot fur.

Ash staggered, coming to reality once more as the Unown beckoned him with sweet nothings. They whispered invitation after invitation, inviting him to know everything there was to learn. To uncover mysteries the most brilliant of scientists could scarcely dream of. To dive deep into the nature of the Legends and bind their power to himself.

Oh yes, he wanted to. Ash knew himself that well. He wanted the power. He wanted to reshape the world. He wanted to conquer the unruly Legends, to lock them away so he would never have to deal with the Awakening that Lugia had warned him about. It would be easy to give into that lure. All he had to do was want it and it would be his. The Unown would whisk his mind on a journey to achieve everything he could ever have wanted.

He itched for it. He itched for the power. For the control over his own fate. To finally escape being trapped in a world bigger than him. No more Rockets, no more Legends. Just peace.

All it would take was a thought…

Ash thought of his team and they were released. They marveled at the sight of him, yet seemed to know exactly what was going on. Could they feel what was going on from within their pokeballs? He latched onto them, his physical body warm as Nidoking, Plume, and Seeker rushed to him. The others hung back, willing to wait their turn.

He sent warm waves of affection to his brothers and sisters, but it felt wrong.

You’ve grown, Friend-Trainer. 

“I have,” Ash acknowledged Dazed. She watched him interestedly as she polished her gem-like pendulum. It shimmered and leapt erratically, dancing about as it was suffused by a white glow. “You can feel it?”

I feel it as I feel the heat of the sun. 

Just as he knew she would, Ash smiled. He turned to the others, though he dared not touch their minds with his own. Though he felt himself slipping under the weight of the Unown, Ash realized that he couldn’t invade their privacy like that. They had grounded him that much - he knew he’d lost himself to his connection with the Unown for a time.

Ash laid his eyes on each of his teammates. The Unown reached out, eager to carry out his desires and reconnect with his team, but Ash just barely managed to restrain them. He wouldn’t forgive himself if he invaded their minds…

“You can’t control it,” Not-Ash broke the silence, voicing Ash’s unspoken fears. The construct came to stand by Ash’s side, enraptured by his team. He could feel the envy bleeding off his twin. Dazed’s eyes flashed and Not-Ash cocked his head. “You realize you aren’t the true master of the Unown, right?”

He blinked. The Unown sang in protest. Not-Ash flinched.

They have mastered you. 

Ash scowled at Dazed’s thoughts, but grimaced as the sky darkened just a shade. The Hypno recoiled at his annoyance, wincing as though she’d been struck.

“Dazed!” Ash reached out, but hesitated as he saw the nervous look in his team’s eyes. They…they were afraid of him? Even Nidoking eyed him warily, as Ash would a wild Ursaring. That stung him more deeply than any physical wound. Tears pricked at his eyes. Raindrops descended from on high before he quelled his feelings.

Was this what Molly had felt? An utter lack of control was all he could think of. The Unown would act before he reigned in his whims. They were too responsive. That he had even shocked one of his friends with his powers…

He hesitated and took a step away. He couldn’t hurt them. Never.

Infernus stepped forward. His normal manic grin was there, but dimmed somewhat. The Magmortar stood ablaze in the field, his heat enough to set the grass beneath his feet aflame in the real world. This was Ash’s world, though. Infernus would never hurt anyone here.

The Magmortar eyed him for a moment. The urge to take this once-in-a-lifetime opportunity to challenge Ash, to face his brother-in-arms in genuine battle, practically bled off Infernus. For a moment he tensed, ready to take on Infernus’ challenge, but the fire-type snorted after a moment or two. Instead of attacking, Infernus tapped his fiery head with a sharp white claw.

An invitation. Ash hesitantly allowed the Unown to touch Infernus. He felt Fire, leftover from the Magmortar’s possession of the Fire Sphere, and marveled at it. It was screaming to be released, to be loosed and unleashed upon the world. To burn and awe and change.

Yet that wasn’t what Infernus wanted him to see. Ash grimaced at the memory of Infernus eying Ash and the team in the Shamouti Islands. He knew what was coming. Infernus watched Ash and considered him, the team (even the weak ones), and the infinite power coursing through his veins.

Stolen power. 

The thought made Ash - or Infernus, rather - sick. What was the use of power not earned by sweat and blood? Where was the satisfaction in watching your enemies break beneath your flames when it wasn’t yours to begin with? Those were empty victories.

Death was preferable.

Ash hesitated again, though he nodded at Infernus. He sent the rest of his team a considering glance. They were still wary of him. Not exactly afraid, but well-aware that Ash couldn’t be trusted right now. Not by his own doing, but by the doing of the Unown stitched to his Aura.

He focused inward again. Felt the power gifted to him by Molly. She had given it up to him. She had held all this power in her hands, accomplished more with it than Ash had, and handed it over like it was just a present.

Thunder boomed.

The truth of the situation struck him like a lightningbolt. It humbled him, demeaned him. His pride - no, arrogance - demanded that he disregard it. Yet he couldn’t. He couldn’t throw away the truth because of his own flaws.

Ash Ketchum could not control the Unown. Perhaps he could guide them, but even now Ash felt them dredging up his subconscious. They were more attuned to Ash than his conscious mind was. The world shifted around him at random, fixing imperfections and warping to what the Unown knew he wanted. Nothing was stable. Everything was in flux in a nexus of creation, reality rewritten according to his whims.

The Unown were his master as much as Ash was theirs.

He lowered his head. He needed help, didn’t he? The people whose opinions he valued most, the people who would know what to do.

His mother’s eyes snapped open and she lifted herself onto her forearms. Confusion reigned within her at their familiar surroundings, but she didn’t dare say anything. Her thoughts were a maelstrom, whipping about at every turn. Ash smiled lightly now that his mother was back, but he didn’t address her yet.

She wasn’t the only one the Unown had brought here.

“Ash?” Lance’s booming voice split the air. His team turned to watch him, though Ash had no need to move. The Unown provided everything he could know. Despite the situation, he marveled at how deeply Fire ran in Lance, like a cinder ready to be stoked at the slightest provocation. If Lance was any more deeply connected to Moltres then he might as well become an avatar of the Bird… “What is this? Why are we in Pallet Town?”

He wheeled around to look at Lance. His first impression was that the Champion looked like death frozen over. Lance was pale as snow and looked like he’d just fought his way through an army (which he technically had). The Champion sagged in exhaustion. A strong breeze could probably knock him over.

“I control the Unown,” he announced. The Unown cooed happily at the acknowledgement, gifting Pallet with rays of sunlight to break through the cloud cover. Ash ignored them in favor of catching the dumbfound expression on Lance’s angular face. If the situation weren’t so dire he’d enjoy that for the rest of his days.

Lance obviously had no idea what to say about that. “Okay. And you’re the one who fixed Greenfield, then?”

“I can’t take credit for that,” he pointed at Molly, who watched every curiously from her position by his mother. The little girl only had the faintest recognition of who Lance was. “She did most of the work. I just sort of…took over.”

The Champion blinked, but allowed himself a grin that took years off his weary face. “Well, I owe Molly my gratitude. Thank you,” he said, though Ash could see that Lance hadn’t forgotten what her crystal had done to him. At least he was being reasonable.

A thought occurred to Ash, and Lance stiffened as foreign memories rushed into his brain. Ash wasn’t entirely sure how it all worked from a physical standpoint (and pointedly refused the Unown’s attempts to teach him) but there was no doubt in his mind that it was a disgustingly complex process.

Lance clutched his temples and reeled back as if he’d been struck. “I’m sorry to have pulled you into this,” he grimaced and massaged his face. “You shouldn’t have had to face this - any of it,” he murmured and looked away, staring at Ash’s team. “But thank you. Thank you for doing what was necessary.”

“You’re welcome,” Ash said through his physical mouth. Through the Unown he sensed the immense presence of the Beasts - ancient, wreathed in a blazing shroud of the divine that cloaked a mortal core - approaching nearer and nearer. The League’s teams had followed them. If he didn’t slow them any further then they’d reach them soon. “Lance…I can’t control the Unown. It’s taking everything I have to keep them from expanding!”

As if to punctuate his point, a great boom of thunder rolled throughout the simulacrum of Pallet Town. Molly squeaked and hid underneath the sheets of the bed that appeared rather out of place among the green hills of Pallet. The rest of his team simply watched on, eager to help yet uncertain as to how to approach him.

Ash hated that feeling. It made his blood boil and the air heat and the meadows burst into -

Wait, no. With another thought he cooled the impulsive destruction threatened by his anger. The Unown’s notes fell, then quieted as his cool head reasserted itself.

“I know,” Lance regarded him with something unknowable in his gaze. “I feel the tension in you. My Feather…it’s like it’s burning brighter. Like I’m about to be scorched from the inside out.”

“What do I do?” Ash asked quietly, worried for the Champion. The Feather had shown it could affect Lance’s health for the better or for the worse in the past. Like Shamouti…memories flashed through his mind, adrenaline and cortisol pumped, and he fought the urge to lash out. The Unown were barely held in check before clouds covered the sky and blotted out the sun.

Lance’s eyes glinted. “How powerful are the Unown?”

Ash reflected on the events of the day. Of the infinite layers of reality folded in the Hale Mansion, of the crystal seeking to spread its dominion over the world under Molly’s control, of the small army gathered by the League to contend with it. The Beast - no, the Crystal Entei, he thought as he looked at the construct - overwhelming every threat it faced as it sucked up more and more crystal like a sponge.

“Powerful enough,” he said simply. It took every bit of his self control to avoid staring deeply into Lance’s thoughts. The Unown made it so hard to resist his impulses…every single second, every single thought was a test in self-control. It was no wonder they had spiraled so out of control with Molly - she likely hadn’t even realized the full scope of what she’d done.

“I know what to do!” Lance said proudly and took a step nearer. Ash listened, though he had an idea of where this talk was going… “Transfer them to the League.”

He raised an eyebrow. “To who?” Ash asked. There were only a few with the willpower and knowledge to exert any kind of control over the Unown. Chinatsu, the ancient Ninetales that once belonged to the First Champion, likely could. She was old and wise, tempered by a millenia of life. Sabrina, perhaps? Then again, human psychics were so susceptible to the Legends…Sabrina could handle being around Ash, but would she even accept the power? Other than those two he wasn’t sure he could give the Unown to anyone in good conscience. It would just be a ticking time bomb until a thought or idea went awry.

“Sabrina,” Lance began, a small grin on his face as he explained his plan. “She understands the most about the Legends. She would be in the best position to use the power well. She could divine the location of the Legends and hide them away for good.”

Ash hummed. He saw Lance’s side, but it just didn’t feel right. Sabrina wouldn’t allow the power to go to her head, but he also didn’t think she would use it the way Lance wanted her to. The psychic had proven again and again that she’d only use her precognitive powers in the slightest of ways, offering a nudge or a few hours of proaction. He couldn’t imagine the strongest human psychic willing to strike early, or use her powers blatantly. It wasn’t who she was, and the Unown would ensure her powers stayed true to her.

No, he didn’t think that was the way. He couldn’t imagine giving the power to the League. Perhaps his duty as a member of the Elite Four, demanded it, but there was something deep in his gut that demanded he refuse. Ash wasn’t sure what it was, but he knew that giving the power to the League was a mistake. They had good intentions, sure, but they hadn’t handled any Legendary event particularly well.

Good intentions didn’t always work. Lance wanted to fight fire with fire, to bring the unimaginable power of the Unown to bear against the Legends and the threat they created. But that had never worked in the past. Again and again the League had been swatted aside, practically ignored by the ferocious might of the Legends. No, conflict wasn’t the way…

His mother finally spoke up. She had stared for a few moments at Lance, as though she couldn’t believe the sight of the renowned Indigo Champion, before she made her opinion known.

“Throw it away, Ash,” she begged. Ash blinked. What? His mother’s eyes were wide and wild. Intense. “No good will come out of keeping it. As long as the Unown are out, nobody wins. They’ll keep doing this again and again and again until they’re gone!”

“No!” Molly sat straight, protests on her lips. “You can’t lock them up! They’ll be lonely without you…”

Ash grimaced. That was the truth. Molly would know better than anyone. And even though he hated what the Unown had driven, he couldn’t exactly dislike them. They were nothing but the reflections of their masters. They were Potential given power by those they bound themselves to. Without a human or pokemon driving them they were nothing. 

Would they even mind being sealed away? Ash wasn’t sure. The Unown hummed that yes, they’d do whatever made him happy, but he couldn’t exactly trust them, could he? They might be entirely inert and unconscious if he bound them away, but would they be aware?

In the end, he supposed it wouldn’t matter. Molly put her hands on her hips and frowned. “Just ask my daddy! He knew everything about them!”

Ash blinked. That…was actually a good idea. He nodded, then reached out with the Unown. They hummed, sought Spencer Hale, and a moment later the man was before him on the ground. Uncle Spencer was curled in the fetal position, arms carried above his head to ward off any threats.

“- just take me away!” Uncle Spencer cried, refusing to open his eyes. Ash simply watched him unblinkingly. The man finally stopped, stunned, when Molly giggled and chased after him before slamming into him like a heat-seeking rocket. She latched onto him tearfully and stammered a million things Ash couldn’t even begin to understand without enlisting the Unown’s help. “Molly? Is that you?”

Lance took up a position by Ash, standing amongst the horde of Ash’s team. The Champion looked oddly exposed there, barely standing but for the fire in his eyes. He thought Lance seemed lonely without his own team by his side. Today had taught him how wrong that situation was.

“Yes!” Molly chirped. His mother stared at Uncle Spencer like she couldn’t believe her eyes. Uncle Spencer appeared virtually untouched despite his apparent panic. Ash felt the Unown pulse whenever he looked at the tall man - they recognized him, recognized the man who had freed them. In his mind he knew that Spencer Hale had been their first master (if briefly). They’d taken his request rather literally, the Unown revealed, and hid him away in a secret place to keep him safe. “So much has happened!”

Ash decided to speed this up. Using the same trick he had with Lance, Ash allowed his own memories and experiences to flow into Uncle Spencer’s brain - it was as easy for him as pouring water from one glass into another. The man flinched beneath the weight of Ash’s memories - he was pretty sure Uncle Spencer’s heart had skipped a few beats - but stared at Ash unnervingly.

“Return them to where they were buried,” Uncle Spencer said raggedly as he hauled himself to his feet. The Unown spoke to Ash, painting images of an ancient tomb lost to time. Glyphs were carved deeply into the walls, too precisely and too neatly to have been done by human hands. It was dark, still, and utterly isolated. Just the way its creators had desired it when they sealed the Unown away more than a thousand years ago… “The Ruins of Alph. They need to be returned and bound!”

He looked away at the sheer passion in Uncle Spencer’s words. Spencer truly believed that was the best thing. And why shouldn’t it be? Even without wishing for it, Uncle Spencer’s thoughts screamed with his knowledge of the Unown. The reasons behind their burial. Great dramas that had taken place millennia ago. Catacalysms and rebirth. Tyrants and great builders. Men and women lost in the visions of the Unown, thirsty for knowledge and transcendence over the physical.

Lance frowned and stepped forward, dwarfing them all with his bulk. The Feather blazed on his hand. Flames licked out from beneath the sleeve of his combat suit. He took a long look at his mother, Uncle Spencer, and lingered on the Crystal Entei for quite a while before he spoke. “I understand why you want to hide the Unown away, I really do,” the Champion insisted to the doubtful audience, “I’ve fought their powers all day. They made me a puppet!”

The pain in his voice spoke more of ruined pride than physical trauma, but Ash had no doubt that Lance would have preferred the latter. He was a proud man (and rightfully so). Lance’s heritage was legendary, befitting that of a mythic hero. It had to have been jarring to have been consumed by the unchecked desires of a little girl.

“What I’m trying to say,” Lance exhaled, “is that we’ve been given a gift. The Unown are a Legendary that we can control!” The Champion’s glee couldn’t have been plainer. He had a big grin on his face like a child who’d just found a giant cup of icecream. “They’re here, in our hands, and they’re obedient. Think of what we could do with them! Shield the world from the Legends. Enforce peace. They could fix every problem in the world. We could live in a paradise.”

Molly looked completely out of her depth, but Uncle Spencer glared at Lance. “You saw Ash’s memories just like I did. Do you not realize it’s impossible? The Unown are loyal and devoted, yes, but no human could ever control them. They’re beyond us. They warp reality before we can filter them. Look at us! Even Ash can barely keep this world in place! Can you imagine what would happen if we were in the real world? Without ironclad focus, the Unown consume you. It’s the height of arrogance to assume otherwise.”

Lance’s eyes narrowed. Before he could say anything, his mother cut in. “I’m not sure who I am anymore,” she said slowly. Ash’s heart panged at the rawness of her words. Despite it, she continued. “I’ve lived two lives and I’m not always sure which is the real one. Half of who I am is a lie right now and not even my son can fix that,” she smiled sadly at Ash. Then her gaze sharpened when it fell on Lance. “But in my memories, I know the things you’ve done.”

The Champion frowned. “Oh?” He challenged and folded his arms. Uncle Spencer took up by his mother’s side. “What have I done?”

“You’ve involved a young boy in battling terrorists,” his mother stated matter-of-factly. Lance flinched as she raised a finger. “You’ve involved a young boy in these…these Legendaries!” She spat. Another finger. “You’ve inducted a twelve-year old boy into the Elite Four and sent him off to Hoenn to do your dirty work! My son comes back every time quieter and scarred. Whenever I see him I catch him staring off into space, or waking up in cold sweat when Dazed can’t put him to sleep, or ignoring everyone else to train! Because of you, he’s a man in a child’s body. You can justify it however you want, Champion, but you’ve risked my son’s life too many times for me to stand by and let you drag him into your fights another time!”

The Champion stood, flabbergasted, and Ash knew the burly man had no words. He was in shock at being dressed down by a small woman who’d spent her life raising a child by herself. Lance Wataru, youngest Champion in history, the chosen of Moltres, and one of the most powerful men in the world, couldn’t defend himself against Delia Ketchum.

Ash wasn’t much better. He stared, shocked. He’d never have imagined his mother could speak to anyone like that. She was normally so calm and cheerful…was this what went on in her head? Had she really seen so much of a change in him? Was he really so different from the boy who’d left Pallet less than a year and a half ago?

“I think that’s enough,” Ash said quietly. Despite the volume of his words, everyone immediately fell silent and awaited his next move. Was that the Unown at work, or did they really care about his opinion? He found himself doubting this world more and more… “I appreciate your help and advice, but you can’t fight over this. What everyone here doesn’t seem to remember,” Ash raked his eyes (and those of the Unown) across his mother, Uncle Spencer, and Lance, “is that I’m the one who makes the decision about the Unown.”

Uncle Spencer cut in manically. “Seal them away! They don’t belong in this world! Their power -”

“Isn’t yours,” Ash said firmly, though not harshly. Uncle Spencer’s next words were snuffed out in his throat. He considered the situation. They all had points, though Ash couldn’t settle on a single path to follow. The Unown were too dangerous to stay active. That was fact. Uncle Spencer was right when he said that Ash could barely control them even in a world of his own choosing. Every single second was a potential disaster in the making.

But something deep inside him refused to throw them away, to let the Unown remain lonely and stagnant in some dark hole for the next ten thousand years until they were discovered again by some unlucky soul. Ash would lie if he said it was out of concern for the Unown. They would live. They could no more die than any other Legend. They wouldn’t even care, would they?

No. Ash grimaced inwardly (the air smelled foul all of a sudden, like the smog in the steel jungle of Saffron City) as he focused upon the true reason he couldn’t just release the Unown: they were powerful. Wasn’t that what all this was about? The Unown offered everything he could ever ask for. Power. Knowledge. Control. They would bring out his truest potential, yet snuff it out all the same. With a thought he could divine the locations of the Legends and force them to slumber until all of humanity had finally laid to rest. Like Lance had said, he could create a paradise. A world of perfection impossible in mundane reality.

It was what he’d chased since the first days of his journey. All he’d ever wanted was to have the power to protect his team and his family, to be strong enough to stand on his own two feet and crush anyone who would dare to hurt him. To be bigger than the nightmares that haunted him: Pierce, the Rockets, the Legends infinitely greater than him.

He hated that he couldn’t throw the Unown away. He was weaker than Molly, a little girl who’d barely understood what was happening! It grated at him, to know she had succeeded where he would absolutely fail.

In that way, he had failed.

“The Unown are mine,” Ash declared, unfettered resolve revealing itself beneath the softness of his words. His mother watched sadly. Uncle Spencer wanted to say something, but kept his mouth shut. Even his team remained perfectly still - and that was worse than anything else.

“Ash, just think of what we can do with them!” Lance protested, cape flapping madly in the gusts chasing across Pallet. “They’re everything we could hope for!”

He barely glanced at Lance, focusing instead on the small tablet gripped tightly in his palm. The conduit through which the Unown would act. It was his, and it would stay that way. “I’m not throwing it away,” Ash said, and Lance looked conflicted. “But I’m not giving it to the League. I can’t.”

Lance blinked. “Why not? You’re one of us,” he said earnestly. Ash knew he meant it. When he’d joined the League he’d become a member of Lance’s family. Anywhere he went he would have a home and companionship. It hurt to go against that, but Ash had to follow his gut. He had to be true to himself. “We can work together.”

Ash nodded along. “We will,” he said after a beat. Lance grinned wildly, and Ash wanted so badly to return it. “But I can’t trust the League with this. I can barely even trust myself. We can’t fight the Legends with the Unown,” he said with certainty. Lance frowned, like he couldn’t comprehend what Ash had just said.

That was how Lance worked, wasn’t it? It had served him well in the past: Lance was mighty, his force of will and unending resolve enough to conquer everything before him in the past. But against the Legends his confidence and willpower might as well be a newborn Rattata trying to gnaw on a mountain.

Lance only saw the way through an obstacle, never around it. Steven’s rigid nature left him unbalanced and prone to being caught off guard, but Lance’s obstinance left him just as blind.

“My team and I will deal with the Legends. With the League’s help, but this is something I need to do on my own,” Ash cut off Lance’s baffled protests, choosing instead to stare at the tablet. It thrummed in his palm, practically begging for him to use it. “I choose another way.”

What will you do, Friend-Trainer?

He grinned at Dazed, who patiently polished her pendulum. Ash took in every member of his team through ten thousand angles. “I choose us.”

And with those words he made his last wish. His thoughts blazed, empowered by Fire, stabilized by Ice, focused by Lightning, and bolstered by the childish resilience he’d learnt from Molly. The dimension they were in shuddered, cracks like those of a shattering mirror threaded throughout the whole world, and the Crystal Entei closed its eyes and fell into a restful sleep from which it would never wake up. Molly cried out, but Not-Ash clung to his existence and held her with his mother and Uncle Spencer. Lance stared, enraptured by the sight.

Ash allowed the Unown to connect him to Not-Ash one last time. The construct seemed to recognize Ash’s intentions, and gripped Molly tighter than he had before.

Keep her safe. Treasure your team. Live well, Ash Ketchum. 

I will, Ash promised, and Not-Ash faded into that from which he came without regret. An odd emptiness overshadowed him at the loss of the construct he’d come to see as so much more, and it was only through a brief touch of Ice that he resisted the Unown’s amplifications of deep-seated despair.

Now was not the time for regret. Not when the Unown would pick up on it so easily.

When he opened his eyes, they were once again in the Hale Mansion. Dimensions shuddered and warped before space and time were restored to their true state. The League forces were almost near - the Beasts had vanished, and with a last glimpse Ash briefly brushed against their minds with the aid of the Unown.

Raikou, Entei, and Suicune were each wrapped in a sunny shroud of the divine which concealed their mortal core. Ash marveled at the sensation, at recognizing the true nature of the Beasts, before they sent him a single image and scattered to resume their wandering: a burnt tower of brass.

Before he could think anything more of it, he returned to the present and resumed his focus.

As the products of the Unown withered away to nothing, vanishing as he woke up from this terrible dream, Ash felt his connection with the swarming creatures grow stronger and stronger. As less of their power was invested into creating his reality, they could focus more and more of it into their connection. It was like the world got sharper and clearer every moment, until he could detect everything in perfect detail.

It was beautiful. The Truth was there and it was incredible. He saw what things were, not just what they looked like.

And he tossed it aside.

The world grew dull and dim as his physical senses trumped his mental ones. An ugly look grew on his face as he returned to being a normal human, but the knowledge that this was the only way to achieve what he desired kept him focused. If only he could keep the sight granted by the Unown…

Their connection strengthened, and he hurriedly backpedaled. No, he had to reject them entirely. He had to bind them.

He watched as the tablet trembled, stilled, and laid lifeless in his palm. Ash focused the last vestiges of the power, fought to ignore the addictive hums of the Symbol Pokemon that chipped away relentlessly at his self-control, and stole away the last scraps of power available to him to create a thin loop of Molly’s glassy crystal (warm and liquid and alive) that looped through the tablet.

With shaking hands, Ash placed the amulet around his neck. The crystal was hot as it touched him, then cooled and solidified into a silvery substance not unlike the ethereal material that made up the flute. Ash brushed his fingertips against it and marveled at the loop, then held the lifeless tablet of the Unown against his heart.

Nothing.

Unbind. Deconstruct. Seal yourselves away. Remove your influence from me. Lock the Potential away. Vanish from the world. 

Ash sagged as a sudden wave of exhaustion hit him, but Nidoking was quick to bolster him with a sturdy shoulder to lean on. He gripped tightly to Nidoking’s leathery hide (quick to avoid any of his long, poisonous spines) and held the tablet tightly while his team rushed him. It was dead. Dead, lifeless, and still.

The Unown were gone. His will enforced their absence, binding them by their own nature. For now, the Unown were separated into their own dimension by a thin veil. His own wish - something full of focus and desire beyond his normal capacity thanks to the influence of the Legends - would secure them.

The Unown were beyond his reach.

Something inside Ash told him that they weren’t gone for good. Perhaps he’d built that into his wish subconsciously… Ash knew he couldn’t throw the power away. But if it was just inaccessible except in the direst circumstances, in the times that humanity would prefer a false reality to absolute devastation, then perhaps he could prevent it from leaking out.

It wasn’t perfect, but in time Ash hoped to comprehend it further.

But right now, surrounded by his loving team and his mother (and Molly, who’d snuck her way into the crowd to latch onto his leg), Ash couldn’t care less. He tuned everything else out. Lance’s uncomfortable, introspective look was disregarded. Uncle Spencer’s presence was ignored. The sound of the League’s forces, led by Steven and a tall, blonde woman flanked by Metagross and a hulking, ferocious Garchomp, barely merited a glance.

The day, and the dream, were long…

It was time to greet the new day. A new beginning.
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44. Chapter 44: The Beginning


A/N: What is this? I actually met my deadline? This doesn’t feel right…

The Dream had ended. The Unown were bound away in the deceptively fragile stone of the tablet looped around his neck. Reality reasserted itself, and the last vestiges of their power fled the world.

Then he was on his knees. Ash gasped for air, vision blurry, as the weight of the day took its toll on him. For a moment it felt as though his brain had been split in two, then his senses reasserted themselves…

… the world was dark and quiet and seemingly a thousand miles away. The shapes of his friends and the approaching League forces blurred and lost all sense of vibrancy and definition, as though he stared at them from beneath the waves. Sounds distorted and hung in the air, slow and warped as though frozen and sluggish. The Truth of the world revealed to him by the Unown fell away, and his mind slowed to a crawl. What he had imagined as a frenzy of thoughts before seemed like slow molasses crawling, his brain so slow without the Unown granting him eyes and ears and thousands of other brains to divine the truth, to seek knowledge, to -

“Relax. We are here,” a quiet, monotonous voice whispered into his ear. It took time to make sense of the soothing words, and Ash looked up with dull eyes that struggled to make sense of the pale face that looked down upon him. A cool hand clasped his shoulder gently, grounding him. Peace flooded into him, projected by the woman. Everything was just as flimsy and wrong as before, but some of the wild speculation of his brain stilled and relaxed and the distorted sounds and sights and stolen scents became a little easier to comprehend. “You did well, Ash Ketchum.”

“Sabrina?” He gasped, still on his knees. Mind whirling, he was only barely aware of his team huddled around him. Comforted by the knowledge, he fought the urge to let his eyes rest. He was so tired… “What’s happening?”

The psychic knelt to gaze into his eyes. She held his chin in one of her cold hands and held him firmly. “The Unown. Your brain grew adjusted to their support. It did not react well to their absence. You sealed them away too abruptly, I believe.”

“Oh,” Ash said simply. His vision swam. Nidoking lurched to be by his side and hovered protectively over him, joined by Torrent. The Kingdra’s hard, heavy scales brushed against his side. Scarlet eyes glared at the newcomers, especially the Garchomp that approached.

“Ash! Are you alright?” Steven jogged ahead. Metagross came to a stop a few feet behind, aware that its approach wouldn’t put anyone at ease. The tall, blonde woman hung back as well, though Ash could sense her interest. It bled off her.

He blinked blearily. “I’m okay,” he mumbled. Steven looked at him skeptically, but nodded. Sabrina stepped away fluidly with a grace beyond any human. The former Champion grasped Ash’s shoulders and hauled him up, supporting his weight easily.

“Don’t worry, Ash, I’ve got you,” Steven whispered as he turned to face the rest of the people trapped in the Dream. His eyes widened at the sight of his friend. “Lance? What are you doing here?”

The Indigo Champion said nothing at first. Heavy thoughts brewed in his skull. Ash could see it easily. “Ash brought me here,” he said at last. “We discussed what to do with the Unown.”

“So it was the Unown,” Steven murmured. “Karen was right…”

It was then that his mother made her appearance known. Spencer stood back with Molly, the little girl clutching at his pant legs tightly at the appearance of so many people and strange, terrifying pokemon, but Delia didn’t hesitate. “Give him to me! He’s my son.”

Steven blinked, caught off guard. The silver-haired man didn’t even try to stop Ash’s mother from pulling Ash’s exhausted form away from him. “Ash?” She stared into his half-closed eyes. He mumbled something unintelligible in response. “Are you okay?”

He shrugged. It would be nice to sleep right now.

“He’s stable,” said Sabrina. The psychic peered at Ash with her red eyes. “Exhausted, but stable. He needs rest.”

His mother held him close. He didn’t resist. His team were huddled around him protectively and looked as though they’d charge anyone they didn’t know. Ash was dimly aware of more and more League forces approaching, though they kept their distance.

“Dazed?” His mother pleaded some unspoken request. The Hypno nodded and shuffled across the wooden floor of the Hale Mansion to stand before Ash. Her eyes quirked into the familiar half-smile that he’d grown so accustomed to and her crystal pendulum began to sway hypnotically before him.

Rest, Friend-Trainer. You have earned it. 

His body was all too eager to accept her gift of rest.

The world went black.
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He groaned as a beam of light landed squarely on his face and jerked him awake. “Where am I?” Ash mumbled blearily and blinked some of the grogginess from his eyes. A firm, dull pressured pounded through his head with every heartbeat. Was this what it felt like to be punched in the face by a Rampaging Bruiser.

Dull claws tapped against his arm and brought him back to reality. It took a moment for his mind to catch up, but Ash grinned at the sight of Nidoking beside him, soft grunts coming from his mouth. His poisonous spines lay flat against his back and face for once. The huge, muscular length of his tail was utterly still, as though he had to struggle with all his might to keep from thrashing it around and wrecking the room they were in.

“Hey,” Ash grinned at the sight of his partner. Nidoking’s beady black eyes turned to slits and he chuffed at him. He’d have to be deaf and blind - and in a way he felt he was, like the colors were a bit dimmer and the sounds a bit softer than he remembered them - to miss the unspoken question. “I’m feeling alright. I’ve just got a bad headache,” he said. Nidoking nodded. Ash looked around the room he’d awoken in. Pristine whiteness everywhere, the too-clean stench of sanitized material, and a bright light that gave him plenty of ideas as to where he was. “Why am I in a hospital?”

Even as he spoke the words, he remembered. Being jerked away from the Contest Hall in Slateport - it felt like it had been years since that happened - to the unnatural stage of the corrupted Greenfield. Fighting his way past the Crystal Entei, working with Bruno and the King Under the Mountain to fight his way in, the arrival of the Legendary Beasts, and his explorations of Molly’s bizarre realities.

His fingers reached to brush against the cold stone of the tablet the Unown had left him with. Ash grimaced at the reminder of their power and how close he’d come to losing himself entirely to it.

“We had rough day, didn’t we?” Ash grimaced. Nidoking snorted, and nodded along with him. That left a grin on Ash’s face and he pat his friend’s arm heavily - anything less and Nidoking couldn’t even feel it. “Where’s the rest of the team? And where are we?”

Dazed appeared on his right side. There was no sign of teleportation, so she must have simply waited in the corner while he reunited with Nidoking. Her eyes quirked up and she allowed her eyes to fall from the bright white light overhead (had she picked up that habit again?) to watch him. She rubbed her pendulum against her mane as he felt a gentle mental force brush against his mind.

The rest of our brethren have been returned. We are in a healing-place. In ‘Goldenrod’, Master Claydol informed me. 

Ash nodded along. That was the closest location to Greenfield. Now that his brain had caught up a little, he caught sight of his belt on the bedside table. He couldn’t stop himself from reaching out to touch the pokeballs. It comforted him to know the rest of his friends were right there if he needed them.

A knock on the door. It made Ash jump (and Nidoking snarl) but he soothed his friend as best he could. His heart raced and he cursed himself for being so twitchy. They were safe now.

It didn’t really help.

“Ash, it’s Steven. Can we come in?” Steven’s familiar voice, muffled by the heavy wood of the hospital’s door, reached him. Ash waited a moment before nodding. Before he could say anything, Dazed’s eyes flashed. Moments later the door swung open and several of the most powerful trainers in the world strode through his door.

Steven was first, pale and serene as ever. Lance came in behind him. The Indigo Champion looked exhausted, like he hadn’t slept in days. Despite it, Ash could sense the invigorating heat of Lance’s Feather beneath the long sleeves of his Champion’s uniform. The Dragon Master smiled at Ash, although there was some undeniable tension and plenty of uncertainty. Despite their contention over the Unown, Ash smiled back without a second thought.

They might have disagreed about the Unown, but that didn’t mean they weren’t still friends.

Then came Karen. She clearly wasn’t at her best (with dark bags under her eyes and a sort of detached look) but she looked like she’d walked straight off a magazine cover. Karen had taken the time to shed her combat uniform and replaced it with the pale yellow tank top and white pants he’d seen her in at the League’s party back during the Conference. Ash returned the smile she sent his way, relieved that she was alright after their experiences in the Mansion. He’d worried about her.

Karen was followed by the tall, black-clad woman Ash vaguely remembered in the few scattered fragments of memory he’d clung to in the aftermath of releasing the Unown. It was impossible not to recognize Cynthia Carolina, the acclaimed Lily of the Valley Champion. She’d claimed her position with unassailable dominance and gracefully annihilated all opposition over the years.

Ash analyzed the newcomer with more focus than he’d given anyone else. She was something special in the world of trainers: a generalist. He’d watched her battles religiously for that reason. How could he not? Generalists tended to fall short of reaching the highest levels of training.

Their diversity offered distinct advantages (especially at the beginning of their career) but over time type-specialists tended to overcome generalists. Type-specialists learned their chosen type inside and out. They lacked the diversity of a generalist, but turned that into a strength. They learned every strategy, counter, and potential advantage out there. As such, it was easier for them to grow more and more skilled with experience. Not to mention a specialist only had to learn at the feet of a single Master for advanced training. A generalist would need to hunt down and pry the secrets of multiple Masters to learn specialized techniques for their team.

Cynthia had shattered that trend. She was recognized by a Master by fourteen, just like Lance, but walked a different path than the Dragon Master. Ash wasn’t sure what she’d spent the years between attaining her Master-rank and claiming the Champion’s Mantle doing, but assumed it involved a lot of research since she’d published the book his mother had gifted him.

He loved that book.

Ash shook himself out of his admiration. With the important matters out of the way he finally noticed her appearance. Cynthia was tall (at least a head above himself) and maintained a long, well-kept blonde mane that ran down her back past her waist. Her grey eyes were dark enough to verge on black, and her face held that same intensity he’d come to recognize in Masters.

He met her keen gaze for a time but looked away, his face flushed. Ash frowned inwardly. When was the last time he’d felt uncomfortable meeting anyone’s eyes? He’d stared down Zapdos!

Thankfully, Steven interrupted him. “How are you feeling?” His mentor watched with concern as he stood by the foot of Ash’s bed. The former Champion appeared to be in the best shape out of the group. He must’ve arrived relatively late to Greenfield.

“I’ve been better,” Ash smiled as best he could. He propped himself up on his forearms to be on more even terms with the Masters. Nidoking stood still at his side, his black eyes on the newcomers with unrivaled intensity. Some of his spines had started to raise. “We’re alive, at least.”

Steven looked away quickly. “Yes,” he coughed and glanced at Cynthia, “Well, I’d like to introduce you to a colleague of mine. I’m sure you’ve heard of her.”

“I can introduce myself,” Cynthia teased Steven, who rolled his eyes. She stepped forward (on Dazed’s side, naturally) and reached out to shake his hand. Her eyes flickered down to the amulet that laid above his covers and traced the three Unown symbols etched into it. “My name is Cynthia. It’s a pleasure to meet you!”

“Ash,” he shook her hand and ignored the soft cuffs of her jacket brushing against his wrist. “It’s nice to meet you too.”

Cynthia laughed and stepped away, and Ash was relieved when Steven took over. “I really am sorry to disturb you like this,” Steven looked pointedly at Nidoking and Dazed as well, “but these are important matters, I’m afraid. What happened two days ago was nothing short of a disaster and we still don’t have a complete understanding of what occurred.

Ash blinked. Two days?

Karen laughed at the look on Ash’s face. “Yeah, two days. You’ve been out like a light,” the Dark Master smirked. “We were actually starting to place bets on when you’d wake up,” she looked pointedly at Lance. “Speaking of…”

“Yeah, yeah,” Lance grumbled. “I’ll pay you when we get back to the Plateau.”

Ash ignored the byplay and stared intently at Nidoking. He’d better have eaten while Ash was unconscious…

He was unwilling, but the Binder, the Torrent, and I did not leave him much choice in the matter. 

“Thank you,” Ash said to Dazed. She just nodded. Nidoking snorted, and Ash sighed. He shouldn’t have been surprised. After a moment he looked back to Steven since the Steel Master seemed to have taken control of the proceedings. “Have you talked to everyone else?”

“I already gave my account,” Karen confirmed. She put her hands on her hips. “But from the sounds of it, I had a pretty boring time in the mansion. All the really crazy stuff happened after I left. Not that any of us are surprised,” she rolled her eyes at Ash. “You just love getting in trouble, don’t you?”

He grinned. “I do my best.”

Steven cleared his throat. “As Karen said, we have her account. We’ve also interviewed your mother, Spencer Hale, and Molly Hale,” Steven looked unhappy at the mention of the girl, but Ash didn’t say anything. Some surge of protectiveness rose up in him at the thought of Molly - he hoped she was doing alright - but he quelled it. “They’ve given us a great deal of information, but we need your perspective to complete our investigation.”

“Understood,” Ash said. His mind raced. He hesitated. “What happened to them?” The voice that came from his lips didn’t really sound like his own. It was soft, hesitant. Weak. Ash hated it. “My mom…”

The group (especially Lance and Steven) shared a look. Karen was the first to say anything. “She’s stable,” the Master stressed. That didn’t exactly bring Ash comfort. “Whatever the Unown did to her is still there. Sabrina took a look at her, though. She couldn’t undo it but said that your mom should be able to reassert her real memories after a few months. Being exposed to the real world and reminded of her real memories is supposed to reinforce them, apparently.”

He nodded, dread heavy in his stomach. It wasn’t the best news he’d gotten, but at least she was safe. Ash knew he needed to speak to her, though. He couldn’t imagine what she was going through right now…

“And the others?” Ash grit his teeth. He had to get his mind off his mom. “Are they doing okay?”

Steven leapt at the chance to distract Ash. “They’re both doing quite well. Dr. Hale is resting, but he experienced the least stress during the ideal. I believe Molly is still being examined by Sabrina, but should be fine.”

Ash nodded again. That was the best he could hope for, wasn’t it? He was just relieved that they hadn’t been permanently warped by the Unown.

His mother hadn’t been so lucky.

Another question came to the forefront of his mind. “Was anyone else hurt?”

This time it was the pale, haggard Lance who answered. “Not badly,” he said, and the relief in his voice was palpable. He ran a hand through his light red hair. The golden light of the Feather flashed beneath his sleeve. “Many SPECTERs were knocked unconscious by backlash, or knocked out by the fake Entei, and the League forces that stormed the battlefield after you went into the mansion were scuffed up. A few people in the fake Entei’s path when it rushed to Goldenrod were given minor wounds or infected by the crystal,” Lance’s eyes narrowed to furious slits, “but nobody died. It’s a miracle,” he professed.

Ash practically collapsed at the news. He thought of the Crystal Entei’s supernaturally powerful attacks, overwhelming physical strength, and single-minded purpose to protect the Hale Mansion (and Molly). It was almost impossible for it to have not killed anyone in its battles…

“Molly didn’t want anyone to die,” he whispered, the truth plain as day to him. And how could it not be? Even before he’d been granted the Unown and exposed to knowledge beyond comprehension, he’d merged with Molly to guide her through restoring Greenfield. For all Molly’s fear and lashing out, she hadn’t wished to kill. She couldn’t even understand it. All she’d wanted was for everyone to go away and leave her family in peace…

“What was that?” Lance asked.

“The Crystal Entei couldn’t kill,” Ash muttered. Lance blinked and stared past Ash, lost in memory. His hands balled into fists. “Molly wouldn’t let it.”

Steven nodded along with the news. “Thank the universe for such favors,” he murmured. His long fingers tapped against the plain metal of Ash’s bed frame. The man’s slate eyes easily caught Ash’s weariness. “But please, let us get your accounts of the event. We don’t want to keep you up any longer than necessary. You need your rest.”

And so he did. Ash spoke of the entire day, from the vague sense of unease he’d felt through his link with Mewtwo back in Slateport, to arriving on the battlefield and meeting Karen and the arrival of the rest of the Elite Four. He recounted fighting his way to the Hale Mansion while the rest of the Elite Four fought against impossible odds against the Crystal Entei, to his and Bruno’s plan to get Ash into the mansion.

Ash told them of how his team had faced down the Crystal Entei, how Infernus and the others had even managed to slay the creature’s physical form for a time. How it had returned with its overwhelming might only to be torn apart by the arrival of the Legendary Beasts.

He explained how he entered the void of the mansion and was trapped in an endless illusion that sapped his strength with every step, of how he met Karen and that they’d fought their way through the mansion until they reached the second Greenfield and met Molly.

It was hard not to enjoy their surprise when he mentioned the appearance of Not-Ash (he still held some regret for the construct’s fate) and how they’d fought, of how he ended up in the void viewing Molly’s memories until Not-Ash collected him and took him to Molly.

The rest was a blur. Convincing Molly to return to the real world, working with her to rebuild the twisted, corrupted Greenfield, and claiming the Unown for himself. Ash even explained how he had chosen against Lance, his mother, and Uncle Spencer and how he chose to bind the Unown and render them inert and separated from the physical world.

He didn’t miss Lance’s discomfort during that discussion. Neither did any of the Masters.

And there were things he didn’t mention: the encounter with the illusory Pierce, the details of Molly’s memories, and the wisps of knowledge seared into his brain when he delved into the mysteries with the Unown. He didn’t describe the Truth he’d seen, the thoughts he’d gleaned, or anything else revealed to him.

That belonged to him. 

“You’ve given us quite a bit to think about,” Steven said at last. The others were quiet. Karen and Cynthia seemed to be off in their own world, pondering what had been revealed. Lance looked as if he wanted to be anywhere but here, like he needed to run and cast off all the trappings of his station. “Thank you for your efforts, Ash.”

He nodded. “So what now? Do we go back to Hoenn?”

“That…” Steven frowned and stroked his chin thoughtfully, “is an excellent question. I don’t believe you should return to Hoenn - not yet,” he amended at the look Ash sent him. Steven waved at the exhausted boy. “Look at yourself, Ash. You’re exhausted. You leapt from facing down those Rockets - not to mention Hunter J and Jacqueline Durand - with me to being tested by the Unown with just a few days of rest in between. You look like you’re about to shatter. Your body might be healed, but your mind is frayed. You need to relax.”

Ash grimaced at the summary. Perhaps he’d have argued fruitlessly against Steven before his time in the mansion with the Unown. Even now his brain itched to fight his teacher on this, to return to training and growing stronger and pushing his team and himself to their absolute limits. To find the power to take destiny into his own hands.

But he wasn’t the same. He never would be. The mansion - and the Unown - had laid him bare. They had flayed away some of his delusions and perceptions of himself until the truth stared him in the face.

He needed to rest.

“So what do I do?” He asked, somewhat lost.

“That is your decision,” Steven said firmly. His lips quirked. “You don’t need me deciding the terms of your vacation, Ash. That would be rather counterintuitive, wouldn’t it?”

Ash grinned. “I guess you’re right,” he replied, though he felt confused as ever. He looked into the window, suddenly enraptured by the beams of sunlight piercing through a light covering of clouds. What was he supposed to do?

“Good,” Steven nodded. “Take your time. Stay here for a while and make sure you’re ready to move on. Let’s say we’ll meet at my apartment in Rustboro in a month or so. Does that sound fair?”

“That sounds perfect,” he said quietly. His mind raced. What would he do for an entire month?

The former Champion watched him for a moment, then seemed to decide that nothing was amiss. Before he left, he gave Ash some parting words. “If you feel that you need some more time, simply let me know. I want to make sure you’re okay before you rush into anything, alright?”

“Understood,” Ash said.

Steven smiled and reached over to clap him lightly on the shoulder. “Good. Rest well, Ash. If you need anything, don’t hesitate to contact me. You have my number.”

And with that, the Steel Master left.

Karen stepped forward next. “I know you’ll be alright, Ash, but take it easy. Maybe stick around for a while,” she suggested, “you haven’t even visited Indigo Plateau yet. Believe me when I say you have some nice quarters waiting for you - Will and I are pretty sure that Lance has been playing favorites,” she chuckled.

Ash smiled back at the Dark Master. It was nice talking to her when they weren’t trying to avert an apocalypse. “Maybe I will,” he said thoughtfully. His grin turned a little more challenging. “While I’m up there we’ll have to see if you or Will really deserve your positions.”

The woman scoffed with her hand on her hip. “Please! Your team won’t even slow mine down, you little runt!”

“We’ll see,” he glared back, and they both laughed as she waved him off and left the room. Well, that was one stop he could make. His blood burned at the thought of taking on a genuine member of the Elite Four… the last time he’d fought one was when he’d challenged Bruno so many months ago.

That was before he’d fought his way through the Storm, before he’d been through a hundred challenges and his friends had risen to new heights. He was unrecognizable from the trainer he’d been at Mt. Hideaway and he couldn’t wait to test his strength against a Master again.

At least he knew Karen wouldn’t just toy with him like Lance or Steven. It would be a fight where he could truly cut loose.

Cynthia and Lance exchanged a look and the Champion of Sinnoh stepped forward. Her heels clacked against the smooth tile. “It was a pleasure to meet you, Ash. And you as well,” she nodded to Nidoking and Dazed. “I don’t wish to intrude on your recovery, so I will take my leave.”

“It was nice to meet you too,” Ash rasped, all of a sudden aware of how terrible he probably looked. He wasn’t really sure of what else he could say.

“I’ll be based out of Greenfield for the next week or so while I take care of some business,” Cynthia said evasively. “Would you mind if I visited once more before I left? I believe there are several matters we could discuss.”

“Of course,” Ash said slowly. He wasn’t sure what she meant, but he didn’t question her further. Cynthia had no doubt left it vague for some reason. “I’ll meet you in Greenfield in a few days,” he decided.

Ash thought Cynthia’s smile could have lit up a room. “Fantastic! I look forward to speaking with you further,” Cynthia declared. With a friendly wave and a twirl of her long black coat, she left the room. Ash watched her leave with a frown, still uncertain of what she could want to discuss with him. He honestly didn’t know enough about Cynthia to decide anything.

That could be a concern for later. As of now, Ash (not to mention Nidoking and Dazed) rested their eyes on the sole remaining visitor: Lance.

An awkward silence hung over them all. Ash was fairly certain this was the first time ‘awkward silence’ and ‘Champion Lance’ had ever existed in the same room. Normally the man couldn’t let more than a few seconds pass before telling a joke or going off about one of his adventures or otherwise trying to break anything resembling quiet. From the look on his face, Lance realized it too.

“So…” Ash trailed off, utterly lost on how he was supposed to approach this. It wasn’t as if he disliked Lance (and he was pretty sure Lance didn’t dislike him either) but right now he just didn’t know what to say. They’d always been on the same page before now, but it seemed that Ash’s choice to keep the Unown out of the League’s hand had changed that.

He hoped it wouldn’t be forever.

“Uh,” Lance started, conflicted, “I’ve been thinking,” Ash could only imagine what Steven would have said to that if he’d been here, “about everything. About the Unown, about the Legendaries, about your situation.”

The Champion went quiet for a moment as he gathered his thoughts. Ash didn’t rush him. “I can’t say that I agree with your choice, but I do see why you made it. We haven’t handled the Legendaries as well as I’d like,” Lance’s expression twisted into an ugly grimace, “and the fact that you, Ash, have been the one to handle them instead… well, that says a lot, doesn’t it?”

Ash shrugged noncommittally. Lance wasn’t wrong, but he didn’t think it necessary to rub it in. One of his hands reached to idly toy with the heavy stone amulet around his neck.

“We can talk more later,” the Champion assured him, aware of how tired Ash was. “I just wanted to let you know that I’m not angry or upset. I know you had your reasons. You’ve just given me a lot to think about, is all.”

“I understand,” Ash said quietly. It was as if a great weight waslifted off his shoulders. Oh, he knew all too well that things weren’t back to normal between himself and Lance. The events of Greenfield had damaged the Champion, had reinforced yet again to Lance that he and his dragons weren’t strong enough to protect the world. That he was no longer the undefeatable Dragon Master who could crush his enemies and shield his friends.

That Lance Wataru, the youngest Indigo Champion and Dragon Master, was a minor player in a game of unimaginable scope.

“Stop by my office if you end up visiting Indigo Plateau,” Lance said. He reached forward to ruffle Ash’s hair with a grin. Nidoking allowed it, though his nostrils flared. The exhausted Champion stepped away, not willing to push Nidoking too far. “I have a lot to deal with, so I’d best get going. But if you have any questions or concerns, you know how to reach me. Get some rest and enjoy your vacation, alright?”

“Will do,” he nodded. Ash was a little relieved that Lance was leaving. It was a thought that bothered him, but the slight tension between them wasn’t something he needed to deal with right now.

Before Lance left, his cape fluttering behind him, he turned to Ash and grimaced. “And Ash… keep a low profile if you can.”

Ash blinked. He had a bad feeling about this. “Why?”

The tall man sighed and tapped the power button of the TV hanging in the corner of the room. It was already on a news channel, it looked like, and Ash instantly understood Lance’s words.

“Unknown Disaster at Greenfield,” he read the headlines with dawning horror. Footage from what was presumably Goldenrod (or a suburb) ran on repeat, showing a giant shadow in the shape of an Entei dashing across the land with squirming crystal left in its wake. Clips of the Elite Four chasing it, of Gengar and Dragonite and Machamp and their trainers.

Lance switched the channel again to the Indigo news station. Ash watched, stunned, at the sight of him and Bruiser approaching the camera crew that had driven up to Greenfield around when he’d arrived. The roiling, living crystal sea grew and contracted behind him, as though it were breathing. The volume was muted, but he remembered that moment all too well, and he could practically hear his warnings to the reporter in his ears.

“Rookie Finalist of this year’s Indigo Conference Involved with League at Greenfield Disaster?” Ash recited. His blood went cold. This wasn’t good. Numerous taglines beneath

“We can’t hide you from the world anymore,” Lance said grimly. He appeared nearly as troubled as Ash. “You did your duty and you did it well,” the Champion said in a vain attempt to comfort Ash, and continued, “but there was no hiding what was going on this time. It’s too public, and unfortunately they decided that you would make a good story. The whole world knows that you’re involved with the Indigo League. We’re going to have to give some kind of information eventually, but I didn’t want to trouble you.”

“Are people upset?” He asked, unsure of how his position would be taken.

Lance shook his head. “Confused, more like it. We’ll need to announce you as an Elite Four trainee soon - when you’re ready, of course. There are a lot of questions I’ll have to deal with. The world knows something’s going on now,” he sighed and looked like a man twenty years older. “Everyone’s suspected after the odd happenings that have taken place over the last year or so, but this is the first time anyone’s openly brought up the idea of Legendaries.”

“Sounds like a lot of paperwork,” Ash quipped, hoping to defuse some of the tension even while a thousand half-baked ideas and concerns and worries blazed in his mind.

His teacher’s faced twisted. “You’re right,” and Lance irritably ran his fingers through his hair again. “I have to get going, but just remember to stay out of trouble,” he warned. Ash nodded. “Nobody knows where you are or the extent of your involvement. You’ll just have to stay one step ahead of the media.”

The Champion paused. “Get better soon, Ash,” he said genuinely.

Lance left Ash to his thoughts.

Despite a sudden wave of exhaustion which suddenly crashed down on him (he had to glance over at Dazed to make sure she wasn’t the source, but she innocently polished her pendulum), Ash instead stared at the TV. There were so many wild thoughts in his skull that it was almost impossible to keep track of them all.

The world knew. They knew that something greater was going on in the shadows. They knew that the potential for terrible things existed. They knew that there was nothing the League could do about it.

And even worse, they knew that he was involved.

Nidoking grunted sympathetically as Ash massaged his temples. Ash offered him a wan smile as he pondered their new circumstances. Overall, it probably wouldn’t change much. The League wouldn’t tell the world anything it didn’t need to know. He hoped so, anyways. Lance would never authorize that. Everything to do with the Legends was sworn to secrecy - not that they knew all that much about them.

He frowned. Ash thought back to the little wisps of knowledge he’d gleaned with the Unown. There’d been so much they had told him, so much whispered to him and seared into his brain. Yet when he tried to recall it he could only focus on short glimpses, tiny fragments that offered everything but told practically nothing. What was there was frustrating: visions, images, sounds, sights, and smells that he’d never experienced.

Ash knew that he would understand so much if he could figure those visions out - the boy with Mew, the man with the glowing shards in hand, or even the First Champion Taimu’s familiar visage. He allowed himself a light grin at the realization that he did understand one of the fragments, albeit one that didn’t tell him as much as he’d like. The others were a complete mystery.

It was at that moment he swore to himself that he would discover them. He would learn those stories. He’d unravel the secrets he’d been offered.

Friend-Trainer…

“Sorry,” he whispered. Ash took his eyes away from the TV, which showed more footage of the Crystal Entei’s dash through Goldenrod and the utter chaos it had left in its wake, and grinned at her. “I didn’t mean to get like that. How are you two feeling, by the way?”

Nidoking growled gently and shrugged his heavy shoulders. Ash took the chance to observe him. His friend seemed fine physically, but Nidoking hid his feelings well. He was sure that if Nidoking was disturbed or bothered by something he’d bury it deep and conceal it to avoid Ash’s worry.

Ash wasn’t amused when the thought struck him that it was exactly what he did.

Satisfied, that Nidoking was in good health, he glanced over to Dazed. She looked pristine, not a hair out of place. Even her pendulum looked shinier, like she had done nothing for the past two days but polish it endlessly.

An apt observation. 

Ash rolled his eyes but laughed anyways. “I should’ve known. How are the others, then? We didn’t have an easy time getting into the mansion.”

He would have released them and asked his team himself, but Ash doubted that would go over well. They’d probably crush his hospital bed in their haste to check on him. It was hard to put it off, but he endeavored to address them all at once when he was able to leave the hospital.

The thought brought his attention to the other things he’d have to attend to once he left this hospital. Not only would he need to check in with his team, he needed to find his mother and speak with her as well. Ash tried to ignore the pang in his chest… that wouldn’t be a pleasant conversation. Even though he longed to speak with her and make sure his mother was alright, he knew that it would hurt to see her. His mother’s memories were still in flux and in a sense she wasn’t the same woman he’d known.

His nails bit into his palms and he exhaled. Nidoking laid his heavy, blunted claws against his arm. Ash nodded to his friend gratefully. He needed that. “Sorry, buddy,” Ash shook his head. Dazed stopped cleaning her pendulum. “Just thinking, you know? About my mom. You heard what they said…”

Nidoking nodded slowly. Deliberately. His beady eyes glinted with regret and he helpfully patted Ash on the forehead. It stung a tad, but Ash wasn’t about to let that show. “They said she should get better, though. It’ll just take time, right?”

Dazed blinked at the question directed at her. She went still.

I trust the Farseer. She sees deeper than I. You should rest your faith in her as well. 

Ash toyed with his amulet some more. It was comforting in a way, despite being a relic of the Greenfield disaster. The weight was satisfying to lift and hold. He wondered how long his mother would take to fully recover. It wasn’t that he didn’t trust Sabrina - he knew for a fact that was more knowledgeable about such things than he would ever be - but he was too involved in the matter.

It was impossible to take his mind off it. Ash glanced up at the TV again. Just more footage, this time of Greenfield. He grimaced at the sight of it. Though the crystal had melted away and reality freed from its grip, he and Molly hadn’t perfectly healed the land. The Hale Mansion and Greenfield itself were intact, but he didn’t miss great scars along the lines where the League SPECTERs had dug in, or the long line of devastation left by the strikes of the League against the Crystal Entei.

All the same, it was impossible to believe that the gorgeous, healthy hills covered in flowers were the exact same place the League had waged war on the Unown just two days before. It looked just like it had in his memories aside from a few blemishes. Overall it looked amazing, however - even the massive furrows dug in by the King Under the Mountain (how had Bruno managed to defeat such a fearsome behemoth?) had been healed by Molly and himself.

It was comforting in a way. He supposed it felt like he’d accomplished something good, this time. That he’d managed to claim a victory, not just a stalemate with the Legends.

He’d take what joy he could in that, Ash decided.

Dazed laid a hand on his shoulder. Her thick, yellow-furred fingers curled against him and the Hypno’s eyes quirked up into that odd smile she did.

We did well, Friend-Trainer. Enjoy your victory, and your rest. 

Rest? Ash blinked, and realization dawned on him as cool red light pooled about him from Dazed’s pendulum. He welcomed its embrace.

He knew nothing more.

XX

“How’s everyone feeling?” Ash called out as his team materialized about him and took a moment to stroke Seeker’s soft blue fur when she settled comfortably on his shoulder. They stood in a small field not too far from the outskirts of Goldenrod. He’d only left the hospital ten minutes ago (and had woken up not long before that) but couldn’t bear to be stuck in that bed any longer.

Plume circled overhead as a black spot barely visible to the naked eye. He shielded his eyes from the sun and watched her for a moment as he was greeted by a series of growls, grunts, and gurgles. Aron blinked sleepily and finally warbled, having realized he was supposed to reply. Ash laughed and let his eyes rest on the team.

Nidoking was at his side, naturally. Aron plodded over to the poison-type and plopped onto the ground, stubby little legs happily kicking in the air as he rolled in the dirt. Oz had taken her position by Aron too, of course - he knew it wasn’t because she wanted to hang out with Nidoking. They’d buried the hatchet, but their only real claim to friendship was the little steel-type between them.

The rest were arrayed in a semicircle in front of him. Ash traced his eyes greedily over them all: Dazed, Torrent, Bruiser, Sneasel, Tangrowth, and even Infernus watched him with the same look in their eyes. “I’m glad all of you are okay,” he began and patiently allowed one of Tangrowth’s vines to poke and prod him (the rest of the team suffered a similar fate, with varying degrees of patience) before he continued. “I just wanted to say thanks to all of you. You saved me from the Unown.”

Ash didn’t miss the way Dazed and Infernus stared at his amulet when he said that. It was blank and lifeless as always under the dying light of the sun. Shadows cast over the three Unown symbols on it, and he looked away. He wouldn’t let the thought of the amulet rule over him.

“But it’s over,” he said with a sense of finality. His team snapped to attention. Bruise nodded along with him, powerful arms folded over his barrel-like chest. “We survived. We won. Now, it’s time to go back to our lives. We’re taking a vacation!” Ash declared. “We’re in Johto for a while, and I have a few ideas for what I’d like to do.”

They waited patiently. Ash grinned. “We’re going to rest here a few days alright? My mom, Spencer, and Molly are supposed to be in the hospital somewhere resting. I want to spend some time with them before we leave. After that… well, we’ve got a month. Any suggestions?”

Infernus immediately snarled something, a gleeful light entering his eyes. Heat pounded against Ash’s skin, and little flares of fire shone from deep within the barrels of Infernus’ cannons. Ash rolled his eyes. He had a good feeling what Infernus meant by that. To make sure, he sent a questioning look at Dazed. She nodded with a long-suffering expression.

The Brute would like to find someone to battle, Friend-Trainer. 

Ash snorted. There was the Infernus he knew. “We will,” he promised. Infernus grinned savagely. “I bet there’s plenty of Gym Leaders that could give us a nice challenge, and maybe we’ll even find some decent trainers on the road. Does that sound good?”

Infernus nodded. The nasty smirk never left his face.

“Anyone else?”

Bruiser grunted something. Ash waited patiently for Dazed to translate. After he’d spent so much time with each and every member of his team it was normally easy for him to understand what they were communicating, but it was impossible to understand something without context.

That’s where a psychic capable of telepathy came in. Ash hoped that Dazed would one day be skilled enough to directly connect him to the minds of his friends… it would be fantastic to be able to communicate with them directly. She’d managed to do it with Bruno, which gave him hope, but it was also easier to connect two similar minds. Two humans were simpler to mentally connect than a human and pokemon, for instance.

Dazed didn’t glance directly at either of them. She seemed obsessed with staring into the last light of the dying sun, although her eyes flashed a brilliant blue moments later.

He wishes to seek out Bruno-Master. The Caretaker seeks to learn to temper his greater strength with skill. 

“We’ll find him,” Ash promised Bruiser. The Machoke nodded, satisfied, and waited for Ash to continue. “We’re going to stop in Indigo Plateau at some point to beat Karen,” he grinned at the way Sneasel’s feather and ears perked up, “and if he’s not there then they can point us in the right direction. Does that sound good?”

Bruiser pounded his chest with a fist and grinned. Ash beat one of his fists against his own chest and marveled at how good it felt not to be sore, concussed, and miserable. He’d scarcely realized how far he’d pushed his body between his battle against the Rockets with Steven… he’d been nowhere near ready for Greenfield.

Tangrowth drew his attention with a wild gurgle, and a few vines draped heavily across his face before he was gently pulled into a tight hug. He laughed and patted the affectionate grass-type as he was pressed up against the spongy shell of Tangrowth’s shell of vines before extricated himself and looked into his friend’s big, round eyes. “What do you want to do this month?”

He wishes to return to the Corral. The Binder misses his friends. 

“We’ll stop by,” Ash promised the grass-type. Tangrowth danced happily at that and bounced up and down on his big red feet, his every vine trembling in anticipation. That worked out quite well. He’d wanted to see Professor Oak again while he had the chance. Who knew when he’d next be in Kanto? It would probably be another year before he finished his training with Steven, atlhough he wasn’t entirely sure of the timetable on that.

Just another thing to keep in mind.

“Anyone else?” Ash called out. Torrent shook his great head, apparently satisfied with the plans so far. He wasn’t sure if Torrent’s wishes were already being taken care of (he expected that Torrent would like to meet Lance before they left for Hoenn) or if he was simply content to come along for the ride.

Oz shrugged, more interested in Aron doing his best to eat a huge hunk of scrap metal in one bite than anything Ash had to say. He rolled his eyes and crouched to gently poke his youngest teammate on his big, domed head. Aron’s sky blue eyes blinked, confused. “Small bites, buddy.”

Aron nodded cheerfully and went back to his favorite activity. Nidoking grunted when Ash glanced his way. No surprise there.

None of the others tried to say anything, so he shrugged and took a step back. At least he’d gotten their opinions. If they wanted to take a detour or explore anything in particular he’d be more than happy to make it happen. Ash hadn’t managed to come up with much he wanted to do.

“I don’t have anything else,” Ash admitted. He allowed his muscles to relax as he sat down next to Aron, content to watch him munch on his scrap metal. The rest of the team followed suit, eager to relax after the events of Greenfield. They’d gotten as much rest as he had but it was clear as day that the event still weighed heavily on them.

Nidoking rested by him and the others came a bit closer. Even Infernus was content to rest for once, although he remained a short distance away from the rest of the team and sat in a small circle of charred, crumbling stalks of grass and ash-covered earth. Sneasel in particular loped over to Ash and clambered up onto his shoulder (the one unoccupied by Seeker).

He blinked at Sneasel’s concerned glance at his shoulders, then realization struck him. Ash squeezed his eyes shut briefly at the remembrance of Sneasel’s claws hooked into his back pumping him full of dark-type energy, but didn’t let it show for long. Sneasel obviously felt guilty and he didn’t want to make it worse.

“I’m okay,” Ash assured Sneasel as the dark-type stuck a soft, velvety paw underneath Ash’s loose black shirt. It tickled slightly and he grinned. “I promise. Suicune and Molly healed me - I don’t even know if I have scars,” he admitted. Ash winced when Sneasel poked and prodded some more and eventually found a matching pair of small, puckered scars on the back of each shoulder. Well, that particular question was solved. They weren’t as deep or as thick as he’d expected, however. The healing had taken off most of the residual damage.

Sneasel whined. Ash stroked his (and Seeker’s) head to calm him down a little. “I’m fine,” he repeated. “I promise you didn’t hurt me too bad. What you did was necessary. I made you do it,” Ash stressed, and Sneasel shuffled a little on his shoulder. “You don’t need to worry, alright? I’m glad you did it. Nobody else could have gotten me across the crystal, you know.”

That seemed to put Sneasel a little more at ease, and Ash relished the peaceful setting. Torrent floated a little closer, and for the first time in a while Ash felt truly complete. He tipped his hat over his eyes so only the faintest rays of light struck him, and allowed himself some rest.

The world could wait. For now, he was with his team.
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Ash hesitated before he rapped his knuckles against the thick wooden door of the hospital room. After yet another night of rest, he felt better than ever. The world still seemed to have lost some of the vibrancy he remembered, but so long as he was with his team and able to relax it didn’t bother him.

This did.

“Come in!” A familiar, perky voice called out. Ash fought the urge to walk away and swung the door open. Sneasel hissed as he clambered to Ash’s other shoulder, and he grinned at the dark-type. Most of the team was too bulky or shy (in Seeker’s case) to walk around the hospital with him, but Sneasel had eagerly taken to the task. He didn’t even try to cause much trouble.

The lighter feelings gave way to a deep dread that suffused his every thought. He felt like a man walking to his grave.

“Ash? You’re awake!” His mother laughed at him and pat a spot on the bed next to her. Ash reluctantly sat down, though he’d prefer to pace about the room. “I tried to visit you but you were always asleep. How are you feeling?”

“I’m good,” he said stiffly. His mother either didn’t notice (unlikely) or ignored it. “Just thought I’d come visit for a bit. How are you?”

She reached for the remote and turned the TV off. Ash caught a few more speculative headlines about the Greenfield disaster and an image of his Conference ID photo before it went black. “I’ve been trying to rest,” his mom said. “Spencer and Molly just visited,” she said happily, though trailed off at the expression on Ash’s face. “They’re back at Greenfield for the next few days, I think.”

“And your memory?” He cut to the heart of what he came here for. It was a relief to see his mother in good spirits after everything that had happened, but he couldn’t stand to waste time with small talk right now. Ash leaned forward.

His mom looked away, a troubled expression on her face. “Sabrina took a look at me. She said that the other memories,” she looked extraordinarily conflicted at referring to them that way, which left Ash feeling as though he’d been stabbed in the heart, “will fade in time. Just living my life normally will keep reinforcing the real memories. There’s a psychic in Goldenrod she recommended that I see a few times per week after my classes to… help.”

Ash nodded. He expected something like that. No doubt the psychic would need to keep tabs on her to make sure there were no long-term effects of the Unown’s powers on her.

She grinned - a mirror of his own - when Sneasel leapt off Ash’s shoulder and landed comfortably on her stomach. Through some strange skill even Ash didn’t possess, she turned the ornery dark-type into a puddle of dark fur and sheathed claws in just a moment’s work and focused quite a bit of attention on keeping him that way.

“Ash, I’m sorry about all of this,” she spoke up after a long, uncomfortable silence. Ash jerked his head up and shifted around on the coarse linens of the hospital bed. “I know it’s not easy for you… none of this is. You don’t deserve this.”

“You don’t either,” he whispered. Ash allowed her to grab his hands - noticeably larger than hers - in her own. He clenched his fists. “It’s just… why couldn’t I have fixed it? Why didn’t the Unown change you back to normal?”

His mother smiled sadly. “I don’t know. It doesn’t matter though, does it? What matters is that I’ll be back to normal in a few months. It’s like your dad said -” they both paled, and Delia jerked her hands back. “I’m sorry, Ash. I didn’t mean -”

He raised one of his hands. “It’s fine,” Ash said, even though he didn’t really mean it. Frenzied thoughts lashed out through his head. Sneasel yawned and stretched out (was he always so long?) on his mother’s lap, heedless of the events going on around him. “So… what exactly are these other memories?”

“That’s the problem,” she squeezed her eyes shut. “I don’t know which ones are the other memories. It’s like I’ve lived a dozen lives. One where I married Spencer and had you and Molly, some where you were born and then Spencer and I met each other, and one where I moved to Pallet Town after… ” his mom trailed off, an ugly look on her face. “Well, it’s where I lived in Pallet Town and raised you. And I know that’s what everyone keeps telling me is the truth, even Spencer, but there’s this part of me that just can’t believe it!”

Ash laid a hand on his mom’s arm. “It’s okay,” he assured her. His mind spun. “You’ll get better.”

She chuckled bitterly. “That’s what everyone keeps telling me,” his mom said in an uncharacteristically dark tone. At Ash’s frown, she tried to perk up. “I know I’ll get better. It’s just…”

“I get it,” Ash replied. And in a way he really did.

They sat in companionable silence for a time. The sunbeams landed in the room through the open windows and he relished a cool breeze that caressed him. He shut his eyes shut and savored the warmth of the sun -

He reached for the Feather. It had been quiet recently, less able to touch his mind after the events in the Hale Mansion. Had he truly managed to find some measure of control over the forces within it - no, not within the Feather but in him, he remembered - in that void? Ash prayed that it was so, that they couldn’t keep trying to tug at him every time he saw or felt something that drew out a reaction.

Yet he still felt the vibrant pulse of life within it. It was impossible to ignore, the inner power that made the Feather so much more than a simple frame of obsidian.

And more importantly, he reached deeper. Past the Song - its mournful tune immediately instilled in Ash that it would be no help in this endeavour - and into the well of blackness that always existed in the back of his mind, the well that existed alongside all of his own desires, ambitions, and will for change.

Mewtwo didn’t answer. Ash frowned, desperate, and reached further past the insistent resistance to his request…

You had your chance to restore your progenitor. You lacked the will and faith to do so, and I will not fix your mistake. 

Ash reared back as though struck by Mewtwo’s blunt words. He expected the familiar surge of barely-restrained fury that always accompanied contact by the psychic, but there none to be found. Instead, Mewtwo simply seemed very, very tired. Drained. Lifeless.

Despite his lingering bitterness (which Ash knew deep in his bones he would never let go of) at Mewtwo, he couldn’t help but be somewhat perturbed at how contrary this was to the Shade’s normal behavior. Mocking, snide, cruel, savage… all familiar, expected behavior from his mental bond with the psychic.

Tired? Slow? Dull?

These were all new, and Ash didn’t like it.

“What are you thinking about?” His mother brought him back to earth before he could ponder the strange change in Mewtwo’s behavior further. Ash shook his head.

“Nothing, just trying to think if there was anything I can do for you,” he admitted. It was the truth, in a way. She just didn’t need to know that he’d been trying to contact a godlike psychic with less-than-satisfactory morals to do it.

His mother laughed. “I should have known!” She said as she stroked Sneasel’s fur. With a soft smile she cradled his face in her hand (one of her fingers traced down the long, ropey scar left from Articuno’s Blizzard) and tilted his head so he had to look her in the eyes. “Ash, I’m going to be okay. You’re still my son. You’re my boy.”

“I know,” Ash mumbled. His mom shook her head ruefully and let him go. “I just want to help you.”

“I don’t think there’s anything you can do. This is my battle,” his mom said firmly yet kindly. She closed her eyes for a moment and laid her head against the plain white pillow the hospital had given her. “Just… sit with me for a while, will you? That’s all I could ever ask of you, Ash.”

He nodded. There was a lump in his throat.

The afternoon passed quickly.
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A low grunt woke him from his dreams of a tall, burnt tower. His eyes snapped open and he immediately zeroed in on the stooped, leering figure at the foot of his bed. Nidoking watched warily, his eyes narrowed into slits. “Agatha?” Ash asked, bemused. The Revenant Crone’s thin lips curled up into a slight smile matched by her blue and black eyes. “What’re you doing here?”

Left unsaid was how did she get in here? Ash didn’t think it would help much to ask questions he’d never learn the answer to.

“You look better than the last time we met,” she rapped the gnarled wood of her cane against the tile floor as she wearily sat in a chair to the side. Agatha’s razor-sharp eyes traced his every move. Ash shifted in his bed - the feeling she left him with reminded him of when he’d spoken with George Grey back during the Conference. Nidoking didn’t seem to appreciate his discomfort and loosed a growl from deep within his throat. “You aren’t in half as pitiful a state as you were in Greenfield.”

“I feel a lot better,” Ash admitted. He sat up in the bed, tired of feeling vulnerable around the Ghost Master. “What are you doing here?” He repeated. If she didn’t answer soon he’d have to physically hold Nidoking back from charging her. His friend didn’t seem too happy with Agatha’s sudden appearance.

A loud cackle was his response. Agatha shook her graying blonde hair as she descended into a coughing fit. Ash watched her with concern, but didn’t dare ask her if she was alright. He knew the Revenant Crone well enough to know that she’d be offended by that.

“I always did like how blunt you were,” Agatha mused once she’d recovered. Ash paid rapt attention to her. She absentmindedly tapped her cane to the ground, as if listening to an invisible orchestra only she could hear. “But I’d hate to waste your time. You seemed quite busy when I got here.”

Ash rolled his eyes at her jab.

She turned a tad more serious. “I won’t bore you for long. We both have more important business to attend to than this idle chit chat.”

“Understood,” Ash nodded. “So what is it?”

“Oh, nothing too serious,” Agatha chuckled. She folded her hands over her faded dress. “I just wished to extend an invitation to the hero of the hour. Be a dear and stop by Lavender Town before you return to Hoenn, understood?”

Ash blinked. It wasn’t so much an offer as a demand, but one he’d take up all the same. Agatha might be a tad unnerving, but she was an incredibly respected trainer. He wouldn’t pass up the chance to speak with her further. “Is there any particular reason for me to visit?”

Agatha stopped, her eyes narrowed, then threw back her head and laughed. “Ha!” She suddenly rapped his hand with her cane before he could blink (he had no idea how she could move that quickly) and steadfastly ignored Nidoking’s furious snarl. It took a verbal command from Ash before his friend snapped out of it. “You need a reason to visit I, Agatha of the Elite Four? It is a privilege and an honor!”

“Of course,” he snorted.

“I thought you could use some advice when it comes to your future ghost,” she smirked as Ash’s eyes widened. “Oh, don’t get so excited. Your team has a ghost-shaped hole in it. It’s only natural to realize you’ll fill that void sooner or later.”

“Any idea where I could find one?” Ash asked, his eagerness plain to see. She wasn’t wrong… he’d desired a ghost for nearly his entire journey. If they weren’t so rare (not to mention they tended to deliberately avoid humans) he would have already tracked one down.

She graced him with a sneer. “You don’t find a ghost, fool!” Agatha snapped. Ash jerked his hand back, halfway expecting another blow from her cane. “The nerve of the youth today! A ghost finds you. If you seek out a ghost it’s liable to devour you whole!”

The Revenant Crone peered at him over her clasped hands. Something about her grew dark and the elderly woman seemed ancient in that moment. “Look at yourself, Ash Ketchum,” she said quietly, “and ask yourself whether you’re ready for a ghost? An ageless, alien creature born of Distortion that subsists on the emotions and spirits of this reality’s inhabitants?”

Ash pondered her warning for a moment, then frowned. She certainly had a way of words. He’d never doubted that he could handle a ghost until this moment. They were troublesome, certainly, but how difficult could they be?

“And why wouldn’t I be ready?” Ash challenged the Master, determination glinting in his stare.

Agatha slammed her cane on the ground and chuckled humorlessly when Ash flinched at the noise (and Nidoking responded more violently with raised quills and spines and a single drip of venom at the end of his horn).

“A ghost would find a feast in you, boy. So much doubt, anger, and vengefulness. So much fear,” she hissed, and looked as though she were tasting a particularly sumptuous morsel. Both eyes were black, the blue long forgotten. “My ghost howls for the spirit of a little boy ruled by his fear.”

“I’m not afraid,” Ash snarled back, not about to be intimidated by a mere human. There was no Fire, Ice, or Lightning fueling his anger, only his own spirit. His nails bit into his palms. Nidoking lowered his horn. “Not of you, not of anything!”

The former Elite Four member reclined back in her seat, the shadow that ruled her features absent again. Ash breathed heavily, not quite over their argument. “So the hero still has a boy’s heart!” she cackled, then wheezed heavily. One hand clutched to her chest, she stared at him unblinkingly. “Don’t lie to yourself, Ash. Fear drives you. Fear of weakness, fear of loss, fear of Legends…fear, fear, fear,” she tutted. “You hide it with willpower and drive and courage but there’s fear all the same.”

Ash looked away, mind ablaze. He couldn’t even think right now. Was she right? He pushed the thought away for now. There was no point letting it irritate him now.

Agatha sighed, some of her fire lost. She looked very, very old. “Enough of that,” the old woman decided. With a long-suffering grunt she pulled herself up and out of the chair. Ash didn’t miss the cold scarlet eyes and nasty grin hidden in her shadow as she did so. It winked at him before it vanished.

“I’ll be in Kanto for only a short time,” Agatha said at last. She wrapped her thin fingers around her cane. “I’m here to visit my home for a month or two, then it’s back to Orre to help that little brat Michael put the pieces of his region back together.”

Now that piqued Ash’s interest. “You’ve been working with Michael?” He asked. It made sense, he supposed. He was pretty sure there was no way to retire to Orre like Agatha had unless you wanted to be fighting a war for the rest of your life. “How’s he been?”

“Oh, he’s the same as ever. Always wanting to do the right thing,” Agatha rolled her mismatched eyes. “He’s quite boring, really. Reminds me of Samuel before he retired away to play with his toys.”

Ash grinned at the mention of Professor Oak, his earlier annoyance with Agatha forgotten. “Well, tell him I said hello. Has he had any luck?”

“Some,” Agatha said noncommittally. “There’s only so much success to be found when trying to unite a shattered region. We’ve glued a few of the smaller pieces back together. I doubt it will last.”

His grin faded. That was depressing. Ash watched Agatha turn to leave, her shuffle somewhat reminiscent of Dazed. It was odd that she was so decrepit. Wasn’t she supposed to be around the same age as Professor Oak? He was only in his early fifties. Agatha acted like someone decades older.

“I’ll be on my way,” she called out to him. Ash nodded. Even as she prepared to leave his room (a long purple arm reached out to snatch the door open for Agatha), the old woman paused. “Be a dear and send Will a message, would you? He’s been quite insufferable over Greenfield lately.”

Ash nodded as his mind went to Will. He wasn’t surprised the psychic hadn’t handled the memories of his actions in Greenfield very well… Ash couldn’t imagine being forced to fight against his friends. It would destroy him.

When he looked up, Agatha was gone. Ash let out a long breath and glanced over to Nidoking, who still looked furious over Agatha smacking Ash with her cane. “It’s alright, buddy. She didn’t mean any harm.”

Nidoking chuffed, his spines finally lowering. The venom which leaked from his horn dried up. Ash shook his head and pulled a rag from the bedside table to wipe the dried remnants of the venom off Nidoking’s long horn. No need to leave that on there.

“You don’t need to get so worked up,” he said soothingly as he worked. Nidoking’s eyes shut while Ash cleaned his head, finally relaxed. “Not everybody’s going to be nice all the time. It’s just something we’ve got to deal with, alright?”

The poison-type opened one eye and snorted, his huge nostrils flared for a moment before the eye snapped shut. Ash just grinned and worked on wiping a few more spots off Nidoking. His thick, leathery skin was practically covered in his poisonous secretions.

He didn’t mind, though. It had been a while since he’d gotten to spend some one-on-one time with Nidoking and he wasn’t about to complain.

They lapsed into a companionable silence. Neither of them were disappointed.
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Ash pulled his cap low as he approached the Goldenrod Gym. There were a few substantial crowds he’d wandered through to get here, but overall he hadn’t run into any problems. It was getting to be late - the gym wouldn’t be open for more than another hour or two - and as such there weren’t as many people around as he’d feared.

He breathed in the warm, fresh air gratefully. It wasn’t like he’d remained entirely in the hospital for the last two days, but he’d spent a good chunk of his time recovering, sitting with his mother, or hanging out with his team in the fields nearby. To be honest, he’d really needed to stretch his legs and why not take the chance to give his team some exercise as well?

The Goldenrod Gym was a fairly impressive sight, he decided. It wasn’t particularly complex, as it was just a large building with a massive dome projecting upward, but the structure towered over the surrounding buildings and held a simple sort of majesty. It was fitting for Johto’s Normal-type Gym, Ash thought.

Seeker shivered on his back as a cool gust of wind swept past them. He reached back a gloved hand to comfort her, a grin on his face as the little Zubat burrowed into his warmth. She’d gotten spoiled by the warm, humid air of Hoenn. Goldenrod was a massive metropolis port city, but its sea was cold and harsh compared to Hoenn’s tropical atmosphere.

He had to admit that he missed Hoenn itself. It was only mid-July, but Johto felt like it had started a slow descent into winter. Ash wondered if the bizarre weather conditions for the last year had any effect on that. Zapdos’ massive storm, Mewtwo’s hurricanes, the battles between the Birds at Shamouti… he doubted that the League’s use of Castform to stabilize the weather had completely restored the normal weather patterns. Not yet, at any rate.

Hoenn, on the other hand, was warm and lush. Even now it was as if it were trapped in a neverending summer. Compared to Johto it was much, much more hospitable. Ash hadn’t quite managed to adjust yet. Even this cool breeze sent shivers down his spine.

Ash sidestepped a few dejected trainers (they looked young, probably in their first or second years) and thanked his luck that they hadn’t recognized him. So far he’d only attracted a few curious, overly long glances from a few pedestrians but he didn’t doubt that somebody would recognize him. The news still plastered his picture up on every single report (along with a rundown of who he was and his performance in the Conference) and never tired of speculating on his relationship to the League and what he was doing in Greenfield.

He was just glad that the camera of those reporters he’d had to send away were suffering some kind of interference from the Unown’s power. Their video was still clear enough to identify him, but it was dark and blurry enough that it was impossible to see the Feather pulsing with its faint light beneath his clothes. If he ever ran into the reporters again… well, then he might have to answer some questions.

“Sorry, girl,” he whispered as Seeker chattered excitedly into his ear as one frustrated boy a few years older than him accidentally smacked into his side and jostled her. Ash sent the trainer a dirty look but didn’t say anything since he’d already moved on. “So, who do you think I should use against Whitney?”

Seeker hissed something to him, then licked the side of his face. He laughed and scratched behind her soft, delicate ears. Ash marveled when the dying sunlight shone through the membranous skin, exposing a delicate net of blood vessels beneath Seeker’s ears. It was fascinating.

He pondered his choices as he stepped into the gym. The lobby was plain but somewhat elegant. It wasn’t anything to write home about but that didn’t bother him. It served its purpose. Most importantly, he was relieved to see that he was the only challenger in the lobby. At least he knew he was right to wait before coming here.

His thoughts returned to which teammates he should use. Bruiser would be enormously effective, but he didn’t want to send him out too early. Ash had no doubt he could beat Whitney with his true team - though he would make sure he didn’t underestimate the Normal-type specialist - but where was the point in that? He needed to use the weaker and less experienced members of his team so they could perfect their techniques and get some solid practice in.

While he’d like to use Bruiser, he wanted to make sure Sneasel, Oz, and Aron (at a minimum) would also get a chance to battle. This was the perfect chance for Aron to fight on his own level.

Ash had to admit that he didn’t know much about Whitney, but he’d heard plenty of hearsay from trainers he’d faced in Kanto. She was supposed to be deceptively powerful, and it could be easy to be caught off guard since she was pretty, bubbly, and friendly. Apparently her Miltank was the stuff of nightmares… at least for anyone who didn’t know it was coming.

“Hi!” A receptionist in her late teens chirped as he stepped into the gym. She grinned at the sight of Seeker practically burrowed into Ash’s shirt. “Aww, she’s adorable! Does she have a name?”

“Seeker,” he replied, surprised that the woman could identify Seeker’s gender on sight. “How’d you know Seeker’s a she?”

The girl smiled and rested her hands above her keyboard, ready to put in his Trainer ID. “Can you give me your number please?” She asked. He gave it, and she continued. “Oh, it’s easy! Her fangs aren’t very pronounced compared to a male Zubat’s. My little brother caught one and I learned all about them…” the receptionist - Sally, he read on her nametag - trailed off. “Ash Ketchum?”

He nodded. Ash couldn’t hide his wince at the interest she took after she read his name. Thankfully, the girl seemed to realize his discomfort and managed to hold off on any questions (although it looked like it took every she had not to give into temptation). “Alright, I’ve punched you in. Our last batch of challengers just left and Whitney’s dealing with a straggler, so Whitney should be out to see you in just a few!”

“Thanks,” Ash said. It was as much for not making a big deal out of his presence as it was for getting his match ready. He took a seat not far from the desk and waited patiently. Although part of him wanted to watch a few of Whitney’s battles, he instead took his time feeding Seeker a few treats. After a while he got bored and tossed them higher and higher, allowing her the chance to swoop to and fro to expertly catch the little bits of food.

“She’s pretty good!” Sally laughed as Seeker pulled off an expert maneuver to swoop up a piece of the dry food just before it touched the ground. Seeker wasn’t as fast as Plume, but she was much more agile thanks to her small size. “Have you had her for long?”

“About a year or so,” Ash replied absentmindedly as he flicked a piece of food to the other side of the room. Seeker chittered and shot over to catch it mid-air. Sally clapped and Ash grinned at Seeker as she victoriously circled back to land on his shoulder. Her tiny weight was barely noticeable.

Sally nodded. Just as she was about to say something, her computer monitor flashed and her eyes lit up. “Looks like Whitney just finished up with her most recent victim - err, challenger - and is ready for your battle. Just head through those doors and you’ll find her,” she motioned at the massive doors next to her desk. “Good luck!”

“Thanks,” Ash replied as he stood up and headed through the doors. He grinned eagerly - he’d looked forward to this all day.
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“Hi, I’m Whitney!” A pink-haired girl a few years older than him (and a few inches taller) practically shouted at him as he stepped through into the battlefield. Ash jumped at the sight of Whitney waiting. He hadn’t expected that. She shoved her hand at him and he shook it even though he was a little overwhelmed. “It’s awesome to meet you, Ash. I’ve heard a lot about you.”

“Oh,” he said. Ash took a moment to glance over Whitney. She was dressed simply in a jersey of some kind and a pair of shirts. “It’s nice to meet you too.”

She grinned (it seemed permanently plastered onto her face) and leaned in closer. “I definitely owe you a thank you for helping out with that nasty Greenfield incident. I had to stay here to deal with all the fallout, but I read the report and it sounded awful! Jasmine told me all sorts of terrible things.”

“Were all the other Gym Leaders there?” Ash asked, a little surprised Whitney hadn’t been on the scene. Greenfield was in Goldenrod’s territory. He’d have expected her to be one of the first on the scene. Then again, she did have to deal with the Crystal Entei charging through her city…

Whitney shrugged and played with her hair. Ash was distracted for a moment by the sight. “Most, I guess. I know Morty got there to help old Agatha, then Pryce, Jasmine, Chuck, and Clair all went to lead their trainers. Us younger Gym Leaders had to stay away and keep things organized,” the Normal-type specialist looked uncharacteristically annoyed at that, but soon lightened back up. “But everything’s okay now! I didn’t know you’d be coming by. How do you like my city so far?”

“It’s nice,” Ash said simply. That was really all he could say. He’d kept his exploration to a minimum, mostly content to remain in the hospital. At first he’d been tempted to swing by the university his mother went at, but decided against it. Things were too…raw. Besides, he’d seen on the news that most of that area was closed down to repair the damage left by the Crystal Entei.

“Awesome! Goldenrod’s just great,” Whitney cheered, not at all dissuaded by his short reply. She messed with one of the pokeballs clipped to her belt. “But I don’t want to keep you for too long… I’m glad I’ll get to battle you! How do you want to do this? As a reward for all your help, I’ll let you set the terms,” the teen looked rather pleased with herself for coming up with that idea. “Sound good?”

Ash nodded and thought for a moment. “Three-on-three is good for me,” he replied. Infernus would probably be upset, but he didn’t think it would be fair to unleash the Magmortar here. All he really needed was a chance to let a few choice members of his team battle. He’d find some strong trainer later to make it up to Infernus, he decided.

Whitney gave him a thumbs up. “Sounds great!” She turned to walk away, practically skipping with glee. Ash blinked. She was even more excited about this than he was.

“Wait!” He called out as a thought entered his mind. Whitney kept her jog, but she looked back at him. “I have a new member of my team, an Aron. When I release him could you send one of your weaker pokemon out? He needs some experience.”

“Sure thing, Ash,” Whitney shouted just as she turned to stand in the Gym Leader’s box. Ash nodded his thanks and took his position in the challenger’s box. He sensed the shift in the room moments before the psychic barriers were projected to shield the humans from any harm. “You ready?”

He grinned and nodded. Seeker clung even tighter to his arm as he raised Aron’s pokeball and released the little steel-type. Aron blinked and looked around, confused, but warbled happily at the sight of another human. He ran forward on his stumpy little legs to Whitney, probably to see if she had any scratches or scrap metal to give.

“Wait, Aron,” Ash sighed, even if he wanted to laugh at Aron’s antics. The steel-type paused and looked back. He seemed surprised to see Ash. His rasping tongue hung from the side of his mouth, and he panted at the sight of Ash and Seeker. “We’re in a battle, okay?”

Aron blinked, then nodded. He turned back to face Whitney for real this time and squared himself for battle.

“Let’s go, Aipom!” Whitney released the small monkey. It danced about with a wide grin on its face as it looked curiously at Aron. His friend warbled happily at his opponent, and the Aipom chattered something back as its hand-like tail swished back and forth. Ash got the feeling that both would rather be playing than fighting. Then again, most pokemon saw those two concepts as the same thing. “Let’s do this!”

A bell rung to signal the beginning of their battle. Despite the low stakes, Ash’s heart pounded in his chest like the rhythmic beat of a drum. His eyes narrowed and he couldn’t stop the light grin from inching its way onto his face.

“Aron, Rock Tomb!” He ordered as Aipom charged with incredibly speed. Aron squeezed his eyes shut and focused, and a blade of stone swept up against the normal-type. Even though Aipom deftly clambered over it, Ash was proud to notice that Aron had learned from his battle with Leo’s Electrike. Instead of a spear, the sharp stone was more of a slashing sword that covered more distance and pushed Aipom’s ability to dodge. “Charge!”

Aipom squeaked and leapt to the side as Aron growled cutely and charged as fast as he could on his stubby legs. Whitney stayed silent, her pink eyes locked on Aron curiously. It looked like Aipom was on its own.

It didn’t mind much. Aipom ran at Aron on all fours and screeched so loudly it made Aron and Ash both wince, and took advantage of their distraction to sprint at Aron with startling speed - Ash knew it had just used Agility to enhance its speed. Aron could barely react before Aipom leapt at him, angling its palm-like tail to slam into Aron.

“Protect!” Ash barked, and his paranoia was well-founded. Aron barely managed to manifest the flimsy green shield before Aipom’s tail burst into hot, crackling flame thanks to a creative use of Fire Punch and smashed into the barrier with surprising force. Aipom squealed at the sudden surprise and leapt away, but Aron warbled a battle cry and used Mud-Slap to throw wet, sticky mud onto the normal-type. “Nice job, Aron! Keep pressing the attack!”

Aron sprinted headfirst into the slowed Aipom, who barely managed to counter Aron’s charge by nimbly swerving past the charging steel-type and used its tail to push him forward. Unable to cope with the acceleration, Aron stumbled and fell with a short cry. Ash frowned. Aipom wasn’t extremely powerful, but it was definitely skilled…

All he needed was to land one solid hit. Aron might be slow and not very maneuverable, but he hit hard. One charge would take Aipom out of the battle.

“Rock Tomb!” He ordered. Aron squeezed his eyes shut again, and moments later another scythe-like blade of stone was ripped from the earth and swung at the small normal-type. Ash noted that the attack wouldn’t even faze Nidoking or Torrent, but against a tiny Aipom?

It was overkill.

Unfortunately, he underestimated Aipom yet again. Even a little winded, with mud all over it that slowed its movements, and at least a little tired from the quick exchange it had just left, Aipom swung beneath the Rock Tomb and chittered irritably as it was barely clipped on its shoulder. It reeled for a moment, and it was all the opportunity that Aron needed.

With a determined stare, Aron sprinted at Aipom. The monkey was ready to leave again, but as soon as it tried to sprint away Aron squeezed his eyes shut and an ethereal barrier was projected right in front of Aipom’s face. It cried out as the weaponized Protect knocked it back, straight into Aron’s path, but Whitney finally decided to make her presence known.

“Thunder Punch!” The teen commanded with a grin. Aipom managed to angle itself to where its tail smacked into Aron’s domed head even as the steel-type bowled it over, stunning Aron with the sudden surge of electricity. Aipom limped away, wild grin temporarily gone, and squared its small body as it prepared to take on the twitching, defenseless Aron. His stubby legs twitched wildly.

Whitney frowned. “Wait!” She called out as Aipom prepared to sprint at Aron to finish him off. The girl nervously chewed on her nails. Ash waited. “I don’t trust that it’s actually down. Shock Wave!”

“Rock Tomb!” Ash shouted. Aron stopped twitching his legs now that the jig was up (Ash would have to let him know not to be quite so dramatic next time) and barely managed to pull up a quick barrier to absorb the underpowered Shock Wave. The net-like arcs of crackling electricity petered out uselessly against the stone, and Aipom chattered angrily to Whitney, motioning at Aron wildly.

He would have chosen Protect, but it was too draining. Aron’s barriers weren’t the most powerful around, and could even be shattered entirely by a sufficiently powerful strike, but they were still exhausting to shape. There was a reason Protect was used sparingly in combat. Once Ash had trained Aron to take advantage of other options he’d probably cut down on its use immensely.

“Mud-Slap!” He ordered. Aron had been trained extensively to use Mud-Slap since it was a simple, effective move. By now he knew exactly how to use it in any given situation. As such, Ash wasn’t surprised when Aron managed to accurately kick up a spray of dirt and heavy clumps of mud with one of his suddenly shining feet. It landed all over Aipom, and the monkey danced furiously as it attempted to knock the clinging mud away. Whitney tried to calm it, but the Aipom was too worked up to listen to its trainer. “Bring it to you!”

Aron wouldn’t be able to keep this up for much longer, but he was smart. He wriggled wildly to flip back onto his legs and charged even as Aipom yelped when a spear of stone shot straight into its back and propelled it forward.

“Yes!” Ash cheered and pumped his fist as Aron lowered his head and nailed Aipom in the gut. The monkey immediately dropped like a rock and was recalled by Whitney, who shook her head ruefully. “Great job, Aron! I’ll buy you a pokeball to chew on tonight, okay?”

The steel-type perked up at the mention of his favorite treat (although Ash would have to make sure he didn’t start associating the team’s pokeballs with food) and all traces of exhaustion fled him. Ash didn’t recall him, but instead motioned for him to come and stand by him in the trainer’s box. The psychic barriers allowed Aron to pass, and he cheerfully waddled to sit by Ash’s side.

Seeker hissed and fluttered down to land on Ash’s pant leg. She chittered something at Aron and he warbled back. Ash grinned at the interaction and focused back on Whitney, who seemed quite interested in Seeker and Aron’s conversation.

“That was nice!” She said cheerfully, not at all bothered by her loss. “You know, I keep telling Aipom that her temper is going to mess her up and she just never listens. Maybe this’ll put things in perspective for her!”

Ash snorted. He could imagine a thousand ways to exploit that temper with a more versatile member of his team. To be honest, he was pretty thankful for it. If Aipom didn’t get so angry about being covered in mud that probably would’ve been a loss for Aron considering Aipom’s impressive elemental repertoire.

“What’re you training Aipom towards?” He shouted across the battlefield. “She had a lot of elemental techniques for such a young pokemon.”

“Oh, shucks, I can’t go telling her secrets,” Whitney teased. “Let’s just say the best thing about the normal-type is its versatility.”

He thought on that, and nodded. It probably just pointed toward his initial suspicions being correct. Aipom would be a quick, versatile attacker that could handle just about any opponent in close-range combat thanks to its diverse set of elemental attacks. Once it evolved he had no doubt that Aipom would be a nightmare for psychics and other ranged fighters.

“So the first round goes to Challenger Ketchum! Good job, Aron!” Whitney clapped for him, not at all bothered by her loss. An uncharacteristically menacing grin grew on her face. “I hope you’re ready for Milty.”

Ash examined the Miltank the teen released carefully. The cheerful bovine didn’t look all that dangerous.

Then again, neither did Tangrowth.

To be honest, he was shocked that it was so renowned. Miltank was a heavyset pokemon better known for producing highly nutritious milk than fighting. Despite their peaceful reputation, they could be immensely powerful fighters if properly motivated. Their thick layers of fat helped protect them from physical and elemental attacks and hid their impressive speed. Not to mention they could drink their own milk to rejuvenate themselves in the midst of battle.

That said, the whole world agreed that Whitney had achieved something special with her Miltank.

Ash couldn’t wait to see the truth for himself. He took a moment to decide which of his teammates to release. Miltank helpfully waved at them all, which he absentmindedly returned while Aron screeched back happily and Seeker fluttered around in an elaborate pattern.

While he intended to use Oz as much as possible in the coming days, he didn’t think she’d find a good matchup in Miltank. Her attacks wouldn’t deal a lot of damage against Miltank and he would prefer to train her against elemental fighters. She always seemed a bit more motivated against them. Maybe she thought of them as practice against Infernus?

No, he wouldn’t use Oz yet. She’d be better suited to fighting other opponents. He’d wait and see what fighters Whitney had in reserve after Miltank.

For now he’d release Sneasel. It wasn’t exactly a favorable battle for him either, but Sneasel had more mobility and plenty of experience in avoiding larger, stronger opponents.

Ash made a quick note to thank Bruiser for his help in that later.

Besides, Sneasel might be able to penetrate Miltank’s protective layers of fat with his claws. Not to any meaningful extent - this was just a practice battle, after all - but it would give him more of an edge to poison her. That could prove to be the decisive blow.

“Let’s go, Sneasel!” Ash called out his friend’s name as he released him from his pokeball. Sneasel hissed eagerly at the sight of his opponent and unsheathed his wickedly curved claws. Little wisps of frost already gathered on them.

The bell rung, and both fighters sprang into action.

Sneasel decided to go with Jab, their technique that fused Shadow Claw and Poison Jab into a devastating lance, as his opener. His light body shot forward as a black blur thanks to his Quick Attack, and his curved claws slashed at Miltank in an attempt to poison her. Unfortunately, Miltank reared back and summoned a Protect that just barely stopped Sneasel in his tracks, although it vanished a moment later.

Ash grimaced at the sight. The Protect hadn’t even left a few sparks of green light or a shimmer… Whitney’s Miltank was extremely skilled with the technique. That could be troublesome.

Miltank teetered away, obviously a little caught off guard by Sneasel’s savagery, but recovered as quickly as Sneasel. Even as he looped around the Miltank in hopes of finding a weakness, she reared back and slammed her hoofs onto the ground. Sneasel hissed helplessly and was knocked back by the intentionally weak Earthquake - Ash had no doubt that Miltank could rip this battlefield apart if she wanted - and barely dodged a Thunderbolt that Miltank cast at him.

“Double Team!” He cried as Miltank lunged at Sneasel with a glowing fist. Brick Break, perhaps? It didn’t matter. Ash and Whitney had traded strategies. Now it was Ash’s teammate who couldn’t afford to be hit while Whitney’s Miltank would only have to land one attack.

Though unable to follow Ash’s order under Miltank’s frenzied attacks, Sneasel displayed an impressive amount of acrobatics to avoid Miltank’s practiced strikes and Thunderbolts, Fire Punches, and Iron Tails. He wove in and out of her attacks, avoiding defeat by a hair’s breadth. Whenever he tried to escape, Miltank would work a Rock Tomb into her dizzying array of attacks to bring forth jagged spines of stone and earth from the battlefield, rending the flat dirt and leaving plenty of gaping holes for Sneasel to stumble over.

It was beautiful. Ash never would have pegged Miltank for such a quick, aggressive fighter.

“Ice Beam on the ground!” He snapped, just in time for Sneasel to dash to the side around Miltank’s hard hoof and haphazardly fire a small spray of arcing, pale beams into the dirt around Miltank. The powerful creature mooed unhappily as it stumbled over the slick ground, but Ash felt his glee suddenly vanish in the face of Miltank’s curled form…

Rollout. It was Whitney’s specialty. Ash had heard that just about every newbie trainer in Johto had their dreams crushed and spat on by Miltank’s relentless use of the powerful technique. It was difficult to train but absolutely worth it. Rollout essentially turned a pokemon into a wrecking ball. They would roll in a ball that would constantly pick up momentum and power the longer the user was in that state, growing stronger and stronger until they could devastate practically any pokemon.

There were drawbacks, of course. There always were. It was difficult to maintain coordination in that state. An inexperienced user could only use Rollout for a limited time before they became too dizzy and couldn’t keep it together anymore. Using Rollout to its full potential relied on long, long experience with the technique. It also wasn’t much use in rocky, mountainous territory either. The uneven ground could wreak havoc on the user’s ability to maintain Rollout and only amplified the troubles with coordination.

But if used by a skilled, experienced pokemon on relatively flat, plain ground… well, Rollout had the reputation it did for a reason.

“Double Team, now!” Ash hollered at Sneasel. His friend seemed to realize trouble was coming his way and followed the command without hesitation. In a mere second he dashed to the side and was lost in a small horde of illusory copies, each and every one in erratic motion. Even Ash had a hard time picking out the real Sneasel.

“It’ll take more than that to fool Milty!” Whitney laughed. She took a dramatic pose. “Milty, use Earthquake!”

Miltank had already entered into Rollout, yet somehow used the slight jump from rolling on one of her earth spears she’d ripped up with Rock Tomb to land heavily, releasing the rippling wave of force that left the battlefield shaking and shuddering with thin, spidery cracks webbing through it. Sneasel hissed and leapt just as the wave reached him (thanks to extensive training with Nidoking) to avoid most of the damage, but still landed heavily. It was just enough to break his concentration and a few of his copies from Double Team vanished. The rest stood eerily still.

Rollout was unleashed.

Ash had to marvel at Miltank’s amazing speed and coordination as it rolled in a tight ball, propelled and guided by its limited psychic powers. It was barely even a blur, and even with his practiced eyes he struggled to keep track of its zooming, erratic motions - then he realized it was weaving its way throughout Sneasel’s copies. One, two, three, four all smashed through in the span of a second.

Miltank reeled around the field as Sneasel barely shot out of the way of Rollout with a well-timed Quick Attack. Even as Ash snapped out orders constantly, Miltank focused in on the dark-type and refused to relent. Sneasel was pushed to his limit to avoid the normal-type wrecking ball that left wide, shallow grooves everywhere it shot.

It was getting faster and faster every second. Sneasel’s dodges became closer and closer and soon Miltank would land a hit. Once that happened… well, Sneasel wasn’t exactly the toughest of Ash’s team. That would surely knock him out or injure him to the point he needed to be returned.

He eyed the panting Sneasel thoughtfully as Miltank’s rolling body shot around and turned in a wide arc to focus in on his friend again. Miltank was pulling off impossible turns and angles with her Rollout. It was honestly amazing, but he couldn’t waste time admiring the perfection of its technique.

Ash had identified a weakness. “Stay close to the psychic barriers,” he muttered just loudly enough for Sneasel to hear. He didn’t want to give Whitney an idea of their strategy. “Freeze the ground around you when it gets close.”

Sneasel hissed and loped out of the exposed center of the battlefield. It was a veritable death trap there. Miltank utterly controlled the battle from that position - it had plenty of room to maneuver and could take its time pinning Sneasel. Fortunately, it was the perfect moment for Sneasel to dash over to the right side of the battlefield.

Even as Miltank homed in on her foe, doubtlessly in an attempt to force Sneasel back into the middle, Sneasel spun and snarled viciously as he spat more of the jagged, arcing streaks of Ice Beam onto the ground. It froze over smoothly, the circular patch of ice around ten feet across, and had barely solidified before Miltank struck.

Well, it would have. Miltank groaned as it spun out of control on the ice, though she still nearly struck Sneasel with her immense bulk before he shot out of the way with another Quick Attack. Ash grinned as Miltank slammed into the psychic barriers lining the battlefield - her Rollout carried so much force that they flared into plain sight, the entire force of the barrier concentrated at the singular point where Miltank smashed into it.

Miltank stayed in Rollout somehow and bounced off (that had to have hurt) but had lost most of her momentum.

Sneasel wasn’t about to let that opportunity go to waste. He shot forward again with Jab, and his claws wreathed in shadow and dripping with poison carved their way into Miltank’s flesh. She howled at the feeling but kept pushing forward, able to roll away with incredible speed. Sneasel cackled madly at the sight and flicked a few drops of poison away.

Ash grinned. He’d been worried for a moment, but Sneasel had proven himself well. He was still a bit limited in his techniques since they’d focused mostly on drawing out his dark-type aura recently, but Sneasel had used his techniques expertly to whittle down a superior foe. Miltank was a monster, but she wasn’t invulnerable.

“Nice one,” Whitney called out. She whistled and Miltank’s Rollout slowed, and finally the large bovine stumbled out of it and landed on both hooves. Miltank’s eyes were hard as she observed Sneasel and she sagged slightly in pain.

Good. She’d been successfully poisoned. That would slow her down a bit.

Then Miltank snorted, placed a hand on the light cut that Sneasel had poisoned, and shut her eyes. Ash snarled, and Sneasel shot into action even as the orb on the end of Miltank’s tail shone a bright, pale blue and the chiming of a bell echoed throughout the battlefield. Her wound glowed the same blue as her tail and, although it didn’t heal the actual wound, was purged of Sneasel’s poison. Miltank barely had time to relish being cured of poison before Sneasel was on her in a frenzy of ice and claw.

A grimace emerged on his face as he watched the melee. Ash hated healing techniques… mostly because he didn’t have any. Heal Bell was rare, and its rarity was only matched by its utility. The mechanics of the move were poorly understood by researchers, but it seemed to focus a pokemon’s psychic energies to the point that it could affect the bodies of itself and others.

Guided by the pokemon’s mind, Heal Bell was sufficiently powerful enough to heal all sorts of nasty conditions: it could soothe the pain and extent of burns, kickstart the cardiovascular system of a pokemon encrusted in ice or the nervous system of a pokemon paralyzed by electricity or poison, and accelerate the metabolism to purge the body of toxins, powders, and other ailments. It wasn’t powerful enough to directly heal wounds, but it sure did a great job of fixing everything else.

Sneasel didn’t seem to appreciate the use of Heal Bell anymore than Ash did. He hissed and spat and yowled as his every attack was blocked or neutralized by Miltank’s overwhelming skill, then finally had enough when Miltank began to pull out Rock Tomb again to force him away.

He danced around Miltank’s Fire Punch, flung himself between the normal-type’s legs, and leapt up onto Miltank’s back. The powerful pokemon squealed at the unpleasant surprise, then screamed at the sensation of Sneasel’s razor-sharp claws stabbed into her back. They didn’t manage to penetrate Miltank’s thick layers of fat, but that wasn’t what Sneasel needed.

Instead, Miltank collapsed in a spasming fit as Sneasel directly pumped dark-type energy into Miltank’s system. She mooed and thrashed and finally threw the dark-type off, but Ash could see that it had done some serious damage. Miltank didn’t stand as confidently as before, and she almost looked afraid of Sneasel.

Ash grinned at Sneasel’s quick thinking, even though he sympathized with Miltank’s pain. That hadn’t exactly been a pleasant experience for him in Greenfield. He was grateful the complications of the attack had been fixed by Molly…

Miltank wasn’t as helpless against it as Ash had been thanks to her body being substantially tougher, but it wasn’t an attack to be brushed off either.

Sneasel seemed to realize that and hissed happily. He squared himself and readied himself for her charge, certain that he’d won.

“Now!” Whitney cheered.

Then Miltank swung her hoof… towards her? Ash frowned, then realization struck him. “Move!”

His friend nearly managed to escape the Rock Tomb, but he was clipped by a sudden spear of stone that stabbed him in the back. Miltank’s eyes shone with a fearsome glint as Sneasel was temporarily defenseless in midair, and her hoof was wreathed in roaring flame that warped the air around it with its heat as it slammed heavily into Sneasel’s skinny chest.

Ash winced at the blow (he should have expected a move like that after using the same strategy against Whitney with Aron) and shouted a flurry of orders to Sneasel. The stunned dark-type barely managed to pull himself to his feet before Miltank slammed into him with the full force of a Rollout. He was practically flattened by the ferocious attack and Ash thanked Sneasel for all his help when he recalled him. There was no way he could keep fighting after that.

“You did amazing, Sneasel,” he whispered to Sneasel’s pokeball. It shook ever so slightly, then went still. “Enjoy your rest.”

He glanced at Miltank. It was quite impressive, and he found himself wondering why on earth Gary had such a low opinion of Whitney. She might not come off as an especially stern or powerful trainer, but there was no doubt that she deserved her Gym Leader position. He’d have to ask Gary about that the next time they met.

“Thanks for the trick!” Whitney actually smirked. Ash shook his head - he deserved that. He couldn’t blame the Gym Leader for using his own tactic against him.

Miltank squared herself as Ash silently released Oz. The electric-type let out a fierce roar and smashed her fists together, her fur crackling with electricity. Ash grinned at the display and shouted out a few orders and pointers to her before the match began - just a general update on Miltank’s abilities.

He’d been tempted to release Bruiser since he was the most logical response to a physical powerhouse like Miltank. But where would the fun be in that? Ash had no doubt that Bruiser would beat Miltank after the damage Sneasel had inflicted, and Oz would learn more from the experience. Besides, she deserved a chance to show off.

“Begin!”

At Whitney’s shout, Ash watched eagerly as Miltank quickly pulled her stocky form into another Rollout and zigzagged towards Oz. Her body wore a deep groove in the ground behind her and kicked up a wild storm of dust and earth, but Oz was completely unfazed. A few wild arcs of electricity surged about her and she bared her fangs in a vicious snarl before she shoved her fists outward and a few crackling bolts were flung at Miltank. The normal-type expertly swerved out of the way, but Oz’s Shock Wave twisted ever so slightly to slam into Miltank in a brilliant display of light and a booming clap of thunder.

Miltank fell out of Rollout, dazed at the Shock Wave, and Oz charged as she windmilled her arms to build up power. Her wild coat of black-and-yellow fur crackled furiously with every movement, tiny sparks jetting out every few moments in great showers. As she neared Miltank, Oz howled out a challenge and stopped just as Miltank prepared to lash out.

Surprised by the sudden movement, Miltank’s Rock Tomb surged out of the earth and was flung into empty space. She had overstepped, and Oz grinned as she raised her hands together and clapped them together. Ash knew the technique well enough to shut his eyes beforehand, and his face twisted into a smirk as Miltank was blinded and deafened by the brilliant flash of electricity and its subsequent boom. 

Oz had fallen in love with the Flash technique after using it so frequently against Dazed. It was almost certain to catch her foes off guard and he’d seen it used quite effectively against several members of his team.

Unfortunately for Miltank, that’s not where Oz stopped. Miltank cried out in pain as Oz punched at her and a thin blue spark of electricity stabbed at the normal-type, overwhelming her formidable defenses and locking up her nervous system. It wouldn’t last for long (especially with that Heal Bell he saw the beginnings of) but Oz didn’t need much time to finish this.

Even as Miltank struggled to recover, Oz glared at her opponent and tensed. Her fur stood on end and huge surges of electricity (the hair on his arms raised up as she drew on her power) exploded from her body. Errant arcs of electricity danced about Oz’s powerful body, scarring small, blackened gouges in the earth wherever they pattered.

For a brief moment Ash feared Oz had lost control, but his fears were quickly proven to be baseless. Oz roared with effort as she punched both fists directly at Miltank, guiding the violent, whipping blasts of lightning into the form of a Lightning Bolt.

Ash was momentarily blinded, but thankfully the psychic barriers managed to blunt some of the light from Oz’s most powerful technique. “Yes!” He congratulated Oz as the dust settled and Miltank was revealed to be unconscious at Oz’s feet. The Electabuzz sagged underneath the effort required to put Miltank down, but she seemed quite satisfied with her victory. Miltank was slightly weakened by Sneasel, but she was still a formidable force. Oz deserved to be proud of her win. “That was great! Nice job, Oz!”

Little arcs of electricity shot from Oz as she turned to bare her fangs happily at Ash, and he grinned at the look in her eyes. There was the Oz he knew.

“Wow,” Whitney looked stunned as she recalled Miltank, though not particularly upset. “That was really impressive. Miltank’s tough,” she praised Oz, who looked surprised at Whitney’s kind words. “But I think I’ve got a good challenge for you, Electabuzz!”

Oz readied herself for battle and prepared to burst into action at a moment’s notice. With the charge she’d built up in preparation of Lightning Bolt she’d be much quicker to draw on her electrical attacks in this next bout. Not that Oz was ever slow. It only took her three or four seconds at most to unleash a Thunderbolt or Shock Wave. Other electric-types could take nearly ten if they hadn’t already built up some kind of charge.

Ash eyed Whitney’s next choice with quite a bit of interest. It had been a long time since he’d faced a Clefable. They were almost fantastically rare and their line tended to be quite elusive at the best of times. He could count the number of Clefable he’d battled on both hands, and that wasn’t counting the ancient, absurdly skilled Clefable that guarded the Moon Stone.

He almost wished that was the Clefable he was facing. That would have been an incredible battle.

Not that he’d be disappointed with this Clefable. No Clefable could be described as weak, and this specimen was surprisingly stocky and muscled for its breed. It stood around four feet tall and was solidly built. Its soft pink fur covered its body and a large, thick lock curled between its ears. The friendly creature waved, which Ash and Oz both returned.

Clefable’s wings fluttered in anticipation, and Ash barked out an order as soon as Whitney announced the beginning of the battle. “Quick Attack!”

Oz snarled and shot forward in a gold-and-black blur, her fist barely evaded by the surprised Clefable. It fluttered a feet away on its wings, though it couldn’t really fly with them. As it dodged it made a complex motion with its stubby arms and a shimmering layer of psychic power (Magic Coat, Ash recognized) shrouded it, which effortlessly reflected Oz’s Thunderbolt back at her.

She growled and easily absorbed the Thunderbolt, drawing on her exercises with Raichu to draw the bolt of electricity back through her body and amplify its power. Clefable cried out in surprise as its psychic barriers were shattered underneath the terrifying power poured into the attack by Oz and was put on the backfoot yet again. Oz stalked forward, wreathed in a cloak of dancing electricity, and snarled at Clefable.

Unfortunately, Clefable had managed to buy itself enough time to return the favor. Its eyes shut in concentration and it was wreathed in a crushing aura of psychic power before Oz was suddenly slammed to her knees. She howled as Gravity crushed her under its pressure (and Clefable steadily retreated) and her tail whipped back and forth furiously as she recovered from the powerful technique and shot to her feet… only for Clefable to release Gravity, causing Oz to stumble and overstep as she overcompensated and tripped over one of the grooves left by Miltank’s Rollout

.

As Oz stumbled, Clefable waggled its arms again. The grooves around Oz shuddered and shone with the brilliant azure of Clefable’s psychic powers, and Ash grimaced as innumerable splinters and shards of razor-sharp stone were torn from the ground and seemingly hovered all about Oz by their own volition. She was helpless against the Stealth Rock and growled as she was jabbed painfully by some of the stones.

Oz was forced to freeze lest she stumble carelessly into more of the painful rocks, and Clefable took the opportunity to put more distance between the two. The powerful pokemon took in a deep breath, and its eyes flashed azure again as it expelled the breath and a cyclone of burning orange fire exploded from its mouth, the Flamethrower hot enough for Ash to feel the warmth past the psychic barriers.

His friend narrowly dodged it, and he realized he’d have to command her if she was to avoid Clefable’s maneuvering. While Clefable didn’t seem to favor outright offense, it was quite skilled at manipulating the terrain and indirectly damaging Oz.

“Swift, Quick Attack, Thunder Punch!” He said quickly, though Clefable undoubtedly heard him thanks to its renowned hearing. It had already begun to wave its arms again to block the sudden flurry of star-like projectiles Oz hurled at it, though Oz was already upon it thanks to her Quick Attack. Clefable barely managed to erect a shield of psychic power before Oz hammered her way past it with a Brick Break and slammed a Thunder Punch into its shimmering chest -

Oz was flung backwards, caught in a sudden blast of psychic force. She quickly recovered and bared her sharp fangs when she saw that Clefable hadn’t escaped unscathed. The force behind her blow had managed to penetrate Clefable’s shields and it was somewhat stunned, though still cognizant enough to protect itself with yet another Light Screen when Oz tested it with a Thunder Wave.

“Flash!” He ordered, deciding the best way to handle Clefable was to overcome its senses. It had too good of defenses for Oz to break past otherwise. Unfortunately, Clefable seemed to pick up on his order even faster than Oz did. Its eyes burned azure and Oz whirred in frustration as her arms were locked in place by psychic barriers before she could slam them together.

Then she seemed to smile, and Ash’s vision went white as a veritable explosion of electricity and light swept out from her. Clefable cried, clutching its eyes, and Oz took her opportunity to penetrate its defenses. She dashed forward, windmilling the whole time to collect power, and slammed past Clefable’s attempt to deflect her blows with its psychic powers. The powerful creature shuddered as it slammed into another of the grooves left by Miltank and began to rise, but Whitney recalled it.

“I think that’s enough,” she commented. Whitney gave him and Oz a thumbs up as Aron and Seeker cheered happily at their victory. “Nice job, all of you! That was really impressive!”

“You too,” Ash called back, and he found that he really meant it. Whitney had put up a good fight. That Miltank of hers was incredible - if he didn’t already know about its mastery of Rollout it could easily have built up the momentum to take out Sneasel and Oz both easily. It was no wonder so many rookies and veterans alike fell to Whitney. Not to mention her Clefable and Aipom. Clefable was a defensive master, and he expected it would have outlasted Oz if she hadn’t surprised it with Flash. Aipom had some growing to do, but it had the makings of an excellent fighter.

He recalled Oz after congratulating her some more and stepped forward to speak with Whitney. A part of him wanted to leave and explore some more, but he quelled that. There was no harm talking to Whitney - he had some questions he wanted to ask her, after all.
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“It’s really beautiful out here,” Ash mused to Torrent as they sat on a small ledge that hung over a tiny pond located just a mile or so outside Goldenrod’s city limits. He hadn’t gotten to spend much time with Torrent recently, and why miss the chance to explore? After wandering through the city to find Whitney’s Gym he could use some time out in nature.

Torrent nodded alongside him, his control over his levitation practically perfect. Even when Ash stared at him it was difficult to notice any slight dips or bobs in his position. They watched a few tiny Sentret play on the other side of the pond, squabbling and chirping wildly at one another as they rolled through the dirt. He grinned and took a moment to enjoy the simplicity of the scene. It was almost dark after the battle and the sun’s last light cast everything in a soft golden glow, though the sky’s canvas was steadily painted by more and more of a deep blue.

“How are you doing after everything?” He asked Torrent. The mighty Kingdra tossed his head with a rumble and Ash snorted. “I should’ve known you wouldn’t be bothered,” Ash laughed and rubbed his friend’s rough scales. The heavy plates appeared especially dark now, and he could only imagine that his friend would be practically invisible in the dark depths of the ocean.

The Kingdra didn’t rumble or even make a movement after that. He seemed content to simply rest at Ash’s side on the ledge (and soak up the adoration of a few Marill, Wooper, and one large, dopey Quagsire half-hidden in the muddy water). Ash admired him for a moment before he continued. “So I know you didn’t ask to do anything while we’re in Indigo, but I figured I’d tell you a new part of our plan,” he grinned. Torrent peered down at him, obviously interested. One of the long, delicate spines atop his head twitched slightly. “The Gym Leader here, Whitney, told us that Clair was interested in challenging us.”

Torrent’s eyes narrowed, as though he recognized the name but didn’t entirely remember. They also told Ash that he quite looked forward to whatever challenge she would throw their way.

“She’s Lance’s cousin,” Ash elaborated, and Torrent looked happier than he had since they’d left the ocean behind in Hoenn. The fins on his neck fluttered wildly, as though trying to take him off into the sky. “Lance and Whitney have both said she’s an incredibly powerful dragon-type specialist, and she has a strong Kingdra,” Ash relished the sudden glint in Torrent’s eye. It had been a long time since he’d been this interested in a fight. “Just thought I’d give you a heads up. Are you ready for her?”

His friend snorted, a soft mist of salt water spraying out. Ash laughed and stretched out. That was about what he’d expected. Torrent had loved battling Mael more than any of Lance’s other dragons. There was just something about testing his abilities against another Kingdra that got his blood pumping.

“We can run through some tactics for her on the way to Blackthorn,” he assured Torrent. The great Kingdra huffed at that, still obviously excited about the future fight. “Whitney said she should be strong enough for us to go all out against… I think we’ll spend a few nights watching videos of her battles so we can start working on a plan. We’re going to win this,” Ash grinned madly. Torrent rumbled in agreement, the noise loud and deep enough to make the dirt around them shake ever so slightly.

Ash stared at the pond for a time. There was so much to do before then… he wanted to spend another day or two in Goldenrod. He felt well-rested but it wasn’t bad to just spend some time relaxing. He still needed to respond to his friends, Cynthia said she’d stop by to visit (he had to admit he was looking forward to that), and he needed to track down Molly and Uncle Spencer. His mother had said that they were going to stop by for another visit tomorrow.

So much to do…

After he left, what would he do? It felt good to ask himself that question. Ever since he’d gone to Hoenn he’d been on a timetable. It wasn’t surprising considering the man he was working with was the meticulous, overly organized Steven Stone. All the same, he was glad to have some time to do things himself. He’d forgotten how freeing it was.

What should his first stop be? His thoughts strayed to his recent dreams of a burnt tower, of a black night lit by flames and lightning and the cooling rains carried by the north wind. Ash smiled. Ecruteak sounded like a good place to visit. It wasn’t too long of a journey, only four or five days to the north. Johto was somewhat less developed than Kanto with bigger expanses of wilderness between cities, so to make sure he made the most of this month he might need to fly over particularly rugged areas on Plume.

Part of him balked at the idea of backing away from a challenge, but the rest saw the point in it. He wanted to enjoy his journey, but he had plenty of goals he needed to achieve before he returned to Hoenn: visit Pallet Town, go to Lavender, stop in Vermillion to meet with Surge, stop by Greenfield and Indigo Plateau, and several other priorities.

It was manageable, and if he really needed to he could always let Steven know he’d be running late. Still, a part of him wanted to get back to Hoenn pretty soon. It would be great to revisit his home region and explore Kanto, but he’d started to really enjoy Hoenn for its unfamiliar sights, hot climate, and friendly people.

That made him frown. Not the thought of liking Hoenn, but of how he’d left. Daisy and Lisia must be freaked out after his abrupt departure from the Slateport Contest Hall. He really had to check his PokeNav messages when he got back to the hospital.

For a long time he was lost in his thoughts. The sun darkened and dimmed and shadows fell all across the land. The sky revealed the first twinkling stars, though the moon was hidden. It must be a new moon. Not even a little sliver of the silver crescent was visible in the blackness above.

“We should probably get back soon,” Ash commented. Torrent rumbled his response and levitated a bit higher. Just as he reached for Seeker’s pokeball to release his friend to accompany them on the way back, Ash froze. His senses screamed and Ash felt alive for the first time since he’d lost the Unown. An odd silence hung over the clearing.

A man walked into the clearing across the pond. The pokemon that had admired Torrent earlier were nowhere to be seen, hidden away at the newcomer. Torrent’s eyes locked onto the shadowy figure and he grumbled a warning.

“Hello?” Ash called out, on edge. Trainers were generally pretty loud and open about their presence. It was a good way to let wild pokemon know they were coming and give time to avoid them. This man was nearly silent, with only the rustling of his clothes giving away.

Ash didn’t like it.

He got a better look at the man as he walked closer, though not a very good one thanks to it being so dark. Without the moonlight he could only rely on stars and the faint haze of the city’s lights.

The man was large. Not quite so massive as Lance, but he was tall and thin like a reed. He was covered in some sort of long red robe covered in grime, twigs, and several odd stains and faintly decorated with light teal lines and buttons that went all the way down to his feet and hid his arms from view. Ash didn’t like that either, and wished that he had more of his team out.

He was able to catch more details of the figure as he stepped closer. Ash thought of calling upon Fire to provide some sort of illumination, but he thought better of it. That would be too risky. Not to mention stupid - he wasn’t exactly confident in his ability to control the forces inside him. At best he could point them in a certain direction.

His first impression was that the man was sick with some awful plague. The man’s face looked like it was once handsome, but was now a ghostly, pasty white and stretched tight over his skull. Long, grayish blue hair hung around his face in a lank curtain of greasy, twisted locks. It looked like it hadn’t been washed in a long time, and Ash was getting more and more certain he should probably be calling an ambulance for the man.

Then the man looked up from the earth, and Ash’s breath hitched. Despite his apparent poor health, the stranger’s eyes burned in their sockets with the stark intensity of a madman. He glanced away, unsettled at the odd feeling. Torrent floated forward, ready to protect Ash. When he looked back the man’s eyes were simply dark shadows hidden as they should have been.

“Who are you?” Ash demanded a second time. His hands traced along Dazed and Infernus’ pokeballs. Dazed to lock the man down if he tried anything and Infernus because he really wanted some light right now. “I asked you a question!” He said sharply when the man just stared blankly at him.

The man held an arm aloft for a second, as though uncertain, and finally waved. His fingers curled like claws, and it felt more threatening than friendly. “Hello!” His voice came out as little more than whisper, and the man cocked his head in a birdlike way. “Tobias is me.”

“Tobias, huh?” Ash muttered to himself, ignoring the man’s odd way of speaking. It wasn’t a name he recognized, but he felt like he should know this man. Despite his pitiful physical state, Tobias held himself with an air of confidence and unassailability. It was the way any Master he had met held themselves. “I’m Ash. It’s nice to meet you,” he said unconvincingly. Torrent grunted something to the man as well.

“And you,” Tobias’ skin was drawn taut as his lips pulled back into a ‘grin’ that reminded Ash of staring into a Gengar’s maw. His gums had receded to reveal long teeth that were yellow and discolored. A few even seemed as if they were about to rot out of his mouth. Ash was again struck with concern for the man. How had he sunk into such a state? “You are…Ketchum?”

Ash nodded, yet his grip on Infernus’ pokeball tightened. His instincts screamed at him to run, and the longer he looked at this haunted, wasted man the more certain Ash was that he shouldn’t be around him. “Yes. How did you know?”

“Tobias has seen your face before. In the Greenfield,” Tobias stated simply. His expression was unreadable. Ash again wished the man had approached just a few minutes earlier, back when there was still more light to read him with.

“You were in Greenfield?” Ash asked, his hand unwittingly clasped around his amulet. Tobias’ hollow eyes caught the movement like a Swellow eying a Wurmple. “Are you with the League?”

Tobias paused. His gaunt face revealed nothing of his thoughts, though it was still twisted into that mockery of a smile. “They know of me. The Leader Sabrina and the Elite Agatha worked with Tobias in past. Tobias is no stranger.”

Ash frowned. While he wouldn’t say he was surprised that Sabrina and Agatha knew this strange, unnerving man it didn’t necessarily put him at ease. It wasn’t difficult to tell that Tobias wasn’t normal. Was he one of the Masters that lost himself in the wilderness, or been consumed by his obsession? They weren’t all that rare if you knew where to look. Of course, that begged the question of why Tobias had been at Greenfield in the first place, and why the League hadn’t mentioned his presence before.

“So why were you in Greenfield?” Ash laid a hand on Torrent’s side. He wanted to do his best to keep his friend calm. Tobias stood uncomfortably still save the frantic rise and fall of his chest, but when he’d waved earlier Ash had caught the glimpse of several pokeballs on his belt. They were old, scuffed, and covered in dirt and grime but they were undoubtedly functional.

“To make sure I was not needed,” Tobias rasped.. He cocked his head again and his lank, greasy hair followed the motion. Ash was tempted to introduce the man to his mother - she’d fix him up in no time. “You did the job. No need for Tobias.”

He nodded, still not at all at ease around the man. Odd speech habits and appearance aside, he didn’t like the way he felt around Tobias. It almost reminded him of Agatha’s discomforting aura, only worse. Instead of the odd prickling of his skin and raised hair, he felt as if he would soon slip into a full-blown panic. Ash had better control over himself than that, of course. He’d stood up to Mewtwo, the Birds, and claimed the Unown. What was a man in comparison?

“Okay,” Ash allowed Tobias’ not-so-helpful response. He had the feeling it was the most he’d get out of him. “So why are you here now? What do you want?”

Tobias didn’t look like he fully understood the question. His fingers stretched out and back in, like a Persian unfurling its claws. “Tobias wanted to explore. Tobias found you,” the man said simply.

Ash shifted around and finally stood. Even that made him feel better. “It was nice to meet you, Tobias,” he said again (even less convincingly) and turned to walk away. “But I really need to be going.”

“Bye, Ketchum,” Tobias called out. He didn’t move a muscle as Ash left the area. When Ash glanced back, he saw the tall, filthy man still standing there, watching him go.

He released Seeker, Sneasel, and Bruiser soon after, their appearances marked by a flash of beautiful, much needed light. They glanced him oddly for a moment, though Sneasel seemed to be in better spirits than usual and quickly scampered off to hiss and howl into the night.

Once they’d gotten a fair bit to Goldenrod, close enough to see the dark frames of buildings off in the distance, Ash heard the Song gently crooning into his ears. He paused for just a moment, as did Torrent. The others hadn’t paused at all.

Ash hadn’t even noticed the Song had stopped.
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…so I’m going to ask you again, what the hell are you doing in Johto and why the hell haven’t you responded to the last three messages I’ve sent you? It’s been days man! Alakazam says Nidoqueen keeps bothering him asking about your Nidoking and if he’s safe and that’s pretty annoying to me too because Alakazam keeps blaring the memories into my head. It’s driving the whole team crazy, and that’s the reason I keep sending you the messages. 

Get back to me soon or I’m going to snap. I really don’t even care how you’re doing, but just send me a picture of your stupid Nidoking so Nidoqueen will leave me alone, okay? Also, you suck. I’ve been hanging out in Azalea Town and some reporter recognized me from the Conference last year and knew I was your friend. Thanks for having to dodge the press now. 

Ash snorted when he got through reading the last of Gary’s messages. Whatever his former rival claimed, he knew that Gary wasn’t quite as uncaring as he seemed. The first message was actually sort of nice, which told him that Gary was pretty freaked out. He’d have to keep that one and mock Gary with it once they saw each other again (it was what Gary would do in his place, after all) - Ash had already decided to spend some time with Jonathan and Amelia, and had messaged them that he’d be in Mahogany Town after his visit to Ecruteak if they wanted to meet up. It was on the way to Blackthorn and he’d heard Pryce was a formidable Gym Leader.

So in his response, he let Gary know the same and gave him a rough outline of Ash’s schedule in case he wanted to meet him somewhere else on his journey. Gary probably had a pretty busy schedule, and he’d like to hang out with him at some point. Who knew when he’d have the chance to meet any of his friends from Pallet?

He sighed as he looked at the other messages. There were more than he’d expected. Neesha had sent him one while he’d still been asleep after the Greenfield incident and he felt bad that he hadn’t gotten around to checking his messages until tonight. It hadn’t even crossed his mind, if he was being honest.

After a minute he started typing up a response to his fellow survivor of New Island. They’d traded a few sporadic messages after the Conference, but they’d both been busy. Neesha was out in Sinnoh, apparently, and had decided to try taking on the Conference there. Ash had no doubt she’d go far.

Just as he finished typing a response to her, someone knocked on the door. Dazed’s eyes flashed and she quickly relaxed. She’d had trouble speaking to him tonight - Ash had no doubt that Tobias was somehow involved considering how similar he felt to Agatha, and repressed a shudder at the thought of the strange man - but was still able to transmit vague sensations, images, and sensations through their mental connection.

Ash grinned at the image she sent over. “Come in!”

Professor Oak smiled broadly when he walked into the room and pulled a chair closer to Ash’s bed. “Hello, Ash. How are you feeling?”

“Pretty good. The best in a long time, actually,” Ash said easily. Professor Oak nodded, pleased at his answer. He didn’t miss the older man’s concerned glance - their last conversation had been a tad stressful given that Ash been banged up after his encounter with the Rockets. “What are you doing here, Professor? Not that I don’t appreciate it,” he corrected hastily.

The Professor chuckled and leaned forward with a groan. Now that Ash had a better look at him it was easy to see that the older man hadn’t enjoyed the last few days. No doubt he’d been stuck working constantly in the aftermath of the Unown’s powers. “I’ve been busy,” he said to confirm Ash’s theories. “I wanted to check in on you sooner, but I was told you were stable.”

“I understand,” Ash said. To be honest he was glad the Professor hadn’t taken it upon himself to visit - he had dark bags under his eyes, his eyes were red and bloodshot, and his body sagged as if he hadn’t rested in days. Knowing Professor Oak, he probably hadn’t. “Have you found anything interesting?”

“Not much,” the Professor said, obviously frustrated. “The Unown took everything interesting with them when they vanished. We’ve managed to piece together quite a bit of information about their abilities and formed a few theories, but all we really know now is to be more careful when we’re excavating areas they’ve been sighted at. I’m currently organizing an expedition to study them in the Sevii Islands,” Oak brightened. “I’ll be seeing Spencer tomorrow to begin the expedition. He’s understandably interested in delving deeper into the mysteries of the Unown.”

Ash winced as a few impressions of Molly’s memories shot through his mind. “Would he be going himself?” He asked, all too aware of how lonely Molly was. It would only be worse after what had happened with the Unown. Ash had planned to meet them tomorrow anyway, but now he’d make sure to have a more serious talk with his uncle.

Oak shrugged. “Perhaps at some point,” he said absentmindedly. “It’s purely hypothetical right now.”

He nodded, somewhat relieved at the news. For a time they sat in comfortable silence. To be honest, Ash was even happier than he’d expected to see the old man again. Professor Oak always seemed to make things more relaxed. Easier.

“I’m sorry for what happened in Greenfield,” the Professor said at last. Ash started at the abrupt comment, and watched the exhausted man massage his temples. “It… I watched it happen. The League contacted me immediately. Lance refused my request to go in, and then your mother was taken,” Professor Oak looked to the side, his hands balled into angry fists. His shoulders shook. “Just as Charizard and I were about to fly there, you charged into the mansion without a second thought. I saw your team kill the Entei,” his mentor smiled broadly at him. “You’re quite the trainer, Ash.”

Dazed’s eyes twitched upward as Ash shifted uneasily. “I can’t take credit for that,” he said awkwardly. “They’re the ones that did the work.”

Oak chuckled. “That’s very true. But from what I’ve heard you accomplished quite a bit in the mansion. It’s rare for Karen to speak so well of anyone.”

Ash’s cheeks colored at that. At least he didn’t have to worry about Karen being so hostile anymore. It seemed like they’d built a lasting bond. “What did she say?” He asked, honestly curious.

The Professor just shook his head. “Enough,” he looked pointedly at the amulet Ash was fidgeting with. “And for what it’s worth, Ash, I agree with your choice.”

He blinked. “Really?” Ash would have thought Oak would think similarly to Lance. He hadn’t exactly expected a reprimand, but he certainly didn’t anticipate acceptance either. “I thought you’d be annoyed.”

Professor Oak actually laughed at that, a loud noise that came deep from his belly and broke what little tension Ash felt. “Oh no,” Oak shook his head, “I trust you. I don’t believe the League should have such great power.”

“And why not?” Ash asked. Professor Oak smiled at the question, just as he always did when a student was interested, so Ash pushed harder. “Do you think they would misuse it? Do you think Lance and Sabrina wouldn’t handle it right?”

The older man rubbed his hands together as he considered the question. “Can any man handle such power?” Oak challenged. Ash remained silent. “I don’t doubt Lance’s intentions. He’s a good man with the best of goals,” he smiled fondly, as though remembering some good memory, “The world’s been spoiled with this new generation of Champions that Lance is the vanguard of. Kind, just, cooperative… yes, I daresay the world’s quite a good place with men and women like Lance, Steven, Wallace, and Cynthia at the helm.”

Ash frowned. That made sense. “I’m sensing a ‘but’ here,” he commented.

Professor Oak graced him with an amused smile. “Indeed. But I do not believe it will always be so. Humanity is imperfect by its very nature. We live in a golden age, Ash. You youngsters have never had to see what mankind is capable of - you didn’t have to see the Last War,” he specified, deathly serious. “It was the first large-scale war where trainers could enter battles with dozens of soldiers on their belts, where cities were bombarded by dragonfire, cryobombs, and pyroshells. The devastation wreaked by both sides ensured it would never be repeated again.”

The Professor steadied himself for a moment. Ash didn’t dare interrupt him, too fascinated by his stories. He’d read about the Last War, especially in Cynthia’s book where she revealed its effects on Hoenn, but never from someone who had lived through it. Dazed was clearly just as interested (not a surprise considering she ‘read’ the book with him) and had even paused in her ritualistic cleaning of her pendulum to listen.

“This golden age is because people are hopeful. We believe we will never return to the old days where nations were at each other’s throats. We cooperate now, and the world is better for it,” Oak explained with a wistful smile. “But the Legends are here to disturb our peace. The people will be afraid, and I fear that tensions will rise in the future. Not today,” he interrupted Ash’s impassioned tirade, “but one day. And when that happens, I doubt it will be Lance on Indigo’s throne. It will be some brazen young person with the power of a god at their fingertips - the world will not stand for it, and I do not expect them to handle such power wisely.”

“Huh,” Ash muttered as he caught up with Oak’s explanation. It made sense, he supposed, but it was hard to imagine the world as anything except what it was now. He couldn’t imagine the regions and nations at war like Professor Oak described. “Why are you so sure that people will be afraid? Why don’t you think they can work together?”

Professor Oak nodded along to Ash’s argument. “Oh, we will. But perhaps my point wasn’t made especially clear,” he admitted, then pondered his next words. “My point is that the world will become more uncertain with the rise of the Legends. Civilians already know that strange things have been happening. Before long they’ll know the truth - or the League will be forced to explain it,” Oak grimaced at the thought. “But more importantly, the Unown wouldn’t have remained in Lance’s hands forever. Eventually they’d be passed on to a successor who couldn’t handle their powers, or consciously misuse them. Or perhaps the Unown would be seen as a threat one day and spark another war, with various regions attempting to draw on Legendary power to supplement their own forces.”

Ash started at the thought with utter disgust. If that was the future Oak imagined, then he was glad that he’d kept the Unown inert and away from the world. He could only imagine the devastation the Legends would wreak upon humanity if they attempted to shackle the Concepts down. Not everyone had the same respect for them as he did…

“I see your point,” Ash admitted. He arched an eyebrow. “But you trust me with them?”

Professor Oak barked out a laugh. “I suppose I do. You respect them. You know the danger - I could see it in your face the moment I mentioned the regions going to war with Legendaries,” he chuckled. “But more importantly, you aren’t using them. You turned your back on them and I don’t think that’s something many people could do. I certainly couldn’t,” Oak admitted without hesitation.

Ash frowned. It was hard to imagine Professor Oak not able to do something. Genius scientist, powerful former Champion, charismatic leader… the One-Ringed Oak had it all. “Even if you knew how dangerous they were?”

“Not even then,” Oak sighed. He ran his fingers through his trimmed hair and looked past Ash, as though staring directly into some vision. “There are a lot of things that I would change if I had the opportunity, no matter the danger. You’re far wiser than I am in that regard,” he smiled warmly at Ash, who flushed a little at the praise.

A pensive silence settled over them all as Ash absorbed what he’d just learned. He had to admit that some of it was hard to comprehend, but more out of being completely foreign to his way of thinking and experiences than beyond him.

“Thanks for coming, Professor,” Ash said at last. “I really do appreciate it.”

“Of course, my boy,” Oak chuckled. “I’m sorry that I couldn’t visit earlier. You and your mother…” he trailed off, a tired look on his face. “Well, I’d wanted to come earlier. Even this is just a short break before I return to New Bark Town to consult with Professor Elm.”

Ash nodded along, not surprised that Professor Oak would throw himself back into his work. He wasn’t sure that Professor Oak had a relax button… well, other than working even harder. It was amazing that one man could be so driven.

He hesitated before he asked his next question. “Professor, when do you think my mom will be okay?” Ash cringed as he said it, well-aware that Professor Oak wouldn’t be able to tell him anything new. What could he know that Sabrina didn’t? “Sorry, I -”

“No, no,” Oak shook his head. He spared Ash a long look. “It’s a question I wish I could answer, Ash,” he said and stood (for a moment Ash feared that he was about to leave) but simply sat down at the foot of Ash’s bed instead. Ash felt a little better after that. “But you have to understand this is something novel… nobody’s ever suffered such deep memory manipulation. It’s difficult to implant new memories, let alone overwrite an entire life. I agree with Sabrina, though. As she lives her life, her true memories will be reinforced and continue to assert themselves. Eventually she’ll be the Delia we know and love again,” he said wistfully.

Ash nodded slowly. “It’s just…” he fought down the storm of guilt in his gut. “I feel like I could have fixed her. That if I’d been smarter or better or faster she wouldn’t be stuck like this,” Ash finished miserably. “She shouldn’t have been pulled into this in the first place!”

“I agree that she shouldn’t have been pulled in, but there’s nothing you could have done - not even with the Unown,” Oak assured him. Ash wasn’t so sure, but he didn’t voice that. He appreciated the man’s support all the same. The Professor looked down at him.

“Remember that you don’t have to face this burden alone,” Professor Oak commented. Ash frowned at that, his every instinct telling him otherwise. “This pain is something we share together, and we can bear it together,” he said seriously, tapping at his heart. “If you ever need anything I hope you know that you can call me at any hour. You’re a brilliant young man who’s been through more than most can imagine, and I’m honored to be a part of your life. I think you should know that,” the older man finished.

There was a lump in Ash’s throat at the Professor’s heartfelt words. “I - thank you,” he said simply, and Ash knew that it was all that was needed. “I appreciate it, Professor.”

“Just remember that you’re never alone,” Oak said. He glanced at Dazed. “You have friends and family all over the place. They’ll always be there for you.”

For a time they sat in silence, then discussed easier things. Ash and Professor Oak traded stories about their respective adventures (he’d been shocked when Professor Oak revealed he’d battled the First’s Rhydon as well after his brief ascension to Champion, and they commiserated over each other’s brutal fights with the behemoth), and he even tried to keep up with a few of Oak’s overly long, detailed explanations of his research.

Finally, they got onto the topic of Ash’s vacation.

“So you’re going to spend another day in Goldenrod, then head to Greenfield?”

“Yes,” Ash said. Dazed paid rapt attention, having finally decided her pendulum had reached some arbitrary point of cleanliness. “I want to spend some time with Molly and Uncle Spencer. They visited my mom a few days ago, but I was still asleep. Plus I kind of want to see Greenfield again,” he admitted. Without the crystal went unsaid.

Professor Oak hummed. “I’m certain they’ll be overjoyed to see you. Spencer’s expressed quite an interest in speaking to you in our brief correspondence since the incident,” he admitted. Ash grinned. He was looking forward to seeing the man as well. “And then you’ve decided to visit Ecruteak?”

Ash nodded, but didn’t go into detail. He didn’t quite feel comfortable telling Professor Oak about his dreams. There was a certain insistence to them that was impossible to ignore, and he wasn’t about to try. A part of him yearned to fly to Ecruteak this very moment and visit the ashen tower he couldn’t get out of his head.

“It’s a good city,” Oak commented. “Very old. You should absolutely visit Morty if you plan to see either of the towers - they can be difficult to gain admission to otherwise.”

“Thanks for the heads-up,” Ash said gratefully. He’d planned on battling Morty anyways, so now he had two reasons to meet the elusive Gym Leader. It would be good experience against ghosts. Even Ash hadn’t fought many, and he’d battled nearly every trainer he met in Kanto. “But yeah, I’d like to stay there for a few days to see the sights before I head towards Blackthorn.”

Oak smiled. “I’m glad you’ll be stopping to see Gary and the others,” he said cheerfully. “Gary’s been quite worried about you, you know.”

“Oh really?” Ash grinned at being handed ammunition. Not that he didn’t appreciate Gary’s concern, but he knew that his former rival would hate to have it pointed out.

“Really,” Oak rolled his eyes at Ash’s smirk. “So is Daisy, for that matter. She’s called me several times asking for an update,” the man smiled at the thought of his granddaughter. Ash felt a lot better about sending Daisy a brief update earlier. He hoped it would calm her down until he could talk to her some more.

Ash paused for a few moments. “So what do you know about Clair?” He asked, changing the subject. “Is she everything Lance says she is?”

“And more,” Oak sighed. He tapped his knuckles against the metal frame of the hospital bed as he recalled some old memory. “She’s… strong-willed. Stubborn. Quite obstinate.”

For some reason, Ash knew the Professor was thinking something much less flattering. “But is she a strong trainer? Do you think she’ll be a good challenge?”

Professor Oak frowned and sent an assessing look at Dazed. Her eyes flashed and he reeled for a moment before he recovered expertly. Dazed must have sent some information to him telepathically. “Hmm. You’ve come quite far under Steven’s tutelage,” the older man complimented Ash, who grinned at the praise. “Your technique is better. Much less wasteful. I’d say that she could give you quite a fight, although I don’t know who will come out on top. Clair could contend for a spot on the Indigo Elite Four if she wasn’t needed in Blackthorn.”

“Good!” Ash said happily. Dazed and Oak rolled their eyes in amusement at his response. “I can’t wait.”

“And what will you do after Blackthorn?”

Ash shrugged. “I don’t know,” he admitted. “I plan on visiting Pallet at some point,” Ash commented and grinned at Professor Oak’s pleased look. “Vermillion is on the list so I can meet with Surge about Oz’s evolution, and Agatha invited me to Lavender Town.”

Professor Oak appeared shocked at the mention of his former companion. “I… she did?” He sputtered, actually caught off guard for once. Ash grinned at his reaction as the Professor quickly regained his composure.

“She did. Said she’d talk to me about finding a ghost,” Ash shrugged. He was still a little irritated over Agatha prodding him during their brief conversation, but to be honest he should have expected it. The Revenant Crone was notoriously prickly.

“That’s quite the honor,” the Professor mused. He shot Ash a look. “Let me know how it goes, will you? It’s been a long time since I’ve gotten news of Agatha.”

Ash nodded. “What’s the deal between you two? She isn’t your biggest fan,” Ash didn’t have to tell the Professor how much of an understatement that was. Professor Oak’s long-suffering grimace told him everything he needed to know.

“…we had a few disagreements towards the end of our journey together,” the Professor allowed after a few moments of thought. He frowned. “Needless to say, we didn’t part ways amicably. She hasn’t talked to me in many, many years.”

He frowned at the lack of detail, but didn’t push. Ash assumed Professor Oak would tell him eventually, and he’d ask Agatha once he reached Lavender anyways. She’d probably give him some kind of information he could use. And if that failed… well, someone had to know what happened between them, right?

Professor Oak sighed and glanced at the clock. “I’m afraid that I’ll need to be on my way, Ash,” he sounded disappointed. “I’ll be sure to keep in touch, however.”

“Thanks, Professor,” Ash said. He’d have to make sure he kept on top of that.

The aging Professor stood with a groan and rolled his shoulders to create all kinds of satisfying (and gross) sounding pops. He stretched a bit and patted Ash’s shoulder. Professor Oak frowned and lingered for a few moments, though Ash knew he had to be crunched for time.

“Before I leave, I wanted to ask you a question.”

“Go ahead,” Ash said, curious about the Professor’s angle. “What is it?”

Oak met his eyes. “Here’s my question for you, Ash,” he said slowly, every syllable strained. “What do you want? You’ve told me of Lance and Steven’s plans for you. They want to help you grow strong. The League wants you to help them. Your mother…” the Professor frowned, “she wants you to be happy.”

Ash blinked, not sure how to respond to that. After Professor Oak allowed the message to sink in, he spoke again. “But Lance, Steven, the League, even your mother… they aren’t you. They aren’t Ash Ketchum and they never will be. I daresay you’ve experienced things none of us can imagine. So I ask you again: who is Ash Ketchum, and what does he want?”

With that, Professor Oak moved to leave. Just as he reached the door, Ash spoke up with his own question, something that had been bothering him. “Do you know a man named Tobias?”

Professor Oak turned and frowned. “I’m afraid not. I believe Rowan has some sort of contact in his projects by that name, but I don’t know anything about him,” he admitted. Oak arched an eyebrow. “Why the interest?”

“No reason,” Ash brushed Oak’s concern off. He doubted that the strange, sickly man he’d encountered was the informant, but who knew? Tobias seemed to have some connection to the League, so it wasn’t impossible. “Would you mind looking into him for me? I’d just like to learn more about him.”

His mentor nodded uncertainly, but Ash felt pleased at his agreement. “Very well, Ash. Think on what I said, alright?”

“Of course,” Ash said back. Professor Oak spared him one last smile and left the room.

Ash wouldn’t be able to rest for a very long time.

XX

Plume circled high overhead. Every now and then she’d dart off with a shrill scream and shriek her presence to the world, but for the most part she dutifully watched for any threats. Ash plodded along the gentle hills and over several small streams, eager to explore the forest underneath the warm, comforting light of the noon sun. He’d already sent out his messages, visited his mother, and poked around Goldenrod for a bit earlier (with his cap pulled low over his face, of course).

Now he needed something a little more… familiar. Ash was on his own, for once. Normally he’d release Nidoking or Bruiser to accompany him on his jaunt but he felt Plume was plenty to keep him safe. It wasn’t like his friends wouldn’t be at his side at a moment’s notice if necessary.

So he walked. He wandered. He marveled at the beauty all around and him and was endlessly disappointed that it was so much less than he remembered. Isolated from the sensory overload of Goldenrod, he could take the time to ponder what he seemed to have lost after the Unown had opened his eyes to what truly lay around him.

The trees were the easiest to notice. They’d once been clear and sharp and brilliant with vivid green leaves, sturdy brown trunks, and the odd flower. Ash frowned at the spindly, overgrown sticks all around him. What was once a shiny, glossy green seemed lank and dull now, as if its spark had been sucked out. Trunks lost the detail he’d caught with the Unown’s eyes, appearing as little more than a blank, ridged shell.

Clouds were pale masses, fuzzy and indistinct. It was difficult to admire the shapes and figures he’d once imagined them with. The soft trickle of a forest creek was little more than a quiet murmur. The woodland scents carried to him by the wind had their sweetness sucked away by his old perceptions.

He sighed and pulled his hat off. It was wet and dark with sweat. Ash found a rock overgrown with great heaps of soft, lush moss and sat down.

Ash whistled up to Plume, ensuring she knew he’d be taking a break. Moments later she dove above the canopy and braked expertly, the recoil enough to shatter his every bone if he’d been riding her. Plume easily landed upon a heavy, thick limb near Ash’s rock. She preened as he complimented her maneuver and eagerly shrieked again, the ear-splitting noise more than enough to ward off any pokemon in the area.

“Will you sit with me for a while?” He called up to her. Plume ruffled her feathers and cooed down at him, the Pidgeot’s long crest glistening brilliantly in the faint rays of sunlight that penetrated past the treetops. She set to grooming herself as Ash sat cross-legged on his rock and peered up at his friend thoughtfully.

Plume was quick to notice his attention, of course. The vain bird seemed pleased and naturally put some extra care into making sure her every feather was in perfect condition. Ash shook his head, amused at her antics.

He put them out of mind soon after. Ash stared off into the endless field of tree trunks, boulders, and hills uneasily. The world wasn’t any different than it had been before Greenfield had opened his eyes. Of that he was certain. He’d just learned to see… more, for lack of a better term, with the help of the Unown. To look past what lay before him and see the truth.

Ash frowned and shut his eyes, tired of the distractions. He wasn’t sure how long he sat there, consumed with his own thoughts and fears and goals, but it felt like an eternity. It was peaceful out here in this lonely forest and he savored the solitude. Seeing his mother and the others over the last few days had been nice, but the constant hum of activity and bustle around the city grated on him.

Didn’t anyone in Goldenrod ever just sit and relax? Something he’d always disliked about cities was how they were never quiet. There was always someone yelling or stumbling or walking outside his window or a hundred other things distracting him. That wasn’t to say nature was any quieter. It had a clamor all of its own: rustling trees, wind howling off in the distance, and a million different creatures all trying to make their way. It was a different sort of noise, though. It relaxed him.

So he savored it. Ash embraced the peace and everything that came with it. He heard the steady drumbeat of his heart, the pounding in his ears, the unnoticeable sounds his body made every moment. And he heard deeper things as well: the sound of the Song lapping at his consciousness, the crackle of Fire and Lightning and the rumbling thunder of a Blizzard.

He even heard a maelstrom of thought that wasn’t his own, the faintest echoes of confusion and fury and disappointment.

Those pangs were quickly carved away, though not by Ash.

Ash thought to what the Unown had done, the little wisps of tantalizing knowledge they’d revealed. He couldn’t hold that against them - it was what he’d wanted, wasn’t it? They’d allowed him to peer deeply within himself and deeper again, to reveal secrets that weren’t his to know and grasp at comprehension that he couldn’t quite retain.

What the Unown had given him was like a magnifying glass, a tool to analyze himself and chase after the connections bonded to him by forces much, much greater than Ash Ketchum.

What he had now was himself and his own desire to learn, to explore and understand.

Ash wanted to learn. Something clicked in his mind, and he opened his eyes to see the world, unchanged but for its brightness. For the briefest instant he saw the earth as it truly was. Indescribable, infinitely complex, and ever so simple. His mind recoiled at the truth, and Ash squeezed his eyes shut despite the insistent need to look again and again and again until it all made sense.

He sat for a long time. He thought and thought and thought until Ash feared that he’d exhausted every avenue. The light of the sun had faded somewhat, though it insistently shone down between the leaves to brush against his skin. Cool air swirled about, kicking up swirls of leaves and pine straw and dust.

After a time, Ash stood. His muscles were stiff and ached from sitting for so long, but he felt better than he had in a long time. A certain sense of clarity overtook him, and Ash felt a wide smile stretch over his face.

Ash had been on a schedule for a long time. But he’d made contact with everyone he needed to. He’d spoken to his mother about his plans and he’d told her he’d leave either today or tomorrow. He was stocked for his journey.

It was time to improvise.

“Plume!” He called out to his friend. She cocked her head and the great raptor’s eyes lit up at his next words. “Let’s saddle up. We’re going to Greenfield!”

Ten minutes later they were soaring high in the deep blue sky, dipping and diving and laughing as Plume tested Ash’s limits. He watched the forests and lakes and mountains blur beneath them as Plume darted across the sky as a tan blur, practically invisible with her speed. Ash navigated as best he could, but would it be so bad if they had to fly a little longer?

He found that he didn’t care. For the first time in quite a while he was completely relaxed, and he didn’t mind one bit. Ash’s blood heated at the thought of meeting Molly and Uncle Spencer again (not to mention Cynthia) and he felt a wild grin take over his face as he held tighter on Plume’s saddle.

Johto awaited him.
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45. Chapter 45: The Force


It shouldn’t be too difficult to start honing his team while he traveled Johto. Some of it would be best overseen by a Master (or at least with some sort of instruction) but there was a lot of work that could be done on his team’s foundations. Ash hoped they’d be ready to begin serious work on the paths he, Steven, and his friends had decided on.

Bruiser’s would be the simplest, Ash decided as Plume flapped her vast wings yet again. He grinned at the sudden acceleration and wound his hands tightly in the reins as the mighty Pidgeot twisted and wound her way across her domain. Plume’s bright crest flapped wildly in the wind and nearly wrapped around him as she flew. Ash paused in his ruminations for a moment to admire his friend and gently pat her glossy sides for a moment.

Ash stared down at the endless expanse of green treetops thousands of feet below them. They sloped interestingly with the mountains and hills Johto was known for and every now and then he could spy a vast blue lake or gently winding river carving its way through Johto’s rugged wilderness.

At one point there had been several large roads that cut through this area (he could faintly see old remnants of it where nature hadn’t quite yet reclaimed it) but aside from a few grey lines winding out from Goldenrod in a simple network they had fallen into disrepair. Decades before most roads had been abandoned or fallen into disrepair. Most were only maintained for trainers and travelers.

Not many people needed those roads anymore. Why take that land away from pokemon when you could give it back? With widespread access to teleportation and matter conversion technology like the kind used in pokeballs, reliance on physical roads for travel and commerce was a thing of the past. Maintaining those massive expanses of roads was expensive, impractical, and pointless in the end.

That’s what Cynthia’s book said, anyways. To be honest, Ash hadn’t thought about the issue much.

No, he was much more interested in considering his team. He allowed his thoughts to drift away as they passed a few hundred feet above a large flock of Spearow. They cawed irritatedly at him, but a fearsome scream and simple glare from Plume quickly sent the aggressive avians on their way.

He grinned and stroked Plume’s glossy feathers for a moment, then stared at the Pidgeot thoughtfully. How should he train her to use that incredible technique of Lugia’s? There weren’t any comparable techniques, at least to his knowledge. Ash had spent hours and hours poring over every obscure technique entry in the Pokedex in hopes of finding something to start working off of, but hadn’t found any success.

It was vaguely reminiscent of Hyper Beam, but something altogether different. Instead of the actual energy focused by Lugia causing the effects, the power seemed to come from the incredible winds that had carried away the blizzards and storms of Articuno and Zapdos with the force of a mighty hurricane. Maybe it would be best to start with a Hyper Beam and try refining it? There had to be some kind of trick to it that he wasn’t getting…

Ash thought on that for a few more minutes, but quickly found that he wasn’t any closer to answers than when he’d started. He figured he’d have to consult someone else more knowledgeable about wind-based techniques. Lance would probably be able to get him started. Then again, he still wasn’t sure where they stood. Even if they were on decent terms, there was still that tension that left Ash unwilling to ask the Dragon Master for help just yet.

He’d wait a little longer on that one.

So he moved onto projects he could work on immediately. Bruiser’s Rampage came to mind. To be honest, he didn’t really think it necessary to develop it much further. Not actively, at any rate. By now most of the improvement came from Bruiser’s body adjusting to the technique as he gained experience with it. Ash couldn’t help Bruiser much aside from making sure he wasn’t pushing himself too far.

That didn’t mean he couldn’t help Bruiser in other ways. As of now Rampage was supposed to be a last resort, after all. There was no excuse for Ash to skimp out on Bruiser’s ordinary fighting style. Bruiser’s offense was fine in Ash’s opinion. He just needed to help his friend train with more ranged options like Flamethrower and shore up his defense. Right now, Bruiser relied exclusively on dodging or absorbing blows.

Needless to say, that wasn’t ideal.

Ash really needed to find a TM for Protect. It would be invaluable for several members of his team. Until then, he thought it might be useful to try and track down Rock Tomb as well. Aron’s battles had proven how useful those techniques could be, and he’d been intending to give his team some more versatility in battle regardless.

Images of Bruno’s Machamp wielding Rock Tomb expertly against his team struck him and he grinned. He’d never imagined Rock Tomb could be used so fluidly, but it definitely gave him something to strive for. That would be a technique to emphasize for Bruiser. A Machoke or Machamp was devastating enough, but one able to create defenses and tactical advantages on the fly?

He shook himself out of his stupor and wiped his mouth with the back of his glove just to be safe. Dazed always told him he drooled a little when he got distracted like that.

Just as he started to put his energy into coming up with exercises to help Nidoking enhance his limited psychic abilities, Plume shrieked something to him. Ash looked up and grinned as he saw the wide range of the forests slowly blend and shift into soft, rolling hills drowning in colorful orchards, small villages, and a few scattered trees that felt out of place.

Even farther still he could see a tiny dot on the horizon that he knew in his heart to be Greenfield.

“Angle in, Plume!” He shouted loud enough to be heard over the din of the winds. Plume ruffled her feathers to show that she could hear him, and Ash continued. “I don’t know if the reporters are still at Greenfield, so be careful!”

She shrieked one last time, then shot forward and the world around them passed in a blur.

Ash held on tight, a wild grin on his face. On foot this journey would have taken at least a day. With Plume it had taken around an hour… mostly because she’d decided to take it easy and enjoy her flight. They were in no rush, after all.

He was really glad he had Plume as a friend.
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“Ash? What are you doing here?” He took pleasure in Uncle Spencer’s gobsmacked expression. It hadn’t taken long for him to track the man down. Greenfield was still a little torn up from the epic battle (Ash still felt a little on edge, as though there was a constant pressure weighing him down) but overall it had traded a roiling sea of living crystal and the Crystal Entei for dozens and dozens of reporters, League officials, and curious visitors all wanting to check out the spot of such momentous happenings.

Ash almost preferred the crystal.

To be fair, that might have been because he’d had to pull his hat low, wrap himself in a jacket, and walk with Dazed at his side just to avoid the milling people and media that had practically claimed Greenfield as their own. Ash was irritated by the human superstitions about Hypno, but he found himself grateful for it. Nobody wanted to spend too long looking at him when Dazed was ready to stare down anyone with her flat gaze.

Only Ash could read her well enough to know that stare was full of veiled amusement. Dazed seemed to enjoy the effect she had on people.

Perhaps more than I should, Friend-Trainer. 

His lips quirked, and he finally responded to Uncle Spencer. “Didn’t my mom tell you I’d be stopping by?”

“Of course,” the tall man winced at the mention of his mother. Ash mirrored it. For a moment they both stood in uncomfortable silence, but Uncle Spencer was quick to wave him into the small house that Dazed had tracked him to. Ash was pretty sure the Hale Mansion was still blocked off - it was practically swarming with League personnel. “She didn’t say it would be today, though. But forget about that. It’s good to see you, Ash!”

Ash grinned and gave the polite response. “It’s good to see you too. This is Dazed, by the way,” he added. He (and Dazed) was pleased when Uncle Spencer introduced himself to her as well.

It was good to see Uncle Spencer again. He had fond memories of the man and all the time he’d spent in the Hale Mansion when he was younger. The only reason he still felt the odd twist of anxiety in his gut was because of what happened last time he was in Greenfield. Otherwise his only memories would have been the expanses of the Hale Mansion, resting in the scattered orchards, and hearing all sorts of fantastic stories at Uncle Spencer’s knee.

“Where’s Molly?” Ash asked as Spencer led him into the small, cozy living room. It was decorated plainly, but something about it relaxed Ash. Nice, compact, and simple. Not huge and open and opulent like Steven’s apartment in Rustboro. “Is she here?”

Uncle Spencer just smiled and stretched out the fingers on his right hand. He slowly began counting down with them, and Ash grunted as a small rocket slammed into him. Dazed’s eyes flashed briefly, but quickly returned to normal when she realized it was just Molly. Ash caught himself and smiled down at the tiny figure hugging his legs. “Hey, Molly.”

“I knew you’d be here!” Molly chirped and leaned back on her heels to bounce up and down. Teddiursa shyly peeked from around the corner, but came out entirely when the normal-type spotted Ash. He sent the diminutive pokemon an easy grin that seemed to relax the high-strung creature. It timidly waved before hiding behind Molly yet again (poorly, considering Teddiursa was much, much bulkier than the tiny girl).

“You know it,” he replied easily, a little surprised at how comfortable he was talking to Molly. Ash had to talk to her during the Greenfield disaster, but that had been driven by stress. Then his mind flashed back to the way their minds had melded when he’d helped her control the Unown… “How’ve you been, Molly?”

The little girl grinned and plopped down on one of the plain wooden chairs all around the room. Teddiursa scurried behind her, as though trying to do his best impression of Molly’s shadow. She kicked her legs excitedly and peered up at him. “It’s been so much fun! We’ve been moving around a bunch!” She cheered, although her expression darkened after a moment. “But I’m tired. I want to go home…”

Ash looked out the window to where the Hale Mansion proudly towered over the fields and flowers which separated it from the rest of Greenfield. A vision of it layered in thick plates of writhing crystal angled and splayed like a rose flitted through his mind…

“When can you go back?” He asked. Molly frowned, and he was glad he’d mostly directed it at Uncle Spencer. Ash had a lot of things he’d like to talk about with the man…

Uncle Spencer came and rested his hands on Molly’s shoulders. She laughed and leaned back against his legs as she stared up at her father adoringly. It sent a few ugly thoughts through Ash’s mind, but he forced them down (partly due to the odd look he received from Molly).

“The League teams are still investigating it,” Uncle Spencer explained with a nod at the mansion. He hefted Molly up onto his shoulders, where she seemed content to wrap her tiny hands in his hair and pull it randomly. Uncle Spencer’s brief winces seemed to amuse Molly to no end. “I’m not privy to the full extent of their investigation, but they’ve consulted me enough for me to believe they haven’t found any remnants of the… artifacts,” the scientist said with a frown.

“No psychic remnants?” Ash inquired as he leaned against a wall. He clasped his amulet in his hand. It didn’t so much as thrum at his touch. Strange to think that such a small thing had been so dangerous just a few days ago…

Uncle Spencer shook his head (and lightly reprimanded Molly when she tugged a little too hard). “I don’t believe so,” he admitted. “They’re keeping an eye on us, however. The League will have a psychic specialist check on Molly and I weekly to ensure there aren’t any lingering issues.”

Ash shifted uneasily. Only a calming brush against his mind courtesy of Dazed kept him from openly displaying his discomfort. “Like the one that’ll be visiting my mom?”

The look on Uncle Spencer’s face showed that he was about as comfortable discussing this as Ash was. It was an odd (Ash would go as far to call it unique) display of shame, fear, worry, and guilt that Ash hadn’t thought possible. “I… yes,” the man sighed. He set Molly down from his shoulders, though she immediately sat down on the couch. She seemed bored to tears by the serious conversation. “That’s exactly right, actually.”

Perhaps you should release the Binder. He would prove an adequate distraction for a certain individual. 

And also he would enjoy it, Ash thought to point out. Dazed’s faint amusement brushed his thoughts before he tapped Tangrowth’s pokeball. “Hey, Molly?”

“Yeah?” She peered up at him from where she kicked her legs restlessly on the pale couch, Teddiursa hugged to her side.

“Do you want to meet one of my friends? His name is Tangrowth,” Ash elaborated at her ecstatic look. Well, technically his name was Binder, but Tangrowth himself couldn’t remember that…

Molly shot to her feet faster than he could blink and hugged around his legs. “Yes, yes, yes! I love Tangrowth! He’s so nice and cute. Even Inf - Infernus,” she corrected herself as she babbled, “wasn’t that nice and he followed me around all day!”

What? Ash stared at her oddly before realization struck him. Of course she’d spent time with his team… well, not his team, but the team of his clone. They’d been built from the stories told by his mom and Molly’s own warped perceptions of them from footage of his battles and interviews. Again, Ash felt an abrupt twist in his gut at the thought of Not-Ash. He’d almost forgotten about the construct in the aftermath, and that felt wrong in a thousand ways.

Not-Ash’s entire existence had been to mimic his own, and when his purpose had been fulfilled he’d been discarded, deconstructed as though he’d never existed. The whole experience in the Hale Mansion was already surreal, like the lingering wisps of a half-forgotten dream. If Ash forgot his clone, then Not-Ash was truly dead.

“Yeah,” he agreed half-heartedly with Molly. She was lost in her own world, rambling on about all the adventures she had with his team. Ash had to wonder if Molly even really understood what happened with the Unown, or if she’d just rationalized it in her own way. Then again, even he barely comprehended what had happened. Maybe he was expecting too much from a four year-old. “So do you want to see him?”

She looked up at him with big, pleading eyes and despite his pensive mood Ash smiled. Tangrowth materialized seconds later, his vines wriggling cheerfully as he took in the new place. Several went searching around the room and carelessly brushed against several fragile pots and vases, which were only saved by Dazed’s quick thinking. Ash sent her a grateful nod before he addressed Tangrowth.

“Do you want to play with -” he began, only for Tangrowth to gurgle happily as Molly tackled him. The gigantic grass-type seemed shocked at somebody else making the first moves of friendship for once, but was more than happy to start hugging her back as he bounced up and down on his red boot-like feet.

“I missed you!” Molly cried as she burrowed into Tangrowth’s trembling shell of vines (though her arms were way too short to go all the way around him). Ash didn’t miss that an uncharacteristically dark look passed over Teddiursa’s gentle face, but Tangrowth and Molly did. Tangrowth seemed confused for a moment, but quickly accepted that he’d met Molly before and that they’d been best friends. Moments later, Molly tugged Tangrowth out through the door by his vines and Teddiursa trotted behind.

Uncle Spencer shook his head fondly as he walked over to the refrigerator and began to pour himself a drink. “You know her well. She’s obsessed with your team.”

He only knew her well because he’d been Molly for a time, or at least melded with her. Ash frowned thoughtfully. “You don’t have to tell me that,” he didn’t need to say anything else. Uncle Spencer winced. “Is Molly okay?”

The older man sighed and tapped his drink absentmindedly. “You have a way of asking difficult questions, Ash.”

He decided to take that as a compliment. Dazed’s silky laugh echoed in his mind for a few moments after that thought.

When Ash sent an expectant look his way, Uncle Spencer finally relented. “We don’t know,” he looked particularly pained at the admission. Spencer restlessly rapped his knuckles against the plain counter as he thought. “She appears fine on the surface. You’ve seen her,” he waved to the sight of Molly, Teddiursa, and Tangrowth dancing outside in the fields, “she’s bright, energetic, cheerful as ever… I’m tempted to say there’s not a single thing wrong with her.”

“But who knows?” Frustration tinged Uncle Spencer’s words. Ash knew that feeling all too well, the powerlessness in the face of a much greater force. Of being subject to consequences you could never really understand. It grated. “She might develop a complex from being in that… dream. Maybe she’ll develop psychic powers. Maybe she’ll develop brain damage. Maybe she’ll have visions or never adapt to being the in the real world again!” He squeezed his glass hard enough that Ash feared it would shatter. Then he sagged, as if a great weight was on his shoulders. “The League couldn’t help us. They were useless,” Spencer finished bitterly.

Ash wanted to defend the League, but he didn’t think it would do much good. Uncle Spencer already had his mind made up, or so it seemed. Somehow he knew that it would just frustrate the man that much more. “So what now?” He asked, hoping to tread onto safer ground.

“I do what I’ve always done,” Uncle Spencer smiled wearily. “I wake up another day, I take care of Molly, and I rebuild. Life is hard now, but it gets easier. Never easy, mind you, but easier,” he peered out at the towering spires of the Hale Mansion atop the hill. “The League will be gone soon. I’ll have my home back. I’ll have more funding for my research, and Molly will be safe.”

That reminded Ash of something that had been bothering him for the last day or so. “Will you be going on any expeditions?”

Uncle Spencer looked pained for a moment. No doubt he was remembering what had happened on his last expedition, where he’d unearthed the Unown in the Ruins of Alph. “Perhaps,” he said carefully. “I’m not certain yet. I’ve only just begun to discuss it with Samuel.”

Ash hesitated, then plowed on ahead. “I don’t think you should,” he said bluntly. Spencer blinked, no doubt shocked. “Molly needs you right now. She’s lonely.”

“I… it wouldn’t be now,” Spencer tried to rationalize, but it was easy to see that he was rattled. He stared at Molly as she was picked up and swung about by Tangrowth. “Perhaps Delia, no…”

He arched an eyebrow when Spencer trailed off. “What about my mom?”

Uncle Spencer exhaled and he uncomfortably scratched the back of his neck. “Your mother and her doctors have requested I have minimal contact with her until she feels more grounded,” he appeared a little lost at the thought, like a wandering man who’d just had his light snuffed out. “I understand why, but it’s been difficult for Molly. Your mom means a lot to us. It’s hard to see her like this, and all I want to do is help with her recovery.”

That unpleasant twist in his gut was back. Ash thought back to the ugly thoughts going through his head when he’d first seen the photos his mother had sent him of her, Uncle Spencer, and Molly. The perfect picture of a happy family. Then he recalled Molly’s isolation, the memories of bitter tears and the joy whenever his mom would visit.

He wrenched the darkness down. “Yeah, I know how you feel,” Ash offered.

Uncle Spencer flinched. “Of course, I didn’t mean to imply…” he trailed off again. Spencer did that a lot, Ash realized. He was normally so focused, but it seemed like his brain was almost as scattered as his mom’s right now. “I’m sorry, Ash,” he laid a hand on Ash’s shoulder. Dazed watched carefully, but she didn’t comment. “I can only imagine how you feel right now. If there’s anything I could do for you, just say the word.”

Ash nodded, uncomfortable at the sudden change. This was so unlike the calm, easygoing Uncle Spencer he knew. “I’ll remember that. Thanks,” he said unconvincingly, even to him.

Spencer nodded and pulled his hand away. He looked uneasy, and quickly decided to change topics again. “So, is there a way I can contact you out in the field?” The man inquired. He looked relieved at Ash’s nod. “Great! Would you mind me asking questions occasionally as I further my research?”

This was more familiar territory. Uncle Spencer lost the bone-deep exhaustion gnawing at him in those moments, replaced with a brilliant scientific curiosity reminiscent of his mother or Professor Oak. Glad to be over the awkward emotional part, Ash exchanged his PokeNav info before Spencer started falling into the familiar routine of being questioned by an overly enthusiastic researcher…

It was a good thing he’d had Tangrowth leave with Molly. She would’ve been bored to tears.
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“Why do you have to go?” Molly cried out as he broke the news. Her eyes welled with tears and she trembled slightly before she latched onto his arm with an iron grip. Tangrowth gurgled sadly and tried to turn it into a group hug, which Ash didn’t mind. Teddiursa joined the action by shoving Tangrowth’s vines out of the way and hugging onto Molly.

I hope you don’t expect me to join, Friend-Trainer. The Binder can - 

Dazed’s amused telepathy cut off indignantly when Ash grinned and whispered some instructions to Tangrowth, who cheerfully launched a few vines Dazed’s way to bring her into the hug. He felt her appear some distance away, having just barely avoided the hug with a teleport, and turn her baleful eyes on him.

That was not funny. 

He begged to differ, but decided it was time to address Molly. His arm was starting to go numb. “There’s some really important stuff I have to do. You remember what you saw in my head?”

Molly frowned. “Yeah…” she sighed, and Ash was honestly impressed when the girl let go without a fight. She wrung her hands nervously, and looked up at him hesitantly. “You’ll come back, right?”

Ash smiled down at her and playfully ruffled Molly’s honey blonde hair. She pouted at the contact, but didn’t pull away. “I will, I promise. And your dad has my PokeNav number, so you can send me a message whenever you want, okay?”

She still wasn’t happy, but Ash could tell she was relieved. Molly was really afraid that he’d just vanish on her. Not that he could blame her, once he thought of what she’d experienced. He crouched to where he was on her level. “Hey, I’ll always be in touch if you need me, okay? And you know what, I’ll come back to see you before I leave Greenfield. Does that sound good?”

A wide grin split Molly’s small face. “Yes! Thanks, Ash!”

With that taken care of, he allowed Molly and Teddiursa to run away (after Molly wrapped him up in a short hug) back into the house where Uncle Spencer was waiting. He took a moment to watch them vanish away and be wrapped up by a laughing Spencer’s arms before he returned to Tangrowth and motioned for Dazed to teleport back to his side.

She appeared in a small flash of light and regarded him warily.

“You’re safe now,” he teased, and was rewarded with a shake of Dazed’s head. She polished her pendulum in that familiar way.

I expect better from you, Friend-Trainer. 

“You didn’t mind,” he said with certainty. Dazed rolled her eyes (an oddly human habit she’d picked up from him) but didn’t argue. Ash peered over at the Hale Mansion and decided against teleporting. It was just a short walk, and he didn’t mind the trip.

Greenfield wasn’t exactly a large community, although the Hale Mansion was so astoundingly massive that it made it seem that way. Mostly the small town was built as a tourist location. The community was known far and wide for being one of the most beautiful locations in Johto, and the Hale family that had founded it was one of the more prominent families in the region and had once held significant influence in Goldenrod.

Right now, of course, it was abuzz with activity. Ash was able to avoid most of the mess, but he kept a close eye on the swarm of reporters that rushed around documenting everything they could find. Almost all the relics of the battle that had taken place here had been cleaned up, though it was impossible to hide the fact that the King Under the Mountain had made an appearance, but the media was still frantic in their attempts to leave no stone unturned. Ash couldn’t even blame them, although he was a bit annoyed at having to keep such a low profile.

Despite that, it didn’t take long to traverse around the fields of flowers and up the rolling hills until he reached the path to the Hale Mansion. The media was nowhere to be seen in this area, although they took pictures of the mansion from a distance. League forces were all over the place, though, and nobody wanted to risk earning their ire by trying to push past the boundaries. Ash certainly caught a few interested eyes when he walked past the Rangers blocking the road with barely a word.

He tried to ignore the prying attention. “We might have to teleport out of here when we’re finished talking to Cynthia,” Ash said quietly to Dazed. She didn’t show any sign of hearing him, but he felt a sense of warmth through her telepathy. That was all he needed. “Thanks, Dazed. I really don’t want to deal with that.”

With that settled, they trudged up the path. Ash found himself lost in memories as he took in the sights. Greenfield was restored thanks to his and Molly’s efforts, but it would be a long time before it was fully healed. The endless orchards hid most evidence of the battle, but as soon as you looked past the surface it was easy to see scorch marks, rent earth, and small patches that had been torn or blasted apart by some attack or another. It would be months or years before the land had truly healed.

For a moment Ash wished he had the Unown again so that he could fix the remaining damage, but the idea made him uneasy and he quickly turned away from that train of thought. It was dangerous.

Once he reached the Hale Mansion, Ash was immediately given passage by the ACE trainers standing guard at the entrance. He felt a little bit of pride that they actually recognized him, though Ash was more lost in memory than anything as he stepped into the Hale Mansion’s halls again.

“Would you like an escort to take you to Champion Cynthia, Trainee Ketchum? I believe she’s currently investigating the garden.” The woman who seemed to be in charge asked him. Ash glanced her over. She was an older woman in her late thirties or early forties who looked as though she hadn’t gotten a wink of proper sleep in days. A massive Golem stood at her side and watched Ash and Dazed curiously from its beady eyes.

“No thanks,” he replied easily. Ash felt Dazed scoff at the flush of pleasure that shot through him at being addressed by his title. “I know the way.”

The woman nodded and ushered him into the doorway. “Very well. I would avoid the upper levels,” the ACE trainer warned. She elaborated at Ash’s questioning look. “Some of the spooks are working up there with their ghosts and told us off for trying to go up. Gives me the creeps,” she finished with a grimace.

Ash nodded his thanks and headed in through the door with Dazed at his side. It felt unreal to see the plain wood and tile of the Hale Mansion again. In the short time he’d spent inside Molly’s Dreamworld the strange realities he’d found inside had supplanted his memories of the Hale Mansion. To see the smooth, polished wood, old paintings, and pristine tile in its place was practically unimaginable to him now.

He walked through the main hall easily. There were only a few trainers and League personnel on this level and most only gave him a few sparing glances as they bustled about doing whatever investigation they were pursuing. Ash wondered if they’d managed to find anything so far… he doubted it. His memories of sealing the Unown were a bit hazy thanks to the stress of it all, but Ash knew he’d commanded them to remove their power from the world.

Knowing the Unown, they’d scrubbed the mansion completely clean. This seemed like an exercise in futility if that was a case, but Ash wouldn’t begrudge the League for trying to learn everything they could from the incident. Given the number of reporters, cameras, and media teams still camped out in the actual city he figured the Greenfield Disaster was still an awful experience for the League.

People knew something strange was going on, and they wanted answers. The League couldn’t sweep it under the rug this time. It was no wonder they were trying to salvage any scrap of information or utility they could from the whole mess. Ash had tried to avoid watching the news since he’d woken up in Goldenrod, but he had a nasty feeling that all of Indigo was still clamoring for the truth.

Ash thought they may reconsider that feeling when they actually received the truth.

That carried other issues with it as well. The League would have to expose his role in the whole mess, even if they didn’t say what he actually did. But it meant that his association with the League would be made public, and it meant that people would be paying more attention to him. Lance had told him all sorts of stories about getting hounded in public after his legend had begun to grow and Ash dreaded the same thing happening to him.

What was he supposed to do if he got swarmed by people who recognized him? Ash felt uneasy in big cities already with their teeming hordes of people always chattering and milling around at the edge of his vision. If he could he’d probably teleport everywhere in cities just to avoid the crowds. It would only get worse if people actually cared. 

It was bad enough with the recognition his name got. Who knew how bad it would be if people actually knew his face?

“You here to see the Champion?” A pale, sickly man asked as Ash approached the top of the stairs that would lead him into the garden. The man remained rigid at Ash’s nod and Ash sighed as the man - a psychic, clearly - trembled and collapsed against the wall when they made eye contact. His eyes rolled back in his head and nonsense ramblings of visions of great Birds cloaked in flame, frost, and electricity, a soft song spoken by the silver secret hidden in the sea depths, and a few other tangents before Dazed granted him peace.

“Will he be okay?” Ash asked his friend. He watched the man uneasily. Normally lesser psychics were so good at avoiding Ash that he’d forgotten the effect he could have on them. They always made a point to be far, far away by the time he came around. The advantages of having your mind intimately entwined with the universe, Ash supposed.

Dazed inspected the dozing body for a few moments, pointedly ignoring the mad mutterings of the League psychic. Her pendulum leapt ever so slightly, carried aloft by an impossible wind.

It will not suffer permanent damage. You have grown brighter, Friend-Trainer. 

“Unfortunately,” Ash groused. He spared the man one last look before he simply shook his head and walked past him through the door he’d been guarding. There was no point waiting. He’d just report what had happened to whatever authority figure he ran into next. Actually… “Dazed, would you mind alerting someone?”

Her eyes twitched up in one of her smiles and her eyes flared a brilliant blue for just a moment before the incandescent light faded and died.

It is done. 

Ash nodded his thanks to her, and pushed the doors open. He grinned at the sight of the Hale gardens. They were more than familiar to him after he’d spent countless hours leaping across the crystal clear brook, racing across the small stone pillars, and resting beneath the shade of the old stone gazebo.

This time, however, it wasn’t home to Uncle Spencer or his mother. The only occupant was a tall, slender woman garbed in a long black coat, its sleeves and collar lined with fluffy fur. She faced away from him, inspecting something he couldn’t see. Ash felt his confidence leave him at the sight of Champion Cynthia and her well-groomed golden mane. Dazed shuffled behind him, and suddenly he wished he had even more of his team at his back.

His greeting caught in his throat, and for a moment he was content to stare. It was easier to approach Steven or Lance. They were famous, impossibly talented, and the pinnacle of everything he wanted to achieve as a trainer. Almost, anyways. Sinnoh was a long ways away from Kanto in the first place, and he hadn’t accidentally run into Cynthia like he had Steven.

Then his thoughts turned to his book. Even if he’d barely met Cynthia before (aside from noticing her after he released the Unown, and their brief interaction in the hospital) he felt like he knew her on some level thanks to his obsessive attention to her book. He’d learned some little fragment of her identity through the strength and passion of Cynthia’s writing, of the vast tracts of knowledge she’d gathered and inscribed into one place. She might not have lectured him in person, but in a way he still considered her to be one of his teachers.

“Hello, Ash,” Cynthia called out from where she stood peacefully beneath the shelter of the gazebo. She didn’t turn to face him, but he sensed that she was smiling. Something else pricked at his senses, and he turned his gaze to the side to catch a glimpse of the blood red eyes of a lithe Lucario that waited in the shadows. The fighting-type clasped its hands together and dipped its head to Ash and Dazed before it returned to studying a small rut in the earth. “Please, come in. I could use a break.”

He felt awkwardly aware of his entire body as he stepped forward, every movement too controlled to the point of discomfort. Ash appreciated the fact that Cynthia still hadn’t looked at him. The boy was all too aware that he was flush at how long he was taking to compose himself.

“What are you doing?” He stared as she turned around. Ash had thought she was examining something, but when he glanced at her he only saw empty space between her pale hands. She watched him measuredly, a small smile on her lips.

Cynthia brushed her fringe out of her eyes. “I’m just trying to examine the area.”

Ash frowned. His thoughts went to the dozens of League personnel that had swarmed over Greenfield and the Hale Mansion. “Hasn’t anybody else checked this place out?”

The Champion chuckled. Her laugh was deeper than he’d have expected, and Ash took the moment to study her more. Dazed’s mind brushed against his.

Are you well, Friend-Trainer? I can sense your heart rate accelerating. Your mind is erratic. 

Ash flushed a deeper red and scowled at Dazed, who promptly began to rub her pristine pendulum against her snow white mane under the pretense of cleaning it. Her eyes quirked up into another smile, though Ash knew she was anything but innocent.

Cynthia’s lips twisted into a wider smile. “You’re right, quite a few have. I’m looking for something else,” she trailed off with a thoughtful expression. The Champion cast a thoughtful look at a seemingly random spot in the bottom of the small pool in the garden. “Something deeper.”

“And you can find it when they can’t?” Ash asked skeptically. He winced when he realized how insulting that sounded, but Cynthia didn’t seem to mind. If anything she seemed amused. He couldn’t be sure if it was because she was in a good mood or because she just didn’t take him seriously. “How?”

That earned a brief silence from Cynthia. Finally, she nodded and motioned to beneath the small stone structure she’d stood beneath earlier. “Stand there, please.”

Ash couldn’t help but be uncertain, but he went along with whatever game she was playing. He still felt a tad uncomfortable in his own skin, but relented and did what the Champion asked. She nodded and gave him a thumbs up. Dazed and Lucario both watched, interested and entertained in equal measure.

“Now close your eyes.”

He did. At once his thoughts went wild, and he thought back to the last time when he’d been in this mansion. When he’d emerged through the darkness and entered the entry hall with Karen and their teams, he’d been horrified at the mockery of what the Hale Mansion had been transformed into. But when he’d tried to enter the garden, he’d found himself in an entirely different world.

Had that been this garden in a transformed state, or had it simply been a gateway into an entirely different plane of existence, warped and shaped by the will of the Unown? He wish he’d had the foresight to divine the answer before he’d sacrificed his power over the hive…

Dangerous thoughts. For a moment, Ash feared what might happen if the Unown heard his silent wonders, the ghost of desire that they responded to. Would they ever return to him? He’d sealed them away, but what if he wished for them too greatly?

“Peace, Ash,” Cynthia said soothingly. Her voice calmed him. Something about her words tugged at his brain, lulling him into a tranquil state. It felt right. “Clear your mind. Be calm. Feel.”

Normally he would have asked how he was supposed to do that. His mind was always active. Always planning, plotting, and questioning. How to win, how to get ahead, how to achieve his next step. Picking out strengths and weaknesses and where to push hardest to get the most results. Even if he didn’t struggle with previous… events, he’d probably need Dazed to help him to sleep just to prevent him from thinking all night.

But now, with Cynthia’s voice threading through his mind like a cool cloth, he understood.

Emptiness. Calm. Void.

It opened the world bare to him. The burgeoning awareness exploded into clarity, and he heard the soft breeze rolling through the hills, the chirping of Pidgey in the distance, and his own breath. He’d never realized how loud his heartbeat was.

But more importantly, he was aware. Of the Concepts he was tied to. He remembered feeling the tethers when he had held the Unown, the acute perception that had allowed him to peer past the physical: The Birds, Lugia, Mew, and even Mewtwo were all bound to him as he was to them. They had taught him much, in their way.

A growing frustration. Despite the newfound clarity, Ash was aware there was so much he was missing. Cynthia’s words had pulled him into a peaceful state, but it only regarded himself. Some part of Ash was aware that there was so much more he was missing, as though he knew of it but simply couldn’t understand what he needed.

Then a cool hand grasped his shoulder. That was a distraction, but a wave of calm rushed through him. His muscles tensed, then slackened. The rise and fall of his chest returned to normal.

“Easy, Ash. Listen to my voice,” Cynthia said quietly, her voice the only thing he could hear. “Let me guide you.”

He did.

“You have focused on yourself. You know who you are. You know yourself better than anything else. That awareness, that introspection… it is power. But there is so much more.”

“Show me,” Ash whispered. The world went still.

Cynthia’s grip tightened. He didn’t so much as flinch. “Turn away from yourself. Where are you? What are your surroundings? Focus. Feel. They are as much a part of you as your body, if only you allow yourself to see it.”

He focused. Tried to remember the feelings of being one with the Unown, where he had felt the entire world for miles and miles around. Every blade of grass had been his, every grain of dirt. The Unown had funneled the information directly into his brain, acting as his eyes and ears and every other sense he could have imagined.

“Yes, focus on that feeling. Extend yourself. You are not your mind. You are not your body. You are something more, and that is greater than the parts that make up Ash Ketchum. It is one with the world, the universe… all you have to do is see it for yourself, like opening your eyes for the first time.”

A glimpse. A flash of something more. The world in such vivid detail he could scarcely imagine it. Deeper than sight. Deeper than his senses could ever allow.

“Good,” Cynthia allowed her hand to fall away. All of a sudden his brief glimpse slipped away like smoke through his fingers. The calm fell away, and he was overcome with a frenzy of thoughts that had been repressed by the unnatural relaxation. “You saw, didn’t you?

His eyes snapped open. “What was that?” Ash demanded, spinning to stare at the blonde Champion. She regarded him inscrutably, though she didn’t seem displeased with him. “How did I do that? It was like I had the Unown again…”

That got her attention. “Really?” She muttered, then shook herself out of it. “A discussion for another time! That said, I’d rather not have this talk here.”

Ash frowned. “Then when? And where?” He recoiled at the thought of having this knowledge dangled in front of him only to be taken away, but he had to remember who he was talking to. Cynthia was a Champion. If she didn’t want to tell him something, then she wouldn’t.

She blinked. Then she laughed. “Now, of course. I’m not going to torture you like that! I’m not that mean!” Cynthia graced him with an easy grin, and he returned it after a few moments. It wasn’t an exaggeration to say that the relief nearly knocked him off his feet. “I just don’t want to do it here. I’ve been sitting here for ages trying to get some work done.”

“Oh,” he said, and waited for Cynthia to continue.

“Want to go now?” She asked. When he nodded, she quickly squeezed her eyes shut.

“Andel!” She called out into the silence of the garden. Moments later the slim, taut form of a Gallade materialized as if from nowhere. Ash watched with interest - the only Gallade he could recall meeting was Sabrina’s. He had to fight back a grin at the reminder of his rematch with her. That was still one of his favorite battles. “It’s good to see you again, Andel. I’d like to introduce you to my friends, Ash Ketchum and Dazed.”

The Gallade (which was a bit slimmer than Sabrina’s, though still appeared to be a formidable fighter) swerved on its rounded hips to regard Ash and Dazed. He gracefully bowed, though not as deeply as he had to Cynthia.

It is a pleasure to meet friends of my Lady. Particularly those so renowned as the Storm-Tamer and his lovely companion. My name is Andel. I am a member of Sinnoh’s Fourth Teleportation Squad, assigned to my Lady, Champion Cynthia Carolina. I will be honored to serve you as well at my Lady’s behest. 

Andel’s telepathy was perfect. His voice was refined and particular, reminding Ash more of a butler than a knight. Ash greeted him in turn, and the flash of Dazed’s eyes told him that she had extended her own words as well. Andel bowed once more, then turned to await Cynthia’s commands.

“Take us to get ice cream!” Cynthia declared without any semblance of hesitation. Andel shut his eyes as though he’d been expecting her words, and Dazed quickly spoke to Ash. She sounded somewhat amused.

The Guide says most of her teleportation requests revolve around this ‘ice cream’ she mentioned. 

Ash snorted just as Andel teleported them all away in a brilliant flash of light.
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Cynthia seemed completely lost to the world as she attacked her absolutely gargantuan pile of ice cream with all the savagery of her famed Garchomp. Ash took a lick of his freezing cone (Dazed appeared quite interested in it, and he felt their mental connection remain clear and steady) and frowned as he thought of the bizarre experience he’d just had in the Hale garden.

It was something oddly familiar, yet completely foreign. Ash felt that he’d been on the cusp of that awareness for ages now. In many ways it reminded him of the sudden expansion of his awareness whenever he touched ice or got too close to Infernus…

A few people in the small Goldenrod diner stared dumbly at the pair, though Andel, Lucario, and Dazed attracted a fair few looks of their own. Not that Ash thought many of the eyes were for him. The tall, blonde Champion in her stark black coat and loud laugh stole most of the attention.

Not that Ash had a problem with that.

“That’s the stuff,” Cynthia sighed dreamily as she polished off the rest of her ice cream. The huge frozen mounds were little more than a few small puddles after her attack. She finally leaned back and regarded Ash oddly. “Not a big ice cream person?” Ash winced at her tone - Cynthia sounded personally offended at the idea.

“No, no,” he waved her off. “Just…”

The Champion nodded, suddenly serious. “I know how you feel. I remember how it felt when I was able to See for the first time.”

“See?”

Cynthia chuckled, a faraway look on her face. “Yes. It’s the use of Aura to perceive the universe as it truly is.”

Ash’s brow furrowed. He took his hat off and stared at the cap thoughtfully for a few moments. Aura. It wasn’t a term he was overly familiar with, but some niggling part of his mind was familiar with it… hadn’t his mental link to Bruno’s Lucario mentioned it?

After a few seconds he gave into temptation. “And what is Aura?” He asked, though he had to wonder whether this reasonably populated diner was the best place for this kind of conversation. Considering the first five minutes had already led to him having a bizarre, out of body experience and there almost felt like a tangible weight to it, he thought that he might have a point.

“An interesting question,” Cynthia glanced over to Lucario and made eye contact for a few moments before she shook her head. “It’s not one that I can truly answer. But I suppose you can consider it the purest form of self-expression. Aura is taking what makes you - your willpower, your emotions, your intellect, your history - and expressing it outwards. You put a little piece of yourself into the universe, and the universe itself listens.”

He blinked. Dazed listened raptly, not even hiding her attention behind the veneer of polishing her pendulum. Lucario watched them both, and Ash got the feeling that it found them amusing, like freshly hatched pokemon learning to walk.

Then he asked the most important question. “How?”

Cynthia shrugged. She tugged at one of her fuzzy sleeves. “Another good question.”

When she didn’t try to explain further, he pushed. “And?”

“Again, not something I can really explain,” the woman said ruefully. Ash didn’t find that answer particularly satisfying. She twisted a long blonde lock of hair in her fingers, and thankfully didn’t catch Ash’s stare (even though Dazed definitely did). “It’s different for everyone, I suppose. It takes a great deal of introspection, understanding yourself, and the will and awareness to express yourself.”

To be honest, that didn’t really answer his question but he could tell that it wasn’t for lack of trying. Something told him that Cynthia was genuinely doing her best to explain. “But you think I can do it?”

“Anyone can use Aura. It’s intrinsic to us as living things,” Cynthia explained. “Most just don’t have the focus (or knowledge) to do it. Very, very few people stumble upon it naturally, and even those lucky enough to be instructed, such as myself, tend to struggle immensely. It takes years to learn the barest basics of the ability.”

In that case, his determination to learn Aura was redoubled. There was something addicting about perceiving the world in the way Cynthia had shown him, to look around and know with absolute certainty that he was staring at the truth. That illusions, misconceptions, and physical limitations had no rule over him.

Then again… “Can it do anything else?”

“It depends,” Cynthia replied. “Like I said, most people struggle to learn the basics. I certainly did. But once you learn how to express your Aura, it really comes down to who you are.”

Ash’s brow furrowed. “You mean everyone’s Aura is unique?”

“Exactly!” The Champion looked at him appraisingly. Lucario’s eyes curved upward. “Just as every person is inherently different, so is their expression of Aura. We’re all humans, so the few I know can use similar abilities - slightly stronger, better reflexes, maybe a bit tougher - but everyone shines in a different area.”

He rubbed his temples. What Cynthia was saying wasn’t all that difficult to comprehend, but the enormity of what she was dropping on him was making his head spin. “What can you do, then?” Ash inquired. “Is it like psychic powers?”

“There are similarities, but not really,” Cynthia nipped his line of thought in the bud. Ash sighed. Psychic powers were so much easier to comprehend than whatever this Aura was… maybe it was because psychics were present. They made sense. There were defined rules and limits. “Psychic powers are present in everyone, like Aura, but only a minority of people have them strong enough to actually use them. Aura can be used by anyone, provided they have the discipline and self-awareness for it.”

May psychics learn to use Aura as well, Champion-Seeker?

Ash blinked at the sudden question from Dazed. She rarely deigned to enter human conversations since they rarely interested her.

“Yes, but most don’t see the point. What few psychics I know that are aware of Aura generally prefer to hone their own abilities instead,” She directed at Dazed. “Aura is generally more difficult to master and has less of a direct payoff. I suppose you can imagine it as different specialties. Psychics are masters of manipulating what’s already present, while Aura is more around bringing something new into existence.”

That was interesting, but Ash had different questions. “You didn’t say what you could do with it.”

Cynthia smiled. “I suppose I didn’t. I’m sorry I didn’t get to the point, I must have picked up some bad habits from spending time with Steven recently,” she joked. “Talking for hours without really saying anything is a talent of his.”

Ash ignored the teasing on Steven’s behalf. Maybe he’d disagree more if it wasn’t so accurate…

“Anyways,” she continued, “My very limited abilities aren’t too difficult to understand. My limits aren’t very advanced, despite Lucario’s best efforts!” The powerful fighting-type huffed and folded its arms at that, “Mostly it makes it easier for me to communicate with others and my pokemon nonverbally - not words,” Cynthia quickly cut off Ash’s next question, “but impressions, feelings, images… it’s rather convenient in the thick of battle.”

Well, that made sense if Aura worked the way she’d described. Cynthia kept saying that it was all about self-expression. She’d spent her entire life working with her team and honing their skills and teamwork. It was no wonder her abilities revolved around amplifying that.

So what could he do? Ash doubted he’d be able to do anything like that for years, but that didn’t stop his rampant curiosity. Would he be able to communicate with his team as well? The thought entranced him. It was captivating just to talk to Dazed, to communicate with one of his team on that level. Even if he couldn’t speak to them like he could with the psychic, something inside him seared at the prospect of getting to know his team even better.

“So Lucario is the one who taught you?” He inquired, sparing the fascinating fighting-type a glance. It possessed a unique appearance among other fighting-types given its blue and black stripes, lithe build, and piercing red eyes. Lucario peered up at him, and something passed between them. The sensation flitted away before Ash could really process it, and he was left with a sensation of vague emptiness.

“Yes!” Cynthia patted Lucario’s arm. Its eyes squeezed shut and it leaned bodily into the contact. “He’s a good teacher, if a little impatient. Many trainers lucky enough to train with a Lucario or Riolu find the same opportunity.”

Ash frowned as he thought of the other trainer he knew with one of the fantastically rare pokemon. Then he recalled that other trainer’s superhuman feats and the talks they had and wasn’t too surprised to realize he must use Aura as well.

“So how long has Bruno used it?”

Cynthia’s lips curved up into a wan smile. “I’m not surprised you reached that conclusion,” she nodded. “He’s used it for far longer than I have. I don’t know Bruno all that well,” she admitted, “but we’ve had a few talks. From what I understand his gifts lean towards the more physical side of things.”

Vivid images of Bruno dancing around the Crystal Entei’s deadly blows with contemptuous ease sprang to mind, or even of the Fighting Master dodging the frenzied thrashes of an enraged Onix when they first met. He shook his head. Aura had been in front of him the whole time… he knew that it had been superhuman, but he’d never put too much thought into it aside from the barebones explanations he’d gleaned from Bruno.

“So you have better communication and perception. Bruno has better physical abilities,” Ash muttered to himself. Cynthia waved at him, encouraging him to continue. “He’s a Fighting Master. He trains with his pokemon every single day trying to get stronger with them. Since that’s a big part of who he is…”

“It’s how his Aura is expressed,” his newest teacher finished. Ash nodded along with her, putting all the pieces together. It was still a lot to take in, but at least he’d put the basic pieces of the puzzle together.

You seek to learn it?

Ash just sent Dazed a wide grin. They both knew that wasn’t necessary.

“Could you teach me?” Ash turned his attention towards Cynthia, who looked at him knowingly.

“Nope!” She declared cheerfully. Ash’s heart dropped and his next words choked to death in his throat. He sputtered uselessly for a few moments before Cynthia cut him off. “I’m sorry, Ash, but I don’t have the time or ability to teach you myself - you won’t be ready for advanced instruction for months to years. What I can do is point you in the right direction.”

He paused. “Oh, thank you,” Ash said awkwardly, a little embarassed at his reactions. Hopefully Cynthia didn’t find it too annoying. “So what do I do? How do I start?”

The Champion twisted her fringe around one of her fingers. She wore an amused look at the hunger bleeding off Ash. “I’ll help you with that later,” she waved his protests off. “Lucario and I need some time to work up a plan for you. You’ll be the first person I’ve helped teach,” Cynthia said with a grin. Normally Ash would find that concerning, but for whatever reason Cynthia’s words didn’t lessen his belief in her. “Besides, we have some more important things to deal with first.”

“Like what?” He raised his eyebrows. They were talking about something that could help him survive, or at least be a bit less squishy when it came to pokemon and Legends. Nothing more important than that crossed his mind.

“Like this!” Cynthia shouted, rising to her feet with a look on her face not dissimilar to the one she wore while she was eating her ice cream. The other occupants of the diner turned and stared, but Lucario and Andel both looked unfazed by her dramatics. She leveled an accusing finger at Ash. “Ash Ketchum, I challenge you to a battle!”

He stared, then a matching grin spread across his face.

She was right.

This was more important.
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46. Chapter 46: The Peak


Cynthia was taller than he’d thought in the hospital bed, Ash realized. It was odd that it was his first thought as he stared up at her from the battleground, but he didn’t think much of it. Before he thought she’d stood perhaps a head taller than him, but now he saw that she wasn’t all that much shorter than Lance or Steven. Without her heels she still stood well above five and a half feet.

“Hello? Ash?” She waved a hand in front of his face with a curious look,, and he quickly shook himself out of it. No use thinking about pointless things… instead, his attention was drawn to the heavy drumbeat of his heart pounding in his chest, the rush of blood through his ears, and the rapid rise and fall of his chest. “Are you feeling alright?”

“Yes,” he said with complete accuracy (even though Dazed’s telepathic smugness begged to differ) and tried to divert her attention away from that whole mess. “Just excited about the battle is all!”

See, Friend-Trainer? Is it not better to tell the truth?

Ash made a point of ignoring Dazed. He hid a grimace when she seemed to enjoy the silence even more than his hypothetical retort. She’d claimed some small victory in it.

Cynthia quickly pulled his focus back to her. She pounded her fist with the same wild grin on her face - that wild spark had been alit since her proclamation in the diner (Andel had thankfully teleported them out before Ash had to deal with the judging eyes of the other patrons) and for some reason the look seemed familiar.

“Excellent. That’s what I like to hear!” The tall woman cheered. Her grey eyes narrowed as she took another step closer to him. Blood pounded through his heart at Cynthia’s genuine excitement. “To a great fight!”

“To a great fight,” he affirmed as he shook her hand. His mind went abuzz with thoughts of the coming battle, forming and discarding strategy upon strategy as he considered Cynthia’s battles. A generalist, a master of strategy and counters and negating the advantages of each type. Normally he’d be more than confident in his abilities to handle a fellow generalist, but this wasn’t any generalist. This was the generalist.

His newest opponent sent a bright smile his way. The pearly whites of her teeth stood in stark contrast to Cynthia’s black, furry long coat. A garment like that normally wouldn’t be appropriate for mid-July, but the cold front that came through while he was in Goldenrod still held strong. “Are you ready?”

“You have no idea. You’re not the first Champion I’ve battled,” Ash grinned. Not that his fights with Lance or Steven had gone so well, but there was no reason to tell Cynthia that…

“Wait wait wait, let me guess how those went!” Cynthia perked up. Andel’s eyes glimmered and gentle waves of amusement rolled off him.

“Lance threw out one of his Dragonite and they were too fast and strong for any normal pokemon to keep up with. Or maybe Magnus? He likes showing off that Charizard of his… better than one of the Dragonite, at least! Honestly, who needs three Dragonite?”

Ash grimaced at the memories of the many, many beatdowns Dragonite, Dov, and Saph had delivered to his team. Cynthia caught it and smirked. “I thought so,” she tapped her chin. “Lances loves making a statement. He’s a cunning one, but he always opens his battles with something big like Earth Wrecker or Hyper Beam. Even if it doesn’t instantly win the battle, it starts Lance’s team off on the right foot. After that… well, if you aren’t specialized against fliers you aren’t going anywhere against him!”

He nodded along with her assessment, privately wondering how many times Cynthia had battled Lance or watched his Conference battles to build up a deeper understanding of the Drake.

“Now for Steven. Dear, sweet, predictable Steven…”

Normally Ash might have defended his teacher, but the remembrance of Metagross stonewalling his entire team didn’t have him in the most charitable mood. His fists tightened…his rematch with Metagross couldn’t come soon enough. After the last time they’d been embarassed, Ash and his team would do anything they had to in order to win against the Iron Wall. They’d never be outmatched like that again.

Cynthia raised one finger. “He used Metagross first - or only Metagross,” she guessed correctly at the look on his face. She chuckled, a throaty, pleasant sound that was like music to Ash’s ears. “Sometimes it’s easy to forget he has other teammates. Metagross is a tough nut to crack, but if you can get past them the rest of his team don’t quite stack up,” Cynthia shook her head ruefully. “They’re good, but that Metagross is something else! Steven relies on them too much, though. It’s his greatest weakness as a trainer.”

“Now where was I,” Cynthia mused with a soft frown. Her eyes lit up. “Ah! So once he crushed your team one after another with that monster, he probably lectured you on the superiority of Metagross, right? Metagross are unique among pokemon,” she mimicked the didactic rhythm of Steven’s voice once he got going perfectly, “they are ridiculously powerful and makes most battles a cakewalk, so I’ve gotten lazy as a trainer!” She rolled her eyes, and Ash couldn’t help but smirk.

“And a speech about how he was going to train me into a sword instead of a hammer,” Ash chipped in. Dazed’s eyes quirked up as Cynthia laughed again. His defeat at Steven’s hands had left him in a poor mood, but he quickly found an easy grin slipping back on his face.

His opponent shook her head fondly. She brushed her blonde fringe out of her eye to look at him more fully. “Steven might deny it, but he’s always had a flair for the dramatic! He could try his hand at theater if he ever gets tired of working with the League.”

He snorted at that. The thought of Steven branching out beyond his precious rocks was unthinkable. Just spending a few weeks with him had tripled Ash’s knowledge of geology (limited as it was). He couldn’t imagine Steven in the spotlight.

“Anyways, no worries about me pulling a Steven,” Cynthia joked. Ash idly wondered if every Champion used that as an expression as her eyes danced around at their plain battleground, far from civilization. It was a barren wasteland scarred with blackened scorch marks and shallow ruts weaving in and out of the ancient stumps and plain boulders decorating the plain. Despite its simple appearance, Ash somehow knew Cynthia was just as excited for this as he was. “I don’t plan on using Princess against you! This is supposed to be fun.”

Ash frowned. “Princess?” He questioned.

Cynthia’s eyes lit up. “My Garchomp!” She said adoringly, her fingers brushing over a particularly worn, scraped pokeball on her belt that was barely visible beneath her coat. Ash couldn’t hide his quiet snort - it sounded like she was talking about a tiny Skitty, not a seven and a half foot tall, land-based dragon that could reach sonic speeds despite weighing in at nearly a ton.

She shook her head ruefully at him. “Don’t judge her for her name,” Cynthia looked amused, then glanced away as if remembering some half-forgotten memory. “Princess chose it herself - once she got her mind set on it there was nothing I could do to sway her.”

Well, Ash could sympathize with that. It wasn’t like a few of his friends didn’t have an odd taste in nicknames…

I must disagree with that assessment, Friend-Trainer. 

He spared Dazed a short grin, but quickly centered his focus back on Cynthia. She waited patiently for him before she continued. “Are you ready?”

“Yes!” Ash said simply. His heart pounded, his hands shook, and he felt that strange tunnel vision setting in with his anticipation. This was something he couldn’t have hoped for today, yet it was happening right now! Ha, he could only imagine the look on Gary’s face when he told him about this!

Lance, Steven, and now Cynthia… he was a lucky trainer. How many people could say they’d battled a single Champion, let alone three? Steven wasn’t an official Champion anymore, but all that meant was that he’d just have to add Champion Wallace to his list once he got back to Hoenn next month!

He couldn’t wait. What a life he lived where he could even think that with a straight face.

“Great. I’ve been really looking forward to this battle, Ash,” Cynthia said sincerely and shook his hand. “I can’t wait to see you in action. That said,” she suddenly beamed at him, “I won’t be holding back. I know you won’t either!”

“Never,” he promised. Cynthia seemed satisfied by that, and she gave him one last nod before Andel’s eyes flashed and he found himself on a massive, raised boulder that overlooked the entire battlefield. It was good positioning, he considered. Cynthia appeared a few hundred feet away on a similar stone. She waved at him before glancing over at Andel, who remained roughly in the center.

Greetings, Storm-Tamer. My Lady requested that I inform you of the terms of this battle. I shall ensure both my Lady and your safety and protect the grounds. My Lady will release first and shall allow you to make the first move. It shall be a one-on-one battle. You will continue to battle until all of your teammates are defeated, though I do wish you and your companions the best of luck. 

Ash rolled his eyes. It felt like that last comment was mostly aimed at Dazed…

Cynthia wasted no time in releasing her first teammate.

A hulking, streamlined figure with a wickedly curved claw at the end of each arm appeared. It positively dwarfed Cynthia, who affectionately patted the golden patch of thick, leathery scales on the beast’s belly. Princess the Garchomp stared at Ash and Dazed with cold golden irises that vaguely reminded him of a Sharpedo’s lifeless gaze, yet Cynthia seemed more than happy to treat the draconic creature like an overgrown Growlithe.

From the way Princess squeezed her harsh eyes shut when Cynthia scratched a particularly sensitive spot behind her dorsal fin, Ash thought she might enjoy the treatment.

“Don’t worry,” Cynthia laughed at the dumb look on his face. The high, clear note rang out across the battlefield. Princess snorted, obviously disgruntled at the scratches stopping, and looked at her trainer expectantly. “Princess is just here to observe - she’s got a good head for picking out ways for improvement.”

Ash nodded his understanding and flipped his hat around. That was actually a good idea. He didn’t hesitate to release Nidoking, who grumbled his arrival and observed the Champion and her cornerstone curiously. His eyes narrowed, but didn’t dare show any signs of hostility in the face of the Garchomp. Even Nidoking recognized when something was this far out of his league.

He was overprotective, surly, and as paranoid a guardian as Ash could have asked for, but Nidoking wasn’t a glutton for punishment like Sneasel or Infernus.

“Hey, it’s good to see you,” Ash grinned and rubbed Nidoking’s thick, leathery shoulder. His friend grunted and leaned into the contact, then looked questioningly at Cynthia. “That’s our opponent. I want you to observe and keep track of everything, alright? You’ll get your shot,” he assured Nidoking. That satisfied Nidoking, who let out a loud huff.

“Let’s go!” He shouted to Cynthia. “I’m ready!”

Cynthia lit up. She pulled a simple pokeball from her belt beneath her coat and raised it. The sunlight glinted off it, then a blinding flash of scarlet light exploded from the center as his first opponent appeared.

The sleek, powerful form of Lucario manifested. Ash wasn’t surprised, not after catching a few speculative glances sent his way by the fighter. Lucario paused to acknowledge Ash, Dazed, and Nidoking with a dip of his head, which Ash returned. This would be an excellent opponent.

Memories of his experiences in the mind of Bruno’s Lucario shot to the surface. They were fuzzy at first, like trying to grasp smoke in his bare hands, but the recollections solidified and grew clearer the more thought he focused on them.

He had no doubt Lucario would be a fearsome opponent. Not only was it a Champion-level fighter, it had access to those strange Aura powers that he still barely understood. Bruno’s Lucario had the ability to See just like Cynthia had shown him, and any physical obstructions like smoke or dust wouldn’t slow it down at all. Not to mention it was an excellent tracker, able to pick out life easily.

And if Lucario was a master of Aura, and Aura abilities depended entirely on the individual… well, how could he prepare for that? It offered untold possibilities, each of which could potentially throw the fight in Lucario’s favor. It was all too easy to imagine Lucario pulling out bizarre and unlikely powers against each member of his team to enhance its amazing skill, ultimately acting as the same iron wall that Metagross had.

That would be awful. Where was the fun in that fight?

Regardless, there was only one way to start this battle. Lucario could very easily be the only member of Cynthia’s team he faced if he wasn’t careful, so he couldn’t hold back.

Ash refused to let the outcome of this battle be the same as his battle with Steven.

A wave of dry heat greeted the arrival of his first choice. Smoke shrouded about the battlefield, a pale glow seared even in the bright light of day. Infernus pulsed with light, warping the air around them, as he locked eyes on his opponent and greeted Lucario with a loud, powerful roar that would have made an Ursaring proud. It brought to mind images of volcanic eruption, belching smoke and ash and sulfur into the sky.

Infernus paused one moment to grin back at Ash, which he easily returned. His hands shook and he met his friend’s eyes for but a brief moment before Infernus turned back to Lucario and squared himself.

“Lucario can take everything you can throw at him with no problem,” Ash called out. Bright red flames exploded from Infernus’ skin, ripping furiously at the implication that he wasn’t a real threat to Lucario - just as planned. Dazed’s eyes quirked at the thought. “No holding back! Don’t bother with smoke! You’ve got the first move - keep pressure on him and use your body heat to your advantage. Push Lucario as hard as you can and don’t give him time to plan!”

That was all he needed to say. Those simple orders were ideal for this battle - it would be too fast-paced for Ash to reliably keep up with giving orders, and a single mistake would threaten Infernus’ chances to keep up with Lucario. Plus it didn’t give Cynthia and Lucario much to use against him, which Ash thought was the most important advantage. Infernus had a game plan now, and Ash would only interfere when needed (and abuse Dazed’s telepathy to give him pointers on Lucario’s location and tactics).

Infernus took off in a raging sprint directly at his foe with a nasty grin on his lips. Ash grimaced and thanked Dazed when she shielded him from the immense blast of suffocatingly dry heat that followed a brilliant flash of searing flame that exploded from Infernus’ lungs - even with his trained eyes he had barely caught the motion.

Explosion after explosion wracked the battlefield. Flares of white-hot fire belched from Infernus’ throat and cannons every second in a relentless flurry that reduced stumps and the thin wisps of vegetation to blackened dust. Not even Infernus’ savage roars could reach Ash beneath the raging din of crackling, spitting flame that bathed the landscape liberally. Rains of cinders and great sheets of smoke blanketed the arena, though were cast aside time and time again by the wind rushing from Infernus’ strikes. He could scarcely see a thing in the absolute mess left behind by Infernus - every time his eyes adjusted they were blasted with stars thanks to the immense light that exploded from Infernus’ every motion.

It stilled. The living, pulsating star that was Infernus winked out of existence and appeared on a small outcropping of solid, blackened stone that had soaked up a ton of the soot and ash floating around the area. Many of the flames slowly dimmed and died with their master away, leaving the battlefield awash in a thick, noxious miasma of oily black smoke that stained everything it touched with a greasy layer. Without Andel’s courteous protections, Ash would have gagged on it. .

Infernus smirked down at the testament to his strength. His every breath caused the thin, flickering layer of flames that draped over his body like a living cloak to flare, then dim. Ash paused to admire his friend for a moment - Infernus had been cooped up inside his pokeball for several days now and it showed. It must have been like taking a breath of fresh air to finally be able to unleash the full extent of his power.

Ash didn’t take long before he glanced over at the wrecked devastation of the battlefield. Although Infernus had done a nice job of evening things out and leaving it more open for the rest of the team (and the heat had caused a few ominous clouds to gather above them for Torrent and Oz to take advantage of) Ash wasn’t surprised in the least to see Lucario still standing amidst the wreckage, black-and-blue fur utterly pristine other than a few singed patches.

The fighting-type measured the absolute devastation left by Infernus’ vicious assault with something like approval. Lucario glanced about, nudged a few smouldering piles of cinders with his foot, and dipped his head to Infernus - that only gave Infernus a brief moment to grin back before Lucario exploded into action.

“Watch out!” Ash bellowed as Lucario shot forward faster than the eye could see, barely even visible as a black-blue blur before he smashed his foot heavily into Infernus’ thickly muscular gut - well, where it would have been. The fighter somehow managed to correct his miss into a fluid, graceful motion that belied the savage force behind the blow. He pivoted about and pulled his deceptively powerful arms into a block even as Infernus materialized directly behind Lucario and returned the favor.

There was a brief moment where all Ash could pick out was a thin green membrane carried on Lucario’s arm like a shield (a masterful use of Protect, he thought) held up against the harsh strike Infernus dealt the graceful Aura-user. Lucario dug his feet into the smouldering ashes of a few tree stumps and visibly grimaced at the searing heat, but managed to parry Infernus’ hammer blow and expertly smashed his shield into Infernus’ bulky stomach.

Infernus buckled beneath the sheer force of the attack - his eyes bulged and steam spat from his lips, though he spat a horrifically hot stream of screaming flame directly into Lucario’s face as he did so. If anything the awful pain only redoubled his furious efforts - Lucario managed to dodge the worst of the blast with superhuman reflexes (though he still seemed ill-equipped to deal with the sheer heat saturating the air) and blurred away from the melee.

Lucario’s eyes shone brilliantly as he regarded his fiery opponent, though Ash couldn’t tell if it was just the light or some other power. After his last encounter with a Champion-level fighter it was gratifying to see Lucario’s face coated in light burns, his fur singed entirely black by the assault. It had hurt, even if he’d avoided serious damage. Lucario adopted an unfamiliar stance with unnerving grace for something that had just tanked one of Infernus’ Flamethrowers to the face and barked something at Infernus, which was the only thing that heralded what came next.

The Magmortar cocked his head (too calmly for Ash’s tastes) and measured Lucario for just a moment. That awful heat that pervaded the field receded just long enough for Ash to gratefully suck a breath full of cool air into his scorched lungs. He frowned, drew on a flicker of Ice to soothe the burn, then refocused.

Something in the air hummed, like the low buzzing of a swarm of bug-types, as Infernus teleported. A weight vanished off Ash’s shoulders, then reappeared just as suddenly in the form of a vicious wave of heat as Infernus appeared just behind Lucario with a brilliant glow fostered deep within both of his twin cannons.

Lucario’s mouth twitched, and the fighting-type blurred. In the span of less than a second it effortlessly blurred into two perfect copies of one another that dashed away from Infernus at an angle. They were seamless, lacking any of the clumsy mistakes an inexperienced user of Double Team might make. Unlike most fighters, Lucario didn’t bother trying to make a veritable army of illusory clones. Two were all it needed .

Quality over quantity.

Infernus was invisible beneath the roaring cloak of fire and warped air he wrapped about himself, but Ash felt more than saw the smirk at Lucario’s mistake. He expertly aimed both cannons at both Lucario and released a jet of roaring flame that crackled and superheated the air into a twisting mess. The Magmortar held it for several seconds, constantly upping the intensity from red flame to a brilliant blue to a pure, blazing cone of white that engulfed both of the Lucario…

Ash barely had a moment to call out a warning before the real Lucario, which had somehow circled back around behind Infernus through some uncanny footwork, smashed a swirling sphere of raw, blue-black energy directly into the powerful Magmortar’s muscular back - the force struck Infernus hard enough to send him to his knees, but Lucario didn’t stop there even as Infernus’ body heat flared and he twisted, scorching Lucario for a satisfying moment with the terrible power of both cannons, Lucario snarled and stood firm. He held the grinding sphere against Infernus’ muscular back, the nexus tearing and ripping and mauling into thick skin and muscle and fat. Lucario bared his fangs at the unexpected blast, natural toughness overwhelmed by the awful, crushing heat and only the full body Protect he wore like a second skin saved him from lasting injuries.

His friend didn’t allow the awful pain he was in (his back was practically ripped apart by the attack, and dripped boiling blood that barely managed to obscure the mess beneath it) to hold him back. If anything, it only drove Infernus all the harder. Infernus shifted one of his cannons into his favored claws and struck at Lucario again and again as the fighting-type struggled to recover from the blazing stream that had landed on him - his Protect was dispelled by a glowing blow courtesy of Infernus, wavering and disintegrating with Lucario’s distraction. .

It was a testament to Lucario’s amazing skill that he managed to keep up with Infernus. Infernus blazed with heat, any rare thought of restraint tossed out the window in the face of his injuries, and was blinding to look at. Lucario’s tongue lolled out of his mouth as he ducked and dodged, the heat taking a terrible toll on his stamina. Infernus struck with incredible speed considering his bulk and injuries, and every strike was complemented by a veritable explosion of flame or smoke from his spare cannon every few seconds… even Ash struggled to keep track of the motion in the maelstrom of heat, light, and snapping flame.

Yet Lucario didn’t falter. Even burnt and blinded by the glow, he reacted so quickly it seemed he knew each and every attack that was coming - Lucario would lean away just in time, or slap Infernus’ claws away with a iron-hard paw shielded by Protect. He was steadily pushed back by Infernus’ raging onslaught, yet Ash didn’t doubt that it was Lucario in control of this battle.

He glanced to Cynthia, who seemed pleased with the battle so far. She would smile every few seconds, or nod thoughtfully when Infernus came particularly close to landing a real hit. Sometimes she muttered something to Princess, or brushed her fringe out of her eyes.

Ash was proud that the motion was only a little bit distracting.

As Infernus and Lucario dueled - he grinned broadly at the sight of the light burns that covered Lucario, though Infernus still hadn’t landed a punch or strike - Ash glanced to Dazed. They’d need an edge to keep this up… Lucario’s reactions were just too good, impossibly good, and any lag in communication could leave Infernus in danger.

“Send Infernus any orders I have directly, alright?” That would make things smoother. Not to mention prevent Cynthia or Lucario from using his spoken commands to their advantage. He had no doubt they were capable of it.

Dazed simply nod, her eyes quirked up in a smile. It seemed like she approved of his idea.

His eyes traced the battlefield since Infernus’ inexhaustible strength and stamina hadn’t slowed in the slightest so far. Lucario was always on the back foot, though Ash could tell he would try and turn the tide as soon as an opening presented itself. Most of the area had been completely obliterated so far - as he’d expected when he’d sent out Infernus - but there were still plenty of trunks and boulders that could be used for cover or other tactics. The heavy clouds obscured some detail, but he could pick out everything important.

What could Lucario be waiting for?

Ash glanced at the path Lucario had led Infernus onto. There was no immediate pattern discernable, just the desperate attempts of prey to avoid the overwhelming onslaught of the hunter. His eyes narrowed. That didn’t describe Lucario at all…

The only notable landmarks in the area they dueled was a ring of small boulders, but it would have been impossible for Lucario to pick it out with Infernus blinding him. Then again, Lucario probably didn’t rely on physical sight as much as Ash would like.

He turned back to the duel. Infernus had slowed somewhat, and Ash felt a surge of satisfaction from Lucario as the fighting-type twisted his wrist and a large, flat stone beneath Infernus’ feet shattered to dust in a flash of purple light. Stone Edge!

Infernus stumbled, a savage roar left his lips, and thanks to Ash’s warning - Trap, duck! - he managed to avoid the worst of Lucario’s vicious punch. He snarled as he was forced back by the undeniable power of the blow, but they were all caught off guard when Lucario leapt back and scraped the metal spikes that projected from his wrists together, creating an awful sound that left them all reeling.

Lucario didn’t waste the opportunity. He shot forward in the blink of an eye (probably a subtle use of Extreme Speed, Ash thought) and landed another one of those massive, black-blue spheres straight into Infernus’ stomach, though this time it simply detonated in a flash of force and light rather than grind deeper into the Magmortar’s belly. The Magmortar, durable as he was, buckled beneath the blast and barely kept his footing as he skidded backwards. Infernus looked up, dazed, as Lucario leapt away just in time to avoid an instinctive Flamethrower that shot from Infernus’ throat.

Ash grimaced as Lucario shut his eyes and clenched his paw, then jabbed forward with one of his fists. The boulders in the area splintered apart in a blinding flash of violet light, then the shards flung at Infernus with amazing speed. Infernus roared again, blindly raging and spitting flame in every direction (even Ash could see little more than the shadows of the combatants through it) and when the flames finally cleared he saw just a brief flash of motion as Lucario allowed his shield to dissipate and dashed forward to land a brutal kick into Infernus’ chest, right where he’d landed that sphere attack earlier.

Infernus was blinded with agony, but Ash’s hurried mental commands gave him just enough time to react. He couldn’t dodge the attack, but his roar sounded above even the raging din of his rippling flames as Infernus stabbed his claws deep into the ripped, ragged flesh of his stomach and coated his claws in boiling blood and flung it onto Lucario.

Lucario and Infernus howled in unison as both attacks landed - most of the white-hot blood was blocked by the Protect covering Lucario’s body (the fighter always raised it just before he attacked Infernus to shield against the crippling heat) but enough made it through to ruin Lucario’s day. It melted a large patch of Lucario’s fur before the boiling blood lost the majority of its heat, fusing the black-blue hairs together. Ash grimaced at the stench of burning flesh and fur… the blood had worked its way into the muscle before Lucario managed to manifest a Protect to force it off him. He clutched his right arm for the barest moment, eyes slit in agony.

There was a brief pause in the fighting as both combatants measured their wounds. Ash winced at the sight of Infernus… his friend’s chest and back were an absolute mess, dripping superheated blood and exposing some of the muscle hidden beneath. It was honestly a miracle Infernus was still standing after the abuse Lucario had put him through. Ash doubted many members of his team would have taken more than a single blow from the Champion-level fighter without being overcome, let alone the multiple strikes, energy attacks, and cunning use of Stone Edge.

Yet Infernus still stood. He was beaten, not broken. Although his legs trembled underneath the strain of his injuries, he stood tall and leveled a single cannon directly at Lucario.

Lucario was in better shape, but not by much. Ash had no doubt he was still more than capable of taking Infernus down, but he’d paid for it. While Lucario were sensitive to heat as a result of being part steel-type, it wasn’t to the extent of something like an Aggron. The steel-type categorization of Lucario came mostly from their bones and the spikes on their wrists, which were all heavily coated in a thick layer of metal. Even still, the heat had to be brutal for Lucario - despite remaining in good health, the fighting-type sagged heavily, panting madly in an effort to cool his overheated body. .

Ash had barely a moment to mentally transmit his suggestions and commands - One last attack, teleport to charge, teleport to keep Lucario from dodging, and unleash - to Infernus before the ashen Lucario struck.

He ran normally this time without the use of Extreme Speed, but at such a short distance it made little difference. The pokemon was still incredibly fast, and wove and duck beneath Infernus’ Flamethrower. It was amazing how he compensated for his wounded arm - it was like it didn’t inconvenience the fighting-type in the least! Every smooth motion was plotted to minimize pain and maximize distance gained, stretching Lucario’s stamina to its limit.

The fighting-type’s eyes narrowed and dodged the second stream of fire from Infernus’ other cannon in an impossible twist of his body, then came to a sudden stop, immediately wary of some trick as Infernus winked out of existence.

Lucario was right to be on guard.

Infernus wore a merry, vicious grin on his face as he teleported hundreds of feet above the battlefield, just beneath the low-hanging pyrocumulus clouds. From this distance, wrapped in a cloak of heat and flame and light, Infernus appeared to be a rapidly descending comet set to annihilate the entire battlefield. He didn’t roar or howl, instead allowing the hiss of his flames do the work for him.

As he fell, Infernus became entirely invisible beneath the flames. They grew white-hot, fanned by the atmosphere as Infernus fell to the earth. The fires intensified more and more as Infernus fed them every last scrap of energy he had, to the point where the unprotected would be blinded upon looking at him - Ash could feel the dry bite of the heat from where he stood despite Andel’s best efforts. He grinned wildly, the heat fueling the Fire within.

It had been a long time since he’d felt this connected to his friend.

Lucario had no choice but to wait. Even with his superhuman speed it would be impossible to outrun the effects of Infernus’ landing. Instead he stood poised and deadly, ready to shield or strike at a moment’s notice.

Finally, Infernus reached just a hundred feet above the battlefield. He was blindingly fast, the sphere of fire that engulfed him correcting itself to orient right above his foe. It breached, then vanished, leaving nothing but a few cinders and the rush of wind filling the void…

Somehow the fighter knew what was coming. It was the only explanation for his insane reaction time - before Infernus had vanished he’d already shot away, turning his back to his previous location and erecting a thick, shimmering Protect to guard him.

It wasn’t enough.

Infernus materialized just a few feet above Lucario’s previous position, wreathed in heat and light, and slammed into the ground with earth-shaking force. The stone Ash stood on trembled beneath the power of the landing and Ash was grateful for Nidoking’s steadying claws. He squinted to see the full effects of Infernus’ assault beneath the sudden explosion of dust and smoke and red-hot flares that spiraled throughout the battlefield, only to reflexively pull away when an impossibly massive cone of flame erupted from the dust, spiraling and roaring and angling towards its opponent.

The earth cracked beneath its harsh, dry heat and fused into molten glass. Vegetation crumbled to ash. Wind and sky roared and rippled around it, caught up in the attack’s force. Tree trunks and stumps exploded everywhere it touched, the water within superheated into steam. Psychic barriers erected by Andel did their utmost to block the effects of the flame outside the clearing, but Ash could tell the Gallade’s strength was tested.

Overheat. The final piece of Ash’s plan to take out Lucario.

It swirled over Lucario, who had lost some control of his Protect in the face of the force released by Infernus’ landing. The shield still held, but Ash could tell it was a little weaker. Even so Ash held with bated breath as the raging flames washed over the fighting-type, hiding him completely within the vicious attack.

Infernus struggled to his feet, the last of his energy sapped by the brutal landing. He’d emerged mostly unscathed thanks to the teleportation, but it was still a harsh testament to his strength. Despite that, his friend was ready to continue the fight if Lucario was.

Lucario was.

Ash’s eyes widened as a figure dashed out of the Overheat, burnt and injured but not defeated. The figure ran noticeably slower than it had last time, his grace forgotten in the face of raw desperation before Infernus pulled out another nasty trick - after the attack, Lucario favored his left leg heavily and his right arm hung limply at his side.

Lucario’s Protect cast the last flares aside as he leapt at Infernus, who barely had time to raise his cannons in defense before Lucario slammed one last Aura Sphere into his chest. It exploded in a bright flash, the force sufficient to crack the long, flat boulder Infernus had landed on.

Infernus crumpled to the ground. He didn’t rise.

The battle was over.

Ash stared at his friend’s slumped form. Infernus cracked and charred the earth beneath him even while unconscious, but Ash was honestly more interested in making sure Infernus wasn’t just waiting to unleash a sneak attack right into Lucario’s face…

After about ten seconds without any movement, Ash raised Infernus’ worn pokeball and returned him in a flash of scarlet light.

“You did great,” he murmured admiringly to his friend. The sphere trembled over so slightly, as if to acknowledge Ash’s praise. Then it went still and cool. Ash quickly belted it onto his belt and analyzed the situation. Lucario visibly sagged beneath the weight of his injuries (how had it managed to withstand the heat and pressure Infernus released for so long, he wondered) but watched him expectantly. He wasn’t going to go down without a long, brutal fight.

Ash respected that.

Still, he had to make his next choice carefully. He couldn’t just throw out his strongest members again and again until Lucario fell. Ash doubted Cynthia would be impressed if he tried to win with brute strength. No, he needed to take every factor into consideration.

The battlefield had been practically annihilated thanks to Infernus. It was barely even recognizable compared to what it had been before - ash and dust choked the air, veiling everything beneath, and dark clouds hung ominously above the ravaged land. Ugly stretches of cooling, fused glass dominated the area and still cindered. Trunks were hidden beneath thick piles of bone-white ash. Boulders were splintered and cast all over, a dangerous trap to the unwary.

Lucario was weakened, but Ash couldn’t depend on him being much slower than he already was. The warrior was absurdly agile and quick even with the vast number of burns and injuries leveled on him by Infernus - someone like Nidoking would have no chance. Even in this crippled state Lucario would dance around his heavy, lumbering blows. Area of effect was the way to go… his opponent could easily dodge or Protect against precision-based attacks.

Dazed, maybe? No, Lucario was probably an expert at fighting against psychics. He wouldn’t be easy to toss around either. Those metallic bones were heavy. She’d do well against him, but Ash expected that Lucario was specially trained to take down trainers who thought they could use his natural weakness towards psychics against him. He still didn’t know the full extent of his techniques…

Not to mention he’d be able to use Protect against any of her favored long-range techniques. There was no chance of a Psybeam breaking through. He really needed to train her versatility in the future…

Ash ignored the vague sense of irritation that prodded him from Dazed’s end of their limited mental link.

His brain went through several other considerations in the blink of an eye. Oz? No. Too slow and reliant on precision attacks. Torrent should be saved. Plume probably wouldn’t have the firepower to do real damage. Bruiser would likely be outmaneuvered in a melee.

Ash grinned. He had his answer.

Tangrowth appeared. He gurgled happily at the sight of Lucario, who bowed wearily in response. The fighter even allowed a few brushes from Tangrowth’s curious vines before he gently pushed them away - Tangrowth bounced happily up and down, no doubt happy to meet a new friend.

He glanced to Dazed, who quickly began to relay his messages to Tangrowth.

Don’t hold back. He beat Infernus. Lucario isn’t as strong, but he’s really fast. Try to overwhelm him. 

There were a few more tactical instructions, but Ash wasn’t altogether sure Tangrowth understood them… in fact, Ash wasn’t even confident that Tangrowth realized that Dazed was speaking to him with telepathy rather than Ash calling out his instructions. It didn’t really matter, though, did it? So long as Tangrowth followed his instructions he’d be fine.

Begin!

Lucario was cautious this time. He sagged even more heavily to one side as he began to cautiously circle around Tangrowth, who waggled happily at the start of their game. Not that Ash believed that exaggerated limp for a second - Cynthia seemed like the type to teach her pokemon to fake a vulnerability, or make them seem more debilitating than they really were.

He should start doing that.

Time to start.

Dazed’s eyes flashed as she relayed his orders to Tangrowth. His friend wasn’t quite aggressive enough to start the battle himself (at least against a visibly injured opponent). Though he had gotten a lot better about that ever since he’d been made Infernus’ main training partner…

Regardless, Ash was pleased when Tangrowth overcame his natural instinct to pull Lucario into a hug. He gurgled madly as nearly twenty of his vines burrowed into the earth for Ingrain and several more vines extended to an incredible length, stretched beyond what Ash would have imagined possible. The grass-type wasted no time in casting the appendages at Lucario in a lightning-quick whip even as a few other vines hurled silver spheres of power into the ashen earth around the fighter, ripping them up with the use of Ancient Power and immediately knocking Lucario off balance.

Lucario adjusted perfectly, of course. He was somehow graceful even as he spun away from one vine, allowed another to graze him, and leapt from floating earth to floating earth to slowly make his way toward Tangrowth. Every time a vine came near he would do the bare minimum to avoid it, though he struggled more than he had against Infernus. Not once had he raised a Protect, but Ash couldn’t be sure if it was due to exhaustion or simple efficiency.

Even his injuries seemed perfectly planned. More than once Ash’s eyes bulged at the sight of Lucario purposefully twisting with his limp right arm to avoid a jabbing vine in an impossible motion, or hop onto a levitating island of earth intentionally on his injured leg to buckle into it, only to avoid an even more devastating injury…

The fighter was steadily approaching Tangrowth - just as planned. He leapt forward, scarlet eyes flashing, only to grunt as Tangrowth unexpectedly ripped up a massive chunk of earth directly before him. Lucario landed heavily against it, actually ripping through the earth with one of those spheres again and showering the ground below in an explosion of ground and shredded earth and root and wood.

Tangrowth didn’t let that dishearten him. He took advantage of Lucario’s brief stumble to launch Effect Spore - Tangrowth’s noxious mix of Sleep Powder, Poison Powder, and Stun Spore - straight at the slowed Lucario, though a great deal also collected around Tangrowth in a protective miasma. The fighting-type actually leapt backward at the sight of the vast cloud that slowly seeped into the soil and rolled threateningly his way. He leapt to avoid three more slashes of Tangrowth’s vines, though Ash was irritated to see his expert use of Double Team again…

This time there were three Lucario, all several feet away from each other. They dashed at Tangrowth all at once, each taking a vastly different path. Poor Tangrowth was completely overwhelmed - he gurgled nervously, his arms flailed, and Ash had no doubt his saucer-like eyes were wider than ever.

Now!

Ash was relieved when the command got through Tangrowth’s panic at the three Lucario, which were closing in. One had even begun to graze the side of the Effect Spore cloud that had effectively denied Lucario a huge amount of space…

Several vines exploded from the earth, the same that had entered the ground for Ingrain and had burrowed all over the arena throughout their brief battle, beneath each Lucario, spearing two (and causing them to dissipate) and snaring the third, which wasn’t able to react in time. A brief flash of Lucario’s green Protect emanated from his leg, which caused Tangrowth’s vines to slip away uselessly.

It had worked, though. Lucario stumbled, especially when Tangrowth took the opportunity to throw his Ancient Power spheres all over the area to rip up gigantic chunks of earth and hurl them away - that entire area of the battlefield was unstable now, full of chasms and holes and deep ruts that would be devastating to fall into. Every second it cost Lucario was a second gained for Tangrowth, who wasted no time.

Lucario managed to leap elegantly from each unstable chunk of earth to the next, but Tangrowth was relentless. Vines, boulders controlled with Ancient Power, swarms of razor-sharp leaves, and thick, oily concoctions of Sludge Bomb were hurled his way every second in a veritable storm. The fighter was bogged down in the sheer volume of attacks, barely able to stay ahead of the overwhelming flurry.

Despite the circumstances, Lucario proved his ability again and again. Ash thought he’d only seen the heat-stricken, crippled warrior struck once or twice, and even then only when it was impossible to avoid some attack. Even then it was always the least damaging option, and Lucario used the angle it threw him in to avoid another rain of attacks. Sometimes he even used the opportunity to rip Tangrowth’s vines apart with his metal spikes, or in a particularly memorable instance to reduce the incoming boulders into splinters with Stone Edge only to send them right back at Tangrowth, who slowed ever so slightly at the impact.

Ash grit his teeth. How was Lucario so good? He’d never seen a pokemon dodge so well or easily. Even the most skillful, agile pokemon had to screw up eventually, right? Lucario never chose wrongly. Each action was calculated, as if Lucario had lived the moment a hundred times and found the best possible solution. Was this the difference between a Champion-level fighter and his own team, or something more?

Was this Aura?

It didn’t matter! He bared his teeth in satisfaction as Tangrowth successfully cornered Lucario against the Effect Spore by removing the last bit of support he had. The sole remaining pillar of rock and earth in that area of the battlefield crumbled to dust beneath a powerful slash of Tangrowth’s whips (the effect enhanced by a creative use of Tangrowth’s Ancient Power) and Lucario was forced to leap directly into the Effect Spore to avoid being buried beneath the earth by the tons of rock manipulated by Tangrowth.

Ash felt rather confident in saying that this was the end of Lucario. Until Lucario met his eyes in midleap and winked. 

The last thing he saw was Lucario’s body covered in a shimmering armor of Protect save for his leg, which blazed into a bright orange conflagration - Blaze Kick - and a sense of horror dawned on Ash. He’d been outplayed again.

Stun Spore, Sleep Powder, and Poison Powder were notoriously flammable.

Hold, Friend-Trainer!

It was the only warning he had before the shockwave reached him. Nidoking leapt in front of him to shield him from the worst of the blast, though the Fire in him was thrilled at the cinders and dry heat that nearly scorched his lungs. Ash’s eyes watered despite the protection of Andel, Dazed, and Nidoking. Despite it all he impatiently peeked around Nidoking to see the results.

Tangrowth still stood, though barely. He was pitch black beneath a layer of soot and seemed more surprised than anything, despite that he’d been caught in the middle of the explosion. He wriggled a few vines experimentally, and tiredly hopped about on his red boots when he realized only a few had been reduced to ash.

Lucario was somewhere in the vast, shallow crater that had been blown in the ground. After a moment he caught sight of the slim, black shadow. He only had it in his vision for a brief few seconds before Cynthia recalled the fighter. It seemed Lucario had finally run into something it couldn’t dodge.

Ash couldn’t help the wild grin he bore at the lovely, beautiful, glorious sight of Lucario’s unconscious body being dematerialized into brilliant red energy which was quickly sucked into his pokeball. Dazed would be feasting on sweet dreams tonight…

I can’t wait. 

He rolled his eyes, but didn’t let Dazed’s sarcasm dull his mood. She was just as happy as he was - the only difference was that he didn’t try to hide it.

Andel’s crisp telepathic voice appeared in his head.

Princess and I deem this field to be ruined by your ‘spectacular’ battle. My Lady refuses to end the battle, but Princess and I have deemed it necessary to transport you to a… stabler battleground. Do you acquiesce, Storm-Tamer?

What kind of question was that? Ash was a bit disappointed he wouldn’t be able to use the ruined battlefield to his advantage, but at this point it might be too risky for further battle. He glanced up at the sky and was pleased to see that the pyrocumulus clouds formed as a result of Infernus’ attacks covered a wide, broad area for near miles around. As long as the new arena wasn’t too far away he should still be able to let Oz use it to her advantage.

He made things easier by returning Dazed and Nidoking, and only had a brief warning from Andel before they warped through space. Ash thanked the universe that Andel was so much better at this than Will - he wasn’t even slightly disoriented when he appeared in a similar location.

It couldn’t have been too far away - the clouds still covered the area, though they were closer to the edge. The shadow didn’t hide the great heaps of smoke and dust that clouded a huge portion of the sky less than a mile away, though. Huh. They really had wrecked that area.

“Sorry about that,” Cynthia called out from a few hundred feet away. Her and Princess were atop a tall, thick pillar of stone that overlooked the area. Ash glanced down and found himself on a similar one, though his was more of a cliff than a spear jutting from the earth. Well, if the battle stayed this intense he wouldn’t complain about some extra stability… “I’d have preferred to stay, but it was getting a bit dangerous! Andel and Princess were driving me crazy.”

“It’s fine,” Ash shouted back (though he winced at the strain it put on his throat) and narrowed his eyes as he analyzed this new area. It was similar to the last: full of young saplings, thick tree trunks severed at differing heights, and a few flat clearings with little more than a few small boulders inside them. His eyes lit up at the sight of a small pond in the corner of the arena, just by the thick wall of trees that marked the lines. It was too small to support any water-types hoping to live in it, but it would be perfect for Torrent! Levitating consumed a lot of his power, so if he could focus it all into his attacks…

Cynthia’s bright grin was visible even from all this way. So was Princess’ ice-cold stare. Ash was pretty sure she would eat him if they were locked in a room together. “It’s been fun so far, Ash! I can’t wait to see how you handle my next friend!”

He couldn’t either.

Ash blinked as Cynthia pulled something from her belt and held it aloft in the air. She admired the odd stone for a moment, then cast it into the air until it landed close to her location. He narrowed his eyes. What was that? Was it not even in a pokeball?

It shone with a pale, ghastly purple light for a brief moment. Ash’s sharp eyes caught the barest imprint of a pattern that reminded him of a scowling face etched into the rock. Then it trembled, flashed again, and something like a pale lavender gas seeped out from the crack. The odd, wispy substance was flecked with strange, green orbs that hovered ominously in the light. Even in the day they carried an ethereal glow that sent shivers down his spine. After a few seconds the green orbs and light settled into a snarling visage that stared balefully into Ash’s very spirit.

In that moment he knew but one truth: whatever this creature was, it didn’t belong here. It raised the hair on his arms and every second it stared at him he felt as though a dozen of Grey’s Hydreigon were circling him with their snapping jaws.

Memories flashed into his mind, dragged from the deepest depths of his brain.

Rotting stench of Pierce’s Muk as it draped its thick, toxic body over him, Amelia, and Jonathan - an armored figure hung high in the sky in an icy blue sphere, lighting the entire sea with its wrath for miles around - twin halves of a cruise ship sunk into the sea, neatly severed… he sank deep into the ocean, a soundless scream on his lips - catching sight of an imprisoned Magmar and Eevee in the horror show of Team Rocket’s experiments in Celadon - Pierce’s Umbreon returned, slavering and covered in blood, Nidorino nowhere to be found - speared through the heart by playful pink light, Mewtwo recoiling - 

He came to with a gasp. Ash’s vision blurred, but through force of will he mastered the constant negativity emanating from this strange spirit. It sneered at him, the flickering phantasm’s green grin pulsating sickly, and Ash struggled to maintain his will against the awful force brushing against his thought. It bit at him deeply, and even the Concepts felt far, far away now. Not gone entirely, but suffocated. Like he had to squint and reach deeper to grasp for them.

What is that thing?

The air distorted around it as the phantasm pulsed again, and Ash felt a nasty wave of nausea come over him. He instinctively released Nidoking, desperate for any kind of reassurance. Even Nidoking grunted, and bowed his head beneath the crippling sensation of his worst fears, worst feelings, and worst memories all dredged up at once.

“Relax,” he grasped Nidoking’s thick leathery arm. The contact relaxed both of them and they straightened, drawing strength from their bond. Nidoking chuffed lightly and allowed Ash to lean on him as he stared daggers at the strange ghost. If looks could kill… well, could this thing die twice? “Who do you think we should use against that?”

Nidoking growled, and Ash fell deeply into thought. To be honest, his gut reaction was to throw Infernus back on the field and hope that he could do some kind of damage to the ghost. That said, he didn’t regret his choice to use Infernus against Lucario whatsoever - Lucario was dangerous enough to wipe out his entire team if not handled carefully. Its bizarre, traumatic aura would debilitate several of his teammates easily - Dazed would fall easy prey to it considering how sensitive she was, and he could only imagine the disaster that would befall Plume if she were hit by it midair. This spirit wouldn’t even have to attack, really.

Who else? Bruiser would probably be resistant to its aura, but Ash wasn’t sure if he’d be able to do significant damage to it. He had no ideas of its capabilities. It might be able to phase through his attacks, or lock him in place if he tried to punch it. Torrent was a good option. It would be hard to phase through a sustained attack like Blizzard or Ice Storm. His energy-based attacks would be the most effective. Plus he was accurate enough to snipe the spirit’s odd stone base, which could be a potential weakness.

Tangrowth wasn’t down for the count. Normally Ash would use him immediately after a change in scenery - official League rules didn’t allow for switching out - but against Cynthia he thought it was worth it to keep Tangrowth in reserve. She hadn’t specified that he had to stick to League rules, so he figured he might as well take advantage of the situation. Not to mention the thought of sending Tangrowth out against this strange, frightening creature made his stomach knot.

Oz probably wouldn’t be able to do much to it, though she was almost as accurate as Torrent. Besides, he’d prefer to save her in case Cynthia had a flier in store for him. Several of his teammates would struggle with that. Nidoking would probably be a perfect choice, but with his potential to turn the tide he didn’t want to send his first friend in blind.

There was only one real choice left. A wry grin appeared on his face. Sneasel had been dreaming of a chance to test himself lately…

His friend appeared in a flash of light. Sneasel hissed at the sight of the flickering shade before him and flinched, though his reaction wasn’t as extreme as Ash or Nidoking’s. Whether it was his relatively comfortable life or his inborn resistance to ghostly influence Ash couldn’t say.

On the bright side, not being able to used Dazed as a relay wouldn’t be harmful here. Sneasel wouldn’t be able to receive his thoughts anyways. He needed Sneasel to do as much damage as he could - the sooner this phantasm was knocked out the sooner he’d get the chance to take advantage of Dazed’s telepathy again.

Ash narrowed his eyes at the quirk to Cynthia’s lips. He had the nasty feeling she knew exactly how inconvenient this was. She must not have appreciated his strategy with Dazed. There wasn’t anything he’d done to broadcast her telepathy, but he’d have to be an idiot to think Cynthia wouldn’t pick out a trick like that.

“I don’t know what this thing is,” he said quietly to Sneasel. The dark-type’s ears twitched, and a low, rumbling growl emerged from his throat. “Be cautious, but remember you’re going to have to press the attack - I don’t think it’s going to come to you.”

He didn’t bother trying to give Sneasel verbal orders. Not yet, at any rate. They’d need the element of surprise. Besides, they’d trained for this. Ash silently thanked Steven for their constant drills - at this point every single one of his team were prepared for just about any situation.

Andel wasn’t able to telepathically communicate the beginning of the battle to either Sneasel or the strange ghost, and instead opted to create a brilliant flash of light to signal them.

Sneasel followed the drills that been seared into his brain. He immediately enhanced his muscles with Agility, and deftly danced away from the opening salvo of the battle: the ghost howled, a ghastly sound that forced Ash and Nidoking to recoil, and the glowing green face hidden within its writhing shadow spat out something Ash vaguely recognized as a Dark Pulse.

Well, describing it as a Dark Pulse was like describing Moltres as a fire-type. A normal Dark Pulse could be seen as a ribbon-like stream of black, trembling energy. This? It was as though the ghost had lashed out with a Hyper Beam of pure blackness, as if the Dark Pulse devoured light and matter whole and sucked it into itself as it carved its way through reality, the gnawing shadow scarring him merely to look upon.

He approved when Sneasel recognized the danger without any input from Ash. Sneasel balked, yet rolled far, far away from the blast without any kind of hesitation. Even as he rolled he spat the jagged arcs of Ice Beam, which lightly obscured Ash’s vision with a haze of frosty air even as it struck the seemingly immobile spirit…

Or should have, at any rate.

The ghastly grimace upon the beast’s face sneered at him as the Ice Beam seemed to fizzle out mere moments before it struck the spirit. Oh, Ash could tell it couldn’t completely ignore the attack. There was a distant look of fury in the shade’s eyes and a gentle coating of frost on the keystone. But it didn’t hit nearly as hard as it should have, as though it would require twice the energy to penetrate the odd, wavering air about the strange ghost.

Ash’s lips curled into a snarl. This was going to be one of those annoying fights, wasn’t it? The shade wasted no time in its response, eerie green eyes tracking Sneasel effortlessly as the dark-type exploded into evasive maneuvers.

It was somewhat hard to track the creature’s movements in the darkness created under the thunderclouds. Cynthia had no doubt taken that into consideration. Although it was easy enough to keep the glowing green phantasm in sight, it seemed to shift incessantly in the shadow and its miasmic purple body vanished constantly.

Another Dark Pulse, though this one somehow split into twin ribbons of void which nearly made Ash sick to look upon. It screamed to him, and he winced as Sneasel barely ducked beneath the slashing darkness before it trailed off into Andel’s barriers, effortlessly carving the flashing purple barriers apart before it obliterated several trees in an explosion of shadow. He spared a glance - the trees weren’t ripped apart or cut, but rather seemed to have vanished entirely into the darkness. The Dark Pulse’s remnants hung around the site of their landing easily for a few seconds afterwards, gnawing on reality for a few brief moments before deigning to vanish.

The ghost lashed out once more, this time with a wave of pulsating shadow that nearly brought Ash and Nidoking to their knees… Andel’s barriers were useless against the enormous power of the ghost. Even Sneasel stumbled, and the shade’s green glare widened happily as it spotted an opportunity.

“Double Team!” Ash nearly wretched beneath the force of the ghost’s presence, vision wavering as everything he was seemed to be sapped away. His mouth salivated excessively and for a moment he was afraid he’d throw up at the sight of the sneering ghost. Sneasel barely managed to manifest his dozen illusory clones before a vicious Dark Pulse swept out again, a wild blade that easily ripped half the illusions apart and devoured the remnants.

“Ice Beam!” He ordered, trusting Sneasel’s keen hearing. One of the many Sneasel running in symmetrical patterns seized, and the ghost turned its baleful glare upon it as a frosty aura wreathed the clone. Its looming shadow swept out unnaturally, black even against the darkness of the battlefield, and appeared directly beneath the Sneasel.

The ghost’s keystone vanished into the shadow, and Ash finally let a little grin appear on his face as the creature engulfed the Sneasel in its lavender shadow and devoured its prey. It paused, surprised it hadn’t snagged the agile dark-type.

It barely had time to snarl before the real Sneasel blasted it with several arcs of frozen energy. The air around the ghost froze on contact with the intense blast (with nearly twice as much power forced into it as his friend’s normal Ice Beam) and it flexed its enormous, sickening power as the ice somehow disintegrated into the air, evaporating as the ghost’s miasma writhed.

Sneasel took his chance. Ash shouted out a warning, but Sneasel’s overeagerness actually worked out for once. His lean muscles exploded into action even as the ghost broke free of the icy prison with minimal effort, evil green eyes set on Sneasel even as his friend’s claws bled shadow and darkness into the world. Sneasel howled as he slashed against the ghost’s wavering form, carving it apart with his Shadow Claw. The ghost screamed, an awful noise that left Ash’s knees weak (hate burst in his chest at the feeling) and a tendril of its purple, gaseous body wrapped around Sneasel in a heartbeat.

How did that even work? Ghosts shouldn’t be able to really affect dark-types. Dark-types had evolved to hunt ghosts, feeding upon them to increase their own strange powers. Sneasel’s very biology should have blunted the attack!

The ghost didn’t seem to care much for how things should be. Its shadow easily held Sneasel in place with an iron grip, the dark-type sagging as the tendril sapped endless energy from him. Ash called out several orders, each more desperate than the last, but nothing stopped the ghost. It easily held its prey still as unnatural green embers, dancing about as though possessed, bled from the spirit.

In mere seconds the ghost had erected a veritable prison around Sneasel. The green eyes, terrible in their fury, slid over to Ash as it allowed the vivid emerald Will-O-Wisps slowly begin to shrink around Sneasel, the heatless arcane flame searing so much deeper than flesh…

Ash hoped against hope for Sneasel to break free, but the overwhelming might of this bizarre pokemon was too much for his friend. The moment one of the Will-O-Wisps brushed Sneasel’s frozen frame and a helpless scream escaped his mouth Ash signaled a surrender, hate welling up at the careless cruelty of the spirit.

“We give up!” Ash shouted and immediately returned Sneasel. He muttered a few apologies to the trembling pokeball as Sneasel settled in… he’d never encountered an opponent like this. The only high-level ghost he’d battled was Michael’s Dusknoir, and it was pointless to compare that spirit to the indomitable being before him. Dusknoir was calm, a steady presence that would never end its pursuit of its goal. This? It was the opposite. It seemed calm on the surface, but just its presence was enough to reveal its sickening thoughts, its disdain of everything unlike it.

He could tell this was a sick, miserable spirit. It wallowed endlessly in its own pain and misfortune, turning its struggles against its foes.

As it turned its slanted, sickly eyes against Ash he swore he heard a hundred voices laughing in the wind…

“Very few trainers have faced a Spiritomb!” Cynthia called out from across the battlefield. For once she didn’t seem particularly happy. Her face was pinched and her eyes worried as they looked upon the ghastly spirit. Its eyes swiveled around to look at her, and Ash thought the hateful weight upon his shoulders lessened ever so slightly. “It’s nearly unique among pokemon. It carries characteristics of ghosts and dark-types and the Pressure it emanates is potent enough that most pokemon can’t stand to be near it without collapsing!”

So where exactly did Cynthia find this one? Ash couldn’t imagine trying to master a hateful spirit such as this one - it must respect Cynthia in some way. He couldn’t imagine any human able to stand the full force of its Pressure. Was that also what blunted Sneasel’s Ice Beam so effectively?

Cynthia folded her arms and watched him easily. She frowned every so often as she looked at the chaotic form of Spiritomb, which expanded and contracted every few moments as though breathing. Whenever it grew larger the seemingly solid orbs inside it grew brighter and harsher, alit by an inner glow.

Ash’s eyes narrowed as he elected to take a moment to analyze his foe. It didn’t seem like Cynthia was going to offer him any additional information on it.

One thing he could be certain of was that Spiritomb was strong. Not just in the sense of its techniques (even though its Dark Pulse and Will-O-Wisp would be more than enough to manhandle even Master-level opponents) but in its dread aura. On top of being powerful offensively, its awful presence sapped its opponents’ strength and distracted them. Even now it poked and prodded at Ash’s mind, teasing out horrific memories and violent thoughts, silently encouraging the worst of him to be revealed.

It had powerful defenses as well, which was to be expected for a stationary target. Sneasel’s Ice Beam might not carry the sheer power of Torrent’s, but they were nothing to treat lightly. Sneasel might be overshadowed by the might of his other teammates, but he was capable of handling nearly any opponent thrown at him. To practically shred his Ice Beam before it could even brush against this Spiritomb spoke of a long, complicated battle to come.

That would be the real issue. Lucario was a monster, but he was straightforward to handle. Infernus was practically the perfect counter for him - without Infernus he might have lost nearly his entire team to the Aura user. Aside from Infernus’ own skill and ferocity, his natural body heat was practically the deciding factor against Lucario. Thanks to Infernus’ flaming aura, Lucario was punished every time he drew near. Every offense was punished, and if Infernus cornered him it quickly sapped his strength and endurance. Protect was Lucario’s only real defense against that body heat, and even his mastery of it drained him.

There was no such counter for Spiritomb. Ash frowned. Sneasel had landed a good hit with his Shadow Claw (at least enough to hurt the spirit) but it didn’t look like it had done any lasting damage. So it wasn’t quite as vulnerable to dark-type techniques as an ordinary ghost…

It was frustrating to use one of his best trump cards this early, but Ash didn’t see any other choice. Tangrowth would have done well, but he was versatile (and weakened) enough that Ash didn’t want to waste him on Spiritomb. Besides, Dazed’s telepathy was one of his greatest advantages against Cynthia and there was no chance she’d be able to function with Spiritomb around. His team was hamstrung until he cleared Spiritomb.

“Let’s go, Torrent!” He shouted and released the Kingdra in a flash of light. Spiritomb’s ghastly form swirled and pulsed that foul green again, and Ash grit his teeth as a wave of - cold, salty water forced down his lungs, Infernus’ cooled corpse at the peak of Mt. Ember, the Storm and Blizzard and Inferno writhing - nausea slammed into him. He forced it away, ready for Spiritomb’s nasty tricks, and grinned proudly as Torrent barely sagged beneath the weight of his own misery before rising and turning angled scarlet eyes against the spirit.

“It’s nasty. Attacks need more force to reach it. It can teleport, but otherwise it’s stationary!”

Torrent tossed his great head and looked down at the fiery features etched into the lavender maelstrom. He barely twitched beneath the mental howls of the grim visage. If anything, he held himself even higher - Torrent would never let a deranged beast like Spiritomb touch him.

Begin!

His friend spat a Hydro Pump the moment Andel’s telepathy reached him. The narrow jet of water slammed directly into the lavender gas of Spiritomb’s body (though now it looked so thick as to be nearly solid), although some of it seemed to be eaten away as it reached his opponent. Ash frowned at that. It was like Spiritomb’s body had some kind of caustic property on normal attacks, although Sneasel’s Shadow Claw had gone right through…

Spiritomb’s presence grew stronger and stronger, though it didn’t make a visible move. Torrent regarded it warily, and was quick to follow Ash’s next command. “Aim for the base!” Ash cried in a moment of inspiration. Torrent’s head reared back, another Hydro Pump ready to be let loose, when Spiritomb finally deigned to act.

Ash leaned heavily on Nidoking’s thick body as another wave of Spiritomb’s awful power devoured the clearing. The world grew dark. The marks where Sneasel’s claws had dug into his back and pumped him full of his dark-type powers ached and burned, and for a moment Ash feared the wounds had reopened.

Torrent rumbled and barely levitated out of the way of Spiritomb’s first Dark Pulse. The nexus barely missed Torrent (although it sent him spinning just by passing by) and devoured yet another tree with its black ribbons, not quite tearing it apart so much as removing it entirely from this reality. Ash squeezed his fists and righted himself.

“Hydro Pump again! Hit that base!” He specified, hoping to tease another reaction out of Spiritomb. It writhed again, and Ash grinned. Spiritomb might be nearly invulnerable, but it did not want its keystone targeted. “

This time, Torrent managed to fire one off. Spiritomb’s lavender body flowed like smoke to cover its base just as the water smashed into it. The gaseous material devoured most of Torrent’s attack, but just enough got through to strike the stone and toss it a few feet back… Spiritomb’s mental shriek was music to Ash’s ears, and he took advantage of its vulnerability to give Torrent some more orders.

“Use Dragon Pulse near it - as many as you can!” Ash commanded. Torrent followed suit with a flurry of small (albeit powerful) Dragon Pulses. They plowed into the earth near Spiritomb’s base, kicking up all sorts of superheated dirt and dust and plasma that forced Spiritomb to focus entirely on protecting its keystone lest it be left open to another of the Dragon Pulses. In no time at all Spiritomb was left on an isolated island between nearly a dozen small craters, although its toxic presence slowly ate into its own pillar.

Ash was tempted to order a Draco Meteor to completely overwhelm Spiritomb’s defensive abilities, but chose against it. Draco Meteor would be effective, but it would sap Torrent’s endurance and there was a chance of Spiritomb evading it with that technique which Ash suspected to be Shadow Sneak.

Torrent continued his assault, although at a methodical pace that wouldn’t completely exhaust him. Spiritomb was keeping up with its defense, although Ash suspected it had been caught off guard by the power of Torrent - even a weak Dragon Pulse of Torrent’s was devastating, let alone a flurry.

With Spiritomb distracted, Ash took a few precious seconds to glance at Cynthia. She’d probably communicated with Lucario through some weird Aura skill that Ash wouldn’t understand, but if Ash’s suspicions were right she wouldn’t be capable of doing it with Spiritomb. A being of darkness was anathema to ordinary minds. Not that he’d describe the Champion of Sinnoh as an ordinary mind…

His eyes narrowed as he caught the subtle motion of one of Cynthia’s hands outside her coat. Several of Spiritomb’s emerald orbs floating in the miasma of its body were fixated on her, bobbing and weaving as Cynthia quickly signed to it. Ash didn’t take long to connect the dots, and he barked a warning to Torrent even as Spiritomb slowly began to react faster and faster with Cynthia’s guidance… a long, pointed strand of its shadow came alive in the dust of Torrent’s attacks, and when it crept about the trunks and boulders of the battlefield to surprise Torrent he knew their offense was finished.

“She’s signing orders to Spiritomb! Evade the shadows!” Ash shouted, uncaring that Cynthia could hear him. Torrent rumbled and ceased his assault for a moment, focusing all his draconic energies in an effort to accelerate to the side. It was just in time - seconds later, Spiritomb’s long, living tendril speared through the exact spot Torrent had occupied. The incorporeal appendage seemed to suck all the light from the area (another wave of nausea passed over Ash and Torrent) before it disintegrated into nothingness.

Spiritomb’s shadow surged forth at that failure, carrying the dread spirit’s base with it as it homed in on Torrent. The Kingdra didn’t need Ash’s warning to fire a Dragon Pulse directly into the face of the Shadow Sneak, but the fearsome shade wasn’t hindered. Moments later it exploded near Torrent in an awful wave of darkness that obscured them both from view. Ash barely managed to catch the shadows coalescing into a cracked stone before the darkness swallowed the area whole.

“Light it up!” He scowled, eyes locked onto where his friend was. Torrent acquiesced, and Ash grinned at the sight of a dim, burning green within the darkness - not one of Spiritomb’s Will-O-Wisps this time, but a brilliant Dragon Pulse anchored atop Torrent’s snout that pierced Spiritomb’s veil.

Ash’s mind raced even as Torrent rumbled irritatedly in the face of a vicious splash of Will-O-Wisps that flickered into existence all around him, each the same eerie green of Spiritomb’s orbs. Each danced hypnotically and bled baleful light that snagged his attention, swaying beautifully and begging both Ash and Torrent to lean closer and look, only for a moment…

“Ice Storm!” He snapped. Torrent had shaken off the spell just a second after Ash, and lurched away just in time to avoid a flaming whip that left haunting embers in the air before it disintegrated away. Spiritomb’s evil aura pulsed again in an effort to cripple the Kingdra, but Torrent’s scarlet eyes flickered with righteous fury.

Ice’s cold fingers grasped Ash’s heart. Torrent’s immense power flexed ever so gently. Wind circled the mighty Kingdra, carrying dust and dirt and even a few remnants of Spiritomb’s Will-O-Wisps into a gentle cyclone before Torrent settled into one of his strongest techniques.

Torrent raised his great head high and effortlessly breathed vast plumes of swirling, frozen air that shone like diamonds in the sunlight that parted the clouds summoned by Infernus. Spiritomb’s gaseous body wavered, and its ugly visage snarled at Torrent and cutting ribbons of darkness extended from its incorporeal form -

Spiritomb howled.

Ash grinned, glad to see one of his theories confirmed as the keystone was ripped from the earth by the suddenly howling wind, lost in the frozen maelstrom as Torrent unleashed the fullest extent of his might. Ice filled him as frozen flecks of icy dirt landed on his skin, cooling the light burns left on him by Infernus’ ferocious attacks.

Ice Storm had begun. It had been a long time since he’d had a chance to properly appreciate Torrent’s favored technique - he regretted that. Torrent had honed his skill and it showed.

For most of his career as a trainer Ice Storm had been something of a last resort against powerful opponents. Practical in that it carried more destructive force than almost any other attack, not to mention compensating for Torrent’s weakness in close combat. It was a fantastic deterrent against melee fighters and fliers and most ranged attacks would falter against the veritable wall of raging wind and snow.

Torrent had perfected it in the time since the Conference. It was no longer a clumsy column of swirling ice more than forty feet high - now, Ice Storm had evolved. Although it didn’t cover as much area, Torrent had solidified the vicious blizzard into a condensed wall of white and blue that was held tightly in place with his iron will. He was barely visible in the midst of it, just a black specter veiled in white armor. More and more of his Blizzard was sucked up into the eerily still cyclone, filling and supporting its unwavering walls until Ash began to wonder if it would solidify into an entire wall of ice.

Most importantly, Spiritomb wasn’t active. Its suffocating aura was nowhere to be found as its stone was whipped about mercilessly by the frozen winds of the Ice Storm. Ash couldn’t spot its shape in the overwhelming whiteness before him, but he let a grin fall on his face - Spiritomb couldn’t maintain its form when it wasn’t rooted to the ground! He’d suspected it since the keystone was completely stationary except for when Spiritomb used Shadow Sneak to teleport across the battlefield, but it was good to know the theory was confirmed.

But what if it was a trick? He couldn’t discount that with Cynthia…

No, he wouldn’t count on Spiritomb to be defeated. Even if it was, it was definitely powerful enough to break free of the shell of ice that had probably solidified around its odd stone. He couldn’t be cautious enough when dealing with one of Cynthia’s team… Ash frowned at the unpleasant realization that he couldn’t see Cynthia anymore thanks to the Ice Storm. That wasn’t good.

So what now? Spiritomb might be able to become active again if it adjusted to being in the Ice Storm. If that happened it would probably spell the end for Torrent. And there was nothing Torrent could do while the Ice Storm was active - it strained the Kingdra so much that he could barely even levitate while controlling it.

“Torrent!” Ash called, hoping to catch his friend’s attention. He caught the barest twitch of Torrent’s shadow. “Funnel the Ice Storm somewhere, then finish with Draco Meteor!”

Torrent did so. Ash could feel the weight of his friend’s will as the Ice Storm spun faster and faster, the column of white twitching and finally bending to its masters command. The vast swirling blizzard stood nearly eighty feet high in a tightly controlled mass, and the peak of the storm slowly fell to a particularly large, flat boulder about fifty feet away from Torrent.

It was a slow, painful process that was no doubt exhausting for Torrent, but Ash had faith in his friend. This was the same Kingdra that had carried him across miles and miles of ocean while commanding a monstrously powerful cyclone to shield against Mewtwo’s storms, after all.

He had faith.

No, Ash was more worried about Spiritomb. It was impossible to track the spirit’s location, and irritation prickled at the edges of his consciousness. At any moment the fearsome creature could emerge and take advantage of Torrent’s distraction with a spear of shadow to end the battle.

His eyes narrowed as more and more of the Ice Storm was funneled onto the flat-topped boulder, the enormous cyclone slowly dissipating as Torrent loosened his masterful control. Ash wouldn’t let his friend be attacked without warning. As long as Torrent fought Spiritomb he’d have a keen pair of eyes watching out for him.

As the last of the Ice Storm was deposited onto the absolutely frozen boulder, which had already begun to flake and suffer deep furrows cracked into its surface beneath the force of Torrent’s technique, Torrent finally allowed his control to slip entirely.

It was no reprieve for Torrent. Even as the last of his frozen shell collapsed away (and revealed the powerful Kingdra to be absolutely covered in a glaze of snow and ice) his large, plated body shone a vibrant, heated gold as he summoned the awesome power of Draco Meteor to his service - Ash allowed himself to admire the sight of Torrent wreathed in gold, the heat melting his coat of ice, before Torrent focused the power.

The energy exploded outwards, barely controlled as it crackled high into the sky above the battlefield. Ash’s eyes burned at the sight of a second sun burning high in the atmosphere, lingering just long enough to leave Torrent horribly strained before a dozen blazing comets descended from the sky and honed in on the boulder where Ash caught sight of Spiritomb’s form flickering into existence…

Andel telepathically groaned beneath the strain as he erected vast psychic barriers around the battlefield to restrain the overwhelming power of the meteors as they crashed into the boulder. Ash’s vision went white and he was thrown bodily to the ground as an earthquake rent the battlefield. Fire blazed inside as his skin was seared, and he was aware of nothing but a vague sense of confusion for a few long, long seconds before Nidoking gently lifted him up.

“Thanks!” Ash gasped and rubbed uselessly at his eyes, eager to see the full effects of Torrent’s assault. The stars cleared a few moments later and he grinned. Torrent sagged, barely able to levitate after the strain of using his strongest techniques in quick succession, but he nonetheless glared where his target used to be.

The boulder was no more. A few small slivers of stone blackened and shattered by the force of Draco Meteor remained, but they appeared so fragile as if they’d disintegrate at the lightest touch. Most of the area was a scorched, ruined mess based around a massive crater that had been dug out of the earth. Fissures wound their way around the crater, which had to have been at least twenty feet around and six deep, like ugly scars leaking dust and smoke.

“No way…” Ash stared in disbelief. In the center of the crater sat an innocuous keystone. Purple miasma bled from the cracks, an ugly presence reared its head, and Spiritomb emerged. Torrent and Ash laid their eyes on it and exchanged resigned, weary looks.

Spiritomb wasn’t unharmed. It was hard to catch, but Ash could sense that it had taken a great deal of effort to protect against the Draco Meteor. The specter’s form was less fluid than before, almost sluggish as it wavered chaotically under the sun’s light. Baleful green orbs shone less brightly than before, and even its scowl seemed to have lost some of its malice in favor of exhaustion. Not to mention the thick crust of ice that imprisoned the keystone, although Spiritomb’s corrosive presence eroded it quickly, and flecks of snow and ice that flicked about wildly in Spiritomb’s ‘body’.

Then it caught sight of Torrent, and for a brief second Ash knew hate. He staggered, and both Nidoking and Torrent bent inwards as if trying to protect themselves. Nidoking chuffed gently, his dull claws clutching tightly to Ash as his great form shook. Ash grabbed him reassuringly and called out encouragement to Torrent, who barely managed to recover from the emotional onslaught before Spiritomb made its move.

A dozen strands of its lavender form stabbed outwards, weaving across various obstacles and rearing back before they slashed at Torrent, suddenly ablaze with sickeningly green Will-O-Wisps. They sought to hypnotize Ash and Torrent again, to trap them in their spell, but both were prepared.

Torrent used a great surge of power to force himself away, though one Will-O-Wisp nearly brushed him regardless. The Kingdra rumbled and spat another Blizzard at the flaming appendages, capturing them all in a storm of white ice and frozen air, but it barely slowed them. Every single one of the supernatural flames seared through the trap easily, and resumed their pursuit.

Just as Ash prepared to give more orders - mostly a Smokescreen to give some reprieve from Spiritomb’s assault, though it probably wouldn’t have slowed the spirit - a wave of nausea overcame him. He leaned heavily on Nidoking, who growled threateningly at Spiritomb. The fearsome specter’s awful eyes left him (but not without transmitting a last flicker of savage amusement) and settled on Torrent.

“Rain Dance!” Ash wheezed through his sickness. Even that nearly made him puke with effort, and his legs turned to jelly. Nevertheless, he grinned wildly as Torrent’s eyes flashed, and a tangible weight settled about the area. At Torrent’s demand a gentle pattering of rain droplets began to fall from the clouds summoned by Infernus’ fires. Ash breathed in relief as the cool water brushed against his singed skin, but grimaced as another wave of sickness overwhelmed him.

With his last order completed, the Kingdra reared back, a Dragon Pulse emerging on his snout, but froze as a single strand of lavender smoke gently (mockingly, Ash thought) brushed against the heavy plates of his scales. Torrent’s Dragon Pulse fizzled away, vanishing into a brief flash of brilliant green flecks, and he collapsed.

“Torrent!” He cried, eyes locked on his friend. Ash watched helplessly as the Kingdra’s massive form twitched helplessly on the ground. His scarlet eyes were rolled into his head and his fins flailed wildly, seeking to help Torrent evade some awful, unseen terror. Horrible sounds Ash had never heard from the Kingdra’s throat emerged - wails, cries, and useless, pitiful gurgles. Torrent trembled, and when the water-type began to recklessly spit high-pressured blasts of water that could take a human’s head off Ash snarled in realization.

He hated Confuse Ray.

Torrent was returned the next moment. Ash cradled the pokeball gently and pointedly ignored the savage sneer of Spiritomb in favor of the shaking container. “You’re okay, Torrent. You’re okay,” he murmured reassuringly to the Kingdra as he fell into stasis. “Rest easy, buddy. You did great.”

It went still.

What now? Torrent was his best bet of doing serious damage to Spiritomb. He’d done his job - Spiritomb’s pressure wasn’t as potent as before, even if it was sickeningly effective - and helped Ash learn more about Spiritomb’s strengths and weaknesses, but Ash doubted he’d be able to pull a win on Spiritomb with his remaining team.

Tangrowth would be good at juggling the stone around. He might even be able to control it with Ancient Power, although Ash thought Spiritomb would be able to break free of that or Shadow Sneak away. But Ash couldn’t send out Tangrowth against this monster. It might be stupid to ignore a potential tactical advantage, but his stomach turned at the thought of poor, innocent Tangrowth falling apart against Spiritomb’s aura.

Oz didn’t have the firepower. Any hope they had would rely in attacking the keystone itself, and Ash didn’t think her electrical attacks would be able to break through Spiritomb’s potent defenses. She’d be better saved in case Cynthia released any flying opponents. No use wasting her on a foe she wouldn’t have a serious chance against.

Bruiser could have a chance, but Ash wasn’t altogether certain he could make it to the keystone. Spiritomb’s mental attacks wouldn’t do much against the peaceful Machoke, but those shadows it wielded and its Will-O-Wisp spelled a serious threat.

“I think you’ve got this,” Ash turned to Nidoking. The poison-type’s ears twitched, and he bared his teeth in agreement. Nidoking’s beady black eyes were fearsome slits as he regarded Spiritomb, powerful tail swaying dangerously as he regarded the vicious ghost hatefully. “Play to your strengths. Hit it hard with a Shadow Ball first. Try to bury it after that.”

Nidoking snorted and nodded in agreement. Andel helpfully teleported his friend down to the battlefield, but not before Ash pat the bulky poison-type on his leathery shoulder. With a tap of his finger he released Bruiser to take Nidoking’s spot at his side - he needed another teammate who knew what Spiritomb was capable of if Nidoking failed.

“Make it pay for what it did to Torrent!” Ash spat to Nidoking, who snarled lightly before settling his righteous gaze on the chaotic shape of Spiritomb. A moment later Andel signaled the beginning of the fight (after Cynthia sent him a thumbs up) and the battle was joined.

Spiritomb wasn’t so arrogant this time. It immediately stretched its shadow to the other side of the battlefield and allowed its keystone to dissolve into the Shadow Sneak - Nidoking growled furiously as his Shadow Ball missed his target, and wheeled about to focus on Spiritomb’s new position just in time to open a chasm beneath his feet to avoid several ribbons of gnawing black energy that would have taken him out of the battle.

Nidoking was invisible, but Ash knew his friend so well he knew exactly what he would do. Ash took some pleasure as every move played out as he’d expect.

Earthquake while Nidoking laid beneath the earth. Spiritomb’s form flickered as the gentle (for Nidoking, at least) wave of destructive force ripped the earth beneath it apart, stretching the fissures left by Torrent’s Draco Meteor and causing them to merge together in a vast sinkhole. Trunks and stones collapsed into it, swallowed by the gaping void.

Spiritomb teleported across the battlefield again, its shadow effortlessly weaving across the new wave of destruction left by the Earthquake. It refused to rest as more and more chasms and fissures opened, a result of Nidoking’s destructive attacks from beneath the surface. The crust of the earth crumbled and collapsed beneath the great force, and Ash grinned as more and more of the battlefield became a network of unstable earth, open tunnels, and rent ground.

The raindrops pattered on endlessly, and Ash grew more and more satisfied as the entire battlefield became a muddy mess. It wasn’t ideal for his team either - Oz and Bruiser in particular might struggle - but they were experienced enough to handle it. But he could see that Spiritomb was beginning to experience some trouble as well.

It was a fearsome foe: Spiritomb possessed an aura that could cripple its opponents at the worst possible moments, send them into madness or burning agony with a touch, and dissolve most attacks sent against it. Yet Spiritomb wasn’t adapted to fighting in a shifting, muddy mess. For all of its advantages it failed to be flexible. Spiritomb needed stability to maintain its form and use its awesome, terrifying powers.

Nidoking wasn’t about to give it that.

Ash didn’t bother barking orders like he had to Torrent. Nidoking wouldn’t be able to hear him from his position. Besides, they’d trained for situations like this under Steven’s watchful eye. Nidoking could handle himself until he returned to the surface.

Spiritomb flickered again. Its awful visage sneered, but Ash thought he saw the beginnings of worry in the chaotic swirling of its orbs…

Then the ground beneath it collapsed, and Spiritomb fell into the gaping chasm.

He and Bruiser watched eagerly, breathless. The seconds ticked by, then minutes. Ash could tell it wasn’t over… the earth rippled like water with each of Nidoking’s attacks, and every now and then hate washed over him, water trickled in the back of his mind, and terrible, nasty thoughts filled his mind before he clamped down on them. Yet the unsettling feelings lingered and grew and grew with every crack Ash heard erupting from the subterranean maze crafted by Nidoking’s expert touch.

Ash clenched his fists hard enough to dig bloody red lines in his palm, and it only got worse when the keystone was hurled out of one of the sinkholes by a lavender tendril that latched onto a rare instance of solid ground and allowed Spiritomb to erupt forth again, its dreadful aura howling for blood this time.

It barely managed to sneak away before Nidoking collapsed the stone it rested on. Ash grinned at that, glad to see Spiritomb on the defensive for once. The specter flitted from stone to stone as each was painstakingly sunken by Nidoking’s Earth Power, and Ash waited patiently for Nidoking to finally corner it. Without Shadow Sneak the Spiritomb would have been dragged back into the earth a long time ago.

Spiritomb screamed, a dreadful wave that ate at everything Ash was and even caused Bruiser to recoil in agony, but Nidoking didn’t emerge. There was no way he was going to abandon his advantage in the tunnels - leaving them to try and score a hit on Spiritomb was a suicide mission, and Nidoking knew it. He’d been privy to every instance of Spiritomb’s unsettling and versatile abilities. All it would take was a nauseous wave of misery to slow him down for a moment and he’d be hit by a Confuse Ray or Will-O-Wisp.

So the game continued. Spiritomb would fire a fearsome Dark Pulse when it had the chance (which only really resulted in annihilating even more stable ground) and Nidoking would easily track it and try to pull it back in. Ash wasn’t quite confident, but he could tell it was exhausting for them both. Spiritomb was slowing, though Nidoking was struggling as well. He had great endurance but the constant Earthquakes and Earth Power usage was taking its toll.

Ash bit his lip. The battle wasn’t as fast-paced and exciting as Torrent’s, but it was no less important. Every second was a chance for Nidoking to finish or drain Spiritomb’s strength. Yet as time passed the chance for Spiritomb to strike back was growing more and more frequent…

This was a duel of patience, stealth, and tracking. Nidoking had the edge now - yes! Spiritomb’s gaseous body vanished back into its keystone as it fell into the earth, and Nidoking immediately collapsed the muddy earth all around the monster! The mud had played a part earlier by preventing Spiritomb from finding solid purchase, but now it buried the spirit whole!

Nidoking was still unseen, but Ash saw a few carefully placed glowing yellow lines of Earth Power wind their way across the muddy wreck of the battlefield, expertly cleaving off vast quantities of the earth to form mudslides to bury Spiritomb again and again until a veritable mountain rested atop the dangerous ghost.

Just as his hopes were raised, Spiritomb made its presence known.

Gary walked away with half a pokeball in hand, Petrel turned the tables on him, Fire Ice Lightning, nightmares of the captured Rockets’ heads falling off their limp corpses

He returned to reality just in time to catch sight of dozens of thin, creeping lavender tendrils snake out from the mudslide. Some set to sweeping the thick, heavy earth away from the keystone while others shot out into the intricate network of tunnels, deadends, and caverns that Nidoking had shaped. Ash’s eyes shot open. “Watch out!”

Ash wasn’t sure if his words reached his friend or not, but Ash didn’t have anything to worry about. Nidoking roared, beady black eyes filled with murderous fury, as he exploded from the muddy wall near where Spiritomb was buried. Great, heaping droplets of mud landed atop several of the wispy tendrils that stabbed upwards at Nidoking, and all Ash managed to see was Nidoking’s massive, muscular tail bleeding unnatural darkness before it crashed into the spirit’s tomb.

Bruiser held Ash close as another explosion rocked the battlefield, rippling the psychic barriers erected by Andel. Ash watched closely, and groaned at the sight of Nidoking’s thrashing, snarling form (impaled upon a shadowy limb of Spiritomb’s and threatened by several Will-O-Wisps rising from the muddy tomb) atop the remnants of the mud pile.

How on earth did Spiritomb survive that? 

He groaned at his answer. Spiritomb’s actual form was nonexistent, but several of the lavender tendrils leaking from its keystone had managed to yank its keystone to relative safety. Oh, it hadn’t emerged unscathed. Not even close. Ash would have to be blind to think that - the lavender tendrils trembled with every twitch, and the keystone twitched violently every few seconds. It had suffered terribly thanks to Nidoking’s unconventional Shadow Claw. Well, Shadow Tail in this case.

Even with Spiritomb rendered unstable by the vast surge of ghostly power, it had beaten Nidoking. He bore his suffering stoically, but Ash recognized the effects of Confuse Ray when he saw them… it was worrying just how easily Spiritomb could use the potent technique, like it was less of an action and more of a passive effect of its touch. Confuse Ray could be dangeorus to even use for most pokemon, let alone in quick succession. Only dark-types and ghosts could wield it easily, and even then drawing on it too heavily could destabilize a ghost.

Spiritomb practically breathed it. What was this thing?

It didn’t matter. Ash took the opportunity to recall Nidoking. “Thanks for everything, buddy. You did great, Nidoking,” he murmured to the worn pokeball. It trembled just like Torrent’s, then sent the suffering Nidoking into stasis for a well-deserved rest.

Cynthia was quiet. She didn’t bother to say anything this time either, instead signing something to Spiritomb. Ash stared hatefully at the keystone as it crawled to a stable area with its vaporous lavender limbs. He would crush this demented spirit.

He owed Sneasel, Torrent, and Nidoking that.

Ash took a moment to examine the terrain. It was a wreck, to put it lightly. Nidoking hadn’t been gentle as he carved the majority of it up, eager to take any advantage over Spiritomb. The battlefield might have been salvageable as a series of trenches and tunnels with a scant few stretches of untouched space, but the steady rain summoned by Torrent had completely ruined most of it. The mud was several inches deep at this point and more and more of the thick substance kept sliding off into the sinkholes and fissures opened by Nidoking, widening the devastation.

His eyes traced over to his left. There was still a relatively unscathed expanse there, though Ash doubted its integrity. It was a tight corridor, only about a hundred feet of solid (albeit muddy) ground present before it brushed into Andel’s barriers.

He’d have to make use of that in the future. Bruiser would probably be more than capable of traversing the unstable maze left by Nidoking with his incredible physical abilities, but Oz would be nearly useless there. She needed open space to have maximum effectiveness. The storm would help empower her with its latent electrical buildup, but that wouldn’t be enough against Cynthia.

Bruiser prepared to clamber down to face Spiritomb, but Ash raised his hand. “Not yet,” he said quietly as an idea came to him. Spiritomb was on its last legs, but that didn’t mean it wasn’t dangerous. Bruiser wasn’t the ideal matchup. No, there was another way. “Let’s go, Plume!”

Plume appeared next to him with a shriek, her wings outstretched majestically as she announced her arrival to the world. Ash smiled at the gigantic Pidgeot, especially when she finally realized it was raining. She puffed up at the first touch of the droplets and sent a betrayed look Ash’s way as she began to preen.

Nevermind the fact that her feathers were waterproof…

“Sorry for the weather,” he apologized. Plume tossed her head, still annoyed, but relented and rubbed her head against Ash. It nearly knocked him off his feet, but he put up with it happily. Ash gently stroked her long, dancing plumage before he regarded his friend seriously. “We’re in a serious fight. I have an idea on how to win this, but it’s not going to be fun.”

With that, he whispered his plan to Plume on the off chance another of Spiritomb’s weird abilities was incredible hearing.

Plume wasn’t a fan.

She reared back, clearly unhappy, and when she saw that he was serious the Pidgeot chirped in frustration. Ash muttered a few apologies and stroked her glossy feathers (and snuck a few compliments in for good measure) and smiled gently when the gigantic avian finally relented.

“Next time we stop in a city I’ll buy you whatever you want,” Ash promised. Plume immediately lit up. She chirped cheerfully, nipped his hat (he winced at the crack) and launched herself into the air the moment Andel announced the fight’s beginning. “Alright, Plume! Let’s do this!”

The Pidgeot screamed as she took to the sky, immediately building up speed. Ash could barely keep track of her, and instead focused his attention on Cynthia, Princess, and Spiritomb. Cynthia regarded Plume with a soft frown and twisted a lock of her golden hair around her fingers as she thought. Ash had no idea how she was keeping track of Plume so easily, but decided he had to focus on Spiritomb when he felt his attention beginning to stray to her hair again.

Spiritomb still hadn’t released its form. It had only manifested a few swirling limbs so far and two of its glowing green orbs. One kept track of Plume, although it seemed to be struggling, and the other kept its focus on Cynthia as she rapidly signed.

Nope, not happening.

Ash grinned as Plume made her move. She had reached a height of nearly a thousand feet when she began her dive. Plume slipped into Super Speed, sacrificing her maneuverability for sheer velocity. She vanished from vision as anything but a vague blur, and even Spiritomb didn’t have time to do more than release another spectral limb from its trembling keystone before the impossibly fast Pidgeot snatched its keystone up in her talons with the same ease she’d catch a Magikarp.

Plume knew time was of the essence. Spiritomb might not have released its true form yet, but Ash wasn’t certain it was weakened to the point it was incapable of manifesting. If it did, its aura would probably down Plume in an instant since she hadn’t been exposed to it yet. Besides, as soon as it realized it had been taken into the sky it would probably lash out with its limbs and hit Plume with Confuse Ray to take her out of the fight.

Or maybe it had self-preservation. If he was lucky then Spiritomb would be unwilling to take out Plume just to win the fight. It appeared to be on its last legs anyways.

After a few moments, it appeared that Spiritomb wasn’t coming out to play anytime soon. Ash grinned. “Nice job, Plume!” He shouted into the sky on the off-chance she could hear him. Ash turned to Cynthia, who actually seemed shocked. He drank in the expression with no small amount of glee, and the soft smile that spread on her lips as she turned to regard him.

To be honest, Ash thought Cynthia might be happier about this turn of events than he was.

“Let’s call that one a draw!” He shouted across the ruined wreck of the battle ground. Ash pointed up at the sky. Plume was barely visible where she circled several thousand feet up. “Spiritomb could take her down, but it’s not going to keep fighting after that impact! They’re both out of the fight.”

Cynthia nodded cheerfully. “That’s fair. Call her back down and we’ll move on with the battle!”

Ash grinned back and whistled. Moments later, Plume dove down at lightning speed and gently dropped Spiritomb onto the ground. It might not have its aura active, but Ash smirked at the obvious fury in the ghost as it scuttled on its spectral limbs back to Cynthia’s rock. She picked Spiritomb up and cooed to it for a few moments before the rest of its lavender form sealed itself away inside the rock.

“I’m impressed, Ash!” She laughed. “That was clever - I didn’t expect that from you. It’s not something Steven would have thought of,” Cynthia brushed her fringe out of her eyes. Ash tried to keep his cheeks from flushing. Now wasn’t the time! “So I’ll give you the choice of which of my team you’ll fight next!”

Well, he couldn’t turn that down. Dazed could be released and give him a massive advantage in communicating with his team now, but he’d lost several of his strongest teammates against Lucario and Spiritomb. Tangrowth was still an option, but he’d been hit pretty hard by Lucario’s sacrificial technique.

Oz, Bruiser, Dazed, and Tangrowth… they were good choices. They might not have the raw might of Infernus or Torrent, but each and every one of them had incredible strengths and tactical advantages to draw on. Assuming Cynthia didn’t release another monster like Spiritomb he thought he might have a chance to bring down a third member of her team.

“Thanks for your help,” he called to Plume. She shrieked back at him, obviously pleased with her work, before he recalled her. Ash turned back to Cynthia. Better get this started… he was practically shaking at the thought. “What are my options?”

Cynthia’s eyes lit up. She pulled two pokeballs off her belt and released the inhabitants next to her. Ash quickly recognized one as a particularly sleek and dainty Glaceon. It glittered even in the limited sunlight, and whatever raindrops brushed against it froze immediately when they touched its frosty coat. The other was a bizarre creature he recalled as a Togekiss. He didn’t know all that much about it, but he knew they were incredibly versatile pokemon capable of agile maneuvers in the air. No doubt it would be a dangerous opponent capable of turning any strategy he mustered back on him.

Two choices. What should he do? Ash considered releasing Dazed. She could read their minds and report which was the stronger to him, but he discarded it. Cynthia was being generous by giving him the chance to choose his next opponent. He didn’t want to throw that in her face.

Ash ignored the little voice in his head that said she’d probably be ecstatic if he pulled something like that.

Glaceon didn’t look tough, but he’d seen videos of it. Calling it an elemental monster was an understatement: Glaceon rarely spent more than a few seconds on the battlefield before summoning a thick, impenetrable blizzard that would freeze most pokemon in less than a minute. Throw in the rain he’d had Torrent summon and he would be in an absolutely awful position - it would help Glaceon more than it would ever help Oz.

Togekiss would be tough, but he thought he might have a chance of taking it. Tangrowth could throw huge chunks of earth. Oz would have an advantage with her electric attacks. Dazed might even be able to Disable it and bring it to the ground. Bruiser would be the only one at an automatic disadvantage - he’d have to cripple its flight before Bruiser would be in a good place to take it down.

Then his eyes settled on the hulking, monstrous beast with chips of ice for eyes. It stared straight through Ash, content to remain at Cynthia’s side and assist her in any way she deemed fit.

His choice was made.

“I choose… Princess!” Ash pointed at the ferocious dragon. The Garchomp perked up at the mention of her name, and a bizarre mix of joy and fear pulsed through his veins at the sight of her snarl.

Cynthia blinked. “Okay!” She chuckled, suddenly alert. A wild grin stretched across her features, and Ash was quick to mimic it. “No take backs!”

Ash wouldn’t dream of it.

The Champion glanced over at Princess. He followed her gaze and felt his lips quirk upwards at the sight of the Garchomp - she seemed aloof before, but now there was a spark in the dragon’s eyes that left them a little less flat and cold. She still looked like she was going to eat him, but at least now she looked like she’d enjoy it.

“It’s not going to be remotely fun if you try to take her on one-on-one,” Cynthia mused. She stroked her chin thoughtfully, and Ash was vaguely reminded of Steven’s habit. Maybe she’d picked it up from him? “What teammates do you have left?”

Ash didn’t need to check. He’d had so many strategies running around in his head that he knew his remaining friends by heart. “Tangrowth, Dazed, Bruiser, and Oz,” he counted, not including Aron or Seeker. Neither would be equipped for this battle, although he decided to release Aron so he could watch. Pretty much all Aron would be useful for against Garchomp would be giving Bruiser something to hit the dragon with…

Cynthia laughed and spread her arms apart. “Alright, let’s do four-on-one! That should be a fair fight!”

His eyes lit up. That sounded perfect. “Any different rules for this battle?”

“Nope!” She chirped, still wearing a goofy smile on her face. Cynthia brushed her fringe out of her eyes again. Ash was just grateful Dazed wasn’t released yet to make fun of him for staring. He should have known better than to start teasing her about Claydol… “Neither side gets initiative. We start on Andel’s mark. You ready?”

“Absolutely!” Ash affirmed. He quickly directed Bruiser down to the region undisturbed by the fierce battles that had raged. The large Machoke gracefully clambered down the rocks, and prepared himself carefully in a particularly stable spot.

Tangrowth appeared next. The grass-type wasn’t in the best shape – Lucario had really done a number on him with that last trick – but he’d be able to keep going. His vines were still intact, though a fair number were blackened to a dry, crumbly crisp. Tangrowth absentmindedly used his dozens of remaining, functional vines to slice the crippled ones off. Ash was a little disturbed at the discarded appendages wriggling and spasming in their death throes, but put it aside for now.

The next to be released was Oz. She growled fiercely at the sight of the devastation that surrounded them – especially the vast, muddy trenches carved by Nidoking – but squared herself. Despite the rain that softly pattered down, her fur puffed up violently thanks to the vast latent charge in the air and she windmilled her arms in preparation for the battle to come. Little bits of electricity sparked off her, though much of it was grounded.

Warmth flooded him as she spared a respectful nod with Bruiser, who dipped his head back. She did the same for Tangrowth (who danced quite happily in the rain, his vines wriggling wildly) but hissed as he pulled her in for a quick hug with three of his larger vines.

Ash smirked at the familiar scene and tapped the button on the last pokeball. Dazed appeared behind the three frontline fighters and glanced around disinterestedly for a moment, though flinched when the latent energies of Spiritomb’s presence struck her. She handled it well, though, and Ash felt a surge of admiration at his friend’s self-control.

We are yours, Friend-Trainer. Direct us as you will.

There was no sarcasm or teasing in her telepathic voice at this stage. Dazed knew how important this fight was and she would never act without restrain on the battlefield. Ash sent a wave of warmth her way. She didn’t respond, but he knew she appreciated it.

He quickly allowed his plans and theories fill his brain as Princess leapt from her rock. Dazed wasn’t a master of telepathy yet, but she could easily pluck out the essentials of his plans.

Stay in the back. Coordinate the others. Avoid direct combat. Stun, block, and shield. Slow Garchomp down.

For the rest, his orders were equally simple. He wouldn’t be able to easily transmit long, complex strategies via Dazed, but images were possible.

Tangrowth… well, Ash put a bit more effort into his role than the others. He was to try and box Princess in and prevent its flight with Ancient Power and drain its energies with his vines. If Princess slowed down enough, he had the job of trying to hammer the beast with Solar Beam or Leaf Storm – they were the only ranged attacks Ash could rely on to actually hamper the Garchomp.

Oz’s main job would be to blind Princess. Ash wasn’t confident that her electrical attacks could penetrate Princess’ hide – the dragon’s ground-type heritage blessed it with especially thick, durable skin. Her scales could turn away most elemental and blunt force attacks with ease, and was specially adapted to stop electrical attacks in their tracks. At best her Lightning Bolt would stun it for a moment, but he’d rather her rely primarily on Flash and distracting tactics to minimize the incredible threat the dragon posed to his team.

Ash momentarily regretted spending Torrent against Spiritomb but immediately turned his thoughts in more productive directions. What was done was done and he couldn’t say that Torrent hadn’t served his role beautifully. He doubted he could have defeated Spiritomb without him. Besides, they weren’t even supposed to fight Princess. That was a surprise for him as well.

As for Bruiser… well, he was going to be the lynchpin of the whole plan. Oz didn’t have the firepower to seriously hurt Princess and Dazed’s talents were better served elsewhere. Tangrowth would be the secondary heavy hitter. Rampage would let Bruiser contend with the Garchomp physically, although Ash would favor Princess in a prolonged fight. She was just tougher than Bruiser. Her mass would let her remain steady in the face of his blows, while a solid hit from Princess would send him flying.

The last member of his team manifested right next to him. It was still a little too bright for Seeker to join them, but Aron was happy to get some fresh air. He warbled happily and butted his head against Ash’s leg (he had to hide a grimace as he rubbed Aron’s domed head) and plopped down. His big blue eyes stared raptly at the team arrayed, and he glanced over to the devastation on the other side of the battlefield like he couldn’t believe it.

“Crazy, right?” Ash grinned. Aron let his tongue loll out and panted. “You’ll be on that level one day,” he promised and laughed at the disbelieving look Aron sent his way. “Really!”

Aron warbled again and set his eyes on the team, raptly interested in the spectacle to come.

Ash took a moment to analyze the awesomely intimidating shape of Princess. She stood lightly hunched, her black-and-gold eyes roaming over his team ravenously. Her aerodynamic wings twitched every few seconds, betraying her eagerness. From where he was he could just barely make out the sharp, jagged details of her scales, which were sharp enough to leave scrapes and cuts all over anything brave (or stupid) enough to strike her. Princess’ hide stretched tightly over her heavily corded muscle. She wasn’t quite as massive as one of Lance’s Dragonite, but her lighter build allowed for terrible speed on the ground and surprising agility.

His only advantages were that the mighty Garchomp wasn’t adapted to fly high like one of Lance’s dragons. They were blindingly fast, tough, and vicious in a battle but they had evolved to thrive in caverns, subterranean tunnels, and tight, enclosed spaces. Their preferred method of hunting was to encounter just about anything (except maybe the odd Onix or Steelix) and blitz it in a startling display of aggression. A Garchomp could fly at sonic speeds for short bursts, although they weren’t especially agile and could only maintain flight above the tree-line for a few moments.

All in all, Garchomp deserved their reputation as ferocious fighters that stood at the very top echelons of battling. To command the respect of a Garchomp separated a trainer from the rest, in much the same way training a Tyranitar or Salamence did. They did not bend to the will of a weak trainer, and were renowned for turning against humans who didn’t capture them in their own tunnels.

He couldn’t wait.

Good luck, challengers. You shall need it. Begin!

Princess reacted blindingly fast. Before Ash’s team could set their own traps into motion she had already stamped heavily against the earth, eyes flat and cold as a smooth wave of force erupted from where she stood. It rolled through the earth in a wave that left unsteady cracks and a thin plume of dust that hung across the entire field. Ash was grateful for Andel’s mastery of his psychic barriers when they flashed into existence just before the Earthquake tore into his perch.

It wasn’t so kind to his friends. The Earthquake wasn’t powerful enough to do serious damage, but it managed to knock all of them off balance except Tangrowth (who had already rooted himself in the ground with his vines). Just as they tried to regain their balance and prepare for the onslaught, their foe slashed one of its wings toward them with blinding speed – Ash frowned at the massive wave of wind that kicked up a dense cloud of dust and sand, though it wouldn’t last long in the slowly dying fall of the rain.

Then again, it didn’t need to.

Ash had already called out his warnings, but saw firsthand the amazing speed of a Garchomp as Princess shot forward, carried by her wings at a blinding speed. Dazed’s eyes flashed as she swept the dust cloud aside with a casual wave of psychic force, only to barely throw a hurried Psybeam at the Garchomp as the dragon rushed them in a frenzy.

Tangrowth played his part masterfully. He gurgled wildly, a bit nervous at the sight of Princess’ gaping jaws, and hurled his silvery orbs of Ancient Power at the earth in front of them moments before she reached the team, erecting a solid barrier that Princess proceeded to crash. She was barely slowed as she plowed through the thick soil with the ease of breaking through a child’s sandcastle.

“Now!” Ash shouted helpfully, although he knew his team was already acting. It was more of a distraction for Princess and Cynthia than anything.

Pride filled him as his team reacted like a well-oiled machine.

Dazed’s pendulum flared wildly, wreathed in pale light, as Princess froze mid-stride in a thin blue shell for a single moment. She easily tore her way out with a flex of her powerful muscles and resumed her course towards Tangrowth, but the whole clearing was immediately filled with a blinding flash of light, followed by a thunderclap that left Ash’s ears ringing. Aron moaned pitifully, and Ash reached down to comfort him even as the battle resumed.

Princess wasn’t slowed down as much as he’d have liked, but Oz’s distraction worked well. She spared the Electabuzz a speculative glance and launched her way with the roar of a jet engine, only to be cut off again. The mighty Garchomp’s massive claws dug heavily into the earth as Bruiser slammed into her with all the force of Rampage – his muscles bulged, his veins pulsed red, his breath coming short and rapidly beneath the strain. Princess roared and raised her wings threateningly, but Bruiser simply prepared a stance before launching forward again in a flurry of fists and blows that would shatter a boulder with ease.

It wasn’t enough. Ash’s eyes widened as Princess batted the blindingly fast Machoke away with the flat of one of her wings with practiced… not ease, but something like it. Ash winced at the scrapes along Bruiser’s back, though he doubted he could feel it through his leathery hide and the blindness of Rampage. She hissed, baring her fangs as Bruiser easily spun around and hurled a Focus Blast her way (the Garchomp barely dipped below it) and sprinted at the beast.

A silver orb struck her. Princess went sprawling in the ensuing flash, somehow remaining stable despite the force behind it. The explosion washed over her mostly harmlessly, but Oz shot forward with a Quick Attack and nearly smacked Princess in the back with a glowing fist before the Garchomp realized it had been nearly pinned in – Tangrowth had neatly erected several walls around her, Oz, and Bruiser that would nullify Princess’ flight and speed.

So her eyes flashed a brilliant, earthy brown and the massive Garchomp dove deeply into the earth, the soft ground practically liquefying beneath her as she dug. Ash grit his teeth in frustration – he almost had her! Now there was no telling where she’d emerge!

His eyes lit up. Earthquake!

Tangrowth gurgled, his vines flailing wildly as Dazed sent the order his way. She quickly wreathed Bruiser and Oz, who had both steadied themselves after Princess vanished, in protective casings of brilliant azure psychic energy. It was just in time: a second later, Tangrowth danced wildly on the ground – with every step he sent crushing waves of force into the roots of the battlefield, a devastating attack that would only be amplified with Princess hiding beneath the earth.

Even Ash heard the dull roar from deep within the earth, though he barely had time to process it before Princess erupted beneath Dazed with a mighty roar, the muddy earth exploding outwards in a rain of stone, splintered tree trunks, and wet, cloying soil. Princess’ scythe-like arms swept outward, blazing with an awful shadow that gave Ash a headache looking at it, and struck…

Nothing.

Princess snarled savagely and recoiled for just a moment as Oz shot forward in a gold-black blur, charge sparking off her as she crashed a powerful Brick Break straight into Princess’ chest. The Garchomp barely staggered and her odd horns whirred as she spat a great, blazing stream of Dragonbreath directly at Oz, though the Electabuzz was wise enough to avoid the searing dragonfire – she had shot away with another Quick Attack after ensuring Dazed had enough time to teleport away in a blinding flash of light. The unnatural blue-green flames lingered unpleasantly wherever they landed, clinging to the mud and saplings more like a flammable liquid than true fire.

With Princess momentarily stymied, the rest of the team struck. Tangrowth’s vines, rooted deeply in the earth, lashed out from the gaping fissures left by Princess’ Dig and wound their way around her bowed, muscular legs and thin shoulders. She roared again, struggling against the vines, but by then Bruiser had already shot forward with an upraised fist – even if it didn’t end the battle outright, that heavy blow would probably drop Princess and leave her exposed to further tricks.

Immobilized and with Tangrowth draining her strength, Ash had to admit he had hope. Unfortunately, Princess wasn’t so easy to corner. The pulse of draconic energy she mounted left his skin tingling, and Ash couldn’t even call out a warning as the Garchomp’s flat eyes stared Bruiser down. He leapt closer, ready for the final blow…

And grunted heavily as a cyclone – Twister, Ash recognized the familiar technique with ease – tinged with the characteristic fiery green of dragon-type techniques exploded outwards from Princess’ maw, kicking up a wild gust of wind and even more dust that momentarily shrouded the dragon from his vision, though he caught sight of Bruiser hurled heavily into a tree. He landed heavily, stunned for a moment, and Princess made her move.

Tangrowth groaned as Princess forcefully ripped some of the vines with her explosive movements, and his cries only grew more frantic as the Garchomp spat a tightly controlled, intensely white stream of glowing flame his way. The fiery cone threatened to engulf Tangrowth, searing his vines and leaving him a scorched mess, before Dazed spared another Light Screen.

Princess hissed as her Flamethrower – he could feel the blazing heat from here, and grimaced at the thought of what it would have done to Tangrowth – washed uselessly against the brilliant azure shield. Her eyes locked on Dazed, but she chose not to pursue when she yanked free of the vines thanks to Tangrowth’s distraction. The massive dragon shrugged off yet another Disable from Dazed designed to lock her in place as she flapped her wings and shot off at supersonic speeds to put some distance between herself and the four powerful pokemon she faced.

Unfortunately for her, Ash had predicted that move. And so she was intercepted by Bruiser as he fueled his incredible speed and power with Rampage, barely managing to keep track with the Garchomp. Dazed, who had positioned herself in a tight enclosure of trees and saplings some distance away, paused to slow Princess for a brief moment with a second Disable. She shattered the psychic prison with ease, but it gave Bruiser the time he needed.

“Yes!” Ash crowed as Bruiser leapt nearly thirty feet forward with a single bound, raw determination etched on his inhuman face as he held a swirling Focus Blast in hand. Time seemed to freeze as he slammed it into the startled Garchomp’s side, blasting her off balance and finally sending the dragon-type to the muddy ground. She was on her feet in seconds and didn’t seem particularly injured beyond a light patch of shredded scales on her ribs, but it gave Bruiser just enough time to prepare another attack.

It didn’t land. Princess was ready this time. She used Bruiser’s momentum against him. The Garchomp used a particularly impressive display of footwork (he wouldn’t have imagined it possible for the hulking dragon) to duck under Bruiser’s strike and deftly slashed his side with the claw on her left wing – it shone an ugly, toxic purple the moment before she cut his friend, and Ash grit his teeth as the light wound remained the same color. Poison Jab!

That wasn’t good, but it wasn’t terrible. Bruiser had only taken a tiny bit of the venomous sting. He would probably fine for the remainder of the battle, although it would put more pressure on him in Rampage. Princess had recognized his technique for what it was and decided to put a timer on it…

Princess’ dead eyes glinted in satisfaction as she shot away, clearing away from the Machoke before Oz or Dazed could attempt to slow her down. Bruiser was already pulling himself to his feet, ignoring the painful wound in his side. He was quickly joined by Oz, who watched Princess put distance between them with an ugly snarl. Her fists clenched, sparking madly.

For a moment all was still. Princess stood hunched, a low whir humming from her smooth horns. Her eyes flitted from Bruiser and Oz, who had begun to slowly approach, to Tangrowth who had slowly managed to recover, and finally to Dazed, currently the enemy most inconvenient to face. Dazed wouldn’t last a moment in a straight fight, but her teleportation was very effective while the Garchomp was hampered by Bruiser, Oz, and Tangrowth. Throw in her ability to briefly slow, trip, and stun Princess and she became a serious threat indeed.

Then the brief respite was broken. Princess snarled and took to the air with a flap of her wings as Tangrowth wormed several more of his vines through the earth, lashing wildly at the Garchomp in an effort to restrain her. She glided blindingly fast, homing in on Bruiser and Oz, but shrieked as Tangrowth put his terrain mastery to good use.

Tangrowth’s vines hidden beneath the earth did their work well. Each manipulated the battlefield with Ancient Power beneath the Garchomp’s feet - vast chunks of earth, hundreds of pounds each, exploded. The dust and soil clouded the air, raining down upon Princess, Bruiser, and Oz with impunity. That wasn’t the end of it, however. As Princess was forced to the ground by the sudden weight of mud and dirt, she was immediately boxed in by several huge, thick walls of heavy, reinforced earth that trapped her in tight quarters with Bruiser and Oz.

She wasn’t especially happy about it, at least from what little Ash could see. Princess was little more than a vague, wavering shadow in the dust and darkness of the trap. He could barely even catch sight of Bruiser and Oz, though the crack and wild discharges of static and light let him know they’d engaged. He bit his lip anxiously, eyes raptly centered on the box. For a moment he even caught sight of another of Tangrowth’s vines slither out from the earth and slap Princess with a brief Mega Drain, though it lasted only a second before she slashed the vine apart.

Normally Princess would be able to tear her way through Tangrowth’s erected walls with ease, but she would struggle more without her momentum. Not to mention Bruiser and Oz would viciously punish her for even a single mistake - Princess was much more vulnerable with her speed denied to her, although Ash had no doubt she was pushing Bruiser and Oz to their absolute limits in there… he winced at the sound of Bruiser’s pained cry.

The walls trembled and shook with every mighty blow hidden inside them. Darkness became day with every Flash released by Oz and several sections had already caved in thanks to Bruiser’s superpowered punches, which were powerful enough to tear through the three feet thick barriers with ease.

He was just happy Princess couldn’t use Dig to escape - she might have been willing to try it normally, but with Tangrowth’s Earthquake at the ready it would be idiotic to put herself in that vulnerable of a position. One of her greatest tools was denied to her because of Tangrowth, and he knew that would make the cheerful grass-type a priority target as the battle raged on.

A turning point. Ash squinted as Bruiser’s Focus Blast shredded the wall closest to him, causing the heavy, packed earth to crumble apart in a swirl of mud and water. It revealed more of the battle to Ash, and he was pleased to see that both Bruiser and Oz were still fighting hard - both were breathing heavily, scarred with light burns and even a few slashes from Princess’ wickedly hooked claws, but neither were in awful condition. They could still fight.

If anything, Princess had taken heavier hits. She took advantage of the reprieve to square herself, flat eyes locked on her twin opponents. The combatants circled one another, though Bruiser and Oz carefully kept the exit opened by the Focus Blast’s explosion blocked by their bodies.

Not that they thought it would really stop Princess from plowing through if she wanted to, but Ash trusted that she had enough self-preservation instinct to avoid that. He sent a few more ideas and pointers to Dazed - mostly on how Bruiser and Oz should proceed from here - and received a mental tap in response.

He folded his arms as the standoff continued. There was no way this would last long… Princess had to realize how precarious her position was. She was trapped, unable to Dig or fly away from the mighty Machoke and resolute Electabuzz without suffering some serious damage. Every second she waited was another for Tangrowth to harass her with seeking vines (although she’d shredded enough of them that he had to be more careful) or strike again with Ancient Power.

Princess’ only hint was the scraping of her savage talons upon the earth. “Shield them!” Ash cried out reflexively, though it was too late to stop the Garchomp’s instant use of Sand Tomb. A small spray of mud and earth was kicked up with a flex of Princess’ will, shredded instantly into a wild cyclone that completely drenched Bruiser and Oz in a heavy, cloying armor of earth.

Oz snarled and shot forward despite the sudden blindness, but the Garchomp punished her with a painful Poison Jab as the dragon swerved out of the way. Her talons slashed into Oz as her momentum carried her forward, and the electric-type cried out with a grating shriek as the painful attack landed true. Ash called out to his friend, worried that she was down for the count, but was more concerned with Bruiser. He’d quickly ignored the mud caking his powerful body and sprinted at Princess with an intent to finish this once and for all!

A pained grunt escaped Bruiser’s barrel chest as one of his legs was sucked deep into the earth with one stride, leaving the Machoke helpless. Confusion blurred Ash’s brain, but he grit his teeth as the faintest hints of shining gold left the earth. Earth Power. It was reminiscent of Nidoking’s own tactical use - opening chasms and fissures to inconvenience melee opponents - but Princess wielded it more like a scalpel than a hammer. She had used Earth Power so subtly and smoothly that he could never have picked it out… not before it had landed where she wished, at any rate.

Princess spun away from Bruiser, trusting him to be trapped for a few scant seconds. Ash cried out a warning, “No! Get out of there!”

Then, Princess accelerated out of the box constructed by Tangrowth in a dark, supersonic blur. All she left behind was a hazy fog of sand and dirt lingering in the air behind her, obscuring a vast tract of the battlefield. Ash let Dazed focus on tracking the Garchomp - he was suspicious that she wasn’t going quite as fast as she normally would - and looked. 

“Stealth Rock!” Ash shouted, uncaring that it had tipped Princess and Cynthia (whose grey eyes never left her beloved Garchomp) that he knew about their plan. He could only barely make out the minefield of levitating, jagged rocks but Ash could see enough to know that it would shred anything unlucky enough to run into it.

Despite Dazed’s telepathic relay of his warning, it was too late. An ugly, gnawing feeling weighed heavily in Ash’s gut as Oz blurred out of Tangrowth’s box in a gold-and-black blur. The mud coating her flew off thanks to the sheer velocity behind Oz’s quick attack, but the battle cry raging from Oz’s throat quickly became a nightmarish scream of agony as she sprinted straight through the trap, the sharp stones effortlessly slashing her all over.

Oz finally fell out of her Quick Attack and collapsed heavily into the mud, twitching and trembling as the true pain of the Stealth Rock struck her… Bruiser grunted, struggling to tear his leg free of the prison Princess had prepared, and watched helplessly as the Garchomp shot back to Oz’s position and landed heavily onto the ground, her muscular legs taking the shock quite well and transferring it into momentum.

Princess loomed over the crippled Oz, and Ash barely managed to send a final order to Dazed through the panic as the mightiest Garchomp spun an awfully familiar orb of shining green, a stunning core of white at its center, at its maw. She prepared the Dragon Pulse efficiently, and just as she loosed it into Oz’s broken form…

Their foe shrieked furiously as Dazed put everything she had into a vicious psychic uppercut. Princess’ neck snapped back, thrusting her maw into the air, and the Dragon Pulse shot high into sky, traversing hundreds of feet in mere seconds before it finally grew too faint and indistinct to track properly. Ash grinned as Dazed followed his order, though he had a nasty feeling as Princess wrenched her head back into position.

As the Garchomp snarled, spittle flying from its jaws, and snapped forward with her gigantic fangs in an effort to take Oz out of the fight, she howled as she was struck by a glimmering silver orb of Ancient Power, courtesy of Tangrowth. Princess stumbled, talons straining to keep her upright, and hissed murderously before effortlessly ripping through a large chunk of uprooted soil (filled with tree trunks, broken saplings, and a few boulders) Tangrowth had grabbed from the devastated side of the battlefield.

Her eyes settled on Oz once more, but Princess realized the opportunity to finish the Electabuzz was lost. Bruiser had finally freed his leg and had already begun to dash her way - he was still a hundred feet or so away, but Princess clearly had no desire to tangle with both the Machoke and Oz. With Dazed an impossible (albeit very distracting) target at the moment, Princess raised her wings and shot towards Tangrowth.

It was a good move, and Ash had to admire the way Princess wove around the endless flurries of Ancient Power, violent slashes of Tangrowth’s vines, and even a gigantic storm of leaves that shredded trees, stone, and the earth they fought on. Princess wasn’t as agile as a Dragonite, but she had complete mastery of herself.

That made for an exceptionally dangerous opponent, proven again when Princess spat another carefully placed Flamethrower right at Tangrowth - Dazed expertly blocked it with a gently curved Light Screen that shimmered, then disintegrated entirely as the full force of Princess’ white-hot Flamethrower incinerated it, but it served its purpose. Tangrowth gurgled helplessly as he was blinded by the intense light of the dragon’s assault, and was utterly unprepared when Princess plowed straight through the myriad of earthen walls he’d set up around himself and directly into the grass-type.

Princess shrieked as she dug her talons into Tangrowth’s vine-encased body, irritated by the wriggling appendages that sapped her energy with every touch. She tried to blast him with a Flamethrower, but Dazed pulled a new trick (one that Ash had helpfully shown her with his devious thoughts) and manifested a Light Screen directly in front of Princess’ face before the Flamethrower could be let loose - it had the desired effect of blasting right back in the Garchomp’s face, sending her stumbling backwards as she reoriented herself, and thankfully gave time for Bruiser and Oz to reach them.

Tangrowth was still stunned (and probably a little traumatized) by the savage attack, but Oz held no such reservations. Princess spun with incredible speed to meet the oncomers, only to hiss madly as a wild, arcing lance of electricity smashed into her and sent her stumbling, albeit mostly unharmed. Ash winced and covered his ears helplessly as the explosive thunderclap reached him and the Lightning Bolt scarred his eyes with a field of glittering stars. His bones shook with the sheer power wielded by Oz, and his dreams turned to how powerful she would be when she evolved…

After a few seconds he was able to (mostly) see again, at least enough to keep track of the battle. Ash grinned as Princess engaged Oz, who had abused Quick Attack despite her injuries to reach her slightly before Bruiser. Princess wasn’t half as blinded as Ash was and easily kept up with Oz’s wild blows by dodging and swerving and ducking in an unbelievable display, but was momentarily stymied by Oz’s tactical use of Double Team.

Oh, it wasn’t half as practiced as Lucario’s amazing usage of the technique. Her clones were wavering, insubstantial things that would be completely unbelievable if it weren’t for the sheer number of them. The flood of wispy clones blurred together as one, their golden fur and black stripes enhancing Oz’s natural camouflage to an amazing level - even Ash couldn’t pick her out in the surprising horde.

It didn’t take Princess long to pinpoint the real Oz and lunge forward with snapping jaws, but it took just long enough for Tangrowth to wrap several vines around the Garchomp’s strong legs. Princess overbalanced, vulnerable to several of Tangrowth’s other vines that lashed forward, burning green with the power to sap Princess’ strength with a touch, except for the shimmering green barrier that manifested behind her and left the appendages to slide off uselessly…

Ugh. Of course Princess knew Protect.

Naturally, the next thing she did was to rip free of Tangrowth’s vines. Princess wheeled toward Tangrowth, ignoring the lesser threats of Oz and Bruiser as they met, and Ash had an awful feeling as she stared at the weakened grass-type with those flat, dead eyes. Her odd horns shone blue and whirred again, humming with energy, and Princess was immediately wreathed in a blazing aura of pale blue.

The next thing he knew, Princess had shot forward with shocking speed - even for a Garchomp - and slammed into Tangrowth with the force of a wrecking ball. Time seemed to slow as she made contact, and it took everything Andel had to shield Ash from the absolutely massive detonation of fiery blue light. The earth quaked, plasma burned with the light of the sun, and Tangrowth and Princess were left in a shallow crater as her stunning Dragon Rush worked as planned.

What first struck Ash was the devastation unleashed by the technique. Most trees had already been wrecked by the battle around Tangrowth, but now there were none. Each and every one in a twenty feet radius had been absolutely obliterated by Dragon Rush’s detonation. There were barely even any splinters remaining! Boulders were reduced to tiny pebbles. The mud was fused into a hard, caked surface after being baked by the heat. Even the air warped and wavered uncertainly, still in constant flux after that attack.

Ash scowled at the sight of Tangrowth. Princess dug her talons deeply into his shredded, cracked form. He was still protected by his spongy armor of wriggling vines, but a huge number had been completely obliterated beneath the force of Dragon Rush. What few remained were short and useless, spasming helplessly in an effort to ensare his conqueror. Tangrowth’s saucer-like eyes stared aimlessly into the sky, and Ash was pretty sure he had the mother of all concussions after a hit like that.

He thought Tangrowth might have been able to recover enough to keep fighting, but quickly shrugged off the thought. Just because Tangrowth could didn’t mean he should. Leaving a badly crippled, wounded Tangrowth to fight would be downright irresponsible, and nearly cruel. Princess wouldn’t pull her punches after all the inconvenience he’d caused her.

So he recalled his friend. Ash murmured words of encouragement and praise to the exhausted grass-type before he clipped Tangrowth back to his belt. The battle paused for a moment as every combatant enjoyed a brief respite before Andel would call the battle again.

In the meantime, Ash took advantage of the break to check out his friends. Dazed looked a little tired, but she was otherwise in fantastic shape. She’d avoided Garchomp so far. Her excessive telepathy was probably mentally exhausting, but Ash took comfort in the thought that it didn’t take all that much psychic power.

Bruiser was scraped, bruised, and would probably be ridiculously sore the next day after maintaining Rampage for so long. Ash figured the Machoke had taken effort to use it mostly in short spurts, but he had no other options when trying to chase Princess down. The Poison Jab didn’t seem to have inconvenienced him too badly, though Ash knew it would sap him more and more as time went on.

He winced at the sight of Oz. His friend had suffered. Her coat was practically dripping with blood that bled constantly from the lacerations left by Stealth Rock. They had practically cut her to ribbons. Despite that, she was tough enough to keep fighting. Ash felt a surge of admiration for the Electabuzz. She had fight left in her.

And lastly, Princess. She was absurdly tough thanks to her thick hide, but she hadn’t emerged unscathed. Ash could tell that she was mentally strong enough to push through her injuries, but she was littered with little patches of her short, sharp scales that had been shorn off by Focus Blast. Lightning Bolt had actually managed to strip an entire patch off of her chest, even if her hide had protected Princess from the worst of its effects. Aside from that, she had a slight limp and bled from several blows.

She was amazingly powerful, but any pokemon would be hard-pressed against four of Ash’s teammates at once. He wasn’t a Master, but Ash had no doubt that his team were beginning to brush that threshold. There wasn’t a trainer in the world that could easily discard facing down several of his friends at once - even a Champion’s cornerstone was fighting as hard as she could.

A little flush of pleasure burned in his chest at the thought, especially in the face of his wounded pride after the battle with Metagross. That particular stone (or steel) wall might be beyond him, but Ash felt that was more of a testament to its disgustingly potent abilities than a reflection of his team’s abilities…

But as Andel gave the mark to begin, Ash knew he couldn’t afford to be distracted. He felt Dazed brush against his thoughts and eagerly exposed several ideas he’d come up with to her.

It was more than a little satisfying to see Princess caught in a psychic prison mid-stride on her way to strike down the exhausted Oz. Ash grinned even as the Garchomp struggled, her immense strength enough to test every bit of Dazed’s strength as she poured more and more energy into maintaining the Disable. Dazed would be exhausted if she kept this up for long, but she didn’t have to.

Bruiser roared as he leapt forward with a single burst of his stocky, powerful legs. He reared his fist back, and Ash winced on Princess’ behalf as he slammed his fist into her chest with his full, Rampage-enhanced strength.

The Garchomp gave something reminiscent of a startled gasp, and dropped. Not entirely beaten, but badly hurt. She laid limply, head buried in the ankle-deep mud, and Dazed’s pendulum flashed angrily as a foggy red mist erupted from the focus and crawled across the battlefield at a surprising rate. It gently avoided Oz and Bruiser, who both regarded the downed dragon warily, and caressed Princess.

Ash was intimately familiar with the mist’s effects. Hypnosis was a potent technique. It lulled you into a slumber by promising an escape from pain and struggle and effort. All the hard parts of life that weighed heavily upon you. The seductive technique pulled at your brain, bringing a foggy peace that would be practically unbreakable once you succumbed.

It wasn’t impossible to resist with the right mental fortitude, though. Unskilled users of Hypnosis would run into problems if their opponents suffered a constant, steady pain like a burn or frostbite, or even the steady cutting cold of a hailstorm. Panic or other strong emotions could blunt Hypnosis’ effects as well. A pokemon struggling and spasming after an electric attack would be in too much pain and engulfed in wild fear.

A skilled user? They knew how to tease and pluck the brain like an instrument. Rather than try to overwhelm the pain or panic, they used it. They allowed the Hypnosis to faintly dull the pain, and promised more relief if their foe would just give in for a moment…

Dazed wasn’t nearly as well-practiced in Hypnosis as most of her species, having specialized mostly in force and physical manipulation techniques, but Ash thought she might have enough training to shut down Princess. As soon as she was lulled into slumber they could finish this!

Princess’ eyes didn’t shut, but they lost their awareness as the foggy red mist brushed about her, suffusing her powerful body with a soothing calm. Her muscles slackened, and her limbs lost their tension and slid heavily into the mud. The Garchomp’s breathing grew slow and steady.

Ash didn’t entirely trust Princess’ sleep and neither did his team. Dazed forced more and more energy into it, trying to completely overwhelm the dragon, and Oz and Bruiser warily circled. Each was ready to strike at a moment’s notice. Oz’s attacks wouldn’t do real damage and would put Princess in danger of awakening, so Bruiser would have to be the one to land the finishing blow.

Risky, but it was the only option they had. If Dazed let up her Hypnosis for even a moment they might be faced with an angry, awake Garchomp. That was… less than ideal.

Bruiser knew what he needed to do. His veins bulged, almost glowing as blood pounded through them, and his eyes lost some of their calm as he slipped into Rampage yet again. The Machoke shot forward, fist raised to pound the Garchomp even deeper into the mud, and Ash’s instincts barely had a second to scream before everything fell apart.

Princess disappeared into the mud, eyes alert and flat again. The ground opened up to swallow her whole, and Bruiser grunted heavily as he barely managed to avoid falling into the hole, which closed almost immediately. He groaned as another chasm opened beneath him, gulping down one of his legs again as Princess took advantage of Tangrowth’s absence.

Any number of bad feelings swirled in Ash’s thoughts - this was a mess. Tangrowth was all that kept Princess from diving into the earth and swimming through it like water. With his terrain control out of the picture, Princess had an entire arsenal of tactics and techniques she could use again. Not to mention her drastically increased mobility, which was more dangerous than any one technique.

He had the nasty thought that this was the beginning of the end…

His fears were affirmed when she erupted smoothly from the earth right by Bruiser, who barely managed to avoid her fiery, snapping jaws. Princess snarled and leapt back to avoid a Thunderbolt from Oz. It shot uselessly by, slamming into a tree which exploded as the moisture inside was vaporized. Princess paid no attention and was forced to avoid a rainbow-hued Psybeam from Dazed amidst an onslaught of simple electric-type attacks from Oz. None would do serious damage but even a slight delay could lead to Princess’ defeat.

Bruiser surprised Princess by forcing himself out of his prison again, slightly faster than the first time. He beat his chest and roared as he shot at Princess, who barely shot forward to avoid his superpowered punch. Oz blurred forward then, taking advantage of Double Team again to confuse Princess just long enough to let a Psybeam slam into her.

Princess stumbled to the side, not quite as resistant as before. She was still a mighty opponent, but the single punch Bruiser had landed on her chest slowed her down enough to make her defeatable. Her reflexes were blindingly fast, but every slight movement appeared like an awful strain - Ash couldn’t imagine how much she was suffering. Bruiser had probably broken some ribs.

Unfortunately, she turned savage when injured. With her unerring control of the battle lost, Princess turned into a whirlwind of slashing talons, snapping jaws, and vicious Flamethrowers - Bruiser staggered back with a long, thin slice across his muscular chest and Oz barely avoided being bitten by Princess’ fiery fangs.

Dazed was instrumental here. She was too exhausted to Disable Princess or attempt another Hypnosis, but that didn’t mean she couldn’t trip the Garchomp or punish her with a Light Screen in front of her face every time she tried to fire off a Flamethrower. Her power was waning, but the tactical advantage she provided allowed Bruiser and Oz to survive combat with the frenzied Garchomp. Every time Princess lashed out with a decisive, finishing blow it was blocked or blunted by a well-placed Barrier, offering a respite and opportunity for their partner to distract Princess with a strike.

Ash beamed with pride as his three friends handled a brutal opponent like Princess expertly - he outright cheered when Princess was forced back by another Psybeam, only to fall right into Oz’s Brick Break that nearly brought her to her knees. Just as she prepared to dive into the earth, clearly of the opinion that she wouldn’t win this battle with the odds stacked against her, Bruiser shot forward with amazing speed and crushed her powerful right leg with a punch as vicious as any of Princess’ slashing talons.

She screamed. Ash’s breath was stolen as Princess buckled to the ground, her leg clearly broken - it jutted at an awkward angle, and Ash felt a little ill at the sight of the broken bone forced up, pushing into her muscle and hide. Cynthia cried out for her. “Princess!”

Everything seemed to froze for a moment, and Bruiser backed away, distraught at what he’d done. His veins lost their faint, pulsating glow and his muscles lost some of their definition as he slipped out of Rampage. He collapsed heavily against a young, firm sapling, eyes locked on the grievous injury he’d dealt Princess with his incredible strength. Even Oz lowered her guard and her eyes flitted to Bruiser in concern. She didn’t move, but Ash could tell she yearned to rush over to the Machoke.

Aron warbled quietly, baby blue eyes locked on Bruiser. He rubbed his cool, solid body against Ash’s leg and the trainer didn’t hesitate to kneel by his friend’s side, doing his best to comfort Aron even as the little steel-type fought against his instincts to comfort Bruiser.

Ash looked guiltily at Princess. He’d never meant for this to happen - Bruiser certainly hadn’t!

Princess stared down at her broken leg in shock. It wasn’t too awful of a break, to be honest. It was clean and would probably be healed up in a day or two with the proper treatment. Once again, Ash thanked the universe for Ditto. They made life so much easier…

Bruiser watched Princess with haunted eyes. His mouth was pressed together tightly. The Machoke’s gaze flitted down to his fists, which he opened and closed silently. Ash could feel the awful guilt filling Bruiser at the sight of what he had done to Princess, the awful gnawing eating at him almost as strongly as it did his friend.

Then, the Garchomp stared blankly at Bruiser. There was none of the fury or shock that Ash had expected, just a faint glimmer of something indecipherable in those flat eyes. Ash barely had time to process it before Princess leaned heavily on her unbroken leg, shaped a massive Dragon Pulse in her maw, and let it loose.

The Machoke didn’t even have time to blink before it struck him, the sheer force behind the blast ripping straight through the firm psychic barriers before finishing Bruiser off with a single blast. His tree he had leaned on was vaporized entirely by the explosion, and the powerful Machoke was out cold in a small crater.

Ash blinked, and despite Bruiser’s loss a stir of something primal filled his heart. A light smile played over his face as he returned Bruiser (hoping the rest would help to ease Bruiser’s guilt) and regarded Princess. She leaned heavily on her unbroken leg, but held her head high and flared her blade-like wings in the face of Oz and Dazed’s shock.

She was a true warrior to the very end. The battle was still on!

Oz snarled. She had no mercy for the Garchomp. Her first Thunderbolt launched directly at Princess’ broken leg, but Princess wasn’t willing to wait. The Champion’s cornerstone slid gracefully into a muddy hole, slower this time but no less effective. She avoided the lance of lightning, and tunneled carefully to avoid straining her broken leg. Ash had no doubt it hurt terribly to drag it alongside her.

The Electabuzz was caught completely off guard by the sudden chasm that opened up beneath her, Princess presumably having used Earth Power stealthily to do it. “Quick Attack up! Get out of there!”

He saw Oz surge upwards, leaving the mud stained an ugly red from all her blood, but there was no luck to be had. Princess latched her jaws into the Electabuzz’s leg - the fangs cut deep, and Oz screamed as the blazing heat of the Garchomp’s Fire Fang, which quickly seared and burned her leg. Ash grimaced as the rancid smell of burning fur and flesh reached his nose, and as Oz’s shrieks grew louder and louder he quickly returned the Electabuzz.

It was hard to calm his trembling hands - Dazed was still in the battle, and she was probably the best bet to handle Princess’ speedy tunneling. She was a tad exhausted after imprisoning Princess with Disable and her attempted Hypnosis, but she still had a decent amount of strength left. It didn’t hurt that Princess (although twice as vicious now with her broken leg) had lost much of her mobility.

He sent a variety of different strategies to Dazed. Most involved simply evading, striking at every opportunity to chip down Princess while avoiding any direct combat. Range and versatility would be Dazed’s best friends in this duel.

Princess wasted no time in tunneling again. Ash wasn’t entirely sure if Dazed could sense her beneath the surface - a quick No sent his way by the Hypno cleared that up. That complicated things. It would be impossible for Dazed to easily track her opponent, which meant that Princess would be relying heavily on ambush tactics.

Unfortunately, there was no real defense there. Dazed could teleport, but Ash could tell she didn’t have many left in her - she wasn’t outright exhausted, but her stamina was drained. No, this certainly complicated things…

And then, the battle ensued.

Dazed barely teleported away before an Earthquake shook the earth, rippling the unsteady, rent ground like water and winding even more cracks throughout the battlefield. At this rate the entire place was going to be wrecked. Ash frowned as Dazed appeared on the other side, eyes burning blue as she reached out with her senses.

Surprisingly, a sandstorm began to whip up, flinging mud and dirt and grit all over the place - Ash was honestly impressed. It wasn’t easy to manipulate something like that while trapped beneath the surface. Ash squinted, grateful for Andel’s psychic barriers that protected him from the swirling sandstorm. It didn’t help his visibility any, but it protected him and Aron’s eyes.

Smart. Ash could faintly sense a subtle feeling of distress from Dazed as the sandstorm flared wildly, grating against her sensitive skin and irritating her constantly. The sandstorm wouldn’t outright defeat Dazed, but it would keep her psychic powers weakened by distracting her from focusing. Throw in the interference the sandstorm would cause by overwhelming her psychic sense and making it more difficult for Dazed to teleport and he had a grudging respect for Princess’ choice.

That didn’t mean they weren’t going to try and make things difficult for Princess, although Ash winced as Dazed barely teleported away from a sharp talon that poked up through the earth beneath her feet. The claw was wreathed in unnatural shadow that sucked the light from the world around it, and Dazed took noticeably longer to warp away. She appeared a short distance away, likely as a result of the sandstorm’s influence.

Princess chased again, slowly but surely. Dazed slammed a Focus Blast directly into the earth beneath her and ripped a massive chunk of it out, but Princess was nowhere to be seen. Then she stabbed upwards with a Shadow Claw, Dazed teleported, and the cycle repeated itself…

Ash frowned as the minutes ticked down. Dazed attempted to stymie Princess with the odd Focus Blast as they danced around the arena. Thanks to Princess wielding Shadow Claw (not to mention only revealing the slightest hints of anything outside her talon) Dazed couldn’t attack with psychic techniques. Whenever she tried to stun Princess with a Disable or psychic the Garchomp would simply activate Shadow Claw and hold the chaotic, devouring energies within her body to neutralize Dazed’s psychic grip.

In a fair fight he would have weighted Dazed’s odds quite heavily against the wounded Princess. She had the mobility to run circles around the dragon, and her powers would blunt any elemental or physical attacks.

Princess didn’t play fair.

She never revealed more of herself than unnecessary. Her sandstorm whipped more violently against Dazed every moment, staining her flawless white mane an ugly, muddy brown. Dazed’s psychic sense was scrambled, limiting her ability to teleport long distances and straining her psychic potential. Whenever Dazed did focus long enough to lash out with an attack, Princess simply rendered herself immune to it with Shadow Claw.

It finally came to an end. Dazed, exhausted by more than a dozen teleports in difficult conditions, was a second too late. Princess cut a small, thin line into her leg with Shadow Claw, and Dazed squeezed her eyes shut as she collapsed - before Princess could go any further, Ash recalled his friend to save her from further harm.

The battle was over.

My Lady is the winner! An admirable display, Storm-Tamer. 

Despite his loss, Ash felt a glimmer of pride. He’d defeated two of Cynthia’s pokemon and nearly beaten her cornerstone, a fearsome beast that could sweep entire teams with ease. His brothers and sisters had fought ferociously, and he made a mental promise to spoil them the next time they had a chance to relax together.

He sighed as Cynthia was teleported down to Princess’ side as she surfaced, the blonde Champion worriedly examining the Garchomp’s leg and scolding her for her recklessness. Ash allowed a slight smile to work his way onto his face.

Well, it was time to go congratulate the victor.

Despite that, he felt a firm resolution build in his chest. Cynthia had defeated him this time, but the next time he would be ready. Every day and every night would be spent in the pursuit of facing her again - he would work himself and his team to the bone. No matter what it took, he swore that he would conquer this greatest of challenges.

He had a new peak to surmount.

Champion Cynthia Carolina… Ash Ketchum would beat her one day.
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While I’m thinking about it, I’d like to be a bit more open about my future plans for Traveler and what to expect. The next seven to eight chapters will compose the Johto Arc of Traveler. I expect it to be a fun journey that will get the ball rolling on a lot of cool side stories and legends in Traveler and set up for a return to Hoenn. One thing I’ve noticed in the last few weeks while I’ve reread the Hoenn arc is that it’s been VERY slow-paced. That’s important and has given me the chance to properly flesh out characters and events and give them the importance that they deserve, but I figured I should inform everyone that the pace will be a bit faster on Ash’s return so that we aren’t bogged down in Hoenn for the next ten years! I don’t plan on skimming over anything and sticking to my current plans, but I’ll try to be a bit better about making sure the timeline is actually progressing and giving Ash a fair chance to grow. 

If you’re interested, please check out my P atreon! Even if you don’t want to make a donation, I release updates on my writing progress, ask for input, and offer sneak peeks at future chapters that anyone can view! One project that I will be posting at some point is a map of Traveler’s Pokemon World, although I’ve had to stall progress on it while I worked on this chapter.

Also, I figured I would ask if anyone would be interested in creating a cover art for my side story ‘Traveler: Recollections’ which examines various figures of history and characters from Traveler’s universe. I encourage you to check it out if you haven’t already! 

Thanks for your patience again, and I hope to update in my projected schedule again. With any luck the next update will be released in April!

Please review! I always love hearing your thoughts!






47. Chapter 47: The Tower


“Your team is impressive!” Cynthia complimented him as they sat in another ice cream shop in Goldenrod. She didn’t even blink as a few teenagers gawked at her as they walked past and right into one of the servers. Andel helpfully captured the dishes in a psychic shell and passed them back to the server, who sent the blushing teens a dirty look as she went about her duties. “It’s been forever since I’ve had a fight like that!”

Ash blinked and leaned forward. He took a light lick of his plain vanilla ice cream and pondered the blonde Champion for a moment. To be honest he didn’t really want any more. He’d only taken it to be polite - Cynthia had gotten another massive heap of a bizarre, eclectic mixture of chocolate, neopolitan, rocky road, mint, and a host of other flavors.

Most of it was gone already. She was a machine.

“I’ll pass it on when I pick them up from the center,” Ash said with a grin - he couldn’t wait to talk to them about the battle. He absentmindedly passed a tiny bite of ice cream to Aron, who cautiously licked it with his rasping tongue. A moment later Ash felt the rough tongue bite deeper into his hand, eagerly chewing into the tiny screw Ash had hidden inside it. “Do you not get to battle very often?”

Cynthia waved the question away. “Oh no, I battle all the time!” She practically glowed, then a shadow came over her features. “It’s just boring. Lucian hates battling me outside of scheduled training. Says it’s a ‘foregone conclusion so why bother’,” she mimicked uncannily with a roll of her eyes and sighed. “He just doesn’t get it.”

He nodded commiseratingly. Jonathan was the same way after the Conference. They battled plenty whenever they were bored, but it hadn’t taken too long for him to start shying away. It wasn’t like Ash didn’t understand why - losing wasn’t exactly fun - but he’d rather battle and lose then not fight at all.

“Nobody else will battle you?” He arched an eyebrow. Who wouldn’t want to fight Cynthia? She was one of the best in the world. Ash had no doubt he’d carry their battle today with him for the rest of his life as one of his fondest memories. Even half an hour later his hands trembled, his limbs full of electricity and his veins pounding hot and heavy with heat.

The Champion’s face scrunched up as if she’d just smelled something unpleasant. “That’s not exactly true,” she admitted. Cynthia toyed with the scant bit of surviving ice cream that had avoided her rampage. “Flint’s always up for a good fight - he’d love your Magmortar,” she laughed airily. Ash grinned back. Any Fire Master would love Infernus. “You two would get along well. Flint has a Magmortar of his own. She’s a mean, violent, cunning brute of a fighter. Her and Princess get along famously!” She smiled fondly as she trailed off.

Ash snorted.

Cynthia’s lips twitched. “I’ll have to introduce the two of you sometime,” the blonde Champion said thoughtfully, though she was soon distracted by her ice cream. “Now where was I? Ah!” She swept her fringe out of the way and settled her grey eyes on Ash. Heat flooded him. “Flint, Aaron, and Bertha are lovely people. Excellent Masters as well, some of the best I’ve ever known,” she said proudly. “They’re my Elite Four!”

“But?” Ash offered, waiting for her to continue.

“But they’re boring. They’re strong, but I’ve fought them enough to know their tricks inside and out. Specialist Masters are limited that way,” Cynthia elaborated. “They know everything about their chosen type and have counters for just about everything, but when you have a versatile team that’s prepared for their tactics it loses some of its charm. Especially when you’re facing a Master of All.”

He supposed he could see the logic there. It was a little different for Cynthia, of course. She probably relied on those tricks to get the rush of battle. Once she’d dissected their tactics and prepped for their team it wasn’t as exciting. Her team was just too strong.

Ash didn’t exactly have an advantage over the Elite Four. They all had at least as much raw strength as him - and likely significantly more - and the knowledge, experience, and skill to shut him down. He might be able to push them harder, but Ash wasn’t confident in his ability to force a draw, let alone a win. There might be a fair chance against a younger member like Will or Karen, but against Agatha or Bruno?

Ha! They’d tear him apart. Then again, it would be worth it to face the King Under the Mountain in battle…

A snap of Cynthia’s fingers brought him back to earth. Ash flushed at the amused look she sent his way. He had the oddest feeling that she knew exactly what had gone through his head.

“What I was saying before you rudely fell asleep on me,” Cynthia winked to show there was no real heat behind her rebuke, “is that I prefer facing other generalists. They’re a little less predictable. You can pick out what they favor, but you never know what they’ll pull out next!”

“What did you pick out from our battle?” Ash asked, genuinely curious. Any advice from Cynthia would go a long way. Not to mention it would be nice to learn to be less predictable. Any potential advantage over an opponent could be useful.

She hummed for a long moment and tapped her chin thoughtfully in that Steven-like way. “I knew a little about you before we battled, so that throws it off a little bit,” Cynthia admitted, then smirked. “You’ve improved a lot since the Indigo Conference, by the way. I saw much less waste. You’re more refined,” she complimented.

Ash colored at the compliment. “Thanks,” he croaked. A thought popped into his head. “You watched my battles?”

“Of course!” Cynthia leaned forward in her chair, grey eyes burning into Ash. “I always keep up with up-and-coming trainers. Besides, you’re Lance’s protege. To tell you the truth I wouldn’t have had much choice watching your battles,” she whispered conspiratorially, “Lance wouldn’t stop bothering me until I did and told him what I thought. He was so proud after the Final - I haven’t seen him that excited since we were teenagers!”

He grinned at that, even if the awkwardness of his and Lance’s last meeting in the hospital struck him heavily. It was uncomfortable to think about, but Ash was determined to overcome it. His and Lance’s relationship had gotten… well, weird, but he was confident things would go back to normal.

The Champion finished another bite of ice cream (by now it had all mostly melted into a rainbow puddle) and turned the conversation to a different direction. She must’ve been able to tell his mood had taken a sharp turn for the worse.

“You strike me as a future master of controlling the battlefield,” Cynthia returned to their previous subject. Ash listened raptly, eager for every scrap of knowledge she deigned to provide. “I saw it as key to most of your strategies,” she raised a finger for each instance she listed off. “Your Magmortar set up those clouds above the battlefield. You didn’t get to take advantage of them outside of your Kingdra’s Rain Dance, but I imagine they were designed to enhance Kingdra and Electabuzz’s abilities?” She inquired, though Ash was certain she knew the answer already. Nevertheless, he nodded. “That’s not even mentioning how much destruction he caused! I could barely recognize the battlefield by the end of his and Lucario’s match He’s a monster!”

Ash’s lips twitched. “It’s a special talent of his,” he fiddled with his cap a little. His eyes narrowed. “Speaking of monsters…” He trailed off, a shadow falling over his face as thoughts of Spiritomb’s oppressive presence came to his mind.

Cynthia didn’t miss the hint. She steepled her hands together. A heaviness fell over her that felt distinctly out-of-place on the lighthearted Champion, tensing her shoulders and aging her by several years. For a moment he realized he wasn’t speaking with Cynthia anymore: This was the Champion of Sinnoh, the latest in a long, long line of stalwart defenders of the northern region.

“I wondered how long it would take to come up,” the Champion said wryly. Her long fingers reached beneath her long black coat - Ash knew she had brushed against Spiritomb. “Yes, Spiritomb is… unique. There are a scant few others, but you’d be hard-pressed to find them. I could count the ones I know of on one hand.”

“What is it?” He pressed. There was nothing he could do to shake the awful sense that he was being watched, that Spiritomb’s toxic green stare still burned away at his essence. It would haunt him for a long time yet.

The Champion hesitated. “That’s a harder question to answer than you’d expect,” she raised a hand at the indignation on Ash’s face. “But I will! Just give me a moment to think, please.”

After a few seconds she began. Cynthia leaned close, her stare flat and unyielding. Ash felt as though his deepest, basest desires were exposed in that moment, the justifications and filters of his life flayed away until only the core of him remained. “What I’m about to tell you shouldn’t be shared carelessly. Do you understand?” She smiled at Ash’s nod and allowed some of the severity to fall away. “Good. I trust you,” Cynthia said, satisfied.

She toyed with the last remnants of her ice cream with a far off expression. “Aura hasn’t always been so obscure. In the old days there were several different groups devoted to its mastery, and you could often find self-taught practitioners in any settlement - you still can, if you know where to look,” Cynthia added with a smile, like she was making some inside joke to an old friend. “It offered ways to communicate with pokemon, resolve conflict, and protect and restore what was threatened… certain groups even rose to high places and acted as advisers to lords. They sought to build a more peaceful world brick by brick.”

Ash grimaced. “I’m sensing a ‘but’ in there,” he chipped in. Cynthia snorted.

“That’s putting it lightly. No one is perfect, and power tends to exacerbate that. You don’t have to be moral to wield Aura. You just have to know yourself,” the Champion sighed. Her spoon stopped and the small puddle of ice cream settled into the bowl. “A man, perhaps several or even a city, his name stricken from history, sought power. All we know from the cautionary tales passed down from parents to their children is that he was a fabled servant of the God-King known as the Artificer. He experimented and crafted many dark and dangerous things. Most have been stricken from the world, expunged from the annals of history, but not all. All we know is a scant few traces that various historians and archaeologists have pieced together. From what little we do know the Knights of Uxie combed through and erased every mention of the Artificer they could find.”

“What do we know for sure?” he frowned. So you could craft with Aura? That raised a few questions in his mind. What incredible items could have been forged with the power of self-expression? Ash wasn’t sure what to make of Cynthia’s reference to Sinnoh’s God-King. She clearly boasted a deep, intricate knowledge of history and lore, but he knew the Sinnoans clung tightly to their fabled tales…

Cynthia hesitated, a shadow passing over her fine features. For a moment the room itself seemed to darken, the cheer and chatter of the other patrons drowned out by an uncanny silence. “I can’t claim to know the specifics, but Spiritomb has shown me enough,” she said, though Ash wasn’t positive that he believed her, “I know that Spiritomb was created, not born. And I know the general process.”

“And?” Ash pressed as he leaned forward. Interest shone in his gaze and he allowed his eyes to flit down to where Spiritomb’s strange keystone was hidden beneath Cynthia’s sleek jacket. Her hand clasped the spot, and for a moment Ash thought she’d forgotten entirely about him. “How - why - would you make something like that?”

“Power, of course,” she said blandly. Cynthia brushed her blonde fringe out of her eyes. “According to the histories, the first Spiritomb was created in the century after the vanishing of the God-King. His lineage still ruled, but their power was frail compared to the God-King’s. They were but ordinary men and women, though left with power over all of Sinnoh and control of all the land down to the Shield.”

Ash found himself entranced in the story as she continued, eyes locked on her. He would take it with a grain of salt, of course, but some small piece of him dearly hoped these legends bore an even larger grain of truth.

“The descendants maintained power for a time, but the nobility crushed beneath the God-King’s heel grew more and more discontent. They did not see the miracle of the God-King’s might in his descendants - they spun no prophecy, forged no Titans, and the world returned to the old cycle of plenty and famine that was natural. All that remained were men and women possessing the God-Kings blood and his armies. Emboldened by their perceived weakness, the nobility chipped away at the authority of the kings and queens until they were left desperate and grasping for any form of power. As former vassals declared their independence and the work of their ancestor came undone, the kings and queens sought deeper and darker forms of control.”

“Spiritomb?” Ash guessed. Cynthia smiled at him and his pulse quickened.

“Not quite, but I like the enthusiasm!” His newest teacher teased. “No, they tried to rule through fear at first. Well, more fear - all monarchs need a little fear! At first it was simple: harsh, violent responses to perceived slights. It grew as their paranoia and weakness festered. In the initial years it was petty revenge - putting families and entire houses to the sword, or worse: stripping them of their lands and titles!”

Ash blinked. “That doesn’t sound too bad. Better than having your whole family murdered in front of you, I’d say.”

Cynthia shook her head and sighed. “Oh, Ash. You’re so innocent,” she chuckled as he flushed. “Trust me, there’s nothing worse to a family like that than being humiliated and losing what sets you apart. Death would be preferable, especially in those days.”

He rolled his eyes and waved her on to continue. Ash was a little shocked at how cavalier he was being with Cynthia, but he ignored it - he was pretty sure she just found it amusing.

“Now where was I before I was rudely interrupted?” She twisted a blonde lock around her finger, then lit up. “Oh! Anyways, so once the normal ways of suppressing rebellion proved ineffective, the Alfa dynasty began to experiment with all sorts of creative tactics, mostly involving trying to gain control over ghosts and their creation. That path led them to be hated and feared amongst the populace and nobility alike, but it also led them to the arms of this… man? Tribe? City? It’s impossible to tell with the records we have available. They’ve all destroyed any mention of the Aura-user who guided them.”

“You see,” Cynthia continued, “Spiritomb was the culmination of decades of horrific experimentation. The civil wars that raged provided ample opportunities for it.”

At the mention of experimentation his heart pumped pure ice into his veins. Brief glimpses of the Rocket lab he’d broken in Celadon blurred through his mind. He had a nasty idea about where this was going…

Cynthia inclined her head to Ash’s unspoken question. “Yes. Thousands were brought to this unknown individual or group as civil war shattered the land and pitted brother against brother. After a great length of time and many wasted lives, they found a sort of… well, not success since it was horrible,” the Champion grimaced in distaste, “but they found what they were looking for. A method was discovered to warp a person’s Aura.”

“How?” Ash asked sharply, eyes wide. “You said Aura was us. It’s possible to change it?”

She shrugged. “We aren’t static, Ash,” Cynthia said quietly. “That’s why Aura is a lifelong journey. To keep the power of self-expression, you must know who you are and how you’ve changed. We change. A fighting man can lay down his arms. A farmer can cast away his tools for a spear. We change every day that we live. And it’s not always of our own volition - sometimes the world changes us whether we ask for it or not.”

It went unspoken that this was what had happened to those poor souls dragged before the experimenters. Ash fought a shudder that had nothing to do with the Ice woven into his soul - what had to be done to people to warp their essence? What tortures and challenges and tribulations?

Then a frown. Aura could be changed. It could be altered. As Cynthia began to speak, a burgeoning realization pricked at his awareness. “Anyways, from what I understand it was less of a warp or change and more of a flip or reverse. These people were irrevocably changed. Their nature was twisted and turned on its head. It’s like they were changed from a positive to negative, equal and opposite…”

A heavy silence hung over them for a few moments as both trainers thought on what Cynthia had just revealed. The realization that there existed things that could strike at his deepest being, everything that made him Ash Ketchum, left a knot in his stomach. Physical struggle he could deal with. He’d already died once, after all. But it left the same kind of existential dread that Mewtwo’s attempt at eradicating his mind had opened his eyes to.

Of course, it wasn’t just Mewtwo. Ash thought back to when he’d grasped the Fire, Ice, and Lightning Spheres and taken the Concept into himself, wrestling it into submission. They’d been sewn throughout his mind, a subtle influence always poking and prodding at him until he’d finally gained a measure of control over them in the Hale Mansion. Ash pointedly ignored the fact that it had been Mewtwo’s guidance that led him to that control.

Had they reached deeper than just his mind? Had they stained something altogether different - his Aura? How deep did their influence go?

Questions upon questions filled his mind and he thought of bringing them to Cynthia’s attention, but he hesitated. Nobody else really knew what had happened and he wasn’t altogether sure if he himself really understood. Though he didn’t speak up, the lingering glance Cynthia sent his way told him she knew he was holding something back.

“So that’s where Spiritomb comes from?” He asked, breaking their silence and tearing his focus away from those unnerving thoughts. “A bunch of changed people? How does that lead to that,” he waved at the keystone on Cynthia’s belt. A tiny corner of the unnatural artifact had been revealed as Cynthia shifted in her seat. Memories of its pure, unadulterated malice filled his brain and even now he felt its dread influence deep in his bones.

“They were unmade, all hundred and eight of them,” she said flatly. “When they were Reversed their new form tore their bodies apart. Before they could truly die, their Aura was harnessed and fused together by the Artificer and forged into what we know as a Spiritomb, then bound to their keystones. They were trapped, stripped of their identity and lost in a maelstrom of pain and confusion and fear…”

An unpleasant feeling settled in Ash’s gut at her words. What kind of existence was that? He thought back to Spiritomb’s debilitating pressure, the way it had left him sick to his stomach and weak as a newborn. If the dread and fear and misery wielded by Spiritomb was even a fraction of what those souls felt… “Is that what we feel when we’re around Spiritomb?” He asked, his voice harsh and hateful at the thought of what those souls must have suffered. “We feel what they feel?”

Cynthia nodded. “I wish you weren’t right about that,” she sighed and palmed the keystone. It shuddered lightly at Cynthia’s touch. “In a way you can think of Spiritomb as the ultimate example of an Aura-user. They impress everything they are on the world, they communicate their Aura and share it with everything around them. But they leave scars on everything they touch. They eat away at it. Their misery and pain is so strong that it erodes the physical world around them.”

After a poignant moment she continued, the disgust on her face matched by the roiling emotions filling Ash’s heart. Fire seared his blood and imperceptible wisps of steam boiled off his skin.

“When I found Spiritomb I had no idea what I was walking into,” she whispered, a far-off look in her eyes. “It was a tomb I’d found not too far from the Lost Tower in Sinnoh - it’s not too far from where I grew up,” Cynthia explained. “The Lost Tower is an extension of the Necropolis, one of the last surviving pieces above ground. Nearby is a small relic called the Hallowed Tower - I investigated, and after a few not-so-fun adventures I discovered Spiritomb’s keystone. It had colored the chamber it was hidden in with its presence and even ghosts fled away from it. When I claimed the keystone, my eyes were opened.”

Ash looked uneasily at the keystone. It hung limply on Cynthia’s belt. It was so easy to forget what it truly was. The only thing keeping him wary was the uncanny weight that hung about whenever the stone was revealed. He felt like he was being watched.

“We became partners eventually. We came to an understanding.”

“Is it okay to use Spiritomb like this? It seems like it could be dangerous fighting in ordinary battles.” He inquired, memories alight with how destructive and vicious the thing was. No wonder the ancient kings and queens of Sinnoh had wanted one so bad. Trainers and pokemon were stronger now with access to modern training techniques, excellent nutrition, and pokeballs (which allowed for many pokemon to be supported easily by a single trainer). Back in the days of fixed armies and ordinary men and women fighting alongside pokemon a single Spiritomb would probably be able to break the spirits of hundreds or even thousands of soldiers. It was like fighting a nightmare itself.

His comment brought a frown to Cynthia’s face. She twisted a finger through her hair and sighed - Ash felt a stab of guilt at ruining her fairly good mood. “I actually agree,” the Sinnoh Champion admitted. “It was a long time before I allowed Spiritomb to fight. But it brings Spiritomb some kind of relief to pour its feelings out into the world, and I think that’s the key to healing Spiritomb.”

Gears turned in Ash’s head. His eyes widened. “Wait, you think it can be helped?”

The newest teacher in his ever-growing collection of mentors smirked, a little bit of humor returning. “I know so!” She said cheerfully. Her good mood was like music to Ash’s ears and even he started smiling again. “Spiritomb’s gotten a lot better since we teamed up. We’ve still got a long way to go, but every single day brings a little light back to Spiritomb. Spiritomb’s a sweetheart compared to how it was when I found it. It’s lost a lot of its power in battles - I know it can be hard to see from a newcomer’s perspective,” she added.

That was an understatement. How much more terrible was Spiritomb’s presence all those years ago? It had nearly stolen the breath from Ash’s lungs with its overpowering aura. On that note, how had Cynthia even managed to stand its presence? He turned an assessing stare her way. Her willpower must have been incredible.

Her eyes glinted with something. “One day it’s my hope that Spiritomb will find true happiness. It’s my dream to be there when it finds peace and sheds its past. I know it wants to bring more than pain and misery to the world.”

Ash tore his gaze away from Cynthia’s belt thoughtfully. “Maybe it’ll be able to bring peace to someone else one day.”

“We can only hope,” she laughed, and the pleasant sound broke the dark spell that had wove its way around them. “With any luck we’ll see its power in battle vanish entirely. That’ll be the day,” Cynthia mused.

With that they settled into comfortable silence. Cynthia looked in delight as Andel helpfully shoveled another bowl of ice cream heaped high with scoops of chocolate, vanilla, and every other flavor imaginable in front of her. Ash shook his head - he was still full.

“So… where would you say I could improve?” He asked, eager to milk as much information from the brilliant Champion as he could before they had to part ways. It was starting to get late and he wasn’t planning to stick around in Greenfield for another day or two. No doubt she had her own responsibilities to attend to.

Cynthia glanced up from her bowl, somehow impeccably clean despite the gusto she ate with. “Funny you should ask…”

Ash mentally prepared himself to be torn apart. He had the funniest idea that Cynthia would enjoy this.
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“Say goodbye!” Cynthia spoke to her team. They were all huddled around her lovingly, though Princess leaned heavily on the beautiful Milotic’s - Shimmer, he corrected - thick, scaly body. Shimmer bore it without complaint. The sea serpent’s scales caught the light and reflected it in an incandescent spray of rainbow-hue. He paused for just a moment to admire the sight. The last (and only) Milotic he’d seen had belonged to that sea captain that had ferried him to the Seafoam Islands.

What was his name again? He wanted to say Captain Stewart, but he couldn’t be sure. That had been so long ago…

Ash grinned at the sight of the phenomenally powerful Champion-level pokemon saying their goodbyes to his team. Well, the few that were still able to stand and walk. All of his teammates that had succumbed to Spiritomb’s awful power were still practically catatonic and rested safely in their pokeballs as their minds recovered. Infernus had been beaten so badly that he required another several hours at the Pokemon Center - Lucario’s vicious, unrelenting assault had left him with serious damage to his skin and deeper tissues. If Infernus wasn’t so tough it would have put him down for at least a week. As it was he’d just be soaking in magma baths for the next few nights.

In the end only a handful of his team remained outside of Aron: Plume (the only one to be practically unscathed), Dazed, and Bruiser. The rest were still recovering or weren’t in good shape to be released. He’d been hesitant with bringing Bruiser - who had apparently only woken up a few minutes before they’d arrived - but the Machoke had been adamant that he be included.

He had no doubt that his determination revolved around what he’d done to Princess. It wasn’t a serious injury all things considered, but it would have her hobbling around for a few days. Her leg was sealed in a thick plaster coating that would immobilize it while the potions did their work.

Injuries like that were brutal and every trainer sought to avoid them, but it was an unfortunate reality of high-level battles. When you were dealing with flames that could burn down a forest or lightning bolts that could crack a boulder open it was impossible to be truly safe. Let alone when you unleashed the physical might of a Machoke… accidents happened. Pokemon were tough enough to survive and modern medicine made mos injuries trivial, but that didn’t mean it could be entirely avoided. Nasty surprises could be impossible to avoid.

Unfortunately, Bruiser wasn’t likely to accept that explanation. Ash knew his friend doubted his worthiness to wield such awesome power - it was the entire reason he hadn’t managed to evolve yet despite being more than powerful and experienced enough to do so. Bruiser’s limitations had always been psychological, not physical.

They’d have to have a conversation about Bruiser breaking Princess’ leg soon. Ash had no illusions how Bruiser would handle it. He’d be beating himself up for weeks if Ash didn’t try to help him through it. Bruiser was a gentle soul.

Ash snapped himself out of his thoughts and tore his gaze away from Bruiser’s bulk. Guilt shone plain as day in every facet of the Machoke: his shoulders were hunched, his eyes locked on the ground.

Yes, definitely something to work on.

“It was nice meeting you all,” Ash grinned at Cynthia’s team. He was proud to say that Lucario was missing (although he wished he could have said farewell to the warrior). Infernus and Tangrowth had done a number on the mighty fighting-type. Glaceon and Togekiss had elected to stay with Lucario at the Pokemon Center, but Princess, Shimmer, and Roserade - Chryssa - had all gathered to bid them farewell. Technically Spiritomb was here as well, but Ash was just going to ignore that.

Princess didn’t dip her head, but she also didn’t tear his head off for making eye contact with her either. She raked her flat stare across Ash’s teammates, though she ignored Aron entirely. Dazed got some glimmer of recognition, but Ash had to admit even he felt a tad unsettled when the fearsome Garchomp’s eyes lit up at the sight of Bruiser. The feeling only grew more intense when she loosed a high-pitched whistle unlike anything else he’d heard from the dragon.

Bruiser shuffled uncomfortably, still unwilling to make eye contact with Princess. He might have a hard time with that: Princess’ golden stare never left him for a moment.

“You’d better watch out,” Cynthia teased with a deep laugh. Ash found himself staring at the shake of her long blonde hair… but just for a second! “I’m not sure I’ll be able to hold Princess back when she comes hunting for Bruiser later.”

Ash watched Princess warily. “She looks like she’s about to attack him!”

Another burst of laughter, this time shared with Shimmer’s lyrical wail and a strange sound from Chryssa that reminded him of wind rustling plains of grass… and was that a scream from Plume?

“That’s one way of putting it,” the Champion grinned widely as she laid a hand on Princess’ sandpaper-like skin. The Garchomp didn’t even twitch. She cooed over the gigantic creature for a few more moments before turning her focus back to Ash. “I’ll ask Lance to explain it to you later,” then her eyes lit up. “No! Steven!”

He sighed and decided he didn’t want to think about it too hard. Ash had a nasty suspicion at what Cynthia was joking about, and if he kept that line of thought going he’d probably have to ask Dazed to wipe the last day from his memory.

It would be a shame to lose the memories of the battle, but some sacrifices were worth it.

“This is the most relaxed I’ve been since Greenfield. It’s been a good day,” Cynthia sighed happily. Ash felt a thrill at that. “That was a great battle! Think on what I told you earlier,” she said pointedly. Ash quickly nodded. No way he’d turn down advice from Champion Cynthia.

“Keep it up and who knows?” Cynthia grinned. “Maybe I’ll have to poach you when Steven’s done ‘honing you into a sword’,” she quoted with a roll of her eyes. “I hate to keep his overly dramatic analogy going, but you’ll need someone to teach you how to wield that sword!”

Ash didn’t mind that at all. Sinnoh held more and more allure to him recently, especially after the Unown’s revelations. He nearly frowned at the little wisps of memory engraved deep in his mind… that secret knowledge would be unveiled one way or another. Something deep within his bones whispered that Sinnoh held the key to some of that fractured knowledge.

“I’d love to go to Sinnoh one day,” Ash agreed, eyes locked on the rest of his team as they shared their own farewells… Bruiser made certain not to make eye contact with Princess. “You’d train me?”

Cynthia shrugged. “Sure, why not?” She laughed. “You’re something new and shiny and interesting! Besides, how can I turn the chance to teach the Storm-Tamer? Lucario and Andel would never let me forget it!” After a moment her mirth faded and she grew a tad more serious. “But for real, I look forward to seeing how you grow in the future. Keep pushing yourself and breaking new ground. Just make sure to take care of Ash Ketchum too, alright?”

Ash snorted. “I don’t know if I can make any promises,” he thought back to all the Legendary events he kept getting caught up in. “Can I ask you something?” At Cynthia’s easygoing nod he continued. “You’ve told me a bit about Aura, the good and the bad. I know it’s the journey of a lifetime and it’s not something you can really help me with, but how do I get started? How can I develop it?”

“I think you’ll find you’ve already taken more steps than you realize,” the Champion peered at him with her piercing grey eyes. “But it’s a good question. It’s different for everyone, but I started by asking myself why. Why do I do this? Why do I care about this? Why am I the person I am? Why does this upset me? Why, why, why, why, why. Make a habit of questioning yourself. Think back on your past, the way it’s led you to your current path. Consider your future. What are your goals, your aspirations? What have you already achieved?”

Cynthia smiled wryly at the look on Ash’s face. “I know it sounds like a lot - believe me, I’ve been in your shoes before. Just remember you don’t do all of this at once. It’s a journey. Be patient.”

He nodded, well-aware of Dazed watching them raptly. She had a little more interest in this conversation than he’d have expected. Her telepathy wasn’t functioning properly thanks to that attack Princess had hit her with, but he suspected Dazed would reach out to him as soon as it was back.

“Thank you for everything,” he added, though his head was still spinning with everything she’d dumped on him. It would take a while to process all of that. She’d only reemphasized that this would be a slow, crawling path. “I really appreciate it. So where are you going now?”

“Back to the Hale Mansion!” Cynthia perked up at the prospect. “I’ve still got my investigation to finish up. I’m just glad I got a chance to stretch my legs!”

He snorted at that - they’d practically wrecked half a forest with their battle. Stretching her legs was an understatement. “It was a good battle,” Ash grinned, then faltered. After a moment of silence he said what was really on his mind. “So have you written any books on Sinnoh? The way you spoke about it sounded just like History, Legends, and Folklore of Hoenn.”

Cynthia’s whole face brightened and Ash fought a wild grin down. “You’ve read it?”

“Not the whole thing. We’ve been working on it as we travel Hoenn,” he admitted. Now Dazed was really interested. She’d shuffled just a bit closer as soon as he mentioned their favorite book. “It’s amazing though!”

“Thank you!” She clapped her hands together. Ash was reminded subtly of the way Plume preened whenever someone complimented her plumage or feathers… “Hoenn is a fantastic region and it was a pleasure to document its history so thoroughly. I actually met Steven and Lance while I was conducting my research for it!”

Ash blinked. That was how they’d all met? For whatever reason he’d never put much thought into the matter. Maybe he’d ask Steven or Lance more about that whenever he got a chance.

“But yes, I’ve actually written a similar volume for Sinnoh!” She chattered, speaking so quickly that Ash could barely keep up. He was tempted to let Lightning flow through his veins just to follow her. “I’ve been piecing together some research for Johto - I’m planning on a few return trips, especially now that we have more information on the Ruins of Alph and the rumors of an ancient Sinnoan temple has been located north of Johto - it’s fascinating, groundbreaking new information and I can’t wait to -”

Cynthia cut herself off abruptly and looked a little embarassed. “Sorry about that, I didn’t mean to pull a Steven,” she chuckled, then focused her gaze on Ash with unnerving intensity. “I just love history. I get carried away sometimes.”

“I can see,” he smiled crookedly. Steven had his rocks (and Metagross), Lance had his clan and dragons, and Cynthia had her history. Everyone needed an outlet.

Then he frowned inwardly.

What did he have?

Right now it was mostly near-death experiences, warring Legends in his head, and dealing with whatever awkwardness was still there with Lance. Fun stuff. He really needed to focus on practicing with Lugia’s flute.

She perked up. Andel rolled his eyes in a very human-like gesture. Ash wondered if it was too late to offer to trade Bob for the polite Gallade. “Hey, do you have the book on you?”

He nodded, and materialized it from its storage compartment. The thick tome bound in heavy purple Arbok hide was smooth and firm against his fingers. “Right here. I like to keep it close.”

“Good. Let me see it real quick!”

Not totally sure where she was going with this but willing to trust Cynthia, Ash handed it over. Dazed shuffled a little closer - she was practically staring over his shoulder now. Cynthia quickly flipped the cover open and waved at Andel imperiously. He caught a brief flash of amusement from Andel and the rest of Cynthia’s team (even Princess allowed her golden stare to flit away from Bruiser for a moment).

His heart pounded as an elegant silver fountain pen materialized in her grip. Ash’s perceptive eyes managed to capture the symbol of the Lily of the Valley League etched into the metal: a graceful six-petaled lily surrounded by three plain circles.

Seconds stretched into an eternity as Cynthia scrawled something inside the cover. She wrote for longer than Ash would have expected. He couldn’t tell what it was from this angle - it didn’t help that Cynthia stood so much taller than him - but he managed to catch long, looping letters running down the entire cover.

Finally she seemed satisfied and offered the book back. Ash didn’t check what she’d written, but he took the heavy book back reverently - he couldn’t believe Cynthia had just signed it. The Feather had some competition for his most treasured possession now…

He felt a little guilty at the thought, but he was glad Dazed’s telepathy was shot for the moment. Ash just knew she’d have some smart comment waiting for him. He’d have to double down on teasing her about Claydol in revenge - she’d get him back sooner or later.

“Just a parting gift for a fan!” Cynthia chuckled as she tapped the cover one last time. She glanced back at her team, then at the slowly setting sun. They only had a few hours of daylight left. “I wish we could stick around for a few more minutes, but there’s a lot to wrap up at the Hale Mansion. Doesn’t help that the SPECTERs are all a bunch of creeps…” she muttered indignantly to herself.

“I understand,” he nodded. No doubt Cynthia had some catching up to do - she’d spent the better part of the day on battling and mentoring him. Hopefully she hadn’t gotten too far behind. Ash shifted uncomfortably. “It was nice meeting you, Cynthia. Thanks for the battle!”

She barked out a laugh. “Ha! I should be thanking you - I needed something to break up the monotony of all this red tape. Next time I’ll make sure to have a few new tricks waiting for you.”

Ash tried not to look too happy at the idea. “Sounds good to me.”

Cynthia nodded again and quickly returned all of her team except for Andel. “I’d best be off. Say hello to Lance and Steven for me!” She finished cheerfully before Andel graced Ash (and Dazed) with a brief bow before they vanished seamlessly into nothingness.

Ash stared at the spot the Champion had vanished for a few seconds before he shook himself back to reality. He eagerly flipped the book open and allowed Dazed a moment to shift beside him before he stared intently at the message she’d left him.

“To Ash,” he read since Dazed wouldn’t be able to pluck his thoughts out of his head, “You’ve more than met the lofty expectations Lance left me with. One day I hope to meet you in battle as an equal. Until that day, I hope to see you continue down your path. You’re a bright young man and I believe you’ll discover your gifts in good time. Remain true to your path but always remember to question yourself. Never assume anything or doubt that you are done growing. Look at your actions and thoughts as an outsider would and you’ll soon peel away the layers and illusions that blind you. And while you walk this path, I hope that you’ll be able to find pleasure in the simple things. Like this book! Next time we meet I hope I’ll have discovered something new to share with you! Warm wishes, Cynthia,” Ash finished with a dumb grin on his face.

He reread the note a few more times (once out loud for Dazed’s benefit and a few more for his own). Ash felt rather warm as he returned it to his storage compartment and ignored the amused looks that Dazed sent his way. He suspected Bruiser would have joined in if he weren’t still staring at the dirt. Aron loyally sat by his feet and he made a point of patting his cold steel dome.

“Well, I guess we should probably head over to meet Uncle Spencer and Molly,” Ash muttered to himself. The thought of leaving without saying goodbye didn’t sit well with him. It would crush Molly. “I’m going to recall you two,” he directed at Bruiser and Dazed. Both were still pretty exhausted so they were in no mood to protest. They disappeared in twin flashes of bright light and only Aron was left.

Ash grinned at the little steel-type. Aron had decided to lick up a few pebbles and warbled cheerfully as he wobbled after Ash, who took care to walk a little slower so Aron could keep up. His stubby little legs weren’t designed for anything but short bursts of speed.

It was a long walk, but Ash didn’t mind. They had an hour or two to burn before the rest of his team was ready to pick up. Besides, there was nothing wrong with enjoying the scenery. Even after the battle with the Unown it was all too easy to appreciate the graceful, rolling hills of Greenfield. They struck him every time he glanced around - they were perfect and pristine, as though an artist had painted the entire town with masterful brushstrokes.

As he plodded down the simple dirt road he only wished the rest of his team could already join him.
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“You don’t really have to go, do you?” Molly sniffled. Ash grimaced at the underhanded stab to his heart. She was a natural. It was difficult to stop himself for grasping at numbing Ice - no taking the easy way out here. “We barely got to see you!”

Ash winced. “I’m sorry, Molly,” he said softly as he reached a hand out to clasp her tiny shoulder. “I’ve got a lot of places to go before I can go back to Hoenn. I really can’t stay here any longer…” he trailed off, visions of his future travels filling his mind and then the pale, glassy face of Not-Ash before he was unmade by Ash’s will. He hesitated and unconsciously brushed his fingers against the rough surface of the Unown tablet looped around his neck. After a moment he reached into his pocket and grasped his PokeNav. Uncle Spencer raised his eyebrows, taken aback by the gesture. “See this?”

Molly sniffled as she nodded, Teddiursa’s thick paw still clasped in her tiny fists. The little creature wouldn’t be letting go any time soon - he still hadn’t forgiven Tangrowth for trying to steal away Molly’s affection.

“It’s a PokeNav. I’ve already left my contact info with Uncle Spencer. He can use it to contact me anywhere, anytime,” Ash explained. Her eyes lit up and Teddiursa winced as the little girl’s grip tightened. He smiled softly as Molly practically trembled. “If you need anything - to talk, to ask something, or if you just want someone who understands to see what you have to say, don’t hesitate to reach out, alright? I’m here,” he assured Molly as he awkwardly patted her on the shoulder.

“Thanks,” she said shyly, wringing her hands. Molly looked up at him worriedly, something deep and fragile lurking in her expression. “You’ll come back to see us? You aren’t going away forever, right?”

Ouch. That was a loaded question. Ash knew better than anyone how deeply Molly’s mom leaving had cut. He had the Unown to thank for that. At the thought a veritable tidal wave of loneliness crashed over him, only to cut off abruptly a moment later.

“No, I’m not gone forever. I’ll be back,” Ash promised. And he was a bit surprised to find that he truly meant it, too. There was no telling when he’d have another chance to stop by Greenfield, but he owed Molly - and his mother, whispered his treacherous thoughts - that much. Nobody else could know how much that would mean to her. “And Molly?”

“Yeah?” She perked up at the mention of her name.

“It was real,” he said quietly, too low for Uncle Spencer to hear. The little girl wrung her hands nervously again, but she listened. “I know what it feels like. Seriously, if you need to talk just have your dad get in touch with me, alright? There’s going to be a few times when we both need to come back to reality…”

Molly smiled at that, although Ash got the impression it was more to his tone than anything else. She was only five, after all.

Then again, he was only twelve. So what did he know?

“Can you tell Aunt Delia that I miss her?” Molly asked hopefully, kicking a stray pebble around. She adamantly refused to meet his eyes. “Those weird people said I couldn’t talk to her!”

Ash’s mouth twisted into a frown. Uncle Spencer looked a little guilty. “Yeah, I’ll tell her next time I see her,” he allowed, though he didn’t plan on saying much more about the topic. That would stay a sore spot. Despite the way Molly had just unwittingly killed his good mood, he patted her on the shoulder again and stood up. “Keep in touch, okay Molly?”

She grinned, oblivious to the sour look on his face. “I will! Teddiursa, say bye!”

Teddiursa waved happily at him as the stocky normal-type grabbed Molly’s hand in his paw.

“Next time I stop by I’ll make sure Tangrowth calms down a little,” Ash grinned at Teddiursa. Judging from how the pokemon’s vigorous nodding that would be appreciated. It seemed like Teddiursa wasn’t a big fan of competition for Molly’s time. He wouldn’t be surprised if Teddiursa evolved just so he could hurl Tangrowth out of Greenfield next time.

Uncle Spencer stepped up next after a long, thoughtful glance at the Hale Mansion in the distance. Ash wish he’d thought to ask Cynthia how long before they would be able to return to their home - it had to be torture to have it so close, yet so far out of reach.

“I appreciate everything you said back there, Ash,” Uncle Spencer said once Molly was distracted by Teddiursa. It looked like they were toddling off to investigate some especially colorful wildflowers. He shook Ash’s hand with a firm, albeit friendly, grip then pulled him into a light hug. Ash tensed for a moment, but was mostly just glad he hadn’t picked his team up yet. Nidoking wouldn’t have liked that. “You’re growing up into a fine young man, you know? You make your mother so proud.”

“Thanks,” Ash said uncomfortably. Uncle Spencer seemed to realize his state and thankfully released him. “So you’ve already put my PokeNav info in, right?”

Uncle Spencer shook his head and ignored Ash’s offered PokeNav. “I made sure to earlier,,” he said as he tapped his own PokeNav on his waist. “I realize you don’t have time to linger here in Greenfield,” he waved out at the reconstructed, rolling hills. Only a few scars from the epic battles here remained, and Ash oddly found himself wishing to see the endless fields of grass and flowers covered in the crystal again, if only for a moment. It had been drowned out by the horrors of that day, but there was something oddly enchanting about the sight.

He recoiled in disgust at the thought just in time to pay attention to the rest of what Uncle Spencer was saying.

“…but I hope you won’t mind if I message you on my own accord. Not just to ask you about your… experiences,” Uncle Spencer said, clearly struggling to word it delicately, “but to check up on you as well. I know you’re strong, but I know from experience that it can be easier to bear a burden on more than one pair of shoulders. I want you to know I’m available if you ever need to talk.”

“Sounds good,” Ash said noncommittally. He couldn’t quite put a name to the roiling in his gut, but he knew it wasn’t something pleasant. A certain steel in him told Ash that he wouldn’t be needing Spencer’s help any time soon. “I’m sorry, but I need to get going. My team’s still in the Pokemon Center,” he explained.

Spencer blinked, then nodded. “Oh, of course,” he said. “I understand. Molly!”

She appeared so fast that she might’ve given Plume a run for her money. “What is it Papa?”

“I’m leaving now,” Ash spoke before Spencer could explain. Molly nodded solemnly, then shot forward to grab Ash in a hug. A small smile cracked his marble visage. “I’ll miss you Molly. I promise that I’ll visit Greenfield again when I get a chance,” he said again. She squeezed him tighter, then finally let him go.

“Bye Ash!” Then she ran off into the fields again, chasing after Teddiursa before he dashed too far off.

Ash snorted at her abrupt exit. He guessed they’d gotten all the important stuff out of the way the first time. Despite the unpleasant something he felt, Ash turned to Uncle Spencer and shook his hand again. “Bye, Uncle Spencer. I’ll let you know if I get a chance to stop by.”

“Safe travels!”

He gave one last wave before he trekked off to the Pokemon Center. Once Ash put some distance between himself and the Hales he released Aron and Seeker, who were happy to be out. It was just dark enough that Seeker’s sensitive skin wasn’t in danger.

Aron cheerfully headbutted his shin the moment he was released - that was definitely going to bruise. “Love you too, buddy,” Ash wheezed to the steel-type as he rubbed his shin. It was no use. Then again, that was why he hadn’t introduced Molly to Aron in the first place. Aron just didn’t understand that he wasn’t a tiny, newborn Eevee.

His newest teammate just warbled happily, then trotted off ahead. Seeker fluttered around for a few more moments before latching onto his shoulders. She licked his neck a few times before taking off again. Ash grinned as she soared just a few feet above the ground - it was nice to see her flying. She hadn’t gotten a chance to stretch her wings like this all day.

“Stay close!” He called out as he trotted along the path. Aron tried to come to a stop at the sound of Ash’s voice, but overdid it and fell face-first into some flowers. “The Pokemon Center isn’t far. We just need to pick up the rest of the team.”

With that order set, he decided to take his time as he sauntered the mile or so to Greenfield’s Pokemon Center.

It had been a good day. He’d flown to Greenfield, battled the Champion Cynthia, and learned all sorts of incredible things. The world seemed a tad brighter now.

What to do now? The whole month was just waiting for him. The only real things he’d planned were meeting up with his fellow Pallet trainers later on. Once he stopped in Ecruteak, the sky was the limit.

Personally, he couldn’t wait.

Johto awaited him.

Well, to be more specific Ecruteak awaited him. Ash was thankful Plume came out unscathed in the battle. That she was still circling lazily overhead spoke to that. As soon as he picked up the rest of his team he’d saddle her up and go ahead and fly to Ecruteak. He was eager to see the city where the past meets the present for himself.

Originally he’d planned to just walk to Ecruteak. It wouldn’t be a rough journey if he made sure to fly over the worst of it with Plume. Then again, that was before he’d faced Cynthia and almost his entire team had been put out of commission. Ash was comfortable on the road, but even he would rather avoid any potential dangers with his team in the shape they were in. No point exhausting them further.

It wouldn’t be a long flight. Ash doubted it would be more than an hour or two - Plume enjoyed flying with him just as much as he enjoyed flying with her and he suspected she tried to show off her speed every now and then.

Either way, it worked for him. Ash whistled to the tune of the Song as he headed down the path.

The Gym Leader of Ecruteak, Morty if he remembered correctly, was a Ghost-type Specialist. He thought of how defenseless he’d been against Spiritomb or Dusknoir back in the Conference. Those were special cases, to be fair, but it galled him that he was so unprepared for a powerful ghost. They were fairly rare even in the upper echelons of training but he needed to build up some experience. To have such a glaring weakness in his team was something he couldn’t stand.

At the very least it would let him work out some of his frustration over Spiritomb’s beatdown. As much as his heart ached for the howling specter, he’d be lying if he said he didn’t want to earn a solid win over it the next time they clashed.

Anything less would be unacceptable
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The flight to Ecruteak wasn’t a difficult one. Plume picked up the pace compared to the leisurely flight they’d taken to Greenfield from the outskirts of Goldenrod. Although the terrain was covered in thick swathes of green forest and jagged, rugged hills that sculpted the landscape into a sea of crags and outcrops it wouldn’t have been too difficult to travel on foot. Flight was infinitely easier, though, especially when time was of the essence.

He’d spent the two hour flight reflecting on the battle. While he was proud of his performance (not to mention how fun it had been) he knew to listen to Cynthia. He’d been a little sloppy and impatient in some places, even though Ash thought that could be forgiven considering the caliber of his opponent.

She’d systematically pointed out about a hundred minor improvements he could make in the battle itself, but a lot of Cynthia’s time had been focused on marking noticeable weaknesses of his teammates in between bowls of ice cream. Most he’d been aware of and made plans to compensate for, but her insight was appreciated regardless. Ash was mostly just impressed she’d taken so much in during the brief, aggressive battle.

Cynthia had praised Infernus’ creativity, durability, and firepower but noted that he wasted a ton of energy on unnecessary scale and power in his attacks. More importantly, he was always too willing to take a hit. Teleportation helped on that front but Infernus could be a bit too confident in his own vigor.

Her point on Tangrowth came down to working on a way to keep him effective after his vines were destroyed. That was a lesson they’d learnt in the Conference, but it was slow going. It was no secret that a huge amount of the grass-type’s strength laid in his dozens of long, whip-like vines and using them to overwhelm his foe.

Torrent’s only real flaw - even though she had waxed on and on about how awesome his Ice Storm was - was his lack of any real defense. Ash had gotten a little input on the plan he’d worked out with Steven to address that. Maybe Torrent’s heavy armor had been enough to no-sell any number of attacks when he’d first evolved, but they weren’t fighting random trainers on the road anymore.

For the rest of his team they’d mostly just discussed a few simple conditioning exercises or approaches. Ash had kept a ton of notes on his PokeNav and would make sure to reflect on them later - the sheer depth of the knowledge and detail Cynthia revealed so casually was overwhelming. Even after his long strategy sessions with Steven it still made his head spin.

As he delved deeper and deeper into the intricaties of their conversation, Ash perked up as he spotted a small black dot on the horizon - even from this distance it was obviously a city. Thanks to Plume’s amazing speed they closed the distance rapidly and she slowly began their descent. They were only a few miles away and he could finally start to discern more detail.

Ecruteak was mostly what he expected: a scant handful of modern buildings interspersed with a vast expanse of traditional Johtoan style. There weren’t any skyscrapers or anything more than a few stories high with one notable exception. It caught his eye even from this distance and for a single moment he was drowned out by the majesty of the ancient Bell Tower that stood magnificently above the rest of the city. It shimmered brilliantly in the sun, casting rainbow-hued rays all around the city in homage to its long-gone master.

In the few stories he’d heard of it Ecruteak had always been spoken of as an ancient, traditional city that placed great stock in their traditions and histories. It was one of the oldest cities in Johto and possessed a rich past steeped in myth.

The most familiar to Ash were the tales of Lugia, Ho-Oh, and the Legendary Beasts. He smiled at the thought of those ancient entities, especially when he realized he’d met four of the five. He couldn’t stop the Song from filling his ears - he found himself hoping that he’d have a chance to meet Lugia sometime soon. It had been kind to him and Ash found himself desperately praying for its guidance night after night, especially in the time after the Unown made their appearance.

It had gotten to the point where he’d begun to swear he saw brief glimpses of silver in every pond and pool he flew over…

Ash sighed. Lugia had nested in Ecruteak with its counterpart Ho-Oh according to the tales. Perhaps he’d find some way to seek it out while he spent a few days in Ecruteak. He wasn’t as familiar with Johto’s tales as he was with Kanto’s but his mother had regaled him with its major legends a hundred times when he was younger.

As Plume drew closer and closer to the city he felt his heart fall at the sight of a massive, crumbled patch on the city’s west side. It was a decrepit ruin, a tower collapsed and burnt away to a barebones skeleton supported only by a few surviving black walls, yet it still held a regal air that commanded the respect of everyone who past. Yet above all Ash felt a poignant sense of loss at the sight of the burnt tower. The structure had been beautiful once, resplendent and glorious as its counterpart. It had been struck down by a mysterious stroke of fate and reduced to a mere shadow of its former glory.

The Song wailed mournfully inside him at the sight of the Burnt Tower. Lugia had once roosted there according to the tales. Ash thought he might believe the stories after the Song’s slow, somber notes. He allowed his vision to fall on the husk for quite some time before he fought away the wistful feelings and imagination of the tower’s past majesty.

He would stop at the Burnt Tower, he decided. Something terrible had happened there and it was only right for him to pay his respects.

But first, he needed to stop by the Pokemon Center. Ash didn’t know anybody in Ecruteak he could stay with so he’d need to secure a room for the next few days. After that it would be to the gym to meet Morty and set up a time to battle. There was no way his team could fight a team of ghosts right now, but he’d like to stop by and say hello while he had time. It would be outright cruel - not to mention irresponsible - to start up a fight, but he’d only heard good things about Morty so far.

“Let’s start heading down to the gates!” He cried out to Plume, glad to see that she was able to hear him over the din of the wind. Ash gripped tightly to the saddle as his friend shrieked a piercing scream that echoed all throughout the skies and into the forests below (he had no doubt every Sentret had just hidden) and shot down like a meteor to show off.

He’d be at the Pokemon Center soon enough.

XX

“I’m sorry, sir,” the boy at the desk stammered at the sight of Ash. His eyes bugged and his mouth hung open for a few minutes before he snapped his jaw shut. “Gym Leader Morty is indisposed at the moment. He will not return to the gym today, sir!”

Ash grimaced at being called ‘sir’. That was something he could do without. He elected to ignore it for now. “Can you tell me where he is?”

The boy - his nametag read Kaito - stuttered again. “Uh, technically I’m not supposed to,” Kaito pulled at his collar nervously. “Gym Leader Morty doesn’t like it when we tell people where he is. Says it’s against policy! Not that I don’t think you’re trustworthy or anything…sir!”

He sighed. “I’m in the League,” Ash said. He unclipped his PokeNav and pulled up his Trainer ID. “You can run my ID if you want. It’ll give you my clearance.”

“No need for that! I know who you are, Mr. Ketchum!” Kaito squeaked. Ash shifted uncomfortably - Kaito was at least two or three years older than him. “Uh, you know what? It’s fine,” he lowered his voice and glanced around the empty reception area. “Don’t let anyone know I told you, but Gym Leader Morty left earlier with one of his friends. He mentioned that he’d be at the Burnt Tower for the rest of the day.”

Ash nodded, satisfied. “Thanks, I appreciate it.”

Eager to escape the uncomfortable interaction, Ash spun on his heel and left the Ecruteak Gym. How old did you have to be before you were called ‘sir’? Definitely older than twelve!

That thought and others like it accompanied Ash as he maneuvered his way through the aged streets of Ecruteak. He took plenty of time to admire the well-worn cobblestone paths as he ducked and wound his way through the side roads. The beautiful city was caught deep in the grasp of twilight and there were only a few people wandering. Most didn’t pay him a second glance thanks to how dark it was, but Ash thought he saw one or two blink and crane their necks to stare at him. He just ducked into alleys or pulled his hat low over his face to be safe.

He grinned at small pack of Meowth rummaging around one of the feeding stations the League and cities liked to set up in alleys and areas off the beaten path. They were busy yowling at one another fiercely as they swatted and ripped at a few wooden poles, though their attention was split between that and eying a lone Drowzee warily. It settled its blank stare on Ash, who cheerfully waved at the dream eater. Drowzee and Hypno loved cities and tended to flock to them. It was a bit surreal seeing one. He subconsciously expected them all to be Dazed.

Ecruteak really was a beautiful city, he decided as he grew closer and closer to the Burnt Tower. Normally he’d need a guide or follow the maps downloaded on his PokeNav but in this case he just had to follow the Song. It pounded in his ears, then deeper. A soothing sound like the gentle rhythm of the tide, the wails of the mysterious creatures living in the deepest depths. He allowed it to guide him as he mindlessly followed its call. Every step he took left it growing stronger, speaking more and more to him until he could nearly decipher patterns and messages that spoke to a deeper meaning…

As he allowed the Song to guide him, he took in the city around him. He walked on a neat cobblestone road lined by traditional homes lined in precise, orderly rows. They were fascinating to observe - he’d never seen so many. Each stood as a proud testament to the city’s heritage. Squawks and chirps filled the air thanks to the dozens of Pidgey, Spearow, and even the odd group of Murkrow that had come to greet the night. Some eyed him like they would a particularly shiny bauble while others ignored him entirely, more content to laze about or peck at their neighbors.

Ash’s eyes locked onto a few strange structures built outside of the homes, usually facing toward the street. They were simple things for the most part, some finely cut from marble and others plain carvings etched into a tree trunk by unskilled hands, but they all appeared somewhat similar. Hundreds of the things lined the streets, at least one for each home and normally a few more.

He wasn’t so interested as to step onto anyone’s property, but it was a nice little mystery to entertain himself with as he closed the distance to the remains of the once magnificent Tin Tower. Ash glanced at more and more of the patterns and slowly began to piece the little scraps of information together. There were plenty of similarities between the structures, though he noted there was more than one group.

Some were fairly easy to recognize as pokemon of some sort. They lacked any distinctive markings, but they tended to be quadrupeds staring at him from the abode. There looked to be several different types of those, usually with some different headpiece or symbols carved deep into the wood or stone. They weren’t the only statues, though: a huge number of the things were as simple as a vertical rectangle with some etchings and symbols laid intricately on the surface. That variety came in both single and in pairs, and that was when it clicked.

Ash looked closer at the towers. Some, marked with a crescent or wave symbol, spoke deeply to him. The Song lapped in his ears, and he froze. Mark that hypothesis confirmed.

They were shrines to the Legends. It was no surprise in Ecruteak. Legendary worship had fallen out of favor in much of Johto (though it was still more prevalent than in Kanto) but it was still a common enough sight. It was generally kept out of public view, though. Ecruteak’s mythos and history claimed great favor from the Legends, however. The Guardian of the Seas and Guardian of the Skies were said to have made it their home for centuries, shielding it from harm, and even the Legendary Beasts were said to have been born in the ashes of the Tin Tower.

In other words, a great deal of pride in Ecruteak was taken in their heritage. Old kings had even claimed to carry the blood of Ho-Oh in their veins. Then again, you saw the same thing all over the place. Plenty of lords in Kanto had sworn Mew or Moltres or another Bird had taken human form and taken a wife.

Knowing what he did of Fire, Ice, and Lightning he didn’t see that to be very likely. Ash doubted Moltres liked humans that much, Zapdos wouldn’t care to cease its roaming, and Articuno would probably freeze someone into an ice sculpture if they tried to touch it. Mew… well, the jury was out on that one.

With all of this in mind Ash looked at the homes and their shrines in a new light. Were they always out here in the open? There was always the chance that the appearance of the Beasts - which had already spread throughout Indigo and beyond - had marked a resurgence in their faith. Not to mention all the unexplained disasters that had happened in the last year or so… plenty of people had informed him it was beginning to raise some questions.

It was those heavy thoughts that were carried with him to his destination.

Anticipation pooled in his gut as he stepped out of the residential areas that sprawled over most of Ecruteak like a forest and stepped into the massive clearing reserved for the temple grounds of the Brass Tower in the old days. He gasped as he saw the Brass Tower in its prime for the briefest flash of a moment: a hundred foot tall monument to the Guardian of the Sea, walls of polished brass supporting the massive shining pillar that towered over all of Ecruteak, bustling with hundreds of spectral worshippers and holy men come to pay their respects to the flash of silver singing at the top…

Then it was gone, and only the long-dead remnants of that beautiful tower remained. It stood only a few stories now, the majority of the Brass Tower having collapsed in the fire that burned it nearly to its foundation. There were still crumbling remains of blackened stone and twisted metal scattered across the massive plaza upon which the Brass Tower once stood, the last survivors of that terrible day. But Ash’s attention was drawn mainly to the two stories that still remained.

The Burnt Tower was a pale, hollow husk of what it had once been. What little stone still clung to the ashen foundations looked as though a stiff breeze would disperse it all into a black cloud of ash. Even the plaza was falling apart. Great fissures wound its way through, some relatively new from neglect and disuse while others seemed so old and worn that they must have been made when the structure initially collapsed. Only the bottom layers had survived - both the thick (albeit slumping and splintering) walls supported a single worn roof. It was still just barely recognizable as the same building, though the roof’s heavy ceramic shingles had been chipped away by the passage time.

More than that, Ash could practically feel the despair beating down on him. This place had been marked by an awful tragedy, an unfortunate terror that had scarred both the tower itself and the culture of Ecruteak. The loss of their fabled Brass Tower had humbled the city, forced them to their knees to beg and plead as Lugia fled and Ho-Oh abandoned their city. Even the bright spot of hope of the three Legendary Beasts meant nothing as the Beasts had fled into the wilderness. Ecruteak had lost more than a tower that day: it had lost its soul.

Despite it all, Ash could still hear the Song here. It was loud, yet slow and mournful. Not quite in pain, but tired and worn in its loss. Something beautiful had existed here once…

Ash swallowed heavily. The plaza was empty and silent, devoid of the cheer and life he’d glimpsed. It was barren. Lost. Abandoned. The people of Ecruteak hadn’t dared to return here. Only the bravest and strongest would chance this forsaken place. It had been left a tomb, a reminder of a grander past.

He waited for a moment, but decided to release Seeker after a brief few moments. Most of his team was still incapacitated at worst and exhausted at best. No point worsening their remaining injuries or awakening them. Even Dazed and Bruiser, the only ones who could still walk, should be disturbed. Aron… well, to be honest Ash just knew he would feel bad if Aron snagged a piece of the shattered Brass Tower and ate it. That would haunt him - maybe even literally.

No, safer to just let Seeker out to stretch her wings. He grinned and whispered a greeting to her as she fluttered around and finally latched onto his back near his pack. Her warmth was welcomed in the crisp summer night - seriously, it was way too cold for summer - and he affectionately scratched behind her ears as she chattered eagerly into his ear.

Despite that he was careful not to be too loud. Even the crunching of leaves and dirt and stone beneath his feet nearly made him wince. It was uncomfortably silent here, like he had stepped into a great tomb. Ash wanted to respect the Burnt Tower as best he could.

Just as he and Seeker reached the steps that would take them into the remains of the tower itself, two figures appeared at the top chattering amicably. Ash froze, eyes locked on the two men even as they went silent at the sight of him.

The first was instantly recognizable as the Ecruteak Gym Leader. Morty was in his late teens or early twenties and not especially tall, though he looked to be in good shape. He wore white pants and a black sweater along with a strange purple scarf with ragged red ends. A purple headband held back his medium length blond hair, but Ash’s attention was mostly on the pokebells clipped to the man’s belt.

As for the other… well, Ash had no idea what to make of him. His choice of fashion could be described as eccentric at best and ripping off Will’s at worst. You didn’t see too many people running around in suits, after all. The man wore a short white cape clipped along with a massive red bow tie. He just snorted at his gelled up hair. Ash hoped he didn’t try to go traveling with that - the second he started sweating the gel would be all in his eyes.

“They told me you were coming,” Morty smiled down at him. Ash frowned. That wasn’t ominous at all. Was he another psychic? At Ash’s visible confusion he continued. “The ghosts,” Morty clarified. With a wave of his hand several gaseous forms materialized from the shadows and shaped into several grinning spheres of spectral energy. Ghastly. “They keep an eye on the tower for me and make sure nobody unauthorized is poking around in here.”

“And I’m authorized?” Ash raised an eyebrow.

Morty snorted. “After what happened in Greenfield? Not to mention the other stories I’ve heard,” he added. Then he shook his head. “Besides, aren’t you the new Elite Four trainee? I don’t know if I could stop you if I tried! Not to say I wouldn’t mind the opportunity.”

Ash measured Morty up. There was a challenging glint to his eye. Something about his stance made it clear that the Gym Leader expected Ash to challenge him at some point in his stay. Well, at least they were on the same page.

“Ash Ketchum?” The fancily dressed man at Morty’s side said. He looked stunned until his eyes burned with some inner mania. “You! You saw Suicune? They said all three Beasts appeared at Greenfield!”

He blinked, caught completely off guard by the man’s sudden ferocity. Seeker flexed protectively as the odd person came a little too close for her liking and the man stepped back. “Yes, I’ve seen it,” Ash reminisced fondly at the sight of the North WInd’s appearance. Its sun-bright eyes, its magnificent glassy crest. Suicune had been every bit as impressive as one of the Birds. “It saved me.”

“Where did it go? What did it do?” The man took another step closer and Ash was tempted to release Bruiser or Dazed. Morty just shook his head, looking like he’d seen this whole routine a hundred times.

“I have no clue,” Ash said irritably. To the best of his knowledge the Beasts had all vanished after the Unown had been sealed away. They hadn’t stuck around for long after Ash had relinquished their power. He idly toyed with the heavy stone pendant aorund his neck. “And I didn’t get to see Suicune for long. It saved my life and nodded at me, but we didn’t have time to get to know each other.”

The strange man recoiled. “Suicune acknowledged you?” He despaired. “I’ve never even caught a glance in the ten years I’ve sought it out!”

Ash looked at Morty. The man simply shrugged. “He gets like this sometimes. Ash, meet Eusine. He’s a friend of mine. He has a passing interest in Suicune. Eusine, Ash.”

“It’s nice to meet you,” Ash reached an arm out to Eusine, who sighed and took it. After a few moments the man brightened. “So what brings you here?”

“It’s said that Suicune and its siblings return here to the remains of their home,” Eusine said cheerfully, motioning to the crumbling tower. “It’s the one place of peace in the world, a safe haven in their travels. We hoped to see them now that they’re active again.”

He frowned. “So it’s their one true home and you decided to come in and disturb them?”

Eusine tugged at his bowtie nervously. “Well, it’s not like they were actually here,” he babbled nervously. “I was so sure we’d see at least one of them though…”

“You aren’t helping your case, Eusine,” Morty sighed. He glanced over to Ash. “Here, how about we go back to the gym before it gets too dark? You don’t want to hang out around here after nightfall,” the Gym Leader warned. One of the Ghastly pulled a face behind him. “You can always come back tomorrow. I’ll try to get you set up with some cool spots to visit during your stay. Sound good?”

Ash nodded, though he was a little disappointed he wouldn’t get to investigate the tower tonight. It was eerily beautiful in this light. “Sure.”

“Let’s get a move on then,” Morty stuffed his hands in his pockets and meandered down the stairs. He cast a calm glance behind him. The doors of the Burnt Tower seemed to darken behind him and even Ash accepted it would be a better idea to leave… for now. “There’s a cool restaurant not too far from here we can talk at.”

Eusine and Ash nodded as one and followed closely behind Eusine as the sun cast its last light. Before they left, Ash glanced over to the Burnt Tower to pay his last respects. For just a moment he swore there was a tiny sliver of rainbow dancing above it…

He would return.
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48. Chapter 48: The Revenants


“Aron, Protect!” Ash barked, though he barely paid attention as the Sentret circled around Aron’s clumsy headbutt. The normal-type chattered madly as it evaded Aron’s powerful blow, his friend stumbled as he realized he’d missed his target. A lime-green shield barely materialized before Sentret’s tiny claws struck madly against it in a frenzy of claw and tooth. “Headbutt!”

Sentret squeaked before the normal-type was sent flying, cast to the ground effortlessly by Aron’s forceful blow. A thunk echoed throughout the lonely street as Sentret laid limply on the ground, stunned by Aron’s headbutt. Ash grinned and congratulated his friend, heedless of Eusine and Morty’s bored expressions or the bright eyes of his starstruck opponent.

“Wow, and he’s one of your weakest?” The young trainer, a girl with blonde hair and dark eyes, exclaimed. She cradled Sentret in her arms and murmured comforting words to him, though the Sentret looked like he would be knocked out for some time. Ash sympathized with the little creature - it had put up a good fight, but one good hit from Aron was all it took. It and its trainer would grow in time.

“My newest teammate,” Ash said proudly as he reached down to pat Aron’s head. He was quick to allow one of the steel-type’s treats to materialize in his hand. Aron quickly gobbled up the small chunk of scrap metal, eager to claim his prize. “Don’t worry about the prize, by the way. You should use it to get your Sentret a potion or two.”

The girl grinned at him as she returned the Sentret. It was one of only two pokeballs on her waist. “Wow, thanks Mr. Ketchum! You’re so nice!”

Ash grimaced at the title but didn’t correct her. He had the funny feeling that would just encourage her more. “Good fight, Ashley. Go get your friend patched up.”

She rambled on for a little longer about what an amazing battle it was before she scampered off. Morty and Eusine approached again. They hadn’t wanted to be in the crossfire.

“Nice of you to entertain her, Mr. Ketchum,” Morty commented. A few Gastly lingered about his shoulders. The foul, poisonous scent they brought barely fazed Ash - he knew it wouldn’t hurt him unless the spectres desired it. At least there was plenty of fresh air present in the form of the breeze whistling through the alleys of the neighborhood they were in. “The rookies don’t normally get so lucky.”

“It doesn’t hurt anyone,” Ash shrugged. He still knelt with Aron and made sure to congratulate him thoroughly for his victory - Aron hadn’t struggled whatsoever, but he had still fought well. “Aron needed some practice anyways.”

Eusine ignored the conversation as Morty spoke a little more on the joys of entertaining challenges from new trainers, more entranced with the breeze than anything. “So fresh! So subtle! Suicune will surely be here soon!”

“Yeah, yeah,” Morty grumbled. “Whatever you say, buddy. If you see it let me know, alright? We’re overdue for a festival.”

The odd man nodded. “You’ll be the first to know,” he said to Morty. Ash didn’t miss the fact that Eusine hadn’t so much as addressed him all night. It was like he went out of his way to reject Ash’s existence. “I’m certain Suicune would be overjoyed to witness such an event!”

Morty just shrugged. “Sure, whatever you say,” he waved Eusine away as the man rambled a little more about Suicune. Ash just decided to ignore it as Eusine headed off into an alley. “See you, Eusine!”

Eusine said his own farewells, and left Ash and Morty (and their companions) standing alone in the street. It was too late for anyone to be out in these residential areas. Most people went to bed early for fear of running into hungry Misdreavus and Drowzee. They wouldn’t hurt you, but wild Misdreavus would happily give you a fright to feed of your fear and Drowzee would leave you exhausted in the morning as they lulled you to sleep and devoured your dreams.

Ash held no such fear. Neither did Morty.

“Where will you go now?”

He frowned. “I have a room ready at the Pokemon Center, but I’ll stop outside the city limits first. I need to check in with my team and make sure they’re all okay.”

Morty nodded with approval. “There’s plenty of small ponds in the area for any water-types you might have,” he said easily, then glanced up to meet Ash’s eyes. “Meet me back at Shogun’s Cafe tomorrow around nine o’ clock, will you? I’d like to talk to you about the rest of your visit here before you get too busy. Sound good?”

Ash dipped his head to acknowledge Morty’s words. He wouldn’t complain about revisiting the cafe the three of them had just left - they had great food and plenty of selection. His team would appreciate a few snacks when he went in tomorrow morning. “I’ll see you then. Night, Morty.”

The Gym Leader just waved back as he stepped into an alley, a veritable swarm of flickering Gastly trickling their way behind him as he vanished into the night. Ash watched, curious. That certainly wasn’t normal.

He shrugged his shoulders and started the long walk to the city gates. No use worrying. There was plenty of time to ask questions tomorrow.

“Let’s go, Aron,” he directed his friend who happily plodded along beside him. “We’ve got a lot to do before bed!”

With that they headed down the barely lit streets, eyes open for any particularly hungry urban pokemon. It wouldn’t do to lose a few hours to them, after all.

There was a lot to unpack.

XX

“How’s everyone feeling?”

A cacophony of grunts, growls, and groans was his answer. Ash grinned around at his friends. They were all circled around him nursing their wounds from Cynthia’s phenomenal team. She certainly hadn’t taken it easy on them… for the most part they’d escaped without any real trauma but they’d been beaten black and blue. It would be a few days before they were up to battling at their full strength.

He glanced over at Infernus, who had elected to dig a hole and fill it with scorching hot magma a fair distance away. The pit glowed a dark, violent red even under the harsh rays of the midday sun and its overpowering heat beat down on the rest of the team in unrelenting waves from where it sat over a hundred feet away. His friend wasn’t even visible in the thickness of the molten stone thanks to the five rings of sopping wet mud frozen into icy walls to contain the heat. Even then Torrent made a point to spray a fine coating of water over everything each minute or so, although it evaporated into a boiling cloud of steam upon contact. A low hiss emitted from the chamber where moisture constantly boiled into superheated steam and its familiar scent (like hot stone mixed with a pile of gravel) filled the air.

“Go ahead and find a place to relax. I want to spend a few hours out here before we head back to the Center,” Ash suggested. Most of the team were more than happy to acquiesce. He caught several of them splitting off in groups: Oz, Tangrowth, and Aron meandered over to rest in small outcropping of rocks that the little steel-type wasted no time in munching on, Plume easily hopped into a low tangle of branches on a tree that bent with the effort of holding the massive bird, and Bruiser and Seeker went off into a small clearing barely kept alit with Infernus’ light - Seeker chittered and cried every few moments to the Machoke, who resolutely took a seat and prepared to meditate. Sneasel wandered off to skulk around somewhere and Torrent simply rested to keep a wary eye on Infernus.

Nidoking and Dazed took their positions by him, naturally. He wasn’t even surprised at this point. They liked to be at his side day and night. Especially night.

“So how are you two feeling?” He directed to Nidoking and Dazed. Nidoking chuffed, beady eyes weary after the long effort of recovering. Nidoking had come out light on the physical wounds, but it was plain as day to Ash that his mind had been scarred by Spiritomb’s foul presence. He was hunched and his eyes flitted to and fro like a cornered Raticate. Ash would be lying if he said that didn’t concern him - it felt like Nidoking had reverted to how he’d been just after the attack on the Stone family’s Beldum colony. Feral and twitchy.

Dazed’s telepathy still wasn’t working right. Ash grimaced as a stream of images, emotions, and meaning flooded his brain - he massaged his temples as the unstructured telepathy took its toll on him. He nodded to her, showing that he understood that she was feeling okay but not quite back to normal yet.

“You two try to get some rest,” he instructed. Nidoking looked like he would dissent, but Dazed’s eyes flashed in his direction and the hulking purple pokemon grumbled before curling up in a massive heap of hide, horn, and muscle. The poison-type chuffed and licked Ash’s forearm before allowing his eyes to shut. Ash nodded gratefully at Dazed, whose eyes quirked up in a smile. He’d gotten Nidoking to relax a little, but in this state he was liable to shadow Ash everywhere he went.

To be honest, he wouldn’t be surprised if Nidoking treated even the rest of the team with outright suspicion. Spiritomb’s corrosive powers had chipped and rooted its way deep into his friend’s mind. Only time and rest would help him now.

Ash said his goodbyes to Nidoking and Dazed before he made his rounds. Bruiser was his main priority - he’d been acting off ever since he broke Princess’ leg - but the rest of the team needed his attention as well. A wild grin overtook his features as he recounted the day: they’d fought Cynthia! Not only had they fought her, they’d managed to bring down two of her teammates and bring the Champion’s cornerstone to its knees.

He couldn’t have been prouder. They’d fought harder than he could have imagined. His thoughts turned to a darker place as he thought of his friends that had gone against Spiritomb - the dark specter’s influence wouldn’t leave quickly or easily. It had left its mark on its team and Ash himself.

It was a travesty that such a thing existed. Ash couldn’t bring himself to hate Spiritomb, not after what Cynthia had revealed of its creation, but it was easy to despise the fact that it had been forged at all. What kind of world would allow for such an injustice? Where had the great powers been? Mew could have stopped the abominable act with but a thought.

After a few minutes stewing in his impotent anger he sighed and allowed it to fade away, the cool bite of Ice smoothing his anger into a flat plane.

Bruiser was sitting patiently beneath a small outcropping of rocks. Ash admired his friend as he waited serenely, bathed in a small sliver of moonlight that washed over the Ecruteak woods. Seeker hung to a few jutting pieces of stone in the rocks, clicking constantly to echolocate her surroundings, and every so often her ears twitched with every cry of playing Sentret or screech of Noctowl in the woods beyond. She chirped cheerfully at Ash and he whispered a quiet greeting back in the hopes of keeping Bruiser’s peace.

He approached the Machoke and sat in the same meditative stance as Bruiser. Ash watched his perturbed friend carefully and allowed him his space. Why? Cynthia’s voice asked him. He thought, and decided that it was because he respected Bruiser’s turmoil and didn’t want to intrude on what peace he could find. Bruiser had a gentle heart and a strong body. He didn’t relish in vanquishing his foes like Infernus. Breaking Princess’ leg might not be unheard of in a battle of that magnitude, but it had been significant indeed to Bruiser.

After a great span of time in which Ash reflected on the battle, his encounter with Cynthia, and the knowledge and criticism she shared, Bruiser finally allowed his reptilian eyes to open. They were dark and Bruiser acknowledged Ash with a respectful nod, not the bombastic fist to the chest he’d come to expect from the fighter.

He didn’t say anything. Ash knew Bruiser well enough to know words wouldn’t comfort him. Despite his personal leanings towards peace, Bruiser was made for action. Gentle words wouldn’t soothe him. Until Bruiser convinced himself that he wouldn’t grievously harm another pokemon in battle even Ash’s reassurances wouldn’t help. He’d just have to help provide some opportunities for that journey.

Despite that knowledge, Ash couldn’t help but try. “Are you okay?” He asked, knowing that it was a foolish question. The answer was clear as day to them both. Bruiser gazed at him knowingly for a moment, then shook his head. “I figured.”

More silence between them. Ash wondered if he should be trying to talk Bruiser’s (figurative) ears off, but knew that wouldn’t be the way to connect with his partner.

“You did great today, Bruiser,” he said quietly. Bruiser looked at him doubtfully, but nodded his thanks regardless. “I’m serious,” Ash pressed. “I wish it would have gone differently too, but I’m really impressed with your performance. It’s not easy to keep up with a Champion-level Garchomp,” Ash grinned. “She was a monster!”

Bruiser finally cracked a grin at that, though Ash knew it was half-hearted. It did lighten his mood a tad. Ash counted it as a victory. “It’s not easy, but I just want you to know that there’s no harm done. She’s going to be fine in a day or two. If it would make you feel better to get some extra updates I’d be happy to give them to you. Lance or Steven would be able to reach out to Cynthia.”

His friend nodded carefully after Seeker chattered excitedly in his ear. Ash nodded. “I’ll keep you updated,” he promised. “With any luck she’ll be healed in a few days, alright?”

The Machoke nodded again. Ash knew it was about as much as he could get from his friend right now. Hopefully he’d be a little more open tomorrow after Seeker had some time to relax him. “Have a good night, alright?” He addressed to both of them. Bruiser tapped his massive fist twice to his chest (it sounded like pounding a barrel) and Seeker chattered happily to him before she dropped from her perch and rubbed cheerfully against Bruiser’s shoulder, always eager to please.

With that Ash left the duo. He might revisit them tonight… Bruiser definitely wasn’t past what he had done. A simple chat wouldn’t reassure him entirely. It would take time and thoughtfulness on Bruiser’s part. Then again, that was never something Bruiser had struggled with. He’d always been of the more introspective members of the team. Ash just hoped he’d be able to help his friend through the process.

It wasn’t a long walk before he reached Plume’s overburdened branch. Ash grinned as the poor length of wood struggled beneath her bulk, though the Pidgeot didn’t care one bit. She sat contentedly on it, her talons large and powerful enough that deep furrows had been grooved into the solid wood. She chirped happily as Ash approached, a light gust from her wings nearly enough to bowl him over.

“You look happy,” Ash mused to Plume’s pleasure. She tossed her head and allowed her glossy plumage to shimmer brilliantly in the light from Infernus’ magma - Plume always knew how striking she was. He relished the opportunity to gently stroke the streamlined feathers of her puffed out chest, Plume happy to receive whatever praise she was. “You did good today. Thanks for listening, Plume.”

Somehow the Pidgeot seemed even more prideful at that. She pushed her chest out and stretched her wings out as if to show off her whole splendor. “Yes, you’re very beautiful,” Ash laughed and gave her the attention she deserved. He was just glad she didn’t try to nip his hat. “I know you didn’t get one of the glamorous battles, but you did amazing. You took out one of Cynthia’s strongest fighters, you know? If you hadn’t neutralized Spiritomb it would have wiped the rest of the team.”

Plume sang happily at his praise, the noise instantly silencing whatever playful Sentret and Furret dared to play in the night. They all knew the sound of a fearsome predator. Even the distant cries of Noctowl in the wilderness didn’t inspire such fear.

His gaze flitted to a pair of glints in the darkness not far away. “What’re you hanging around here for,” Ash teased Sneasel. Plume’s raptor-like stare immediately followed Ash’s and her eyes narrowed dangerously. “Here to learn to fly again? Didn’t work so well last time.”

Sneasel hissed at the reminders of Plume’s disastrous attempts at teaching him how to fly (Sneasel’s feather had given her false hope) but nonetheless scurried out of the shadows. Plume cooed at him now that he wasn’t as likely to ambush her and Sneasel scratched up some dirt out of irritation. He hated being babied - Tangrowth had done enough of that for a lifetime.

“And thank you too,” Ash said more seriously. Sneasel wasn’t the strongest of Ash’s team, but he’d come a long way and filled an invaluable role. Without him he’d never had pieced together Spiritomb’s weaknesses like he had. “It was great seeing your growth out there, Sneasel. Next time we fight Cynthia you’ll crush Spiritomb.”

His friend started, surprised at Ash’s conviction, then yowled happily at the proclamation. No doubt he believed the same exact thing. A little faith was all he needed, especially after his vicious training with Bruiser. Not that Sneasel was perfect - he was pretty sure this newfound confidence would lead to at least one prank on Bruiser. Ash would put money on it, in fact. Sneasel was still a little bitter about being beaten into the ground no matter how happy he was with his results.

“Yeah, I really mean it,” he grinned at Sneasel’s serious stare. The dark-type purred happily at that and curled up a little closer to Infernus’ light - his thick fur would keep him warm even at this distance where Ash could only just feel the dry, scorching heat. “Seriously, keep it up. We’re going to make some progress while we’re in Johto, I promise. You too, Plume,” Ash added at her questioning glance. “I know we haven’t gotten to talk much about that technique, but I think we can start working on the basics while we’re out here. Sound good?”

He sat there for a few more minutes making comfortable conversation with the duo. It was simple fare, mostly. Most of Ash’s time went into making sure Sneasel didn’t have any side effects from Spiritomb and discussing the battle. By the time they were done they’d fully outlined some strategies and tactics they could wield against an overwhelming opponent like that in the future. Nothing too complex. They could fill in the rest later.

With that done, an eager grin fell over Ash’s face as he headed towards Tangrowth, Aron, and Oz. It looked like Tangrowth held Aron’s squirming form several feet in the air with nearly a dozen of his thick prehensile vines and flew him around while Oz observe and allowed a shower of sparks to scatter from her coat every few seconds - Aron’s sky blue eyes locked on the brilliant specks with rapture.

“Having fun?” Ash felt as though he were intruding on the small scene, but Aron didn’t seem to feel that way - Tangrowth cheerfully maneuvered Aron’s heavy body closer to face Ash as the steel-type’s stubby little legs waggled madly - and tried to lick Ash’s face. Even Tangrowth realized that was a bad idea, though, and yanked Aron just out of licking distance. He sent his friend a grateful nod for that as he reached out to rub Aron’s shiny steel head. “How are all of you feeling?”

Tangrowth gurgled happily, waving Aron around wildly as his vines flailed. Ash assessed his friend’s state and was honestly impressed - Tangrowth had been devastated in the battle with both Lucario and Garchomp - that he’d managed to make such a full recovery. Already he could see the effects on his friend’s vines. Where they’d been charred and burnt before, cut off in jagged chunks thanks to explosions and physical blows, now they had recovered a semblance of color or been rejected entirely, giving way to the lively blue-green he associated with his friend.

“You’ve almost made a full recovery!” Ash pat some of the seeking vines happily. It always hit Ash harder to see Tangrowth broken and beaten after an intense battle - Tangrowth always seemed a little confused after it, like he couldn’t comprehend why he couldn’t hug the entire team at once anymore. “You’ll be tossing lava again in no time, huh?”

The grass-type’s gigantic round eyes brightened immediately and Ash had to cut him off before some of the silvery light of Ancient Power appeared - Infernus wouldn’t take kindly to having his magma bath disturbed. “No, no, I know you can still do it! Thanks for trying to show me, though. Rest up well, okay?”

As Tangrowth waggled around eagerly, Ash glanced over to Oz. Her golden stripes shone fiercely in the limited light cast by the magma light, like little arcs of lightning captured and given solid form.

“I’m really impressed with how you handled yourself against Princess,” Ash told her earnestly. Oz tried to hide it but his well-trained eyes easily picked up on how she preened at the compliment. He grinned happily at her. “You were amazing out there, Oz. There’s no way we could have stood a chance against Princess without you - you kept her off balance the entire battle.”

She whirred happily, a few extra showers of sparks dancing in her coat, and glanced away. She chose to look at Aron’s happy shape than Ash. He took a step closer and patted the Electabuzz on the shoulder, the slight jolt nothing compared to the Lightning that ran in his veins. Ash took a bit of pleasure at Oz’s shock - the glow in her fur shone brighter and brighter, as if it was being charged up massively - and tapped the Feather woven into his chest with a wry grin. Her eyes lit up with understanding, and for a moment she stared greedily at the Feather, though it slipped away in favor of Aron warbling when he found the remains of a rusty old bucket hidden beneath a few layers of leaves and dirt.

Ash felt a little bad interrupting Oz as her tough countenance softened, but he would be quick. He’d leave her to her peace. “We’ll keep working on your techniques and go over the battle later,” he told his friend. She nodded, still distracted as she fondly watched over the little steel-type and his new treat. Ash raked his eyes over the familial scene of Tangrowth, Oz, and Aron all resting peacefully together. “Enjoy your night, okay? I think we’ll be out here for at least an hour or two.”

Tangrowth gurgled and wrapped a few thick vines around Ash’s shoulders in a motion that was so familiar Ash couldn’t help but bark a laugh. He rubbed the rubbery vines and grinned at Tangrowth before he said his goodbyes.

It wasn’t long before he reached Torrent and Infernus. The Kingdra hung effortlessly in the air a fair distance and favored Ash with a small dip of his head. Ash returned it and folded his arms as the two observed Infernus. Although it was impossible to tell - all Ash could see of the Magmortar was a vague silhouette surrounded by wavering air and clouds of steam - he got the sense that Infernus had fallen asleep in search of quicker healing. The earth was cracked and rent around Infernus’ magma bath.

“Making sure he doesn’t burn the whole forest down?” Ash joked. Torrent rumbled. His scarlet eyes never left the shape of Infernus hidden in the molten stone. Perhaps he simply didn’t trust Infernus to not play a trick on him and try to explode in a geyser of magma and set alight everything around him. Ash laid a hand on his friend’s rough plates. It looked smooth at a distance, but up close his scales were craggy and crusted with spurs. “How’re you feeling?”

Torrent inclined his head. It was as much weakness as he would admit. Ash frowned at the sight of a myriad of long, half-healed burns. A green tinge surrounded them, and Ash scowled as he remembered the emerald Will-O-Wisps which Spiritomb had scarred his friend with. The Kingdra’s wounds weren’t merely mental - Spiritomb had truly left its mark on him. Ash was just relieved that the wounds would heal at all.

It wasn’t hard to imagine Spiritomb as capable of the same unhealing burns as something like Houndoom, capable of interlacing something into their flame which poisoned wounds forever. If Spiritomb had been wild and not bound so tightly to Cynthia he might not have been so lucky.

“I’m glad you’re safe,” Ash said quietly. Torrent looked down at him, eyes locked on Ash’s. “I didn’t realize how badly you’d been burned.”

The mighty Kingdra snorted and tossed his head, as though telling Ash not to worry. Ash grinned back at him. “I know, I know. You can’t be put down that easily,” he finished with a laugh. Ash smiled slightly. “I’ve never seen anything like Spiritomb before, but we’ll be ready next time. I have a few ideas I’d like to discuss with you, if you aren’t too tired.”

Torrent looked on curiously. He didn’t react at all to Ash’s inquiry - Ash should have known better. His friend would never admit to that kind of weakness. Torrent would stand guard all day and all night if he must, regardless of whatever tribulations he’d suffered beforehand. It was his nature.

Nidoking wanted security. Infernus wanted blood. Torrent? He only wished to fulfill his duty, to wield his power wisely.

His friend looked at Ash flatly as Ash poured out his water bottle into the ground, which was just hot enough for a small rush of steam to rise up. Torrent didn’t betray his obvious bewilderment.

“Can you pull the water up, like you do for some of your techniques?” Ash inquired. He knew Torrent had some kind of control over water - most likely a result of latent psychic abilities. Many pokemon had some level of psychic ability but it was believed that it tended to be specialized and instinctual to induce the effects of their techniques.

Torrent accommodated Ash’s request easily. Not a hint of strain was revealed as the water pulled itself up and flaunted its newfound freedom in the face of gravity - it quickly coalesced into a small ball of liquid that hung suspended unevenly in midair, not dissimilar to how Torrent himself levitated.

Ash grinned. “Water manipulation!” He laughed, remembering the ambitions for his team he’d outlined to Steven and the Champion’s own advice. “Torrent, I think we’ve fixed your defense problem!”
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The large cafe that Ash met Morty in (the same one they’d stopped in with Eusine last night) buzzed with activity. Rich smells of pastries, coffee, and tea wafted in from the kitchen and tables all around them. The staff bustled all around, run ragged to deal with the massive influx of orders and customers. There were nearly a hundred people seated, most laughing or sucked into their own little worlds.

Ash was just thankful they weren’t in the middle of it. Morty had been kind enough to get them ushered to the same private booth they’d sat in last night, well away from prying eyes and curious ears. He got the impression that Morty visited a little more than regularly, at least by how the waitress hadn’t even bothered asking him his order. She’d just taken Ash’s and shown up barely a minute later with a golden, buttered croissant and his drink.

“So what’s the deal with Eusine?”

Morty dropped his cool veneer then and openly grinned at Ash’s question. He sipped a bit of his coffee - the waitress had gone into some spiel about strange names and various sizes, but Ash honestly hadn’t listened - and nearly snorted it out. “Eusine’s a good man. Just obsessed.”

“With Suicune?” Ash arched an eyebrow as memories of the North Wind breezed into his mind. Massive, vast beyond any regular pokemon. Lithe and graceful, yet carried a deadly grace that demanded respect. A vast crown of sculpted ice and eyes bright like the sun that belied its inhuman intelligence. Hmm, maybe Eusine had a point.

“Yes,” Morty reaffirmed, and spared a second to nod something at Gastly that hovered unnervingly close to the Gym Leader. He leveled his bland gaze on Ash. “I’ve known Eusine since we were kids. He fancied he saw Suicune once when we snuck into the tower one night,” Morty shuddered uncharacteristically at the memories. “I wouldn’t put money on it, but Eusine swears it’s the truth. He’s decided it’s his destiny to meet Suicune one way or another.”

Ash frowned. “Might not be the best idea,” he murmured as he considered all the different ways that could go horribly wrong for the eccentric trainer. “The Legends don’t take kindly to that.”

Morty inclined his head. He obviously trusted Ash’s superior experience in this area. Ash could appreciate that. “You’re right. There are stories about humans who tried to claim the Divine Beasts - terrible stories, full of gory deaths and eternal suffering. It never stopped Eusine, though,” the ghost-type specialist sighed. “I think it encouraged him, honestly. He wants to be the first. He wants to be worthy.”

“He seems like a strange man,” Ash commented. He took a sip of the steaming hot coffee - it was black since Ash wasn’t a huge fan of sugar after months of nothing but bland trainer meals - and favored the warmth after the slight chill that had settled in Ecruteak overnight. Strong winds had blown in from the northern reaches of Johto. “How’d you meet him?”

A smile brightened Morty’s weary face. “My family has lived in Ecruteak for a very long time. Centuries, if not more. We once served as the honored bodyguards and sages of the Tsuki and Taiyo for centuries, until the Brass Tower burned,” his face was cast in darkness at the mention. The shadows around Morty trembled and wavered, as if blown by an unseen breeze.

“What are they?” Ash inquired at the unfamiliar terms. He had the sneaking suspicion he should’ve tracked down Cynthia’s book on Johto before coming here…

“I forget not everyone is so familiar with our history,” Morty chuckled. “The Tsuki and Taiyo were the twin ruling families of Ecruteak in the old days. They claimed descent from the gods - Lugia and Ho-Oh were said to have been their forefathers.”

Ash made a face. He doubted that. “And naturally that gave them a divine mandate to rule, right?” Ash said distastefully as lessons from Cynthia’s book rolled off his tongue. It was too bad Dazed wasn’t released - she would have loved it.

The Gym Leader smiled ruefully. “Maybe you know your history after all. But yes, the Tsuki and Taiyo drew from those legends to build the Brass and Tin Towers, respectively. When Lugia and Ho-Oh deigned to roost in them it lent them some credibility. Their dynasties held for many, many generations - all the way until the Brass Tower burnt and Ho-Oh abandoned the Tin Tower one hundred and fifty years ago. With their symbols of power crumbled or abandoned, the people decried them as pretenders. Like all rulers reliant on a symbol, they lost their power with it.”

“So who filled the void?” Ash inquired. If there was one thing Cynthia it had taught him, it was that power vacuums didn’t last for long. The Volumo Empire had fallen practically overnight and less than a few decades later there was a robust system of competing city-states contending for power in Hoenn.

Morty’s eyes widened, pleased with the question. “The League decided to take a more personal hand in our affairs from then on,” he said smoothly. “My ancestors negotiated a certain deal with them as one of the last respected sources of power in Ecruteak. We would have first claim on the Gym Leader position so long as we were deemed adequate for the role.”

That sort of political maneuvering drew a frown to Ash’s face. He couldn’t claim to be a fan of nepotism, even if it was qualified in the case of Morty’s family. “And the League went for that?” He asked, skeptical.

“It was a different time. Champion Lance would have laughed in our faces,” Morty smirked, though he grew more serious as he continued. “It was a dire situation at the time. Ecruteak was on the verge of collapse with the fall of our ruling dynasty. We had been technically subject to the League before, but it was only ink on dusty old treaties. Our allegiance laid with our rulers. They claimed nominal allegiance to the League, and in exchange we kept a great deal of our independence. With our long-standing pillars gone we needed to maintain order. It was the fastest way.”

Morty gave Ash a second to soak it all in. “My family didn’t hold such a lofty position in Ecruteak for nothing,” he confided. “We existed before the Tsuki and Taiyo. They ruled the men. We ruled the spirits that have claimed these lands for eons. My family has always possessed a special affinity for ghosts.”

Ash raised an eyebrow, curious at the revelation. “In what way?”

“They flock to us. We’ve always had some power ourselves,” the young man outstretched his palm and moments later the spectral blue of a Will-O-Wisp snapped into existence, flickering unnaturally with its heatless flame. Ash stared. Agatha always held a hint of something about her, but she’d never shown a power so blatant. Was this Aura, or something darker? “We understand them. They understand us. It’s a mutually beneficial partnership.”

“How? Is that -” Ash trailed off, then muttered quietly to himself as he pondered the mystery.

Morty smirked. “Distortion!” He allowed the azure flame to vanish into nothingness - what few spectral cinders remained were quietly devoured by one of the Gastly that followed Morty around like lonely Growlithe. The gaseous creature’s stark white eyes caught Ash’s before it hid away in the shadows. “It’s rare, but not all that uncommon if you know where to look for it. Not much more than a cheap parlor trick for most. Plenty of ghost specialists develop some sort of affinity for it - if you stare into the abyss long enough, it’ll stare back.”

Ash fell quiet. Not Aura? That was disquieting. How many powers existed that he’d never even heard of?

“So what brings you to Ecruteak? We talked a little last night, but Eusine was a little distracting,” Morty changed the subject abruptly. He leveled his heavy stare at Ash. It didn’t bother him - Morty had some unnatural power, but so did Ash. “I’ve heard the League sent you around Johto on vacation.”

He shrugged and took a sip of his coffee. Ash waited a few moments before he spoke. “I wanted to explore a little. Hoenn can wait a while longer for me to head back,” he said quietly. “It would be nice to take in the sights. And after I saw the Beasts at Greenfield I thought it would be a good idea to find their birthplace,” Ash neglected to mention the visions of the Burnt Tower that had followed him since Greenfield - Morty didn’t need to know that.

Morty looked inordinately pleased. “You chose the right city. Ecruteak’s the cultural center of Johto. Our history is long and rich. You won’t be disappointed,” he promised. Ash didn’t think so either. He’d already enjoyed wandering the quiet neighborhoods of Ecruteak more than any other city he’d visited. “My responsibilities keep me busy during the day, but I’m more than happy to draw up a list of good places to visit while you’re in the city. You’ll have full access to anywhere you please, after all. You’re an honored guest while you’re here! I can also find you a tour guide if you’d -”

“The list will be perfect, thanks,” Ash cut Morty off. The only people he wanted to explore Ecruteak with were his friends. Where was the fun in having someone tell you exactly where to go? He’d rather seek them out at his own pace. “I appreciate it.”

“Of course,” the calm Gym Leader nodded as he pulled out a device similar to Ash’s PokeNav but not exactly. A PokeGear, if he remembered the ads right. He had been a little distracted by some of the bright, flashy posters for some movie released in Unova - something about a gigantic Tyranitar fighting an even bigger Hydreigon with the help of a titanic Butterfree. Weird stuff.

He wished he just had to deal with that instead of the actual Legends…

Ash was almost a little disturbed when that didn’t even draw a drip of dark amusement from Mewtwo, not a hint of icy fire spearing into his brain. The psychic had been abnormally quiet as of late. That worried him - at least he normally knew Mewtwo was focusing on him instead of plotting something.

“- if you’re looking for something to do for the rest of the day, I’d suggest swinging by the Gym if you’re up for a battle,” Morty had a little more spark to him with those words, a veritable blaze in his voice. Ash grinned - he’d definitely take him up on that once his team was healed up. They were still hurting from Cynthia. “I’ve wanted to take you on since I saw you at the Indigo Conference!”

“You’ll see me before I leave,” Ash promised. Morty nodded, satisfied. “My team’s a little beat up from facing Cynthia. They just need a bit more time and we’ll see you for that battle. We could always use some more practice against ghosts.”

Morty blanched at Cynthia’s name and looked at Ash oddly for a moment before he recovered (relatively) smoothly. “Understood. I’m more than happy to help offer a few pointers with ghosts. Maybe I’ll surprise you - I’m not your average Gym Leader. I’ve trained my entire life to be the strongest I can be! You’ll be an excellent test of my progress!”

“Looking forward to it!” Ash agreed. It was too bad none of his heavy hitters were up yet - Morty was building up a lot of anticipation for this battle. He hoped he didn’t disappoint. It would be a fantastic opportunity for Sneasel especially - hopefully Ash could get a little help from Morty on how to develop Sneasel’s ultimate technique.

“If you aren’t visiting the gym then I’d suggest running by the Ecruteak Dance Theater - the Kimono Girls will know who you are,” Morty added. He paused as the waitress came and refilled his coffee mug. Ash shook his head when she offered him one as well. Any more caffeine and he might give Sneasel a run for his money. “If you’re interested in history it should be at the top of your list. It holds some of the relics from the old days and they can offer you a lot of knowledge on Ecruteak’s beginnings. They know more than anyone, me included. I’m certain they can help you find hidden spots throughout the city that I’ve forgotten.”

Ash smiled gratefully. “Thank you, I appreciate the help,” he thanked Morty. It was generous for him to spend so much time helping Ash - he was sure the Gym Leader had more important things to do than help him enjoy his time in the city.

“Any time,” the Gym Leader replied easily. He got Ash’s PokeNav information and Ash quickly glanced over the list of landmarks that Morty suggested. Some he recognized: the Ecruteak Dance Theater that had just been mentioned, a few historical monuments, and… the Tin Tower?

“I’m allowed there?” Ash asked. He was moderately surprised at that. Even he knew the people of Ecruteak were fiercely protective of their Tin Tower. It was one of the last intact remnants of their storied past. “You’re sure they won’t shoo me away? They did at the Cave of Origin in Hoenn.”

Morty looked offended on Ash’s behalf. “Absolutely not. They’ll know you just like the Kimono Girls. The sages of Bell Tower are known far and wide for their wisdom.”

Ash shrugged. He’d take Morty’s word for it. As an afterthought he drained the rest of his hot coffee before he rose - Morty had assured him earlier that he didn’t need to worry about the bill - and stretched out a hand for Morty to shake. “I appreciate all your help, Morty,” he said earnestly. “I’m looking forward to our battle.”

“Me too,” the cool Gym Leader smiled. He didn’t rise. Ash supposed he would enjoy the last few minutes of peace before a busy day at the gym. “I hope you enjoy your time in my city, Ash. Let me know if you run through my list and need some help.

He graced the Gym Leader with one last dip of his head before he strode out of the diner, his hat pulled low to shroud his features. It wasn’t enough. One child caught sight of him and almost shouted something to his parents (who it seemed were arguing over who got the last piece of toast) but Ash shook his head and pressed his finger to his lips. Relief flooded him as the kid decided to just stare instead.

Ash stepped behind a few customers leaving and relaxed as the cool air brushed his face. It was still early enough that a great deal of people flooded Ecruteak’s sprawling, jumbled streets on their way to work or breakfast, but that also meant everyone was in a rush and not paying attention to him. He took advantage of it and wound his way easily through the streets, able to dodge the odd Meowth, Rattata, and pedestrian with ease.

Thank goodness he’d decided to download maps for all of the Johto cities onto his PokeNav last night before he went to bed. He’d never find his way to the Dance Theater otherwise.

He had some questions he’d like answered.

XX

The Ecruteak Dance Theater was a massive specimen of a building. It was built in the traditional style of straight, expertly carved wooden frames and sloping roofs that appeared to have their tiles chiseled of jade. It towered over the surrounding buildings and Ash could almost envision it as a Gym or Conference battlefield if it didn’t bear countless tapestries depicting five identical women (painted in the old ways as well) dancing alongside several of Eevee’s evolutions, one per dancer.

To be honest Ash had no idea what the point of this was. He hadn’t exactly been interested in stories of the Ecruteak Dance Theater when he was younger. Not enough explosions or life-and-death struggles.

What he’d picked up was that they were highly respected and seen as guardians of Ecruteak’s history and lore. Some of the last remnants of the old ways in Ecruteak. And judging from what he’d read and heard from Morty, there were a lot of old ways.

Dazed shuffled beside him, eyes cast everywhere they went. She was always so observant. Ash wished he could detect half of what his psychic friend could. The Hypno always seemed to sense deeper than he could ever hope to. She’d already led him astray twice today to visit old monuments and relics that served no discernible purpose to Ash.

He’d trusted her, however, and paid whatever respects he could.

His instincts paid off when he entered the Ecruteak Dance Theater. It wasn’t nearly as empty as he imagined. Instead a beautiful girl in ancient, formal dress awaited him. She bowed as he entered. “You are Ash Ketchum, correct?”

Ash nodded.

Her demeanor brightened instantly. “We’ve been expecting you! Gym Leader Morty told us you were in the area. How are you?”

“Excellent,” he said uncomfortably. “So what exactly do I do here? I was told I should come here if I was interested in Ecruteak’s history.”

The Kimono girl bowed ever so slightly. Ash returned it, albeit unfamiliarly. It wasn’t something he was particularly experienced with. “We are the guardians of Ecruteak’s history. We have existed since the first days and we shall persist until the end. What shall we help you with, Elite Four Ketchum?”

“You can start by calling me Ash,” he rolled his eyes. Elite Four Ketchum was worse than being called sir in his opinion. “I don’t want much. I just want to learn.”

The pretty girl’s eyes brightened. She bowed deeper this time. “Absolutely! I would be honored to assist you, Elite Four Ketchum. What would you like to know?”

He sighed, but didn’t correct her. From the Kimono Girl’s mischievous air he doubted he’d ever get her to call him by the right title. She’d always find a way to mess with him. “I just want to learn about Ecruteak’s beginnings. Is that acceptable?”

“Absolutely! Follow me.”

With that he happily traced the Kimono Girl’s footsteps. She walked gracefully and with a certain purpose he’d rarely seen before, as though she knew every step before she took it. Dazed shuffled behind, though she paid constant attention to the artwork and finely woven tapestries that the Kimono girl ignored. She had probably seen them every day for the last few years.

Dazed paused as they followed her into the temple. It was an ancient, beautiful thing. Resplendent murals of the sun and moon were painted and pressed into every inch of it - Ash spotted plenty of references to the Towers as well. Their masters pervaded the place and when he listened closely he could hear the Song and the faint chiming of bells underlying the smooth cadence of the Kimono girl’s voice as she pointed out various pieces of art and referenced works of literature Ash had never even heard of.

“…and this piece here,” she pointed at an especially resplendent painting that portrayed a gigantic bird that appeared as a living rainbow and another that seemed as though it were a simple flash of luminescent silver perched upon twin towers, “is named The Settling of Sun and Moon. It’s ancient and goes back to the founding days of the Taiyo and Tsuki. It’s one of the oldest artifacts we possess!”

“Fascinating,” Ash said quietly. He glanced, more than a little concerned, at Dazed as she stumbled. Her eyes were glassy and appeared frenzied, as though they were incapable of taking in what was described. The Song trilled louder. “What’s your favorite piece?”

The pretty girl smiled brightly. “Easy! That has to be the Four Artifacts! They’re so beautiful!” She clasped her hands together. “So old yet perfectly preserved. They’re the centerpieces of our collection!”

Ash frowned and shared a curious glance with Dazed. “The Four Artifacts?” He echoed. Maybe he was just an uncultured savage, but he didn’t recognize the name.

“Treasured relics of the Taiyo and Tsuki families that were recovered after the Tumbling of the Tower,” she replied easily, as though she’d said it a hundred times before. She probably had. His guide gently motioned for him to follow. “The Crescent Blade, the Bell of Tidal Waters, the Ashen Disk, and the Bell of Clear Skies.”

“They got ousted after the Brass Tower fell?” Ash recalled Morty’s words.

The girl nodded and led him into another hallway. “Ousted is a… conservative word. When Lugia and Ho-Oh left the people were frightened. A few powerful families remained, but what Ecruteak without its twin kings? Clearly they had committed some atrocity. Defiled their legacy. The people demanded blood - most of the Tsuki had died with the Brass Tower when it fell. The few that remained fled far, far away from Ecruteak. When Ho-Oh abandoned us… “

Ash grimaced. “I’m guessing the Taiyo didn’t fare too well either?”

She chuckled. “They’d been decrying with their twin family as heretics the night before and refused to aid those who fled the burning Brass Tower. According to the histories, they’d claimed that only an act of great evil would cause Lugia to abandon its heirs. Ho-Oh vanished into the sky the next morning. Before the hour was up the mobs had arrived outside the Tin Tower baying for blood.”

“I’m surprised they didn’t storm it,” Ash said easily. Not too much logic in a group like that. “With those numbers nothing could have stopped them.”

His guide nodded. “You’d think so, but you underestimate their faith. They would never dare spill blood in the Tin Tower. It’s sacred. Instead, they received their wish when the Rainbow Sages tossed their former lords from the tower into the waiting hands of their subjects. Only the children were allowed safe passage out of the city. The rest were ripped apart in hopes of appeasing the gods of whatever sin the twin lords had committed. They wished nothing more but for Lugia and Ho-Oh to return.”

“So they lived in the towers?” He admired a few sculptures of the Beasts - in contrast to most he’d seen in Ecruteak, these were chiseled from marble in stunning detail. Each was bathed by sunlight that poured in from the window, and when the rays caught them just right they looked nearly alive.

“Their palaces and their temples,” the Kimono Girl replied. She brushed aside a heavy curtain and ushered him in through the revealed entryway. “What better way to remind your people of your bloodline than to live underneath your ancestor? Beneath Ho-Oh’s eye the Taiyo marshalled the troops, met with foreign lords and kings, and made sure the massive harvests Ho-Oh’s presence inspired were reaped.”

He nodded. Sounded standard, similar to the Indigo Champion’s responsibilities in a way. They nominally had absolute power over the internal workings of Kanto and Johto, but realistically they let things run themselves while they just made sure everything stayed nice and stable. “And the Tsuki?”

“They oversaw the law of Ecruteak and spiritual matters,” the Kimono Girl - he really needed to ask her name - explained patiently. “They performed rituals in honor of the gods, beseeched Lugia to spare us floods and bless us with a peaceful, gentle night. When disputes arose, they settled it decisively. Our city was famed far and wide for our mighty psychics and the wisdom of our sages. The Tsuki and Lugia were to thank for that.”

“But enough of that!” She said cheerfully as she flung open another set of wooden panel doors and marched Ash deeper into the maze. “Here’s the real history!”

Ash’s breath hitched as he viewed what laid within. Innumerable tapestries hung from the wall, depicting all sorts of intricate scenes he could scarcely understand. Their secrets were only hinted at, wrapped up in a shroud of symbolism and allegory. One in particular caught his eye: twin figures, a man and woman, who each bore strange symbols: the man wielded a translucent bell in his right hand and a plain shield of the same material which dripped golden ash to the ground. The woman carried a bell of surprisingly familiar pearlescent sheen in her left hand and a strange sickle-like blade of the same silvery metal in her right. They stood amidst an autumn forest and stared at stylized depictions of the moon and sun.

“My favorite of the bunch!” The Kimono Girl grinned at what had stolen Ash’s attention. “It’s from the dawn of Ecruteak. It was commissioned by Tsuki Tsukiko and Taiyo Haru to commemorate their twin parents’ deeds. If you follow it,” she motioned down, showing that the tapestry extended down the entire wall, different scenes stitched together masterfully. Only the slight changes in artistic style revealed that they had been created decades apart from one another. “Their children and their children’s children continued the tradition. Each generation commissioned a tapestry to pay homage to those who came before.”

“And then that tradition ended about a hundred and fifty years ago,” Ash said drily. The Kimono Girl rolled her eyes. She chattered on about each different tapestry, but Ash only paid some attention. Instead he focused on taking in the scenes. A man and woman facing a horde of dark, vicious creatures he barely recognized as a Sneasel pack, countless depictions of peace and harvest, and it ended as suddenly as it began… the last simply depicted two empty robes, one silver and one rainbow, bowed before the figure of a woman who bore the mark of the League on her cloak.

The Kimono Girl smirked. “Not quite. There was one last addition made to the tapestry roughly fifteen years after the Tumbling of the Tower. Personally, I think the weaver was just bitter about the League taking over. They didn’t have much of a presence here when the twin lords ruled…” she leaned in conspiratorially. “Some of the traditionalists still believe that the League set fire to the Brass Tower.”

Ash blinked. “Why?” Even though the gears turning in his bed gave him a solid guess. Power. It always came down to power.

“Why not?” She shrugged her slim shoulders. “The League couldn’t control Ecruteak. It’s said that no pokemon would march against us. As soon as they saw the Towers they would refuse to go on. The ruling families knew that and would never worry about appeasing the League beyond making sure they still had gold and silver flowing in.”

A new voice split the silence. “Sayo, please stop spreading your conspiracy theories! You know Zuki doesn’t like it. I don’t want another earful about you corrupting our guests…”

Sayo paid the warning no mind. “Ash - I’m sorry, Elite Four Ash - , this is Miki,” she introduced him to the other Kimono Girl. Miki smiled and waved at him - she seemed more amused at Sayo’s curt introduction than anything. “She worries too much.”

“Do not!” Miki stuck her tongue out at Sayo, then flushed beneath her makeup as she realized Ash was walking. “Sorry! I was sent to collect you two by Zuki. She wants to give Ash here the official tour. The one that doesn’t involve conspiracy theories?”

“It’s boring,” Sayo whispered into Ash’s ear. He grinned ever so slightly, though he moved to follow Miki. This had been fun, but he wouldn’t mind seeing the approved tour either. “Traitor.”

Miki rolled her eyes and turned towards another door. “Follow me, please. I’m sure the other girls would love to meet you!”

Ash followed.

XX

“It’s beautiful, isn’t it?”

Bruiser grunted quietly and took a seat on the edge of the cliff that overlooked Ecruteak. A cool breeze blew in from the snow-capped mountains far to the north of the ancient city, barely visible in the distance. To the distant west a few storm clouds gathered. He hoped they dispersed soon - Ash had wanted to spend at least a few hours hanging out on the cliffs with his team before turning into the Pokemon Center for the night.

It had been a very long day. Exhaustion already weighed heavily on his shoulders.

“Princess seemed pretty interested in you yesterday,” Ash grinned as he plopped down besides Bruiser. The dirt was hard thanks to the cold snap and the leaves crunched beneath him. He took a deep breath - the air was sweet with the scent of an early fall. Beneath the cliff and surrounding Ecruteak was a great forest that had already begun to transition into the orange and red and gold of autumn.

Bruiser moaned piteously, though Ash got the feeling he was playing it up a little for Ash’s benefit. Ash just laughed and picked up a frayed leaf that trembled ever so slightly beneath the wind. He glanced at it and took in every aspect: the tiny holes and pores littering its crisp surface, the channels that threaded throughout it like veins, jagged edges that looked sharp enough to cut. Beautiful. “I know we talked about this last night, but I really am sorry about what happened yesterday. I know you didn’t mean to hurt her.”

His friend sighed heavily and turned to look at Ash closer. There was something heavy in Bruiser’s beady stare, a shadow that would bring him to his knees if not cast away. Ash dropped the leaf. “It’s not your fault, you know. Nobody blames you for what happened - sometimes you get hurt in battles. I know Cynthia and Princess don’t hold it against you. Princess didn’t seem bothered at all!”

That didn’t do much for his friend, surprisingly. Ash patted Bruiser’s heavy shoulder. There were a few mottled bruises on him and a couple of fading scabs, but most injuries from the day before had already vanished entirely. Regular treatments at the Pokemon Center and the excellent healing abilities most pokemon possessed had done the fighting-type well.

Ash let his fingers brush over the black belt that Bruiser still wore looped around his neck. “You should start wearing this the way you’re supposed to,” he grinned. Bruiser huffed, used to this topic by now. He bore it as well as he ever did, though. The Machoke was patient to a fault. “You’re plenty strong enough, you know. Do I need to get Bruno to tell you whenever we see him next?”

Bruiser huffed, his gigantic shoulders shaking with quiet laughter. His clumsy hand tugged absentmindedly at the soft cloth of the black belt. He waved his hand in a gesture Ash easily understood. It wasn’t difficult to pick up on Bruiser’s inner thoughts in these one-sided conversations. He wore his heart on his sleeve.

“Yeah, yeah, I know,” Ash rested his hands on his knees. He cast another long stare out at the world below. Plume was visible as a tiny black spot in the sky far above Ecruteak. She’d needed to stretch her wings, though Ash was sharp enough to notice she gave the Tin Tower a wide berth. He paused to admire the vast structure for a moment - from here he could just barely see the bells, though they were probably another twenty or thirty feet above him. They were made of a pale crystal that vaguely reminded him of Suicune’s crest and shimmered like a rainbow in the twilit sun. “It’s not about strength to you. You want more than that before you wear the black belt.”

His friend nodded once. It was all Ash needed.

“You’ll master yourself one day,” Ash promised. He grinned as a flock of Pidgey flew across the sky not too far above them. Their cries split the air and quieted the chirps of Weedle and Caterpie in the forest below. “You’re going to keep learning and growing until you can be sure you can control yourself. I’ll be with you every step of the way, Bruiser.”

Bruiser’s reptilian face was split by a broad smile and he thumped a heavy fist to his barrel chest. Ash matched the gesture and grinned right back at Bruiser before he clapped his friend on the shoulder. “I’ll leave you to your thinking, alright? I’m going to release the rest of the team but I’ll do my best to make sure they don’t give you any trouble.”

The Machoke nodded appreciatively and graced Ash with another smile before he looked pensively down at Ecruteak and its surrounding territory. Ash followed his gaze and admired the vast stretches of red and gold painted across the evening sky before he rose and turned away from Bruiser.

He would give him his space. Ash’s words could only help so much. Bruiser needed to come to his own terms with what he had done with his vast strength and what he could do to avoid it the next time he and Princess fought.

For now, Ash would just try to keep the rest of the team in line. He had the sneaking suspicion Sneasel was going to try something. The little dark-type seemed to have a sixth sense for when Bruiser didn’t want to be disturbed.
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The Burnt Tower held the same eerie silence as it had the day before, as though everything in the area could feel the tragedy that had taken place here a hundred and fifty years ago. It lingered heavy in the air. Even the Song felt muted and distant in the fading light of day, though it grew stronger and stronger every second as the sun fell and the moon revealed itself as a slim silver crescent. .

Ash breathed in heavily as he ascended the steps. It was just dark enough that he struggled ever so slightly. Morty had warned him to avoid the charred remains of the Brass Tower at night, but Ash had found himself here nonetheless. Not a single member of his team was released, though Ash could sense the tell-tale twitch of their pokeballs. Nidoking and Dazed especially shook and jerked every few seconds, and Ash found himself with a hand on each to soothe them.

He couldn’t describe why he had chosen to take this foolhardy action. Ash found that the knowledge troubled him little. To be honest, he was more focused on following Cynthia’s instructions: Why, why, why?

It was because it felt right, proper and correct in a way he hadn’t felt in a long time. Something in his gut warned him against entering the Tower with his team. This place had suffered enough violence and bloodshed. It was a peaceful, tired graveyard. It didn’t wish for more violence. Ash would only receive what he brought in with him: if Ash entered tense and fearful of the unknown, then that is what this tomb would face him with. Ghosts were known to feed on fear and other human emotions, after all. No doubt they’d be attracted to him in a heartbeat.

Ash bore himself with the composure of a man who had seen everything. He removed his hands from his team and swore he would release them later so that they could experience this place with him. The only item he carried was the flute that Lugia had given him. It was smooth and glossy in his fingers and when Ash shut his eyes and listened he could detect a terrible yearning which emanated from the instrument, a memory of what was once was and a dream of what could be.

He felt the eyes on him, the boring gaze of what felt like the Tower itself, and inhaled deeply as he crossed the threshold and the Song redoubled in its intensity, rushing through his ears with all the power of the ocean itself. It held a warning, yet invited Ash in regardless.

It was an invitation Ash accepted. Thunder rolled in the distance, the scent of distant rain fresh in his nose. A storm was coming, and soon.

The interior of the tower was exactly what Ash had expected. Traces of its ancient majesty still remained - treasures like statues of gold and silver and what must have been the tattered, rotted remains of fine cloth and gorgeous artwork laid littered everywhere. Nobody had dared to loot this place. Great heaps of blackened stone, scorched even after all these years, laid tossed about the interior from where the tower had collapsed. A few pillars stood proudly, unbowed and strong despite their great age. What had once been the massive panels of brass that glimmered like gold on the outside of the tower had fallen all across the area to bury what must have been countless cultural treasures beneath their bulk.

In the center of the room was a great chunk of floor missing, having collapsed into the structure’s basement. Ash approached it and peered over the edge, curious to what might have fallen in with the collapse. The floor was stronger and sturdier than he would have expected and bore his weight easily.

Beneath him lay a vast space. It was almost entirely open to the sky since the Burnt Tower’s roof had collapsed so long ago. A few tiny fragments remained to blot out some of the evening sun’s fading light, but for the most part the orange light, which shone like molten gold, bathed the cavernous space. The remains of four gigantic wooden pillars which looked to have been carved from the largest trees on the planet were placed in each corner of the room, supporting what little remained of the tower’s wooden floor.

With nothing left to investigate on the main floor, Ash elected to climb down a small path of shattered wood. It was delicate and uncertain beneath his feet (and a mere brush from any of the spirits that haunted this place would have sent him crashing to the hard stone roughly fifteen feet beneath him, but he didn’t let the knowledge waver his resolve. It took a few minutes to safely traverse it and reach the basement, but Ash took comfort in the utter silence.

In a normal area the stark quiet would have alarmed him. The unbroken calm normally meant something particularly tough and intimidating stalked the forests - an Ursaring or Tyranitar would do the trick in Johto. Nothing wanted to attract the attention of such frightening foes.

Here in the tattered remnants of the Brass Tower it was comforting. Ash had feared the spirits of this place would inflict the misery that pervaded the Tower upon him. Visions, audible snippets of the Tower’s past, a sight of the great tower crumbling to the earth…

But they did not. Ash had respected that this was their home, their mausoleum. This wasn’t a place that could be returned to the hands of mortal men or their pokemon companions. The tragedy had marked this place deep and scarred it to its core. Its new inhabitants were bolstered by and gorged themselves on the memories and emotions that had been burnt into the stone itself. To remove them you’d have to tear down the tower itself, and neither the ghosts of the Burnt Tower or the people of Ecruteak would dare to imagine that.

He’d gotten a better sense of the town’s attitudes, he pondered as he trodded to the very center of the basement which was bathed in a pillar of bright sunlight - too bright for this late in the day, he thought idly to himself - and sat himself upon the flat, ancient stones. They valued their past more than anything else. When the Brass Tower had burnt it had toppled everything they’d known and held dear. In many ways, the city of Ecruteak had crumbled and burnt the same day as the Brass Tower had. Their independence lost, their ruling families tossed aside over the course of a night, and the modern world had sunk its claws in as their twin deities fled their long-prosperous home.

Ash sighed as the forlorn atmosphere of the place weighed heavy upon his shoulders. He flipped the flute in his hands. As always he enjoyed the feeling of the glossy material in his hands. It felt as though it had been specially crafted for him - nothing else felt as though it fit so well.

Then again, he supposed the flute had been made for him. One last gift from Lugia for his help.

Some of the shadows in distant corners wavered as the sunlight grew ever stronger - the heat pounded on his back even as thunder boomed, closer this time than it had before. Ash hoped whatever storm clouds it carried would arrive son. This heat was insane.

He put it out of his mind and closed his eyes. Ash didn’t feel it was right to release his team yet. This place and its inhabitants didn’t trust him enough.

So he put the flute to his lips and played the single tune he knew by heart. Ash felt his muscles relax and all worries fled his mind. Utter relaxation befell him as the flute and the Song worked their magic. Fears for his mother, for Molly, for the Awakening that drew nearer every day…

As the Song progressed something shifted. The Tower’s atmosphere lightened, the spirits watched and hummed in tune with Ash’s music. It was impossible to miss as the oppressive stillness of the Burnt Tower, that sensation of being trapped and lost in time when the lightning struck and the fires raged and swallowed the structure, fell away ever so slightly. It was as if the tower remembered the call of its old master and was able to recall better days, if only fleetingly.

Bells chimed in the distance. The sound pervaded all of Ecruteak. It did not shake his bones and rattle his teeth like thunder, but it struck a chord in Ash. The tinkling of the bells came in rhythm with the Song pouring from his flute - they were not identical, but the clear noise worked in tandem with the Song. Where the Song was heavy, the bells were light and where it was light the bells were heavy. The bells didn’t chime to the same tune, but a complementary one. They worked together to fill in the gaps where one was incomplete, and together they melded into beautiful music.

It went on like that for what felt like ages but might have been only a few minutes. In the distance Ash could hear the raucous cries of people, but he paid no attention to them. He embraced the Song in its entirety, and he would play it as long as he could to assauge the wounds in this old place.

A scant few raindrops pattered across his face. The crack of thunder, the sharp scent of ozone in his nostrils like chlorine. Dry, scorching heat and the dancing of cinders bright enough to leave stars in his closed eyes. And at last a soothing wind that blew in from the north, a gust that embraced Ash and cast aside his ever present ills: the scratch in his throat from Moltres’ fires, the tightness in his cheek from the scar Articuno had left him and the rest littering his body, and even the ache in his muscles and his shoulders from where Sneasel had stabbed him at Greenfield.

For one moment, Ash Ketchum felt mercifully whole.

He opened his eyes.

The Legendary Beasts of Johto stood before him.

Ash started, entirely taken aback by their sudden appearance. What first struck him was their size - the Beasts were massive beyond belief. Their bulk took up a huge chunk of the basement and they each dwarfed even Oak’s grizzled old Arcanine. Suicune and Raikou were slimmer than Entei, but that wasn’t saying much. Each had lean, corded muscle that shifted and flexed with the slightest of movements. A playful swat from any of them would probably reduce Ash to a red paste - that was even discounting their claws, which were more like daggers or short swords than anything.

Raikou laid on Ash’s left, the Beast of Thunder’s might paws crossed over each other nonchalantly. Its mane flowed like rumbling storm clouds and lightning danced in it every few seconds, barely constrained. Raikou’s bright blue tail of lightning tossed and whipped carelessly behind the Beast, every motion conjuring up a thunder clap that rattled Ash’s bones and shook the tower itself. Long fangs that would puncture steel and rock as easily as flesh were licked by a long pink tongue.

Entei towered in the center, dwarfing its siblings. The Beast of Fire peered down at Ash and were it not so serene he would’ve recalled the pain and suffering caused by the Crystal Entei, though to even compare the two felt like blasphemy. Even the Crystal Entei paled in comparison to the real thing. Its heavy mahogany coat, coated with a fine layer of ash and which contained dull red embers glowing all throughout, did little to conceal the monstrous power in its muscles. The earth cracked beneath the heat which poured from its claws and flesh and air warped and distorted about it. Its resplendent crest reminded Ash of a king’s crown and framed its wise eyes as they measured him. A vast trail of smoke, laced with cinders, billowed behind it and masked the Beast’s true size.

And last, but certainly not least, was Suicune to his right. Though perhaps the smallest and leanest of the Beasts, there was no doubting its power. Suicune’s mere presence carried a heavy weight of command, and Ash had no doubt that the North Wind was the leader of the three. Slight and graceful, yet larger than almost any other creature Ash had met. Its eyes, miniature suns just like its siblings, greeted Ash warmly.

Suicune’s thin blue fur dripped with pure water and dew, cold as could be without freezing to ice. He took a moment to admire the gigantic crest it bore easily - without the chaos of Greenfield, he could observe it properly. Whereas before he thought it solid ice, it was clear to see now that the glassy crown (the sight of the Crystal Entei impaled violently on the horn flashed through Ash’s mind) appeared more as a hair-thin layer of ice which covered running water. The water, clear as crystal, circled endlessly throughout the crest.

Ash bowed his head. The Flute fell limply in his fingers in the face of the Beasts.

“I found the Brass Tower just like you showed me,” Ash stated simply. The Beasts looked knowingly at him and they sat in comfortable silence as they took the sight in. He marveled at them, but he also saw the truth of Eusine’s words yesterday. Though the Brass Tower was a pale shadow of its former self the Beasts were truly at home here - they were more relaxed than Ash could ever have imagined them.

“Thank you for coming to Greenfield,” he said earnestly. Ash hadn’t gotten a chance to thank them before they’d left. Not verbally, anyways. He’d just managed to project his gratefulness to them through the Unown. “We wouldn’t have stood a chance of fixing things without your help. You saved all of Johto.”

Raikou’s tongue lolled out of its mouth, an odd sight to see on such an intimidating frame. Entei and Suicune were both more fitting of their stature, however, and dipped their heads in acknowledgement. Ash marveled at the sight and drank it in for a few seconds before the ringing of the bells - even more intense now, if anything - reclaimed his attention.

The living shadows wavered at the edges again, though obviously wary of the Beasts that had reclaimed their home. Ash frowned. He didn’t want to take their brief respite from them.

“Would you like to listen?” Ash offered as he placed the silver flute to his lips. Their eyes, bright and golden as the sun, watched. Suicune nodded as it sat regally, its twin ‘ribbons’ floating gracefully in the wind carried by its presence. Entei followed Raikou’s example and plopped to the ground, though Entei didn’t roll onto his side like the massive electric feline.

He stayed in his position on the ground and shut his eyes once more as Lugia’s Song flowed from the flute. It seamlessly merged with the delicate chimes of the Tin Tower’s bells and the spirits and memories which haunted the Brass Tower eased. Ash wasn’t so long in the Song to miss the tell-tale tremble of the pokeballs on his belt as his team released themselves, drawn out by the presence of the Legendary Beasts.

Ash paid no attention to it though. He just kept playing and felt a genuine smile come to his lips as three otherworldly voices joined his own, though they sang the song of the bells rather than the tune of his flute.

Raikou’s roar, feral and savage like the thunder of a lightning bolt that struck mere feet away, conjured images of black storm clouds gathering over Ecruteak many, many years ago. The people and pokemon quailed and hid away in their fine homes of wood and stone, their twin towers that stood as a testament to their power. A single arc of brilliant gold surged to the golden gleaming tower that reflected its light beautifully.

Entei’s rumble, somewhere between the eruption of a long-dormant volcano and the crumble of ashen trees in a blazing wildfire, showed Ash the flames that sparked as a result of the lightning. The tower went up in a terrible conflagration in mere moments, the supports eroded before the people of Ecruteak could hope to react. Gleaming brass collapsed, the top floors scattered around. Hundreds burned or died in the falling rubble, including three young pokemon…

Suicune’s mournful howl painted the rest of the story. As the tower burned, the storm clouds which had begun it all allowed their bounty to drip. The flames were extinguished in the torrential downpour, marked by a cool northern wind that carried the rest of the heat and ash far away from the site of the tragedy. Soot and countless charred corpses were all that remained of the tower.

Moon and Mystery and Silver Typhoon Lugia, absent when the conflagration appeared, knew what had happened and would never return to its ancient perch in Ecruteak. It retired to its old nomadic ways, to travel deep within the ocean it commanded lest its power wreak havoc. Its Song would never be heard in the Brass Tower except in memory… until today.

Sun’s Light and Rebirth and Rainbow Rebirth Ho-Oh descended from its perch as the bells tolled. Its talons touched the earth for the first time in aeons. It found the remains of the three siblings and sang its mournful song. Renewing flame bathed their ashen remains. Yet simple recreation was not enough, not a sufficient mark of this event - Ho-Oh remade them in an image of the tragedy. It sacrificed a vast portion of its own essence to make the pokemon one with their Concepts, as its counterpart had sacrificed a vast portion of its spirit to carve its Birds apart.

Raikou, the Thunder and Lightning and Storm that had sparked the flame. Entei, the raging Fire that had seared the tower to the ground. Suicune, the soothing Rains and the North Wind that had carried it there.

The flute fell from his fingers and his eyes snapped open. His team surrounded him. Ash’s breath came heavy and harsh as he took in the Beasts - they sat utterly still, sun-filled eyes locked on him. It took a moment before the information imparted by their own songs fully soaked and he was cognizant of the waking world once more.

For a single moment he saw the tower as it had been - bustling with life, filled with history, draped in resplendent brass - and envisioned it all burnt to cinders. Then he saw the Beasts as they truly were. Three mortal siblings met with a greusome fate - they had died here, in this basement. Panic and frenzy and a forlorn acceptance. The flames had been too hot for the Vaporeon and Jolteon, and the smoke and ash had choked even the resistant Flareon to its dying breath…

Faint wisps of insight blazed in his mind from when he’d held the Unown. Ancient, wreathed in a blazing shroud of the divine that cloaked a mortal core. Ash smiled inwardly at reclaiming even a single fragment of that knowledge, then the melancholy nature of what he’d just learned settled over him.

Words were not needed. The Beasts had told their story. They dipped their heads one last time, graced his team with a fond gaze, and vanished as quickly as they had arrived. Raikou vanished in a bolt of lightning, returned to the storm clouds to chase across Johto. Entei leapt away, its massive musculature enough to carry its enormous bulk with uncanny grace. Infernus looked after it miserably, though Ash frowned at him - Infernus had already died once to Moltres, and had nearly suffered the same fate in Shamouti at the hands of Moltres. He didn’t need to add Entei to the list.

Suicune lingered. Its blazing eyes traced Torrent for a moment then shifted to Ash. He felt a gentle fondness from the Beast of the North Wind, and he did his best to project the feeling back. Suicune howled like a stormgale and Ash was beset by a vision of what he knew to be the Tin Tower and an enormous crystal bell that glimmered in the light of a rainbow. The sun was positioned directly above the Tin Tower.

With that, Suicune departed. It howled one last time and the rain fell heavily upon his team in a shower that soaked them to their core. Ash and most of his friends found themselves refreshed (Torrent and Tangrowth seemed especially happy with the cool brush of wind and water) but Infernus looked rather irritated as steam boiled off his body.

“I’m going to return you all,” Ash informed his friends as the shadows in the room darkened and an untold number of weary gazes set upon them. The air grew cold and harsh in his lungs, though every now and then he thought he felt a trace of hot smoke… “I think we’ve worn out our welcome.”

They nodded their assent. Only Infernus didn’t seem keen to leave this place as soon as possible - with how annoyed he was there were decent odds that he’d try to burn down the rest of the Brass Tower. That would be less than ideal.

Nevertheless, even the Magmortar accepted his return. Ash exhaled in relief as the tower’s atmosphere returned to normal, though he still hurried out and climbed the pile of rubble and wreckage as quickly as he could to return to the ground floor and make his escape.

To be honest, the ghosts were only half the problem.

Ash had no doubt that Eusine would arrive soon. There was no way he was dealing with that.

No, today had been busy. He was more than happy to return to the Pokemon Center and reflect on everything he’d learned. His brain had been exhausted and aching even before he’d arrived at the Burnt Tower. After the Beasts?

Well, he could use a long rest. Ash thought he deserved it this time.
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The city had been in an uproar as Ash wandered the streets of Ecruteak the night before, but it was nothing compared to what awaited him the next morning. Ash groaned and pulled the pillow over his head as raucous cheers and the sound of streamers and fireworks went off outside. It had to be just after the crack of dawn…

Knocking on his door. Ash groaned something that might have been words.

More knocking. Ash grumbled something at Dazed, but she didn’t fire a Psybeam through the door like he wanted. Was that really so much to ask?

Dazed’s voice held endless amusement.

Murder is frowned upon by most humans. Especially for such petty reasons. Wake up, Friend-Trainer. It is a new day. 

He groaned again, but finally managed to crack his eyes open. Ash blearily pulled on a plain black shirt and stalked over to the door. As he wrenched it open he wondered if it wasn’t too late to let Infernus answer the door for him. The Magmortar would get a kick out of it.

“Hello?” He groused. Ash wasn’t impressed at the sight of Morty and Eusine in front of it, ready to knock again.

Eusine stepped close. Too close. Dazed’s eyes flashed beside him and the well-dressed man coughed and allowed some space between the two of them. “My apologies. Did you see Suicune yesterday?”

“Talk about a one-track mind,” Morty muttered to himself as he lightly interjected himself between the two. “Sorry about the early morning wakeup call, Ash. The festival’s about to begin and we didn’t want you to miss out.”

“Festival?” Ash reached for a tiny arc of Lightning to wake him up. His posture straightened, his eyes lost their glassy sheen, and he reached up to straighten up his hair - Ash felt exposed without his hat, which currently laid on the bedside table. Morty blinked at the sudden change, but rolled with it. Ash thought the ghost-type specialist might be almost as unflappable as he was.

The Gym Leader waited in the doorway as Ash walked back into his room and began to get ready. Jacket, belt, PokeNav, and shoes and he was all set. “To celebrate the return of the Beasts. There were sightings all over the city yesterday. They vanished as soon as they appeared, unfortunately. Still, it’s a cause for celebration. It’s been decades since they’ve been sighted in these parts. They aren’t believed to have fond memories of Ecruteak,” Morty finished, downcast.

“They do,” he said carelessly. Ash ignored the look Morty shot him and the (frankly disturbing) stare of Eusine. “It’s still their home, even after all this time.”

Realization struck Morty. “They came for you?”

Ash shrugged. “I don’t know about that. They appeared while I was in the Burned Tower, though.”

Eusine practically lunged forward. “Suicune was there? You saw it?”

“Yes.”

“What does it look like? Is it as majestic as the stories? How can I see it - what makes you so special?” Eusine babbled. Ash stared at him blankly, a little overwhelmed by the torrent of questions. “Hurry, we don’t have much time. We might be able to track it if -”

A firm hand hand clasped on Eusine’s shoulder. “Down, boy. That’s enough, Eusine. You aren’t going to be tracking Suicune anytime soon. It’s probably halfway across Johto by now. Let’s just go enjoy the festival, alright?”

Eusine didn’t look too happy about that but he acquiesced to his friend’s demand. Dazed shuffled along with them as Morty led them down the hallway to the stairwell that would take them out of the Pokemon Center. Her eyes didn’t leave Morty’s befanged shadow. It winked at her with a pale eye.

“You’ll love the festival, Ash,” Morty promised. “It’s definitely worth getting woken up at five thirty in the morning and I don’t say that lightly.”

Five thirty? No wonder he’d been half-dead when they’d woken him up. Ash just nodded and went along with it. Well, he had wanted to experience Ecruteak’s culture after all. The mild inconvenience would be worth it for a once in a lifetime event.
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Twenty minutes later they’d fought their way through the teeming crowds to the steps of the Ecruteak Gym, a plain yet elegant building that must have been centuries old. It was built in the old style, just like the rest of the historical district of Ecruteak (and a great deal of the rest of the city which was built in imitation), and stood proudly atop a raised plaza of cobblestone. The only others that shared the spot with them were Morty’s Gym Trainers, who were loosely arranged across the plaza.

Ash could hardly believe his eyes as he surveyed the city below. Not a person in Ecruteak remained in their homes. Hundreds of thousands must have taken to the streets as the Tin Tower’s bells chimed in the distance, the Tin Tower gleaming like silver in the sun of early morning. There was still a faint chill to the air that sent shivers up Ash’s spine.

People laughing, dancing, singing… games were played, pokemon roamed happily as humans passed out food and candy to anything who passed by. Fireworks went off all over the city, a constant roll of thunder and fire followed by jets of water from a handful of pokemon.

They’d barely managed to work their way through the crowds. Ash still felt a little claustrophobic from the sheer mass of people that filled the streets - there was hardly a single spare speck of space in the entire city. He’d been prodded, poked, shoved, and tripped by the laughing Ecruteakans as they rejoiced in the occasion. Plenty of the native pokemon had taken to it as well, apparently just as happy about the Beasts’ appearance as the humans. Pidgey lined the streets, practically every rafter and roof ready to sag beneath their weight, and sang to the morning sun. Rattata and Sentret emerged from their hidden homes and happily stole little pieces of food that had dropped to the stone paths. Even a few Gastly crept out from their places in the shadows and took joy in leaping out and frightening a few innocent children or festive couple before they cackled and fled in a wisp of purple gas.

Banners had been hung with sun and moon symbols. Hundreds of little statues had been placed outside of the houses and businesses in the area - some simple displays of the towers like he’d seen yesterday, others crude or spectacularly crafted mimics of the Beasts. Bells chimed from every building, a steady undercurrent to the cheer and raucous laughter of the teeming masses below.

“Stunning, isn’t it?” Morty grinned at his side. Several of his loyal partners had emerged from the gym to witness it. Several Gastly and Haunter hung in the air beside him, pale gazes locked on the spectacle below. A lone Gengar had soaked into Morty’s shadow. “Say what you will about us, but we know how to party!”

“Yeah,” Ash said quietly, still a little overcome by the beginnings of the festival in the distance - he could hear the steady drumbeats and the cheers grew in intensity in the corner of the city by the Tin Tower. His sharp eyes caught a few flashes of color in the streets. Whatever was in this parade, it was bright and massive.

He waited patiently. Several of his friends were released so that they could enjoy the festivities as well. It was wrong to keep them locked away. Plume circled high above the gym, just one of what must have been thousands of birds that cast a heavy shadow on the city. They danced with one another, a constant cacophony of squawks and shrieks and cries greeting Ash’s ears.

Torrent looked lost in thought at Ash’s side. The mighty Kingdra stared down at the wild city listlessly. Ash pat the water-type with more than a little concern. Torrent had been rather quiet since that first night in the woods.

Seeker was huddled inside of Ash’s jacket to avoid the sun - he could barely even see her little ears peeking out. He smiled and stroked the impossibly thin membranes happily. She didn’t seem to totally understand what was going on but she enjoyed it nonetheless. Bruiser was close by, naturally. His beady eyes never left the city, a slight smile plastered on his reptilian face.

Sneasel was looped comfortably around Ash’s shoulders. He shivered every now and then, overcome by the energy and eager to take part himself. Once things cleared up a little Ash would have to take him and Tangrowth down to enjoy the city before everyone went inside. Who knew when the next time they’d see this many people would be? They’d already had to pull Tangrowth back from waddling down into the city proper and hugging as many people and pokemon as he could get his vines on.

Aron and Oz stood with Tangrowth. He knew Oz was probably a little paranoid around this many and couldn’t blame her - even though he was amazed, it set his skin crawling. Every instinct he had told him to run far, far away from this place.

Nidoking, however, remained on his belt. He still wasn’t totally back to normal. His encounter with Spiritomb had cut deep. Ash wasn’t about to subject him to this. For now he would stay in his pokeball with Infernus.

After what felt like nearly an hour of fending off random questions from Eusine - no, Ash did not know how to summon Suicune and he most certainly did not think it would join Eusine as a loyal companion - Morty nudged him and pointed at something in the distance. “Look. They’re almost here.”

His breath caught in his throat as another round of fireworks went off. A cold heat he’d nearly forgotten burned in the back of his mind but he paid no attention to it. All that he could focus on was the procession marching its way down the street through the buzzing, colorful crowds.

It was magnificent in a way that the Beasts were not.

What crashed through the streets, parting the masses of people and pokemon, was magnificently human. Lines and lines of dancers - hundreds of them - dressed in traditional garb and with a mask of one of the Beasts held to their face marched and sang down the confetti-drenched streets of Ecruteak. They waved everywhere and danced intricately, laughing and singing to anyone who would listen. Behind them were the drummers. Each held old drums in their arms so massive that Ash was stunned they didn’t stagger beneath their weight. The drummers pounded their palms against the drums constantly to produce the loud, powerful noises he’d heard from miles away. They were each draped in a cloak that was painted a stark silver or a chaotic rainbow.

It was beautiful and fantastic and overwhelming. Ash watched with his team, speechless as the procession went by. More and more amazing sights walked by beneath the Gym, oftentimes waving up to Morty’s slight figure: massive floats of the Beasts (imperfect but surprisingly accurate… most were smaller than the actual Beasts), old men in rainbow robes who proclaimed the story and return of the Three, the Kimono Girls who danced intricate, graceful movements with the ease of masters, and long depictions of the Beasts borne by dozens of men and women with poles stalked forward with startling realism.

“Where did all of this come from?” He asked Morty.

The Gym Leader smiled, though his eyes remained locked on the festival. It looked like there was still hours of it to go - the procession marching down the streets appeared unending. “Some people keep materials for it. Masks, banners, that sort of stuff” he shrugged but pointed to the floats and costumes. “Most of that was made over the last night. The city’s been hard at work preparing for this.”

Ash nodded. He could still barely take this in.

All he knew was that he liked it, although the thought of being down in the crowd left his fists balled and his breath short.

For the first time he could remember he actually enjoyed being in public.

A small smile crept onto his face.
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Sneasel had the time of his life as he scrambled around the streets. Enough confetti had stuck to his fur and claws that Ash could barely see his black fur beneath it and Sneasel didn’t seem put off by it at all - he yowled and hissed happily as he slashed into the paper lanterns, origami figurines that had been tossed all over the city, and wove around the feet of humans, shot through a crowd of Rattata who skittered away, and climbed up a few wooden posts before he leapt to a new one.

Ash grinned and gave up on keeping track of Sneasel. He trusted his friend to stay close in the chaos. Tangrowth was easy to find in the crowd, after all. The massive tangle of vines and hugs waddled happily through the masses of humanity that still littered the streets after the festival had ended. His saucer-like eyes darted everywhere with blatant glee. A few humans gave the towering Tangrowth a wide berth, but plenty others were in a good enough mood that they simply laughed and patted his seeking vines when they brushed against them or patted them.

Aron was held high above them by a fair portion of Tangrowth’s powerful vines. Not all of them had regrown yet, but a fair number of the thick lengths which were only slightly damaged or burnt from Cynthia’s team had recovered completely. Ash could easily spot the new growths wriggling beneath the surface - they were thin and nearly transparent in some places, but grew so quickly he imagined there’d be a noticeable difference if he measured them again in an hour.

He drifted off into his own thoughts as they slowly walked out of the historical district of Ecruteak and into a long cobblestone path guarded on all sides by a small forest of red and gold trees that towered about them. It would lead him to the Tin Tower. Ash took a moment to appreciate the scene - he was glad he was here when the leaves were changing. It was beautiful.

The festival had gone on for more than five hours. It had been a splendid, albeit exhausting, affair that truly celebrated Ecruteak’s history and heritage. Ash had grinned madly at some parts when his limited knowledge of the city’s folklore came in handy: a few floats depicted the Four Artifacts of the Faithful, the League’s pokeball symbol emblazoned in gold and silver instead of the traditional white and red, and a few other little pieces that Morty or the Kimono Girls had mentioned.

Ash was glad it had ended, but he was also more than happy to have attended. Mostly he was just appreciative of the fact it had ended roughly an hour or so before noon. According to Morty nobody was allowed into the Tin Tower after the hour of noon. Even the Rainbow Sages retired to their small quarters built adjacent to the tower proper. It wouldn’t be open to the scant few people allowed to enter until the next dawn.

The Kimono Girls had mentioned something similar about the Brass Tower during the ‘official’ tour, if he remembered correctly. The Silver Sages had maintained that it was only available to enter from the first moments of dusk until midnight.

Well, back in the old days the Taiyo and Tsuki were the only ones allowed to remain in the Towers since they were essentially their palaces and centers of power, a lasting reminder to Ecruteak that their rulers were born of the gods themselves.

Or so they had claimed. Ash had more than a few doubts about that. Gary and Jonathan would probably outright call ‘bullshit’. His lips curved up into a small smile. He was looking forward to seeing them in Mahogany in a week. He’d meet Jonathan and Amelia first and have a few days to spend with them before Gary arrived. After that he would hang out with the rest of the Pallet trainers before he moved onto Blackthorn. It should be a nice break and a good chance to catch up.

His thoughts trailed off as their group reached the end of the cobblestone path. It expanded into a vast plaza identical to the Burnt Tower’s, though obviously in much better condition. Ash’s couldn’t help but marvel at the sight of the tower up close.

It was everything he’d imagined the Brass Tower to be and more. Even the momentary impressions he had received of the Brass Tower in its prime failed to prepare him for this.

The Tin Tower shone like a great mirror in the sunlight. Rays of the sun hit the massive structure and scattered off into countless rainbows that bathed the plaza - everywhere he looked rainbows arced through the sky, to the ground, or intersected with one another. His eyes burned and tears welled within them at the intensity of the light but he refused to abandon the sight.

What wasn’t shielded by great panes of tin was beautifully carved wood that seemed to have been erected yesterday. Not a single sign of wear or tear was evident on the tower. Masterfully crafted figures of Ho-Oh were carved from thick, heavy wood and mounted on each corner of the nine angled roofs. Every feather was painted expertly in a staggering display of skill, evident of craftsmen who had seen their model for themselves. It lent perfectly to the rainbow pattern of the Legend and twin torches were lit in each depiction of Ho-Oh’s eyes. Ash could almost believe that they were alive…

He inhaled. Sweet summer air, still damp thanks to the impromptu thunder storm yesterday, laced with the crisp scent of the transitioning leaves. Soft, lush soil and budding vegetation, the pleasant aroma of the incense pouring from the tower, and the distinct smell that lingered after spring showers. Ash shut his eyes and relaxed as the soft breeze brushed against him. The Tin Tower was as different from the remains of the Burnt Tower as day was to night. Whereas the Burnt Tower lingered in the tragedy that had soaked into its very foundations, the Tin Tower was like a breath of fresh air. A place of growth and renewal and greeting the new dawn.

It still felt wrong to approach the tiered tower. He felt as though he should turn and walk around - he did go ahead and return his teammates, especially since Sneasel seemed a little too interested in some of the smaller shrines leading up to the tower - but he pressed on and entered the building.

The doors were already open.

Several old, wizened men awaited him. Each bore small symbols of the sun looped around their neck - carved from rainbow opal, of course - and their robes shimmered in the light. They carried small bells that looked to have been shaped from transparent crystal. Even inside the Tin Tower rainbows were scattered everywhere, nearly blinding.

“Elite Four Ash Ketchum,” the lead man opened his arms invitingly. Ash nodded at them, then stared as he realized each of the Rainbow Sages was entirely blind: their eyes were covered in milky white cataracts that obscured their sight. “It is an honor to welcome you into the Tin Tower. We are the Rainbow Sages. We have been expecting you.”

“I’m honored to be here,” Ash said uncertainly. To say he was less than comfortable with this situation was an understatement. “Did Morty tell you I was coming here?”

The lead Rainbow Sage nodded. “Indeed. Gym Leader Morty, amongst others, alerted us that you’d displayed an interest. We are more than happy to open our doors to you. The Tin Tower holds no secrets.”

Ash arched an eyebrow. That seemed… generous. “Is everyone treated so well?”

The old man chuckled. “We treat all who seek this place with respect, but few can claim to be invited into this sacred place.”

“So why me?” Ash folded his arms across his chest. He narrowed his eyes.

“You are a member of the Elite Four,” the Rainbow Sage said as if that was all that mattered. Ash didn’t buy it, and he was proven correct as the shriveled old man continued. “Yet that is not all you are, is it? Without our Lord we lack the foresight and influence our order held in the elder days, but we have not forgotten the old ways. We see more than most. There is something about you…” the Rainbow Sage trailed off as he stroked his long silver beard. “A most peculiar smell that reminds me of a great many things. A roaring fire. The harshest days of winter. The air after a lightning strike. They cling to you, and greater things than they circle about you.”

Ash felt uncomfortable at the frank observation and clung tightly to the Feather hidden beneath his shirt. It might just be an empty vessel, but it still brought him comfort. The Rainbow Sage smiled, revealing a mouth nearly empty of teeth. “And because of that you’re letting me see the tower?”

The Rainbow Sage chuckled. “Oh no. We give you free reign because of the Sacred Three. In our dreams, we Rainbow Sages were each blessed by a vision. A black-haired boy standing before the Crystal Bells bathed in sunlight. It’s been many years since we had such fortune,” the Sage finished quietly. He motioned to the center of the tower, where Ash could spot a strong, sturdy staircase that would take him to the top. “So go, moon-scented trainer. Pay your respects.”

He nodded and started towards the stairs. “Are you coming with me?”

“We’re too old for that journey,” the Rainbow Sages all laughed. Ash didn’t doubt it. They looked like they would crumble and splinter if a strong breeze swept through. Not a single one could be under eighty. “Our younger acolytes tend to the upper levels. They will leave you your privacy with the Crystal Bell, however.”

Ash nodded again and strode to the stairwell. He began to ascend the polished wood steps and it wasn’t long before the ache set in.

This was going to be a long climb.
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The Crystal Bell was an enormous thing. It was no surprise considering it could be hard all over Ecruteak and beyond. Ash still marveled at the sight. How had it even been crafted? It was delicate beyond belief yet was sturdy enough to have survived at least several centuries.

It wasn’t the Crystal Bell that had rung yesterday evening or this morning. According to one of the acolytes he’d spoken with who tended to this room (a skinny, gangly young man who was all elbows and knees) there were four bells on each floor of the tower. They would ring in response to Suicune or Ho-Oh’s arrival.

The Crystal Bell rang only for Ho-Oh.

It had not rung in one hundred and fifty years. Ash pondered that tidbit as he marveled at the fine structure. Had it been carved by psychics or something? Perhaps even Aura-crafted like Cynthia had mentioned? There was no way human hands could have created something so perfect. Something told him he could have Bruiser try to shatter it and the glassy material wouldn’t so much as budge.

The best way he could describe it was to ascribe to the Crystal Bell a feeling of permanence, as if it had found its place in the world and would not - could not - be shifted from it.

Ash glanced around the room. This was said to have been the room where Ho-Oh once perched and he had to admit he believed it. Whereas the rest of the floors were fairly large and clearly designed for habitation, this was bare save for several braziers and two massive statues of Ho-Oh. Surprisingly they were carved from bare stone and not adorned at all. They were grey and lifeless, yet still commanded a healthy dose of respect.

He supposed it would have been pointless to try to match the splendor of the living, breathing Ho-Oh. A fool’s errand.

The rest of the topmost floor was utterly bare. Stone and wood supports stood strong, but they were spaced out so that a truly gigantic creature could take comfort in its rest here. Ash wondered what it would have looked like… all he could recall of Mew’s transformation to save him on New Island was a blindingly bright creature laced with brilliantly hued feathers that shone like the sun.

It was fuzzy, to say the least.

Ash sighed. He wasn’t exactly certain of what he was supposed to do up here. It was beautiful, yes, but was he just supposed to stare at the bell all day? He could appreciate the opportunity to see something perhaps dozens or hundreds had been allowed to witness throughout the centuries, but Ash didn’t like not having a true purpose.

He turned and walked to the edge of the building, relishing in the loss of his fear of heights. His legs weren’t a hint unsteady anymore. It was hard to cling to a fear of heights after riding Plume all over Hoenn and Johto - she took pleasure in taking more daring dives and maneuvers each time he saddled her up. In a few months he’d probably be comfortable enough to let her hit max speed.

Ecruteak truly was a beautiful city, Ash thought as he stood at the very top of their sacred tower. Their simple, elegant buildings sprawled for many miles all around. Not a single building was tall enough to run the risk of blotting the view of the Tin Tower - the city was too traditional to embrace the skyscrapers of Goldenrod or Saffron. He could appreciate that.

Not to say it was a purely historic town. Most of the newer buildings had just been modeled after the ancient style to fit in. There were a few industrial parks and other business districts he could pick out - they held only to the loosest definition of traditional and were replete with machinery and equipment - but overall the city was pleasantly unified in appearance and purpose. They hadn’t surrendered their history as many others had.

Ash glanced back at the Crystal Bell. A beam of sunlight had illuminated the beautiful creation and cast rainbow-hued light all over Ho-Oh’s perch. It must be noon. He turned back to Ecruteak and sat deep in thought.

“How’s it going?”

Ash jerked, Lightning in his veins as he wheeled around to stare at the newcomer. A nosy, prying acolyte perhaps? No, they wouldn’t have dared enter this room… his blood chilled as an icy fire sparked inside him for the first time in days.

The man he saw was the last thing he would have expected. Tall and relatively young. Ash would put him in his mid or late-twenties at the latest. He wasn’t a hulking man like Bruno, but his height and lean, wiry muscle left him imposing enough that Ash instinctively reached for Nidoking’s pokeball. He didn’t release him…yet.

When the man raised his hands placatingly Ash took a little longer to assess him, still suspicious. The man’s appearance was peculiar, to say the least. He definitely wasn’t from around here. His hair was an ashen blonde, almost the color of pale sand, and his face vaguely reminded Ash of a sneering Persian or grinning Arcanine. Startling, his eyes were a dark gold that made Ash think of Princess’ stark yellow sclera. Though young, his face bore the hints of lines and weathering from excessive exposure to the sun. Ash wondered if the bizarre white strip across his face was supposed to reflect the sun somehow? Black would be better for that. Then again, it could just be a fashion statement.

“You done yet?” The man smirked at Ash. He stuck his hands into the pockets of his dark blue overcoat and swaggered over to Ash’s side, though there was enough space that Ash didn’t feel like releasing a teammate yet. There were no pokeballs on the man’s belt either, or any other kind of equipment. The man whistled appreciatively as he looked out over Ecruteak then turned to Ash and stretched out his hand. “The name’s Wes.”

“Ash,” he said hesitantly as he shook the man’s hand. His other hand never left Nidoking’s pokeball. He started - Wes’ skin was hot, hot enough for Ash to feel it through his glove. “Are you feeling okay?”

The man barked out a laugh. “Yeah, I’m fine,” he snickered as he casually sat down on the very edge of Ho-Oh’s perch and let his legs dangle over the side. Wes didn’t seem to care at all about the danger. “Just hot-blooded is all. So Ash, huh? Your last name wouldn’t happen to be Ketchum would it?”

“It is.”

“Ash Ketchum,” Wes whistled. “That’s a big name around these parts. What are you doing up here?”

Ash scowled, tired of the man’s attitude. “I’m up here with permission. What are you doing here?”

Wes didn’t seem bothered by Ash’s irritation. If anything his leonine grin widened. “Just stopping by. It’s been a long, long time since I’ve been here. Besides, it’s a nice view,” he motioned out to the city that seemed so distant beneath their feet. “Never had anything like this back home,” Wes sighed. “Just sand, sand, and more sand. There was a pretty nice tower, though. Haven’t seen anything half as fancy anywhere else.”

That piqued Ash’s interest enough for him to forget his frustration. “Where are you from?”

“Orre,” Wes snorted at the look on Ash’s face. “Yeah, that’s how most people react,” he tossed a stray pebble (Ash scowled when he realized that pebble had probably sat at the top of the Tin Tower for countless years) off into the wind. “Orre’s a real shithole. It’s not all bad, though. There’s one or two good people still fighting the good fight. Still trying to stoke those dying ashes into a proper flame.”

Ash smiled. “I know one of them. Michael? The Champion of Orre?” He said proudly. Whatever bitterness he held for the redhead for his loss in the Final paled in comparison to the knowledge of what Michael was doing with his skills and strength. He was ‘fighting the good fight’ as Wes had put it.

“That’s a name I haven’t heard in a long time. Michael’s a good kid,” Wes chuckled. Ash watched him closely. A weight was cast over the strange man’s figure. “He had some big shoes to fill but he came through. What’s he up to nowadays?”

He blinked. “He’s gone back to Orre to try and unite it. You know him?” Ash inquired.

Wes nodded happily at the news then shrugged. “Well, I met him once when he was a kid. It was brief. We never really had the opportunity to get all buddy buddy.”

Ash allowed a few moments of silence. “He’s got a lot on his plate,” he murmured. “He’ll pull through, though. He’s strong.”

“That he is,” Wes mused. He glanced over at Ash with those unsettling yellow eyes. They seemed to stare straight through him. “You seem pretty strong yourself, Ash. You’ve seen some shit.”

It wasn’t a question.

“Yeah,” Ash muttered to himself. He didn’t look at Wes. Memories freshly dragged to the surface by Spiritomb’s toxic aura ran through his mind and he hugged his arms to his body. “Yeah, I guess I have.”

Wes lightly slapped him on the back. “I know how easy it is to get lost in the dark. It suffocates you. Stains you. That’s when the fear comes. What if I’m not good enough? What if people I love get hurt? What if I can’t do my duty?” The man glanced casually at him. “What if I’m too weak?”

Ash turned, suddenly uneasy around Wes. He’d gotten too comfortable around the man.

That said, he couldn’t resist. “What if I am?”

The man raised an eyebrow. Ash found his eyes drawn to some bizarre contraption on Wes’ left arm. He’d thought it a part of his outfit at first, but now he could see it was some kind of metallic sleeve that ran up his arm to form a large pad at his shoulder. “If you’re too weak,” Wes snatched Ash’s attention back, “Then you fail. You lose. You die and have to pass the torch to the next poor son of a bitch.”

Ash toyed with the heavy weight of the Unown tablet. “And what if there’s nobody else?”

Wes grinned. “Then you’d better not lose.”

He stared up at the clouds contemplatively. Wes’ words shouldn’t have been comforting, but they somehow made him feel better. Gave him something to think about. A goal.

The older man seemed to realize that Ash wouldn’t be speaking anytime soon. He allowed the comfortable silence to linger on before he finally shattered the illusion of peace. “I used to live a lonely life. My friends were the only thing that kept me going through it - the only ones that kept me sane. I watched them grow from these broken little creatures into proud, strong individuals that can stand on their own. They’re gone on their own journeys now and that loneliness returns, like an ache that never quite leaves my bones. I put a piece of myself into them that I’m not sure I’ll ever get back. That scares me,” Wes admitted. His eyes glinted gold in the sunlight. “I was whole once, and I don’t think I’ll ever be that way again.”

“I’m always afraid,” Ash said at last. He questioned himself on why he was telling this to a strange man that had appeared somewhere he shouldn’t be, but Ash couldn’t answer that. Wes was shady and rough around the edges but there was something trustworthy about him. Even if the stranger couldn’t understand… well, it felt good to get it off his chest. There was a light and earnestness inside the man, something that compelled Ash to bare himself just as Wes had.

“I thought I wasn’t. I thought I was past fear. That I’d seen too much and gotten too strong to be afraid of anything,” Ash muttered. He clasped a hand against the burning Feather beneath his shirt. “But I’m nothing compared to what I want to stop. I’ll never be strong enough. There’s nobody who can really help me. I’m on my own.”

Wes barked out a laugh. “You remind me of myself, kid. It’s a big, bad world and there’s a lot to be afraid of,” he finished with a quiet sigh. “You got a girl?”

“What?! No!” Ash flushed. Where had that come from?

The man snickered. “Heh, didn’t think so. You should work on that. I had a girl a long time ago,” Wes brightened. That earnestness was back again. “Best thing that ever happened to me!” Wes confided.

Ash looked at Wes strangely. Had. It was Orre so he assumed the worst. “What happened to her?”

“Eh,” Wes waved his question off, appearing very tired. “It’s a long story. Michael probably knows. Ask him if he knows someone named Rui and that’ll explain the rest.”

He filed the name away in his mind, though he also had to ask why he kept meeting all these mysterious weirdos. First Tobias, now sketchy Wes. Couldn’t anyone just be straightforward for once?

“My point,” Wes continued. “Is that strength isn’t everything. There’s always something stronger. You could be the strongest trainer on the planet and we both know that doesn’t mean as much as you’d expect,” he barked out another laugh. “There are real monsters out there.”

Ash snorted. “You don’t know the half of it.”

“Maybe,” Wes grinned down at him. Ash thought it was fit the man: the smirk left Ash feeling as though Wes knew a little more than he should. “But yeah, sometimes it doesn’t matter how strong your team is. You can be as strong as you want but there’s a lot more to it than power. You gotta stay sharp, Ash. Keep your head up. Follow your heart and damn the consequences.”

That brought a smile to Ash’s face. “You sound like a trainer - Lance would like you.”

Wes didn’t react much beyond a small smile at the mention of the Indigo Champion.

Despite his misgivings about the man, they carried a surprisingly normal conversation. Wes never volunteered much, but as time passed Ash began to forget his suspicions. He might look like rough but Wes was a good man. His gut told him that much, and he’d never had much reason to doubt it.

“So where’s your team?” Ash inquired as he took in the man’s lack of pokeballs. Wes had dropped enough hints to imply that he was a trainer. A fairly powerful one too, if Ash read him correctly. How would Wes handle himself in a battle against Ash?

Wes rapped his knuckles against his belt. “Picked up on that, did you? You’re not as dumb as you look!” He laughed at the flat stare Ash sent his way. “But yeah, they’re gone. I was left with a choice a few years back and chose my team. They’re better off now. They found their peace.”

Ash blinked. That was…less than informative. He took it in stride, though. If he tried to press, Wes would just deflect, distract, or dismiss what line of questioning Ash chose. It was clearly something he had experience with. “How did you even get up here without pokemon?” He frowned. There was no way the Rainbow Sages would have let him come in.

“I have my ways,” Wes steepled his fingers together. Ash rolled his eyes. The man cast his gaze over Ecruteak with a slight curve to his lips. He looked at peace. “Keep your team close, Ash. You’ll miss them when they’re gone.”

“They aren’t going anywhere!” Ash snapped back. His fists clenched and Infernus’ limp form after Moltres was done with him seared into his brain…

His companion smiled at his reaction. “Not if you keep that up. They’ll fight past their dying breath for a trainer like you,” Wes looked fondly at Ash. He flushed at the compliment and looked away, just as the man looked back off over Ecruteak. The man’s gaze lingered on the tattered spire that had burnt so many years ago. “But just to be safe…”

Ash watched with rapt attention as Wes casually reached up to his neck and tore off a small pouch looped around his neck with thin leather drawstrings. He easily caught it when Wes tossed it over to him and looked at the pouch. What was he supposed to do with this?

Inside was a tiny pile of bone-white ash with an odd golden hue. Powdery and gritty with the faint traces of whatever flame it had been born from. Yet that wasn’t all it was. Ash’s gut lurched and he stared, squinting, into the small pouch. There was something deeper to the ashes - the tiniest hints of embers waiting to be stoked into a roaring flame. But there was more…

Wes tightened the drawstrings and shook his head. “Careful. Might not want to strain too hard,” he suggested and nodded to the stark cliff they sat on. It was enormous, wide enough for something ten times Plume’s size or more, and Ash honestly had no idea why the air was so still outside the tower. He’d have expected fierce gales to rip through.

He nodded and put the pouch in the inside pocket of his jacket and zipped it. “What is it? There’s something about it…”

“A gift,” Wes said simply. His eyes flitted to the sky and the fluffy clouds that littered it. “Keep it close. You’ve got friends in high places, kid.”

A jolt went through Ash and he stared at Wes with a blazing curiosity. “Who are you?”

“Nobody important. Just one dead man watching out for another,” Wes’ grin stretched wide. He pointedly looked at Ash’s chest, right where Mew’s psychic beam had torn a hole through his heart. “You got off a little easier than I did, though.”

“What happened to you?” Ash was horrified and intrigued all at the same time. He turned back to the Crystal Bell. It hadn’t chimed, but the pieces were beginning to fall into place. Ash didn’t both asking how Wes knew about his death - he couldn’t pry anything out of the man. Besides, if his suspicions were true…

Wes laughed, the noise more than a little mad. “Bit off a bit more than I could chew. Follow your heart, but don’t let it make you stupid. Some people I’d fought off before held a grudge. Ever heard of Cipher?”

The name sounded vaguely familiar, as if he’d heard it once months or years ago. Despite that, Ash shook his head.

“You’re better off that way,” Wes commented. A darkness overtook him. “Nasty pieces of work. Bastards one and all. Had a way of converting pokemon into fighting machines. Anyways,” he continued, “I’d started to settle down with my team and Rui - the girl I mentioned earlier,” Wes smiled off into the distance. “They attacked, Rui got hurt, and I was out for blood. I chased them down, and I killed them all.”

Ash listened, horrified. Was this what life was like in Orre? No wonder Michael and Agatha were so eager to change it. Wes didn’t seem like an evil man and even he spoke of killing so easily. Or was Cipher just that bad?

Wes let the silence linger before he moved on with a rueful smile. “Well, I thought I killed them all. There I was in the dunes with my team. We were exhausted but happy. We thought we’d just ended the last remnants of Cipher and kept my shitty desert safe another day. Then the rest came. Dozens of skilled trainers led by these two fuckers with red and blue hair. They had some of the strongest pokemon I’d ever faced.”

“We gave them hell!” Wes said with a blatant sense of pride, though the pain of that moment was obvious. The hand with the gauntlet went over his stomach as he remembered some long-forgotten wound. “I like to think we set their plans back a little, but when all was said and done we were splayed out on the sand dead or dying,” he scowled and looked away from Ash. “They left me alive. My guts were spilled out all over the place. I wasn’t coming back from that and nobody was coming for me.”

Ash shut his eyes. “But someone did.”

The dark man nodded. “Something. You can probably guess what.”

Ho-Oh. 

“It had helped me once before,” Wes mused. He ran a gloved hand through his wild ashen hair. “Showed up out of nowhere and shot down a helicopter carrying Cipher’s leader before he could escape. Saved me a big headache. When it did, it dropped a Feather for me. It was a lot like the one you’ve got,” the man laughed at Ash’s surprise. “Come on, that’s the big surprise for you? I don’t know how nobody else has caught on. Your shirt’s glowing right now, man.”

Ash flushed at that and checked. Wes wasn’t lying - his entire chest was consumed in heatless Fire right now, and when he looked closely he could see little arcs of miniature lightning bolts flash beneath his shirt. He was so used to it that he hadn’t even noticed. “Your story?”

Wes rolled his eyes and muttered something about impatient toddlers. Ash only took a little bit of offense to that. “Anyways, all that was left was the Feather. Cipher gathered up their dead and left me to die. I was alone, dying under the sun, when I knew what to do. I pulled the Feather from my chest and stared into the flames. In it I could see the choice I had to make.”

“Your team!” Ash whispered as Wes’ tone grew dark and heavy.

“My team,” Wes repeated. “They were dead. I was still alive. The flames would restore them, or me. Not both,” he finished bitterly. “It was an easy choice.”

Ash’s respect for the man rose several notches. He thought it was what he would have done if he was put in Wes’ shoes. There was no nobler sacrifice to be made in his mind. He couldn’t help but question Wes’ Feather - and by extension Ho-Oh - though. If it had the power to bring back the whole team, why couldn’t it restore Wes too? It would’ve been child’s play.

A test, maybe? Some symbolic cost to using the power? Ash shook it off. He knew he wouldn’t be understanding the motives of something like Ho-Oh anytime soon. The Legends weren’t human. They were inscrutable at the best of times.

“I sent them away. They wanted to stay with me, try to take me back to civilization, but it would’ve been stupid,” Wes sighed. “Cipher was still out there somewhere. It nearly killed them all over again, but they left me. I’d accepted my fate when that blue-haired piece of shit from earlier doubled back. Guess the sadistic bastard wanted to make sure I was rotting where I belonged…” the dark man grinned madly. “The look on his face when he saw that my team was gone! It was worth the Heracross horn to the chest for that! No clue what he told the rest of them, but I was laughing when I died. He wasn’t.”

“And now you’re here,” Ash noted. “Living, breathing, talking. I guess you made the right choice after all.”

Wes grimaced. “Living and breathing might be stretching. I’m not alive. Not like you. Ho-Oh preserved me. More than a memory, less than a man. I guess it liked me. The last thing I remember before everything went dark is the dead frame of the Feather reigniting in a rainbow…” he trailed off, lost in thought. “I’m just another of Ho-Oh’s feathers now. Another face to wear.”

Ash stared at the conclusion of the tale, his faith in what he knew to be true shaken. He was talking to a dead man. A man murdered by the worst of humanity. Should he doubt the story? Maybe. But look where he was. Seated at the top of Ho-Oh’s tower in a place the Bird of Sunlight had lived for centuries. Not to mention the unwavering truth that burned bright in Wes. It might make him a fool, but he trusted the dark man.

“Thank you for the gift,” Ash said firmly. “And I’m sorry.”

“Don’t apologize for something that’s not your fault,” Wes said amusedly. Ash flushed. The man pulled himself to his feet and offered a helping hand to Ash. He didn’t think twice before accepting it. Wes cast one last look over Ecruteak before he walked to the Crystal Bell. “A storm’s coming, Ash. A bad one,” Wes was even more serious than when discussing his death. His eyes were gold no longer - they burned like the Beast’, alit with an inner sun. “Stay strong. Know yourself. Follow your heart. When the dark is too much, remember to look for the light.”

Wes blinked and his eyes were the ones Ash remembered. “Be better than me.”

Ash nodded stiffly. Wes clapped him on the back and shook his hand.

The Crystal Bell tolled. One loud, clear note and it was done.

His hand closed around empty air. Ash frowned and squinted up into the sunlight that bathed the Crystal Bell and scattered off in rainbow fractals. In the far-off sky he saw a glimmer of rainbow flapping its wings beneath the scorching rays of the sun.

Ash stared for a moment then looked down. The Feather alit beneath his shirt caught his attention, though it felt no different than before.

The Fire burned with a rainbow tint.

For the first time in days, Mewtwo’s laughter filled his mind. The chill in his blood redoubled.
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“Hey, you!” A trainer, perhaps fourteen or fifteen, called out as he passed Ash’s small camp. His team turned to stare the newcomer down. The trainer flinched, but didn’t move on. Ash rose from his seat on the mossy rock Tangrowth had pointed out to him that afternoon. He could respect that kind of nerve. It wasn’t easy to stand strong in the face of an irritated Nidoking. “Let’s battle! I need some practice before I take on Morty!”

Ash glanced around at his team. Most seemed pretty content to rest around the small fire they (well, Infernus) had built for the night. Even the Magmortar seemed happier to laze about in his magma pool - he’d taken some serious hits from Lucario and Ash was sure he still needed another night or two to fully recover his strength.

“How many badges do you have?” There would be no point in disturbing Infernus or Torrent if their challenger had any less than six or seven badges. No fun there. Ash glanced over to Nidoking, who huffed. The poison-type looked less than happy with the intruder. Well, at least he knew one of his friends was raring to go.

The older boy straightened up and grinned proudly. “I just got my fifth last week! I’m gonna make it to the Silver Conference for sure this year!” he Ash looked on with interest as he picked out a large, broad-shouldered Donphan at the boy’s side. It levied a stern gaze at Ash and his team and scuffed at the dirt nervously with its heavy foot.

Five badges in the first months of the new League season? Not bad. The Silver Conference didn’t begin until April if he remembered correctly. It was set a month after the Indigo Conference so that attention wasn’t divided between the two. If this guy had five badges in mid-July then he was set to do pretty well.

“Alright,” Ash dusted his pants off. Nidoking grew to his full height. Their challenger grinned at the sight, though his Donphan grumbled and pawed at the earth some more. It seemed less than happy at the size of the enormous Nidoking. “How do you want to do this?”

“I’ve got a spot a little while back that I’ve been using,” the trainer waved somewhere behind him. As he stepped closer Ash could see more detail in the slowly fading light. He was fairly average, all things considered. A little short - Ash was reminded of Jonathan - but was stocky and strong. His broad face had a light burn scar on it that covered the right half. “The name’s Travis, by the way.”

He returned the boy’s friendly grin with a nod of his own. Ash started to give his own name, but he thought better of it. His plans had him in Ecruteak for another two or three days. Probably best not to spread his name around. Most people that had recognized him were associated with Morty’s gym. He’d been assured they’d keep their mouths shut.

“…Gary.”

“Nice to meet you!” Travis’ bright smile never left him. The older boy studied ‘Gary’ for a little longer than Ash liked. “It’s getting a little late, so how about a two-on-two? I’m a little short on pocket money so are you fine with no wager?” He looked a little bashful.

Ash shrugged. “Sure.”

Travis brightened and motioned for Ash to follow. He turned to his team. “Any volunteers?”

Sneasel hissed and loped forward, his black fur covered in twigs and the dust from crumbled leaves. Ash grinned. “Thanks, buddy. Let’s get going. The rest of you can stay here, I’ll be back soon.”

A chorus of growls and groans (and one gurgle) was his response. Ash waved them off with a laugh as he turned and left with Nidoking, Sneasel, and Dazed in tow. She’d be needed to keep things safe. He wasn’t a fan of high-level battles without psychic barriers.

It didn’t take long to catch up. Ash felt bad for the poor Donphan at Travis’ side - it looked miserable as it glanced between Nidoking and Sneasel, who leered at the large ground-type and made a big show of unsheathing his claws. Dazed just stared.

Donphan walked a little faster.

“So what badges are you missing besides Morty’s?” Ash interjected after Travis finally finished babbling about how excited he was to battle.

The boy’s eyes lit up. “Just Pryce and Clair’s!” He puffed out his chest. “I crushed the rest. Not that I think I’ll actually get the Rising Badge…”

Ash nodded sympathetically. He knew Clair’s reputation. Jonathan’s letters constantly derided her after she’d crushed him. The fact that she so easily handled someone who’d made it to the Top 16 in the Indigo Conference said a lot. It was no mean feat. Jonathan was missing a lot of tact, but there was no denying he had a powerful team.

He couldn’t wait to face her.

“Gonna hit up the minor gyms?” Ash asked as they neared the battleground. It was one of the small arenas set up outside cities by the League. They preferred to avoid entire swathes of forest being ripped apart by impromptu battles. Nothing fancy, just a simple arena blocked in by steep and thick rock walls that would take anything less than a Hyper Beam with ease.

“Yep,” Travis grunted as he hopped over a few tangled roots on their path. Donphan just walked around rather than try to step over the steep, gnarled roots. “Even the minor gyms around Blackthorn are pretty tough. They don’t mess around up there.”

Ash grinned. No surprise there. Clair was supposedly capable of contending with the Elite Four. She’d definitely keep the minor gyms - outposts in major towns in Blackthorn’s territory staffed by an experienced member of Blackthorn’s Gym who trained aspiring trainers hoping for a prestigious spot in the official Blackthorn Gym - up to par. The minor gyms were responsible for maintaining security and protecting the area from any threats such as dangerous wild pokemon or poachers, so he had no doubt Clair would make sure they stayed sharp.

They walked in comfortable silence as they took their positions on opposite sides of the arena. Sneasel joined him up in the trainer’s box and lazily sprawled over the railing. He kept one eye on the arena, though he looked like he’d rather take a nap.

Dazed shuffled with Nidoking into the battleground and took her position just out of boundaries. Nidoking waited patiently in the pokemon’s box as Donphan prepared itself. Ash grinned down at his friend. He needed a workout. He wasn’t completely healed, but all that was left were a few bumps and bruises from his battle with Spiritomb.

Donphan looked less than enthused to be matched up against Nidoking.

“Alright, let’s do this! Rollout!” Travis began the battle explosively. The boy pumped his fist and cheered Donphan on as the morose creature squeezed its eyes shut, curled into a ball, and shot towards Nidoking. Dust kicked up around the ground-type as it rolled at Nidoking with amazing speed, wearing a thick groove in the packed dirt as Donphan cleared half the arena - close to sixty feet - in a matter of seconds.

Unfortunately Donphan’s opponent was well-versed in countering Rollout.

Ash didn’t speak yet as Nidoking steadied himself and reared his head back. The air dropped a few degrees for a brief moment as Nidoking spat a stream of arcing, icy energy at the earth just in front of him, coating it in a thick layer of slippery ice.

Donphan somehow caught the action - how anything was cognizant of their surroundings in Rollout he would never understand - and trumpeted loudly as it veered off to the side, unsteady, but its high-powered roll was its own worst enemy. The ground-type tried to unroll but it was too late: its thick, rubbery hide slid along the edges of the ice and it went sprawling. Donphan’s large, heavy feet scuttled uselessly against the slick layer of frost… and led right into Nidoking.

Or his tail, anyways.

Ash winced in sympathy (Sneasel opened his other eye and snickered) as Nidoking turned with perfect timing and slammed his muscular, armored tail directly into Donphan’s side. There was a crack like a whip as Donphan was sent sprawling, stunned by the blow.

Despite the heavy hit Donphan wasn’t done yet. Ash was genuinely impressed as Donphan squeezed its eyes shut even as it landed heavily a few feet away from Nidoking with a heavy thud, leaving a Donphan-shaped imprint in the dirt. Nidoking’s eyes widened and he barely dodged the huge chunk of rock encased in a faint purple glow that was flung from his side - Donphan had somehow retained the focus to pull of a Rock Tomb.

The boulder wrenched from the earth by Donphan sailed uselessly past Nidoking and smacked against the sheer rock walls encasing the arena - or would have. Dazed easily caught it in a psychic grip and stopped the rock in its tracks.

Nidoking easily steadied himself, but by time he roared and charged Donphan the other ground-type had already risen to its feet and flung itself at Nidoking in a wild charge. Its bulk seemed insignificant in the face of Donphan’s surprising speed and it trumpeted loudly as it met Nidoking in a clash - the earth cracked under Nidoking’s feet as they met and fell wrestling to the ground. Donphan didn’t hold back, perhaps frenzied by the smack from Nidoking’s tail. It was a practical blur of black and grey hide and flashing white tusks.

“Mega Horn!” Ash cried, just in time as Nidoking managed to get his claws underneath Donphan’s belly and wrenched the massive creature off him. Donphan went flying in the face of Nidoking’s incredible strength and grunted heavily as it landed, the immense force stunning it for a second time. It tried to rally itself and scramble to its feet to reengage, but Nidoking wasn’t about to give it a second chance.

Ash grimaced at the sight as Nidoking charged forward, battle-rage bleeding outwards, and his long horn burned white - the concentrated built and built in intensity to the point it seared his eyes, and then Nidoking reached his target. He lowered his head and thrust his glowing horn directly into Donphan’s belly - just before the horn would have pierced Donphan’s hide, the energy encasing his horn exploded outward in a blinding flash of light and heat and force that flung Donphan nearly fifteen feet away.

Donphan landed heavily, rolled once, twice, a third time… and collapsed.

He nodded in respect to Donphan, as did Nidoking. It had fought well despite realizing how outclassed it was. The fact it had even pulled off that trick with the Rock Tomb after Nidoking’s hit showed that it had skill and the willingness to push on despite the pain.

Travis stared, his jaw agape at how quickly his friend was dispatched. He returned the unconscious Donphan and gulped. “Okay, uh that was faster than I expected. How long have you been training?”

“A year and a few months,” Ash called back.

That just made Travis shake his head. “Your Nidoking is a monster!” He said admiringly. The other trainer carefully selected his next fighter from the four additional pokeballs on his belt. “You should be proud.”

Ash grinned down at Nidoking. His friend had returned to the starting box and stared at Travis, ready for whatever he might release next. He took a moment to admire his hunched form, heavy purple plates of armor covering his back and spines dripping with toxins jutting out.

“I am.”

Travis held his chosen pokeball high in the air and tapped the release. A small breeze caught his hair and sent it billowing. Quite the dramatic figure. Ash hoped he lived up to it. “This is the strongest member of my team! Your Nidoking better be ready!”

Nidoking tensed. Ash could catch his nostrils flare. He lowered his horn.

Excitement mounted in his gut as a monstrous specimen of a Feraligatr revealed itself. It was enormous, easily the largest example of its species he’d seen. The average Feraligatr stood at around seven feet in height. This one? It towered above Nidoking at an easy eight feet. Powerful muscles were barely restrained by its thick hide of scale and skin. Feraligatr tossed a fond look at its trainer before it settled its blood-red eyes on Nidoking and halfheartedly snapped his jaws.

Nidoking snorted.

Like last time, Travis made the first move. “Drown him!”

Ash raised his eyebrows. He didn’t like the sound of that. Feraligatr wasted no time, however. The beast settled on all fours since it had no water to support its immense weight and immediately shot a jet of clear, foamy water at Nidoking, who took the Water Gun with little strain. It staggered him, having been relatively unexpected, and Feraligatr roared - a terrible, wonderful noise that sent an excited shiver down Ash’s spine - and its eyes shut.

The scant few clouds in the sky slowly began to drift together to shape a larger, cohesive mass. It darkened as Ferligatr spat a small, shimmering orb of pale blue light into the cloud, and moments later Ash felt the first raindrops begin to fall.

Unfortunately for Ferligatr, Nidoking hadn’t just sat around while the powerful water-type set up its Rain Dance. The gigantic beast howled in surprise as a slight, winding line of gold carved a slight chasm across the battlefield, only to widen dramatically as the water-type fell into it. Feraligatr immediately began to claw its way out, but its immense bulk did it no favors. Neither did the earth it rent with its massive claws, which only grew less and less effective as the Rain Dance turned hard, dry earth into malleable mud.

“Don’t get in there!” Ash shouted to Nidoking as a gale swept through the battlefield thanks to the atmospheric changes from Rain Dance. His friend paused just as he was about to tunnel into the earth and prepare to take the fight to Ferligatr, but heeded Ash’s words and waited.

Ash’s advice was justified moments later when Ferligatr furiously roared and stamped the thin walls of the chasm with all its might. Earthquake. Nidoking had hardly a second to spare as the wave of force rippled through the battlefield and left all manner of cracks and rent earth - dust and mud went flying into the air, shrouding the battlefield in a faint haze. Just as the attack would have swept underneath his feet and hurled him to the ground, Nidoking released a tiny, focused Earthquake of his own. Through some very impressive mental calculations that Ash would never be able to follow, Nidoking’s Earthquake managed to neutralize Feraligatr’s to the point it only left him wincing instead of howling in pain.

“Thunderbolt!”

Nidoking steadied himself and roared in the face of Ferligatr, who had managed to scramble out of the chasm thanks to Nidoking’s lapse in focus. Water pulled from the rain and earth in streams to wrap around the water-type and moments later it shot forward, propelled by an Aqua Jet that closed the distance between it and Nidoking.

The thin lance of lightning barely sparked into Feraligatr’s massive chest before it bowled into Nidoking - like Donphan’s charge before it, both combatants were knocked aside to the ground. Ferligatr snarled and snapped its jaws as it pulled itself to all fours, slight tremors wracking its body thanks to Nidoking’s successful attack.

His friend gave Ferligatr no quarter as their battle descended into a vicious melee that would have left Ash much, much more worried if he didn’t know how tough Nidoking was.

Outmuscled, outsized, and somewhat tired from his last battle. Ferligatr made Nidoking, over six feet high and easily five hundred pounds, appear absolutely puny in comparison.

It didn’t matter.

Nidoking snarled as he charged into his opponent with his shoulder lowered - the sheer force behind the attack sent Feraligatr sprawling again, though it recovered quickly thanks to having been on all fours. When it rose, jaws snapping and claws raking for Nidoking, Nidoking sprayed it with a storm of painful poison barbs that left Feraligatr howling in surprise - its face and chest were completely covered with the effects of the Poison Sting, which had no doubt already begun to pump it full of Nidoking’s toxins.

Feraligatr didn’t let the agony slow it down, however. Its eyes flashed with lavender power which flared wildly as a thin psychic haze settled over its hulking body. With the help of agility, Ferligatr nimbly crawled away from Nidoking’s initial Thunderbolt, which crackled uselessly against the mud.

With its newfound advantage, Feraligatr leapt at Nidoking with a heart-stopping roar, toppling Nidoking onto his back. His friend grunted in pain as his immense bulk landed heavily on the ground, then snarled again as the Feraligatr spat a Water Gun directly into his chest - that was going to leave a nasty bruise, Ash winced.

His opponent launched forward, massive jaws snapping, and had just begun to latch onto Nidoking’s shoulder when Nidoking did exactly what Ash would have hoped for in that situation. There was the briefest moment of surprise in Feraligatr’s face as a dark, wavering sphere of unstable energies shaped at tip of Nidoking’s horn and shot into Feraligatr’s center of mass, which was still flaring with the psychic energies of Agility.

Nidoking suffered in the explosion as well. A dark mimicry of lightning crackled over both Nidoking and Ferligatr as they laid breathless on the earth together, but Ferligatr got the worst of it. The psychic power enhancing its body faded away, devoured whole by the Shadow Ball.

The water-type laid panting on the ground, exhausted from their intense bout. It wasn’t finished, however. Ferligatr snarled and struggled to make its muscles - weary and erratic thanks to the Thunderbolt and Shadow Ball - listen, but before it could make any progress it was silenced by the crack of thunder.

Nidoking roared his triumph as he fired a Thunderbolt directly into Feraligatr’s chest. It tried to rise again. Another Thunderbolt, and another, and another…

“Okay, that’s enough! I give!” Travis returned Ferligatr with a sigh. The rain continued to fall on the boy and he mournfully clipped Feraligatr’s pokeball on his belt. “Man, I thought we had you there for a minute!”

“Nidoking’s strong,” Ash noted with satisfaction as he stepped out of the trainer box and went to stand next to his friend. He clapped his friend happily on his thick, leathery shoulder, careful to avoid any spines or sensitive spots. Feraligatr had definitely done a number on him in their short battle - Nidoking was covered in scrapes, hints of bites, and a massive bruise was already forming on his chest where he’d taken the Water Guns. He was distracted from his assessment when Nidoking happily chuffed and lightly bumped his shoulder into Ash, though the slight motion was still nearly enough to send Ash crashing to the ground if not for Dazed’s support.

Travis met them in the middle of the stadium. “That’s an understatement!” He admired Nidoking’s broad form. “It’s been ages since Feraligatr got handled so easily! He normally steamrolls anything we come across.”

Ash grinned, the thrill of that last battle still clear in his tone. “Feraligatr did good. He gave Nidoking a run for his money. That’s not easy.”

“I can tell! Nidoking is definitely ready for the Silver Conference,” Travis laughed. He said a few words of congratulations to Nidoking, who accepted them stoically. “He could probably have wiped my whole team. I feel bad for whoever gets stuck battling you.”

“Yeah,” Ash said quietly, still occupied with checking Nidoking over for any serious injuries that might require professional attention instead of a few sprays with a potion. “You’ll do good too.”

Travis shrugged his shoulders. “Man, I thought so until I battled you! He just wiped the floor with two of my strongest.”

“He does that,” he patted Nidoking’s face before he glanced at the sky. It was hard to tell thanks to the rainclouds which still hadn’t dispersed (although the rain itself had slowed) but it was getting darker by the minute. “It was nice battling you. I need to get back to my team.”

His opponent blinked. “Oh, okay. I gotcha,” Travis stammered. “Well, I should probably get back to the Pokemon Center anyways for these two!” He tapped Donphan and Feraligatr’s pokeballs. “Have a good one! Nice battle.”

With that the older boy wandered off back to Ecruteak. Ash relaxed when he was gone and turned to his team. Sneasel looked a little disgruntled, just as he had since the Rain Dance had awoken him by getting his fur wet. Dazed shuffled over. “Nice job! I’ll cook some berries for you guys tonight,” he rolled his eyes as Sneasel whined and rubbed his furry belly. “Yes, for you too Sneasel. I’m sorry I interrupted your nap.”

Now that the important matters (at least in Sneasel’s eyes) were sorted, the dark-type clambered up onto Ash’s shoulders and looped around his neck as he fell back to sleep immediately. Ash just rolled his eyes and motioned for Nidoking and Dazed to follow him as he made his way out through the muddy battlefield.

He really, really hoped their campsite hadn’t gotten soaked.
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Ash found himself walking to Morty’s Gym in the morning. It was a sleepy day already, full of people still weary and hungover from the festival the day before. He’d nearly tripped over the pile of confetti and paper lanterns that a few tired workers were doing their best to sweep up - a few Pidgey helpfully flapped their wings for the men and women and the workers waved their thanks as the gusts piled up huge amounts of the trash.

He stepped over a man still asleep in the street. The man murmured something and pulled at some of the confetti surrounding him as a makeshift blanket. Ash just rolled his eyes and glanced over at Nidoking, who faithfully plodded alongside him. “How are you feeling? All healed up from yesterday?”

Nidoking huffed as he nodded his great head. He attracted quite a bit of attention from the residents of Ecruteak (what few were wandering the streets this early in the morning) with his lightly bruised chest and scuffed hide. Well, either his injuries or the fact that he was massive. And he even had a few years left to grow…

Pidgey and Spearow went quiet as they passed by. Ratta and Sentret hid away in the alleyways and small gardens that were so common throughout Ecruteak. The only noise in the misty streets that remained was the dampened cries of pokemon in the distance and the quiet voices of the passersby, though they also had a habit of falling quiet and staring as Nidoking passed them by. Only a small Meowth that followed at the heels of a tall, lanky man seemed unintimidated - the little normal-type’s eyes traced after Nidoking’s swaying tail as if he was considering pouncing on it.

Luckily for the Meowth, it decided that it was better off following its trainer.

Ash chuckled and enjoyed the quiet companionship of Nidoking as he tracked his way to the Ecruteak Gym. He’d visited yesterday as well to speak with Morty for a bit after he left the Tin Tower. Not that he’d mentioned his strange encounter. It felt too private to reveal, even if he had found himself enjoying Morty’s company since he’d arrived.

No, he didn’t think he’d be telling anyone about Wes soon. He grimaced at the thought of the man’s fate, though smiled softly at Nidoking when the poison-type grunted and chuffed at him questioningly.

“I’m fine,” he said breezily, though Nidoking knew him well enough to read right through his flippant veneer. “Just thinking about yesterday is all.”

Nidoking looked at him. His beady eyes were narrowed with worry, but Ash waved his concerns off. He was fine. He just needed to appreciate the gift of remaining with his team.

His mood sombered again. Wes wasn’t so lucky. He’d been given a cruel fate by the Legend who’d claimed him. Eternal life in a sense, but at what cost? Separated from his team for the rest of eternity as he existed on as some infinitely small sliver of Ho-Oh. It wasn’t a fate Ash could wish on anyone.

Another face to wear. 

Ash’s blood chilled. Had he really been talking to Wes the man, or something else entirely?

No doubt he’d make the same decision as Wes had. Ash knew that deep in his bones. There was that sort of absolute certainty he’d become more and more aware of as he took Cynthia’s lessons to heart. Why, why, why?

He loved his team. He relied on them. They meant more to Ash than his own life did. If they were safe he’d suffer whatever he had to.

Ash just hoped he might find peace in a real death if it came down to it. Let his ashes settle and die out. No need to stoke the fading embers like Ho-Oh had with Wes.

Speaking of ashes…

“Did I show you these yet?” Ash said quietly to Nidoking as they passed through a small wave of pedestrians that quickly parted before them. He just took it as a given and kept walking at a steady pace. When he was sure nobody was looking he pulled the small pouch of ashes to Nidoking. The giant poison-type watched raptly, eyes locked onto the pale ashes tinted with gold for the single moment Ash dared to reveal the pouch’s contents. He quietly stowed it away again. “Wes - the guy I told you about yesterday - gave them to me. They’re tied to Ho-Oh somehow. Have you ever heard of anything like this?”

Nidoking nodded. His eyes followed a lone Houndour that trotted down the road opposite from them. Once it passed by his ears lowered and he snorted at Ash. His eyes flashed once with psychic power, though nothing happened.

“I should ask Dazed?” Ash murmured. It was a little hard for Nidoking to give him specifics sometimes, what with not being able to speak and all. He’d basically created ‘names’ for the rest of the team by either acting out or using a hint of some technique. Psychic powers for Dazed, Flamethrower for Infernus, and an ugly sneer for Sneasel, for example. Ash grinned his thanks and patted Nidoking’s side as they kept walking.

The conversation kept up easily as they walked through Ecruteak. Ash blinked as he saw the beginnings of the city awakening. People had already begun to stream out of their houses despite the early hour - it wasn’t long past dawn. They wore similar clothes to yesterday, though less reminiscent of the Beasts. Instead some of them wore elaborate headresses and masks depicting a regal avian with a beak of gold. The average person only wore rainbow-hued ordinary clothing as they began their day and started setting up the same decorations that had only just been cleaned up.

Realization struck him.

The Crystal Bell had rung yesterday. Not just the bells on the lower floors, but the bell at the peak of the tower where he’d spoken to Wes. The bell that hadn’t chimed for a hundred and fifty years according to the stories…

And he thought yesterday’s festival had been a massive event. Ash wasn’t even sure if he wanted to witness this - it would probably be on an entirely different level. At least he’d gotten up bright and early to come challenge Morty. There was no way he could have gotten through the crowds like he had yesterday. Even now more and more people left their homes, laughing and talking too loud for such an early hour.

Ash and Nidoking sped up. Neither had any desire to be out here when the crowds made their reappearance.
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The Ecruteak Gym Leader waited for him.

Morty and Ash shared no words as he entered the elegant building. Only a simple exchange of nods was needed. There were no other challengers this early, and especially not with the apparent festival. The bleary eyed receptionist - Kaito, Ash thought - straightened up and adjusted his name tag when Ash walked in. It was only after he and Morty strode into the battleground that he relaxed and went back doodling on his papers.

“I hate to say it, but we’re going to have to cut this short,” Morty visibly sagged as he said it, like the fire had gone out of him. Ash frowned. “We’re having another festival today, as you might have seen. As the Gym Leader - and last remaining son of my family - I’ll have certain duties. What a day,” the Gym Leader sighed. “Who could have expected the Crystal Bell to ring so soon?”

Ash fidgeted under Morty’s knowing glance, though the man didn’t press him for details. Perhaps he realized it wasn’t something to be discussed. What Ash had experienced at the top of the Tin Tower would be held close to his heart. Only his team was privy to it.

Well, his team and maybe Michael. He needed to learn more about the weary, grinning man who’d spoken to him as a kindred spirit.

“So how short are we talking?” Ash said. He hoped it wouldn’t be too quick. He’d been looking forward to this and would rather not have to return at a later date.

Morty tossed his scarf over his shoulder and inclined his head. “Three-on-three should be reasonable. Is that fair?”

Ash nodded. He’d prefer four-on-four or five-on-five, but he could work with this. It would sate his and his team’s appetite for now. They were still a tiny bit weary anyways. Cynthia hadn’t pulled her punches. Infernus still wasn’t fully healed. He’d carry a lot of scars from Lucario’s vicious attacks, though Ash wouldn’t hold it against the steel-type.

You needed to hold nothing back when dealing with Infernus. Anything less and it would be impossible to put him down.

They each took their positions on opposite sides of the stadium. There wasn’t a referee. No need when they both knew this was for fun more than anything. Competitive, but not for a badge. This was an opportunity to test their strength against a powerful opponent.

Ash got to face a rare ghost-type specialist. He hoped Morty would live up to his expectations. Ghosts were tricky, powerful, and punished the lightest missteps with vicious expressions of their otherworldly power.

Morty… well, he got to face Ash.

“Stay back with me,” Ash instructed Nidoking as his friend stepped forward. His friend looked surprised, but acquiesced without any fuss. He enjoyed combat but he wasn’t going to beg for it like Infernus. “I want you to watch the battle, like we did with Cynthia. I’ll need more than one set of eyes so that we can figure out some better strategies for ghosts later on.”

With that in mind he released Dazed as well, though he wouldn’t use her to relay commands like he had against Cynthia. It wouldn’t be very sporting.

Hello, Friend-Trainer. I presume I will not be engaging in battle?

Her telepathy was a little faint and broken in some spots, but it was still easy to understand. Must be some kind of interference from the ghosts inhabiting the building. Ash nodded. “Same as Nidoking. I just want you two watching so we can create some tactics later.”

Understood. 

With that he turned back to Morty. The Gym Leader raised a pokeball into the air, showing that he’d be going first. Ash dipped his head to show he understood. His breath hitched as Morty hit the release and his first opponent materialized on the field.

It was a strange creature, but familiar. Though it appeared far more corporeal than Gengar, its bottom half slowly trailed into a grey, wavering mist that bled off into the air. A snarling golden visage glared at him from the bizarre entity’s chest, matched in intensity only by the flickering red flame burning as its eye.

Dusknoir, the Reaper.

Morty’s smirk said that he knew exactly what this pokemon meant to Ash. This was the same class of ghost that had caught Dazed in its strangely solid hands and ended Ash’s dreams of conquering Michael and the Indigo Conference.

His, Dazed’s, and Nidoking’s eyes all narrowed. Well if that was how Morty wanted to play it…

Dry, scorching heat stole the breath from his lungs. Dusknoir’s shade became nearly invisible as the air warped and twisted in the face of the newest warrior on the field. Flames burst from Infernus’ skin as he roared his challenge into the air. Several Gastly lurking in the rafters fled away from the wide torrent of flame that exploded from the Magmortar’s throat. Fire licked up around Infernus’ feet and spread slowly across the packed dirt of the battlefield and quickly seared it black.

Infernus set his eyes on Dusknoir and grinned madly.

“Begin!” Morty shouted, his eyes locked on the battle. He wasted no time. “Gravity and Confuse Ray - you need to finish this quickly.”

Dusknoir simply raised one of its massive hands and clenched the ghostly appendage into a fist. Ash couldn’t feel the effects - several Haunter had emerged from the shadows and walled off the battlefield in a strange layer of black mist. It was transparent enough to easily keep track of everything but opaque enough to slightly dull the intense light (and a trace of the blazing heat) of Infernus. Dazed winced, however. Ash hoped it wasn’t too draining on her.

Unfortunately for Morty and Dusknoir, neither Ash nor Infernus were about to just sit back and let this happen. Infernus initially tensed and tried to teleport, but his psychic abilities failed him. As danger closed, he snarled and leapt to the right to avoid the deceptively gentle swirl of blackness that was Confuse Ray - it splashed harmlessly against the wall erected by the Haunter, belying the horrors hidden within. “Close the gap! Fire Blast!”

Infernus was weighted down by Gravity but his immense strength and vigor meant he could still keep a steady jog as he charged at Dusknoir. The ghost remained steadfast and hurled another sphere of flickering darkness, but Infernus ducked beneath it with contemptuous ease. He spat a crackling roar of flame that flowed out like a stream, casting off acrid smoke that wafted all throughout the arena and stung Ash’s eyes and throat.

The Fire Blast roared through the air and landed square in Dusknoir’s center as Infernus chased after it. Ash grinned as it impacted Dusknoir and exploded into a raging, fiery burst that would force the spirit on the defensive.

Or, it should have.

He paled as the sneering face on Dusknoir’s chest opened wide to expose a gaping maw, an empty void lined with fiery gold, that greedily sucked the Fire Blast inside. Ash stared deep into the abyss within Dusknoir, lost in thought as the last glowing sparks from Infernus’ attack vanished into the nothingness scarcely covered by Dusknoir’s spectral shape.

So it wasn’t unique to Michael’s Dusknoir. He remembered it had devoured one of Dazed’s Psybeams back during the Final. Most high-level Dusknoir could probably pull off something similar.

Dusknoir waited patiently as Infernus charged. The Magmortar would have been on top of it by now if Gravity didn’t slow him down so much. Ash’s eyes narrowed, suspicious, then realization struck him. If it could eat Fire Blasts, it could probably suck in fists as well. “Infernus, don’t touch it!”

Infernus barely pulled back in time to avoid slamming a flaming fist into Dusknoir’s face - Ash wasn’t entirely certain, but he thought his guess might’ve been on point given the slight irritation that flickered in its burning eye. With the trap foiled, Dusknoir lunged out with deceptive speed to snag the Magmortar in its grip, which was consumed by unnatural blue flame. Even Infernus would burn with the spectral fires.

“Flamethrower! Keep it coming - it can’t eat it all!”

That was an order Infernus could appreciate. Ash could easily imagine his wild grin as he staggered back under the weight of gravity, both cannons leveled at Dusknoir before a terrible white blaze erupted forth from each, the crackling streams of fire merging together into a writhing, twisting cone of fire. Dusknoir was hidden behind the twin Flamethrowers, not even a shadow, and Ash barked out a warning as his instincts screamed. 

Infernus was already in motion as Dusknoir leapt from his shadow and attempted to clap both massive hands, each wrapped in a cloak of flickering darkness that seemed to devour the light around it. They landed on Infernus, but it wasn’t nearly enough to stop the Magmortar. With a savage roar Infernus twisted in Dusknoir’s grip and yet another Flamethrower spat from his lips. This time Dusknoir was unprepared, likely having expected Infernus to succumb to the pain.

It clearly didn’t know Infernus.

Dusknoir was too far gone to try to escape. The first Flamethrower had caught Dusknoir off guard - the ghost made no noise, silent as the vacuum of space, but Ash knew it was screaming. He didn’t know how much pain ghosts felt, but there was no doubt Dusknoir was in agony… the massive hands pulled away and flailed madly, the beginnings of Protect’s shimmering green barrier sparking into existence, but Infernus grinned and leapt forward.

His fist, shining bright white with the focused power of Brick Break, shattered the Protect before it could even form. Dusknoir reeled backwards as the shockwave from the blow exploded upon impact with it, its corporeal form wavering underneath the intense heat that poured from Infernus. It tried to Shadow Sneak away, but before it could escape Infernus leveled both cannons, opened his mouth, and three separate Flamethrowers engulfed the spirit whole.

Morty returned Dusknoir. He stared at Infernus, eyes wide. Ash just grinned. Yeah, that was what he expected. No doubt Dusknoir was significantly more powerful than its performance suggested, but not much could stand against Infernus. His body heat alone would put most pokemon out of commission if he could close the distance. Dusknoir probably had a resistance to that, but it still required a physical form to act.

Physical forms didn’t appreciate the kind of heat Infernus put out.

“Wow,” Morty said. His eyes glazed as he looked at Infernus, who smirked up at the Gym Leader and allowed little trickles of sparks to cascade from his arm cannons. “Uh, I guess I’ll call my next teammate then.”

Ash nodded. “Thanks, Infernus! You did great!” He called out. Infernus only looked a little disappointed that he wouldn’t get to finish up the fight, but nevertheless smirked and allowed himself to be returned in a flash of scarlet light. Ash normally wouldn’t let him loose in a Gym battle, but Morty had tried to get under his skin with Dusknoir as his first choice.

Morty’s next choice was one of the pokemon he’d known to expect: Gengar. The living (by a certain definition) gas didn’t need to be released. The temperature plummeted until Ash’s breath was visible when it burst through the shadowy walls around the battlefield with its bloody red eyes and maw of sharp fangs. Poison dripped from them and it winked at Ash before it assumed its regular, slightly less threatening appearance. Fangs lost some of the blood speckled on them, its eyes lost their pale glow…

That was more like it. He’d looked up a few of Morty’s battle videos on the PokeNav before he went to bed the night before. Gengar always made an appearance, and for good reason. It was fast, powerful, and tricky as anything.

Sneasel appeared to meet it. He lowered to the ground and hissed at Gengar as he saw the specter, his feather and ears laid flat against his skull. His thick black fur puffed up and a terrible growl came from deep within his throat.

Gengar made the first move.

“Icy Wind!” Ash snapped as the ghost’s gaping mouth opened wider, stretched wider than physically possible for most pokemon. Tons of a toxic purple miasma, similar in color to Gengar itself, gushed from the hole and quickly began to spread across the battlefield. It sunk low to the ground, as though it weighed more than it should.

Sneasel was quick enough that a great deal of the Poison Gas was swept away by the freezing winds, though little pockets of it remained. Gengar snarled at its initial tactic being foiled, but didn’t rest. It was already on the move…

Gengar leapt from side to side, easily able to avoid the freezing gales of wind Sneasel spat his way, and moved with unnatural grace to miss Sneasel’s attacks by just a hair. It laughed viciously as it closed the ground, razor-sharp claws burning with a terrible azure fire.

His friend didn’t wait for Gengar to approach. Sneasel dashed forward on all fours with long, loping strides, his eyes barely slits as he yowled his battle cry. Gengar answered with a matching sneer and leapt forward to meet Sneasel in a clash… or so it seemed.

Sneasel’s Shadow Claw sliced right where Gengar’s face should have been, but he hissed and thumped heavily to the ground as Gengar’s physical form blurred, the gas making up its body collapsing into a shapeless stream and weaving around Sneasel’s body only to reform directly behind him. The creature snickered as its claws, one set dripping with poison and the other with the azure fire clinging to it, raked Sneasel’s back, punishing him for the assault.

“Rally!” Ash cried as Sneasel landed with a thump. He scrambled to his feet, though yowled in agony as the poison began to pump through his system and the flames clung painfully to his fur. The Will-O-Wisps seemed to delight in Sneasel’s pain - the more he howled, the faster they climbed. And then they vanished as quickly as they came, not a trace of smoke or heat left to remember them by.

Gengar wasted no time. Ash shouted a warning to Sneasel, but the little dark-type could barely do anything but roll out of the way as the living shadow slammed a burning fist - alit with regular flame this time - down. The flames licked over Sneasel’s fur as they exploded out from Gengar’s palm, but it was too brief to do real damage.

His foe tried to pull around with another Fire Punch, but Sneasel finally saw his opening. He screamed, his pain from Gengar’s Toxic evident in his howl, and fired an Ice Beam directly into Gengar’s face. The spirit hissed and staggered back as its gaseous form weighed down heavily upon it thanks to the Ice Beam dropping its temperature, and Sneasel managed to leap forward with a final snarl. Flickering darkness clung to his own claws, and he hooked them into Gengar’s frosty form.

The spirit’s control over its gaseous body began to loosen. Its edges grew just a tad more blurred, the body less and less substantial. It wasn’t finished, however. Sneasel fell through it (Ash could only imagine the sharp smell) and Gengar groaned as it got its revenge: a Fire Punch in the back of Sneasel’s head.

Sneasel dropped. Ash waited just a moment to see if he was really finished. When he didn’t even twitch he recalled him. No point dragging it out - even if Sneasel was just stunned there was no way Gengar wouldn’t punish him for it. They weren’t the most merciful of battlers.

“That’s more like it!” Morty laughed. “I was afraid this was going to be completely one-sided! I’d hate for you to not enjoy it.”

Ash grinned back. Yeah, that would’ve been a shame. Who to send in next, though? Oz was an option, but he got the feeling that Gengar would do some serious damage before Oz could put it down. Besides, she was based around precision attacks. Gengar was specially adapted to deal with those.

Dazed wouldn’t thrive in this environment. He figured she’d have more luck with teleportation than Infernus, but it would still exhaust her. She would need it to deal with the ghosts as well - Gengar would tear right through any shields she could throw up.

Nidoking was still a little banged up from yesterday. Besides, he needed Nidoking to watch and learn with him.

“Hope you’re ready!” Ash taunted as he released Tangrowth. The grass-type looked happily at his surroundings and even tried to extend a few vines to brush against Gengar as the shade returned to its box. His heart went out to Tangrowth when Gengar casually sliced the vines apart with a pair of burning claws - Tangrowth looked genuinely hurt by the dismissal. “Power Whip!”

It was nice to set the pace of this battle. Gengar jerked in surprise, eyes wide as nearly thirty of Tangrowth’s heavier vines slashed at it, silvery orbs of Ancient Power bound on their tips. The shade barely managed to dance out of the way of the first few, only to be horribly surprised when the Ancient Power spheres detonated in a blinding flash. Dirt exploded from the earth and filled the air with swirling dust - Gengar’s body was only barely kept together through sheer force of will, and even then it was immediately struck by several other vines. They slashed right through Gengar, and it was only through dissolving into an amorphous cloud of toxic gas that it escaped the assault.

Gengar wasted no time. It flooded at Tangrowth in a wave, incredibly flexible in its insubstantial state - a lone vine managed to slash it, but the cloud simply clung to it for a moment. When Gengar shot off again the vine withered and blackened beneath the deathly touch, only to be immediately slashed off by one of Tangrowth’s shorter vines before the corruption could spread.

The ghost-type closed the distance quickly. In less than ten seconds it had circled around Tangrowth and reassumed its corporeal form - it was a draining process, so Ash doubted it would be able to slip away more than once or twice - and cackled as it stabbed its burning claws into Tangrowth’s thick shell of vines. The spectral azure flame immediately clung to the vines it hit and began to spread…

Only for Tangrowth to detach them. Gengar stared, blatantly surprised, and howled as two of Tangrowth’s vines whipped into it and cast the creature to the ground. Tangrowth extended more and conjured up Ancient Powers at the end of them, ready to finish the rude creature once and for all, when Morty recalled his teammate.

“That was impressive. I don’t even remember the last time Gengar was caught off-guard like that!” Morty shouted. He raised his final pokeball. “That said, I think I can still give Tangrowth a run for his money!”

Morty tapped the release, and a thin purple spirit emerged. It was fairly docile and unthreatening compared to Gengar, but Ash knew appearances could be deceiving. He knew what this was: Mismagius. Frail but powerful creatures, they were fairly unique among ghosts in that their powers tended to be focused through their whispers and incantations. It allowed for a certain fine control over their powers that many other ghosts lacked, though scientists still struggled to understand their strange abilities.

Ash would know: Professor Oak had spent an entire afternoon in Pallet complaining about their mysteries to Ash right before he’d left for Hoenn.

“Be ready! This one will be tricky,” he warned Tangrowth. His friend gurgled happily, his vines reared up like Ekans as he watched his opponent (or potential new friend) with his big eyes. “Let’s do it - Ancient Power!”

Tangrowth wasted no time. A flurry of the silvery spheres hurled at Mismagius through the air, though the creature easily danced around them all. It waited patiently for the follow-up

It wasn’t to be disappointed. Tangrowth’s vines tensed in exertion as several others flexed. Great chunks of earth, each outlined in the same silvery glow of Ancient Power and the size of a Snorlax, flung themselves at Mismagius - again, the creature ducked and wove elegantly between the boulders with minimal effort.

Tangrowth prepared another volley, but Mismagius appeared to have had enough. It smoothly lowered itself into a strange purple portal that manifested on the earth below, and the time passed. “Ingrain!” Ash called, hoping that they’d at least be able to stay steady underneath Mismagius’ next -

There! A faint purple haze behind Tangrowth was all the notice he had before Mismagius shot out of the reappeared portal, only to be followed by an explosion of dark, shadowy energy. Tangrowth cried out as he was hurled to the ground, barely kept in place by the vines he’d stabbed into the earth as roots. The darkness clung to him greedily, latching on as if it hoped to swallow him whole.

Mismagius floated above. It whispered a few unearthly words, and even Ash groaned as a sudden pain spiked in his head - Tangrowth must have gotten it way worse. He couldn’t even gurgle or whine in protest. He simply laid and twitched as Mismagius’ whispers cut deeper than the physical. Certainly deeper than Tangrowth’s protective shield of vines could guard him.

They’d picked out Tangrowth’s weakness well. He was a nightmare to deal with in a straightforward fight - he was just too tough and had an absolutely overwhelming offense that few opponents could keep up with. His shell of wriggling vines offered a fairly powerful defense against even elemental attacks. It would take something sustained like a Flamethrower to finish him. It was much easier to work around those potent defenses altogether.

He massaged his temples in a vain effort to dull the pain. It wasn’t Mismagius’ intention, but every word seemed to drive a spike into his skull - Dazed’s eyes squeezed shut beneath the pain - and Tangrowth thrashed madly, his vines whipping everywhere like a furious Tentacruel. They failed to meet their target as Mismagius simply sailed a little higher into the air. Ash caught the barest glimpse of a faint smile on its tiny face.

The spirit continued to chant, though instead of pain it offered relief. Every unspeakable word still made his pounding headache spike, but there was something that pleaded with him to simply stay down. Stay down and relax, and it would all be over…

Ash didn’t force Tangrowth to make that choice. He returned his friend. Mismagius graced him with a small smile. It spun and dipped its head to him before it vanished, consumed by the red light of its pokeball. He glanced over to Morty in surprise.

“I forfeit,” the man said just loudly enough for Ash to hear. Ash stared and even Nidoking seemed baffled by the way his ears perked up. Dazed just held her pendulum clasped tightly in her large hands.

“Why?” Ash asked. He’d been looking forward to ending that battle. It hadn’t been the long, drawn out slugfests he tended to find himself in other cities, but he’d enjoyed that. He thought it highlighted the difference in how ghosts fought - tricky, vicious, and quick. They weren’t meant for endurance matches.

Morty approached, having walked around the battlefield to meet him. The shadowy energies erected around the arena had faded away as their ghosts dissolved back into the shadows. “If it had continued you would have had to release your Magmortar. I saw how he reacted to pain - Mismagius can make you wish you’re dead with a few words, but she doesn’t have much in her arsenal that could put him down. Destiny Bond and Curse might do the trick, but I’m pretty sure your Magmortar would burn down my whole Gym before he surrendered.”

A slight grin tugged at his face. Heh, it sounded like Infernus had left quite the impression on Morty.

“Good battle,” he offered his hand to the Gym Leader. Morty nodded and shook it.

“Good battle,” Morty echoed. “Your team is everything I’d hoped for - I know it was a short battle, but I hoped you learned at least a little about my ghosts.”

Ash nodded. “I did. They’re…different.”

Morty smiled and rapped his knuckles against the pokeballs on his belt. “That they are,” he trailed off as he checked the time. “I’ve got to get ready, but if you’d like some tips on how to take down ghosts you can walk with me.”

“‘Sounds good to me.”

With that, Ash trailed after Morty with Nidoking and Dazed in tow. He hoped Morty was ready for an interrogation - he was going to make the most of their limited time before the second festival.

“So when are you going to pick up a ghost for yourself? I’d offer you one of the Gastly that hang around the Gym, but they’re a little attached. Some of them have been here for centuries.”

Ash shrugged. “Whenever I can. Agatha said I wasn’t ready for a ghost -”

Morty cut him off and rolled his eyes. “Agatha thinks that the only person worthy of a ghost is herself. Don’t take her word for granted on that, not that she might not have a point,” he corrected himself quickly. The Gym Leader checked over his shoulder, like he was half-afraid Agatha was going to pop up behind him.

He nodded. “Whenever I have the chance. I don’t want to go out of my way to seek one out.”

“Smart. If there’s one type you don’t want to have upset with you it’s ghosts,” Morty advised. “They’re patient. I’ve seen trainers who’ve mistreated their ghosts or treated them with disrespect. The ghosts bear it. They might act like everything’s fine and dandy for years… then they see their chance,” his eyes locked on something in the distance. “I get to clean up the mess. Lucky me.”

Ash grimaced. His limbs stiffened. Yeah, he might be a little careful trying to capture one in the future… “So how would you advise finding one?”

Morty nodded, pleased with the question. “Keep that attitude for one. Visit somewhere old and powerful. You can find a few all over if you know where to look for them. Ghosts are attracted to the emotions released by death - they can feed off the energies around old battlefields for centuries. If you wait and listen, one will get curious and seek you out. From there… well, that’s on you.”

He nodded gratefully for the advice, then let the conversation drift to other topics about fighting and neutralizing ghosts - time was of the essence, after all.

XX

The next two days passed in relative peace. After the absurdly massive - and wonderful - festivals of his first few days in Ecruteak it was a nice change to wander the city and admire the sights in silence. Ash made a habit of spending his days in the city. He revisited the Kimono Girls and was able to speak with them a little more about the city’s histories and traditions. Much of it he’d already learnt, but it was nice to fill in the gaps.

Ash had returned to the Brass Tower at the end of each day, just after dusk. The twilight would fall upon him as he entered the shambling structure, alone and unarmed except for the flute, and play the Song for his ghostly audience. They rarely showed themselves beyond a few pale eyes and unseen touches, but the momentary peace he brought the Tower and its inhabitants was enough for him.

He didn’t dare revisit the Tin Tower.

He also got into the habit of meeting Morty and Eusine for breakfast or lunch each morning. Both seemed exhausted from the events of the festivals. Ash even found Eusine tolerable when he wasn’t trying to interrogate him about Suicune. It was almost like his sole purpose of existing was to obsess over the Legend. Didn’t he have any other hobbies?

Dazed had made a few jokes about him being a hypocrite when he’d mentioned that to her. Ash had spent the day practicing with the flute just to spite her. He was still terrible (with the exception of one special tune) but he’d found the noises he made were a little less grating on the ears.

Afternoons and nights were spent training, of course. Not physically, but he’d gone over his fight with Morty and the surprising tactics of his ghosts over and over again with each member of his team. The beginnings of their counter strategies were in the works. It didn’t hurt that Morty himself had offered a few precious scraps of advice for them.

A few trainers had found his preferred camp spot near the cliffs that overlooked Ecruteak. Two or three had been sent by Travis to find ‘Gary’. The others… well, Ash was a little embarrassed to admit that they’d rushed to find him because they thought a pokemon was being tortured. They (and his team) were more than amused to find out it was just Ash practicing with the flute.

Aron had gotten some good practice on them. One girl who’d relentlessly mocked Ash for his (lack of) musical talent had nearly gotten Infernus set on her team. When he found out she only had two badges he settled for Sneasel instead. And set a wager for the first time he’d arrived in Ecruteak.

That brought him to where he was today.

“…so Dusknoir let the kid’s Feraligatr get close. It tries to bite him and his whole head got stuck in Dusknoir’s void!” Morty chuckled to Eusine, who listened closely. Probably hoping the story was going to come back to Suicune somehow. One of the Kimono Girls (Zuki, he thought) sat with them as well. She paid rapt attention, a pretty smile on her face. It was odd seeing one of them in casual wear and without their heavy makeup. Zuki was nearly unrecognizable. “I’ve never seen someone surrender so fast! I can’t blame him, though. Feraligatr’s probably going to be sick for days. Pokemon and Dusknoir’s void don’t mix. Nothing mixes with it, really.”

Ash perked up. “Was he named Travis?”

Morty shrugged. “Maybe? I’m not sure, honestly. They kind of bleed into one another. The Gym’s been busier than it has in months since the bells rung. We’ve had people flooding in all week.”

He nodded. It wasn’t hard to miss. Hundreds, if not thousands, of people had arrived in Ecruteak over the past couple of days. A fair chunk had arrived for the festivals and simply stuck around to tour the city or visit family. There was a reason Ash hadn’t tried to check out many monuments - only the most obscure war memorials and museums weren’t completely packed. Even more had come in the days since, probably hoping that they’d be able to catch the bells ringing again.

Or catch a glimpse of the Beasts or, fate willing, Ho-Oh itself. Only a scant handful had caught sight of the Rainbow Bird before it had vanished off into the sunlight. Ash considered himself lucky to have caught the momentary appearance of it himself, though whenever he thought of Ho-Oh he grew more and more troubled by his conversation with Wes.

That was going to weigh on him…

“The Dance Theater has been packed as well,” Zuki said with a great deal more enthusiasm than Morty. “We’ve been sold out the last three nights!”

Ash smiled back at her excitement as he leaned down to feed a little chunk of iron he’d found out in the woods to Aron, who waggled his back half excitedly as he swallowed it whole. “Small pieces!” He warned the steel-type, who nodded back happily even as he choked on the mass of metal. Ash checked to make sure he’d swallowed it entirely before he dared glance up. “Catch anyone going where they’re not supposed to?”

“Yes, actually,” Morty rolled his eyes. He ate his rice with uncharacteristic disgust at the world. “The ghosts have been working overtime to keep the tourists out of the Burnt Tower - I swear some of them have a death wish. A few had an interesting story to tell, though,” he looked pointedly at Ash. “Apparently they thought they could come in because they saw some kid wandering in all alone day after day…”

“I wonder who that could be?” Ash made a show of frowning as he sipped his coffee. He’d grown accustomed to the bitter taste over the past few days. He might buy some for the trails before he left Ecruteak in a day or two.

Eusine nodded seriously. “It should be of great concern. Anybody who visits the tower so frequently might have gleaned some hints on Suicune’s whereabouts.”

Everyone else in the private booth rolled their eyes. “One track mind I tell you…” Morty mumbled too low for Eusine to hear. Zuki hid her chuckle behind her hands. As the Gym Leader began to say something else a dark purple hand, solid despite being composed of toxic vapor) tapped on his shoulder and pointed to the TV above them once it had its friend’s attention. Morty frowned. “Ash, you might want to check out the news.”

That one sentence sent a shot of anxiety through Ash, though Aron’s soft warble and the pain of his domed head bumping against his knee helped him relax. He pat Aron, though he couldn’t help but remember the horrible sight of Greenfield covered in the crystal he’d seen on the news in Slateport.

It seemed so long ago now.

What he found wasn’t much better. “Crap.”

Ash Ketchum spotted in Ecruteak! The headline of the news station blared as Eusine helpfully turned up the volume a couple of notches. Ash grimaced and pulled his hat down over his face, not that it would help. Nobody was even looking at him in here. They were safely tucked away in the corner. The young trainer, 12, has been reported to be in Ecruteak City for the last few days. Several young trainers and residents have spotted seeing him in the company of Gym Leader Morty. This week has been a historic one for Ecruteak, as…

He stopped reading and just leaned back in his chair with his arms folded over his chest. Looked like his plans would be changing a little faster than expected.

Ash cut his gaze back to the news as it cut to the male anchor. The man smiled and introduced himself as Shinji or something (he wasn’t in the best state of mind at the moment) and began to speak. “Momentous news has been coming from Ecruteak City recently! The bells have been ringing and some have even reported the Legendary Beasts: Raikou, Entei, and Suicune in the city several days ago,” Eusine perked up as several grainy photos of bright blurs vaguely recognizable as the Beasts’ immense figures popped up on screen, “As well as claims of Ho-Oh visiting the ancient city! This news comes only a week after the so-called Greenfield Disaster, in which a strange incident occurred at Greenfield. We have been unable to acquire details on the event, but several images were captured.”

A weight sat in his gut as the sight of Greenfield covered in the crystals of the Unown appeared on the screen. Stark memories of Molly’s recollections, his mother’s trauma, and the quiet deaths of Not-Ash and the Crystal Entei filled his mind. His hands clenched tight onto the table. Aron rubbed up against him.

“In addition to these familiar images,” the anchor continued, and Ash wondered how many times he’d made a similar report over the last week, “a cameraman from Goldenrod also captured this video!”

He stared dumbly as the same video he’d seen just after he’d woken up in the hospital played. In it he was a figure with frenzied eyes. His voice was raw and rough with fatigue and fear and Ash was struck by how small he was on camera. Bruiser towered over him at his side, beady eyes glaring down at the camera.

“As we’ve reported before, this boy is Ash Ketchum. He is best known as the Rookie Finalist in this year’s Indigo Conference who broke several records and made waves in the training community,” the man explained as several scenes of his battles - a clip of a Rampaging Bruiser locked in combat with Arbok, then Infernus riding Salamence and finally Dazed’s loss at the hands of Dusknoir - played. Ash would be lying if he said they didn’t bring back some fond (and not so fond) memories. He’d need to get those tapes at some point. “Although a reclusive trainer and unavailable for interviews, our sources reveal that Mr. Ketchum has already won several accolades as a trainer outside of his Conference activities. These include winning an annual tournament in Dandra Town, located in southwestern Kanto in the Viridian territory, as well as arriving at the Indigo Conference with the full assortment of Gym badges. These include the notably difficult-to-claim badges such as the Earth Badge, Volcano Badge, and Marsh Badge!”

Zuki smiled over at him. “At least they’re complimenting you!”

Ash sighed. Well, at least someone was looking at the positives. Saying he felt uncomfortable with all this attention was an understatement. He felt like the entire city was about to start staring at him…

“But what brings such a talented young trainer into the scene of the Greenfield Disaster, apparently acting with the authority of the League?” The anchor shuffled his papers around and looked directly into the camera. “So far we haven’t been able to figure it out, but rest assured we will let you know as soon as the Indigo League informs us! Our reporters are hard at work to unmask the truth! Until then, we hope that anyone who knows Ash Ketchum’s whereabouts or knows him personally will please step forward! The region is waiting for the truth!”

Several short videos of Ecruteak residents played, each claiming to have seen him. One even took a picture of him as he walked past, which left Ash more than a little unsettled. The next camera he saw he was going to let Sneasel play with. That was creepy. Scratch that, Infernus. They couldn’t reclaim the footage if the camera was burnt to ash, right?

A clip played of a familiar trainer. Stocky, a little short, and a broad face. His Donphan and Feraligatr flanked him, both a little beat up. Ash’s eye twitched at Travis’ smiling face. They were going to have words if he ever saw him again..

“Oh yeah, it was totally Ash Ketchum! He said his name was Gary but I’d know that team anywhere. We even battled him!” Travis said cheerfully as he pointed to his pokemon, who looked less than enthused to be reminded of their loss. Donphan pawed the cobblestone nervously. It looked like they were outside one of Ecruteak’s Pokemon Centers. “Nice guy, but a little quiet. Crazy good battler though! His Nidoking made us look like amateurs!”

“Hey, it’s that kid with the Feraligatr I was talking about!” Morty pointed out too cheerfully for Ash’s liking. He glanced over at Ash. “Small world, huh?”

“Yeah.”

Morty chuckled. “Don’t be like that. Kid’s probably just excited to have his fifteen minutes of fame. He seems pretty happy about losing to you. He wasn’t so perky when he left my Gym.”

Ash shrugged.

“We also have confirmation that Mr. Ketchum will remain in the Johto region for at least another week, though his future plans are unknown,” the anchor rambled on. Ash really wished he would stop telling everyone his whereabouts. The anxiety came back, redoubled this time.

He wanted to bang his head up against a door when the next clip played. Ash just withered and sagged down in his seat as Jonathan and Amelia popped up in a short video. Jonathan was beaming with Charizard next to him while Amelia looked like she’d rather be anywhere else.

“So you know Ash Ketchum on a personal level?” The cameraman asked.

Jonathan nodded happily. “Yep! Since we were kids. We even traveled together when we first started out as trainers!” He rambled on past the cameraman as they tried to ask another question. “He was strong then too, you know, but not as strong. Not like Gary - who sucks by the way - but now he’s stronger than all of us. I lost to him in the Conference!” Jonathan perked up at the memory, then continued past the next question. Everytime the cameraman tried to cut him off, Charizard glared and growled until there was silence and Jonathan was free to continue. “He’ll be here for like a week so I’m gonna have to track him down! Now don’t get me wrong, I’m a pretty tough trainer myself! I made it to the Top 16, you know, and I bet I would have gotten even further if I didn’t battle Ash but that’s beside the point. He’s strong, you know? Way tougher than anyone else I’ve ever battled! When he was a kid he’d never shut up about becoming a Pokemon Master, and Gary said it was stupid and that only he could be a Pokemon Master and that Ash was too dumb, but he’s totally wrong. I mean, Ash beat Gary in the Top 8 and the look on Gary’s face was perfect when he lost. I think of it every night before I go to bed even though Amelia says it’s weird. Anyways, where was I? Oh yeah, Ash. Cool guy. Really quiet but when he talks you listen. I haven’t seen him in a while. He’s been off somewhere on vacation. Crazy that he’s back in Johto! Gary’s here too. Maybe he could beat Gary? I heard Gary lost to Clair, but who knows? Ash would stomp Gary into the ground though. He’s probably a Master already! Super tough guy, the toughest. His team is really strong. Nidoking took on my whole team by himself which is really impressive! Like I said, we’re strong. Just not as strong as Ash, but we’re getting there! I haven’t really battled the others but his Magmortar kind of scares me. I’m pretty sure I had a nightmare about it once. It always looks like its about to light me on fire. Bruiser is really nice though! I met him and Ash’s Zubat, Seeker, a couple of times. He would help some of my team train. Dazed is nice too, but she stares. Speaking of Dazed, she got really mad at me once when I tried to sneak into Ash’s room. We shared a League house during the Indigo Conference, you see, and once I managed to get out of my room without Amelia noticing - she always keeps me from having fun - and I was going to pour some water in his bed with my Kingler to make him think he peed the bed, but Dazed caught me. I don’t think she ever sleeps. Do Hypno sleep? Anyways, she levitated me out and put me to sleep on the floor. I woke up and Kingler was asleep too. She glared at me every time I walked by for the rest of the week. I’m just glad she didn’t tell Ash or Amelia because I’m pretty sure they would’ve killed me! What do you think?”

The cameraman was quiet despite the question. The seconds ticked by and Ash finally allowed a slight grin to spread across his face as the man sputtered. “I, uh, I don’t know,” he said in a daze, completely overwhelmed by the mad ranting of Jonathan.

Jonathan frowned. Flame spilt from Charizard’s nostrils. “Did you even pay attention? What are you even interviewing me for?”

“Can you tell us where Ash Ketchum is? Is he meeting you while he’s in Johto?” The reporter finally recovered a bit and eagerly put the microphone in Jonathan’s face.

His friend brightened. “Oh that’s easy! He -”

“Isn’t meeting us,” Amelia smoothly interjected. She positioned herself between Jonathan and the camera. Her Raichu hopped up next to her, cheeks sparking until the reporters put some distance between them and its trainer. “He’s really busy. We’ll let you know if he says anything, but we’ve got to go. We’re really busy.”

“Wait, what? We don’t have to -” Jonathan’s brow furrowed, then went quiet as Charizard lightly tapped him and shook his massive horned head. His eyes brightened. “Oh yeah, we’ve got to go. We’ve got…trainer stuff to do. Important trainer stuff,” he elaborated, obviously pleased with himself.

“Exactly!” Amelia grabbed Jonathan by the wrist and pulled him away, followed by their pokemon. The reporters just watched dumbly as the duo walked away, then the screen cut off. The news helpfully played the tiny snippet of Jonathan’s ramblings where he mentioned Ash would be there for a week several times.

The booth was silent until Eusine spoke up. “So they’re friends of yours?” He asked innocently. “That boy seems to have a very high opinion of you.”

Ash nodded dumbly. He wasn’t sure how exactly Eusine had dissected Jonathan’s rambling but supposed the man was probably just used to it. Eusine didn’t sound much different when he got going about Suicune.

He rose from his seat. Morty had told him earlier not to worry about the bill, so he didn’t feel too bad about dipping out early. “I’ve got to go,” Ash announced. Morty and Zuki nodded. “I’m sorry to run out like this, but…”

“We understand,” Morty rose and shook Ash’s hand. He grinned lightly. “It was a pleasure to be your host this week, Ash. I hope you enjoyed your visit in Ecruteak. I’m sorry it ended on these terms.”

“I loved it,” Ash said honestly, and was a little surprised himself when he found he truly meant it. Normally he wasn’t much for cities, but he’d enjoyed his time in Ecruteak. The history, the hidden knowledge he’d gleaned in the Burnt and Tin Towers, the Beasts, even the conversation with Wes that still left his heart heavy and uncertain. He’d treasure them all. “I hope to return one day.”

Morty and Zuki smiled. Eusine still watched the news, probably hoping for some news on Suicune. “Thank you, Ash. I hope you’ll take the time to revisit the Dance Theater as well! It would be an honor for you to see one of our performances.”

“I’d like that,” Ash grinned. “I’m sorry I’ll be missing the one tonight.”

“No worries,” The Kimono Girl brushed his apology off. “I’d hate for you to be caught by any of the media that are probably on their way here as we speak. Off you go, Ash. Next time, though!”

He nodded. “Next time. I’ll see you all around.”

With that he turned. He had nothing to pack. Everything of importance was contained in the storage compartments of his bag.

As Ash stepped out into the streets - packed with tourists and visitors who crowded the ancient, narrow streets - he paused and pulled his hat down low. Instead of heading to the city exit where he could escape, Ash hesitated.

There was one place he had to visit one last time.
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He sat cross-legged down in the depths of the Burnt Tower. It was where he had met the Beasts, where he had first played the Song that had graced these haunted halls long ago.

The ghosts were dormant during the day. Silent and hidden. Yet Ash could still feel their eyes on him. He could sense their attention on him like a physical force.

It no longer affected him. Ash had long grown used to their focus.

For the last time, Ash placed the flute to his lips and played the Song. The spirits calmed, the remains of the tower seemed to darken, and Ash embraced the peace just as the tower did.

He remained for a very long time.
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The next day was a good one. Ash whistled a tune as he plodded down the road to Mahogany with Sneasel and Oz at his sides and Plume high overhead as their scout. It was nice to be on the trails like this. It reminded him of his journey in Kanto. He’d have to walk more often, especially in Johto.

It was a four day trip to Mahogany by foot, and it was a journey he planned to enjoy every step of the way. Excitement bubbled in his gut as he thought of traveling through Mt. Mortar, which was a major barrier between Ecruteak City and Mahogany Town. Technically he could just fly over the obstacle or even ride Torrent across the massive twin lakes surrounding Mt. Mortar, but where was the fun in that?

If everything went to plan he should arrive at Mahogany with a full day to relax and rejuvenate himself and his team before Jonathan and Amelia arrived. They’d be leaving Blackthorn in the next day or two. Ash hadn’t asked why they were there - probably another go at Clair, if he had to guess - but the rugged terrain of the Blackthorn territory would keep them busy even though the actual distance was a tad shorter than between Ecruteak and Mahogany.

A silly grin came over his face as he thought of getting to visit Blackthorn, the home of Lance and the Wataru he had heard so much about. There was no doubt in his mind that he’d enjoy his time there. How could he not? Everyone he’d met had spoken highly of Clair’s battling skills, if not her personality. There was no way he could pass up a chance to face her down!

He would defeat her, he swore. She had no idea what was headed her way. Torrent had learnt from Mael, Lance’s own Kingdra. He wasn’t about to let some other Kingdra keep the silver medal. Ash grinned at the thought of their pet project - if he could get water manipulation down (and Torrent was quite adept at it so far) it would nullify a lot of Torrent’s weaknesses defense wise and give him a lot more versatility. If he could get a handle on that, Clair would surely fall.

He had time. Right now Ash hoped to spend three or four days with Jonathan and Amelia (he would definitely be bringing up their interview) before Gary arrived to join them for the rest of the week. That would set off some fireworks for sure, but Ash hoped to get some solid training in with the rest of the Pallet trainers. It had been a long time since they’d all been together.

The real problem would be keeping Gary and Jonathan from killing each other, but Ash thought he and Amelia could pull it off. And if not…well, they’d just stay friends with the survivor. Easier that way.

Ash would have to take on Pryce while he was in Mahogany. Ice-type specialists were rare and Pryce was said to be truly powerful - easily one of the strongest in Johto, taking on a role similar to Blaine or Sabrina. He was one of the Gym Leaders who separated the serious trainers from those simply playing at the League challenge.

In the meantime, they had some walking to do.

He thought of what he’d spoken to Nidoking about a few days ago - the day of the second festival - and realization flashed in his mind. Ash quickly released Dazed, who looked a little suprised to find her rest disturbed but not displeased. She exchanged a respectful nod with Oz and allowed her eyes to curve up into a smile at the sight of Aron, who tried to greet her with a ‘soft’ headbutt before he was blocked by a shimmering barrier.

You have need of me, Friend-Trainer?

Ash nodded. “I wanted to ask you about something,” he pulled the pouch of ashes from his pocket. Dazed stared, her eyes aflame with psychic power as she examined the item. “Nidoking said you could help tell me what these are? You know where I got them.”

Indeed. One of the mortal faces Sunlight is said to wear. A gift from the Revenant. 

She must have meant Wes. He was fairly good at translating her abstract way of speaking. Ash nodded. “Yes.”

My mother told me many stories. I’ve shared some with you. I do not remember the specifics, Friend-Trainer, but she told me that on occasion Sunlight would gift its own ash to a worthy mortal as a symbol of its faith in them. They are said to possess great power over the cycle of life and death. It is a great honor. 

“It is,” Ash murmured. That’s about what he’d had expected, though the flat statement sent him reeling. Ho-Oh saw him as worthy…

Dazed turned to him with a smile in her eyes.

I can think of no creature, human or otherwise, more worthy. 

A lump caught in his throat and Ash was grateful when Aron stumbled and fell. The conversation turned to lighter subjects.
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Their camp that night was a simple affair. Ash had managed to find a beautiful site alongside one of the small streams that trickled through the vast forests that guarded the road. It gently led into a small pond that was crystal clear - it was nearly fifteen feet deep but Ash could see the bottom clearly. A long Quagsire slept lazily in the bottom of the pond, barely visible beneath the mud it had slathered all over itself. The air was fresh and pure, crisp with the strangely cold July.

Ash sighed happily and relaxed against a mossy rock that was soft against his back. He breathed in the earthy tones, that heavy cloying scent that filled his nostrils, and shut his eyes for a moment. Sneasel played somewhere in the distance with Aron, yowling loudly. The wild pokemon had vacated the area when they’d settled down for the night. Ash felt a little guilty about keeping them away, but figured they’d return once they realize Ash and his team weren’t a threat.

Nidoking sat curled next to him, of course. The massive poison-type enjoyed the light heat of the flame started by Infernus, though the fire-type had quickly requested to be returned to his pokeball - he didn’t like resting by such large bodies of water. It was all too easy for Dazed to toss some on him if he was being too aggressive.

The problem there was obvious.

Torrent had actually sunk deep into the pond and rested near Quagsire. Ash grinned as he remembered how happy the Kingdra had been - the pond was tiny for him immense bulk but that hadn’t stopped him from taking a simple pleasure in it.

The rest of the team were all curled up around Ash’s mossy rock. They all enjoyed the heat of the fire against their skin (or vines) and Dazed silently stoked the flickering flames every so often with a flare of psychic power as the cold breeze fought to quench them. He sighed happily.

He’d missed this.

How long had it been since they were like this? Out on the trail, all alone except for one another… this was something he’d craved during his time with Steven. It had made him a better trainer, a better commander, but strength alone couldn’t keep him happy. Ash knew he needed to travel on his own again once he returned to Hoenn.

There was nothing else like it.

Hadn’t Steven mentioned splitting their training up? Ash would certainly appreciate more time to himself and his team. More time to wander, more time to train away from the rigorous environment of Steven’s schedule, and more opportunity to travel. He enjoyed his time with Steven, but it was suffocating after a time. It left a peculiar itch under his skin that urged him to flee and run and go wherever he dreamt of.

For now he was content here. Away from his worries, away from his troubles. With his team.

Ash couldn’t ask for anything else.

A particularly strong and cold breeze blew in from the north, a wild gale that left shivers running down Ash’s spine. The fires vanished in a roar of steam a chill settled into his bones. Something left his instincts screaming and he opened his eyes, only to freeze at the sight.

The sun-filled eyes of Suicune stared back at him.

A/N: And here we go! It took forever but it’s finally here. I hope everyone enjoyed. Also, for those of you who didn’t play Pokemon Colosseum back in the day, you can treat Wes as the main character from it just like Michael is the main character of XD. Keep in mind that due to Traveler’s different setting there are some key differences in their journeys - let’s just say that they didn’t have to try and snag any Legendaries. Wouldn’t fit the setting of Traveler very well. 

Please review! I’d love to hear what parts of the chapter you enjoyed and what parts you thought could use improvement. I’m trying to even things back and tinker with the rest of the Johto arc at the moment. If anyone’s concerned about too much Legendary activity in this chapter, I can safely say that it won’t be a concern for the entire arc. Ecruteak is special in that it’s so heavily tied to Lugia, Ho-Oh, and the Beasts and I felt it wouldn’t be right to neglect that aspect of the city. 

Anyways, I won’t drabble on for too long! I most likely will not be writing another chapter this long for a while - I’d say 10-15k is a reasonable expectation in the future. They’re just a lot more manageable. Then again I’ve been saying that since the Unown arc…

Before I go, I just wanted to apologize to anyone who reviewed the story or PM’d me and haven’t gotten a response! Due to real life events I’ve had extremely limited time for writing and I had to make the tough decision to spend almost all of it on the chapter itself. I hope to keep a good response rate going forward and I’ll be addressing all the PMs in my inbox. 

Also, who actually read all of Jonathan’s rant?

Thanks again! Please review! 






49. Chapter 49: The North Wind


A/N: Believe it or not, I’m back! I’ve had an eventful few months and it’s been great. I lived in another country that limited my Internet access for a while but it was great inspiration for writing. I’m really looking forward to moving onto the rest of these chapters! Thanks for your patience!

For those of you who have been waiting on a response to PMs or reviews, expect a response very soon! Due to the long wait time in this chapter I opted to put all my energy into getting it out for everyone. I hope it’s a good Christmas present (albeit a barely late one)!

“Suicune…” Ash marveled at the sight of the North Wind manifest, his friends alert even as they remained at rest. Dazed shuffled to his side, appearing utterly nonplussed (no doubt she’d sensed the Beast’s arrival for quite some time) and Nidoking lumbered to his feet, a wary glint in his beady eyes. His thick, muscular tail swayed gently from side to side in the dirt.

The Beast towered over them all, its imposing nature softened by its serene presence.

The crisp air grew colder and colder, yet never quite crossed over into the realm of discomfort. Ash closed his eyes and felt whatever tension remained at the sudden appearance of the Beast drain away as the fresh air, clean of any impurity, filled his lungs. It appeared to have the same effects on his friends as well: they grew more alert, more alive.

He met the sun-filled eyes of Suicune. An exchange took place, a meeting of two individuals. Nothing needed to be said. With a simple glance Suicune comprehended him on a level that very nearly terrified Ash, as though it easily knew him better than he knew himself.

Yet Ash saw as well. More than he would like, perhaps more than he should.

Cool rains extinguished the blazing tower and stole its heat away in a roar of steam, the gentle, restless presence that loped across the land in search of a tranquility it could never know, Awakening in a shape that was not its own yet was and knowing that its own nature had changed irrevocably, burnt to ashes in the fire along with its friends and siblings - 

Ash squeezed his eyes shut. Tears welled as loss weighed heavily upon him, centuries of life which filled his mind in an instant.

Joy at running faster than the wind with its siblings and the simple pleasure of watching pollution and rot purged from a crystalline pond. The screams and howls of burning men and pokemon that haunted it even its new life, a stain impossible to expel. Innocence lost as it lived on and on and on beyond mortal years, proud of its purpose and new life yet always so aware that it had died truly so long ago. Interest as it found another that walked the path of its siblings. 

He could hear the keening echo of the North Wind’s mournful howl, the chimes of bells in his ears…

It was through his own power that he broke the connection and returned to the waking world. Nidoking helpfully supported him and he whispered thanks to his brother. Ash reeled from the enormous weight of the North Wind’s life, yet he raised himself to a sitting position as he met Suicune’s burning eyes once more.

Suicune was old. Old and tired, its spirit fatigued in stark contradiction to the vigor in its limbs. It had been stretched thin, Ash thought. It had felt its spark of life abandon it, suffered its loss keenly through suffocating lungs and boiling flesh. Suicune had walked both sides of the divide and stood apart from the cycle now. Perhaps that was the nature of its apotheosis.

The Beast waited with the patience of an immortal. His team was tense, though Ash knew they could tell Suicune meant no harm. It wasn’t beholden to the chaotic, primal nature of the Birds - it had been mortal once, and knew the terror of witnessing a force you had no control over, could not run from.

At last he smiled and allowed himself to lay back against the cool mossy stone he’d been relaxing against all night. Nidoking deflated and immediately curled up next to him again in a massive pile of muscle, hide, and spines (though he never quite took his eyes off the Legend in their midst). The others followed suit, even if most seemed as stunned as Ash.

“Would you like to stay for a while? I was just thinking about practicing a little…”

Suicune laid elegantly not too far away from Ash and his team then, nearly invisible save for its burning eyes and the pale moonlight which reflected off its shimmering crest and snow-white streaks of fur. Ash’s team drew closer as he withdrew the glossy silver flute from his bag and closed his eyes as he placed the instrument to his lips.

He embraced the tune of the Song as it filled the air, eager to be set free into the world, and held back a grin as he heard a low howl whistle through the air to match him with the Song’s complementary notes - Lugia’s Song and Suicune’s, born from Ho-Oh’s yet subtly different in all the ways that counted, melded into a gorgeous harmony that seemed to resonate with the world itself.

Ash thought that perhaps Suicune’s howl was a little less mournful than before.

XX

When Ash awoke, the Beast was long gone. He felt a distinct sense of loss at its absence, as though a long-forgotten friend had reappeared in his life for but a moment before they parted ways again. The only sign it had ever been there at all was a particularly heavy dew that coated them all, Torrent’s uncharacteristic perkiness, and the pile of sodden ashes that was all that remained of their campfire - no matter how hard Infernus tried to ignite the remaining tinder, it steadfastly refused the fire’s touch.

He eventually had to recall Infernus before his friend decided to unleash an Overheat in their campsite. That just wouldn’t have ended well for anyone.

From there breakfast was a simple affair. His team got their usual fare of processed food packed with enough nutrients, vitamins, and protein to support their powerful bodies (with their favorites berries added for flavor) while he stuck with a simple Trainer Meal. It wasn’t much in the way of flavor but it got the job done.

Besides, anything was better than the black broth that Surge and Bruno loved. He was still only half-certain that Surge was joking about it being made from Grimer sludge…

Ash fought down a shiver at the memories of the black tar sliding down his throat (he’d had to fight the urge to wretch every time) and turned his mind to happier thoughts as he gathered the team and took the first steps of the day, an insulated thermos full of coffee in hand. It still wasn’t his favorite but he’d learned to appreciate during his brief stay in Ecruteak. That didn’t stop him from wincing as he swallowed the bitter drink. Sugar wasn’t something he saw as necessary but it was absolutely an acquired taste.

He absentmindedly smiled over at Bruiser as his friend plodded along at his side. Today it was just him, Aron, Plume, and Seeker out - the day was unexpectedly overcast with heavy clouds, though only a few raindrops had fallen. It was a comfortable weather and just dark enough that Seeker could comfortably latch onto Bruiser’s back without being irritated by the sun. Ash had given Bruiser one of his blankets to drape over the Zubat just to be safe.

“We should be able to make it to Mt. Mortar by tomorrow afternoon,” Ash mentioned to Bruiser, who glanced over at him with some interest. Bruiser had always had an appreciation for mountains and other rugged lands, probably from living in the rough landscape of the Fuchsia territories for most of his life. He’d definitely appreciate the chance to explore the caverns. “From there it’ll just be two days or so to Mahogany.”

Bruiser nodded and looked off into the distance, pondering something or another. Ash didn’t attempt to distract his friend from his thoughts and instead fell deep into his own as they walked down the simple path of dirt and stone. The forest was already dark and foreboding despite its proximity to Ecruteak, heavy clusters of ancient trees adding an imposing air to the route.

The terrain would only continue to get rougher and rougher as they approached Mt. Mortar and crossed the border into Mahogany’s territory. Mahogany’s lands were famed for possessing some of the most difficult terrain in Johto to navigate - the territory wasn’t particularly developed and Mahogany Town was the only settlement of note. The only other inhabitants were a handful of scattered villages heavily isolated from the rest of Johto. It was said that some hadn’t encountered an outsider for centuries.

Ash didn’t mind. It had been too long since he’d been inconvenienced by something as mundane as hills and forests. He’d longed for these simple challenges. Hoenn hadn’t been particularly harsh so far, although he knew the mountainous regions around Mt. Chimney could be tough to traverse. The northeast was wild as well, especially around Fortree.

He couldn’t complain about the lack of traffic either - he’d only encountered three trainers so far, only one of whom was in a mood to battle. She’d been handled quite well by Bruiser - though her magnificent specimen of a Hitmonlee had been skilled enough for Bruiser to draw on Rampage to secure victory.

Not many trainers had reason to visit Mahogany Town except to challenge Leader Pryce and it was still a little early for that. Ash had heard the Lake of Rage to the north of Mahogany was fairly popular for advanced training due to its isolation, but it was vast enough that it would be easy to pick a nice, lonely spot to train at while he waited for his friends to arrive.

A cool breeze swept in from the north and wrapped around the group soothingly, tearing Ash out of his musing. Ash squeezed his eyes shut for a brief moment and smiled as the rain picked up just a tad, though never enough to be an inconvenience. Seeker squeaked and burrowed deeper under the blanket into Bruiser’s warmth - she clearly didn’t appreciate it quite as much as he and Bruiser did.

He relished the refreshing touch of the wind and smiled. Maybe Suicune wasn’t as far off as he’d thought…

Why had it sought him out? He couldn’t help the thought. The Beasts had met him at the Burned Tower, but that had been different. They had a story to tell there. It was their home, ruined and ravaged as it was. But Suicune didn’t have to seek him out afterwards. Did it have a reason or was it simple curiosity?

It was difficult to divine the motives of something as enigmatic as one of the Beasts. They were a tad less inscrutable than other Legends - they had been mortal once, after all - but at the same time that lent them an air of mystery. They weren’t as simple as the Birds’ unrelenting primality, though he thought the Beasts might be somewhat less alien.

Why, why, why?

This thought and others would capture his attention as he walked, though ultimately overshadowed in the simple freedom of traveling again. Of choosing when and where and why to go.

He’d missed this.
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“Yes, finally! Great job, Torrent. Just like that!” Ash cheered as Torrent’s scarlet glare stabbed deep into the large orb of rippling water, perhaps three feet across with little bulges pulsating randomly throughout, which hung in the air through the Kingdra’s sheer force of will. He admired the sight for a moment, a light grin on his face as Torrent attempted to use his focus to flatten the foamy ball into a flat disc. It began to flatten, compress…

A flurry of dancing white beams smashed into Torrent’s pet project and froze it solid in less than a second. Ash and Torrent’s startled, furious gazes fell onto Sneasel, who snickers quickly died down as he saw the look on Ash’s face. The little dark-type hissed, raised his hackles and fur up until he looked more like a fluffy black ball than a lithe fighter, and darted to avoid the Water Gun that Torrent hastily spat his way.

Victory was clear in Sneasel’s yowls and he easily scurried to clamber up a particularly tall tree to avoid the eminent game of Hunt the Sneasel…only to screech as a flash of light and pop heralded the arrival of Infernus. He frowned down at Sneasel, who hung limply by his scruff in Infernus’ clawed grip, and tossed him as deep into the woods as he could manage. When Ash heard the snarls of Sneasel abruptly stop (coincidentally in time with a dull thunk that sounded like something hitting a tree), Infernus nodded for Ash and Torrent to continue.

“Thanks,” he waved at Infernus, though the Magmortar didn’t seem particularly interested in his gratitude. Infernus just waited impatiently for them to continue. Ash had sent all the others aside from Nidoking (he knew better than to try to get his friend to leave him alone out here), but Infernus had steadfastly refused to leave. He seemed as invested in Torrent’s training as Torrent himself.

Ash thought he was just eager to see his strongest rival in the team advance his skills at long last. At least he knew Infernus would make sure Torrent’s training would go interrupted. Sneasel had grown mature enough to avoid interfering with training sessions most of the time, but every now and then he’d get in a playful mood and those old instincts would raise their ugly head…

He studied the frozen remains of Torrent’s most recent attempt with idle curiosity as he nudged the chunks of ice with his shoe. They’d stopped by a small stream for the night specifically to get Torrent started on his water manipulation. Technically he and most water-types could do it from birth - scientists posited that they had evolved some level of psychic control over water that was hardwired into them from birth in order to assist them in the wild. Refinement of that base ability led to certain techniques such as Surf and Whirlpool being possible.

But without refinement, without the honing of that natural ability, he would only ever be able to use it in such limited ways that he had trained extensively for (or had the raw knowledge dumped into his brain by a TM). Ash saw the potential for something much more…flexible. Something that could use water manipulation to adapt on the fly. Shields of water summoned without a thought from puddles on the ground, only to be converted seamlessly into a blade to sweep the opponent’s feet out from under them or douse some elemental effect.

It would be ridiculously circumstantial in most cases, but thankfully Torrent had the raw might to utilize Rain Dance. Draining, certainly, but Torrent grew stronger every day. With practice Ash had no doubt that he would grow to fit everything Ash had envisioned and more. Torrent had never failed him yet.

Aside from the obvious uses, Ash was mostly excited because Torrent would finally have a little more to rely on than simple projectiles like Hydro Pump, Water Gun, and Dragon Pulse, or the devastating yet exhausting power of Ice Storm and Draco Meteor. He would have nuance once he mastered this skill. Not only that, he would finally have a reliable defense outside of overwhelming offense - when Ash had been competing against Gym Leaders, Torrent’s natural armor from his scales had been enough to weather nearly any attack with ease. With the caliber of opponents Ash faced now ranging from the overwhelming force of Masters and Champions to the divine wrath of the Legends…well, Ash would like for all of his friends to be as well-protected as possible.

That reminded him that he needed to track down a Protect TM somewhere. Steven would probably be a good place to start, but he’d check at Indigo Plateau first. It wasn’t especially rare. Someone was bound to have it.

“You didn’t get to finish, obviously,” Ash waved his hand at the frozen chunks that littered the ground. Torrent’s eyes flashed murderously in the direction Infernus had tossed Sneasel, though Ash was pleased to see him offer Infernus a slight nod. “But I thought I felt something right before Sneasel froze it. A slip in control. Resistance.”

Torrent hovered to face Ash and looked at him oddly at his words. Ash didn’t think twice of it and continued after a moment or two of thought. “It was like the water resisted what you were doing to it. The hovering looked like it strained you a little bit, but it was manageable. Something you did then was making it resist,” Ash muttered. Torrent, Infernus, and Nidoking hung onto his every word. He gestured to the gently trickling stream that ran by just a few feet from them. “Can you try it again? I’m close.”

His friend nodded. Torrent’s levitating figure sagged just a bit and brushed the muddy banks of the stream as the effort to draw water in a stable sphere stole his attention away, but he was well-practiced. They’d spent hours on this exercise already.

Ash waited until the water had settled before he motioned for Torrent to continue. Torrent’s eyes glinted red in the fiery light cast off by Infernus as his will exerted itself. Before their very eyes the sphere began to flatten, expand at the edges, compress, and move beyond Torrent’s ability to maintain.

Torrent rumbled deeply enough to rattle Ash’s teeth and tossed his head in irritation - it was perhaps the most frustration Ash had seen in him in a long, long time. He had taken himself too seriously since evolving into a Kingdra to admit that kind of vulnerability.

“The compression,” Ash breathed. He repeated it brightly and Torrent’s attention jerked onto him. “Liquids don’t like to be compressed,” he recited from memory of the short physics ‘cheat sheet’ Steven had provided him - the former Champion had drawn it up based on things he thought might be useful to Ash. It wasn’t that detailed and Ash was certain it had simplified things greatly so he could understand them, but he remembered that trend. “Instead of compressing it first, try flattening it out immediately from the sphere. I think we’re going to have to work with the water. It has its own nature. It acts a certain way and we’re going to have to accommodate that.”

With that in mind, their next attempts went a little smoother. It wasn’t a magical success by any means, but their patience had been bolstered by the surge of hope. It took time for Torrent to learn to apply the knowledge. Within three or four additional attempts Torrent had managed to train himself out of attempting to compress the water, and by the seventh he’d pulled off a flat disc that wavered and bubbled relentlessly but hung unsteadily in the air.

Just as Ash began to congratulate Torrent a cold breeze flew in from the north. He shut his eyes and allowed a soft smile to slip onto his face as the whistling gale wrapped around him like an embrace, the long fatigue of the day wiped away in an instant. Infernus snarled and Ash felt his light and heat dim. The thick and pungent scent of smoke filled his nostrils.

When he opened his eyes the immense shape of Suicune stood before him. He was startled yet again by the sheer size of the Beast - even as it sat on its pale haunches it effortlessly towered over even Torrent and Infernus - though the solace it brought with it overcame that. Ash allowed his eyes to fall shut and tossed the physical world, including the majestic sight of Suicune, aside.

Something deep inside him was at peace, and enough of Cynthia’s lessons had seeped in for him to reflexively question himself. Why, why, why?

It was plain as day to him as he focused inward instead of outward. Suicune’s nature complimented his own - it soothed the burning Fire in his blood, conducted his Lightning, and resonated with the stasis of Ice. Water and wind were fluid malleable things, and it was easy for them to adapt to whatever they encountered.

He chased those thoughts further and further, on the precipice of something huge. Something instinctual warned Ash that he was so, so close to filling in the last bits of a puzzle. There was just a handful of blank spaces left, the center of the epiphany, and Ash didn’t hesitate -

For one moment - perhaps less than that, the space between moments - he Saw like he had with Cynthia in the Hale Mansion. The physical world bled away, little more than a tarnished mirror of the Truth he could almost taste.

The interwoven, self-destructive forces that threaded through his being, the presence of his brother and shadow Nidoking, the fierce loyalty of Infernus and the spark of Fire carefully kindled within, the stalwart and commanding force of Torrent, and the infinity of the North Wind stormed before him, the light of Death and Rebirth and all that lay in between burning and he fell into those eyes  -

Fractals upon fractals upon fractals upon fractals upon fractals upon fractals…

He was Suicune and he was everywhere. Ash was the wind that brushed his skin, the gales that whipped across crystalline lakes and disturbed their placid surface, the rains that dowsed wildfires and brought renewal and relief to the suffering.

He was the one who had suffered the greatest in the Brass Tower, whose lungs filled with hacking smoke and whose eyes had watched the siblings what-would-be-Raikou choke and scream as the flames licked her flesh and seared away the rest of her life and all the potential that lay within, what-would-be-Entei collapse in agony as he fought to use his inborn tolerance of heat to save everything he could before exhaustion took its toll for those lives preserved.

He had persevered through the agony through no will of his own. The water in his flesh had boiled in the fires of the Brass Tower, his eyes had burst, his skin had blackened to a crisp. When Ash’s siblings had succumbed to the burning, splintering beams and smoke, Ash had survived for what felt like an eternity. His siblings had fought to the bitter end, railing against fate. When he realized there was no escape, he had accepted death. He had embraced the peace it brought, the escape from life’s suffering it offered.

Ash was the last to be remade through the Rebirth offered by Sunlight, yet his apotheosis had been easiest. He had accepted his fate.

That was what he was. The wind and rain that had extinguished the Brass Tower, and with it the peace it offered. Raikou was born to strike, to set into motion change and inspiration. Entei was born to action, to continue its mission in life to save those it could and destroy those that could not be saved. He was a restorative force, born to counteract the destruction and change that ran rampant.

Ash lost himself in the simple awareness, that absolute confidence that despite his mortal core, he knew what he was. He was not like the other Concepts that manifested in this world, but he shared their certainty in his purpose: The North Wind.

A soft, damp nose nearly as large as his head pressed against his head and Ash found himself in reality once again. The intuition and awareness dumped into his mind in that brief instant left his head pounding and his vision danced. Nidoking rushed to support him under his heavy shoulder. Someone was laughing. It was a wild noise, a manic cackle that threaded its discordant insanity into everything that heard it.

It was him.

He chuckled (screamed) at the simple awareness of how miniscule he was, how limited he was in the face of something like Suicune. A human mind - not his, not yet - could not comprehend the scope. The North Wind and everything it was, everything it represented, in the flesh…how did you define that? How could a brain evolved for finding food and living hope to make sense of that? He could still feel what it was like to be the wind and rain and his last memories of burning to death and his brain pounded in his skull.

Ash howled again at the plain realization that he was broken now. The simple sight of Suicune-in-Truth had broken him! Oh, not quite. He had mastered Fire, Ice, and Lightning. The Song resonated in him still. He had not broken, not like any other human would have shattered underneath the weight of it all, but Suicune had cracked him for a time. He was brittle now. The lightest touch and…

The Truth of all things would break him. There was a Oneness to the universe, a unity that was alive and only evident when you abandoned your tiny fragment and looked at another insignificant fragment of infinity like the North Wind, yet another facet of the universal gem…it was so clear!

His skull felt as if it would crack - he was about to break but he could not break his stare from the Truths laid bare from the mere sight of what Suicune was in truth, of the infinities and limits and the utter lack of meaning such a mighty entity held in the grand scheme of things when there were other Concepts out there, infinities that would consume him mind, body, and soul if he -

Suicune’s physical paw pressed into his chest and stole his breath away. An unnatural calmness, a manifestation of the North Wind’s Concept - that peace which made up its very nature - purged him of his curious mania.

In the matter of seconds Ash was sent reeling as his thoughts were forcefully slowed and corrected - the chaotic frenzy slipped away and Ash was left with the cold embrace of sanity. Half-gleaned visions, sensations, sounds, and a thousand things he’d perceived with senses beyond the physical settled peacefully into his memory and he stared off into the clear sky littered with stars.

He was on the ground, he slowly realized. His back was covered in dust and mud and uncomfortable proddings of small, rounded stones that laid around the riverbank. Ash felt a little nauseous but pulled himself up on shaking arms, the urge to vomit never far from him. His vision still swam and he gratefully took one of Nidoking’s arms. Nidoking and Torrent had come to him to offer their help, but he shook his head at Infernus before the Magmortar could strike the mighty Beast that had only just removed its massive paw (almost as large as his entire chest) from him. Ash could feel that his entire body was soaked with cool water from their brief connection.

Was this what Lance had experienced when he and Moltres had communed at Mt. Ember?

“Thank you,” Ash spoke clearly now that he had regained control of himself. Something deep within him wanted to babble on madly about the North Wind and Sunlight and all other manner of things but he held his tongue. He could parse through the brief glimpse into the Truth he’d gleaned later on - he was in reality now and reality was where he would stay. If he lost himself to that again without Suicune around… “I don’t know how long I would have been stuck like that without you.”

Suicune’s burning eyes glanced away to the side - a peculiarly human gesture, Ash thought - and he smiled as he leaned into Nidoking. “I’m fine, guys,” Ash directed to the rest of his team before they could emerge from the shadows. Almost all of them had found their way here, aware that something had gone terribly wrong. “Thank you, though. Go back and rest. I’ll catch up in a few minutes.”

The Beast waited for the others to depart before it set its fiery gaze upon Ash. It was all they needed to understand one another.

Ash smiled at the ancient creature. The communication was straining on him, but he understood Suicune well enough to know his next words would be surprising, but not unwelcome. Rebirth was a solitary fate.

“Would you like to join us? We won’t be in Johto long, but we’d be glad to have you alongside us.”

A gentle breeze swept through the clearing, trickles of rain carried with it, and the brief connection they’d held yesterday became a bond in true.

They sat like that for a time. To be honest, Ash was mostly waiting for Nidoking to calm down. He didn’t think he’d try to attack an entity like Suicune, but it never hurt to be safe when it came to Nidoking. At the very least he decided to wait for his massive friend’s labored heart rate to steady.

As the insistent calm kept his mind at rest, Ash allowed it to resonate with him. The Song hummed within him at its compliment and Ash relished the sensation as it spread pleasantly throughout his chest. With Suicune’s presence his near-shattering at the sight of things he wasn’t ready for could hardly trouble him.

He couldn’t help but wonder how dangerous it would be for Suicune to travel with them forever. Ash could feel its own aura resonate with him, but as he relaxed and fell into a contemplative trance he knew it wasn’t just softening the Concepts inside him. Its peace pervaded everything - Suicune was complete in a way that no human or pokemon could hope to be and it shared that completeness with them all.

The longer he was around Suicune the stronger the effect would be as it filled him. Ash’s hunger would vanish away - why care to grow stronger, or hunt glory or strive to be better when you were complete? Humans pursued things because they wanted them. They were incomplete by nature. Suicune was whole and wanted other things to be as well. Its nature was not like Raikou or Entei’s - it was not born to change.

If he spent the rest of his life with Suicune, Ash suspected he’d never find the motivation to achieve anything at all.

During the long stretch they sat together, an awkward silence tense in the air, an errant thought came to Ash.

“Would you like anything to eat?”

Suicune blinked. The winds steadied and its ribbon-like appendages nearly fell flat in surprise. Even the cool water froze in place within its crest. Ash shifted a little uncomfortably as the Beast cocked its vast head at him. Its fiery gaze seemed to sear deep into him, though Ash could practically feel its own hesitance, especially when Ash reached into his pack and proffered a few of Sneasel’s favorites, Rawst berries, to Suicune.

It wasn’t like Sneasel was going to need them anytime tonight since he was passed out - he knew the consequences for interrupting training. Ash had only made them clear…fifty times? A hundred? It was easy to lose track.

He placed the Rawst berries just a few feet in front of Suicune. It might be awkward if Suicune thought it would have to eat right out of Ash’s hands (he was about one hundred percent sure Eusine wouldn’t have given Suicune that choice). Ash certainly wouldn’t want to do that if he were in Suicune’s figurative shoes…

Especially if Eusine were the one offering. The man’s obsession with Suicune was outright unhealthy. Ash silently resolved to never tell the man that Suicune had accompanied him.

At last the Beast stepped forward and snatched the berries up in its jaws - Suicune was so massive that the berries were barely a light snack for it. Ash watched it chew uncomfortably, absolutely fascinated. He had to wonder what Professor Oak would do to be in this position. Knowing the Professor, he would be better off not mentioning this unless he wanted to be interrogated for literal hours.

Suicune swallowed after what seemed like an eternity. Its demeanor during the entire experience could best be described as awkward, although it was hard to imagine the magnificent creature in such a way.

When was the last time it had eaten?

Ash didn’t know much about Legendaries, but he got the feeling that they didn’t need to eat. They sustained themselves. As eternal forces their existences were intrinsic. Timeless. They were above such petty, mortal concerns such as eating.

Suicune had been mortal, though. Its siblings as well. It just made Ash wonder all the more. When had Suicune last cared to eat? Decades ago? Centuries, even, when it had first been reborn? The Beast seemed wholly unfamiliar with the action, like it was relearning a long-forgotten habit.

It had finished the bite, though. Suicune wasn’t entirely comfortable and didn’t ask for more, but it also seemed rather content as it laid by the peaceful stream. Torrent’s eyes followed its every action worshipfully - it was the same look he’d had with Lugia, Ash recalled. The thought brought a slight quirk to his lips.

They rested there for a long time before Ash felt that familiar itch beneath his skin. Suicune was at peace but he couldn’t let himself turn down this opportunity.

“Do you want to battle?” He asked hopefully. Infernus perked up, smoke fuming from his cannons - if anything, his lack of ability to generate fire only inspired him more. Suicune glanced at Ash, amused, and shook its mighty head before it settled its snout beneath its paws.

He was disappointed, but accepted Suicune’s decision - it wasn’t like he was surprised. What would Suicune even get out of facing his team?

Not a challenge, certainly. Ash was proud of his team and confident in their abilities, but he wasn’t stupid. They could each train for centuries and achieve literally nothing against the Beast.

The memories of seeing what Suicune truly was, the force behind the physical mask it wore, sent Ash shivering. No, they would never defeat something like that.

Ash sighed and turned to Torrent. They’d had a nice break, but even if Suicune itself had joined them that didn’t mean they could slack off training. “Alright, let’s get going. Are you ready?”

Torrent nodded, and they began their long hours of work.
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Ash grinned as he read the message he’d received from Lance overnight.

Ash,

Is it just me, or do you have an uncanny knack for stumbling your way into historical events? Imagine my surprise when I heard you just so happened to be in Ecruteak when the Crystal Bell rang not once, but twice! What an enormous coincidence. You’ll have to tell me all about that coincidence when you stop by Indigo Plateau. 

Speaking of which, Sabrina stopped by not too long ago and we had a good talk. I’ll get you up to speed when you arrive. It’s not vital, but it would be good for you to know about our current natural disaster phenomenon. 

You’re taking on Clair soon, right? Let me know how it goes so I can dig up the battle footage from her gym. The rest of us have already put our bets down. You’ll be proud to hear you’ve been given pretty good odds. Make sure to stop by the Wataru compound while you’re in Blackthorn. You’ll be welcomed as an honored guest. 

Cheers!

Lance

A bit of tension drained from his shoulders as he closed out of the message. He’d been a tad nervous when he saw that Lance sent him something, but it had been a massive relief to see how lighthearted. It hinted at a few serious matters, but nothing too bad. Ash was just happy that the hesitant barrier between them seemed to have broken down - Lance sounded back to his old self, although it’d be impossible to know for sure until he arrived at Indigo Plateau.

His lips curved up into a smile at the thought of arriving at the ancient citadel. It had been beautiful the few times he’d visited and he was honestly eager to make his way there - Karen had spoken pretty highly of his lodgings. Of course, what he was really eager for was to challenge the rest of the Elite Four. Most would probably be out on business at any given time, but he’d be spending a fair bit of his trip there. At the very least he wanted to consult them about a few things.

He swallowed down the rest of his meal in a frenzy and glanced around their campsite. It was still fairly sluggish - he tended to rise a little earlier than most of his friends. With how hard they worked he wasn’t going to begrudge them a little extra sleep. Only Nidoking and Dazed had awoken. Well, he supposed it wasn’t fair to say Dazed had awoken when she didn’t sleep in the first place.

Ash laughed at the mental chuckle he got in response and then started at the sound of an unpleasant grinding noise that sounded somewhere between an industrial compactor and the whir of a buzz saw - he rolled his eyes at the sight of Aron not far away, tucked between Oz’s furry body and the gargantuan, sleeping heap of vines that was Tangrowth. If it weren’t for the grinding it would be nearly impossible to find the small steel-type.

As for the grinding…well, Ash wasn’t surprised to see that Aron was snacking on a little chunk of scrap metal that Ash had tossed him last night. His jaws rhythmically closed and clenched, his rasping tongue wrapped around the tiny mass that had been about the size of Ash’s fist. It was now more of a pebble.

What Ash hadn’t expected is that Aron would have done most of the work in his sleep. His sky-blue eyes were shut and his stubby little legs kicked wildly in his dreams. Ash glanced over to Dazed curiously as he snagged the little pebble out of Aron’s mouth - no point risking him choking.

Dazed’s eyes quirked.

The Iron Child dreams of flight. I believe the Plume has spent too much time with him. 

“Who knows, maybe he’ll have more luck than Sneasel,” Ash commented as he sent a pointed look at Sneasel’s unconscious form cuddled up by Ash’s sleeping mat. He’d tracked down where his friend had landed after Infernus tossed Sneasel last night - Sneasel was perfectly fine, but after he’d woken up from the KO he’d apparently decided to just admit defeat and curl up to sleep out in the woods.

Naturally, Ash wasn’t going to leave him out there. He’d already gotten his lesson, so when Ash had turned in for the night after nearly four additional hours of training with Torrent he wasn’t about to let Sneasel sleep in the woods. Torrent hadn’t joined him. The Kingdra was determined to spend a little more time out there, though Ash was certain he was nearly as tired as Ash himself.

He frowned. The campsite was set in a small clearing and most of his friends were immediately obvious - there wasn’t much room for so many pokemon to hide. Plume had found a particularly sturdy tree to roost in, though it was nearly sagging now beneath the hundreds of Pidgey and Pidgeotto that had joined her the moment dawn had broken. Bruiser and Seeker sat beneath another tree nearby the puddle of Aron, Oz, and Tangrowth.

Infernus was safely in his pokeball, of course. He’d been in a foul mood since Suicune had showed up.

As for Torrent… Ash turned to Dazed. Nidoking’s nostrils flared and his beady eyes glinted with interest as the psychic allowed her mind to brush against theirs.

He is nearby. Shall I show you to him, Friend-Trainer?

“Please,” Ash said. He’d be lying if he claimed he wasn’t a little concerned. It wasn’t healthy to be out training all night - Torrent would probably be wiped out for the next few days. Ash hoped he hadn’t pushed himself too hard trying to impress Suicune or something.

It didn’t take Dazed long to guide them there. Ash didn’t take long to recognize the area - they were just a little downstream from where Ash had been training with Torrent last night. He looked behind him and grinned at Nidoking’s blatant interest, though it was buried under a little annoyance as more and more mud from the soft riverbank clung to his feet and tail.

The gears started turning in his head. They’d ignored this area last night because it had been a little wider than they’d needed - Torrent had kept drawing a little too much water than he needed, stalling any progress he could have made until they moved.

And then a crash dragged his attention, and Ash sat stunned at the sight. Torrent stood just fifty feet or so downstream, seemingly fresh as he’d ever been. He levitated without an inch of sag or a modicum of unsteadiness. If anything, he seemed more invigorated than he had when Ash left.

Ash wasn’t blind. It was hard to ignore the likely cause of Torrent’s unnatural stamina, particularly when it sat nearly ten feet high, its brilliant crystal crest adding yet another five feet to its height. The mere sight of Suicune whispered to something deep inside Ash, urging him to kneel and prostrate himself before the North Wind - it was only proper, after all.

He did not. Ash observed for a few minutes, eyes wide at the sight of Torrent tearing smooth orbs of glass-like water from the cool stream and shaping them into several different forms fluidly. Sphere, disc, blade, screens, and more exotic by the minute…

It was a far, far cry from mastery. These were only the basic exercises he’d read about. Torrent still took time to manipulate it compared to the instinctual manipulation that would result from experience.

Yet this placed them weeks ahead of where they should have been. Ash couldn’t help but stare. Torrent had an edge because of his incredibly power and force of will, but this was unreal. 

The unbelievable pace became a little more believable when Torrent lost his focus and the sphere splashed to the ground - or it would have, if it didn’t seamlessly flow back into a pristine sphere, so still and frozen it appeared almost like a mirror - in front of Suicune. The Beast appeared entirely disinterested, yet the water flowed through the exact same motions Torrent had attempted. Yet to compare the two was almost profane. There was a certain beauty to the movement that Torrent lacked. Whereas Torrent had to focus, the water seemed to want to work with Suicune. The Beast put forth literally no effort.

Not a surprise, but it was beautiful all the same. Ash watched spellbound, only for it to be broken when Torrent finally tossed his head and saw him.

“Don’t stop on my account,” Ash raised his hands up. Torrent dipped his head to him and turned back to Suicune, who hadn’t reacted whatsoever beyond a slight flit of its sun-filled eyes over to him. He had absolutely no doubt that Suicune had been aware of his every movement and breath since he’d woken up. “I just wanted to make sure you were doing alright. Keep it up. I’m going to get everyone’s meals ready before they wake up.”

His gaze trailed over to Suicune questioningly. The Beast’s timeless stare washed over him and he felt very small for a few moments. At last the Beast gracefully inclined its lupine head. The sunlight scattered off its crest beautifully, and even the dew on Suicune’s damp fur shone like diamonds.

Ash felt a big, dumb smile stretch across his face as he turned away.

What kind of food would Suicune like?

And more importantly, how was he supposed to keep feeding something nearly the size of his entire team combined?
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Mt. Mortar traditionally marked the border between Ecruteak and Mahogany. It was a dominant feature of the landscape, a towering mass of sheer cliffs, jagged spires, and a massive heap of blackened stone that made up the mountain proper. The sparse green of a thinning canopy of trees littered the broad structure of Mt. Mortar, providing cover for various caves and other living spaces for pokemon to lurk. He admired the sight which was only made all the more beautiful by the golden light of the sinking sun cast all over the mountain range.

Originally he’d expected them to have been able to reach the foothills of Mt. Mortar by yesterday night, but a certain Legendary had slowed them just a tad. Suicune certainly could have kept up with any pace they set (Ash suspected it could have literally appeared anywhere in the world in the course of an afternoon) but Ash and his team couldn’t help but be lulled into a peaceful saunter across the land, a refreshing breeze and occasional droplets of cold rain with them the entire way.

Suicune most often lurked in the woods near the trail, its massive shape hidden perfectly in a pale mist. If Ash wasn’t aware of its presence he would have been entirely blind to its inhumanly graceful movements - the trees and brush itself seemed to respectfully sway out of Suicune’s path.

Fortunately they only encountered a few harried trainers, most of whom were exhausted from the journey through Mt. Mortar and were in no mood to battle. Ash had just exchanged respectful nods with the dusty teens (and a smile and potion for an exhausted rookie practically dragging his Cyndaquil alongside him).

He grinned at Nidoking, who took a measured look at Mt. Mortar as he plodded to Ash’s side. “What are the odds we run into an ancient artifact, one-of-a-kind pokemon, or Legendary?”

Nidoking snorted and allowed his tail to sway back and forth, obviously uncomfortable with the thought. He did toss his head in Suicune’s direction, which drew a barking laugh from Ash. “You’ve got me there,” Ash shook his head. He spared a glance for the direction he knew Suicune to lurk, though he wasn’t surprised to see that it seemed to have vanished. Without Suicune’s presence the gales and light rain had already begun to recede. The first rays of unhindered sun began to grace them, the unfamiliar heat nearly unpleasant after the cold peace of Suicune’s rains.

No surprises there. Suicune was of the wind and rain. The dank, musty air of a cavern was practically its antithesis. Ash attempted to imagine Suicune’s powerful form striding through the closed, claustrophobic walls of Mt. Mortar and his brain failed to even picture it.

“Looks like we’re on our own,” he mentioned to Nidoking. The poison-type nodded and tensed more than he had since they’d left Ecruteak - Suicune’s protection had allowed Nidoking just a measure of calm, though he’d never relax entirely. Ash sighed. It had been nice to see Nidoking let loose for once.

Oh well, they’d have plenty of time to talk on the way through. Ash was going to have just him and Nidoking for a while. Mt. Mortar should take them just under twelve hours to get through, but he planned on sleeping about halfway through. They wouldn’t be taking any obscure routes, but Ash wanted to make sure Seeker got plenty of time in her natural habitat. It offered her a freedom she could never have on the surface.

With that in mind the two set off to clear the last mile or so before they could enter Mt. Mortar. He felt a warm tingle in his gut the closer they knew.

He’d missed this.
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Mt. Mortar wasn’t like the other mountains he’d explored, or even Granite Cave. It certainly had its fair share of underground tunnels, crevasses inhabited by wild pokemon, and labyrinthine passageways. There was no disputing that - no mountain of this size wouldn’t have all sorts of fascinating little spots to explore and uncover. Some went underneath the mountain in an intricate network, filled to the brim with sun-shy creatures like Zubat, Paras, Rattata, and even a few Misdreavus that sated their hunger by frightening the travelers who frequently explored the mountain.

They’d stayed far away from Ash, lingering just on the edge of his perception with their watchful shadows.

No, what Ash found most striking was that the majority of the mountain’s area was represented in a truly gargantuan cavern. Mt. Mortar was primarily hollow beneath its craggy shell of heaping rock walls that rose to a height of over five hundred feet. What dominated the interior of Mt. Mortar’s main level was a vast waterfall that roared like a beast as it poured over the rocky edge high above him. The waterfall sucked up nearly all the light that poured in from countless gaps and wedges dug into the sides of the mountain by wild pokemon or eroded away by the elements. Other than the scant light reflecting off the mist sprayed up by the waterfall as it crashed into the dark lake below, a constant rumble of thunder that bounced forever off Mt. Mortar’s sheer walls, it was entirely black in the mountain.

A grin played across Ash’s face as he turned to where Nidoking stood next to him, barely visible in the dying sunlight that poured in behind them. Nidoking chuffed and scanned the area, though he’d have better luck detecting any threats with his very rudimentary Earth Sense that they’d been working on. Nidoking weren’t famed for their eyesight - it was part of the reason they tended to be so aggressive defending against perceived threats.

“I’m not going to use any light sources. We’ll adjust pretty quickly,” Ash said offhandedly as they took their first steps into the blackness, eyes locked on the first of many luminescent arrows the League had placed to guide people through Mt. Mortar. He grunted as he stumbled on a stray rock that jutted out of the worn cavern floor and had to grin thankfully to Nidoking when his friend immediately steadied him with his blunt claws.

Nidoking looked pointedly at him and Ash’s cheeks heated a little as he barely managed to catch himself off a small stalagmite that shot up just in front of his feet. “I might let Seeker out a little earlier than I intended to help us navigate,” he said. Ash made a point to walk a little more carefully and dragged his feet a little more than usual so he wouldn’t trip so easily. That would just be humiliating.

Ash could help fight off Legendary incursions, explored secret places human eyes hadn’t seen in centuries, and had battled some of the strongest trainers in the world by the time his rookie year was over. Throw a little stumbling block - literally, in this case - in his way and he would fall flat on his face.

At least the media weren’t here to catch that. Or Gary. He hoped that Gary hadn’t seen that news report that had mentioned Ash using his name in his battles against the trainers around Ecruteak - he knew for a fact the other boy would find some way to mock him with it.

“Let me know if you hear anything I should know about,” he instructed. Nidoking grunted softly and dipped his head in acknowledgement. Ash hid a smile. His friend was still a little wound up - it was just how he was - but Ash could see a newfound ease in which he walked. There was a tad less weight on his shoulders, Ash thought.

He couldn’t help but feel the same. It was always nice when it was just the two of them.
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Ash panted as he scaled the rocky wall by the waterfall. Sweat poured down his face and dampened his clothes. It felt good and pleasantly chill in the moment, but he knew that as soon as his body cooled down from the exertion he’d regret it - Mt. Mortar wasn’t exactly warm. The cold never really bothered him that much, but that didn’t mean he would enjoy it.

His arms trembled as he scaled the last few feet - Ash couldn’t even remember the last time he’d felt his forearms. They burned like he’d never felt. He was immediately jealous of Bruiser, who had already reached the top with ease. Climbing was a joke for a Machoke capable of shattering boulders with his bare hands. To be honest, Ash was more worried about the rocky path they’d chosen to climb than Bruiser…all it would take was a careless moment and Bruiser was liable to tear a chunk of the rock right out of the cliff.

This wasn’t exactly what he’d had planned today, but Ash couldn’t help but grin madly as he pushed his body harder and harder to make this last ascent. It hurt, completely different from his normal running with Steven, but it was a pleasant sort of satisfied soreness.

Seeker flitted around his head, constant wingbeats stirring the air around him, and squeaked happily. She’d been cheering him on the whole way up with her chirps and chattering. Ash waved at her and collapsed for a moment, relieved at the feeling of solid ground beneath him. It was cold and a little wet, but he couldn’t find it in himself to care at the moment.

Bruiser knelt by his side with his reptilian smile. His leathery skin stretched taut atop his face as he offered Ash a helping hand up, which he happily took. Bruiser’s grip was steady - he wasn’t even winded from the climb, naturally - and spoke of immeasurable strength and even deeper care.

“Thanks!” Ash gasped, every breath raw and uneven. He leaned heavily against Bruiser for a moment as he turned to look down at the cavern - it was almost pitch black, but his eyes had adjusted over the long hours he’d spent walking with Nidoking and the rest of his friends through the pitch-black passageways. It was beautiful. Pale silver rays cast off from the moon penetrated through various cracks and faintly illuminated the vastness of the silver lake. Trickles and ripples went through the smooth surface, warnings of the various pokemon that lived within. Above him lay the rounded dome of Mt. Mortar and the thousands upon thousands of Zubat that clung to it. They shied away from him, but with every movement he could feel the sensation of countless eyes rapt on him and his team.

The air hummed thick with the buzzing of bug-types that skimmed across the edge of the water or flitted to and fro in the darkness.

Tangrowth waddled up behind them and Ash felt his thick vines fall loose from around his waist, though the grass-type was sure to squeeze in one last hug before he let go. Ash laughed and patted Tangrowth’s closest vines, which had already begun to poke and prod curiously at Bruiser.

The support from Tangrowth’s vines was the only reason Ash had considered taking up Bruiser’s challenge to take an ‘alternative’ path. Well, that and the fact that it was the only way Nidoking wouldn’t have a panic attack. It felt good, though. The support had been slack, just enough that Ash had been reassured he wasn’t about to slip out and fall.

Ash brushed off his clothes with one hand and used the other to stroke Seeker as she landed lightly upon his shoulder, claws hooked into his clothes. He could only just barely feel the points of her claws beneath his shirt. “Enjoying yourself?” He asked as he finally reached a point to where his clothes could be called dirty instead of filthy. That was good enough for now.

Seeker chittered something into his ear. At the sound of soft footsteps, he whirled around and stared at the newcomer. He wasn’t sure what he’d expected. A trainer, perhaps? In the silence of the vast cavern it would have been easy to tell Ash and his team were exploring.

What he hadn’t expected was a short Machop, perhaps two and a half feet high and more than capable of breaking bones with a light tap. It paid no attention to any of them except for Bruiser, who it stared worshipfully at. Without any hesitance it dropped to its knees and grunted something at Bruiser. Seeker watched raptly. Her ears twitched like mad.

Ash stayed silent as the quiet communication of grunts and nods were exchanged between the two members of the Machop line. Bruiser seemed more bewildered than anything. His beady eyes were narrowed to nervous slits and he glanced between the Machop and Ash constantly. He shifted from one foot to the next but as time went on he seemed to grow a tad more confident beneath the Machop’s pleading eyes. Bruiser grunted something, then the Machop seemed to notice Ash for the first time. The short fighting-type measured him for a moment then shook its head - Bruiser notably relaxed at that, and seemed a little more willing to hear the other out.

He didn’t need Dazed to tell him what was going on. She might streamline the process, but he’d many months before he’d even had the opportunity to communicate with his friends psychically.

“You should teach it,” Ash said quietly to Bruiser as he moved to stand by his friend’s side. Bruiser exhaled when he drew close. The Machop watched him hopefully. He sent a reassuring smile to the little fighter, which it hesitantly returned. “That’s what it wants, right?”

Bruiser slowly nodded and locked his stare onto Machop. Ash scratched his chin (and tried not to think about all the dirt and dust he’d just rubbed all over himself). “It’s getting late and I could use some rest after that climb,” Ash pointed out to Bruiser. “We can set up camp here for the night if you want to help Machop. It’s a beautiful view,” he admired the view of the rest of the cavern, all the more beautiful for the darkness that only hinted at the hundreds of rock formations and the stalactites that hung from the ceiling like long fingers.

He found himself wishing Steven was here. The former Champion would probably be able to tell him everything about these formations: what kind of stone they were, how long they took to shape, the history of Mt. Mortar’s formation… Steven was a treasure trove of knowledge.

After an eternity Bruiser nodded. It was with a degree of hesitance, but Ash knew his friend well enough to know it was more lack of confidence in himself than any reluctance to help Machop. Ash grinned and clapped his fist to his chest. Bruiser smiled back and repeated the gesture, the noise loud enough to echo off into the cavern.

“Go have fun,” Ash waved Bruiser off with Seeker into the blackness where Machop waited impatiently. “We’ll be waiting for you.”

With that, Bruiser lowered his head to Ash once more and strode confidently off after Machop. Machop stared at Ash for a moment, bewildered, but shook its confusion off and led Bruiser and Seeker to wherever it wanted them to go.

He turned back to Tangrowth and laughed. “I think he’ll do pretty good. How about you?”

Tangrowth, who had been busy trying to reach his vines up to poke at the innumerable Zubat huddled under a rocky outcrop above, gurgled happily. Ash wasn’t entirely sure he’d noticed any of what just happened…

Oh well. He pet Tangrowth’s nearest vine absentmindedly as he relished in the grass-type’s company and began to set up camp for the night. Ash was a little more exhausted than usual after the long day (maybe he’d gotten a little too used to Suicune’s refreshing presence) and he had the sneaking suspicion that he’d collapse into bed the moment he had his mat rolled out.

There were worse things in life than falling asleep surrounded by family.
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He winced as the sun’s light reached his eyes for the first time in nearly a day. It was still early enough for it to feel like a personal attack on him - he wished he had been able to brew his morning coffee, but no such luck in the cave. Ash wasn’t that reliant. No need to start a fire in there. It would probably irritate the eyes of anything that lived in Mt. Mortar.

Speaking of things that lived in Mt. Mortar…

“How’d your training session go?”

Bruiser jerked to attention. He’d been staring off into the distance before. Right now he was the only one of Ash’s teammates released (except for Plume, who scouted the skies above) so that they could have some one-on-one time. It could be hard to find that as his team expanded. Ash had the sneaking suspicion it would be a nightmare trying to work Anorith into his team by the time the fossil pokemon was prepared. Working with the fossil pokemon always took up a ton of time early on as you trained appropriate behaviors and thought processes into them.

They were born in a wilder time.

He grinned as Bruiser offered him a light smile and a beat of his fist on his chest. “That good, huh?”

Bruiser’s powerful chest rose and fell in a distressing wheezing sound that Ash knew to be his laughter, though it was replaced by a more thoughtful expression as they continued to meander along the path. Mt. Mortar marked the beginning of the sloping Mahogany territory, so Ash was already starting to see hills upon hills upon hills.

“What did you teach Machop?” Ash inquired. He doubted it could have been too much - they’d had perhaps four hours together while Ash had sat with the team and spent some quality time with them before falling asleep for another eight hours. Bruiser had made his way back at some undetermined point while he’d been asleep, Dazed had told him. Regardless, twelve hours was too little to teach anything advanced.

The fighting-type frowned for a moment before sparks shone in his eyes. Ash grinned as Bruiser made an exaggerated punch forward (though the force was still such that wind whipped across Ash’s face) and tiny licks of flame trailed along with the blow, though it quickly dispersed. Ash fought back the urge to sigh at the loss of the little cinder - even such a small flare had stoked the Fire within him.

“You started teaching him Fire Punch?” Bruiser nodded at Ash’s question, pleased that he’d understood. Ash hummed. “That’s useful in a cave.”

Bruiser’s reptilian smile widened then tapped one of his thick, clumsy fingers to his forehead with a look of intense concentration. Afterwards he pressed his fists together, then squeezed his eyes shut as a peaceful air fell over him. From there he went into a few well-trained movements that Ash recognized as being born from Bruno’s training. Bruiser had practiced the sets every day with the Fighting Master and proceeded to drill them every day since.

“Thinking and meditative aspects?” Ash received yet another wide grin that showed off Bruiser’s pointed teeth. He laughed back, starting to get into the little game. “How does it feel to be the master this time?”

His friend frowned at that and shrugged his massive shoulders. Ash didn’t miss how uncomfortable the question had made him. “Maybe not master,” he corrected to make Bruiser a little more at ease. “Tutor? Teacher? Older student passing on a true master’s lessons?”

Bruiser huffed with laughing eyes and nodded after a moment of deliberation. Ash looked ahead and chose his next words with a little more care. “You will be a real master one day,” he said with utmost confidence. “Maybe we can come back here and find that Machop again when you think you’d be ready to pass on your own techniques. I know you liked it!”

Ash chuckled at Bruiser’s awkward shrug and took a moment to appreciate the rising green of the trees as they grew thicker and thicker around them. Bug-types buzzed and sang somewhere in the distance - there was probably a lake or something nearby. They were everywhere in Mahogany’s territory, growing more and more common the closer you got to the Lake of Rage.

He’d overheard from some trainers in Ecruteak that the highest mountain in Johto (at least outside of Mt. Silver and the Ore Mountains) wasn’t too far off from Mt. Mortar.

Mt. Quena, perhaps? Apparently it was absolutely full of bug-types that used it as a breeding ground, although it was surrounded by a canyon with wild winds that kept humans and most pokemon far, far away.

As he and Bruiser walked peacefully through the idyllic forest, he began to wonder if he could find some more opportunities for Bruiser to teach other pokemon. It would take a blind man to miss Bruiser’s lighter steps and the contentment that practically burned off him. Perhaps he’d reach out to Leo and the other rookies he’d met at the Slateport festival? He’d enjoyed giving them pointers.

Had the Slateport festival really been less than two weeks ago? Ash shuddered. It felt like years had gone by since he’d been plucked from Slateport into Greenfield and Molly’s dream world. So much had happened…

He absentmindedly twisted the little Unown tablet laced around his neck. It was comforting in a way, even with the fear that the wrong want would bring the swarms pouring out of their container. But his own will had sealed them away. They wouldn’t be leaving anytime soon.

It made him wonder if he’d done the right thing by keeping them from the League. Oh, Ash had no doubt that they couldn’t be used properly - no human or pokemon could control themselves enough to keep the Legendary power of the Unown in check - but who was he to keep them? He wasn’t blind. He knew their danger and would respect that. But he would never feel ready to hold onto this burden.

Maybe they should just be buried deep under the earth or chucked into the deep sea trenches.

Ash sighed and fiddled with the slightly bent bill of his capto distract himself. Plume had really done a number on it with her affectionate nips - he was starting to get worried that it would just snap off if she did it anymore. The practical thing to do would be to retire it and replace it. It was already frayed and faded from the innumerable experiences it had been in alongside Ash. Give it another year and he’d probably be having to tape it together…

But that was just the thing, wasn’t it? It had been on this whole journey with him. The first steps out from Pallet Town with Jonathan and Amelia, the evolutions of his friends, the St. Anne and Game Corner and every other time he’d faced the Rockets. Fire, Ice, Lightning, and Mewtwo. 

One day he’d have to retire it, but not today.

As he relaxed, Ash became very aware of something. Or, rather, the lack of something. He’d thought of Mew’s shadow and there had been nothing. No rush of icy flame pulsing in his veins, no mocking laughter, nothing. 

And that disturbed him more than perhaps anything else. What was Mewtwo doing?
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“All better,” Ash declared as he finished cleaning dirt, chips, and smudges off Aron’s dome-like head. It shone brightly in the bright sun of early morning and he waved Aron off to go play with Tangrowth with a chipper grin. “Anyone else?”

Sneasel shot into his lap and immediately curled up into a ball, his head and lanky arms hanging over Ash’s pants as Ash rolled his eyes. The dark-type had already gotten brushed this morning. Nobody else seemed to need anything, though, so he went ahead and started brushing him again. His thick fur was difficult to disentangle at the best of times, especially given Sneasel’s habit of sprinting randomly off into woods, so Ash didn’t mind getting a head start. At the very least he could start picking out some of the twigs, bark, and clumps of dirt that had gotten stuck.

“What would you do without me?” Ash casually scratched behind Sneasel’s feather, then the scent glands on his cheeks that wild Sneasel used to mark territory. His friend grumbled happily and rolled over to expose his belly, though Ash steered clear of that particular trap.

The rest of his friends were either eating, taking a moment to relax in the warm sunlight, or stared blankly off into the distance as they tried to wake up. Dazed was the only one truly alert. It was a bit of a process for everyone else.

Well, then there was Suicune. Ash sighed as a brisk breeze rushed through the clearing. All thoughts of battle, all of his anxieties, all of his ambitions were wiped clear of his mind as Suicune’s unassailable serenity washed over him. He just embraced the simple pleasure of brushing Sneasel. What else could he need?

Suicune had arrived late last night. Ash wasn’t sure where it had been while he’d explored Mt. Mortar, but it had seemed a little antsy. It had at least eaten a little (well, as little as something as massive as Suicune could eat comfortably) but even the Song had only brought it a measure of peace. Its bright eyes had followed him all night, even as he fell asleep beside Nidoking.

Those sun-filled eyes were what he had awoken to as well.

He glanced over to the Beast as he groomed Sneasel. It watched for a long time - minutes, even, which counted as an eternity whenever a peaceful Sneasel was concerned - and Ash’s blood ran cold when it at last turned its stare away and began to clean its hind leg with long licks of its tongue, which appeared to be formed of the same substance as its crystalline crest. Ash couldn’t help but stare at the sight. It seemed almost… wrong, yet wondrous all at once. The fact that he saw this wondrous creature lower itself to his mortal level filled him with satisfaction and discontent all at once.

It seemed to do it more out of interest than anything. There was no way Suicune actually needed to groom itself. Its appearance was effortlessly pristine every time Ash had met the Beast. Its movements were clumsy, borne out of curiosity instead of habit. Everything about Suicune’s attempt was wrong. Its licks were unsteady and trailed in uneven stripes down its dew-studded fur. It nearly shook as it tried to remember what it was to be mortal…

He paid it as little attention as he was able.

Sneasel groaned and stretched with every brush, eyes shut contentedly, and made Ash’s task so much easier.
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“Thank you for traveling with me,” Ash bowed his head to Suicune and Torrent did the same. He took one last chance to admire it. The Beast of the North Wind stood before him proud and regal as ever, its presence for once unshrouded by wind and rain. Its crystal crest shone like brilliant diamond before him, the running water within it flowing uninhibited. The grey clouds that flowed from its back drifted into nothingness as ever, and even the northern wind eternally at its back whipped its ‘ribbons’ towards Ash.

The Beast bowed back. It wasn’t so dramatic as Ash’s, and he never would’ve expected it to be. What he received was a slight bend in its knees, the faintest incline of its crest, and it sent his pulse pounding to receive such recognition from Suicune. The rest of his team (save Infernus) offered deeper respect back, but Ash knew it was only tertiary to Suicune. This was between it and him above all.

“I don’t know how long I’ll be in Indigo,” he admitted. Suicune’s eyes burned. “But you’re welcome to join me wherever and whenever. It’s been an honor.”

An uncharacteristic warmth broke through Suicune’s regular serenity, and Ash felt something stir in his gut. On impulse he took a few steps forward, and after a brief glance from Suicune, he was daring enough to place his bare palm on its crest -

He felt the running water, pure beyond any mountain spring, form and shape to his skin.

Smoke and fire and panic, slower and slower and slower until a final peace took him and stole the fire from his belly. Blackness became an unbroken white light, then a rainbow, then comprehension!

Ash sagged away, breath caught in his chest. He grinned at Suicune, and leaned close to the North Wind to whisper his one request…
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Mahogany Town was, above all else, plain. It was a simple settlement situated in the silent forest that flourished at the feet of several tall mountains. A few Pidgey and Noctowl cooed in the light, but Ash’s barest impression was that the village was a quiet, sleepy place. Full of history, knowledge, and tradition but it wasn’t plain to the normal outsider. Its inhabitants were used to being undisturbed and kept their beliefs hidden under a veil of thin politeness to outsiders.

The outer fringes of Mahogany were far less well-developed, particularly the areas outside the long, winding river that marked the oldest parts of Mahogany from the more recent additions. Small blocks of apartments and homes, short towers full of offices that just barely broke above the heavy tree line, and large estates built in the traditional styles similar to Ecruteak sprawled across the land. Rows of trees and small parks full of benches, fountains, and shrubbery were absolutely everywhere - it almost felt as if he were still out in the wild. It felt as if he would end up miles outside of Mahogany if he took a single wrong turn. While the interior was more developed - the town hall and Mahogany Gym loomed high, a few large market areas bursting with activity as people and pokemon skittered to and fro across the cobbled streets, and a massive medical district that serviced both humans and pokemon across the entire Mahogany territories - it was even more disorienting.

Vast stretches of ancient trees and hedges divided each section and the canopy rose high above most buildings. Ash spotted a few ancient fortresses that had been left to crumble in the middle of the city, though outside of the few intact ones an attendant patiently waited for anyone interested in exploring. He was completely mixed around as the streets took turns and loops that made no particular sense…Ash swore he’d walked about five times as long as he needed to. The buildings were all extremely similar in appearance and in particular some of the older buildings, even old forts and preserved estates, held little to no decoration. They were plain and cookie-cutter, seemingly designed to be blend together and be as easy to build as possible.

Plenty of wild pokemon wandered around, as much citizens of Mahogany as the humans that lived there. Small Bellsprout and even a handful of Tangela (he’d absolutely have to release Tangrowth later) waddled around in the parks, completely unbothered by the humans that walked briskly through the paths or relaxed on the bench. There were a handful of Lickitung that grouped together and slept lazily in the many patches of sunlight that penetrated through Mahogany’s low canopy. A small pack of chattering Aipom clung across a row of trees with a few Spearow that watched greedily for any scraps of food dropped, though the Aipom seemed to find plenty of amusement in snatching the crumbs up with the grasping fingers of their tail before the avians could finish their swoop.

Ash grinned at the sheer rush of it all - for such a small town everyone was constantly moving. Rugged travelers arrived through the gates or on large flying-types every few minutes, dirty and weathered from their hard living on the fringes of society. A few bright-eyed young trainers took in everything with as much interest as Ash, though it was plain as day that some were uncomfortable with the hard demeanor of the Mahogany folk.

“- officials have continued to evade questions about the Greenfield Disaster, although our reporters on the scene have confirmed that the League appears to still be investigating. Our agency has approached the Indigo League for an official statement and have received no response. Sources within the League have been tight-lipped, citing regional and national security concerns, but some have claimed that the Champion will hold a press conference later this month in hopes of addressing the public.”

He tuned the report out as he walked to Nurse Joy. To be honest, he was just happy that his name hadn’t been brought up at all. It was getting a little tiring.

“Hello, mister! How are you today?” Nurse Joy was all smiles as he approached. Ash smile was a little strained back. It was always a little adjust to being back in human cities after some time out on his own. He couldn’t help but struggle to find his way back into the rhythm of it, to adapt to that cadence he didn’t have to worry about with pokemon.

“I’m fine,” he shrugged his shoulders. Nurse Joy didn’t seem too put off by his gruffness. She probably saw worse from all the hermits and nomads that tended to live out in the wilds. “I’d just like a room for a few nights.”

Her bright white smile was starting to make him shift uneasily. Did it ever let up? “Absolutely! All I’ll need is your I.D. and I can get that room set up for you immediately!”

She took his card and scanned it without ever dropping her smile. Nurse Joy just stared and stared and stared. He was starting to wonder if he should release one of his friends. Or wave a hand in front of her face. Was she broken?

Finally she handed his card back. Still staring. “I hope you have a lovely stay, Mr. Ketchum!”

Ash nodded silently and checked the little key she’d given him before he started to leave so he could check out his room. He wasn’t expecting much given how plain the outside of the Pokemon Center was, but it didn’t have to be luxurious. After he battled Leader Pryce today he expected he’d only be here another day or so to explore Mahogany Town. Then it was off to the Lake of Rage to explore and find a suitable training ground. He had plenty of new ideas to work on - it would be an ideal spot for Torrent to continue honing the groundwork that Suicune and Ash (mainly Suicune…) had laid on his water manipulation.

“- continue to be puzzled by the bizarre appearance of the Legendary Beasts of Johto in Ecruteak and the subsequent ringing of the Crystal Bells in the Tin Tower just days later. The Rainbow Sages were not available for comment, and Gym Leader Morty could only offer a few theories on why they’d finally broken their long seclusion. Since the sighting of the Legendary Beasts, many in Ecruteak City have begun to leave offerings and perform rites seeking their favor in hopes for protection in these troubling times.

Within Johto, Kanto, and even Hoenn and Sinnoh many have begun to proclaim this a new age. Several individuals have emerged pointing to the strange weather patterns in the last year, unusually large emergence of psychics and increased evolution rates in pokemon, and the Greenfield Disaster as evidence for the return of the Legendaries. They have failed to gain much traction thus far, but there is a small but fervent group of people coming to share their beliefs. 

Here we have an interview with one such self-styled prophet who has been active in the Seafoam Islands, Haukea. She has declined to share much of her background, but has gained a reputation as a powerful public speaker who has the support of the Seafoam natives …”

He frowned and glanced at the grainy image on the television at the mention of Seafoam. Normally he’d dismiss anything the average person supposed about the Legends, but it was worth a look when a nest of Articuno was concerned.

The interview took place on one of the beaches outside the Seafoam Caverns. It wasn’t the best quality, but he could at least recognize the sheer cliffs that dominated the area and the beach’s pale sand. He paused at the sight and allowed his full attention to fall upon the subject of the interview. She was flanked by two Jynx that seemed utterly intent upon their trainer. Something about their rapt stares didn’t sit right with him - it wasn’t the normal fond look a pokemon would offer their trainer, but something more intense. Worshipful.

Her hair was long and trailed nearly down to her waist in a fine black sheet that made a nice contrast to the blinding whiteness of her skin - it was nearly translucent in the pounding beach sunlight. When was the last time she’d been in the sun?

She was pleasant to look at, Ash considered, though something unpleasant lurched in his stomach as the sight of her. He wasn’t one to care much for appearances, but he couldn’t help but study her more closely. Something was wrong about her. He wasn’t one to ignore his instincts.

The woman (Haukea, he remembered) didn’t seem particularly special in her features. They were nice enough, he supposed, a plain, harsh beauty that told Ash she cared nothing for her appearance. But something radiated from within her, exhibited in her pale eyes that were flat and hard. A confidence beyond Masters, a sharp brilliance that could pick you apart with a glance. It made her stand out far more than mere looks could allow.

She brushed her plain white robes that flowed down her frame, and Ash’s eyes caught on a single detail that filled his blood with Ice. His breath left his chest in a frozen fog despite the warmth inside the Pokemon Center.

Upon her neck and extending over her throat towards her jaw, normally hidden by her voluminous, flowing robes, laid a hauntingly familiar shape: a long, pale shaft with a seemingly infinite number of filamentous, crystalline barbs extending out from it. Each crystal was a pale white and looked horribly painful as the barbs brushed against Haukea’s marble-white skin.

A Feather!

He had only seen Feathers of Moltres before - the obsidian frame licked by golden flame - but he had mastered Fire, Ice, and Lightning. All of them belonged to him, and they held no secrets from Ash.

Haukea bore a Feather of Articuno on her throat.
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With the unsettling revelation of another human marked by a Legend (and he didn’t even want to know what kind of person would be favored by Ice of all things) Ash decided the natural solution was to seek out the Mahogany Gym. It was nearby the Pokemon Center, though Ash had to carefully follow the map and ignore the side-glances the locals offered him. They moved past him without a word.

Ash didn’t mind.

He wasn’t all that impressed with the exterior of the Mahogany Gym. It was a simple, plain building just as unremarkable as the other major buildings in the town. Ash thought it was perhaps thirty feet tall with a curved red roof atop the bright white walls. To be honest, Ash would have mistaken it for a warehouse if it wasn’t for the sign outside.

Oh well, he could care less about what it looked like. All Ash needed was a good battle.

The inside was just as drab as the outside. A middle-aged man was engaged in a quiet, frenzied conversation with another man of average height that demanded Ash’s attention. “Yes, Leader Pryce. We’ll take care of it!”

Ash’s approach drew the older man’s attention. He turned away from the attendant and measured Ash and Sneasel with a flat stare. His eyebrows were pale and bushy and their slant vaguely reminded Ash of one of his disapproving teachers back in Pallet.

“Ash Ketchum?” Gym Leader Pryce asked briskly. Ash nodded. The man’s lips twisted into a hard smile and his wrinkled fingers grasped tightly around the wooden grip of his smooth, pale blue cane that brought thoughts of icicles to Ash’s mind. “Excellent. I suspected a powerful trainer would arrive during meditation, but I hadn’t dared hope - never mind,” he corrected himself. “Two-on-two?”

He smiled back at the no-nonsense nature of the man. Ash could certainly appreciate that and quickly nodded back.

“Follow me,” Gym Leader Pryce demanded and took off without checking to see if Ash was following (although Ash noted the attendant watched them both with awe) and he took little time to chase Leader Pryce into the battlefield.

“You have a nice arena,” Ash complimented as they entered. The frozen air that wafted against his face and set his skin into a shivering frenzy fueled the Ice within him and he breathed out in simple pleasure. It was a beautiful battlefield. A thin layer of ice and powdery snow that drifted from the ceiling coated the ground within the lines, built to mimic the natural conditions in the frigid winter. Dozens of rock towers dotted the landscape, draped in sheets of ice, and offered cover and potential tactical advantages to astute trainers.

Leader Pryce paid him little mind. “Of course,” he declared. “We are the final test before trainers challenge Blackthorn’s legendary trainers. We can’t afford to be anything less than the best.”

Ash grinned at that. Leader Pryce certainly took pride in Mahogany’s status. “I can’t wait to test it out.”

His opponent hummed in response, clearly not interested in talk as he approached the trainer’s box. The tell-tale pale shimmer of psychic barriers flared as Leader Pryce settled. Ash casually took his position and awaited

“I will release first! Prepare to face the Winter Trainer!”

The title stoked the fire in Ash’s blood and he felt a savage laugh belt out of him. The Winter Trainer - well, the full title was ‘The Teacher of Winter’s Harshness’ - was a title everyone in Indigo knew. Ash didn’t know the man’s deeds by heart, but he’d heard whispers of the vital role he’d held in the Last War. Apparently he had been placed just under Blaine in the National League’s counterattack.

He wasn’t disappointed when Leader Pryce released a massive creature that howled furiously upon its release. The Abomasnow’s pale purple eyes darkened with fury upon the sight of Ash and it howled again, smashing its massive fists upon one of the ice pillars hard enough to shatter it into tiny little shards. Swirls of frost filled its shaggy white fur and drifted across the arena in the form of a gentle haze.

Leader Pryce offered nothing else. He simply rested his hands upon his cane and allowed a hard silence to fall over them, broken only by the frozen wind that whipped across the arena.

“Let’s go, Oz!” He shouted as the Electabuzz materialized. Her fur sparked madly with electricity, her eyes narrowed at the sight of Abomasnow. As she windmilled her arms to build power, he was struck by the realization that this would be a short fight. Both looked at their opponents like they were about to tear them limb from limb.

“Begin!” The Winter Trainer rapped his pale blue cane against the floor and Abomasnow immediately shot into action. It howled like a beast and shot forward on four legs, eyes locked on Oz with a predatory gaze. She whirred furiously and squared herself. Oz punched and Ash’s hair stood on end as a massive Thunderbolt discharged from her fist towards Abomasnow. The lance of lightning crackled forth with a gigantic boom of thunder, though Abomasnow’s savage eyes gleamed with a hint of sanity in its blind rage as it threw itself behind one of the icy pillars.

Oz’s body pulsed with electricity. Even as Abomasnow kicked up more and more ice and snow into the air, obscuring the battlefield in a pale storm of frost, she shone like a golden beacon in the fog. Ash’s nostrils were filled with the bitter tang of ozone as little arcs of electricity pulsed erratically off her stocky form. Her eyes narrowed to violent slits as she scanned the arena for Abomasnow -

“Behind that one!” Ash pointed out to Oz as a shaggy white beast appeared as if from nowhere in the snow. It howled and its massive hands shattered the ice wherever they lay as it closed in faster and faster on Oz and reared its massive head back to spit a bone-chilling gale directly at Oz. The Blizzard went wide as Oz easily dodged the wild attack, and Ash could feel her satisfaction as a thunderclap rang above the din of the snowstorm.

The world went white, Oz and Abomasnow’s massive frame outlined in shadow, a stark contrast to the whiteness of the blizzard.

Then the Lightning Bolt struck home.

Abomasnow couldn’t even scream as Oz’s mighty lance of electricity struck it directly in the chest - it twitched and convulsed madly for a few moments, nervous system utterly overwhelmed, before it began to struggle to its feet on unsteady, shaky legs. It glared furiously at Oz, but before it could rally Oz had already fired off a brilliant blue bolt into its chest. The Thunder Wave did its job and Abomasnow fell back to its knees, briefly overwhelmed.

“Press the advantage!” Ash commanded as Oz sagged. Lightning Bolt was exhausting at the best of times and it wasn’t easy to follow up so quickly with a Thunder Wave powerful enough to put down a beast like Abomasnow. It was already recovering, albeit noticeably slower than before! “Get in close!”

Oz didn’t ignore his advice. She snarled and shot forward in a Quick Attack that bowled her into Abomasnow. The massive ice-type grumbled and made a slow grab for her as it was sent sprawling, but its clumsy fingers failed to make contact. It stared, surprised as it went straight through Oz, then awareness filled its eyes.

The real Oz, who had split off from her momentary use of Double Team while Abomasnow was disoriented, roared as one of her thick fists smashed into the back of Abomasnow’s head with a Thunder Punch. Her victim seized again, a soundless scream clear as day to Ash, and flailed wildly in agony (and a frenzied desire to slam Oz’s face into one of the ice pillars, Ash imagined).

Ash nodded, pleased that Oz had already put some distance between Abomasnow and herself. As weakened as it was, Abomasnow was still a physical powerhouse. It didn’t have the focus to pull off an advanced technique like Blizzard, but a single blow from its thick arms would seriously hurt Oz, if not outright knock her out.

Abomasnow began to rise once again (Ash was beginning to seriously wonder how much damage it would fight through) but was recalled in a flash of red light. He didn’t miss how Oz relaxed immediately, no doubt relieved she wouldn’t have to summon up the power for another Lightning Bolt to put Abomasnow down for good.

“My apologies, that was a poor showing on my part,” Leader Pryce frowned from across the arena. He leveled an inscrutable look at Abomasnow’s pokeball. “I suppose it was good for her to meet a foe she couldn’t simply overwhelm. She’s become rather sloppy of late. I assure you that my final ally will not go down so easily,” the old man promised.

How could he say no to a challenge like that?

“Great job! Enjoy your rest, alright?” He called out to Oz. Her thick coat of fur sparked and fluffed up at the compliment, and she whirred happily before she was recalled. Ash didn’t think she had the juice to keep going, at least not without straining herself too much. He needed her in proper shape for their training over the next few days.

Leader Pryce allowed him a moment before he raised a worn, weathered pokeball that looked ancient. It had an entirely different design compared to the modern, streamlined versions that Professor Oak had helped innovate. The pokeball wasn’t quite one of the ancient apricorn balls, but it was clearly more heavily inspired by them than modern pokeballs. Its release button was actually on the top, like the stem of an apricorn, and the ball was entirely white.

“My oldest friend. He’s been with me since the beginning,” Leader Pryce looked fondly at the gargantuan heap of muscle, fat, and fur that materialized before him. The beast of a Mamoswine towered above the ice pillars that seemed rather flimsy compared to it. Ash thought it was at least eight feet tall, probably closer to nine or ten. Mamoswine was so muscular it looked nearly like a ball, the massive power in its body evident even beneath the thick coat of fur that would easily absorb even lightning or flame.

Twin tusks jutted out from near its face. Each were large enough to impale about ten of Ash and tapered to a sharp point that could tear through rock. Its old, ancient eyes were set in a patch of blue skin and regarded Ash kindly. The gigantic creature dipped its head ever so slightly to him and a slight thrill ran through Ash.

This was what he was looking for.

But who to release? It wouldn’t be a good fight for Sneasel. He just didn’t have the firepower to take Mamoswine down. Ash wasn’t even sure his claws could penetrate Mamoswine’s fur, let alone his fat layers.

Bruiser would probably win, but Ash didn’t think it would be a particularly enjoyable fight for Bruiser. Either him or Mamoswine would probably suffer some serious damage, and he thought it was more likely to be Bruiser. He could get a little reckless in Rampage and it would only take one solid hit from something like Mamoswine to take him out. He could ignore pain in Rampage, but that didn’t mean he actually had a stronger defense.

Infernus was out (he’d already proven himself more than capable of taking down a Mamoswine back in the Dandra Tournament on the way to meet Bruno) and so was Torrent. As strong as he was, Ash found his odds against Mamoswine practically nonexistent. Mamoswine would charge right through Ice Storm and be on Torrent before he could blink. Being up close with a physical opponent like Mamoswine was Torrent’s worst nightmare. Nidoking would be overwhelmed by Mamoswine just like he had been by Michael’s Snorlax and Mamoswine wouldn’t be stymied at all by Dig.

A grin came to his face. Ash thought he had the perfect counter.

Dazed manifested in a flash of light. She idly rubbed her jeweled pendulum against her flawless white mane as she assessed Mamoswine.

The Stalwart would like to offer his thanks to you for your services in dispelling the Dream as well as his hopes that you find this battle satisfactory, friend-trainer. 

Ash blinked, surprised, but laughed. “I hope you enjoy the battle too!”

Mamoswine’s giant nose twitched and his eyes curved up as he pawed the ice. Dazed readied her pendulum, the focus already leaping madly in her fingers, as Pryce gave the order to begin the battle.

Their opponent did nothing. He simply watched and waited.

Dazed awaited Ash’s command, but he sent her a thought to mirror Mamoswine for now. He wanted to see what the mighty ice-type had up its figurative sleeves. At first he thought it truly was doing nothing, but then Ice stirred within him as the temperature dropped and dropped and dropped…

Friend-trainer, I will not be able to function for long in this environment. 

Of course. He sent a brief surge of admiration towards Mamoswine and Leader Pryce for the subtle environment alteration. It would only favor Mamoswine and had started a war of attrition that Dazed could never hope to win. Oh well. They’d just have to win in another manner.

Dazed immediately picked up on the various plans that rapidly took shape in Ash’s thoughts. She was skilled at interpreting his frenzied stratagems and picked the most important bits with ease.

She vanished.

Mamoswine didn’t twitch. He seemed utterly oblivious that Dazed had done anything at all, and his kind eyes simply settled on Ash as his tail twitched.

Dazed materialized at an angle behind Mamoswine (appearing directly behind was too predictable) and a brilliant rainbow-hued Psybeam burst forward from her trembling pendulum in a blazing stream that shot directly into Mamoswine’s thick flank… and did practically nothing. Mamoswine’s leg twitched, but other than that the ice-type didn’t react.

Ash and Dazed had just long enough to share a moment of confusion before both of the pillars that Dazed had teleported between exploded in a shower of splintered stone, heavy chunks of rock, and sharp shards of slick ice that showered Dazed, though most of it was caught on a shimmering shield of psychic power erected in front of her. Ancient Power, maybe? But how?

By the time Ash and Dazed recovered, Mamoswine was gone. Ash barely caught it disappearing into the icy floor with some variant of Dig that let it tunnel through rock, earth, and ice seamlessly. He barely caught the effortless smoothing of the ice floor as it repaired itself. It was like Mamoswine had never existed.

He mentally questioned Dazed if she could still sense it.

No, friend-trainer. It has vanished. I felt a brief surge of darkness beneath the ground. Both factors muddle my senses. I will be able to sense it if it returns above ground. 

Curse, perhaps? He couldn’t think of any other ghost or dark-type techniques that Mamoswine could wield off the top of his head. It was a common technique for Mamoswine. By filling their bodies with ghostly energy it provided them with an imperfect defense against psychics and enhanced their bodies somewhat, though the pain and focus it required left them relatively immobile.

Ash shuddered at the thought of willing allowing the dark-type power into his body again. The sensation of Sneasel pouring his power into him back in Greenfield was indescribable. His shoulders itched with a phantom agony.

If that was the case, Mamoswine certainly wasn’t likely to surface. It had completely negated Dazed’s mobility advantage. Teleportation wouldn’t help her get underground.

The snowy arena left his vision hampered, but Ash’s keen eyes didn’t miss little shrp bits of rock and ice arising all over the arena to act as miniature spears - Stealth Rock. Dazed immediately caught it as well thanks to their link and her eyes flared a fiery blue as she began to sweep the Stealth Rocks away. They would make her teleportation ten times as hard to use if she had to worry about getting stabbed wherever she appeared.

Ash had the unsettling feeling that she was going to desperately need her teleportation for what was coming.

I must agree, friend-trainer. 

They were proven right when Mamoswine made its move. The entire arena shook violently as Mamoswine unleashed an Earthquake beneath the surface - it was only a brief pulse, one that Dazed easily avoided by teleporting into a safe spot just a little bit above the ground. By the time she landed the pulse had passed, but it was only the beginning.

She immediately threw up several barriers as the battlefield itself started rising, each pillar wrenched from its earthen prison by the silver glow of Ancient Power that suffused the battlefield. Ash felt a sense of dawning horror as he realized this was what it was like to fight Tangrowth.

Several massive chunks of icy rock erupted around Dazed and hurled themselves at her, though she was quick enough to shatter them with a well-placed bit of psychic force. As she shattered and blocked them, desperately fighting for the chance to break out of the sudden onslaught, the winter storm strengthened until Ash could feel the frigid winds whipping through the psychic barriers.

Dazed couldn’t survive up there. As long as Mamoswine was protected beneath the earth he was invincible - Dazed didn’t have the firepower to break through, at least not when she couldn’t sense where it was.

Then he eyed the gaping chasms ripped in the battlefield…

They couldn’t get to Mamoswine, but maybe they could force Mamoswine to come to them. Dazed’s eyes shone as she found a brief moment of respite (though more pillars were being torn apart to be hurled into her direction) and her pendulum flicked and leapt in her hands as her Poison Gas technique filled the air and poured deep into the tunnels dug by Mamoswine.

It didn’t take effect immediately, and Dazed had to perform the technique several times over the next few minutes into the different chasms to ensure they were properly covered. All the while she maintained countless shields for split seconds, teleported when she couldn’t block, and was visibly exhausted.

She was doing great! Just a little longer…

As one last pillar shot into Dazed, barely deflected by an expertly placed barrier, Mamoswine erupted from beneath the Hypno in an eruption of ice and dust. Dazed stumbled back, a shield all that had spared her from Mamoswine’s Bulldoze, and for just a moment she had a moment of respite as Mamoswine wheezed and shook - between the Curse and poison it hadn’t had an easy time of it. Its body was strained, the effort behind controlling the battlefield like it had only making it worse.

There was a chance for victory here, albeit slim. Mamoswine was still in far better shape than Dazed, who was showered in dust, exhausted by the cold, and bruised all over. For all the attacks she managed to block plenty others had managed to pierce her guard or broken through her shields.

But there was no chance that she would win through physical force - an old, exhausted Mamoswine was still a juggernaut. It would be a stretch if Curse hadn’t completely faded yet, but the ghost of a chance was still a chance.

He couldn’t help but appreciate Dazed’s telepathy more and more as she instantly picked up on his plan.

Mamoswine met Dazed’s eyes and their plan went into action. The ice-type was frozen for just an instant in a psychic prison, then Dazed’s pendulum began to sway. It radiated gentle red waves of power that wrapped around Mamoswine in a seductive embrace that slowly teased at Mamoswine’s mind. Wasn’t it tired of fighting? It was so hard to stay awake. A brief rest would do it a world of good. Mamoswine would be so happy if he just closed his eyes…

Ash grinned wildly as the ice-type’s eyelids slowly lowered. His hulking frame slowly lowered to the ground and light snores echoed from his twitching snout. Ash and Dazed both relaxed, though both kept a wary eye on Mamoswine. How to finish it…

Fiery red tendrils pulsed from Dazed’s pendulums next. They latched upon Mamoswine and slowly began to fill Dazed with energy as she devoured the mighty creature’s dreams. Her eyes squeezed shut as she focused all her strength into stealing away Mamoswine’s bit by bit -

“Sleep Talk!” Leader Pryce seemed all too pleased at the situation. A knowing smirk that Ash didn’t like one bit flashed across the old man’s face. Dazed instantly snapped out of Dream Eater, but it was too late. Mamoswine, his body trained for countless years to react to that specific command even in his sleep, reacted. In the blink of an eye he charged forward blindly and shattered Dazed’s hasty barrier without any semblance of effort.

His job done, Mamoswine returned back to his rest. Both trainers recalled their pokemon (Ash was going to have to pamper Dazed tonight after a hit like that) and Ash stared dumbly at Dazed’s pokeball. It wasn’t as if it was the only time he’d lost recently, but the sheer swiftness at which the battle had shifted had taken him by surprise.

He really thought he had it in the bag there…

“Very good,” Leader Pryce’s stony demeanor shattered like glass upon Dazed’s defeat. Some of the harsh lines that defined his face receded as his wrinkled face stretched into a smile. “Brutal with a sense of elegance. You remind me of several trainers I’ve faced over the years…”

Ash dipped his head and let thoughts of Dazed’s defeat slip from his mind. “It was a great battle.”

Leader Pryce chuckled and tapped his cane against the ice as he ventured over to Ash. “Indeed. My blood hasn’t pumped like that in quite a while,” he reminisced. Leader Pryce’s eyes shut peacefully. “Hmm. You’re quite the trainer, but I suggest you take a few lessons with Koga when you meet him next. A bit of misdirection could go a long way.”

“I’ll do that,” Ash said. He wasn’t about to turn down advice from someone as respected as Leader Pryce. How many people could boast over fifty years of active training experience? Most lasted less than ten before they transitioned into regular trainers in service of the League, contracted out to assist in industry or performing jobs that required the presence of skilled trainers. To be a combat trainer for decades was an achievement Ash dearly hoped to emulate. “I’ll actually be heading to Indigo Plateau once I beat Claire. Maybe I’ll meet him then.”

The Winter Trainer’s smile grew. “Such confidence! I wish you against the best against Leader Claire,” he shook his head. “She possesses a… difficult attitude, but she’s an excellent trainer. I think she’ll provide you with the fight you’ve been looking for. But yes, consult Koga,” Leader Pryce chuckled. “He’s quite talented at the traditional Fuschian arts.”

That brought a thought to Ash’s head. “I thought Mahogany was supposed to be a ninja town like Fuschia,” he frowned. “How’d the Gym here end up specializing in the ice-type?”

“We’ve left those traditions long behind us,” Leader Pryce stroked his bare chin. “We think it’s strange Fuschia has clung so fiercely to those ideals…and they say Johto is fiercely traditional!”

“As for specializing in the ice-type…” Leader Pryce settled in a metal bench set aside for spectators and patted the seat beside him, which Ash was all too happy to take. “Why wouldn’t we? We were a ninja village, true,” he acknowledged. “How else could we hope to survive against the terrifying might of the Wataru? Misdirection, assassination, and the shadows were our saviors. Our village is hidden in the mountains and leaves of our forest. In ancient days it was nearly invisible to passing dragons. Ancient lords of Mahogany saw the threat and sent many of their Guardians - an old term for trainers,” he explained at Ash’s confused expression, “into the Ice Path. We collected hordes upon hordes of Sneasel, Delibird, Swinub, and even Jynx to act as our protectors. We hid from the Wataru and Blackthorn, and when they attacked us we would steal into their lands and take our revenge. Eventually we settled upon a… compromise.”

“And?” Ash prompted, enraptured with the story. He could only imagine how terrifying it was to live in the shadow of Blackthorn. Dragonite were mighty today in the era where nearly every pokemon could become a force to be reckoned with. In an age without sophisticated training methods and access to the global supply of pokemon they would be monsters. A Dragonite could cross the world in a day. They could arrive to burn your fields, your home, and your families in mere hours. Every shadow overhead would be a potential death sentence.

Ash listened intently as Leader Pryce continued. “We would fill our forests and mountains with traps and turn it into a death sentence. Mt. Mortar was impassable for Ecruteak in the west, Violet would never dare to tread north. We offered security. Blackthorn was unassailable and could strike unhindered, and we weren’t faced with the prospect of the Drake’s displeasure. A mutually beneficial arrangement.”

Leader Pryce chuckled at Ash’s eager face. “It’s not often I have the opportunity to meet a young man so interested in our history. The days are slow this early in the season. Sit here a while and keep an old man company and I’ll fill your head with everything you want to know.”

He wasn’t sure he’d ever nodded so quickly.

And with that, the rest of the day was spent in the Winter Trainer’s company. It was a fine way to pass the time until the rest of the Pallet trainers arrived.

A/N: It’s finally here! I know it’s probably not as long as it should be given the long wait, but I’m happy to get started again! Now that I’m settled in at home I’ve been able to work on Traveler every day, which I’m pretty happy about. 

Happy Holidays! Fitting the Ice-type Gym chapter was released on Christmas, right? By the way, if you don’t know who Haukea is you should REALLY check out my story Traveler: Recollections Chapter 4 and it should clear things up!

Sorry again for leaving you wonderful people on a cliffhanger back in August! Thanks for reading and I look forward to hearing your thoughts on this chapter!

Also, what did you think of Ash’s small freakout with Suicune? I tried to make it a little clearer than in my original version, but I know the way I wrote that scene can be a little difficult to make sense of. Basically it can be seen as somewhat similar to the concepts behind Lovecraftian horrors where their true nature drives people mad. Ash has experience with Legends and his mind has been fortified by his contact with Mewtwo so it didn’t truly drive him mad, but seeing Suicune’s true nature was too much for him since he lacked any preparation. 
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Thanks again everyone! I hope you enjoyed and I wish you a wonderful start to 2020! Can’t believe I’ve been writing this story for the better part of a decade now. 






50. Chapter 50: The Reunion


The Lake of Rage was the largest lake in Johto by a massive margin. It dominated the northern reaches of the Mahogany territory and stretched as far as the eye could see, ringed on all sides by walls of trees colored red and gold by the early autumn, the fall colors marred every now and then by a tall evergreen that poked out from the canopy. The surface of the water was never calm, not for a second - there was always some pokemon splashing about, or the fearsome crest of a Gyarados sliding across the waves. He’d even seen a pair of the great sea serpents locked in combat when he’d first arrived yesterday, thrashing about madly with earth-shaking cries and casting up waves that roared like thunder when they crashed back down.

It was beautiful.

Ash rather thought its vast size was more suitable of a Sea of Rage, though no matter how hard he listened the Song never thrummed in his bones the way it did near the ocean.

He’d located a camping ground on the western shore, a mere day’s trip away from Mahogany Town. It was far enough that nobody would stumble upon him. Most trainers didn’t start training at the Lake of Rage until later in the League season to sharpen up for the Conferences. Ash had spotted one or two tell-tale signs of trainers (a few recent campsites, exotic flying-types darting through the air, and a small region entirely vacated by wild pokemon) but hadn’t actually met any yet. Most gave each other a wide berth out here.

Most would stick to the southern reaches. It was chilly enough already. Nobody wanted to deal with the frigid winds flowing in from the impenetrable wall of northern forests and mountain passes that separated Johto from Rota. The Fire in his blood would keep Ash going, but not all of his team would be so comfortable. Tangrowth especially wouldn’t appreciate anything colder - it was uncomfortable enough for him that he had started sticking close to Infernus whenever the Magmortar was released.

Ash had vetoed Tangrowth’s attempt to get Infernus to leave a little magma pool out for him to play with. As happy he was that Tangrowth was excited to use his magma manipulation, that was just a bad, bad idea. He couldn’t be entirely sure Tangrowth wouldn’t try to warm up another teammate by tossing the magma on them…

“Alright, that’s enough!” He decided as he turned away from the gorgeous expanse of the lake and turned back to the muddy shores. Ash hopped down from the tall, jutting stone he’d perched on and shot Aron a smile as the exhausted little steel-type froze, wobbled, and collapsed heavily onto his side. His tongue lolled out as Aron panted against the cold pebbles of the beach.

He would’ve been worried he and Nidoking had pushed Aron too far, but then Aron’s sky-blue eyes widened and he sucked in a particularly shiny pebble into his mouth to crunch on.

Yeah, he was fine.

“Excellent work! You’re getting better and better,” Ash praised as he crouched down beside Aron. Nidoking lumbered to his side and offered Aron a slight nod before he focused on Ash. Ash pulled a spare water bottle he kept for his teammates off his belt and offered it to Aron, who happily began to lap from it. “Not too fast. Take it easy. You did good with that last Protect, but I could tell Nidoking’s hit rattled you.”

If anything, that made Aron drink faster. Ash just laughed and let him lick at it (careful to make sure Aron’s tongue didn’t damage the bottle itself) for a little longer then clipped it back to his belt.

“Take a rest,” he pat Aron’s steel dome and stood up by Nidoking. Aron shut his eyes and drifted off before Ash even looked away. He must’ve been more exhausted than Ash thought. “He’s growing pretty fast, isn’t he?”

Nidoking spared Aron a look and nodded. He grunted softly to Ash, then froze as his ears twitched. His nostrils flared and he whipped around just as Ash felt another presence on the beach.

“Leader Pryce?” He arched an eyebrow, more confused than anything. Ash had visited the Gym again the day after he’d battled Leader Pryce, but hadn’t told him where he’d planned to stay. “What are you doing here?”

The Winter Trainer slowly made his way to stand before Ash. His cane was a little unsteady on the water-logged shoreline yet he strode with the steady gait of one used to maneuvering around difficult terrain. Ash didn’t dare offer him any help. He’d rather not get whacked by Leader Pryce’s cane.

“I meditate under a nearby waterfall to keep these old bones strong,” the pale man hummed. He glanced to Nidoking, whose gaze never left the withered figure, and chuckled. “Your team is difficult to miss.”

At that moment a tell-tale crack of Oz’s Lightning Bolt blowing a tree apart sounded far in the distance, then an ear-splitting scream as Sneasel yowled his fury. Oh well, Sneasel needed to burn some energy…

Ash snorted. “That’s one way to put it.”

Leader Pryce allowed himself a light smirk. “Abomasnow nearly joined the fray. She’s unhappy to be shown up so easily.”

“Oz has been growing stronger every day. Bad match-ups happen,” Ash offered.

“Very gracious of you. Abomasnow was reckless and sloppy. She’s gotten into bad habits in the off-season,” Leader Pryce grumbled. He sighed and lowered himself to a low, flat stone near Ash’s. His hands folded over the wooden knob of his cane for support once he was situated. “Mamoswine took her to task when you left.”

Ash winced. Mamoswine appeared a kind soul, but nothing that had stood by the Winter Trainer for the better part of five decades could be called gentle.

“Speaking of Mamoswine…” Ash trailed off and rested a hand on Nidoking’s heavy plates. When he was sure he held Leader Pryce’s attention he continued. “How did Mamoswine lower the temperature so quickly? I didn’t see him using any techniques.”

Leader Pryce’s face crinkled into a fond smile. “There’s more to training than techniques, boy,” the old man’s smile turned sly. “But you know that already, don’t you?”

Ash supposed he did. He only had to think to the First Champion’s Rhydon, or the Guardian of the Moon Stone. Even Chinatsu, who hid beneath Indigo Plateau. They weren’t limited by techniques. They’d mastered themselves to a deeper level. They could shape stone like water, pluck the strands of fate just right to wield whatever weapon they chose, dissolve into countless Will-O-Wisps and who knew what else.

“Ice manipulation?” He ventured, although even Ash knew the answer was wanting.

Leader Pryce tapped his cane against a few of the heavy, rounded rocks that lay upon the shoreline and chuckled at the sight of Aron sleeping a few feet away. “Something like that,” he hummed. “When you reach Mamoswine’s age, these things tend to be more like breathing than fighting.”

He frowned. “Would Mamoswine be able to at least teach the basics to Sneasel? Everything needs a foundation to draw on.”

The old man’s lips twitched. “Mamoswine might be amenable to such an arrangement,” he looked off into the sun. “Come by tomorrow,” Leader Pryce decided. “Few challengers come by this time of the year. We could use something to fill our days.”

Yes! He grinned so wide it hurt. “Thank you, Leader Pryce.”

Leader Pryce hummed. “No need for the honorifics. You’re to join the hallowed ranks of the Elite Four, no? Elite Four Ash,” he teased. “It has a nice ring to it.”

Ash rolled his eyes. It didn’t stop pride from welling in his chest. “I don’t feel like a member of the Elite Four.”

The Winter Trainer laughed. “No, I don’t think you ever will. I’ve known more members of the Elite Four than you can count on two hands, and they never feel ready. So young…”

“Me or them?”

Pryce inclined his head at the question. “Both. When you’re as old as me, everyone seems young. But you…well, you stand out.”

“I’ll take that as a compliment.”

There was a comfortable silence then. Pryce seemed utterly at peace alongside the Lake of Rage, as if he’d spent his entire life on its roaring shores. On second thought, he probably had. Pryce was a son of Mahogany through and through.

After a while, Pryce finally stood with the support of his icy blue cane. “You seem like you could use a distraction,” he stated with another fond glance at Aron. “My old bones don’t like to sit in one place for too long. I suspect that’s something we have in common. Why don’t you come sit beneath the waterfall with me? You might learn something.”

Ash grinned. “How can I say no to that?”

And with that, he rose and followed Pryce deep into the Mahogany forests.
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“Just like that!”

Sneasel was uncharacteristically silent as he strained. His fur was slick with the spray of the Lake of Rage - he’d been pushing hard for the last few hours and the water kept him cool. His days wouldn’t grow easier, not with them stopping by Pryce’s Gym tomorrow. Ash had no doubt that Mamoswine would be a stern taskmaster.

If it weren’t for his own mastery of Ice, he’d be nearly as uncomfortable as Sneasel after spending nearly half an hour beneath the unrelenting roar of a waterfall. The glacial waters he’d sat beneath at Pryce’s side had stolen his breath away (not to mention left him sore and aching). How on earth did Pryce manage it? He was still in good shape for an old man, but his build was slight and thin. Ash had no idea how he managed to keep this particular ritual.

It had been surprisingly relaxing once he’d separated himself from the cold, pressure, and discomfort. Once he’d accustomed himself to the waterfall, it had been as easy as breathing to slow his thoughts and embrace the peace. He’d felt as one with the world, cognizant of everything around him.

He resolved to bring Bruiser there tomorrow. His friend would find a similar appreciation.

“Just a little longer!” Ash encouraged. Sneasel’s hackles raised and his eyes shut to slits. Otherworldly power (he grimaced at the reminder of how those unnatural energies had coursed through his body) blazed around Sneasel. It emanated from his black fur in an ephemeral haze. To name it darkness was to call the sun bright.

The power wasn’t a physical thing - not an absence of light. The best Ash could describe it as a gap in reality itself. It shouldn’t be, and when Ash stared at it too long a splitting headache was his only reward. “There!”

The power vanished in an instant. It diffused into nothingness without Sneasel’s will to shape it.

Sneasel collapsed immediately to the hard ground. He sprawled out contentedly on the frozen shoreline and panted.

“Excellent work,” Ash complimented Sneasel. The little dark-type hissed something into the rocks. He snorted. “I know it’s frustrating. Mind Breaker hasn’t been progressing like we want.”

His friend huffed into the round bed of pebbles he laid on. Ash rolled his eyes. It would be a miserable time trying to get Sneasel to do anymore work today. “Just give it more time. You’re advancing quickly. It’ll just take some work.”

Sneasel let out a loud, piteous yowl at the thought of more work. Ash was glad nobody else was around - they’d probably think he was torturing the poor little Sneasel. If only they knew…

Ash plopped down next to Sneasel. The stone wasn’t exactly pleasant to sit on, but he’d experienced worse. A light smile played over his features as he stroked Sneasel’s black fur. It only grew wider as Sneasel lazily cooed beneath the treatment, his claws extending and retracting rhythmically. He set his eyes out over the Lake of Rage. It really was beautiful, he thought. The furious waves embodied the raw power hidden in water.

The grey waters expanded out into infinity, the other shore not even visible. A few islands stood tall in the distance, covered in trees and rock formations, but for the majority it was just a flat expanse of waves and wind. Ash found himself missing the presence of Suicune. This was exactly the sort of place Suicune would love, he thought. How many hours had it spent on these same shores?

He sighed and focused more on stroking Sneasel’s fur, eventually reaching up to scratch at his itchy feather. Sneasel certainly didn’t mind. “You’ve come a long way, you know?”

One of Sneasel’s eyes opened to a slit. His ears twitched upwards.

“You really have,” Ash mused. “I still remember when I got your egg from that tournament in Kanto. I’d sit up for hours with it in my hands while we were training with Bruno, always wondering what was going to come out - and when,” he added. “I was so happy when you finally hatched. We all were.”

The rumbling in Sneasel’s chest redoubled in intensity. He always loved hearing about himself.

“Feels fitting you hatched in Viridian Forest,” Ash grinned down at Sneasel. He idly dug his boots into the mud, tracing out the various patterns that consumed his every waking thought. A flame, a snowflake, a lightning bolt, and a crescent moon. “It was one of the first stops on our journey. It was just Nidoking, Plume, and I back then,” Ash grinned. “And Jonathan and Amelia, of course. In a way, your journey and mine began in the same place.”

Sneasel tried to subtly squirm a little closer to Ash at that, one of his velvety paws laid upon his leg. Ash considerately pretended not to notice. No need to embarrass Sneasel. His friend was just lucky that Nidoking had been pried away from Ash to go train with Dazed. It was just them now. That was a rare occurrence, unfortunately. With how large the team was it was difficult to find precious one-on-one time.

Ash pulled the dark-type a little closer, although Sneasel pretended to protest before he settled down (with a little bribery in the form of chin scratches). “In just a few months it’ll be your first birthday,” he laughed. Had it really been that long? Sneasel had hatched just after he defeated Giovanni and Mewtwo had revealed itself to the League… in that time Ash had faced the Gym Leaders and their true power, faced the awesome might of Fire, Ice, and Lightning in the flesh, met mythical figures, made history, and reached equilibrium with forces far, far greater than he.

It sounded altogether too large for a simple boy from Pallet Town when he thought of it like that, but it was his life. Perhaps things might settle from here on out… but Ash doubted it. The responsibilities of an Elite Four member, the unrest in Hoenn with the Rockets and the shadowy influence of Aqua and Magma, not to mention Lugia’s warning…

He began to wonder when he’d find a reprieve. If he’d find a reprieve. Maybe that just wasn’t his destiny. Would he even take a break, if offered? Ash had the niggling feeling in his gut that he’d toss the opportunity to the side and press on all the same.

Ash sighed. “I’m proud of you, Sneasel. So young and you’ve come so far,” he ruffled Sneasel’s fur. The dark-type yowled his defiance, but couldn’t quite pretend to hate it. His friend glanced up at him distrustfully. “Don’t look at me like that. You’re still the youngest of the team - well, I don’t know about Aron. I don’t know their exact ages, but Nidoking and Torrent were older than you are when they joined. Plume too, probably. Give you a little time and you’ll catch right up,” Ash laughed. “You’ll be all grown up soon. Mind Breaker will be child’s play to you.”

The boy glanced down at Sneasel, who lazily dozed in his lap.

“You just need a little more time,” he whispered.

With that, he laid back and found a simple pleasure in watching the Lake of Rage dance before him, Torrent’s shape barely visible off in the distance surrounded by a swirling storm of water.
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“…and while they blockaded the western cities of Johto after taking Olivine, their second fleet took Cinnabar to establish a beachhead to project their forces into mainland Kanto,” Pryce sipped at his water (which Ash thought was more ice than water) as they sat on a few hand-carved benches in his gym. It was peaceful. They’d been sitting for hours discussing various things. Pryce was a font of knowledge on all fronts: battling, Johto’s veritable treasure trove of lore, and (much to Ash’s pleasure) history. It was almost like having a human version of Cynthia’s books right in front of him!

Ash nodded and committed the information to memory. “Because Champion Uther couldn’t risk the Unovans taking Goldenrod, right? Indigo had already committed the majority of its forces there.”

Pryce smiled ever so slightly. “Correct. You have good instincts,” he complimented. Ash stayed silent. “Yes, Champion Uther was a native of Goldenrod. At the first sign of danger to his home he committed the majority of the League’s forces there. The Unovan fleet held just enough firepower to keep the League focused on them. When Cinnabar fell, there was nobody there to stop them. Blaine was Gym Leader at the time and he retreated into his secret base he’d constructed beneath the Cinnabar volcano with every trainer he could find - that brilliant, paranoid man knew something was coming.”

He couldn’t help but grin. Well, that explained the mystery of Cinnabar’s Gym. “That sounds like Blaine,” Ash offered. He glanced to the battlefield where Mamoswine sat with Sneasel. The air around them was filled with frost and glittered under the stadium lights. “So how did the Unovans get beaten?”

The Winter Trainer brightened, filled with old, half-forgotten victories. “Several factors. There usually are,” he mused. Pryce leveled his stare on Ash. “If anyone claims there to be a single reason or solution behind issues as complex and multi-faceted as war or geopolitics, they are wrong,” he stressed. “Or lying to you to further an agenda.”

Ash nodded. He looked at Pryce then, lined face drawn tight and eyes far away. What memories lurked within that old head? Pryce spoke from experience, and Ash sensed a deep pain in him, perhaps even regret. Whatever lessons he’d learned in the war were harsh and deep. What had had the Winter Trainer seen in the war?

,

Pryce took his silence as a chance to continue. “In Johto, we had recently made an alliance with Sinnoh. Charles Goodshow approached both Leagues. We needed the help, and Sinnoh recognized the danger,” Pryce reminisced. “They sent some of their forces, unscathed by the war, here as support. We built up our forces for an attack from all around Johto - it was a sight to see. Mahogany provided spies and saboteurs. I commanded forces that sabotaged their supply lines. The Wataru committed nearly their entire clan as the vanguard. Dragonite as far as the eye could see! By the time the League forces caught up, they’d cleared the skies and left the fleet vulnerable. With the resistance in Olivine striking key locations… well, we didn’t break them, but we forced a retreat. A fleet had been sent to reinforce the Unovan fleets in Indigo, but it was destroyed by a freak storm when they attempted to take Altomare.”

He sat enraptured with the old stories. It was all too easy to imagine legions of Dragonite taking flight over the sea with their Wataru partners on their backs. Ash thought Lance would have fit right in with this, like an old legend. Lance should have been born centuries ago. “And Kanto?”

Pryce rolled his eyes. “Blaine,” he chuckled, though Ash thought it sounded rather hollow. “Nearly a week before we struck in Johto, Blaine made his move in Cinnabar. He emerged from his volcano with his forces and in a single night broke the back of the Unovan forces - the entire fleet burned, and with it all of Cinnabar,” the Winter Trainer looked very old then. His hands clasped tightly around his cane until they went white. “Countless lives lost on both sides. Such a waste. Blaine won a victory, secured the fate of Indigo, and became a monster all in one night - the Blaze of Cinnabar, they called him.”

Ash frowned at Pryce’s disdain. Some part of him felt compelled to defend the old, crotchety man who’d taught him Air Lens. “But he won, right? He protected Indigo.”

“You’re young,” Pryce spoke it as though he’d just realized the fact, though not unkindly. “Perhaps it was necessary - it certainly appeared so at the time.”

Pryce leaned closer. “After that night Blaine became more than a man or a leader - he became a nightmare to the Unovans, a symbol of fear we were all too happy to use. Champion Uther even named him Supreme Commander of the Unovan Landfall to break their morale. They saw the united forces of the National League coming for them, deserted by their allies, with the Blaze of Cinnabar at the head of the invasion…and it worked.”

A few moments passed as Ash digested the information. Pryce allowed it, then continued. “I wish you could have met Blaine before that night. Brilliant, cunning, and tough as nails.”

He couldn’t help but an arch an eyebrow. “It sounds like he hasn’t changed too much.”

Pryce laughed. The heavy atmosphere shattered instantly. “Well, I can’t argue that,” he chuckled, then more seriously, “He’s a great man. He’ll be remembered by history, certainly.”

“But Ash, there’s more to life than greatness,” Pryce looked to Mamoswine and smiled wearily. “A man might want to be great, but he must believe himself good. After that night, Blaine was only left with greatness. He saw too much, did too much. He still has a fire in him, but it’s more smoke than fire. The last, choking cinders in a pit of ash that seek to burn everything they can before they fade away entirely.”

Perhaps Pryce should have been a poet, Ash thought. He certainly seemed to have put a lot of thought into this. How well had he known Blaine before he became the Blaze of Cinnabar? The old man spoke from the heart. Blaine had been a friend to him once, Ash thought, or at least someone of respect. Now… respect lingered, but it was more pity now. There was a distance in the way Ash regarded Blaine.

Ash couldn’t help but wish he could met Blaine before all of this, a Blaine in his prime and unmarred by war. The Blaine he knew was acerbic and sharp-tongued, but beneath it all was a genius the likes of the world had rarely seen. Professor Oak was the only man Ash could think of who had accomplished more in so many different fields. To even come close to Professor Oak, well…

But how had he been beforehand? Had Blaine been brilliant and bright first and scathing second? Unfortunately, Ash might never know. He couldn’t imagine Blaine allowing any sort of insight. It wasn’t his way. Blaine wielded his words like a spear, careful to keep everyone at bay. Only Surge even came close to getting past it.

Pryce seemed to realize that Ash had withdrawn into his own thoughts and hummed. “Enough about this for now. It’s not good to linger on heavy subjects. Tell me more about your journeys through Kanto. You mentioned that you traveled to Fuschia on foot?”

Ash grinned. “The first time, yes. It took me weeks. I met Bruiser in the mountains there.”

“They’re beautiful lands,” Pryce chuckled as he glanced over to check on Mamoswine and Sneasel. “They remind me of Mahogany. Koga’s taken care of them, just like his father. I hope little Janine follows in his footsteps.”

He perked up at the mention of Koga. How well did Pryce -

Both started as the buzzer rang above them (Sneasel hissed and fluffed up as his claws extended at the interruption).

“Leader Pryce, you have two challengers here to face you!” The tinny voice of the attendant rang throughout the massive arena.

Pryce sighed and folded his hands over his cane as he unsteadily rose to his feet. “Duty calls, I’m afraid,” he said. Ash thought he genuinely regretted the interruption. “Feel free to return again, Ash. It’s been a pleasure.”

“You as well,” Ash nodded. He smiled. “Bruiser enjoyed sitting beneath the waterfall with me earlier.”

The old man’s eyes lit up. “From what you’ve told me I’m not surprised. Now hurry on, lad.”

Ash stood and quickly returned Sneasel, who looked relieved to be freed from the exhausting training. It wasn’t particularly tough physically, but Sneasel’s eyes were unfocused from the constant strain. Ash would have to tuck him away for a nap later. He nodded to Dazed, who had stood vigil behind Ash and Pryce, and they vanished in a flash of light and crack.

They appeared just outside the building’s entrance. Two pedestrians started at their sudden appearance, and Ash turned away when they started to look too closely at him. No need to be run out of town like he’d been in Ecruteak. The longer he could go without his identity being spread around the better.

“Let’s go,” he told Dazed. She took her unblinking gaze away from the pedestrians (who had quickly scurried away when she’d stared at them) and eye-smiled at Ash. He sent a silent surge of appreciation her way. “Pryce told me about this building that was a Rocket base he purged last year. It’s supposed to be a store now or something. Could be interesting…”
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Torrent commanded the water with growing skill off in the lake. The water didn’t quite leap to his command, but it began to flow smoothly and remained cohesive in a single whip. Less dripped away with every manipulation. They’d learnt it was essential to keep the water in motion to command it with skill.

Brief walls could be yanked from the Lake of Rage to absorb Thunderbolts helpfully sent Torrent’s way by Nidoking and Oz, but Dazed’s Psybeams were able to penetrate the barrier. But if Torrent wanted to keep the water in the air, the liquid demanded to flow. Without movement, it would waver and fall into the lake with a splash. Water adapted to whatever contained it. If Torrent held it in an orb, it would quickly dissolve any control he might have had. The water would fight him. The effort to ‘shape’ it was far greater than he’d expected. So long as Torrent kept the water moving, it would remain cohesive, propelled by his will and less willing to succumb to gravity - and as such, Torrent didn’t have to devote nearly as much focus to it.

As Torrent practiced his newfound ability, Ash rested with Bruiser, Seeker, and Tangrowth on the shore. He’d found an old stump that had resolutely stood firm against the force of the elements for who knew how many years and sat on it. His pants were rolled up to his knees and he winced as he placed his feet into the Lake of Rage. He’d offered the stump to Bruiser first, but the Machoke was more than content to sit directly in the Lake of Rage’s freezing water. Seeker shivered on his shoulder as icy gales blew in from the northern mountains, though she was too stubborn to abandon her perch.

Ash squeezed his eyes shut and enjoyed the atmosphere. The whistle-roar of the wind whipping the waves into a frenzy, the inhale and exhale of himself and his friends, and the crash of water in the distance. His heartbeat filled his ears and Ash placed a certain distance between himself and the world.

It was easier and easier with practice.

After a minute or two the thump of his heartbeat filled his ears, the roar of the waves blended, and the world seemed distant and unimportant, though always just a moment away. The cold air brushed against his skin and raised the hairs on his arm, courtesy of the North Wind. Ash smiled - Suicune might be a region away, but it would always be with him. Ice flooded him, and his emotions grew numb and distant, glazed over by the power coursing through his body.

Ash felt his surroundings cool and still. The water rushing in against his feet slowed and glazed with a thin layer of frost (only for the force behind the waves to shatter it with ease). Soft, slick mud clinging to his feet grew hard and brittle. His breath released in a white fog.

When Ice crept deep into his muscle and bone, winding its way through his body like a vine, Ash summoned Fire. In an instant the Ice - a simple absence of heat, a void that stole away energy and passion and movement - was overcome and a pleasant warmth emanated deep from his core.

The Feather burned. It was always more partial to drawing on Moltres’ Concept, he noted. It had been altered and changed - first at Shamouti when Zapdos’ power had taken root, and again in Ecruteak when Wes had left the Feather burning with a rainbow flame - but it had been created from Moltres first. No alteration could change the origin of a thing, and that held a certain weight.

He grimaced at the thought of Wes. That whole meeting still left him feeling uneasy, and Fire’s heat grew scorching in his chest. There was no doubt in his mind that he’d spoken to the real Wes. In some sense, at any rate. The revenant, man, memory, spirit…whatever it was, it truly was Wes. There was more to it, though.

Ash couldn’t shake the deep-seated discomfort of the communion. It was Wes, but how much was Ho-Oh behind the man’s golden eyes? He’d spent hours parsing through their conversation since Ecruteak, desperate to analyze every word he remembered. There were times Wes had been older, even wearier. Yet there had also been times Wes had been full of hope and wisdom that hadn’t fit the man properly - the mask had slipped, then.

One of those times had been when the revenant gifted him the ashes. They hung heavy in a pouch on his belt, near his pokeballs. That weight seemed greater with every day that passed. Dazed had told him they possessed ‘great power over life and death’ according to the stories her mother had told her so long ago.

The ashes were a gift many would kill for, no doubt. He was grateful for such a precious thing with all his heart, yet Ash couldn’t help the dread that hung heavy in his gut. Had Wes - Ho-Oh - foreseen something terrible in his future, or was it just a precaution? Was it a gift intended for a specific time and purpose, or was he overthinking the gesture?

Either way, Ash knew many nights would be spent full of grim thoughts. There was no escaping it. To think any of his team - no, it couldn’t happen. He wouldn’t allow it. His family was strong, and they would only grow stronger.

Lightning arced through Ash and he found a new appreciation for the clarity it granted.

This one he held onto for a long while. It was a simple pleasure, one that balanced the inhuman numbness brought on by Ice and the sheer depth of feeling granted by Fire. Yet even Lightning wasn’t a balance for long, and Ash cut it off with a thought.

It was an exercise he’d started work on earlier. He had some measure of control over the Concepts inside him - particularly Fire, Ice, and Lightning - but it wasn’t enough. They were reigned in, but he must take them farther. Control wasn’t enough.

He must be better.

No, not better. The best.

His determination redoubled, Ash felt for Fire again. This time he didn’t stop at the heat, but reached deeper and deeper into the Sacred Fire within him. It was terribly similar to Moltres’ plain Fire, yet different on a fundamental, simple level.

The Fire of Moltres was many things: a hot summer’s day, the raging roar of a wildfire and the sting of it against his skin, the pleasant heat of a fire on a cold winter night, a torch in the darkness…

Ho-Oh’s Sacred Fire was more. Could it even be called Fire? It was different. Moltres’ Fire was a fickle thing, dancing and flickering eternally. Fire was a thing of flux, of chaos that could spiral out of control in a moment’s notice. Every flame needed fuel. Above all, Moltres’ Fire was physical. Energy and change in its rawest form.

The Sacred Fire was steady and strong and unbending, a solid beam of sunlight. It did not waver. It went deeper than energy and movement and entropy - Ho-Oh’s rainbow fire was the warmth of life, the influence of the sun’s burning rays that fueled growth and rebirth season after season. It could scald and crack and burn, but it was not its essence. Sunlight could be felt, yet never touched. Ephemeral but undeniable.

Without the sun, life as Ash knew it would not exist. Moltres’ Fire could be harnessed, but in its raw form it was inherently untrustworthy. It could fan out of control in a second, and its lightest touch would sear and gnaw. Fire could be put to good use, yes, harnessed to the benefit of civilization, but to do so it must be tamed.

The Sacred Fire wasn’t fire as Ash intimately knew it. Heat was just an aspect. It was an expression of Sunlight.

Ash felt deeper for it, and allowed meaning and knowledge and understanding -

“Hey, it’s Ash! What’s up, man? We’ve been looking for you!”

The voice immediately jerked Ash out of his trance and his eyes opened back to dim, grey reality. He grimaced at the loss - he’d been so close to something. The Feather’s light calmed and dimmed until it was hidden entirely beneath his shirt, and Ash turned around and plastered a smile on for Jonathan and Amelia.

They had changed. It had only been…three months? It wasn’t anything dramatic. Jonathan had shot up a few inches, though he was still a little shorter than Ash. He’d lost a bit of his baby fat too. His features were a little sharper and bolder. He was still stocky and strong, however, and bore a massive grin across his broad face.

More than that, he walked with confidence. He’d always been cocky and loud, but now he seemed secure. One hand rested comfortably in his pocket and he seemed utterly at ease with their surroundings. His first thought was that Jonathan was quiet. Well, that was an overstatement. His greeting proved he was the same old Jonathan, but different. Calmer. He didn’t need to prove himself anymore.

Amelia had grown as well, though not so much as Jonathan. Her light brown hair was longer, though tied up into a practical ponytail so it wouldn’t get in the way. She waved at him and beamed alongside Jonathan. Amelia’s pants were new and high-quality, but scuffed and covered with dirt, mud, and pebbles embedded in the thick denim. The usual frustration that lined her face was gone and he honestly couldn’t remember the last time she’d looked so relaxed.

Both had been roughing it. Ash couldn’t help but feel his smile grow a little more genuine.

“What are you doing?” Jonathan frowned at the sight of Ash sitting with his feet in the water. “Uh, dude. Isn’t that cold?”

Ash shrugged and pulled his feet from the mud, though he swished his feet in the water a moment to prevent any detritus from clinging. Bruiser rose as well and dipped his head to the other trainers. “A bit. Could be worse.”

“You haven’t changed a bit,” Jonatha mumbled, then perked up. “It’s good to see you, though! How have you been? Get into more crazy stuff? I couldn’t believe it when I saw those videos of you at Greenfield -”

“I could,” Amelia rolled her eyes. Her wide grin stole removed some of the sting. “You just find all the trouble, don’t you? Jon and I had a pretty normal time in Kanto after we split up, you know. It’s kind of worrying. Maybe we should put a tracking chip in you.”

He thought ‘after we split up‘ was a nice way to say ‘after the St. Anne was destroyed by a psychopathic psychic clone of Mew and we were swept off to sea in a different direction from you’ but didn’t point it out. “My mom would probably be all for it,” he grinned, though Ash felt it fade as he thought about his mom. How was she doing now? Had she improved, or…

“Tell me about it,” Jonathan growled. “After the St. Anne I was pretty sure my parents were going to hunt me down! Took forever to get them to stop pestering me.”

Amelia nodded in agreement and looked to Ash as he interjected. “I’m pretty much done here. How about we head back to my camp?”

The newcomers nodded. “Sounds good!” Jonathan said happily. “It’ll be nice to sit down. The walk out here sucked!”

“Says the guy who let Rhydon carry him most of the way!” Amelia looked pointedly at Rhydon, who towered behind them. The placid rock-type seemed more interested in nudging a particularly large pebble with her stony claws than listening in.

The stocky boy colored. “You just wish you’d thought of it first! Not my fault Kangaskhan wouldn’t help you out.”

Ash snorted. “The camp’s not far. Follow me.”

With that, the other two fell quiet and obediently stepped behind Ash as he pulled his feet out of the water. His feet weren’t totally dry yet, so he pulled a rag from his pack and wiped them down before he put his thick socks and boots on. His team had already adapted - most stayed here to continue their training, but Nidoking had already wandered over to join Ash, Bruiser, and Seeker.

“Nidoking!” Jonathan cheered. Nidoking grunted at him and Amelia, which was about all that they’d expected. It was more than most people would get. He didn’t even seem paranoid about either of them. “Looking good, buddy! You’ve gotten bigger.”

Ash grinned at that - Nidoking actually looked a little pleased. He hadn’t grown much in height, but he’d definitely started to fill out since they’d left Kanto. As large as he was, he still had a long way to go before he’d reach his prime.

“So how are your teams?” Ash asked as he led them down the shore. “It sounds like a lot’s changed since you came to Johto.”

XX

Ash couldn’t help but scan over Jonathan and Amelia’s teams as they set up their tents. He’d offered to help, but they’d asked him to get a campfire set up instead - they still hadn’t adapted to the icy weather of the Mahogany territories.

Jonathan’s team had remained largely the same. His Spearow had evolved into the Fearow he’d seen flying overhead earlier, and his Spinarak from the Conference had recently evolved into an Ariados. It sat next to Houndour and Ash couldn’t help the faint nausea that rolled over him. He couldn’t help but see Hunter J’s Ariados when he looked at it.

Fangs like knives in his back, pumping his muscle and bone with agonizing venom that burned white-hot beneath his skin, ichor and carapace all over him and his clothes and the rancid taste of it in his mouth, its frantic skittering as Sneasel got ahold of it - ‘You have some Ariados on your face, by the way’ 

He couldn’t bear to look at it any longer. Ash fought the urge to wretch and clenched his fists until they went white. His hands shook. After the worst of it had passed, Ash forced himself to look at the arachnid and not look away. His stomach rolled and bile rose from his stomach, but he would look at it.

It got easier. His nervous system stopped screaming at him. The memories dimmed just enough.

“Yo, Ash, you good? Why are you staring at Ariados? I think you’re making him uncomfortable.”

“Sorry,” Ash muttered and looked away from Ariados. It quickly shuffled behind the tent and tried to avoid his gaze. That was awkward. His gaze instead landed on Houndour as the young dark-type licked at a bit of dirt for whatever reason, and quickly realized that wasn’t a better option. It was all too easy to remember the piles of the Rocket pokemon left over when they’d attacked in force - most had survived, but he knew not all had escaped the battle.

“Any new additions?” He asked, desperate to get his mind off things.

Jonathan shrugged. “Eh, not really. Just Houndour!” He pointed at the canine. Its tongue lolled happily from its mouth and he couldn’t help but be reminded of Aron. Ash suspected they’d get along just fine. “Amelia got -”

“I can speak for myself, you know,” Amelia sent Jonathan a dirty look. “I caught Yanma,” she gestured to the red bug-type where it rested near Fearow. It buzzed when Ash waved to it and its antennae gesticulated wildly. “She’s pretty friendly!”

Ash nodded. “I caught Aron just a little over a month ago,” he pointed to the little steel-type. Aron happily trotted out from Tangrowth’s warm vines and headbutted Ash’s leg hard enough to bruise. He hissed, but hid it well from Aron as his friend rubbed his shiny head up against his calf. Jonathan hadn’t missed it, however, and snorted.

“He’s adorable!” Amelia smiled at Aron and lured him close with a little treat. She ignored Oz’s sharp eyes on her, but was wise enough to drop the little bit of bread to the ground before Aron could snag it from her fingers. Aron warbled happily when he finished the treat and warbled at her for more. “Oh, just like Houndour! I’ll try not to give him any bad habits.”

He cocked his head at Jonathan, who rolled his eyes. “She spoils Houndour rotten,” Jonathan ‘whispered’ to Ash. Amelia didn’t deny it, and Ash spotted Houndour staring at Amelia with betrayed eyes as she cooed over Aron. “Oh - come on, Rhydon, you too?”

Ash held back a laugh as Rhydon trampled over Jonathan’s sleeping bag in an effort to examine Aron. She leaned close to study him, and he met her dull gaze with his bright blue eyes. He had to motion to Oz to stay where she was - she could be a little overprotective of Aron.

Honestly, he would have expected Plume to be shrieking at Rhydon as well if she hadn’t known Rhydon so well. They hadn’t traveled together for long in the grand scheme of things, but Plume knew Rhydon was harmless. She wasn’t the brightest, but she meant well.

Then again, he might have been concerned as well if Aron wasn’t essentially unbreakable. She was sweet, but she could be rough sometimes. Advantages of having a steel-type, Ash supposed.

“Get used to it,” Ash advised Jonathan.

“Heh, I’ll try to make sure Rhydon doesn’t bother him too much!” Jonathan grinned. “He’s pretty cute, isn’t he?”

Ash rolled his eyes, although he couldn’t help but agree. Aron was cute. Still, if this kept up Ash was pretty sure Aron would pick up on it and start using it to his advantage. All the scrap metal in the world wouldn’t be enough to keep him sated.

Still, Ash couldn’t help but smile at the scene and relaxed into his log. Nidoking snorted at his side and he rubbed his friend’s thick shoulder plate as they waited patiently for Jonathan and Amelia to finish up, although Jonathan had to clean up the mess Rhydon had made first.

He still felt a little uneasy around the two of them, but he could get used to this. Ash could already feel himself falling back into the familiar patterns they’d developed when they’d shared a house in the Indigo Conference and during their return to Pallet before they’d gone their separate ways.

Ash found himself appreciating that he had a few days with Jonathan and Amelia before Gary showed up - it would be nice to catch up.

Besides, it would be nice to train someone else for once.
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It was still dark when Ash and his team rose. The first hints of dawn hadn’t even peeked over the horizon. The night was still, dark, and rather peaceful aside from the buzz of bug-types in the distance and the crashing of the waves against the rocky coast. Ash stepped over Jonathan - the boy was facedown in his sleeping bag, and Ash wasn’t sure if he should kick him onto his side or not - and passed Amelia as he walked off to a clearing his team had found during their stay on the Lake of Rage.

His eyes had started to adjust by the time he reached it, although he’d only managed to make it so far without tripping because of the pale moonlight that bathed the wilderness. Seeker had stayed to help guide him, but her squeaks only helped so much on their own. Ash allowed the Song to fill his ears for just a moment before he focused his eyes upon his team.

“Split off into pairs. It’s your choice who to work with today” Ash ordered. He glanced over his friends - well, their silhouettes anyway. He couldn’t see that well. “Dazed, you’re with me. Aron, work with Nidoking and whoever he pairs up with. Keep pushing ahead with the projects you’ve been working on for the last few days - these morning workouts might be the only time we have to push forward there while we’re with Jonathan and Amelia.”

A variety of roars, growls, and shrieks were his reply. Ash grinned as he watched the team frenzy to find their favored partners - Tangrowth had to be stopped from just wrapping his vines around the entire team, but eventually he and Oz paired up. That was good - Oz was serious and focused enough to keep Tangrowth on track.

Nidoking and Bruiser wandered off together into the wilderness. His friend wasn’t exactly happy about leaving Ash to himself, but Dazed was one of the rare few Nidoking would deign to trust with Ash’s safety. Still, he knew Nidoking wouldn’t be too far… he had to grin as Aron trotted after them on his stubby legs and Seeker flitted off his shoulder to catch up. She moved with confidence in the darkness. She belonged to it.

It didn’t take long before the rest found their partners for the morning. Plume tried to hold Sneasel down with one of her massive talons and groom him with her beak, but he squirmed out with incredible dexterity, yowling all the while. The Pidgeot had a victorious gleam in her eye as the spitting Sneasel fired an Ice Beam at her (it went wide and froze an entire sapling instead) and blurred towards her in a flash of razor-sharp claws. She took off in an instant, and the chase was on.

Ash hoped Sneasel appreciated the chance to be the pursuer for once - Hunt the Sneasel was such a popular game for the team that Sneasel might have forgotten how to chase altogether.

Torrent glanced over at Ash, and he nodded. The Kingdra dipped his head in acknowledgement and went off to the Lake of Rage to hone his water manipulation. It would be an invaluable skill in the fight against Clair - though he had no doubt the Blackthorn Leader would have some proficiency herself - and he needed to build upon the lessons taught to him by Suicune as much as possible.

“You’ll be helping me with Infernus,” Ash didn’t miss the way Dazed’s eye twitched at that and smirked. “You’re the only one I can trust to keep things safe.”

She looked at him with more than a little concern.

“We’re going to help him get better at making explosions.” Ash and Infernus grinned as ne.

I question the wisdom of this decision, but I will be of service nonetheless. 

Ash laughed. “Thank you, Dazed. I appreciate it.”

And with that, they went off deep, deep into the Mahogany wilds. Ash had found a bit of a blasted wasteland full of charred earth, shattered tree stumps, and chipped boulders about three miles away from the camp. No doubt the remnant of some clash between wild pokemon. He’d heard stories of Tyranitar that had wandered down to these lands from the mountains that made up Johto’s northern borders. Perhaps these were all that was left of some old territorial dispute.

Whatever it was, Ash had no doubt it would serve his purposes. For this particular experiment he just needed a place that nobody would miss.

With any luck, he might not even wake up Jonathan and Amelia. He’d hate to disturb their rest - they had a long day ahead of them.
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Amelia panted as she crawled after him, her face red and dripping sweat.

“How…much…further?” She wheezed. Amelia’s Aipom waved at her with its tail from a tree far up the mountain, then scattered off to laugh at the slow humans. Sneasel snickered with it, and loped off deeper into the woods once he crawled up to the peak. Ash just waited patiently.

“Not far,” he assured her, and offered Amelia a hand to help her up a series of boulders still slick with the morning dew. “Just over this ridge here.”

Her face bore her relief plainly. She pushed forward with redoubled determination.

Ash hoped she didn’t get too mad when she realized they still had another half mile to go.

“How are you not dying?” She glared at Ash once they had an easier stretch. He certainly wasn’t having an easy time of it, but his breath was less labored and his face was only red, and not outright crimson like Amelia’s. “Do you do this for fun or something?”

He thought back to the races with Steven, their constant runs, and all the other endurance he’d gotten in during their training. Throw that on top of constant walking, hiking, and traveling and it meant he was in decent shape. Anything more than this would push him to his limits, but he had decent stamina. “Secret Elite Four training,” Ash said at last. Amelia rolled her eyes - he knew that would frustrate her to no end.

“Yeah, yeah,” she grumbled. Amelia glanced at him as they clambered over a few piles of brush. He checked it first to make sure they weren’t stepping all over a pokemon’s home. Once it was deemed clear, they continued. “Don’t bring it up around Jon too much, alright? I’m pretty sure his head is still about to explode from it. He’ll never stop asking about it. I think he’s trying to live vicariously through you.”

“He’ll probably be disappointed,” Ash snorted. “Or horrified. One of the two.”

Amelia grunted in agreement as she hauled herself up a steep incline covered in loose pebbles and only a handful of rocks and twisted roots. She sent an odd look his way. “About that…what happened in Greenfield? When we saw the news we were so worried. We thought you might -”

Ash cut her off. He tried to smile reassuringly, but he couldn’t help but toy with the Unown tablet around his neck. Amelia’s eyes tracked the movement with blatant interest, and he hastily stopped. “I’m fine.”

She frowned. “You didn’t answer the question.”

He pushed ahead and Amelia scrambled to catch up.

Amelia gasped as they had to clamber up another incline - matters weren’t helped by Aipom and Sneasel pointing and laughing at them far in the distance. The small pokemon were barely even visible amongst the bone-like limbs blanketing the thick forest. A few Pidgey and lone Sparrow eyed them warily from their high perches, and Ash was sharp-eyed enough to spy a small group of Weedle inching away.

“Later, I promise,” Ash said seriously. Amelia stared at him for a moment and nodded. At least she wasn’t pressing too hard - he’d practically had to pry Jonathan off with a crowbar last night. He would tell them some of what was going on. They already knew the hints. Not everything could be revealed, of course.

Some information was too sensitive, and after that interview he’d seen of Jonathan and Amelia he didn’t think it was a good idea to be too upfront. But he could warn them. The world was changing, and they needed to be prepared.

“So what are we doing up here?” Amelia inquired. He didn’t miss the way her knuckles rapped against the pokeballs on her belt. A nervous habit similar to some of his own. “It’s a long way to go for training. Jonathan didn’t have to climb until his arms turned to jelly,” she snorted.

“Jonathan is with Bruiser, Nidoking, Dazed, and Infernus,” Ash pointed out. It hadn’t been easy getting Nidoking to spend so much time apart, but Ash had Tangrowth and Oz with him as well. More importantly, Plume circled high above in the clouds and would be able to act in an instant to protect him. That had been the main selling point. “Trust me, he’s got his hands full. You’re getting off easy.”

Amelia nodded fervently at that and hope filled her eyes as she realized they were nearing the top. “Are you sure he’s safe with Infernus?” She questioned, no doubt remembering the handful of times her and Jonathan had met the mighty Magmortar. “I mean, Jon is Jon and Infernus is…”

He waved her concerns off as he crested the last hill, Amelia right behind him. Once she’d gotten the hang of it she’d kept up with him (even though a break would do her good). She’d be fine in a few days. “Infernus is perfectly safe.”

She stared, and Ash sighed. “Well, that might be stretching it, but Nidoking and Dazed will keep him in line. Worst comes to worst, I’ve got plenty of Burn Heals.”

Amelia muttered something under her breath, but Ash’s eyes lit up when he realized they’d finally caught up to Sneasel and Aipom, who were currently chasing each other around the fractured mesa they’d ascended. He let them have their fun.

She wheezed once she pulled her way up to the flat expanse and took a minute to regain her breath.

“Wow, it’s beautiful!” She marveled once she’d caught her breath. Amelia took a few moments to admire the sight of the stormy Lake of Rage stretching endlessly before them, bounded on all sides by rugged grey mountains and rolling, wild forests that rustled as northern gales ripped through them. The clouds hung low in the morning and thick swathes of fog hid the surface in fields of white mist.

Flocks of Pidgey and Spearow, led by Pidgeotto and Fearow, danced through the air for miles around as little black dots on the horizon. The metallic shriek of Skarmory reached his ears every now and then as one or another took flight from their mountain nests of brambles, thorns, and jagged bits of metal recovered from the land - Ash took a note of their locations. He might pick around later on and see if he could scavenge some of their shed feathers. He’d always wanted one when he was younger.

Down on the shoreline, just beyond the blackness of the forest, laid their campsite. It was barely visible from here, but he could pick out their tents and bedrolls, along with the campfire they’d set up the night before. Not too far away his team and Jonathan’s were doing some kind of exercises, though Ash couldn’t easily differentiate them. All he could see were wrestling figures, Charizard circling and swerving madly out of the way of Infernus’ white-hot flames, and Torrent off in the midst of the stormy lake performing his exercises (a few individual Gyarados crested nearby every now and then, but gave the mighty Kingdra a wide berth).

“It is,” Ash agreed. It wasn’t long before Amelia looked to him for direction. He motioned out at the mesa - a wide stretch of mountain top that was too flat and bare to be natural. A few trees stubbornly clung to life, but for the most part it was a blasted, scarred plain covered with the remnants of dozens of fierce battles. “This is where we’ll be training today.”

“What caused this?” Amelia wondered as she released her teammates. “It looks like a pyrobomb went off.”

Ash hummed and released Tangrowth and Oz. The grass-type immediately brightened at the sight of Amelia’s team - he knew Tangrowth and several of them had made good friends over the course of the Indigo Conference and their month in Pallet together. Oz whirred at Raichu, who was more than happy to chatter back.

“Apparently it’s where the wild pokemon around here come to settle disputes and train,” Ash said as he busied himself with removing several meals, a massive ten gallon water tank, and other supplies they’d need for the day from the storage compartments on his pack. Each materialized in a brilliant flash of energy, much like a pokemon released from its pokeball. “Dazed made contact with a local Noctowl that led us to it the other day. Tough to get here, but there’s no risk of any techniques causing real damage to the area.”

He would’ve used the training ground he’d taken Infernus to in order to practice a few new techniques that would serve them well, but it was still a little wrecked from their work. They’d cleaned up as best they could, but since he’d be returning to destroy it again Ash figured they could wait to really restore it.

Amelia glanced around critically. Her eyes settled on a sheer rock wall that bounded the northern edge of the mesa. It was cracked and crumbling in places where powerful blows and techniques had sundered the rock, but it still stood firm. “Guess it makes sense to set up shop where they’ve already razed the place to the ground,” she said.

“Apparently a Tyranitar and Ursaring got into a nasty battle that tore the mountain apart,” Ash rose and let the pokemon dig into their meal - they’d need it for the training that was coming. He planned to push them to their limits. “It’s a bit of a legend for the local pokemon and developed a reputation.”

“I can see why,” Amelia muttered as she took in the sheer devastation left by that first battle and countless others. “I can’t imagine how strong they were! I’ve always wanted a Tyranitar,” she finished dreamily.

Ash chose not to comment on that. Everyone wanted a Tyranitar. “It’s our turn to leave a mark,” he glanced to his friend. “Will your Slowbro be able to handle damage control?”

The girl nodded and brushed a strand of brown hair out of her eyes. “No problem. He’s a little slow - no pun intended,” she said hastily, “but he’s used to it for when Jon and I train.”

“Great,” Ash grinned. That had been his main concern over leaving Dazed behind, although Amelia had been just as confident in Slowbro’s abilities the night before. “He’ll get a workout in. After seeing your Conference battles, I think I know just what we’re going to work on.”

Amelia wilted. “Oh no…”

“You chipped down most of your opponents in the Conference. You’re great at drawing out battles and working around the opponent’s team and offense. Traps, status effects, and redirection are great, but you saw what happened when you faced Grey,” he didn’t miss the dark look that came over Amelia at the mention of the Unovan and hid a grin - she’d definitely be motivated. “Grey was too strong. Your team is smart and has great endurance, but it’s hard to hold off a rampaging Hydreigon.”

She smiled a little too sweetly. “Seeing Torrent burying that Hydreigon was the best thing in the whole Conference,” Amelia sang. “Not to mention what Infernus did to his team.”

Well, that was lovely. He’d forgotten about her vicious streak. The vivid scent of Eelektross cooking beneath a grinning Infernus filled his mind, and he grimaced at the memory. He also fought the urge to step a little away from Amelia.

“Anyways,” he forged ahead, “I want to focus on your team’s conditioning and power for the next few days. It won’t be enough to make a big difference on its own, but it’ll give you a better foundation.”

Amelia nodded, earlier darkness forgotten. “Makes sense to me.”

“I always want to see what tricks you’ve picked up,” Ash grinned. She’d always been good at setting up her opponents to fail and controlling the flow of the battle. It was a refreshing change of pace. “You’ve had three months to perfect them, right?”

Her grin widened.
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Nidoking laid curled a short distance from Rhydon (and with Ash always in sight) as the spar between Jonathan and Ash raged. Ash paid his friends little notice as he stood about fifty feet behind Dazed, eyes locked on Charizard as the orange beast shot over the battlefield in a blur - not as fast as Plume or one of Lance’s mighty dragons, but definitely faster than it had been in the Conference.

Over the last four days of training Jonathan and Amelia, Ash had come to appreciate how much they’d improved since he’d last seen them. Jonathan must have run them ragged with his conditioning.

“Charizard, you know what to do!” Jonathan roared from the boulder he stood on. He pointed one finger into the air as a wild grin spread across his face. “BLAST BURN!”

Ash blinked. His charitable thoughts turned to dust - Jonathan did realize that they were standing right next to the battlefield right?

Right?

He sent a few mental commands to Dazed. Only a brief tug of their connection confirmed that she had received them. Hopefully this would keep Charizard from killing them all -

Charizard shot in the air high above Dazed, slit eyes narrowed as he set his sight on his foe. White-hot flames pulsed in his long neck, so bright and intense that the light radiated through his throat, and - putrid black smoke poured out, belched up in such massive quantities that his position was absolutely covered in the rolling fumes.

Ash was grudgingly impressed. The ‘Blast Burn’ wasn’t a Blast Burn at all, but a Smokescreen. He wouldn’t have pegged Jonathan for the type to slip fake commands in.

Dazed’s eyes stung as the Smokescreen reached her, but a brief flash of her eyes created a powerful gale of force that blew it away from her, just in time to reveal Charizard diving down at her through the smoke with his snarling maw snapping and burning with orange flames, the tongues of fire licking all the way down his powerful body as he prepared to smash his Flare Blitz straight into Dazed.

With that much force, it might be more accurate to say through Dazed.

At the same time, Pinsir charged from where it had hid behind an outcropping of large grey stone after Dazed’s initial Psybeams. It charged with a faintly disturbing clicking sound as its horns tapped together, and Ash had to say the sight of its many, many rows of flat teeth grinding set him on edge.

Well, he couldn’t say it was unexpected - Jonathan wasn’t an idiot. This was a two-on-one for a reason. Ash thought a few more commands for Dazed to pluck from his mind, and grinned as her pendulum pulsed - a crimson strand of psychic power shot and latched around Charizard as it descended with blinding speed, and the draconic beast swerved just far enough to the side to clip Dazed instead of plowing into her.

The explosion was deafening. Ash squinted to avoid the brilliant flash of fire hurting his eyes and couldn’t help but cheer as Dazed managed to avoid the worst of it. After Charizard had briefly succumbed to her Hypnosis, she’d managed to throw up a shield that protected her from the majority of the heat. It still singed her fur and would need attention after the battle, but she could still fight.

As Charizard clumsily rose onto his hindlegs, still obviously stunned from Dazed’s mental assault, Dazed turned to Pinsir. She flinched as it recognized its disadvantage and immediately blurred into a Quick Attack - his friend was barely able to erect a frail shield in time to blunt the attack, but the force behind it shattered her barrier and still sent her sprawling. Pinsir effortlessly carved through another shield with its shining horns, the energy of X-Scissor more than enough to pick apart Dazed’s defenses.

Ash grit his teeth as torrents of thoughts, questions, and input dumped into his mind from he and Dazed’s tenuous connection - he could handle it, but time was short. Charizard had finally started to recover from his disorientation and would be back in the fight any minute now…

Now!

Dazed reflexively followed Ash’s command, her powers the moment she processed the order. Pinsir’s heavy body lunged at her, savage pincers clicking, but was knocked away at the last second by a surge of dozens upon dozens of the loose, rounded stones that littered the lakeside - it didn’t do much damage, but Pinsir was briefly overwhelmed by the pelting rocks.

It was just in time too. Charizard wasted no time in pressing the attack - he and Pinsir had been whittling Dazed down through similar exchanges for nearly fifteen minutes now, and this was the best chance they’d have to finish her. Dazed was slowing down. She’d rarely had more than a few seconds to rest between exchanges, and that took a toll even on a mighty psychic like her.

Ash grit his teeth as Charizard reared back and spat a raging stream of flickering flame at Dazed. It was effortlessly blocked, but actually hurting Dazed wasn’t the point here - Charizard just had to keep her from focusing on the offense while Pinsir recovered. The flame grew hotter and hotter as Charizard kept it up, the orange beast steadily walking closer and closer in an attempt to overwhelm Dazed -

And then it happened. Pinsir charged with a furious buzz and Charizard pressed his advantage. He kept the flame up, hotter and hotter and hotter until it burned more blue than red, and the Flamethrower became ever larger and more destructive - by now the air was so hot that even Ash could barely stand it, and he had no doubt that Dazed was suffering through the shields.

But Dazed finally had a chance to implement one of his suggestions. As Pinsir drew too close for comfort, Dazed’s eyes shone a brilliant blue. Charizard roared as a shimmering blue prison of psychic power manifested around his long neck and wrenched him to face Pinsir. He cut off the Flamethrower immediately until all that spewed forth were pale smoky wisps that stank of sulfur, but the Flamethrower still washed over Pinsir.

He couldn’t help but wince as Pinsir collapsed to the ground, rolling madly to extinguish the flames crawling over its chitinous exoskeleton and disperse the heat amongst the frozen lakestones - Charizard’s eyes widened, horrified at what he had done to his friend, and then the anger came.

Oh yes, Ash remembered the anger. Charizard took after his trainer on that front.

With a savage roar that a Gyarados would have been proud of, Charizard burned. His leathery hide grew terribly hot, covered by an orange haze that left the air warping and twisting before it as a terrible heat emanated throughout the battlefield. He snarled and spat flame with every breath as his anger sparked his Blaze, and Charizard charged towards Dazed, a snapping, raging beast.

Dazed fell back before the assault. She wouldn’t teleport per the rules of this spar, but Ash knew she desperately wanted to escape this fight. It was a stark reminder of how vulnerable she could be without the ability to warp through space. Hypno weren’t exactly known for their agility, after all.

She managed to block another fiery stream with a shimmering shield, but she was slowing down. Ash whispered encouragements, ideas, anything to give Dazed an edge.

Charizard finally closed the gap. Dazed managed to lock him in a psychic prison with Disable, but Charizard’s muscles bulged and strain and shattered the shell. Ash couldn’t stop himself from shouting out, though it would have been more efficient to just think it to her, but it didn’t give much warning.

The fire-type shot forth and latched his powerful jaws, alit with flickering flame and spewing smoke into Dazed’s face (her sensitivity to stimulation did her no favors there), onto Dazed’s shoulder and shook. Dazed’s psychic scream left them all clutching their heads - even Charizard stumbled back, and snarled as Dazed hurled a Psybeam into his face. He wasn’t hurt, but it offered her an opportunity.

“Now!” Ash commanded. Even as the words left his lips, he envisioned her next move. Dazed’s eyes, red and bloodshot from the smoke, flashed a fiery blue and she charged her opponent with surprising speed - she wasn’t a physical fighter, but there was no hesitation in closing the gap. Charizard actually stretched out his wings, ready to escape into the relative safety of the air in the face of Dazed’s surprising fury, but before he could Dazed lowered her head. Psychic power flooded her body, shielding her in a shimmering coat, and focused mostly around her head as she slammed herself into Charizard’s thick gut.

Detonation. Light. A delicate sound like the cracking of glass.

When it was over, Dazed laid collapsed on the hot earth - Ash wasted no time in returning his friend. “Amazing!” He whispered to her. Ash hoped she could hear him. She only rarely had an occasion to use Zen Headbutt like that, but she had done marvelously. If Dazed was forced into a close-quarters fight like that, she’d generally already been beaten. It hadn’t mattered there, though. She’d kept fighting to the end.

He clipped her pokeball to his belt and strode forward to check on Charizard. Jonathan did the same. The mighty fire-type had sagged to the ground, unbothered by the flames that still burned up little scraps of fallen vegetation and tinder that had collected on the lakeside, and wheezed heavily - it looked like Dazed’s Zen Headbutt had knocked the wind out of him, even if it hadn’t managed to knock Charizard unconscious.

Ash made sure to stay a few feet back once he saw Charizard was still conscious. The fire-type looked disturbingly green…he held absolutely zero interest in getting covered in Charizard puke. He’d let Jonathan have that prize. He deserved something for taking Dazed down, right?

“Charizard! You alright, champ? That looked like it hurt!” Jonathan exclaimed. As he crouched down by Charizard’s stunned form several other members of his team that weren’t being trained elsewhere rushed forward - Pinsir, Ariados (Ash felt a lurch in his stomach at the sight of the arachnid), Rhydon, and even Fearow swooped down to join them. “Please don’t throw up on me. You’re not going to throw up on me, right?”

The giant fire-type groaned and slowly pulled itself onto its thick legs…and then crouched down again as it wheezed. Ash had to admit he was impressed. Dazed had really put her all into that Zen Headbutt. She was never one to commit only halfway.

“He’ll be alright,” Ash stepped forward. Jonathan turned away from Charizard (who had started to dry-heave) and immediately perked up. “He just needs a minute.”

“HA!” Jonathan pointed at Ash. “I finally took down one of your pokemon!”

Ash dipped his head, even if the acknowledgement stung at his pride. He didn’t like losing, not even against the Gym Leaders. Even if he could win with ease if he used Infernus, Torrent, Tangrowth, or another of his powerhouses a loss still left him itching and uneasy.

“You did better than yesterday,” Ash’s lips quirked as Jonathan’s grin shifted into a scowl. A three-on-one challenge from Rhydon, Charizard, and Kingler hadn’t been much more than a warm-up for Infernus. It was actually impressive that Charizard had recovered enough to fight Dazed today.

“That was a fluke and you know -” the other Pallet trainer deflated and cut himself off. “Okay, fine. Your crazy Magmortar wrecked me yesterday. And this was two-on-one. I’m not dumb!”

He cocked his head to the side. “I never said you were,” Ash pointed out. “You’re putting words in my mouth.”

Jonathan grumbled something unpleasant under his breath that Ash promptly ignored. Amelia probably would have smacked him if she were here, but she was off working with Plume, Oz, and Tangrowth. They were doing their best to get her team to increase coordination, increase speed and agility, and raw power.

Naturally, they’d chosen to do this by having Plume harassing the team from above while Oz picked individual members apart and drove them away from the group with Flash, selective Thunderbolts, and other distracting techniques. Tangrowth, of course, had elected to throw the battlefield and twist the terrain against the team to force them to work together. No magma, though.

“That Blast Burn trick was clever,” Ash complimented him. Jonathan immediately brightened - his moods tended towards the mercurial. He could be moping around one minute and laughing like a maniac the next. At least it was easy to cheer him up, Ash supposed. “I really thought you were going to burn us all to death for a second.”

Jonathan cackled at that. “HA! You should’ve seen the look on your face, Ash! I thought you were going to pee your pants or something. I should’ve taken a picture.”

Ash snorted. “Going to bust it out next time someone interviews you about me?”

He took a little bit of pleasure at Jonathan’s blush. There was no way he was going to let that go anytime soon - last time he’d been in the Mahogany Pokemon Center they were still playing that interview of Jonathan giving out Ash’s location. Couldn’t they just leave him in peace?

As they walked by the water (Nidoking and Rhydon plodding steadily along) Ash appreciated the silence. It wasn’t something he found often with so many people and pokemon in one place. His thoughts strayed to Jonathan’s comment - to be honest, Ash wasn’t entirely sure if he could be incinerated anymore. Not that easily, anyways. Would Fire negate it? Ice? This was new, untrodden territory for him and he couldn’t say he enjoyed it. The utility was admittedly nice…

Who would’ve thought he’d regret not being able to burn to death because of the Concepts? Strange times, strange thoughts. Probably not something many people had reason to be concerned with.

“You’re zoning out again,” Jonathan’s voice woke him from his morbid thoughts. “Do you even live in reality anymore? Every five minutes you look like you’re on a different planet.”

Ash frowned. Was it really that bad? Dazed hadn’t commented on it recently. Then again, maybe he shouldn’t rely on a psychic-type for advice on being normal… Dazed was pretty down-to-earth for a psychic, but that didn’t mean all that much. Metaphor, allusion, and allegory was a psychic’s bread and butter.

“Dude, you good?”

“Sorry,” Ash coughed, a little embarrassed at spacing out again. “Just got a little distracted there. I’m good. Just thinking.”

Jonathan rolled his eyes. “Come on, man! No need to think so much. It’s easy - I never have that problem!” he bragged, then sighed when he realized what he’d just said.

Ash blinked and shared a quick glance with Nidoking. Even Rhydon stopped at that. “You’re lucky Gary wasn’t here for that,” he snorted. Jonathan groaned. “He’s supposed to get here tomorrow night, you know. You’ll have to watch your mouth when he’s around.”

“Does Gary have to come,” Jonathan whined and kicked at a rock that went sailing off into the woods. An irritated Sentret chattered at them from the treeline…up until it saw Nidoking and Rhydon, anyway. Ash wasn’t sure he’d ever seen something disappear so fast. Not since ‘Hunt the Sneasel’ had last been played, anyway. “He sucks! I don’t know why you invited him in the first place. Dude’s a total asshole.”

“And you’re lucky Amelia wasn’t here for that,” Ash smirked. “Besides, Gary’s not that bad,” then he paused. He couldn’t say that with a straight face. “He’s getting better,” Ash amended.

His friend scowled. “Maybe to you,” Jonathan sneered - he had a tendency to do that when Gary was brought up. Not that Ash could really blame him. He was glad to see Gary, but it was going to be exhausting if he and Jonathan spent the next three days riling each other up. Maybe he should try playing the Song if it got too bad.

Jonathan sighed, though bitterness was still plain in his words. “You’re the only one Gary isn’t a complete prick to. He treats everyone else like dirt. I’m still pissed at him for our last battle!” He growled. Ash vaguely recalled hearing about it in a letter Jonathan and Amelia had sent him when he was back in Hoenn. “He just showed up out of nowhere right after Amelia and I had fought our way through a dozen trainers each over a week out in the woods! Then he acted like he was so tough when he’d just left a Pokemon Center -”

“I get it,” Ash raised a hand to calm Jonathan down. The boy’s face was bright red, a sign that Jonathan was building up to an explosion in a few minutes. What had Gary said to him? “Gary’s a jerk. No argument there. But he’s not as bad as when we first started. Small steps. Just focus on beating him - you’ve spent some time getting ready for him, right?”

“Yeah,” the shorter boy sighed. He stared out off into the Lake of Rage where Torrent and his Gyarados were visible far, far in the distance. It was too far to see what they were doing - Torrent was barely visible and Gyarados was little more than a blur. “It’s just not fair. He’s always treated everyone like crap and he gets everything handed to him. An awesome grandpa, a cool hot sister - and shut up, I know that sounded weird!”

Ash shut his mouth. Jonathan glared at him for a second then kept going. “But yeah, he gets everything handed to him. He’s a - great - trainer,” Jonathan managed to spit it out after a moment, but looked like it hurt to say. “He’s better than me and he doesn’t even try! He’s just a nasty bully who has everything he ever wanted,” the boy said bitterly. Rhydon growled softly and hurried to stand at Jonathan’s side. “Rich, strong, and everyone can’t shut up about him. There are articles about him!” Jonathan threw his hands up in the air and stomped forward, howling into the wind. “Gary Oak, everybody! He can say whatever he wants to because he’s so special and cool and he’s Professor Oak’s grandson and screw him!”

Well, this was a little concerning. This went beyond rivalry or irritation. Jonathan hated Jonathan. Maybe it was time for Ash to start nipping this in the bud.

He waited, and wasn’t surprised when Jonathan simmered down. Ash wasn’t stupid - he could tell his friend was still furious, but he’d gotten the worst of it out. The rage was out. Bitterness and exhaustion was all that was left.

“He even treated you like garbage,” Jonathan stared off at the stirring waves. “Ash freaking Ketchum. At least he doesn’t discriminate,” he sneered. “But then you beat his ass in the Conference and he shaped right up. Happened so fast Amelia and I were making bets if he was crushing on you!”

Ash grimaced. That wasn’t something he wanted to think about. Jonathan finally cracked a smile at the look on Ash’s face, so at least someone got to enjoy it. “Heh, pretty funny right? Let me know if you find out, by the way - bet is still on,” the short boy cackled. A little later he sobered. “I just hate him. Gary sucks.”

“I’m sorry I didn’t say anything sooner,” Ash turned to face Jonathan fully. The boy met his eyes, but looked away. “If he tries to start anything, I’ll make sure he stops,” he promised. Jonathan scowled, but just crossed his arms. “Back when he was the same way with me, I was always furious at him. The second I saw him I wanted to send Infernus at him,” Ash reminisced. “But I didn’t realize how deep it hit you.”

“Of course you didn’t,” Jonathan grumbled. “Nothing really bothers you.”

He frowned, but felt Ice numb the emotion which welled up at that. No point engaging Jonathan like that. It was unnecessary. Jonathan was just frustrated and venting.

Jonathan took a seat on an old, gnarled tree stump that had seen better days. It was an ancient thing, weathered with deep lines that cut deep. Innumerable rings filled its center. “Sorry, Ash, I’m just mad,” the boy breathed deeply. His face looked normal now. “I just want to beat him so bad. I want to crush Gary. I want to watch him cry and laugh at him like he laughs at everyone else.”

Well, that was intense.

He stretched his hand out to Jonathan. The boy stared at it, confused. “Get up,” Ash said firmly. Jonathan finally took it and Ash hauled him to his feet.

“What?”

“We have a lot of work to do,” Ash grinned. “How are you gonna beat Gary if you spend all your time moping on a log?”

Jonathan blinked, then laughed - a deep, genuine laugh from his gut.

“Let’s get to work. A day is all I need!”
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Oz’s thick coat ran with electricity as she ‘caught’ Raichu’s impressive Thunderbolt. She absorbed the power, glowed a brilliant gold, and howled as an enormous discharge of crackling lightning exploded in an eruption of power - Raichu managed to absorb the blast, but Ash could already tell it had lost their game of catch. Raichu stumbled back, eyes squeezed shut as the overwhelming surge of energy pulsed through its system, tail whipping madly like a live wire in the face of so much power.

Raichu’s cheek sacs burned gold and a thunderclap rolled through the earth as Raichu sent a mighty Thunderbolt right back to Oz, who redirected it with no small effort straight back into Raichu - this time, it bowled Raichu right off his feet and the electric-type laid there, stunned.

“He had a good run,” Amelia sighed as she walked over to check on Raichu. Ash thought he was fine, but better safe than sorry. He went over to Oz to congratulate her.

“Great job,” he grinned at the Electabuzz. She whirred happily, a certain satisfaction in her eyes as she watched Amelia pet Raichu (she’d thrown on some rubber gloves since he was still discharging like mad). Ash looked at her seriously. “I knew you’d win.”

Oz bared her fangs at that, as though offended he’d think otherwise. Ash just laughed and clapped her furry shoulder, the jolt of electricity that surged into his body nothing compared to the Lightning in his veins. His friend stared as little arcs of electricity danced over his bare skin. She still wasn’t used to that.

“We’re visiting Lavender Town after we stop by Indigo Plateau,” he told her quietly. Oz listened carefully, obviously curious - the whole team knew their itinerary for the rest of the month. “We’ll be headed to Pallet after that, but on the way we’re stopping at Vermillion to see Surge.”

She perked up at that, as he knew she would. Ash had already told her about that, but Oz was smart. She knew this was heading somewhere of interest. “I’m going to ask him to go ahead and give us the Electrizer. I can’t promise anything, but I think you’re ready to evolve. You’ve grown so strong…”

Sparks exploded from her coat as she whirred - it was loud enough even the dazed Raichu and Amelia turned their way. Ash laughed and stretched his hand out. She stared, then grabbed it in her own massive fist. It was an interesting feeling to know that she could crush it with the lightest flex, but Oz took the utmost care. She wasn’t the gentlest of his team (except around Aron) but she held his hand lightly.

“You deserve to evolve. You’ve been fighting at a handicap for months now, and I think you’re ready,” he said, dead serious. “We’re going to have to up your training until then, understand? The original plan was to meet in several months. If we want Surge to approve this, there can be no breaks. We’ll work in recovery days, but otherwise it’s going to be training. You won’t be battling unless necessary. Got it?”

Oz whirred again, lighter and happier than ever. Ash smiled and pulled his hand back. “Keep working with Raichu, alright? We need your capacity as high as we can get it. Nidoking’s down there,” he jabbed a finger farther down the shore where Nidoking, Aron, Rhydon, and Kangaskhan. “Get Nidoking to work with you if Raichu needs a break. I know Kangaskhan knows a few electric techniques too, so she might help.”

He stepped back as Raichu’s tail whipped to and fro - they were ready to start again.

Amelia wiped her muddy hands on her pants as she joined him. She paused to look off at Politoed, Kingler, Dewgong, and Tentacruel training just a few hundred feet down the shore with Torrent. Gyarados had needed a breather for the day - apparently Jonathan and Gyarados had goaded Torrent into using Draco Meteor in a spar. Ash had to admit he was actually somewhat impressed. Torrent was normally the definition of restraint. They must’ve been irritating him all day.

“Thanks for your help, Ash,” Amelia smiled at Aipom and Sneasel as they raced through the nearby treeline after Yanma, Ariados close behind as he scuttled over roots and rocks after them. “These last few days have been really nice. It feels like we’re back at the Conference again,” she added wistfully. “Those were good times.”

He stared ahead. “They were,” Ash replied, and he was telling the truth. Much as he loved being out in the world with nothing more than a team on his belt and a goal ahead of him, it was nice to check in with humans every once in a while. He’d missed the familiarity, even if there would always be a wall between him and his friends from Pallet - they hadn’t shared what he and his team had. They hadn’t been at New Island (and he realized with a pang of guilt that he hadn’t heard from the other survivors in a long time), or Shamouti, or Greenfield…

And he was glad of that. This was his burden to bear, and it was better that they avoid things like that. Maybe things would be easier tonight when Gary arrived and he finally gave them a quick look into the truth. Ash doubted it, though.

“…of course you were having a good time, Mr. Youngest-Finalist-and-Elite-Four-Member-Ever,” Amelia teased as she fiddled around on her PokeDex. She turned a little less flippant when she tossed him a glance. “But it’s good to see you like this, Ash. You seem…”

“Happy?” He offered.

She shook her head. “No, not that…” Amelia said slowly, taking great care with every word. “Relaxed? Content, maybe? During the Conference you would hang out with us, but you were always stressed. Always acted like there was a sword hanging over your head that you couldn’t tell us about.”

Ash grimaced. Mewtwo, the Rockets, and a hundred other things. “Ah.”

“Ah, indeed,” she quipped. “I don’t know what it is, but you seem lighter. I don’t know how after whatever happened in Greenfield, but it’s the truth.”

He thought back to that day. His mother dragged into the Hale Mansion as a stranger to him, Molly’s Dream, Not-Ash and Entei, and the utter satisfaction of having the Unown bend to him, whispering secrets and unknown things into his mind. And then the cleanup.

“I learned a few things out there,” he muttered. “Got a few things in order.”

Amelia’s lips twitched. “Always so helpfully vague. You do that on purpose, don’t you?” At least she seemed more amused than irritated. He still remembered how frustrated she’d been with him after the Shamouti Islands.

He just shrugged. “Maybe I’m just bad with people.”

She actually barked out a laugh at that. “No doubt about that! At least you’re good with pokemon, right? That’s something.”

“It’s worked out so far.”

They found some rocks to sit on and sat in comfortable silence for a bit. Surprisingly, Ash found himself the one to break it. “I’ve heard a bit about your journey in Johto, but always around Jonathan. How’s it been?”

She perked up. “It’s been…amazing,” Amelia sighed. “There’s so much beauty here. The landscape, the cities. It feels old. I’ve actually started drawing some of the things we’ve seen. I’m not very good,” her cheeks were already flush from the frigid cold, but they darkened again at the admission. “But I’m getting better!”

“Really?” Ash turned to her for a moment. He thought to the Flute that rested comfortably in his pack. For a moment the Song deepened in his soul. “I’ve started playing the flute. I’m not very good either - there’s only a few songs I know very well.”

Amelia blinked. “Really? Wow! I never took you for the musical type, Ash. No offense.”

I’m really not,” Ash admitted. “Like I said, I only really know the one. And a variation,” he thought back to the howls of the Beasts. They completed the Song, fitting in seamlessly. “A few trainers have come up to me when I was practicing. They thought a pokemon was dying.”

The embarrassment faded as Amelia doubled over laughing, not ending until she coughed a few times. Ash couldn’t help but grin. “I never knew I needed to hear that,” she giggled. “If we get interviewed again I might throw that out as a distraction while we run.”

“Go for it. Just don’t let them know where I am,” Ash grumbled. Fire flared within him as the spray from a few large waves splattered across them both. Steam filled the air as the droplets boiled away in an instant, though he immediately cut it off when Amelia stared at the fine mist of steam in confusion - a downside of practicing was that it came a little too easily to him at times. “I don’t get why they care so much.”

His friend rolled her eyes. “Oh gee, I wonder why they care so much about the guy who’s been breaking records left and right and showed up at a disaster zone speaking for the League,” she tapped her chin thoughtfully. “Doesn’t make any sense to me either!”

“Okay, I know why,” he replied. “It’s just annoying.”

Amelia softened. “I get that,” she nodded. “Jon and I have had a few rookies recognize us. We didn’t get as far as you or Gary,” she spat the name in a way not unlike Jonathan, “but a few people know us. It’s always weird. Getting recognized for knowing you is even weirder. Who saw this coming when we left Pallet last year?”

“Not me,” he frowned and, after a moment’s thought, hesitantly spoke more. “It’s going to get worse soon.”

She wore her concern plain as day. “What’s going on? Are you okay?”

Ash brushed her worry away. “I’m fine,” he said. “I was talking to Lance after Greenfield. We’ve been keeping my League status quiet. I didn’t want the attention,” Ash said through gritted teeth. His fists clenched. “But we can’t hide it. Lance is going to let me do it on my terms. Probably going to happen when I head to Indigo Plateau after Blackthorn.”

Amelia was silent for a good while and Ash couldn’t say he blamed her. He felt a little stupid revealing that - it was his business. No one else needed to know. “I’m sorry. I can’t say I know how it feels, but that sucks. I know you like your privacy - wait, do you see that?”

Ash shot to his feet immediately. Amelia’s panic left his eyes sharp and cold. Any hint of relaxation had fled his features and Amelia edged away from him.

He wasted no time in identifying what Amelia had pointed out - a group of gargantuan sea serpents with snarling faces and eyes red as blood winding their way through the Lake of Rage, azure dragonfire spitting from their maws as they headed directly for Torrent.

It was hard to see the exact number at this distance with so many winds and a low, thick fog that hung over the Lake of Rage, but Ash thought there were at least ten and maybe even as many as fifteen. Those numbers weren’t just uncommon, they were unheard of. The only time Gyarados would ever band together was to drive out larger and more powerful water-types from an area (generally older, bigger, and meaner Gyarados). Gyarados’ foul tempers didn’t lend to group environments very well. You might see a pair on occasion, but for the most part a group larger than two would rip each other apart.

For this many to gather would have been a horrifying sight to most.

Unfortunately for them, Ash had faced the most powerful Gyarados in the world. He knew how they thought, their abilities, and their tactics. Not to mention, many of these Gyarados were those that Torrent had already wiped the floor with. To be honest, Ash would have been more concerned if the group wasn’t so massive. This many Gyarados would be easy to pit against each other, lessening their effectiveness.

A mad grin shot over his face and blood pounded in his ears. “Looks like we wore out our welcome! Let’s go!” Ash laughed as the group of Gyarados began to close the distance - they had maybe ten minutes before they got close enough to start trading attacks. Torrent had already seen them and waited patiently by the shore, no doubt as ready to leap into this as Ash.

Dazed materialized just in front of him, her eyes wide.

Friend-Trainer, the Plume informed me - ah, you have already seen them. And you’re eager.

“Yep!” Ash’s eyes were wide as he took in the beautiful, glorious sight of all these monsters banded together. Torrent had manhandled plenty that had taken offense to them camping on the shoreline, but he’d never imagined this! “Gather the team! And Jonathan! I want everyone together for this!”

Dazed’s amusement radiated through his mind as she nodded and disappeared to carry out his orders. Amelia frowned at him. “You’re kind of creeping me out Ash. How are you happy about this? There’s so many!”

“Nothing to worry about!” Ash laughed. “Come on! We need to beat Jonathan there. I want to get some time with Torrent to start planning!”

Amelia was pale and a little unsteady, but she nodded. Ash wasted no time in jogging - Oz, Raichu, and Magneton were already waiting for his orders.

There wasn’t much time, but that wasn’t an issue.

Fifteen Gyarados against his team? That was hardly a fair fight!
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“Listen up!” Ash commanded as his, Jonathan, and Amelia’s pokemon crowded around him. Amelia stood to his left, Dazed on his right. Jonathan hadn’t arrived yet, although Dazed had assured him he would arrive soon. Most of his team had been gathered, however. Only a few stragglers remained.

The pokemon immediately heeded his order. Most of Jonathan and Amelia’s teams nervously glanced over at the Gyarados horde approaching closer and closer every passing moment, but Ash’s friends were prepared and focused. They’d faced worse.

“Torrent, you’re on point. It’s been a while since you’ve gotten a test like this,” Ash grinned at the mighty Kingdra, who trembled in anticipation. His red eyes darted to the black shapes half-hidden by the mist, a fire lit within. “You’re the muscle here. All other water-types, you’re going to be focused on the stragglers. We want to keep them from getting too close. If they break past Torrent, push them back.”

“Plume, Fearow, and Charizard - you’re running interference. Keep them distracted, and try to herd them together. We don’t need any splitting off. Focus on any that start putting pressure on Torrent, got it?”

Plume nodded and shrieked as she shot into the grey skies, Fearow and Charizard close behind her. They quickly split off into different directions and began to circle the Gyarados - with her speed, Plume was a little more daring than the rest. She fell into a dive and swooped into the Gyarados horde with a screaming challenge. Several of the Gyarados snarled at the challenge and snapped at her with their mighty jaws, and two of them even spat Hyper Beams at the Pidgeot. The raging golden torrents shot wide of Plume as she swerved up, and one even slammed into one of the larger Gyarados in a white flash of light.

Ash laughed at Plume’s daring as the Gyarados slammed into the water with an awful crash. An enormous spray of water shot up, dousing the other Gyarados. He nearly winced as the sea serpent struggled to rise, and several Gyarados snarled and snapped at the offender.

“The rest of you, organize into groups of three and four and get on those outcroppings,” Ash pointed to several spots along the lakeside that jutted into the water. Each stood tall enough to give an advantage. “Make sure you have a member that can protect the others - psychics or Protect. Your job will be to focus in on any Gyarados that make it close to the shore. Don’t waste your energy until the water-types can’t hold them back.”

“Tangrowth,” he glanced to the grass-type bouncing on his red feet, whose wide eyes were locked onto the Gyarados. His vines wriggled excitedly. “Try and intercept any attacks they send at the shore with Ancient Power. Dazed will help coordinate and shield.”

The teams nodded and quickly rushed to the positions he’d marked. Ash sent a silent surge of thanks to Dazed - her telepathy had proven invaluable. Without her it would’ve been a hundred times harder to convey his intentions and thoughts so clearly. With his every word she’d relayed his frenzied mind to the assorted pokemon.

A well of excitement burned inside him. He couldn’t help but bounce on his heels as he stood by Amelia, Nidoking, Tangrowth, and Dazed. The rest of the water-types, save Torrent, had taken their positions just off the shore. Ash hoped Jonathan would arrive with Gyarados soon. His Gyarados wasn’t in the best shape, but it would be nice to have some extra muscle. Ash was confident Torrent would be able to handle most of this by himself (with just a little help from the fliers, Tangrowth, and Infernus) but better safe than sorry.

With a grin, Ash released Infernus. Amelia flinched at the sudden surge of dry heat, but didn’t step away. She was still pale, but determination had filled her. Ash sent a reassuring smile her way before he turned to Infernus - naturally, the Magmortar already wore a wide grin of his own as he surveyed the Gyarados horde.

“Yep, we’re fighting them!” Ash laughed. Infernus shifted his arms to cannon, his smirk as big as Ash had ever seen it. Light tongues of flame coated him, the air twisting and writhing as it superheated, and the stone blackened beneath Infernus’ feet. “I know, right! You three will be doing the heavy lifting,” he glanced between Torrent’s eager eyes, Infernus’ giddiness, and Tangrowth’s general happiness. These three were the key to victory.

“Torrent, you’ll keep them occupied. You’re what they came for, right?” He shared a pleased nod with the Kingdra. “Launch some Smokescreens to block their vision, then hit them hard once Dazed gets their locations from Plume. Dragon Pulses, Ice Beams, Hydro Pumps - anything that can actually hurt them. Try to slow them down while Plume and the other pick at them,” Ash added. “Don’t exhaust yourself too quickly. When they get closer, I want you to start trying to do more damage. Draco Meteor if you can, right in the middle. How big of a Whirlpool can you make now?”

The Kingdra’s eyes glinted.

Big enough, Friend-Trainer.

Ash grinned at Dazed’s comment. That worked for him.

“Good. Remember the rematch with the Sisters back in Kanto?”

Torrent nodded. Ash wasn’t sure how Torrent made that appear regal, but he did.

“We’re doing that, but bigger.”

“Infernus, you’ve got two jobs,” Ash began. Infernus waited with uncharacteristic patience. “Prepare some magma or fire up some sand and boulders - anything Tangrowth can use. The Gyarados can take it no problem,” he and Infernus grinned savagely at one another. “Once they’re closer…” Ash’s eyes searched for a landmark in the water, and finally found a small spire of grey stone which stood proudly amongst the mighty waves. “Can you teleport past that?”

The Magmortar nodded.

“Great! If the Gyarados make it past there, make them regret it.”

Infernus smirked and headed farther back - he was considerate enough to find a desolate, rocky spot with no chance of the heat and fires damaging the forest. It was a shame that the technique they’d been working on for the last few days wouldn’t be of use here - Ash didn’t think it would have much use except for terrestrial opponents. It would do a number on an Onix, though.

Anything derived from Earth Burn would. Ash couldn’t wait to keep honing this new technique - it would be a game changer for Infernus.

A rubbery vine wrapped around his wrist and Ash couldn’t help but laugh at Tangrowth’s saucer-like eyes. “Hey, buddy. You ready for this?”

Tangrowth’s happy gurgle was all the answer he needed. “Use Ancient Power to throw anything Infernus makes at the Gyarados, alright? It won’t hurt them too bad. They’re tough. Make sure it doesn’t come close to any of the other pokemon, okay?”

His friend bounced and nodded, vines wriggling like mad. Ash smiled softly. “Thanks, Tangrowth! Dazed will help you aim, okay?”

With the orders in place, Ash looked across the massive expanse - the Gyarados were almost here. They’d be in range within a minute or two. They were moving quickly, but not so quickly they would exhaust themselves. He was confident and a wild thrill ran through him at the thought of this battle, but Ash didn’t ignore the hint of trepidation that coiled in his gut.

Most of his orders were in place to keep the Gyarados distracted and disordered. They were easy to rile up and he’d take advantage of that. If they attacked in a coordinated way, firing their Hyper Beams and water based attacks en masse, then their teams would be on the defensive. To win they would have to divide and conquer - an individual Gyarados could be handled easily by nearly any of their pokemon.

He set his eyes on the lead Gyarados. It was a gigantic thing, not much smaller than Lance’s own Gyarados. Sixty feet long, perhaps, where most of its subordinates ranged anywhere from thirty to fifty. Ash doubted it was anywhere near as horrifyingly powerful as Lev, but it had clearly used its bulk and insane physical strength to assert itself as the leader. When it spat a stream of flames into their midst, they immediately backed down and began their steady progression to the shore. Several of the smaller ones kept their suspicious eyes to the sky, ready to lash out should any of the fliers come too close.

The largest Gyarados - Ash mentally dubbed it ‘The Big One’, to which Dazed sent a pulse of amusement colored with exasperation - moved with a certain grace and finesse the others lacked. They were all raging power propelled by the inhuman fury that Gyarados were known for.

The Big One was driven by something greater.

Oh, even from here he could practically feel the rage burning from it. Indignation at something greater than it making a home on its shores. To have been tossed aside with such little effort, to have seen its hated rivals fall before this outsider (the only thing it despised more than its competition), and to have been driven from its own territory.

But it wasn’t the ordinary wild Gyarados. It was hard to explain how Ash could so easily glean the details with just a glance, but he knew these things. Knew them as well as he knew to breathe or blink. This Gyarados had been tempered. Old and experienced and the Big One had known what it was to be subordinate. It had been trained, and had taken those lessons with it to the wild.

The Big One wasn’t a slave to its anger. It recognized it as fuel to burn rather than a force to obey. It had allowed the hate inspired by its damaged pride to burn brighter than the hate it held for its fellow Gyarados, and it had rallied them to a common cause. Considering the charming personality of the average Gyarados, Ash couldn’t help but be impressed.

“You sure we shouldn’t just move?” Amelia whispered, voice tight. “This won’t be easy.”

Ash shook his head. “We’re not running,” he said firmly. “We need the lake for training and we haven’t done anything but protect ourselves. And if we don’t stop them…” he trailed off. “Well, I don’t want to see the kind of damage they’ll do when this many Gyarados start attacking each other.”

Amelia sighed. “You just want to fight them, don’t you?”

“That too,” Ash acknowledged. He perked up at the sight of Jonathan sprinting at them from the treeline (careful to keep a wide berth between him and Infernus’ project). His face was bright red and he was pouring sweat - Ash felt a little bad about not having Dazed teleport him, but she needed to save her energy. “Hey, Jonathan! We’ve got everything set up!”

Jonathan sagged as soon as he reached them. He kept his hands on his knees as he gulped in mouthfuls of air. “What’s happening?” Jonathan wheezed. He waved a hand wildly at the approaching Gyarados - it looked like Torrent and the rest had already set up the Smokescreens. Only the crests of the Gyarados were visible over the thick field of oily black that had diffused over the Lake of Rage. “Ash, I swear this stuff only happens when you’re around!”

He shrugged. Jonathan wasn’t wrong. “Just watch. See that big one in the front?”

“Yeah. What about that - man, that thing is huge!” Jonathan admired the Big One. “Are you sure we’ll be able to take it down?”

“Definitely! First, release Gyarados. That’ll really make them mad.”

“You two are insane!” Amelia groaned. She didn’t leave, though, so Ash supposed she couldn’t say too much. “Why do you want to make them even madder? They look pretty upset already.”

Ash hummed as Tangrowth’s vines extended, silvery orbs of Ancient Power on the tip. As he slung them into the blistering hot magma pool created by Infernus, pulling several orbs of barely-cohesive magma from it before they were lobbed off into the distance, he grinned. Tangrowth’s efforts were rewarded a few moments later by several terrible roars - even from this distance they sent his instincts screaming and his adrenaline pumping.

He loved it.

“If they’re mad, they’re unfocused. If they’re unfocused, they’re stupid. I’d rather have a bunch of angry, stupid Gyarados fighting us than a bunch of smart, focused ones. Divide and conquer.”

“Makes sense to me!” Jonathan grinned. He held a pokeball aloft and released Gyarados, who looked a tad grumpy at having his rest disturbed. That lasted up until he poked his massive head over the smokescreens hovering over the water and flinched away from the huge horde of Gyarados. He looked back at Jonathan and Ash, and he thought it might have been the first time Ash had seen a Gyarados show outright fear.

Well, Torrent and Infernus had plenty of time to fix that. He hoped to see it about fifteen more times before this was over.

“You’ve got this!” Jonathan crowed to Gyarados, who looked utterly unconvinced. “Just keep them off Torrent, alright?”

Gyarados glanced down at Torrent, who had only just begun to levitate into the water. The Kingdra was absolutely miniscule in comparison to the sea serpents, but Gyarados visibly relaxed nonetheless. He uncoiled and went fully into the water into depths that could support him. Torrent caught up immediately after.

“Dazed, can you handle all of this?” Ash glanced to his friend, whose pendulum had already begun to tremble and leap as psychic power filled it. Her eyes burned with blue fire.

Indeed. The others shall handle defense. I will coordinate. Taxing, but it is of no concern to me. I will serve. 

“Excellent. Thank you, Dazed.”

Her eyes flashed in acknowledgement and returned to her task. Tangrowth flung a few more balls of magma into the midst of the Gyarados - among the agonized roars, Ash saw one Gyarados collapse into the water in hopes of soothing the burn. Its armor was thick enough to avoid the majority of the damage, but it would definitely hurt.

Torrent played his own part - he released his first Dragon Pulse into the Gyarados horde. The rippling green sphere tore through the smokescreens and left it roiling and swirling in its wake - yet another Gyarados howled, though several Gyarados were quick enough to fire Hyper Beams back through the smokescreen. Their blind efforts were in vain. Most of the golden lances ripped into the lake itself, boiling it away in a massive explosion of steam and an even larger spray of water as it detonated.

The pokemon on the outcrops shifted uneasily, though Ash could see the fliers doing their part - Plume endlessly harassed the Gyarados and had already started to whip them into a frenzy as she dove in and out with careless ease. They just couldn’t keep up with Super Speed, and every now and then he saw a flash of her own Hyper Beam from the heavens, quickly followed by a thunderous roar from her target.

At least one Gyarados had already tried to break off and flee, but the Big One snarled and thrashed to keep it in line - until the Big One had broken beneath his team, the rest would be too afraid to run. Well, that was a problem easily solved.

“There’s so many,” Amelia whispered as the Big One breached the smokescreen. Its eyes burned red from the thick, oily substance and if anything it just made it more furious. The others followed quickly behind their leader, though even the rage-blind Gyarados horde slowed at the sight of so many pokemon backing up their foe - then they focused in on Torrent, and their commitment redoubled. It only grew more intense when they spotted Gyarados, who shifted uneasily in the face of so many of his kin.

Ash folded his arms as Tangrowth used his vines and Ancient Power to sling more balls of magma, small and large boulders which shone cherry-red after they were bathed in Infernus’ flame, and various collections of grainy, molten sand and pebbles that fused together beneath Infernus’ fury. He grinned as one slammed directly into one of the massive Gyarados flanking the Big One - it flailed wildly to get the magma off, and was forced beneath the raging waves to quench the molten material. Great pillars of steam exploded beneath the water as the liquid earth touched it, and several Gyarados wavered.

“Dazed, tell Torrent it’s time for Whirlpool. Let’s split them up -”

He was cut off as the Big One roared and shot forward with terrible speed - the water practically shattered before it, its immense bulk enough to tear through the waves with ease. Its subordinates followed suit with mighty roars of their own, and the first volley was loosed.

Ash couldn’t help but stare - several of the Gyarados had fired off Hyper Beams. The mighty lances of gold shot forth with incredible speed, and vaporized deep gouges in the earth where they went wide, and one was even turned against the Gyarados horde with Plume, who swept in to intercept a well-aimed Hyper Beam with Mirror Move. It was absorbed into the portal, then redirected into the Gyarados that had fired it - the Gyarados took the blow well, but its thick plates of armor were singed and cracked beneath the terrible force. He grimaced as one of them actually landed on the outcropping where Oz, Kangaskhan, and Venusaur had taken their position. Without Kangaskhan’s Protect they would have been devastated. As it was, the Hyper Beam exploded on contact with the impenetrable barrier - the outcropping began to crumble, and the pokemon were forced to retreat to a safer location.

Hyper Beams were hardly the only thing in a Gyarados’ arsenal. They were most dangerous up close where their terrifying size and strength could be used to its potential, but their ranged attacks were nearly as devastating.

Others had fired off Hydro Pumps - Torrent sank into the depths before several could land into his body with crushing force, but Charizard only barely managed to swerve out of the way as he landed a Fire Blast against one of the outer Gyarados. The beast reared back, but Charizard was nearly snapped up by another that shot out of the water. If Fearow didn’t slam a Hyper Beam into its armored form it would have caught Charizard in its jaws.

The Big One wasn’t content with a simple Hyper Beam or Hydro Pump. Its cunning eyes caught sight of Charizard and Fearow regaining height and it lashed out at the opportunity. The Gyarados reared back, inhaled, and spat.

Charizard and Fearow couldn’t hope to avoid the terrible gale that erupted from Gyarados’ maw. The Hurricane blew everything before it away - the smokescreen surrounding the Gyarados was ripped apart, the mist was sundered, and even the light drizzle was parted for a moment as the spectacular windstream howled.

Ash marveled at the sight - it vaguely reminded him of Lugia’s unique power, the same he hoped to train Plume in, on a much smaller scale. Charizard and Fearow were hurled away, even Charizard’s bulk nothing compared to the sheer force of the attack, and they were forced back as they frantically tried to recover.

Just as the Gyarados began to come close enough to begin to accurately land their attacks, they slowed. Even the Gyarados realized something was horribly wrong as the bay began to swirl and sink and twist beneath them…

It was slow at first. The water for nearly three hundred feet around - stopping just before Dewgong, Slowbro, Gyarados, Kingler, Tentacruel, and Politoed waited in the shallows - froze and stilled unnaturally. All three teams waited in awe at the sight, aware that something momentous took place. Infernus watched critically.

When the water obeyed the will of its new master, it accelerated quickly. The center twisted first, steadily sinking to the depths where Torrent waited. Millions of gallons spun at Torrent’s command, propelled by a combination of his Whirlpool, Twister, and his newfound command over water.

A Kingdra could form vast whirlpools with a simple yawn - it was one of the most famous expressions of their power. In the wild, it was a hunting technique that could funnel vast quantities of prey to the lurking Kingdra with ease. Torrent had taken it several steps farther.

As soon as the center of Torrent’s whirlpool formed the rest fell in line quickly. So long as Torrent remained focused and provided the energy, the whirlpool would mostly sustain itself. Tons of water shifted with ease, sucked into the bottom and discarded. Even more was sucked into the technique’s grasp, and the force was such that even the Gyarados horde struggled to resist it - two in the rear outright fled at the sight, and the Big One was helpless to stop them. It was strong, but the whirlpool had engulfed the entire horde now, and even it wasn’t strong enough to easily escape the whirlpool. It was steadily making its way to the edges, but it took time.

The fact that most of the Gyarados were flailing wildly into one another, shocked at the scale of the technique and trapped in the overwhelming vortex, didn’t help matters.

“Everything that can use Ice Beam or Blizzard, use it on the Whirlpool!” Ash bellowed, struggling to be heard over the raging winds and bone-shaking roars of the Gyarados that rang over the Lake of Rage. No doubt everything for miles around could hear this battle.

He nodded, satisfied as the pokemon heeded his command. Even Nidoking rushed to join the others and fired several jagged arcs of ice to join the assortment that landed amongst the raging vortex. Several landed on Gyarados, slowing their struggles and forcing them closer to the bottom, but others hit their intended target: the whirlpool itself. More than a dozen large, drifting ice floes appeared as the Ice Beams froze the water.

Most were shattered instantly by the insane forces at work, but a few of the largest (the block of ice produced by Dewgong was particularly impressive and must have spanned fifteen feet around) survived or only broke off. Chunks of ice rained down on Gyarados, stunning them occasionally and the effect was only enhanced by Plume as she flew above and slammed vicious gales of Hurricanes into her targets with pinpoint accuracy. Charizard and Fearow had rejoined the fray as well, although Charizard focused on bathing resisting Gyarados with Flamethrowers and Fire Blasts to distract them and force them into the whirlpool.

Ash almost felt bad for the Gyarados as they writhed helplessly in the whirlpool. It was strange to think of such terrifying creatures as helpless, but in the face of Ash, Amelia, and Jonathan’s teams they really were. They were too organized by the time the Gyarados had arrived, and to be honest the majority of their teammates could handle a Gyarados individually (albeit with preparation and effort).

They were strong, but they were sloppy. Prone to attacking each other nearly as much as their targets, unused to facing anything with even a hint of true strength. Wild Gyarados tended to be bullies at their core - they knew they were the biggest, baddest things around in most cases and exploited that.

Certainly, none of them had been ready for Torrent. Particularly not when they’d been weakened and harassed by the fliers and Tangrowth’s barrages.

His attention was stolen to the bottom of the whirlpool, which had begun to freeze as Torrent forced his own Blizzard into the massive nexus. It was slow, but the Lake of Rage was already frigid and the efforts of their teams had left tons of miniature glaciers floating around alongside the Gyarados. Things would only grow easier.

“Charizard, get in there!” Jonathan howled gleefully. He pointed at one of the Gyarados that had begun to break free of the whirlpool after being battered by the ice floes. “Take it down!”

Charizard snarled and swooped low to follow his trainer’s command. As he slammed a Fire Blast into the Gyarados and sent it winding away through the lake’s depths to avoid further attacks, Ash locked eyes with the Big One.

Blind fury had overtaken it as its attempt at revenge was foiled. But behind the white-hot temper lurked a savage cunning. In a single moment it ceased its attempts to struggle out of the whirlpool, and instead gave into the current. More than that, it turned directly to where Torrent lay hidden beneath the whirlpool and swam directly at him. With the current behind it the Big One thrashed its way towards Torrent in mere moments, and Ash’s eyes widened.

“Infernus, get ready!” He barked even as the Big One’s maw filled with gold and red particles that coalesced into an enormous sphere of barely contained power. Before he could blink, the awesome power of the Hyper Beam had been unleashed - it blazed forth, crackling with fearsome energies, and landed directly at the bottom of the whirlpool. Torrent was shielded by thick walls of water and ice, but Ash could see his dark shape hurled deep into the lake by the blast - he was visible and moving, but had already begun to retreat.

That had hurt - the whirlpool had already begun to fade. It sustained itself for a short time, but without Torrent fueling it the entire system collapsed. Rushing water slowed, the funnel leveled out, and the bruised and exhausted Gyarados were let loose.

The Big One crowed its victory to the skies in a mighty roar that announced to the entire Lake of Rage that its rival had been defeated. It basked in the satisfaction, savage eyes surveying the assorted pokemon before it. Ash easily caught its harsh gaze fall upon Jonathan’s Gyarados, who roared a challenge but waited in the shallows.

Such a challenge could not go unheeded. The mighty Gyarados snarled as it shot forth -

A shimmering green orb flew into the back of its head from just above the water. The Big One snapped back, stunned at the Dragon Pulse, and roared with pure hate as Torrent’s bruised, exhausted form slowly rose to the surface. The monarch’s red eyes regarded the Big One with utter disappointment, and Torrent raised his snout to the sky. Golden flecks of energy collected, Draco Meteor…

The Big One wouldn’t allow it to go off. All but three of its fellow Gyarados had fled the battle, but those remaining had begun to rally to its side. They were slow and weak now, but a slow and weak Gyarados was still a Gyarados.

Unfortunately for the Big One, it made one terrible mistake. As it surged towards Torrent, its thick coils engulfed in the pale purple haze of Dragon Dance, it crossed the marker that Ash had pointed out to Infernus earlier.

It howled when a gigantic Magmortar teleported onto its back, fearless of the raging water surrounding them. The Big One’s cries only grew worse when a grinning Infernus latched on with his legs, leveled both cannons and opened his smirking mouth wide. Raging golden torrents of energy collected, and seconds later three Hyper Beams slammed into the back of Gyarados’ head, right where Torrent’s Dragon Pulse had landed and cracked the thick plates.

Amidst the enormous release of heat, energy, and light the Big One held firm. It turned its head to stare hatefully at Torrent, rose high until its shadow landed over Ash, Jonathan, and Amelia…

And collapsed.

The remaining Gyarados froze, glanced at one another, and fled into the depths of the Lake of Rage. They didn’t look back as the Big One’s mighty form fell bodily into the water - the resulting waves were so massive that they landed against the beach and outcroppings with enough height to douse them all in freezing water.

Through the thrill of victory, Ash didn’t even feel it. He just glanced to Jonathan and Amelia, all shivering madly but with mad grins on their faces, and basked in the warmth.

The crack of teleportation. Footsteps behind them.

“What’s up, losers - WHAT THE HELL IS THAT?”

Ash grinned. Looks like even Gary Oak could be left speechless.

XX

The camp was a little bigger tonight. Gary had set up a large tent with a small generator, several lamps and electric heaters, a mini fridge, a small TV with countless movies and shows downloaded to it, a microwave, and innumerable other (unnecessary in Ash’s eyes) appliances.

“You realize we’re camping, right?” Jonathan sneered in Gary’s direction from his spot on a log he’d dragged over to sit on next to the fire that Charizard had started up. Ash, Amelia, and Gary were all situated around it as well. He just took in the gentle warmth of the campfire as it flickered and leapt in front of them, though he agreed with Jonathan.

Gary scoffed. “Just because you’re content to live like a savage doesn’t mean that I have to, Johnny boy.”

“Stop it,” Ash cut in before this could go any further. Jonathan sent him a grateful nod and sat back. “We’ve had a long day, Gary.”

“Yeah, I can tell. I can’t believe you fought off a horde of Gyarados,” Gary muttered. “That’s like something I’d hear from one of your mom’s stories,” he sighed after that and looked pointedly at Ash. “You realize I’m going to have to call Gramps and tell him about this, right? We’ll be lucky if he doesn’t show up tomorrow to interrogate us.”

Ash smiled. “That wouldn’t be too bad,” he said softly.

Gary raised an eyebrow. “Aren’t you going to see him before you run off to Hoenn?”

He nodded. “That’s the plan. Plus Tangrowth wanted to see his friends at the Corral.”

His friend scoffed in disgust. Gary had never taken all too well to Tangrowth, not that it surprised Ash. That didn’t stop Tangrowth from trying - Ash was pretty sure he saw a vine extending from the treeline to try to wrap around Gary even now. Naturally, he stayed quiet.

“Alright, Ash, you said you were waiting for Gary to get here!” Amelia cut in, hands clasped and eyes wide with unrestrained anticipation. Bellossom sleepily nodded beside her trainer. “What happened at Greenfield?”

Gary swatted Tangrowth’s vine away and leaned in as well. “I hate to agree with one of them,” he pointedly glanced at Amelia and Jonathan, “but she’s right. Gramps wouldn’t tell me anything and you were even less helpful,” Gary grumbled. “So cough it up.”

Jonathan stayed quiet, more occupied with scratching Houndour’s ears, but even he looked up in interest.

Well, it looked like the time to deflect was over. Ash sighed and straightened. He glanced over at each of them. Their eyes all burned with curiosity, a little bit of fear, and overwhelming concern. They really did care.

How to begin? Normally Ash was the one being told secrets, not revealing them. This was new.

An idea came to mind. Ash tossed off the light jacket he’d thrown on and pulled up his shirt -

“Uh, Ash? Not what I was looking for,” Gary frowned. “I’m sure Amelia is enjoying the show, but -”

“Screw you, Gary!” Amelia barked. Jonathan stared daggers in the Oak’s direction.

Ash scowled and motioned for them to silence. A dark shadow awoke in the back of his mind, but Ash refused to pay it any heed. “Look.”

They did, and stared at the obsidian frame of the Feather embedded in Ash’s chest which flickered with the golden Flame of Moltres tinted with the rainbow-hued Sacred Fire of Ho-Oh. The thin filaments were woven into his skin and muscle, and between them sparked various arcs of electricity that danced erratically at will. Ash knew what they felt as he looked at them. Their faces revealed it all - horror above all, but they wanted to understand too.

“Ash, I don’t want to freak you out or anything, but I think you’re on fire,” Jonathan said slowly. “Do you want me to get Kingler over here or -”

“You’re an idiot, Johnny,” Gary said, but his voice shook. There was no real bite in it. “What is that thing?”

Amelia stayed silent. Her eyes looked almost as big as Tangrowth’s as she analyzed the Feather.

“A Feather of Moltres,” Ash said quietly. The only other noises in the clearing were the crackle of the flame and the faint whistle of the wind rustling the leaves. He took comfort in the silence. Despite the doubt in his heart, the unease demanding he ignore their questions and run far, far away, he mastered himself and plowed ahead. “I received it during the Conference’s Opening Ceremony.”

Jonathan stared. “A Feather of Moltres,” he frowned. “Huh, I thought it would be bigger. The Moltres that appeared during the Opening Ceremony was huge! And why is there electricity in it? I thought Moltres was all burny and stuff.”

Ash thought he felt Fire flare indignantly at Jonathan’s description, but he quelled it with a thought. “It might not be just a Feather of Moltres,” he admitted. “It’s complicated.”

“Only you, Ash,” Amelia laughed. Of them all she seemed the most relaxed - he had to admit that left him a little surprised, but maybe she’d just learned to expect the unexpected with him. “Is this related to that League business you went away on when that freak blizzard happened?

“You said an Articuno was involved, but I had no idea…” Gary trailed off. He was distracted, as if his mind was running a million miles a minute. “Ash, what are you?”

He blinked. That wasn’t what he’d expected, but Gary wasn’t an Oak for nothing. He’d always been good at picking deeper than most. Ash fell silent for a few moments. One of his hands reached to toy with the Unown amulet around his neck. “I don’t know,” he bit out, unwilling to give up so much. But if he didn’t now, when could he?

Amelia interjected, though her eyes traced the amulet with a spark of recognition. “Ash, at this point we know that prying answers from you will take all night. How about you give us a rundown and we can go from there?”

Ash nodded. He couldn’t argue with her logic. He pulled his shirt down and folded his hands as he leaned forward.

“The Legends are real,” he said simply. “They’re waking back up. They’re powerful. Any one of them could wipe Kanto off the map in a day.”

His friends inhaled sharply, and Ash knew he truly had their attention. Even better, he knew they would heed whatever warnings he gave. Good.

“They’ve been active for the past year. The Rockets woke one up and its actions started waking the rest up,” he revealed. Ash blinked when he was actually said the words. He couldn’t believe Mewtwo had actually let him say that… “The St. Anne? Viridian? That was the Rockets with their Legendary.”

Jonathan swore up a storm, his face pale as a ghost. Amelia wasn’t much better - she didn’t even swat at Jonathan for his language. Gary blanched as well, and Ash knew his friend well enough to pick out the tell-tale signs that he was absolutely terrified.

“Wait, that thing Giovanni used that crushed my team…” he looked to Ash. Ash nodded, and Gary stared deeply into the campfire. His hands trembled around the canteen he held. “Shit. Shit. Shit. Shit.”

His stomach knotted at the mention of Giovanni - Ash refused to call him his father - and a foul mood fell over him. Fire pulsed in his veins, and the campfire burned brighter than ever. The others didn’t notice it, but Ash forced himself to breathe slow and deep. He had to stay calm.

“The first one I ran into was Articuno in the Seafoam Islands,” Ash whispered. His friends still looked like they were falling apart, but they hung raptly to his words. Gary paled again - “Yes, Gary, that’s why I told Professor Oak to make sure you didn’t go too deep. It nearly killed Nidoking and I.”

Jonathan grimaced - whether at Ash’s story or that Ash had made sure Gary hadn’t run into Articuno as well, he couldn’t tell - and looked to Ash. “Sounds like we need to capture them and chuck them into the ocean. Or a volcano!”

Something in Ash twisted at that. Memories. Mewtwo’s rage when Ash had desperately tried to capture him at New Island, the whole Shamouti Islands disaster set off because some utter idiot had tried to capture Moltres. “No,” his voice could have frozen ice. “Trust me, that’s a terrible idea.”

The other boy looked ready to argue, but Ash just shook his head. He wasn’t about to debate this. Instead, he listed off some of the other Legendary incidents over the last year. “The crazy weather patterns in the Orange Islands? The Birds having a territory dispute. Those crazy storms in northeastern Kanto that you guys had to flee?” Ash looked at Jonathan and Amelia. “That was Zapdos roosting. It wasn’t even trying to do anything. The Legends exist, and the world changes to suit them. They’re not pokemon. They’re more. Do you understand?”

“So what are we supposed to do about it?” Amelia challenged.

Ash’s eyes flashed. “Nothing,” he stressed. Gary still looked like he was in the middle of a crisis, but Jonathan and Amelia looked vaguely offended. “I’m not telling you so that you can go try to help. I’m telling you so that if strange things happen you can run away. You can’t fight them. We could line up every Champion, Elite Four member, and Gym Leader in the world and they’d be crushed.”

“Sounds like you have a lot of experience with them,” Jonathan spoke up. Ash glanced at him, a little surprised he was the one to start this. “If they’re so dangerous, how are you alive?”

He hesitated. Could he tell them?

Ash imagined Jonathan running into a Bird with his normal cockiness. Moltres would spare him, might even be amused. Articuno would freeze every drop of water in his body with a glance. Zapdos would probably electrocute him before it even realized he was there. Mewtwo…

“There are good Legends out there,” Ash sighed, then corrected his statement. “Well, there’s ones that want to see humanity survive. I don’t think any of them are good or evil. They’re idea. Concepts in the flesh. Some Concepts favor us, others don’t.”

Except for Mewtwo, but that was a whole different story. Still, Ash couldn’t help but remember Mewtwo’s taunting words that had set him on the path to mastering the Fire, Ice, and Lightning that dwelled within him. Cruel and hateful as the monster was, it had saved him in the Hale Mansion…

He pushed those thoughts out of the way. They served no purpose.

“Mew helped one of the times I ran into the Legendaries,” Ash mumbled. His throat tightened as a bout of anxiety filled his chest. It took everything he had, but he fought through it - if this didn’t get his friends to realize how dangerous the Legends would nothing would. “It killed me.”

The tension that filled the air could have been cut with a knife. Not even a sharp knife, either.

“What.” Gary stated flatly. His eyes were narrowed to slits, and if Ash were anyone else he would’ve been terrified at the murderous rage that filled the boy. Honestly, he was glad he’d sent Nidoking off to work with Aron earlier - he and Gary might have started plotting Mew’s imminent demise.

Jonathan frowned. “Like…killed killed?”

“Yes,” Ash said. His throat felt like it was about to seal shut - his hands shifted nervously in his lap. This wasn’t something he’d told anyone. Agatha knew he’d died, but she was a special case. These were people he knew. People he’d grown up with. People that knew him. His friends. “I died.”

The shorter boy cocked his head. “But you’re here. Living, breathing.”

Ash shrugged. “I got better.”

“How?” Amelia’s voice was tight. Her face was too calm, too expressionless. “Ash, what happened. Tell us. We’re your friends.”

He assessed what they knew so far. Ash couldn’t tell them everything, but, “There was a battle. The Legend had connected to my mind, and Mew was beaten. Mew saw a chance and it took it,” Ash said firmly. He fought the pangs that came from his chest - it was just an illusion, a half-remembered memory. “It saved the world, and when it had a chance it brought me back.”

“I don’t even know how to start on that,” Gary massaged his temples. “You’re throwing a lot on us, Ash.”

“You’re the ones who wanted to know,” Ash’s rasped, his throat irritated from speaking so much. It was an alien sensation, but it was a little relieving to get this stuff off his chest. Even if he had to keep a few secrets, he’d never been able to talk to anyone but his team about the Legends. Not even Lance knew everything that Ash had gone through - though part of that was that Mewtwo literally wouldn’t let him reveal the details of certain events. “I know it’s overwhelming.”

Amelia smiled softly. “I guess I know why you always seem so stressed. This…this is crazy!”

Ash nodded. “It really is,” he said. “But you were wanting to know about Greenfield?”

“Yeah,” Gary nodded. He still held his head in his hands so his voice was muffled. “Go on, blow our minds some more why don’t you?”

“I can’t tell you everything,” Ash admitted. “A bunch of Unown got unearthed. Someone found them, and the Unown gave them crazy psychic power. They started causing problems, and I got recalled from Hoenn to help the Elite Four stop them. That’s all I can say.”

That got Amelia’s attention. “Are you serious? Unown?” She frowned. “Jessica has Uno and nothing like that has ever happened. He’s harmless.”

Ash winced at the mention of Uno. He wouldn’t be surprised if the League had already checked in with Jessica and examined Uno - he knew for a fact Lance was fascinated with the Unown’s potential application. “They get stronger the more of them there are. There were thousands - maybe millions - at Greenfield.”

“Huh,” Amelia muttered, and Ash had to admit he’d love to know what was running through her mind right now. “Interesting. Very interesting. Is that where you got that necklace?”

His fingers reflexively grasped the Unown tablet. That was one secret he could never share. “Yes. It’s a memento, a necklace unearthed at the archaeological site. I thought it was cool.”

“Me too!” Jonathan chimed in. He stared at the tablet with naked interest. “Think I could buy one like it? It’s pretty badass!”

“No,” Ash said flatly. “One-of-a-kind. Sorry.”

Jonathan sagged in disappointment, but didn’t push further. “Man, this is crazy. And we can’t tell anybody?”

“No!” Ash scowled. “Nobody. Not unless you need to convince someone to run. I’m trusting all of you with this. You can’t spread it around.”

“Got it,” Gary and Amelia said as one, though they both looked faintly disgusted when they realized what happened. Jonathan just sighed, but nodded at Ash’s unrelenting stare. Ash couldn’t help but feel a bit of unease at the fact he’d just told Jonathan of all people, but he had to trust him. Still, maybe it couldn’t hurt to call in Bob…

They sat in silence for a few minutes. Ash poked at the fire every now and then, but was content to wait it out. Talking so much was exhausting - his throat would no doubt be sore when he woke up tomorrow.

“Man, this is crazy,” Gary still looked pretty uneasy. Ash couldn’t blame him - Gary had nearly run into both Articuno and Mewtwo. Amelia and Jonathan had a brush with Mewtwo on the St. Anne, but he couldn’t remember if they’d actually seen Mewtwo effortlessly carve the ship in twain. “Guess I have something to focus on when I become a professor, huh?”

Jonathan scoffed. “You want to be a professor?”

“So what?” Gary sneered right back, instantly on the defensive. “It’s in the blood. Wouldn’t expect a dumbass like you to get it.”

Amelia leaned in. Her smile wasn’t quite as kind as it usually was. “You don’t really throw out scholarly vibes, Gary. And I mean, why even bother following in your grandpa’s footsteps when you’ll never be half the trainer or researcher he is?”

Ash froze. Wow, he hadn’t seen that coming. That hurt.

Even Gary couldn’t say anything to that - his face was red but he couldn’t do anything but sputter. Umbreon hissed at Amelia and even Clefable sent her an ugly look as the diminutive creature reassuringly held Gary’s hand, but it was drowned out by Jonathan’s manic laughter.

“That’s enough,” Ash said quietly. His words immediately shut down Jonathan’s laughter, and Amelia stayed silent. Gary looked like he wanted to tear into the other two Pallet trainers, but kept his mouth shut. “No need to fight.”

“Fine,” Gary sneered, though he was still on edge. Ash would have to keep things managed carefully. “So what do you want to do, Jonathan? Go work for some shitty security company when you give up on being a trainer?”

Jonathan didn’t rise to the bait. He actually seemed remarkably calm - Amelia’s barb must have left him in a really good mood. “Originally wanted to be Champion,” he shrugged, then glanced at Ash. “After what I just heard…I don’t think I want that on my head. Maybe just become a Master and win a bunch of prize money.”

Gary had nothing to say to that. He folded his arms and stared into the fire. Ash was a little concerned, but overall he had to admit he was a little impressed - Amelia had actually managed to shut Gary up. He could count the number of times that had happened on one hand and have a few fingers left over.

“I used to want to be a breeder. Jessica has a lot of friends in it,” Amelia offered. Ash nodded. He remembered she’d gotten Kangaskhan from one of her sister’s friends - Jessica was an established, well-connected trainer. “But after the Conference…well, I like battling. I never want to be caught off-guard like I was against that Grey guy,” she snarled. “But I want to do more than just fight in tournaments. I want to help people. Maybe in a few years I’ll try to work with the League or get on track to becoming a Gym Leader. This one Officer Jenny in Celadon I talked to kept complaining about Erika - maybe I could take her position!”

Ash couldn’t help but grin at that. “I had the same experience. She kept complaining about Erika being too busy sniffing her perfumes to fight Team Rocket.”

Surprisingly, Gary chimed in. “Seriously? Me too. Not just the police, either. The Nurse Joy at the Pokemon Center complained about her too. Laughed when I told her Arcanine roasted Erika’s whole team.”

He snorted. That sounded about right. “Sounds like Celadon is the way to go. Have they found anyone to fill Viridian yet?” Ash wondered. He knew it had been empty at the time of the Conference - Will and Karen had taken a few shifts as acting Gym Leader from what he’d heard.

Gary shook his head thoughtfully. “Nope. Gramps mentioned a few weeks ago that they were still looking. Apparently that prick Giovanni,” Gary sneered his name - despite the hate the mention of Giovanni’s name filled him with, Ash couldn’t help but find a simple sort of pleasure in the way Gary referred to him, “left some big shoes to fill.”

Well, that soured his mood again.

Despite it all, he welcomed the change in subject. He felt a little lighter. Maybe he had needed to tell someone about it.

The sore throat was totally worth it.

XX

“So you haven’t caught any pokemon in Johto?” Ash couldn’t keep a note of surprise out of his voice. “You caught like a hundred in Kanto!”

Gary shifted as they watched Bruiser and Scizor duel on the mountaintop - Jonathan trained nearby, although he was more focused on getting Ariados’ agility honed. Fearow relentlessly shrieked and swooped after the arachnid, though the flying-type was still a little tired after their battle with the Gyarados yesterday.

“I released most of them,” Gary admitted after a few seconds. “Most of ‘em were just bored out of their minds at the Corral and it wasn’t right. A few were happy there and stayed, but I took most of them back to where I’d caught them.”

“Huh,” Ash was a little lost for words. “That’s good of you.”

Gary looked away from him. “I realized having a million pokemon wasn’t doing me any favors. You demolished me in the Conference,” he grimaced at the memory of their match…and the many, many spars they’d had in Pallet afterwards. “I decided to give quality over quantity a fair shot. It’s turning out alright.”

“Good,” he smiled. “It sounds like you’ve been doing well in Johto.”

“Well?” Gary scoffed. “Please. I’ve demolished this place! Clair’s the only one left.”

He remembered all of Gary’s letters - he’d said the same in those. “Why don’t you like Whitney?” Ash recalled one of the letters that had mentioned her. “She’s a good trainer.”

“Too pink,” Gary rolled his eyes. “That Miltank was a one-trick Ponyta. It couldn’t do jack to Alakazam.”

Ash shrugged. They’d have to agree to disagree on that one. Whitney had been nice to talk to after their match - she was as enthusiastic about training as Ash was. “Any new techniques with Alakazam?”

“A few,” Gary shrugged noncommittally. “Mostly been working on his mental attacks. Got inspired after watching that weird Unovan get your Magmortar with his Chandelure - sometimes force isn’t enough.”

Well, he wasn’t wrong there. Ash would have to watch out for that whenever they battled later.

After another minute or so of watching Bruiser and Scizor match blows and dance across the battlefield, Gary looked over to him. “Speaking of Alakazam, he won’t shut up about you. Keeps calling you Storm-Tamer. Any idea what that’s about?”

“Legendary stuff,” Ash replied. He didn’t take his eyes off the battle. Thankfully, Gary took the hint and didn’t pry.

Jonathan jogged up a moment later, his face shiny with sweat. “Man, it’s so cold but all that climbing worked up a sweat!” He laughed, then a glint came to his eyes. “Yo Ash, want to battle? You’ve got your full team, right?”

“Most of them,” Ash said. “Torrent’s still on the lake with Gyarados.”

“Does he want the Gyarados to come back?” Jonathan looked a little disturbed at the thought. “Nevermind, don’t answer that. Your team is kind of weird, Ash. Cool, but weird.”

Well, he wasn’t wrong. As long as he kept the cool part in there Ash had nothing to say to that.

“So what do you say?” Jonathan grinned. “I’ve got all mine except for Gyarados! Let’s go!”

An idea came to mind. Despite himself, a wide grin popped up. Gary edged away. “How about this: two-on-one. You and Gary versus me.”

“I don’t want to fight with him!” Jonathan spat. Gary nodded vehemently. “He sucks!”

“Right back at you,” Gary spat. Jonathan’s eyes sharpened, but Ash coughed to drag their attention back to him. This was the third time he’d had to break up a fight. Both were constantly at each other’s throats. Maybe forcing them to work together would help.

Or make things ten times worse. Oh well. It was a chance Ash was willing to take…after all, how could their relationship get worse?

“Look at it from my perspective,” Ash chose his words carefully. He needed focus their anger on him if he wanted a good fight. “Neither of you are strong enough to challenge my team on your own. This might be your only chance to beat me. Don’t you want to beat an Elite Four member?”

“Screw it, I’m in. I can’t wait to wipe that grin off your face!” Jonathan growled.

Gary grimaced, but his irritation was plain as day. “I’m in too. Besides, we’ve got nothing to worry about. You’re not even a real Elite Four member - just a trainee.”

A mad grin came over him. Jonathan and Gary glanced at each other, their mutual dislike plain, but they nodded. Ash stepped back and called Bruiser over even as Scizor came to stand in front of Gary.

“Prove it.”

Jonathan called Fearow over. Ariados came to rest by Jonathan’s feet, curiosity evident as Bruiser, Fearow, and Scizor all measured each other up. They’d all fought before, and they all knew each other’s styles fairly well.

This would be fun.
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Sneasel snoozed happily in Ash’s lap as he brushed his friend’s fur. Thick clumps of black fur knotted up constantly, and he carefully picked through them all. His friend had just come back from training with Umbreon, Aipom, and Ariados and his coat was actually full of brambles, leaves, and dirt that Sneasel was too tired and lazy to pick out himself.

Naturally, the task had fallen to Ash.

“You sure he’s not going to take a finger off?” Gary looked at Sneasel mistrustfully. Sneasel had swiped at him too many times for Gary to ever trust the little dark-type. The Oak was busy brushing Umbreon - she was perfectly content to rest her head in Gary’s lap as the other boy carefully groomed her.

“Not really, but it wouldn’t be finger.”

Gary rolled his eyes. “That’s comforting.” As he worked through a particularly tough knot of Umbreon’s sleek fur, he frowned. “Where’d the losers run off to? Haven’t seen them around since this morning.”

Ash frowned. “Don’t call them that. Didn’t you lose to Jonathan’s Charizard yesterday?” he chided. Gary grumbled something under his breath but didn’t argue. “They ran to Mahogany to pick up some extra supplies. I think they’ll be back tonight. Plus, you might have seen them if you didn’t wake up at noon.”

His friend didn’t acknowledge that. They kept grooming their teammates for a moment (as soon as Sneasel was cleaned up, Ash knew that Plume would swoop in) until a thought came to Ash.

“I have your Overheat TM,” he mentioned as he pulled his TM case from his storage compartments and removed the distinctive Overheat disc from it. “I figured you’d want it back.”

“Oh, thanks,” Gary blinked. A few moments later he had the Hyper Beam TM that Ash had given him before Gary had left Pallet Town after the Conference. “You teach Overheat to your monster of a Magmortar yet?”

Ash recalled fond memories of charred clearings, massive piles of Ash, and Cynthia’s Lucario struggling to resist Infernus’ mighty Overheat. He couldn’t help but smile. “Yep.”

“Guess it worked out for you,” Gary took the Overheat TM back and scanned it before he slotted it into his own TM case. “Get that grin off your face. It’s creepy.”

He shrugged as he put his TM case away as well. It was nice to have the Hyper Beam disc back - it wasn’t nearly as rare or valuable as the Overheat that Gary had traded him for a time, but it had been a gift from Lance. It wasn’t something he had handed over easily.

“You might get to see it in action against Clair,” Ash smiled at the thought of facing the Blackthorn Gym Leader - he wouldn’t hold back against her. He’d throw everything he had against her and then some. “I’ve heard she can take it.”

“Probably,” Gary said. “I’ve heard she’s really bitchy. Everyone -”

Ash cut him off. “Don’t talk like that,” he frowned. Clair was still a Gym Leader and part of the League. Part of the family, as Lance would put it. Then again, it would be literal for Lance since Clair was his cousin. Maybe he should have used Karen or Will instead. “But I have heard she can take some getting used to. Apparently she beat Jonathan pretty easily.”

“Are you surprised?” Gary snapped. He shrugged off Ash’s pointed look. “Come on! Are you going to get mad at me for everything I say?”

“It bothers them. Can’t you try to be nicer?”

“Seriously? You sound like Gramps!” Gary complained. A shadow passed over him. “Besides, I have been nicer. Trying to, anyways. They make it hard.”

Ash rolled his eyes. He’d let it go - hopefully Gary would decide that getting called out constantly was more annoying than picking at Jonathan and Amelia was satisfying.

“Still ready to leave in two days for Blackthorn?” Ash asked. “I figure tomorrow we can see much the training has paid off. You three could face me.”

Gary scoffed. “Seriously? You really think you can take all three of us?” He looked more than a little offended, but Ash just waited him out. Oh, if only Gary could know what he had planned… “You might have beaten Johnny boy and I yesterday, but you’re crazy if you think you can handle three-on-one. Maybe your Magmortar or Kingdra could do it, but not the rest.”

“We’ll see,” Ash waved Gary’s annoyance off. “You didn’t answer me.”

“Yeah, yeah,” Gary put the comb down and stroked Umbreon’s neck. “Really excited to be on the road with you, Ashy boy. I won’t mind getting away from the - from Johnny and Amelia either.”

Ash smiled, pleased that Gary had caught himself. “Glad to hear it. So… want to run to the lake? Torrent’s out there and I’d love to see your Feebas. Daisy said she sent you one from Mt. Coronet?”

Gary stilled at the mention of Daisy. Ash felt a little uneasy - maybe he shouldn’t have brought Daisy up. “Yes. She did,” Gary said through grit teeth. His tight face slackened and he went back to his normal sneer. “Feebas is great. Come on.”

The tension was still there, but Ash rolled with it. Sneasel wasn’t too happy about being gently picked up and thrown over Ash’s shoulder, but he was too tired to put up much of a fight.

Still, as they walked down to the Lake of Rage Ash couldn’t help but wonder what had happened in the Oak family…
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“You can’t be serious!” Amelia cried when Ash laid his challenge out to them. Ash had led them deeper into the mountains of Mahogany than ever before, miles and miles away from the campsite. It had taken nearly three hours just for them to hike here. “Three-on-one is crazy even for you, Ash!”

Jonathan echoed her indignance but Ash tuned them out. He looked over the battleground that he’d selected. Plume had found this place as she soared over the mountains, and she’d been eager to lead him here.

She’d chosen well.

It was truly beautiful in a rugged, simple way. Ash supposed it embodied the appeal of the Mahogany territory as a whole: plain, wild, and magnificent. Rolling mountains crowded the area all around, their peaks hidden by dark clouds that hung low in the sky. Several streams flowed freely down some of the surrounding mountains, their water pure as crystal and cold enough to freeze if it stilled. They met in a small lake - a tiny puddle compared to the enormity of the Lake of Rage - that shone brilliantly even in the dim light offered by the hidden sun. It glittered like diamonds and Ash could have sat for hours looking at it. Numerous patches of land winded deep into the lake from the shore and several small, rocky islands covered with moss and lichens dotted the pristine water as well.

Though the red-and-gold autumn trees ran up and down the surrounding mountains, the valley they stood in was fairly bare. Only a sparse few trees made their home here on the lake’s shores. Much of the terrain was fairly rocky, or simply barren from a rockslide or harsh natural disaster. A fire had raged here not too long ago - perhaps a year or two - judging from patches of empty land and blackened tree stumps, but enough time had passed for fresh patches of grass and young saplings to emerge from the ashen earth.

He wished he had visited this place before.

“Take your positions over there,” Ash pointed to a small overhang on the lake. It was sturdy and tough, supported by dozens upon dozens of ancient, crooked roots that dug deep into the earth and stone. Dazed shuffled at his side as he turned from his friends, careful to hide his grin as he moved to his own position. It would be about three hundred feet between them.

Plenty of space for what was to come.

“And guys?” He said without turning around. Ash trusted that they’d listen to him. “Release your entire teams.”

Silence was his answer, only to be broken by the sounds of his friends walking away. He could only imagine how frustrated they were with him right now. A sense of lightness - even giddiness - fell over him. His step was light and easy, and Ash couldn’t help but hum the Song as he climbed up a large pile of boulders opposite his friends’ position. They had just reached their target.

Dozens of flashes of light nearly burned his eyes as his friends released all of their fighters. They clumped up in groups - Jonathan and Amelia’s teams intermingled freely, but Gary’s team held itself apart from the rest and viewed Ash with a certain wariness. They didn’t know him nearly as well as Jonathan and Amelia’s friends.

He grinned at the assortment - these numbers would be tough for his own family to break through, though with Infernus and Torrent there to turn the tides it might be possible. They, alongside Tangrowth, were best suited for large-scale battles like this.

Unfortunately for them, they wouldn’t be facing his team.

Ash sat cross-legged on the cool moss. It was damp against his pants, but he paid the cool sensation little mind. He had greater things that demanded his attention.

“Get ready!” Ash warned, and it was plain to him the unease his words inspired in his fellow trainers and their teams. They knew something wasn’t right. Their instincts served them well.

He shut his eyes and pulled the Flute from his pack. Ash couldn’t help but marvel at the sensation of the gorgeous instrument in his hands. It truly was made for him. The material, so glossy and smooth he feared it might slip from his grip, shone like the moon in the daylight and as soon as he put it to his lips all was right in the world. The Song rushed through his ears like an ocean current and Ash embraced it.

Ash opened himself to the Song, and he played it into the world. It was different, however. At times he added notes - passionate, then intense, then melancholy - and occasionally allowed the tune to adjust to the Sunlight in his soul. His Feather blazed upon his chest and Ash felt the world shift around him as it danced to his tune.

The clouds grew heavy and colored a cool grey. The drizzle came down harder, though never strong enough to be unpleasant. It was refreshing and gentle and washed the lingering fatigue from Ash’s heavy limbs.

A cool northern wind blew in from the mountains, and Ash felt it caress him with friendly familiarity. It whistled and brushed any concerns from his mind. Even his anticipation was soothed and rendered light and whimsical, the fire fading to embers. Inhuman serenity befell him and a smile brushed his lips. Even the darkness that had reawoken in the depths of his mind turned away in the face of such peace, the solace anathema and unsettling to it.

He hit a final note, and joined with it was the howl of the North Wind. A presence settled over the gorgeous valley, one that had been an honored companion for a time, and Ash opened his eyes.

Suicune faced him atop the lake. The calm water grew impossibly still, as if it were a pane of glass rather than a gently rolling lake. It stood effortlessly on the water, its paws almost translucent where they joined with the mirror-like surface. The Beast’s sun-filled eyes met Ash, and he bowed back as it lowered its glorious crystalline crest.

“Thank you for joining me here,” he said quietly. Ash knew Suicune would hear him. The Beast’s stare filled him with peace, and Ash couldn’t fight his smile. “Will you test these trainers with me?”

The Beast did not look to the others of the Pallet Four. If the wind had touched them, it knew them. It simply nodded. Ash met its eyes one last time. A connection, familiar now and deeper than blood -

In the deepest depths of an unburnt tower, a young girl garbed in fine silks and ornaments laughed and played with what-would-be-Entei in a beam of sunlight. She commanded him and giggled as what-would-be-Entei roared and charged wherever she ordered, just as entertained as the girl. What-would-be-Raikou fled as what-would-be-Entei growled harmlessly and chased after her, and Ash curled in the corner, content to watch with fond warmth in his chest - 

He snapped back to reality, and fought the wave of ancient nostalgia that washed over him, memories of warm and simple times. Suicune’s eyes blazed with something more than Sunlight and it turned to face the Pallet trainers and their teams with fire unknown to it for so long in its heart.

Their connection wasn’t one way. Just as Ash had stared into Suicune’s depths, Suicune had stared into Ash. Neither had taken from the other, but they had shared. As Ash had felt age-old nostalgia and wistfulness, Suicune partook in the simple things Ash loved above all else: the thrill of a challenge, of gaining power and exerting it, of toppling a mighty foe and surpassing his limits.

For just a short while, Suicune would share Ash’s love of battle.

“I hope you’re ready!” Ash cried. The winds carried his voice to his friends - they could hardly wrench their stares away from Suicune’s majesty to spare him a glance. “Begin!”
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51. Chapter 51: The Ice Path


Any onlooker would have thought it a scene out of a storybook.

A young boy stood behind a glorious Beast, the two joined as one in the face of a small army arrayed before them. Their opponents stood across the misty lake, and human and pokemon alike stared at them with wide eyes.

“What is that?” Amelia cried even as Gary blanched. “What the hell -”

Ash and Suicune observed as one. Through his burning eyes the world was tinted gold, as if the idyllic mountains were suddenly bathed in harsh sunlight. He saw through Suicune’s sun-filled eyes and the Beast watched through his. They were extensions of one greater spirit.

“This is your test. Fight to kill,” Ash’s voice rang throughout the valley, carried by the wind itself. It was inhumanly calm and filled with inhuman serenity. Innumerable pokemon arrived as Suicune’s presence surged throughout the mountains. The onlookers began to gather on the edges of the valley. They lined every tree, peered from every peak. “You’re not facing my team. You’re facing Suicune.”

Ash - no, Suicune - stepped forward into the lake that dominated the valley. It was the convergence of nearly a dozen bubbling mountain streams that ran down and filled it from the peaks. Every impurity within the lake was purged from it the moment his paw brushed the rippling surface. Soil, a few stray remnants of an Ariados’ venom that had dirtied the waters, and a slight imbalance in the acidity of the lake…all wiped away in a moment. His purity would not abide such corruption. The pokemon that hid in the lakebed would sleep easier tonight.

But now, it was time for battle.

They laid their eyes on their opponents. Amelia, Jonathan, and Gary’s teams stared with obvious hesitance. Not a single one dared to meet Suicune or Ash’s eyes, and most trembled as they fell to the ground in reverence. Their trainers weren’t much better. Amelia rested on her knees. Jonathan’s jaw might never open again. Gary… Gary’s eyes were wide and his face was white as his entire body shook.

That wouldn’t do. They needed motivation.

Suicune howled.

The lake water leapt up at its masters command, the entire lake trembling and writhing in tune with the cry. Fierce gales swept the trees and the rustle of leaves filled the air as the winds coursed through them. Pokemon throughout the mountains - the entire Mahogany territory, rather - howled and screeched and roared their fury as Suicune’s hunger for battle, long-cooled by its Legendary nature, blazed and filled the hearts and minds of everything that heard it.

Their foes straightened, eyes filled with raw determination. The division between the different teams thinned, then vanished altogether as they focused on a much greater presence.

Charizard roared, already coated with a coat of flames as Blaze activated from the very onset of the battle. Jonathan’s Fearow flanked Charizard, ready to pick apart any openings Charizard granted it. Gary’s ridiculously huge Pidgeot shot into the skies alongside Charizard, a shriek to rival Plume’s let loose as it became little more than a black dot in the sky. Yanma flitted out and hid amongst the thin scattering of trees in an island near the center of the lake. Its attempts to hide were fruitless, sadly. Ash could sense it the moment the wind brushed the insect.

Ash grinned madly as hundreds of pokemon for miles around shrieked and howled and roared in unison, stirred into a frenzy by Suicune’s second call. The wind had beckoned them, and every observer waited patiently as the battle began in earnest.

Alakazam played an essential part in what was to come. Ash felt his influence brush the universe, twisting and pulling at things the psychic could never fully comprehend, and immediately Arcanine, Nidoqueen, and Scizor were teleported to the central island. They didn’t bother to take cover in the thick grasses and foliage, instead calling out their challenges to the Legend that waited in quivering anticipation. Moments later, Clefable teleported members of Jonathan and Amelia’s teams into the battle - Rhydon, Magneton, Ivysaur, Raticate, Kangaskhan, Raichu, Bellossom, Pinsir, and Ariados immediately manifested alongside Gary’s team ready for combat.

The water-types of Amelia and Jonathan’s teams slowly spread around the lake in groups of two or three. Wisely, not a single one of them was willing to stand alone against the mighty Suicune.

Kingler clung to Gyarados, its massive pincer snapped onto Gyarados’ massive fin and dragged alongside the sea serpent as Gyarados surged through the water - he was perhaps the only pokemon here larger than Suicune, though it wouldn’t avail him. They would be the muscle of the water-types, it seemed.

Amelia’s team slowly circled the lake in an attempt to remain unnoticed. They couldn’t hide from Ash, however. He could sense each as the wind parted and stirred the water, and through the lake itself - as soon as they entered it, they were known to him. Politoed, Dewgong, and Tentacruel drifted carefully. He had to admit he was impressed. Without Suicune’s perception, they would have vanished entirely beneath the waves.

As for Blastoise…well, it powered through the crystal clear water at incredible speed for such a hulking creature. Its massive shell, easily in excess of five hundred pounds, didn’t hinder it whatsoever as it surged forth to join the rest of Gary’s team.

Due to their Distorted nature, Umbreon and Houndoom were forced to wait for Pidgeot’s massive talons to snatch them up and taxi them to the island while the others organized. Ash and Suicune relished the tension that filled the air like a static charge. Nothing for miles around could escape the energy begging to be unleashed.

There were no illusions here: this wouldn’t be a long battle. Every pokemon in a hundred miles could join Jonathan, Gary, and Amelia and it wouldn’t change a thing. Suicune was a Legend, after all. And with their connection, deepened with every breath, Ash knew just how enormous the difference was.

If Suicune took this seriously, an errant breath could conjure a howling gale to tear their opponents apart. A glance could cleanse the water in their bodies of impurities - all those pesky organic compounds essential for life. Or a simple brush could impart blissful tranquility. No need to fight, after all. No need to eat, or drink, or think. Contentment could be the most dangerous lure of all.

That was ignoring the power in Ash - Suicune, he corrected. It thrummed, pouring from an infinite font of an origin he couldn’t put his finger on. There was no core or evident source - no, Suicune’s body was an ephemeral and unnecessary thing, shaped as a reflection of its identity. Did the world itself supply Suicune, the Concept manifested from the natural forces?

His head dizzied, and he pushed such thoughts to the side. This was the time to fight, not think.

Winds raged, the pitter patter of raindrops against earth and leaves and the pond intensified, and the battle began.

The subtlest disturbances in the atmosphere warned him of the initial barrage - linked by Alakazam’s incredible mind and powers, the army arrayed on the central island of the pond struck. Through his perception, Ash was able to pick out each and every single attack that flew their way.

Explosive discharges of electricity which lanced through the air with uncanny accuracy, gouts of flame that burned slow and dim in Suicune’s presence, sizzling Hyper Beams that tore their way through the air, heavy boulders sent sailing, and storms of leaves and Solar Beams - altogether, it formed a veritable wall of offensive power that would obliterate anything unlucky enough to face it.

The sneaky water-types still made their move behind the cover of the middle group - Gyarados and Kingler attracted the most attention as the sea serpent bulldozed its way through the waves with a savage roar that boomed over the whistling winds as the gentle rain picked up - and prepared to close in. As soon as Suicune was harried by the overwhelming assault, they would close in as pincers to take advantage of its distraction. The flying-types would continue to pick their massive foe apart -

Well, that’s how it would have gone.

With a simple desire, the water of the lake leapt to Suicune’s command. It did not froth and tremble and twist as it did for Torrent. He had to fight the water, force it to bend to his will and manipulations. For Suicune the water was eager and fluid, an extension of itself rather than a separate entity to be dominated and leashed.

Countless threads of crystal-clear water exploded before Suicune, each like a ribbon or tendril that struck out like Tangrowth’s vines to meet the incoming barrage - even Ash could hardly keep up as thousands upon thousands of thin, liquid tentacles lashed against the assault. Each thread picked out a different attack - several of the whips speared the smoking plumes of flame and burning Hyper Beams and exploded into vast pillars of steam, others easily shredded apart boulders with terrifying efficiency until they were little more than a pile of pebbles sinking into the lake, and individual leaves were picked out of the sky.

All this was done in less than a second.

One moment a wall of death had steadily zeroed in on Ash and Suicune, the next it had been picked apart by the numberless threads shaped of water and thought. Another second passed, and the water tendrils had smoothly settled back into the lake. The only proof the attack had ever happened were a few clouds of dissipating steam, a few minor tremors in the water, and the sharp crack of ozone in the air.

His friends were speechless, yet the fury Suicune had filled them with didn’t abate. He knew every word they uttered as soon as it passed their lips, every frenzied command and tactic - Ash thought his own orders and suggestions and the North Wind vanished away into nothing from where its massive form rested atop the lake water.

Charizard’s Flamethrower - weakened as it was - still kicked up a massive pillar of scalding steam as it devoured the spot where Suicune had stood. It would have shrouded Ash’s vision completely without Suicune’s senses. A good move on Jonathan and Charizard’s part. The dragon, realizing its attack had failed, swerved upward alongside Fearow with a furious cry.

For a heartbeat, the entire battlefield seemed to still. Ash sensed Amelia’s team working with Alakazam and Clefable’s help to prepared something, then the battle resumed.

Politoed, Dewgong, and Tentacruel burbled beneath the water as Suicune’s marvelous form, truly titanic in size compared to the water-types, materialized alongside them. The Beast’s eyes burned with the power of the sun below the waves, and an instant later the three pokemon flew from the water, as though the lake itself had rejected them. They soared high - twenty feet, then thirty - and even Alakazam’s quick intervention to soften their fall didn’t protect them.

Each were quickly returned as they landed heavily against the rocky shore, the first to be removed from the fight. The other pokemon all stared at the swift defeat, and Ash could feel the dread radiating outward from them all. Whatever illusions they had of a hard-fought battle, a chance to stand up strong against the Legend, had been tossed away.

He didn’t miss the blatant shock of his friends, either. Jonathan and Amelia rubbed their eyes as Gary folded his arms and scowled. Ash and Suicune offered them a brief respite, but the moment they barked out more orders Suicune followed Ash’s next whispered suggestion.

It would have been child’s play for Suicune to defeat every pokemon arrayed against them in a breath. A massive wave to wash them all away, even just sprinting to them and bowling through them with the Beast’s incredible bulk - it was easily several times larger than Arcanine, looming larger than life.

There was no fun in that, however. They would follow a process here, taking the battle as Ash himself would handle it.

With their mobility, there was no point bothering with the massive group of pokemon on the central island yet. Suicune was untouchable to them. To be fair it was untouchable to the others too, but…

Suicune manifested itself atop the waves again, its four feet settling naturally on the water’s surface. As their opponents stared, a surge of satisfaction filled Suicune and it moved. Even Ash could barely keep track of the great Beast as it raced across the waves with impossible speed and grace - it avoided a Hyper Beam from Gary’s gigantic Pidgeot with a quick turn that would have broken a pokemon of flesh and blood - and shot toward Gyarados. The raging sea serpent thrashed wildly, spitting a column of white light that vaporized a trough of water that roared as it filled in the space.

He - Suicune - leapt to avoid a swipe from Gyarados’ massive tail, then manifested itself from the sheen of water dripping from Gyarados’ ridged back to avoid Kingler’s glowing claw. Gyarados sagged as the weight of the Beast appeared from nowhere on the back, yet Suicune had no trouble holding on with its dull claws. Kingler loosed its main claw from Gyarados’ plates and skittered towards Suicune with snapping claws.

Even Suicune’s serenity bent at the sight of Kingler surging directly at it in a head-on assault, heedless of the rampaging Gyarados beneath their feet. It charged, came within a foot of Suicune, then the Beast errantly swiped it hundreds of feet to the side with its plate-sized paw. Kingler skipped across the water once, twice, three times…then smacked into a tall boulder and fell to the beach with a thunk.

Jonathan recalled the brave water-type, and the battle proceeded.

As Gyarados spat and bucked, Charizard, Fearow, and Pidgeot saw their chance. Suicune waited patiently. The fliers circled high above, Charizard swooped - Yanma, guided by Alakazam, loosed a high-pitched Supersonic directly at the Beast. It was muffled and nullified by a sudden torrent of rain and wind, yet the bug-type shot forward at impossible speed - it was nothing but a red-green blur as it slammed into Suicune’s side.

Or, it would have. As Yanma implemented its distraction, a gaping hole opened in Suicune’s body right where Yanma would have impacted. It was smooth and clear, and Yanma was traveling too quickly to reorient. Yanma shot through Suicune’s suddenly open body without any form of resistance and was immediately swatted down by a tendril of water, though the tentacle helpfully carried the bug-type hundreds of yards to rest by Jonathan and Amelia.

He and Suicune couldn’t help the flicker of amusement that perturbed their battle-lust. That particular tactic had been inspired by the Crystal Entei’s manipulation of its physical form. In its battle with the League and the true Beasts it had been able to shift its body to avoid attacks - a smart idea for something with a malleable form, and something that Ash was eager to test with Suicune.

Their opponents didn’t pause. Charizard, uncaring that Suicune stood atop one of his teammates, blazed with heat. Moments later, a truly enormous explosion of heat, smoke, and flame bathed Suicune’s previous position, though the Beast dashed to avoid it. Suicune dashed around Fearow’s sharp beak as the avian swooped in, and even avoided a blazing Hyper Beam from Gary’s Pidgeot: it had a single target, and Charizard barely had time to cry out before Suicune effortlessly propelled itself hundreds of feet into the air and smashed its glittering crest straight into Charizard’s thick belly.

Charizard dropped like a sack. Suicune fell and landed easily on the water, and ran on its surface back to Gyarados as the serpent swerved back to rush towards the Legend. Without Kingler latched on, Gyarados propelled itself faster than ever through the water. Ash paused a moment to simply enjoy the pleasure of running atop the waves, though wherever Suicune stepped the waves calmed and flattened in the face of Suicune’s perfection.

Suicune dashed around a second volley of attacks from the island pokemon, swatted Fearow down as it shot in for a Drill Peck, and met Gyarados in the center of the lake. The raging beast met Ash - Suicune’s sun-filled eyes, and a great peace filled its spirit. Gyarados slowed, eyes wide as it took in a pure world wiped clean of his ever-present rage and fury. He pulled away from the battle and swam back to Jonathan to admire his trainer with a clear mind.

With tranquility spread to another soul, Suicune turned to face Pidgeot. It was the last of the fliers. Once it was taken down, Suicune could effortlessly overwhelm the pokemon on the island. No need for anything flashy - Amelia’s team had already begun to implement their plan, and Ash would rather nip it in the bud.

Their link was already tested. They were joined, but Suicune’s serenity was not meant to be broken. Ash’s battle-lust was slowly being overcome by the enormity of Suicune’s spirit, and it wouldn’t be long now before the connection would need to be severed for both their sake (but mostly Ash’s).

Ash’s eyes followed Pidgeot as it was caressed by the wind. Suicune effortlessly pulled the winds around it backwards - Pidgeot’s bulk put all of its power into trying to escape, but the gales only grew stronger and stronger until Pidgeot’s body failed. It was swept around in a stream of roaring winds, and the creature was absolutely helpless as it crashed into the lake. The water stole away most of Pidgeot’s momentum, saving it the worst of the injuries. Moments later it was carried away by the lake and deposited safely at Gary’s feet.

Suicune turned to face the island the rest of the pokemon were deposited on by Alakazam and Clefable - as it did, Blastoise fired twin high pressure blasts straight into Suicune. The water simply merged with Suicune’s form harmlessly, and Ash just shook his head. Who thought using water against Suicune was a good idea?

As he scoffed, Alakazam and Clefable both teleported inches away from Suicune, supported on the waves by a sudden floe of ice that appeared thanks to an Ice Beam from one of the other pokemon. Curious, Ash and Suicune allowed the clumsy manipulation of space-time to proceed. A simple thought would have shattered their hold, but they went with it and Suicune was teleported directly…

His lips quirked into a smile. Clever.

The North Wind, the embodiment of the cooling rains that ended the inferno which devoured the Brass Tower, was teleported into a massive, dry and hot pit on the island. It was sealed with a huge, superheated stone laid atop the opening. Arcanine had bathed it in flame, melting the sand and stone to slag and boiling any trace of moisture still in the hole. It still glowed hot and orange, heat rippling the air.

It was just about the only option they had left. So far only a few short minutes had passed since Suicune appeared, and already their harrying forces of water and flying-types had been effortlessly obliterated. They’d seen how unstoppable Suicune was on the water and its command over wind and decided to remove it from those elements entirely.

A dark, scorched, claustrophobic pit… it was as far removed from Suicune’s identity as anything Ash could imagine. It galled him, the removal from the wind and rain a discomfort that filled his entire being - he needed to fit this.

Suicune simply manifested in the wind above. As soon as its heavy paws touched the superheated slab that had buried it, the burning stone instantly cooled to a chill. The arrayed pokemon immediately sagged in defeat, realizing their gambit had failed.

It was time to end this.

The surrounding pokemon were hurled away with a sudden gale that came in from the northern mountains. Each was pelted with cool rain as the stormclouds darkened.

Gary, Amelia, Jonathan, and all of their team froze.

The lake itself rose from the seabed. It wasn’t psychically manipulated like how Lugia had levitated the ocean back in the Shamouti Islands - Suicune simply desired the lake to rise, and it did. Water flowed and raised higher and higher until it stood in an enormous spire easily higher than most of the surrounding mountains - it did not swirl or froth. Suicune held the column aloft effortlessly. It was as still and smooth as a mirror, similar to Suicune’s own crest.

It held the water aloft for a time in the form of a titanic wave that loomed above them all - if Suicune wish it could flood the mountains for miles upon miles with the lake at its disposal. Entire mountainsides would be washed clean, dirt and forests wiped away in an instant and purified to its primordial state.

A terrible dread fell over the pokemon and trainers. They realized they’d never had a chance…

And then Suicune eased the towering wave back to its original state. The lake flowed easily back into the damp lakebed, gently returning to its home with minimal disturbance. Seconds later, the lake was restored and it seemed as though nothing at all was amiss.

The pokemon knew when they were beaten. Gary, Amelia, and Jonathan silently recalled their teams and collapsed to their knees, utterly stunned by the weight of what they’d just witnessed.

He smiled gently.

Suicune manifested before him in a howl of wind. It held a certain lightness to it, a brief glimpse of relief from a long-held burden of curiosity and wistfulness. The Beast’s serenity rapidly overpowered Ash’s own Flame, and he felt their deep connection vanish as if swept away by a gust of wind…

Ash fell forward. The Beast was gracious enough to catch him with a raised paw. His shirt was instantly soaked through, and he nodded thankfully at Suicune.

“Thank you,” he whispered to Suicune. Ash was left hollow and faded with the loss of their connection - he still felt a faint connection to the North Wind, a new Concept within him, when he focused, but the purity of Suicune’s perception… he couldn’t compare it to a limb or something as mundane as a sense. It was a higher state, a higher plane. It was the truth as Suicune knew it. “You honored us.”

Faint amusement radiated from Suicune. It sat on its haunches and the mist that flew from its back dissipated gently into the wind. Suicune’s sun-filled eyes looked down at Ash, and he grinned.

Ash sat at Suicune’s feet, relishing the soothing brush of the wind and rain. All his worries washed away into the ether.

He raised the Flute to his lips, embraced Suicune’s peace, and played.

The North Wind howled with him.
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An hour later, the Pallet Four rested together back at their original campsite. The cold, dreary weather was pushed back by a raging fire that restored a little precious warmth to their numb hands. He lazily glanced between the others - they all sat facing him on logs and rocks, utterly silent. Even after all this time they still looked like he was some kind of alien creature.

He allowed his elbows to rest on his knees and sighed. Suicune had disappeared moments after they shared one last Song together. A wind had rushed past them, and when it passed the Beast was gone with it.

Ash still felt something missing. To experience the world like that again… he craved it. Something deep within him demanded it, to be one with the world instead of a flawed participant. It was right. Natural.

Suicune had opened his eyes to something greater. Something he would never forget.

Perhaps Suicune had shown a certain psychic tagalong the same thing. Ash had felt Mewtwo’s presence in the back of his mind, yet it was steady and subtle. Even when he dared to focus upon it in hopes of seeking out whatever glimpses he could grasp, Mewtwo simply pulled away with ease. It was as distant as the stars in the sky.

“So…” Jonathan’s eyes burned a hole in Ash’s forehead. He’d taken his hat off earlier and idly turned it in his hands. “Is that thing, like, your pet or something?”

Ash blinked. The Lake of Rage surged, and winds howled.

“No!” he said as firmly as he could. Jonathan nodded dumbly. “This was special. I can’t… I can’t just call on Suicune whenever I want. It’s not like that. Suicune came because it wanted to. It traveled with me after Ecruteak, and before we went our separate ways I asked it if it would help me test all of you.”

Amelia cut in. She looked at Ash like he was an absolutely fascinating laboratory specimen. “It really was you in Ecruteak,” she whispered. Gary immediately broke out of his stupor and paid more attention. “Some of the news stations said you were linked to all that weird stuff, but I always thought they were crazy. I thought they just wanted views.”

He hummed and brushed a piece of pine straw off his hat. It really was satisfying. No wonder Dazed liked to keep her pendulum so polished. “I guess they were right.”

“Where’d you meet the Legendary Beasts?” Gary asked. He still appeared deep in thought. “You seemed pretty familiar with Suicune. You knew how to call it.”

Ash shrugged. “They helped out at Greenfield.”

Amelia chuckled unconvincingly. “We’re going to have to get you to tell the full story one of these days,” she brushed a few brown hairs out of her eyes. “Unown, the Legendary Beasts, and who knows what else. Did Celebi pop up too? How about…” she trailed off. “Wait, are the Lake Guardians real?”

He sent her another noncommittal shrug. “Probably. I haven’t met them,” Ash started, then squeezed his eyes shut as a faint wisp of a memory appeared in his thoughts. The Guardians of the Lakes, the Fractured Mind of the One bound two Orbs, one faceted and one smooth, to the victorious grin of a madman. The memory, the faintest recollection of the timeless secrets the Unown had revealed to him, faded away. “They’re real,” he clenched his fists.

The other Pallet trainers shared strange looks - even Gary seemed a little disconcerted.

“Oookay then,” Jonathan mumbled. It didn’t take him long to brighten up again. “Hey! Can you call Suicune back? It would be cool if we could get a picture with it. I want to be able to tell people I pet it…”

Ash massaged his temples. This was going to be a long night.
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“Have you had any more challengers?” Ash said after finishing his rice ball. “I know it’s still pretty early in the season.”

Pryce shook his head as he prepared the next skewer of his meal, a traditional meal of northern Johto called kiritanpo. “I’m afraid not. It’s been a slow week,” he took a bite. A member of the staff quickly hurried another plate over. This was Pryce’s favorite restaurant in Mahogany, and it was obvious in how diligently the staff treated their table. He had claimed he came here with his wife all the time and Ash believed it. He sent Ash a sly look. “There have been plenty of new arrivals, though. Apparently Ash Ketchum has been spotted training near Mahogany…”

He grimaced. “Well, it’s a good thing he’ll be moving on soon. 

“I’d say so,” Pryce chuckled and sipped his tea. His eyes were sharp as ever. “They even say he fought a hundred Gyarados that attacked him at the Lake of Rage.”

“They’d be mistaken,” Ash scowled. He ripped another bite off his skewer. “It was fifteen at best.”

The Gym Leader just shook his head. “Somehow I don’t think that would make a difference. Fifteen Gyarados…there are only forty confirmed to live in the Lake of Rage. You fought nearly half of them.”

He frowned at that. “I had help.”

“Those friends of yours?” Pryce arched a white eyebrow. “Strong, certainly. They did well in our battle.”

“You know them?”

“How could I not?” Pryce scoffed. “The boy - James, I believe? As soon as he sent his Charizard out he declared he was trying to get strong enough to beat you. I’d have to be deaf to miss it.”

Ash sighed and leaned back in his chair. That definitely sounded like Jonathan. “That’s right. Jonathan and Amelia helped me.”

“But you provided the muscle and the direction.”

He didn’t argue that.

Pryce took another sip of his tea. “The rumors also say Gary Oak is here as well. I suppose that might explain why my humble town hasn’t been completely overwhelmed by guests.”

Ash nodded. “That’s right. He arrived right after we fought the Gyarados. We’ll actually be going to Blackthorn together.”

“He’s a rude child,” Pryce remarked. “You might be a good influence on him, Elite Four Ash. I think he needs a friend. Anger like that… it doesn’t come out of nowhere.”

He flushed at his title. “I’ll see what I can do.”

Pryce set his cup of tea aside. “So you’ll be battling Clair soon?”

Ash’s eyes lit up. “Yes! We’re taking the Ice Path, but it should only take us about four days to get to Blackthorn. Once we’re there…well, I can’t wait to face Clair. Everyone’s told me how strong she is.”

“Strong, yes. Brilliant, yes. I think you’ll find a good match in her,” Pryce smiled. “She’s a wonderful trainer, though she doesn’t take kindly to being overshadowed by Lance.”

He filed that information away for later use. If he could rile Clair up… well, it might be the edge he needed. She had something like a decade of experience on him, after all. He could use every edge he could get. Then again, he’d prefer not to alienate her too much. There was a difference between poking at someone during a battle and being a Gary. “Who wouldn’t be? Lance is hard to live up to…” he trailed off.

The old trainer nodded simply in agreement. “Champion Lance casts quite the shadow, doesn’t he?”

Ash snorted. “That’s an understatement.”

Pryce chuckled. “I can’t wait to see the battle. Champion Lance has actually already sent the bets out.”

Of course. Hadn’t Lance mentioned that in one of his last messages? Somehow Ash wasn’t surprised that he’d actually done it. Actually, he would’ve been more surprised if Lance hadn’t.

“You bet on me, right?”

The Gym Leader raised his hands. “A gentleman doesn’t bet and tell.”

Ash narrowed his eyes. “You bet on Clair, didn’t you?”

Pryce’s silence was all he needed. He snorted. “I’ll just take that as some personal motivation then.”

The old man smiled at the waiter as he brought out another platter of rice, vegetables, and steaming soup. “Don’t take it so personally, Ash. I prefer to play it safe.”

He rolled his eyes and let the topic drop. Ash would just have to make sure Pryce lost. At least he knew Lance would bet on him.“So, is there anything interesting coming up in Mahogany?”

“Apparently Professors Oak and Elm might be paying the Lake of Rage a visit,” Pryce’s eyes glimmered with amusement. “Nothing invasive, I assure you, but they were quite interested in the reports. It will be good to see Samuel again.”

Ash grinned at that - he wished he could stay along to say hello, but he’d need to get going tomorrow morning. There was no way he was staying for a bunch of trainers to swarm the area looking for him, not to mention he could practically hear Clair calling his name. He shuddered and fought the urge to drop everything to fly off to Blackthorn and test himself against Clair. Something deep, deep inside of him demanded it.

Then a surge of guilt. If he’d known Professor Oak was coming he would’ve stretched the trip out a few days before he had called Suicune. He couldn’t imagine how excited Professor Oak would be to see Suicune in the flesh.

“You know him pretty well, then?”

“Of course!” Pryce rebuked him, almost offended that Ash asked. He just allowed his lips to twitch upward into a slight smile. “I met him when he was still a boy traipsing around with Agatha. They were a cute little pair, so perky and always raring to look for their next challenge,” he reminisced. “Time hasn’t been kind to either of them, I’m afraid.”

He frowned at that. “I’d say Professor Oak has done pretty well for himself.”

Pryce shook his head and took a few miserly bites of rice. “Of course, of course,” he picked at his food with his chopsticks. Ash thought Pryce looked rather old then. The quiet focus and energy coiled in Pryce’s thin frame like a spring seemed to have emptied out of him, leaving a pale, frail man in the Winter Trainer’s place. “He’s accomplished quite a bit, hasn’t he?”

Ash nodded simply. Nothing more needed to be said on that front.

The old man eyed him as Ash sipped from his thermos of coffee (the hostess had been none too pleased when he’d brought it in) and waited patiently for Ash to finish. “Remember, Ash, that accomplishments do not always imply happiness. It’s a lesson many of us don’t learn until it is far too late. Just ask Lance.”

That wasn’t news for Ash. He could remember all too well the many, many, many times Lance had bemoaned how boring it was to be without challengers. It was the curse of being the best - there was nobody else to test you. Ash could rarely remember a somber or quiet Lance, but the rare occasions that side of Lance showed its face were quite memorable. Lance’s nature was like that of the dragons he fought with. To be burdened by the Champion’s Mantle…well, Ash could see that it weighed particularly heavy on Lance.

“So why isn’t Professor Oak happy?” He pried. Perhaps it wasn’t his place to find out from Pryce, but he couldn’t help himself. There was something in the Oak family’s past, and he knew all the questions he had about them would be answered if he could find that missing puzzle piece. “Was he in the Last War?” Ash hazarded a guess. Professor Oak would have been a young man in those times.

Pryce started, then shook his head. “No, no. Samuel didn’t fight in the war. He bested Champion Uther around that time, but Samuel was never one to believe in conflict. He offered to help protect key locations - the League offered him additional funding if he helped act as a deterrent to the Unovans in Cinnabar.”

Ash narrowed his eyes, a niggling feeling gnawing at his gut. “Pallet Town?”

The old man brightened. “Yes, actually! Samuel had his first research station in…Celadon, I believe? He grew up near Viridian, though, and was open to the idea of relocating to protect it.”

“Huh,” Ash said eloquently. He’d known Pallet Town had its origins as Professor Oak’s research center many years ago. It had grown around the Professor, a physical manifestation of the shadow he cast. “Did he ever have to fight?”

Pryce shrugged. “It was a long time ago,” he said quietly. “Perhaps a few scouts? He only ever helped repel them, though. They were never able to mobilize because of Blaine. Some still hold it against Samuel,” the old man added tiredly. “It was a bit of a black mark on his reputation back in the old days. There were plenty of those who thought Oak could have helped end Cinnabar’s occupation much, much sooner.”

“And were they right?”

“Perhaps,” the Winter Trainer said. “But who can say? Samuel was truly powerful. Despite that, he was one man. It’s easy to put blame on others, and easier still when you’re suffering and see a good man doing nothing.”

Their conversation lightened from there and moved to easier topics. Training, in other words, and a bit of Mahogany’s history. Nothing groundbreaking, but Pryce seemed eager to share his knowledge. Sneasel would have a few new exercises to work on.

“So how is the road to Blackthorn?” Ash inquired, legitimately curious. He expected nothing less than a grueling journey, but it would be nice to know if there were areas Pryce would suggest he avoid. Not that he would actually avoid them, of course, but it would be nice to know what areas would be a good challenge. Might be entertaining to put Gary through the wringer, too. Jonathan and Amelia would appreciate hearing about it, at any rate.

He couldn’t help the surge of excitement that filled him as Pryce smirked. “It’s the most brutal route in Johto. The Ice Path is legendary among Johto’s trainers - it’s a rite of passage to travel from Mahogany to Blackthorn.”

A wild grin stretched across his face. “I can’t wait!”

Pryce looked at him strangely, then sighed. “I suppose I shouldn’t be surprised. Make sure to dress warmly. It’s never an easy trek through the Ice Path, but summer hasn’t been harsh enough to thaw it. The Jynx have been riled up recently as well,” he grumbled.

“The cold won’t be a problem,” he said. Pryce glanced at him, and nodded silently. “I went through the Seafoam Caverns,” Ash mentioned, though he couldn’t help but grimace at the memory of the hunting calls of Dewgong mothers as they stalked him through the depths… only the vision of Articuno resting in the deepest haunts of the cave system terrified him more.

The Winter Trainer’s bushy eyebrows shot up. “Impressive,” he said with genuine respect. “You should be able to handle the Ice Path, then. It’s harsh, but not quite as dangerous as the deepest caverns in Seafoam,” Pryce’s eyes glazed over, as though reliving some particularly horrible memory. “It’s been tamed in the last few decades. We used to drive the most dangerous pokemon of Mahogany there as a form of exile, but there’s no need for that these days. Their descendants still grow strong and harsh, but are a little more friendly.”

Ash frowned at that, mind racing with that tidbit. “The Wataru?” He guessed.

Pryce laughed outright, a guffaw from deep in his belly. “You already know Mahogany too well,” he said as he wound down. “Yes, for centuries the Mahogany Lords made sure the Ice Path was as treacherous as possible. We couldn’t stop their Dragonite from carrying the Wataru to strike at us, but we could ensure their armies would never be able to reach us easily. A knowledgeable scout or traveler could find find their way through the Path with a small group, perhaps, but no army could make it through without heavy losses - the wild pokemon that made the Ice Path their home would rally and push out any invaders. It wasn’t impossible, but it would be a logistical nightmare.”

He nodded, eagerly soaking up the information. Mahogany had adapted well to its mighty neighbors - the Wataru had led Blackthorn to greatness, but raw power wasn’t the only way to thrive. Sometimes you just had to be tough and frustrating enough to pass over in favor of easier targets.

There was a lesson in that.

“So did they ever make it through…?” Ash began the first of his questions, feeling more relaxed than he had in days as their conversation continued easily.

He’d have to come by Mahogany again one day. It was easy to talk to Pryce, and that wasn’t something he was used to.

Nearly an hour and dozens of back-and-forths later, Ash left the restaurant feeling more content than he could have hoped for. He made his way to the Pokemon Center to meet with Gary, then froze as a realization dawned on him.

Pryce had steered the conversation. Ash was still none the wiser about what had happened to Professor Oak.

XX

The woods were cold and grey. Without the sun, thick clouds of mist still hovered in a blinding cloak. Sneasel and Aipom’s snickers were muffled by the fog, though Ash could occasionally hear the snaps and creaks of branches as the small pokemon leapt from tree to tree in a game with indecipherable rules.

“Thanks for the help, Ash,” Amelia glanced his way, though she quickly looked away the moment he noticed. Ash would be the first to admit he didn’t understand humans too well, but he’d have to be blind to notice her discomfort. She did her best to hide it, but Dazed had already told him the source of it. Amelia didn’t know how to handle him after the battle with Suicune. “I hope these pointers are enough to help get us started - that idea you mentioned for Raichu could be really useful, especially now that him and Oz got his capacity up. You said you’re trying to work on it for Oz?”

He nodded. “It’s a work-in-progress.”

She bit her lip. “Using the atmosphere itself as a source to charge up Oz…you really think it can be done?”

“I do,” Ash said simply. She looked expectantly at him, vague irritation settled on her features, and he cracked a smile. “I have it on good authority that it’s possible. Difficult, yes. Improbable, definitely. But Steven thinks it can be done. I’ll need to reach out to some electric specialists.”

“That won’t be hard for you,” Amelia rolled her eyes and stepped over a log that had fallen over the path as Aipom squeaked a warning. “You probably have half of them in your PokeNav,” she hesitated. “How’s Steven doing? I still can’t believe we met him,” Amelia said quietly. “How lucky were we?”

Considering they’d been dying underneath Pierce‘s - a flare of hatred shot through his mind, joined by a now-unfamiliar icy surge - Muk… “Pretty lucky,” he muttered. Ash frowned. That chance meeting had practically defined his journey. Without knowing Steven, would he have been able to grow this strong this fast? He thought not, and that’s ignoring the fact that they all would have died - and Ash wouldn’t have had Mew to bring him back that time. “That’s where it all started, wasn’t it?”

Amelia shivered, though not from fear. Her eyes were filled with death. “I wish I could meet that Rocket again,” she snarled through grit teeth. Ash nodded alongside her, in full agreement. If only Pierce had the chance to see how powerful Ash and his friends had become. Even his Metagross wouldn’t stand a chance. “Maybe I could feed him to Jon’s Gyarados. See how he likes it.”

He stilled as memories rushed through him - a limp Nidorino, the bloodstained maw of Pierce’s sick Umbreon, Infernus laying limp after a Hyper Beam from Metagross pierced his shoulder…

Amelia took a few more steps before she realized he wasn’t keeping pace. She turned back, her brow furrowed. “What is it?”

“You never heard what happened to Pierce.”

She whirled, eyes narrowed into slits. “I heard he was arrested. My mom told me she saw it on the news.”

Ash shifted. A dawning look of realization fell over his friend. “What?”

“I helped Lance and Steven capture him,” he said a tad too quickly. Ash frowned and pulled on Ice to numb his anxiety - it felt eerily similar to when his mother was staring him down. That wouldn’t do. “I battled him and bought time for them to finish him.”

Amelia stared. The surge of anger from earlier vanished entirely, and he thought she could best be described as a deflated balloon. Then she laughed, a high, clear sound that pierced the fog. The rustling of leaves and branches left by Aipom and Sneasel stopped instantly. “Only you, Ash. I’m not even surprised anymore.”

He cracked a grin. “Me either.”

She snorted as he caught back up with her. Her voice was a tad softer. “What happened in that fight? Your face - it was like you’d seen a ghost.”

Ash’s grin vanished. He stuffed his hands into his pockets and looked ahead thoughtfully. “Nidoking - he was still a Nidorino then - was hurt. Bad. So was Infernus. He had a Metagross,” Ash added as if it would explain everything.

It did.

Amelia sighed, but Ash could tell something was going on in her head. “I’m sorry.”

That was all that needed to be said. Ash nodded his thanks to her, and they moved on. A storm of anxiety roiled in his gut. His hands shook ever so slightly - he was glad he’d hidden them in his pockets. Ash allowed Ice to flood his body again. His breathing grew easy and comfortable. His feelings were cleared away, kept at a safe distance.

“So how are you going to prepare for the Silver Conference? You still have the better part of a year.”

She sent him a knowing look, but went along with it. He had to admit he wasn’t half as subtle as Pryce. “I’m going to follow your lead. My team is good,” Amelia smiled fondly, “but we aren’t perfect yet. If I want to go after a League position, I’ve got to impress. I can’t just poke and prod - I have to show the strength of a Gym Leader and the skill.”

He nodded. “I don’t think you’ll have any problem with that,” then looked thoughtfully to his friend. “You should make sure to spend an hour or two on the PokeDex each day. Jonathan too, if you can get him to focus. It helps.”

Amelia smiled brightly. “Thanks, Ash.”

Silence reigned as they slowly made their way back to the camp. Hopefully Gary and Jonathan hadn’t torn it apart while they were getting some last-minute training in. Knowing those two, Ash wouldn’t put money on it. Not even Lance would.

“I -” Ash hesitated, uncertainty warring within him, then committed. It was hard, so terribly hard, to not draw on Ice yet again. “I’m sorry that we can’t all stay here for a little longer. It was nice seeing you and Jonathan again.”

“It sounds like you’re pulling teeth,” Amelia sounded amused. He kept his eyes firmly ahead. “It was nice to see you too, Ash. Maybe we’ll find some time to stop by Hoenn later? We’ve got a lot of time before the Silver Conference.”

He nodded. “Let me know. And if you have any questions -”

“I’ll send you a message,” Amelia said, satisfied. She glanced his way. “Ash…it sounds like you’ve got a lot on your plate. If you need anything, Jon and I are here for you. We can’t really understand what you’re going through - I don’t know if anyone can. But we’ll listen. I know Jon doesn’t seem like he can keep his mouth shut, but he knows how to keep secrets.”

Ash smiled. “Thanks, Amelia. I appreciate it. I - I trust you and Jonathan.”

Amelia looked rather pleased at that, not unlike Plume whenever she preened. “Just keep us in your thoughts,” she said as they reached past the forest’s reach and the camp fell into sight. The Lake of Rage was uncharacteristically calm today, its vast waves relatively flat and settled against the rugged shore. “And Ash?”

“Yes?”

She leaned in close and whispered as Jonathan waved and shouted when he saw them. Gary glumly sat a distance away with Umbreon and Clefable. He had a pair of headphones on and was faced away from Jonathan - at least it was better than them disturbing the whole Lake of Rage. “He’d never bring it up to you, but he likes to be called Jon.”

Ash smiled.
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Hours later, they found themselves on the outskirts of Mahogany. Ash dismounted Plume and stroked her glossy feathers as he waited for Jonathan and Amelia to arrive on Charizard’s back. The fire-type was quick, but it was nearly impossible to keep up with Plume.

The overcast day made it a tad difficult to pick out the approaching shadow, but it wasn’t hard to pick out who it was. He waved at Gary as his friend landed on the back of his own Pidgeot, the giant creature completely exhausted by its fruitless attempt to keep pace with Plume - she looked rather pleased at her victory, and chirped cheerfully at the other Pidgeot, who just went limpin response.

“Glad you made it here in one piece,” Ash grinned as he started stripping off Plume’s saddle. The first of several straps came undone. Gary did the same, though his task was a little harder with how wiped out his Pidgeot was. “I saw a few scary Hoothoot hanging out in the trees. There was even a big Spearow somewhere.”

“Shut up,” Gary grumbled. “If this is how traveling with you is going to go then I might as well split now,” he said heatlessly. “How is Plume so fast? She left us in the dust.”

Plume turned her beak to the sky in as haughty a manner as she could manage and loosed an ear-splitting shriek. Ash grinned as Gary flinched at the noise and laid a hand against Plume’s wing. He relished the feel of her soft feathers against his fingers. “She’s just that good.”

Gary rolled his eyes. “I’m like… ninety-nine percent sure you just inject liquid Rare Candies into your team. Want to fess up?”

That drew a scoff from him. His retort was cut off by Charizard’s arrival. The massive orange shape slammed into the earth with awful force, then laid limply on the ground. Ash stared, a little concerned for the fire-type, and looked to Jon and Amelia for answers.

“He got a little competitive,” Jon was vaguely green - Ash and Plume took a step back. He didn’t want to be in the splash zone. Amelia wasn’t much better and fell to her knees in the thick grass and wretched. “I told him to slow down but - I’m going to need a second,” he said too calmly before he walked a few steps away and threw up into some bushes.

“Gross,” Gary muttered as he looked over the other trainers with blatant disdain. “You’d think they’ve never flown before.”

Amelia glared up at Gary as she rose to her feet on shaking legs. Well, at least she was done dry-heaving. “Some of us actually walk places. Not everyone flies or teleports everywhere, Gary.”

“And that sounds like not my problem.”

Ash shook his head and interjected as Jonathan stumbled back and rested against Charizard, who still trembled with exertion. He was honestly impressed with him - Charizard had a lot more bulk than any Pidgeot, and making the journey as fast as he had…well, that wasn’t easy. He actually hadn’t expected Jon and Amelia to make it for another twenty to thirty minutes at the earliest. Charizard had pushed himself to his limits.

“So this is where we go our separate ways?” He glanced around to the others. Ash felt a sudden pang of loss, though he quashed it. He’d known this was coming. It wasn’t like he’d never see his friends again.

“Yeah,” Jonathan nodded glumly. He sagged, then perked back up immediately as he reached forward to clasp Ash on the forward. “We’ll see you soon, though! Try not to do anything too crazy, right?”

He smirked. “No promises.”

“And if you do end up doing something nuts, let me know, okay?” Jonathan added eagerly. To his surprise, Amelia looked just as firm on that point as Jonathan. “Seriously, I want to hear it all!”

“You’ll know,” Ash said with certainty. He foresaw many, many more messages between them all in the future. “It was good seeing you two again. I’ll see you around, Jon.”

He couldn’t help but enjoy the rush of warmth that went through him at the way Jon’s whole body perked up at the acknowledgement. Amelia really was right. “Yeah!” The shorter boy cheered. “Just wait for it, Ash. Next time we’ll meet, I’ll be strong enough to give you a real challenge! I won’t need your help then!”

“I look forward to it,” he said seriously, ignoring Gary’s scoff. Ash looked to Amelia. “Good luck. Keep Jon alive.”

Amelia chuckled at Jon’s indignant squawk and nodded. “Will do. Keep an eye out for the Silver Conference, won’t you?” She said. “You won’t be disappointed.”

“Don’t make a promise you can’t keep,” Gary sneered from behind Ash. He just sent his former rival a look and shook his head. “Don’t forget that I’ll be in the Silver Conference. As long as I’m around you two don’t have a chance at the cup.”

For once, Amelia didn’t snap at Gary. Her eyes narrowed to slits, but her voice remained steady and even. Too much so, perhaps. “We’ll see.”

Ash fought the urge to groan. Would this song-and-dance routine ever end? “It’s time for us to get going. It’s a long road to Blackthorn,” he glanced at the trail, which extended from the outskirts of Mahogany into the deep, unsettled wilderness of Mahogany’s eastern territories. It would be a lonely road.

Amelia took the distraction for what it was. “We should get going too,” she sighed. “We have a lot of training to do,” Amelia smiled brightly at Ash. “When we’re done we’ll be headed to Blackthorn. Let us know what you pick up from Clair, will you? She crushed us last time…”

“Will do,” he promised. Ash shifted awkwardly for a moment, the urge to head to Blackthorn to face Clair absolutely overwhelming. “Bye, you two. Stay safe.”

“I don’t think you’re one to be talking!” Jonathan grinned, then waved him off as he recalled Charizard. “Get out of here! We’ve got places to be, Ash.”

He smiled, and nodded. Ash waved one last time as he recalled Plume and set off down the eastern road with Gary at his side. It felt strange to leave Jonathan and Amelia behind, but he quashed those feelings. All that mattered now was the future.

And his future wasn’t something he would find in Mahogany. He’d find it in the mountains of Blackthorn, his team at his side as he faced down the Blackthorn Gym Leader.

Clair awaited him.
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After two days of traveling with Gary, Ash came to a simple conclusion: Gary Oak was not designed for the great outdoors. He’d thought Gary’s vast collection of appliances (including his mini fridge, a portable TV, heater, and numerous others) to be simple luxuries to make life on the road easier.

He was wrong.

Gary needed them. When Ash politely asked Gary to put the TV away the first night, his former rival had sulked until they’d gone to bed. Why he needed a heater when he had a perfectly good Arcanine he would never understand…

What was worse, even Gary’s team didn’t seem at home in these rugged lands - Scizor, which helped cut through the overgrowth while Nidoking trampled it with his bulk, flinched away at every branch that brushed its iron-hard exoskeleton.

Somehow the path had grown even harsher as they headed east to the Ice Path, a clear sign of long centuries of neglect by Mahogany - most likely intentional, knowing Mahogany’s history with Blackthorn. The path was narrow and barely maintained to League standards.

In most territories, the Gym Leader ensured the roads were kept secure and clear of obstacles. Bushes, branches, and other vegetation were kept clear by Gym trainers and paid off wild pokemon. In the eastern reaches of Mahogany, there was no such courtesy. The path itself was clear, but towering walls of trees loomed over, branches crossing and tangling just a few feet above their heads. Even at high noon only the scantest hints of sunlight pierced the canvas and Ash and Gary had to duck low-hanging branches too often for comfort.

He couldn’t count the number of times his pant leg had been caught on brambles that had crept into the road. Ash was just glad it was so cold - if he was wearing shorts his legs would probably be shredded and drenched in blood. As it was he only had to deal with a few pokes.

His own team had handled the claustrophobic atmosphere quite well - Nidoking had been happy to remain at their sides while Plume scouted above. For his part, Sneasel had the time of his life loping through the trees with impressive grace and agility - his claws dug easily into the bark and the crisp mountain air kept him invigorated. Ash shouldn’t be so surprised, he supposed. Sneasel had literally evolved to live in this environment. The little dark-type certainly enjoyed tearing apart any trees marked by other Sneasel packs. He took a sort of vindictive glee in completely removing any evidence of a pack’s territory and etching his own nonsense carvings into the wood.

Now, however, they were on the edge of the Ice Path. It was perhaps another two hours down the road, though that could take longer depending on how badly the path deteriorated. They’d used Nidoking and Nidoqueen to clear a path into a clearing that Plume spotted by a winding creek. It was still difficult to get through, but at least now they wouldn’t be ripped to shreds by the brush.

“Thanks for the fire, Infernus,” Ash grinned at his friend. Infernus nodded back and meandered his way back to his magma pit he’d created to rest in for the night. He wasn’t too happy about being cooped up in his pokeball for the day or two they’d be in the Ice Path, so Infernus had elected to make the most of tonight.

Ash snorted as Infernus veered too close to Gary’s team for comfort. It wasn’t quite to the point of burning them, but the rippling heat radiating out from his burning body was certainly uncomfortable. Arcanine shifted uneasily as Infernus settled into his magma bath, visible as little more than a black shadow in the cherry-red molten stone.

He couldn’t blame Arcanine for being wary. Infernus had stared him down nearly every time they’d been released together - Arcanine didn’t particularly like the Magmortar, either. He still remembered their disastrous battle in the Indigo Conference. It had been the first time Infernus was released in the Conference, and he’d made quite the impact.

“So do you think the Ice Path is going to be better or worse than the Seafoam Caverns?” Gary looked squarely into the fire as he poked it with a stick. Sparks flew and the rich scent of burning wood filled Ash’s nostrils. The heat was a blessing in the freezing night, though Ash could always cheat and draw upon Fire if he needed it. He’d avoid it if at all possible, however - if his team (and Gary, he supposed) couldn’t be comfortable, he’d suffer with them. “My money’s on worse. It’s cold as shit out here.”

Ash shrugged easily and took a bite of his sandwich, then tossed a scrap of it up to Plume. She was perched just above him in the boughs of an ancient, weathered oak and cooed down at him once she’d snapped her treat up. “Pryce said it shouldn’t be that bad. Maybe as bad as the upper levels?”

“That’s as far as I went,” Gary pointed out and leaned back against a tree trunk. He stroked Umbreon’s long ears as she laid her head in his lap, red eyes closed contentedly. “Gramps wouldn’t shut up about how dangerous the lower caverns were,” he opened an eye and slid his gaze over to Ash. “Guess he had a good reason for that, huh?”

“Yeah,” Ash muttered. He rested his hand on Nidoking’s great head. His friend had curled up right beside him, though every now and then his slit eyes glanced to where Nidoqueen had made a small nest with Blastoise and Scizor in the muddy creekside. Every time he did it Ash had to hide a smile. “He did.”

Silence reigned for a few moments, the only disturbances the crack of logs in the fire, the howling of the wind through the leaves and branches, and chatter of pokemon off in the distance. Humans were rare visitors to this area and their presence had drawn quite a bit of attention. He could sense countless eyes peering on their brightly lit campsite from the darkness.

He was right at home.

“…Thanks for giving me the heads up,” Gary grumbled, his face contorted into a grimace. Ash took a stab of pleasure at that. “If I’d run into that thing…” he trailed off and his face softened into a frown. Umbreon licked at his hand and whined (Nidoking glared at the dark-type) and he couldn’t help but smile at the sight of Clefable reaching out to grasp Gary’s hand. “What do they look like? You say they’re like forces of nature, but that doesn’t help much.”

Ash froze. Had anyone ever asked him that before? They were always interested in what the Legends were doing, what their next step would be. What kind of threat they posed. He couldn’t remember anyone asking such a simple question, born of curiosity rather than dread.

Despite the knot in his stomach at the subject, something about this left Ash relaxed. This was something he could answer.

“Ice - Articuno,” he amended, “was hidden at the bottom of the Seafoam Islands. It was perched on this altar carved out of stone. The whole place was covered in ice. It was so cold we could barely even breathe,” Ash recalled the sensation of the freezing, suffocating air filling his lungs. Would the Ice Path even approach that dread cold? “By the time we reached the shrine I could barely walk.”

Gary looked at him strangely. “Why did you even push that far? Gramps said there were crazy strong pokemon down there too. Didn’t you take the hint that the things down there weren’t supposed to be found?”

Ash paused, then shook his head. “We couldn’t stop,” he said. “It was a challenge. We can’t quit halfway. I wanted to see it all.”

His friend glanced at him, the dim glow of the flames cast across his features. “Yeah,” he said, nodding slowly, “I get that.”

“But Articuno. It was beautiful,” Ash sighed. Ice resonated within his core as he envisioned Articuno. Words would never do it justice. How could he describe its presence, the crushing weight of its oppressive gaze, the blood-freezing cries that heralded howling blizzards cast by its wings, the overwhelming everything. “Kind of like the artwork. It was like pure, living ice - I could barely see it through the mist, but every part of it is shaped from ice and snow. It’s big, too. They all are. You can’t look away.”

Gary’s brow furrowed. “That doesn’t even make sense!” He scoffed. “There are pokemon with physiology adapted to subzero temperatures, but they can’t literally be made from ice or magma or stuff like that. It can be a component of their anatomy, but not the whole thing. You have to have an organic or silica component - ice can’t live. Unless it’s animated by a ghost-type,” he added absentmindedly.

Ash snorted. “They aren’t alive. They aren’t pokemon, Gary.”

“What does that even mean?” The Oak sneered. “Are they just giant ghosts animating inorganic matter, then? Because those are still pokemon.”

That…was actually impressively close to the truth, or at least how Ash understood it. He was in a better position than, well, anybody to make that call. “Not quite, but close enough. If that makes more sense, roll with it.”

Gary scratched Umbreon’s ears. “So they’re just giant ghosts, basically? Doesn’t sound too Legendary to me.”

He stared flatly at Gary. “They’re more. Much, much more.”

“So tell me how,” Gary needled. Ash could feel the incessant curiosity burning in his friend as if it were his own. “Nobody else can tell me crap. Like it or not, you’re the only one I can ask. Not like Gramps would tell me even if he knew,” his nose wrinkled in irritation.

That wasn’t something Ash was going to get into right now, though he hoped he could get more information out of Gary later on. “It’s not like a ghost animating some ice, or fire, or lightning,” he began, every word chosen carefully. “The best I can put it is that it’s like a ghost animating a blizzard, or a volcanic eruption, or a hurricane. But not exactly. It’s more like those things just… woke up one day and decided to live,” he said quietly. He’d mentioned their scale before, but he wanted to ensure Gary knew exactly how vast their power was. “It’s not something you can fight. You can run, or you can die.”

His fists clenched - Infernus had learnt that lesson all too harshly. Nidoking grunted at him, then licked at his hand. The toxins in Nidoking’s saliva left his skin tingling, though it wasn’t unpleasant. Ash looked down and smiled softly at his first friend.

Gary was stricken, face pale. No doubt he remembered the revelation Ash had shared about his own death. It was hard to sympathize with other humans at times, but Ash could too easily imagine how he’d react to the news. After the battle with Suicune it would be child’s play to realize how easily he and his team might have met the same fate.

Thankfully, Gary avoided diving into that can of worms. Ash doubted he’d be able to share much about it regardless… the icy fire in the back of his mind had grown ever stronger over the last few days, though Mewtwo’s presence never made its presence known beyond the occasional surge of emotion or jumble of thoughts too deep and complex for Ash to truly comprehend.

“And the others?” Gary pressed on, eager to move on. Ash thought he might’ve balked at the demand, but the normal reticence just wasn’t there. He could talk. He could share. His friend wanted to know, to learn about this new earth-shattering enigma.

“The other Birds,” he began, resting one hand on Nidoking while his eyes cast off to Infernus’ magma pit, “Zapdos and Moltres. You saw Moltres at the Conference.”

Gary smiled. “I did,” he said wistfully.

Ash smiled at the blatant awe that Gary held for the Bird of Fire. It wasn’t often he got to see Gary without his ever-present sneer or mocking grin - it completely changed Gary’s appearance. He was softer somehow, his edges rounded and smoothed out.

“It’s different in person,” Ash said, his hand held over his heart where the Feather burned softly. It flared at his touch, and Gary stared. “It’s not just fire. Its frame is like obsidian, while golden flames burn around it - countless feathers, all burning together to make an inferno. When I first met it I could barely breathe. The air was so hot - it lived in a dead volcano, but was so powerful people still thought the volcano was active. And its eyes,” he muttered, thoughts cast back in time to the first time he met the Bird.

Gary leaned in closer. “You have one of its feathers on you,” his eyes (and those of his fascinated team) lowered to Ash’s chest. The Feather was visible through the dark fabric of his shirt, little tongues of flame licking out from the obsidian frame. “Can I see?”

“And after all the crap you gave Amelia,” Ash sighed as he pulled his shirt up. The freezing wind didn’t bother him in the least. Gary scowled at him, but didn’t respond to the quip - he was far more interested in analyzing the Feather. His eyes traced every little barb that reached out from the Feather’s shaft and wormed seamlessly into Ash’s skin, muscle, and bone. He reached out as if to touch it, but pulled his hand back like he’d been scalded.

It was impossible for Gary to miss the other components of the Feather, though Ash suspected he’d already noted them during their first time he’d seen it. Gary stared at the little arcs of electricity that jumped erratically from barb to barb, occasionally surging down the shaft with a far brighter glow than the golden flames of Moltres could manage. Rainbow colored it all, casting interesting sheens and shades to the fire as it flickered.

“Does it hurt?” Gary asked quietly, like he didn’t really want to know.

“No,” Ash shook his head. Some of the tension drained out of Gary’s shoulders. “Sometimes it can be - sometimes it’s overpowering,” he corrected himself. “But most of the time I forget about it. It’s a part of me, like an arm or a leg.”

Gary looked at him sharply. “And can you remove it, if you wanted to? Or would it kill you if you tried?”

“I…” he hesitated and unconsciously raised his hand to hold the Feather’s frame. Fire pulsed, and the campfire surged in a sudden inferno - the dying flames consumed the rest of their fuel in an instant, leaping to a height of twenty feet before settling down. Despite the limbs and felled logs they’d arranged being reduced to nothing but embers and ashes, the fire burned steadily on. Gary stared, face white after the sudden burst of heat and light. “I could. But I won’t. Like I said, it’s a part of me.”

The other boy didn’t look so convinced, but Ash thought he was too unsettled by what just happened to push. He shifted around on his log, and Clefable wrapped his hand in hers again. Blastoise rumbled off in the distance, no doubt watching Ash carefully.

That was another factor he’d have to get used to: mistrust. Gary’s team had never traveled with him. They’d spent time with Ash and his team at the Corral after the Conference, but it hadn’t built quite as much companionship between their teams as either would like. Ash and Gary had been quick to patch up their friendship after the Conference, but they’d had years of prior good times to build off of.

All their teams had known of each other was the rivalry, and neither trainer had left great impressions on the other’s team. Ash knew he hadn’t had the kindest things to say about Gary when he’d talked about him to Nidoking and the rest of his team… not that Ash regretted it. Like Jon and Amelia were fond of saying, Gary was a jerk. He just happened to lose some of his edge with Ash.

“So Zapdos? What’s it like, then? Living lightning?” Gary rolled his eyes. “That makes even less sense than living ice or fire - at least you can look at things like Froslass or Magmar for something similar to that.”

Ash shrugged with a wry grin on his lips. “Close enough.”

Gary slumped. “This is crazy!” He buried his hands in his face and moaned. Umbreon licked his hand and nuzzled in a little closer. Nidoking’s nostrils flared. “How did it come to this, man?”

“We’re lucky enough to live in interesting times,” he replied. Ash grinned as Seeker fluttered above them and circled down to clutch at his back. Her little hooks were sharp as they dug into his shirt, but he didn’t mind. It wasn’t so bad compared to Sneasel’s claws. He held a little bit of sandwich for her to sniff at, though she recoiled away from it. “Just stay out of it. We have time.”

“But how much?” Gary challenged. “I’m not an idiot like the other two,” his lip curled, “You keep telling me how powerful they are. How none of us - not Champion Lance, not you, not Gramps - stand a chance. But even you don’t seem to know that much! I’m not just going to wait for some overgrown ghost to come burn me away.”

He grasped the Unown tablet. It felt rather heavy all of a sudden. “There’s time, I think. Lugia told me something big is coming, though. Something in Hoenn.”

Gary arched an eyebrow. He didn’t even react to Lugia’s name - he seemed perfectly accepting, surprisingly. “Is that why you’re down there?”

“Lucky coincidence.”

Judging from the look on Gary’s face, he didn’t buy that. There were no coincidences in Gary Oak’s world. Too bad for him. It was the truth, this time. “Well, are you going to tell me what’s supposed to happen?”

“I don’t know,” Ash said plainly. The other boy scoffed. “I really don’t. Lugia didn’t say much. Just something like ‘Behemoth and Leviathan breathe’.”

He didn’t bother to fully quote the words Lugia had seared into his brain - Ash couldn’t forget them for as long as he lived.

“Seriously? That’s its help?” Gary groaned. “What kind of cryptic bullshit is that?”

Ash smirked at Gary’s irritation. If that was enough to frustrate him he needed to spend more time around psychics - either Gary’s Alakazam was shockingly direct, or it knew that Gary would have no patience for vague predictions and symbols.

A reedy, thin male voice projected itself into Ash’s mind. Dazed’s influence immediately made itself known, both a ward against foreign influence and a warning. She was watching.

It’s the latter, Storm-Tamer. Gary just doesn’t appreciate a good puzzle. 

Well, Ash couldn’t agree with that. He just thought Gary might like a more… grounded puzzle. One that had a clear answer, or at least only a few missing pieces. If Gary was anything like his grandfather (and Ash could see more and more of the greatest Oak in him) then he wanted a problem that could be broken down and handled logically, not a riddle.

“Whatever,” Gary grumbled and rose from his log. He dusted his pants off and looked positively disgusted at the mud that got on him - and then positively livid when his head bumped into a branch. “Stupid thing. You’ve given me a lot to think about, Ash. I’m out.”

He waved Gary off. Ash knew all too well what a headache thinking about all of this could give. Besides, the more sleep Gary got the less irritable he’d be tomorrow. That would be a win in Ash’s book.

Gary slipped into his massive tent and zipped it up after Umbreon and Clefable dashed in - they were plainly Gary’s shadows. The rest of his team were just too big and bulky to follow him everywhere, much like Ash’s team. He glanced around and caught sight of the others as they shifted back into their nests - Ash didn’t miss that Gary’s current team were mostly those he’d used in the Conference. His friend was building a powerful, well-trained core for the Silver Conference instead of spreading his efforts across the army he had before.

Ash nodded approvingly.

Blastoise had dug out a small alcove in the muddy creekside to lay in, and seemed rather content to make sure his cannons were always pointed in Infernus’ general direction. Nidoqueen was bundled nearby on a gathered pile of brush, sticks, and a few soft cushions Gary had given her from his storage compartment - Ash would have to remember that. It could be a good idea. Scizor had vanished into the woods nearby, though occasionally Ash would see the fading light of the fire glint off its armor.

It was impossible to miss Pidgeot as well. The gigantic creature had been forced to find a particularly tall tree to shelter in due to its ridiculous bulk - the flying-type’s every movement left a shower of leaves, branches, and detritus to fall all over them, though Ash could hardly blame the massive Pidgeot. To be honest, he was shocked he could even fly.

Arcanine had happily curled up on the other side of the campfire, head laid across his massive paws onto the burning hot stones the fire had heated - it was nothing more than a gentle warmth to the canine. His back was pressed against the fabric of Gary’s tent, probably by the boy’s request - Gary hated the cold, and so long as Arcanine was nearby he’d never have to worry about it. Alakazam sat cross-legged close by, likely just as happy as Gary to soak up the fire-type’s radiating heat. They weren’t built for the cold.

He just smiled as his team shifted to fill the gaps. Sneasel was already passed out in his lap, snoring quietly - normally he’d be more active this late at night, but he’d completely exhausted himself running wild in the woods today. Seeker was still clutched to his back. She’d probably remain there until he stood up to go to bed, then would find Bruiser off in the woods.

An informative discussion, Friend-trainer. It is good for you to share this burden. 

“Is it?” Ash murmured as he tossed a few more sticks into the flames. Sparks and smoke flew, but he ignored the stinging in his eyes. “I don’t want them getting in trouble.”

Dazed took a step forward and stared into the fire’s light beside him. Her pendulum quivered on its string.

It is my opinion that it is better for the humans to know what awaits. You would be disappointed if they died due to their own ignorance. 

Ash chuckled and looked fondly at his friend. “I suppose I would.”

Her eyes twitched upward into one of her smiles.

You are already difficult to pull from your thoughts. Their deaths would only make our jobs harder. It would not be appreciated. 

She paused to rub her white mane against her pendulum, though Ash couldn’t imagine how it could possibly be made any cleaner. It already sparkled beautifully in the glowing firelight.

Thank you, Friend-trainer. Your senses are limited, however. Eyes show only a reflection of the world. My abilities reveal the truth of things. 

He poked the fire with a stick and shifted some of the ashes around. “Sometimes it feels like I see more.”

Dazed’s silence was telling.

So you do. 

Ash sighed after a minute or two had passed and pulled out his PokeDex from his pack. As he pulled up a few of the videos he’d downloaded - all of Clair’s most significant battles throughout her career - he glanced to Dazed. “I’m going to do some research. Would you mind keeping an eye on Infernus in the meantime?”

Of course. Without the Torrent to watch him, I will ensure the Brute does not cause another disaster. 

He chuckled and clicked on the first of Clair’s battles, her final match in the Silver Conference as a rookie. Ash had seen it before, of course. With the time he had to prepare, he’d made sure to look through her battles to ensure he had a good understanding of her team, tactics, and personality. This was just extra practice, a measure to be more thorough and pick out patterns his first viewings had missed.

“When I’m done, how about we read a little? We could start at the Slateport section again, if you like” Ash called out to Dazed as she shuffled away through the forest. A pulse of pleasure filled his mind, and he smiled.

Ash settled in and scratched at Nidoking’s ears as he watched Clair’s battle in the Top 16 - she’d lost to a brilliant poison-type specialist in this Conference who had outmaneuvered her at every turn. She was good. Strong and smart, yet an absolutely brutal battler. Clair refused to hold back, and it had taken her far.

He found her a joy to watch, honestly. Clair and her Dragonair had a bond unmatched by most trainers, and they exploited it. They worked as one, Dragonair carrying out her orders instinctually. Ash had seen psychic links work less effectively than Clair and her team. She loved them and they loved her right back, fighting all the harder for it.

If Clair could be down on the battlefield fighting alongside her pokemon, she would’ve been. Ash had no doubt about that.

Especially in later years, he’d seen her offense to be overwhelming. Clair had a brash, aggressive personality and it seemed like her pokemon matched that - her Kingdra was particularly merciless, boasting a specialization in powerful dragon-type techniques that Torrent couldn’t match. Whenever it made an appearance, Kingdra would inevitably turn the tide.

Ash couldn’t help but grin at the thought of that match - he couldn’t wait for Torrent to meet another Kingdra in battle. Lance’s Kingdra, Mael, was just too far out of Torrent’s league. Too powerful, too experienced, too good. It was like Ash trying to win a fistfight with Bruno.

To be honest, Ash had little doubt in his mind that Clair was a stronger trainer than him. She had over a decade of experience on him, an incredibly powerful team of dragon-types that would utterly dominate most battles, and the knowledge and history of her clan to draw upon to supplement her team. She’d earned her reputation as one of the most formidable trainers in Indigo, below only the esteemed Elite Four.

But that wasn’t everything. Clair was stronger and more experienced, but she had glaring weaknesses as well. That had only become more and more obvious to Ash as he rewatched her battles over and over again and vital chinks in her armor revealed themselves.

Oh, he wasn’t about to fool himself into thinking it would be easy. No, if it was easy then Ash would probably be crushed. He wanted to fight, to meet a greater foe and break them. He wanted defeat to be within an inch, yet to escape it and find victory all the same.

Clair would give him the battle he wanted.

She’d modeled herself to be the ultimate Wataru, drawing on countless centuries of tradition. Clair had succeeded. Every year had left her noticeably stronger, more skilled, and with a practically indestructible team that would fight to their last breath.

The problem was that it was nothing Ash hadn’t seen before. He’d trained tirelessly with Champion Lance, the Drake of the Wataru, and everything Clair did in her battles Lance did ten times better. To most trainers dragon-types were a rare sight, terrifying foes found only in the highest echelons of battling. Only a handful of trainers would have any experience with the durability and ferocity of a dragon by the time they reached Clair, and that left them terribly vulnerable.

Ash knew what was coming. Lance had wanted him to know how to fight dragons and spent tons of their time together on anti-dragon techniques. He’d taught him every trick in the book that could be used against his team, and after watching Clair he knew that a fair bit of that would apply to her as well.

It wouldn’t make him better than her, but it would even the playing field. Knowing your enemy was essential, and it was something Ash was determined to by the time he and Gary reached Blackthorn.

Clair was mighty. Any other time, she’d probably be the Drake of the Wataru. From what he’d seen and heard, she’d spent her entire life striving for that lofty goal. She’d modeled herself into a powerful trainer that demanded respect throughout Indigo and beyond.

Unfortunately, she’d been born alongside Lance. Clair was great, but how many people could even hope to rival the legendary Champion Lance, youngest Champion to ever live? The Lance who’d shattered records left and right and made his mark in the history books before he was even a teenager?

His cousin made her mark, but for all her efforts she’d been stuck with the silver medal. A fantastic example of a Wataru clan member, but one that had never brought anything new or innovative to the table.

Lance had. Lance specialized in dragons, but he’d grown beyond it as well. He knew their weaknesses better than anyone alive and had imparted that knowledge to Ash.

It was his greatest weapon against Clair, and Ash had already concocted countless ways to use it…
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The Ice Path was everything he could have imagined.

As they had first entered the labyrinthine network of tunnels, small caverns, and paths that filled the frozen mountains, it hadn’t seemed anything special. To be honest, Ash had been rather disappointed in it - not particularly cold compared to the Seafoam Caverns, and it wasn’t even that dark! Sunlight pierced countless cracks and chasms in the mountaintops above, and each ray scattered endlessly across the frozen glaze of ice and powdered snow that clung to each rock formation and even the floor. It was a beautiful sight, but it didn’t do much to awe Ash as they wound through countless minor tunnels.

Any disappointment had faded the moment they found themselves in the first great sight nearly five hours into their trek. They’d been talking over some potential strategies Gary had devised for Clair - he planned to use Clefable and her strange abilities quite heavily in the fight to circumvent Clair’s raw power - when they entered the bright light that had been their target for nearly twenty minutes now. Ash and Gary both froze, and Sneasel’s eyes widened from his spot on Ash’s shoulder. He felt the skinny arms wrapped around his neck tighten, and the little dark-type purred.

Gary was struck dumb by the sight, unable to say even a word. Ash couldn’t help but agree with the sentiment.

Words could not do the sight justice. They had wandered into a valley of sorts, a vast stretch of frozen alpine forest that went on for as long as he could see in a narrow, dark trench between four of the Ore Mountains that converged above, the mighty peaks little more than black shadows that towered above the primeval forest. A heavy snowfall clouded the sky, and only the barest hint of sunlight pierced the thick cover to sparkle across the snow and ice carried by the impenetrable forest.

He couldn’t help but smile and picked Sneasel up off his shoulders to carry him in his arms - his friend trembled in his grip, dark fur puffed up as he took in the sight of the Ice Path. This was where Sneasel belonged, Ash knew. It was the same as Ash returning to Pallet Town after a long and hard journey. A homecoming.

“Stay close,” Ash whispered to Sneasel as he gently set him onto the frozen earth. Sneasel nodded, his ears twitching madly, and took off to investigate the ancient woods. Two fat Delibird watched them warily from their nest high above on a rocky precipice that jutted outward from the mountain they’d just traveled through, obviously unused to visitors in this far-flung place. Ash waved at them, and one hesitantly waved back. They glared down at Sneasel as he scurried around the clearing they’d entered, however.

“This is crazy,” Gary’s breath came out as a white fog. He rubbed his gloved hands together as his eyes darted around the valley. It was a stark contrast of evergreens, tough brown shrubs able to survive the harsh environment, black and grey stone, and the harsh, pure white of the snowfall that had covered everything in sight. “I’ve never seen anything like it. Have you?”

Ash just shook his head, basking in the cutting wind that pierced his heavy coat with ease and left his flesh covered in goosebumps. The air was cold, so terribly cold that it hurt to breathe, yet it was crisp and clear and pure. Despite the rustling of trees and cries of pokemon throughout the boreal valley, a quiet lingered. Sound was muffled and traveled slowly here, trapped by the cold and ice, and it felt wrong to intrude upon it.

“Pretty, but too freakin’ cold,” Gary scowled - his face was flushed red with the wind and cold, even with his heavy scarf and fluffy earmuffs. Ash knew he’d stuffed heat packs in his coat, sturdy gloves, and boots as well - Gary had spared no expense in making sure he’d get through the cold unscathed. “C’mon, Ash. We don’t have long before the sun sets, and I don’t want to be trapped out here.”

He nodded and stepped forward, Gary alongside him. None of Gary’s teammates were particularly fond of the cold, so he’d given them the mercy of remaining in stasis during their trek through the Ice Path. No doubt he’d release Arcanine at least to lay with once they made camp - Arcanine would handle the cold much better than Infernus, and was more than happy to sit with his trainer.

To be fair, Ash’s team was in the same situation. Not many were suited for freezing temperatures like these aside from Sneasel. They could weather it, but he’d rather them avoid the discomfort if they could. Nidoking would bear it easily - he’d accompanied Ash through the deepest reaches of the Seafoam Caverns, after all - but he was too big to fit easily in the tunnels.

Still, he didn’t hesitate to release Plume. She appeared with a mighty shriek that pierced the frozen air for miles upon miles around, and the entire forest went silent in an instant. Plume’s feathers puffed up to protect her from the cold, but she showed no care of the snow or wind as she looked expectantly to Ash.

He stepped forward to stroke her crest, grinning as she leaned into his touch and cooed. “What do you think?” Ash motioned out to the rest of the valley, from the alpine forest all around them to the craggy ice-bound slopes of the mountains that loomed about them like great monsters. “Pretty, right?”

Plume nipped softly at his glove, just light enough to avoid any damage. Ash laughed and picked a bit of Sneasel’s fur that had floated onto her cheek - she looked particularly offended as he pulled it away and sent a dirty look into the woods where he could hear Sneasel rustling about.

“Do you mind scouting ahead and letting us know if you see anything we should be worried about?” He looked into the Pidgeot’s dark eyes. She chirped and nodded, stretching her wings luxuriously as she prepared to take off and claim this sky as her own. “Thanks, Plume. Enjoy the view, and make sure to stop by if you get cold, alright?”

She cooed again and took off in a swirl of snow and icy air, her explosive take-off carrying her hundreds of feet into the sky in an instant. Soon she was little more than a distant shadow, hardly even visible through the blanket of snow fluttering down on them.

“Ready?” Ash looked to Gary expectantly. His friend nodded, and the two set off into the darkness of the untouched forest with snow crunching under their boots.
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“This is your fault!” Gary declared and plopped to the ground. His face was dark and irritable, ready for the slightest spark to set him off. The cold left his exposed skin red and raw after the three hours they’d spent on the path through the boreal forest earlier, the blistering icy temperatures in the tunnels afterward, and the last hour that they’d fought through the darkness in the second of the three great valleys in the Ice Path. “I knew we should’ve waited in the tunnels. Why did you even want to push so hard anyways, you prick?”

Nidoking growled at Gary, but the other boy was in no mood for the reprimand. Ash laid a soothing hand on Nidoking’s plated shoulder. “My bad. I thought we could make it through to the next tunnel system.”

Gary drooped and pulled his comforter, a heavy, dense thing of Mareep wool of course - only the best for Gary Oak - up to his neck. Arcanine helpfully licked the boy’s face, and the boy laid back into the fire-type’s burning fur. The thin, wavering flame Arcanine had started for them smoked and flickered - it wouldn’t last for long.

Without fire-types, this could have been a dangerous situation. Then again, if there was any real risk Ash never would have gone for it. Survival was easy when you had pokemon on your side, though. All they needed to stave off a slow, cruel death by frostbite was to release Arcanine or Infernus (or, if things were truly desperate, have Alakazam teleport them or Plume fly them).

Then again, Ash wasn’t entirely sure he could die of hypothermia. There were a few perks to being a cosmic plaything, he supposed. He relished the cutting winds that howled through the endless rows of conifers and branches. The Ice within him was particularly content, and it was all too tempting to draw heavily upon it and relax into the numbing Concept.

He looked to the flame. A particularly forceful gale from the northern mountains swept in and purged the alien flame from this cold, frozen place. Ash wondered if Suicune could feel them now, hidden within this ancient, practically untouched valley. Trainers wandered through the Ice Path every year, but it was still a rare occasion in this day and age. Many did it once - if ever - and were quite happy to never come near this wondrous place ever again. Even more were content to teleport or fly whenever they needed to reach Blackthorn where it lay nestled in the mountains.

It was no wonder no army was willing to march through this place. If this was the bitter cold the Ice Path could muster during summer (albeit a particularly chilly one) then he couldn’t imagine the logistics of marching through any other time. That wasn’t even to mention the wild pokemon that made the Ice Path their home…

“Arcanine, can you get the fire going again?” Gary looked utterly crushed as the last wisps of the campfire were buried beneath snow, wind, and the oppressive grasp of cold. A tad bit of pity welled within Ash, though he’d never let Gary see it. Arcanine licked Gary’s cheek again and raised his great head to breathe a gust of white-hot flame that ignited the brush and melted away the snow in a burst of steam… then choked out and died. “No! Damnit damnit damnit -”

Ash raised his hand. “Relax, I’ll help.”

“Your crazy Magmortar would probably just burn this whole stupid forest down,” Gary’s teeth chattered as he huddled into Arcanine. Though Arcanine couldn’t keep the fire going - not without seriously overdoing it and causing more harm than good - the canine curled around Gary as much as he could to completely surround the boy. It was strange how small and vulnerable Gary of all people looked compared to the mighty Arcanine.

He ignored Gary’s spiteful remark and stared into the last cinders. Fire resonated within him, just like it had last night - it was there in the practically untouched brush, half-choked and starved - and he allowed the Flame within him to grow, stroked it until it blazed.

His friend stared at him as though seeing Ash for the first time: steam boiled off of Ash as his body heat spiked and the snowflakes which coated him melted, helpless before the blaze. The Feather burned beneath his coat and heavy shirt, and his muscles and bones and nerves seared with the heat of the Feather as it filled with his own Fire. The air grew hot and dry around them, as though it had banished the wintery touch of the mountain air entirely and filled it with warm summer - Gary’s face shone with slick sweat and he was forced to pull his scarf to the side. The cinders in Arcanine’s fur were stoked into a coat of flame as the fire-type leapt away from Gary.

The dying fire, snuffed out by the icy conditions and the unrelenting howl of the north winds, blazed back to life. It did not leap like it had last night, wild and uncontrolled, but shone as a bright, warm, and gentle presence in this cold, dark night. It burned evenly, Fire balanced by Ice, and Ash had no fear of it burning out of control as fire was wont to do.

Not yet, at any rate.

“How?” Gary whispered, eyes locked on Ash as though he was a particularly fascinating specimen to pick apart and examine. Ash stared evenly back. “Are you even human anymore? I’ve never seen a psychic do anything like that,” he shifted uneasily, though Gary held his hands to the calm campfire.

“I’m human,” Ash said resolutely, hand clasped tight around the Unown tablet. He stared past Gary, thought back to Cynthia’s explanation of Aura. “Just… expressing myself, I guess.”

Gary scowled. “That makes no sense and you know it.”

Ash cracked a grin, light and airy after embracing Fire so deeply. He wished he had released Infernus so his friend could share in it with him. “Sorry.”

“You just keep shaking up my world, man” Gary sighed, a lot more easy-going now with a crisp fire warming him. It acted as a bulwark against the night. “It’s a lot to wrap my head around. Some kind of special psychic powers? Magic?” He said, strained. Ash was tempted to say yes just to see the look on his face…

“It’s hard to explain,” Ash replied. “I don’t know what to call it, honestly,” and he realized that was the truth. Was it Aura? Were the Legends something else entirely? Ash just didn’t know yet. They were linked, he knew, but it was impossible to narrow things down with such little information. “It’s not something I can teach you about.”

Gary was less than pleased at that, but nodded at last. “Fine. If you’re tired of my questions just say so.”

“You have been interrogating me lately,” Ash pointed out, though said it with an easy smile to soften the jab. Gary scoffed. “Maybe it’s my turn.”

“Sure, whatever,” his friend sneered and reclined casually into Arcanine’s furry mane. The canine seemed quite content with the situation now that his coat wasn’t literally burning anymore. Gary spread his arms wide. “Shoot, Ashy-boy.”

He hesitated, well-aware that what he truly, desperately wanted to know was off-limits. Or it should have been, at any rate. Gary - none of the Oaks - went into detail for a reason. Still, it was all too easy to cast that consideration and worry aside, emboldened by the Fire within and without. They stoked his courage and curiosity, burnt away his fear and worry and concern and shrouded them all in smoke.

“What’s up with Daisy? Why doesn’t she ever come back to Pallet?”

Gary’s smile vanished in an instant. “Screw off, Ash.”

He raised his hand from where it rested on Nidoking’s thick shoulder - his friend looked up with sleepy eyes, fighting off the long exhaustion of the day. “It’s just a question.”

“Oh really? Here’s a question: what’s up with your mom?” Gary jabbed. “You’ve barely mentioned her in the last few days, and that’s pretty weird for a momma’s boy like you. Gramps hasn’t mentioned her either. Trouble in paradise?” The boy sneered.

Ash’s jaw tensed, though he kept his smile. It was brittle as glass. A deep rumble shaped in Nidoking’s chest and the mighty poison-type began to rise, though a single word from Ash kept him in his place. Arcanine backed down as well, though his eyes were sharp and bright in the firelight.

“Don’t go there, Gary.”

Something in his voice must’ve struck the boy. Gary leaned back, eyes locked on Ash’s own, and nodded slowly. There was still a deep, frothing venom in Gary, but it was muted now. Hidden behind something else that Ash couldn’t quite decipher.

“…is it serious?”

Ash leaned back against the firm wood of the fir tree behind him. He shut his eyes and concentrated on the cool bark and the last bit of slush which dripped down it. “Yeah.”

“I’m sorry.”

He nearly started at an apology from Gary Oak of all people, but hid it. Ash’s eyes cracked open. Gary still leaned back into Arcanine, though he wore a frown now instead of an ugly sneer.

Later on, Ash would have no idea why he did it. He’d shared it with nobody. But something about the earnestness he knew laid in Gary, wrapped up in layers upon layers of toxicity, snark, and sharp words, compelled him to speak.

“The Unown fucked with her head,” he spat. Gary started - he clearly hadn’t expected that. Ash’s eyes squeezed shut again. He didn’t want to look at anyone. The only comfort he found was in Nidoking’s dull claws as they rested against his foot. “She doesn’t remember me. Or she does, but it’s not right. Jumbled, like she’s lived another life and she doesn’t know what’s right. She knows it all, but I might as well be a stranger.”

“Well…shit.” Gary said succinctly. Ash’s dry laugh hitched in his throat. It was all too desirable to tug just a tiny little bit at Ice to numb the feelings inside, but he stopped himself. No crutches. Not for this. If he numbed himself to his own mother’s pain…

Silence fell over them, and Ash imagined the fire between them began to fade under the crushing weight of snow and wind. Gary said nothing else, and Ash was truly grateful for that. The other boy commiserated with him, and that was all that was necessary. He didn’t want Gary’s pity.

He was lost within his own thoughts, drowning in everything he’d hidden and ran from in the past weeks… Ash hadn’t even reached out to his mom. He’d run, like a coward too afraid to face his problems. Was that who he was at heart? When his family was removed, was a frightened little coward all that was left?

What was he without his team?

“My parents are dead.”

Ash jerked back to reality. He emerged from his self-pity and looked to Gary, who had shut his own eyes now. Arcanine nuzzled closer to Gary, and his friend buried his hands in the canine’s hot mane.

He nodded, though Gary wouldn’t have seen. It was something he’d known, though Ash had always simply accepted it as a fact of life. It wasn’t something Ash had ever thought about - he’d never met Gary and Daisy’s parents, and it was easy to forget about them with Professor Oak looming so large.

“I don’t even know what happened,” Gary hissed. “Gramps shuts down and I haven’t really talked to Daisy in years. It’s bullshit. I deserve to know - I’ve looked everywhere and it’s nowhere to be found. Not in newspapers, not in broadcasts. I found one mention of it in a Viridian newspaper from eleven years back. One. It doesn’t even say what happened, just an obituary. Samantha and Scott Oak, deceased August 4th, PIL 988. Nothing else.”

Ash didn’t even know what to say to that. He took a page out of Gary’s book and just listened. If anyone would get it, Gary would.

“It sure as hell wasn’t natural,” Gary’s fists clenched. “But Gramps is worse than useless. Old man just chokes up - the most I’ve ever heard is that it was an accident. I even snuck onto his computer - his password is ‘Sarah’, by the way, if you ever want to hop on - and couldn’t find anything before one of the League Porygon locked me out. That dressing down sucked ass.”

He nodded along, sympathy welling up inside. It didn’t hurt that Gary had gone a little bit of an embittered rant at the end - that was a sign he wasn’t too broken up. Ash wouldn’t have known what to do with a crying Gary. Could he share Ice with him? His only other option would be having Dazed put him to sleep…

Despite that, unbridled curiosity reared its head. “Who’s Sarah?”

Gary’s eyes cracked open and he waved dismissively. “My grandma. I never met her. She was listed in the obituary too. Old man really needs to work on his password habits - that’s, like, the first thing they teach you not to do. It’s still his password, by the way. I checked, but the Porygon locked me out immediately this time.”

Well, that was something to keep in mind. Not that Ash would need to break into the Professor’s computer anyways - there wasn’t much on there that he didn’t at least know something about, and everything else would be of little interest or too high over his head. It wasn’t like he was lacking in security clearance. The things that an Elite Four member wasn’t cleared to know could probably be counted on one hand, even with his trainee status.

Inspiration struck him, yet something forced him to consider his words carefully as he took in the sight of Gary curled up in Arcanine’s fur. His friend’s face was red and every breath was labored - Gary wasn’t quite broken down, but this was probably the most fragile Ash would ever be allowed to see. It was weird. Gary was supposed to be confident - no, arrogant - and spouting off cutting words and cruel jokes. Sincerity didn’t suit him, not yet.

He couldn’t hold his tongue. “I might be able to help,” Ash said measuredly, though a part of him warned against what he was about to say. He clenched Nidoking’s shoulder for support, and his friend was all too willing to offer it. The claws against his leg pushed closer, a comforting pressure that eased him. “The Elite Four have access to information. I can look through the archives, if you want, and see what I can find. Worst comes to worst, I could probably ask Lance when I’m in Indigo Plateau this week. He would know.”

Gary looked at him with something undecipherable etched all over him, from his expression to his body language. The Oak unknowingly chewed at his nails, something Ash had never seen him do before. It wasn’t something Gary would share with him, or anyone else.

“Yeah,” his friend muttered, nearly too low to be heard over the crackling fire. Arcanine licked Gary’s cheek again and the boy hugged the giant canine closer. “Yeah, I think I’d like that.”

“It’s done,” Ash promised, though he couldn’t fight the gnawing feeling that this might be a stone better left unturned. If Professor Oak went to such lengths to hide it - he frowned. Going against the Professor’s will so blatantly… it might be unreasonable, but Ash couldn’t help to think of it as a form of betrayal, good intentioned as it might be. “I’ll let you know as soon as I learn anything.”

As Gary slowly nodded, appearing utterly lost to the world, Ash couldn’t help but think of all the other things he could learn if he scoured the archives for himself. It was something he’d been forced to put off for now, always consumed by the next tragic twist of circumstance (or the fallout that resulted from it). There were questions he had himself, questions he hardly dared to consider for fear of the answers he might find.

Giovanni, the Rockets - he cut off that line of thought, unwilling to pursue it at this moment.

The hunting bays of a Sneasel pack hidden out in the impenetrable darkness of the woods carved through the comfortable silence that followed, high, keen wails that sliced through the frozen air. Glimmering eyes raced through the darkness, though they didn’t dare approach the campfire. Ash had no doubt that they would love to attack and test the invaders, but Sneasel were cowards at heart. They didn’t like facing a foe that could fight back.

His own friend was a notable exception - any wild Sneasel would think him utterly mad for the odds Sneasel had taken on before (especially without backup). A madness he’d grown up with, thanks to his own unusual ‘pack’.

“Screw this,” Gary grumbled out of nowhere. His eyes sagged. “This shit’s getting too heavy, man. Scary giant ghosts, magic, just everything you bring to the table. Gives me a freakin’ headache.”

“You’re not the only one.”

Gary said something rude under his breath, but Ash pointedly ignored it. “I’m out,” Gary relaxed into Arcanine, who seemed all too pleased with the arrangement. “Gotta say this is the best sleep I’ve gotten in ages - normally I’m up till dawn,” he bit his lip and looked to Ash with blatant suspicion. “You aren’t using your Hypno on me, are you?”

He shook his head.

The Oak almost looked disappointed at his theory being proven wrong, but shrugged it off. “Whatever. Just seemed like something you would do,” he added. Ash couldn’t exactly disagree with that. “Let me know if anything tries to eat us, alright?”

“You got it.”

With that, Gary shut his eyes. Over the next few minutes his breaths slowed and deepened. Ash thought he looked disturbingly peaceful in the firelight. He watched over his friend for a little longer, though his sharp ears were quick to strain for any approaching movement. The Sneasel packs might be curious enough to venture close, even though the sight of Nidoking and Arcanine would send them scattering. He could only imagine their reaction if he released Infernus - his friend would have too much fun mopping the floor with them.

Their ancestors, wild and savage things that had stalked the forests and Ice Path as vicious shadows in the night, wouldn’t have held such reservations. They would have had to fight for every step they took, death in the trees and wind and earth itself.

A rustling in the snow-drenched bushes drew his attention. The campfire dimmed, though the Fire that fueled it was not overcome. It blazed back with a simple thought, and Ash looked patiently to the newcomer. Nidoking stood to his full height, the juggernaut’s ears twitching frantically. A bead of venom dripped from his horn.

“Hello?” Ash questioned the darkness. He kept his voice low - no need to wake Gary up for this. Whatever was out there had waited patiently for the other boy to sleep for a reason - perhaps been the reason for his sudden exhaustion in the first place, Ash’s suspicious thoughts pointed out.

Three dark shapes, the middle several inches taller than the others at its flank, stepped into the light. They kept to the shadows and snow, however, and never dared to expose themselves fully to the campfire. Its warm light was anathema to them, and Ash understood as soon as the lead figure’s identity was revealed.

Dark figures clad in robe-like garments, though they could have just as easily been part of their anatomy for all Ash knew. Their garments were a brilliant crimson with gold accents, vivid colors that stood out starkly against the blindingly white snow all around them. Curtains of white-gold hair hung around their heads, brushing the ground beneath their hidden. Their large hands were dark, rigid, and appeared painfully swollen due to frostbite - the rest of their skin was similar, chapped and dead and colored by gangrene. It was smooth and whole, however, so perhaps the unsettling similarity they held to human women colored his opinion of their unhealthy appearance.

Jynx. Not an unheard of sight in an environment like the Ice Path, though they tended to keep their distance from humans.

“Can I help you?” He arched an eyebrow, more curious than worried. The Jynx didn’t seem aggressive. Ash sensed that they mirrored his own interest.

He frowned as something prickled at his senses. The garbled, human-like speech that Jynx were known for filled his ears. Scientists claimed it was indecipherable, a jumbled mess made in imitation of human speech due to uncanny anatomical similarities between humans and Jynx, yet the longer Ash listened the more he sensed a certain pattern to it, a harmony of the disjointed words the human mind wasn’t meant to understand.

The Jynx filled the gaps in with their own psychic abilities, certainly. He was too familiar with the subtle brush of Dazed’s mind against his own to miss such a touch, though he had to admit their touch was far defter and masterful than Dazed’s (at this point, at least).

Whatever they were attempting to communicate, it wasn’t through something as clumsy as words. He staggered beneath the weight of their collective psychic influence, a painful feeling not unlike a brain freeze filling his head -

Ice. That was what he sensed within them - the center one, at least. The other two were familiar, somehow, like echoes or a poor imitation of a great sculpture. Built the same, yet without the spirit and deliberate intention of the original.

Images flashed through his mind too fast to comprehend, then repeated, and again and again and again, each time with more urgency and insistence, a craving for him to understand -

A pale, dark-haired girl shivering in a thin red ceremonial robe trimmed with gold. Her feet burned at the freezing touch of the ice beneath her feet. It was rough and left her feet raw and bloody as she stepped across the ocean frozen at the word of the Mother, the mortal woman Lord Winter had taken under his vast, frozen wings as his own daughter. 

Reciting the words whispered into her mind, blinded by the pain of her frostbitten fingers and toes. When she stepped to the beckoning Mother she left skin behind, but was too numbed by the icy ocean winds to feel it. Her tears froze in trails as they ran down her cheeks. She basked in the cold, marble-like beauty of the Mother. 

The Mother welcomed her into her arms. They were cold enough to blister her skin. The Mother’s lips did not move as intricate meaning and images filled her mind. She did not whisper words of kindness, but of resolution. The Walk of Winter offered no solace, only will. She spoke to the people of her home. A sacrifice, a blessed child with the power of the mind, to be offered to Lord Winter to take her place at his side. 

Her beautiful Mother cradled her face in her slim hands, though her skin still pulsed with warm blood and burned the Mother’s icy hands. The Mother’s eyes, blazing white like the depths of a blizzard, stared into her own and she saw things. Vast white wings outstretched in the cold, the crown of Lord Winter, and the endless stasis that awaited - 

Mother pressed her lips to her own in a chaste kiss. The Blizzard consumed her. Blood froze in her veins. Her hair froze into a voluminous sheet. Pain like nothing else filled her essence as what she was died.

It was not over. Some faint semblance of life, of humanity and hot blood, still persisted. Mother effortlessly lifted her frozen, rigid form and placed it upon an ice-encrusted altar. Mother addressed the crowds and beseeched them to witness the beauty of this transformation. 

A sacred Feather of Lord Winter, a crystalline and jagged thing of utter perfection, appeared in Mother’s hand. Mother regarded it with cold adoration. The Feather froze even the hand of Mother, yet Mother relished in it. She gasped as Mother slid the barbed Feather into her chest, and Ice filled her essence as it was imparted unto her. Her human life, ended by Mother’s loving kiss, was forever lost to her and a new life began. 

As Ice’s essence filled her, Mother pulled the razor-sharp Feather out and raised it to her breast. She smiled as it cut effortlessly through her stone-hard skin and half-frozen blood flowed from the open wound. The Feather repelled Mother’s blood, too pure to be sullied by mortality. Mother fed the blood into her frozen lips, and she was born anew. 

Mother gathered her as she loosed the wails of a newborn servant of Ice, and the spell captured the onlookers…

He came to in a cold sweat, and the heat of the fire could scarcely reach him. Ash shivered, and his vision swam as he looked at the lead Jynx - the Jynx whose memories he had just witnessed. They clung to his mind, demanding to be witnessed. Ash relived the memories again and again, and vomited (though he was sure to miss Nidoking).

“You were human,” he looked at the lead Jynx in utter horror - even the dark presence of Mewtwo paid attention, surging to life in the back of his mind. The other Jynx were not. They were born as Jynx, lacking that connection to Ice that the firstborn possessed. How they were produced, Ash had no idea. Asexual reproduction? For all Ash knew a Jynx just found a bunch of snow and breathed life into it. “A girl.”

The lead Jynx was utterly unphased by his horror. She didn’t seem particularly upset at her fate - the last thing Ash could remember of her memories before Ice filled her and wiped her passions away was a resplendent, inhuman joy.

“And your Mother…” he trailed off, then his blood ran cold. A choking fist grasped around his hearts as he knew where he’d seen her before. It had been less than a week ago at the Mahogany Pokemon Center! The woman in the Seafoam Islands who’d held Articuno’s Feather - Haukea, he recalled. “When did this happen?” He asked, voice hard and pointed. “When did she do this to you?”

Jynx looked at him oddly. A rush of memories - family, ramshackle homes, the psychic powers that had drawn Mother’s loving attention - filled his mind and he knew. Hundreds - maybe thousands - of years had passed since this Jynx had been ‘born’. Did she suffer? Did she even care that her human family had long since rotted away into the earth?

No, she did not. If there was anything Ash knew with absolute certainty, it was that. Once the girl had been reborn, she would have killed them all herself with zero hesitation so long as it served her Mother and god. Such things as compassion were alien to the followers of ice.

All in all, he had to fight the urge to vomit again. The acrid taste burned his tongue yet his stomach still churned with the knowledge that had been forced on him. He refused to draw on Ice to numb it - after this past revelation, he didn’t dare. Too raw.

“And why did you come here?” He whispered. Nidoking growled alongside him, flames roiling in his throat. At a moment’s notice he would bathe the Jynx in flame - Ash found that a rather comforting thought. “Why did you show me this?”

He was prepared this time, but nothing would let him weather the surge of memories untouched. Ash groaned and raised a hand to his head.

Pleasure as Lord Winter and its inferior siblings Awakened - Mother Haukea stirring from her long slumber as Lord Winter and its siblings clashed to the south - Mother’s will whispering to her, a loyal servant of Ice and Herald of Winter, to carry the truth to all who would listen - Storm-tamer entering her appointed domain, Mother’s commands to be heeded - 

The Jynx inclined her head, as did the others. Ash nodded back, still rather ill. She seemed disappointed that Ash did not draw upon Ice for her, did not reveal his own link to her Lord, yet took it in stride. He knew she could still sense it deep within him. It was a part of him, after all. She disappeared into the darkness, her duty completed. Her loyal servants followed suit.

He sat there for a long time, mind roiling. Eventually he pulled out his PokeDex with trembling hands and began to watch another of Clair’s battles. Anything to avoid the unsettling realizations this unexpected meeting had left him with.

Eventually even that wasn’t mindless enough for him, and with cold fingers he started typing up a letter to Molly - he hadn’t had much of a chance to reach out to her, and he was a little concerned about the girl. Thoughts of the Hale family brought dread, anxiety, and a terrible sense of hope that nearly managed to distract him from his current predicament.

Nearly.

This Haukea, a servant of Ice (and wasn’t that horrifying), wasn’t like Ash and Lance. She was a relic of the old world, full of knowledge and power and terrifying certainty. He knew without a doubt she would love to watch the entire world freeze forever, locked in an endless winter.

And she knew him.

The campfire did not seem such a comfort anymore.
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Despite the intense conversation of the night before, the next day passed quickly. The only thing that got on Ash’s nerves was Gary’s incessant questions about the Legendaries. He wasn’t content with what Ash had given him - he wanted to know it all, and it felt like as soon as Ash got him to shut up about the other boy started nagging at him again.

Having seen the worst of the Ice Path - or, in Ash’s opinion, the most impressive - the rest went by without circumstance. The Sneasel packs watched from a distance, but gave them a wide berth now. In the event one curious Sneasel strayed too close to the travelers, a sharp whistle from the lead Sneasel or Weavile would reign them back in.

Sneasel took it as a challenge, naturally. He loved the Ice Path - it was going to be difficult taking him out. Ash would have to seek out any icy areas in Hoenn for him to enjoy, though he couldn’t even begin to guess where they might be hidden. An underwater cavern, perhaps? Something to ask Steven about, and certainly Glacia if he ever had the pleasure of meeting the esteemed lady.

The Sneasel packs didn’t appreciate Sneasel’s obstinance whatsoever, however. They leered at him from a safe distance, hissing challenges and dares to seek them out in the icy caverns or frosted woods - if he had risen to the bait, Ash had no doubt that at least a dozen Sneasel would have descended on him with razor-sharp claws to pay him back for his intrusion.

It would have been a terrible mess for the wild Sneasel.

Although the onlookers left a shiver down his spine on occasion, he and Gary fell into an easy routine. There was an openness between them now, albeit a fragile one. It wasn’t unimaginable for Gary to mention Daisy’s name of his own accord - though it could just as easily come up with long-veiled bitterness or fond recollection.

On occasion, Ash dared to mention his mother. It was still a hesitant subject that Gary never brought up himself, but after the first day it didn’t quite feel like he was chewing shards of glass every time he thought of her.

He would reach out to her, he decided. Ash had run for long enough.

All too soon they found themselves on the other side of the Ice Path. Beaten, numb, and exhausted beyond belief, but they’d made it. He’d faced greater challenges, but Ash couldn’t help but feel a stir of pride in his gut. It was nearly enough to make him forget about the Jynx…and, looming far greater than the psychics’ strange visit, Haukea’s pale face. It lingered constantly in his mind. He had no doubt that every one of his dreams Dazed had devoured was full of the Winter Woman.

Nothing good would come of pursuing that line of thought. Something to speak to Lance about, not ruminate endlessly upon.

Gary was just happy to be out. “Screw the cold!” he said as they stepped out of the wintry mountain passes and into the short stretch of wildlands that separated them from Blackthorn. They had less than a day’s journey to Blackthorn, and Ash couldn’t help the blood that pounded in his ears at that thought. Less than a day from Clair and the battle he’d craved for weeks now…

“Yeah,” Ash said absentmindedly as he relished the slightly warmer breeze drifting along his skin. A part of him still missed the harsh cold, yet even more of him refused to consider that. He’d seen what Ice unrestrained could do.

“Eloquent as ever!” Gary jabbed as he painstakingly removed the small wardrobe of wrappings, warmers, and other clothes he’d thrown on for the rest of their journey through the Ice Path. “Man, it still sucks out here. Least it doesn’t hurt to breathe, right?”

“Yeah.”

His friend made a disgusted sound and ignored him. Ash hid a smile.

You two are entirely too happy to pick at each other. It’s exhausting.

He just laughed as Gary growled at Alakazam, who had elected to finish the trek with them. It had been draining for the mighty psychic, but Ash found himself enjoying his company. Alakazam was certainly more pleasant than Bob - then again, Bob had permanently lowered his standards. Any Alakazam would look like a saint in comparison.

I’m glad I meet your standards. 

That drew a grin from him. It didn’t hurt that Alakazam reminded him of a Dazed with all her mystery and metaphors stripped away - Gary had beaten every semblance of stereotypical psychic mumbo-jumbo out of Alakazam with a brazen combination of snark, irritation, and the equivalent of beating his head against a brick wall until the bricks were just a pile of dust at his feet.

It was remarkable.

He thought to release Dazed, but decided against it. Sneasel needed some attention (he had sagged in disappointment the moment they left the Ice Path) and Plume was enough protection for now as she soared through the skies. Besides, Dazed wouldn’t enjoy the hours of walking they had ahead of them. She wasn’t built for long distances.

Besides, he didn’t want to slow down for anything. He couldn’t wait to reach Blackthorn, home of the Wataru legacy and countless years of history and legends. In a way, his entire journey to this point had led to this. His training with Lance, his visit to the First’s tomb and meeting with the mighty Rhydon that guarded it…

“Come on,” he decided. Gary groaned and glared, clearly not ready to move on quite yet. “We’ve got a lot to do.”

When Gary still looked as unmotivated as a Slowpoke, Ash realized he needed to sweeten the deal. “Once we get to Blackthorn we can get out of this cold -”

He didn’t have to push any harder. Gary had already picked up the pace down the wide, well-kempt path (a far cry from the Mahogany side) and Alakazam levitated lazily behind him.

Ash just smiled.
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“This place sucks.”

Ash sent a dirty look Gary’s way. “Shut up.”

“Woah, woah, let’s lower the hostility,” Gary sneered as he walked between a couple holding hands on the sidewalk, forcing them to separate. They both sent him dirty looks as Ash walked past, careful to hide his face beneath his cap. “You can’t tell me you actually like this dirthole, right? Goldenrod’s way better. It’s an actual city, not a glorified dump in the mountains.”

He forced Gary to wait for him as he admired an iron-wrought statue of a mighty Dragonite handing a lone figure, a man in hunter’s garb who looked positively miniscule compared to the great dragon, several tiny eggs.

Drake Hiro, the only of His name. Our Progenitor. 

“I like it.”

“Of course you would.” Gary seemed resigned. He made disparaging comments every once in a while as they made their way through the ancient city of Blackthorn, but kept them under his breath. Knowing Gary as well as he did, Ash was content with that.

Blackthorn was everything he could have imagined, yet it still managed to surprise him in some ways.

He’d expected an ancient city of history, mythology, and great regard for their past. A city built around dragons and the legendary figures that had tamed them in the past, the ultimate dichotomy of man and pokemon.

It was exactly what he had received. Blackthorn was, above all else, a relic. The city seemed as traditional as Ecruteak in its own way. Modern fixtures were everywhere, yet each and every building could have been erected centuries ago for all he knew. Not a single skyscraper graced the skyline - only a few small fortresses and spires built into the towering Ore Mountains which Blackthorn was nestled comfortably in dared stand above the rest. Even from here he could see the plain platforms of hewn rock and wooden supports built into the mountains for as far as he could see, designed for the landing and take-off for creatures as large as Dragonite. They were everywhere, and soon enough his eyes grew so used to them that he ignored the pads entirely.

Every single building was designed for that purpose, built with flat roofs or connected to nearby houses and shops with thick wooden roofs. Even the buildings backed into the mountains were built for defense and war, ready to be utilized by Blackthorn in a moment’s notice.

Ash shut his eyes. He could only imagine how wonderful a sight it was to see dozens or hundreds of the majestic Dragonite taking off at once with their partners on their backs. The clear sky would have gleamed gold as the sun reflected off the dragons’ scales. Roars and battle cries would fill the ears of everyone for miles as the dragon riders embarked on their missions.

He desperately wished to be able to see through time in that moment, to see what had been lost to the new world.

Despite all that, it was plain to him that Blackthorn had embraced the new world as much as it had the old. Fashions were starkly familiar instead of the traditional garb of Ecruteak - many citizens favored plain jeans and t-shirts, or a light sweater that would’ve let them fit right into modern metropolises like Saffron and Goldenrod.

Many regarded them suspiciously as they walked past, eyes slanted and hard as they took in the newcomers. Blackthorn was ancient and isolated and saw few visitors. They were largely self-sufficient and maintained little trade with the rest of Johto. Most relaxed as they saw the pokeballs at Ash and Gary’s belt, yet he couldn’t feel quite comfortable as several locked eyes with Ash and recognition sparked.

Aside from that, Ash couldn’t help but notice that plenty of the people that walked by, laughing with friends or lost in their own thoughts, had faint similarities with Lance. The people of Blackthorn were hardy and strong. Most stood several inches taller than the average and possessed wide frames.

Occasionally, he passed by a man or woman that left him startled, certain that Lance or Clair themselves must have walked by - they stood tall and proud, a Dratini looped around their shoulders or Dragonair at their side. The others in Blackthorn would acknowledge them with respectful nods or even bows, blatant respect in their words and posture.

These few were the Wataru. Although there was some variance in hair color - Ash saw everything from brown to blue to the pale red of Lance - they all held some strong resemblance to one another: their faces were angular and hard like their dragons, and many walked together away from the other folk.

The Wataru blood ran strong. Aside from those who possessed a startling resemblance to Lance or Clair, he doubted there was a single member who could be mistaken as anything but a Wataru. He had to wonder how insular the clan was - there were differences, certainly, but they were subtle and easy to miss. Ash might have to ask Lance about how often the Wataru married outside the clan…

Then again, they fit right in with the rest of Blackthorn’s citizens. The Wataru just seemed more, as if their genetics were simply an exaggeration of the mountain-dwelling folk that the current people of Blackthorn were descended from. Too extreme, too sharp. Too distinct. Everyone here was pointed and large, but the Wataru took that to the next level.

Was that because the Wataru had spread their bloodline far and wide, their genes diluted by the common folk, or had the Wataru just interbred for generations until they had pushed their original genes to their limit? An interesting (albeit disturbing) question. Maybe he’d been reading Cynthia’s book too often…

Still, Ash couldn’t help but smirk at Lance’s reaction if he brought it up. Or Clair’s…

There was an idea.

Historical inquiries aside, Ash thought he could stay in Blackthorn for weeks or months without getting bored and yearning for the wilderness - they could hardly turn a corner without running into a relic, monument, or shrine to some ancient event or heroic Drake. Museums were everywhere and Ash knew for a fact he and Dazed would find their way to plenty. Blackthorn had a storied past of great heroes and villains alike, and it was clear they cherished that legacy.

It was plain and rugged in a way, with no thought for elegance or adornments beyond simple carvings and murals, yet held a great beauty regardless. This was a place of little pomp and all substance. Every inch of their decorated history could be substantiated in blood and trophies and Blackthorn displayed it for all to see.

He found it fascinating that Blackthorn venerated its failures and atrocities as much as it did their heroes and greatest victories. Perhaps venerated was the wrong word. Unlike many other cities, Blackthorn exhibited them so they were plain to see in monuments and artwork. The Mad Drake, an entire wall devoted to the tale of Drake Ikki who had fed his rebellious brother to his Dragonite, and the First Champion smiting Drake Ryoto (according to the plaques) and ending Blackthorn’s dominion over Johto.

Blackthorn was a land that embraced its histories, the good and the bad. They were a forthright people who knew there was a great deal of wisdom to be found in the failures and mistakes of the past.

There was so much to learn here.

“We’re here!” Gary looked nearly as excited as Ash felt. An energy filled them, tense and electric and ready to explode at a moment’s notice. “Still good with the plan?”

Ash hummed an affirmative. Gary wanted Ash to battle Clair first so he could get a better idea of her tactics. He’d shown Gary a few of her videos, but he wanted to see a real fight. Surprise, surprise. He was pretty sure Gary really just wanted to watch Ash get beaten - there was no way the Oak hadn’t already studied their opponent.

Gary was many things. Lazy was not one of them.

He wasn’t about to turn down the chance to face down Clair at her full strength. If he beat her after Gary had tired her out, it was no victory at all. Just a farce.

In contrast to the simplistic, nearly primitive, design of the rest of Blackthorn, the Gym was a stately, majestic building of tan brick and stone that commanded respect. The Blackthorn Gym vaguely reminded him of the Hale Mansion in appearance: plain yet elegant, overbearing yet humble. It was blocked off behind a tall, iron gate guarded by endless pairs of statues that led to the Gym’s doors and the Gym appeared to have been built into a mountainside. Each statue depicted a man or woman across from a mighty Dragonite, though Ash spotted a few Kingdra and even the odd Salamence and Garchomp in their midst, immortalized in bronze. Some were startlingly realistic, as if they’d step off their pillars and take their first steps in centuries any moment now…

“Blackthorn needs to up their game,” Gary scoffed. He clearly had no appreciation for the history behind this place, Ash groused to himself. “I mean, seriously. When was the last time this place was renovated? Does it even have electricity? Running water is probably cutting edge to this backwater.”

Ash wanted to point out that the Gym had several lights on, but decided it would be more pragmatic to ignore Gary. Without waiting for the Oak, he stepped forth. As he walked between the giant statues, he felt as though he were being watched by giants.

As Gary struggled to catch up, no doubt spitting all kinds of foul words under his breath, Ash stepped into the Gym. It was plain, just like every other Gym. The seats were mostly empty, no surprise there. Most trainers were still working up to the lesser Gyms, let alone Blackthorn’s. Clair’s reputation was well-earned. According to a statistic in a training magazine he’d picked up a while back, something like 90% of trainers in Johto avoided Clair’s Gym entirely in favor of the minor Gyms in the Blackthorn territory (which were still quite a challenge themselves).

The receptionist jumped as they entered, clearly not used to visitors. Her cheeks flushed as she hid away her PokeGear.

“Welcome to the Blackthorn Gym!” The receptionist greeted with a brilliant smile. She was perhaps a year or two older than them and a blind man could have realized she was a member of the Wataru clan. Her hair was the same rosy red as Lance’s and her face was pointed and angular. “How may I help you today?”

“We’d like to battle Clair,” Ash said, a little startled at her appearance. It was actually a little creepy how much she looked like a girl version of Lance…

She started, surprised, then squinted at the pair of them. “Okay, if you’re sure,” she said doubtfully. “Names and trainer I.D. numbers, please.”

“Ash Ketchum,” he said flatly. Ash ignored her gobsmacked expression as he rattled off his I.D. number. He’d memorized it long ago.

Her mouth formed a small ‘o’ and she quickly typed the information in. Gary went next, a light smirk on his face as she had a similar reaction. “If you wait for just a moment, Leader Clair will give permission to -”

The receptionist’s headset crackled, and the girl smiled brightly. “Looks like you two are good to go! Head on in through the doors on the right,” she pointed them the right way.

“Thanks,” Ash nodded as he forced the doors open, anticipation stirring deep in his gut. This was what he had waited for so long, and he would not waste this opportunity.

Gary stepped up alongside him as they entered a small antechamber built of flat wooden panels and stone walls, lit with blue dragonfire that cast everything in a sinister azure shade. His hands trembled and Ash couldn’t stop the mad smile from appearing as he viewed its single inhabitant.

Gym Leader Clair lazed about on a plain throne hewn from an ancient, jutting rock. It was weathered with time alone, shielded from the elements as it was. She was a tall woman, nearly as tall as Lance, and her bright blue hair that matched the dragonfire was bound in a ponytail. As they approached she didn’t twitch, her hard blue eyes skimming over the two challengers with some little interest.

“What do you want?” She drawled, her face propped up by her fist. Despite her lazy air and general apathy, Clair commanded respect. Every word was spoken quietly and with great intention behind it, selected carefully. He strained to hear her soft address, yet didn’t dare interrupt.

“We’re here for a battle,” Gary stepped forward with a nasty grin on his face. He brushed a few strands of brown hair out of his eyes and stared Clair down without an ounce of apprehension. “I’ve heard a lot about you.”

She slouched even more, sprawled across her throne. “Am I supposed to care? Why should I even allow you the honor of challenging me?”

“Because you’re the Blackthorn Gym Leader. It’s your job,” Ash said quietly. Clair’s gaze jerked to him, and she scowled. “I’m going first.”

Clair looked as if she wanted to say something, but held her tongue. She straightened and stared him down with a feral grin. “Good! You’re tougher than the Oak boy. I saw the videos,” she added Gary bristled. “Don’t disappoint me, boy. Or do,” her cruel smile shifted into an easy grin. “I’d love to see Lance’s face when he hears.”

He arched an eyebrow. Looked like Clair hadn’t inherited the social genes. If Lance was a storybook hero born in the wrong century, Clair was the cackling witch that accosted him. “Are you done?”

Her scowl deepened. Clair rose steadily from her throne. She towered over both of the boys, nearly a foot taller than both. Her blue bodysuit shimmered in the blue dragonfire… well, at least Ash wouldn’t have any trouble guessing her favorite color.

Clair stalked off towards a massive pair of double doors behind her throne. She didn’t bother looking back, clearly expecting the boys to follow her. Ash frowned at the cape she wore. Hadn’t Lance said that was for the Drake and nobody else? Probably just some formality or clan custom he wasn’t aware of.

Regardless, he couldn’t fight the grin any longer. His body hummed and quivered with nerves, his fingers constantly running over his friends’ pokeballs. Would his plans work out? Had his work amounted to anything? Could Clair have prepared any nasty surprises in the months since her last recorded battle?

Ash hoped so.

The battlefield behind the doors was worthy of a trainer such as Clair. It was gigantic - the bounds, already marked by shimmering psychic barriers, stretched for nearly three hundred feet in every direction. How far back into the mountain did this go? Every aspect of it was fairly plain: flat expanses of dirt made up the majority of the arena, but a small forest of plain stone pillars sat on the left side of the field and a huge pool spanned the right.

It had been updated since the last video he’d seen. Her old arenas always possessed some kind of environment designed for tight quarters, ambushes, and traps - he’d seen a mountain riddled with a tunnel network, a forest made up of artificial trees, and even a painfully complex maze of metal walls, hidden pits, and environmental hazards. He had to admit he was a little disappointed he wouldn’t get to send Sneasel into that. Sneasel would probably have the time of his life in there.

Oh well. The stone array would serve its purpose. Not many dragons would be able to effectively maneuver in there (without wrecking the whole set-up, anyways) very well. She wouldn’t include something she had no options for, however, and Ash could say he was genuinely interested to see what she had prepared. This could get interesting.

As for the gigantic pool - well, that was good. That was a permanent addition. Torrent wasn’t to the point of effortlessly ripping up tsunamis yet, but that would let him make the most of this battle. He wouldn’t be able to lead with Torrent, of course. Ash had already promised him that he’d receive the fight against her Kingdra. Whenever it came out, Torrent would be released.

He glanced up and found his suspicions that they were in the mountain confirmed. The ceiling was flat and smoothed out by countless years of work and crafts, innumerable murals of Dragonite, men, and great scenes of war, victory, and fire immortalized in the stone. It was easily high enough for a flying-type to build up speed and maneuver, even Plume. That opened up several strategies he’d put on the backburner…

Clair must have had one of the Gym’s psychics teleport her over to her box. It was upraised compared to Ash’s own with yet another hewn throne for her, guarded by two massive Dragonite statues with eyes burning with dragonfire. She sat in it with the air and posture of a queen. She looked down her nose at them, a far cry from the lazy, slouching figure she’d cut before.

This was Clair in her element.

“The rules are simple!” Clair’s voice carried throughout the cavernous arena - by the way it filled his mind, it seemed like the psychics maintaining the barrier were transmitting the meaning clearly to Ash and Gary. The reverberating echoes reached him a few seconds later. “Five-on-five. No psychic communication is permitted. No substitutions. Battle is until incapacitation or surrender. Do you accept my terms?”

Ash stepped forward. Gary looked around for a chair or bench, then grumbled when he realized Clair offered no such comfort for any onlookers. As such, he stood somewhat awkwardly behind the box, though he made sure he still had a great view.

To be honest, Ash was a little surprised she’d allowed Gary to watch at all.

“As the Gym Leader, I will release my pokemon first,” she finished the official spiel, then grinned. “Choose wisely.”

With that warning given, the stage was set. Clair released her first teammate, which was exactly who Ash had expected. She always started off battles the same way, then adapted to her opponent as the conflict went on. It was an interesting strategy, certainly one with its merits. It gave Clair a sort of predictable path to follow throughout every battle, though it was also a potential weakness if her opponents had studied her tactics.

A lengthy blue serpent manifested in a flash of light. Dragonair was particularly large for one of its species, even longer than Saph had been. Its thick hide was a rich blue azure and a bright white underbelly, designed to offer camouflage in its natural oceanic homes and flight. The Dragonair bowed its head to Ash. He was more than happy to dip his head back.

Nidoking appeared before Ash. He rolled his plated shoulders and glared at Dragonair as the serpent coiled, utterly serene in the face of the massive Nidoking. His friend’s nostrils flared and potent toxins ran down the length of his horn in preparation.

Ash just folded his arms and waited. Clair was silent, eying him like Plume eyed a Sentret unwise enough to frolic in front of her, then frowned. “Begin.”

The moment she uttered the word, Dragonair moved. Before Ash or Nidoking even blinked, the blue serpent struck. Dragonair’s eyes burned with azure flame, and its body immediately shone with a pale aura of the same hue - Agility. Less than a second later, Dragonair swept forward with graceful, deliberate movements that, to Ash’s eyes, appeared nearly as a dance -

A flickering green flame ignited about it as the Dragon Dance ended, Dragonair’s body thrumming with power. It coiled like a spring, Nidoking squared himself, and Dragonair shot forward at incredible speed - it was little more than a blur, and it wasn’t even flying. Its wings hadn’t extended yet. Dragonair shot nearly the full length of an arena in just a few seconds, and Nidoking barely had time to ready himself before the dragon slapped its tail, shimmering with green power, straight into Nidoking’s shoulder -

His friend was forced back as a detonation of pale green light and searing heat exploded outwards from the contact. It filled Ash’s eyes and he was forced to rub them to clear them of stars - without the psychic barriers in place, he probably would have been knocked out by the blast.

Nidoking weathered it with ease. He staggered, yet remained on his feet. The poison-type was quick to spark a Thunderbolt straight into Dragonair’s hide - or it should have. As the Thunderbolt shot off Nidoking’s horn, the cluster of jewels at Dragonair’s flash shone a gorgeous blue. The Thunderbolt dissipated nearly immediately, and in the confusion Dragonite sprung away with insane speed to avoid other attacks. Ash grit his teeth - that would have been a great time for Poison Sting, but it would be useless against something with regenerative abilities like Dragonair. Ice Beam would have been a great start to the battle, but Thunderbolt was quicker and simpler for Nidoking to generate. Ice Beam could have easily been dodged.

The two opponents took stock of one another. Nidoking’s tail whipped back and forth in the dirt, leaving deep grooves. Dragonair’s wings gracefully extended and it took to the skies with eye-catching grace - it took Ash a moment to ignore the dragon’s elegant movements and pristine sheen as it circled above the battlefield, perhaps halfway between Ash and Clair.

He frowned.

Dragonair would be a tricky opponent. One as well-trained as Clair’s would doubtlessly be at home in any environment: ground, sea, or sky. Ash suspected this was Clair’s most versatile pokemon, designed to expertly fight in whatever section of the battlefield was necessary at the time. Not many dragons could offer that - Kingdra would be hampered in the tightly packed earthen pillars, while others would be at a distinct disadvantage if they were forced to take to the ground.

Then again, he’d expected this. Dragonair circled tirelessly in the air, never breaking its view of Nidoking. He couldn’t hide away in a chasm or tunnel since Dragonair would be able to easily avoid any of his attacks from the air, but he’d known what was coming and chosen Nidoking for a very specific reason: Ash knew Dragonair’s tactics.

It was a nightmare, honestly. Dragonair lacked the overwhelming speed, power, and defenses of a Dragonite (and Ash had no idea how Clair’s hadn’t evolved after so many years training), yet Clair had made hers into a terrifying force.

Her strategy was simple: Dragonair liked to test an opponent. Once it had their measure, Dragonair would rush them again. Instead of striking a second time, it would use its natural abilities to overcome its opponent’s aggression with a surge of calm. Once its opponent was stunned, Dragonair would strike with a Thunder Wave to slow and paralyze its foe. From there, Dragonair liked to enhance its own abilities with Agility and Dragon Dance and essentially run circles around its slow and vulnerable enemy.

And if its opponent did have counters, Dragonair proved to be a defensive monster. It could shroud itself with Safeguard to blunt ranged attacks, stop the attacks in full with Protect, and nullify weather manipulation with the energies stored in the deep blue crystals set into its throat.

The magic of Dragonair was that it fought the opposite of how you’d expect a dragon-type to fight. It fought more like a poison-type, honestly. It hampered its opponents, picked them apart, and avoided any danger it possibly could. Dragonair didn’t have the same endurance as a Dragonite - it couldn’t easily hurl endless barrages of elemental devastation or take blows easily. Its long, serpentine body held a great deal of strength and power, yet at the level of battling they stood at there were plenty of foes that would crush it in a physical confrontation. In that case, Dragonair’s best best was to simply coil around its opponent and squeeze.

Nidoking countered practically everything Dragonair could do. Due to his leathery hide and ground-type skills, he could shrug off Thunder Wave. The spines all over his body meant Dragonair couldn’t leverage its speed and flexibility to coil and crush him without being seriously hurt and poisoned. He was tough enough to handle Dragonair’s meager offense and wielded Ice Beam with incredible skill.

No, Ash was confident that Nidoking was his best possible option to face Dragonair. It wouldn’t be easy by any means, but Nidoking’s main problem would be pinning down the far more maneuverable dragon. It would only be made more difficult by the massive arena - Dragonair could flee practically anywhere.

He grit his teeth. This would be a long, slow, and brutal grind of a battle.

Clair’s eyes flashed as she sat upon her throne. “Enough, Dragonair!” Her harsh voice echoed throughout the vast cavern. “We will not win in direct battle - retreat!”

Ash scowled. She’d realized the same thing as he had, then. “Approach. Slow it down however you can. Overwhelm its poison resistance. Ice Beam.”

Nidoking’s shoulders set as he plodded down the center of the battleground. He never let his gaze stray far from Dragonair’s glimmering form as it swayed slowly toward Clair’s throne, confident in its abilities to avoid the slow and lumberous Nidoking. Several streams of jagged, arcing Ice Beams shot into the sky to test the dragon, yet Dragonair easily swerved out of the way.

This was going to be frustrating. Dragonair would just try to chip Nidoking down, never daring to engage directly to leverage its superior speed and maneuverability -

Dragonair’s long form, still blazing with the enhancements of Agility and Dragon Dance, landed gently upon the earth with all the weight of a feather. It reared, staring at Nidoking from across the arena, and - Ash frowned, there was no way it was going to -

It shot forward. Nidoking barely had a moment to fire off an Ice Beam before Dragonair crossed hundreds of feet in seconds, body ablaze with draconic power. The Ice Beam slammed into Dragonair, yet didn’t seem to have much effect thanks to the familiar, incredibly frustrating sight of a Protect manifested inches ahead of Dragonair’s body.

Nidoking weathered the whiplike blow of Dragonair’s Dragon Tail with ease. The slam forced him back, but even the draconic blast failed to harm him. “Hurry!” Ash snapped. “Dragon Dance is down!”

Dragonair slithered away with the aid of Agility, yet wasn’t able to avoid the dozens of poison-filled barbs Nidoking spat into its blue hide - most failed to penetrate, but at least a few of the Poison Stings pierced Dragonair’s scales and pumped toxins into the dragon. It growled, but was able to ignore the worst of the effects.

“After it!” Ash called, eager to take Dragonair down as quickly as possible. Clair wasn’t the type to fight a slow, grinding fight. He should have predicted that. She was going to blitz Nidoking and do her best to overwhelm the powerful poison-type. “Ice Beam!”

His friend bellowed out a challenge as he charged after Dragonair, an Ice Beam already lancing off his horn. Dragonair deftly squirmed out of the Ice Beam’s freezing path, ducking beneath the arcs by a hair, yet cried out as it barely swerved away from Nidoking’s follow-up Shadow Ball that shot past the dragon and plowed straight through the psychic barriers.

Unfortunately, Nidoking wasn’t content to stop there. As Dragonair’s wings extended to take flight and gain mobility, Nidoking finished his move - yet another Ice Beam struck Dragonair square in the chest and hurled the serpentine beast to the ground as frost glazed its scales in a thick crust. The shock stunned Dragonair, and Nidoking wasn’t about to lose his advantage - who knew when he would next pin down the slippery dragon?

Another Ice Beam, then another. Both landed squarely on the shocked Dragonair, yet the first was blocked by a hasty Protect, then the next washed over Dragonair. It hurt, certainly - Dragonair didn’t look pleased at all at the rush of cold - yet it was rendered mostly impotent by a shimmering aura of blue-green that suffused Dragonair’s form. Safeguard, of course. He’d known it was coming. It wasn’t like Protect that outright blocked and shielded against attacks, but Safeguard was able to hold off the worst of damage like a second layer of scales for Dragonair.

The technique was excellent for mitigating secondary damage - burns would be lighter, ice would fail to cling and take hold, shield against specialized techniques like Thunder Wave, and disrupt subtle psychic attempts to induce sleep and confusion.

It wouldn’t mean much in the face of a physical attack, but given Dragonair’s own toughness to most elemental attacks and maneuverability it wasn’t a glaring weakness.

Nidoking knew all of this. He’d been made aware of what to expect from Dragonair, and it was paying off in spades. So, seeing Safeguard’s distinctive haze, he charged. Dragonair growled and thrashed, shattering the ice hindering it. Just as Nidoking came down on the dragon, Dragonair shrieked. His friend slowed as his sensitive ears were hammered by the high-pitched squeal of Supersonic, and staggered as his balance was torn to pieces.

Dragonair didn’t try to escape. Before Nidoking could hope to react, Dragonair struck. It flickered in a rush of Extreme Speed that accelerated it directly beside Nidoking, then it snapped its glowing body into Nidoking with an Iron Tail that hammered him hard enough to throw him to the ground. The earth shook with Nidoking’s fall, and Dragonair reared up with incredible speed, distinctive gold-and-red sparks collecting above its snout to blast Nidoking with a Hyper Beam -

The earth beneath Dragonair shone gold, and just as Dragonair unleashed its Hyper Beam to finish Nidoking off, a gaping chasm scarred the earth. Dragonair caught itself with its extended wings, but the sudden loss of stability sent its Hyper Beam blazing to strike near Ash in a thunderous blast - his eyes watered at the sudden explosion against the psychic barriers, but he didn’t dare look away.

“No! Finish this with Draco Meteor!” Clair howled. Her hands clenched the arms of her throne, and he thought she was about to leap from it altogether.

Dragonair tried to carry out its mistress’ commands, it really did. As it surged into the air, Ash spotted a golden sphere balanced above its maw as it focused its powers into one decisive blast, one that would lay waste to the entire battlefield and crush Nidoking. He was tough, but only a handful of pokemon could resist a Draco Meteor from something as powerful as Clair’s Dragonair.

No, they couldn’t let Dragonair unleash its most devastating attack. With all of its normal strategies stripped away by Nidoking’s natural abilities and physiology, it had been backed into a corner. A pokemon with no other options was at its most dangerous.

Safeguard was still active. Any elemental attacks would be practically useless - Ice Beam would do damage, but it wouldn’t shock Dragonair’s system like it normally would. Dragonair was too high to hit with a physical attack.

“Confusion!”

Nidoking’s eyes flashed with psychic power, somewhat strengthened through practice with Dazed but still nothing compared to a true psychic’s technique, and Dragonair’s head snapped back as the telekinetic blow caught it in its jaw - Draco Meteor sputtered out, though its mind was still its own.

“Sludge Bomb!”

As Dragonair began to recover and pull back, it howled as Nidoking spewed a thick stream of noxious, toxic sludge all over it. The resplendent blue scales of Dragonair were utterly drenched, its whole body buried beneath the fuming mass. It began to fall, thrashing madly in midair, and Nidoking took his opportunity. This was something they’d discussed earlier, a way to bring Dragonair down from the air and onto even ground.

Dragonair spasmed wildly, tossing thick globules of the Sludge Bomb off to spatter and eat at the earth itself. Just as it began to clear its wings of the sludge, Nidoking reared back his head. A blistering stream of flame washed over Dragonair, and the remaining traces of sludge that dirtied Dragonair’s gorgeous hide ignited in a fireball - the flash of heat and light was like a pyrobomb going off, and Dragonair fell.

He stared at the limp heap, then grinned as he saw Dragonair prepare to rise. It had been caught off guard, but it wasn’t beaten. Not yet.

Time to change that.

“Ice Beam! Keep it grounded.”

As Clair’s furious orders went unheeded by the slow Dragonair, Nidoking struck. Dragonair was still aware enough to deflect his Ice Beam with a Protect, but even that was a part of Nidoking’s strategy. Dragonair trembled with the effort to manifest the shield, and by the time it had recovered enough to spit a gout of blue dragonfire into Nidoking the poison-type had already reached the serpent.

Nidoking bowled into Dragonair. It was a physically powerful pokemon in its own right, but it was too tired and damaged to put up a good fight or try to escape. Before it could fight back, Nidoking had already wheeled around. His thick, muscular tail shone like gleaming iron, and Nidoking returned the favor for Dragonair’s earlier Iron Tail with one of his own.

Dragonair flew, but not under its own power this time. The exhausted dragon was flung nearly ten feet to the side, struggled to rise one last time -

The Blackthorn Gym Leader recalled her Dragonair into its pokeball. She silently clipped it to her belt, and looked to Ash with death in her eyes. “Not bad,” Clair choked out. Ash could practically see the vein bulging in her forehead. She smiled thinly. “You won’t be so prepared for my next friend. Kommo-o!”

Something he’d only heard whispers of appeared on the battlefield opposite of Nidoking, clad in gleaming armor that glittered in the azure light. Its plated scales were mostly grey, with rich golden accents throughout its body and over its club tail. The noble dragon’s head was protected with thinner scales that led up to a magnificent headdress of gold and red scales, lending it an air of authority and might reminiscent of Torrent or Nidoking. Its hulking arms and fists were heavily armored as well, designed to withstand the immense force behind its every strike.

He couldn’t help but admire the noble creature. Kommo-o’s tail swayed ever so slightly, making minute adjustments to its balance. It regarded Nidoking with a cool respect after Kommo-o measured the poison-type’s powerful frame and found him acceptable.

Where on earth had she found this mighty dragon? Another one of those exchange programs between Leagues, perhaps? Ash had access to the PokeDex logs of native pokemon from far-flung lands like Alola, Galar, Unova, and Kalos but he admittedly didn’t spend as much time on them since he wasn’t likely to come across pokemon from other continents. He knew enough to recognize them, but he preferred to spend his time perfecting his knowledge of pokemon from the National League.

Clair smirked as she reclined in her hard throne. She looked particularly smug as Kommo-o clanged its arms together, the scrape of the scales awakening something primal in Ash’s chest - the part of him that was a twelve-year old boy recognized an apex predator and urged his stupid body to flee. The rest of him - the majority of him - tingled with excitement.

This was what he’d come for.

Nidoking snorted at the intimidation display, hard eyes never straying from the new opponent. He had emerged from the last battle mostly unscathed thanks to their planning, and he was ready to face this foe.

“Dude, I don’t want to fight that,” Gary complained from the side. Ash started - he’d honestly forgotten about Gary. He’d been too focused on the battle. It didn’t hurt that Gary had been shockingly quiet, more content to analyze and pick apart Clair than make snide comments. “Can you make sure to put that thing out of commission for a few days?”

He ignored Gary. Kommo-o rose to its full height of seven and a half feet. It wasn’t as thickly built as Nidoking, but it towered over the large poison-type. The statement was clear: in a physical match, Kommo-o would not be defeated.

Bruiser definitely had more strength, but if Kommo-o defeated Nidoking he knew he wouldn’t send the fighting-type out. Kommo-o’s scales would crumple and tear off beneath Bruiser’s fists, but Kommo-o had too many other options at its disposal. Without fully understanding its capabilities, it just wasn’t worth the risk.

This was where the battle could turn. He hadn’t seen Kommo-o in any of the recordings - had Clair hidden it just for this reason? It was too easy to imagine her holding certain powerhouses back just to catch powerful opponents off guard…

He knew Kommo-o’s strengths as a species, but only recalled a handful of facts that would be useful. Extreme physical power, incredible defenses, and nearly limitless stamina. It was a beast that could easily stand alongside fighters such as Dragonite, Tyranitar, Salamence, and Garchomp. There was a good chance Clair had gone out of her way to obtain it for just that reason…

Did Lance know? Ash couldn’t fight the grin of Lance realizing he didn’t have one of the strongest dragon-types represented on his team. He filed that curiosity away for later.

“Begin!”

Nidoking wasted no time. As soon as his sensitive ears (probably still ringing from Dragonair’s Supersonic) picked up the signal, an Ice Beam exploded from his horn. It left trails of freezing air and frosted the ground beneath it, a sign of its power as it launched directly at Kommo-o.

Their opponent didn’t waste energy raising a Protect or tanking the Ice Beam - it simply leapt to the side. The moment it did, Kommo-o crushed its powerful arms together. Its scales clanged, a chiming sound that rang throughout the arena, and its body instantly blazed with the familiar blue-green haze of Dragon Dance as it used its power to amplify its strength and speed.

It deftly side-stepped a Thunderbolt - useful again since Kommo-o didn’t possess the weather manipulation of Dragonair - and smashed its arms together. Kommo-o’s roar echoed as it challenged Nidoking, and its thick claws rent the earth as it charged. The clanging of its scales inspired glee and terror and excitement as it charged, a warning to whatever was foolish enough to face it.

His friend heeded Ash’s command and readied himself. Kommo-o wasn’t nearly as fast as something like Garchomp, but it had managed to pick up some good speed. More maneuverable than Nidoking, but it was closing ground fast enough that it couldn’t turn easily…

“Terrain!” He shouted, and Nidoking quickly followed his command. The earth shone gold yet again, and a winding chasm carved its way into Kommo-o’s path, opening quickly enough that the dragon couldn’t escape -

Kommo-o ran on air. No, that wasn’t right, Ash thought as his eyes widened - Kommo-o manifested a Protect beneath its clawed feet even as the earth crumbled away around it. The dragon leapt off with incredible speed, its powerful legs sending it far from Nidoking’s attack, and it quickly charged again.

An Ice Beam was ducked beneath, Thunderbolt absorbed with minimal trouble. Poison Sting clattered uselessly to the ground as Kommo-o’s armor deflected it, and soon enough the mighty dragon bore down on Nidoking.

“Go!” He roared, and Nidoking snarled as he charged forth to meet Kommo-o in a physical clash. Moments before two charged into one another, a golden thread shot out from where Nidoking’s foot touched the earth and shot forward…

Kommo-o howled as it tripped forward, foot trapped in the Earth Power crevasse opened up by Nidoking at the last possible second. As Kommo-o fell, Nidoking’s eyes glinted with satisfaction. He wheeled around, his tail hardened and glowed as he used Iron Tail, and thrashed the mighty dragon.

His opponent was sent to the ground, leaving cracks and shattered earth where he fell, and Nidoking didn’t offer it a second’s relief. Jagged beams of frost shot from his horn, engulfing the dragon, then a Thunderbolt lanced against Kommo-o’s iron-hard scales, and finally Nidoking spat a raging torrent of flame to bathe Kommo-o.

The dragon surged upwards, fire in its eyes, and slammed one of its armored fists into Nidoking’s chest. Ash cried out Nidoking’s name as he was thrown backward, the poison-type raising his claws to his chest. Blood stained them. Nidoking’s eyes dilated, and he challenged Kommo-o with a mighty roar as the dragon righted itself - Kommo-o was singed and didn’t move quite as easily as before, but it was still in peak fighting condition.

Kommo-o (bolstered on by Clair’s snapped commands) was more than happy to accept. Its armor rang loudly as it charged to close the distance. Nidoking waited, body pulsing with power, and as he focused his energy the poison-type yet again opened up a vast hole in the earth - this time both he and Kommo-o fell in, though Nidoking fell above the dragon since the hole opened under Kommo-o first.

As Kommo-o landed easily into the ground, it raised its head to snarl at Nidoking - only to meet with Nidoking landing atop of it with his feet burning with focused power. Kommo-o barely raised its armored arms up in time to block the powerful blow, but it didn’t matter as Nidoking’s Double Kick (Ash couldn’t even remember the last time the bulky, heavy Nidoking had an opportunity to use the technique) smashed into its defenses. Nidoking’s hundreds upon hundreds of pounds of hide, muscle, and thick bones crashed into Kommo-o with enormous force and nearly flattened it to the hard earth. Nidoking lowered his glowing horn, ready to pierce the stunned Kommo-o’s defenses with Mega Horn -

A chunk of rock, controlled by Kommo’s Rock Tomb, shot out from the hole’s dark walls and smashed directly into the injured Nidoking’s head. He staggered back, and Kommo-o leapt to its feet with amazing speed. The creature wasted no time pressing its advantage, bruised as it was from Nidoking’s attack.

The first punch cracked Nidoking’s jaw, expertly placed in the leathery hide not marked by countless poison spines and quills. The second landed squarely in Nidoking’s chest, sending the poison-type stumbling back. Before Nidoking could even process Ash’s frantic calls, Kommo-o finished him with a brutal uppercut - Nidoking actually rose into the air, then crashed into the ground.

He was out cold. Kommo-o leapt easily from the pit and stood strong. It was tall and powerful despite the dented, blackened, and peeled scales. Nidoking had done some damage, but Kommo-o still had a lot of fight left.

As he recalled his friend, there was only one member of his team he would send out against this enemy.

Infernus appeared in a flash of heat, glowing light, and smoking cinders. His heat warped and twisted the air around him, leaving him a wavering shadow. The earth blackened and cracked beneath his feet. The Magmortar assessed the ripped earth, gaping chasm, and grinned at last when he set his eyes on Kommo-o.

Kommo-o didn’t even bother clanging its scales for Infernus - there was no doubt in its mind that Infernus was ready for anything it could dish out.

“Keep back,” he warned Infernus. His friend nodded to show he heard, then shifted his claws into cannons. “Kommo-o hits hard. Don’t let it land a hit. Start off just like we’ve practiced!”

As soon as Clair called for the match to begin, Infernus acted. Huge clouds of oily smoke poured from his mouth and cannons, shrouding the air in a black haze. Once Infernus was concealed, he set their plan into motion.

A wave of force rippled throughout the arena as Infernus slammed into the ground, creating a massive surge that absolutely shattered the earth nearby - Nidoking had already done the majority of the work with Earth Power, and Infernus’ Earthquake simply widened the fissures. Each stretched and crumbled until the center of the field where Nidoking and Kommo-o had fought was little more than a cracked network of chasms and pits.

The moment it was ready, Infernus teleported into the midst of them for caution - a good call, as Kommo-o barreled through the spot Infernus had unleashed the Earthquake seconds later. Kommo-o was an amazing combatant, but with how its scales clashed against each other it would never be stealthy.

With some distance between them, Infernus enacted their next move. Ash couldn’t see him anymore, but the effect of Lava Plume was obvious - a font of lava gushed from where he rested in the cracks, then another and another… within a minute, the crevasses were completely filled with the thick molten rock.

Inside the lava, Infernus was invisible and untouchable. His wounds would close up as they were packed with lava and it was a simple matter to teleport back in if he needed a respite.

Of course, the results of their training by the Lake of Rage had taught Infernus to leave a few nasty surprises around the battlefield as well…

Their initial move set up, Infernus exploded out of one of the lava-filled cracks near Kommo-o. The dragon waited patiently, happy to assess the mighty Magmortar. Infernus looked like a monster from an old tale as he rose, absolutely covered in thick clumps of molten lava that glowed brightly in the dark. A wild grin stretched grotesquely over the Magmortar’s face, and a moment of tension filled the air before he charged forth.

Kommo-o seemed just as pleased, and it shot forward with great bounding leaps to clash with Infernus. They met with a terrible crash - Kommo-o roared as it ducked beneath Infernus’ powerful, burning punch bolstered by the lava still clinging to his skin, and its fist shot forward with blinding speed to bury itself in Infernus’ gut.

Ash shook his head - he should’ve known Infernus would want to test Kommo-o for himself. The dragon’s strength was blatant as ever. Even Infernus’ toughness didn’t let him ignore the insane force behind the blow - he bowled over with a roar, though it wouldn’t slow him down at all.

How had Kommo-o even punched Infernus without being horribly - ah, there it was. He didn’t miss the rippling green shield that dematerialized as Kommo-o backpedaled away from Infernus as fast as it could. Shielding its fists with Protect to avoid the heat and lava pouring off Infernus was a clever move.

It didn’t mean that Kommo-o had come away unscathed. Even being within twenty feet of a combat-ready Infernus wrapped in his cloak of fire and heat was pure agony - Kommo-o’s thick scales would protect it somewhat, but some of the heat would make it through. The dragon wouldn’t be able to trade blows like it had with Nidoking. Every second it spent punching Infernus was another second it was subjected to his molten body.

Infernus grinned madly at Kommo-o as it retreated and steadily stepped closer. Kommo-o pulled back measuredly, heeding Clair’s roars and making minute adjustments to its stance and pace. Ash’s wild smile matched Infernus’ exactly as Kommo-o made its first real mistake since fighting Infernus.

The mighty dragon’s foot landed upon a bulging bubble, nearly invisible without looking closely. Kommo-o looked down, surprised at the softened earth, and a terrible realization dawned on the dragon and its mistress.

His friend stamped heavily upon the earth. The bulging section, packed to the brim with lava, leapt to its master’s command.

Three things happened then.

Heat, light, noxious volcanic gases, and a spout of lava exploded from the pocket in a thunderous eruption that rattled Ash’s teeth - droplets of glowing lava washed over the battlefield, sliding sluggishly down the psychic barriers that caught them. Viscous ash and superheated dust diffused throughout the arena in glowing sparks and embers, choking Kommo-o as it filled the dragon’s lungs.

Kommo-o screamed.

Infernus charged.

They met in a brief exchange. Kommo-o had erected a Protect to shield it from the eruption, but that didn’t mean much - it had shattered underneath the force of Infernus’ artificial magma chamber, although Kommo-o was in a much better state than it would’ve been if it was entirely caught off guard.

That didn’t change the fact that Kommo-o was rattled - for once, it tried to evade. It ducked and wove around Infernus’ strikes with incredible grace, and even managed to land a solid punch to Infernus’ jaw when he tried to breathe a Flamethrower into Kommo-o’s face. Infernus retaliated with twin Flamethrowers that burst from his cannons in red streams, bathing Kommo-o’s quick Protect.

By now Kommo-o had to be exhausted. There was a reason Protect wasn’t commonly used despite its utility - it was draining, similar to Hyper Beam. Even masters like Kommo-o couldn’t just use it over and over again, even briefly.

But if the choice was defeat or exhaustion, Kommo-o would use it as much as it needed to. Infernus was finally hurled away as Kommo-o clanged madly and screamed in frustration - Ash and Gary threw their hands over their ears in vain hopes of blocking the Boomburst, and Infernus staggered backwards. He roared and thrashed in frustration, briefly overwhelmed by the explosion of sound waves.

“Now!” Clair boomed as she leapt to her feet, her face bloody red with passion. Her cape fluttered behind her with the movement and she pointed at Infernus with a scowl. “No defense! Automize! Belly Drum! Clangorous Soul! Work Up! Bulk Up! Dragon Dance!”

The dragon froze, then Kommo-o’s maw curled into a sort of grin. Ash watched with a strange mixture of dread and utter joy as Kommo-o unleashed its fullest potential. Its thick plating of scales simply fell away - the heavy chains, the scales around its chest, and leg guards all crashed to the ground. Only its headdress, tail spikes, face scales, and the wide plating on its powerful arms remained to protect its most essential parts.

As Infernus rose to his feet with utter murder in his eyes, Kommo-o followed the rest of Clair’s command with incredible swiftness - without the heavy armor all over it, Kommo-o’s body was light and able to get full use out of its muscles.

Kommo-o’s eyes squeezed shut as it punched itself in the gut one, two, three times. Each blow could have cracked a tree in half - he could hear the slap of each blow from where he stood. Belly Drum filled its bloodstream with adrenaline and its muscles with strength at the cost of serious damage to itself - a red glow gleamed from its dark hide as its power was unleashed.

From there, Kommo-o’s body burned. Pale purple light wreathed the mighty dragon in a faint aura, shaded red with the glow of Belly Drum. Kommo-o sagged as though it had just run a marathon, then straightened until it rose to its full height yet again. The creature’s muscles bulged grotesquely, the aura around it flickering like a bloody flame.

It shut its eyes again and its teeth gnashed, focusing more and more of its power… Ash recognized this technique as Work Up, a way of using a pokemon’s stress, fear, and rage to amplify its physical strength - it wasn’t dissimilar to the state used by Superpower in that regard, and Ash had heard of many trainers using the technique Work Up as a sort of gateway to the much more potent (yet short-lived) surge of strength required for Superpower. Not quite as extreme, but much easier on the body. Sustainable.

From there, another red aura filled the purple light of Clangorous Soul - Kommo-o’s muscles were drawn taut as it used Bulk Up to further increase its strength. Its teeth were grit in agony, yet the dragon didn’t hesitate in using its draconic powers to fortify its body to an unheard of degree - Dragon Dance’s pale green aura mixed and merged with the red and purple, creating a strange, rainbow hue that left Ash beaming.

Ash couldn’t believe it. A single fortification technique such as Dragon Dance, Bulk Up, or this Clangorous Soul (he vaguely recalled it as a technique used by Kommo-o) was immensely draining. It was like a lesser version of Rampage. To draw on them all at once, sacrificing its health, stamina, and defense for a chance at victory… well, he couldn’t help but respect that.

It had taken less than ten seconds for Kommo-o to cycle through the fortifications. The dragon wheezed, not daring to shift its swollen muscles for fear of ripping them to shreds, and Ash wouldn’t be surprised if the strain would just outright knock the exhausted creature out - every breath appeared an agony, each twitch a potential torn muscle.

In that time, Infernus had risen. Most of the time had been spent recovering from Kommo-o’s Boomburst. When Ash glanced to his friend, he saw that Infernus was still a little unsteady on his feet. The soundwaves had torn his sense of balance to shreds, although he was still functional.

The two stared at one another, tension thick enough to cut with a knife. Infernus grinned, and Kommo-o did as well. Blood dripped from the dragon’s mouth.

Ash could have shouted for Infernus to pull back, to teleport into the lava and let Kommo-o’s body give out. It would have been the wise thing to do. He wanted to win. He wanted to face Clair of Blackthorn and bring her to her knees.

He said nothing. The wise thing wasn’t always the right thing, and this would be a hollow victory if he disrespected Kommo-o’s sacrifice - it was tearing itself apart for a single chance at defeating the overwhelming power and aura of Infernus. If he spat on that…well, it just wasn’t him.

Infernus was free to handle this however he wished. He knew his limits.

In a single second, the tension shattered. Infernus’ body was wreathed in flames, his core burning hot enough to glow white, and Kommo-o flinched at the heat - without its scales, it felt the full power of Infernus directly.

In that moment, Infernus struck.

Kommo-o did not so much as twitch as Infernus raised a cannon and a great surge of orange flames spouted from the barrel. He caught sight of a solid Protect to shield against it, though the superheated air surged around the barrier and scalded Kommo-o’s unprotected skin -

Infernus charged through the remaining flames with a roar, his right cannon shifted back into claws, and Kommo-o saw its single chance. It shot forward with blinding speed - muscles amplified to the point its strength could likely approach Bruiser’s - and landed an armored fist straight through… nothing?

Ash flinched as he heard its muscles shred beneath their own strength, rendering its arms useless. There was a reason nobody had created something like Rampage before. The Machoke line was adapted for such incredible strength. Their bones, tendons, and ligaments had adapted to muscles that would snap a human’s bone like a twig if they were traded. Even then it required training. It had taken months before Bruiser had reached his current, sustainable version. You couldn’t just jump into it like Kommo-o had without tearing your body apart.

Even as Kommo-o charged, Infernus teleported (perhaps milliseconds before the blow would have broken his ribs) to Kommo-o’s side. The dragon barely had time to blink before Infernus’ left cannon blasted a lance of white-gold power into Kommo-o’s unarmored chest.

Kommo-o’s mace-like tail whipped as the dragon fell, propelled by the same monstrous strength of Kommo-o’s arms, and landed squarely in Infernus’ ribs.

“Infernus!” He screamed at the sickening crack. Infernus’ thick muscle and dripping shell of lava protected him somewhat, but that didn’t mean much in the face of an attack like that. His friend dropped to his knees (but landed another punch on the slack Kommo-o on his way down) and wretched. The earth steamed and cracked as Infernus vomited boiling blood all over the ground. Ash grimaced at the ugly sight. It wasn’t right to see Infernus like that, bloody and beaten -

He’d spoken too soon. When Ash raised the pokeball to recall his grievously injured friend, Infernus knowingly looked to him and shook his head. It killed him, but as soon as he saw Infernus’ bloody grin he knew he couldn’t recall him.

Infernus was a fighter, and he was still conscious. Ash finally nodded as Claire recalled Kommo-o with a terrifying blank expression. “Back in the lava,” he said. “Great job, Infernus.”

His friend instantly teleported into the lava. It wouldn’t bring him back into fighting shape, but at least it would soothe his pain and ease his wounds. Any relief would help.

“You’re leaving a half-dead pokemon on the field?” Clair scoffed with her hands on her hips. “Irresponsible!”

Ash grit his teeth and ignored the jab -

“She’s one to fuckin’ talk,” Gary sneered. His voice was quiet, though. Ash spared him a glance and saw him taking in the devastation of their fight with Kommo-o. Everything from the torn crevasses, molten lava pools, and rent earth stood out starkly compared to the pristine pool and untouched pillars - so far the battles had been restricted solely to the middle strip. Dragonair could have taken the battle anywhere, but Kommo-o was too bulky and powerful to fight well in the tight quarters of the pillars.

“Kingdra!” Clair declared as her large Kingdra appeared near her box, safely in the twenty foot deep pool already. He wasn’t surprised she’d get it in there as soon as possible - even a crippled Infernus was still a terrifying combatant. All he would have to do if Kingdra was on land was teleport on top of the water-type and hold on for dear life until his body heat did the job for him. “It hides in the lava - you know how to handle this. Like we planned.”

Clair helpfully pointed the specific pool out to Kingdra. He took a moment to assess the dragon from his vantage point. It was slightly larger than Torrent due to her age and sex. Female Kingdra tended to be wider and a little bulkier than the males. What was truly eye-catching was the slight violet sheen to the Kingdra’s thick scales, though it was difficult to see through the water.

It wasn’t quite the bright violet of a ‘shiny’ Kingdra as most trainers called pokemon with extremely rare phenotypes that led to colors and patterns outside the norm for the species. He’d seen examples from many species in the PokeDex, and had always marveled at examples from his team’s species.

Clair’s Kingdra must have had an ancestor with the genes. He didn’t know enough about the subject to say for sure, but maybe it could be a codominant trait? The Kingdra wasn’t quite a ‘shiny’ since it was predominantly blue like most Kingdra, but its scales definitely had a tint out of the norm. Finding a unique Kingdra seemed like something Clair would do, anyways.

He frowned softly as Kingdra, unable to strike in any other way, simply used Surf. She pulled a small wave of water into service, then directed the surge straight into the crevasse Infernus hid - as the water rushed into the lava, Ash squeezed his eyes shut since he knew what was coming.

The lava pool exploded in a huge geyser of lava and steam, the water rapidly evaporating on contact. Lava at the top had blackened and cool, yet the cherry-red magma beneath surged up through the cracks and gushed all over, steaming as it drenched the surrounding earth. A few clumps of lava landed into the pool and rapidly cooled, falling to the bottom as black heaps.

Psychic barriers trembled beneath the force of the detonation, the walls themselves shaking as the wave of force washed over them.

Infernus was nowhere to be found. Ash smirked - that would have easily knocked his friend out, but he had no fear that Infernus would actually stay in the pool Clair had seen him hide away in. It was easy for him to teleport into a different pool once he was submerged to avoid a situation exactly like this.

“It switched pools!” Clair shouted, amplified voice reaching Kingdra through the waves. “Hit them all!”

Kingdra was all too happy to comply. She appeared to concentrate, and all at once the water in the pool rose in a vast wave that washed into each and every lava pool. It required more effort than Ash had expected, but perhaps that was no surprise. In other battles he’d seen, Kingdra showed a notable focus on dragon-type techniques. It only used water when necessary or when facing a pokemon vulnerable to those techniques.

Unfortunately for Kingdra, Infernus escaped just as the next explosion boomed. Ash staggered back as steam billowed furiously from the lava pools, the majority of the magma cooled or hurled out of the pools to nullify his hiding places.

Worse for Kingdra, Infernus teleported right next to her beneath the waves. Even Ash stared as the water around Kingdra boiled furiously, Infernus’ face twisted in a rictus of agony as the cool water stole away his fires, then his claws grabbed into Kingdra and they both vanished.

A drenched, soaking Infernus and startled Kingdra teleported just above one of the cooled lava pools - despite slowly hardening, it was still burning hot. The air above each pit wavered and twisted from their heat.

His earlier injuries and the teleportation took their toll. As the two fell, Infernus’ tight grip on Kingdra slackened and vanished entirely as his incredible stamina finally failed him. He passed into unconsciousness, and Ash wasted no time recalling him - Infernus was tough, but for him to pass out…well, that said a lot.

Kingdra fell into the pool of lava. Or it would have, if it hadn’t swiftly levitated up and out of the pit before it could land in the molten rock. Without Infernus’ bulk dragging Kingdra down it was easily able to escape gravity’s pull. The water-type looked rather shaken, and quickly retreated closer to the water, though it didn’t actually enter the pool.

Adrenaline pumped through him as he clipped Infernus’ pokeball safely to his belt and held Torrent’s aloft. It shook lightly in his palm. Torrent knew what was coming.

He grinned.

“Let’s go, Torrent!” Ash crowed. Torrent appeared just in front of him, his proud gaze quick to assess the situation. He froze as his stare landed upon Clair’s Kingdra, which met his scarlet gaze evenly. The water of the pool trembled ever so slightly.

A second later, Clair marked the battle’s beginning.

Torrent immediately forced his way toward the water. It would be his greatest strength, especially given Kingdra’s emphasis on dragon-type techniques. He burned more energy than necessary - his equivalent of a sprint - to get there, but he managed to slip into the water with a slight splash.

It was just in time too. Kingdra fired off three tightly compressed Dragon Pulses in quick succession. Each one was smaller than Torrent’s, yet no less destructive. The shimmering green orbs shot forward at incredible speed and only missed Torrent by a hair. Each was placed with pin-point accuracy. Two slammed into the psychic barriers and tested the limits, the last struck the water atop Torrent and detonated, kicking up a massive spray of water.

Fortunately, Torrent had rapidly sunk to the bottom. He was safe from Kingdra’s draconic attacks, yet it didn’t leave him with much of an offensive option. Kingdra would have no trouble standing against whatever water techniques Torrent threw her way - she was built to handle crushing pressures and force. Hard as it was, Torrent would have to hit her with overwhelming force to overcome her defenses.

Kingdra levitated to the pool impatiently, eager to take the battle to Torrent where he rested at the bottom. She slipped easily into the water and surged towards Torrent… and was immediately blinded as Torrent spewed a greasy black cloud that darkened the water until it was dark as night. Ash couldn’t even pick out a thing within the pool as the Smokescreen diffused.

He waited with baited breath. Clair stalked back and forth like a Persian on her upraised platform with her arms folded beneath her cape. Her face was still hot and red. Ash wished he was still merged with Suicune - he’d probably be able to hear her teeth grinding down to nubs. She didn’t like going one-for-one like this. Kommo-o alone would be powerful enough to sweep most challengers with ease.

Ash’s lips twitched as explosions pulsed in the black waters. The pool sprayed up every few seconds, hundreds of gallons tossed out into the main strip until it was nothing but a muddy mess. He couldn’t see anything but the odd flash or ripples of water, and then one moment the water shook, twitched, and jerked to Torrent’s command.

His friend created a funnel in the water with Whirlpool, though it wasn’t perpendicular to the water’s surface like it had been against the Gyarados. Torrent angled this one, creating a sort of hollow tube in the water to suck Kingdra toward him. She resisted heavily, but a shout from Clair caused the Kingdra to stop wasting energy fighting and just go with it.

“Torrent, she’s using Hyper Beam!” Ash shouted a warning - Kingdra used the opportunity of being pulled into the vacuum to fire off a blazing Hyper Beam through the funnel, unobstructed by the thick walls of water. His call reached Torrent just in time. He managed to collapse the Whirlpool just before the Hyper Beam reached his body, so it detonated in the rushing water instead.

That didn’t help much, to be honest. Force traveled even more efficiently in water. The actual explosion was muted and dulled as the water absorbed the blast, but the shockwave itself slammed into Torrent and sent him spiraling to the bottom. It had the side effect of dispersing the Smokescreen even further, making it possible for the combatants to see through the water.

Kingdra wasted no time. As soon as she was back in the water, her eyes squeezed shut. Draconic power enveloped her as she used Dragon Dance, and her next movements were even swifter than before as she slid through the water with ease - Torrent barely had time to right himself before Kingdra body-slammed him with enough force to rip through a house. He avoided most of the damage by firing a frosty Ice Beam at her, freezing the water between them into a thick wall of ice, yet Torrent was still stunned and sluggish as Kingdra circled around for another go.

Ash couldn’t remember the last time Torrent had been in an actual fight underwater - he almost never fought physically. His body just wasn’t as suited for it. His strength was in using water techniques and other elemental attacks to take enemies down at range.

Clair clearly thought otherwise. Kingdra, her speed and strength amplified by Dragon Dance, moved swiftly and with great purpose as she went to slam Torrent a second time. Torrent was already rattled, having not expected the previous attack.

When they clashed underwater, Kingdra clearly had far more experience than Torrent. She had been trained to fight physically and efficiently.

Unfortunately for her, Torrent didn’t need to face her head-on. His scarlet eyes narrowed with concentration as Kingdra darted through the water, closing the thirty feet between them at an incredible rate, until she stopped.

Clair’s brow furrowed. “What are you doing?” She bellowed. “Finish him!”

Kingdra’s fins waved madly. Her pale green aura brightened to the point she was a blazing beacon beneath the water - even her sharp snout lunged forward, as if a single push was all she needed.

She didn’t so much as twitch.

Torrent slowly hovered back beneath the water, eager to put some distance between him and his ferocious opponent. He didn’t dare let his concentration waver, however. The water manipulation to lock Kingdra in place was all that gave him some breathing room.

“Good job!” He called. “Freeze her!”

He hoped Torrent could hear him, though if not the Kingdra at least had the same idea. They’d thought up several strategies for Clair’s Kingdra, after all. She was going to beat Torrent to a pulp if they didn’t keep her away, which was a major hamper to their plans. Their original (and hopeful) strategy was to keep Kingdra in the water where his water manipulation would give him a massive edge.

That was still an advantage, but it didn’t change the fact that Kingdra wasn’t quite as helpless as they’d hoped. She hadn’t even attempted a water technique yet, though that meant they still had a nasty surprise waiting for her and Clair when they did go for it.

Now if they could immobilize the powerful dragon…

Torrent got started. He kept Kingdra bound in the watery prison - although she never stopped thrashing in an attempt to free herself - and cautiously drifted closer. His friend couldn’t use Ice Beam or Blizzard with any precision underwater. He needed to be up close to simply freeze Kingdra in a block of ice.

It went faster than expected. The water, mostly cleared of the inky stain of Smokescreen, froze quickly around Kingdra as Torrent painstakingly released a ceaseless Blizzard against the enraged Kingdra. She stared daggers at Torrent, though he paid her no attention.

As Kingdra was almost fully sealed in the ice - despite her resistance, that had to hurt - she got a nasty glint in her eye to match Clair’s. Even as the ice began to cover her head, Ash barely had time to warn Torrent before Kingdra followed through with the only course of action still available to her.

She exploded. Or, rather, the massive Dragon Pulse she just generated did. It instantly shattered the ice, yet sent both Kingdra and Torrent spinning backward through the water. Kingdra came off worse than Torrent - he’d expected her to pull something and had made sure to be prepared for the eventuality.

Torrent recovered first. His scarlet eyes locked onto his foe and the water around them trembled even as Kingdra immediately bolted for the surface. Dragon Dance’s flickering aura surrounded her, amplifying her speed, and Torrent allowed her to go.

Kingdra quickly retreated away from the pool. Ash couldn’t help but snort at that. Who would think to see a Kingdra running away from water? It wasn’t a surprise, especially with Clair’s rapid orders that were utterly unintelligible to him - codes, most likely. Clair and Kingdra were both smart. They didn’t understand how, but they knew Torrent had the advantage in the water.

No trainer wanted to fight against something they didn’t understand.

Oh well, that was fine. Ash grinned and he imagined that Torrent did as well as the pool around him began to twist and rise, guided by a monstrously powerful Twister to shape it into a writhing imitation of hurricane. The spout rose quickly, wavering and flexing as Torrent’s incredible will guided it. Kingdra backed further away, though didn’t seem surprised even as Torrent slowly floated out of the pool with the terrible cyclone that tore the earth to shreds wherever it touched with the force of millions of gallons of water at Torrent’s command.

What was left of the magma pits were utterly drowned. Great clouds of steam billowed forth, then were utterly consumed by the hurricane Torrent shielded himself with. It wasn’t Ice Storm just yet - with his newfound skill in water manipulation, it was easier for him to keep the initial stage going longer.

That quickly changed. As the swirling spire reached fifty, sixty, a hundred feet high - though Torrent, Ash, and even Gary all knew it was just a pale imitation of what a true master of water manipulation could accomplish - Torrent’s shadow hidden in the hurricane raised its snout and breathed a frosty Blizzard into the air.

It didn’t freeze the cyclone or fill it with little chunks of frozen dirt and ice quite as quickly as it normally would due to the massive size. Even still, Ash could see the base of the cyclone slowly fill with white.

If Clair didn’t want to fight something she didn’t understand, Ash and Torrent were more than happy to fight her with something she did: overwhelming force.

“You idiot! You fool!” Clair cackled (rather madly, Ash thought). Kingdra stood alone in the face of a force of nature bearing down on her with single-minded determination, a proud figure against a giant. She held her head proudly, then raised her snout to the sky. “You aren’t the only one who researches their opponents!”

A part of him felt flattered that a trainer as powerful as Clair had bothered to research him. The rest tingled with anticipation. He couldn’t even warn Torrent of the danger (not that he knew what was coming, anyways) due to the roar of the hurricane.

“Seriously, who talks like that?” Gary complained. Ash steadfastly ignored the rest of his moaning.

Kingdra had less than a minute before the outer edges of the hurricane would reach her. She’d only bought so much time by steadily retreating into the stone pillar section, though she would be less than useless in an actual fight there.

Unfortunately, Kingdra was prepared. Three massive orbs of golden, crackling power slowly devoured the vast supply of energy Kingdra fed into them until they were around three feet in diameter. The golden orbs streaked into the sky like comets, two hovering around half the height of the towering hurricane (which had grown whiter and denser as it whirling contents froze into a proper Ice Storm) and the last flung high into the sky. By the time it came to a stop, it hung just below the vaulted ceiling of the mountain and hovered threateningly directly above Torrent’s slow-moving Ice Storm.

His face set into a tight scowl. All he could do was wait for the chance to command Torrent again.

Three Draco Meteors manifested and controlled at once. No doubt they weren’t nearly as powerful as a full-strength Draco Meteor of Kingdra’s, but they would get the job done. How strong was Kingdra? He couldn’t help but shake his head and marvel.

And then it begun. Kingdra landed heavily on the ground as the Draco Meteors were released, utterly drained of energy for a moment. She quickly recovered, however, and slowly levitated back to her normal height.

The Draco Meteors exploded. The two on the outside immediately fragmented into multiple golden comets that struck Torrent’s Ice Storm like an artillery barrage - individually they didn’t pierce the thick layers of ice, water, and whipping wind yet each massive explosion disrupted the integrity of the Ice Storm and Torrent’s focus as the deafening blasts went off. They whittled the Ice Storm down with relentless pounding until the contents were thrown all over the arena.

With Torrent’s multiple layers of defense exposed, the central comet fell from the side. It didn’t fragment. It was meant to unleash as much energy as possible in a single, massive explosion.

“Intercept it!” Ash screamed. With no other recourse, Torrent’s body quivered. They were lucky he hadn’t made it far from the pool - a vast wave was yanked from the pool with all the force and subtlety of a rampaging Snorlax. The sheet was flung without any hope of aim or precision, yet it served its purpose.

The wave barely reached the Draco Meteor before it slammed into Torrent - it was perhaps fifteen feet up, and the explosion was deafening. A gold flash like a lightning bolt went off, and the entire mountain rattled as tens of thousands of gallons of water were vaporized in an instant.

He and Gary winced as one of the loudest sounds he’d ever heard, intense enough to remind him of Zapdos’ bone-shaking thunder, rolled through the arena, kicking up dust and mud and ice and shattered the psychic barriers around the arena with the sheer force behind the shockwave. It flickered away, then the psychics maintaining it immediately poured all their ability into bringing it up again. The psychic barrier manifested, yet it was duller this time. He thought he might be able to break through it with a simple punch, though it grew more focused by the second.

Torrent barely had the strength to levitate. His head hung low. His plates were utterly scorched by the explosion - his back was fragmented and broken by the blast, though it had absorbed the worst of the force. One of his fins was torn and fluttered erratically.

Kingdra wasn’t much better off. She had used Protect (of course Clair had taught that to her) to block the majority, but she still looked exhausted.

To be honest, it was a miracle either of them were still standing. Well, levitating.

They stared at one another. Ash supposed both were rather shocked that the other had survived the blast.

“Finish this!” Ash and Clair roared at the same time, then glared at each other. “Now!”

Torrent’s injuries hindered him. He raised his head sluggishly, but by the time he was ready Kingdra had already spat a high-pressure jet of water straight at his chest. It was a quick, powerful attack that would be more than enough to put the crippled Torrent out of the battle.

It would have, if Torrent didn’t bring his new-found skills into play.

As the Hydro Pump neared Torrent, its trajectory was slightly altered so that it went off-course and slammed useless through the psychic barriers far behind him. Ash thought the psychics might need a day off after this…

Despite his poor state, Torrent’s eyes gleamed in satisfaction. He straightened. The second Hydro Pump met the same fate. Torrent wasn’t in a good place to use his water manipulation to its fullest extent (Ash had dreams about the day Torrent could whirl those Hydro Pumps right back into Kingdra) but he was strong enough for this.

Kingdra cocked her head. She looked at Torrent in a new light, and nodded.

Torrent’s body trembled as he pushed the limits of his stamina. A mighty, rippling orb of barely-controlled power shaped before him. As he shaped the Dragon Pulse, Kingdra looked at him with something approaching sympathy. Her body flickered green, and Torrent’s Dragon Pulse blew up in his face.

“What?” Ash howled as Torrent flew back. Kingdra’s body lost its subtle green glow. Some kind of interruption technique or a way of overloading draconic techniques perhaps he couldn’t think straight he needed to figure this out and come up with a plan to beat her and get Torrent out of this he had to it was necessary -

“Yes!” Clair crowed. She cackled again and flung her arm out towards Ash. The motion sent her cape fluttering behind her. “You think you can come into the Wataru - Blackthorn Gym and turn our own techniques against us? Your Kingdra is impressive, but we are the Dragon Masters. This is over!”

Then Torrent rose again. It was slow, unsteady, and rather painful to watch, but he rose.

Clair scowled at his defiance. The message was clear: Torrent would not quit.

“Very well. We gave you your chance to surrender with dignity, but if -”

A Hydro Pump slammed into Kingdra’s chest. She spun, though remained levitating, and quickly surged forward, a Dragon Pulse readied -

Another Hydro Pump. Her Dragon Pulse dissipated into harmless green flecks of energy in a controlled fashion, yet another mark of her mastery over dragon-type techniques, and Kingdra barely used Agility to shoot out of the way of Torrent’s successive Hydro Pump. Every attack left Torrent closer and closer to the ground. Soon his levitation would give out entirely.

Kingdra was forced to evade a second Hydro Pump, and Torrent crashed to the ground. She didn’t dare slow, and a Water Gun shot past her head.

“Enough!” Clair thundered. An ugly, tired look came over her sharp face. When Kingdra heard the command she seemed to have a similar thought. “Our enemy will not stop fighting,” she said with grudging respect. “You need to stay strong.”

Ash wondered why Clair went into so much detail. It almost sounded like she was trying to convince him -

“Attract!” Clair looked like she wanted to cringe at the words. Kingdra appeared just as disappointed, and dipped her head to Torrent before she stared deeply into the male Kingdra’s red eyes. He (thankfully) couldn’t perceive whatever Torrent was, but he knew the mechanics of the technique. A surge of pheremones released into the air, disorienting a pokemon of the opposite sex. It tended to be helped along by a healthy nudge of psychic manipulation, though it wasn’t necessary.

“No!” He cried out to Torrent as he stared at Kingdra with awe. There was a conflict within him, an unwillingness to bend, but Attract had stunned him for just long enough to allow Kingdra to bitterly end the battle with a single Dragon Pulse.

When the dust cleared, Torrent laid unconscious on the ground. Kingdra silently floated away. Ash begrudgingly returned Torrent and whispered a few encouraging words to the unconscious pokemon.

On this, at least, all five of them agreed. Torrent had deserved better than to have the fight snuffed out of him. He couldn’t exactly be upset - this was a fight, after all, and all Clair had done was prove that she was willing to do whatever it took to win. Still, he knew they all would have preferred this end any other way.

“That blows. Whatcha gonna do, Ashy-boy?”

“Shut up!” he snarled. Gary just smirked and sat back to watch the show.

Well, if Clair wanted to fight dirty…

Plume appeared on the field. Kingdra eyed her warily, though the dragon looked utterly exhausted.

Good.

“A Pidgeot against my dear Kingdra?” Clair arched an elegant blue eyebrow. “You must be out of your mind, little Lance.”

“Says the one who basically copied his whole team…” Ash must have said it louder than he intended, because Clair’s face colored. Moments later, the battle was joined.

Kingdra began with a standard volley of Dragon Pulses like she had against Torrent - unfortunately, Plume was faster than Torrent could ever hope to be. Within a second of the battle beginning, she had already taken to the skies. There was no way for Kingdra to keep up with the blur. This battlefield was designed for fliers to take advantage of, and Plume relished having enough room to maneuver for once.

They sparred briefly. Plume would swoop in, Kingdra would manifest a Protect in hopes of Plume smashing into it, and the Pidgeot would retreat. With every effortless spar Kingdra grew more and more exhausted, and the Protect was slower to appear. When it barely flickered into existence, Plume ended this.

For a moment, the tan blur roaming the skies split into three separate shadows, each traveling too fast for Kingdra to possibly keep up with. One of the shadows swooped to strike Kingdra down - it vanished just as Kingdra fired a Water Gun, and at the same moment the remainder struck in a staggered pattern.

The second illusory Plume attacked next, and as Kingdra dealt with it the real Plume slammed a Steel Wing into Kingdra. She shot facedown into the dirt, and Plume loosed a victorious shriek as she took to the skies. Clair silently returned Kingdra and a few seconds of deliberation passed before a giant fluffy Altaria appeared beside her.

He’d only seen Lisia’s Altaria so close before, and this was nothing like the Contest pokemon. Altaria still seemed loving and affectionate - its fluffy wings were quick to embrace Clair before it swooped gracefully onto the field - yet it was hardened and tough in a way Lisia’s Altaria was not. This was a fighter through and through.

It was also a terrible choice against Plume. This was one of Clair’s central teammates and he’d seen it fight in dozens of battles. To be honest, Altaria was one of the most terrifying members of Clair’s team if one was unprepared. He’d spent time with Plume planning around it for a reason.

Altaria was deceptively tough. Altaria was surprisingly ferocious with an offensive arsenal consisting of powerful dragon-type techniques like Draco Meteor, Dragon Pulse, and Outrage alongside a massive variety of elemental attacks. Worst of all, Altaria was built almost entirely around lulling its opponents into sleep, slowing them down, and otherwise rendering them helpless.

During the long hours of footage he’d watched, Altaria had been single-handedly responsible for nearly half of Clair’s wins. On the rare occasions she was pushed past Kingdra or Dragonair, she would always use Altaria. Much like Dragonair, its arsenal consisted of making its opponent harmless. It didn’t matter how strong you were, Altaria could leave you sleepy and vulnerable to its mighty attacks.

He’d witnessed entire teams fall to Altaria. To be honest, he had to wonder why Clair had two members of her team with such similar strategies - Dragonair and Altaria filled the same niche, though Dragonair was perhaps more flexible. Ash had to wonder if she had chosen nullifying more directly powerful pokemon for a reason - a way to catch up to Lance, perhaps?

Still, Ash hated to end the fight like this, but he had no choice. The fluffy avian presented such a threat to most of his team that he’d prepared several strategies for it. His research would save him a harsh defeat at this dragon’s hands…or wings.

“Super Speed!” He commanded. Plume was all too eager to oblige and instantly accelerated to blinding speeds as she zipped around the battlefield. Even with Lightning enhancing his senses he could just barely manage to track Plume. She would be impossible for Altaria to keep up with, and he knew for a fact that none of Altaria’s techniques such as Sing or Hyper Voice would be able to reach and disrupt Plume. The biggest threats were out of the way, all that was left was to -

Altaria lazily floated over to the forest of stone pillars and nested, then spewed a dense fog from its beak to fill the air and obscure its presence until it was little more than a shadow. It actually looked rather comfortable there as it rested, preening its fluffy wings. Ash snarled, and Plume seemed just as offended. She’d be at a disadvantage trying to attack physically in the midst of all those pillars, but she didn’t need to.

A blazing golden Hyper Beam struck Altaria - or, rather, its Protect. He really needed to get ahold of that technique. It was practically a staple of battling at this level.

The blast shattered the pillars around Altaria, yet the avian itself was utterly unharmed. It picked a few pieces of rubble off its downy wings.

The cycle repeated, and Ash dearly wished he and Plume had managed to make any real progress on Lugia’s technique so he could just blow this irritating Altaria away…

“Get it!” Ash snapped, frustrated at Altaria’s disregard. All it would take was one hit. At the speeds Plume was striking at, Altaria would be knocked out by a single blow. And with Super Speed it would never see her coming. Plume’s Hyper Beams were visible and flashy enough to be blocked, not to mention slower than Plume herself.

Her buffeting wings, snapping beak, or carving talons? They were much more terrifying to something like Altaria.

Plume attacked before Ash’s eyes could hope to track her. She traveled thousands of feet in an instant, snapped Altaria up with her talons… and barely managed to decelerate before she slammed into the ground when the Substitute faded in her talons.

Dawning horror fell over him (and presumably Plume as well) when Altaria appeared from the mist nearby with an insufferably smug look in its eyes. Plume, slowed down and vulnerable to its sound-based techniques, was immediately engulfed in black waves, horrible and unnatural things, that gushed from Altaria’s mouth as it sang foul, terrible notes that left Ash with a terrible headache that only threatened to get worse and worse as time went on.

His blood ran cold and he cursed his own arrogance - Clair played him! Stupid, stupid, stupid! She’d seen his frustration at Torrent’s ignoble defeat and goaded him into an angry, quick, and dirty win against Altaria. STUPID!

Plume’s defeat would arrive in minutes. Crippling pain induced by the unnatural notes would grow worse and worse until she went into shock - it was a strange ability that Altaria and a select few other species had adapted in order to hunt prey, escape from territorial pokemon, and flee from battle. Scientists still struggled to understand the ability, but many theorized it was some strange auditory way to induce similar effects to the Curse technique used by ghosts.

And he’d been too blind to see it coming. Altaria had never used it in battle, given that it was a sure defeat for the user as well. It was best used by a hurt or weaker pokemon to overcome a stronger or dangerous foe… like Plume compared to Altaria. Clair and Altaria finally found an opponent they were desperate enough to use it on.

Damn it!

Plume didn’t go gently. Altaria tried to vanish into its mists again, but the enraged Plume was having none of it. She shot forth with a horrible screech, snagged Altaria’s fluffy wings with her talon, and spat a vengeful Hyper Beam point into Altaria’s trapped body. Tough as the pokemon was, it went limp and was tossed hatefully aside.

Ash and Clair returned their pokemon.

He stewed in Clair’s surprising turnaround and cursed his overconfidence - he should have expected a trap. Ash had to be better. Confident in his research and preparations, but not arrogant and emotional and stupid. Clair knew Plume would be too fast to use her normal strategies on, and she’d overcome that challenge. She really had done her research.

Stupid. He’d failed Plume.

Clair certainly wasn’t happy that they were even as they came down to the last match, but she smirked and folded her arms once she released her next pokemon: a heavy, thickly built Shelgon that glared at Ash as it appeared on the battlefield. “I can’t believe you didn’t see that coming, little prodigy.”

Well, at least she wasn’t calling him little Lance anymore.

“She played you good, dude. How’d you choke like that?”

“Shut up, Gary,” Ash bit out, and Gary went quiet. He was sure that if he looked to the side Gary would be wearing a smarmy grin. It must’ve been incredibly cathartic to see Ash pushed so hard after a week of Ash bulldozing the rest of the Pallet trainers, and especially after Suicune’s test.

Their next opponent appeared to be a defensive powerhouse. It was a massive Shelgon, and Ash shuddered to think of the power it would hold as a Salamence. The flightless dragon was slow and unwieldy, yet Ash wasn’t fooled by simple appearances. Shelgon could be rather quick once it got going, and with so much weight behind it the dragon could be devastating in a close-quarters battle.

This was another one of Clair’s favorites, although Ash didn’t dare assume he knew all of its abilities. It was primarily used for anti-psychic purposes. Shelgon had a fair bit of straightforward power, yet it also held some esoteric talents. Although it was difficult to tell through the videos, he thought Clair had trained Shelgon heavily in its own meager talent for psychic abilities: it seemed to possess an unnatural awareness of its surroundings, and often reacted faster than Ash thought possible. And when the dragon faced a true psychic it rendered itself immune to their attacks with its thick hide, massive weight, and Shadow Claw to break through mental attacks.

It favored wide-range attacks. Hyper Voice to overwhelm teleporting psychics, Rock Tomb to hit them from anywhere on the battlefield, and Twister. To be honest, Ash thought he might have to come back here once Shelgon evolved and reached its full potential.

Still, Shelgon’s abilities meant Dazed wasn’t an option. Normally he’d have favored her for a quick defeat against an immobile target. Sneasel would be able to harass it extremely well, but Ash didn’t want to risk him getting attacked. One good hit from Shelgon would be enough to knock the fragile dark-type out of the battle. Oz wouldn’t be able to deal serious damage to Shelgon’s heavy hide.

His options were narrowed to Tangrowth and Bruiser. Tangrowth would probably be the safer choice, but Ash had his doubts. Shelgon was durable enough to stand up to Tangrowth’s normal arsenal of earth, Ancient Power blasts, and Solar Beam. It would be defeated, but it could prove to be a long fight, which would give Shelgon plenty of time to strike back.

No, Bruiser was the right choice here. With Rampage even a single blow would be devastating. Shelgon was designed to handle ranged fighters by acting as a wall their attacks would wash off of. It wasn’t helpless like Torrent was in close combat, but Bruiser was much better suited to it.

Clair scowled as Bruiser appeared, and even Shelgon shifted backwards. It was tough and obstinate, but not stupid. The dragon’s yellow eyes narrowed as Clair gave the mark to begin, and it immediately unleashed a rain of golden comets into the sky, each of which quickly angled towards Bruiser to finish this battle before it could begin. It was Shelgon’s only chance.

Too bad Bruiser wasn’t just going to sit there and let them hit. His muscles flexed and bulged, the large veins running through his muscles nearly glowing red as his cardiovascular system went into overdrive - every time his heart beat his veins surged, and his muscles grew slightly bigger as they flexed to their limits. Bruiser’s eyes narrowed to slits as he took in the approaching doom, and moved.

This wasn’t even close to his limit. If Bruiser wanted he could magnify his already monstrous strength to absolutely terrifying limits that would leave him in a state like Kommo-o with every breath. No, this was the efficient version. Not as powerful, but it was sustainable. That was far more valuable in a battle.

He surged forward with explosive speed, the ground shattering beneath his feet with every forceful step and wind clapping behind him. Shelgon expertly attempted to maneuver the Draco Meteor to strike where Bruiser would be, but Bruiser’s speed let him easily outpace the comets. His focus narrowed in entirely on Shelgon, the deafening explosions rattling the battlefield behind him of no importance.

Shelgon charged forward. It refused to wait for its defeat despite Clair’s sharp call to retreat - Shelgon spat a vast stream of flames to consume the entire battlefield in front of it, though Bruiser effortlessly dashed to the side. He leapt away from Shelgon’s following Dragon Pulse, plowed through a Rock Tomb barrier erected in his path with his lowered shoulder, and didn’t even bother differentiating between the three different Shelgon that charged toward him as Shelgon used Double Team for misdirection.

No, Bruiser didn’t waste time. As the two fighters met, Bruiser strafed left - one of the Shelgon made the mistake of reacting to his movements while the other two continued to run ahead. His target identified, Bruiser reared back and smashed his fist into -

Another shimmering Protect. Bruiser cracked the shield, but so much force turned back against him managed to break Bruiser’s impressive pain tolerance. The Machoke howled with rage, and set his eyes back on Shelgon. The dragon shot forward with a Zen Headbutt, but Bruiser was having none of it. He slid underneath the leaping attack, and buried his fist straight into Shelgon’s rock-like underbelly.

Shelgon’s eyes bulged. It made a noise somewhere between a croak, wheeze, and a cry as Bruiser’s fist drove all the air from its lungs. Its stubby legs wriggled helplessly as Bruiser helped it fulfill its dream of flight - Shelgon flew nearly twenty feet in the air, spinning madly, and just before it landed heavily into the earth Bruiser pulled back and landed a brutal Rampage-enhanced kick straight into the dragon’s side.

It did not get up.

Ash smiled.

Gary stared.

Clair howled.
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52. Chapter 52: The Wataru


Silence filled the arena as Ash returned Bruiser and whispered some congratulations, broken only by Clair’s furious howl that projected across the ravaged battlefield. Her face was red, her palms clenched tight, and her whole body trembled with something. Ash just looked oddly at Clair, a little worried that she was about to snap and have a heart attack, go on a killing spree, or both.

Well, at least her team was mostly out of commission. That might save a few lives.

He looked to Gary. The other boy didn’t bother holding back his snigger - Ash knew he’d enjoy Clair’s meltdown. “I guess you’re up.”

“Yeah,” Gary grinned nastily and cracked his knuckles. “I guess I am.”

A tall, blue-haired figure appeared in front of them with a crack. Clair towered over them both, arms tucked firmly behind her back. To be honest, he appreciated the gesture. Her stormy snarl told him she was probably struggling not to sock him in the mouth. His lips twitched. That would be a fun story to tell Lance.

He wasn’t even bothered, still riding the wild thrill of triumphing over Clair. It was a hard battle (and had definitely showed him a few spots he needed to work on) but he won! He met an equal and scored a decisive victory - he couldn’t wait to tell Lance. Ash couldn’t help but grin at the thought, and Clair’s scowl deepened.

“Congratulations,” the word came out as a hiss. Ash nodded at her. With the blue dragonfire glinting off her eyes she reminded him all too much of her majestic Dragonair… he didn’t remember Dragonair this angry, though. “You beat me.”

“Yes,” he nodded with his same easy grin, all frustration from Torrent and Plume’s losses completely washed away…for now. “Good fight.”

Clair opened her mouth, then shut it. Her sharp jaw tightened. “Yes.”

“Guess it’s Gary’s turn,” he stepped back so Gary could take his place in the box. A vein in Clair’s forehead pulsed. “Do you need a while to get the field cleaned up?”

“No,” Clair bit out. She turned away, her cape fluttering around to settled on her shoulders. “I’m not accepting any more challengers today.”

Ash frowned, but Gary stepped forward with a snarl to rival Clair’s. “What the hell?” He growled, hand resting on his belt near Umbreon’s pokeball. “Are you freakin’ kidding me? What kind of bullshit is that? You can’t do that to me.”

Clair looked down at Gary imperiously, a small, mocking smile tugging at her lips. She folded her arms. “I can, you spoiled little brat,” the tall woman mocked. Clair poked her pointer finger at Gary. It stopped just inches away from his red face. “I’m the Gym Leader. You’re the challenger. I make the rules here, not you!”

“Why don’t you just battle him?” Ash suggested, half out of not wanting to deal with Gary’s tirade and half because Clair’s attitude was breaking through his good mood. “We can come back in a bit so you can refresh your team.”

“I wasn’t asking you,” Clair frowned, though with a little less vitriol. “This is my Gym.”

Gary took another step forward. Despite his ugly snarl, he looked like a skinny Rattata next to Clair. She didn’t look particularly impressed. “And he’s in the Elite Four.”

Clair’s blue eyes narrowed dangerously. “He’s just an Elite Four trainee,” she stressed. “Your friend has no authority here. He can’t tell me what to do!”

“Still doing a little better than you, huh?” Gary grinned and pointed out the battlefield full of fissures, cooling magma pits, countless ruined pillars, and a few shattered craters. He whistled. “You just lost to a twelve-year old, Gym Leader. How old are you? Thirty, thirty-five? I mean, you have to have a few decades on my boy here.”

The Gym Leader’s nostrils flared, but she didn’t rise to the bait. Ash had to admit that was more than he’d expected from the irritable woman. “I’m not fighting you, little Oak. Get out.”

Gary’s lip curled. Ash could tell he wanted to rant at the woman and verbally beat her into submission, but he was smart enough to realize Clair was at least as stubborn as he was. “I can’t wait to beat you. The bar’s been set pretty low, though.”

“Get out.”

His friend shrugged and slid his hands into his pockets. “Sure, sure. Don’t wanna infringe on your sulking time. You’re a busy lady,” he drawled, then glanced to Ash with a smirk. “Ain’t ya gonna give Ashy-boy his badge? He earned it.”

“No!” Clair smiled tightly. “I don’t think I will. An Elite Four trainee doesn’t need the Rising Badge,” she said with a little too much satisfaction for Ash’s liking. Not that she was wrong, but Ash found her smugness prickling at him. “Now get out. I won’t say it again.”

Gary scoffed, then looked to Ash and shook his head. “Man, and I thought I was a sore loser.”

“Let’s go, Gary,” Ash found his good mood fading quickly. Maybe exploring the city a little bit would bring him back. He’d need to find the Wataru clan compound later, and even the thought of it filled him with excitement - then he was rapidly brought back down to earth when he realized Clair would be there. There were good odds she’d kill him in his sleep.

“You, Clair,” the other boy’s grin was particularly nasty. “Don’t worry about getting your team cleaned up. I’ll be back here tomorrow to bury them again.”

The Gym Leader’s smile wasn’t any nicer. “Sure thing, little Oak. Be here bright and early.”

With their posing and posturing done, his friend reluctantly turned to follow him, but before they left Clair frowned at him. “You, Ketchum.”

Ash stopped, turned away from Clair. “Yes?”

She sighed heavily. Ash thought she sounded a little pained. “The Elder of the Wataru Clan formally extends an invitation to join us at our compound tonight for dinner,” Clair said tightly. He turned to accept a small scrap of crisp, masterfully folded paper. “Your invitation. Present it at the gates.”

He nodded, then turned back to leave. The last he saw of Clair was her stalking back to her chiseled throne, cape waving erratically behind her.

“Hurry up,” Gary grumbled at Ash as he caught up in the atrium. The other boy’s face was twisted into an unpleasant grimace. “I can’t believe her! She can’t say no to me. There’s no way she doesn’t have backups! You only went five-on-five!”

Ash shrugged, quite a bit annoyed himself but not really interested in Gary’s ranting either. “You’ll just have to come back, I guess.”

“I think she’s just scared,” Gary said as they walked up to the counter. The receptionist guiltily put down her PokeGear again. “You! When can we come back for another Gym challenge? She said tomorrow morning.”

“Oh, sorry to hear that you lost!” The Wataru said. She actually sounded genuine. “Leader Clair usually accepts one challenge per day -”

Gary snorted and jabbed a finger at Ash. “You think he lost? He crushed her! It wasn’t even close!”

Ash wouldn’t go that far… still, he didn’t correct the other boy as the Wataru girl (it was still a little disturbing how similar she looked to Lance) stared at him with open interest. “Wow! You really beat her? That’s…okay, it’s not a first, but it’s pretty close! Congratulations!”

He nodded his thanks even as Gary leaned over the counter. “Yeah, yeah, yeah. He’s great. So when can I come back? She’s crying on her stupid chair or something because she lost and won’t fight me.”

The girl - Hasta, her name tag read - bit her lip nervously. “Uh, you beat her, right?” She looked to Ash, who nodded. “Um, she doesn’t really like losing. It doesn’t happen often. Maybe come back tomorrow morning at eight? She just needs some time to herself to…vent.”

“This is such freaking bullshit…” Gary whispered under his breath. Hasta flushed, although Gary’s foul mood wasn’t directed at her. “Whatever. I’ll come back tomorrow. She’s going to regret it!”

“Okay,” Hasta said doubtfully as Gary stomped away. “It was nice meeting you! Congratulations on your victory!”

He smiled and waved as he followed after Gary who had already shoved the heavy doors out of the way and was striding past the statues overlooking the central path. Ash just sighed and chased after him.

The rush from defeating Clair was definitely gone…
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“…completely ruined my whole strategy!” Gary threw his hands up. A few passersby sent him a dirty look, especially when he nearly bumped into a bulky Wataru - the man’s mouth twisted into a frown, though recognition sparked when he saw Ash. His Dratini hissed at Gary, who didn’t even notice. “You had her all softened up for me, too. I don’t want to fight that giant dragon thing!”

Ash snorted. “You’re going to have to be more specific. You came to the wrong Gym if you didn’t want to fight ‘giant dragon things’.”

“Screw you,” Gary said without any real heat. “I’ve got most of her covered, but I don’t have anything to counter that thing,” his eyes slowly slid over to Ash. “Unless…”

“Unless?”

Gary grinned. “How do you feel about trading me over -”

“No.”

“C’mon, you didn’t even let me finish.”

Ash frowned. “No.”

“Just for a little -”

“No.”

“You suck.”

Ash cracked a grin. “Who did you want?”

“…Bruiser,” Gary said after a moment’s deliberation. Ash nodded along, already understanding where this was going. “Like, half your pokemon wouldn’t even want to work with me. No way Magmortar would. I think Bruiser would be willing to play along…plus can you even imagine the look on Clair’s face when she saw him again?”

He snorted. Yeah, he definitely could. The vindictive part of Ash - he dreaded facing Torrent and Plume after the way their fights had been ended by Clair - took quite a bit of pleasure in the thought. “You’re tempting me.”

Gary laughed. “I thought that would do it,” he dodged around a small crowd kneeling outside a small shrine to a bronze Dragonite and its trainer, a look of disgust on his face. “Man, Clair’s worse than Johnny. How did she get to be Gym Leader?”

“She probably scared everyone else away,” Ash shrugged and took a moment to admire a few stalls selling old, carved figurines depicting men and dragons. This old street they’d wandered into was full of them, not to mention countless craftsmen exhibiting fine paper artwork, rolls of expertly drawn retellings of old tales, and intricately woven cloths and blankets with various Blackthorn imagery emblazoned upon it - a lot of tourists and traveling trainers seemed to be milling about, gawking at the wares and curiosities. “You seemed to like watching the battle.”

“Oh, that was just nice because I haven’t seen you get your ass kicked like that since that Unovan freak and the thug from Orre in the Conference. I just wish it was anyone but Clair,” Gary spat, then looked at Ash curiously. “So what’s the invitation say? Gotta be pretty fancy if it’s from the Wataru.”

Ash pulled the invitation - he’d refolded it as best he could after reading it - and handed the slip of paper over to Gary. His friend snatched it away and rumpled the invitation as he unfolded it. He just sighed. What else had he expected?

“Honored visitor, it is a pleasure to have you grace our humble city with your presence. I am Wataru Yari, Elder of the Wataru clan. As a close friend to the clan and its Drake, in addition to various services provided to the clan and the world, we invite you to join us for dinner and to spend a night with our clan…blah, blah, blah. He sure did take a long time to say jack shit.”

“Give me that!” Ash snatched it back and carefully refolded it. A few onlookers stared, but he ignored them. “You messed it up.”

The other boy rolled his eyes. “Cry me a river. Who cares?”

Ash stared daggers at Gary, who didn’t seem to notice. Or, if he did, he just didn’t care. Probably the latter. “Now you’re definitely not getting Bruiser.”

“Oh come on!” Gary whined as the Blackthorn Pokemon Center came into view, surrounded on all sides by the boxy, primitive rows of buildings that made up Blackthorn’s core. “Just for a little bit?”

He ignored Gary and picked up the pace - his team was hurt, and he wasn’t about to just wander aimlessly around while they were in pain.

Gary squawked indignantly and sent a few foul words his way as he hurried to catch up.
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Once Ash’s team was left with the Pokemon Center’s staff (Nurse Joy had informed him that they would be fully ready by tomorrow morning), Ash and Gary chose to explore the city a little. To be honest, they were just burning time until Ash had to part ways with Gary for the night. The invitation weighed heavy in his pocket, and even as he and Gary walked the flat, brownstone streets of Blackthorn and traded barbs back and forth, he couldn’t help the thrill of anticipation that burned in his veins.

What would the clan think of them? What would the clan compound be like? Would they find him wanting?

It was stupid, he knew. After the things he’d done, the things he’d seen, there was no reason for this anxiety. Who cared what these dragon-tamers thought of him? His actions spoke for themselves.

But the logical, reasonable portion of his brain couldn’t entirely escape the other voice: the voice that reminded him these were men and women with centuries, thousands, of years of history and legacy and painstakingly traced ancestry. Their ancestors had shaped an entire League’s history, and each one of them knew exactly how. They were raised on tales of valor, epic struggles, and momentous events.

Ash was a boy from Pallet Town.

He shoved the thoughts away. If Lance had heard a single word of that, he’d smack Ash in the back of the head and tell him to stop being a Steven. The thought left a small smile on his face… which Gary was quick to notice.

“What’s got you so happy?” Gary sneered and tossed a heavy bronze figurine of a Dratini between his hands. The owner of the small shop they’d entered, a cozy space full of countless shelves stacked to the point of bending with dusty figures and icons. Most were of little golden Dragonite and humans, but plenty were expertly carved of a dark, polished wood that shone with the faint light cast from the flickering lamp.

Ash rather liked them. He put down a golden replica of a Dragonite’s scale and snatched the Dratini figurine from Gary’s hands. “Hey! What’s your problem?”

He rolled his eyes and slid the Dratini back into its spot on the dusty shelf near a ‘genuine’ dragon’s tooth, which he remembered was supposed to be a good luck charm in the Blackthorn territory. They really loved their dragons. “Don’t mess with this stuff. It looks expensive.”

“I can pay for it,” Gary scoffed, then looked accusingly at Ash. “I know you can pay for it, Mr. Elite -”

“Shut up!” Ash hissed. The shopkeeper, a hunched, ancient, wrinkled woman who had probably been old when Blackthorn was first founded, looked over at them curiously. She scribbled something down in her ledger and looked down, but he sensed her attention was never far from them. “Did you have to do that?”

Gary grinned. “Yep.”

He snorted at Gary’s lack of shame, and felt a slight grin tug at the corner of his mouth. “If you’re feeling so confident, how about we talk about how you’re going to handle Clair tomorrow?”

That took the smile off Gary’s face. The boy kicked at the corner of the frayed, handwoven rug they stood on (adorned with images of the Dratini line, of course) and scowled. “Well, it would have been better if I could take her on today. Her Gyarados is supposed to be tough, but I have some options for it.”

“Like what?” Ash couldn’t think of any of Gary’s teammates that would be particularly useful against a monster like Clair’s Gyarados must be - it would be hampered by the (relatively) cramped space of the pool, but it would still be a powerful foe even when it took to land.

Gary eyed an old wooden figurine of a Dratini. “I’m going to ruin that pool with my team as soon as I can with Nidoqueen. Weakens her freak of a Kingdra - not that I have to worry about Attract of all things, what kind of idiot doesn’t have a counter for that? - and Gyarados by forcing them out of the pool.”

His teeth grinded at Gary’s underhanded jab and the reminder of Torrent’s ignoble defeat. “I don’t see how that’s going to finish off a Gyarados.”

Ash’s acidic tone was completely ignored as Gary, bored, effortlessly completed a small puzzle box resting on a chipped and worn table in record time. “Gonna Overheat it with Arcanine. They dehydrate and overheat quickly and get worn out without being supported in water. With Extreme Speed, Gyarados will never touch Arcanine and it’ll be exhausted. Easy to finish it off with a Hyper Beam from there.”

“Uh huh,” Ash said, more than a little doubtful. He doubted Clair would just let that happen, but Gary was also annoying him so he didn’t raise the point. “And the rest?”

“Well…” Gary trailed off. “I was hoping I wouldn’t have to deal with that freaking monster dragon, but it might be able to fight. It’ll be softened up, though. No way it’ll be able to regrow its scales that quickly and it might not be able to fight at all with that stupid move Clair tried. Thanks for that.”

He snorted. “If she does use it, it’ll be faster. And it can still take a hit without the armor. Kommo-o’s tough,” Ash said. He found it all too easy to remember the dragon’s impressive endurance and raw power. Maybe he’d get a rematch some day… “But it was pretty beaten. You think that’s what she’ll switch out for the Gyarados?”

Gary was clearly tired of the store and led them out, although Ash stopped to buy a small brass Dragonite that weighed heavy in his pocket as he left the musty shop. The old shopkeep’s sharp eyes followed him as he pushed past the cloth flap guarding the interior.

“Did you really have to buy that crap? It’s probably worthless,” his friend rolled his eyes and pushed his way through the small crowds bustling through the flat streets. Before Ash could answer, Gary plowed on with the conversation. “And yeah, that freak dragon is the only one that took heavy damage. The rest might not be in top shape, but a night in the Pokemon Center will get them back to fighting condition. Maybe the Shelgon will be replaced. It probably thought it got hit by an Onix!”

Ash couldn’t help but laugh at Gary’s nasty grin. Bruiser had gotten some tough hits in - that would be bad enough normally, but with Rampage his blows were absolutely devastating. Most pokemon would have broken underneath that kind of force. Princess’ leg certainly had.

He felt a little guilty for taking a little stab of pleasure in that small victory against Cynthia, especially considering how that careless display of power haunted Bruiser. Cynthia had manhandled him, though, so he didn’t feel too guilty. Especially after Spiritomb…

“Earth to Ash?” Gary snapped his fingers in front of his face, vaguely annoyed. Ash blinked. “Finally! What do you think she could replace Shelgon with? I’m just glad the stupid thing didn’t evolve fighting you. I’d rather take on her Komm…whatever you called that, than a freaking Salamence.”

“Charizard,” he said absentmindedly. Ash stepped around a small Sentret digging through someone’s discarded sandwich and chips (it hissed viciously and chased away a lone Murkrow that had hopped over for a look) and glanced to Gary, who listened raptly. “She uses it in her six-on-six battles. Pretty standard Charizard, but it focuses more on physical attacks than normal. Opens up by flying, softening up the target with Flamethrower and long-range dragon-type attacks. Once it’s ready, Charizard likes to get up close and overwhelm.”

Gary nodded, filing the information away into his memory. “Cool, I can handle a Charizard.”

He stepped behind Gary as a small group of laughing Wataru (most with a Dratini wrapped around their necks or trailing behind them) swaggered past without a care in the world. They’d left the alley now and had moved into a more residential part of Blackthorn lined with plain homes, the occasional school or community center, and a few training facilities. Every building was in the traditional boxy Blackthorn style and flat-roofed.

“Alakazam?”

His friend nodded. They walked slower now, no longer quite as rushed by all the people. Gary always kept the pace a little faster than Ash would prefer, though. He barely had time to examine their surroundings or admire the occasional relic or temple hidden amongst the residences.

“Yeah. I’m gonna keep Blastoise for Kingdra. He’s tough enough to handle anything it can throw at him - Shell Slide would knock the crap out of it. Alakazam is gonna take care of Kommo-whatever or Charizard. Pidgeot can blitz Altaria now that we know not to fall into stupid traps like you did,” Gary snickered, and Ash fought the urge to kick him from behind. It would be so easy, he wasn’t even watching… “Umbreon can take giant dragon thing or Gyarados with Confuse Ray, like how I beat Oz in the Conference. Dragonair won’t be too bad, I’ve got options for it.”

Ash scowled. Was it really necessary to bring up Oz’s defeat? Knowing Gary, it was. “Confuse Ray on Gyarados is probably a bad idea.”

Gary shrugged his advice off. “Why? I don’t care if it rampages and messes up the Gym. It’s not like it’s mine. That’s Clair’s problem.”

He sighed, and dropped the point. Well, hopefully the psychic barriers would hold. The psychics supporting Clair’s Gym were probably used to ridiculously destructive battles at this point. “Okay, so tell me about your options for Dragonair. Nidoking was a good counter, but if it can actually use its abilities it can be a nightmare. I’ve seen it wipe out whole teams, so…”

As Gary boasted about how easily he’d crush Dragonair (and Clair’s spirit), Ash couldn’t help but enjoy the brief moment of contentment he’d found walking the streets with Gary.

Who knew when he’d get another chance to do this?
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After bidding Gary goodbye near the northern gates of the city, Ash pulled out his PokeNav and checked out the maps of Blackthorn he’d downloaded. He ignored the entertainment map - Ash had dragged Gary to one of the largest museums in Blackthorn, which would have been great if Gary had stopped whining - and followed the path out into the thickets of trees guarding Blackthorn’s northern edge. The walls were nearly thirty feet high and quite thick as well, created from countless boulders taken from the nearby mountain ranges and shaped with the sharp claws of Dragonite.

The northeastern path was straight and well-kept, a far cry from the twisting, overgrown paths that Ash and Gary had traversed in the Mahogany territory. It was an ancient thing, shaped of countless flat stones laid closely together and packed hard into the dirt. Every step took him further uphill through the masses of pines and oaks that blocked him in on all sides, slowly directing him toward the Wataru clan compound located just outside the city.

I am capable of teleporting us there directly, Friend-Trainer. I can sense hundreds of minds a short distance away. This feat is within my capabilities. 

He smiled and relished the sweet mountain air as a breeze rustled the trees. “You’re not getting out of walking that easily,” he laughed. Dazed was silent as she shuffled alongside him, none too impressed with actually climbing. Hypno were adapted for life in plains, flatlands, and tended to fit in quite well in the flat terrain of human cities. She wasn’t a climber. “I can return you, if you’d like.”

It is not necessary. 

Ash nodded, but slowed down all the same. A faint sense of appreciation filled him, and he dipped his head to Dazed. It wasn’t as if he wanted to force his way through this area too quickly - it was rather pretty, albeit fairly dark and foreboding due to the walls of trees all around them. Most were evergreens, though a few oaks were already colored with rich golds and reds and oranges that brought a spark of beautiful contrast to the forest.

The path slowly grew steeper, then changed to stone stairs of varying heights the farther they walked. Soon after the forests thinned and finally vanished altogether, replaced by towering walls of tan rock that cocooned him, coming together to form a tunnel as the path took him up the mountain. There were plenty of holes and gaps in the walls, so the tunnels were still filled with golden sunlight.

His breath came out in short pants, fogging the air ahead of him, and it didn’t take long for his legs to burn as it turned into a proper climb. Despite her protests, Ash returned Dazed once she reached the point of just teleporting ahead of him and waiting.

No need for her to push herself like that. They’d have plenty of time to spend together later on tonight. Ash knew she’d appreciate getting to learn about the Wataru - she’d loved the Blackthorn Museum of History, and if they were left to their own devices they could have spent hours examining the different exhibits.

Instead, Ash released Sneasel to accompany him. His friend was all too happy to clamber up the stairs (which all seemed to be different heights and lengths, making it even more difficult to climb) and took great pleasure in taunting Ash as his breaths came faster and harder and his legs filled with lead.

“Don’t laugh. Or is this payback for Hunt the Sneasel?” Ash wheezed at Sneasel as the little dark-type snoozed at one of the top steps. Sneasel’s ears twitched and he stretched, making a big show of it, just as Ash finally reached his step. The moment he did, Sneasel shot up ahead, around a curve in the tunnel, and Ash hurried after him.

It was never a good idea to let Sneasel leave his sight.

He ignored the burning in his limbs as he rushed up the stairs, turned the corner and -

Ash stared.

Ahead of him was a vast gap in the ridge nestled between two of the Ore Mountains that towered above Blackthorn,. There was nothing but plain grey, brown, and tan stone to see - no vegetation, no trees, nothing green or living. By all accounts, it should have been unremarkable as anything but a dead, barren valley. The only natural features of any note were the two peaks jutting far, far above in their craggy splendor.

The natural features were unremarkable. The unnatural features, however…

All around him, etched and hewn from the hard stone of the enclosing mountainsides by dragonclaw and chisels, loomed countless figures. There were hundreds, thousands of the men, women, and dragons carved from the mountains to greet new visitors. Ash craned his neck to look around, yet the statues were so numerous and paced together he could barely discern a single detail.

None were on his level. They had been carved out of the looming cliffside, the lowest of the endless ranks nearly thirty feet above Ash on either side. Every figure held sharp features, their unseeing eyes glaring down at this intruder, and a great stone mantle set about their shoulders. There were plaques and etchings carved deep beneath each figure and their dragon, though at such a distance Ash could never hope to read them even with Lightning sharpening his senses.

Notably, Ash realized not a single pokemon roosted amongst the outcrops. No Pidgeotto had made their nests there, no Noctowl or Geodude or Skarmory hid between the carved idols.

He’d have to be a fool to not realize what these rows and rows of regal, cloaked individuals represented however: the Drakes of Blackthorn.

There were hundreds. Would he find them all here if he looked hard enough, or had some Drakes been struck from history? Had the Wataru ever torn down a Drake or denied them a statue, or had they embraced their heritage fully? Ash knew there had been hundreds of Drakes, multiple claiming the title at once as the Wataru fell into bloody civil wars or periods where multiple Drakes ruled for less than a year before being deposed.

No doubt he could find plenty of the famed Drakes he’d read about or seen artifacts of in the museum - Drake Ryoto, who united Johto and fell to the First Champion, or Drake Hiro, the legendary First Drake who had discovered a Dragonite in the Ice Path who had gone onto become his partner, or even Lance…

Ash couldn’t help but wonder what stories would they tell about Lance? In the modern world the Wataru had lost a great deal of the influence they once wielded. They were powerful and respected, but they only held sway in Blackthorn. Yet Lance had reclaimed all the old glory they’d once boasted, shattering records and becoming the youngest Champion in history. He’d become the pillar of Indigo, fought back the Rockets, and even became a servant of Fire…

Lance really was larger than life. It was like he’d made all those ancient stories about the Dragon Masters of Blackthorn into the real world, had heard endless tales of valor and sacrifice and chosen to embody it wholly.

He felt a surge of affection for Lance, and found himself eager to make his way to Indigo Plateau when his time in Blackthorn came to an end. Things might be uncomfortable, but Ash found he couldn’t care less. He’d missed Lance.

Finally broken from his stupor, Ash scooped up Sneasel and looped the awed dark-type around his shoulders. His thick fur was soft and warm against his skin. Sneasel made a pretty good scarf, not that the cold bothered Ash too much. He couldn’t help but grin as Sneasel’s eyes darted from statue to statue, enraptured with all the different places to climb, scrape, and potentially topple…

“Easy there,” he teased. “Stay away from those, alright? Let’s not destroy the priceless historical relics.”

Sneasel groaned, then went limp. Ash didn’t mind, and reached a hand up to stroke Sneasel’s soft ears. He smiled at the rumble that came from deep in Sneasel’s chest and began to walk beneath the gazes of countless Drakes and dragons.

They were long dead and not at all real, yet Ash couldn’t escape the heavy air that filled the pass. He couldn’t help but toy with the Unown amulet, finding a little security in the rough stone and deceptively heavy weight to it. Even still, he felt the hair on the back of his neck rise as the statues seemed to stare down at him from their great height, judging him harshly with empty eyes.

His pace picked up ever so slightly. Sneasel grumbled at the jostling, but was too content being hugged around Ash’s neck to be too upset. Ash stroked the itchy skin beneath Sneasel’s feather to placate him, and set off down the path. It was a gentle slope now, no longer made up of the steep stairway that brought him here.

Before long he turned out of the ridge and followed the path a little farther - the Drakes still stood aloof and proud, but they numbered fewer here. They were less densely placed, their ranks thinning, and ahead of him laid a final stairway that led up to a pair of heavy wooden gates, painted a bright crimson that stood out starkly against the pale grey stone surrounding them. They were ancient, thick things, functional above all else, and held a certain charming simplicity that kept them from being outright ugly.

On either side of the gate were old guard towers, no longer manned in these days, yet when Ash stopped to stare at the impressive sight he felt a psychic brush against his mind. Certainly powerful to detect him despite Sneasel wrapped around him.

Rising high above the thick-walled towers were the two mountains that formed this ridge. This was their narrowest point, a natural defensive position the Wataru had happily taken advantage of. Guarding the towers as silent protectors rose two masterfully carved statues, etched in superb detail and incredible realism that made Ash certain that they would twitch to life and stride away if he only watched for long enough…

Each stood at least thirty feet high, dwarfing the true-to-life portions of the other statues. To the right stood a giant with pointed features, long hair tied in a ponytail, and a lance in his right hand. A short, bristly beard was etched onto his face and lent him an air of authority as his left hand extended to grasp the claws of the other figure: An enormous Dragonite, every scale shaped with agonizing precision, with its massive wings spread wide.

The First Drake Hiro and his partner, Keikok, who spawned the Wataru legacy. Or so Ash presumed - it only made sense.

His breaths were labored as he climbed up the stairs, entering the shadows of these legendary figures. An electric sensation filled him, and he felt a certain tension rising higher and higher as he ascended to the gates, which opened smoothly before him through some unseen hand or mechanism.

An icy flame kindled in the back of his mind. Ash couldn’t find it in himself to care.

Behind the gates was a small gatehouse, and Ash immediately returned Sneasel as the little dark-type perked up and looked around with sudden interest, the distinctive click of his claws unsheathing harsh in Ash’s ears. Dazed appeared beside him an instant later. She was a little more…diplomatic.

Two await us. 

Ash nodded his thanks and took his last few steps to the sturdy old door of the gatehouse, which Dazed easily pulled open with her psychic powers. The fiery blue outline quickly faded, and his friend shuffled at his side.

His attention was immediately drawn to the two figures waiting inside the plain, unornamented room.

Naturally, he looked to the Dragonite first. The golden dragon stood tall and proud, the countless layered scales faded to a pale yellow or even white due to age, and its antennae brushing the high ceiling of the room. It was built thick and strong, only slightly slimmer than Dov, and its great wings were held tightly against its back. He couldn’t help but marvel at the beautiful Dragonite - it was perhaps even taller than Lance’s Dragonite, and in its prime must have been a mighty fighter.

There was no missing the hints of age and a faint air of weariness that hung about the gorgeous dragon despite its splendor. Once he had overcome his awe, countless glaring wounds and losses became clear to him. Its horn was shattered, little more than a jagged stump remained from some old battle. One of its antennae was outright gone, and he bit back a hiss as he saw the old Dragonite’s left arm was cut off at the shoulder. Several patches on its chest were white scar tissue, ugly and knotted, instead of the gleaming golden scales that should have been there.

It still carried the air of a ruler, however, and Ash did not linger on the kindly Dragonite for long. He flushed as the second figure - a towering old man with a shiny bald head and an impressive beard that hung to his chest - chuckled at his stare. He wore long navy robes in the old style, trimmed with gold thread the color of a Dragonite in its prime.

“My partner of so many years,” his voice was still rich, smooth, and deep despite his ancient appearance. It held a nearly hypnotic quality, and Ash immediately felt the knot of anxiety in his gut loosen and uncoil. “Her name is Hana.”

Ash grinned. “It’s nice to meet you, Hana,” he said to the Dragonite. Her kind eyes met his as a low rumble bellowed from within her powerful chest. Ash motioned to Dazed, who simply stared at the others. “This is Dazed, one of my family.”

The old man’s eyes lit up. “It is a pleasure to meet you, Dazed. My grandson has spoken of you,” he smiled, the innumerable wrinkles carved into his face deepening. He bowed to the Hypno, and Dazed’s mind brushed Ash with a vague sense of unease. She wasn’t used to being addressed so directly. Ash found that he liked this man more and more. “I thank you for your service.”

Dazed shuffled awkwardly, and the man seemed to sense he had made her uncomfortable. He smiled at her one last time before his dark eyes turned to Ash. “Forgive me my poor manners, Elite Four Ash. I am Wataru Yari, Elder of the Wataru clan and its former Drake. It’s a pleasure to finally meet you.”

“Just Ash,” he choked out, then quickly reached out to shake the Elder’s hand. “It’s nice to meet you, Elder.”

“Just Yari, please,” the Elder’s eyes crinkled as he laughed. “Don’t worry about standing on ceremony with us. We’ve always been a people of action.”

Ash smiled, a little more at ease. “Sounds good to me.”

The Elder - Yari - clapped his hands together. Hana perked up, her great nostrils flaring. “But you don’t want to sit around talking to an old man like me. Come!” He said and led them out of the guard house. Ash squinted as the late afternoon sun struck his eyes, and he and Dazed both froze as the rest of the clan compound was revealed to them.

It was enormous. The compound was built upon a vast mesa hidden within the greater mountains he’d seen earlier that rose on and on and on until their peaks were shrouded in fluffy white clouds. Each of the taller mountains were crammed so close that their rocky surfaces were exposed, revealing dozens of alcoves carved into them. When Ash squinted, he exhaled sharply. They were homes, homes hewn out of a cliffside.

The mesa was so massive - too massive - that Ash rather thought it wasn’t natural, as if some great beast had shorn the mountain top off countless eons ago.

Settled atop was a plain hall in the traditional Johto style, similar to the old buildings of Ecruteak. It was almost startling in how different it was from the surrounding buildings and countless residential sections that filled the mesa, splaying out around the central clan building while roads divided the different neighborhoods like spokes on a wheel.

The other buildings were in the same style as Blackthorn: tan and boxy, with flat tops to act as platforms for dragons to lift off from. Each and every home and building was designed for pure efficiency. Ash respected that.

“Hiro’s Hall was once the private residence of the Lord of Blackthorn deposed by our ancestors,” Yari smiled at Ash’s stunned look. “We didn’t always live here. For many centuries our people hid away in the mountains to the west. Once our ancestors conquered Blackthorn, we took this place as our prize and shaped it to our liking.”

“The First Drake,” Ash said slowly, methodically poring over the recalled information. “He conquered Lord…Chisaka?” He felt a little vindicated as Dazed touched his mind with approval, and it only deepened as Yari and Hana turned to him, obviously surprised.

Yari’s wizened face broke into a not-so-toothy smile. “You know your history.”

Ash shrugged, turning away from the assessing eyes. “Some. I’m learning.”

“We all start somewhere,” Yari said as he led them along the paved road towards Hiro’s Hall. “What is the saying, hmm? Ah! ‘A journey of a thousand miles begins with a single step’. Quite fitting, I think. Life is about improvement.”

He nodded along, though he was honestly more concerned with craning his neck to look around at everything he could. It honestly looked identical to Blackthorn in many respects, even down to the sharp-faced people milling around and laughing. As soon as the Wataru saw the Elder, they lowered their head in respect. Many eyes followed Ash with blatant interest as he walked alongside Yari, obviously unused to seeing an outsider inside these walls.

They weren’t hostile, at least - most, anyways. Ash could sense that much. Some even sparked with recognition, and he hurried to stay alongside Yari and Hana as they stepped forth with massive strides. Dazed simply shuffled behind at her own pace, utterly unconcerned with keeping up.

“Would you care to stay for dinner?” Yari asked suddenly as they stepped into the Hall, and Ash nodded as he glanced around the entry room. It was fairly standard, honestly. Aside from countless paintings, tapestries, and models of Dratini, Dragonair, and Dragonite it was identical to some of the formal buildings he’d visited in Ecruteak, such as the Dance Theater. “Excellent,” the old man then frowned and glanced around as they moved into a large communal dining room, mostly clear except for massive wooden tables, sturdy and old, set up throughout. A few younger Wataru were busy making preparations, laying hundreds of plates and chopsticks all around the room.

“There are a few things I must see to before dinner,” the Elder said with a twinkle in his eye. Ash found himself smiling back. “But I’ve found a guide to show you around. If you’ve been to the Gym you’ve probably met her…where is that girl?” Yari muttered, then brightened as a tall girl entered from another door with a young Dragonair winding behind her. “Ah, marvelous. Hasta!”

The familiar girl hurried over with her Dragonair. “Elder Yari! I’ve been looking all over for you!”

Yari seemed quite pleased to have found the girl, and Ash immediately recognized her as the receptionist from the Blackthorn Gym: same sharp features, same height, and the uncanny resemblance to Lance that still bothered him a little. She beamed as she saluted the Elder and waved to Ash. “Hi, nice to see you again! I’m Hasta. We met at the Gym. I’m Leader Clair’s apprentice, and I’ve been -”

The old man not-so-subtly coughed and Hasta immediately shut her mouth, her face a little red. Dragonair sang to her softly and rubbed its head against her shoulder. “Hasta, would you mind showing Ash around the compound before dinner?”

She saluted again. “Yes, Elder!”

“Nice to meet you,” he said, only a little stilted. Ash was immediately struck by Hasta’s height now that she was closer - she towered nearly half a foot taller than him and she was probably only two or three years older than him. She had plenty of time to keep growing. By the end, she’d probably be just as tall as Lance or Clair.

“Nice to meet me too!” The Wataru said, then flushed as Ash visibly tried to puzzle out her flub. She stammered something out, then Yari mercifully stepped in to spare them both.

We have found a kindred spirit, Friend-Trainer. 

Dazed’s amused voice slipped into his mind, a gentle warmth to it. Ash smiled even as Yari spoke, Hana waiting patiently at his side. Every person that passed - both human and pokemon - gave them a wide berth and whispered respectful greetings. “Now, I’m afraid Hana and I must be off. Enjoy yourself, Ash!”

With that, Yari stepped away with little sense of urgency. He seemed just as content to meander slowly through the halls, speaking with various Wataru and their partners, as to actually make it to whatever important business he had to attend to.

An awkward silence. Ash hadn’t missed these - he’d been spoiled spending so much time with his human friends. They understood him, and nowadays their silences rarely ventured into uncomfortable territory.

“So…” Hasta kicked at the heavy rug under their feet - an old thing with unfamiliar names and tales woven into the pattern - and shifted. Dragonair cooed into her ear. “Want to see something cool?”

Yes. Yes he did.
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“It’s incredible!” Ash’s voice could barely be heard over the howling wind. Dazed polished her pendulum from where she hovered behind him. He stayed a safe distance away from the sharp drop of the sheer grey cliff they’d found their way to, but Hasta had sat on its edge without a care in the world with Dragonair at her side. To be honest, her utter ease at hanging off above the void left him with a little knot of anxiety. Thankfully, Dazed was quick to send a warm flush of comfort to him.

After an initial tour through the compound (and Hasta cheerfully introducing him to countless men, women, and children until his head ached) she’d guided him to the back of the compound, up a complicated series of bridges, tunnels, and even a few gaps between mountains or ridges that Dazed helpfully teleported them across. Hasta simply rode Dragonair, although the serpentine dragon couldn’t carry her as easily as Saph had Ash in the past.

This expenditure of time, effort, and endurance had led them to a high point on one of the compound’s neighboring mountains. It wasn’t quite at the peak, which was still thousands of feet higher up, but the overlook was placed highly enough to offer a gorgeous view of the Ore Mountains, the clan compound, Blackthorn, and even the wild areas to the west that led to the Ice Path.

He took a moment to appreciate it. Snow-tipped mountains spread on for countless miles to the north and south, riding up and down like vast, craggy waves. Ash thought Plume would love to fly here - it would be surreal to be so high yet to see the peaks just beneath. He resolved to make it happen.

Perhaps a thousand feet below the cliff, separated from their mountain by a long gap bridged by rope and wood, laid the clan compound. It looked rather small from this height, though Ash knew exactly how massive it really was. He appreciated the view, finding it fascinating to see how the Wataru had arranged their isolated home.

Hiro’s Hall towered above the rest of the compound, placed centrally where it could dominate the rest. Around it was a small plaza, ringed with various buildings facing toward the hall. Roads and paths shot out from it, dividing the rest of the compound…though now that Ash could truly appreciate its size, he thought it more of a village or town. It was difficult to pick out the purposes of any individual building other than the hall - they were all roughly identical, and it was only made more difficult by their flat roofs designed for dragons to fly off of. There were definitely different sections, however.

Curious, he looked to Hasta. She seemed remarkably content up here on the cliff and exposed to the elements, like this was her true home. “So what’s with the buildings in the plaza?”

Hasta jerked up, steadied by Dragonair’s coiled muscle. Her eyes were unfocused, lost in thought, and she took a moment to reply. “Oh, those are the shops and services and stuff,” she said. “Kind of a pain to run to the city whenever you need groceries. My parents run the Armory - our training store,” she explained. “Grooming products, a few TMs, pokeballs, potions, yadda yadda yadda. Nothing too fancy.”

He hummed his understanding, then his mind leapt to something she’d mentioned earlier. “You said you’re Clair’s apprentice?”

“Yes!” Hasta beamed and kicked her legs erratically against the cliffside. “She needed a new attendant because the last one quit a while back. Nobody else wanted the job, so I took it.”

Ash thought he knew where this was going. “On one condition, right?”

The older girl’s laughter filled the air, mostly drowned out by the constant wind pounding the cliff. “She’s helped me before, but I wanted real training. Not just tips that she gives out.”

He leaned forward, although he didn’t come any closer to the edge - Ash just didn’t feel as comfortable with the dizzying heights without Plume. At least he knew Dazed was perfectly capable of catching him.

Your faith is appreciated. 

Ash grinned, then glanced again to Hasta. “So you’re a trainer?”

Hasta looked at him, then to Dragonair, and back to Ash. “Yep.”

He rolled his eyes. “You know what I meant.”

Her face broke out in a wide grin, then pulled her jacket aside to show several pokeballs on her belt. “I’ve been training for…four years,” she counted, then winced. “Wow, time flies.”

“Did you ever travel?” He asked.

“For a while,” Hasta frowned, a far off look in her eyes. She stopped kicking. “I got a few badges, but I stopped after a few months. I missed home,” the older girl confessed. “After a while, I just wanted to be with my family.”

Ash nodded. There were plenty of trainers - the majority, in fact - that didn’t travel. Most started off on the Gym circuit, but the majority washed out within months. Traveling wasn’t for everyone, and many preferred to train near home. There were plenty of battles, tournaments, and resources to be found in proper cities, after all. Plus, it was always possible to use taxi services to fly or teleport you to other cities in order to challenge a Gym Leader.

To be honest, if Hasta was a dragon-type specialist there was probably nowhere better for her to stay than Blackthorn. He couldn’t imagine not traveling, though. The people he’d met, the places he’d seen…Ash wouldn’t be the same person without it.

“What teammates do you have besides Dragonair?”

Hasta shrugged. “How about I show you after dinner?” She said with a gleam in her eye.

He nodded and let the matter drop, though he had to admit he was curious. “So…what kind of training does Clair put you through?” Ash asked. Knowing Clair, it was probably unpleasant. It was difficult to imagine the short-tempered woman as a good teacher, though it wasn’t like he knew her well.

“It’s tough!” Hasta seemed to relish that fact. Dragonair winced in agreement and coiled a little tighter around its trainer, who happily wrapped her arm around the dragon’s warm blue scales. “Leader Clair doesn’t take days off. After the Gym closes she runs us through some exercises, helps me with techniques, has her team spar with mine…she demands excellence!”

Sounded about right. “What about today?”

Hasta hid a grimace. “Uh, maybe she does take one or two days off,” she said doubtfully. “Leader Clair needed some time to herself,” Hasta chose her words carefully, and Ash couldn’t help but relish his victory even more. Clair really did remind him a little of Gary. “I still can’t believe you beat her.”

“It wasn’t easy,” Ash let Hasta’s praise roll off of him. She still sounded like he’d pulled off a miracle. “Clair’s strong. Very strong. My research on her helped.”

“Smart,” Hasta said simply. She looked off at Blackthorn. The city seemed so tiny from up here, so inconsequential. Just a little cluster of buildings and monuments nestled in the shadows of the jutting mountains that dominated these lands. “I hope I can beat her one day,” she sighed. “I want to be Gym Leader, or maybe even on the Elite Four,” Hasta whispered. “If I could fight Drake Lance…”

That caught his attention. “You’ve never battled him?” He looked at her, somewhat surprised.

Hasta outright laughed at that, and his face burned. She looked at him, amused. “Nobody’s battled Drake Lance. He’s busy. We only see him every two months or so, and that’s usually just a quick visit. If we’re lucky, he’ll give us some tips.”

“Huh,” Ash muttered. He couldn’t say he wasn’t surprised. For whatever reason, it was hard to imagine Lance as somewhat separate from his clan given how fondly he spoke of them and their legacy. Still, Ash supposed it made sense - if Lance had to deal with clan matters as well as his duties as Champion he’d probably snap. Time wasn’t an abundant resource for the Indigo Champion. “I just thought…”

She laughed again, though at least she didn’t seem bitter. It was just a fact of life to her. “It’s a big clan. I’m one of the Drake’s cousins, but that doesn’t mean much around here, Hasta snorted, then pointed over at the neighboring mountain, the one with dozens of living spaces carved into its surface. From this angle, he could see even more launch platforms for their dragons to take off and land from. Hasta pointed at a specific hollow a hundred feet above the others. “See that?”

He nodded, though he was still reeling a little from what Hasta had said. The only human family he had was his mother, and it was hard to imagine that a family (or clan in this case) could be so large that the members barely even knew each other.

“That’s the Drake’s Hollow,” she said. “It’s the private residence for the Drake, separated from the rest of us. Drake Lance is the first in…wow, it’s been forever. He’s the first to use it in decades. But he stays there with his team when he visits. He likes his alone time.”

Ash frowned, finding it a little hard to reconcile that with the Lance he knew. He’d always thought Lance the ultimate extrovert - he was the type to stand tall above the rest of a crowd and relish the attention it brought - but maybe even the Dragon Master needed some space every now and then.

Hasta went quiet for a little bit, content to sit and cuddle with Dragonair. She clearly wasn’t a fan of silence, however, and quickly pointed down to the sprawling neighborhoods that extended beyond the plaza and made up the bulk of the clan compound. “See those? My house is somewhere - there it is!”

As she cheerfully chattered on, Ash finally stepped forward and carefully scooted so he could sit on the cliff’s edge a short distance away from Hasta and Dragonair. His stomach lurched as his legs hung free over the vast, empty abyss without Plume there to steady him, but Dazed’s comfortable touch against his mind eased him.

A cold flame flickered in the back of his awareness, yet Ash paid little heed to it. He wouldn’t let Mewtwo worry him.

This place, wild and free yet comfortable, was beautiful to him. The vibrant reds and yellows and oranges of the sunset as it cast over the endless mountains spiking from the earth and the evergreen forests blanketing the world, the deep purple and encroaching black as night fell…

Ash wasn’t sure how long he sat there lost in thought, trading short bursts of easy conversation with Hasta every now and then as she told old stories, pointed out the obscured entrance to the Dragon’s Den nestled at the base of the mountain the Drake’s Hollow was built into (forbidden to outsiders, unfortunately), and named the different peaks cradling Blackthorn.

He couldn’t help but appreciate the simple beauty of the moment. This place would stay with him for a very, very long time. Ash was excited to return to Hoenn in the coming weeks, but he would miss the ancient beauty of Johto.

“…Elder Yari told me that Leader Clair and Drake Lance used to fight all the time, and she would annoy him so much when he came back that he only wanted to be Drake so he could have a place to hide from her!” Hasta rambled, and Ash laughed. He could see that. She laughed as well, pleased with her story, and then jumped. “Oh! It’s getting late, isn’t it? Want to head back to the compound? I can probably show you a few cool places before dinner.”

Ash couldn’t help but wish to stay up here so he could look down on the world for a little longer. Everything seemed so small, so simple from the cliff.

Still, he couldn’t help but want to explore the compound a little more. He grunted and rose to his feet, his limbs stiff and a little numb from the cold. A little flare of Fire cured that, however, and he relished the flush heat.

“C’mon!” Hasta pointed to one of the rocky outcrops of the mountain that had been their last stop before flying (or teleporting, in Ash’s case) up to the cliff. Dragonair cooed happily as Hasta hopped onto its back. “I’ll race you there!”

He and Dazed both looked oddly at Hasta and she and Dragonair shot off the cliff, and in a flash of light Dazed proved why teleporting was slightly faster than flying.
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Dinner was a raucous, wild affair. Ash wasn’t sure why’d he expected any differently - these people were all related to Lance, after all.

Movies often showed the old clans as the picture of decorum, all quiet dignity and upturned noses. Clearly, the directors had never met the Wataru - from the moment they’d begun eating, it seemed a competition of who could shout the loudest to be heard, who could tell the best story, who could steal just a smidge of attention from their neighbor. Plates clanked, more sake was poured than water (even Wataru members only a little older than Ash were given small cups of it), and at least six separate brawls had started and broken up over the last half hour - normally with the Wataru men and women involved laughing it off and tossing an arm around their opponent’s shoulders.

It was overwhelming, loud, obnoxious, and perhaps the most fun Ash had had since he’d fought the Gyarados at the Lake of Rage. He laughed as a few Dratini hissed at each other under one of the long tables and cracked their tails like whips as they wrestled over a few berries their partners had dropped for them.

“This is good behavior, actually!” Yari laughed at his seat at the head table, raised above the rest on a short dias. Hana waited patiently behind them, her single antennae flicking occasionally. She seemed amused yet resigned to the clan. “They’re excited to have you join us, Ash.”

“I’m glad to be here,” he said, still a little flushed and jittery from when Yari had introduced him to the clan at the beginning of the meal. His face had burned, but the Wataru either hadn’t noticed or hadn’t cared - they just laughed, greeted him respectfully, and dug into their meals. “I never knew there were so many Wataru.”

Yari smiled down at a few of the younger Wataru children who had crept closer to the high table (despite the scolding of their parents) to stare at Ash. When he looked at them, they scattered like a school of Magikarp spotting a Pidgeot. “We’re an old clan, and we never suffered purges like the others. We’ve had more than a thousand years to grow strong.”

Ash nodded, glancing to his left at the Elder. Yari sat in the central seat, a high-backed chair fashioned from mahogany (apparently a gift from an ancient Mahogany Lord), and presided over his vast family like a proud grandfather. Which he was, Ash supposed.

Hasta sat to his right, and past her sat several other younger clan members that Ash couldn’t remember the name of. He’d met so many people that his head was spinning - he’d probably have a headache by the time all this was done. It was worth it, though. His only regret was that Dazed couldn’t be here with him. She’d be completely overwhelmed by this many people.

Normally he’d have Bruiser out instead, but he was recovering in the Pokemon Center with the others who’d faced Clair. Nidoking, Infernus, Torrent, Plume… they were all healing, and it left him naked and exposed without their strength to draw on. Sneasel couldn’t be trusted in a place like this, Seeker would be just as nervous as Ash, Oz would probably be uncomfortable, and Tangrowth…

He hid a grin. Tangrowth would probably just be trying to hug everyone - of course, knowing him, he’d probably get confused when he saw the Dratini and think they were his vines that had fallen off somehow.

As a result, Aron laid happily by his feet. Once Hasta had finished squealing over him, anyways. Ash passed him plenty of the berries laid out for pokemon, and had even managed to appropriate a few chunks of scrap metal for him to nibble on. It was a good thing Aron wasn’t too picky.

Then, as Ash’s thoughts leapt back to his team’s fierce battle with the Blackthorn Gym Leader, he frowned. “Where’s Clair? Does she live somewhere else?”

Yari winced, and the empty seat to his left became a little less of a mystery. A tall, blue-haired woman seated slightly farther down past the empty chair groaned and settled her face in her hands, as did a kindly man with sharp cheekbones beside her.

“Leader Clair is unfortunately indisposed,” Hasta somehow managed to say with a straight face. Yari massaged his temples. The couple farther down just looked defeated. “She has many duties to attend to.”

“You mean she’s as sore of a loser as she is a winner!” The woman scowled - now that Ash paid attention, she was the spitting image of Clair. Her mother, then, and she confirmed it shortly after when she looked to the man next to her. “I swear we raised her better than that - sulking in her office after a loss, honestly! You’d think she was twelve, not twenty-five. Next time Lance comes here -”

Yari sent the woman a stern look. Her scowl deepened and her fists clenched atop the dark grain of the table, but she didn’t push any further. Instead, she just fell into a sullen silence and attempted to murder her food with her chopsticks. Ash didn’t think you were supposed to stab with chopsticks, but who knew? Maybe it was some secret Wataru technique he didn’t know about.

Or, more likely, she was where Clair got that inclination from. The woman’s Dragonair seemed to roll its eyes as it exuded an aura of calm that caressed them all - Ash leaned into it, fondly recalling the utter serenity that Suicune exuded. When would he have another chance to meet the Legend? Personally, Ash hoped it would be sooner rather than later.

Suicune was impossible to predict, of course. It was free as the wind.

“Leader Clair’s parents,” Hasta whispered helpfully into his ear. Ash nodded to show he was listening. She pointed at the snarling woman. “Wataru Nina, my aunt. She’s the type to bake cookies and hand out treats to the kids, but when she’s mad… well, a while back Lance didn’t visit for three months when his Gible ate some paintings she was working on. Her husband, Wataru Dylan, mostly just likes watching the fireworks.”

Ash smiled gratefully, then glanced at the last person seated at the high table. She was at the far left, sickly pale with red hair down to her shoulders. He looked a little closer, then frowned - she looked exactly like Hasta and Lance.

Thankfully, Hasta didn’t miss his look. “Lance’s mom, Wataru Glaive. She’s quiet.”

That was probably the biggest surprise he’d faced so far. How anyone remotely connected to Lance, let alone his mom, could be considered quiet was beyond Ash. Still, he accepted the situation and moved on. Maybe he could ask Lance about it later. Hasta didn’t seem too forthcoming.

“So, Ash, what do you think of our home?” Yari inquired. It didn’t seem a matter of simple politeness - Ash thought he was genuinely curious. Everything the old man did came from the heart.

“It’s beautiful!” He grinned and passed Aron another little piece of metal. The resulting crunch was hidden by the shouts and cheers of the dining Wataru as they dug into the second course - steaming bowls of soup and freshly baked bread - passed out by a handful of younger Wataru before they scurried back off to the kitchens. “It reminds me of Ecruteak’s buildings.”

Yari’s eyes lit up. “This style was all the rage back in the day,” he surveyed his vast clan again. “The other buildings in the compound are in the normal Wataru style, of course. Our ancestors popularized it in Blackthorn, although of course there was quite a bit of mixing over the years.”

That reminded him of something. “Are there many Wataru that live in Blackthorn? I saw a lot of people…”

For a moment the Elder looked confused, then snorted. “Oh yes, there are quite a few that choose to live in Blackthorn. Some prefer more privacy than the compound offers, others simply don’t get along with this lot,” he gestured to a man and woman currently shouting at each other for some reason or another, a few of their neighbors egging them on. “Of course, after so long we have countless descendents in the city with Wataru blood in their veins. It’s not like the old days,” he sighed. “With the world so small these days, more and more of us leave every year.”

Ash eyed the horde of dragon tamers and their partners eating down below. There were easily three or four hundred happily living in the compound. “I think you have a few years left.”

“Yes,” Yari acknowledged, “but we’re a relic these days. The world’s moved onto grander things. Our decline is slow, yet steady. We’ve fallen far from the old times - our covenant with the Dragonite doesn’t put us as the top as it once did.”

“Lance is Champion,” he pointed out. Aron reared up and tried to nibble on Dazed’s pokeball, so he tossed another tiny scrap piece down to him. Hasta looked under the table and grinned as Aron’s baby blue eyes glanced up at her while he munched on his treat. “He’s pretty relevant.”

Hasta chimed in. “Lance isn’t average.”

Well, that was an understatement. Lance was a giant, standing head and shoulders even above the rest of his legendary clan. Ash acknowledged that with a grunt. “What about Clair?”

Ash didn’t miss the hint of fire in Hasta’s eyes at the mention of her mentor, yet Yari answered. “A brilliant girl with awful timing. If she was born in any other generation she would have been Drake. She’s served Blackthorn well, and I hope she continues to rise.”

He thought back to Clair’s team - she had plenty of potential to grow. Dragonair and Shelgon’s evolutions alone would make her an absolute terror, and she was already plenty formidable. Without his hours of research on her team (not to mention the month training against Lance’s dragons) it would’ve been a far tougher fight. Just knowing their general tactics let him control the flow of the battle.

Of course, that raised another question. “Speaking of Clair, why hasn’t she evolved her Dragonair?” Ash asked - then winced as Aron finished chomping on his scrap metal and decided to affectionately lick Ash’s leg with his rasping tongue. It stung even through his pants, and he quickly tossed another chunk of steel to Aron before his tongue could shred through his pants. “It was her starter, right?”

Hasta and Yari shared a look. The Wataru girl glanced away as if to leave this one to the Elder, only to duck a rice ball that sailed through the air. A young boy with blue hair shouted an apology, then hid away as Hasta’s Dragonair glowered at him.

Yari handed his plate to his Dragonite, who gingerly picked it up with her one remaining limb before cleaning it. “Well, as you might have noticed, Clair has a rivalry with Lance.”

Ash didn’t need to point out what Yari left unsaid: Lance doesn’t have a rivalry with Clair. 

“She boasted as a girl that she wouldn’t need a Dragonite to beat Lance, and she’s still clinging to that promise,” Yari rolled his eyes, clearly exasperated. “She’s a stubborn woman, always has been. It’s something to be admired, but it is possible to take a good thing too far…”

“That’s the truth,” Ash muttered under his breath. Hasta snorted.

Even Yari didn’t disagree. “But enough of that! We can always talk about our dear Gym Leader,” he said with a straight face and looked to Ash. “Now, did Hasta show you the reliquary? If you’re a lover of history we have several artifacts and records there that might interest you - several first-hand accounts of the Battle of Mt. Silver, a few missives from the Tsuki and Taiyo demanding we surrender our beloved companions…ah! We recently rediscovered a few accounts of the burning of Lavender in the Secession of 827…”

He sat back in his seat, a slight smile on his face, and listened.

It was probably a good thing he wouldn’t be staying for too long - he could get dangerously used to this.
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The clan’s training grounds were a simple affair tucked into the interior of a nearby mountain, right next to the forbidden Dragon’s Den. Several tunnels had been created to link the grounds to the clan compound, guarded by a lazy Wataru, his Dragonair, and braziers of azure dragonfire.

“C’mon!” Hasta grinned as she led him through the twisting tunnels, instinctually passing by the dead ends, collapsed tunnels, and a few ominous black pits with familiar ease. “It’s just this way!”

Ash glanced distrustfully at a blue-eyed statue of a Dratini that lurked in one of the innumerable side alcoves lining the tunnel, a handful of gold coins sprinkled beneath it. “What does that one do?”

Hasta seemed bored by his question. “There’s a disguised pressure plate. If you step forward to grab the coins, it collapses and you fall into a pit. I think the ancestors left a few spikes down there.”

He snorted. “And why do you have to run through a death trap everytime you want to train?”

“It’s not a death trap!” She protested futilely, then thought better of it. “For us.”

Ash didn’t say anything. His point was proven.

“It’s good training! We get shown through it a bunch as kids,” Hasta tried to dig herself out of the hole. Ash looked pointedly at her, and she deflated. “Okay, I see your point, but it’s just something we never really think about. As long as you’re not stupid, you’re fine.”

“What was it even made for?” He asked. “Was this a hideaway?”

Hasta frowned thoughtfully at him. “Yes, actually. From the early days. We were supposed to be able to evacuate the children and elderly here if we got invaded - that never happened!” She laughed. It echoed throughout the stone tunnel. “Turns out attacking a dragon clan in the mountains is a bad idea. Who knew?”

He hummed. “So they never got used? Not once?”

“Well…” she trailed off. Dragonair sang cheerfully behind her, as if encouraging a puzzled student. “They did stop a bunch of Sneasel that tried to sneak in a while back. They kept going for all the shiny stuff. Not too smart if you ask me.”

Ash winced. That sounded like something Sneasel would do - he was endlessly enraptured with shiny, noisy, interesting objects. He’d ignore his instincts in a heartbeat if he saw those coins back there. He was immediately relieved he’d returned his friends before they’d entered the tunnel.

“So how much farther -” Ash’s voice hitched as the tunnel suddenly widened, then stretched to an enormous size. It had to have been nearly as large as the great cavern he’d faced Clair in. The cavern wasn’t quite as tall, only thirty or forty feet high at best, but it made up for that in diameter. It was at least a thousand feet in every direction. How had they hollowed this out? Dragonfire would be useless against stone. “Wow…”

“It’s something, isn’t it?” Hasta sounded smug. She stood with her hands on her hips, the picture of pride, and Ash thought she looked far too much like Lance. “We can’t really go wild in the grounds, but we hold classes for the little kids here. All the serious training goes on at the Gym or in the mountains. Nobody wants to be the one to bring the mountain down.”

Ash nodded. “That would be bad.”

Hasta laughed at that, and quickly released her team. He smiled and greeted them each as they were released, and found himself impressed with their poise. Ash glanced them over, taking a quick assessment.

Dragonair, quite a bit smaller than Clair’s massive specimen (which was no surprise, considering it hadn’t evolved in at least ten years) but it still appeared proud and gentle. The dragon sang softly to him, and he embraced the peaceful allure. Tension drained out of his shoulders and he thanked the dragon softly.

Next was Electrode, which was around the same size as Surge’s when they’d fought through Zapdos’ Storm. He couldn’t help but glance at the creature curiously - he hadn’t gotten too many chances to interact with them in the past. Little arcs of lightning jumped across its smooth carapace, and it grinned up at him. Curious, Ash drew upon Lightning and the electric-type spun back, stunned.

Satisfied, he smiled down at a massive, blue creature that laid lazily on the ground. Its tiny eyes stared at him from beneath heavy flaps of rubbery skin. They weren’t dumb, Ash noted, but he got the sense that Quagsire couldn’t care less about him. It was a pretty relieving thought, honestly, and he found himself liking the apathetic water-type immediately.

Hasta hesitated. “You might want to stand back!” She warned from a safe distance away. “Magcargo can’t control her heat too well.”

“I’ll be fine,” Ash waved off her concern, and did nothing but grin as a wave of relentless, scorching heat blasted him - his skin immediately stung, and Fire flickered in him. He knelt before the droopy fire-type and waved a hello. Magcargo looked at him dully, a little surprised to find him so close, and waggled her eye stalks a little. “She’s beautiful! I bet Infernus would love to fight a Magcargo -”

“Uh uh, no way!” Hasta interrupted, sharp eyes locked on Ash. “I saw what your Magmortar did to Kommo-o - that thing’s not coming near my babies!” Dragonair sang out in agreement, coiling protectively around Electrode and Quagsire (who didn’t even twitch).

Ash shrugged. Oh well, it was worth a try. “It wouldn’t be that bad,” he ventured. “Infernus has self-control.”

Hasta looked at him oddly. “Ash, in the six months I’ve been Clair’s apprentice - about five months longer than anyone else has lasted, by the way!” she said with pride, a little more relaxed now that she was away from the clan. “Uh, anyways, in the six months I’ve been watching her battle I’ve never seen Kommo-o come out that badly. He’s a monster!”

“He is!” Ash agreed with a painfully wide smile stretched across his face. Hasta inched back. Instead of mentioning how impressive (and terrifying) of a battler the Alolan dragon was, he turned back to her team. “You know, I was expecting more dragons. Not that it’s a bad thing,” he added as Hasta immediately went on the defensive. “It makes you harder to predict.”

She relaxed just a tad. “I don’t want to fall into the stereotype,” the Wataru girl confessed, and took a few steps forward as Magcargo oozed away. She carefully avoided the trail of molten sand and blackened stone left in its wake. “We aren’t just dragon tamers. We’re not all Lance - not that many of us remember that these days,” Hasta muttered. “I love dragons, but I want to take it to the next level! I’ll be more than just another Wataru.”

Ash nodded in approval. He could understand that. “So why did you want to come down here?” There were definitely easier, slightly less lethal places she could have shown him her team.

“Well…” Hasta bit back a grin and pointed straight at him. It didn’t have the same effect as when Lance did it - no wonder Lance liked his capes so much. Ash suspected the cape tradition began with an absolute drama queen…or the human equivalent of Plume, who he could easily imagine wearing a cape or cloak if she were able. “I challenge you to a battle!”

A short silence reigned, and as it dragged on Hasta awkwardly lowered her outstretched arm.

“Most of my team is at the Pokemon Center.”

Hasta deflated. “I know! But I don’t really want to fight those anyways,” she made a big show of shivering. “I mean, look what they did to Clair. There’s no way I can beat her, so I know I can’t beat you. But that doesn’t mean I can’t try!”

Ash assessed her, then nodded. The Wataru girl immediately brightened and hopped up and down for a moment, then sank back down onto her heels when he sent her a look. “Let’s go,” Ash released Dazed, whose eyes flickered blue as she took the training grounds in.

The Champion-Mentor-kin seem to be fixated on caves. 

“What’s with that weird smile?” Hasta scowled at his smirk. She turned her nose up and stalked to the other side of the battleground - Ash frowned, and turned just as a gaggle of small, stumbling Wataru ranging from chubby toddlers to kids who would probably leave on their journeys soon rushed into the battlegrounds. He stared, and Hasta had the grace to look a little embarrassed. “Sorry! I might have mentioned to a few people that we’d be battling…”

Ugh, oh well. After the Conference he didn’t have any problem battling in front of crowds. Even ones that seemed to grow larger and larger every moment, swelling until they started to spill around the sides of the battleground and took seats on the myriad of stone benches placed throughout the area.

“As the Gym Leader,” Hasta said pompously (one of the Wataru children threw a rock at her, which Dragonair knocked away with a flick of her tail), “I shall do you the courtesy of releasing first! Go, Dragonair!”

Dragonair’s eyes twinkled as it slithered ahead, relishing the vast explosion of cheers, howls, and hollers from the Wataru children - it was obviously a favorite. The dragon cried out softly, its soothing song softening his mild annoyance.

“Release, challenger!” The tall, lanky girl boomed in a poor imitation of Clair. More cheers from the Wataru, of course. They adored their ‘Gym Leader’. Even Ash couldn’t help but smile ever so slightly.

Just as Ash raised Sneasel’s pokeball and released him to gasps and cries of ‘Eggcracker!’, he frowned as something tugged on his pants. A flicker of amusement, courtesy of Dazed, shot through his mind as he turned and stared into the dark, soulful eyes of the young child solemnly stuffed the hem of Ash’s shirt into his mouth.

“Hello?” Ash asked doubtfully, and the little Wataru girl stared right back as she slobbered all over her mouthful of cloth. He gently tugged his shirt out of the child’s mouth, grimacing at how wet it was. Thankfully he had his pack back in the guest room Hasta had showed him. He’d definitely be changing shirts.

Perhaps you should burn it. 

Not the worst idea, he admitted, then shook it off and released the one distraction he knew would keep the children far away from him as he battled: Tangrowth.

He laughed at his friend as the grass-type gurgled happily and wrapped a few vines around Ash to squeeze him tight in a hug. Ash whispered a few kind words, glad to see Tangrowth after their limited time together in the Ice Path, and motioned at the horde of children milling all around - there were easily thirty or forty now, and every minute or so another one or pair wandered in through the death trap labyrinth.

Ash didn’t think he’d ever seen Tangrowth’s eyes get so big. The grass-type happily bounced up and down on his feet and hopped over to the little Wataru, dozens of vines rushing out to poke and prod these strange little humans that were so happy to see him.

“Wow, it’s so cute!”

“I want one!”

“What kind of dragon is that?”

Hasta massaged her temples at the last comment, looking vaguely ashamed, and Ash snorted. With the children distracted, he grinned back at Hasta and Dragonair. “Ready?”

“Ready!” She looked positively gleeful, and quickly shouted out a frenzied stream of commands to Dragonair that he couldn’t hope to decipher. Even Dragonair looked vaguely confused for a moment before it darted into action, Sneasel hissing and leaping forward to meet it with claws unsheathed.

Despite the vaguely claustrophobic environment, lit only with the raging blue torches lining the walls, and the horde of whooping, cheering children, Ash found himself grinning like a madman.

He’d just emerged from the Ice Path. How could he not appreciate this manic warmth?
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“You sure you want to walk? We have a few Alakazam that could teleport you back,” Hasta was skeptical as she reclined back on the spartan bed he’d spent the night on, knocking her feet erratically against the red comforter. Ash looked at her, ever so slightly annoyed. He’d just made that bed a few minutes ago. “That’s how I get to the Gym every morning.”

“I’m sure. It’s a nice walk,” he shrugged and returned the rest of his bathroom supplies into its storage compartment. Sneasel lounged in a small, fluffy bed (likely meant for Dratini considering its size) in the corner of the room and peered balefully at Hasta, who’d stolen his spot. “I’d like to see the Valley of the Drakes again.”

Hasta yawned - it was a little early for her, apparently. She’d knocked on his door and promptly complained that Dragonair was still happily snoozing coiled up in her room. It was only six thirty in the morning, so Ash didn’t know what she was complaining about. At least he wasn’t getting her up before dawn like he had with Steven to get precious training time in.

“You can pop back in whenever you feel like it. Elder Yari loves you. He might adopt you into the clan at this rate,” she drawled and lazily rolled over onto his pillow. After just a few seconds her eyelids drooped and her mouth hung wide open. Ash smiled ever so slightly and nodded to Sneasel. The dark-type’s ears perked up and he bared his teeth in a happy snarl.

Sneasel scrambled over to the bed with all the stealth Ash expected from him. Even in the silent room it was impossible to hear his footsteps on the cold stone floor. His feather twitched as he effortlessly clambered up the comforter and sat just a few inches away from Hasta’s snoozing head.

He yowled. The ear-splitting screech nearly made Ash twitch, and it was much, much worse for Hasta. She jerked awake in a second, eyes wide and mouth agape, and stumbled over her words. “I’m up!”

Ash nodded in satisfaction, then tossed a treat to Sneasel. He snagged it, snickered, and easily dodged the pillow Hasta tossed at him. She glared at Sneasel and rubbed the sleep out of her eyes. When he tapped his chin and looked pointedly at her, Hasta flushed and wiped a little bit of drool away.

“Aren’t you supposed to be at the Gym soon?” He glanced at the clock on the wall. “You told Gary to be there by eight.”

Hasta yawned. She didn’t look too concerned. “I don’t have to be there for another forty-five minutes. Just have to be there to open up, then I just sit around and wait for whoever’s unlucky enough to challenge Clair,” she snorted. “Present company excluded, of course.”

“Of course.”

“Thanks for the tips last night, by the way,” Hasta rubbed her eyes again. “Magcargo and I got some work in after you went to bed. You think she can pull off that volcano bomb technique you used against Clair?”

Well, that explained why she was so tired. One mystery solved. “Probably,” Ash said as he slung his pack onto his back. Hasta reluctantly dragged herself off the once made bed and leapt to her feet. “It’s pretty simple, just cap the magma well she pulls up with Lava Plume and let the pressure build up. When it’s time, she can set it off with barely any effort,” he repeated his lesson from last night. “It’s just something I’ve been working on. Infernus and I need to fine-tune it.”

“It’s pretty cool!” Hasta chirped, a lot more alert now that she wasn’t laying on a warm, somewhat comfortable bed. The Wataru prized many things, but comfort wasn’t one of them. Considering he’d spent the night in an old room reserved for distinguished diplomats, Ash suspected the bed was meant to be a little harder than normal. It was downright cushiony compared to his sleeping mat, though, so he was hardly bothered. “I can’t wait to bust it out against Leader Clair!”

That reminded him of something. He was glad that he’d given her his PokeNav information last night after their battle. “You sent Lance the footage of my battle with Clair, right?” At Hasta’s nod he continued. “Think you could send me the footage of Gary’s battle?”

She brightened. “Yeah, definitely! I can’t wait to watch that - she’s gotta be so mad after yesterday. She’s going to crush him!” Hasta sounded quite pleased with that.

Ash arched an eyebrow as Hasta led him through the wooden halls. They were empty and completely silent - no Murkrow or Noctowl dared to fly into the compound and presumably most of the clan were happy and warm in their beds. “Gary might surprise you.”

Hasta snorted as they left the confines of Hiro’s Hall and into the frigid air of the mountaintop, Sneasel darting behind. He rushed here and there, investigating everything Ash didn’t think was too important, and was utterly invigorated by the darkness and wind. The sun wouldn’t fully rise until well into Ash’s walk back to Blackthorn.

“You surprised me,” she laughed, though she shivered in the darkness. Ash couldn’t help but watch as Hasta ran her fingers through her thick red hair. “I think Clair is going to chew Oak up and spit him out.”

“We’ll see,” Ash hummed, confident that Gary had gleaned enough information during Ash’s fight to take Clair down, especially if she was down a battler or two. He couldn’t wait to watch in person. Mostly he just wanted the recording to further dissect Clair’s style and pick out whatever adjustments Gary had made to his own.

Soon enough they found themselves in the gatehouse he’d first met Yari and Hana in. He glanced around. It was the exact same, just a few statutes of Dragonite and simple wooden paneling. They stood there awkwardly for a moment, then Hasta took the lead.

“Well, nice battling you!” She fumbled a little. “Uh, meeting you.”

Ash cracked a smile. “You too. I guess I’ll see you in…” he calculated the time. “An hour and fifteen minutes.”

She blinked, then nodded. “Oh yeah, good point!” Hasta grinned. “Nevermind all this, if you’re coming to the Gym then I’m gonna grab a quick nap! See ya!”

With that, she skipped happily out of the gatehouse back to her warm bed. Ash just stared, befuddled at the abrupt change of pace, then shrugged. He motioned for Sneasel to climb up around his shoulders and stepped out of the gatehouse back into the whipping winds and harsh cold of the early morning.

Blackthorn awaited -

“Hana? Yari?” He came to a stop after just a few steps. The Elder and his old partner waited patiently at the gates of the compound, barely visible in the faint light. Sneasel grumbled at the sight of Hana, but didn’t dare protest anymore as she stared at the little dark-type. She made for an intimidating sight despite her gentle spirit. “I didn’t expect you.”

Yari looked perfectly at ease in the darkness. “I’m old. We all get up early.”

Ash grinned. “Well, it’s good to see you. I was just leaving.”

“Of course,” Yari dipped his head. “I won’t hold you for long. I hope you’ve enjoyed your stay. It’s been an honor to have you join us, Ash.”

“I have,” he said simply. It was all that Yari needed to hear. The old man looked satisfied and the lines of his face only deepened with his soft smile.

Yari stood up straight. “Should you ever find yourself in our humble city again, it would be our pleasure to house you,” he said with a twinkle in his eyes. “You made quite an impression on the clan - particularly our younger members.”

He rolled his eyes. No surprise there. “I think Tangrowth made more of an impression than I did,” Ash said drily. “I had to pry the kids off him so we could go to bed.”

“I did hear stories about a strange green dragon!” Yari hummed thoughtfully. “Perhaps we should expose our children to a few pokemon besides Dratini…”

Yari snapped his fingers. “Ah, I almost forgot!” He rummaged around in the inside of his heavy robes, then pulled a small, albeit thick, text out. Ash was a little confused as he accepted the book, but wasn’t about to turn it away. “A gift. A token of appreciation for your many services to the clan.”

“What is it?” Ash flipped the book open and skimmed. It was difficult to read in the darkness - and the thin, spidery handwriting written in antiquated script didn’t help - but his interest quickly piqued. “A journal?”

“Of a sort,” Yari said. He motioned for Ash to continue reading. “Go on.”

His eyes gradually adjusted as he pushed ahead. It was difficult - the writing included more elements of the Unown in it than modern writing, which stirred a few unpleasant memories - but he forged on. Realization gradually dawned as he deciphered it. “Tomorrow morn, my kinsmen and I fly upon Blackthorn. Keikok has been troubled. I hearken the Elder’s warnings, yet my heart beseeches me to do as I must. Blackthorn shall burn, and we will dance in the ashes of the Blackthorn Lord. We will build a new future.”

Ash’s blood ran cold. “Drake Hiro?”

“And many others,” Yari nodded with satisfaction. “Several efforts have been made over the years to collect and reproduce the Drakes’ journals so they can’t be lost. This is the culmination of these efforts.”

“I don’t think I should have this,” he tried to hand the precious journal back to Yari, but was refused.

“Nonsense!” Yari sounded amused. “Believe me, we have several. It is rare to find anyone so interested in our history, and I know you will treat it with care.”

He couldn’t help but frown at that. “It probably won’t be safe with me,” Ash thought back to the many, many dangers he sprinted into.

Yari didn’t look surprised. “Then our clan’s wisdom will serve you well,” he countered. “Our Drakes were rarely safe either.”

At last, Ash relented. He slipped the book into his jacket pocket and dipped his head to Yari and Hana. “Thank you for the gift,” he said quietly. “I’ll treasure it.”

A warm, wrinkled hand rested on his shoulder. Sneasel started to growl, but a sharp look from Hana cut him off. Her lone arm twitched, like she had to fight the urge to smack Sneasel.

“Ash, you have saved my grandson not once, but twice,” Yari said earnestly. Ash found it difficult to meet the man’s eyes. His cheeks burned and he fought the urge to run off. How much had Lance told Yari? “You have a strange path ahead of you and who knows where it will lead? No matter what happens, you will always be welcome here. We can never repay our debt to you.”

Ash shook his head. “There’s no debt.”

Yari chuckled. “If only it were that easy!” He mused, then stepped aside. “I’ve taken enough of your time. Forgive the ramblings of an old man. Safe travels, Ash.”

He smiled softly and reached to stroke Sneasel’s soft fur. “Goodbye, Yari. Goodbye, Hana.”

Hana and Yari waved him off, and the gates opened smoothly before him. Ash took one last look at the elder and his partner, then beyond to the ancient lands of the Wataru clan.

He would return, he decided.

After that he did not look back.

XX

Only a handful of humans were out and about this early. Plenty of pokemon jaunted down the streets, eager to enjoy the peace before the humans of Blackthorn woke up. Mountain mists crawled through the streets, so thick Ash could only see faint shadows. There was a blissful silence, a sort of separation from the hustle and bustle a human city normally possessed, that Ash found incredibly relaxing, like -

“I can’t believe I’m up this freaking early!” Gary’s whining was like daggers in his ears. A Gligar resting in an alley seemed to agree judging by the ferocious growl it sent their way. Ash sent an apologetic wave its way (and snagged Sneasel before he could go antagonize the pokemon) but Gary utterly ignored it. “All because Clair was being a whiny -”

“Please stop,” he practically begged. For the last twenty minutes they’d been walking Gary had been ranting - if you listened to him, getting up this early was unforgivable. Personally, Ash enjoyed the quiet. It was even better now that he had his full team with him, picked up from the Pokemon Center where he met Gary. “Just think about the battle.”

Gary’s face darkened. “Oh, trust me. I’ve been thinking about the battle. I couldn’t even sleep last night - which sucked, because it was nice having an actual bed,” his grimace spoke of his distaste for their traveling arrangements in the Ice Path. “Can’t believe I let some loser like Clair mess up my sleep.”

Considering what Ash knew of Gary’s sleeping habits (poor at best, nonexistent at worst) he wasn’t sure all the blame could be placed on Clair.

“Got your strategies figured out?” Ash took note of the dark rings under Gary’s bloodshot eyes. It actually reminded him of how Professor Oak looked in the mornings. He supposed Gary had inherited more than just his mind from Professor Oak.

The other boy nodded. “Clair doesn’t stand a chance,” he yawned. Clefable reached up, a little concerned at Gary’s unsteady gait, and grasped his hand. Gary didn’t even think twice of it and immediately seemed in better condition. At least a little weariness had been wiped away.

Ash sent a smile to Clefable, who waved back with its other hand. The cheery normal-type left a slight grin on Ash’s face - he never thought Gary would let him see that. Did he even notice Clefable holding his hand?

In just a few minutes they had made their way through the mostly empty city to the Gym. Ash smiled at the familiar sight, and increased their pace a little. Sneasel was more than content to snore into Ash’s neck as he tightened his hold. He’d run himself ragged on the walk to Blackthorn, ecstatic to chase through the chilly mists and climb trees as easily as Ash could breathe. It wouldn’t take long for him to recover, but for now he seemed happy to rest.

“She’s not gonna know what hit her,” Gary promised, talking more to himself than Ash. He ran a hand through his messy brown hair as they approached the massive Gym. “I can’t believe she made me wait - it’s her freaking job to battle challengers. Really pissed me off…”

They stepped through the rows of statues that loomed over them and Ash frowned at the dark windows of the Gym. Had Hasta slept in? He had to admit that had him a little worried…Clair didn’t seem like the most forgiving boss. As they got closer, Ash spied a plastic sign attached to the dark door and felt a sinking sensation in his gut.

This wasn’t going to be good.

Gary’s face was ashen. He stalked forward, even Clefable’s touch unable to soothe him, and ripped the sign from the door in shaking hands.

“Due to Leader Clair taking an unexpected vacation, the Blackthorn Gym will be closed for one week. Please refer to the Blackthorn Pokemon Center for more information. We apologize for the inconvenience!”

His friend howled, and shook off Clefable’s attempt to grab his hand. “What is this BULLSHIT?” Gary raged, a vein throbbing in his temple. The dark shadow in Ash’s mind blazed with amusement, and behind the concern in the forefront of his thoughts he couldn’t help but agree. “I get up early to come fight this trash Gym Leader, spent all night figuring out how to counter her stupid dragons, and she’s on vacation?”

Gary snarled and flung the sign back, then paced like a caged Persian. Ash just folded his arms and waited - no point trying to calm Gary down. He’d burn himself out eventually. The boy raved on and on, gradually slipping more swears and curses at Clair in (some were actually fairly creative), and eventually slipped into a completely incoherent state of spitting, swearing, and stalking in front of the Gym.

And then, disturbingly sudden, Gary froze. His whole body seemed to lock up and he immediately went silent. Ash frowned and looked at Gary, a little worried that Clair had actually managed to break him, and began to reach out.

Before he could, Gary turned to him with the ugliest smile Ash had ever seen. It was all teeth and no warmth. His rage had iced over in an instant, but there was murder in Gary’s calm eyes.

“She planned this. I know she did. ‘Be here bright and early‘!” Gary mocked Clair, then spit in front of the Gym doors. He looked like he was going to spit on one of the statues as well, but a warning glance from Ash dissuaded him. “Fine, this is how she wants to play? I’ll bite,” his friend snarled. “She’s giving me a week, huh?”

Ash nodded, content to let Gary get it out of his system. No use trying to hold him back. He found himself a little disappointed that he wouldn’t get to see Hasta again before he left - she’d probably teleported to the Gym, been told it was closed, then promptly gone back to bed.

“Well, while you were out canoodling with a bunch of inbred dragon fetishists -”

He sent Gary a look.

Gary rolled his eyes. “You’re so boring. I really don’t get why I bother keeping you around.”

“Probably because nobody else wants to be your friend.”

The brown-haired boy’s eyes bugged out. His jaw dropped, and Ash immediately regretted his words. He’d gone too far. Then Gary laughed - a real laugh, not a snort or smirk or sneer. “You’re getting there, Ash! You’ll catch up someday!”

He really hoped he wouldn’t.

“Anyways,” Gary continued with a wry grin, still chortling, “while you were off with the dragon freaks, I was doing something actually important! Heard from a few trainers that a nasty Tyranitar has been running around up north causing trouble.”

Gary turned away, eyes blazing. He spoke more confidently now, his new plan fully coming together in his mind. “Clair thinks she’s going to make me sit around and wait with my thumb up my ass for a week? Screw her! I’m going to come back stronger than ever. I’m going to train, I’m going to catch that angry ass giant monster, and I’m going to tear her apart!” He cackled, delirious from his lack of sleep. “She just gave me a counter to her stupid dragon-thing!”

Ash waited until Gary’s face was a little less red and his breathing a little less labored.

“Want to get some breakfast?”

Gary deflated, a mix of fatigue and exhaustion from his outburst taking their toll.

“Sure,” he sounded resigned. “Lead the way, Ashy boy.”

For once, Ash didn’t mind the name.

XX

Several hours later, they found themselves sitting just north of Blackthorn on a small hill. It gave a nice view of the city walls and the mountains, and Ash couldn’t help but miss the cliff that Hasta had taken him to. He’d find it hard to beat that view…

Gary looked halfway to nodding off, but Umbreon would always lightly nip his hand before he could fall asleep entirely (but not before nibbling at Gary’s sandwich). Ash coughed, and Gary sat up sharply. Nidoking just snorted.

“So how far north are you going?”

His friend blinked. “Uh, what?”

Ash rolled his eyes and repeated the question.

“A few days,” Gary mumbled. “Got the coordinates on my PokeGear.”

“And you’re going to leave straight from here?” He asked doubtfully. Umbreon nodded with Gary, though the dark-type looked rather frustrated. “Sure you don’t want to go back to the Pokemon Center and get some rest first?”

Gary shook his head. “I’m good. I can’t waste any time.”

Ash had to admit he was a little impressed. Gary really was taking this seriously. Watching Ash and Clair’s battle must have sparked something in him. “Do you think you can take her?”

That question must’ve killed Gary. He just bit his lip and ran his fingers through Umbreon’s thick black fur. “Yeah, I think I can. She’s gonna be training her ass off, though. I can’t let her get an edge.”

He nodded, satisfied, and rested his hand on Nidoking’s shoulder. Nidoking grunted softly, though his dark eyes never strayed far from Umbreon.

Gary didn’t miss it. Despite his fatigued state, he scowled. “Dude, what’s up with your Nidoking? He freaks Umbreon out.”

Ash grimaced at the thought of Pierce’s slavering beast of an Umbreon, the way it had returned from its tussle with Nidorino with a bloodstained maw… “Bad memories,” he said quietly. Nidoking tensed beneath his touch, eyes black. “We fought an Umbreon once.”

His friend didn’t push further, accepting that’s all he would get out of Ash. Nothing else needed to be said, and a companionable silence fell between them. Ash was content to lay there with his hand on Nidoking, eyes up to the wispy clouds drifting overhead. They seemed to hang low this morning, so close that the fog flooding the hills nearly seemed to touch it.

“Do you remember when we were little and Daisy took us out to the Corral with your mom?”

Ash glanced to Gary, whose eyes were wide open as they stared up into the sky. After a moment, he nodded. They were fuzzy memories, yet Ash could still remember riding Arcanine with Gary as Daisy led them a little farther out than they were allowed normally. It had been such an adventure back then.

“Those were good times.”

“They were.”

A smile flickered on Gary’s face as Umbreon crawled up into his lap and curled into a ball. He wasted no time in stroking her black ears. “Do you remember the last time they took us out? It was just a few days before Daisy left. When we got to see Charizard flying overhead?”

He barely recalled it, but nodded all the same. It was less a memory and more a sensation, a steady certainty that Gary spoke the truth.

“She said she’d be back soon, that I’d see her again before I knew it,” he said. There was a hint of something in Gary’s voice, though the boy hid it quickly. “It’s been years.”

Ash didn’t offer any sympathies. Gary would throw them right back in his face.

“And ya know, I don’t really care anymore!” Gary’s voice was hard, and he sat up (Umbreon quickly rolled off him). Ash mirrored his movements. “She’s a stranger. In the last week I’ve spent more time with Johnny boy and whats-her-name than my own sister in years. Ain’t that pathetic?”

He grunted noncommittally and let himself be the mirror for Gary to bounce off of. They both rose to their feet as one, and Ash waited patiently as they stood across from one another.

Gary just scowled and looked away, towards the north and away from the civilization he loved. “Daisy can rot for all I care,” he muttered and looked back to Ash. Ash blinked as Gary leaned close and gripped his arm, ignoring Nidoking’s furious rumble. “I just want to know why. Remember your promise, alright?”

“I will,” Ash’s voice was low and serious. Gary looked searchingly into his eyes for a few moments, then seemed to find something that satisfied him. He nodded and let Ash go - Nidoking’s snarl slowly faded, though Gary paid him little heed.

The other boy finally looked away. “I think I’m gonna go now,” he muttered. “Gettin’ a little too real over here for my tastes.”

“Good luck out there,” Ash said. If anyone could understand Gary’s need for space, it was him. He’d enjoyed his time with his friends, but it was chafing to constantly be around humans. Still, he couldn’t help but look at his friend with a hint of concern. He really needed a nap.

Gary barked out a laugh. “You’re wishing me good luck?” He shook his head. “Yeah, no thanks. Keep your luck far, far away from me, dude. I don’t want it.”

The corners of his lips tugged upwards. “Can’t blame you for that.”

“How about this, you have good luck out there. You need it more than me,” his friend snorted. Gary’s mocking grin faded a little. “And…I hope your mom is alright. She deserves better,” he finished. Ash nodded gratefully, and clasped Gary’s hand one last time. “I’ll see you around, yeah?”

“Yeah.”

With that, Gary practically scurried away. Ash watched him go down to the road that would take him to the northern reaches of Blackthorn, heavy in thought. He would’ve been more surprised if Gary had stayed, to be honest. Of all the people to express something genuine, Ash would place Gary at the last.

Not that he was much better, to be fair.

Either way, he watched until Gary had vanished into the mists. Although Gary had gone, Ash sat back down on the hill to rest a while longer. Several of his team appeared around him in a flash of light as he released them, and he relished their closeness.

All alone at last.

He closed his eyes as Sneasel curled up between his legs, Seeker squirmed underneath his light jacket to bask in his warmth, and Bruiser took Gary’s old seat to sit patiently. Nidoking barely shifted as the others took their places. Torrent levitated closer and Plume’s wicked talons scratched away at the stone as she leaned down until her beak was right next to his face.

A well of guilt surged upwards, memories of his stupid arrogance in the battle against Clair, and he whispered, “I’m sorry.”

Torrent’s familiar rumble eased Ash’s mind, and the light nip of Plume’s beak against his frayed cap finally brought a smile to his face. It was their way of telling him there was nothing to forgive. Despite the sentiment, he knew he’d do better. He’d never be tricked that way again.

Content at last, he let himself drift off with his team.
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The Ore Mountains passed around them in a blur. Plume shrieked and flapped her mighty wings, propelling them at a blinding speed through the mountain range, easing around the snowy peaks and projections with fantastic ease. Ash could barely keep track - Plume had wanted to show him a new level of speed today, though he knew it must have seemed glacial to her. After reaching the heights of Super Speed, he sometimes wondered if the rest of the world seemed painfully slow in comparison.

He smiled and rested his hand against her glossy feathers. Her plumage rustled ever so slightly in the wind, and she screamed to the world beneath as she swung close to the mountains with incredible expertise, so close that her wingtip nearly brushed the coarse stone. Ash grinned and held on tight as she swerved into a spin (he was never more grateful for his saddle and its straps) and reached up to adjust his goggles as Plume shot up a thousand feet into the air with blinding speed.

His stomach lurched, then settled almost before he’d recognized the change. Ash panted as the immense forces battered his body, yet couldn’t stop the manic grin on his face.

Flying was fun.

Ash’s heart leapt as, far in the distance, a mighty peak loomed. It dwarfed the lesser mountains around it, surrounded by several shorter mountains whose sides seemed to grow into the enormous central mountains. Each was blanketed in forests and punishing cliffs, ravines, and drops. Some of the most powerful pokemon in Indigo lived there, isolated from most humans.

The great mountain that towered over the rest of the Ore Mountains was of a light hue, a strange pale grey that nearly gleamed silver, and history had been forged in its shadows for a millenium.

Mt. Silver.

He admired the sight - it had always been present during the Conference, so familiar that it had almost been put out of mind, but seeing it again reignited all sorts of memories: triumph, joy, and that sharp pang of loss that still left him itching under his skin.

On the other side of the Ore Mountain range was the Pokemon League Village, the Indigo Stadium, and the lesser stadiums used in the first few rounds of the Indigo Conference. If he continued down this side, eventually he’d run into Silver Town near the base of the mountains surrounding Mt. Silver. It was the home of the Silver Conference, Johto’s counterpart to the Indigo Conference.

But neither of these places were his destination (although he couldn’t imagine how eerie it would be to explore the Pokemon League Village when it was empty and devoid of life) and Plume easily closed the distance.

As he neared Mt. Silver, several psychic presences flickered through his mind - they recoiled immediately, however. He wasn’t surprised there were security measures, of course. Not after the shadow war with the Rockets. Ash hoped he hadn’t scarred the unsuspecting psychics too badly.

Plume shrieked again, her cry echoing throughout the vast expanse of mountains and hills, and they circled around Mt. Silver. Ash couldn’t help but admire the pale peak, eyes tracing up the enormous base all the way to the tapered peak that ended just below the clouds.

Its scale couldn’t be described properly with mere words. It was monolithic, like several mountains merged into one. The tallest peaks of Blackthorn were simple hills in comparison. As Ash stared at its snowy peak, gales of cold wind and chunks of ice blasting off, something in his gut froze.

He gasped, his blood running cold and the breath in his lungs burning with frost. Ash craned his neck to stare at the highest reaches of Mt. Silver, and his hands gripped tightly onto Plume’s saddle.

There was no mistaking the presence atop Mt. Silver, muted as it may have been. His thoughts went cold and logical, all passion and feeling expelled as Ice surged through him.

That was right, he thought numbly. Oak had even mentioned his suspicions.

As of this moment, Articuno roosted atop Mt. Silver.

His thoughts were numb as Plume circled, spotted the proud old fortress of Indigo Plateau built into the foothills of Mt. Silver, and quickly began her descent. The world slowed - he found it odd to be able to pick out actual detail again - and a very unwelcome voice cut through his mind.

Ash was able to find a vague sense of amusement that he could find something irritating enough to pierce Ice’s numbing touch. He embraced Ice for a time. Without it he would be dumb and jittery with adrenaline and fear.

Fantastic, it’s you. I’d hoped that I’d have a little more of a respite. Your betters have asked me to welcome you to Indigo Plateau since you knocked out the normal welcoming committee. Land and figure your own way in. 

With that, Bob the Alakazam’s pompous voice vanished from his went his hopes of them being on better terms after Greenfield. Ash found himself wishing that he could burn out Bob as easily as he did the other psychics…

Either way, he didn’t let it bother him long. Couldn’t, not with Ice wrapped around him like a frosty cloak. His breath billowed out like a dragon’s, white and cold. He only began to let it thaw away as Plume landed just before the road of gold and silver bricks that led to the high gates of Indigo Plateau.

“Thanks for the ride,” he stroked Plume’s crest and rubbed her giant beak. She cooed at him and allowed him to return her. Ash quickly clipped her pokeball and released Nidoking, who squinted around at their surroundings. It felt fitting for Nidoking to walk this path with them for their first return to Indigo Plateau. “Ready to go in?”

Nidoking chuffed and followed at Ash’s side as they walked from the forest onto the road. Ash looked at the etchings on each brick and felt nothing but respect, eager for the distraction from the fact that Articuno roosted just a few thousand feet above (which wasn’t nearly enough in Ash’s opinion).

Steven had told him that each of the gold bricks in the road to Indigo Plateau represented a fallen trainer in service to the Indigo League while the silver bricks represented each member of their team arrayed around them. There were so many, and far too many laid in the last two years.

He clenched his fists, a bloody rage frothing within him, and drew on Ice yet again to calm himself. It was easier than ever. How many of these men, women, and pokemon had died because of Giovanni?

Despite the comfortable numbness, Ash still read every name he could as he stepped forward on the path. It was impossible to truly remember even a small number, but he did his best to give each of the fallen the respect they deserved. It was the only comfort he could offer them.

It took a long time to reach the fortress and Ash couldn’t help but smile at the pair of massive Rhydon statues, only a shade larger than the First’s Rhydon was in truth, that guarded the entrance. They were sculpted with terrifying realism, and he could easily imagine these beasts stirring to life to defend these gates.

“Halt!” Two ACE Trainers (Ash was pleased to see they still wore the replicas of Lance’s cape that Steven had given them) appeared as if from nowhere, guarded by two grinning Gengar. Ash and Nidoking came to a stop, although a bead of poison dripped from Nidoking’s long horn. “Before you enter, you must submit to an inspection. Please -”

“That will not be necessary.”

Both of the ACE Trainers immediately snapped to salute the owner of the cool, commanding voice. Even their Gengar did, which bothered Ash more than he’d like to admit. Still, he couldn’t help but grin as a lithe, hard-faced man garbed in tight purple clothing and a dull orange scarf wrapped around his neck. He was accompanied by a massive Venemoth that clicked curiously at Ash and Nidoking, and the man’s expression softened.

“Koga!” Ash smiled widely. It had been ages since he met the Gym Leader - no, Elite Four now. He hadn’t seen him since the Conference.

“Hello, Ash,” Koga said in his deep, raspy voice. He was stern, yet the set of his eyes betrayed a slight warmth. “I’ve been sent to guide you to Lance’s office. Come with me, please.”

Nodding, Ash followed with Nidoking at his side. He dipped his head to the ACE Trainers, who returned the motion and respectfully stepped aside. Their Gengar watched after him, stirring dread with their powers, yet he did not show a hint of fear.

The inside was just as he remembered it: a vast entry hall with a low ceiling covered in gleaming marble flooring. It was simple and beautiful, fitting for this ancient fortress. There were less obvious security measures arranged this time, which Ash supposed made sense considering there wasn’t an event being held. Only a single pair of ACE Trainers stood inside, although Ash was certain there were additional security personnel in place that he wasn’t aware of. A receptionist worked at a desk just inside, several bored men and women waiting in chairs inside. They looked oddly at Ash, but Koga paid them no mind.

Depictions of various historical events were captured in huge paintings on the walls, each protected behind a thick layer of clear glass. He couldn’t recognize most of them - a fact that slightly frustrated him - but there were a handful he could pick out easily enough: a stylized portrayal of Moltres gifting the First Champion its Fire, Cerulean in flames with a man and his Gyarados surrendering to the First, the clash of two men beneath Mt. Silver, and dozens more he couldn’t recognize so easily.

One on the right of the massive atrium did catch his attention - three old cities in flames, burned to cinders by an exaggerated Champion and his furious Charizard. The Secession of 827. Ash had to admit he was proud to have picked that one out - he’d only really learned more than the name from Yari’s stories.

He had to hurry to keep pace with Koga, and soon found himself winded. Koga was relatively quiet, mostly just whispering streams of orders into the ears of the League forces guarding the way. Ash soon found himself into an area he vaguely recognized, a network of halls and turns that would take him throughout the fortress.

Last time he’d been here for the League party during the Conference, Ash could recall this place being a twisting network of false paths, dead ends, and trick rooms. Not to mention infinite loops, a complete lack of sense, and a headache in the making.

When he voiced these thoughts to Koga, the thin man actually laughed. “Yes. The security measures of Indigo Plateau are extensive.”

Koga said nothing else, leaving Ash to puzzle out the answer for himself. It was a little hard to think with Venemoth staring at him with its massive compound eyes, but he managed. “Psychics definitely,” he remembered the sense of confusion that had settled over him in the first visit. Mental tricks could explain the majority of it. “Ghosts, perhaps? They’d be difficult to work with psychics, though…”

The ninja seemed pleased to hear his thoughts as he muttered frenzied theories and plans to himself, and nodded. “Ghosts tend to be used for perimeter defense. They’re useful for purging psychic influences from visitors.”

“Last time they scanned me,” Ash said, his unspoken question clear.

“Last time you were not an Elite Four trainee,” Koga replied brusquely. His eyes slid over to Ash. “We also doubt that any psychic could influence you due to your…exceptional circumstances.”

Ash winced at that, particularly as the dark fire in his mind flickered to life. It was happening more and more lately. Mewtwo must have moved past whatever had been occupying it. That realization led to more than a little discomfort, though not quite as much outright fear as he’d expected. He toyed with the Unown amulet almost unconsciously, as if it was a ward against the Legend.

“Yeah,” he said weakly. “So how do they keep track of everything?”

“Psychics are able to pick out unauthorized individuals and maintain confusion. Sensory alteration, concentration inhibition, hallucinations…all designed to disorient. Without a guide, the uninitiated would find themselves directed to several collection rooms to be interrogated.”

Very thorough. Ash found himself appreciating the blessedly straight, comprehensible layout quite a bit more now. “Would it work on Agatha or Morty?”

Koga smiled. “No, humans who spend too much time around the spirits are resistant. That’s what the ghosts are for.”

Ash nodded, thoughts going to Lavender Town. He vaguely realized that Agatha hadn’t given him a time or place to visit, but had just asked (commanded) him to stop by before he went back to Hoenn. Maybe he would have to talk to Lance about that. No doubt the Champion would have a better idea of how to handle Agatha.

Speaking of the Champion…

A bolt of trepidation struck him as Koga led him to a pair of familiar wooden doors - although they were in plain sight this time, rather than appearing from nowhere in the middle of the wall. He hesitated as they approached Lance’s office, the prospect of facing the minor awkwardness they’d left with last time enough to slow him. Somehow, the rock music blaring from within didn’t make him feel better.

Koga turned to him (although Venemoth continued to stare at Ash and Nidoking over the man’s shoulder). “It will be fine,” he promised, and then ushered Ash and Nidoking in through the doors. Before Ash could say anything, the man had vanished.

He’d forgotten about that habit.

Somehow, the scene he walked into was exactly what he’d expected.

Lance was flipping through a stack of papers with his feet kicked up on the massive, gleaming desk, utterly bored and occasionally tossing a report or page to an unfamiliar, lanky dragon curled up on his desk - Gabite, he recognized. Gible must have evolved recently. The rest of his team were arranged throughout the massive domed room - Mael in his giant aquarium, the Dragonite trio all heaped up on one another with Vibrava and Shelgon (Lance had been busy) snoozing on top. Rock music boomed from the speakers Lance had set up since the Conference, and Ash immediately winced at the noise.

The Champion scowled at a piece of paper, handed it to Gabite, and looked up. He immediately brightened, and lowered his feet so he could stand. “Ash!” Lance boomed, standing taller than nearly all the other Wataru that Ash had met. He opened his arms wide and grinned, a golden flame licking out from beneath the cuff of his formal uniform - he must’ve had important visitors recently. “Like what I did with the place?”

He studied Lance for a moment. The Champion was larger than life, towering above him, and was warm as ever. Still, something about his appearance rankled Ash: his skin was a little too pale, skin drawn a little too tight. He looked like he’d slept too little and worked too hard, and Ash found himself worrying for his teacher.

Still, he put it out of his mind and glanced around as he and Nidoking plodded in. It looked mostly the same - the ramp where Bagon used to jump off of was gone, but the aquarium was still in place, plenty of beds and carpets for the dragons to rest, and a haphazard sprawl of papers all across his desk. He couldn’t imagine how Lance kept track of it all, but the Indigo Champion seemed to do well enough for himself.

“I don’t really see anything different,” he confessed, still glancing around curiously. The Indigo League banners on the wall, marked with the bisected Rhydon head, had been there before.

Lance pointed at the massive speakers set up in the corners, appearing a little disappointed Ash hadn’t considered those important enough to pick out. Ash, on the other hand, was just vaguely confused.

“What about them?”

“You paid for them!” Lance grinned madly, looking a little like he had when they challenged Moltres. Ash blinked, then stared at the sheer size of the sound system. How had he paid for them? When he voiced those thoughts, Lance just grinned even wider, if that was possible. “You beat Clair! Don’t tell me you forgot already.”

Ash’s eyes bugged out. Even Nidoking blinked, though he was more concerned with grunting out greetings toward Lance’s content team, who lazily returned it. “How much did you bet?” He stared. Those had to be worth thousands…each speaker was nearly as tall as Lance!

Lance waved the question off. “Let’s just say enough,” he laughed and went back to kick his feet up on his desk. No wonder he was in such a good mood. “A few others got in on the action too.”

“Who?” Ash asked as he slid into one of the rigid oak chairs set in front of Lance’s huge desk. Nidoking rested behind him, ears twitching uncomfortably at the pounding music - Lance was kind enough to lower it to a more comfortable volume.

“Let’s see…Surge, Blaine, Bruno, Morty, Professor Oak,” Lance raised a finger with each name. “I think Sabrina would have bet on you too, but we banned her from the betting pool a long time ago.”

Made sense. Then one of the names struck him. “Wait, Professor Oak bet against me?” He asked, somewhat offended.

Lance stared, then snorted. “No way! These are the ones that bet on you. We all had faith that you could beat my sweet baby cousin.”

Ash grimaced at anyone calling Clair sweet and Lance barked out a laugh. Even the Dragonite trio wheezed. Then he blinked again - the pool had been split up at least six ways and Lance still made enough to buy all this? He shuddered to think how much money must have been in that pool. Ash could barely believe this was what the hard-earned salaries of the League’s best and brightest went towards.

“Glad I didn’t disappoint you,” he smiled at last.

“You never had to worry about that,” Lance chuckled, still with his boots up on the expensive desk. Gabite grumbled and began to root around for more paperwork to snatch, only to scurry away when Lance aimed a lazy smack at him. “He’s been a little wild since evolving.”

Ash snorted as Gabite sprinted into the Dragonite pile, happily worming himself between the massive golden dragons. “I can tell,” he said. “So you saw the battle?”

Lance flipped through another report. “Watched the whole thing,” he grinned. “Gotta say, you did just as well as I’d hoped.”

He winced. “I could’ve done better.”

“Yes, you could’ve,” Lance acknowledged as he scribbled his signature onto the report and tossed it into one of the many piles that Gabite had been playing in. Ash hoped the dragon didn’t keep that habit when he evolved into a Garchomp… “You were a little sloppy at points, but who cares? You had fun and you won. And won me a bunch of money,” he added with a booming laugh. “Can’t forget that part.”

“Of course not,” Ash snorted, then frowned. “It was a good fight. She’s strong, but not quite what I expected.”

The Champion rolled his eyes. “Not the first time I’ve heard that,” he said easily. “Clair’s got a strong personality.”

Well, that was one way to put it.

“She was good,” Ash continued. “Very strong. But like I said, I expected something else. If it weren’t for her sacrifice plays, it wouldn’t have been half as close.”

Lance arched a red eyebrow, urging him to go on. Ash was happy to oblige. “She was…” he struggled to put his thoughts into words, “lopsided,” Ash finished lamely. “After Dragonair, Kommo-o, and Kingdra it felt like she just burned out. Not that it stopped her from leveling the playing field.”

His fists clenched at the thought of Altaria’s Perish Song. He still couldn’t believe he’d been cocky enough to fall for that. Stupid. Attract had stung, but at least that had simply hastened Torrent’s defeat - he had been on his last breaths anyways. It didn’t hurt that Clair and Kingdra had been as irritated about it as Ash and Torrent.

“People could say the same thing about you,” Lance pointed out. Ash winced, but didn’t deny it. There was no hiding the fact that Infernus and Torrent currently stood a head taller than the rest of his team (except perhaps Tangrowth), although Ash hoped to balance the scales going forward. The others still had plenty of time to grow. They’d only just begun their journey, after all - they had an entire lifetime left. “But you’re right, Clair is unbalanced. In more ways than one…” the Champion muttered under his breath. “She still has room to grow, of course.”

“If she just evolved Dragonair and Shelgon.” Ash said wistfully. Now that would be a fight. Of course, Shelgon might not be ready. Dragonair, however, certainly was.

Lance laughed again. “I’ve been trying to get her to evolve Dragonair for years. She’s still sticking to that promise,” he said with blatant amusement. “I can’t fault her for trying. It’s laudable.”

Well, he couldn’t disagree with that. Pushing your limits and striving for a goal was something he could admire. He glanced at Lance measuredly, secretly relishing the ease they’d slipped back into. There was still something missing, perhaps. Something that would take time and another conversation. But for now, he could embrace this. It was like they were back at Knot Island.

“I had a few questions,” he said slowly. Lance nodded, obviously happy to answer them. “Something I noticed about Clair - her team seemed to be developed in specific ways. Dragonair is designed to reduce mobility and slip away from elemental attacks. Kingdra specializes in dragon techniques - it somehow neutralized Torrent’s Dragon Pulse - and Altaria and Shelgon…they’re both hardened targets, able to counter speed,” he looked pointedly at Lance. A giant grin had worked its way on the large man’s face. “Kommo-o, well, it was just a great fighter.”

Lance pulled his feet down and leaned his elbows onto the polished wood of his desk. The piece of furniture was still large enough that there were several feet between Ash and Lance. “Let’s just say Clair’s always wanted to beat me more than anything else in the whole world,” he smiled. “You’re right. She’s modeled her team to be counters to mine. Safeguard, Protect, neutralization…honestly, it’s a little flattering. Clair’s taken it further than I could have imagined.”

“Lots of people say she could be in the Elite Four,” Ash said.

The Indigo Champion grimaced. “I wouldn’t say that.”

He arched an eyebrow and leaned forward as well, more than a little curious.

Lance hesitated, studied Ash for a minute, then seemed to come to a decision. “She’s a great trainer, one of our best,” he said, “but she’s no Master. Perhaps she could be,” Lance allowed after a pause. “But right now? Definitely not.”

“What’s missing?” Ash’s mind raced with possibilities. His thoughts brimmed with theories and postulation. Too blunt? Too reliant on techniques like Dragon Dance? Without her fortification techniques she would’ve struggled more in several of their matches.

His mentor rapped his knuckles against the desk a few times, obviously lost in thought. Ash thought the rhythmic noise was rather comforting, honestly. It sounded in tune with the Song and for a moment he could nearly hear the lap of waves against the shore…

“She’s stagnant,” Lance said at last. “She’s been chasing after my shadow her whole life and it shows. Clair’s been…content, I suppose. She’s embraced the natural strength of dragons. She’s skilled. She’s trained them in fascinating ways, but I rarely see her attempting to go beyond.”

It was hard to keep a straight face when Lance mentioned Clair embracing the natural strength of dragons, but he managed. And Lance had gone beyond, Ash supposed. He’d innovated. Created. Clair seemed to have done so as well, but he saw Lance’s point.

“Clair lacks the spark. She could challenge me one day if she just kept fighting,” Lance grit his teeth. Ash thought he could pick out a note of disappointment. “An excellent foundation. A loyal team. She has what it takes, but she keeps looking for the fast and dirty way to power - Protect, Dragon Dance, fortification techniques. Good tools, but they can’t be your foundation. Throw those away and she’s not much stronger than the average Gym Leader. My cousin is indomitable to those weaker than her, but as soon as you’re strong enough to match her, she falls apart.”

Silence held for a little while as Ash digested Lance’s words - it sounded like he’d been holding onto that for a while, mulling it over in his mind for months or years. Lance seemed a little relieved, honestly. Perhaps it was just imagination, but he thought Lance was a little lighter now with the frustration and disappointment no longer bottled up.

“Sorry to drop all that on you,” Lance said apologetically. “I just want you to understand. Don’t stop growing, Ash. Never be content.”

Ash couldn’t help but remember the touch of the North Wind, the utter perfection of its inhuman serenity. That poisonous contentedness that had threatened to steal away his fire… oh yes, he knew the danger all too well. That reminded him he’d need to speak to Lance about the Legendary business soon, although he hoped to save it for another day. Talking to Lance like nothing had changed was just too enrapturing to pull away from.

With Lance threatening to drift back into dark thoughts, Ash decided to change the subject. “Her Kingdra neutralized Torrent’s Dragon Pulse.”

Lance brightened. “For all her faults, Clair’s excellent with draconic techniques,” he praised. “She’s gone further down that road than I have. I’m handy with them -” he ignored Ash snort at the understatement, “- but I prefer elemental techniques, honestly. Clair’s taken Kingdra and Dragonair farther down that road than I have.”

There was an unspoken answer there: I can’t teach you. Ash had to admit he was more than a little disappointed…although, admittedly the main reason he wanted to learn that cancellation technique was so he could use it against Lance. It was honestly a stroke of good fortune that Lance couldn’t perform it.

Perhaps he’d have to work on reverse engineering it…

After a moment’s silence, Ash frowned as more serious matters came to mind. “So how’s everyone?” He asked quietly. “Is Will okay?”

The Champion (and his teammates) winced. “Physically, he’s fine.”

“And mentally?”

Lance waved his hand. “He’s been hard on himself. Will’s a loyal man, and being forced to betray his comrades…” the Champion’s face darkened, and Ash wished he hadn’t brought up the subject at all. He doubted it helped that Lance had been bent to the living crystal’s will as well, brought under Molly’s thrall to fight against his own subordinates. “Your message made him feel a little better. Thank you for that,” Lance said earnestly. “It helped him get out of bed.”

“Would it be alright if I visited him?” Ash asked. Will was an odd one, but Ash held an affection for the strange psychic. He had a good heart and had always made Ash feel welcome. If he could help the man, he would.

His mentor cracked a grin. “I think he’d love that.”

More silence, and the slight tinge of awkwardness was renewed now that the topic of Greenfield had been breached. This wasn’t a conversation either of them wanted.

Lance broke it this time. “There’s something we talked about before, back in Goldenrod,” he said. The flame flickering beneath his sleeve receded, little more than embers now. “The press conference. We can’t put it off much longer - the world’s demanding answers, and soon we’re going to have to reveal you to the world. The rumors have already begun to spread. We have to take control of the narrative.”

Ash’s gut turned and his fists clenched, though he eased just a little as Nidoking grunted and laid a dull claw against his shoulder. He whispered thanks to his friend, who simply nodded in turn. Lance looked at him with more than a little sympathy.

“I’m sorry, Ash,” he said quietly. “I really wish it didn’t have to be this way. You shouldn’t have the spotlight put on you,” Lance leaned back in his chair and frowned. Vibrava, finally awake, fluttered over and hummed beneath the desk. A brief smile flickered on the Champion’s face. “If there was any other way…”

“I know,” Ash nodded. It didn’t really make him feel better, but it did help knowing Lance was squarely in his corner. He smiled tiredly. “I signed up for this, didn’t I?”

That earned a brief chuckle. “True,” Lance acknowledged. “At least you’re getting paid for the trouble, right?”

Ash snorted. ‘Getting paid’ didn’t quite cover it. He had more money than he knew what to do with. As far as problems went, it wasn’t too bad.

Still, his dry amusement didn’t last long. “When?” He spoke quietly.

The Champion looked intently at him. “What’s your schedule?”

“I have around a week before I meet Steven in Rustboro,” Ash said quietly, a little disappointed at realizing his vacation was nearly over. He missed Hoenn - and Steven - but this had been everything could have hoped for. Despite the burden he’d been given at Greenfield and the new awareness of Haukea and the return of the old world (another thing he’d need to speak to Lance about, and soon) he felt lighter than he had in months. The weight off his shoulders had finally lifted and the constant anxiety that had hovered about him like a cloud, leaving him feeling like a cord stretched to its snapping point, had finally left him for the most part.

“We can schedule it in a week then,” Lance nodded, satisfied. “That’ll let you escape to Hoenn without worrying too much about the press bothering you too much. We might have to arrange an interview before you leave to keep them satisfied.”

Ash grimaced. He hadn’t particularly enjoyed the interviews after his bouts in the Conference, and no doubt this would be much, much worse. “An interview?”

“You won’t be alone,” Lance was quick to assure him. “At least one of us will be there with you. Karen is experienced, and Bruno could guide you through it as well. Don’t let Will trick you into letting him go with you,” the Champion warned, then a thoughtful look came over his face. “Or do, actually. He might confuse the interviewer enough to keep them distracted.”

They shared a laugh at that. “There are a few other things I want to do before I leave anyways,” Ash leaned back in his chair, glad to have Nidoking at his back. “I’m visiting Pallet Town, Vermillion, and Lavender. Agatha wanted to see me,” he elaborated at Lance’s curious stare.

“Agatha…” Lance looked deep in thought, then smiled. “Let me guess, she gave you a cryptic warning and told you to meet her there without giving any indication of a time or place?”

Ash nodded.

“She’s so mysterious it runs right back to predictable,” Lance mused, rapping his knuckles against the desk. “Funny how that works!” His booming laughter nearly shook the desk and drew a smile from Ash. “Oh well, she shouldn’t be too hard to find. Ask around and someone will point you in her direction.”

He nodded again, grateful for the advice. It sounded like Lance had heard this story before. “I’ll probably be sticking around the Plateau for a day or two,” Ash said. “This is supposed to be home, right?”

Lance looked at him. “It has been for the rest of us,” he said quietly. It didn’t quite fit the boisterous man, and for that Ash treated it all the more seriously. “I hope it will be home for you as well.”

After that, their chatter devolved into inane things. Progress with their teams, for example. Aside from the evolutions, Lance had started work on a technique called ‘Obliterator’ with his team apparently, which sounded like something Lance should not have access to. Naturally, Ash wanted to see it. He heard a little more about the League’s efforts with Greenfield - cleanup and analysis had been completed and the Hale family had moved back. It knotted up Ash’s gut, but he forced past it.

They seemed to talk forever, moving into lighter and lighter topics, and Ash had forgotten the heavy turn their conversation had drifted to for a time. He couldn’t hope to wipe the easy grin off his face and even Nidoking seemed to relax just a little.

All good things came to an end, however, and eventually Lance looked forlornly back to the massive piles of paperwork stacked all over the desk. As if knowing his time to shine was here, Gabite quickly scurried over from the Dragonite pile and happily leapt up into Lance’s lap.

“I wish we could talk a little longer, but you can see how much work I still have,” Lance looked tempted to just feed it all to Gabite, honestly, but restrained himself. “If you’re staying, come back by tomorrow. You’ll be a welcome distraction.”

“Sounds good,” Ash grinned and stretched as he rose out of his seat, his body a little stiff from how long he’d rested. A part of him wanted to share the news of Haukea and the happenings in Ecruteak - which Ash suspected Lance would already know something of - but the rest of him just wanted to rest. There would be time tomorrow. He couldn’t bring himself to spoil this with truly difficult news. “How do I find my room?”

Lance smirked. “Let me take care of that!”

The Champion squeezed his eyes shut, then started to make more casual conversation with Ash. He truly, dearly hoped that Lance hadn’t summoned Bob to show him the way, but as the minutes passed he relaxed - Bob would’ve popped up immediately.

Just as they were debating a few potential ways to knock Steven and Metagross down a peg on Ash’s return to Hoenn, the doors crashed open and a familiar voice rang out in annoyance.

“What is it, Lance? You know today is my off day -” Karen’s voice paused. “Ash?”

He turned, smiling slightly at the willowy Dark Master. She was in her normal outfit - a pale yellow crop top and white pants - with her Houndoom at her side. Houndoom yipped at Lance’s dragons, who all called back. It did the same with Nidoking, who just rumbled.

“Good to see you too,” he grinned and realized it really was. Ash had trusted her with his life when they ventured into Molly’s dreamworld together, and he knew he couldn’t have made it through without her. Ash inspected her face, remembering that one side had been marked by a light burn during their time at Greenfield, and was relieved to see it had mostly healed. Only a few pale marks remained, blending into her skin.

Her lips tugged upwards ever so slightly as she strode forward a few steps. Houndoom trotted happily alongside her, eyes locked on Ash. Nidoking didn’t take too kindly to that, but he didn’t do much more than stare back - apparently Karen and her team had earned more trust than most.

“Thought you’d never show up,” Karen laughed. “I was starting to think you’d wimped out.”

He brightened, remembering his challenge. There was no way he was leaving Indigo Plateau without that fight. Ash hadn’t realized how much he’d been craving a good battle since Clair - she’d been good, but to face a genuine Master? That wouldn’t be a chance he missed.

It would be a wholly different experience than Cynthia. Ash had no doubt that Karen had entirely earned her fearsome reputation, but she wasn’t quite as unassailable as Cynthia was. The Sinnoan Champion…she was unreal. Brilliant, even!

“You wish!” He stared back at her. “I’m ready when you are.”

Ash regretted his words immediately considering that half his team still needed another day to fully recover, but couldn’t stop the surge of excitement that coursed through him at Karen’s next words.

She looked at him, measuring Ash up, and nodded. “Tomorrow,” Karen declared after a moment. Houndoom’s hot tongue fell from its mouth, panting happily at the thought. “We just got back home from an assignment.”

He just nodded, utterly content with the news. His hands shook ever so slightly, and Ash called on Ice to steady his nerves.

“If you’re both done…” Lance said, amused, and kicked his feet back up onto his desk. Gabite hopped off his lap onto a tall pile of discarded paper, glaring at the stack greedily. “Do you mind showing Ash to his room?”

Karen rolled her eyes and tossed her silvery mane of hair. “Seriously? You called me here just to show your little apprentice to his room?”

Lance nodded sagely. “Exactly.”

“Ugh,” Karen groaned without any real heat. She wheeled around and motioned for Ash to follow her. “C’mon, Ash. Let’s go see the proof that Lance is playing favorites…”

That grabbed Ash’s attention, and he spared Lance one last wave before he and Nidoking followed Karen out into the many, many halls of Indigo Plateau.
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“This is mine?” Ash’s voice was filled with wonder as Karen held the door for him. His breath hitched. Even Nidoking stared, Maybe Karen wasn’t exaggerating…

“I told you!”

He could barely take it all in. The first thing that struck him was the sheer size of the room - it was perhaps the same area of the house in Pallet’s ground floor, and the ceiling extended perhaps three stories up, sloping into a dome. Pegs, artificial branches crafted from thick tree trunks, and dozens of boxes, paths, and hollows projected from every side of the dome to form an intricate array of interlocked paths and hideaways. It almost seemed like he was in an actual forest, though there was enough space between them to leave it feeling open and airy

Somehow it wasn’t an overwhelming sight, tucked neatly out of view above eye level. Even Plume would find the perches easy to rest on - they were thick enough for a Dragonite to land upon. Ash had no doubt Sneasel would have a grand time jumping between the obstacles in a blur, and Seeker would probably appreciate the chance to burrow away in the dark hollows.

The real problem would be if Plume tried to resume Sneasel or Aron’s flying lessons here…

At the base, the room felt more like an ordinary apartment. Several beds for pokemon - some fluffy and downy while others were hard and firm - were scattered in corners and near Ash’s own bed, which was tucked in another corner behind a wall to offer some privacy. The comforter was indigo, of course, and devoid of any other symbols or patterns. Simple and functional, just the way Ash preferred it.

His eyes were wide as he glanced around, taking the rest in. Plenty of details that his mom would spend hours admiring were lost on him, but he could appreciate more than enough. It was less a room and more an apartment, honestly. There was a small kitchen area to the left with a sink, refrigerator (which he would throw away if he ever found the black broth in it), microwave, stove, and pantry.

The bedroom area was to the right, as he’d noted before. It was hidden somewhat from view by the wall, but he could see enough to pick out a door (possibly to a bathroom area) and a walk-in closet that he’d probably get zero use out of. On the right wall was a massive aquarium similar to the one in Lance’s office, easily large enough for Torrent to comfortably drift around in. It ate up some of the common area’s space, but that didn’t bother Ash at all.

“This was Lorelei’s room,” Karen explained as Ash looked over the aquarium. He knew how much Karen missed the Ice Master, but shook the insight off. It was just his own inference. “She needed that or half her team would be stuck in the pools. Pretty nice place, huh?”

“It’s amazing,” Ash breathed, stuck admiring it all. He still couldn’t believe this belonged to him - it absolutely dwarfed his home in Pallet, let alone the stuffy, compact rooms in the Pokemon Centers he’d stayed at. Even the room in Steven’s apartment hadn’t had so much space. He looked curiously to Karen. “What does your room like?”

Karen smiled at his reaction. “I’ll show you sometime,” she said. “Honchkrow would kill for those perches,” the Dark Master chuckled. Houndoom nodded fervently. Her lip pulled up in a sneer and she pointed at something in the back of the room, near his bedroom area. “Looks like Lance left you a few presents. Real classy, Mr. Champion.”

He blinked, then flushed as he saw what she was pointing at: a calendar flipped open to the current month with a beautiful black-haired woman posed provocatively in a bikini and transparent shawl, then a few posters already tacked up with similar images on them.

“Definitely Lance’s work,” Karen noted. “I know Lorelei didn’t put them up.”

Ash’s cheeks were still a little red when Karen snatched his hat off and ruffled his black hair - he growled and pulled away even as Nidoking rumbled a warning, and Karen just chuckled. “Might want to replace this old thing,” she turned the frayed cap with its snapped and nearly broken bill in her hands, then tossed it back to him. He held it tightly in his hands. “Or not, your choice.”

Karen inspected a few more things - pointing out a few features on his stove, TV (which he doubted he’d get much use out of), and settings for the lights and showers. Nothing too fancy, but he appreciated the gesture nonetheless. Houndoom seemed quite interested as well, snuffling all over the place with his hot black nose.

She adjusted a few pillows and cushions on the gigantic indigo couch that dominated the central living space, pressed against the wall opposite the entrance so it faced the door, and rose.

“That should be good enough for now,” she said, finally satisfied, and glanced down at him. Karen was rather tall, though not quite to Clair’s extreme, and lightly ruffled his hair again. She smirked at his irritated growl (but ignored Nidoking’s discontent). “Dinner’s in about an hour. How about I let you get used to the place and swing by later to show you there?”

Once he fixed his hair, Ash smiled. “That’d be nice. Thanks, Karen.”

“No problem,” she nodded and turned with Houndoom to head out. “See you soon.”

He said his own farewells, and once the Elite Four and her mighty Houndoom had left he simply collapsed on the firm couch and kicked his shoes off. Nidoking was quick to curl up to his side in a giant pile of purple hide and poisonous spines, and Ash just stared up into the network of artificial limbs dominating the dome.

In no time at all his team had been released - Torrent into the aquarium, where he’d be most comfortable. Plume happily clenched onto one of the giant limbs, eying Sneasel warily as he clambered around like a madman. Tangrowth bounced up on the couch alongside Ash - it sagged heavily under his weight - and his vines wriggled happily as they extended to explore this new place, though a good six of them were wholly dedicated to giving Ash a warm hug.

Bruiser found a spot to sit nearby to rest and meditate, though Seeker shot up to rest in a hollow near Plume. Aron begged to be let up on the couch, and Tangrowth was eager to assist him with a pair of his powerful vines - the couch folded a little bit beneath the heavy steel-type, but it was designed for this kind of weight.

Dazed and Oz took up positions near him as well, content to wander around and inspect his quarters, and Ash couldn’t help but smile watching them all acclimate to this inviting new place. He pulled Yari’s gift out and flipped it to the first page, a collection of Drake Hiro’s memoirs.

Maybe Indigo Plateau could be his home after all.
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53. Chapter 53: The Plateau


Compared to dinner with the Wataru, dining with the League proved a calm affair. It still had its share of booming declarations and thunderous laughter (Lance was a frequent offender) that jarred him, but he hadn’t seen a single fist fight yet. Yet…

Ash considered that a step up, though a small part of him missed the wild Wataru. A single night with them hadn’t been enough. Then again, some deep-seated certainty within him told Ash that he’d return one day. That brought a smile to his lips, and he couldn’t help but perk up as more plates were brought in.

Despite the excitement thrumming in his veins, Ash couldn’t help but retreat into himself at the table. The Elite Four dined in a small room tucked away near their quarters, although Lance told him that occasionally they would eat with other League members such as the security forces and administrators in the mess hall. Good for morale, according to the Champion.

After a warm, booming welcome from Lance (which left his cheeks flushed and Ash wanting to squirm as deep into his wooden seat as he could) he’d taken his place beside Karen and Will. He didn’t miss how the psychic twitched and edged just a bit away. His Gardevoir, eating with the rest of their teams on the other side of the room, glanced pointedly at Ash, and a burst of guilt shot through him.

He didn’t want Will to be uncomfortable.

As Lance led the conversation, sucking Karen in and even forcing the odd laugh out of Koga, Ash studied Will. His eyes were bloodshot and dark bags formed beneath them. Will’s hair and odd suit, normally impeccably straight and crisp, were just a touch disheveled. The psychic still toyed with his cane, probably relishing in Agatha not being around to chastise him for it, yet Ash knew it was born of a deep-seated unease rather than the flippant whim he’d witnessed before.

“So, Karen mentioned you’ll be duking it out tomorrow?” Lance’s eyes glinted. Ash grinned back as Karen snorted. The Champion reclined back in his high chair at the head of the plain wooden table, fingers steepled and eyes roaming the occupants. Of the Indigo Elite Four, only Bruno was missing. He was off on some assignment, something about negotiating between a frontier town in the Viridian territory and local pokemon upset about excessive construction. “I don’t suppose anyone wants to place odds?”

Will brightened up at that, his eyes flashing violet with psychic energy beneath his mask, while Karen groaned. “We aren’t doing this every time are we? Just imagine if the press found out about this. What a great example we’re setting…”

Koga snorted at that, but didn’t offer any comment.

“I prefer to think of it as exercising our entrepreneurial spirits!” A wild grin blazed on Lance’s face, golden flame flickering from beneath the cuffs of his shirt. He still hadn’t changed from his formal uniform. The Champion’s grin shifted into a smirk as Karen scoffed. “I don’t think you have any right to complain after your bets on the Conference last year…”

The Dark Master snorted. “Please! Maybe if you’d stopped harassing me -” she abruptly cut off, a cruel shadow passing across her face. “I wonder what Lorelei would think of all this? She wasn’t a big fan of your habits.”

Lance frowned (Ash didn’t miss Koga and Will wince) and abruptly changed the subject. As he went on about submitting Erika to a formal performance review, Ash glanced to Will. The psychic’s head turned to Ash, then abruptly looked away. His cane twitched, animated suddenly by psychic power.

It wasn’t the time or place for heavy conversations or long exchanges, but Ash leaned quickly over to Will and muttered into his ear. The air grew tense and heavy, stilled by Will’s power, then slackened.

“It was the Unown, not you. None of us blame you.”

To a normal person, they might have been empty words. A hollow consolation that would do nothing to stem the tide of guilt bleeding off Will for taking up arms against his fellow League members.

To a psychic, however, they held great weight. Ash met Will’s gaze, hidden behind his mask, and forced his thoughts to the forefront of his mind. Will’s eyes burned violet, and his breath hitched. His lips curved into a brittle smile, and his cane laid still in his hand.

The rest of the evening was spent with a far more animated Will. Not a true return to normalcy, but a hint of what should be.

Warmth bubbled in his chest, only reinforced by the appreciative mental brushes of Will’s team. Ash didn’t miss Karen’s appreciative glance either.

He relished it, and the meal passed by in a blur.
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“No! Get out!” Karen scowled. Lance frowned, then started to bargain, but Karen was having none of it. “I said no. This battle is between the kid and I. Go watch the footage later if you want - but you aren’t sitting here and nitpicking the battle.”

Lance pouted, but his pleading did nothing to move Karen. The Dark Master pointedly motioned towards the door, and Lance finally gave in. Gabite grumbled at Karen, but followed the Dragon Master out.

“Her Weavile is nasty!” The burly man called out as Karen’s Umbreon snapped at his heels. “Watch out for its ice attacks. They’re nasty, and it does this trick with its -”

Umbreon trotted back to Karen’s side happily, tongue lolled out like Aron and looking absolutely innocent. It was a far cry from PIerce’s slavering, psychotic Umbreon that Ash couldn’t help but remember every time he saw one of the species. He made a mental note not to send Nidoking out against the dark-type. That wouldn’t be good for either of them.

The last thing he wanted was for this fight to get bloody.

“Now that the distraction’s gone,” Karen huffed, “let’s get on with it. SInce he’s spoiled the surprise, how about I start with Weavile and you with your Sneasel? I’m curious to see where you’ve taken it.”

Ash grinned, eyes still taking in the massive battleground she’d taken them to. It was enormous, several hundred feet in either direction and buried far below the heart of Mt. Silver. Chinatsu’s lair was probably somewhere above. A small array of electric lights hung above the central battlefield kept the area nice and visible, though darkness clung to the edges. Otherwise it was essentially a blank slate, composed of pale stone and a high ceiling.

“Sounds good to me.”

Sneasel appeared on the battlefield immediately afterward. He hissed at the sight of Karen and Umbreon, his claws unsheathed and a deep growl in his chest. They’d discussed this last night after dinner and Will and Karen escorting Ash back to his room. It wasn’t a fight they expected to win, but Ash had wholly expected to pit Sneasel against Weavile.

They had plans, but it would be a brutal fight.

That sentiment was only confirmed when Weavile appeared moments later. It appeared just as it had in the Hale Mansion: lean with corded muscle, wickedly curved claws, and a curious glint in its eyes that spoke of no end of trouble for its enemies.

In contrast, Sneasel appeared fragile and small. His claws couldn’t compare, his icy breath nothing to the frigid nature of Weavile.

Appearances were deceiving, though.

Difficult as the fight may be, they wouldn’t surrender without a fight.

“Ready?” Karen called out from across the battlefield. It echoed several times due to the rounded walls and roof of the underground chamber. Ash nodded, a wild grin threatening to stretch across his face. Sneasel stood tense and still, coiled like a spring. .

A lonely League Alakazam requisitioned for their bout glanced between them.

Begin. 

There was no time to waste. In all honesty, there was no contest between Sneasel and Weavile. He had no doubt that Karen had trained her teammate to the limit of its natural abilities and then far beyond. Speed, strength, its elemental abilities… their experience and evolution gave them an undeniable advantage.

If they let Weavile come to them it was already over.

Sneasel’s body flickered forward as he activated Agility, claws dripping with poison just as he landed before Weavile. His hooked claws flashed, blurring into a frenzied Fury Swipes that Ash could scarcely follow, and Weavile danced away. Every motion of the powerful dark-type was deliberate, its eyes tracing every swipe with ease. It didn’t counterattack, content to simply avoid each attack by a hair.

Ash scowled, and called out the order for the next stage of the fight to begin.

The dark-type heard Ash’s command and his little face scrunched up in concentration. As Weavile finally struck, Sneasel’s muscles tensed and exploded into a single motion. Weavile hissed as its lightning-fast strike went high, and snarled again as Sneasel bowled it over with a quick attack.

Sneasel weighed hardly anything compared to most of Ash’s team, but Weavile wasn’t much better off. The unexpected Quick Attack left them both sprawling, though Weavile was far faster to flip to its feet. It didn’t strike, however, and simply watched and waited for Sneasel’s next move. His eyes flitted to Karen. She folded her arms and looked over the battle with calm eyes.

He grit his teeth. Maybe this would catch them off guard. Sneasel hadn’t even come close to mastering it, but all they needed was an opening.

“Now!”

The signal given, Ash watched as Sneasel’s entire body went taut. His ear feather twitched, a rippling haze of indeterminate hue bled from his fur, and Ash fought the urge to stagger away as his vision swam. Nidoking (carefully watching the fight by his side since Dazed would struggle in this battle) was quick to offer support.

Karen flinched, yet stood strong. Her gaze sharpened though, locked onto Sneasel.

She was curious.

To be honest, Ash wasn’t sure if that was a good thing or not.

The unnatural emanations of Sneasel distorted everything it touched - light bent, air twisted and shone or vanished into the void, and when it reached Weavile the powerful dark-type staggered backward. Its paws, sheathed by instinct more than anything, rubbed against its temples. Weavile hissed and leapt away until the effects ceased, undoubtedly suffering an awful headache. The creature’s wicked claws extended and it leered at Sneasel with a vicious glint in its eye, its curiosity replaced by cool disdain.

Sneasel immediately retracted the energies flooding into the world from his body. The terrible miasma vanished as quickly as it appeared, winking back into nonexistence. His muscles failed him for a moment, but the dark-type quickly leapt back to his feet before Weavile could leap into him with its claws. The Weavile paced and circled around Sneasel, hissing and spitting whenever Sneasel tried to meet its eyes.

“Hold up!” Karen raised her hand. Weavile immediately knelt, ears twitching. Sneasel’s breaths were deep and ragged, grateful for the break. They didn’t dare relax fully, though. This seemed like the sort of underhanded trick Karen would use to teach them a lesson. The Dark Master frowned at him with a thoughtful crease on her brow. “What was that? I could feel it from here.”

Ash cleared his throat. He couldn’t help but be slightly anxious - this was the first time he’d really shown the technique to anyone else. “Mind Breaker. We’ve been working on it recently.”

Her eyes narrowed. “Mind Breaker?” She mouthed. “A sustained Distortion wave?” Karen looked at Sneasel in a new light. “How is he standing? I wouldn’t try that with -” she cut herself off and waited for Ash.

“That’s the most he can do,” Ash readily admitted. He’d have preferred to explain it after the battle, but Karen would need to know the full extent if he wanted her help… plus this offered Sneasel a few extra seconds of recovery. With the rapid rise and fall of his chest he’d be grateful. “We’ve been working on it for months now, since the end of the Conference, but he doesn’t have the stamina yet. The foundation is there, though.”

Karen hummed, barely audible from across the battlefield. Weavile continued to circle. “Good stamina for a Sneasel, though. We’ll take a deeper look after this, sound good?”

Ash nodded, and with that the battle resumed.

Sneasel was weaker than Weavile, slower than Weavile, and far less experienced. What they did have in their favor was ferocity - the moment the Alakazam ordered the battle to resume, Sneasel spat a freezing gust of icy air and shot forward in a blur.

Their claws clanged together, Weavile forced to block instead of dodge. Sneasel was a whirlwind of Poison Jabs and expert slashes designed to pick Weavile apart. The snarls and yowls and screams of the two dark-types left the hairs on his neck raised, primal urges screaming for him to run. It honestly sounded like they were trying to kill each other.

That was far from the truth, of course - only Sneasel was trying to kill Weavile. If Weavile was going for blood, Sneasel would already be back in his pokeball. It was breathing heavily, eyes dilated, yet it was still content to parry and dance away. Even Sneasel’s occasional Ice Beams were ducked or dove away from, larger claws slapping Sneasel’s away long before he could try to capitalize.

Ash thought it was rather beautiful to see the two fight. They really were dancing, though Sneasel was still the amateur of the two. Weavile led the battle wherever it wished, struggling at times yet easily leveraging its superior reach and reflexes to pull Sneasel all across the battlefield. Occasionally it would swipe back, though never fast enough for Sneasel to be caught unawares.

No, Weavile fought with purpose. It fought at the edges of Sneasel’s skill. When Sneasel left an opening, Weavile feinted to pick at it. When Sneasel blocked, Weavile pushed him back. When Sneasel attacked, Weavile stepped away with inhuman grace. Every breath was filled with frost, each swipe rippling with alien power.

Sneasel slowed - though would resurge under Ash’s direction to briefly push Weavile back - and finally cried out as Weavile grew weary of the test and swiped the back of its claw into Sneasel’s head. The little dark-type crumpled even as Ash shouted, and laid still.

Weavile didn’t approach, and Karen waited patiently. Ash grit his teeth, not surprised that a Dark Master and her team would’ve figured out the simple ploy that Ash and Sneasel had worked out ahead of time.

No matter, it was just there to surprise them anyways.

“Mind Breaker!” Ash hissed, and Sneasel’s ears twitched. Weavile flinched, backing away to escape the awful wave it expected, and was immediately punished for it. Even as it slowed, obviously confused by the lack of an awful headache or sickening nausea, Sneasel blurred into motion. The exhaustion was still there, but tossed aside for a brief second.

A thrum of satisfaction welled in his chest. Their feint had worked - Sneasel didn’t have the energy left to release a second Mind Breaker, but even the threat of being exposed to the attack had left Weavile open.

Weavile snarled as the Quick Attack led Sneasel to its side, poisoned claws raking its sides. The little dark-type hissed his small victory over the Weavile, and was knocked unconscious just a moment later by a smack from Weavile. With how exhausted he was, it was a guaranteed defeat.

It didn’t matter. Sneasel had gone in with one mission to accomplish, and he’d done it. Now was time for the next stage of that plan.

“Good job!” He grinned to Sneasel’s pokeball as he returned him. Sneasel would get some extra snacks tonight for following through - he’d be ravenous. They hadn’t come up with an especially complex plan for the match-up with Weavile, but he was just relieved it had worked. Even now Weavile shifted with discomfort, jaw clenched as the poison attacked its system. “Rest easy buddy.”

Weavile dipped his head to Sneasel’s pokeball. Ash smiled back, then focused on Karen. She waited patiently, though there was a certain excitement about her that left him grinning. Good to know she was just as eager as he was.

Last night he’d spent some time reviewing Karen’s battles. There weren’t many to choose from, but he’d gotten a taste of her style. Weavile would be a problem. Fast, agile, and a wielder of potent dark and ice-type techniques. The proud creature focused primarily on ice-type techniques and was capable of striking down one of Lance’s dragons with the right preparation.

… and if there was one thing Karen liked, it was her preparation.

Unfortunately, preparation tended to fly out the window when you were getting punched in the face.

Bruiser appeared on the field.

“Remember the rules?” Karen shouted across the field to him. Ash nodded.

“Five-on-five, plus Sneasel,” he replied. She wanted to test Sneasel, but it was no secret that Sneasel still had a tiny bit of catching up to do (although the gap shrank by the day). When they set the rules last night after dinner she’d offered to let him use a ‘technically’ full team as a compromise, which he’d been happy to accept. Any advantage would be welcome against a trainer of Karen’s caliber, and this way he could still bring his strongest into play.

Karen nodded swiftly back, eying Bruiser. He looked back to Ash and pounded his massive chest with one of his meaty fists. Ash grinned back and returned the gesture.

Begin! 

He blinked. The first thing Weavile did was reach one of its claws oh-so-delicately into its mouth and scratched. It happened so fast that he barely caught it, though he still looked oddly at the Weavile.

Next, Weavile’s long claws shone purple as it swung them through the air in an erratic dance - Swords Dance, Ash recognized - and it snarled as it launched at Bruiser in a haze of darkness. Unfortunately for Weavile, Bruiser’s blood had already begun to pound. His muscles bulged, his breath quickened, and he easily leapt into the dark-type’s charge. Bruiser’s massive fist plunged into the wiry Weavile’s sternum…

And Weavile’s grinning Substitute faded into nothingness. Bruiser landed heavily onto the earth, the floor of the battlefield cracking beneath the force, and rolled away just in time to avoid a series of quick, vicious strikes from Weavile’s glowing claws. The speed exhibited for Sneasel was just a pale shadow of what it was now - the claws flashed faster and faster, drawing blood on several occasions. A pale, frosty wind wreathed around Weavile and numbed Bruiser’s limbs with every second it brushed him.

Bruiser hissed with each cut - he’d been poisoned, most likely - and loosed a mighty roar as he powered through the pain and tackled Weavile to the ground. Its flimsy frame creaked beneath Bruiser’s weight, and the Machoke landed an earth-shaking punch (barely a fraction of his true strength, Ash knew) into the dark-type, only to strike the shimmering green of Protect. The next two hits left the Protect shuddering, and the third shattered it entirely as the blow hammered the slim Weavile into the earth. Weavile yowled, crumpled, and went limp. Its limbs trembled and wrapped around itself as it curled into a shaking ball. Crimson blood spilled from its mouth…

“Don’t fall for it!” Ash’s eyes narrowed as Bruiser stood up, plainly distraught at Weavile’s ‘grievous’ injury even through his Rampage-induced fury. His friend barely had time to try and pull away before a nasty grin appeared on Weavile’s face, followed by a sudden drop in temperature as a massive lance of arcing white energy slammed into Bruiser. It didn’t knock him out, but the Ice Beam served its purpose: Bruiser’s entire top half was encased in a thick layer of hard, frigid ice. He shattered it with a strain of his enhanced muscles, but Weavile had already leapt beneath Bruiser’s trunk-like legs and swiped him with glowing claws.

Bruiser collapsed, stunned by the sudden pain, and barely swung back from Weavile’s fiery violet claws. The Night Slash would have disoriented him if nothing else, but thankfully Bruiser forced the Weavile back with a lightning-quick punch that clipped Weavile and sent it sprawling. It was much, much slower to rise this time. He could never be sure of how much of that was just an act, though…

To be honest, Ash couldn’t tell who won the exchange. Bruiser rose heavily to his feet, taxed by the Poison Jabs and slashes. The Ice Beam had done a number on him, even if it didn’t slow him down too much. Weavile was hurt, but it had controlled the match.

He grit his teeth. Not anymore.

“No more holding back!” Ash thundered. “Full Rampage! Catch the Weavile!”

Bruiser’s veins pulsed, throbbing as his heart pounded faster and faster. His muscles bulged grotesquely, pushed to their absolute limits. He roared, and Weavile stumbled away. It watched warily, circling away to put distance between them, and Karen’s lips quirked.

Ordinarily, they used a controlled Rampage. Bruiser could sustain it nearly indefinitely now due to his body adjusting to the constant strain. It wasn’t easy, but he wouldn’t collapse in the middle of a battle from the pressure. At this point that controlled version was just as effective as what he’d done in the Conference due to his ever growing strength, endurance, and durability.

This time, there were no limits. They had a minute, perhaps two if they were lucky, and they had to make it count.

Bruiser’s chest rumbled. His eyes open, red and bloodshot, and his reptilian mouth flattened into a thin line.

His massive legs tensed, then exploded into action. The earth cracked beneath the force as he leapt forward - Weavile mimicked him, only backwards. It wasn’t long before the dark-type abandoned any semblance of a fight and sprinted away on all fours, fleeing as though a monster was after it.

In a way, it was right.

Even as Weavile’s form lit with the grey energy of a dark-type Agility, blurring away with incredible speed, Bruiser proved that it was no match for him. He charged forward like a freight train, caught up to his fleeing quarry in mere seconds, and bellowed in frustration as Weavile barely whipped away in time. It was more than happy to exploit its superior agility - Bruiser was faster now, but he couldn’t easily follow in straight lines.

It didn’t matter. Weavile was already slowing. For once, Ash didn’t think this was an act. Sneasel only landed one hit, but he’d made that hit count. The Poison Jab would do its job.

Of course, Weavile’s ‘slow’ was still faster than most pokemon could dream of. It led Bruiser on a merry chase for a few seconds. Its only hope was to wear him out, but Bruiser was relentless. Occasionally it looked desperately to Karen, who simply remained still as a statue.

Finally, Weavile stumbled. It slid into the ground, a heavy cloud of dust spraying upwards to obscure the area, and Bruiser caught it in no time.

Ash frowned as his instincts screamed. “Polyblast!”

Bruiser barely heard him in time, but flung a glowing fist outward. Ten tiny Focus Blasts had formed on each finger, a pale blue with a blinding white center, and blasted out to strike Weavile in a flurry of small explosions… only to reveal the Substitute fading away.

The Machoke was half-blind with fury and adrenaline, yet that didn’t stop him from recognizing the danger he was in.

He launched himself forward, heavy steps clapping like thunder in the vastness of the empty battlefield, and barely dodged an exhausted Weavile as it leapt from underneath the ground with claws reaving and swiping. Ash had to admit he was impressed - that was a quick, masterful use of Dig.

“Now!” Karen’s smooth voice rang. His blood went cold, and both Ash and Bruiser found themselves positively dreading whatever came next. Bruiser had already shot forward, eager to end this before it could begin.

Weavile bared its fangs, looked up to the cluster of electric lights that hung over the battlefield, and trembled as a shroud of nothingness sparked about the lights. They flickered through every color, bathing the field in a rainbow for a brief instant, then shorted out entirely as the dark-type power flowed through them.

The arena went black. He couldn’t see so much as an inch ahead of him, though he could make out Bruiser’s heavy breaths and the snarls of combat in the distance. Ash snarled, honestly surprised at the (probably very expensive for the League) trick then snagged the Feather from his chest. The obsidian membranes released the flesh, bone, and sinew of his chest and clung instead to his hand, blazing as Ash allowed Fire to burn.

It seared, golden flame bursting from his hand, and Ash laughed aloud as the battlefield was cast in a faint glow. He could still hardly see more than subtle shapes, but as soon as Lightning sharpened his senses he could just barely make out Karen’s gobsmacked face in the blackness.

“Now!” Ash called the moment he saw the exhausted Weavile leap at Bruiser from behind. It barely managed the jump with how bad of shape it was in. Sneasel’s poison and Bruiser’s chase had left Weavile at the edges of its stamina.

The Machoke was practically helpless in the dark, and he roared his pain as the dark-type’s dagger-like claws stabbed into his shoulders, pulsing with unearthly power. Weavile clung on for dear life as Bruiser bucked and writhed with superhuman force, then yelped as one of its arms dislocated.

Weavile held on for dear life, pumping more and more power into Bruiser, and finally it bared its fangs. Jagged arcs of frosty beams struck Bruiser in the back of his head and he fell to his knees -

One of Bruiser’s arms swung back, palm glowing with a Focus Blast, and the detonation of light and force forced Ash’s eyes shut. His vision shone with stars as he fought to return his eyes to the field, and by the time he did he simply stared.

Bruiser lay unconscious, with Weavile not far behind. The dark-type had been flung nearly ten feet away from Bruiser’s splayed out form, and laid face down in the dirt. Ash glanced upwards as soon as Karen recalled her Weavile, only to be disappointed when the lights remained dark.

Weavile must have actually shorted them out with its strange power. He couldn’t imagine it was permanent - not unless Karen wanted to pay for the massive stadium’s lights out of her own pocket, anyway - but it would last for a while.

He’d have to ask her about that later. Whatever it was, it had been an excellent display of an unconventional use of dark-type abilities. Ash could only imagine how useful being able to disrupt electricity would be in raids on Team Rocket bases. Had Agatha taught her?

Ash swiftly recalled Bruiser and whispered his thanks. Bruiser had given his all. He’d probably be miserable the next few days due to the strain on his body…

He put that out of his mind for now. Ash would just have to make sure Bruiser got all his favorite treats (and plenty of alone time from Sneasel) later. He’d more than earned it.

“Not too shabby!” Karen looked at Weavile’s pokeball thoughtfully. He was grateful for the light of the Feather. There was absolutely no way he could’ve made out her face otherwise. The darkness of the cavern was suffocating. “That Machoke of yours… he’s something.”

“He is.”

A smile flickered across Karen’s face, though it was gone as soon as it had appeared. “Points for making that little practice bout with Sneasel count - I knew you’d play dirty.”

He grinned back. “You set a good example.”

Karen snorted, then unclipped a second pokeball to hold it aloft. “Don’t get cocky, brat. We’re just getting started.”

With that, she released the next fighter onto the field. Even in the faint light of the Feather he could make out stark white fur, bare navy face, wickedly curved horn, and gleaming red eyes. He recognized it immediately: Absol.

The mighty dark-type shuddered at the sight of him, took a step back, then regained its senses. Absol’s clear cry filled the air as it squared itself for combat, horn lowered and legs prepared to vault it into action.

Ash’s lips twitched.

Absol was a tough one. It was easily one of Karen’s most formidable fighters, and held an impressive track record in recorded bouts. In close-quarters it was a nightmare, able to predict its foes movements with uncanny ease, and possessed a vast arsenal of medium and long-range attacks so it could engage at any distance.

It possessed two skills that would make it particularly difficult for his friends to face: a mastery of Perish Song that could lead to very, very frustrating conclusions and enormous skill with Curse. Absol was able to mimic the effects of a ghost-type’s Curse - Ash couldn’t help but scowl at the thought of Grey’s Chandelure in the Conference and how it had brought down a rampaging Infernus with Curse.

Essentially, Absol was Karen’s answer to particularly difficult enemies. He could even remember it using Will-o-Wisp in one of its battles… not even Infernus would have an easy time with Absol. Inconvenient. He’d really hoped to use Infernus this battle in order to set up magma pits that could provide light to his team. His friends weren’t half as good at fighting in the dark as Karen - Plume in particular would be handicapped.

To be honest, he’d normally release Bruiser for a fight like this. He’d put Weavile out of commission, though, so Ash couldn’t be too disappointed.

Infernus would be struck with a Curse the moment he appeared on the field. Torrent would as well, and there wasn’t an open source of water for him either. Really, his choices came to either Nidoking or Tangrowth. Their ability to control the field would be invaluable against Absol, and Nidoking’s rudimentary earth sense could give him a minor advantage.

Not especially convenient, still. Optimally, he’d use Plume to take care of the nimble Absol. It was sensitive to air currents, but with her speed it wouldn’t matter. Nidoking could still be incredibly useful against her Honchkrow (one of the constants on her team), Gengar, or Houndoom. His versatility would be a huge boon, especially since Dazed couldn’t fight in this battle. Other than her and Sneasel, Nidoking was one of the only members of the team with a reliable option against a ghost.

Tangrowth it was.

It wasn’t a perfect situation: there were no magma pools for Tangrowth to navigate by or wield (not that his vision was very good in the first place), but it would have to do. Nidoking was too valuable a fighter to release yet.

Besides, Tangrowth mostly ‘saw’ through his vines anyways. What would the dark matter?

As it turned out, it did. Tangrowth gurgled unhappily when he emerged in the black void, eyes wide and unseeing. He immediately shot out a few vines to probe around and gain a sense of his surroundings - Karen swatted one away, Absol nimbly stepped to the side of the grasping tendril, and Ash clutched the warm, rubbery vine in his hand.

“I’m here, Tangrowth,” he soothed. He made sure to keep the Feather away from Tangrowth’s vine as he brought his other hand up to clasp the appendage between them. Tangrowth’s other vines stopped wiggling quite as much, although he still seemed uneasy in the dark. “It’s a fight just like any other, okay? I’ll help guide you.”

Tangrowth hopped up and down for a few moments, vines stretching out, and gurgled warmly back.

Ash smiled.

“Ready?” Karen arched an elegant eyebrow. Ash nodded, and the Alakazam’s eyes flashed in the dark.

Begin!

Tangrowth’s vines had already covered quite a bit of ground as he explored the unseen battlefield. They laid in wait, some squirming into the earth’s depths and others flailing atop its surface. As soon as Alakazam’s order rang through their minds (all except Absol, who required a whistle from Karen) the grass-type’s vines whipped out, glowing with power.

Unfortunately, Absol’s attunement to the environment was just as impressive as Ash had feared. Absol weren’t particularly fast, but they were uniquely agile due to evolving to survive in mountainous environments. They could scale mountains as easily as most pokemon could run across a flat plain.

Its footwork allowed it to avoid the first probing vines, ducking easily beneath the clumsy strikes, but in no time at all Ash had Tangrowth directing more and more of his attention at Absol (all the while flinging Ancient Power around to disrupt its footing and arrange the battlefield to his liking).

Karen shouted something Ash couldn’t understand, and Absol sprung into action. Its powerful legs let it scale the shifting rock and earth with uncanny grace, and it neatly sheared off whatever vines dared to come close with a neat toss of its horn. The dark-type steadily advanced through the shifting terrain, an unrelenting force cleaving through earth and vines. The shifting rock left Absol’s pale coat showered in dust, yet it seemed not to mind at all.

Tangrowth retreated farther back, operating surprisingly well in the dark thanks to his vines, but Absol was faster. It would catch his friend soon, free to use its massive arsenal against the half-blind Tangrowth.

He grit his teeth. That wasn’t about to happen.

“Effect Spore! Spread it all over the battlefield!”

Absol was forced back as vast clouds of Stun Spore, Sleep Powder, and Poison Powder poured out from beneath Tangrowth’s shell of wiggling vines. The multi-colored cloud was nearly invisible in the blackness, only faint visible due to glimmering in the golden light of the Feather. The dark-type had absolutely no trouble viewing it, of course, and prowled comfortably around a few boulders and great chunks of earth ripped up by Tangrowth. It slipped down into a gaping crater silently, steering clear of the powders and spores spewed blindly all over the place by Tangrowth to settle across every surface of the battlefield -

A whip-like vine struck from nowhere, only to be cloven apart by Absol’s razor-sharp horn. Ash couldn’t help but marvel at its speed - even with Lightning amplifying his senses it was nearly impossible to track. He allowed the Feather to burn brighter (though refused to channel Ice in fear of its progenitor roosting thousands of feet above) and grinned as Absol’s body went tight and rigid, its eyes locked fearfully on the Feather.

“Now!”

The dozen vines buried beneath the earth arose, shining silver with Ancient Power as huge chunks of rock were ripped up from under Absol’s feet. The stunned dark-type barely had the presence of mind to leap from boulder, and before it could hope to land it yelped as two strong vines slammed into Absol. It somehow twisted to land on its feet, but it was winded by the blow.

Despite it all, Absol shot forward. A veritable storm of vines lashed it wherever it landed, cracking boulders in twain and carving long, thin gouges in the earth. Each cracked like a whip when it struck, yet whenever it landed against Absol’s dusty fur all it struck was an illusion…

It was almost impossible to keep track of the dark-type. Absol was capable of splitting off an illusory double every second or two with Double Team, although the mental strain would catch it before long - still, Ash couldn’t help but marvel at the sight of a Double Team clone diverging into two, then four, then eight at a distance from Absol. Poor Tangrowth was utterly fooled, and Ash quickly barked out orders to pull back. No use wasting energy on doubles, especially not as the lightly injured original crept ever closer.

Absol reared its head back just as Tangrowth yanked his visible vines back, and a howling gale shot forth into the darkness. The Razor Wind cut a dozen of the appendages off near their base, rendering them useless squirmind nubs. Tangrowth cried out, yet Absol was relentless. Its horn shone a brilliant white, arcs of freezing light collected in its maw, and a Blizzard formed -

He flared Fire yet again.

The dark-type froze up (he hoped Blaine would be proud of the pun) as the Blizzard went wild. It didn’t outright explode, but the frosty, compressed air decompressed in a wicked gale that left the earth glittering white like crystal in the Feather’s fire.

It didn’t buy much time, but at least Tangrowth had a second to recoup. Absol recovered more quickly this time, and it and Karen both sent Ash an irritated glance.

“Clever trick, but it’s getting old, Ash!” Karen called out, though she didn’t sound displeased. The cruel smirk didn’t bode too well… “But if that’s how you want to play, so be it!”

Absol looked Ash’s way. He barely had time to step back before Absol’s Stone Edge flung a flurry of thin stone splinters his way, the rocks just quick enough to catch him off guard. Alakazam’s psychic barriers caught them neatly long before they could tear Ash’s flesh to ribbons, but the trick had served its purpose.

A Shadow Ball (especially slow, wispy, and indistinct for Sneasel, let alone a Master-level fighter) crawled through the air sluggishly. Alakazam’s eyes flashed, redoubling the psychic barriers even as a heavy boulder outlined in blue energy swept forward to intercept the amateur Shadow Ball.

For his part, Ash simply stepped away to the side.

It would’ve probably knocked him unconscious if it struck, but nothing worse. He couldn’t even imagine how Karen would explain that to Lance.

In the end, Alakazam’s interception didn’t matter: a massive boulder, perhaps the size of a shed, smashed into it and bulldozed its way through the rest of the field. It hammered into the psychic barriers so hard that they nearly shattered, and the resulting flash only outlined what came next.

Tangrowth wrenched himself forward with his remaining vines, the appendages coiled and intertwined until they appeared like three thick, flexible tree trunks projecting from his body. The knotted vines plunged into the earth to carry him ten or so feet above the earth, enough for Absol to have a difficult time reaching him with its deadly horn.

Worst of all, Tangrowth’s round, innocent eyes burned. 

Absol leapt away, tossing its head to and fro in hopes of finding an advantage in its surroundings, but found none. The place it stood was crushed by Tangrowth’s massive vines as they carried him forward, nearby boulders ripped apart and hurled at the dark-type with terrible force.

A desperate chase began through the spore-coated boulders and gouges in the earth. Absol, adapted to these sorts of environments, stayed hardly ahead of Tangrowth’s mighty swipes and stabs. It chipped away at Tangrowth, punishing him for every attack. A Razor WInd here, an Ice Beam there. Occasionally even a Dark Pulse, which became more and more popular a choice as Absol picked out how Tangrowth recoiled from the alien energy.

The dark-type couldn’t escape without injury, however. Its preternatural reflexes and environmental awareness only spared it so often - it avoided the heaviest blows, but would be showered with dust and sharp little shards of rock. Even better, the commotion had wafted the Stun Spore, Sleep Powder, and Poison Powder into the air from where it had settled on rocks and on the battlefield. Absol couldn’t help but breathe it in, and its measured breaths swiftly grew more labored.

Tangrowth had even cornered it once and landed a mighty blow with a vine, yet Absol wasted no time setting it aflame with a slice of its horn. The horn blazed with Will-O-Wisp for a moment, and the moment it struck Tangrowth’s mighty vine the cursed flames leapt up with a fury, climbing the vine too swiftly for natural flame.

…then Tangrowth allowed the whole thing to detach, the heavy trunk unbalancing Tangrowth as he cast the useless vines away, yet quickly reoriented himself with his remaining two limbs.

Absol easily put distance between the two while Tangrowth was distracted, heeding Karen’s frenzied calls. It tensed, horn glowing a fiery purple just as Weavile’s claws had, and prepared to do battle with this new, aggressive foe. A pale not-light glazed Absol’s eyes - his eyes hurt the longer he tried to look at it, though he did not look away - and he recognized the technique as a dark-type’s modified Future Sight.

Whatever strange dimension they pulled their power from was truly flexible - Ash wasn’t sure how it interfaced with the material world, but experienced users could use the alien power to peer through the winding ways of time. It was supposed to be relatively unreliable compared to a psychic’s Future Sight, but could also delve deeper.

The vast skill on display here didn’t serve Absol too well here, though. As its mind received enormous, tangled quantities of uncertain information, it simply cocked its head as though it couldn’t believe what it was seeing. Not an uncommon feature of peering into the future, according to his research. It could be overwhelming at the best of times, and wasn’t a technique often used in battles. Only the most skilled -

All thoughts went out the window as Tangrowth reached out with one of his trunks, allowed a few of the tendrils at the end to unwind, and grasped his fallen, still-flaming limb. Even Ash could do nothing but blink, though Karen was already ordering Absol around. She actually managed to snap it out of its stupor, but Tangrowth had already struck with his new weapon.

Absol avoided the worst of it due to its fantastic reflexes, but was still clipped and sent flying. A bit of the Will-O-Wisp still burning on the intertwined vines clung to its fur, but was extinguished with a thought before it could do more harm. Tangrowth struck again, and again, and again, yet Absol was aware now. It stuck close to Tangrowth’s trunks, cutting apart any vines that extended from his shell to strike, and landed another Will-O-Wisp on one of the trunks. It went up in a spectral flame, and so did the flames on Tangrowth’s ‘weapon’ as well.

Tangrowth flung it away, a sad, confused gurgle breaking through his fury, and detached his second trunk. Only one remained, coalesced out of the vines on his right side. He allowed the coils to unwind even as he landed bodily atop Absol, who panted as the Effect Spore and chase took its toll on it.

“Wrap it up and drain it dry!” Ash called out, unease at Tangrowth’s aggression giving way to practicality. “This is your chance!”

Absol struggled, slashing madly as Tangrowth’s heavy weight smothered it. The few remaining vines looped around Absol’s limbs, removing any ability of Absol to anchor itself, and shone green as Tangrowth’s Giga Drain sapped Absol’s strength.

“Curse.”

Karen’s word was clear and distinct, ringing across the arena.

“Get away!” Ash’s throat was raw the moment the guttural scream left his lips. He grabbed the lonely vine that Tangrowth had tethered to him at the beginning and squeezed. It didn’t hurt, but it caught his friend’s attention. Tangrowth babbled at him, the anger draining out of his saucer-like eyes as he witnessed Ash unharmed. It killed him, but he had no patience when Tangrowth was at risk of such a terrible fate… “Run. Let it go! Run!”

Tangrowth’s vines unlooped from around Absol’s muscular form, flinging it into the hard earth, and he fled to Ash. Absol spat a Water Pulse after Tangrowth, but the fleeing Tangrowth swung away from it with his vines and the Water Pulse splashed uselessly into a crater to form a giant mud puddle. Ash grinned and called him closer, glad to see Tangrowth erecting several earth walls between him and Absol with Ancient Power, and laughed as Tangrowth reached another vine out to hold Ash’s hand.

“I’ve got you,” he whispered and squeezed Tangrowth’s vines. Their subtle warmth was a welcome touch in the darkness, especially with Tangrowth’s barriers blocking the light from the Feather. They’d bought them time, but it had also made the battlefield immeasurably more dangerous. Absol could be skulking anywhere now.

Karen’s voice echoed, too difficult to discern in the cavern, and Ash scowled. “Can you tell where she is?”

Tangrowth gurgled and did a little dance.

Ash took that as a yes. “Great! Can you use Ancient Power and make a wall in front of her - do not hit her with it,” he stressed. Tangrowth’s blank eyes stared back at him, and he had to wonder if this was the best plan after all…

Before Ash could wall Karen off and leave Absol deaf to her commands (and block away her view of the battle for a time), a pale shadow lurched around the nearest upturned stone. It limped closer, despite the threat of Tangrowth’s upraised vines, and whined piteously.

His eyes narrowed. This again? Seriously? “Clever trick, but it’s getting old, Karen!” He turned her words back on her. The young woman didn’t say anything, but he saw her mane of silvery hair shake back and forth.

Ash frowned, then glanced back to Tangrowth.

He sighed.

Absol had rolled over onto its side, exposing its white underbelly to Tangrowth. His friend’s vines had lowered, weaving toward Absol’s pristine fur -

Realization struck him. “It’s a trap! Rip up the field!”

The illusory Double Team Absol faded, then split into two more clean copies of Absol - he was grateful Absol was too sloppy to match up the details to its current state or else he would’ve been fooled - that leapt at Tangrowth with horns blazing with spectral flame.

Just the sight left Tangrowth squirming, and he reflexively snapped his vines into the illusions. They faded away, their purpose served, as a filthy Absol (it must have rolled around in that mud puddle from earlier, crap) emerged as if from nowhere about fifteen feet from Tangrowth’s defenseless left side.

A simple Quick Attack took the camouflaged Absol to mere inches from Tangrowth’s flanks. Clever - his vines had been shorn off on that side, and without them Tangrowth was essentially blind there. Absol’s legs coiled, ready to burst into motion, and a wicked shadow flickered about its scythed horn…

Curse.

“We surrender!” Ash recalled Tangrowth before the Curse could land. Absol immediately pulled away, though it didn’t matter: Ash had already recalled his friend. “You win that round.”

Karen’s laugh told him all he needed to know, and he couldn’t help but bite back a retort. She’d played him… had she seen his match with Morty, or had she just known him well enough to suspect he wouldn’t let Tangrowth suffer under a Curse?

Absol limped back, finally exhibiting its injuries. Still, could he even trust that display? It was hurt, but it had already proven to be deceptive. Honorable as it appeared, it wasn’t afraid to exploit every weakness and potential advantage it could.

She didn’t return it, though, and Ash had a nasty suspicion of what would be Absol’s next move. It was made for sacrificial plays, after all, even though it had fared much better than Clair’s Altaria.

Well, this was inconvenient. He ran his fingers across several pokeballs, muttering madly to himself all the while. Infernus, no. Torrent, no. He was no better off than when he’d started this battle, even with a (supposedly) crippled Absol to face.

Still no strong sources of light for his team to navigate by, still no easy way around Absol’s Perish Song, Curse, or Will-O-Wisp. Losing a second teammate to Absol was out of the question. It would ruin his chances against the rest of Karen’s fighters.

“Are you done?” Karen’s cool voice cut across to him. She sounded… bored? “I expected better, Ash. You can save the world from the Unown, but you can’t even give me a good fight? Pathetic.”

His blood boiled, the Feather flared, and he did not draw on Ice and its cold rationality.

Ash wasn’t totally lost to his irritation, though. He still had it in him to make a smart choice. The only choice.

Nidoking appeared in a flash of light. He was little more than a massive purple shadow from where he stood perhaps twenty feet ahead of Ash. His ears twitched ever so softly as Ash whispered his orders, too low even for Absol to understand, and shifted to face the dark-type once he’d surveyed the wrecked battlefield.

One breath. Two breaths. Three breaths.

Begin! 

Absol wasted not a single moment. As soon as Karen whistled, it reared its head back and the first horrid notes of a nightmarish wail sounded, the beginning of its Perish Song - and it stumbled, hacking up the cloud of dirt and Tangrowth’s lingering Effect Spores that Nidoking had kicked up into its throat with a weak burst of psychic power.

Oh, he wished he could see the look on Karen’s face.

Ash hoped he’d cured her boredom.

Absol recovered admirably fast, but the intensity of the previous battle had taken its toll. It was slower, just slow enough for Nidoking’s sudden Flamethrower to ignite. The stream glowed a cherry red and gorgeous gold that bathed the battlefield and Tangrowth’s patchwork of boulders and craters in heat, light, and contrasting shadow…

Then it struck the Effect Spore that Tangrowth had so kindly spread all over the place, and the conflagration erupted.

The psychic barriers shuddered, Ash glanced away before he could be blinded, and grinned as the thunderous noise of the explosion left the cavern trembling for just a moment. Could the others feel it up there in Indigo Plateau?

Ash hoped so.

Karen couldn’t return Absol fast enough. Her lip curled as Nidoking peered out of the small fissure he’d shaped from Earth Power (a nice little nook to protect him from the brief fireball) and she raised her next pokeball without a word.

He could live with her scowl. In the heat of battle he could even relish it.

“Let’s go…” Ash mumbled, the mad grin back on his face. His heart pounded, his blood pulsed, his hands shook. It was everything he could have asked for.

Then Umbreon trotted forward without a care in the world. He didn’t see Nidoking’s tension rise so much as felt it. Ash grit his teeth at the wash of fear, disgust, blood-pounding rage that he knew filled Nidoking’s heart. Worst of all was the weakness, an intimate sensation of helplessness as jaws tore his hide apart with sick pleasure.

“Time-Out.”

Alakazam nodded, and its eyes flashed.

“What?” Karen sounded annoyed, not that Ash could blame her.

“Nidoking isn’t fighting your Umbreon,” he said. One day, perhaps, but not yet. Not when he knew just how quickly that fight could bring up bad memories… Still, Karen seemed irritated more than anything, and he quickly put a stop to that. “Pierce’s Umbreon.”

That snagged her attention, and he didn’t have to see her to know a great deal had just clicked for her. He felt a raw sense of exposure, like Karen’s quick mind had just peeled back layers and layers of him, and grit his teeth.

“Executive Pierce…” Karen’s voice was loud in the stark silence that followed, and at last she accepted. “Fine, but we’re both switching. Nidoking’s locked in as one of your fighters since you’ve used him against Absol. Fair?”

He called out his approval, and gave Nidoking a slight nod before recalling him. Ash whispered a few kind words to his friend, then watched with baited breath as her next teammate appeared in a blinding flash of light.

Karen’s gigantic Houndoom howled as it stepped forth and issued its challenge. The mighty dark-type’s fur blazed with heat, casting a glow about its surroundings. Its tail flicked back and forth, sparking wildly, and smoke belched forth from its mouth. Little trickles of flame danced about whenever it moved, and even Ash had to admire it.

It was no Infernus, but Houndoom wasn’t far behind.

Then Umbreon dashed up quickly, rubbed against Houndoom’s hot fur, and scurried away as Houndoom did its best to affectionately lick the other dark-type.

That ruined the effect a little.

Still, there was no doubt in his mind who he had to release for this battle. Infernus would never forgive him if he chose Torrent for this.

He released Infernus a fair distance away from him. The moment he manifested the darkness was banished away to the edges of the arena, replaced with a miniature star that blazed amidst the devastation Tangrowth had wreaked. Infernus glanced around, grudgingly impressed, and turned forward to glance at Houndoom. It stood tall and proud, wicked horns curled menacingly, and howled yet again to Infernus.

“Careful. Your fires won’t do much, but it can burn you!” Ash grinned as he offered Infernus the ‘warning’. Sure enough, it had the intended effect.

Infernus whipped his head back to stare at Ash, then looked back to Houndoom. He rolled his shoulders, tensed, and flames burst from his skin. The heat left the air twisting, Ash and Karen half-blind, and the stone beneath his feet shone cherry-red. He stood surrounded in a cloak of fire and roared, a great gout of red fire streaking forth into the air. The dry heat left Ash’s skin burning, yet he couldn’t help but embrace it. The Feather crackled in tune with Infernus.

Houndoom didn’t so much as twitch. It waited patiently for the display to die down, and remained silent.

Begin! 

Karen’s whistle sounded.

Naturally, Infernus’ first move was to teleport atop Houndoom. His friend barely avoided a gout of black-tinged flame as he vanished with a spectacular crack and immediately materialized over the dark-type… only to land heavily on the ground, bathing empty stone in flame. Fire wouldn’t do much harm to a Houndoom, but it would at least blind and distract it.

Infernus immediately leapt to the side, though no attack came. He scanned his surroundings patiently, as did Ash.

Where could Houndoom have vanished off to? He’d barely seen it twitch, though admittedly Infernus’ loud and bright teleportation was a major distraction. Yet it was gone now, vanished to some place Infernus’ brilliant light couldn’t breach.

“Earthquake!” Ash snapped, hoping to force Houndoom out of hiding. Karen had already proven to enjoy using her team to strike from the shadows - not that that was anything resembling a surprise from a Dark Master.

Infernus reacted quickly - he leapt up with all his force, and when he landed a rippling wave of force trembled the earth. It rent stone, toppled boulders, and buried several craters left by Tangrowth. Gaping fissures carved their way out, and -

“Lava Plume! Set up some magma chambers!” He directed even as Houndoom made its appearance. The canine moved swiftly, darting from boulder to boulder as Infernus stamped his foot. Moments later several wells of sluggish, glowing molten stone bubbled up to fill several fissures and craters. They provided a permanent light, one that would hopefully help the rest of the team should Infernus fall.

Even as he raised the Lava Plume, Infernus’ eyes tracked the movements of Houndoom. He raised a single cannon and braced himself as a spectacular eruption of flame exploded from the appendage, bathing the entire area in white fire. Ash squinted, struggling to capture sight of Houndoom dancing through the flames, but failed.

His stomach churned. Where could it be?

Unfortunately, Houndoom made its appearance seconds later. It had slipped around another boulder, somehow ahead of Infernus’ liberal use of fire, and screamed. Ash immediately cut off Lightning as he staggered back, hands clutching his ears to save them from Houndoom’s Hyper Voice.

Infernus snarled back as the sound waves struck him, staggering him for an instant before he threw it off and rushed at Houndoom - the canine took the chance to rear its head back and spit an ugly, fuming mass of black sludge at Infernus, though the Magmortar ducked beneath the Sludge Bomb. It landed near a pocket of lava, quickly reduced to vapor by the immense heat.

Though Houndoom attempted to slip away in a rapid dash, Infernus was having none of it. Ash shouted a warning - “Careful!” - as Infernus landed a Thunder Punch to Houndoom’s side, eliciting a pained yelp as Houndoom slowed. Infernus’ battle-honed reflexes spared him another black-tinged Flamethrower that ignited through the air, searing effortlessly through the psychic barriers and striking the stone roof, and let him land a second Thunder Punch.

Houndoom slid back, scrambling for purchase on the stone, and a brief surge of glee erupted in its eyes as Infernus leaned forward to punch -

And teleported right behind Houndoom. His cannon filled with tiny particles of white-gold light, which coalesced into a sphere, then lanced forth as a Hyper Beam to strike Houndoom - or it would have. Houndoom’s spade-tipped tail shone a brilliant white in the burning light released by Infernus, and swept straight into the cannon. Infernus roared as the Hyper Beam went wide, obliterating one of Tangrowth’s boulders before piercing through the psychic barriers.

Ash winced. Houndoom’s Iron Tail had to hurt. Infernus didn’t let it show, but he held the cannon - was it bent? - close to his bulk and held the other aloft. Houndoom had spun to face him, pacing carefully. It showed little discomfort to the scorching heat that poured off Infernus, barely even panting where most pokemon would be gasping for breath.

“Come on, you’re better than this!” Karen’s smirk was audible. Ash’s fists clenched as Infernus and Houndoom leapt into another exchange, neither really accomplishing anything. Infernus was too wary now to be bitten, and Houndoom was swift enough to run circles around the injured Infernus. “The whole world’s seen your tricks in the Conference, Ash. Did you think we wouldn’t prepare? I won’t be the first Elite Four to lose to you!”

He bit back a curse as Houndoom managed to spit a slim stream of its accursed fire against Infernus’ leg - it barely scraped, but Infernus winced nonetheless. His eyes narrowed and a mighty roar escaped the Magmortar’s lungs, furious at tasting another’s flame.

“Pull back!” He commanded. Infernus actually did so without remorse - he hated running, but he hated losing more. There was no doubt in Ash’s mind that Infernus knew the trouble they were in. Houndoom negated Infernus’ greatest advantages of body heat and raw firepower, and had clearly been trained in Infernus’ tactics. The teleportation hadn’t even jarred the dark-type.

Infernus vanished from the battlefield. It dimmed instantly with his light gone, and Houndoom swiftly retreated into the shadows to lick at its wounds. Ash wasn’t sure what magma pool Infernus had teleported into, but he hoped he was making good use of his time. Any healing would be invaluable - Ash’s thoughts trailed off as he noticed a few surreptitious bulges shape across the battlefield, plugged with molten rock and noxious volcanic gases. It had worked wonders against Kommo-o and he hoped it would do the same here.

Good. Infernus’ fire might barely faze Houndoom, but the traps would be more effective. Even a Master-level Houndoom couldn’t shrug that off. At the very least it would offer an opening. An Infernus with his elemental advantages nullified was still tougher, stronger, and more vicious than any pokemon had a right to be.

They just had to take a step back first.

Nearly two minutes had passed before the battle resumed. Several new bulges had formed, yet Ash had no doubt Houndoom had set up some nasty surprises as well. Anything trained by Karen (and probably Agatha, he reminded himself) wouldn’t let that time waste.

Finally, Houndoom grew tired of waiting. Karen said something under her breath - he hated when other people used that trick - and Houndoom loped into the midst of the lava traps. Its nose twitched, tail swishing all the while, and shut its eyes.

Ash grit his teeth, hoping Infernus had something prepared. He couldn’t contact him while Infernus lurked within the lava. What he would do for psychic powers right now…

A very distracting burst of cold fire in the back of his mind seemed to find some amusement in that.

By the time he forced it away, Houndoom had struck. From its mouth poured great spheres of Will-O-Wisp, three then four then five… they hovered around Houndoom, somehow controlled by its will, and when it had finished belching the ghostly flames, each sphere surged into streams of unearthly fire and spilled into the lava pits. They flooded them, seeking to scour Infernus from his hiding spot.

Infernus couldn’t teleport with the ghostly flames seeping into the lava, but he wasted no time in clambering up the side. His wounds were packed with glowing lava, yet he snarled hatefully at Houndoom as the cursed fire seared his thick hide, heedless of his own innate resistance to flame. Ash’s heart leapt as the blue fire clung to Infernus, animated by Houndoom’s malicious will, and Infernus screamed.

His eyes were hateful slits as he held his burning legs in the lava - perhaps the only way to slow the damage of Houndoom’s Will-O-Wisps - and Infernus’ cannon pounded frantically against the earth. Houndoom’s nose twitched, its gaze widened, and -

Boom. 

Every single one of Infernus’ volcanic traps - he really needed to think up a name for the new technique - exploded. The entire battlefield trembled beneath the force, and a dozen sprays of glowing molten rock spattered across the ruined battlefield in heaps of slag. Infernus exhaled in relief as Houndoom was flung away by the sheer force of the eruptions, and seemed to relish in the toxic volcanic gases that spewed across the arena’s center. They diffused away into nothingness long before it could reach Ash or Karen, but Houndoom (wherever it had flown off to) was still at risk.

Infernus climbed fully out now, his legs trembling to support his weight. Ash called out a few orders just to keep him focused - he couldn’t even imagine how much pain Infernus was in. The molten stone packed the vicious ghostly burns that had stripped much of the hide on his legs away, but that was just a stopgap measure. It at most soothed, and he suspected the Will-O-Wisps would have cut past that…

Still, his friend stood strong. His flames burned bright, his bent cannon shifted back into claws and crackled with electricity, and his other was raised for battle.

“There!” Ash howled as a limping Houndoom poked its head out from behind a (barely standing) boulder. It avoided the cooling lava painting the floor and simply stared at Infernus with laser-like intensity. Just as Infernus wheeled around, Ash spotted an accursed strand of purple energy strike towards his friend from Houndoom’s faintly glowing body. “Destiny Bond!”

Infernus crumpled beneath the weight of the illusory agony a Master-level fighter could amplify through Destiny Bond. Every nick, every burn, every bruise was magnified exponentially through the empathetic link Houndoom had forged with Infernus.

He landed heavily on a raw knee that dripped with scalding blood, staring daggers at Houndoom. The canine met his stare evenly, though wisely remained hidden behind the rock, and opened his maw full of razor sharp teeth. Blood dripped from them, and Ash noted with some satisfaction that several were missing from the fight. Black fire swirled within Houndoom’s throat, laced with dark-type energy, and billowed out in a great conflagration that devoured everything it touched…

Through some miracle, Infernus managed one last teleportation. It was a clumsy thing, too loud and too obvious, but it pulled him away from the cursed fire of Houndoom and finally managed to land atop the canine. A savage scuffle - Ash had no idea how the pain-blinded Infernus managed it with Destiny Bond reflecting every scrap of pain he inflicted back tenfold - ensued, and yelps, roars, and sprays of Houndoom’s black flame and Infernus’ pure, blazing white exploded from behind the rock.

They tumbled behind, Infernus slamming an electrified claw into Houndoom’s neck while Houndoom’s razor-sharp teeth latched onto Infernus’ shoulder and ripped sharply enough to leave Infernus howling. Houndoom’s maw blazed with an inky flame, and Infernus’ howls grew all the louder, all the more desperate as his shoulder burned in agony.

Ash raised his friend’s pokeball… and lowered it just an inch.

Not yet. Not before Infernus was genuinely incapable of fighting.

That moment soon came. Despite all of Infernus’ fight, despite his maddened rage that pushed him through the pain, despite the claws he’d stabbed into Houndoom’s ribs and channeled an unending surge of electricity through (and received the same pain a dozen times over), Houndoom ended it with a Thunder Fang to Infernus’ meaty neck.

Oh, the pain must’ve been impossible to stand for them both. Houndoom burned hot in the midst of battle, hot enough to survive fighting the mighty Infernus in close quarters, but the Magmortar’s boiling blood must’ve scalded the canine horribly. The dark-type shuddered, writhing and twitching, as it poured every ounce of its strength into the Thunder Fang. Arcs of electricity flowed into Infernus - with his mind so clouded, Air Lens wasn’t even a possibility - and the flailing Magmortar managed two, three, four more blows into Houndoom’s ribs before his eyes rolled back into his head and he went limp.

Ash could do nothing but stare as he took in the sight: Infernus’ flames faded to little more than cinders, failing to ignite entirely where Houndoom’s cursed fire had landed. Steaming blood oozed from a hundred little wounds and teeth marks, and his cannons laid limp.

Infernus had lost.

He returned his friend silently. The sudden darkness that encroached - just barely staved off by the glow of the cooling lava left behind by Infernus - left Ash feeling rather empty.

Houndoom laid flat on the floor for a moment, panting wildly. Its eyes were unfocused, several ribs cracked by the explosions and Infernus’ massive strength, and every one of its limbs twitched erratically due to Infernus’ Thunder Punches. The fact that it was still conscious spoke to its innate toughness, and Ash couldn’t help but nod in respect to the broken creature that had beaten Infernus.

That deserved respect. Houndoom had won, but it had hardly been a clean victory. It had bled and suffered awfully for that win. The both of them would be out of commission for days. Considering how tough Infernus was, that said something.

Karen remained silent. Ash didn’t miss the fact that she left Houndoom out on the field. Probably aiming for another Destiny Bond to take out a second member of Ash’s team when Houndoom fell.

She wouldn’t find an easy target. Infernus had lost - and he could still scarcely believe it - but he’d accomplished a great deal in his fight. Houndoom was crippled, and more importantly the rest of his team now had light to navigate by in the form of the lava pits. It faded by the minute as heat was leached away and the lava began to harden, yet it offered a slim hope for fighters like Plume who relied on their sight.

And speaking of Plume…

He couldn’t help but crack a grin as she materialized, greeting Karen, Houndoom, and Umbreon with an ear-piercing shriek that cracked through the air. Plume looked at the mutilated battlefield from her perch on a particularly tall, craggy boulder that had survived Infernus’ wrath. She started at the sight of Houndoom’s brutalized body, yet seemed more surprised that it had somehow defeated Infernus.

To be honest, he couldn’t blame her.

“Keep your distance,” Ash muttered, trusting Plume’s keen ears to hear his muffled words. A flick of her lustrous plumage confirmed that she did. “Fly as high as you safely can in the dark. It can use Destiny Bond. If it has the chance, it’ll take you out in a heartbeat.”

Plume’s wings spread, and the moment Alakazam and Karen marked the battle’s beginning she had taken off in a blur - it was good that she had, as Houndoom had leapt up from its hard-earned rest in a blaze of purple light, flinging a tendril of it to brush Plume. She was gone, thankfully, and Houndoom fought its wounds to track her with its excellent night vision.

Houndoom dug deep into whatever reserves it still possessed, bunkered between a handful of half-shattered boulders to take cover from the raptor. She was clumsier than usual, struggling to maintain proper speed and elevation in the meager light radiating from the lava pools. Plume’s talent and experience in flying came to the fore, however, and Ash saw her slowly adjust to the unfamiliar conditions.

His heart pounded in his chest, pride welling up as she moved faster and more confident in these difficult conditions. The same skill that let her match Lance’s Dragonite trio was tested in new ways.

Despite its massive disadvantage, Houndoom didn’t rest. It peeked out from cover every now and then to spray great Flamethrowers (not tinged black this time) into the sky. Easily dodged, but they forced Plume to circle farther and farther away. Houndoom was determined to remain a difficult target.

Ash scowled. In the light, this battle would’ve already been over. Here in the bloody red light of the lava, Plume was nearly crippled. She could hardly see, she couldn’t hope to reach her great speeds without clear vision and open skies, and Houndoom had decided to make it even more difficult for her as it reared its bloody neck back and spat a great vortex of flame from its throat - the Fire Spin instantly billowed outward in a terrible inferno, leaving the air rippling and Houndoom’s shape nearly invisible.

“Hurricane!” He called, and grinned as Plume’s dark figure swept widely through the cavern, barely avoiding the dead lights - and how he wished he could have avoided Weavile shutting them down - to swing behind Houndoom. The canine could barely keep up, and he saw it stumble and trip as the dizziness and fatigue wore on it. Its Fire Spin still roared, dancing wildly to prevent Plume from getting close, yet it was already over.

She dove, stretched her wings out wide, and shrieked. Her wings beat forth with their full force, and a mighty gale swept Houndoom’s flaming vortex away. The fires shone brilliantly as they were scattered into faded wisps and flickering tongues, then vanished altogether. Houndoom whined as it slammed against a nearby boulder, yet rose again on shaking legs.

He couldn’t help but marvel at Houndoom’s sheer will, but it wasn’t enough to let it off. “Finish it!”

Just as Houndoom’s body flickered with an unearthly haze - not quite Destiny Bond, but clearly nothing good - that expelled into a black mist and began to crawl into the lava pits, smothering and choking the heat and energy out of it, Plume fulfilled her orders.

An Air Slash, nearly invisible save for the dust, ash, and splintered stone it carried with it, hammered the broken Houndoom and left it crumpled to the earth. Neither Ash or Plume deigned to relax until Karen at last recalled Houndoom. She was barely visible in the quenched light - Ash had no idea what Houndoom had done with its strange powers, but the black mist had somehow left Infernus’ lava pits dim and cold. They still shone with a smothered light, but it was like viewing the sun from behind a thick blanket of storm clouds. The faintest hint of red and orange burned through the hardening surface, yet it rapidly died.

They had mere minutes before Plume was trapped in an inky abyss, helpless to navigate save for the burning Feather and Umbreon’s pulsing rings… and that’s if Karen’s next choice didn’t finish the job Houndoom had started.

“Not bad, not bad,” Karen hummed. Her pearly white teeth (curved into a mean grin, of course) and silver hair were nearly all he could see of her now. “But let’s finish this, hmm?”

Ash frowned back, the Feather burning redoubled atop his skin as he fueled it with his will. “Let’s.”

Plume remained circling as high as she could, though remained on Ash’s side of the arena. Her wings beat heavily, though she stayed as quiet as she could. A good choice, particularly as Ash witnessed Karen’s answer to a fast, powerful flier: Honchkrow.

Crap.

Merciless in battle, able to take a hit, and nearly invisible in the night. He could barely spot Honchkrow as it effortlessly flitted from the perch Karen had released it onto up into the sky, and its wings were utterly silent. It turned to stare at him with cold eyes, and Ash stared back.

Honchkrow glanced away.

The thrill of satisfaction didn’t last long, not when the battle began.

“Keep your distance!” He shouted, uncaring of whether Karen or Honchkrow would hear. They knew what this game was: survival. In daylight, Plume would be a specter of death for a lone Honchkrow. It couldn’t hope to match her speed or ferocity - she would snatch it out of the sky like she had Clair’s Altaria. “Take the shot when you have it!”

Yet in the dark, Honchkrow was king. Silent and ferocious, far more maneuverable in these tight quarters, and able to spot Plume easily with its perfect night vision. Plume’s eyes could barely track the Honchkrow as it flew forward, nearly matching her speed. Ash’s fists clenched - she couldn’t even enter Super Speed in the cavern, not without running risk of losing control and flying into the stone.

Plume had been the only safe option for Houndoom and its Destiny Bond, but Honchkrow was a nightmare. It flew faster and faster, splitting into separate shadows with Double Team to avoid Plume’s frantic Air Slashes and blind Hurricanes, and struck relentlessly with Night Slashes and Dark Pulses. It was a credit to Plume that she avoided the flurries even at her disadvantage, yet he knew it wouldn’t last for long…

It was Karen’s whistle that provided their only opportunity. Honchkrow’s eyes flitted down to the last remnants of the fading lava pits, glimmering with realization. The only true sources of light that illuminated the center of the battlefield, the only chance for the rest of Ash’s team to fight on even terms…

Honchkrow flew low, belching a thick Haze of black smoke. It smothered the dying lights for good this time, obscuring them entirely, and Plume was blind. Her wings were loud as drums now, frantic. Desperate.

Ash snarled as he held the Feather aloft. He shut his eyes in preparation, and embraced Fire.

The Feather burned in his hand bright as a star, the comforting heat licking down his arm and gnawing gently at his skin, and a roar of wildfire filled his ears. Honchkrow squawked, sensitive eyes blinded by the unexpected light, and its nightbound grace floundered as it barely avoided clipping a wing on one of the hot boulders left by Houndoom’s Fire Spin.

Plume wasn’t in much better shape, yet she saw the opportunity for what it was. Ash felt more than observed her movement. A rush of wind, a proud scream, and a smash.

His friend had shot forward in a Quick Attack, relying on her superior bulk to smash Honchkrow into the rocks. The hit landed, though not perfectly. Honchkrow had realized it was vulnerable, and immediately rushed into a Tailwind. The sudden burst of uncontrolled speed took it just wide of Plume’s razor sharp talons, yet her wing still clipped it.

Honchkrow’s own talons clung to Plume’s wing for dear life as she swept upward to the darkness in a gust of wind, the dark-type avian squawking frantically yet unable to release without being hurled away with terrible force, and Ash grinned mercilessly.

He hated to say it, but maybe it was time to take a page out of Clair’s book… Honchkrow would recover in moments, and there was only one way out of this.

“Quick Attack into the ground!”

Plume’s eyes gleamed, self-preservation tossed away in her lust for victory, and did exactly as Ash ordered. She angled down, every muscle leapt into action at once, and shot downward with Honchkrow placed in a position to be slammed into the earth at blinding speeds.

Karen screamed something, Umbreon’s rings flashed in an intricate series, and Honchkrow’s eyes flashed red as its plumage as it desperately stared into Plume’s sharp eyes. She looked away even as a black miasma - yet brilliant and gold and white and not - spouted from the dark-type’s eyes and infested her shape, and screamed.

Had he mentioned that he hated Confuse Ray?

The two birds shot to the ground at breakneck speed, though Plume spasmed and screeched and fired a Hyper Beam - then another, and finally an Air Slash - at some unseen terror. Her speed broke, Honchkrow desperately tore itself away from her wing (though it smashed heavily into one of Tangrowth’s rock formations and took several seconds to rise), and Plume shrieked at the nightmarish visions the Master-level Confuse Ray had filled her mind with.

Before she could break herself on the ground, Ash returned her. He clutched her pokeball like a lifeline, hoping against hope she was safe from Honchkrow’s manipulation.

He’d failed Plume again.

“I’m sorry…” he whispered to his dear friend, gingerly placing her pokeball back on his belt.

“It’s the last one, Ash! Bring him back out!” Karen shouted. His fists clenched, and he released Nidoking. This had been a brutal grind of a battle so far, and he silently wished he could release Torrent instead. Torrent’s Ice Storm would be of some defense against Honchkrow, although it would do a poor job protecting him from another Confuse Ray.

Still, Torrent would be blind without some sort of light. Kingdra had adapted to living in the blackest depths of the sea, but in those environments they barely relied on sight. They sensed the motion of the waves, the faintest disturbances of prey and challengers picked up by their sensitive fins. And without any sources of water… well, Torrent’s most flexible skill was lost to him.

No, he had agreed to use Nidoking as his last pokemon due to him making an appearance against Absol. Besides, he had a few plans for how to hamper Honchkrow’s airborne advantage…

“Ready?” He whispered. Nidoking nodded harshly, his horn leaking a bead of potent poison already. His friend’s heavy right foot already laid at an angle on the ground, ready to open up a chasm the moment the battle began. The ground-type breathed faint wisps of sparks and cinders, the meanest incarnation of a Flamethrower, and caught sight of Honchkrow’s glowing eyes in the new light.

Ash murmured his last orders to Nidoking, stepped back, and allowed the Feather to brighten just a tad. It didn’t blind Honchkrow like before, but it grabbed the dark-type’s attention.

Alakazam marked the battle’s beginning.

In the next few seconds, a dozen things happened at once.

Karen whistled. Umbreon’s rings flashed in a different pattern this time, doubtlessly signaling to Honchkrow.

Nidoking spat a thick wave of noxious sludge at Honchkrow, seeking to burden and ground the avain as he had Clair’s Dragonair.

Even before the Sludge Bomb landed, Honchkrow split with Double Team. Four illusions shot out at different angles - two buried and vanished in the Sludge Bomb - while the others deftly avoided Nidoking’s Thunderbolt even as a chasm opened beneath his feet and his great bulk fell to land heavily at the bottom.

Honchkrow circled swiftly over the top, wings silent as a ghost, and sang the cruel notes of its Perish Song. Ash and Nidoking groaned as one as the notes, laced with the unearthly power the dark-type had mastered. The sounds were like daggers twisting into his head, blunted as they were by the psychic barriers, and Ash wanted nothing more than to submit…

His eyes opened to slits. No - Nidoking had erupted from the earth in an explosion of dust and a mighty roar, recognizing that it was too late now that the warped Perish Song had struck him.

They would fall, and soon.

That didn’t mean they had to go down alone.

Honchkrow squawked, fluttering away rather inelegantly as Nidoking’s Thunderbolt lanced off his horn and struck its wing, and was forced to land on a distant boulder. It wasn’t in terrible shape, but it was still slowed and buffeted from hanging onto Plume’s breakneck speeds.

It was vulnerable, and it had thought the battle was over the moment it sang its song.

Ash shuddered as the limited exposure to the Perish Song slowly worked its way out of his system, though the phantom pains still left him with a pounding headache. It dulled by the moment, though, which was more than Nidoking could hope for. If Nidoking wasn’t done fighting, then he wasn’t either!

Honchkrow leapt away from the next Thunderbolt - aimed poorly due to Nidoking’s own splitting headache - and spat a black scythe of dark-type power Nidoking’s way. Nidoking stumbled back into his pit, barely avoiding it, and his hateful eyes refused to leave Honchkrow’s.

“Do it!”

The moment Nidoking’s sensitive ears heard the signal, his eyes flashed with his limited psychic power. It wasn’t much - not even enough to make Bruiser, Torrent, Tangrowth, or Infernus stumble - but it did its job well.

Honchkrow shrieked as the missed Sludge Bomb from the opening stages of the battle was wreathed in psychic power, then flung into the avian from behind. It lacked the power and volume of the original - Nidoking’s psychic powers weren’t strong enough to grab it all up, especially with his split focus - but the heavy, stinking, burning poison drenched Honchkrow.

Unable to fly away, Honchkrow was forced to leap as best it could to another boulder as Nidoking’s Flamethrower scorched its former perch - had it landed, the Flamethrower would’ve ignited the Sludge Bomb and left Honchkrow in the midst of a fireball.

They weren’t so lucky. Recognizing Nidoking’s twitching limbs and unfocused eyes, Karen decided that discretion was the better part of valor.

“Get the hell away from that thing! Run!”

Honchkrow didn’t think twice. Ash had never seen a Honchkrow run before, and he wasn’t sure anyone else had either - it didn’t quite run so much as it hopped as fast it could while weighed down by the sludge. It wasn’t completely blinded, but Honchkrow still only narrowly avoided Nidoking as the desperate poison-type short forth in a charge. The desperate creature turned its head and spat a thick, oily Haze to obscure Nidoking’s failing vision, but his friend barreled straight through it.

Flames burst from Nidoking’s mouth, Thunderbolts from his horn, and as each went wide he finally opened his maw wide… frosty arcs spat and landed just ahead of Honchkrow’s fleeing form, painting the rocky floor of the arena with great swathes of thick, slick ice.

The dark-type slipped, scrambling uselessly with its talons on the ice, and sprawled. Nidoking bore down on Honchkrow, lost in a fervor of rage and pain and a desperate hope for payback. He was blind to anything but instinct, and as such completely missed Honchkrow’s last act: a twisting Shadow Ball that slammed straight into Nidoking’s chest.

It slowed Nidoking, and a moment later Ash was certain it had knocked his friend out. He was running on fumes anyways as the Perish Song did its ugly work (first Clair, now Karen… he had to find a counter to these mental assaults) and the flimsy Shadow Ball was the last straw.

Unfortunately for Honchkrow, Nidoking had built up enough momentum that the Shadow Ball’s explosion didn’t stop him in his tracks. He fell forward right atop Honchkrow to crush it -

Honchkrow’s beaten body was recalled just before Nidoking smashed into it. Nidoking’s body landed heavily onto a section of flat stone (thankfully not into one of Infernus’ lava pits) and skidded to a halt. Ash quickly recalled his first friend, clenching the pokeball tightly.

“You’re amazing,” he whispered. Ash thought the pokeball twitched ever so slightly before falling still, and couldn’t stop from smiling a brittle smile. His hands still shook with adrenaline as he placed the Feather back on his chest, allowing the obsidian vanes to cling to his flesh. The rainbow-tinged flames and little dancing arcs of lightning dimmed, yet happily thrummed at his touch.

He’d lost.

6-4.

And despite it all, Ash felt good.

They’d fought hard, and they’d fought well. Karen was a strong opponent, and she’d pushed him in ways he hadn’t even considered. There was more than just a battle here - she had sewn lessons into this fight. Lessons that would serve him well in the future.

His mind raced as he stared into the darkness. It fell heavier and heavier by the moment, particularly now that the Feather was safely concealed again beneath his shirt. The glow still burned, yet it was muffled now.

He wouldn’t sleep well tonight. Too much to think about, too many plans and racing thoughts and potential outcomes to adapt.

A grimace as he looked into the shadows (even as Alakazam manifested a glowing orb of psychic energy above, bright enough to offer some light) and realized that Weavile’s trick with the lights would probably render the training room footage useless. Was it purposeful on Karen’s part to needle at Lance, or just a coincidence?

Whatever it was, Ash found himself plenty disappointed.

Ash jerked out of his thoughts as Karen appeared before him from nowhere, teleported by Alakzam. Umbreon trotted up quickly, sniffing at him a moment before laying down by Karen’s side. Its golden rings pulsed rhythmically and Ash couldn’t help but smile.

Karen peered down her nose at him. Her expression was inscrutable, and for a moment he feared that she’d found the battle wanting.

Then she flicked him in the nose before he could react. Ash growled at her, but Karen just laughed. “Good fight, Ash. You’ve got some powerhouses. Can’t believe how long they fought…”

“You too,” he grumbled, rubbing his stinging nose. Despite himself, his annoyance quickly faded at the praise. Naturally, his mind jumped to the most essential demand first. “How do I protect against Perish Song?” Then he frowned. “And Confuse Ray. And Curse.”

Karen cackled, and dodged another flick. She ignored his dirty look, looped an arm around his shoulders, and dragged him off toward the door that would bring them back to Indigo Plateau proper. “You’ve got a lot to learn. But I’ll see what I can do,” she added to mollify him. “How would you try to neutralize them right now?”

“Dodge first, or barriers,” Ash said immediately. Despite the power of the techniques - well, at least the debilitating Confuse Ray and Curse that sufficiently powerful dark-types and ghosts could wield - they couldn’t pierce solid objects. They’d wash off of Tangrowth’s rock walls, for example…huh, that demanded some attention. Could he shed vines to harmlessly absorb the attacks?

It was worth thinking about, and he’d bring it up to Karen later. He was going to pick her brain until he had every answer or, more likely, she got tired of it and left.

“Barriers if you can,” Karen agreed as they left the inky blackness of the arena. The pale, artificial light of the electrical lights left stars in his eyes, but Karen didn’t so much as blink. Umbreon certainly didn’t appreciate it, though. “At least if you’re dealing with a specialist. Dodging can get risky - Agatha has this nasty trick where her ghosts can teleport her Confuse Rays. Absolute nightmare to fight, even for my team.”

He shuddered at the thought. Karen was tricky to fight. Agatha must be a hundred times worse. She’d had decades to perfect her skills.

“That’s how I feel,” the Dark Master noted with some amusement. “We can run through some more drills later. Which of your team can use ghost or dark-type techniques? There are a few tricks to cancel out Curse and Confuse Ray if you’re good enough. It’s difficult,” she warned. “You’ll probably spend months practicing.”

“But worth it,” Ash replied. Karen nodded, then motioned for him to hurry up as she led him through the long, straight network of halls. “Sneasel -” he ignored Karen’s “Duh“, “Nidoking, Dazed, Infernus has Confuse Ray -”

Karen scoffed, clearly not considering the lesser version of Confuse Ray worth the title, but Ash steadfastly ignored her. Once he finished, she sighed. “We’ll work on it, but you’ve got your work cut out. Against most trainers, you’ll be fine. Even most ghost and dark-type specialists have trouble with consistent proper Confuse Rays and similar energy-intensive techniques. Each one is a massive investment, and if it doesn’t strike that battle might as well be finished. They’ll be exhausted.”

Ash snorted. “Except for yours, right?”

She tried to ruffle his hair, but he ducked. “You’re learning.”

“And Perish Song?” He asked, a few notes of irritation lacing his tone. Perish Song had been a thorn in his side twice in nearly as many days. It was a rare technique, but in the upper echelons he’d doubtlessly have to deal with it again.

The Master shook her head. “I’m not feeding you answers. What do you think?”

He scratched at his chin. “Run?”

Karen snorted. “That’s probably the best option, especially in the field.”

“I could return my team,” Ash shrugged as they climbed a short flight of stairs. “Would that nullify the Perish Song?”

“It helps,” Karen smiled. “Perish Song creates a sort of resonance in the nervous system. The longer it has to work, the worse it gets. Positive amplification. But if you can break the disruption -”

“You can limit the damage.”

Karen nodded. “Your Pidgeot can probably outfly it easily if she’s not ambushed. Nidoking can hide in the earth. Tangrowth can raise a million of those stupid rock walls. Psychics can create barriers that let Perish Song wash around. Perish Song has its uses, but it’s easier to work around once you’ve encountered it once or twice. It’s best in real operations - Honchkrow’s taken down tons of Rockets at once with it,” she stated proudly.

Ash shook his head, not surprised at all. “Honchkrow’s not easy to fight,” he snorted, then corrected his statement. “None of your team is.”

The woman looked entirely too pleased at that. “Perks of specializing in the best type.”

He rolled his eyes at Karen’s smugness, but didn’t argue. She deserved a bit of gloating.

After a few moments of silence, she glanced to him. “You fought well. Your team is strong. My techniques are harsh,” she freely admitted, “We don’t fight fair. Dark-types don’t tend to be especially sturdy, so we focus on our offense. Most can’t do what we can do. We thrive on teams like yours, Ash.”

Ash waited patiently for her to continue, well-aware of what she was offering. Karen reached down to scratch Umbreon’s black fur, lost in distant thought. “You have monsters. I’ve seen what you can do, and what you’ll grow into. Just remember there are as many ways to fight as you can imagine - if I fought you on your terms, you’d likely have won. But I exploited your inexperience, and struck at your team’s minds.”

“And put out the lights,” he grumbled. Karen snickered.

“And put out the lights,” she agreed. “It’s a good trick,” her eyes flitted to the faint burn of the Feather hidden beneath his plain shirt. “You have a few of your own. Have to admit I didn’t plan for that. Good work with using that thing.”

He grinned back his thanks. “I had to think of something.”

Karen nodded approvingly, and allowed a door to swing open by some unseen force as they approached. She guided Ash through, and he quickly recognized where they were: just near the Elite Four quarters. There was a medical station not far away - he knew his team would need it.

Infernus was probably in the most trouble. He knew Houndoom hadn’t used the full force of its cursed flames, but Infernus had fought to the end. It would be a while before he was in any shape to fight. Maybe he’d just have to find a convenient spot to plop him in a lava pit for a while…

“Keep that attitude,” Karen said quietly as they entered the medical station. It was pristine, managed by a single nurse and two Chansey, and was filled with several League members who must’ve returned from some operation. “In the real world, you do anything to win.”

He nodded slowly, stirring over her words as they approached the desk. The League members - a small group of Rangers - dipped their heads in respect.

He had a lot to think about…

XX

Once they’d dropped their teams off, Karen had waved Ash away. She’d claimed she had ‘real work’ to do and that she’d see him later. Moments later she was gone, though she’d at least pointed him in the direction of Lance’s quarters. Apparently he preferred to take his lunch there when possible with the company of his team.

Lance’s quarters were in the same section of Indigo Plateau as the rest of the Elite Four and Ash’s, though a tad separated by another sharp left turn that would be easy to miss if a helpful Haunter hadn’t pointed him in the right direction. Probably the customary quarters of the Indigo Champion - they were a tad bit closer to the Champion’s office, while the remainder of the Indigo Elite Four had their offices down an adjacent hall.

He hadn’t checked them out yet, though he couldn’t help but be curious. It would be interesting to see how the larger-than-life figures of the Elite Four adapted their workspaces…hopefully they weren’t all decked out in their gambling winnings.

If this kept up he’d be worried they had a real problem…

Ash gently ushered for Aron to follow him as the little steel-type waddled curiously after a flickering purple shade - probably a Misdreavus lurking about - and thanked Dazed when she helpfully collected Aron in a gentle psychic embrace and reoriented him behind Ash.

Despite Lance’s invitation to seek him out yesterday, Ash still hesitated outside the Champion’s plain wooden door. It felt as if he was intruding on Lance’s private space, and his hand froze just before he could rap on the door.

Peace, Friend-Trainer. 

Dazed’s comforting mental embrace left him far more relaxed, and he took one last second before he knocked. Silence for a moment, then heavy footsteps. A moment later, the giant door swung open with ease and revealed Lance towering above with an enormous plate stacked high with food in one hand and fighting off Gabite’s ravenous jaws with the other.

“Ash!” Lance boomed, a wide grin stretching across his angular face, and he was quickly dragged in. Gabite sniffed him and scampered over to Shelgon, who snoozed over on a massive pillow that could’ve comfortably fit one of the Dragonite trio. The Dragonite, Magnus, and the other large members of the team were nowhere to be found, probably flying around Mt. Silver or its surrounding mountains. They’d go mad if cooped up here all day.

As the Indigo Champion welcomed him in, Ash glanced around the…well, room didn’t do it justice. Tower was a better term. It was similar to his own room in that it went up for two to three stories, layered with platforms, climbing surfaces, and other comforts for Lance’s team. There was more clear space in Lance’s room, and he could see that near the ceiling was a dim glow born of sunlight where faint gusts of bitter cold air swept in.

Somehow, Ash wasn’t surprised. With how many Wataru Champions there had been it made sense for them to install a port for their great dragons to sweep in and out at their convenience. It was easier for everyone.

Other than the normal comforts - Lance’s room was buried in sofas and massive recliners for his team, and another set of enormous speakers that would probably leave half the Plateau trembling - the room was surprisingly bare. No calendars like the one he’d left in Ash’s room, anyways…

There was evidence of Lance’s personality that shone through, of course. The sigil of Blackthorn painted on the wall (chipped in some places, with one side scorched from a small stream of dragonfire), a vast map of Indigo framed, and dozens of pictures of Lance and his team grinning down at him.

One settled on the mantle of Lance’s fireplace grabbed his attention, and Ash stared at the sight of a (somewhat) younger Yari with his arms wrapped around a tiny Lance, pouting Clair, and a frowning boy with windswept green hair. Nearby was a picture of a teenager Lance with Champion Drake of Hoenn, Dragonite and Drake’s legendary Salamence standing at their side. Another with Lance and Steven in their formal Champion’s outfits, both of them grinning but with blood-shot eyes and Steven looking vaguely green

Given what Steven had let slip back in Hoenn, he thought that might be the morning after Steven had claimed the Champion’s Mantle from Drake…

“- Good to see you!” Lance plopped down on one of his couches. Gabite scampered up and begged for food, which Lance begrudgingly tossed him. Ash slid into a recliner, grimacing as Dazed levitated Aron’s heavy body into his lap, and watched as Lance scarfed down his food. The man was like a machine, although half of that was probably to avoid Gabite’s begging whines. “How’d the battle go?”

“I learned a lot,” Ash said simply. Lance nodded along, not surprised in the least. No doubt he knew what Ash was implying. “Karen knocked the lights out.”

Lance nodded sagely. “She does that. Last time we trained together I had to light the whole field on fire just to…” the Champion trailed off fondly. “How many did you take down?”

“Weavile, Absol, Houndoom, Honchkrow,” Ash raised a finger for each one.

“Congratulations,” Lance laughed, though a little more serious than usual. Ash couldn’t help but spare him a glance - despite his cheer, Lance looked awful. Still overworked, still pale, and dark bags shadowed his eyes. “Karen’s a good trainer. Vicious, tricky, and the best person you could ever hope to have at your back.”

Ash thought back to Karen’s vital support back in the Hale Mansion. Yeah, he could agree with that.

Silence for a moment, then an errant thought flickered into his mind. “Sorry you won’t get to see the video.”

Lance frowned, then realization struck. He barked out a hoarse laugh, then shook his head. “Please! We have plenty of cameras in there to track things. Karen and Agatha used to have whole battles in the dark. Pretty creepy, if you ask me,” the Champion added errantly. “Never saw the appeal personally.”

He wasn’t surprised. Lance was the type to turn night into day before he’d let it inconvenience him. It helped when the man had a small army of giant dragons at his beck and call, of course.

“Honestly, I can’t decide if I did well or not,” Ash admitted after a moment. His voice sounded small, even to him. Lance frowned, but let him continue. “Karen’s better. But I still feel like there was a way -”

Lance raised a hand. Ash fell silent immediately.

“I’m going to stop you right there,” the man said quietly. He rested his elbows on his knees as he leaned toward Ash. “You fought a genuine Master there, Ash. Karen’s young, but she’s one of the best. And a nightmare for trainers like us!” He belted out another booming laugh. Ash’s lips twitched. “Nothing’s more frustrating than her maneuvering. She has a hard time with Dragonite, but Mael and Lev hate fighting her.”

“Honchkrow took down Plume with Confuse Ray and Nidoking with Perish Song,” Ash grumbled. Lance nodded commiseratingly. “One shot and they were out,” he scowled, then looked up to Lance hopefully. “Any way we could get those banned?”

Lance snorted. “Not unless you want to wake up to an angry Karen and Agatha haunting us.”

He barked out a laugh. Still might be worth it…

“I know you won’t be here for long, but I’ll send you some recorded bouts. Might help you pick out some good strategies against deceptive fighters like her,” Lance acknowledged. He sighed and lounged back into his couch, itching at the beginnings of scruff on his face. “If it helps, she hates fighting trainers like us.”

“Really?” Ash arched his eyebrow. “She ran circles around me.”

His teacher grinned. “Yeah, but brute force is a great counter to Karen. Her team can take you down in a single hit if they get the chance, but they have to play a careful game. She’s perfected her tactics, but powerhouse like your friends and mine leave her balancing on the razor’s edge. One slip and she’s done. She’s working around it, but it’s still a weakness…for now, anyways.”

Ash nodded along, absorbing the information. He rubbed Aron’s shiny head, grinning at the pleased little warble the steel-type loosed.

A comfortable silence came over them as Lance shoveled the rest of his meal down, then tossed the plate off to Shelgon and Gabite. Shelgon’s eyes opened to slits, then its tongue lazily slipped out to lick at the plate.

“You’re headed out tomorrow, right?”

He dipped his head. “To Lavender.”

Lance nodded slowly, then jerked up as if he’d just remembered something terribly important. “Wait, one second!”

Ash watched dumbfounded as Lance rushed off through a pair of doors that hid his bed and actual room, then quickly came back with a strangely familiar book. It was thick enough to conceivably be used as a weapon, bound in plain black fabric, and didn’t have a title on the cover.

“What’s this?” He asked bemusedly as Lance handed him the book. Ash turned it over in his hands and flipped it open, eyes lighting up as he recognized the style: History, Legends, and Folklore of Johto.

Lance grinned fondly at the look on Ash’s face. “Just a parting gift from Cynthia. She stopped by to see me before she returned to Sinnoh and handed off these notes from her research in Johto. It’s not done, but you can see there’s a lot here.”

Well, that was one way to put it. It was still a massive amount of scrambled notes, accounts, and interviews. Not refined or cleaned up, but the chance to look over the raw information Cynthia had compiled would be fascinating. He hoped she’d worked something up on the Wataru - he’d love to compare her notes to the Drake’s journals gifted to him by Yari. He’d lost himself in them last night.

Aron didn’t care too much about the new book (except as a convenient pillow for him to relax on) but Dazed quickly shuffled over to rest next to him. Her eyes sparked, and he grinned at the unspoken request. “Tonight, I promise,” he said. She was just as excited to delve into it as Ash was. They’d be a little lonely tonight anyways with so many of their family out of commission. Most would have to be picked up before he left, and even then he’d be making sure Infernus got plenty of time in his magma as they traveled.

His grin never faded.

“I don’t think you were this happy at the Closing Ceremony,” Lance added drily. Ash flushed at the reminder he wasn’t alone, and shook his embarrassment off. “I wish I’d grabbed a picture for Cynthia. Not that she needs anything else blowing up her ego…”

Ash cleared his throat. “It’s a nice gift.”

“Yeah…” Lance’s smirk widened dangerously. Ash vaguely felt like he’d made a terrible, terrible mistake. “And from a very nice person, right?”

His cheeks flushed, and Lance’s booming laugh sealed his fate. Dazed’s amusement filled his mind, though he took a little bit of solace in Aron’s obliviousness as the snoozing steel-type stole deeper into his lap. Ash just tried not to collapse into himself…

Seeing his face, Lance cackled (too much like Karen for Ash’s liking). “Oh man, I messed up. If I knew you were into blondes I’d have gotten you a totally different calender! Give me a bit and I can -”

Ash squeezed his eyes shut. “Please shut up.”

Lance’s chuckles faded away, though Ash knew if he looked Lance would still have that dumb grin all over his face. “I kid, I kid. I’ll leave it alone.”

He didn’t trust Lance, and he was right.

“If it makes you feel any better, I ran into a similar experience back in Hoenn. Drake and Steven made fun of me for years back in Hoenn,” Lance recollected fondly. “I was just a skinny little teenager. I pissed off Drake doing something or another, and he assigned me to be Glacia’s assistant for a week. Best assignment ever,” he finished dreamily, winking at Ash. “Steven still brings it up from time to time, but I’m way nicer than him.”

Lance went off into a few embarrassing stories of his attempts to impress the Ice Master, and Ash’s embarrassment slowly faded away into laughter. That carried on for a while, slowly shifting to more and more comfortable topics, and by the end Lance had firmly scrubbed away all of Ash’s awkwardness (and had even been nice enough to promise not to mention it to the others).

After a few minutes longer, Lance begrudgingly rose as an alarm went off. “Sorry to cut this short, Ash, but I’ve got to get back to work,” he said, appearing more drawn and exhausted than ever. It was like all the life had been sucked right back out of him. Ash would be lying if he said he wasn’t terribly concerned - he could feel Lance’s Feather dim. “I’ll see you at dinner, yeah?”

“Yeah,” Ash said quietly, rising from the recliner. Aron was carefully deposited back on the floor, sleepy but happy to follow behind Ash. Dazed shuffled to his side as Lance led them out, clasping his cape around his broad shoulders. After a moment, Ash hesitated. “Are you okay?”

His teacher started, surprised at the question, and did his best to perk back up. “Yeah,” he said with a pinched grin. It didn’t fool any of them. “Just a lot on my plate. It’ll cool off soon.”

Ash nodded, unconvinced, but let it go.

“By the way,” Lance brightened momentarily as he reached down to scratch at Gabite’s neck, “I’m doing the honor of inviting you to the famous Elite Four movie night later. Interested?”

A small grin split his face, and Ash nodded.
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“Bye bye!” Molly waved him away before the screen went black. Ash allowed his hand to fall, his smile suddenly a great deal more strained. It had been…nice to talk to Molly again, someone who understood him in some nebulous way nobody else could (though the knowing gleam in her big, innocent eyes left him ill at ease). She was a breath of fresh air, even if it had been difficult with Spencer.

There was a tension there. Not a malicious thing, but uncertainty. Ash didn’t know what on earth to make of the man, and all of Spencer’s comforting words and gestures just left him vaguely irritated.

Ash sighed, then turned back to the large screen of the communications room. It was private, safely insulated, and protected from any onlookers. Not that that was a huge concern in Indigo Plateau, but it still left him feeling better.

Oz whirred beside him even as Dazed brushed against his mind. Ash offered them both a half-grin (not that they were blind enough to fully believe it) and typed in the next number. It was one he’d yearned to call since Greenfield, yet all the same just couldn’t find the strength for it.

We are here. 

Dazed’s simple words and Oz’s thrum of agreement brought him a little comfort, and he called his mom.

The screen stayed black as the call went through. A traitorous part of himself begged for it to stay that way, while another piece recoiled at the thought. His fingers traced over the scant remaining pokeballs on his belt. If only the rest of his family was here. He needed them.

And then the screen flashed to life, his mother’s face filling up the screen. She burst into a wide smile that he managed to return. “Ash! How are you, baby?”

He tried to speak, found his throat was too dry, and coughed. “Hi, mom.”

Ash would have to be an idiot to miss his mother’s wince, but ignored it as best he could. She addressed Dazed and Oz by name (of course) and that offered him a second to prepare himself. By the time she looked hesitantly back to him he’d been desperate enough to draw on Ice, and found that the frigid touch was everything he could’ve asked for.

“You look taller!” His mom smiled, reaching towards the screen as if she could brush him. She was in some unfamiliar room full of neatly piled books, a few haphazardly strewn scribbled on papers, and what looked three or four journals. A Return to Normal: Untangling from Induced Mnemonic Modification. It left his stomach turning, and by the time he glanced back to his mom she’d thrown a rag over it.

He’d stared too long, if her fragile look was anything to go by.

“I’ve been eating,” he said lamely. “And changing my underwear.”

His mother seemed to take some relief from that. “Good, good… you knew my next question!”

A smile. “How could I not?”

“I don’t know,” his mother said easily. She brushed a few strands of brown hair out from her eyes. “Oh! Samuel said you got to see your friends? He said Gary was so excited to see you!”

He snorted. That might be a little generous. “At the Lake of Rage. We trained for a while, then Gary and I went to Blackthorn. I beat Clair,” he added.

His mom burst into a smile. “Fantastic! I’ve heard so much about how strong she is,” she gushed. “Isn’t she the strongest in Indigo?”

Ash hummed along. “Gym Leader, anyways.”

That left an ugly weight in his stomach - there was another Gym Leader who’d claimed to be the strongest in Indigo as well. His mother looked blankly at him before her eyes squeezed shut. His concern outweighed his apprehension. “Are you okay?”

“Yes, yes,” she waved his concerns away. Ash thought it fooled him about as well as he could fool Dazed. A light mental brush from the Hypno confirmed that. “Sorry, just a headache.”

Ash looked at her disbelievingly, but she didn’t add anything else. He frowned, allowing Ice to fill his veins, and relished the crystal clear calm coursing through him. It put a distance between him and his pounding heart, a distance that he desperately needed. “Are you remembering better?”

His mother blinked, surprised at the bluntness, and wringed her hands. “I, do - yes. It’s easier now,” she whispered, her face downcast. “I still get confused, but the more I talk and the more I know, the faster I can forget. They’re real, but they’re fading.”

He nodded slowly, Ice fading away (though Articuno roosted atop Mt. Silver allowed it to cling longer than he’d like) and shifted from foot to foot. “Good,” Ash murmured. “Good.”

“The psychic that Ms. Sabrina assigned me to, Specialist Rin, said that I’m making big steps!” His mother said with a too-wide smile. She picked at her nails, biting her lip. “I might be able to see you soon, if that’s okay. She said -”

“Yes!” Ash said too quickly, and flushed. The half-hidden smile from his mom made it worth it. “When?”

Her smile widened. “Maybe in a week or so? That’s when you’re leaving, right? She wants to have another appointment beforehand.”

The press conference (and what a horrible thought that was) would be around then, but Ash didn’t mention it. No point worrying his mom more than he had to. He’d handle it, and he’d find a good time to make his way over to Goldenrod. Or he could have her come here! What would she think of his room?

“Sounds great!” He stammered, and found another surge of comfort in his mother’s warm smile. “Just let me know.”

“Of course,” she reached back to the camera, then thought better of it. His mom looked at him longingly. “I love you, Ashy.”

He relaxed at the words, especially as Dazed allowed a gentle psychic pressure to wrap around him like a hug. Oz whirred from behind, and a surge of warmth filled him that had nothing to do with the Feather. “I love you too.”

They shared a soft, brittle smile that lasted an eternity, then his mom’s eyes lit up. “So, tell me about these places you’ve been to. Mahogany Town, Blackthorn, Indigo Plateau! It must be so beautiful. Samuel’s told me so many stories about it…”

Now that was a subject he could go on and on about, and soon enough Ash found himself lost in the gentle familiarity of it all.
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A few hours later, Ash found himself plopped in front of a massive ‘briefing room’ set up near the Elite Four offices. That’s what Lance claimed it to be, anyways. In practice, Ash was fairly certain it saw most use as a private movie theater for the Elite Four and visiting League members. It was surprisingly cozy for a ‘briefing room’ and layered with massive cushions, couches, and any other surface their teams could possibly hope for. A massive projector had already been powered up, and the Elite Four (minus Bruno) were all seated on the central couch.

Ash had been plopped unceremoniously between Karen and Will, who’d offered a cheerful wave and performed a few tricks with his cane as they waited for Lance to set-up the movie. Koga relaxed on the edge of the couch with his Crobat (who Seeker couldn’t stop chittering at) latched onto his shoulders. Umbreon rested near Ash and Karen’s feet, rings pulsing cheerfully as the dark-type sprawled all over the place. Several members of Will’s team had taken up positions nearby, although Xatu was safely sequestered in its pokeball.

It was domestic, normal, and utterly surreal for Ash.

“Shouldn’t young Ash get to choose?” Will called out to Lance as he balanced his cane on a glowing fingertip. Ash clapped politely when Will effortlessly flipped it and caught it on another finger. “It’s his first time here, yes?”

Lance cursed as he struggled with the stack of movies he’d dragged in. Vibrava fluttered nearby, humming as its mandibles traced over a glossy plastic case. “Nope!” The giant man boomed, pleased with whatever selection he’d made. “I won. Better luck next time, Ash.”

He grinned and shrugged it off. Karen didn’t look especially amused, and at his questioning look she elaborated. “Lance has awful taste.”

“Lies and slander!” Lance scoffed as he put his movie into the projector. Vibrata’s wings buzzed as it fluttered up onto Lance’s broad shoulders and steadfastly attached to his shirt. “Just because I don’t have to watch every rom-com under the sun -”

“I enjoy them!” Will chirped. Karen nodded smugly, while Koga just sighed. “It is a fascinating avenue into the human mind, especially for one as inscrutable as dear Karen’s!”

Karen sent Will a dirty look, though the psychic didn’t seem to notice. She huffed and looked Ash’s way. “I guarantee this will be some crappy action movie.”

Koga nodded stiffly, though didn’t look irritated. If anything he seemed to bear something of a fond exasperation for the whole affair.

“Better that than whatever Bruno picks!” Lance laughed as he plopped down in the middle of the couch. Ash leaned heavily into Will as the Champion’s weight made itself known, though the psychic helpfully cushioned the fall with a surge of purple energy. “I still have no clue what that last one was about,” he mock whispered to Ash. “He likes the artsy stuff.”

For once, nobody else seemed to disagree. The others just seemed resigned to whatever Lance had chosen, although the Champion himself and his team had their eyes glued to the projector as it flickered.

To be honest, Ash had no idea what to do with himself. He kept his arms and legs locked close to his side, well-aware of Karen and Will’s proximity. It was strange to be so close to humans, but not outright bad, Ash decided. Comforting in a way.

And when was the last time he’d watched a movie of all things? He genuinely had no clue. Well, unless one counted battle recordings as movies. Ash was going to go out on a limb and say that most people would say ‘no’ to that. Otherwise, he could only think of a few educational movies he’d seen back in Pallet for his classes or an old action movie that he’d seen glimpses of screened in the Pokemon League Village during the Conference.

Still, he found himself enjoying it as he relaxed just a hair. The others kept up a steady stream of banter, offering Ash little tidbits to respond or latch onto as necessary, and he even laughed a few times as the movie finally came on.

“Oh, come on!” Karen cried, jabbing her finger into Lance’s chest. “Are we seriously watching ‘Dragon Trainer‘ again? Get a new obsession!”

Whatever confusion Ash bore was completely wiped away when the projector lit up, blaring with dramatic music from the surround sound and the roar of a dragon. The screen faded away from the black, quickly revealing a dashing figure with a sword, traditional armor, and riding atop a Dragonite. Ash couldn’t help but think the man could have been Lance in another life…

Despite Karen’s groans, Ash reclined and waited for it to start with a small grin.

This wouldn’t be too bad.
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“Here’s the requisition center.” Lance looked down at him as he escorted him to the supply depot. It wasn’t something Ash planned on spending too much time at, but Lance thought it was something he should check out. “You probably don’t have time now, but when you get back we’ll grab you a few TMs from the TM library. Sound good?”

Ash blinked. “Library?”

Lance grinned. “We’ve got pretty much anything you could dream of. Back when I was a kid I would’ve killed for access. You’re lucky.

He stared at the bored receptionist, gobsmacked. Behind him was a massive wall of items, discs, and other hardware. Any training equipment he could have asked for was back there, and all he had to do was ask?

“You’re drooling,” the older man pointed out. Ash’s jaw snapped shut. “Just wanted to show you around before you left. It’ll be here when you get back!” Lance snickered as Ash couldn’t look away. “So which ones do you want? I can have them reserved for you.”

“Protect!” Ash said reflexively. Lance nodded, taking a mental note. “Can I send you a message with the rest? I’m a little -”

Lance raised a hand. “Trust me, I understand!” He chuckled. The receptionist glowered at them, obviously thinking it was too early for all of this. “I had the same reaction. Just let one of us know. Your team is alright?”

Ash nodded. “Mostly. Infernus is still a little messed up, but they removed the tissue eaten up by Houndoom’s fires. He should be able to heal normally from here. A few hours in lava and he’ll be good as new.”

The Champion grimaced. “Hazard of fighting Karen. That Houndoom of hers can be nasty.”

True that. “It was a great fight, though,” Ash grinned madly. Lance chuckled, waving Ash off. “I can’t wait for our rematch.”

“I’m sure she’d say the same,” Lance chuckled, then sighed a little as he guided Ash out of the depot to a more isolated area. A few ghosts flickered by, but otherwise the halls were empty. A grave light fell upon his face, drawing out the everpresent exhaustion that marked Lance’s pointed features. “And Ash, we’re going to need to talk when you get back from Lavender. Chinatsu would like to speak with you.”

His Feather burned at that ancient name. Chinatsu. What could the First’s Ninetales want with him? Ash hadn’t thought she was particularly impressed with him when they’d last met during the Conference.

Still, that worked just as well for him. “I need to talk with you too. I need access to the League archives. Promised a friend to look something up,” he said quietly in explanation, remembering his words to Gary. Lance frowned and leaned in, though seemed faintly curious. “But there’s something else too. Someone with Articuno’s Feather in Seafoam. A woman named Haukea.”

Lance reared back as if struck, and appeared to be in a daze. He muttered a few things to himself that Ash couldn’t understand, but nodded slowly. “Haukea, huh?”

“She’s the real deal,” Ash said quietly. “And with Articuno -”

The Champion cut him off then with a curt nod. “Thanks for telling me, but I need to go check in on a few things,” Lance said brisky. He clapped Ash on the shoulder, wished him a safe journey, and wheeled away to stride through Indigo Plateau with his long gait. In moments he was vanished, presumably whisked off to his office by an attentive psychic.

Ash just blinked, a little stunned by the abrupt departure, but ultimately shrugged it off. They’d deal with it when he got back - Lance didn’t seem upset, at any rate. More as if a missing piece of some unknown puzzle had just slotted into place.

Despite it all, Ash couldn’t fight the urge that something momentous had stirred. Something had been set into motion today.

Haukea, Articuno, Chinatsu… he rubbed his temples, a little irritated at a dark flicker of amusement burning in the back of his brain. This was going to be a headache for sure.

What would Chinatsu want with him? She was aloof at best, except when it came to her fabled trainer and partners -

Ash blinked, turned, and walked right back into the supply depot.

He had an idea.
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Just a few minutes later, Ash stood outside the citadel of Indigo Plateau with Plume saddled up at his side. She cooed softly and nipped at his worn hat. He just grinned and leaned against her. “You sure you’re up for this?”

Plume brushed her great head against his, looking vaguely offended he’d dare to question her abilities. “Just making sure!” Ash laughed as he stroked her beak. “It was a hard fight yesterday.”

Despite his concerns, he quickly strapped himself into the saddle and allowed Plume to fire off into the sky with an ear-splitting shriek, nothing but the wind and sky around them for an infinity. Less than five minutes had passed by before the Ore Mountains were but distant specs in the background, left behind by Plume’s incredible speed as she shot east.

Lavender Town awaited him.
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54. Chapter 54: The Ghost


The endless green forests, rocky mountains, and occasional dots of civilization passed beneath Ash and Plume in a blur. He fiddled with his goggles for a moment as Plume’s mighty wings flapped once again, propelling them to greater and greater speeds. She shrieked her passing to the world, taking pleasure in her challenge going unanswered. Ash grinned and reached forward to stroke the lustrous feathers of her neck. Plume turned to briefly look at him, eyes alit with joy at rushing through the sky with him.

He grinned madly. “You can go faster, you know. I can handle it.”

A mile or two passed below as Plume processed that, and Ash couldn’t help but loose a wild scream as she blasted faster and faster into the sky - double, no triple the speed they’d gone before. They were somewhere over Celadon’s territory now - they’d probably be able to see the farthest reaches of the vast metropolis soon as they skirted the outer edges. It was bad form to fly directly over cities if you were just passing through.

Part of Ash wanted to stop by and perhaps see Chief Jenny. It had been a while since he’d checked in, and he’d be grateful to her for the rest of his life for ensuring Infernus would be a part of his team. She’d changed both their lives with that one gesture. Besides, she hadn’t seemed to mind too much before when she was drowning in Team Rocket problems. Compared to the nightmare of the last year this was probably a vacation for her.

For now, Lavender Town sucked him in. Just the thought left Ash’s hands trembling and his stomach lurching…although most of that was also from Plume diving to scare a flock of Spearow soaring a few thousand feet below. She shrieked again, scattering the flock in every direction, and swept back up into the sky with a few beats of her powerful wings. Soon enough they’d regained their speed and within a few minutes watched as Celadon’s endless suburbs bled into their vision.

He watched the neighborhoods, markets, and businesses pass beneath in a haze. He was too lost in thought to pay much attention, consumed by light questions he wasn’t sure to answer. The most evident was the realization that he still had no clue where to find Agatha. Lance had told him to follow his gut, but would that really help in a town of Lavender’s size?

Although Lavender Town was one of the smaller cities in Kanto, it was still large enough to make finding an individual difficult. It went without saying that Agatha, one of its natives, would probably be even harder to find. Would the townsfolk point him in the right direction? He suspected Agatha would vanish like the ghosts she trained if she didn’t want to be found.

In that case, he just had to hope that Agatha wanted him to find her. She’d invited him, after all, but Ash had a sneaking suspicion she’d get some petty enjoyment out of making Ash run around town all day…

He absentmindedly stroked Plume’s feathers again as Celadon passed behind them. They’d be in Lavender soon, perhaps an hour or hour and a half. They would arrive an hour or so before noon. Ash just hoped he could hunt Agatha down quickly.

All of Kanto knew not to wander Lavender when night fell.
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Lavender, like many of the old cities, held its own distinctive style. It was evident even from a great height as Plume circled lazily above Lavender, descending slowly and easily so Ash could take a moment to assess the city. Short, rocky mountains crowded around the city and cast it in perpetual shadow. Even in the late morning the sun barely managed to shine down on the old town that made up Lavender Town’s core, although the modern elements that had slowly crept outside the oldtown were bathed by the brilliant rays of the sun.

Most buildings were one or two stories at most and kept low to the ground. The one exception jutted dominantly into the sky, raised on a stone support that elevated the bizarre structure high above the rest of the city. It was built almost like a skinny pyramid, with each of its seven stories slightly smaller around than the last. At its top rested a small dome with a sharp point rising from its tip. When he looked at the dome his stomach lurched, and he quickly glanced down to the lower levels.

Ash knew immediately what the inky black structure, dotted with glass windows at odd intervals, was: the Lavender Tower. Many called it the Pokemon Tower nowadays, although the old histories he’d read stuck to the traditional name for it and he’d internalized it as such.

It sent a chill down his spine, mesmerizing him. After a few moments he looked away, though it took more effort than he could have imagined. His eyes just couldn’t seem to slip away from the bizarre structure. Plume cooed softly at him, turning her head to make sure he was okay, but he reassured her with a quick word.

To be honest, Ash was shocked by how new Lavender Town appeared, at least outside the district around the tower. He’d always heard of it as a sleepy frontier tow that been mostly left behind by the world. It served primarily as a hub for those seeking ghost-type specialists or going off into the wild frontier of northeastern Kanto or the rugged Fuschia territory. Few businesses and little industry made their home here, although it supported several large port cities to the south.

At the core of Lavender was the Lavender Tower, a sacred place to the people of Lavender. In the old days it had been used for countless rituals and still acted as a resting place for countless pokemon all over Kanto. It was said the old lords of Kanto would bring their pokemon here, hoping they would find a peaceful rest in this secluded town away from the world.

Around it lay the old town, former home of the mystics and Lavender Lord. Ash could spy a few buildings in ancient style, appearing more like old temples than the estates of lords or clan compounds, crowded around the Lavender Tower. They remained at a respectful distance, but he couldn’t resist the urge to steal greedy glances at them from above. He’d have to stop by and check that area out once he’d landed.

The rest of the city was relatively new, historically speaking. They were built in Lavender’s familiar style - simple wooden structures built low to the ground, with roofs made of deep purple tiles - and organized into an efficient grid system that made it easy to identify important points such as markets and Pokemon Centers.

It didn’t much appear like an ancient city untouched by time - too much efficiency, too intentional. With the exception of the old town, Lavender was painstakingly planned.

And Ash knew the exact reason for it thanks to his recent studies: the Secession of 827. A failed attempt at rebellion by the Lords of central Kanto in an attempt to establish their own nation and reclaim their fading power. He hadn’t had the time to study the details yet, but he knew exactly how it ended: Celadon razed, then Saffron, and eventually the full might of the Indigo League was brought to bear on Lavender.

The Lavender Lord and his rebellious nobles were executed and much of Lavender burnt to the ground in the desperate battle. All save the old town…it had refused to burn. The hottest flames of Charizard, Rapidash, and Arcanine washed uselessly off its ancient buildings, the stones drinking up the fire like a dying man desperate for water. When the dragonfire of the Wataru failed to scorch it as well, the Indigo League wisely decided to not press the issue and left it alone.

Ash blinked as Plume landed heavily in front of the Pokemon Center on the designated landing pad, drawing attention from a few of the townspeople streaming through the streets. She lowered to the ground as Ash undid himself from the saddle, pulled his goggles off, and quickly began the process of unstrapping it from Plume. He just barely managed to dodge an affectionate nip from the giant flying-type, who sang happily at him as he stowed away the bulky saddle in a storage compartment.

“Feeling better?” He grinned as Plume stretched her massive wings out wide and rolled her neck. Ash knew the saddle wasn’t especially comfortable for her, although they both loved the chance to fly together. Plume cooed at him, rubbing her cheek against his, then stared sharply into a shadowed corner. He followed her gaze, but saw nothing. “Easy, Plume. Lots of ghosts live here. It’s like the Burnt Tower in Ecruteak.”

She chirped - always an odd sound from the giant Pidgeot - yet didn’t seem too comfortable with the idea. Plume shifted uneasily, and Ash quickly recalled her after a quick goodbye. He glanced at the corner that left Plume so disturbed and shivered, quick to draw on the Feather for warmth. The wind cut deeper than it should, and the dark shade blanketing Lavender didn’t help matters.

He frowned as his fingers danced across the pokeballs on his belt. Who to accompany him? His gut told him Sneasel, but his brain thought otherwise. Sneasel would scare off any ghosts looking to toy with him, but it didn’t seem quite right. This was their home, after all, and he was the intruder.

Nidoking would probably fire off a Flamethrower or Thunderbolt into every shadow they passed by, which just tied into the problem with Sneasel. After a bit of thought, Ash chose Dazed. If Lavender left her uncomfortable (or just plain wasn’t to her liking) he’d bring out Bruiser instead. His quiet confidence would be a blessing, though Ash didn’t want to disturb him if it wasn’t necessary. He was probably sore to the bone after entering full Rampage against Weavile yesterday.

She appeared in a flash of light, eyes curling up into a smile. Her pendulum leapt, flashing blue - then snuffed out. Even without her telepathy, Ash could spy her discomfort. He motioned to her pokeball, silently asking if she’d like to return, but she shook her head.

“Thank you,” he muttered to her. Dazed simply nodded, eyes drifting across the street.

Despite the uneasy atmosphere - the hair on the back of his neck rose up and he swore a pair of gleaming red eyes were staring at him from the dark, gnarled boughs of an old yew tree - he couldn’t help but grin thinking of that match. He’d fought hard. Ash couldn’t have been prouder of his team. They’d fought with everything they’d had, and they’d pushed each and every one of Karen’s Master-level team to their limits.

Now he just had to figure out how to beat her next time. Ideas ran through his mind at breakneck pace, mostly potential workarounds of Karen’s mental attacks. They were his most vulnerable point right now and he would not be helpless against them again.

Ash sighed as he approached the Pokemon Center, noting a few plates of sliced bread, cheese, and fruits placed near the door with some faint curiosity. There were a few empty spots as if pieces had been taken, while some of the food was black and rotted as though it had been out for weeks. Most was perfectly fresh, however, and looked particularly odd next to the molded, rotting mess beside it. An offering to the local ghosts, perhaps?

He took a moment to study it, noting the visage of a Ninetales set above the plates. It was carved masterfully from wood and painted brightly with the skills of a master - had he not noted the faintest cracks in the paint, he might’ve thought its golden head would come alive at any moment. The wooden Ninetales’ eyes were painted a brilliant scarlet, and Ash couldn’t help the impression that they were judging him.

It winked at him.

His breath caught, Ice numbing his surprise, and Ash decided now was a good time to go into the safety of the Pokemon Center. Ash’s pounding heart didn’t take long to still as he walked swiftly into the protected building, he and Dazed stepping over the thick line of salt spread in front of the doors, and smiled at the greeting of Nurse Joy and a particularly large Chansey.

Ash’s surprise vanished now, but he couldn’t help the uneasiness. Perhaps he’d grown too used to the mysteries of the Legendaries. Lavender seemed weird in a totally different way, and Ash suspected he’d have to adjust faster than expected.

Hopefully Nurse Joy would have some information on Agatha. If she didn’t have her exact location she might at least narrow things down a tad. Still, he thought as he remembered the unearthly black of the Lavender Tower, he thought he knew exactly where to find the Revenant Crone…
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Soon enough he’d ended up outside the Lavender Tower, standing in the silent courtyard in the old town plaza. His breaths came heavier than they should. A faint pressure hung about the place, weighing on his entire body. Not a hostile or angry thing, but like the eyes of a large crowd that focused on him and him alone. The burden was tangible, and Ash couldn’t help but view the arched entrance of the Lavender Tower with some concern. Dazed stood loyally at his side, but didn’t seem to trust this place any more than Ash did.

The black stone the Tower had been lovingly shaped from seemed to drink in all light that touched it. Only a faint gleam dancing across its surface, scattered like stars in the night sky, let him think it was a natural thing. He couldn’t help but note the absence of anything alive in the courtyard - he hadn’t seen a single plant outside the rows of lavender surrounding the walkway to the courtyard. No blades of grass or tiny shoots peeking from the little gaps in the cobblestone, or vines climbing up the tower. Not an errant leaf or petal or twig rested in the courtyard.

It was empty here, and even the breeze was still and lifeless as if life had been choked out of it. The air was heavy and stagnant. Every breath was work.

No, this wasn’t a place for the living. Mourners filed in and out of the Lavender Tower every minute, passing by with lost eyes and empty faces, and Ash made sure to keep a wide berth. He was not one of them. He wouldn’t disturb them as they paid their respects.

Ash waited for the courtyard to empty as he collected himself. He needed to enter the Lavender Tower. Nurse Joy had encouraged him to visit, though she’d been shocked to hear Agatha was back at all. Naturally, she didn’t know where the Ghost Master was. What she did know was that she wouldn’t be found if she didn’t want to be, and that Ash’s best bet was to simply explore.

He was rather okay with that idea.

Still, the idea of entering the Lavender Tower seemed daunting now, almost disrespectful. It loomed over him, demanding his attention, and Ash couldn’t help but imagine the starlight glimmering in the stone shifting into eyes, watching him and waiting. He looked closer, and the illusion vanished.

He drew in a rattling breath, and allowed the Feather to flicker to life. Rainbow flames burned brilliantly beneath his shirt -

They faded. The Feather laid cold and lifeless against his chest, and the weight of the air seemed crushing now. Ash’s next breath was hard and difficult, made only harsher by the curious gaze of Mewtwo filling his mind, and he forced it all away with shaking hands.

He brushed the obsidian filaments of the Feather with quiet thought from over his shirt. It wasn’t snuffed out entirely. Little cinders still rested within it, ready to be stoked and drawn forth by his need, yet Ash didn’t even attempt to ignite the living flames again. Perhaps the cinders were all this place of gentle candlelight needed.

Ash stared at the entrance as a few mourners left. It was dark within, lit only by pale candles. Incense wafted out in thick, scented clouds that hung about in the courtyard’s still air. Without a breeze it sank low to the ground, draped over the feet of mourners as they entered or left.

Something deep within him, some whisper of insight, knew even Ice would be purged away by this place, though perhaps with less vigor than the hot flames of Moltres, tinged by Ho-Oh’s light as they were.

He was alone here.

After a moment (or ten) of deliberation, Ash allowed the Feather to empty. Power still lay within, but it was muted now. He wouldn’t reach for it until he left this strange place. The suffocating atmosphere lessened, and Ash could breathe again.

He sucked in a few desperate gasps of air, glanced at the yawning maw of Lavender Tower’s entrance, and shut his eyes. A breath in, a breath out, and he opened them again.

He was ready.
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The first level of Lavender Tower was a vast, open area. Its floor was composed of pale green tile, of which small shrines (many of which had names or stylized etchings of pokemon carved in) and old grey gravestones jutted out seemingly at random. A few paths were clear, some of the green tiles worn and white by traffic, and each was dotted with mourners. Silent men, women, and pokemon stood or knelt before the countless graves. Some wept, shoulders heaving as they whispered about better days or sang rites of passing to the dead. Others rested with blank faces in contemplative silence. A few bore glistening tear tracks down their cheeks, but held themselves resolutely nonetheless.

Ash looked away from them as he passed, more than a little uncomfortable to intrude on their private grief. He walked slowly down the path, noting the uncanny silence in the tower. It reminded him of the frozen air deep in the Seafoam Caverns and how sound would be trapped and muffled the deeper he went. His nose wrinkled as the stink of incense stung it and it didn’t take long to spot its source: small braziers placed near collections of graves and arranged meticulously by the white-robed mystics that tended this place.

Agatha was nowhere to be seen, naturally. He couldn’t help but scan the solemn crowds for the Revenant Crone, but he couldn’t find a trace of her. Of course it wouldn’t be that easy. Still, it was early. There was plenty of time to find her.

Or, more likely, for Agatha to find him. Ash wasn’t naive enough to think that she didn’t already know he was here. Knowing Agatha, the local ghosts probably all reported to her. Whether through bribery, old connections, or simply being terrified of the woman and her monstrous team was a question Ash wasn’t sure he wanted answered.

Still, he couldn’t help but wonder if she had anything to mourn. How many of those he’d met in his journey might have visited this place to say goodbye or pay their respects…

For now, Ash just milled around. He kept a respectful distance from others, but patiently looked over the graves he passed. Names, dates, species. All belonged to pokemon on this level. He’d heard one of the upper floors was reserved for humans, generally the past leaders and mystics of Lavender Town. They saw few additions these days.

He passed by one of the mystics and spared her a glance, holding her gaze when the young woman met his eyes. She was a young woman dressed in heavy traditional red robes with a white overcoat, similar garb to what the mystics and priestesses would have worn centuries ago. She clutched a wooden wand with twin paper streamers hanging from the end, an artifact supposed to help make contact with spirits if he remembered correctly.

Ash offered her a quick bow of his head. She nodded back, and he pretended not to notice the way her pale blue eyes deepened to black for a split-second. He walked a little faster, eventually stepping around a small family circling around a tucked away shrine with a tiny Poliwhirl figure placed before it, surrounded by several flickering candles and an Oran berry. The parents knelt stone-faced with their young child, perhaps six or seven, sobbing between them.

His heart sank and he skirted around the family silently, following a well-worn path down the green tile. Ash couldn’t help but imagine if he was here mourning one of his team. Just the thought left him tracing the pokeballs on his belt desperately, as if ensuring they were still here. Ash’s fingers couldn’t help but linger on Infernus’.

By all rights, Infernus should be here.

He ground his teeth as the image of Infernus’ bloodied, burnt (and wasn’t that a strange thought) body filled his mind. Those feelings of loss, long hidden, poured to the surface. Ash’s stomach sank and he quickly stumbled over to an empty section of the graves, kneeling before a small marble headstone painstakingly etched with its inhabitant’s life and death. He thought to pull on Ice, but it escaped his grasp as the Tower’s oppressive weight stole it away.

Desperate for a distraction, for something to focus on, he peered at the inscription on the grave.

Aiko - Eevee. 

PIL 456-498. 

Beloved of the Ito family. Cherished friend, fierce guardian, and doting mother. Passed away surrounded by her beloved. A finer companion will never be found. May you rest long and easy until we are united once more. Enjoy your peace. The world did not deserve one such as you. 

Ash gulped as he read the epitaph and the raw emotion captured within. His vision went black for a moment, and Ash felt the tears shed on this spot for so many years. They were soaked into the stone, seeping into the very fabric of this place. He could swear that he felt a brush of soft fur against his fingers and a warm, wet tongue against his cheek.

Then he was back in his own head. Ash reached up and brushed the tips of his fingers against his cheek. Dry. He exhaled, but remained at the grave to pay his respects. A faint yearning came over him, and Ash allowed his finger to trace the grey stone. Despite being over six hundred years old, the etchings were still crisp and deep. As perfect as if they’d been carved yesterday.

His eyes squeezed shut. Too many of his friends could have been here. Infernus if Moltres hadn’t shown mercy. Nidoking if Umbreon had been a little more thorough. Seeker if Golduck’s Water Gun had been just a bit stronger. Plume if Mewtwo of all people hadn’t protected them in Shamouti. Ash’s hands shook, and a lonely, icy flame flickered in the back of his mind as it observed him. He ignored it.

As the harsh silence reigned, muffling even the sobs of the other mourners, Ash allowed the peace of this strange, lonely place to fill him. He breathed evenly and embraced the stifling weight of the air rather than fight it.

How many pokemon had been buried here in the last year alone? The massive tower was designed to hold hundreds of thousands, perhaps even millions, of the dead before it would be filled, and Ash suspected it still had plenty of space on the upper levels. Each grave was compact, often filled with simple ashes to free the spirits from their bones. Elsewhere in Kanto, it was customary to bury the dead beneath a tree or other living things. Their spirits would be absorbed into it, flowing from death to life over and over again in a cycle.

Lavender didn’t follow such traditions.

He kept his eyes closed as he allowed his thoughts to wander and wonder at the new additions to the tower’s massive graveyards. How many had been buried here after the St. Anne was cut in twain and sank to the bottom of the sea? How many interred were victims of the cruel Rockets and their creation? How many rested here because they’d been caught too close to the Legends?

Ash thought of the dead and paid his respects. The solemn silence seemed fitting now, rather than oppressive, and he welcomed the peace. His eyes stung, his hands trembled, and an ugly weight filled his gut and there was no Ice to numb the pain.

His heart raced, desperate for the freezing touch, but Ash ignored it. He breathed, and embraced the emotion for what it was. It hurt, like an ugly pressure that stole his breath away and burned his eyes and made him want to puke, but that was the point, wasn’t it? It was supposed to hurt. To hide away from it seemed disrespectful, like he was spitting in the faces of all those who had suffered and sacrificed.

The seconds ticked by painfully slow, then turned to minutes. For all he knew, it might have been hours. This was a timeless place. Mourners passed behind him, their steps muffled and suffocated in the stifling silence, and Ash sensed eyes on him as he paid his respects to the dead. Whether they were of the ghosts that dwelled here feasting on emotion or the mystics watching over him was impossible to say, and Ash wasn’t sure he cared to find out.

Nothing approached him. No creeping purple claws traced his skin or pulled at his clothes. The scent of blood never filled his nose. Vicious laughter never pierced his ears. No humans infringed on his peace. They knew better.

“Careful. It’s easy to lose yourself amongst the dead.”

His eyes snapped open at the familiar, rasping voice. Ash whispered a goodbye to Aiko the Eevee - to all the dead - and rose. He felt vulnerable suddenly, exposed, and fought the urge to release a member of his team. His instincts screamed, but he did not surrender to the fear Agatha wore about her like a cloak.

“Hello, Agatha.”

Ash turned, only to blink at the sight of the Revenant Crone. She looked old. Her skin was drawn tighter, her hair nearly bereft of the last streaks of fading blonde. If it weren’t for those glittering, razor-sharp eyes he’d have been worried about the old woman (although she’d probably rap him with her cane for even thinking it). Her lips quirked, and Ash had the horrible feeling she knew exactly what he’d thought.

“Are you done?” Her cutting tone was softened by the amusement plain on her withered face. She rapped her cane against the faded tile beneath her feet, smirking as Ash flinched at the motion. It was all too easy to remember the stinging pain she was happy to inflict with the twisted length of wood. “I was a much, much younger woman the last time anyone stared at me like this.”

That left him flushed and red, and he had to bite off his immediate retort. He kept his voice quiet. There was no reason to disturb the others, even if all the mystics already stared at him and Agatha like they were about to burn the place down. It was uncanny having so many empty black eyes on him at once. “You’re not that old,” Ash protested.

She arched a grey eyebrow and tapped her cane threateningly in front of him. “Perhaps. I certainly look it, though,” Agatha’s thin lips twisted into a smirk. Ash wasn’t stupid enough to deny that. “Empty flattery will get you nowhere, boy. You should know better.”

He shrugged and decided this line of conversation was going absolutely nowhere productive. “How’d you find me?”

Agatha looked at him like he was an idiot, and so did her shadow as it rose to stand next to her: an identical silhouette, featureless except for bloody red eyes and a grinning mouth full of razor teeth. Well, that explained it. He’d suspected her ghosts would keep tabs on the town for their mistress, after all.

Ash hummed, and Agatha’s shadow collapsed back into the earth. “We’re leaving, boy. Come.”

He didn’t like being ordered around like that, but for Agatha he would make an exception. Ash followed the Revenant Crone through the lines of graves, not missing how a few hidden, lurking figures drifting in the incense recoiled away. Agatha’s eyes - mismatched black and blue - drifted to unseen things in the corners and she smiled.

“They’re afraid?” Ash observed, eyes locked on an invisible figure he knew to be there. Some sixth sense, perhaps, or simple familiarity with this place. Whenever the ghosts fled, the pressure of the Lavender Tower redoubled. They had an audience. Something far, far greater than a mere ghost was watching…

“As they should be,” Agatha noted simply as she hobbled out through the doors. Mourners instinctively avoided her, and one of the mystics waiting near the doors flinched as the Ghost Master’s shadow leered at her. The old woman never paid them a lick of attention, content to make her way forward as she leaned heavily on her cane. “Perhaps they’re afraid of dying their final death.”

Ash’s face twisted in confusion as he followed Agatha into the…well, not light. It was mid-afternoon (he had been in there for far longer than he expected), though it was almost impossible to tell due to the perpetual shadow that swallowed all of Lavender. The air out here was fresher without the thick clouds of choking incense, but Ash still had that terrible sense of stagnance.

“Ghosts aren’t the souls of the dead,” Ash frowned, thoughts recalling their brief conversation in the hospital at Goldenrod.

The old woman snorted. “And what would a little boy like you know?”

He scowled. “Enough. I’m not a child.”

Agatha spared him a glance as she led him out of the courtyard and into the maze of the oldtown. He felt every layer of himself stripped away beneath those mismatched eyes. The Feather filled with life again, but he didn’t reach for it. He needed to feel. “No, you’re not,” the old Master finally agreed. She looked rather tired, Ash thought, quite like Lance. “So tell me what you know, Ash Ketchum. Enlighten me.”

Ash didn’t dare hesitate, though he sped up briefly to walk at Agatha’s side. He didn’t miss the lurking ghosts hiding in the darkness around them - how could he, with so many eyes?

“They’re extradimensional entities,” he recalled his lessons and the hundreds of PokeDex entries he’d read. Despite all his reading, Ash found that he felt woefully unprepared for this as he looked to the old woman. Agatha was silent, waiting for him to continue. Her lack of reaction didn’t comfort him. “They slip into this world, and to survive they have to possess a corporeal form. Most are able to reproduce asexually once they have a body, and thus create identical offspring to gradually create a species. You can see something similar with Corsola budding.”

“Spoken like the old duff himself,” Agatha mused. Ash bristled, well-aware it wasn’t a compliment coming from Agatha. “Oak always was a bore, always had to take the fun out of things. He liked solving problems. Whenever he ran into one he’d dissect it into a thousand simple pieces and pick and pick until he’d taken every little bit of magic out of the world. He never could abide a good mystery,” she spat, then descended into a coughing fit. It lingered for too long to be healthy, and Ash quenched his urge to offer help - if her ghosts wouldn’t step out of the shadows to support her, he knew she would reject his aid in a heartbeat.

By the time she was done hacking her lungs up into a lacy old handkerchief it was speckled in blood. Ash stared, worry surging in his gut, and stepped forward -

His forehead stung and he bit back a muffled curse as Agatha’s frail arm snapped her cane and rapped him with the hard wood. Ash glared at Agatha, all pity gone. She smirked and the laughter of ghosts filled his ears. She was lucky none of his team were out…

“Did you have to do that?” He growled. Agatha looked spectacularly unimpressed and just tutted at him before hobbling off down a dark alley. Normally he was one to stick to the main roads, but he wasted no time in catching up. Ash doubted anything in Lavender was half as scary as Agatha.

They walked in silence for a time. Ash had absolutely no idea where Agatha was leading him, but was content to follow her lead. They’d left the oldtown, though seemed to be sticking close to it. Buildings here were still fairly old, easily more than a century, but absolutely more modern than the ancient stone structures of Lavender’s oldtown.

“Tell me.”

“Tell you what?” Agatha arched a greying eyebrow.

“Tell me about ghosts. I want to understand.”

She smiled, and so did Ash’s reflection in a window they passed. He steadfastly ignored the unnatural occurrence, choosing to chalk it up to one of Agatha’s ghosts hoping to unsettle him. The next window had him frowning, and the next had no reflection whatsoever.

“Not so afraid anymore,” Agatha appraised him. “Good. You might command a ghost yet.”

He nodded silently, awaiting her next words. She seemed to consider them carefully. “How to describe ghosts? They are parasites. They slip into this hostile world blind, delicate, and eroded by this alien existence. The permanence eats them whole, and out of desperation they bind themselves to matter in order to save themselves. But it’s not enough, never enough. Every ghost lives on borrowed time, and they steal that time from others.”

Ash blinked at the harsh truths she spoke, mulling the information over in his mind. It fit. Everything he knew about ghosts matched up with what Agatha had said - and he wasn’t dumb enough to ignore a single word out of the woman’s mouth - yet it made sense coming from her.

“That’s why they feed on emotions,” Ash murmured, and Agatha nodded. He traced his fingers over Dazed’s pokeball, mind running faster and faster as thoughts blurred through his mind. “But why? How does that sustain them? It makes sense with Dazed - my Hypno,” he explained. “Her body is adapted to feeding off the energy of others.”

Agatha snorted. “If you asked that old fool Oak, he’d say it’s unknown, or rabble off a dozen useless theories. Science,” she said with blatant distaste. “No appreciation for the deeper nature of things.”

She turned to Ash as she led them out of the dark alley, cackling as a few children playing in the streets spotted Agatha and fled without a word. Ash snorted as well, understanding quite well why they hadn’t run into any foot traffic since they’d left the Lavender Tower. All of Lavender was probably warning each other that Agatha was out and about.

“Ghosts are born of a foreign world, a world without permanence. It is flux, and chaos, and everything that is Not,” Agatha said quietly, her voice just barely louder than the whisper of the wind. Her blue eye went black as she rapped her cane against the ground and the wind stilled. Ash simply stared, an odd feeling in his gut. “When little fragments of that Distorted world slip into ours, they are mad. They cannot abide stability at first, and only the maddest of those specters are desperate enough to merge with matter. Even then, it only postpones the inevitable. They corrode the world, and the world gnaws at them right back.”

Comprehension struck. “So they have to take in energy to preserve themselves. It really is just like their food,” Ash frowned.

The Revenant Crone smiled wanly. “Close, boy. This world is built on concepts. Tiny fragments of a greater whole. The Distortion the ghosts are born of is antithetical to the bedrock of our world, but it works both ways. By deliberately consuming little pieces here and there, ghosts can sustain themselves. It’s inefficient, but it’s our only option.”

He didn’t miss the ‘our’ but didn’t press it. His mind flashed to those brief moments of truth shared by Cynthia’s Aura, the unity with Suicune and transcendent perception, the whispers of the mysteries shared by the Unown…

“Aura,” Ash whispered and stopped dead in his tracks. Agatha snapped to stare at him. “Ghosts eat our Aura. They eat parts of us.”

And it made an awful sort of sense. He didn’t know the particulars quite yet, but of course strange, terrifying creatures like ghosts would feed off emotions like fear and anger and sorrow. It was easier to scare and sow discord and suffering than it was to brighten someone’s day or leave a random human or pokemon with a smile on their face. It was easier to destroy than to create.

Agatha’s eyes gleamed in her sunken face. “My, my,” she whispered. “Someone’s been busy. Who filled your scruffy little head with secrets like that?”

“Who filled yours?”

She cackled as they approached a stately manor on the edges of the old town, though descended into another harsh, hacking coughing fit as they neared the gates to take them into the estate. Agatha froze, one hand holding her handkerchief as more and more red speckles filled it. Her other hand clenched around the knob of her cane, quivering as the fit came to an end. A ghostly hand reached from the shadows, circling up around the cane to rest atop her trembling hand and offering support.

Agatha allowed it for just a moment before shaking it away, and that more than anything left Ash terribly worried.

“You’re sick,” he said plainly. Agatha scoffed at the obvious statement. “You’ve been sick, but it’s gotten worse.”

“How observant. No wonder you’re Oak’s favorite,” the crone sneered as she motioned for him to enter the gates. They were plain and simple wood painted a pale lavender, though he picked out more Ninetales heads carved into the corners. Guardians, perhaps. “Hurry along, boy.”

“What is this place?” He glanced around the estate as he entered the plain courtyard. It was poorly taken care of and showed obvious signs of age and neglect: cracking cobblestone, a dry fountain, and vegetation and vines creeping up nearly every surface. Supports and beams were half-rotten and liable to bring the whole structure collapsing on them at any moment.

Despite its grim appearance (it reminded him of every haunted house he’d ever seen in movies) Ash couldn’t help but think it felt a thousand times more natural than the eerie stillness of the Lavender Tower. For all its age and crumbling stone, this old manor still had a few hints of its former grandeur: a great mural depicting white-robed sages, another of the Lavender Tower with a great black cloud hanging around the topmost level, and a series of men and women with Gengar in their shadows. His gaze lingered on it, then quickly returned to Agatha as she impatiently hobbled to rest at a small stone table near the murals. It was plain, but carved with simple designs of ghosts and men.

“Home sweet home,” Agatha grumbled as her shadow politely pulled a chair out for her to rest in. She sighed as her old bones creaked and groaned, resting her cane on the table. Ash had to prepare his own chair, naturally. “My family’s estate,” she elaborated. “My ancestors lived here for centuries. I’m the last of the Hashimoto,” she said. Ash didn’t think she sounded too upset about it. Rather the opposite, honestly, which was only confirmed by her next words. “Good riddance.”

Ash blinked, then glanced around the courtyard. It still held a shade of its old glory despite the decrepit appearance…rather like Agatha, he thought, but didn’t dare say that out loud. “Not a fan?”

Agatha snorted, but didn’t respond for some time. When she did, it was only to change the subject. “You asked before who filled my head with these old secrets,” her eyes bored into him. “Look around and find your answer.”

“The Hashimoto…” he trailed off, unable to remember anything important about that name. Admittedly, his knowledge of Lavender wasn’t especially thorough. He might have spent more time preparing for his battles with Clair and Karen than researching old, secluded Lavender. “I don’t recognize the name,” Ash admitted.

“Not many would,” Agatha’s thin lips curved into a smile. It didn’t comfort Ash in the least, especially not when it was matched by several other smiles hidden in the shadows. They’d need to find a new trick soon. That wouldn’t disturb him for much longer. “We’re an old clan, but always a small one. A consistent footnote in the annals of Lavender’s history.”

“Mystics?” Ash guessed. He knew the Mystics of Lavender were the upper class of Lavender, responsible for training ghosts and psychics with their strange abilities. They’d developed revolutionary techniques like Destiny Bond that made war against them a brutal, costly affair. Any victory against Lavender would be a pyrrhic one, which the League had discovered firsthand.

Agatha nodded, sipping at a cup of tea set before her by a ghostly attendant. She didn’t offer Ash anything, and he wasn’t sure he would have taken it if she did. The old woman sighed as the hot tea slid down her throat, and Ash hoped she found some kind of relief in it. “Indeed. Mystics one and all. The Hashimoto were well-regarded in Lavender. They weren’t fighters, but delved into arcane mysteries and the secrets of the world. They uncovered quite a few, though guarded them jealously.”

“Aura.” Ash said flatly.

“And more,” Agatha shrugged, rapping her knuckles against the stone table to a rhythm only she could hear. Identical knocks echoed from around the courtyard. “They were partial to Distortion and its intricacies.”

Ash frowned as he remembered Morty flicking his wrist and conjuring a Will-O-Wisp. “Like Morty’s family, then.”

The Revenant Crone rolled her eyes like that. “The old Hashimoto would feed you to their Gengar for an insult like that,” she said breezily. Ash just scowled. “Luckily for you, I could care less about petty rivalries. Yes, they had a similar relationship to ghosts as little Morty’s family. The Hashimoto delved deeper than they could ever dream, however. Too deep, on occasion.”

He leaned forward, curiosity filling him. “How?”

Agatha’s smile didn’t inspire confidence. “Would you really like to know?”

Despite his better judgment, Ash couldn’t help but nod. He needed to uncover these answers.

Why, why, why?

Cynthia’s words cut through his mind, and he knew the answer immediately: because he wanted to know it all. He didn’t want to leave the mysteries as they were, or turn away from the truth. Ash was learning the workings of the world and he couldn’t imagine looking away…

She reclined in her seat, still sipping her tea, and met his eyes. “Why should I tell a little boy like you anything? You’ll probably just go blabbing to all your little friends.”

Ash frowned. “Because I want to know.”

Agatha waved her hand. “Why should I care what you want?”

“I’ve helped you before,” he pointed out. “Viridian. Greenfield.”

She rolled her eyes. “You helped the League, not me,” Agatha sneered, then glanced at the Feather hidden beneath his shirt and finally at the Unown pendant. “You came out with your own rewards. Besides,” her black and blue eyes glittered, “I seem to remember helping you quite a bit at Greenfield. Would you have made it in without my intervention?”

He bit his lip as his fists balled. She wasn’t wrong. “I’ve helped other times. New Island,” he found it strange to be able to mention the place, but didn’t put much thought into it. “Shamouti.”

“True,” Agatha allowed. “But why should I care? A few bad situations you were too foolhardy to avoid entitles you to nothing, let alone my family’s secrets.”

It clicked for him then. Agatha offered him a crooked smile as she recognized that. “I have my own secrets,” he offered. “There are even a few I can tell you.”

Agatha smirked. “Better.”

“A question for a question,” Ash offered, reaching up to absentmindedly brush his fingers against the Feather’s cinders. They kindled beneath his touch, but he didn’t call upon the power within. “A truth for a truth.”

The old woman measured him up for a moment, then nodded. “Fair’s fair!” She cackled. “You’re learning, boy. As your elder I think it’s only proper that I go first.”

He rolled his eyes but nodded all the same. At this point he was just happy Agatha was willing to go along with it…

“Ask away.”

In that moment Ash felt the attention of things on him. Red eyes of several Gengar (including the one that always haunted Agatha’s shadow), the orange blaze of a Mismagius’ gaze hidden beneath its wispy hat, and the stern glare of a Dusknoir weighed heavy. They’d appeared as if from nowhere, though Ash knew they’d lurked patiently the entire time.

His stomach knotted. What could be so interesting that it drew the attention of such powerful, experienced ghosts?

“The Hale Mansion,” Agatha began briskly. Her mismatched eyes (and those of her team) seemed to burn a hole in him as they stared at the Unown tablet looped around his neck. His fingers clasped around it as if to protect it from their attention. “I’ve read the reports. I know what happened to you and sweet little Karen.”

“Okay?” He arched an eyebrow, then winced as Agatha reached for her cane. She smirked and lowered it as soon as the threat reached him.

“You could have taken it all for yourself,” the crone murmured, wrinkled hands clasping in her lap. “All the power in the world, right there in the palm of your hand. Most would have taken it without a second thought. Lance would have,” she chuckled humorlessly. “He’s always fancied himself a knight in shining armor.”

Ash offered no response, sensing there was more to come. Still, he couldn’t deny she was right about Lance. He shouldered the burden of the world. He could still remember the wisps, those fleeting dashes of insight that filled his brain under the direction of the Unown. Lance wanted them, wanted them like nothing else. They had been a solution to all of his problems, or so he thought.

“Why did you throw it away?” Agatha scrutinized him. “And don’t give me that trollop on the report.”

He bit off his instinctive retort and paused. Why, why, why?

Revisiting that day and all that came with it wasn’t something Ash was eager to do, but he parsed through it all nonetheless. They’d made an agreement, after all. A truth for a truth.

“My team,” Ash’s eyes shut as his lips curved into a smile. “I wanted to control it at first. I wanted to reign it in and keep it,” he said, a piece of him yearning for the power he knew still lay dormant within the tablet as he turned it between his fingers. “But they knew it better than I did. They were afraid of me.”

Agatha nodded slowly, eyes still locked on the stone of the tablet. Her fingers twitched, as if longing to wrench it away from around his neck, but soon laced together again. She remained silent, then spoke. “Spoken like a true trainer,” she said quietly. “Very well. A deal’s a deal. What questions are swimming around in that brain of yours?”

“What did your family do?” He asked without an ounce of hesitation. Ash leaned forward on the “You said they looked for secrets. What did they find? Destiny Bond?”

She shook her greying curls. “Nothing so mundane,” Agatha scoffed. “A simple question for a simpler boy.”

His eyes narrowed. “Answer it, then.”

Mismagius hovered closer, ethereal murmurs cutting through the air, but Agatha simply smiled. The ghost balefully pulled back to the rafters, though its eyes still glimmered at the disrespect. “There’s that bluntness,” Agatha’s smile only widened. “I was afraid Oak had left you soft and boring.”

“You’d love his grandson then,” Ash bit out, though he didn’t miss the blink of a frown across the old woman’s face. “The question?”

She hummed and tutted for a few seconds, no doubt taking pleasure in Ash’s impatience, but eventually grew bored of her little game and got to the point. “The Hashimoto sought the answers to the questions of our existence,” Agatha waved her withered wrist flippantly, derision laced in every word. “Other Mystic families, the psychics, pledged themselves to the pursuit of reality. Time and space and what is.”

Ash frowned, filing the information away. “And your family?”

“The Hashimoto and other families weren’t content with what is,” she said. “No, that was too mundane for them. Too predictable. They chased after shadows and mysteries and half-truths. They spent centuries seeking What is Not. Distortion.”

“Distortion…” Ash mulled the word over in his mind. He’d heard it before plenty of times, especially from specialists like Morty and Karen (and now Agatha). It popped up occasionally in the PokeDex archives as well, though usually just as a reference to dark-types and ghosts. “That’s what ghosts are made of, right? Ghosts and dark-types use it in their attacks.”

Agatha leered at him. “Is that your second question?”

He slumped. “No.”

She cackled, enjoying his irritation all too much, but continued. “Each family had their own passions and specialties - nothing but the most trivial discoveries were shared, of course, unless a family was willing to make a trade with another in good faith.”

Ash snorted. Agatha’s smirk told him that she wholeheartedly agreed with his opinion. “So what did they discover? Techniques like Destiny Bond, new ghost-types?”

“Destiny Bond this, Destiny Bond that… you’re obsessed, boy,” Agatha rolled her eyes. “Others explored the applications of Distortion in training. Techniques, how to work with their partnered spirits, new tactics, the like. The sorts of things trainers like you leap at,” she said derisively. “But take away your family and what are you?”

He allowed the Feather to blaze to life at her words, the rainbow-tinted Fire engulfing his chest in a heartbeat. It crackled, little arcs of electricity surging between the obsidian vanes, and Ash relished the warmth that sunk deep to his bones. This place muffled it, but it was like throwing a sheet over a wildfire. It would always be waiting beneath for his call.

Ash quenched it, though the fresh cold touch of reality grated on him. He placed a hand over his chest, taking pleasure in the last vestiges of warmth that seeped through.

“Are you finished?” The Revenant Crone looked at the fading Feather with some faint glimmer of interest. “You proved your point, boy. Perhaps I should have been more specific: what is any other trainer without their team?”

The smile never left his face. He had to take his fun where he could get it, right? It even made up for the hard stares boring into him from the shadows, the corners, the floor… “A human,” he finally answered Agatha’s question. “Unless you’re a psychic. Or Bruno,” Ash added.

Despite herself, the Ghost Master laughed. It was a short wheezing thing that came from her gut, different from her usual scoffs and snorts, though Ash winced as it descended into another hacking, bloody cough. He couldn’t help but awkwardly shift as the cough went on and on - he didn’t dare offer help, but those thoughts fell to the wayside as the handkerchief her Gengar raised to her lips dripped red.

He dug into his pocket for one of the wipes he habitually kept there. Normally they were for cleaning up one of his team (usually any perceived imperfection Plume had spotted in her reflection, although lately he’d used it to wipe Aron’s shiny domed head clean) but he couldn’t think of a better use for it now.

“Here,” he offered as Agatha’s wretched hack subsided a tad. What worried him most was when Agatha actually accepted it with a shaking hand… At this point he couldn’t help but ask. “Will you be okay?”

“Just a slight cough,” she said, and he frowned but didn’t contest it. Not yet. He couldn’t say that sentiment would last much longer. Agatha wiped her pale lips with the little square of fabric and peered at the stained wipe with little regard. Judging it to be stained, she tossed it aside into her shadow.

It vanished before it ever reached the ground.

“The Hashimoto didn’t seek power through ghosts themselves,” Agatha continued as if the hacking fit had never happened. She glanced around to her team, who continued their vigil. “Or, not only through ghosts. They sought to empower themselves. They’d be fascinated by you,” she added with an ugly smile. “They’d take you apart in a heartbeat.”

He frowned at that (and for more than one reason). The old manor seemed a little darker all of a sudden. Ash couldn’t help but remember Morty’s easy conjuration of spectral flame back in Ecruteak, though he couldn’t imagine Morty being able to accomplish half as much as a powerful psychic such as Sabrina.

“They mastered their skills. Each could defend themselves well enough, and were often chosen as bodyguards for the Lavender Lord. Humans, even nobles, are less fickle than ghosts,” Agatha’s wan smile didn’t inspire confidence. “Their skills became well-known. The Hashimoto could silence psychics, dispel ghosts, and paralyze with but a look. Yet time went on, as it’s wont to do. They plateaued. Other families began to pick up on their tricks and master their hard-earned skills for themselves.”

Ash’s frown deepened. “So they went farther.”

“Of course,” the old woman chuckled before continuing with her raspy words. “Power’s a difficult thing to give up, as you well know. The Hashimoto weren’t so noble. They took captives in raids, scooped the poor and desperate off the streets, and began their work. It took a few hundred, but they refined their experiments to the point they began to attempt it on their own.”

“Attempt what?” He asked. His mind raced through alternative after alternative, each worse than the last. Ash though to Morty or Karen - in particular, he remembered the way the crystal in Greenfield had struggled to find purchase on Karen’s flesh. It had barely managed to grow on her skin. “Did they immerse them in Distortion? Try to make them like dark-types?”

Agatha chuckled. “Nothing so kind. Those experiments yielded results, but they were stepping stones. The Hashimoto sought to create the ultimate weapon: The mind of a human with the power of a true ghost. Distortion is a wild thing, chaotic at its core, but it can be guided with the proper skill. Never controlled, never tamed, but it can be pointed in a certain direction,” she spoke with hard-earned experience. “At first they attempted to seal extant ghosts into humans, but those early tests only led to madness and failure. It would destroy one or both - too much certainty in them, too much confidence in their own identities. The merge would fail, or else it would result in wild abominations that were neither ghost, human, or even a proper combination. Useful, certainly, but living failures all the same.”

Between Agatha’s explanation and Cynthia’s lecture on the origins of Spiritomb in war-torn ancient Sinnoh, Ash began to feel a terrible realization dawn on him. “So they broke them down. Started with a blank slate…” he muttered. Agatha blinked, then waved to usher him on. “Something with no identity on either end?”

“Indeed,” Agatha seemed begrudgingly impressed. At least she didn’t smack him for interrupting this time. “At first they shattered the minds of the ghosts and men they sought to merge, but that only altered them. They were too… aware. They were broken, but they knew they weren’t always that well. Failure after failure mounted, and the Hashimoto grew desperate. An enterprising Mystic decided to try it with younger subjects. After all, they hadn’t had time to develop their identity. It would be less trying on young minds,” Agatha’s lip curled to reveal her bared teeth. “An easier merge. They even spawned Distortional rifts to birth newborn ghosts, nebulous little things ignorant to the world and their nature.”

His stomach turned. Ash dearly wished he could tug on Ice to numb him. He glanced around the manor’s stately courtyard, silently wondering what horrors had been wrought here. Maybe he should release Infernus here and now, let him burn the whole place to the ground…

“How young?” He asked, knowing and dreading the answer. Ash suspected he knew exactly why Agatha never referred to the Hashimoto as her family. If it was identity and awareness that caused the merge to fail…

“Tabula rasa. Blank slates,” Agatha’s voice was guttural and harsh, absent of any sympathy. Perhaps she couldn’t allow herself to feel it, couldn’t acknowledge it entirely. It was a feeling he knew all too well.

Sins of the father.

His heart quickened as Mewtwo’s simple words carved into his brain like a knife, though his head only panged lightly. He’d adjusted to the psychic’s terrible power, though it had been so long since Mewtwo whispered his scathing words into his psyche.

Ash hadn’t missed it. His whole body went tense - and Agatha and her spectating ghosts didn’t miss it - but he finally relaxed as Mewtwo made no further attempts to speak. He’d hoped the stifling weight of Lavender Town had blocked the Legend out, though it seemed he wasn’t so fortunate.

He was shaking, he realized with a sort of detached numbness. It was almost like he was drawing on Ice, but the undercurrent of his nerves tensed to the point of snapping beneath the numbness told him that wasn’t the case.

Breathe in, breathe out. Breathe in, breathe out. Moments later, he was back.

“Finished?” Agatha inquired. She didn’t seem quite as impatient as normal, and looked at him with something approaching pity (for Agatha, anyways).

He nodded slowly, allowing his hands to rest on his team’s pokeballs. They were a comfort he desperately needed. “Yeah.”

“Good. Since you know so many things a little boy shouldn’t, tell me how the Hashimoto made their monsters.”

Did he have to? A simple glance Agatha’s way told him the answer. She wanted to hear him say it.

“Newborns,” he grit his teeth. “Human and ghost. They merged them. No identity to ground them, so they could make something new.”

Agatha nodded. “Yes. They’d grown quite experienced with the process by the time they practiced it on their own children.”

Ash’s lip curled into an ugly sneer. “They really did that to their own family?”

“Oh, don’t you see? It was an honor!” Agatha spat, rolling her eyes at the notion. “What could be greater than dedicating one’s life to the honorable Hashimoto family? It made them great. They won lofty titles and rose high in the Lavender Lord’s esteem.”

Now he really wanted to burn the place down. Ash didn’t even think Agatha would stop him - she might even have her ghosts fan the flames. This was a foul, rotten place. Was its history even worth keeping?

Ash thought to Cynthia’s tales of the Knights of Uxie burning away every mention of the Artificer and their monstrous creations, then the Wataru who remembered both their heroes and villains in equal measure to remind themselves of their failures. Perhaps this place wasn’t worth saving, but it was worth remembering. An example that should never be repeated.

“The power is a seductive thing,” Agatha murmured from across the table, seemingly lost in her thoughts. The Gengar in her shadow reached up to brush her old dress, Mismagius hovering closer to linger by her head. Only Dusknoir held its position, watching with its ominous eye. “They wielded it like nothing seen before. The full power of a ghost was available to them. Ghosts flocked to them as one of their own, recognizing them as kin. Our neighbors feared Lavender, and the Hashimoto were honored.”

He nodded along with her story. “And the price? There’s always a price,” Ash muttered.

“Indeed. You’re learning,” the old woman chuckled. “Power never comes cheap, does it?”

“It doesn’t,” Ash agreed. Blood, sweat, tears… strength demanded at least one. He suspected power of the Hashimoto’s sort would cost all three in spades.

“They are the price. The fire that blazes twice as hot burns half as long,” Agatha quoted. “They commanded great power, but the body of a babe isn’t meant to have a raw thread of Distortion woven through it. Who would’ve thought?”

She gave a derisive snort, sipping at her tea with a trembling hand, then squinted at him. “The victims of the Hashimoto are contradictions. A human baby has no true identity, but it’s still a facet of this world. Natural. It should be more than a simple vessel.”

“Vessel?” Ash muttered, feeling that familiar knot of dread weighing in his gut. “So -”

“Everything the baby might have been is erased.” Agatha said bluntly. He sucked in a breath. This place definitely deserved to be incinerated. And they did that to their own family? Ash tried to imagine his mother allowing that to happen - even lost as she was, he knew it would never happen. His stomach turned as he thought of what Giovanni would choose given half a chance… the cold fire observing from the back of his mind pulsed quietly. “The newborn ghost is torn from its home, mindless and mad. The Mystics lace it through the newborn human. The ghost, desperate for a vessel to sustain its existence in corrosive reality, merges. It finds its first meal.”

Nausea filled his stomach. “The baby’s Aura.”

“Yes,” Agatha murmured, eyes sharp as a razor. “The ghost, an entity of Distortion, consumes the Aura. If it did this to an adult, the young ghost would be driven truly mad by the weight of an entire life. But it consumes the child’s Aura. With the barest traces of an identity, the ghost becomes a half-thing. A teetering entity on the edge of equilibrium. Not quite human, but not fully Distorted. It becomes the child, for lack of a better term, and even believes itself to be human. It grows, it lives, it loves.”

He exhaled, head spinning. How could he even process all this? This was not what he’d expected to be learning about today. And how many children had been sacrificed to this process? How many lives just tossed away for the sake of power?

“You understand, don’t you?” She asked after a brief moment of silence. “Those children were quite confused, you know. They grew as normal children save their abilities, but as they reached adulthood they found their power turning against them. The body isn’t meant to be steeped in Distortion. It’s alien to this world. They wither away, rotting from the inside as the Distortion of the ghost laced into their flesh eats at their cells.”

“How long?” Ash stared intently at Agatha, the gears in his head turning. For a moment he saw the specter of a young girl with mismatched eyes and blonde curls sitting before him, then it was gone. “Does it happen all at once?”

She chuckled, though she coughed quickly into another handkerchief supplied by Mismagius. The ghost waited patiently by her side, chanting softly into Agatha’s ear. After a moment the old woman rose with renewed vigor.

“I’m afraid not,” the woman bit out. “It would be kinder, wouldn’t it? To live half a life and crumble away into dust? Perhaps you haven’t noticed, boy, but the Hashimoto weren’t kind. Around the age of twenty, when most are entering the full bloom of youth, it happens. Slowly at first, approaching maturity faster, and the years pass you by. By thirty the first wrinkles appear. By thirty-five your joints creak and ache. By forty-five you stoop and stumble without a cane. By fifty -”

“- You’re coughing up blood,” Ash finished for her, eyes wide as his blood ran cold.

Agatha bared her teeth into a feral grin, and so did the Gengar in her shadow. Her blue eye deepened and darkened to black. He clenched his fists. “You’re one of them? How?”

“A gift from my old fool of a grandfather,” she snorted. Agatha’s gnarled fingers clasped the knob of her cane, clenching it tightly in her old hands. “After the Secession, the Hashimoto were all but extinguished, thrown to the frontlines in droves to buy Lavender time. They failed, and they fell into obscurity until only a single line remained,” her lip curled into a sneer. “My grandfather couldn’t abide it. He dreamed of Lavender’s old glory and scoured our archives. He found the old secrets of the family, and with my father plotted to recreate the Hashimoto’s masterwork. I was the result.”

He blinked, then blinked again. What did he even say to that? ‘Sorry you’re dying?’ Ash could only imagine how fast Agatha would knock him in the head then. Of all the people he’d met, she was perhaps the last to ever want pity.

Then the enormity of what she said struck him like a blow.

“How long?”

The crone smiled, satisfied at last. “A few months,” she said. “Three, if I’m lucky. Likely less. Those silly doctors wanted me to lay about and die in my bed!” She snorted, and even her ghosts rolled their eyes. Ash couldn’t help but agree. “I’m fifty-two years old. The doctors cry about all sorts of things: my organs are failing, that nearly more of me is cancer than woman… idiots! There’s still life in me yet.”

Ash peered deeply at her, squinting, and nodded. Her eyes sparked with wit and hunger and enough fire to make Infernus jealous. Even her wasted form, thin and drawn tight over her bones, still had some semblance of unnatural strength in it. There was more than flesh and blood to the Revenant Crone.

Fifty-two… it seemed ancient to him, but she was only around Professor Oak’s age! He was old, but the Professor was still strong. Only the first signs of aging had hit: greying hair, faint wrinkles, the occasional aches and pains he liked to complain about. Compared to Agatha, he was practically a world-class athlete.

How did it feel to watch everything you knew crawl by sluggishly while your body failed?

Agatha’s eyes flashed black and Ash felt a terrible pressure clench around him, like a giant fist squeezing tight. A cold sweat broke out, his ribs ached, and his throat closed - he steeled himself, flared the Feather until it blazed beneath his chest, and the awful feeling faded away.

“Good, you’re still with me,” she groused. “At least you lost that stupid look on your face.”

“What’s wrong with you?” Ash snarled, fists clenched. His right hand clasped Nidoking’s pokeball, although Mismagius’ harsh whispers dissuaded him. Nobody would win that fight, least of all him or his friends.

Agatha just grinned nastily, of course. Awkward silence - Agatha would probably call it a sullen silence on his part - lingered on. Other ghosts seemed to avoid this place due to its inhabitants, but he suspected if they were out in the ‘normal’ part of the city one or two would have gotten bored and made a distraction already.

Instead, he made his own.

“Is that why you retired?”

“I thought I’d earned a vacation,” her harsh grin widened, her ghosts mimicking her. Even the strange chest-maw of Dusknoir quirked upwards, though the solemn ghost remained silent. “It seemed like a charming little place, and that little runt Michael couldn’t tie his shoes without my help.”

He perked up. “How is Michael? I’ve seen a mention or two on the news.”

Agatha raised an eyebrow. “Is that another of your questions?”

Ash rolled his eyes. “Yes.”

“Two in a row,” Agatha stroked her chin with a liver-spotted hand. “Rather unfair, don’t you -”

“What do you want to ask?” Ash sighed. To be honest, he’d forgotten about their little game. He’d been too wrapped up in Agatha’s explanations and cutting little jabs.

“Show me the Feather,” she said without hesitation.

“…That doesn’t sound like a question.”

Agatha’s mismatched eyes narrowed. The Gengar in her shadow hissed. “Just do it, boy.”

Despite himself, Ash smiled and reached to tug his shirt up. “Fine, but it counts for two.”

The woman’s smirk was a reluctant one, but she nodded nonetheless. Ash would count that as a proud victory. He plucked the Feather off his chest, grimacing at the strange sensation of the obsidian releasing from where it had burrowed into his flesh, and the warm, tingling frame burst into golden cinders as it latched to his hand.

His audience inspected the Feather closely. Agatha leaned closer, as did her group of Gengar and the other ghosts. Dusknoir seemed particularly entranced, inching closer and closer until he loomed over Ash and Agatha both. It left Ash with that same dreadful sensation of a massive crowd inspecting his every twitch, but he ignored it.

“A pretty toy,” Agatha didn’t move away. Her eyes traced the perfection of the skeletal Feather curiously, locked onto the little golden cinders that stirred in its depths. Lightning jumped from barb to barb, never slowing or dissipating. “Fire and Lightning. But there’s more.”

Ash didn’t bother denying it. Agatha’s stare tore away any attempts to hide away, and he wasn’t sure he could toss away any request she made of him anyways. Not knowing that every second took them closer and closer to her -

He threw that line of thought away in a hurry, and complied with Agatha’s unspoken demand. Ash squeezed his eyes shut, embracing the Concepts he’d come to understand, if only barely. They leapt to his attention, and he let them flow.

The cinders stirred, roaring to life in a great gout of flame that left the ghosts flinching away. Agatha didn’t flinch. Ash embraced the warmth that filled him, relishing the raw fire that charred away the unseen shroud that blanketed Lavender Town. He could breathe.

And with his breath, the North Wind stirred. A gust swept through the heavy, stagnant air of the Hashimoto manor. He felt a measure of relief from the bones of this wretched place as a brief glimpse of purity banished the rot and evil and corruption that had taken root for so long. It wouldn’t last, but any respite was welcome. Still, despite the breath of fresh air it didn’t feel right. This place had tossed away hopeful ideas like contentment and purity long ago in favor of ambition and the profane.

It would take more than a howling wind to restore it. Ash even imagined this place and its inhabitants would be torn between hopeless longing and fierce rejection if he sat and played the Song here.

With those thoughts, he called on Wes’ gift, drew upon the Sacred Fire of Ho-Oh. He grew acutely aware of the Sacred Ash weighing heavy in the pouch on his belt, and took a moment to bask in the rainbow flames. They were dimmer than the normal tinge, as if Lavender itself sought to smother them, but seemed to shine all the brighter in their obstinance.

“My, my…” Agatha blinked. She reached out for the Sacred Fire, mesmerized, but stopped just short of touching the rainbow flames. For a moment, both eyes shone blue in the shifting light. “Where did you find this?” She asked, then said no more.

Ash nodded along, grinning as he realized he’d finally left the old crone speechless. “The Tin Tower. It was a gift.”

The ghosts glanced from the Sacred Fire to their trainer blankly. She stared deeply into it, as if divining some mystery he couldn’t perceive, and finally pulled away with shaking hands. “And not the only one either, hmm?”

His breath hitched, thoughts frenzied and desperate, and Ash reached for the pouch at his belt to give Agatha, to save her, and -

A cane thumped his arm (careful to avoid the Feather, which blazed up in his defense) and he pulled it away in a heartbeat. “What?” He glared at the old woman. Did she not understand? There was power in those ashes, enough for just a sprinkle to save her. “Don’t you -”

“I know very well!” Agatha’s skeletal face scowled at him, clutching tightly at her cane. Dusknoir loomed, and the Gengar in her shadow stirred. “I see deeper than you, Ash Ketchum. I saw the specter of the Sacred Fire about you all those months ago in the Conference, and I see it hanging on your belt now! It has no place with me.”

Ash snarled at her, nearly rising from his chair. “You can live! Just let me -”

She glared at him with mismatched eyes, but he didn’t back down. “I’m dying, boy,” she said with pursed lips. Her fingers shook around her cane. “There’s no changing it now, not even with your gifts. The Sacred Fire wouldn’t embrace me.”

His mind wheeled back to the cool, confident form of Wes atop the Tin Tower. “There’s another way,” Ash breathed. “A man, Wes, met me in the Tin Tower. He’s the one who gave me the ashes,” his words quickened, driven by the thrill coursing through him. Agatha froze. “He died years ago but he’s still here, he’s part of Ho-Oh now, he -”

“That’s enough, Ash,” Agatha whispered. “I know the stories very well. I’m no hero.”

Ash bit back what he thought of that. “We can try!”

Agatha shook her head. “If this man, this Wes,” Agatha pondered over the name, her brow wrinkled, “offered you the ashes, they weren’t meant for this wrinkled old hag. They’re yours.”

He wanted to snarl at her, take her by her bony shoulders and shake her until she understood. Shout at her until she gratefully accepted his gift. 

He did none of those things.

Quelling his frustration - and asking himself why, why, why? - Ash leaned away from Agatha. His nostrils flared, but he held himself in check. Without Ice, even. Ash glanced to the Feather, which had flared with Moltres’ golden flame as his anger resonated with the Feather. It had grown large as a bonfire, licking up his arm hungrily, but settled and restrained itself as his emotions cooled. A little flare here and there, but nothing concerning.

“I was hoping you could tell me a bit about Wes, actually,” his voice was tight. Agatha smiled wanly. “He said he knew Michael.”

“How does it feel to have met an actual ghost?” Agatha seemed amused. “Not something many people can claim.”

“Have you?”

Agatha shrugged, and Ash noted her bony shoulders jutting out beneath the fabric of her fading purple dress. “Not like that. Similar things linger on, if you know where to look,” she looked past Ash off into the streets with a frown, though it slowly curved up into another cruel smile. “You’re close to alone in that regard, though I don’t think it a surprise one dead man would seek out another.”

He made a face, not too keen on hearing about reliving that memory. Agatha was lucky he’d kept Nidoking in his pokeball - Ash couldn’t imagine his friend taking too kindly to it either. “So you know Wes?”

“I know of him,” Agatha stressed the difference, mulling her words over. One of her Gengar brought her a new porcelain cup of tea, which it held delicately between its ethereal claws. Ash chose not to question where it was finding them. “One of those poor fools with the misfortune to be born in Orre and without the means or brains to leave. He had no paths open to him to escape, so instead he made his own,” Agatha’s smile almost seemed genuine, which unsettled Ash more than her savage ones. “He fought hard, he fought well, he made his difference. And then he died,” she added as an afterthought. “As we all do.”

Her curt dismissal left a pang in his chest. “He was a good man,” Ash thought back to his meeting with the revenant. Wes might have been just a face for Ho-Oh to wear, but it was Wes that Ash had met, at least most of him. Thinking on that brief talk atop the Tin Tower, the lessons Wes had offered and the patient listening, Ash was torn between a smile and a scowl. “He deserved better.”

“Deserve?” Agatha barked out a harsh laugh. “We deserve all kinds of things, boy. We rarely find them,” she scoffed. Ash scowled back, and the Revenant Crone smiled. “But yes, Wes made his mark. He changed his world, and now little Michael is there picking up the pieces. He’s even doing an acceptable job of it,” she allowed, and Ash knew she would never tell Michael that to his face. She peered at him. “Don’t expect a reward for your service, boy.”

Ash nodded along slowly, but didn’t say a word. Agatha coughed briefly, dotting the cloth raised to her lips with red, but at last she spoke.

“Western Orre - the only part worth all the trouble - is Michael’s,” Agatha said. “Gateon Port belongs to him. Agate Village is a glorified retirement home, but they’ve promised themselves to Michael’s cause. Pyrite is in civil war. The gangs hold the deserts. I’ll clean up a few of those messes when I get back to my vacation,” her lips stretched too wide in a macabre grin, and Ash could easily imagine her with too many rows of razor teeth. “The ‘Champion of Orre’,” she scoffed at the title, “had some chores to do while I was gone. He should have Mt. Battle on his side by the time I return.”

To be honest, not many of the names meant much to Ash beyond a vague recognition. He knew Gateon Port, of course. It was the major port on Orre’s west coast and one of the only established trade hubs in the region (not to mention the Southern Continent). Still, he recognized enough to feel a surge of relief. Things were bad, but that was par for the course in Orre… Ash was just happy that something was going right. Michael’s quest was succeeding.

Some knot of tension Ash didn’t know he had unwound, and he breathed out a sigh of relief. “So you’re going back?”

“Of course!” Agatha seemed affronted as she wrapped both hands around the knot of wood at the tip of her cane - Ash watched her warily, but she didn’t swing it his way this time. “You don’t expect me to lay about and wait for death in this miserable old place, do you?”

No, Ash had to agree. No he did not.

“I’m in a generous mood,” Agatha’s nasty smile said she felt anything but. “I’ll pretend like I didn’t hear that last question. You asked for two, and two you will receive. What are they?”

Ash didn’t respond immediately. That was the right choice, if the twitch of Agatha’s lips told him anything. Finally, he settled on his questions. “First, what is Distortion? I know the term, but I don’t know what it really is. It’s more than just what ghosts are made of or what dark-types use in their attacks. I know that,” he said with complete certainty.

“And the next?” Agatha tapped her cane against the stone of the courtyard impatiently.

“Back in Goldenrod, you said I had a ghost-shaped hole on my team,” Ash quoted. He peered at Agatha - she had pursed her lips. Good. She already knew what he would ask. “Lavender is full of ghosts. If I were to go looking, where would I find one?”

Agatha didn’t smile this time. “So. You think you’re ready, hmm?” She glanced him over, and didn’t say anything. He couldn’t help the little bolt of anxiety that shot through him at her cutting gaze, especially when she harrumphed. “Very well. If you’re certain, I know of a place where you can find the answers to both your questions.”

He cocked his head, watching her every twitch. “Where?”

She turned away from him, raising her cane to point at the black shape of the Lavender Tower where it rose into the sky. “Ascend the tower, boy. It will answer your questions better than this old woman could,” she cackled, then pierced him with a stern gaze. “Go alone. Seek the kiln. Meet your destiny.”

Ash wasn’t sure he agreed with that, but didn’t see the point in arguing. His fists clenched as he nodded respectfully to Agatha and rose. A little shiver ran up his spine as he stared off at the afternoon sky to the Lavender Tower - that feeling was back, the one where he felt like a crowd dissected his every move. The weight of something’s attention weighed heavily on him, and he ran his fingers across his team’s pokeballs.

The uncomfortable sensation of being watched remained, but the confidence of knowing his team was with him allowed Ash to straighten. He glanced down at Agatha, who looked too small and skinny in her old chair. “Thank you,” he said, trying to put as much of his honesty into those few words. “I’ll be back. I still have questions.”

“Of course you do,” Agatha’s lips twitched. He couldn’t tell if it was a smile or simple irritation. She wrinkled her nose and waved him away. “Off with you now!”

He smiled and turned to leave. Ash wasn’t sure what was to come, but he couldn’t wait to find out. His head still spun with the enormity of what Agatha had said, and he buried it all. It was too much. If he tried to process it all now, he’d just end up with a headache and too many doubts.

Still, he couldn’t hide it away entirely, and it made itself known again and again as he stepped away from Agatha and her staring team.

“And take your hat off!” Agatha snapped as he left the old manor in a daze. “The sun never shines in Lavender. You look like a fool!”

Ash smiled. His hat stayed on.

XX

The sun set on Lavender Town. Shadows stretched and darkened. Streets emptied and curtains were drawn. Silence fell on the ancient town like a heavy cloak and smothered even the whispers of unseen things.

There was only Ash.

He walked through the lonely streets from Agatha’s old manor, mind lingering on her parting words. Despite his unfamiliarity with the town and the odd turns and twists that Agatha had taken on the way to her home, something drew him through the darkened alleys to the old town’s pristine stone. A distant remembrance, a flash of instinct from distant time and space.

None of his team walked with him. Even Agatha had told him this was a journey he couldn’t share, not even with those closest to him. It was cold and uncomfortable to walk without Nidoking or Dazed or Bruiser at his side, exposed to the curious attentions of the native ghosts, but wasn’t that the point?

This was a lonely path, but it was his own.

“Ascend the tower, boy. It will answer your questions better than this old woman could. Go alone. Seek the kiln. Meet your destiny.”

Ash shuddered as the memory of Agatha’s parting words haunted his mind. They seemed real in the twilight, as if she was whispering into his ear. Thoughts of the old woman lingered heavily on him, gnawing away at his forced calm. His heart panged at the truths she’d told him so dispassionately.

To be honest, he wasn’t even sure what he was supposed to be feeling. Agatha was dying. It seemed so strange to even think that. Her mind was still sharp, her will as fierce and indomitable as the stories said. How could she die? It baffled him, knotting his stomach up, and his fists clenched tightly.

He couldn’t claim to know the Revenant Crone all too well. Ash had only met her a handful of times, after all, though she’d managed to leave a lasting impression on each occasion. But that didn’t change the fact that she was old. Agatha’s name had been something constantly heard on the news, on battling programs, on documentaries, it was everywhere and had been his entire life. She was a fixture in the world, as much as Lance or Professor Oak.

She wasn’t supposed to die. She wasn’t supposed to leave.

Ash grit his teeth and turned to the strangely pristine stone of the old town, wanting nothing more than to smash his fist into it. Only the fact that it wouldn’t end well for him stayed his hand. These ancient buildings had stood for centuries - perhaps more - and had no weathering, wear, or sign of age to show for it. They were timeless and constant. Not even the torches and dragonfire the League brought to burn old Lavender away with had left a mark on them.

Somehow he doubted his fist would fare even better.

It was tempting, though, and he clenched his fists as he stalked through Lavender. He kept a wide berth from the countless offerings placed outside each dwelling, ignoring the sickly sweet stench of rot that wafted into his nostrils and the chattering of unseen specters as they watched him. Noxious Gastly flitted from alley to alley, a Mismagius hovered silently above the middle of the street, hanging as if suspended by invisible wires, and even a Banette with a hollow smile stalked him. More and more gathered, but never ventured closer than a few feet. That terrible sensation of being watched was back, but Ash knew it was greater than just a few ghosts. How many waited unseen in Lavender and dissected his every move?

The answer came quickly. With every step a new specter appeared dancing in the sky or crawling along the ground. Gastly, Misdreavus, a handful of lonely Shuppet, Duskull, several Drifloon clutched together, and ghost upon ghost he had no name for gathered. The gorgeously painted eyes on a Ninetales effigy sparked red as he passed, and when he looked to his side a new guest had appeared from nothing.

Ash started, almost coming to a stop (but thought better of it), and simply blinked instead. The Ninetales that had sprung into existence barely spared him a glance, slinking alongside a skipping Sableye. It was nothing like any other Ninetales he’d seen, and as far from the haughty, golden resplendence of Chinatsu as could be.

Actually, he’d never seen a Ninetales like this before. It wasn’t quite like the strange Alolan subspecies of Ninetales he’d seen in the PokeDex archives, but it was similar in coloring: the gold of its fur had long faded to silver, and age had bleached its muzzle and the tips of its scruffy tails to be white as a bone. Its long tails dragged the ground behind it, though the dirt and grime never seemed to stick, and the pale Ninetales cared nothing for it. Its head hung low, crimson eyes half-shut, and seemed to ignore Ash, the ghosts, and everything else in the world.

If the ground had dared to touch Chinatsu’s tails he was pretty sure she’d set the whole world on fire…

The ghosts caught his attention, a Gengar grinning viciously at him, and for a moment all the drifting spirits froze and stared, a thousand specters inspecting him like prey. He paid them no heed as he took step after step, and eventually they followed along again. There was a certain sluggishness to their movements now, however - they were disappointed. He hadn’t given him the meal they so desperately craved, or even the entertainment that came along with it.

Their message was clear, however: when the sun set, these streets belonged to them.

He couldn’t tell if it was veiled hostility at his intrusion or simple curiosity that kept the expanding horde of ghost-types flocking to him. They seemed to shy away when he looked directly at them, fading into nothingness only to pop back up the moment he looked away. Ash thought the ghosts took a sort of simple pleasure in hiding away at the corners of his vision, although the Haunter, Gengar, Mismagius, and Banette wasted no time with those games.

Ash couldn’t help but reach for Nidoking’s pokeball. If a single ghost strayed too close, he would have his friend there. He wasn’t alone. He wasn’t.

A few ethereal snickers filled the air like a choir then, hanging too long before slowly fading away. Ash scowled, Agatha’s words about fear coming back to him, and steeled himself. The ghosts pulled away, and he refused to let the eerily empty and silent streets bother him as he made his way back to the Lavender Tower. It stood proud and solemn and empty at this late hour. Only the channelers and mystics that tended to it still remained.

Everyone else had enough sense to leave before the hour grew too late.

His audience’s whispers and jeers slowed as the gates to the Lavender Tower’s courtyard came in sight. As he stepped closer, they vanished altogether.

It was jarring for the skies to suddenly empty, and his heart skipped a beat. They feared this place.

All that was left was the Pale Ninetales.

The skinny thing raised its head, its deathly skinny frame struggling with the strain, and allowed its milky gaze to linger against the highest reaches of the Lavender Tower. It shuddered, paid no attention to Ash (or the Feather woven into his chest), and left with its tails dragging limply against the ground.

His gaze followed it, a part of him worried about the strange, ancient Ninetales and all that was wrong with it, but it had already vanished into the old town. Ash breathed, and stepped forward into the gates. Before he entered, he glanced back -

Ash’s audience was back. The ghosts filled the old town, most frozen in the air and others skittering along the stone with their formless limbs, but never brushed against the buildings and seemed to avoid entire patches of the polished stone plaza with no discernible logic. He felt a surge of unease rise deep within his bones.

This time, they didn’t stare at him.

They stared as one to the Lavender Tower’s peak, right where the Pale Ninetales had.

He took a deep breath to still the racing of his heart. It didn’t work especially well.

What was Agatha sending him to?

Ash forced the barest hints of a smile to his face. Nothing would be answered if he just lingered outside the tower like a coward. He’d just have to find out on his own.

Ash stepped forward.

XX

The stifling silence of the Lavender Tower was even heavier than he remembered. Without the mourners the first floor was even more solemn than he remembered: full of nothing but the stone graves, choking clouds of incense wafting from the braziers, and lonely red-robed figures gliding between the rows of the sleeping dead. Several of the mystics looked to him, blinking at anyone foolhardy enough to wander Lavender at night, but did not approach.

No, he was left alone to step through the tombstones. Ash didn’t rush to the veiled staircase tucked away to the right. He constantly moved towards his goal, but he allowed himself to read the graves. Despite their age, they were crisp and untouched as the day they’d been erected. He found himself admiring each one, offering his respects to them.

There was still one mourner in Lavender Tower.

It wasn’t until he reached the staircase that a red-robed mystic intercepted him. She appeared in a billow of cloth and incense, peering down at him with eyes that held more awareness than he expected. It was a far cry from the distant psychics he’d met in his journey.

“What are your intentions?” She said, voice muffled despite the emptiness of the room. The other channelers ignored them, opting to go along their patrols and chanting softly as they drifted through the graves.

He kept his head high. “I’m going to the top.”

The channeler’s face creased as she frowned. “That is unwise,” she stated. “The upper reaches aren’t welcoming to outsiders.”

Ash’s lips quirked. “I’m not alone.”

She glanced to the row of pokeballs on his belt, then to his chest. “Indeed.” The woman measured him for a moment, then stepped to the side so he could approach the staircase. “Tread wisely.”

With a nod and slight dip of his head, Ash took his first steps up the tower.

The tower had seven stories. Most saw little use. Only the lowest level accepted new graves, whose inhabitants would eventually be moved to the upper levels given time - that’s what he’d heard, anyway. Visitors were free to explore the rest, but not many made it to the highest levels. Several of the far-sighted Lavender Lords had chosen to live their lives on the fifthlevel, holding court amidst the dead, and rumors said their spirits had never left. They were said to challenge foolhardy invaders with curses and dread.

Ash doubted they could be worse than Mewtwo, so he pressed on.

First impressions of the second floor were little different than the first. It was empty aside from those buried here, and the air was thick with still clouds of incense. They didn’t twist and diffuse throughout the air, but hung frozen low to the ground. The thick layer of incense was so unmoving that it appeared entirely motionless, perhaps even solid. His breath was hard to draw, as if the air itself resisted any disruption and clung stubbornly to its current state. Even his steps were almost silent, only to ring out sluggishly through the vast empty space several seconds later.

Despite its oddities, Ash couldn’t help but relish the stillness. He was a stranger here, but it was…welcoming. The pungent incense didn’t so much as ripple as he stepped through the clouds towards the spiral staircase on the other side of the room that would take him to the next level. It seemed to simply absorb him, obscuring his legs from view.

Like before, Ash refused to rush. He took his time stepping between the graves. They held a timeless quality just like the ones below. Little candles were lit beneath many of the graves, along with tiny, lovingly carved figurines of the pokemon they were in life. He scanned over names, birthdates, death dates, the epitaphs… Ash paid particular attention to those with no details left to remember them by, humming the Song as he waded through the smoke. He smiled just a tad as he realized that every grave he passed had lived a long, long life for its species. His thoughts lingered on that, then frowned.

It was startling to realize the Song had emptied from his head, silenced by this place. He felt that he could hear it again if he just reached, but Ash didn’t for the same reason he didn’t summon the Sacred Fire to his Feather in this grey place.

There would be no ghosts to circle around him if he played the Flute here. It was strange on the second level, but Ash could sense nothing askance within the incense. No giggles, no predatory gazes, and not the subtle flicker of wrong that set his instincts on edge. Not that Ash would let his guard down. When it came to ghosts, this tower was supposed to be the belly of the beast.

Soon enough he approached the spiral staircase. As he rose, he felt the peaceful, contented air of the second floor drift away behind him, clinging to him for just a moment before it was sucked away.

He stepped into the vast expanse of the third level and -

Pain. Stabbing pain. Ash clutched at his stomach, wincing. A deep nausea filled his gut, bile rising in his throat, and it took everything he had not to empty his stomach all over the pale green tiles. That would be…well, disrespectful was the least of it.

A moment later and it passed. Ash’s eyes opened - when had he closed them? - and he grimaced as the aftershocks panged throughout his body. He swallowed back a bit of bile, forced the rest of the nausea down, and stepped into the writhing mists of this floor.

His steps quickened. The nausea grew by the second, only made worse by the incense. It was sharper on this level, stinging his nose and throat and twisting around his form. Sometimes he swore the clouds thickened, shaping into limbs to hold and cling to him only for him to slip away moments later.

Ash hummed the Song, and he thought perhaps the mists settled a fraction. He glanced over the numberless graves, desperate for some sort of insight, and a dread understanding came to him as his eyes raced across life after life.

Disease. Famine. Circumstance.

Thousands, perhaps tens of thousands. All lives cut short.

They had left their mark on this place, and they had yearned for more of what they would never have.

Ash whispered soft nothings - words his mother used to say while singing him to sleep - and the mists receded. He refused to hurry away, refused to admit his fear of the incense. It still swirled, but never touched him. The hunger wasn’t soothed, but it seemed to realize he wouldn’t be such an easy target.

But soon enough he left the restless mists behind. They followed him up the staircase, but fell away the moment he stepped into the fourth floor.

The fourth floor passed by quickly. In contrast to the previous floors, there was no mist. No incense, no presence. Most startling of all, it felt nearly lifeless. The air was still thick and heavy, each breath a rattling gasp, but for the first time since he’d entered the tower the incense didn’t fill his airway. It was hardly pure - it reminded Ash of the stale air waiting in his home in Pallet after he and his mom had visited Uncle Spencer and little Molly when she was a baby - but it was air.

He picked out no particular patterns in the graves here. Few even had ornaments or candles, though a few had little scraps of paper placed reverently before them. Ash felt uneasy seeing how empty they were. Compared to the rest of the tower, it felt like these had been abandoned.

Ash took care to read as many as he could.

Despite himself, he lingered on the lifeless floor longer than he should have.

By the time he ascended to the fifth floor a sense of melancholy washed over him, and he left the untended graves behind with a heavy heart.

On the fifth floor, he discovered the people of Lavender.

The rumors he’d heard were just that. No looming specters of reedy Lavender Lords awaited him. No rattling gasps as old spirits tried to chase him away from their resting place. Not even an ominous wind or cryptic warning greeted him.

No, all he found were the same maze of headstones as he had on the other floors. A low-hanging mist crawled along the ground, drifting aimlessly, and Ash stepped through it without consequence. He wouldn’t have even known it was devoted to humans without the distinct names of Lavender etched into the graves with an expert hand.

Several names caught his eyes. His stomach turned as he caught the departed of several Hashimoto - all of whose ashes were interred together, and he soon realized they had died in battle during the Secession - and it took all Ash had not to relish the sight. How many of these graves were of the Hashimoto’s victims and experiments? Were they even honored with a place in the Lavender Tower, or were they tossed aside to rot in the dirt?

His sour mood faded a tad as he turned to explore a few additional graves. None seemed to be given particular reverence or favorable placement. From the brief epitaphs he read, it seemed that peasants and craftsmen were buried alongside mystics and soldiers. Apparently old Lavender didn’t hold the belief that wealth and power could be brought along into death.

Ash respected that.

After a few minutes he finally picked out a particularly interesting name. He crouched before a tiny memorial to Shion Chieko, one of the esteemed Lavender Ladies. Ash didn’t recognize the name, but he knew that Shion was the family name of the Lavender Lords that ruled in the time before the Secession. It was a position that shifted occasionally over the centuries - after a few decades or centuries of power, the various Lavender dynasties tended to dwindle in number, which Ash had some suspicions about after Agatha’s awful revelations - but most of the Lavender Lords were swift to entrench themselves deeply in the traditions and system of the city-state.

Shion Chieko - Human. 

PIL 817-829

Last flower of the Shion and beloved of all Lavender. Kind to those beneath her, stalwart against those greater. Taken away before her time by a cruel hand. Her family ended, her people scattered, her home burnt, but we remember. Rest long and well, little lady. 

His throat constricted. Ash looked away, eyes squeezed shut. Without the Song his thoughts were stark and harsh and raw. There was nothing there to soothe him, nothing to numb him. The Feather lay dead on his chest, kept away by his own will, and the only company left to him was Mewtwo lurking about in the back of his brain. Muffled, but not extinguished. If only he could snuff it out like the Feather…

Mercifully, Mewtwo didn’t say a thing. He was watching, but the cold flame was blissfully silent.

Ash glanced at the little candle placed beneath Chieko’s grave. The wick was straight and unburnt. When was the last time it had been lit? Did anyone other than the channelers even make it this high in the tower? He could hardly blame the unwary for being frightened off by the fourth level’s bitterness.

He stared at the wick, embracing Fire to bring it to a blaze - he exhaled, the pressure of this place mounting in a spike. Ash grimaced, unsettled by the sudden weight draped around his shoulders, and allowed Fire to recede. Instead he grabbed for the packet of matches (surprisingly modern in a place like this) laid in front of a nearby grave.

To be honest, he was a little rusty with matches. Infernus had taken care of his fires for a little more than a year now. It didn’t take him long to remember the old instincts, however, and soon enough he held the flickering tip of the match to the candlewick. It ignited with little more than a touch, and Ash extinguished the match. He let it cool for a moment, then pocketed it. He’d throw it away later.

Ash bowed his head. “You’re remembered,” he said stiffly to the girl who had died more than a century and a half ago. She had been his age… Ash ignored his wild, tumultuous thoughts and the painful constriction in his chest and rose to his feet. “Goodbye, Chieko.”

The cold fire in his mind flickered. Ash just scowled and ignored it as he wandered off with his head spinning. He didn’t head to the staircase just yet. He couldn’t.

Instead, he wandered the graves. He didn’t dare pay too close of attention to those who had been buried around 827. His eyes traced over grave after grave. There were a few that drew his attention - several more of the Hashimoto, a handful of famous clan names and Shion, and many of the regular folk who had made Lavender their home over the last centuries. Some of the graves even dated back to before the Indigo League was founded, though they appeared identical to those buried here last month. Crisp, clear, and lovingly tended to.

Did the channelers make the inscriptions, or the families? Perhaps he’d ask Agatha when he returned.

He read over a few more headstones, a little less overwhelmed now that his thoughts had time to settle, and finally landed on a name that grabbed his interest.

“What?” Ash murmured softly, reaching up to trace the name before he yanked his hand back. It wouldn’t do to disrespect the dead. He glanced at the inscription - it was high up this time, stacked atop over graves - and frowned.

Ai Akemi - Human. 

BIL 21 - PIL 44

Daughter of Indigo, Chosen of Lavender. Honored Sister of the Uniter. Cherished Wife of Sasaki Chousuke. She has earned her peace. 

He stared. Sister of the Uniter? Did they mean - Ash blinked again, head reeling. This wasn’t what he’d expected. Could this really be the sister of the First? He didn’t know that Taimu even had a sister. More than that, how on earth had she ended up here?

Ash was lost in his contemplations for a time, suddenly cognizant of how little he actually knew. He only knew the basics of the unification of Kanto and the actions of the First Champion. Perhaps it was time to rectify that when he returned home - to Indigo Plateau, he corrected. Chinatsu had asked to speak to him. Assuming she didn’t just burn him to a crisp for some reason, maybe he could wheedle some firsthand experience out of him.

He’d have to take notes - Ash was pretty sure Cynthia would kill for a firsthand account like that. He owed her for the present she’d left for him, after all. And this would probably be enough to get some training as well! It was the best of both worlds.

For once, he rose with a smile on his face. Ash said his goodbyes to Akemi and finally walked to the staircase. He was ready for the sixth level.

To be honest, Ash was starting to wonder what on earth Agatha had sent him to find. Things were strange and vague suspicions had begun to collect in his head, but nothing had actually happened yet. Was this just a lesson or errand she’d sent him on, or was there genuinely something waiting for him to discover?

Normally he wouldn’t be surprised in the least if Agatha decided to entertain herself by sending him off to search for something that wasn’t there - and if he called her on it, she’d probably just laugh and call it training the mind or something like that. He didn’t think it was the case this time, however. She was too serious. Too solemn.

And if she did… well, he’d just have to make sure he found a way to get the crone back somehow. Easier said than done, of course.

He put those thoughts from his mind as he ascended to the sixth floor.

What struck him first was the tension that flooded the room, grasping at him like a clenching fist. His breath rattled. The mist still filled the room, but it was different. Unfamiliar. His nostrils flared as the bitter scent reached him, then he blinked.

It wasn’t incense anymore. No, it was thick smoke that clung to his throat and nearly left him spitting and coughing - even with short breaths his throat seared beneath its unnatural heat. Ash knew that if he spoke it would come out as a harsh, rattling rasp. His throat burned more and more with each breath, his mind retreating back to Mt. Ember and its toxic fumes, and the stinging smoke left his eyes red and wet.

He steadfastly ignored it all, though he wished nothing more than to play the Song on the Flute, calling out to the sea air and cleansing winds that were so close. It was easy to imagine a roaring gale smashing against the Lavender Tower and ripping the top away to bring something fresh and alive to this stagnant, timeless place.

But he didn’t, of course. This wasn’t his place to change, as the unseen spectral audience laid their eyes on Ash again. He could sense the great weight of their attention - it must be hundreds, perhaps thousands of ghosts hiding in the tiles and smoke of the Lavender Tower. They flitted about unseen, perhaps shy and unused to any humans venturing this high in the ancient structures, but Ash could sense their presence plain as day.

There were things in the tower. He knew it. Nothing else explained the bizarre happenings, the sudden flashes of insight, the unnatural sense that the Lavender Tower was alive. The pressure here was immense, greater than anywhere else in the timeless tower. Would he find whatever Agatha wanted him to seek here, or would he have to wait until the last floor?

Knowing Agatha, it would be as difficult and inconvenient as possible.

He took another painful breath, then took in the wide open expanse of the tomb but found no braziers or urns for the smoke to flood from. There wasn’t a single potential source. No, the more he looked the more certain he was that the thick smokey haze that swirled turbulently in the still air seeped from everywhere…or was it nowhere? It could be hard to tell with ghosts.

Nevertheless, he moved swiftly. He swatted the coiling smoke away to little effect as he walked. It rushed back to fill the empty space, seeming to move in the exact way to fill his lungs with every breath. Ash coughed, wiping his eyes, and finally pulled his jacket off to wrap around his mouth and eyes. It alleviated his situation to a bearable level, but the hostile smoke still snuck through every little opening to bite at him.

Despite the discomfort (which seemed to grow worse every moment as the living smoke seemed to thicken and grow firm and tangible) Ash found time to read the graves. The pressure of the tower seemed to intensify with the haze, pressing against him, and Ash made sure to move quickly.

As he scanned the various names (though he always, always pressed forward lest the smoke grow too heavy) Ash couldn’t help but frown as he recognized various names of both pokemon and humans. He’d thought only a single level had been dedicated to humans, with the rest of this hallowed tower reserved solely for pokemon.

Apparently that was not the case. This penultimate floor of the Lavender Tower held countless pokemon and humans both, laid side by side in death. Their ashes were carefully preserved just like the rest of the gravestones in the tower: painstakingly gathered after cremation, brought to their resting place, and interred in the slots.

There had been a pattern to the other floors. The fifth held the graves of humans. The third had been those with lives cut short. The fourth’s pattern he’d been unable to decipher. The second carried none of the half-forgotten wrath and bitterness of the rest, embracing him with its serenity.

And the sixth?

He shut his eyes. His ears filled with the clang of steel, pleas for mercy and howls of rage, the roars and shrieks of battle, and the awful roar of fire. The smoke stank in his nose and bile filled his throat. Ash’s eyes snapped open - still narrowed to protect from the smoke - and looked over a few names.

827. 827. 827. 827. 827. 772. 827. 601. 34. 827. 827.

Well, that pattern was telling.

These were the graves of those who had suffered for Lavender. Not just in the Secession of 827 - no, there were too many scattered names and dates from other centuries - but there were too many names from that year for comfort.

The old town of Lavender had refused to burn, the stones themselves perhaps too familiar with the alien energy of the ghosts - Distortion, he mentally corrected - to suffer mundane fire so lightly. It remained virtually untouched, though only the oldest families still eeked out an existence in its pristine manors.

Not all of Lavender Town had been so lucky when the old Champion led the massed armies of the League to the gates. He wasn’t the most versed in the story, but he knew there was a reason the rest of Lavender Town was so modern compared to the tiny core that remained untouched: nothing else had survived.

All that was left was the old town and cinders. Ash knew the League of that time had invested heavily in rebuilding Lavender - too valuable as a frontier outpost to scourge entirely - but that didn’t change what had happened. No doubt the League of that time would defend it as necessary, a sacrifice that the rebellious Lavender Lord and his mystics had forced on them with their wicked rites.

As Ash looked about at the stacks and stacks of tall gravestones, each carrying the ashes of dozens, he found himself doubting that.

His heart was heavy as he moved on. Even Ash couldn’t linger long here in the choking smoke. Not without the Feather blazing, at any rate.

Still, he couldn’t help but wonder why Chieko wasn’t here amongst the burnt -

He cut himself off from that awful line of thought just as he reached the stairs. The smoke and blood and steel was left behind, and he followed the long spiral staircase up and up and up…

XX

When Ash finally exited the staircase, it was into a round room. He took a moment to take a measure of his surroundings, instincts screaming. The air seemed immovable here. Thick. Solid. Like he could cut it with a knife…

He reached for Nidoking’s pokeball. Ash brushed against the release. The tiniest bit of pressure and his brother would come tearing out. Yet he didn’t for the same reasons he didn’t hold the Feather high and channel the Concepts through it.

Whatever Agatha wanted him to find, it was here. Waiting, perhaps, or unaware of him at all.

Then the audience was back - had it ever left? - and Ash felt the eyes of ten thousand ghosts laid against him. Pressure mounted, the air in his chest refused to exhale…Ash wheezed, nearly falling to his knee, but forced himself to remain standing. No Fire, no Lightning, only Ash.

Gasping for breath, he stepped forward. There were no windows to allow light through, but a few scattered candles waited alit with wavering flame. The candles - perhaps thirty scattered all across the walls and shelves - lit far more of the room than they should have. Such little light should have been barely more than flickers in the blackness, yet Ash could view it as easily as if scattered sunbeams pierced the walls.

The room still felt heavy, something pounding through his head as if the tower itself had a heartbeat, but it looked altogether plain. Dust lay in a thick film over the floor’s green tile, obscuring it from sight, and clumped into heaps and hills further in. When was the last time anyone had even been up here?

Carved into the walls lay small alcoves, perhaps as high as his shoulders, that reached seven or eight feet into the thick stone. If they were much higher the alcoves would be cut into the dome itself. Ash couldn’t imagine that would be good for the structural integrity of the tower.

Despite the veritable howl of his instincts begging him to turn away, to rush back down the stairs as quickly as his legs would take him, Ash took a silent step into the final floor of Lavender Tower.

Agatha had challenged, after all. It wouldn’t do to disappoint.

He had not faltered before the Legends. A couple of ghosts couldn’t scare him away.

Dust crunched beneath his feet, thicker than he expected, and Ash winced as a little chunk of something hard and sharp jab him hard enough to be felt through the thick sole of his boot. He stepped gingerly away, squinting at the darkened dust to spy whatever had -

A flicker of something left Ash jolting, mystery forgotten as his eyes narrowed and his hand drifted to his belt as the air… he couldn’t describe it, couldn’t find words. It was as if the stagnant weight of this place redoubled upon him for a brief moment, then tripled. The world twisted and spun, as if the whole tower had been uprooted and tossed across Kanto. Ash’s stomach turned, his vision went black as the light broke, fragmented, and -

The return to normalcy was so sudden as to be jarring. Ash found himself on all fours heaving, barely forcing down vomit. His stomach seemed knotted into loops and Ash’s fingers curled into the dust, wrapped around something sharp and knobby. He frowned, looking down at the faint light dancing across the dust, and stared.

He pulled his hand up to inspect the mystery object. It was smaller than what had poked through his boot earlier, and as he moved his other hand to stabilize himself he realized there were countless more of the objects mixed through the dust. Some were smaller, hardly big enough to feel through the dust, while others were nearly as large as his fist.

Ash brushed the grainy dust away, ignoring how it clung to his hands and clothes. It was thicker than he expected, and coarser as well. The substance vaguely reminded Ash more of sand than the thin, wispy dust that settled over forgotten things.

Those thoughts all went out the window when he peered closer at the object in the half-lit light, then a choked gasp was ripped from his chest as he saw its stark white color, the jagged edges and a stunned realization struck him. It dropped flatly from his hand, thunking in a soft bed of dust.

Bones, he thought dumbly. Within the dust he rested atop, pressing against his skin and pants to stain them deeply, were countless fragments and splinters of bone. They were spread evenly throughout the dust - he scrambled to his feet, shaking madly without a care for how foolish he might look. Dust went flying, but still clung stubbornly to his clothes, and Ash’s hands blurred as he brushed it all off, over and over again until the panic began to fade.

Not dust. Ash.

It refused to leave him, marking his palms and pants an ashen grey. They were a far cry from the white ash left behind by campfires (or Infernus). These were grey and coarse and everywhere, stirred up into a low-hanging cloud by Ash’s abrupt movements. He pulled back - Ash would not breathe them in - and was ready to step back into the safety of the stairwell when a thing twisted in the air, so smoothly and seamlessly that Ash couldn’t be certain it hadn’t been there all along.

He froze, though still stepping back from the swirls of ash and pulverized bone, and stared at the sudden stirring of the ash. Little flecks rose up from all around the room, flowing smoothly through the air as if pulled by an invisible current. The grey specks were barely visible in the half-light, appearing like little pieces of sand as the ash and a few tiny specks of bone were pulled together by the appearance of something great and terrible and alien, yet terribly familiar and natural to this place.

Ash was spellbound as the nameless, fragmented remains clasped together. There weren’t even near enough to complete a full body, yet something shifted, the beating heart of the Lavender Tower skipping, and a lance of pain pierced his mind and left glittering stars in his eyes. He snarled, stepping forward even as his body urged him to flee this thing, and clenched his fists.

When the figure unveiled itself, standing calmly as if it had been there this whole time, Ash came to a stop. Bone and ash crunched beneath his boots. From the corner of his eye he spotted ghostly flame glowing from within each of the alcoves that circled him, and dawning realization struck him.

They were furnaces. Cremation chambers.

Perhaps he should have realized sooner. The ash in the graves below had to come from somewhere, right?

He focused back on the figure, disturbed by how normal it appeared. How alive…

To his senses, it appeared as a Marowak. Smaller and thinner than Jessica’s Marowak that he’d faced in the Conference, likely female. Its frame was more diminutive, though it still held fearsome, coiled power in its body. The Marowak stared at him, claws brushing over its bone club. Its eyes, half-hidden by its skull helmet, were hard and fierce. There was something softer in them, though, and that bothered Ash far more than the unconcealed potential for violence.

“What are you?” Ash whispered. His fists clenched tighter. He couldn’t even bring himself to be bothered by the ashes still dusting his palms and fingers… “Who are you?”

The ‘Marowak’ cocked its head as it considered him. Its club lightly struck against its forearm with in a light rhythm. Thump, thump, thump. He blinked, the pulse of Lavender skipped again, and when he opened his eyes a black-haired woman of average height had taken Marowak’s place. She was aged, perhaps as old as Professor Oak, but still resplendent in the simple indigo kimono wrapped around her shoulders. Ash couldn’t help but stare, soaking in the sight of the unknown woman with striking blue eyes, eyes that reminded him starkly of -

“Ai Akemi?” His words hung in the air, reverberating throughout the final level of Lavender Tower. It was unnatural, like how words would echo longer than they should in the frigid depths of the Seafoam Caverns.

She smiled, saying not a word, and Ash blinked again. That same pressure mounted, spiking enough to leave him wincing, and when he opened his eyes the First’s sister had vanished and a tall, skeletal man in lavender robes and stringy gray-blonde hair peered down at him with a maddened, bloodshot gaze. With a single look Ash knew that this was a man who had seen too much, a man who had gazed into the abyss and found himself lost in it.

A yearning filled him, almost wishing to beg for Akemi back so he could ask her a thousand and one questions, but when he blinked again the skeletal man was gone. Now a little Eevee with its fluffy tail raised happily and a wet tongue, then a short, squat woman with brown hair and a curled lip, and then form after form - Ash could barely keep up with it, vision obscured by the haze of ash drawn into the thing, until it finally rested. Bone fragments and ash swirled about one last time, rushing into the bodies, until the blurs stilled.

This new apparition was just a little shorter than him. It took a moment to be visible as the last fragments of ash vanished into it, but he quickly picked the newest appearance as that of a girl. She was only a little shorter than him, thin and wispy in her voluminous lavender robes, and sent a toothy grin his way. The girl raised her chin haughtily and folded her arms, clearly waiting for him to speak.

Blood rushed from his face. For a moment he swore he glimpsed the girl with blood spurting from grisly wounds, awful shouts and battle cries and screeches echoing in his ears, the whiff of smoke and blood, and a keening shriek as her ghostly companion came upon her attackers…

“Chieko.”

The girl laughed at his acknowledgement, pleased with herself, and offered a little bow.

His teeth ground together. “You’re not her.”

Chieko stamped, scowling at him, and made a rude gesture at him. Ash blinked - he’d have needed Ice to resist reacting to that - and he was pretty sure his jaw dropped. The girl grinned, pleased with herself, and spread her arms wide as embracing the room.

“Of course I am!” She spoke, and that fact alone made Ash want to walk away. This wasn’t like talking to Wes. The hero of Orre was dead, but Chieko was dead. He wasn’t sure he could explain the distinction, but Ash knew it was there. He knew it in his bones. The odd feeling in his chest only got worse. “How rude! How would you feel if I plowed into your home and told you that?”

Ash frowned at her argument, then at the whole situation in general. “Shion Chieko died a long time ago.”

The girl - the thing masquerading as her, rather - looked quite displeased at that. “Such poor manners, honestly! Of course I died a long time ago,” she rolled her eyes. “Do you think I’m dumb?” Chieko’s frown deepened, watching him with her pale eyes. “I remember it, you know. I remember that sword cutting me. I remember swinging it too,” she added as an afterthought. Chieko seemed to delight in the flicker of comprehension in Ash’s eyes, hiding her giggle behind one of her giant sleeves. “I am Shion Chieko,” she said, smiling, “but why must I only be Shion Chieko?”

He gasped at the sudden pressure as the Lavender Tower’s pulse quickened, the shadows lengthening and gnawing at the light, stretching wider and wider until -

Ash was on his knees again. Everything seemed distant, so distant…

Reality reasserted itself.

The thing wore every shape at once, traces of each distinguishable in a way that left his head aching and his stomach queasy, blurring together as one entity that was still distinct. Bone and ash was summoned and discarded from its shape with every second that passed, and soon the thing wore ten thousand faces and forms that heaped upon one another like countless corpses sewn together and proudly presented as a masterpiece. Torsos and legs merged together seamlessly, content faces bulged from chests and knees and other places they did not belong. Arms and legs stabbed out from the fleshy mass like spokes of a wheel, bent at unnatural angles that would leave Ash’s stomach lurching if the rest of the thing wasn’t so horrible. As it was, the too-many limbs twitching and grasping and kicking at empty air barely drew his notice.

It rose high, too high for the dome until the visages of the dead seemed as though they’d rip the dome apart, and the ash vanished beneath his feet until the entire room seemed filled with the unbothered dead. He swore this place hadn’t been a tenth as massive as it appeared, as if the bounds of space itself had unraveled and stretched far past what should have been possible.

Despite the ugly, visceral nature of the thing, the dead were unbothered by the foul nature of their existence. Their expressions were even and calm, some smiling down at him comfortingly while others seemed to sneer or curl their lips at the stranger in their sanctum. The many thousands of pokemon cooed or snarled or waited in peaceful silence, little more than curiosity in their gaze.

Amidst the illusion - no, Ash knew this was no trick of the light - certain figures rose to prominence and drew his eyes. His vision strained with every moment he looked at the aberration, fading at the edges as though his mind sought to shield itself from the full scale of this thing, yet he forced himself to watch and wait.

Even as more ash flowed into the thing from beneath his feet, vanishing into unblemished skin and armor and hide of the humans and pokemon it had fastened into itself, Ash found his gaze falling upon familiar faces: the female Marowak clutching its bone club like a lifeline, Ai Akemi smiling graciously at him with knowing blue eyes, Aiko the Eevee raising her fluffy tail (which burst from a Graveler’s beady eyes) as if to play, and Chieko’s wide, toothy grin greeted him.

A grieving mother. A beloved sister. A warm soul. A child with all her life left to live.

The voice came from everywhere, yet nowhere. It was as if the Lavender Tower itself spoke to him, its foundations shaking with the voice, yet came from within Ash as well. Rather than the chorus of these captive souls he’d expected to hear, the voice was even and indescribable, neither man nor woman but something else. Something unknowable, old and alien and not of this world, yet with an edge of wistful mortality…

New faces now. The wrinkled old man with greying blonde hair just like Agatha’s, a reedy woman with the cold air and robes of a Lavender Lady, a savage Charmeleon with bared fangs, and a haunted woman with flat eyes and a blood-soaked blade in her hands.

A man desperate to reclaim his family’s lost glory. A lady with treasonous ambition. A mighty warrior seeking fire and blood. A regretful soldier seeking absolution. 

Those who embraced death, and those who did not. I am the burnt and those who set the fires. 

I am these things and countless more. 

I am Lavender. 

He could not move. Every word beat upon him like an ocean wave, forcing him to the ground as his muscles clenched tight, desperate to run. It lacked the raw power of Mewtwo or the primal, indomitable force of a Legend, but it was too close…

Now he knew why the ghosts of Lavender refused to come near the tower.

Ash grit his teeth, raised his head, and refused the weighty words of this thing. Beneath the steady gazes of the dead and the terrible pressure of the stagnant air in the kiln, Ash called everything he was to bear.

Beneath his chest, the Feather ignited. He gasped at the sensation, the pins-and-needles prickling beneath his skin as heat filled his blood and his muscles found new strength. It was slow, like an engine struggling to start to life, but it was there. Fire was first, as it always was. The suffocating air seemed to retreat, the spectral flames filling the kilns sparking red and gold, and he rose to his feet. Lightning ordered his thoughts, Ice tempered the primordial fear of the unknown stirring his thoughts into a frenzy, and the Song brought a final measure of peace, tempered by the Beasts and Ho-Oh’s bells as it were…

Many of the dead graced him with horribly kind smiles. Ai Akemi clapped her hands together. Chieko cheered. The pokemon in particular seemed to display interest, cocking their heads and watching raptly. Lavender Lords and Ladies peered down at him, and that man with Agatha’s hair and the sunken eyes inspected him like a morsel to be devoured.

“A ghost?” Ash rasped, staring at the misshapen mass of flesh before him. Even as he said the words he knew he couldn’t capture the truth of it, couldn’t reduce this down to the same specters that haunted Lavender Town. Just listening to the tower’s heartbeat, that thump thump thump that echoed in his bones, told him that much. Even the greatest of Agatha’s team were nothing to this thing that threaded its tendrils throughout this tower, in the same way that a newborn Magby couldn’t challenge Infernus.

Before his eyes, the pulse skipped a beat. Ash’s vision darkened, but he didn’t black out like before. He still trembled against the force - the Feather dulled, like the sun veiled by passing clouds, and then it exploded with power just a moment. A cold flame flickered in the back of his mind, observing with some interest.

Despite himself, Ash felt a sigh of relief when the many-faced monstrosity the Ghost revealed itself as faded away, shifting seamlessly into the far more palatable form of the Lavender Lady. She held herself with a regal air, the grace of one well-accustomed to being obeyed wrapped around her like a cloak, and peered down at him with barely veiled disdain.

Even with the much more human form, Ash was no fool. Things flickered in the corner of his vision, disruptions of the air, and he didn’t miss the faint traces of grey ash that still flowed into the Lavender Lady’s frame, disappearing simply into the voluminous folds of her robes. The dead were simply hiding behind the facade of this woman, puppeted by the Ghost as she was.

“Kneel.”

The Lavender Lady’s tone brooked no argument. Hard eyes looked at him dismissively down her curved nose.

Ash did not kneel.

Her nostrils flared, but there was no other sign of her displeasure.

“Kneel, trespasser,” she said. When Ash remained unbowed, her frown deepened. “Do you not know who I am? I am your Lady.”

“No, you aren’t,” Ash said truthfully. Her lip curled. “Lavender has no Ladies or Lords. It hasn’t for more than a hundred and seventy years.”

She did not seem surprised by that, though a look of utmost disgust flickered across her pointed features. Ash took note - given what he’d seen of Chieko in their brief interaction, it appeared the dead still retained some kind of awareness. He filed the information away for later use. Anything that could help him solve the puzzle of the Ghost (and how it mimicked the dead who should NOT be talking to him) was invaluable.

The fear was fading, though Ash still retained that sense of unease that reminded him of meeting Chinatsu for the first time: an awareness that he was observing something greater, something with a sharp mind and gut wrenching power. No matter the form it wore, Ash would not forget what hid behind the faces of human and pokemon. It was inhuman to its core, though that did not make it actively malicious.

He couldn’t forget its terrible power, however. Without the Concepts at his beck and call he would have been nearly defenseless before the thing, and something deep within Ash told him the Ghost could steal away his access to the Feather entirely if it so desired… he had entered its territory, stepped into the belly of the beast of his own volition.

Part of him was very irritated with Agatha right now. The other was working out how to avoid sending this thing into a rage. Even his team wouldn’t be effective against something of this scale, and Ash feared what they would do if he released them now. Between Nidoking’s protectiveness and paranoia and Infernus’ lust for assaulting anything vastly stronger than him, he couldn’t imagine a happy ending.

Then the Lady ended her period of silence. Ash’s attention was wrenched back. “I was the last,” she sniffed imperiously. “No other can claim the title. Lavender remembers its last Lady.”

Despite himself, Ash leaned forward. He doubted Lavender remembered its Lady for the reasons she thought, but he couldn’t help but indulge the new hunger he’d entertained more and more frequently as of late. “You were the last Lavender Lady? The one who led the Secession?”

She did not seem amused by his interruption. “Remember your place, child. Do not interrupt your betters.”

“Oh, I will,” Ash barely hid a satisfied smile. He knew exactly what he was compared to this puppet. If only he didn’t have to play nice to get what he wanted from her. “But I don’t know much about you. Could you tell me more about the Secession?”

The Lady sniffed. “Make a proper request of it. Your mother must be appalled at your poor manners,” she said, then arched an elegant eyebrow. “Or perhaps she simply failed in her duties. My children would never speak so lowly.”

His vision went red, but Ash grit his teeth and forced his spike of rage down with every bit of willpower he had. How dare she?

But she had something he wanted - and he knew better than to lash out. For all he knew, it would set the Ghost off. Ash couldn’t comprehend why it decided to adopt this pompous noble’s poor attitude, but perhaps that was just another aspect of the thing that he would never understand.

So he bit down his pride and did as she asked. She did not smile, but the Lady appeared somewhat mollified.

“The League disrespected the oaths of loyalty the previous Lords of Lavender had offered,” the Lady looked terribly offended at the notion. “With every year that went by, I saw the lust for power grow desperate and ugly in the Champion’s eyes!”

The Lady sneered. “The League no longer courted us or valued Lavender’s wisdom. Their demands gnawed at us, each poke and prod engineered to eliminate the power of the Lords.”

Privately, Ash couldn’t blame the Champion of the time if the other Lords of Kanto and Johto were like the Lavender Lady. He’d be ripping his hair out.

“- could not suffer disrespect!” The Lavender Lady held her head high, eyes shining fiercely. “We knew what was coming, and would not go gently into the good night. The treacherous League already sought to undermine the authority of the Taiyo and Tsuki of Ecruteak, and while they waited for opportunity there they chipped away at our rightful place.”

“Lavender stood tall above the rest of the petty Lords of Kanto, untouchable by mortals. The League despised us,” she seemed to relish the fact. “They envied Lavender’s greatness. Our wealth, our influence, our inherent nobility, our power… it outshone all others. And so the League tested us with unlawful reprimands, heaping demand after demand to sap our coffers and crumble my reign.”

Ash nodded along, genuinely interested despite his… well, skepticism. History might be written by the victors, but Ash doubted the Lavender Lady was an impartial source herself. It was fascinating, though, and he found himself enraptured.

“So you rebelled?”

She sent a harsh glare his way, the thump thump thump of the Lavender Tower’s heart quickening. Ash fell silent. “Yes,” the tall woman allowed after a tense moment. “I roused my armies and the spirits of this land. The petty Lords of Saffron and Celadon joined me, as they should, and we struck.”

He looked past the Lavender Lady thoughtfully, mind racing as he tried to remember what scraps he’d pieced together. “The strategy… you tried to secure Vermillion and Cerulean, right? Control Kanto’s ports and put pressure on the League?”

“Silence!” The Lady demanded, crinkling her nose as if she’d smelled something particularly horrid. He rolled his eyes when the specter wasn’t looking. After a moment, she acknowledged him. “You are not… incorrect. Our alliance could not stand against the full might of Indigo,” she begrudgingly admitted.

Ash was fairly certain it (somehow) caused her physical pain to admit that.

“To be acknowledged and freed of our bonds to Indigo, we required a swift victory. Our armies struck Vermillion and Cerulean and their spineless Lords. We laid siege to them. The ghosts of Lavender were set free in those lands to sow fear, and my loyal mystics directed them into Fuchsia as well to prevent interference.”

Ash grimaced, only able to imagine the horror of hundreds or even thousands of ghosts set loose against innocent people. They weren’t inherently killers, but many ghosts were detached at best. There was only so much strange entities like them could empathize with wholly physical beings. And to be one of those people with no defenses against them…

Well, he couldn’t say anything to her face, but he could always annoy the Lavender Lady.

“Then everything went wrong.”

An ugly look cast over her face - she must have been truly furious, as she didn’t even think to reprimand him. “The League rallied too quickly. The cowed cities of Johto did not join us in rebellion as my envoys beseeched them and their fork-tongued Lords agreed,” she spat. Ash had to give her credit - even that seemed elegant coming from her. “They preened and offered false devotion, buying their precious Champion time.”

“Viridian and Pewter’s armies, each led by a member of the disgraced Elite Four, occupied our forces and stalled the sieges while Johto’s cities readied their armies. The Wataru,” her lip curled into a sneer again, “arrived on their foul beasts and broke our efforts entirely. In the next month Saffron and Celadon folded like cowards, burnt to the ground for their insolence.”

He couldn’t spit any pointed remarks or make light of what happened next. All he had to do was remember Chieko’s epitaph to force that notion out of his thoughts…

“Yes, they came for us next. The Champion sent so many fruitless missives demanding my surrender,” the Lady remembered. “When Saffron fell, we tore open great rifts to stymie the League. My mystics informed me the screams lingered for days,” she smiled. “It bought old Lavender precious time, and we fortified as the League rallied their scattered forces. They fought well, I must say. Their resolve carried them through for the year it took to reach Lavender.”

The Lady looked past Ash now, lost in troubled memories if her frown was anything to go by. “We fought nobly. My loyal mystics erected defense after against, outmatching the bleeding League at every turn. They were helpless against our might, yet a single mystic lost cost me more than a dozen of their soldiers did them. The Orange Islands abandoned us, pretending they’d never conspired in the dark to fracture Indigo,” her expression grew stormy. “Left alone against an army that outnumbered our noble forces ten times over, we fell.”

“And Lavender burned.”

“Yes,” the Lady whispered, and for perhaps the first time Ash thought she seemed human. She held her resolve, but a terrible fragility befell her, like a single word misspoken would break her composure. “Lavender burned, and the Shion with it.”

Despite the whole thing being thrown into motion by the Lavender Lady, Ash just couldn’t fight the stab of pity. “They killed you?”

He blinked as she scoffed, the tall woman torn between derision and morbid amusement. “Oh, no. They killed my sons and daughters and the children of my children. My loyal mystics and the warriors beneath them were butchered. They surrounded the Lavender Tower, but did not dare enter my perch.”

Taking in the Lady - or, rather, the unseen specter infesting the very air of the tower - Ash couldn’t imagine why…

“No, they did not get the satisfaction,” a pleased smile crossed the cold woman’s lips. Her eyes shut and she leaned her head back as if in rapture. “I would not be dragged kicking and screaming into their pawing hands. My life was my own.”

Her smile widened and something shifted. His vision blurred, the scent of smoke and sound of a dying city greeted his ears -

Slim purple silk, barely visible over the flowing fabric of his robes bound his knees together. Those wretches would not find him disgraced and dishonored. He smiled at the promise of denying them their greatest prize, their trophy to offer the Indigo Champion. Would it be a swift death they offered, or worse - mercy? He would not be tossed back into the world like a useless Magikarp caught in a net, deemed worthless without his throne. 

His hands tightened around the instruments that would deny the rotten League what they so desperately whined for. A delicate crystal vial in his left, topped with venom painstakingly milked from a young Nidoran, and cold steel in his right. He shut his eyes, but held no fear. His family would be waiting for him, souls plucked by the Ghost of Lavender. 

This was not the end. 

He raised the vial to his lips -

Ash sputtered, gagging at the memories of a bitter fluid searing the delicate skin of his throat, both hands clasped to his neck.

He didn’t fall to his knees, but he wanted to. Ash might know he hadn’t drank the venom himself, but that didn’t change the aftershocks. His hands clenched his knees for support as he coughed, and he looked up with painfully wide eyes -

Thump, thump, thump. 

“Why are you here? Answer boy, or I will snap your fingers!” A voice like nails on a chalkboard screeched at him, coming closer and closer until Ash forced himself to rise. Adrenaline pounded through him at the threat, snarling at the sight of the haughty Lavender Lady’s visage replaced with the wrinkled folds of flesh belonging to the man Ash had no doubt was one of the Hashimoto. “Now!”

Those liver-spotted hands reached for him, grasping like claws, and Ash bared his teeth. He stepped forward, hand reaching beneath his shirt to yank the Feather away from his skin and bear it like a torch, and scowled at the skeletal creature that skittered away like an Ariados.

“Stay back!” Ash sneered right back, fueling the Fire in his hand and allowing it to fuel him as well. It burst into a conflagration of searing golden light, and the old man cowered. He huddled his arms around himself like a frightened child, eyes locked on the Feather. “I don’t know if this will hurt you or not, but I wouldn’t mind finding out.”

It wasn’t the Ghost that feared the Fire - he felt its power brushing against him gingerly, and if it increased the pressure by a touch it would snuff the Feather out for a time - but this cowering man before him seemed terrified of the power within it. Perhaps this was a specter the rest of them wouldn’t mind seeing burned until even its ashes were gone…

“You heard the Lady’s story!” The man lost his bestial qualities, rising up even as his mad eyes flitted between the Feather. His hands still curled closed only to open, grasping like he had a neck in his claws. “It is our turn now.”

Ash curled his lip, allowing the Fire to blaze brighter and took a small stab of pleasure in how the madman retreated. He doubted the Lavender Lady would have ever allowed such a show of weakness, if she feared the Fire at all.

He thought of spitting in the man’s face - his heart still pumped with adrenaline and his hands shook at the thought of those bony fingers coming at him - or maybe even releasing Sneasel to see if this was a ghost he could eat. Still, the thump of Lavender’s heartbeat quickened, and he saw fit to answer.

“Agatha sent me,” he stated simply, wondering if the potential Hashimoto would somehow know who he was speaking of. Whether from awareness of the Ghost or knowing her in life, the old man’s eyes sparked with delight. His smile stretched grotesquely over his pointed cheekbones, he opened his mouth to speak -

Thump, thump, thump. 

A warm smile greeted him, and despite his inherent mistrust of everything in this tower. He lowered the Feather. Ai Akemi took a few steps closer, her indigo robe skimming just above the polished green tile of the floor.

“Agatha? How is the dear child?” Akemi’s faintly lined face practically glowed as she spoke. For a moment the Marowak superimposed over the woman, but Ash could barely trace the apparition before Akemi returned. Her blue eyes seemed locked on the Feather, lost in remembrance, and her hands clasped. “She always did spend too much time up here with us. It’s not healthy for a little girl,” Akemi shook her head with blatant disapproval. Her face darkened for a split second, then returned to her gentle smile. “But enough of those old memories!”

“She’s not a little girl anymore,” Ash grinned despite himself. He couldn’t imagine Agatha enjoying that description too much. She’d probably whack him with her cane if he brought it up. “Far from it.”

Akemi chuckled, hiding her mouth with her sleeve. “Oh, I’ve seen her. She visits from time to time, though it has been many years since she has joined me in the Kiln. It’s been a rare occasion since her grandfather passed.” Her smile vanished. “She’s lost a great deal. Time is such a fickle thing. It always flies too fast…”

“I could take her a message, if you’d like,” even Ash couldn’t believe he was offering to the Ghost, but he ran through the mental gymnastics to consider it a favor for Akemi instead. Did it still count if he did it intentionally?

“You’re very kind,” the woman bowed her head graciously, long fingers tugging at the edges of her robe in a curtsy. “I do not wish to impose, but I will leave you with a word or two before you go,” her new smile was bright and left Ash grinning back. It was easy to forget what he was talking to. “It’s been too long since I’ve been shown such graciousness.”

Ash thought back to the words he’d shared with the Lavender Lady. “My mom raised me well.”

“Indeed she did,” Akemi acknowledged. “Please thank Agatha on my behalf for sending such a well-mannered young man to us,” she dipped her head again, long hair fluttering down to settle around her shoulders. “Yet even as a little girl she wasn’t one to take action without reason.”

“I had questions,” he said, hearing her unspoken inquiry. “Questions she said could be answered here.”

Akemi’s patient smile encouraged him to keep speaking. He felt a little foolish repeating his questions in front of Akemi, let alone the ancient thing watching behind her eyes, but he did so regardless.

“I asked her what Distortion is,” he said quietly, words echoing in the sudden vastness of the kiln. He flushed at his next question. “And I wanted to find a ghost.”

The woman chuckled behind her sleeve, blue eyes failing to hide her amusement, and then Akemi slipped away into nothingness. Faint wisps twisted in the air, apparitions faded in and out, fissures appeared around him that dimmed the Feather and when he looked in them he wanted to scream, and at last the foundations of the tower trembled as the Ghost took its first rattling breath.

It did not take a form.

You found one.

Spoke the Ghost of Lavender. It had no eyes, but Ash knew it was looking at him. His heart quickened, his brain pounded, his muscles found the Fire in them snuffed out with a thought…

His strength was stolen from him, and it took all his will to remain standing under the Ghost’s attention. Not the force of a Legend, he noted, but what did it matter when he still felt so small in front of it?

It was only when the unpleasantly familiar form of that old man, stooped with age and grinning his ugly grin, manifested again that Ash forced himself to shake it off. The Feather blazed again as the pressure faded, the Ghost still blanketing him with its curiosity, and the madman kept his distance lest golden tongues of flame lick furiously in his direction.

“My granddaughter sent you to learn about Distortion, hmm?” He paced before Ash, hands still opening and closing in that disturbing way. The Hashimoto turned bloodshot eyes on Ash even as the weight of the rotten old man’s words struck him. His teeth were bared again, and now he really considered setting Sneasel on Agatha’s grandfather. “She still respects talent, I see. She told you of her gifts?”

“She told me what you did to her,” he hissed, and the Flames exploded again, the rainbow tinge enough to send the madman scurrying back. Ash took more than a little vindictive pleasure in it. It was the least he could do.

The stooped man brushed his words off. “Bah! She’ll appreciate it one day. I made that girl great.”

Ash gnashed his teeth, stepping forward -

Thump, thump, thump. 

Chieko stood before him, hands on her hips. “Sorry about that!” She waved at him, a little bashful. The girl winked, then slipped away into nothingness. Ash wished she had stayed - anything to keep Agatha’s grandfather from popping back up again.

The room was empty now, still filled with half-things and portals to darkness-that-was-not-darkness that drew his eyes and he couldn’t look away -

He shut his eyes. If this trip to Lavender had taught him anything, it was that some things were better left unknown. There were some truths that Ash would never seek out.

Distortion. Antithesis. It is Not. Equal and opposite of the material, of Time and Space and matter. Unbound. Free. 

They were less words and language than concepts and ideas forcefully shoved into his brain. It was sudden and abrupt and left Ash’s skin crawling, but the meaning sank deep and harsh and immediately. For once, he was grateful to his experiences with Mewtwo and the other Legends… without their touch over the last year, he would have been knocked unconscious at best, overcome by the eldritch touch and the knowledge whispered into his very being.

It did not tell him. It did not give him the answers so much as it forced him to connect the dots that were already there. Merging disparate facts and acknowledgements and notes into one whole. The failure of psychic power and the dulling of his Concepts when Sneasel’s claws pierced his shoulders came to mind -

His head reared back, mouth agape, and his whole body seemed suspended beneath the Ghost’s whispers.

What was worse, Ash knew it was being gentle. The Ghost sought to teach, not harm, and it still left blood dripping in fat red streaks from his eyes and ears and nose. Ash’s eyes remained shut, the only thing keeping his spinning head from sending him throwing up all over the shiny green tile.

Ash already knew he was going to feel like crap tomorrow.

The material universe is that of stability. Distortion is the Antithesis. It is tethered to this world by the Pitch-Black, yet it is alien. Freedom in excess. Chaos. Flux. Not. It erodes this world, no matter the intention behind it. 

The ghost did not speak for a time. It could have been a second or an hour. How could Ash even know anymore?

He thought the air was heavy now, still and stagnant as though the Ghost was lost in thought. He accepted the reprieve for what it was, wishing Suicune were here to purge him of the corruption - the Distortion - inherent in the Ghost’s every thought.

“So how do ghosts exist?” He panted from the floor, eternally grateful he wasn’t wallowing in ashes and bone. They still hadn’t reappeared, sucked away into whatever realm the Ghost sent them to. “It sounds impossible.”

A crowd of phantasms seemed to heap themselves together from nowhere, connected arm to arm and leg to leg, dangling from the ceiling and rising from the floor and watching him with true curiosity. Lavender laid its dread gaze upon him.

We are the bastard children of two realms. Our progenitor is the Distortion from which we spawn, spilt into the material in terror and madness. Our mother? This world of impossible stability, of What Is. Cruel at first, yet it has granted us the gift of permanence. We are born of Distortion, but as we exist in this world our origin does not define us. Through stability, we are offered true freedom: We grow beyond our Father. 

Ash’s breaths came shallow and quick as he mulled the Ghost’s words over. The pieces came together slowly, then quickly, then completed.

His next question was answered.

There was no return for ghosts to Distortion. They couldn’t abandon their corporeal forms and slip through a rift back into this ‘Distortion’. It would erode them as surely as this world did, stealing away everything they had become until they were assimilated back into the chaos.

“I have another question.”

The silence beckoned.

“What are you?”

More silence, and Ash knew the answer was about as complicated as he’d suspected.

He expected words, an explanation. Perhaps another dead human or pokemon to speak with him.

Instead, the pressure focused on him - mounting, then suffocating, then too much until it felt as though his mind was uprooted and cast adrift -

Chaos. Impermanence. 

Rift, the ugly Permanence left open to Distortion by a fraying veil. The Pitch-Black had drifted by.

Birth. Fear. Awareness. Death, or something close. Wild grasping. So desperate to shape the air itself into a corporeal form. The air grew thick and toxic where its essence coalesced. Relief. Horror and fear at the strangeness of this world. 

Hunted. Chased. Hated by the ugly unchanging inhabitants of the Permanent and stalked by greater Distorted trapped in this world. Safety was unknown. 

Strength. Each passing day offered greater ties to the Permanent. Essence settled. It grew accustomed to the hunt, to devouring the emotions and flesh and spirit of anything it could find.

Years upon years. It was no longer hunted. The Permanent no longer ate at its form so viciously. Where it lingered the Permanence faded, laced with Distortion. Blessed flux that no longer held the appeal when it was fresh and young. It was death to return there. 

Fear. Blinding Lunar light. Distortion fled as the harsh gaze of stark reality passed over its home. The other Distorted seared away as Permanence reasserted itself, purging the alien tendrils gnawing at it. 

It survived, and knew it would always be hunted. Other Distorted could not challenge it, but the Lunar light would find it one day. Such was its fate. The obstructions of Time and Space were brushed away so it would know the end. 

Endless, meaningless time. Hunter and hunted. 

Freedom. To the north the Permanence collapsed, obliterated by an unnatural inversion. It would avoid that place. 

The Lunar light hunted elsewhere now, having finally met its match. 

It emerged from hiding, from steeping the land in its essence. It devoured all it came across. Its corporeal form bloated and spread as a vast purple miasma that choked and Distorted all it touched. The dark vale beneath the mountains became its home. 

The Distorted did not come near. They knew it would be their death as surely as returning to their progenitor. The mortal creatures native to the Permanent fled. 

Humans. Fleeing and weak and small. They were hunted, among the first to enter these eastern lands. Their pursuers did not follow them into the vale. The humans offered worthless tribute. 

It accepted. 

They made their homes. They offered gold and silver. Meaningless. It required fuel. Aura, the foundation of the Permanent. These humans offered a pact. It took a greater prize from those who died in this land and offered more in turn. Eternity. 

The humans learned. They built their city of stone and peddled for its favor. Children and the lost sought it out alongside their leaders, seeking wisdom. Amusing. Endearing. Its miasma pulled away. 

Meaningless time passed. The humans grew strong with its children, the wisps born of the Distortion spread by its presence. It devoured most of the wisps, but allowed a few to scurry free to explore the Permanence. Bonds grew between the children and the humans. It watched. 

Home. Humans erected a tower in its honor and offered their dead. A place of rest. Its sprawling form filled the tower. The miasma grew greater and greater. Too great. 

Its corporeal form was insufficient. It abandoned the miasma. 

It became the wind and soil of the vale, the stone of the tower, and bones of the city. 

It became the memory of the dead. 

It became Lavender. 

- Ash snapped back to reality, wheezing, and stared up into the dome. His head ached, but it faded quickly. He wasn’t sure if he was just used to ridiculously powerful entities messing around with his head - and wasn’t that a concerning thought - or if the Ghost had eased his pain somehow. That didn’t seem particularly accurate to what he’d seen of it, and the smug flicker of amusement from Mewtwo pointed at the former.

Great.

“So what do you think?” Chieko peered down at him, giggling at the gobsmacked look on his face. She offered him a hand from beneath her flowing lavender robes, and after a moment’s hesitation he took it. Ash was honestly surprised when it was solid (which bothered him more than passing through Chieko’s hand and falling flat on his face would have) and found himself hauled up with unnatural strength. The air itself seemed to propel him onto his feet. “Was your question answered?”

He hesitated, still reeling from the dump of information and those alien thoughts, but finally nodded.

“Yes,” he whispered to the girl. “I think it was,” Ash glanced away, staring at the kilns. “Thank you.”

Chieko just smiled, skipping away and spinning to point away from Ash. She hummed a light, airy tune and rocked back and forth on her heels. “It was nice meeting you, Ash Ketchum.”

His lips curved into a half-smile. Part of him could almost believe it was just Chieko he was talking to. And it was her, in a way. The same way Agatha was Agatha… could it really be Chieko he was talking to, still alive and aware somewhere in the Ghost, or was it just the Ghost wearing her as adeptly as Ho-Oh wore Wes’ face?

Even after being in the Ghost’s head, Ash wasn’t sure he could say.

“It was nice meeting you, Chieko” he said quietly. Ash didn’t have to worry about the Ghost not hearing him. It wasn’t hard to see the polite dismissal in Chieko’s words, and Ash for one wasn’t about to wear out his welcome in this place of all places. Still, half-formed thoughts spun in his mind, and he hesitated. For a moment he thought to let the words choke and die in his throat, then go on his way. “May I speak to Akemi? Just for a moment, please, then I’ll leave.”

Silence.

Thump, thump, thump.

He blinked, and when his eyes opened the First Champion’s sister was back. She allowed her hand to brush through her hair as she smiled graciously upon him. Though she did not speak, Ash knew exactly what she was waiting for.

“I found your brother’s tomb,” he said flatly. Her sapphire eyes widened, and her hand went to her mouth. “It’s in the Fuchsia wilds. Rhydon - Mamoru,” Ash corrected, recalling the ancient Rhydon’s name, “guards him. I’ve met Chinatsu,” he rambled, less and less confident with every word. “She’s still at the Indigo Plateau.”

He wasn’t entirely sure what he hoped to accomplish, but he couldn’t leave this unsaid. Ash winced, shifting uncomfortably as the woman’s eyes squeezed tight, hands clasping together and unbearably silent.

“After all this time…” Akemi whispered. Her voice, calming and even and filled with wisdom, wavered and cracked. The air grew heavy, though not with tension. Ash’s throat clenched at the look on her face, like a mirror on the verge of shattering. “Oh, Taimu,” she sighed. “My dear brother. What became of you?”

Ash answered his question, though a part of him begged not to do so. “He was killed in battle. I don’t know the details,” he admitted under Akemi’s longing stare. “Only what I learned at the tomb and what Chinatsu told me. The Champions remember him!” Ash babbled. “They all visit him when they’re initiated - they fight Mamoru. I did too, but I’m not a Champion!”

Despite the heavy news he offered, Akemi’s lips twitched. “That warms my heart. Your family must be quite formidable,” she praised, then sighed. “I’m sure Chinatsu didn’t offer much of Taimu’s fate. Chinatsu was a sweetheart, but she never cared much for those beyond her family. I’d wondered…” she glanced to the Feather and its golden flame. Her eyes shut again. “Taimu never wanted to die old and bedridden. I’m glad he didn’t die here.”

He didn’t know what to say to that.

Thankfully, Akemi saved him from trying to do so. “Mamoru and Chinatsu still live?” She pursed her lips. “The poor things. They adored my brother beyond life and death,” Akemi murmured a prayer quickly, one that Ash recognized as devoted to those who lingered after their loved ones passed on. “Tell me, kind boy, are they happy?”

His silence was deafening.

Akemi deflated, though even that seemed done with a measure of grace. She didn’t appear surprised. “I thought not. Taimu would have been the same without them,” she murmured. “They became husks of themselves in the years past Shinobu’s passing. They were bound by bonds deeper than blood.”

Ash’s heart panged at that, remembering the visceral horror of seeing Infernus’ limp corpse, of Pierce’s Umbreon dragging Nidorino kicking and screaming away from the battle, of being forced to leave his team behind to fend for themselves in the Hale Mansion…

Yes, he could imagine that.

“I - thank you for your kindness. Fortune must smile upon me for you to come here,” Akemi curtsied. “It is grim news, but it relieves an age old burden. I had always wondered what happened to my brother and his companions, and I gave up hope long ago.”

“You’re welcome,” Ash said stiffly. He was so lost, so uncertain on what came next. Despite that, a warm flush filled his chest. No matter the challenges he’d encountered rising here, it was all worth it for this alone.

Akemi hesitated, stepping forward. “I owe you more than I can put into words, but may I request one last favor?” She smiled when Ash nodded. “My brother is gone, but his loved ones still linger on in an empty life. I hope to offer one last kindness to them, a ray of light to their grey world.”

He nodded fervently, mind flashing to the quiet misery both the First’s surviving teammates clutched to. Yes, he would do anything to give them some comfort. It was what he would wish for his team if they outlived him, -

Ash didn’t pursue that train of thought, and listened intently as Akemi whispered her last wish into his ear. He committed it to memory, carving it into his very mind. She murmured her message to Agatha as well.

“You are a blessing, child. I wish you well, Ash. Your mother must be very proud.”

Ai Akemi, sister of Taimu, favored him with one last smile.

She was gone.

Ash couldn’t quite describe how he felt. His throat clenched, his heart soared, his legs felt like jelly…

Thump, thump, thump. 

The Marowak waited ahead of him, clutching her club in her grip. Ash blinked, not expecting another appearance, but acknowledged the female Marowak with a dip of his head. His heart skipped a beat as it stared, and Lavender spoke.

I have known you before. I will know you again. 

You have offered kindness.

I offer knowledge. 

Ash had scarcely a moment for his mind to scramble over the meanings of the Ghost’s words, then -

Old stone ruins collapsed into a rolling sea of sandy dunes. 

Stepping onto the black beach of a black island settled in a black sea under a new moon. 

A lone man walked into darkness. 

He returned to awareness still standing, though it felt as though eons had passed in the span of seconds. Ash thought they just might have… his brain was fuzzy, full of these insights of the Ghost. It had Distorted time, peering to that which might be, and fed him the knowledge whether he had wanted it or not.

Ash babbled something incomprehensibly before he remembered himself and his voice, and he thought might have thanked the Ghost. He thought hard to Akemi’s words until he was certain that he recalled all her wishes, and then the Ghost of Lavender spoke again.

My gift to you, Storm-Tamer, Dreamstrider.

Be true to yourself. 

When your challenge finds you, do not run from it. 

With those words, the Ghost of Lavender seemed to fade away. The air was still tense and the ash still hadn’t returned to the floor, but Ash knew that even if he waited here for the rest of the day he would pry nothing more out of it.

He stumbled to the stairwell, still not quite used to walking again. As he walked down the stairs to begin his descent, a young girl’s laughter filled his ears.

“Bye, Ash. See you soon!”

XX

It somehow didn’t surprise him when he emerged from the Lavender Tower to find the first light of dawn peeking over the mountains that loomed over Lavender. Ash wasn’t totally sure where all the time between when he entered and when he left had gone, and he wasn’t sure he wanted to. He would have sworn he’d been there perhaps two hours, maybe three.

Regardless, he wasn’t going to question it. He wasn’t sure he’d understand even if the answer was spelled out for him.

The air was still and stagnant and heavy still, but he couldn’t help but think it didn’t feel quite so suffocating. He breathed in deep as he left the courtyard and entered the old town.

Air, fresh, breathable air. He sucked it in greedily, having grown so adjusted to the pressure of Lavender Tower that he’d forgotten what it felt like to breathe. The subtle burn and panic of chronic lack of good air had filled the back of his mind like a buzzing warning, but even that he’d been able to adjust to.

The streets were still empty, but Ash heard the first bits of chatter and bustle of life coming from the city - families waking up, pokemon awakening to take to the streets, and all the little things that had been snuffed out under the cover of night. He smiled.

A flash of silver - the Pale Ninetales was back, hovering outside the too-clean front of a long-forgotten manor. Its milky gaze landed squarely upon him, skinny legs trembling with th effort of supporting itself, and it cocked its head before retreating into the shadows. Ash watched it go with a frown, its head hung low and its matted tails dragging the earth.

What a strange creature. He longed to chase after it, to offer it what help he could, but Ash knew it was gone. A Ninetales, even a withered one like that, would not be so easily tracked. If he found it, it would be of the thing’s own volition.

He let it go, and hoped it would be okay.

Lavender was still dark, nestled between the great shadows of the mountains as it was, but Ash looked to the rising gold of the sun peaking over the sloping crests. The Feather stirred, and he knew it was with rainbow flame. Warmth flushed his chest, and Ash smiled.

He had faced the worst Lavender had to offer, and he had done it on his own.

He didn’t need to be alone anymore.

Nidoking appeared at his side in a flash of light, eyes narrowed into paranoid slits. His great ears twitched and his nostrils flared, tail sweeping side to side over the stone. The great poison-type shuddered, obviously sensing the wrong of this place, and looked to Ash with concern radiating from every pore.

Ash smiled. He briefly patted the heavy plate of Nidoking’s shoulder. “Walk with me?”

His first friend dipped his head, finally relaxing just a fraction, and seemed bewildered by the whole affair. Ash couldn’t blame him - even Ash’s instincts screamed when he’d visited this place. Nidoking was probably on the verge of hurling a Flamethrower or two just to be safe.

Still, his friend joined him in the slow walk to Agatha. Confused, still paranoid, and ready to smash a Shadow Ball into any ghosts that came close, but he walked at Ash’s side all the same.

He didn’t smile as he bid goodbye to Lavender Tower, but he did look to the dome and offer one last nod before they left.

“I’m glad you’re here, Nidoking. I’ve got so much to tell you…”

XX

The hustle and bustle had grown more evident as Ash made his way back to Agatha’s old manor. The Hashimoto’s manor. He shuddered at the thought of that mad old man, the one who had stolen Agatha’s life away before it began. Flame leapt to his chest, glowing beneath his shirt, and it took a great deal of effort not to embrace it.

Maybe he should have tried burning her grandfather…

Those thoughts fell away as he realized he and Nidoking had somehow arrived at the painted gates. He wasn’t sure how, exactly, but for all he knew the streets and alleys themselves had shifted to lead him here. There were no ghosts leading his way, and none accompanied him back as they had to the tower (thankfully, since Ash wasn’t sure Nidoking’s peace of mind could survive that) but it didn’t take long at all to get here.

Although the ghosts seemed to have retreated for the day, Ash didn’t miss that the offerings left outside every home were ‘mysteriously’ absent. Some were simply rotted away to little more than a pile of mush, while others had been spirited away entirely.

Ash wasn’t exactly sure if he should knock or yell or what, so he just walked right in.

“Hmph. Took you long enough!” Agatha was occupying the same seat as when he’d left, and snapped at him the moment he entered the Hashimoto courtyard - he caught a faint purple blur as another cloth speckled with red was whisked from his view. Concern stirred inside him, breaking through the warmth and relief that had filled him since he reentered the waking world.

His distraction quickly faded as Agatha raised her cane. He might have flinched, which Nidoking didn’t miss. Nidoking stepped forward, spines raising and dripping poison, with a horrible rumble -

Agatha’s Mismagius appeared in a billow of spectral robes, murmured incantations flowing like a flood, and Nidoking froze. His muscles strained, bulging beneath his hide, and poison flowed ever faster, but Mismagius’ abilities stopped him in his tracks.

“Behave!” Agatha walloped Nidoking in his sensitive nose, and Ash saw red. Now he strode forward with fury in his eyes and Fire in his chest, only for Agatha to look at him with both eyes black and a flat smile. A cold misery filled him for just a moment, stunning him, and he stopped. “You as well, little prodigy.”

He took a breath, still simmering, and took the seat he’d occupied yesterday. Ash nodded to NIdoking, who reluctantly stomped to Ash’s side. He still glared at the (visible) ghosts, who seemed utterly concerned with his massive frame. Knowing what they could do, Ash couldn’t blame them.

“You could have warned me,” he said. Ash tried his best not to sound sullen and snotty. It wasn’t easy.

Agatha chuckled, a raspy rattle that brought his worry back. She didn’t cough again, thankfully. “Where’s the fun in that? Tell me what you saw.”

Ash looked past Agatha. “A question for a question,” he said.

She rolled her eyes. “I regret making that foolish deal with you. If I hear those words one more time -”

“I saw Lavender,” Ash said quietly, and Agatha smiled.

“A terrible thing, isn’t it?” Agatha chuckled. “A ghost so great and powerful that it became the bones and soul of an entire city.”

Ash frowned. “It left me a message for you,” he said. Agatha froze, bony fingers all wrapped around the knob of her cane.

“Oh?”

He decided to correct his words. “Akemi left me a message for you.”

Agatha’s face twitched almost imperceptibly. Still, Ash thought she looked nearly relieved. Perhaps she’d expected it to be from her grandfather instead? “How long do you plan to keep me waiting? Speak up!”

Ash hesitated long enough that Agatha began to reach for her cane. Nidoking rumbled, but Ash made the whole ordeal unnecessary. “She misses you,” he said slowly, pulling the words from memory. “That you were a strong girl, and that she’s happy to see the woman you’ve become.”

The words came awkward and slow and unsteady from his lips, stiff and unfamiliar to him, and Ash really thought this should have been delivered in person. Still, the Revenant Crone nodded stiffly, not betraying a thought. “And what else? She always did like to prattle on about such foolishness.”

A part of him wanted to defend Akemi, but he nodded nonetheless. His leg twitched anxiously, and he had to force himself to keep his eyes on Agatha. “She said not to die in Lavender,” he choked out, fists clenching, and found himself nearly furious at her lack of reaction.

“As if I’d die in this rotten old place!” Agatha scoffed, Mismagius nodding beside her. Dusknoir simply stared as it always did with that implacable burning eye. “There are better places to haunt.”

“You could live!” Ash said without thinking. It wasn’t the truth - he knew it as well as Agatha - but the words slipped from his lips. Part of him regretted the stupid words, but the deepest part of him prayed that she at least listened.

She looked at him then, truly looked, and lost none of her ferocity. The tongue-lashing he expected was nowhere to be found, though, and his embarrassment faded to a dull hope.

“The old Shion thought they’d found immortality in the Ghost. They were fools,” she rasped.

Ash thought a trace of Agatha’s exhaustion slipped past her ironclad sneer in that moment, and he couldn’t help but pick out the point of her shoulders and elbows beneath her dress, the thinness of her skin, and the last strands of blonde on her grey head.

“They could pretend all they like! I’ve met them,” she chuckled humorlessly, then spit on the stone of the courtyard. “Bah! Puppets who thought they held the strings. I know what they were,” Agatha’s face went blank. “That’snot immortality. Just another way to die. I’ll find my own oblivion, thank you. I have no interest in joining that rotting mound of corpses.”

What could he even say to that?

“If only that old fool Oak could hear me now!” She smiled humorlessly as she broke the long, lingering silence that even had Nidoking uncomfortable. “Talking about nonsense and immortality. He’d never believe it all.”

He leaned closer, a flicker of curiosity alighting. “Does he know?” Ash asked, and didn’t have to specify what. Agatha said nothing, however, and smirked when Ash finally gave in and said it. “That you’re dying?”

“No,” Agatha said. The decrepit woman seemed to relish the look on his face. “Oh, he might be a fool but he’s no idiot. Oak knows my nature, nearly puzzled it out himself when we were still children!” A stray bit of warmth entered her eyes before it was ruthlessly stamped out. “Perhaps he suspects I’m falling apart, but he hasn’t seen me like this. And he won’t!” Her eyes blazed with wrathful fire.

Ash said not a word, and Agatha snorted.

“Do you still care about him?” The words came unbidden, but earnest desire to know shone through. There were so many mysteries in Professor Oak, and perhaps he finally had the chance to solve one.

Agatha’s nose wrinkled. The Gengar in her shadow began to rise, perhaps to expel Ash from the premises, but she waved it off. He leaned forward, elbows resting on the stone table.

“A question for a question,” she said grudgingly, barely able to admit it to herself, and Ash could hardly believe she was telling him at all. “Oak is a fool. Just a shade of his former self,” Agatha scowled. Mismagius chanted in agreement. “Weak, soft, content to play science in his lab while the world burns down around him. I’ve only seen a hint of that old fire he used to have and it nearly burnt him up entirely! He’s a wreck!” She spat, lingering on the word. “I don’t even recognize the man he’s become.”

She folded her hands together, fingers shaking, and Ash even spotted a pale flush in her cheeks as she tore the Professor apart. He said not a word - Professor Oak didn’t need anyone’s protection. “But he’s steered the world in his own boring way,” Agatha said flatly. “Shaped our technology, led spearheads of advancement in field after field. He’s faded away, but the young man I know that would give every part of himself to change the world is still in there somewhere. It’s insulting,” Agatha muttered, “that even the last remaining spark of Samuel Oak surpassed me in every way.”

Agatha’s ghosts trembled, flush with something, and Ash waited patiently for her to calm. Her breaths were heavy, and he already had his hand on a cloth in case she started hacking again - it was a miracle her impassioned spiel hadn’t already sent her into a fit.

“But that doesn’t answer your question, hmm?” Agatha smirked, her cheeks fading to a ghastly pale. Her thin white skin drawn tight against her face left her looking like a skeleton. “I care for Samuel Oak, yes. I see what he’s become and know what he could have been,” she finished, meeting Ash’s eyes with inhuman intensity. It was one he could easily match. “Perhaps, in another lifetime, things might have been different.”

Ash nodded along, not able to truly understand but he could grasp parts of her words.

Before he could say anything, Agatha grinned. It sent shivers down his spine. “My question now. You were at the Indigo Plateau,” she said the name almost lovingly, rolling it off her tongue as if speaking of an old friend. “It must be plain and dull without me. How are the rest of the children without old Agatha there to point them in the right direction?”

He snorted. “I think Lance wishes you were there to help with the paperwork.”

Agatha smirked. “He’ll have to be content with me cleaning up his mess at Greenfield, I’m afraid.”

“What a shame,” Ash rolled his eyes, then grew more serious. “Karen’s doing well,” he smiled at the thought of the Dark Master. “We battled before I came to Lavender.”

The Revenant Crone arched her faded eyebrow. “Oh? She was my student for a time. I hope she didn’t disappoint.”

“She beat me,” he frowned. It was a good fight, a great fight, but now he couldn’t stop thinking about how he could beat her next time. Karen was still growing in leaps and bounds as well, as was Will. She’d be more prepared for him as well. Nidoking snorted at the mention, no doubt still irritated over that Perish Song from Honchkrow. “The first thing she did was knock out the lights,” Ash snorted.

“Of course she did,” Agatha said, satisfied with the news. Mismagius nodded along, and even Dusknoir twitched. It was perhaps the most expression he’d seen from the silent ghost since he’d returned from Lavender Tower. “She’s a smart girl, Karen. She’ll go far.”

Ash smiled at that - that might be the nicest thing Agatha had said about anyone. “Will’s doing better,” he said, still grimacing at the thought of how broken down the peppy psychic had been. He was just glad a little semblance of his former self had returned. “Still not back to normal.”

Agatha’s expression twisted into one of displeasure. Whether it was disgust or concern was impossible to say. “Always too sensitive, that Will. I never quite managed to grind it out of him…” she muttered to herself. “Though that’s part of the strange little man’s charm, I suppose.”

“Bruno wasn’t there,” Ash admitted. Agatha didn’t seem surprised. “Koga was Koga. I couldn’t tell if he liked Lance’s movie choice, though. Hard to tell.”

He was pretty sure Agatha barely bit back a snort at that. “Dragon Trainer?” She asked, nose wrinkled again. Even her ghosts (except Dusknoir) seemed to groan. “Ugh. If I had to watch Lance reliving his silly boyhood fantasies one more time -” she spat, rolling her eyes. “Michael is a naive little brat, but at least he doesn’t watch that drivel.”

“It wasn’t so bad,” Ash weakly defended, and the way Agatha looked down her nose at him made him think she’d just lowered her opinion of him. His mind raced, thinking of anything, anything to distract her, and the image of a tall, skeletal man in even worse shape than Agatha came to mind…

“There was a man,” he said slowly. “I found him outside of Goldenrod. His name was Tobias,” he mulled over the name, mind filled with Tobias’ stringy, greasy hair and the dark pits of his bloodshot eyes. The whole time he watched Agatha like Plume stared down especially juicy Caterpie. She hid her reaction, but the twitch of her eye gave Ash everything he needed to know. “He said he’d worked with the League before. You know him?”

The Crone snorted. “As much as you can know a thing like that,” she scowled. Her fingers tightened over her cane, and Ash was faintly concerned she’d wallop him again. “Stay away from it.”

His eyebrows raised at it. “What is he?” Ash asked, desperate for knowledge. Tobias had been utterly broken, hanging to reality by a thread (if that), and had left every instinct Ash had screaming. It was more than a little discomforting to realize that a man like that had helped the League before. “He said he was at Greenfield.”

She blinked, perhaps surprised. “It was, was it?” Agatha stroked her chin, mismatched eyes glittering. “Now that is curious,” the Crone hummed. He couldn’t begin to fathom what was going on behind her eyes. “You asked what Tobias is?”

Ash nodded.

“A man, or was. We tracked him, once upon a time. He won the Lily of the Valley Conference perhaps twenty years ago, and vanished. He was a Master, and we do not like Masters vanishing,” Agatha’s eyes darkened. “Particularly not the arrogant ones. It’s a recipe for disaster,” she said, then shook her head and continued. “He was spotted off and on, digging beneath Coronet. Our last confirmed sighting was in Canalave about six years after that. When he returned, he was as you saw him.”

“Distorted,” Ash recalled the awful sensation of being near the man, of that terrible feeling that struck him to his bones. He hadn’t known the right words to describe it then, but he did now. Ash looked to Agatha in horrified fascination. Tobias had felt worse than Agatha… “What happened to him?”

“I don’t know,” Agatha looked particularly displeased by that fact. “I don’t know what happened to Tobias. I don’t know what he is. I don’t know how he’s alive. If you call that living!” She curled her lip. “He’s rotten already. If he didn’t have some use I’d put the thing in the ground myself. It would be a mercy.”

Ash’s stomach turned at the thought, but it didn’t bother Agatha in the least.

She looked to him, as serious as he had ever seen the Revenant Crone. “Avoid it,” she said with deathly intensity. “Whatever it is, it shouldn’t exist. It shouldn’t live. I don’t know what happened all those years ago, but I do know one thing: the Tobias that returned is not the one that left Canalave. Its mind is shattered. Whatever Tobias found showed him too much.”

Another awkward silence as Ash digested all of that. To see Agatha… well, afraid might not be the right word, but she was wary. For someone like Agatha to give warning like that said quite a bit.

“The world’s changing quickly. Too quickly for an old woman like me,” Agatha looked to her gnarled, wrinkled hands with a scoff. “Fear the unknown, Ash. It’s rarely kind,” her mismatched eyes darkened as she rapped her cane against the stone, then pointed to the Hashimoto manor. She sighed and laid her cane on the table, meeting Ash’s eyes directly. “I have devoted my life to the League and its service. I have shielded us from the unknown for over thirty years. What is happening now… the Legends, these things that could obliterate the Ghost of Lavender with a though, they are the new threat,” her mouth twisted in displeasure and her eyes shut. Dusknoir drifted closer. “I won’t be around much longer, Ash.”

Her eyes opened, mismatched black and blue. “Those silly little children in Indigo Plateau… they do their best, but they aren’t ready. Even Lance and that Feather of his,” she rolled her eyes. “Dear oh dear, what has the world come to when I have to ask a boy fresh out of his diapers to keep them all safe?”

Ash didn’t rise to the jab - he thought it was rather half-hearted. “I have a great track record,” Ash offered, hand clutching the Feather. The Song rang through his ears, but Agatha’s rasping laughter was nearly as sweet… until she started coughing, anyways.

A purple claw snatched the cloth from his hand before he could even offer it to Agatha, dabbing her mouth with a delicate touch he could hardly believe.

“These useless old bones of mine are getting tired, I’m afraid,” Agatha took a few rattling breaths, wincing at the stabbing pain that must be going through her lungs. Ash nodded, and prepared to rise and leave her to rest, only for her to stop him.

“Is there anything I can do?”

Silence.

“I’ve heard you enjoyed playing for the inhabitants of the Burned Tower,,” Agatha said, wrinkled face void of any expression. “Care to play one last tune for this old woman, hmm?”

Ash smiled. It didn’t take long for him to retrieve the Flute from his pack. She looked at it with some interest, though didn’t seem too impressed with the pearly instrument. Perhaps he could change that.

He raised the Flute to his lips and played one last Song for Agatha. It was the only one he knew, or at least the only one he could play with any skill. The notes came swiftly, the air filling with its notes and growing lighter, like a salty sea breeze flushed into the old Hashimoto manor and freed it of its long history.

The ghosts observed silently, though Mismagius drifted ever so slightly in tune. Even Agatha’s living shadow seemed to dance, ignoring the thump, thump, thump that pulsed through Lavender for the first time. A north wind came roaring from nowhere, and when Ash lost himself in the music he could almost imagine the Beasts hearing his Song and howling in tune.

His eyes opened, and he saw Agatha.

For the first time, Ash thought she looked young. No subtle sneer, no tongue lashing waiting for the first to draw her ire, no sparkling glint in those mismatched eyes. His heart panged as Ash thought this might have been the first time she’d ever experienced true peace.

They carried on for a time. Ash was in no rush, and he felt that the stones of this place, steeped in Distortion as they were, yearned for a change. It wouldn’t free them of the Ghost of Lavender’s pulsing heartbeat or the defilement they’d witnessed under the feet of the Hashimoto, but it was a relief for the spirit of this place.

Eventually, when it felt right, the Song ended.

The winds faded and the tune with it. It hung in the air longer than it should, then vanished. Ash heard the thump, thump, thump again. He couldn’t hate it - not after meeting the Ghost of Lavender - but it was a poor substitute for Lugia’s Song.

Agatha took a breath for the first time in ages. Despite the Song vanishing, Ash still thought she clung to the glow of youth. It was like a weight had been lifted off her, though he had no doubt the crushing weight of the world and the Distortion eating her from the inside out would return soon enough.

She smiled a true smile. “Not bad…”

Silence hung on for a little while longer, Agatha staring off into space, and eventually Ash knew it was his time to leave. Dusknoir’s maw on its stomach seemed to twitch into a strange parody of a smile. He rose silently.

“Tell Michael I said hello.”

Agatha inclined her head.

He hesitated, countless feelings welling up in his chest and things he wanted to say and questions he wanted to ask and Ho-Oh’s gift in the pouch on his belt that he wanted to take and throw at the stubborn woman sitting down over there and make her live.

Ash didn’t do any of that.

“Goodbye, Agatha.”

“Goodbye, Ash.”

He walked to the gate, Nidoking at his side. His stomach churned, his throat clenched, and Ash couldn’t look back. He couldn’t see Agatha’s frail, wasting form sitting alone at that table.

Her voice reached him, steady and calm but hiding something deep and small and young.

“Tell me, Ash Ketchum. What was it like to die?”

Ash paused, hand lingering on the chipped red paint of the manor’s gates. He forced himself to look back at the woman. “What was it like before you were born?”

Agatha smiled.

He stepped through the red gates, and left Agatha of the Elite Four to her peace.
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55. Chapter 55: The Return
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Ash was still in a pensive mood as he entered the small shop silently, ignoring the small plate of rotten food placed outside the door and stepping over the thick line of salt. He didn’t know if it actually helped keep ghosts out, but he couldn’t fault the people of Lavender for trying. It wasn’t like he could blame them for being superstitious when something like the Ghost of Lavender had rooted itself so deeply in the very stones of their city.

Thump, thump, thump. 

He felt a chill creep up his spine at the thought of the Ghost. Not evil, not a mindless monster in need of slaying…but it was terrifying in its own way, in the way that it held to its own laws. Mortal ideas of mercy or morality were alien to it, but he’d sensed its mind, beheld a surprising awareness in the Ghost. Not gentleness, but not gratuitous cruelty either.

The Ghost of Lavender lived by its own laws. That was the only certainty it held to.

Ash’s nose wrinkled as he entered the flower shop. It was a clean, simple building that wasn’t particularly fancy in its presentation. Oz followed suit, stepping gingerly to avoid knocking into the large planters of wisteria arranged near the door. They didn’t smell, but scents from the other flowers hanging from ceilings in their planters or arrayed in neat little rows on a few benches and tables hit him.

To be honest, he knew nothing about flowers. He could identify a few - a handful of species of orchids, roses, lilies, daisies…the basics that his mother had pointed out around Pallet Town or even tried growing herself. Ash ignored the pang those memories inspired, and thought instead to the chill outside. Not quite cold, but it felt like fall had come early. How had all the bizarre weather patterns this year affected plants? The League probably had all the Castform and Dragonair they could trying to fix things, but Ash personally doubted it would be so easy.

“Good morning!” A short woman perhaps a few years older than his mother appeared as if from nowhere. Ash blinked, taking her in quickly. She had dull brown hair that hadn’t yet started to grey, an apron that went down to her knees, and a long dress with a floral pattern. The shopkeep smiled down at him even as a tiny little Oddish waddled over to blink at him and Oz. “Is there anything I can help you with, dear?”

Ash nodded silently, reaching for the memory of Akemi’s request. “Yes. I’m looking for flowers.”

The woman smiled widely, gesturing to the dozens of potted plants of all shapes, sizes, and colors. “You’ve come to the right place! Do you have any particular in mind?” She whispered conspiratorially, waggling her eyebrows. “For a girl, maybe?”

He hesitated. The shopkeep waited patiently, probably aware that this wasn’t a normal event for him, and he appreciated that. “A few flowers,” he admitted, scratching his chin as he thought. Oz whirred gently, looking around to inspect some of the plants as Ash listed out the flowers he would need. “Shion flowers,” he said, allowing the name to flow off his tongue. It was hard to separate the name of the flower from the Shion family of Lavender. His stomach turned at the thought of Chieko, still up there in the tower. Perhaps they’d taken the name from the flower? “Lavender. Suitopi. Tsubaki. Bellflower. Wrapped in gracidea,” Ash finished, feeling a little odd at mixing the traditional names with the more modern ones.

At the woman’s prodding, Ash offered a few more details and outlined the rest of his order. It was difficult to recall exactly what Akemi had told him, but he did his best. He thought it was like speaking a foreign language at times, and Ash just hoped his descriptions translated well enough for Emma to make Akemi’s description a reality.

‘Emma’ (according to the nametag finely sewn into her white apron) frowned oddly at the mention of the tsubaki flower, but nodded along at the rest, clearly familiar with such requests. “Visiting the tower, dear?” She looked at him with pity in her eyes.

To be honest, Ash didn’t really want to go into detail on his task. Instead, he just nodded along. Emma quickly followed up on how many he needed, and gave him the price once he gave her the number. It was more expensive than he’d expected (and if this was for him he’d have walked out immediately) but Ash sighed and accepted it.

A small price to pay for a little peace of mind for Akemi.

“It’s good to see a young man like yourself respecting the old traditions,” Emma said, seeming to take comfort in the one-sided conversation. She bustled around the shop with an expert eye, looking over certain flowers critically only to hmph and hum before moving onto the next. Every now and then she would snip a few off and delicately place them atop Oddish’s head. The little grass-type’s prehensile leaves carefully wrapped around the flowers and ran them over to the main counter, where it hopped up on a stool and began to carefully arrange the snippings. “It’s rare for someone your age to find my little shop.”

“It’s for a friend,” Ash said. Emma hid a gasp but didn’t offer empty platitudes as she plucked a few sprigs of lavender and passed the flowers to Oddish, who quickly set to adding them to the other arrangements. She found a nearby flower next and peered at it, looking for imperfections Ash couldn’t even tell existed. It was hard to tell where it fell on the spectrum between pink and red, and was ruffled and frilly. “Could you tell me a little about them? I don’t really know what they mean,” he admitted. Oz’s ears twitched as she sniffed at some lavender, letting Ash know she was interested as well.

Emma brightened, perking up immediately. “Of course, of course! The tsubaki flower here - an old name.” She motioned to the ruffled red flower, “It represents love, but not in every context. In the old days, it represented a noble death as well. Warriors, pokemon - it wasn’t an uncommon sight in the tower in those times,” her face twisted as she looked at him. “This last year as well.”

He hid a wince at that, barely even able to imagine how many pokemon might have been brought to the Lavender Tower. It left an ugly feeling in his stomach, one that didn’t seem to want to go away. Ash thought over the meaning of the tsubaki as Emma chattered on about brighter topics as she pointed out new flowers.

Ash couldn’t imagine a more fitting offering to Taimu, the First Champion. The Uniter. No wonder Akemi’s shade had been so insistent on the tsubaki in Taimu’s…

Emma drifted over, still rambling merrily, and Ash forced himself to refocus. She seemed especially animated as she eventually found herself back on his original question, though she’d happily taken a detour or ten on the way there. “…so lavender denotes faithfulness, while shion flowers represent remembrance, of course! They’re all over this town,” she chuckled, though seemed to feel a little guilty about it as she sent another look his way. He felt a little bad about misleading her about the reasons for this, but he really didn’t want to explain that the ghost of a thousand year old woman, which was part of a city-spanning Distortional entity, had asked him to buy flowers for her.

He thought that might not go over too well. At the very least he’d be stuck here for a day or two trying to explain to the kindly woman how his life had taken him to this point.

To be honest, Ash wasn’t really sure himself.

“And the suitopi?” He asked, having never really heard of it before.

The flowery woman’s practiced fingers delicately brushed the thin petals of a deep purple flower. “Sweet pea,” she said, appearing to dissect the plant with a surprisingly sharp gaze. It reminded him of the intensity of a Master while observing a battle, peeling back every layer and breaking it down into little bits. “Suitopi is the traditional name. It’s actually been quite some time since I heard it from a customer,” she added. “Where did you hear it?”

Ash shrugged. “Old book.”

Emma nodded approvingly, but didn’t press further. “It’s another you find too often in this town,” she sighed wistfully, staring off into space for a moment. “Sweet pea represents a goodbye, a parting of ways. Most people only use it for decoration now, but Lavender still remembers.”

“Lavender still remembers a lot of things.”

“Yes it does!” Emma sang, stepping around a few pots and planters to grab a few more snippings. Ash could barely track her clippers as she wielded them with expert precision, the glinting steel flashing far more quickly than he’d have expected. If it was him trying this he would have shredded the entire plant by now… or Sneasel would have. One of the two.

“Now, now, now. What was the last? Oh!” The cheerful woman exclaimed, perking up immediately. “Bellflower. It’s beautiful,” she swept her hands over a row of (even more) purple flowers. They were nice, Ash admitted, though Emma seemed much more enraptured. Oz as well, who poked her head over to look at them. This arrangement would definitely be a bit heavy on the purple.

“So many messages wrapped up in one little flower. My dear Shiro always finds ways to surprise me with them. Why, just this morning I woke up to one waiting for me with the breakfast he made!” Emma clasped her hands and sighed, staring dreamily off into space. “Oh, but you don’t care about any of that!”

“I don’t mind,” Ash was almost surprised to find it was true, and that he didn’t mind the sunny rambling. It was…relieving. Distracting enough to keep him from thinking of Ag - he forced that thought down. Later. Much, much later.

Emma beamed down at him, and Ash was starting to think he should introduce her to his mom - he wasn’t sure when he’d last met someone so positive. It was strange, honestly, but he wasn’t complaining. “Oh, so polite. Bellflower is a lovely plant, of course. It carries several meanings: Humility, affection, constancy, and everlasting love of course! So many beautiful symbols wrapped up in one little flower.”

Ash nodded, the gears of his mind turning incessantly. Yes, he nodded to himself, he could see why Akemi might choose bellflower for those who called themselves Taimu’s brother and sister even after all this time…

Warmer thoughts came then, snapping him out of his rut. Ash hid a smile at Oddish meticulously arranging some of the flowers into an ornate configuration, wrapping the first presentation with the gracidea. The pink flower seemed to brighten in contrast to the other flowers, sparking with life.

“You’re lucky you arrived when you did,” Emma squinted at the gracidea. “It’s fading already.”

“Already?” Ash asked. Oz whirred in unison, obviously paying some attention to their conversation as she took a big sniff of a bright yellow blossom. Her tail swished back and forth, cracking subtly with electricity. Maybe it was one she’d encountered out in the wild with her herd? He held back a snort. At least she didn’t mind this errand.

Emma wilted. “Gracidea doesn’t fare well outside of Sinnoh, I’m afraid,” she trailed a finger slowly over the fragile petals. Oddish’s long leaves sagged, and it whined softly as it did its best to make the flower as perfectly wrapped around the rest as possible. Its little legs stamped the counter as it grew more and more frustrated with its attempts. Emma scratched the little grass-type’s leaves soothingly, and it stopped kicking, leaning into her palm instead. “It must be something about that mountain soil, I suppose. I hear it blooms in great fields around some villages.”

Ash hummed. “Sounds nice.”

“Oh it is,” she agreed. “I’d love to visit one day, if only to see gracidea in full bloom. The samples I get here are so hard to keep alive! This bizarre weather lately doesn’t help,” the faint lines on her face grew deeper and more pronounced as her brow furrowed. Emma shook her head. “It’s so strange, don’t you think? It doesn’t feel like summer, that’s for sure!”

He wasn’t sure it ever felt like summer in gloomy Lavender, but Ash didn’t say that. Ash couldn’t argue against her point, though. There had been a faint chill in the air since he arrived back in Indigo, always a hint of a breeze that promised something greater. It was enough to make him miss the incessant heat and pounding sun of Hoenn, at least until he remembered the constant humidity, at any rate.

As for the weather…he knew why, of course. The weather wasn’t just going to return to normal between Lightning - Zapdos, Moltres, and Articuno flying around causing trouble -

Ash’s blood chilled as a few pieces slotted together, staring idly at Oz as she sniffed at a fat white bulb, then wrinkled her nose.

The weather would be a mess anyways between Zapdos’ Storm, the hurricanes summoned up by Mewtwo (Ash ignored the faint flicker in the back of his mind), and the Birds clashing in the Orange Islands. But Articuno sleeping on Mt. Silver’s peak certainly wasn’t doing them any favors. He’d seen firsthand how easily the Birds warped the world itself in their image.

“…half the flowers you wanted came into bloom much, much earlier than they should have!” Emma tossed her head. Oz listened intently, still lingering by those yellow flowers. Ash blearily refocused. “You have great timing, you know! It’s been a real nightmare trying to keep track of them all. Hardly anything grows in Lavender as is!” She tutted, putting the finishing touches on one of the arrangements while Oddish finished the other with a few expert manipulations of its leaves. It glowed with pride as Emma complimented it, puffing out its little chest.

“And here you are!” She presented them with a flourish, both her and Oddish beaming. The four arrangements laid before him, largely a cluster of intricately arranged and manipulated blue and purple petals and bulbs that seemed to suck the color from their surroundings. Somber, though elicited different emotions with each shade. There was life in it, though - the striking red of the tsubaki flower bleeding amidst Taimu’s, and the brilliant pink of the gracidea that wrapped each grouping seemed to draw out the contrast between each of the other flowers.

It looked nice to Ash, but what did he know? He just hoped it fit Akemi’s vision. A part of him thought of returning to the Kiln at the peak of Lavender Tower, but something deep inside him knew he’d find nothing there but stale air, long-forgotten heaps of ashes and bits of bone. The Ghost had said its piece.

“Thank you,” he said quietly, taking in the four arrangements that Akemi had requested. They were beautiful, and Ash made sure to say so, much to Emma’s delight.

“Will that be all, dear?” She smiled down at him as she put the last few touches on one of the flowers, correcting some miniscule flaw that Ash wouldn’t have caught in a million years.

Ash began to nod, ready to move onto his last stop in Lavender in order to purchase one final gift for the First’s teammate, then glanced over to Oz who still lingered by the pots of sunny yellow flowers.

He couldn’t help but think they matched her thick coat of fur perfectly.

“Actually, there’s one more thing I’d like to buy…”
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A wild grin overtook his features as he stroked Plume’s glossy head. She leaned into his touch like she always did, cooing softly at him as the people of Lavender passed. They gave him a bit of a wider berth, eying the massive avian with some trepidation. He couldn’t help but roll his eyes at that - they lived in a haunted city with the Ghost of Lavender living at its heart, and a beautiful Pidgeot like Plume frightened them?

He’d never understand humans.

Ash just shook his head as he did the last touches in strapping her saddle on. Plume shifted uncomfortably, always taking a few moments to get used to the pressure, but nearly quivered with excitement at the thought of flying with him again. Going by the little twitch he’d developed in his haste to get her ready, Ash was almost as excited as she was.

“We’ll be in Vermillion soon,” he promised Oz. She whirred softly at him, one of her meaty fists reaching to toy with some of the flowers Ash had helped braid through the black tufts of electrified fur above her eyes and arms. The thick fingers of an Electabuzz were ill-suited for dexterity, and Ash was happy to help. It was new for him as well, but Ash enjoyed the learning experience - Oz certainly seemed to appreciate it, and had perked up since he’d gotten her the flowers.

He was beyond thankful for the bemused woman passing by who had corrected his amateur attempts and showed him the proper technique before he could turn it into an unpleasant experience for his friend.

Mostly, Ash was just grateful for Lightning. He could still feel the currents running through Oz’s thick blanket of fur as his fingers tied the golden flowers into her thick locks, but he could ignore them for the most part. If anything, he fed off the minor shocks that left him wired and more alert than he could remember.

“We just have one stop to make first,” Ash said softly. Oz nodded. She knew their errand. “But it shouldn’t take too long, okay? Maybe an hour there, then we drop some things off, then we’ll be on our way. Sound good?”

Oz nodded, baring her fangs in what he knew to be a grin. Ash smiled back, dipping his head and offering a brief warning before he returned her in a flash of light.

“Ready?” He asked Plume as he hopped onto her back, taking only a minute to put on his flight goggles and get his feet through the stirrups. Plume stretched her wings out until they took up most of the walkway, then shot into the air. “Easy! Let’s take it slow until we get out of Lavender, alright?”

Plume shrieked, not taking too kindly to that, but did as he asked. She had taken them nearly a hundred feet into the air already, and nearly everyone bustling through the lonely streets and interlacing alleys of Lavender turned their eyes to the sky. They circled above the painstakingly organized labyrinth, reminding Ash of the Ghost that bore the town’s name in the discordant organization to it. Methodical madness would be the best way to put it. Neat as the grid system put in place when Lavender was rebuilt, it was chock full of winding alleys and strange cut throughs only evident from above.

They circled above the city for a time, gaining altitude with every mighty beat of Plume’s wings. Ash ensured she stayed far, far away from the Lavender Tower, not that she was in any hurry to go near it. Plume’s senses were far, far too keen for her to be unaware that something lingered there, and she was happy to stick to the outer banks of the city.

Just as they began to rise to nearly half the height of one of the craggy mountains looming over Lavender, Ash hesitated and leaned forward as his eyes spotted a dreadfully familiar manor house nestled just outside the plaza of the old town. “Can you fly a little lower - yes, right there!”

His friend seemed a little confused at his request, but humored him anyways. Ash thanked her quietly, trusting in her sharp ears to hear him over the rush of the wind as she angled downward to swoop over the old town. They veered closer to the Lavender Tower than Ash would have liked, but there was nothing to be done for it.

Lightning sharpened his senses as Plume took them over the Hashimoto manor. His eyes strained to see the distance, but he found nothing but disappointed as he looked into the barren stone courtyard and found nothing but shadows and empty space. Agatha was nowhere to be found, and neither was her team.

Disappointment.

Then he squinted, looked past the shadows, and caught sight of a rippling orange glow hiding within the manor’s windows, billowing and growing stronger by the second as the purging flame cleansed the rotten old place and wiped the sin-saturated stones clean. It was slow work, stymied by the unnatural power invested into the Hashimoto’s ancestral home, but steady and growing easier by the moment.

He reached deep for Fire, and filled with righteous satisfaction as the flames exploded, burning with renewed intensity and stoked to greater and greater temperatures. They burnt deep now, searing and scorching that which the League had failed to destroy. Centuries of callous legacy ignited, dissolved, was set free…

Something like relief filled his gut and he let out a sigh he hadn’t even realized he was holding back. A heavy sensation swept over him, and he averted his eyes. Plume swooped lower, shrieking her presence to all of Lavender, and hundreds of eyes - both seen and unseen - focused upon them. Ash ignored them all, his fingers leaping to Ho-Oh’s ashes on his belt…

A vast, alien presence focused its attention upon him. The audience was back, a million souls stitched together, and they watched with the patience of a timeless thing. He could imagine it like a great eye peering from the dome of the Lavender Tower, nearly searing him with its terrible intensity. His breaths were deep and heavy under the sudden pressure, and Ash just gritted his teeth.

“Goodbye, Lavender,” he whispered. Ash knew the Ghost heard him. Its unearthly presence probably saturated every breath he took, even up here. He turned his gaze to the near-abandoned Hashimoto manor as the flames began to climb higher and higher and acrid smoke poured from its courtyard. His thoughts went sour as he thought of all the depraved things it had been witness too. Something deep inside of him felt a flush of gratefulness that he’d helped sweep away the corruption soaked into its stones, even if it was long overdue.

More than that, he thought of the Revenant Crone he’d met within the burning manor. He hoped she found her rest when she returned to her vacation.

Agatha deserved it.

He said nothing, but he just lowered his head one last time to the Crone.

Ash squeezed his eyes shut, forcing away the sting of tears threatening to well up. Later.

He took one last look at Lavender, taking in the eerie beauty of the Tower, the unchanging stone of the old town, and the cozy collections of residences, markets, and other clusters of buildings that crowded the dark valley cradled between the rocky mountains.

For the first time, Ash saw Lavender bathed in gold. The brilliant sun shone directly overhead Lavender, washing the gloomy shadows away with its harsh, unyielding rays. It was beautiful, casting all of Lavender in a new light.

He clasped the bag of ashes in his hand, imagining that a rainbow flame stirred inside the bag as if emboldened by the light.

Then a solitary cloud drifted lazily above, blotting the sun out, and cast all of Lavender in cool shade once again.

Ash thought it fit the ancient town far better.

“Let’s go, Plume,” he said quietly. His throat clenched rhythmically and his heart ached. There was a hollowness in him he wasn’t sure had been there before, and he fought down the urge to numb it all with Ice. Ash wouldn’t disrespect Agatha like that. “We’re done here. Do you remember the way?”

Plume shrieked again, then immediately propelled them higher, faster and faster until Lavender was little more than a dot behind them and the last vestiges of the Ghost’s gaze faded away like smoke in the wind.

A contentedness filled him, plugging the hollow ache in his chest, and he soon found himself lost in a maze of new, strange thoughts. Questioning, wondering, hoping.

He did not look back.
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“There!” He shouted above the din of the wind. Plume screamed back as she made minute adjustments to their course, and their pace suddenly slowed. Ash’s hands shook slightly as he clutched onto the saddle, eyes locked onto their destination.

They currently soared just a few thousand feet above the treacherous terrain of Fuchsia, Plume’s incredible speed reducing a journey that had taken more than a month his first time trekking through these craggy mountains and pitted valleys to a mere hour. Part of him exulted in the speed, in the obvious growth, while the rest yearned for those old days of fighting for every inch through the Fuchsian wilds.

Things had been simpler then.

Mountains - glorified hills, really, compared to the enormity of the Ore Mountains which guarded Indigo Plateau - covered the rolling lands for as far as he could see, most absolutely covered in impenetrable layers of trees and foliage that blocked most of his view of the earth. It was chilly here, and he spotted countless trees that were just as confused by the weather as Emma in her flower shop. Most of their leaves were already changing colors to the rich red and gold of autumn. The steady light of the early afternoon sun only highlighted it, and Ash couldn’t help but appreciate the vivid colors after the day he’d spent in pale Lavender.

A handful of rivers carved their way through the unspoiled wilderness below, glistening blue amidst the fall colors. One cut near their destination, and from above he could spot a thin rivulet that branched off unnaturally from the larger river, trickling lazily to meet a small row of familiar mountains. It vanished into a small cavern, and Ash immediately knew what - who - had diverted it long ago.

He glanced into the hole shaped into the greatest peak as they passed over them, peeking to see if the Rhydon were there. Ash couldn’t spot many from this height, but he was able to spot a few of the hulking creatures as they peacefully rested or grazed in the verdant field that had bloomed within the hollowed out mountain. A few (relatively) tiny Rhyhorn chased each other around while a giant of a Rhyperior watched over them.

Ash hesitated as Plume circled above, clearly waiting for his command. “Don’t land inside,” he said. “They’re awake this time, and we want to make a good impression. We should be polite.”

She cooed back at him, an obvious question in her sharp eyes. He scanned the mountain as they lazily revolved around it, Plume enjoying the opportunity to coast above the peaks. Ash suspected she found more than a little satisfaction in looking down on the rest of the world. Not that he didn’t enjoy it as well, especially as they flew just a few hundred feet above where he’d faced one of the greatest challenges in his time as a trainer…

After a moment, he spotted what he was looking for: a small expanse of flat stone located at the base of the mountain. Absent of any vegetation except for a few tiny saplings that fought their way from winding cracks and fissure in the stone, and surreptitiously tucked away in a blanket of thickets and impenetrable forest. It would be nearly impossible to find from the ground without knowing it was there.

As likely a spot as any.

“Down there,” Ash directed. Plume nodded and dove down with no hesitation. He grit his teeth as his stomach sank, then grinned as his body quickly adjusted to the sharp dive. In just a few seconds she’d taken them down to their destination, though made a point to slow quite a bit before landing. Plume always took care of him, even though he knew it must have been difficult for her to remember he wasn’t able to survive the same sharp changes in acceleration her powerful body could. “Thanks, Plume.”

She cooed and butted her head against him once he’d gotten out of the saddle, nearly knocking him on his back. His legs were still wobbly after spending an hour in the saddle, but he just laughed it off and scratched the glossy feathers just above her curved beak. Those always got a little itchy, especially after a long flight.

“You can go fly if you want,” Ash suggested. Plume cocked her great head at him, and he just shook his head. His fingers traced over the pokeballs on his belt. “I’ll be fine. They’re with me.”

Plume didn’t look entirely convinced, but eventually cooed, nipped at his hat, and took off into the sky to stretch her wings a bit more. The flight here was barely a warm-up, and he knew she’d appreciate the chance to really fly without having to worry about the delicate human on her back.

Not that he expected her to stray far. Plume had probably only followed his suggestion because she felt she’d be better able to protect him from the sky. He’d always have her eyes on him.

“I’ll see you soon!” He called, laughing as Plume vanished into the bright sky. She was nearly invisible, and had strayed to soar in the same direction as the sun, not that he was surprised. Plume would be impossible for most pokemon to detect up there, and anything trying to watch for her approach would be blinded by the sun.

With that out of the way, Ash sat comfortably on the flat stone. It wasn’t the most uncomfortable thing he’d rested on. He quickly retrieved one of the floral arrangements from its storage compartment, glad to see they were just as pristine as when he’d put them in there. Not that he’d really expected anything different, but a part of him always got nervous when he put anything important in there. It was just paranoia, but his paranoia had also served him well…

Ash shook that train of thought off. They were fine, and appeared just as beautiful as when Emma and her cheerful Oddish had finished them. He peered ahead of them - nothing but sheer rock wall that would be nearly impossible for most pokemon to climb, let alone a human. It was practically impenetrable.

If he didn’t know what the First’s Rhydon was capable of, he’d have thought this a dead-end.

He desperately wanted to release a few of his friends for company, but didn’t want the prickly lord of these lands to take it as a sign of aggression - plenty of his team would be raring for a rematch, and Ash was too, to be honest. Ash couldn’t help but remember the thrill of facing this indomitable foe and challenging one of the titans of the old world. It had been enrapturing, to say the least.

Ash couldn’t help but sigh as he waited. He’d missed his friends terribly during the visit to Lavender, and he couldn’t wait to relax with them again, let alone get started training. There were a few ideas to counter Karen he’d like to start drilling them on soon. They couldn’t let those weaknesses remain for a moment longer.

They weren’t fighting the average trainer on the road anymore. They were facing the best of the best. The Elite Four themselves. He had to improve. People were preparing specifically for his team now, and he had to be prepared for that. Had to be better.

Ash couldn’t help but grin at the thought. People were creating strategies to counter his team specifically! It was flattering, and the thought left his blood pumping. Maybe he could get some more good fights in. It would be fantastic to fight at a disadvantage!

Those thoughts consumed him for a while, and he quickly fell into perusing new strategies, new tactics, new techniques. There was so much to do, so many challenges to prepare for.

He wasn’t sure what he was waiting for, really. All he knew was that the master of the mountain was well-aware of his presence. Ash just found himself staring at the blank wall of rock ahead of him, sometimes toying with the Concepts within him or allowing his thoughts to drift to the words he’d shared with Agatha…

Fifteen minutes passed.

Thirty.

Forty-five.

At last, an hour ticked by. Ash wasn’t in a rush, but he shifted uncomfortably. The stone had finally started to leave him sore, and it was only that and the arcing brilliance of Lightning that kept him awake. He’d never actually had a chance to sleep in Lavender, had he? Between the flight to Lavender, his conversations with Agatha, and communing with the Ghost of Lavender he’d spent over a day in the old city. After his experiences there, Ash wasn’t sure he’d ever be willing to sleep in Lavender Town. Even if he didn’t fear it, he doubted his thoughts would ever quiet enough for sleep to take him.

Just as he prepared to stand and stretch his legs, the world shifted. Ash gasped, awareness flooding him, and he raised his head to stare as the mountain itself rumbled and groaned at its master’s behest. The wall trembled, coarse dust and pebbles falling like a waterfall, then flowed like water to be pushed away to the side.

Blackness greeted him from the heart of the mountain, the new tunnel agape like the hungry maw of a giant Onix. It was large, easily twenty feet high, and Ash had to wonder if the King Under the Mountain’s jaws would be larger.

He waited.

And waited.

And waited.

At last, something moved within the darkness. It was vague at first, indistinct. Without Lightning enhancing his senses, he’d have been hard-pressed to pick it out in the void. All he knew was that it was enormous.

Stone trembled. The coarse noise of stone grinding stone reached him as the giant within the mountain finally became visible, emerging slowly from within his home.

To be honest, he’d forgotten how huge the Rhydon was. It stood nearly twice as tall as Nidoking did, and its immense bulk seemed to fill the entirety of the tunnel, nearly enough to scrape the walls. Its rocky hide had six Everstones implanted in it now, and Ash took a moment to admire the badge symbols - the ancient emblems of Indigo’s territories - carved into it.

A tail thick and powerful enough to leave Ash a red smear on the ground with just a gentle swipe trailed behind it, swaying slowly, and the enormous Rhydon’s horn was giant and sharp enough that it would punch through another of its kind’s thick armor as easily as it would Ash’s flesh.

He felt very small all of a sudden, and knew exactly how vulnerable he was in the face of this ancient creature.

Mamoru, the First’s Rhydon, stared down at him. It did not appear surprised to see him - it had probably known who he was as soon as he stepped into its territory. The mighty creature’s Stone Sense had probably been honed to a level unheard of in modern pokemon over the course of its long centuries of life.

That didn’t mean it seemed happy to see him. Mamoru’s hard slate gaze sparked with recognition, but he didn’t do anything to greet Ash. He simply waited, and Ash knew it wouldn’t take long for this titanic, territorial creature to grow impatient and hostile. He could only imagine how furiously Mamoru would have reacted if he’d landed in the midst of his mountain’s glade like Ash and Plume had last time.

The titanic Rhydon probably would have brought the whole mountain crashing down on them.

Regardless, Ash decided to speak up. He didn’t rise, deciding it would just make Mamoru liable to view him as a threat, and kept his eyes to the ground.

“I brought you something,” he said, deciding Mamoru would be less likely to take offense if he was blunt about it. “A gift.”

Mamoru snorted, not appearing particularly impressed. The giant shook his great head and moved as if to turn it around.

“It’s not from me. It’s from an old friend. I’m just delivering it,” Ash offered, and Mamoru turned back to him. His eyes were narrowed, his tail thrashed from side to side, and the stone beneath Ash trembled underneath his harsh gaze. He quit wasting time and presented the flowers that Akemi had specified for Mamoru - an intricate display of shion, lavender, suitopi, and bellflower woven together with incredible skill to display a dozen different meanings layered together in ways that Ash could barely fathom.

The ancient Rhydon blinked, then snorted at the offering. Ash hid his nerves, forcing every scrap of anxiety down as Mamoru assessed the arrangement. Confusion, first, then something like surprise in his old eyes. At last, recognition - Mamoru stared, the stone shifting to carry the arrangement closer, and Ash dared a glimpse directly at him.

Mamoru had brought the arrangement into his claws with a little pillar of stone and studied it. The arrangement seemed so tiny compared to his massive frame, delicate enough for a single errant touch to crumple and tear it into a thousand pieces, but Mamoru held it between his dull claws with gentleness Ash didn’t know the old conqueror possessed.

He thought Mamoru paused, millenia-old memories he’d drowned in since the death of Taimu coming to the fore, and something in the old Rhydon’s bearing softened almost imperceptibly. Still hard and resolute as stone, but there were cracks. Mamoru stared at the arrangement with the air of a ravenous man discovering food, like he was peeling back a thousand layers woven together with the flowers, and it seemed to last an eternity. Ash was fairly certain that Mamoru had forgotten he was there at all…

Ash lowered his eyes and waited.

A low rumble, then a thunderous groan that led into something keening and desperate and alone. The stone rippled beneath him, surging and writhing like the ocean in a fierce storm, and Ash nearly feared that it would drag him beneath it, never to be seen again. Dust and tiny pebbles fell like rain from the mountain, pelting the lower slopes and even Mamoru himself, and eventually larger and larger stones tore themselves loose and fell to the base.

He didn’t rise. He simply waited as clouds of dust filled the air, nearly hiding Mamoru’s terrifying bulk entirely, and ignored the faint rain of pebbles. His hat, damaged as it was by Plume’s habitual nips, protected him well. Not to say he didn’t get a few rocks knocking him in the head, but it prevented any real harm.

It wasn’t like he was going to get up and interrupt Mamoru. That seemed like an awful idea.

After a time, the dust was swept away as if it was never there at all. The rock-rain stopped, and the mountain stilled. Mamoru was all that remained, and he finally lifted his gaze from the arrangement. He delicately pinched it between his great claws and carried it as though it were the most precious thing in the world to him.

Perhaps it was.

Mamoru stared at him as if Ash were a ghost. Had the arrangement been that accurate that it would spark such strong memories? Ash frowned. That wouldn’t make any sense at all. Styles had certainly changed in the last thousand years, and - his frown deepened.

Perhaps the Ghost of Lavender hadn’t just been watching Ash and Emma in the flower shop.

He wouldn’t put it past it to puppet Emma in some way, perhaps filling her ears with whispers and knowledge and memories that were not her own.

“I have another,” Ash offered. Mamoru looked down at him with that far-away stare and numbly nodded after a long deliberation. It wasn’t necessary for Ash to say who that was for. He turned around - the stone of the mountain groaned as it shifted to make room for Mamoru’s bulk - and disappeared into the darkness.

Ash looked high up into the sky, directly into the sun. He nodded, trusting that Plume would pick the motion out, and rose. He kept one hand on his belt just to be safe. It didn’t take a genius to know Mamoru could be fierce and capricious, especially where his long-dead brother was involved.

That fierce loyalty was something Ash admired. Cherished, even, though it wasn’t meant for him.

Regardless, he felt Fire leap in him as his pulse quickened. Mamoru had already vanished deep into the mountain’s heart, and he didn’t think the legendary Rhydon would wait for long. He couldn’t help but rush forward, a tingle racing across his skin, as he was torn between excitement to revisit this ancient, untouched place and the solemn nature of fulfilling a last wish.

He stepped out of the light, and into Mamoru’s halls of stone.
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Ash followed Mamoru through the darkness. The light of the Feather provided some guidance, but most was found through the scrapes and cracking of rock that followed Mamoru - he didn’t so much as stagger whenever his head smashed through a low-hanging outcrop, and more than once Ash had to dodge a chunk of rock that went flying through the darkness. He thanked his quick reflexes when he was just aware to duck something the size of a cinderblock that spun his way.

They walked several minutes. In that time, Ash spotted several antechambers hollowed out within the mountain, some of which had holes bored in their ceilings for natural light to flood in. Huge heaps of dried berries of all shapes and sizes, several appeared to be large reservoirs of rain water with surfaces as smooth as glass, some were filled with human items ranging from old, rusted weapons and armor to modern packs, medical supplies - was that a Team Rocket uniform?

He hurried along, suddenly deciding he didn’t want to know where all of that came from.

Soon enough they entered the glade and the small creek that divided it. Ash greedily sucked in gulps of the fresh air, eager to be clear of the dust-filled tunnels and its musty air. He took a moment to admire the peaceful clearing - it was a brilliant design. An ecosystem created entirely by Mamoru. Bushes (including carefully cultivated rows of berries) lined the area, and there were countless old, thick trees clustered together in order to provide cover from the rain that would fall in through the giant crater at the mountain’s peak…although he wouldn’t be surprised if Mamoru could close it somehow.

Small ditches composed of stone (of course) were gouged into the glade. They slanted downward, vanishing into several small holes that must have acted like gutters to keep the rest of the glade safe. Ash couldn’t help but stare at all the brilliant little adaptations Mamoru had added to his home - apparently the greatest of the Rhydon had done more than guard Champion Taimu’s tomb in the last thousand years.

He smiled at the sight of a few Rhydon charging one another and stumbling through a flattened circle of dirt, though a watching Rhyperior (giant even for its breed, but still much smaller than Mamoru) grunted at them whenever they stumbled too close to the rocky walls surrounding what Ash assumed was a playpen.

Dozens of resting Rhyhorn, Rhydon, and the odd Rhyperior peered at him as he trailed behind Mamoru. Their rocky faces were hard to read, but Ash knew they were stunned. Felt their surprise as if it was his own, and he couldn’t but smile at it. When was the last time any of these isolated rock-types had seen a human? Surely not all of them left with Mamoru to patrol the region, and Ash couldn’t shake the thought that some of Mamoru’s vast herd might have not left their mountain sanctuary for years. 

Another thing he couldn’t miss was how the herd reacted to the giant. With every step Mamoru took, the Rhyperior and Rhydon moved away, even the handful that were blessed with size almost as great as Mamoru’s unwilling to come close. Many shifted uneasily, watching Mamoru like a Caterpie would watch Plume. Even the playing Rhyhorn slowed and came to a stop, putting a few feet between themselves and their… well, Ash didn’t even want to try and guess how they were related.

Ash couldn’t think on it for long, and his breath hitched as Mamoru led him to the massive, crisply cut hole in the mountainside that was easily large enough for a fully grown Onix to comfortably slide through. It was immense, and even Mamoru looked small within it.

It was surreal to be led through these vast halls, shaped with incredible patience and care by Mamoru’s will, behind the great Rhydon. He took in the ancient symbols of Indigo etched into the wall, awash in nostalgia for the last time he’d snuck in. Ash had no doubt if he hadn’t come with such a meaningful gift to Mamoru that he would never be allowed through, even after already visiting it once. This place was beyond sacred to Mamoru - if possible, sacred was too weak a term.

After what felt like an eternity (one in which Ash could never be sure Mamoru wouldn’t spin around and smash him into the walls) they arrived at their destination. Ash’s breath hitched as he stepped across the threshold, marked by the League’s symbol: a stylized Rhydon with a line bisecting it.

The chamber was just as he remembered it: a timeless hollow, utterly silent and possessing an ethereal quality to it, like he’d just stepped into another world. Four massive pillars, perhaps five feet across, supported the chamber in the four corners. A single column of sunlight filled the room, shining down through a hole carefully shaped high above to land upon the lovingly crafted dais that held the statues of Taimu, Mamoru, Chinatsu, and Shinobu.

Ash felt like a trespasser as he followed Mamoru in. The giant paused, staring at the statues for a time. His head bowed, and Ash nearly staggered under the weight as he felt Mamoru’s sorrow. It was old and heavy and pure. He grit his teeth, forcing the foreign emotion down, but was still left with a thumping ache in his heart that reminded him all too much of Agatha and Lavender…

Mamoru shifted, tossing his great head to stare at Ash for a moment. The floral arrangement was still pinched with utmost care between his claws. His gaze held something fragile, but hardened immediately upon seeing Ash - a part of him wondered if Mamoru had been so lost in his thoughts that he’d forgotten his presence entirely. Giant nostrils flared, Mamoru grumbled, and the tension passed.

He still had to step carefully, even though Mamoru had acquiesced to Ash’s presence in his sanctuary. It would only take a single offense for Mamoru to strike. Ash didn’t think Mamoru would kill him out of turn, not after the fight they’d shared all those months ago, but he also wasn’t quite willing to gamble on that.

Better safe than sorry.

Ash walked ahead, Mamoru looming behind him with an unspoken threat, and retrieved the floral arrangement from its storage compartment. It was flawless, of course, and Ash took a moment to admire it.

Shion. Lavender. Suitopi. Bellflower. Tons of blues and purples wrapped in the Gracidea, then the striking red of the tsubaki flower in the heart.

He presented it to Mamoru, who stared at it just like he had his own arrangement. Recognition flared, and that awful keening noise bubbled from deep within his throat before nothing but a low rumble filled Ash’s ears. Mamoru’s eyes squeezed shut, and Ash forced himself not to offer sympathy.

All he had was Akemi’s token. Nothing from Ash would soothe nearly a thousand years of loneliness.

Ash wouldn’t disrespect the First’s partner by trying.

Instead, he did what he came here to do.

He held his head high as he ascended the dias. The weathered statues of Taimu, Mamoru, Chinatsu, and Shinobu greeted him imperiously, sculpted with utmost skill by Mamoru himself. Despite himself, Ash felt rather insignificant in their presence, a stark reminder that the bones of the Uniter were buried beneath his feet. A man who had defined the entire world. A man whose actions eventually led to Ash’s birth, the lives of everyone he knew only possible because of him.

When he’d first come here, he’d barely known who the man was. Didn’t even know his name, only his title. Now Ash knew he was so much more than just one more name to honor…

Taimu was a man. A companion. A friend. A brother.

And a Champion too, of course.

Ash reached the top. He stood for a moment, staring into the tiny cut sapphires that filled Champion Taimu’s eye sockets, and knelt before him. The robed statue stared off into the distance, but Ash felt the weight of this place. It pressed down on him, his fists clenched -

An arrow in the shoulder. Stumbling, his titanic brother in the distance roaring at his cry. Chinatsu fending off the ambush. A pink blur roaring. Nidorino! Pain, fire in his blood! His blade fell against the beast’s hide, a glancing blow. Chinatsu’s fire rushing, his friends surrounding him - 

Last words shared with his family, a hand around his brother’s horn and one of his sister’s tails, vision darkening…please, no just a little longer. Just another minute! His mouth formed words that would never leave him. 

“Your lives will be long, my friends. Please… do not forget to live them.”

Blackness. 

Regret. 

Peace. 

Ash came back to himself with wide eyes and a cold sweat. His chest rose and fell quickly, and it was several moments before his mind reoriented itself. It was unsettling, to say the least, even though the impression was already thin and nebulous to him, like grasping at a dream. He focused hard, committing it to memory as quickly as he could.

A warning grunt from Mamoru. The mountain quaked.

He decided to hurry up.

It didn’t stop him from taking the proper time as he reverently lowered the arrangement made by Emma (and perhaps with some input from Akemi’s shade). He thought the tsubaki more fitting than ever, now, and placed the arrangement directly before Taimu’s feet, right near the plaque that identified him. Ash didn’t attempt to set it directly against the statue for fear of what Mamoru would do if he laid a single finger on the representation of Taimu.

The blues and purples of the arrangement blended quite well with the pale stone that Mamoru had carved this sanctum from. It was barely visible even under the afternoon sun, though the striking tsubaki shone vividly in the center. Ash admired it for a moment, then stepped away.

He squinted at the plaque in which Taimu’s identity had been carved.

“Here rests Champion Taimu, the Uniter. May his name live forever in the stars,” Ash murmured, allowing the words to flow off his tongue for a second time. Had it really been so long since he’d visited this hidden place? It had been less than six months, if he remembered correctly, but it felt like years. He and his family had seen so much, grown so much. It felt like another lifetime altogether.

Fire flared of its own volition, and the dead Fire Stone cradled between the stone Chinatsu’s paws flared to life. Her ruby eyes glimmered and seemed terribly aware in that moment…

Ash dipped his head one last time to the Uniter.

“Akemi misses you.”

With that, his time was up. Ash rose, brushing off his pants. He took slow steps down from the dias to where Mamoru’s enormous, impatient frame waited. The Rhydon didn’t look irritated, but Ash could practically feel the impatience radiating off him. His nostrils flared and the greatest Rhydon huffed at Ash as he neared. It brought to mind the scent of sidewalk after a summer rain.

“Thank you. My Pidgeot is flying above. Can she land here?” Ash asked. Mamoru grunted and began to turn, enormous tail nearly hurling Ash to the ground if he hadn’t dodged in time. He cleared his throat, and the grumpy Rhydon paused. He hesitated. “I - I have something else for you.”

Mamoru must have considered his last few gifts worth something at least. He allowed Ash to slowly walk around his side and carefully approach his front. Ash quickly released the last of the items he’d bought in Lavender from their storage compartment, and interest broke the apathy - and the flat look Ash easily recognized as just wanting to be left alone - for a fraction of a second.

Five Everstones appeared on the ground in a flash of light. They were small, nowhere near the size of the great chunks that Mamoru had molded into his rocky hide, but they would do their job. He’d visited several stores in Lavender just to find this many. They weren’t as rare as evolutionary stones, but they certainly weren’t common.

The rounded grey stones hovered before Mamoru with ease. His nostrils flared again, and he narrowed his eyes at them as though inspecting them. After a time they seemed to pass his test and the Everstones fell with a dull thunk into the thick green grass beneath their feet.

The greatest Rhydon stared down at Ash.

“An…apology,” he said slowly, choosing each word with great care. “My friends nearly knocked them loose in our fight. Nearly made you change.”

Something terrible animated Mamoru then, and Ash saw the merciless killer that had nearly trampled all of Indigo under his giant feet. He loomed larger than ever, seeming to fill the entire sanctum, and the stone around them shook, threatening to fall apart entirely at the Rhydon’s fury. His claws closed - only a moment of cognizance seemed to strike him before he could crush the arrangement.

He returned to normal. Still huge, still wild, and still terrifying, but aware. Intelligent. Motivated more by his age-old loss than the bout of fury that told him to crush and kill.

Ash carefully avoided meeting Mamoru’s eyes. No point in setting the giant off again.

“The next time I’m here, I’ll be the Champion,” Ash promised, Fire flickering at his chest. Mamoru’s eyes flitted to the golden flame and recognition sparked. His tail swayed, flattening swathes of grass. “I’ll challenge you properly then.”

Mamoru snorted again, seeming torn between completely unimpressed and a huff of what Ash though might, maybe, possibly, could be a tiny flicker of amusement. He stared, and the greatest Rhydon immediately hardened again. The titan turned back to the statues of Taimu and the rest of the team, and lumbered over there with the flowers held ever-so-delicately in his giant claws.

He waited, and stared, lost in thought and the depths of a thousand years of raw feeling.

Ash was quiet as he left through the vast chasm in the mountainside that would lead him back to the mountain’s glade. He knew a dismissal when he saw one. Despite the edge to the situation, the uncertainty that came with Mamoru’s every twitch and breath, Ash felt lighter than ever.

He’d done a good thing today. Ash hoped Akemi would rest a little easier now.

His job was half done now.

Still, that could come later. A thrill filled his chest and a wide smile stretched his face as he saw the dawning light at the end of the hall. There he would find the glade, and there he would find Plume. She was probably worried - he’d have to give her a few treats as an apology. Probably spend a few hours helping her groom in front of a mirror.

That wouldn’t be so bad, though.

To the glade, then to Plume, then to the open skies of Kanto’s wildest lands.

Vermillion awaited him.

XX

As always, Vermillion was sunny, vibrant, and full of cheer. Its streets were positively bustling, full of people and pokemon milling about shops, going about their day, or even just loitering about in the streets laughing. Old men sat around wooden tables at seemingly every corner playing some fast-paced dice game that Ash couldn’t hope to decipher - each group seemed nearly the same, full of jeers and taunts aimed at whatever grizzled old sailor had flubbed. Children watched with jealousy, or chased each other around screaming with chittering Rattata, hissing Ekans, and gurgling Poliwag at their sides.

He smiled, though took special care to avoid the groups of kids. Ash had too much to do for him to risk being recognized. One child did stare at him with dull, unfocused eyes, and attracted Ash’s attention purely for the fact that he had a gold Rattata scrambling along behind him. He squinted, surprised to see some random kid had a rare example of a ‘shiny’ pokemon, then blinked.

Had… had the kid spray-painted his Rattata?

Before Ash could peer closer, the two walked away, though he couldn’t but think it seemed like the ‘gold’ Rattata seemed to be leading the black-haired, dull-eyed boy with quite a bit of patience.

Well, if he was going to see something painted gold it would probably be in Vermillion, he supposed. Ash glanced around his surroundings, enjoying the vibrancy that seemed to permeate every inch of Vermillion. Bright, flashy yellow and orange paint covered the buildings, bright blue murals of Magikarp, Tentacruel, and Gyarados were splashed onto walls and the canvases of the artists who had set up shops in the streets to paint passersby and anyone who wanted a portrait drawn (for a fee, of course).

He couldn’t help but marvel at how colorful it was after Lavender. Orange pennants with Vermillion’s golden starburst hung everywhere, flapping gently in the salty sea breeze. The air was fresh and was a welcome reprieve from the memory of Lavender’s thick, stagnant air. Just the wind alone made a difference, filling the streets with warmth no matter where Ash walked.

Deeper than the hustle and bustle of the city, the Song filled his ears. Ash embraced it even as he tugged his hat low, doing his best to avoid any familiar glances or knowing looks as he found his way through the (almost) familiar streets and walkways of Vermillion. This was his third time in the city and Ash finally felt like he knew his way around the city fairly well now, at least in terms of navigating the different districts and finding his ways to the different Pokemon Centers, the Gym, and the port.

Well, it was technically his fourth visit, but when he’d returned with Surge after the Storm it had only been a very brief stay. Barely long enough to collect Lance’s invitation from the Gym and then hop on the ferry to Knot Island.

Ash lost himself in the memories, smiling at the good times. The Storm had been stressful, of course, but he’d caught Oz and enjoyed all the weeks fighting through the blinding sheets of rain falling from black clouds that went on forever. Surge and Brock made for good company in a miserable environment.

And it had led him to his month with Lance. His smile only grew

We miss those days as well, Friend-Trainer. 

Dazed’s words slipped into his mind with easy familiarity. Ash felt a flush of warmth at being able to hear her again - he’d missed Dazed’s presence at his side during Lavender. The disconnect from his team had been important beyond his ability to put into words - he’d needed to overcome that challenge himself, needed to climb that mountain on his own - but he was so, so, so happy to have them back now.

“We’ll have them again one day,” he mused, then tossed a glance to Dazed where she walked at his side. Oz whirred to his left, one massive finger playing with the flowers he’d helped tie into her fur. He smirked. “We’ll be in Hoenn soon. Back with Steven. I know you miss Claydol,” he teased.

He could actually feel her eyes roll through their bond and bit down a laugh.

Perhaps we should visit Champion-Guide afterwards. You would enjoy that. 

Ash frowned, not recognizing the reference, then flushed. Cynthia.

Dazed’s eyes quirked up, flashing with victory, and Ash quickly turned towards Oz instead. His cheeks were still warm. “How are your flowers?” He asked, clearing his throat and doing his best to ignore Dazed’s amusement. Oz whirred, lifting her muscular arms so that he could get a better look, and he grinned. A few bystanders (and even another Electabuzz walking by with what might have been a Vermillion Gym trainer) stared at the odd scene, but he figured they were just jealous. “It’s a good look,” he said, then winced as he saw a few clumsy ties that might pull uncomfortably at her fur if they stayed in too long. “I’m sorry they’re a little messy. I’ll get better.”

The Electabuzz whirred again, still too happy to care. Ash would just have to practice more. Maybe Karen could help him out once he returned to Indigo Plateau? He cast a side glance at Oz, hiding a smile at the bounce in her step.

She was probably even more excited to be here than he was. Oz knew what Vermillion meant for her.

He set his resolve. “We just need to make a quick stop before the Gym,” Ash’s voice broke just a bit, and the empty void of the open sea filled his mind. Dazed sent a pulse of encouragement his way, and he smiled appreciatively at her. “Do either of you mind?”

Oz hummed, and Dazed’s pendulum quivered.

Find your peace. 

Ash nodded to them, and let his memory guide him to his destination.
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A little under half an hour later, Ash stood before a familiar monument expertly shaped from marble. It rested in a small circular plaza within sight of the great Vermillion harbor. From here he could see hundreds of ships docked. Most of the largest ships were massive ocean liners carrying thousands of passengers from all over the world. Others were simple sailboats and other vessels meant for short ranges. Dozens of ferries were docked, offering alternatives to flight and teleportation. They likely offered journeys to Fuchsia, the seaside towns near Lavender, Seafoam, Cinnabar, and perhaps a few would even venture to Johto.

The port was a bustling hub of activity - he could hear the shouts, blaring of ship horns, and clangs of activity from here. Thousands filled the area during the day, selling tickets or hawking wares. Normally it would be enough to garner his interest, but for now he simply looked far, far away from the spot he remembered the St. Anne had been moored.

He…he just couldn’t.

Instead, he read over the names. There were nearly four thousand, if he remembered correctly. The monument took the form of a wave fifteen feet long and ten feet tall, with a perfect replica of the St. Anne resting serenely atop it. Ash refused to stare at the ship. He couldn’t, not without remembering the ship carved in half with an icy blue beam of psychic power, sinking into the depths of the ocean, sliding down the deck helplessly, the last memories of inky darkness and cold.

And the Creature, hanging above the sea and lighting the black waves blue for miles around like a second sun.

Cold fire smoldered in the back of his mind. Watching. Waiting.

This was where it truly began. The moment his life changed forever. The day he’d set off on his own with just a Nidorino, Pidgeotto, Seadra, and a Drowzee at his side… not to mention hate. Hate that still burned nearly as bright as the day it was born.

He sighed, then stepped away to read over more names. Ash paused, then released the others. Nidoking, Plume, and Torrent appeared in a flash of light. Seeker was released next, though he carefully bundled her under his jacket. They drew some attention from the others resting in the plaza. There were probably fifty or sixty others slowly working their way down the monument or sitting silently in the benches around the area. Ash knew he was attracting too many wandering eyes, but he couldn’t bring himself to care.

It only took a moment for them to recognize where they were. Nidoking made a strange noise, something between a moan and a snarl as he stared at the representation of the St. Anne. Plume seemed less affected than the others, yet her eyes flashed and her wings twitched as if she wanted to take to the skies and leave this place behind. Torrent betrayed not a single emotion, but lowered his great head. Dazed stood by his side, opposite Nidoking. Seeker… well, she shivered under his jacket for a moment before peeking her head out to look up at the ship.

Oz gave them their space. She knew what this meant to them, but hadn’t experienced it herself.

“It’s been a long time,” Ash said quietly, trying not to disturb the other people and pokemon here. Nidoking grunted back at him, poison dripping from his spines. Memories flooded his mind - a fist racing towards his face, a sickening crunch, horrible realization, and taking a pokeball from a dead man’s belt. “Nidoking?”

His friend huffed, relaxing just a tad as he turned to look at him.

“Thank you for protecting me,” he whispered, feeling rather small again. Seeker snuggled into his chest, enjoying the gentle heat of the Feather, and a traitorous smile slipped onto his face. Nidoking considered him with his black eyes for a moment, then leaned forward to lick Ash’s face like he used to as a Nidorino. He grinned at the tingle, and laid a hand against the poison-type’s plated shoulder. “Thank you all.”

They stood there for a time, each and every one remembering that awful night and those who hadn’t made it out. Ash kept his other hand resting on Seeker’s soft fur, tracing over the bald spot on her chest for just a moment. She chittered at him, and he whispered quiet words back.

Mewtwo simply watched from the back of Ash’s mind and did not say a word. Not a taunt, not a laugh, not a flush of satisfaction. There was nothing, and Ash found himself almost grateful for that. He wasn’t sure what he would do if Mewtwo had mocked or pried, but it wouldn’t have been pretty.

Finally, a giant’s shadow loomed over him.

“I knew I’d find you here one day.”

Ash grunted back. He recalled his team and turned to face Surge. The giant of a man - if he were turned into a Rhydon, he’d probably give Mamoru a run for his money - peered down at him. He wasn’t entirely sure how tall Surge was, exactly, but he made even Bruno look tiny in comparison. Not that Ash thought Surge would be able to punch the Crystal Entei in the face like Bruno had…

If he had to guess, he’d blame Surge’s disgusting fondness for the black broth.

“It’s been a while,” he looked up, craning his neck just so he could look Surge in the eyes. The massive man didn’t quite smile back, but he didn’t look upset either. That was about as happy as either of them could be next to the St. Anne memorial.

Surge nodded. “Yeah,” he cast a look at the St. Anne memorial. “I come here every day. You paying your respects, runt?”

“Yeah.”

They both sat in silence as Surge paid his own respects.

After a few minutes, the Gym Leader grabbed his shoulder and tugged him up. Ash moved with it - if he didn’t his arm would probably be yanked from its socket. “Remember the dead, but remember to live,” Surge grumbled. Ash couldn’t tell if he was talking to himself or to Ash. “C’mon, runt. Let’s get back to the Gym. I know what you’re here for.”

He hesitated, then followed Surge as the giant turned around and made his way through the streets. The crowds parted easily around their Gym Leader, many casting concerned glances towards the man. Surge was easily two or three heads taller than anyone around him, and Ash supposed he should be grateful that he wouldn’t have to worry about losing Surge in the crowd.

Surge didn’t wait on him, so Ash hurried after him.

The Gym Leader was right - they had business to attend to.
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Raichu’s cheeks sparked as she dashed off Surge’s arm and leapt onto a petrified Gym Trainer, who froze as the feisty electric-type perched on the dark-skinned woman’s shoulder and glared at a challenger who had just entered the Gym. A few of the many, many trainers waiting in line outside the Gym scowled at Ash as Surge led him right in, but didn’t dare speak a word as the towering man stepped past. A few stared at Ash, so he pulled his hat lower and kept his eyes downcast. Oz whirred at them and most trainers shied away.

“Here’s an early birthday present, Visquez. Take Raichu. She needs to work off some steam,” Surge grinned at the terrified Gym Trainer. Raichu wrapped her long, cord-like tail around the Gym Trainer’s neck, seeming to enjoy her discomfort. Like trainer, like starter… Ash hadn’t ever heard the expression before, but he felt like it fit. The giant jabbed his finger at the line outside. “Take care of those babies for me, will you?”

The Gym Trainer finally snapped into a salute, as did Raichu. “Yes sir! They won’t get a single badge!”

Surge laughed and clapped Visquez on the back - the blow nearly sent her crashing to the ground. Raichu easily clambered up to stay on top, probably used to half-hearted slaps from Surge sending the average person toppling over. Visquez sent Ash a curious look but didn’t say anything to him.

He appreciated that.

“C’mon to the back. The great Ash Ketchum,” Surge’s voice carried even more, if that was possible, and Ash had the sneaking suspicion he was doing it on purpose, “doesn’t need to waste his time with these clowns!”

A young bright-eyed trainer poked their head into the Gym to look, but a tiny spark from Raichu sent them back outside with a yelp. Ash shook his head, though Oz seemed amused if the low whirr coming from her throat was anything to go by.

Regardless, he followed Surge into the back. Ash couldn’t help but smile as he walked through the battlefield and left Surge’s Gym Trainer and their challenger to the battle. It was hard not to remember the last battle he fought here - Ash couldn’t help the little thrill that raced up his spine at the thought. That had been a great fight.

He’d come a long way.

“Did you have to do that?” Ash asked as Surge led him to a second battlefield, probably used for private training. It was pockmarked with little ruts and craters, along with a single trench that scarred the length of the field. A ground-type technique, maybe? It looked a little ragged to be Earth Power…

Surge just chuckled, tossing a pokeball up and down as he peered down at Ash. A moment later, Electivire appeared in a flash of light. The giant creature, easily four feet across from shoulder to shoulder and a few inches short of seven feet high, sparked as it recognized Oz. Its tails swished rapidly, little blue sparks dancing between its antennae, and Ash would have to be blind to miss the fire in its eyes. It wanted a fight.

And it was still shorter than Surge…

“Just doing my part to spread the legend of Ash Ketchum,” Surge grinned nastily and folded his burly arms. “You’re a big name in Kanto, you know.”

“Unfortunately,” Ash grimaced.

Surge shook his head. “It’s a pain in the ass having everyone keep their eyes on you,” he acknowledged, “It’s got power, though. When people care who you are, they care what you have to say.”

Ash grunted. He wasn’t especially interested in telling people what to think.

The Gym Leader seemed to recognize that and snorted, but seemed content now that he’d said his piece. From seemingly nowhere, he produced a square box, perhaps the size of the giant’s fist, and held it out in front of him. Lightning surged in Ash’s chest and the hair on his arms raised. Oz groaned and stared at the box with laser-like intensity, likely able to sense the vast charge it could produce.

An Electirizer.

“Not yet,” Surge mockingly yanked the box away. Oz stepped forward, sparking, only to be blocked by Electivire’s bulk. “I need to see if you’re ready. This is sooner than I’d planned,” the big man frowned. “It’s been what, four months since the Conference? Four and a half? I’d planned for at least six.”

Ash grinned and Oz stepped forward until she was only inches away from the giant Electivire. “Guess we’ll have to battle. Figure it out that way.”

His opponent’s eyes glinted. “I guess we will.”

In no time at all, they’d turned and gone to opposite sides of the field. Surge spoke as quietly as he could (which wasn’t saying much) to Electivire. If Ash sharpened his senses with Lightning, he’d probably be able to make the big man’s words out.

He didn’t bother. Took the fun out of it.

Oz leaned in close, eyes locked desperately on his. He reached out to grab her meaty fist, smiling softly at her. Ash’s eyes traced over the flowers he’d sloppily tied into her fur. They looked fine, but he could do better if he had any idea what he was doing.

“We’re fighting to impress,” he said quietly. Oz nodded. “We have to be practical. Electivire is stronger than we are. Probably faster, too,” Ash grimaced at the memories of Electivire’s Light Dash. For such a bulky pokemon, it could move. It wasn’t very agile, but it could close the distance well. “It’s fantastic with its psychic abilities. Likes to use barriers to protect itself at range.”

Which was just a minor problem, really. Most of Oz’s most potent techniques - such as Lightning Bolt - would be useless against an electric-type as skilled as Electivire in the first place. Surge had literally invented the technique. His pokemon were probably fully trained in nullifying it, or at least minimizing the damage it could cause.

“Range won’t be an option,” Ash bit his lip thoughtfully. He’d need to work with Oz to make sure she had more options against fellow electric-types going forward. Oz waited patiently, hung on his every word. “Up close is going to be tough. Electivire’s pretty much made of muscle.”

While admittedly not the best start to their strategizing, it didn’t take long to form a… well, Ash would just have to call it functional. Against another pokemon of Electivire’s strength, Oz could probably give it a fantastic fight, or even overcome it through superior skill and experience. Electivire was just a bad opponent for her - the same strengths, and even fewer weaknesses.

This wouldn’t be a long battle. They had to impress a man mad enough to eat the black broth of his own free will. Electivire would win in attrition.

“Ready, runt?”

Ash nodded. Oz hunched over, fur crackling with brilliant arcs of electricity as she glared at Electivire. The monstrous electric-type just stared back unflinchingly. It stood proud and tall, red-tipped tails whipping like snapped powerlines behind it. Electivire roared, and the sound rolled through them like thunder.

He grinned even as a Hypno shuffled over, flinching at the sight of Ash. He dipped his head to the psychic, and it watched him warily even as it prepared to maintain the psychic barriers.

Inspiration came to him just before the battle began, and Ash released Aron. The sleepy steel-type blinked and looked around at the unfamiliar surroundings. He felt a little strange when he realized Aron was one of his only teammates to have not seen the Vermillion Gym before. So much had happened here.

Oz tossed her head back at the sign of Aron’s happy warble - he always got excited to see new places - and her eyes glinted as he tried to waddle into the battlefield to go see one of his favorite teammates up close. Only a quick psychic lock from Hypno kept him from charging up to her, and Ash was quick to tell him to keep close.

Still, it seemed like the extra cheerleader on the sidelines seemed to do Oz good. She stood taller and prouder than ever, lightning crackling in his fists. Electivire towered from across the battlefield, dominating the scene but appearing more than a little irritated that Oz was undaunted.

Ash’s blood pounded in his ears, but was cognizant enough to toss Aron a little piece of scrap metal he kept in his jacket pockets, careful not to cut himself. The little steel-type greedily slurped it up, making a truly awful noise as his rasping tongue tore it to shreds.

Even as Aron happily munched on his treat, the standoff demanded Ash’s attention. Both combatants measured each other up, preparing their opening moves. Tension filled the space between them like a physical weight.

“Begin!”

Surge’s voice shattered the tense silence, and neither combatant so much as twitched.

They measured each other up. Ash’s keen eyes could pick out the nervous twitch of Oz’s powerful muscles beneath her thick heaps of striped fur. Her leg twitched, and Ash knew it was almost time.

Their opponents both growled, obviously impatient, and Surge gave first.

“Lightning Bolt, Mk. 2!” The giant thundered. Electivire’s form blazed, consumed for just a moment in the wildly dancing swirl of electricity, and it roaredas its tails whipped madly. It was charged, and moments later it prepared to thrust a fist at Oz and fire a lance of lightning directly into her. His Feather flared, tickling him as it resonated with the sudden surge.

Ash and Oz grinned as one.

Just as they’d decided, Oz didn’t waste the opportunity. His eyes squeezed shut as tightly as possible the moment Surge had declared his technique, and Oz’s body flared with a brilliant white light as she smashed her fists together with a roar. The arena was consumed with the Flash, and Ash didn’t bother hiding his smirk as Electivire snarled - the Lightning Bolt split off with a boom, going wide and striking the psychic barriers, which only barely held beneath its power.

The next steps of the battle all happened within the span of a few seconds.

Electivire was no fool. Even as Oz fired a flurry of projectiles at it with Swift, it had already raised a Light Screen with the same ease Ash had expected. The Swift smacked harmlessly into the psychic shield, barely testing it, He’d rarely seen anything that wasn’t an actual psychic-type with such refined abilities.

Oz had already taken advantage of the momentary distraction - she shot forward in a quick attack, blurring across over a hundred feet in the blink of an eye. Electivire detected her somehow - perhaps able to sense the electricity crackling across Oz’s coat? - and howled as it smashed its massive fist straight into the earth. A huge ripple of force exploded out of its fist, tearing the ground apart and blasting a crater around it, and Oz stumbled helplessly.

Unfortunately for Electivire, Oz had expected some sort of issue. She was too experienced to fall into the massive electric-type’s trap - she used the stumble to build momentum, ducking beneath the blind Electivire’s haymaker that would’ve easily taken her out of the fight, and swung her own fist -

The giant Electivire’s scream as Oz’s Brick Break smacked into its furry hip was music to Ash’s ears. He grinned as the Electivire crumpled, tossed to the ground less by the force of the attack and more by the way its right leg crumpled underneath Oz’s vicious strike.

“Watch out!”

Electivire snarled, eyes black with rage, and it was just cognizant to spit a light stream of fuming purple liquid, thick and clumped together in ugly globs, that coated Oz. She stumbled back, shaking her head trying to fling it out of her eyes -

“Lightning Bolt!” Ash shouted as Electivire’s body blazed, a tinge of desperation in his words. Oz had been drenched in the Toxic, but she was still cognizant. She somehow managed to split into a Double Team, an illusory clone taking her place as she dived out of the way.

He wasn’t sure how the half-blind Electivire figured it out, but the Electivire tracked Oz with ease. Its fist crackled, the aura of lightning crackling about its muscular body flickered, and a full-powered Lightning Bolt fired straight into Oz’s chest. She was consumed in a flash of light, little more than a black shadow as the electricity surged into her body, and Ash grimaced.

Only to feel Lightning resonate within him, and his eyes never left Oz’s body.

The Lightning Bolt raged around Oz, but her will was too strong to simply take it. Oh, Ash knew it hurt. Ash’s hand went to his chest, teeth grinding as he felt Oz’s pain as if it were his own and barely stayed on his feet. She didn’t simply give into the agony - she flexed her will, drew on all the experience with her games of ‘catch’ with Raichu and any other electric-types they could find, and redirected the Lightning Bolt with all the force she could push into it.

A spear of lightning exploded from her fist with a boom, the thunderclap rolling throughout the battleground, and Electivire shuddered as it was hammered with a redoubled Lightning Bolt. It exploded against Electivire’s side in a brilliant flash of light that nearly burned his eyes, and Electivire twitched madly as even its incredible system was briefly overwhelmed.

Oz laid panting in a black-and-gold heap, body overwhelmed by the quick-acting Toxic and the strain of redirecting the Lightning Bolt, then began to rise on shaking legs even as Electivire gingerly rose on its wounded side. The Electivire stomped closer with wild eyes and flailing tails -

“Alright, that’s enough!” Surge’s words brought an immediate end to the battle. Even the battle-mad Electivire came to a stop the moment it heard, and Oz slowly found her footing. Ash didn’t hesitate to rush over, already pulling an antidote and potion from his storage compartments. She’d need to be cleaned up first, then treated to make sure the brief exposure to the Toxic hadn’t done a number on her.

Ash nodded to Electivire as he hurried to Oz’s side. He knelt close to her, inspecting her fur and getting as much of the Toxic off as he could. It was a little difficult trying to work quickly while also avoiding getting the foul substance on his own skin, but he managed.

It wasn’t the first time.

“You did amazingly,” Ash murmured to Oz, who was still a little out of it. Her eyes were bleary and a little wild, and he was pretty sure she saw two or three of him. “The way you redirected that Lightning Bolt…” Ash stole a glance at Electivire, who had fallen to its good knee. She hadn’t pulled a Bruiser against the fully evolved electric-type (Ash resolved to never tell Bruiser that term) and broken its leg, but he knew it would be sore the next day. “Guess all the training paid off, huh?”

She… well, she didn’t whirr. More moaned and tried to see straight. Oz attempted to rise, but he gently pressed her back down to the floor. It would have been child’s play for her to push past his meager strength, but she seemed to recognize he had her best interests in mind and laid back down.

A shadow fell over them. “She’s a fighter!” Ash could hear the harsh laughter in Surge’s voice, then the crack of the man’s knuckles. “A damn good one at that. She’s got a fire in her belly.”

“She is.”

He heard a quiet huff, then found himself bodily knocked out of the way by a massive, round pokemon. Ash landed heavily on his side, a snarl on his face before he simply blinked.

A Blissey hung over Oz, fretting over her beaten form. The Electabuzz hissed at her, electricity crackling around her fists and she half-heartedly swung at the Blissey for pushing over Ash. Blissey easily stepped out of the way, then dashed forward with surprising speed and slapped Oz across the face.

It was a gentle blow, but it worked. Oz and Ash both couldn’t help but stare. Aron just sniffed at Blissey’s foot, tried to lick at it, then scurried away when the no-nonsense Blissey scowled and kicked at him.

“Don’t worry, Blissey will take care of Oz,” Surge chuckled, slapping Ash on the back and knocking the wind out of him. “Don’t know if she’ll enjoy the experience, but she’ll be cleaned up.”

He was more than a little hesitant to leave Oz alone after her fight, but Blissey’s deathly glare sent him on his way.

“Good luck!” He called before Surge yanked him away. Oz just stared blearily at him and waved one of her giant fists in farewell as the Blissey set to work.

“C’mon, runt,” the giant grinned nastily. One of his fists clenched Ash’s shoulder - it easily wrapped all the way around, and Ash had to wonder how easy it would be for Surge to haul him around like a Persian with a young Meowth. “We’ve got a lot to catch up on.”

Ash resigned himself and followed.

XX

An hour later, Oz had rejoined them. She was still a little wobbly and sparked a tad more than usual, but at least she was able to walk (mostly) straight again. He was still a little concerned though - she had flinched when he asked her about Blissey’s bedside manner.

He decided to never get hospitalized in Vermillion.

Well, never again at any rate. He was a little late for that declaration.

It didn’t take long for him to push those unpleasant memories away, and he couldn’t help but feel a little pleased that he did it all without the help of Ice.

Unfortunately, he did need to call on Ice to keep him calm for what came next.

“You can’t be serious.”

Oz nodded in agreement, nostrils flaring and looking faintly green (how that was possible for an Electabuzz he wasn’t sure). He just stared and matched Oz’s expression.

Aron, on the other hand, seemed faintly intrigued.

“When was the last time you heard me make a joke?” Surge asked gruffly. His face was hard and deadly, much like it had been when they ventured through the Storm all those months ago. He held the tin up, though Ash and Oz recoiled away from the foul thing. “Take it. Drink. Prove you haven’t gotten soft prancing around with Steven in Hoenn.”

If his shaking head didn’t convince Surge, he hoped the ugly scowl on his face did.

“No way,” Ash snarled, stepping back. Surge matched him, hard-faced and stubborn as ever. Oz sparked warningly, moving to intercept the giant. A thought came to mind. “I thought you were supposed to eat the black broth?”

Surge finally cracked a grin. It wasn’t pleasant. “Who even knows?” He turned the tin upside down. The black broth didn’t even come close to sliding out. Aron licked his chops and wobbled closer to Surge, though seemed a little intimidated by the huge man. Ash tried to figure out what would be worse for Aron - eating raw, jagged metal all the time or taking a lick of the broth.

He was pretty sure he knew which one he would choose.

Then a little chunk plopped down, holding firm even when it smashed against the floor, and Aron greedily devoured it in a bite. Ash watched closely, and just shook his head when Aron eagerly looked up to the can, obviously desperate for more.

“At least someone has good taste.”

“You can’t hold the Electirizer over my head like this!” He argued, Fire flaring. Surge was… less than intimidated. “You can’t,” Ash finished lamely. It was less a statement and more a plea for mercy. To be honest, he was pretty sure his body wouldn’t let him eat it again. His throat was closing up just remembering the sludge.

“You might be an Elite Four trainee, but I’m the one with the power here,” Surge’s grin stretched wider, reminding Ash of a Sharpedo’s fang-filled maw. He shoved the tin forward insistently. “Eat.”

His stomach did flips in his stomach. Saliva filled Ash’s mouth and his throat tightened, but he snatched the sludge-filled tin out of Surge’s fist (it wasn’t much smaller than Oz’s, he noted) and stared into the tin. It was black in only the faintest definition of the word. Beneath the bright light of the Vermillion Gym’s kitchen it seemed to shine a toxic purple, then with a sickly green sheen, and even had little rivulets of dull orange lacing it like veins at times…

Ash did not want to put this in his body.

Surge’s jeers weren’t what convinced him. Instead, it was the quick glance he took at Oz. The way she glared at Surge, the way her legs still shook with the tremor left over by the hammer blow Electivire’s mighty Lightning Bolt.

That didn’t stop him from staring daggers at Surge as he closed his eyes, fought the rising nausea, and allowed the first thick, slimy chunks to slide down his throat. The broth quivered, fighting to stay in one piece, then a greasy black chunk finally detached and fell into his waiting mouth - it took all of his willpower to force it down, and his body seemed to fight it at every turn. Ash didn’t feel guilty at all about drawing on Ice to numb the dawning horror. His breath left him thick and white and cloudy, and Surge stared, plainly unsettled.

Not to say it made the taste any better. It just numbed his absolute dread at eating the awful thing. Took the emotion out of it.

He mechanically allowed another chunk of the viscous…fluid? Gelatin, Ash decided, as it seared his tongue. Even with Ice his stomach churned, and he wasn’t totally sure how much more he could take. It was even worse than usual…

Surge’s obnoxious grin was so wide it swallowed up his whole face. He allowed Ash to suffer for a few more bites before his enormous hand snatched the black broth away from him, easily crumpling the mostly empty tin in his fist and tossing it into a nearby trash can. “Gotta ease yourself into it!” He chortled. “Still, I appreciate the enthusiasm. You held up your end of the bargain,” his eyes fell over Oz, who glared at the man. “Not bad, not bad at all. Hal!”

The Hypno from earlier appeared seamlessly beside them, eyes red and bloodshot with exhaustion. It must not be feeding as much as it should have been, though Ash couldn’t fathom why. Overwork, perhaps? Vermillion was a bustling port town, and that meant Surge and his Gym were putting out fires and hunting down enterprising criminals constantly. Even without the Rockets he knew that Vermillion, Celadon, and Saffron tended to be breeding grounds for aspiring criminals… though he couldn’t imagine who would be dumb enough to make moves in Sabrina’s territory.

“Take us to Memorial Hill,” Surge barked. Hal nodded, his pendulum (carved of a beautiful many-hued circlet of opal) flashing with light. The next moment they were whisked away to a space that appeared to be a decent trek away from the city, full of dipping hills and groves of trees. Ash blinked at the expert jump through space - he didn’t feel so much as a tug, and they must have traveled miles. Dazed still struggled with distance teleports, which he voiced. “Yeah, Hal’s good at what he does,” the giant smirked. Hal dipped his head in acknowledgement before vanishing into thin air. “A bit shy, though.”

Ash and Oz looked around as one, taking in the pristine area they’d entered: a towering hill that stood high above the lesser hills that surrounded it, and which afforded a beautiful view of Vermillion and the glittering sea beyond. It was incredibly peaceful, painted bright by the glowing sun. A few Pidgey and Spearow rested in the trees, glaring distrustfully at one another and squawking every now and then whenever one of their number fluttered too close. Aron paid little attention, naturally, seeming more disappointed he wouldn’t get to eat the black broth’s tin container than anything.

“What is this place?” He stared at a tall black obelisk that jutted from the earth atop a plain stone platform - it appeared both new and old at once. Timeless. A long wall stretched below it, short but running nearly thirty feet across.

“Memorial Hill,” Surge replied as he surveyed the area. He released Electivire, who stared daggers at Oz. She didn’t seem intimidated in the least, and Ash placed a calming hand on her furry forearm. “Erected after the Last War. Honors our fallen. Empty, most days”

He stared at the wall, picking out the tiny names etched into it. There were so many… “St. Anne?” Ash asked through grit teeth. Surge nodded with a tight jaw. His expression was unreadable, but something in Ash knew the pain hidden behind the stern facade. The guilt. That lingering powerlessness, the gnawing feeling that he could have done more. His stomach turned.

“Yeah,” Surge said, and that was that. The giant turned away from the obelisk - the local pokemon didn’t seem bothered at all by his presence, and Ash had the sneaking suspicion that Surge was a regular sight for them. “It’s a nice spot.”

“It is.”

Just a moment of silence, then Ash’s stomach leapt and his morbid thoughts fell away. “So she’s ready? You’ll give us the Electirizer?” He chattered, excited enough for the lingering greasy film of the black broth to stop bothering him. Oz perked up as well, fangs bared and electricity crackling. Her whole body shook with barely contained energy.

Surge’s frown didn’t inspire confidence and tension immediately filled the air. Ash and Oz both paid Surge their fullest attention, and even Aron shifted uneasily on his stubby little legs. He rubbed up against Oz’s leg, and that at least seemed to relax her just a tad.

“Personally, I’d give her two or three months if you want the best results, maybe even four,” Surge suggested. He watched them warily, like he was expecting a pyrobomb to go off. The Gym Leader still held the Electirizer, however, and the box seemed to mock them where it laid in his palm. “She’s progressing well - her capacity is impressive - but I think a bit more time to grow into her abilities would do her some good.”

His stomach sank, and Oz visibly sagged. Her fists leapt with little dancing arcs of electricity, and Ash’s face twisted into an ugly grimace. That was not what he’d hoped for. They’d worked so hard… Oz had come so far.

A low rumble emerged from deep in Oz’s chest, somewhere between a keening moan and a thunderous growl. Ash laid his hand on Oz’s fur, wincing at the sheer volume of the charge he could feel building up. Lightning flashed through him, and every hair stood on end. His teeth ground together and even Aron warbled softly at Oz. Worse than the fiery anger at being found wanting, worse than the disappointment, was a bitter frustration that blazed in every bit of her.

He bit his lip and looked away from Oz. “What do we need to do, then?”

“Train, grow, fight,” Surge boomed. He hesitated. “She can evolve, runt. She’s strong enough, but I think she can do better. Push her capacity further, for one. Her body will probably accept the evolution, but it could always fail. If she grows a bit more, the gains from evolution will be even more significant,” Surge finished. “It’s up to you.”

Ash almost gave an answer, then shook his head. “No it’s not,” he said, looking to Oz. “What do you -”

Oz’s hand rushed out in a blur and wrapped her powerful fingers around the Electirizer. Surge cursed and immediately hit a small button on the side then practically flung it into Oz’s hands - she cradled it like she would Aron, or perhaps a little Elekid from her old herd. Her other hand squeezed it like the Electirizer was her lifeline, and Ash saw nothing but satisfaction in her eyes before the Electirizer surged - he felt the massive burst of electricity in his core even as the box flashed a brilliant white and immense heat poured from it.

The Electabuzz howled in agony, even her massive capacity overwhelmed by the insane burst of electricity blasting through her every cell. She coupled over in blissful agony, barely able to remain on her feet as her body seized helplessly. Ash nearly stepped forward to reach out, to help her -

“No!” Surge hauled him back (and somehow swept Aron up with a single hand). “It’ll kill you,” he snarled to the both of them. Ash wasn’t entirely sure about that, but didn’t say a word as he watched Oz spasm - she’d finally collapsed, but her hands were gripped around the box desperately. Whether she couldn’t or wouldn’t let it go was a question Ash didn’t have the answer for.

He yanked his arm away, watching in helpless silence as Oz wrestled with the agonizing pulses of electricity that wracked her. It seemed to hit a critical point, and in an instant Oz was consumed by a shining white light that put the sun to shame.

Ash hesitated, then quickly released the entire team as fast as he could. They materialized immediately, coalescing into a solid form in mere moments.

They needed to be here for this.

Oz needed them.

“Stay back!” He ordered before any of them could rush to Oz’s aid. Ash winced at the blistering heat pouring off Infernus, and thankfully the Magmortar had materialized atop a small outcropping of boulders to avoid damaging the hill too much. “We’re here for you, Oz.”

Nidoking chuffed, eyes locked on the writhing Electabuzz. Her eyes were forced open, fluttering madly, and every other muscle in her body was locked in place. Oz’s teeth were bared in an awful snarl, though she was soundless at this point. Every pokemon had gone silent, although the local pokemon were cautiously peering from the grass and trees to watch the spectacle.

Somehow, Ash knew she wouldn’t trade this for the whole world.

For a time she just flopped helplessly on the ground like a Magikarp yanked out of the water, consumed whole by the awful power reshaping her flesh. It went on long enough that he began to worry, a burgeoning fear that all this pain would be for nothing and that her body wasn’t ready, just like Surge said -

Oz glowed, the light redoubling and the first changes occurring. Despite the agony, despite the sorry state she was in, Ash grinned just as Oz did.

It was happening.

He scanned his team’s reactions for just a moment, warmth filling his chest as Seeker poked her head out from beneath Bruiser’s large hands - he’d walked her over to the shade cast by the obelisk, and they both watched Oz with satisfaction, as did Dazed and Torrent by his side. Nidoking was implacable as ever, but there was something in his dark eyes that betrayed his inner thoughts.

Sneasel just clambered up onto Ash’s shoulder and locked his long arms around Ash’s neck. He stared with envy coloring his gaze, and Ash knew he’d have to appease him with some treats later. The last he checked (after confirming Tangrowth wasn’t trying to offer a helping vine or ten to Oz) was Infernus, and the simple happiness radiating from the Magmortar was more than a tad unsettling.

Time for that later. For now, he watched and waited.

Oz’s entire form was nearly impossible to look at directly, though he tried to pay as much attention as he could. Before his very eyes her body changed. Her stocky body widened and stretched as bones lengthened and grew and snapped into place and thick hide packed on faster and faster, and both her arms and legs bulged grotesquely with massive amounts of dense muscle until she was even wider and more powerfully built than Infernus or Nidoking.

The Electirizer fell out of her grip, smoking and slightly warped from the insane amount of energies it had channeled. Surge quietly had Electivire snatch it up.

With the Electirizer gone, Oz was free to writhe. Ash bit his lip and nervously played with his hat - he wasn’t sure if it was the simple amount of electricity pumped into her or that she really wasn’t ready, but the process looked agonizing. 

Oz howled and rolled onto her stomach, still flashing and sparking, and dug her massive new fingers into the dirt to rip and tear as the evolution continued. Ash winced as her waving tail split into two, lengthening and pulling as it seemingly ripped apart, growing long and cordlike. Her shaggy fur grew rapidly, bursting from her skin to become thicker than ever, especially around her shoulders and forearms.

Her antennae grew just a tad, her chest broadened, her limbs thickened until they resembled small tree trunks, and at last the glow faded to reveal the new Electivire. Ash couldn’t help but stare with a big, dumb grin - she was beautiful. Oz laid half-unconscious against the earth, still enough that he’d have been worried if he couldn’t track the steady rise and fall of her chest, and for a moment they couldn’t help but admire her new form.

Overall, she was largely similar aside from the huge difference in muscle mass, height, and wideness. Oz’s wild stripes had flattened to symmetrical bands in most areas, and her eyes were embedded in a field of pitch black. The Electivire’s twin tails laid limply against her back, the rounded red tips sparking lightly with newfound strength. Blue streaks of electricity jumped erratically between her antennae, and Ash didn’t miss the way Surge’s Electivire’s antennae sparked in turn.

The moment passed, and most of the team huddled around Oz in the next. Ash knelt against the soft grass of Memorial Hill, ignoring Surge’s bark of warning to rest his hand against Oz’s thick fur. He ignored the tingling heat of the electricity, allowing it to flow harmlessly through him as he channeled Lightning. His senses sharpened, and his nostrils flared at the scent of bitter ozone in the air.

“Hey,” he whispered as he stroked her coarse fur. Oz groaned, obviously wiped out by the stress of the evolution, and was helpless to resist as Aron charged into her side and began licking at her fur, ignoring the shocks. Tangrowth moved to help by wrapping her up in a flurry of vines and gurgling at her, but the rest kept a respectful distance. Torrent in particular seemed interested, staring down at her with his scarlet eyes.

Ash suspected there would be a few fights coming up to discover the new pecking order of the team…

He couldn’t wait.

“Easy,” he chastised Aron as the little steel-type waddled up to start licking at Oz’s face with his rough tongue. Little bolts of electricity jumped harmlessly to Aron’s domed head. Aron whined, then rested his head against Oz’s. Ash nodded gratefully to him, a soft smile working its way onto his face. He really did love her.

Unfortunately, a new presence made itself known. Blistering heat struck his skin and he looked up to see Infernus approaching with a massive battle-crazed grin. His eyes shone with delight as he looked down at Oz, and she finally opened her eyes as he neared. A terrible noise like cracking thunder rumbled from deep inside Oz’s chest and she scrambled to her feet with electricity bursting from her fur. Her fists instinctively grasped around her tails and exploded with thrumming power, blue electricity danced between her antennae even as Infernus raised a fire-filled cannon -

“No.”

The simple word brought a stop to it all. Oz was still unsteady on her feet and snarled at his words, but had just enough presence of mind to come to a stop. Infernus whined, then grumbled, and motioned insistently to his newfound opponent, but Ash shook his head.

“Not here,” he directed his eyes to the obelisk. That didn’t seem to convince Infernus, so he changed tactics. “Oz needs to catch her breath. She’s still getting used to her new shape,” Ash didn’t mention that he doubted Oz was in any condition to battle. That evolution had been agonizing to watch…

Infernus groaned, but didn’t resist as Ash recalled him. They’d have to duke it out another time.

“Not bad,” Surge didn’t look especially happy as he stepped forward. It was surreal looking at how he absolutely dwarfed the two Electivire, not to mention the rest of Ash’s team. “Bet that hurt like a bitch.”

Oz didn’t attempt to deny it. She was still wobbly, though she whirred threateningly at the giant. He wasn’t even remotely threatened, of course, but didn’t stop Electivire from stepping in between them.

“She’s fine now.”

Surge tossed him a sideways glance, then snorted. “Guess she is,” he looked the new Electivire. “You need to have a check up,” the giant shook his head with obvious exasperation. “I didn’t think you would actually evolve today. We’re lucky you aren’t out of commission for the next week.”

Oz didn’t look particularly bothered by that. She ignored Surge entirely, allowing her prehensile tails to brush against her new body even as her long fingers stroked over her new musculature. The Electivire looked entirely too pleased with her new form, reminding Ash vaguely of Plume. He’d have to make sure their room in the Pokemon Center had a full-sized mirror for Oz to admire herself in.

“Hal!” Surge thundered. The exhausted Hypno appeared as if from nowhere, sparing Dazed a single glance. Ash quickly picked up on the hint and recalled his team with a brief apology (with the exception of Oz).

Ash barely even felt the tugging in his gut before Hal had whisked them back to the Vermillion Gym, right where they’d left earlier. The precision was incredible! He’d have to start working with Dazed on her teleportation. She was better than most Hypno already, but they could always shoot for new heights.

A new mind brushed against his, though Ash felt it recoil briefly at the contact. Soon enough a monotonous voice droned on inside his head. It was a little less distinct than Dazed’s, holding a slight echoing quality that left Ash focusing on making it all out.

Thank you for the compliment, Storm-Tamer. 

He nodded, smiling softly at the Hypno, then its eyes flickered purple again as its opal pendulum trembled.

You have been assigned Robert as your liaison?

“Unfortunately,” his face twisted into a scowl. Hal’s large nose twitched.

You have my condolences. 

With that the Hypno vanished effortlessly into nothingness, going off to wherever the League teleporters spent the majority of their time. Surge stepped forward then, sparing Ash a curious look, and snorted. “Alright, let’s get her,” he jabbed his finger at Oz, “taken care of, then maybe we can see what she’s capable of. Sound good?”

Ash grinned.

That sounded perfect.
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The next morning found Ash sitting in the kitchen of the Vermillion Gym. Some of Surge’s trainers rushed to and fro, filing in and out of the rooms at random as they got dressed, shoveled whole heaps of food into their face, and scurried whenever Surge barked out an order. He recognized Visquez nearly sprinting with her own Pikachu at her side - she seemed to get personal attention from Surge, and Ash honestly couldn’t tell if she relished in it or was absolutely terrified of him.

“She’s a good kid,” Surge boomed as he sat in an especially large chair at the massive kitchen table set up in the center of the room - it still creaked and shuddered under his weight. Raichu nibbled happily on a berry, tail swishing to and fro as she devoured it. The Gym Leader chuckled and passed her another berry that she greedily snagged. “I’m trying to get her trained up right now. Who knows, she might even replace me one day.”

Ash snorted. He couldn’t imagine Surge of all people retiring. Though he couldn’t help but shift uneasily a moment later. He’d thought the same of Agatha, hadn’t he?

“But enough of that,” Surge sent one of his Gym Trainers a hard stare as the tall young man snagged a few muffins and squeaked an apology to the Gym Leader as he hurried away. “You said you wanted my advice on a technique?”

“Yeah,” he nodded, smiling at the thought. “Oz and I have been working on it for a month or so now. I was going to ask Wattson about it, but…” Ash trailed off, his mind going to Greenfield.

Surge nodded slowly. “Good man, Wattson. You came to the right place, though! So spit it out.”

“It’s supposed to be an amplification technique,” Ash started slowly, choosing each word with great care. “Taking advantage of her physiology. It has some flaws. It’s going to rely on Infernus or Torrent to set it up - for now, anyways,” he admitted. “Oz doesn’t have the power for it yet. Or she didn’t,” Ash rubbed his chin thoughtfully.

The Gym Leader followed along, but motioned impatiently for him to get to the point.

“I’m calling it Storm Surge for now,” he said. “It -”

“Naming it after me?” Surge’s booming laughter rattled him, but Ash just rolled his eyes. “That’s cute.”

“Anyways, it’s reliant on clouds and weather. I can set it up with Torrent’s Rain Dance or the clouds that form when Infernus fights,” Ash explained, rattling off quickly as he grew more and more excited. Understanding began to flicker in the giant’s eyes, and even Raichu paused in nibbling her berries to listen. “I’m hoping that it’ll prime the environment for her to take advantage of. If we work hard, I think Oz might be able to control lightning strikes!” He rapped his knuckles against the hard table as he thought. “If we can get it down, she could use it to supercharge herself, or direct actual lightning at opponents! What do you think?”

Surge scratched behind Raichu’s curled ears as he nodded slowly. “Ambitious,” he said, then grinned. “I like it!”

Ash felt tension drain out of his shoulders and fought down a surge of manic laughter.

“Not to say it’ll be easy,” Surge warned. “I haven’t even heard of such a thing. The power required would be mind blowing, let along the control…” he muttered. “This could take years, runt. It’s not a project to take lightly. There are Electric Masters who wouldn’t take on something like this.”

That was no surprise to him. He’d known it would be difficult when he and Oz had conceived the idea, but weren’t all things worth doing? “Guess it’s a good thing I’m starting now,” Ash snorted. Surge shared a quick laugh at that. “We haven’t had much luck so far,” he admitted. “But now that Oz is evolved, I think we’ll double down on it. We’ve mostly been working on capacity so far, just priming her for evolution.”

“I would love to meet the Electabuzz that could pull something like this off,” the Gym Leader chuckled, smashing his fist into the table hard enough for it to quake. “It’s a clever idea. Appeals to an Electivire’s strengths, but the execution will be the problem. I’m glad you’re working in other members to set it up,” Surge said approvingly. “She’ll need all of her juice for this, but if it works, she’ll be unstoppable.”

Ash dipped his head in thanks, glad to get Surge’s input. “Can you help me get started?” He asked. “I have to leave for Pallet Town in a few hours, but I’d really appreciate it if you could look at what we’ve done so far. There’s a few other techniques I’d like to ask you about too.”

Surge’s grin was savage. The giant cracked his knuckles. “Glad you know when to ask for help,” he rose to his full height. Ash was pretty sure the chair was close to groaning in relief. “But yeah, I can spare a few hours. Haven’t heard of any decent challengers in the area anyways.”

His eyes darkened. “Think we can get another battle in afterwards? Oz could use a workout.”

The Gym Leader’s grin only widened.
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Wind whistled through the hills of Pallet Town, swaying the fields of grass and breaking against the encroaching forest. Sweet floral scents filled his nostrils, and he couldn’t help his easy smile. It was amazing to see little Pallet Town from Plume’s viewpoint on the flight over; just a tiny collection of scattered homes and buildings tucked into the placid sea. More than the bustling port of Vermillion, the lonely Lavender Tower, or the towering citadel of Indigo Plateau, he craved Pallet.

Home.

Most people were already at work in the lab or the tiny collection of restaurants, stores, and supply shops that kept Pallet running, but a few offered him a friendly wave or stared after him as he passed. Ash ignored them in favor of scanning the street, taking in the tiny changes an outsider would never notice. New coats of paint, a few fresh faces, and a handful of League Rangers he knew weren’t stationed here before. He spared them a curious glance before looking to the outskirts of the town.

Professor Oak’s home rose above it all of course, standing proudly with all of Pallet Town in its shadow. A few mountains jutted in the distance, and Ash couldn’t help but think fondly of the old memories of roaming them on his lonesome or with Gary, then newer flashes of traversing the heights fearlessly with his team behind him, or meeting Jon and Amelia or Gary to train in that month after the Indigo Conference…

He smiled.

“Haven’t been here in a while,” he commented. Nidoking grunted, though something in his black gaze was softer and kinder than normal. Everyone passing by still made sure to cross to the other side of the path, of course. “It’s nice.”

This time Nidoking nodded, nostrils flaring to suck in the fresh air. It was a far cry from the suffocating weight of Lavender’s stagnant air, tinged with the taint of alien spirits and the old thing that dwelled in the city’s heart. Warmer breezes swept in from the sea, intermixing with the cold air crawling down from the mountains.

To be honest, he wasn’t entirely sure where he would go first. He needed to visit the Corral soon - and Professor Oak, of course - but part of him just wanted to lounge about and enjoy the peace for a time. He had all day to spend with the Professor.

A part of him wished he had Gary, Amelia, and Jon to spend some time with as well. The days on the Lake of Rage had been…pleasant.

His eyes followed a great black shadow that swept across the earth - a distant shriek told him Plume had come to say hello. She knew these lands well, and he hadn’t seen any point in returning her to her pokeball. After putting up with the glacial (for her) pace of flying across Kanto with Ash on her back, he thought it was the least he could do for the Pidgeot.

The others would get some time to stretch their legs soon enough. Ash openly smiled at that - Tangrowth had missed all the little ones at the Corral. He knew they’d missed their happy-go-lucky, hugging, gurgling companion as well.

For now, he just had one mission to take care of.

It only took a few more minutes to take a lazy stroll through Pallet’s tranquil hills and find himself at his house.

He took a moment to just stare.

Red roof. White paint. Sturdy fence.

Ash and Nidoking basked in it.

This was home, alright.

The two finally walked in after fiddling with the creaky lock for a moment. It took him a moment to remember where the key was hidden beneath a flowerpot. Pallet was a safe town. Even if someone had tried to break in, Alakazam would pick up on it in a heartbeat. She kept the whole town safe.

It felt a little strange stepping into the house knowing his mom was nowhere to be found. His throat tightened just a tad and he hurriedly glanced around. Everything looked just how he’d left it before he’d left for Hoenn. He’d tidied the place up as best he could, but now that he was back he picked up on a few tiny details that his mom would have never missed in a million years: a few stray pieces of gleaming silverware stashed beneath the couch by Sneasel’s thieving claws, an old book on training he’d flipped through and left on the coffee table, blankets still wrapped up into a cozy cave for Seeker to snuggle in.

One of his mom’s old employees at the deli promised to keep an eye on the place. She’d done a good job, though she’d left everything exactly as he’d left it. There was no hint of dust, and even the air smelled remarkably fresh. Still a little musty, but he thought she must have cracked a window every now and then to let some new air in.

He shifted uneasily. The house was still familiar, but its emptiness was stark now. Unnatural. Foreign.

Where was his mom whistling as she went about her day or worked through a massive textbook? Where was the energy, the hustle and bustle? The life? His mom was a small woman, but she seemed to fill the house to the brim.

At least his team had stayed with him before…

“I’ll be right back,” he mumbled once they’d taken a few steps deeper. Nidoking’s big ears twitched, and he brushed a blunt claw against Ash’s bare arm. Ash smiled wanly, patted Nidoking’s plated shoulder, and left his friend waiting by the stairs. There was no way on earth Nidoking could climb them without breaking the house.

Ash moved quickly, coolly assessing the former home with every step. His door was closed, though he’d left it cracked all those months ago when he’d embarked to Hoenn. Their house sitter must have nudged it shut. He wasn’t especially patient when he flung it open, glancing around his room before settling on his dresser.

It was mostly empty now - storage compartments were pretty convenient for keeping his extra clothes, although he still packed minimally. All that remained were a few old pictures (and a new one of both Ash and his entire team lazing in the Corral, plus one of him and his other friends from Pallet Town). Ash grinned at the sight of the photos, picking each up in turn to feel the glossy paper between his fingers.

He had his mom to thank for these. His face twisted into a grimace and his chest panged, and he gently laid the pictures back in their places of honor. Instead, Ash glanced to the silver medal he’d earned in the Indigo Conference that laid on the dresser. Memories of the fierce battle where his team had earned it with sweat and blood and grit rushed through his mind, and he smiled.

That was a good fight.

Ash began to move on, but found himself hesitating. He found his eyes drawn back to the gleaming medal, and after a moment picked it up. The silver was weighty in his hand, and he found quite a bit of satisfaction in lifting it. For a moment he inspected it, glancing over the words inscribed in the fine metal, and at last allowed the medal to be transferred into the storage compartment where he kept his personal belongings in a flash of light.

It didn’t belong here in this empty house.

He almost left then, satisfied with the visit to his room, but paused. After a moment he turned back to his dresser and yanked one of the drawers open, sifting through a few old shirts he’d outgrown over the course of his journey to find his treasures.

Two items greeted him: a small splinter of a deep, glossy black and the ridged golden scale of a Dragonite.

His fingers trailed over the Dragon Scale first, awash in nostalgia as he recalled Lance first handing him the scale on the boat back to Kanto. That seemed so long ago now, like another life entirely…

Ash had almost brought the Moon Stone shard and the Dragon Scale along with him to Hoenn all those months ago, but ultimately decided against it. Thieves were still a thing, and even if he didn’t think his team would ever let anyone questionable near him, it was still worth considering. Everything he had on him was ultimately replaceable (even the books, which were the things he valued most at the moment). Elder Yari would probably be willing to give another copy of the Drakes’ journal, even if Ash would dread asking for a replacement. Even Cynthia’s books were replaceable, even if he’d be heartbroken to lose the signed copy or the manuscript Lance had passed onto him.

The Dragon Scale and the Moon Stone shard? Irreplaceable by any measure. Sure, he could replace the items themselves, but he would never be able to replace what they represented. Nidoking and Torrent had evolved through these items.

Of course, the thought of evolution put a big, dumb smile on his face as he thought of Oz. He could only imagine how quickly she’d be swarmed by the resident electric-types at the Corral. She’d be more than happy to show off, of course.

To be fair, he knew they’d be safe in Pallet Town. Nobody was breaking into the house with Alakazam and Arcanine around. It was why he’d felt comfortable leaving them in the empty house at all.

Something in him itched at the thought of just leaving them here now, though. Leaving them in this lifeless place to linger in obscurity… no, that wouldn’t do.

They’d be a lot safer in his room at Indigo Plateau, he calculated, and almost fooled himself into believing that was the only reason. Ash had never been a good liar, though, and least of all to himself.

He transferred the Dragon Scale into his personal storage department next, taking a moment to savor the coarse ridges of the golden scale against his fingertips. It was hard to believe that it had been part of Dragonite once, though Ash could almost imagine the dragon’s warmth still imbued the scale. The idle thought was more comforting than Ash would have expected.

Next was the inky shard of the Moon Stone. It seemed to drink up every bit of light that touched it, less black and more an absence of color or hue or faint gleam most Moon Stones would capture. He could easily lose himself staring into its depths, and for a moment he did.

Ash stared, admiring the void-like splinter. He didn’t pick it up quite yet, just taking in the sight. Something caught his attention, something indecipherable like a hint of smoke coiling -

Deeper and deeper he stared, certain he’d seen something and determined to catch it. After half a minute without any success, Ash sighed and reached out to grab the shard, still suspicious even as his rough fingers touched the impossible smoothness of the stone -

Power.

His breath hitched and he pulled away from the Moon Stone shard, watching it with more than a hint of wariness. Ash exhaled as the flicker left him, lingering for just a moment in his fingertip before slipping away. Rather than afraid, he found himself intrigued. He’d toyed with the shard more than once in the past and never felt more than a hum, barely more than a faint pressure, let alone this little shock.

Naturally, he touched it again. He was prepared this time and instead of jerking away held on, opening him to the latent force that clung to the Moon Stone.

He shut his eyes, recalling the brief lessons Cynthia had imparted.

Why, why, why?

Ash felt the shard, thought of its history, thought of its origin - Steven had chipped it off the true Moon Stone, hadn’t he? He still had no idea how on earth Steven had convinced the Clefable of Mt. Moon to let that happen, but he couldn’t help but wonder, to pick at connections and let his thoughts follow unseen paths.

Power, faint but steady. Not beating like a heart, but putting out a constant flow. A steady drip-drip-drip of unseen energy trickling from a tiny sliver of infinity. 

His heart pounded at the thrill of mystery, and he refused to think too deeply lest he lose his grip on the insight - it was like trying to catch smoke, and he wasn’t sure he could replicate it if he failed here. Instead he kept his eyes closed and waited as foreign connections dotted together, knit into a cohesive picture by his mind. Ash was just a rock in a stream, engulfed in the flow.

Power, different from the untamed warmth of Fire, the frigid fractals of Ice, and the blinding intensity of Lightning. Even different than beaming Sunlight or the soothing Song, too tame and organized to be the whipping North Wind. Organized was the best way to imagine it, Ash mused, though trying to name this shadow of a far greater power was an exercise in futility. All he could glean were impressions, the barest hints of its true nature. 

What he knew was that it was unique in comparison to everything else he’d encountered. The other forces he knew were wild, untamed or simply adopting a guise of order that masked their true nature. They were free. This… wasn’t. It ran counter to them all, almost unnatural in its rigidity and contrary to the chaotic nature of the world that he’d come to comprehend. 

Ash found himself utterly fascinated with the mystery of this alien power, focused to force his way deeper, to follow the trail to whatever fueled the Moon Stone -

It slipped away, and he found himself staring at an innocuous sliver of inky stone. Ash snarled, tried making it happen again, but just gave himself a headache trying to open up the connection again. Was it even him who’d pulled the impression, or had it been the stone itself?

He couldn’t be sure, but Ash stared suspiciously at the Moon Stone shard nonetheless.

At last he admitted defeat, but slipped the glossy stone into his pocket instead of dematerializing it into his storage compartment to rest with his other belongings.

Ash hadn’t decided on a course of action yet, but it would probably be worth asking Professor Oak about. It usually was.

He shook it off and returned down the stairs to Nidoking, who chuffed at him. His friend looked a little concerned and stuck close to Ash, but he just shook his head and looked around at the too-quiet house, finding it rather inhospitable all of a sudden.

“Let’s go,” he murmured, laying a hand against Nidoking’s blunt claws. Nidoking’s worried gaze softened, and he grunted before looking like he’d rather be giving Ash a hug - not something that happened often on account of Nidoking’s toxic spines, but Ash enjoyed it when it did. “I bet Professor Oak is waiting. He probably knew we were here before we even landed,” Ash snorted. Nidoking perked up a little at the mention of Professor Oak, and straightened up quickly to follow Ash out the door.

Professor Oak’s home stood proudly on its distant hill, and Ash took a moment to appreciate it.

He’d missed the old man.

Still, there was one place he needed to visit before he stopped by the Professor’s house. He had a sneaking suspicion that he’d need to fill his mom’s shoes for a day and make sure Professor Oak was taking care of himself…
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Unsurprisingly, he wasn’t able to just waltz right into the Professor’s personal lab where he worked on his most secret projects.

Oh, there was nothing stopping him. The door opened right up and he grinned as he saw the familiar interior of the Professor’s home. It was a little dusty and unkempt - there were half-finished meals and glasses of water all over the place, and his nose wrinkled at the sight of a browning fruit molding on the floor. Three or four empty ketchup bottles were cast randomly throughout the entry room, and Ash began to feel a niggling sense of worry rise in his gut.

How did Oak let things get to this state?

A characteristic bout of scientific mania. 

His lips twitched when Alakazam appeared as if from nowhere, the glow of her eyes and flaming aura wreathed around her shiny spoons fading away, diffusing into their surroundings. Nidoking grunted, but didn’t react otherwise. Alakazam was one of the few pokemon he felt comfortable with.

It might have just been his imagination, but he imagined she wasn’t too bothered to see him barging in. Her mustache twitched as she plucked the thought from his mind.

He is working, Storm-Tamer.

Nidoking and Ash both eyed the awful mess the house was in, not to mention the subtle odor of sickly sweet rot that wafted from the good Professor’s unfinished meals.

“Maybe he needs a break?” Ash suggested, and Nidoking nodded firmly, his great tail dragging over the dusty wood. It left a noticeable smear.

Alakazam’s eye twitched. For a psychic like her, it was practically broadcasting her turmoil.

Perhaps.

The allowance was about all he’d get, and Ash smiled. A few seconds later and the Drakes’ journal materialized in a flash of light - Alakazam’s eyes narrowed, and he knew he’d captured her interest. After spending so many nights with her and Dazed discussing Cynthia’s book before he left Pallet, he felt that it would be a sure thing.

It was gratifying to know he understood the old Alakazam that much.

Context.

His confident smile stretched wider. “Firsthand accounts of all the Drakes of the Wataru,” Ash said proudly, clutching the journal like a lifeline. It was worth its weight in gold. Judging by the azure flash of Alakazam’s eyes, she thought the same. “Elder Yari gave it to me himself!”

Alakazam stared greedily - in fact, he could actually feel the emotion radiating outwards from the thin psychic in pounding waves. Her species were known to live in enclaves far out in the wilderness, devoted to the pursuit of knowledge and universal comprehension. For Alakazam, she’d found her avenue of learning in books and files instead. That was one advantage to living among humans, Ash supposed. In the wild, they delved into the mysteries of the cosmos with their psychic powers. Flipping the pages of a book was pretty convenient in comparison.

“I haven’t gotten a ton of time to flip through it yet,” Ash admitted, waving the book. Alakazam’s eyes followed every motion. “Dazed and I are going to work through it tonight. The more time we have in the day, the more we can look at…” he envisioned the three of them poring over the journal together, which he knew Alakazam would pluck from his thoughts, and watched carefully as her mustache twitched.

He had her.

Indeed you do. 

Alakazam didn’t sound especially irritated about that fact. She sent him one last telepathic message before vanishing into nothingness.

Carry on, Storm-Tamer. He’s hunched over his work, as he has been for the last thirty hours. 

Well, now that he had permission…

Ash eyed the carpeted staircase skeptically, then looked to Nidoking. “Do you want to wait down here, or do you want to be returned?”

Nidoking thought for a moment, shrugging his plated shoulders, then looked pointedly at his pokeball. Ash nodded, then returned him with a click of a button. His first friend vanished in a flash of light, and he quickly clipped the pokeball back onto his belt before stepping up to meet Professor Oak.

He stepped quietly, hiding a half-smile that built with every step, and eventually turned into the Professor’s study. This was where his most sensitive tasks were completed, and he could only imagine what kind of classified data was held on these servers.

His good mood lasted until he slipped into the study and saw Professor Oak staring at his monitor with red-rimmed eyes. The old man was about five minutes away from passing out by Ash’s estimation… he was only saved from his fate by the fifteen drained coffee mugs scattered all over his desk, not to mention the empty pill bottle completely emptied of its caffeine tablets.

Ash suddenly found himself grateful that he just had to call on Lightning if he wanted to stay awake for an inhuman number of hours…

“Professor?” His voice shattered the silence, and Professor Oak’s head snapped towards him like a hunted Rattata. The brilliant scientist’s eyes were wild and heavy black bags hanging beneath, and Ash nearly called out Dazed just to force the man to get some sleep and rest for once. Had he been like this the entire time his mom was gone, or was this a recent phenomenon?

Ash suspected the latter.

“Yes?” The man blinked. Pikachu, who had been snoozing on the back of his comfy office chair, jerked awake and helpfully gave Oak a tiny shock before going back to sleep. “Ah, Ash! I thought you might be it.”

He stared at the mixed up phrasing, but the Professor didn’t seem to notice. “Are you okay?”

“Oh yes, yes,” the Professor nodded emphatically, turning back to stare at his screen. Several massive spreadsheets full of graphs, raw data, and lines upon lines of numbers and words filled the whole screen and left Ash with a minor headache when he tried to interpret it. The cold presence in the back of his mind flickered, however, seeming to take the whole sight in.

“Splendid, actually! Currently analyzing the patterns of weather phenomena in Johto over the past month and comparing it to reported visual and psychic sightings of the Beasts!” The frazzled man somehow managed to send Ash a wry look. “Quite a few seem to follow along with your own journey.”

Ash nodded. “That sounds about right,” he hesitated, thinking back to his week in Ecruteak. “I met the Beasts in Ecruteak. Ho-Oh as well,” Ash recalled his conversation with Wes and the way the Orrian man’s eyes filled with the sun… “Kind of.”

The good Professor’s bloodshot eyes locked on his own, though he immediately scribbled down some notes. “Oh? I’ll have to pick your brain on that later.”

“Of course,” Ash said, then shared a worried look with Pikachu. “Are you sure you don’t want to take a nap? You kind of look…”

“Awful?” Professor Oak chuckled. “Alakazam has told me. Quite a few times, in fact,” he remarked. “I’m starting to take offense.”

Ash peered down at the seated man. “If you’re having trouble, Dazed can help,” he offered, fingers resting on her twitching pokeball. “She helps me sleep.”

A measure of awareness (maybe even a little clarity) injected itself back into Oak’s eyes. They flashed dangerously, but the man said nothing.

“When was the last time you ate?”

Professor Oak seemed a little confused by the question, then brightened. “A few hours ago.”

Ten hours ago. 

Alakazam was clearly still keeping an eye on things, and Ash shook his head. Professor Oak reminded him of himself when he got too into training - he was just glad he had his family to keep him grounded. He knew exactly where he’d be without them…

Ash pulled a cold sandwich he’d bought from his mom’s old deli and raised it. Professor Oak looked blearily at it. “I brought lunch.”

“Oh, thank you,” the old man smiled as Ash tossed him the sandwich. He wasn’t surprised when the sleep-deprived man utterly missed the mark, though at least the wrapped sandwich landed squarely in Oak’s lap. “Care to join me for lunch?”

He couldn’t help but grin at that and pulled out his own sandwich. “Of course.”

With that, he pulled up a chair and took a happy seat next to Professor Oak.

It was just like old times.
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Once Professor Oak had finished the dregs of his innumerable coffee mugs (watching it had nearly made Ash wretch) he was an entirely different person. Gone were the bleary eyes and dreamy words, replaced by a terrible clarity and the emergence of his brilliance again.

It wouldn’t last for long, but Ash found himself perking up with every moment he was with the real Oak instead of the sleep-maddened husk he’d first walked in on. After a few minutes they’d left the stuffy old Oak house and left to sit at a small picnic table out in the Corral. His team had appreciated the chance to go lounge about in their old stomping grounds, and Infernus had already tracked down Arcanine to chase around and duel with - Torrent and Dazed were begrudgingly pulled into guard duty even as Tangrowth was buried in a small army of familiar pokemon eager to see their old friend.

“Oz evolved yesterday!” He pointed out, pride coloring his words. “Surge gave the Electirizer.”

“I thought he’d mentioned something like that,” Professor Oak said, smiling at the sight of Oz flexing and sparking before a horde of Pikachu, Elekid, and other electric-types. Ash was actually pretty sure a Magneton was trying to latch onto her fur… “She seems to be adapting well.”

Ash grinned. “She is!” He laughed even as another boom echoed from across the Corral where Infernus and Arcanine played. “Oz nearly beat Raichu right after her evolution - if she wasn’t still figuring out her body, she would’ve,” Ash said proudly. “She’s strong.”

“I can’t say I’m surprised,” Oak chuckled. “I’m glad her hard work has paid off.”

He nodded along, stomach still fluttering at the sight of Oz as an Electivire. It felt like years since she’d joined him, and now she was finally where she should be. She had always been strong, but now was her time to ascend, to face the rest of the team on even footing. For the last few months she’d been handicapped in every match, but now she could finally access her full strength.

“She’s earned it,” Ash said quietly.

A comfortable silence, one learned during the days they’d spent together in Pallet before Ash had left for Hoenn, hung over them. Ash sipped at the bitter coffee he’d accepted - not something he’d usually drink so late in the day, but it seemed to be all Professor Oak had available - and mulled over the events of the last few days.

Leaving Blackthorn, Indigo Plateau, Agatha and the Ghost, Oz’s evolution… it all seemed so fast.

He took a good long look at the Professor. With the caffeine in his system, he looked almost normal. Broad face, tan skin, sharp eyes. Nothing out of the ordinary, really. With the laugh lines etched into his face he even looked approachable, like Ash could talk to him about anything.

For a moment, he wanted to bring up the issue of Gary’s parents, to get the answer straight from the source.

One look into the Professor’s peaceful air dissolved him of that notion.

Maybe he was a coward for not asking him then and there, but Ash couldn’t find it in him. Not here, not now.

His stomach turned, and Ash fought the urge to call on Ice to numb him to it.

“So I heard they’re announcing your new status soon,” Professor Oak took another sip of his coffee. It was loaded down with sugar, cream, and all sorts of additives - nothing like Ash’s own. To be honest, Ash had just enjoyed the surprise on the Professor’s face when Ash had asked for some as well. Surprising the old man wasn’t easy. “How do you feel?”

Ash grimaced. His grip on the coffee mug tightened. Nidoking grumbled from where he laid at his side, though Ash asked (several times in fact) for him to go visit the herd of the Nidoran line. Without Gary’s Nidoqueen around it didn’t seem quite as attractive to Nidoking, though that hadn’t stopped the herd from grouping around and snoozing near the picnic table.

“Awful.”

Professor Oak nodded along as if he’d expected the answer. “It’s a lot to deal with at such a young age,” he said sagely. “I would have been lost in your shoes.”

Ha! As if Ash could believe Professor Oak would be lost in any situation. He was too smart, too quick. Even as a boy he must’ve been brilliant beyond belief.

“You don’t believe me?” the Professor looked faintly amused, arching a single eyebrow.

“How could I?” Ash snorted, waving at Professor Oak. “You’re…you.”

Nidoking huffed in agreement from where he lay on the soft grass.

The old man’s smile was thin. “I’ve failed more than you could ever understand,” Professor Oak chuckled humorlessly. A gnawing curiosity begged him to ask more, but he just couldn’t. Too weak to muster up the courage, he snarled at himself. The old man’s smile seemed a bit more genuine after that as he looked to Ash. “Don’t think too much about it, Ash,” his gaze peered far off across the Corral and into the forests beyond.

“A wise man once told me that I shouldn’t worry so much. That the world is a big, unfathomable place, and I should only focus on things that I can control,” the Professor mused, sipping his coffee again. “Do your best and give it your all. If you think of what-ifs you’ll drown in them, lost in what might have been.”

Ash nodded along thoughtfully even as the Professor sighed.

“I’ve gotten long-winded in my old age,” the Professor’s eyes sparkled. He lightly slapped Ash on the back. “Don’t worry too much about it, son,” he said absentmindedly, and Ash hoped the man couldn’t detect the rush of warmth that filled his chest at the thoughtless words. “The League will take good care of you. Lance will be there,” Oak promised. “He’s stood in front of the press a hundred times now. He knows what to do.”

He fought the pleasure down so he could actually focus, though a part of him didn’t want to let it slip away. “I’m worried about him,” Ash admitted, though it left him feeling like a traitor to even bring up his concern.

“Lance?” Professor Oak frowned.

“Yeah,” Ash nodded. He took a moment to try to figure out how to put his feelings into words. It felt wrong to ever be worried about the great Champion Lance. “He’s wrong. Not himself, like he’s sick.”

Something about his words struck Professor Oak. The old man frowned, betraying more emotion than normal. “He’s been under a lot of stress,” Professor Oak said measuredly, knuckles rapping against the wooden picnic table. “Carrying the weight of a region is hard enough, let alone two. Especially after recent events…”

Greenfield. It went unmentioned, but Ash knew exactly what the Professor meant. He glanced away, thoughts filled with his lost mom. Professor Oak winced as well, and neither of them really knew how to move on from the heavy topic. It hit them both where it hurt.

“The press conference will be just fine,” Professor Oak moved the conversation back to safer topics. He smiled at Ash. “The first is always the hardest, but you’re in good hands. You’ve already given interviews during the Conference, yes?”

Ash nodded.

“It’ll be just like that,” Professor Oak said soothingly, then cracked a smile. “And if it goes poorly… well, you can always introduce them to Infernus.”

He smirked.

That didn’t sound so bad.

Ash took a particularly vicious bite of his sandwich, staring out at the Corral. “I heard I just missed you at the Lake of Rage,” he mentioned.

“So I heard!” Professor Oak laughed. It was only a little delirious. “To be frank, I’m a little in awe at how many of my discoveries in the last year can be tied to you. So many Gyarados attacking at once is unprecedented! Perhaps I should just put a camera and tracker on you…” he trailed off, then fixed Ash with a curious look. “How was it seeing your friends again?”

“It was nice.”

Professor Oak didn’t seem entirely satisfied with the answer. “And Gary?”

“Gary was Gary,” Ash sid simply. The Professor nodded along, knowing all too well how his grandson could be. “It was good to see him again. Pretty sure Jon and Amelia were about to murder him by the end, though.”

The Professor hummed and didn’t seem surprised at all.

After a moment of hesitation, Ash met Professor Oak’s bloodshot eyes. “I told them.”

“About?”

“The Legends,” Ash whispered. Professor Oak nodded, though worry was visible plain as day on his features. “Not much,” he reassured the man, “just that they existed. That they couldn’t be fought.”

“It’s about time!”

Ash blinked.

“I’m glad you told them,” Professor Oak sighed, though looked especially old in that moment as he reclined in his creaking wooden chair. “I’m glad that you can trust them.”

“They deserved to know.”

The Professor inclined his head. “That they do,” he said, relieved. “I just hope it doesn’t inspire Gary…”

He couldn’t help but snort at that. “I think Gary will be staying far, far away from any Legendaries.”

Professor Oak looked a little troubled still, but Ash didn’t offer any explanations. If Gary brought up the other Pallet trainers’ battle with Suicune, he wouldn’t stop them. Ash just didn’t want to dive into the interrogation he’d receive if he mentioned to Professor Oak that Suicune had heeded his call - he’d offer that to Lance when he got back to Indigo Plateau, then see where things spiralled from there.

Besides, Ash had the sneaking suspicion that Professor Oak would end up dragging him into a few science experiments regardless. There was absolutely no way the Professor could resist. Ash knew him at least that well.

“So… how’s the research coming?”

The Professor brightened at that, just like Ash had predicted. “Wonderful! The Beasts have been particularly active in the last month,” he offered Ash a look somewhere between pointed and appreciative, “and the events in Ecruteak have offered all sorts of eyewitness accounts!”

“I’ll answer any questions you have,” Ash promised as Oak sent him another manic look. He really needed to take a nap…

That seemed to satisfy the Professor. “Project SCRY - the Legendary tracking project,” he explained at Ash’s curious expression, “is finally yielding results. Our preliminary search results have been backed up by solid proof - Articuno has been confirmed to rest at Mt. Silver, while we have finally begun to bring in more information about the Beasts. We haven’t managed to pinpoint Zapdos or Mew,” Oak admitted readily, despite his apparent frustration, “but we hope that the Beasts might be willing to build a relationship with the League. Perhaps even create a link between the League and Ho-Oh, an alliance, perhaps…”

Ash didn’t pitch in his thoughts on that as Oak rambled on. Another thing to bring up to Lance, he supposed. He couldn’t speak for Entei or Raikou, but Suicune at least seemed sympathetic. Or at least unwilling to stand aside in the face of such massive threats. An alliance might be a strong word for it, however. Suicune would appear whenever it willed - the League had nothing to offer it.

When Oak sent him another look, Ash knew he’d be spending plenty of time describing his experiences in Ecruteak.

He couldn’t bring himself to mind too much.

“Now tell me,” Oak finally stopped his spiel about his research. “How is my grandson doing? I’m afraid he hasn’t reached out since he left Blackthorn - once that boy gets something in his mind he can’t think of anything else,” the Professor muttered.

Hmm, Ash stared at the sleep-deprived Professor as the man devoured the last few bites of his sandwich and chugged the last of his coffee. He couldn’t imagine where Gary got it from…
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It only took another two hours or so before Oak’s true motivation for keeping Ash around was made evident.

“Fascinating!” The Professor scribbled something down onto a notepad, though his red eyes never left Ash. Several of his team waited nearby, though most had gotten bored ages ago. Only Dazed still seemed interested, though Oz and Bruiser still paid some attention from beneath the shade of a nearby tree.

Aron hung around as well, though seemed more occupied with nibbling gingerly on a rusty old bar Plume had brought him as a gift.

“Are we done?” Ash sighed, staring down at the pile of shattered glass-like stone that heaped upon the floor in piles beneath his feet. He’d somehow avoided being cut by any of the flying splinters (or seared by the detonations) but it was a near thing.

Professor Oak scoffed. “Of course not,” he looked to Alakazam’s intrigued gaze and grinned in a very un-Professor Oak-like manner. “Another!”

He barely had time to react before a Thunder Stone flew at him. It bounced off his arm, the ‘bolt’ inside surged, and the Thunder Stone detonated in a flash of light and roll of thunder before he could blink. If Dazed didn’t helpfully shield him, it might have been a serious danger.

Ash tried to think of literally anything else as the tedium built - it turned out you could only stand in explosion after explosion before it grew dull.

Alakazam’s voice filled his mind, rattling off a long string of numbers and psychic observations she’d made in the split-second the Thunder Stone had survived contact with him. She’d been doing this for ages now and hadn’t lost an ounce of enthusiasm.

“Curious,” the Professor mumbled, scrawling madly on his notebook. “Irritation in the subject seems to stimulate the speed at which the Thunder Stone explodes.”

His eye twitched. “Subject?”

Only the flicker of amusement from Dazed’s mind kept him from grumbling.

Alakazam reacted to some telepathic signal from Oak and a Fire Stone was drawn from the massive pile, twisting gracefully through the air as Alakazam guided it with her expert hand. Ash glared as the expensive stone was lobbed towards him, stoked Fire with his impatience -

The Fire Stone exploded in a roar of white-hot flame, barely shielded against by Dazed and Alakazam’s combined effort.

To be honest, Ash was glad that Nidoking had finally fallen asleep while Ash and the Professor ate - his friend always rested easier in the Corral. There was no way he would’ve been able to watch this. He still wasn’t entirely sure Dazed hadn’t sneakily lulled Nidoking to slumber just for that reason.

The Professor and Alakazam shared a glance filled with too much scientific curiosity for his liking.

“Call Inferno, will you?” Oak said to Alakazam. Her mustache bristled and her spoons wreathed with a fiery blue light, her eyes flashing with power. “Excellent! Now, Oz, will you come over here?”

She paused where she was showing off her crackling fists for a starstruck Elekid and a cheering Pikachu, looked to Ash, and he nodded. Oz stormed over, powerful muscles bulging with every step beneath her sleek black-and-gold fur. Her tails whipped behind her, spraying sparks easily and without restraint, and Ash found the tedium utterly shattered by her confident stride.

Evolution suited her.

Oz took her place next to Ash, kicking aside the constantly growing pile of precious evolutionary stone dust. Some of the remnants shuddered, sparking to life for just a moment as she neared.

He took a moment to appreciate the dozens of stones the Professor had tossed at him already - quite a few of the stones hadn’t been destroyed and were safely reclaimed, but each and every Fire and Thunder Stone absolutely erupted the moment it came near. By his count, the Professor had already lost over a hundred thousand in the precious stones…

Ash wasn’t sure what the benefit of destroying more was, but he wasn’t about to disrupt the Professor. Maybe he was just working with Alakazam to finetune the readings? He’d been tinkering with a bunch of machines pointed Ash’s way earlier, plus he was a little afraid that if Professor Oak stopped at this point the old man would just sleep for the next three days.

I concur, Friend-Trainer. 

His lips twitched.

“Yes, yes, yes!” Professor Oak paced, toying with another machine Ash couldn’t possibly decipher the purpose of. He wheeled around, lab coat whipping behind him, and rushed forward - Oz tensed, tails snapping forward to wrap around her fists and charge them with electricity, but Ash shook his head. “Now, you mentioned you can utilize the Feather and it produces energy?”

Ash nodded.

“I’d like to try something!” Oak grinned, bouncing on his heels. Ash waited patiently. “Oz, put a hand on his chest - yes, like that, wonderful. Now, Ash, show me how you activate it.”

To be honest, this was something he’d considered trying a long time ago - he just wasn’t able to do it with Infernus, and he was loath to experiment with it around Oz or Sneasel for fear of accidentally spurring an evolution.

But that wasn’t a concern anymore, was it?

Ash met Oz’s eyes, then nodded. Oz’s palm on his chest was heavy and warm, clenching slightly as he squeezed his eyes shut, reached for the Feather -

Lightning flooded him. Every sense sharpened, his nerves seared, time slowed -

Oz shone. For a moment he thought she’d somehow evolved again, reaching some new, unheard of height, but soon he managed to adjust and realized she was just wreathed in electricity. It sparked wildly, nearly striking the Professor, the machines, and even the nearby pokemon only to be blocked by perfectly placed psychic barriers courtesy of Dazed and Alakazam.

She staggered away from him, howling, and for a moment Ash feared she’d broken somehow beneath the sheer power of the Feather -

Then she looked back to Ash with happily bared teeth, pausing to stare hungrily at the Feather, then beat her fists against her muscular chest and bellowed a challenge to the skies. She raised a giant fist, tails slicing through air with showers of sparks bursting from the tips, and boom - a roaring thunderclap assaulted Ash’s ears, rolling through the shuddering earth, and a great spear of lightning surged from her fist and into the sky, casting the entire Corral in shade for just a brief moment.

They all stared as Oz thundered again and again, entire body flashing bright as she struggled to burn off the power flooding her - it hurt, Ash had no doubt about that. She flinched every now and then, spasming as her body failed to control the vast surge of electricity wracking every muscle, but all his worries fell away as she turned to Ash and grinned.

He grinned right back, admiring the brilliant figure towering on the hilltop.

Two blurs arrived - Arcanine came to a stop ahead of a few of the Corral’s young, awestruck pokemon with blazing eyes, with a weary Infernus chasing after him, making occasional jumps with teleportation to catch up with the impossibly fast canine.

Arcanine fell back with Pikachu (who had promptly put distance between itself and Ash as soon as it sensed the Feather spark to life) as he realized the threat was just one of those silly visitors, but Infernus only stepped forward. He blazed white, grass igniting in a vast circle around him, and fires blazed within his cannons as he stared at his new challenger.

Infernus still wasn’t at his best after his disastrous fight with Karen’s Houndoom, but there was no chance that was going to stop him…

Ash expected nothing else.

“Wonderful!” Oak said brightly as he wrote down a new set of notes. “That was a resounding success!”

“Yes!” Ash breathed as Oz and Infernus met in battle - Infernus purposefully didn’t activate Air Lens, too eager for this fight to worry with tricks like that. He could barely keep track of what was going on, to be honest. Thunder shook the earth, fires roared and crackled, Infernus grinned and Oz howled -

“Ah, there’s Inferno!” Oak pointed to a tiny shadow approaching the Corral from miles away. It was barely visible in the sky, but even in the daylight Ash could spot the blazing blue sun that engulfed the mighty old Charizard’s tail. Blood pounded in his ears, and he found himself hoping Infernus and Oz would find a new opponent in the grizzled Charizard. “I thought he’d never drag himself out of his lair. Lazy old thing,” the Professor added fondly.

I will ensure the Corral is not destroyed. The Torrent will arrive soon. 

Ash nodded his thanks to Dazed, though he couldn’t bear to pull his eyes away from the battle for long. Infernus had closed the distance now, though he wasn’t moving too well. His legs were still mostly useless, even if a little (or ton) of pain had never managed to stop Infernus in the past. One good Lightning Bolt from Oz would finish the deal.

“Think he’d be up for a battle?”

Professor Oak shrugged. “Who knows? It’s been a long time since he’s scrapped with anyone but Dragonite,” he said, then his eyes glinted as Inferno took a wide circle around the dueling combatants below and began to descend. “But after we let him soak up the Feather…well, who knows? Maybe it’ll spark a bit of life back into him!”

Alakazam looked less than pleased at the idea, and Ash had the sneaking suspicion she was already preparing to pick up the pieces of this particular disaster.

“What a wonderful day!” The sleep-deprived Professor chuckled. “Professor Rowan will be jealous.”

Ash rolled his eyes. .
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Many, many hours later the sun set on Pallet.

The experiments were over, half the Corral had been destroyed, and once the crashing Oz and still injured Infernus had both pummeled each other into unconsciousness they’d passed out and promptly been returned to get some rest. Tangrowth had a great time using Ancient Power to construct his legions of fans in the Corral a new playground, however.

After Nidoking still failed to wake up, Ash decided that Dazed was definitely responsible for his impromptu nap.

He didn’t wake Nidoking, though. His friend could use the rest. It was hard work worrying all the time.

Ash looked over to Professor Oak, who was obviously running on fumes. He sagged in his chair, greying hair ragged and wild, and stared numbly into yet another mug of coffee that Alakazam had carefully levitated into his shaking hand.

“Maybe it’s time to take a break,” Ash suggested. To channel Jon…the Professor looked like crap.

Professor Oak shook his head. “There’s still work to be done,” he said wearily, but still with the steel of someone who loved what they did. Ash imagined he sounded the same when any of his friends had tried to stop him training. “The world never waits, I’m afraid.”

The old man reclined in his wooden chair. Memories of the days before he left Pallet for Hoenn filled his mind, of Ash and the Professor sitting together trading stories and sharing thoughts. He smiled.

“So what are your plans?” The Professor sounded almost hesitant, though it was hard to tell with how he slurred his words. “Will you stay in Pallet tonight?”

“I think so. Plume deserves a break,” Ash confessed, even if he was pretty sure Plume would squawk indignantly if she’d been around to hear it. Fortunately, she was safely sequestered away with Oz, Bruiser, Seeker, Tangrowth and Aron off in the woods - apparently Aron had already built up quite the following among the younger pokemon of the Corral.

Professor Oak chuckled, sipping the last dregs of his coffee. “It’ll be good to have you back, Ash, if only for a night. I’ve missed Delia -”

He cut himself off, grimacing.

Ash’s mood dropped, but he didn’t show it. Not with that guilty look the Professor thought he could hide. “I do too,” he whispered. After a beat, Ash shut his eyes. He didn’t want to see the look Professor Oak would inevitably send his way. “Do - do you think she’s going to be okay? I talked to her a bit at the Plateau and she seemed okay but she -”

Professor Oak laid a heavy hand on Ash’s shoulder. It was pleasantly warm compared to the brisk chill that had swept over Pallet from the northwestern mountains. “She will be,” the old man promised, though Ash couldn’t help but think the Professor was trying to convince himself as well. The Professor smiled wearily. “Delia’s a strong woman. The strongest…” he trailed off, then fixed Ash with a warm look. “You had to get it from somewhere, right?”

His lips curved into a smile. “Yeah.”

Before the easy silence could spring back up, Ash fixed his eyes pointedly to where Nidoking slept just a few feet away, looking uncharacteristically relaxed under Dazed’s spell. It would be time to go back to his house soon, to step into the empty living room and up the stairs past the empty kitchen to his empty bedroom… his stomach turned, and he tried not to think of it.

“It’s weird not having my mom here,” Ash mumbled.

“It is.”

“I miss her.”

“I do too.”

“The house isn’t right. I stopped by earlier,” Ash explained at the Professor’s curious look. “It’s like all the life got sucked out of it.”

Professor Oak inclined his head, but said nothing.

“I don’t want to sleep in that place,” Ash admitted. His voice sounded small and pathetic even to his own ears, and he rankled at his raw, ugly weakness. “Can I -”

“Of course,” Professor Oak rested a strong hand on Ash’s shoulder, pulling him back towards the lab. “You’ll always have a place here, Ash.”

There was a great knot in his throat. His chest clenched, although Dazed’s comforting presence at his side eased it. “I -” he gulped, barely able to speak past the clenching of his throat. “Thanks, Professor.”

The Professor offered him a brisk nod, as though his thanks was entirely unnecessary, and reclined into his chair. Ash followed suit. A cold fire burned in the back of his mind, and he hardly even noticed.

They sat there for a long time, dark figures staring out over the vast expanse of the Corral as it was drenched in the half-cast shadows of the golden setting sun.

It was everything his old house wasn’t.

“I met Agatha in Lavender Town…” Ash trailed off, looking over to see Professor Oak’s reaction. He barked out a laugh when he saw the old man leaning back in his chair with his mouth hanging open and a bit of drool dripping from his lips. Pikachu had climbed up into the Professor’s lap at some point and snoozed right along with him, tail twitching occasionally as the little electric-type squeaked and kicked in its dreams. “Tomorrow, then.”

Alakazam appeared from nowhere, eyes glowing starkly in the dim twilight. Her gaze softened as it landed on the sleeping old man. Ash shut his eyes and felt the affection pouring from Alakazam in droves.

“We’ll start reading together soon,” Ash remarked to Alakazam as she stepped closer to peer at the Professor. He pulled the Wataru journal out, relishing the smooth cover against his fingers as he flipped it open to where he’d left his bookmark. Dazed hovered over his shoulder, sharp mind already connecting to his own. “Care to join us?”

Yes. I must take care of my companion. 

Ash inclined his head. Alakazam easily scooped the resting Professor (and Pikachu) up off the chair in a delicate psychic grip that spoke of long familiarity with this exact task. She used another psychic brush to wipe Professor’s Oak mouth, then looked to Ash.

I will return soon, Storm-Tamer. 

“We’ll wait,” Ash promised. Alakazam’s mustache twitched, then she, Professor Oak, and Pikachu vanished into nothingness.

Dazed’s mental touch brushed against him as she peered down at the crisp writings of the former Drakes.

Must we wait?

Ash grinned.
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The next day found Ash kicking his feet into the chilly ocean water. He’d always loved Pallet’s piersk, and often found himself returning to look off into the ocean whenever he returned. Ash embraced the beautiful harmony of the Song, always strengthened near the ocean where its singer dwelt, and hummed along with it.

“That’s a nice tune.”

Well, that was an understatement. “I’m surprised you’re awake.”

Professor Oak chuckled. He sounded a thousand times more intelligible than he had last night - the sleep-deprived mania had slipped away, refreshed by mundane exhaustion that struck the old man to the bone. It was better than Ash had expected, though, and he feared what Professor Oak would accomplish if he had Lightning to sustain him…

“Awake might be a strong word. I needed the rest,” Professor Oak readily admitted. “There’s always more to do, though. It never ends.”

Ash inclined his head, still not looking back at the Professor. It was an overcast day, dreary and grey and rather pleasant in Ash’s opinion. Seeker hung tightly to his chest, little claws digging right over the heat of the Feather. He’d been channeling Fire for a while now. She’d been happy to take Sneasel’s place when he’d run off to terrorize the town, and Ash was keen on making it as comfortable as he could.

“I won’t stay much longer. I just wanted to stay to say goodbye,” Ash said to the waves. “I’ve been gone longer than I expected. I need to return to the Plateau.”

Professor Oak was silent for a moment. “Thank you.”

“It’s nice there,” he said more to himself than to the Professor, then turned to look back at the old man. “It reminds me of Pallet.”

A strange comparison between the sleepy research town and the ancient citadel, but one Professor Oak seemed to understand. “It’s something,” the Professor agreed, coming to stand by Ash. Seeker snuggled more tightly into his chest, and Ash raised a hand to stroke through her fur. “Sometimes I think of what might have been.”

Ash looked up. “Why’d you do it?”

“Hmm?” Professor Oak hummed, still not looking down.

“Walk away from the Championship,” Ash clarified. “Agatha -” he winced, and so did Professor Oak, though for different reasons. “She told me you would’ve been great. One of the best.”

Silence.

“I didn’t want the responsibility, I suppose,” Oak said after a time. “Anyone could see what was coming. Unova pushing and prodding, trade with Kalos drying up, Galar closing its borders… there was a shadow over the region, and I had no interest in leading a war. Uther was a stronger man than I,” the man recalled. “More experienced, more pragmatic. He had the grit we needed. Agatha would be the first to tell you I’m no general.”

He snorted. At least the Professor still knew his old friend.

Ash’s mouth twisted into a grimace, wanting so desperately to tell the Professor all that had happened in Lavender. Agatha’s warnings and commands to keep her secrets filled his mind, and he bit his tongue, tempted to draw on Ice just to silence the warring feelings. If only Seeker wasn’t snoozing right on top of the Feather…

“But that’s just a convenient excuse, I suppose,” the Professor sighed, running a weathered hand through his short hair. “There are those who still hate me for turning away the Champion’s mantle. For hiding from my duty. Perhaps they’re right.”

“It all worked out in the end, right?”

The Professor’s lips twisted into a ragged smile. “I suppose it did.”

A beat.

“That’s not all,” the Professor admitted. He looked measuredly down at Ash. “To be honest… I was bored.”

Ash blinked. “Bored?”

Professor Oak took more than a little amusement at the look on Ash’s face. “I’d been traveling for a long time,” he mused, a tiny flicker of something racing across his face. “Training was my love. My life. Everything was a fight, a wondrous discovery, a new challenge to overcome. It was almost an addiction,” the Professor barked out a laugh. “A feedback loop I could never get enough of.”

Yes. Yes, he could understand that…

“But one day, I woke up and wanted more. Stability. A home. A family to come back to,” Oak said tightly. “I was tired of the dusty road under my feet.”

Despite himself, Ash nearly found himself shaking his head. He’d be a liar if he claimed to wrap his head around the Professor’s words. To stay in one place, to leave it all behind - how?

“Maybe you’ll understand one day, maybe not,” Professor Oak pat Ash on the shoulder. His affectionate touch left Ash hiding a smile. “You’re still young. So young. I forget that.”

More silence, though it wasn’t an uncomfortable one. They’d spent time by the pier before, the Professor recommending new techniques or experimental diets or tiny tweaks to his regimen, and Ash found himself lost in those not-so-old memories.

“Gary promised to come by soon.”

Ash perked up. “Really?” He asked, knowing all too well all the feelings Gary concealed. “When?”

“Well, within the year,” Oak admitted. It was still better than last year, Ash supposed. “He wants my help training for the Silver Conference.”

“I can’t wait to see it,” Ash grinned. “Gary, Jon, Amelia…”

The Professor looked pleasantly surprised. “You’re coming by for the Silver Conference?”

Ash fought the urge to squirm, suddenly self-aware about everything. “Yeah,” he said, having barely thought about what he’d said. “I’d like to.”

“Wonderful!” The Professor remarked. “That’ll mean the world to Gary, you know,” Professor Oak confided. “Now if only I can get Daisy to show up…”

“I’ll bring it up when I see her again,” Ash promised, wringing his hands. He’d exchanged a message with Daisy after getting back and she had been less than pleased. That was a conversation he wasn’t looking forward to.

Professor Oak exhaled. “Thank you.”

This silence was a little awkward. It was clear neither of them really wanted to talk about Daisy, so Ash decided to switch things up by moving into an equally unpleasant topic, one that had been burning at him ever since he’d talked with the Professor about her last night.

“Professor - is there anything I can do for my mom?” Ash tried to hide the desperation, but wasn’t sure he did a good job of it. “Anything?”

“Nobody wants for their children to have to take care of them,” Professor Oak locked his eyes on the crashing waves. “We’re supposed to be the ones in control. We’re supposed to protect you children from the weight of the world. Things don’t always work out as we’d like them to, do they?”

Ash simply nodded as his fingers reached up to play with the rough stone of the Unown tablet.

“She’s a good woman, Delia,” Oak said softly, a great many unsaid things weighing behind his words. “The best. Be there for her, Ash. That’s really all you can do for her right now.”

He squeezed his eyes shut, ugly guilt welling up in his chest and even his stomach tied in knots. “I could have helped her,” he admitted. “With the Unown - if I had focused, if I’d been smarter, better -”

“Don’t,” Oak whispered. “Don’t go down that road, Ash. You’re alive. She’s alive. That’s what matters. Delia would tell you the same thing. Guilt rots you from the inside.”

To be honest, the words did little for Ash. It was the thought that counted, though, and he nodded after a time.

“Thanks, Professor,” he said slowly, turning over all Oak’s words.

Professor Oak nodded, clapped him on the back again, and turned to leave. “I have to go,” he said with a note of regret. “Work calls. Goodbye, Ash - remember, my home is your home.”

Ash smiled, and bade the Professor goodbye.

The old man was halfway down the pier when Ash finally made his decision - he just hoped Agatha didn’t hunt him down for it. He turned back to Professor Oak and channeled Fire as he spoke, voice carrying loud and strong through the gentle wind.

“She’s in Orre. Find her.”

Professor Oak paused, shoulders stiff.

“I’m sorry?”

“Agatha,” he clarified. “She’s in Orre.”

If anything, Professor Oak was even quieter.

Oak said nothing, and Ash thought he might have finally caught the old man off guard.

“The Distortion. It’s killing her. She doesn’t have long now,” Ash ruthlessly called upon Ice to crush the emotion threatening to rise up like an angry tide. He couldn’t feel. Not right now. It didn’t feel right to numb himself right now, but it was all he could do. What he had to do. “Months, maybe less.”

“What? How do you -” Professor Oak wheeled around, for once utterly lost. “She told you?”

Ash nodded, a part of him hating himself for betraying Agatha’s request, and the rest feeling entirely certain for the first time in a while.

“She’s dying.”

Oak sucked in a hissing breath. “That old - is this why she went off to Orre? To die alone?!”

Ash took in the figure before him in a new light. Gone was the world-weary Professor, and in his place stood the man who could have been Champion: the One-Ringed Oak. For the first time in Ash’s life he thought the faded old lab coat didn’t suit the old man as Samuel Oak drew himself to his full height, eyes blazing and hand reaching instinctually for a row of pokeballs that wasn’t there.

The man growled, looking like he wanted to throw his white lab coat off into the wind, and wheeled around. He looked like a lightning bolt contained in a man, all sparking energy and twitching motions. It wasn’t the first time he’d seen Oak toss aside the old professor persona in favor of a deathly seriousness, but it was the first time Ash clearly saw the would-be Champion hidden beneath.

The first time he saw what could have been.

Oak breathed in deeply, and just the barest measure of calm tempered his wild eyes. He inclined his head ever so slightly, whispered a quick thank you, then turned to look at Alakazam who manifested as if from nowhere, accompanied by Oak’s hulking old Tauros. Ash had only met the grizzled normal-type a handful of times since it led its herd on the outskirts of the Corral, but it had always left him with the sense of barely tamed fury waiting to be unleashed.

He glanced at Alakazam. It was difficult to pick the old psychic’s emotions out, but he knew her well enough to feel the matching tempest.

Old sorrow, old regrets, and old mistakes animated by a youthful energy they hadn’t captured in a long, long time.

From the mountains came two blurs riding the wind - one with a blue flame streaking behind it, the other a rich gold that gleamed even in the dull grey tones of the sky. A great flame barreled towards them, coming to a stop just before the pier began to reveal a panting canine with flames crackling within its fur. Ash could only blink at the sight of Pikachu riding Arcanine’s back, all tangled up in his hot fur.

Alakazam’s eyes flickered, torn between pride at capturing the vestiges of their old glory one last time and a concern Ash wasn’t sure he could hope to understand. Maybe she worried that they had gathered together again.

He had to wonder if he should even be here. Ash rose, careful not to wake Seeker, and felt very much like an intruder to something dear and precious. When was the last time they’d gathered like this?

Then Dragonite soared down to land with incredible grace upon the loose, gritty sand of the beach. Its massive weight left a heavy depression in the sand, which seemed pale and lackluster compared to Dragonite’s resplendence.

Even the Wataru would have to admire Oak’s Dragonite.

And like that, Oak returned the rest of his team except for the beautiful golden dragon. He rushed over to Dragonite, climbing up between the dragon’s massive shoulder blades as Dragonite’s wings unfurled to their full size. Oak was a man on a mission, and he wouldn’t be stopped.

“Find Michael!”

Oak’s head snapped to look at him, just distracted enough to slip out of his inhuman intensity, and it seemed to take a few seconds for Ash’s words to sink in. With that, he nodded, and Dragonite took off in a rush of wind and spray of sand.

Ash watched him go - it was always incredible to watch the shadow of a Dragonite vanishing into the horizon. They were just like Plume in that something so huge had no right moving that fast.

He sighed and swept off some stray sand that splashed against his pants. Ash offered Seeker one last pet before taking his first steps to leave the pier, snatching up his socks and shoes to put on once his feet had dried.

It was time to gather his friends. His time in Pallet had come to an end.
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56. Chapter 56: The Closure


“Welcome back!” Will sang from behind him - Ash’s only warning came in the form of a teeth-rattling boom and blinding flash of light as the psychic teleported behind him. He still nearly jumped out of his skin, and couldn’t help but scowl at the cheery man. “Oh dear, I seem to have overdone the teleportation again…”

Ash’s glare softened. “Was that really necessary?”

The Psychic Master stared at him innocently behind his mask, absentmindedly balancing his cane upon his finger. “Whatever do you mean?”

He sighed and turned back to face Indigo Plateau - he’d only just recalled Plume when Will decided to greet him. “Nothing.”

“It’s wonderful to have you back with us!” Will chirped. His Exeggutor (when had that appeared?) teetered behind him, two heads watching Ash lazily. “How was your trip to Lavender?”

Well, that was a loaded question if he’d ever heard one.

Ash finally settled on an answer.

“Eventful.”

The psychic chuckled, eyes burning violet as his cane began to dance around him in smooth, elegant circles. “With Lady Agatha there, I’m not surprised. Did you meet her?” Will perked up. “Did she ask about me?”

“No,” Ash winced at the crushing disappointment flowing from Will and brushing against his mind. His stomach sank, though he couldn’t tell whether it was secondary from Will or a result of his own guilt. “There wasn’t really time. It wasn’t a casual discussion.”

Will didn’t look particularly surprised by that - he knew Agatha better than Ash ever would, even though the thought left his stomach tied in knots and an ugly emptiness in his chest - but it did seem to assuage him somewhat. “Ah, I see!” He peered closely at Ash, then winced. “Lavender must have been quite exciting! You’re not quite the same as when we last met.”

He barely blinked. “Seems to be a habit of mine.”

The man looked distinctly uncomfortable. “So it is.”

One of Exeggutor’s heads yawned, and the lumbering creature began to teeter back into the Plateau. Ash and Will followed, abandoning the heavy direction the conversation was going and happily taking the reprieve.

“Ah!” Will exclaimed as they passed right by the hard-faced ACE trainers guarding the entrance to the Plateau. Both dipped their heads to Will and Ash, though it made Ash more than a little uncomfortable at the respect. “I did receive the most wonderful news for you!”

He raised an eyebrow, and Will was all too happy to continue.

“After much deliberation, Lance has finally conceded that it’s your right to have first pick of the next movie night!” Will’s grin stretched widely across his face and Ash found himself sharing it. This time he was even pretty sure it was born of his own emotions instead of Will’s. The psychic leaned in close to whisper as they stepped through the Plateau’s enormous atrium, making sure the nearby guards couldn’t hear. “Karen chose to remind him of all your noble service to the League, you see!”

Ash snorted. At least he’d earned a few perks. “I don’t know many movies,” he admitted. One of the only movies he could name off the top of his head was Dragon Trainer, and he was pretty sure the rest of the Elite Four (minus Lance, of course) would throttle him if he made them watch that again. Still, he’d actually liked it.

Will’s eyes glimmered and his glowing cane lightly tapped against Ash’s forehead. “My friend, that won’t be a problem! We have several suggestions that might be of interest to you…”

As Will began to rattle off several movies and their summaries, Ash had to wonder how much of this had been planned to avoid another night stuck watching Dragon Trainer with Lance. Still, it didn’t bother him, and he even listened as Will grew more and more enthusiastic.

He’d missed the Plateau.
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Oz rushed Infernus with a mighty roar, fangs bared and tails whipping behind her as the two powerhouses met in a clash of thunder and roaring flame. Ash could barely stand to look at his friends as they traded blows - Oz was already at a disadvantage at close range, but she compensated with a selectively timed Flash and happily tossed a haymaker Infernus’ way when he flinched back. Each shone brilliantly: Oz with the electricity sparking in her coat, and Infernus with the heat blazing white from his skin.

“Isn’t she amazing?”

Lance nodded, sharp eyes shining. “She is. Her evolution’s been a long time coming. I can’t wait to see what she can do to Dragonite now!” He elbowed Ash, who grunted. “He’s always hated fighting electric-types,” the Champion admitted. “Any strong, focused electric techniques like Surge’s Lightning Bolt can peel a scale or two off. Takes ages to regrow them without special treatment. It doesn’t hurt him,” Lance explained, “but it doesn’t look too good.”

All Ash had to say was that was, “We have plans.”

The Indigo Champion snorted. “Are you going to tell me about it, or are you going to be all mysterious and Steven-like?”

He smiled, debating over it for a moment before deciding not to dance around the topic. “It’s called Storm Surge. Using the latent charge built up from Rain Dance or Infernus’ flames to direct actual lightning.”

“It’s nice of you to name it after Surge,” Lance said agreeably, laughing when Ash rolled his eyes. “It sounds complicated, but I’m sure you’ll master it. You’re a smart kid,” he reached out to tousle Ash’s hair, then remembered he was wearing a hat. “It’ll be a masterwork when you pull it off.”

“I hope so,” Ash said quietly, still fighting a grin as Infernus launched a Fire Punch straight into Oz’s gut and threw her back - she leapt right back up, having blunted the strike with a fragile psychic barrier, and used a Quick Attack to blur straight into the Magmortar with enough force to splinter a tree. “It won’t be easy.”

Lance snatched up Gabite as the small dragon-type tried to rush in to join Oz and Infernus’ battle, scratching at his rough plates until Gabite practically purred with satisfaction, leaning into the Dragon Master’s touch. “Nothing worth it ever is, is it?”

He shrugged. “I guess not.”

Silence.

“There’s times I regret being a specialist, you know,” Lance sighed as he watched Infernus and Oz duke it out - Oz was flagging now, sapped as much by the awful heat emanating from her opponent as by Infernus’ actual attacks - with a faraway look on his pointed face. “Watching you grow and begin plotting these incredible techniques - well, sometimes I think about branching out.”

Ash snorted. “You’ve done pretty well for yourself.”

Lance grinned, still stroking Gabite. “I have, haven’t I?” He laughed. “Still, I have a lot to work on. I draw the strengths from my dragons,” the Champion said fondly. “Elemental storms, power, speed and maneuverability… I can train those better than anyone in the world. But I feel like I’ve done my team a disservice not focusing on the power intrinsic to dragons.”

He couldn’t help but blink at that. “How could you have done better?”

“Oh, so many things,” Lance shut his eyes with a grimace. “Still, even with Clair. She’s dug into the deepest part of our dragons’ nature. Learned to pluck their strings like nobody else has. Nobody in Indigo, at any rate,” he corrected. “There are stories in my clan of those powers, and Clair is the one who pulled it off. I still beat her, though,” Lance said without pleasure.

Ash shrugged, still watching the violent clash between his friends. They were really going at it. He’d probably have to step in soon. “It’s not like you haven’t made anything new.”

Lance shrugged his shoulders beneath the Champion’s mantle.

“Earth Wrecker is new,” he admitted. “I doubt anyone else has been able to blend those techniques like Dragonite has,” Lance said. “But it’s a little… simple, you know? Not in the execution!” He said hurriedly as Gabite peered up at him. “Dragonite’s a genius to pull it off. But the theory! I can do better, you know?”

“With Obliterator,” Ash noted, recalling their brief discussion about the technique.

The Champion’s eyes brightened. So did Gabite’s, Ash noted. “Exactly! It’s a work in progress,” Lance wrung his hands and stared off dreamily even as Gabite’s sandpaper scales shifted in his hands while the dragon squirmed, “Focusing the fires of creation into a point where they can be wielded… Chinatsu would be proud.”

Ash smirked. Lance hadn’t met much success yet, but the theory was sound (not to mention usable by every member of his team). He hoped Lance would perfect it by the time he challenged the Indigo Champion for his title.

“Ah, but I’m getting ahead of myself,” Lance laughed as Infernus finally managed to land a Flamethrower into Oz’s chest, blasting her to the ground and overwhelming the psychic defenses she’d incorporated. He looked to Ash with uncharacteristic seriousness. “You should visit her soon, by the way. She’ll know you’re here.”

“I plan to,” Ash confirmed. He winced. “Just… just not my first day,”

Lance snorted. “Don’t worry, I get it,” he winked. “It’s not really a casual visit. She’s terrifying, isn’t she?” He whispered, staring as if the walls had ears. They probably did, Ash thought. “Don’t worry, though. She’ll be waiting. She’s had a thousand years, hasn’t she?”

Ash nodded. Infernus finally struck Oz down, and bellowed out his challenge to any who would hear it - he was lucky Lance hadn’t released any of his team besides Gabite, otherwise they would take him up on it.

“Just visit her soon,” Lance said firmly, then shaking his head. “She never wants to see me. Can’t imagine why!”

“Yeah,” Ash thought back to the Wataru’s tumultuous history with Chinatsu and her team. “Can’t imagine why.”

Lance clapped Ash on the shoulder and waved a goodbye. “I’ve got to get back to my job,” he said regretfully. Ash thought he looked genuinely pained. “We’ll get a battle in soon,” Lance promised. “I would say to keep up with your training - but I don’t have to worry about that, do I?”

Ash grinned, allowing his fingers to trail over his team’s pokeballs. “I don’t think so.”

The Champion laughed, then swept away with his cape twisting with the motion. “Didn’t think so,” he looked back at Ash before perking up. “Oh, but how irresponsible of me! I almost left without giving you your gifts.”

He frowned, but comprehension immediately settled in as Lance withdrew a thin case of shiny discs from his pocket and held it aloft like a sacred, lost treasure he’d only recently reclaimed at great personal cost. “Behold! A generous donation on behalf of the Indigo Plateau TM Library.”

Ash’s smile grew wider. Perhaps too wide. Dazed probably would’ve said something if she was listening in. He snatched it from Lance’s grip and quickly glanced over the discs - it was everything he’d asked for before he’d left for Lavender, then some.

Protect (a giddy surge went through him when he saw that), Dark Pulse for Sneasel and eventually Aron, Toxic, Double Team, Substitute, and Flash to open up all sorts of wonderful tactical options. He had ordered one for Detect for a few of his team as a more practical, efficient alternative to Protect.

As an aside, he’d picked up Weather Ball. That could prove useful for training Oz and giving her an alternative to her electric-type techniques. There were a few others he’d added, but these were the primary techniques he wanted to implement. With any luck they’d offer him a variety of defensive options for his team going forward.

Lance belted out a booming laugh (Ash just kept scanning the beautiful, beautiful technique discs) and turned away with a flutter of his cape.

“Make sure you’re up for dinner. Karen’s been dying to see you!”

He nodded in a daze, and the Champion swept away in a flourish, taking the wiggling Gabite far, far away from the rage of the clashing pokemon. Soon enough the Champion was gone entirely and Ash was left staring blankly at a ruined battlefield. To be honest, he felt a little bad for the psychics and ground-types responsible for cleaning up the battlefields - they’d worked so hard after his battle with Karen only for Infernus to Oz to rip up the exact same battlefield just a few days later.

“Good job,” he nodded to Infernus, who smirked at the praise. “We’ll train later to focus on your traps.”

Infernus grinned, then freely accepted his recall. Ash approached the downed Oz and came to crouch down at her side. Her chest rose quick and deep, pumping oxygen in and out of her lungs as she fought her exhaustion with every scrap of effort she could bring to bear.

“He beat you.”

Oz glared at him, snarling uselessly as she laid limp against the hard earth. It was blackened and marked with countless scorch marks from Infernus’ fires and Oz’s bolts of electricity.

“He can do better,” Ash said quietly, then looked pointedly at Oz. “You can do better.”

She snarled, then smashed her fist into the earth - it crumpled beneath the force, leaving threaded cracks around where she’d struck. Oz’s raw strength had increased by quite a bit, he noted, remaining as dispassionate as he could. The Electivire needed this.

“It was Air Lens, wasn’t it? You couldn’t even touch him with your electricity.”

Oz growled, still glowering into the earth. That was all the confirmation he needed.

“Get up.”

The Electivire rose, limbs trembling with bursts of electricity sparked out from her coat, sometimes striking the flat planes of dirt and sometimes branching near his skin. Ash regarded her, satisfied with the effort. She really did hate losing, particularly to Infernus.

She spat blood onto the plain brown of the dirt.

He grinned. “Frustrated?”

Oz glowered at him, twin tails flailing - it only fed his amusement.

“Let’s talk,” he folded his arms. Despite herself, Oz listened. “Air Lens isn’t impenetrable, you know,” Ash said. The Electivire squinted cautiously, not willing to get her hopes up. “You know how it’s performed, right?”

She nodded.

“Manipulating heat in a specific way to block electric conduction,” he explained regardless, and she patiently listened. Ash leaned closer, relishing the sensation of electricity crackling to brush against his skin. It left him energized and alert, abuzz with the power it lent him. He’d spent hours coming up with a counter to Air Lens; Ash didn’t want to be caught off guard when his opponents figured it out first. “And if you change the weather up, change fluctuations of heat…”

Oz listened.

Oz bared her fangs with unconcealed anticipation.

XX

Dinner was a long, relaxing affair. They didn’t have it in the dining area this time - Bruno had arrived back to the Plateau just a day before Ash returned and apparently invited the others to visit his room for the occasion.

The meal itself was good, but not too fancy… not that Ash was bothered. It was better than his usual fare, and anything was better than the broth. He’d be lying if he said he hadn’t been a little horrified at the prospect of Bruno force feeding them all the black broth, but at least he could be sure that Karen would never let that happen.

Bruno’s room was actually a fraction smaller than Ash’s, and far simpler. There was hardly any furniture to speak of aside from the table they ate at: several sleeping mats for Bruno’s team, a bedroll for Bruno himself, and a small basin of water that stood serenely near the mats. He wasn’t surprised that Bruno didn’t have a TV or other amenities, but even Ash would have a hard time finding this spartan room cozy.

Most of the room was taken up by exercise equipment such as dumbbells, bars with enough weight stacked on the ends that Ash feared the steel bar would bend, two treadmills, and a section of the room roped off to presumably be used for spars.

It was very…practical, and Ash thought it suited Bruno perfectly.

Despite making the invitation, Bruno barely participated in the dinner conversation. He chipped in on occasion, often with insightful remarks at key points that would steer the entire discussion in a new direction, but seemed content to bask in the company of his fellow Elite Four. Bruno took on the role of an observer, but his presence still held a weight and presence that betrayed the giant man’s confidence.

Only once did anything seem to jerk the Black Belt from his placid demeanor.

“Watch out,” Karen’s lips twisted into a savage smile as she tossed her silvery sheet of hair at Lance. “I’ve been working on a few new tricks. This time next year I’ll have the cape.”

The Indigo Champion outright laughed at that, though managed not to offend anyone at the table. Somehow everything Lance did was taken in good humor - he was as quick to build them up as he was to playfully tear them down. That made all the difference, Ash thought.

“The only one I’m worried about is Bruno,” Lance grinned widely, running long fingers through his reddish hair. The Black Belt blinked and just barely inclined his head to the Champion. “I don’t see anyone else packing a giant Onix that could eat a whole mountain. Where do you even train the King?” He directed at Bruno. “I know the training grounds here aren’t big enough…”

Bruno grunted. “There are many hidden places in the Ore Mountains.”

Karen rolled her eyes, muttering something about never getting a straight answer out of Bruno, while Will nodded eagerly along. Ash wondered if the psychic was able to glean the location out of Bruno’s mind.

“Your position is safe, Champion,” Bruno declared with the utmost seriousness. Every word was chosen with utmost care, and the Black Belt spoke slowly and softly, every syllable deliberate and measured. “The King Under the Mountain is simply a companion, and I would never dishonor him by using him for my own gain. We have learnt much from one another, though this time has been but the blink of an eye for him.”

Silence then as everyone digested his words. Ash noted that when Bruno spoke, everyone listened. Quality of words over quantity, Ash supposed…

Things moved on once Will made a strange joke that left Ash’s head spinning, but Ash sat in silence for the rest of the meal unless someone spoke to him specifically. He couldn’t help but trace over each word in his mind, though admittedly quite a bit of that time was spent figuring out how on earth his team could face the King in battle.

He would never forget its onyx black shape rearing up in Greenfield, rising taller than the Hale Mansion as the King did battle with the avatar of the Unown. A part of him panged at the loss of the Crystal Entei and Not-Ash, even if they were just simulacrums shaped by the Unown.

Despite it all, they deserved better.

His hand went to the tablet around his neck, and before he knew it dinner had ended.

“A moment, Ash,” Bruno spoke before he could leave with the rest of the Elite Four. Karen heard and tossed a suspicious gaze back, though she was pushed along by Will as the psychic chattered into her ear about something or another. Ash looked to the Black Belt and nodded, suddenly feeling very small in comparison.

“Yes?” Ash looked up as he released Bruiser. The Machoke’s presence comforted him, especially as Bruno released his mighty Machamp. It was only then that Ash realized how short the cornerstone of Bruno’s team was, even for a Machamp. It was taller than most newly evolved Machamp, but probably a half foot shorter than most experienced Machamp.

That didn’t mean it wouldn’t manhandle half of Ash’s team at once in a serious fight. He felt an itch under his skin at the thought - maybe not so easily anymore, at least. He wouldn’t mind putting it to the test, though.

Bruno smiled at him. Machamp just leered and cracked its knuckles. “It’s been too long since we’ve had a chance to talk. You’ve grown.”

Ash met Bruno’s eyes with a smile. As giant as he was, Ash didn’t feel overwhelmed with awe like he had the first time they’d met. In that time, he’d learned at the feet of Champion Lance, fought his way to the heights of the Indigo Conference, and faced more Legends than he’d cared to count.

Judging by the look on Bruno’s face, he approved of the new attitude.

“Thank you,” Ash said quietly. “It’s been a long road.”

Bruno nodded. “That it has,” he uttered as he took a seat and picked at the scant remains of his second (or was it third?) helping. The Black Belt smiled at Bruiser as well, and the Machoke dipped his head in respect. “You’ve come a long way as well, my friend.”

Bruiser practically shook at the compliment, though Ash thought it was a bit of an understatement.

“Come to me each day you are here,” Bruno said after a moment. “You are strong, perhaps the strongest of your kind I have ever seen, but strength requires tempering. Without a steady hand, it might shatter. This Rampage… it’s unique. Machoke are encouraged to temper their strength. To balance it with their control. No one has ever encouraged them to grow their strength. It is something to fear, to balance and restrain and reign in.”

Well, that sounded about right. Ash just thought to Bruiser smashing Princess’ leg, or crumpling Steelix’s shell against his fist back when he’d last fought Brock. A Machoke’s strength was uncontrollable without extreme practice.

To be honest, Ash’s stomach turned. Most Machoke strove to control their strength, to hone their control over constant practice and training, while he’d pushed Bruiser to grow and grow and grow…even Bruno had never seen a Machoke with the raw power of Bruiser, and to be honest that terrified him.

What had their hard work turned Bruiser into?

It unsettled his friend as well, if the miniscule hitch in his breath said anything.

“So what do we do?” Ash asked. Bruiser paid rapt attention. “Should we slow down?”

That wasn’t something Ash was eager to do, not with how far Bruiser had come in the recent months. Even without an evolution he’d proven himself a mighty member of the team, and there was nothing suggesting that his progress would slow. But if it was between slowing down the rapid growth or Bruiser’s own peace of mind… well, Ash knew what he would pick.

“No,” Bruno said absolutely. “This is the path you’ve chosen, and it’s the one you should follow. Do not stray,” his dark eyes met Ash’s, then strayed to the belt looped around Bruiser’s neck. “Master yourselves. Great strength demands greater control, as you well know.”

Bruiser shared a guilty look with Ash as they thought back to the errant punch that shattered Princess’ leg with a wet crunch. The noise came to mind too easily. “Will you show us?”

The Black Belt smiled at that, and even Machamp snorted. “Of course.”

A beat as Ash thought over the consequences of learning to control himself as well, or at least take the first steps down that road with Bruno’s guidance. Why, why, why? That led his mind down familiar, well-worn roads.

“Can I ask you about Aura?”

Bruno blinked. His lips thinned. “Curiosity should be rewarded.”

Ash took that as permission, eyeing the hulking man. “Cynthia taught me that Aura is self-expression. Taking what’s inside and making it into something real,” and in that moment knew Bruno’s internal divide. He peered up at the Master. “What is it to you?”

“Aura,” Bruno began with something like distaste. “I find the word insufficient. Shallow. Words rarely capture the full scope of a thing - does ‘sea’ illuminate its many mysteries, the scope and scale of the ocean’s beauty?” He shook his head. “As I told you long ago, I’m barely a novice,” the man admitted without shame. “What I know I’ve gleaned through long hours of meditation and self-fashioning. I know what I am, and I may share that with the world.”

“She told me how to start,” he said thoughtfully. “To question and think until I know everything there is to know about myself.”

The Black Belt shook his head. “Impossible,” he said with certainty. Ash’s eyes sharpened. “Is perfection attainable?”

He didn’t respond immediately. If Bruno asked him a question, he would answer it fully. “No,” Ash said, then grinned as a wild urge filled his chest. “But we’re going to get closer than anyone else.”

That actually earned a chuckle from Bruno. Machamp grudgingly smiled, even if he still looked like he wanted to squeeze their heads off. “Perhaps,” the Black Belt acknowledged. “A worthy goal, certainly. Yes, you must learn yourself to wield the power inside. The power that connects us all. Unity,” Bruno’s eyes closed, a smile playing at his lips. “We’re all fibers of the same cloth. Facets of the same gem. When you learn that for yourself, perhaps you’ll explore the power.”

Ash nodded along, even if he had a hard time grasping the full extent of the man’s words. It was something to remember for later, though, and Ash hoped it would come in handy later. “Can you teach me?” He hid his desperation, then shook his head and rephrased. “Can you guide me? Point me in the right direction?”

The Master seemed to approve of Ash’s new request, and nodded. Bruno shut his eyes, and for a moment Ash felt something brushing over him. It was vague and indistinct, something he’d have never taken notice of at the beginning of his journey, and left Ash feeling exposed and bare in Bruno’s presence.

“There’s a tempest in you,” Bruno exhaled, opening a single eye to peer at Ash. “You’re being pulled in too many directions. Someone like you, so young, in flux… I’m not sure you’ll be able to know yourself without looking too deep. But perhaps that’s just what you need,” the man said to himself more than Ash. With that, he came to a decision. “Join us for a brief time each day so long as you’re in Indigo Plateau. There’s nothing I can teach you about yourself that you don’t know already, but perhaps I can assist you in methods that may help.”

Ash nodded gratefully and rose from his seat. Something in the room changed, and Ash knew it was time for him to leave. Bruno had dismissed him without saying so much as a word, and he didn’t mind at all.

He had what he came here for.

Bruiser would have his guidance, as would Ash.

Before he left, Ash turned to look at Bruno and his newly released team in the spartan room.

“Good night,” he said to the Fighting Master and his arrayed team. Most regarded Ash (and more importantly, Bruiser) with some kind of warmth, though Lucario seemed particularly glad to see them after their shared experience in Greenfield.

Bruno’s lips twitched, though he appeared deep in thought.

“Good night.”

Ash began to head back to his room… then stopped in his tracks. He felt Bruno’s eyes on his back.

“I want to fight the King.”

“One day.”

His hopes came crumbling down.

With that, Ash left for his room, disappointed but not remotely surprised.

He was pretty sure Karen had mentioned something about her and Will wanting to help prepare him for the press conference (and that left an ugly knot in his stomach), though he was pretty sure their main reason was to show him some of their favorite movies.

In Karen’s words after hearing about his lack of experience with movies: “I am not letting you get ruined by Lance’s ‘taste’.”

It wasn’t the best use of his time (he’d rather pick their brains on a few different techniques he was formulating), but it was one that left a flickering warmth in his chest nonetheless.

“Let’s go,” Ash said to Bruiser with a grin. His friend was in high spirits and barely seemed to notice, though happily beat a meaty fist against his chest as he was wont to do. “Bruno will get us right where we need to be.”

Bruiser grunted and looked down at him warmly, and the two strode side by side through the halls of Indigo Plateau.

XX

As the golden hues of dawn bathed the Ore Mountains in radiant light, Ash met Lance in his office just as he’d asked before.

Chinatsu had business with him.

This time, Ash could see the mahogany door that led into the deepest depths of Mt. Silver plainly. He remembered how it had shimmered into existence when Lance had brought him here during the Conference, and exhaled to still the anxiety roiling in his gut.

“I’ll be waiting here for you,” Lance said tightly, looking about as comfortable with the situation as Ash felt. Dragonite’s antennae twitched as the giant golden dragon solemnly waved at him - it felt too much like a farewell for Ash’s liking. Vibrava just crawled past on the polished floor, not really paying much attention as its mandibles clicked. “I’ll see you soon, alright?”

Ash nodded, desperately wishing Lance could brave the ancient Ninetales with him. Chinatsu had asked for him specifically, though, and he knew Lance was too leery of the First’s companion to risk her ire. If Lance weren’t the current Champion and heir to Taimu’s legacy, Ash knew Chinatsu would be all too happy to take her displeasure out on him - Ninetales were well known for holding grudges across the centuries.

They had long lives and longer memories.

“I’ll see you soon,” he dipped his head then vanished down the hidden passageway to seek out the Ninetales. The winding stone corridor was just as he remembered. Etchings on the walls illuminated by braziers filled with Distorted fire reminded him of Mamoru’s sanctum, and he couldn’t help but shake his head at the realization he’d been to both these sacred places in the span of just a few days.

His life wasn’t easy, but he couldn’t deny that it had its perks.

He stepped deep into the heart of Mt. Silver. Eventually he reached the last archway, the entrance to Chinatsu’s hidden home, and peered at that strange symbol of an indigo plant. It was luminescent in the pale fire, and seemed to pulse with an inner life. This whole place felt ancient and alive, like the heart of the mountain would start beating the moment he took the last step.

The Feather burst to life, more gold than rainbow now. He nearly shivered at the flush of heat that filled his veins, heating his blood to the point he thought steam would burst from his skin. All the chill of the stone tunnel vanished in an instant, and he couldn’t help but brighten.

It was different than the last time he was here.

Then, he’d been lost. He’d had the Feather bonded to him and barely understood what it meant. Not that he knew that much more now, but there was an…awareness, something deep inside that had started to adapt and grow and mold to the Feather.

He had held Fire in his hand, and remained unburnt.

Something in his chest told him this place was truly familiar as he entered the grotto. Nothing here would harm him - he felt a tug as he peered around the great pool of crystal clear water, taking in the thin stone bridge that arched to the tiny island with the great slab of marble that the enormous visages of Taimu and mighty Shinobu rested upon.

Ash paused to admire the sight, marveling at their inhuman heights and the unerring precision with which they’d been captured in stone. Taimu stood tall and proud with the crown of blue fire settled on his brow, the spitting image of the conquering hero who united two regions under his banner, while Shinobu looked like he would snort and leap into action at a moment’s notice. His imagination summoned up images of them stepping off the marble plinth to fight off a conquering army with Chinatsu and Mamoru at their side. Reunited one last time.

Then the Feather pulsed, and he turned to face the golden form of Chinatsu as the blue flames coalesced and pooled into a solid shape. She was smaller than he remembered, though her eyes burned like rubies and her magnificent tails splayed out to give her a bulkier look.

“I’m here,” Ash said. Unlike last time they met, he met her eyes. They widened - Ash felt her indignation - but she didn’t strike him down or even engulf him in a supercharged Flamethrower, which he thought was kind of her.

Her voice echoed both within his mind and from the stone walls, but there was something deeper too. Something hot and searing within his chest that filled him with an uncomfortable warmth. Ash was nearly tempted to call upon Ice to quench the burning, but he thought better of it.

“And so you are.”

Chinatsu’s voice spoke to him from within and without, laced with an undercurrent of surprise. Trepidation, uncertainty…things he’d never expected from the regal Ninetales.

Silence.

“You are not what you were, Ash Ketchum.”

His fingers brushed the Feather, and he reached for Fire and the Sacred Flame and all the other Concepts stirring inside his spirit. “I’m not,” Ash agreed.

The golden Ninetales assessed him critically, all her thousand and more years evident as she circled him. One of the fluffy golden tails strayed too close to him, and Ash was nearly overcome with a self-destructive urge to reach out and touch it.

“You no longer serve the Golden Flame, not as the Indigo Champion does. You’ve taken it for yourself,” Chinatsu’s voice rang with something akin to wonder… and a bit of horror.

Ash shifted, distinctly uncomfortable. He covered the Feather with his hand, as though hoping to hide it from Chinatsu’s bright eyes. “I brought a present,” he said in hopes of distracting her. “Three, actually.”

She stared, and Ash had to imagine this wasn’t how her meetings normally ran. When was the last time she’d been put on the back foot?

It didn’t take long to materialize the arrangements. Chinatsu was uncomfortably still as Ash laid her bouquet at her feet, several of her tails swishing errantly. She peered at it silently, and a stark tension hung over them.

Just as he had with Mamoru, Ash made to assuage her doubts. “It’s not my gift,” he said, shaking his head. “It’s from an old friend.”

Then, just as he thought Chinatsu would take offense, her entire being sagged. Her Feather dulled until it appeared a simple, mundane orange instead of the vibrant, molten gold it had once been. “Oh, little sister…”

Ash stared, and for the first time he thought he saw the faintest thread of humanity - no, mortality - in the long-lived Ninetales. She appeared awfully weary all of a sudden, and cradled the arrangement between her dainty paws. It reminded Ash more than a bit of her stone figure holding the Fire Stone in Mamoru’s sacred chamber.

After what felt like an eternity of the ancient creature’s sullen silence, Ash gestured to the other two arrangements in his arms and cleared his throat. He felt like a man walking to his death as he silently nodded to the giant statue of Taimu and Shinobu, asking for her permission.

Chinatsu’s eyes sharpened instantaneously. Her long fangs bared, and the Feather burst to life on her back, coating her with a cloak of flame.

“May I?”

Her ruby eyes were wet and feral and tired, and for a moment he thought she would attack him. When was the last time anyone had even dared to make a request of her? Ash could remember Lance’s uncharacteristic hesitance all too well when the Dragon Master had dealt with Chinatsu last time… then again, Lance had good reason to be worried. Chinatsu would probably kill him without a moment’s hesitation considering the history between her and Lance’s clan.

“Go,” Chinatsu whispered from all around. “Bring them peace.”

Ash did as she asked. He crossed the slick stone bridge, knelt at the base of the statues, and offered Akemi’s arrangement to them both. It wasn’t as if he knew them by anything but reputation, yet Ash thought he could feel a specter (and not one born of Distortion) gazing down at him, and he even imagined the old grotto felt lighter with the flowers at the statues’ feet.

Taimu’s bones weren’t here, but Shinobu’s were.

“Akemi misses you,” he murmured, and rose to his feet. Ash didn’t offer anything else. Somehow he knew it wasn’t necessary, though he paused to pay his respects. It was funny to think that without Taimu and his companions, Ash literally wouldn’t exist. They’d played their part in history, and as a result of that and countless other tiny coincidences he stood here now.

It made him feel rather small.

Chinatsu was there waiting when he turned, tails held just above the cool stone of the grotto’s floor. She held one dainty paw against Akemi’s gift to her, touching it so carefully as if she were afraid it would vanish if she prodded with anything less than the utmost of caution.

“Meet my eyes, if you would.”

He did so, but couldn’t help but think she never would have shaped that as a request the last time Ash was here. Then again, it was just as she’d said - Ash wasn’t the same as he was then. His brown eyes met Chinatsu’s scarlet slits, and an exchange took place.

Why, why, why?

Those were the words that filled his mind as they melded together, merging thoughts and little figments of emotion and fragments of what had been. Ash nearly lost himself in her thoughts, but wasn’t cast entirely adrift as he’d been during their first meeting. Rather than being doused and crushed under her waterfall of memories and the enormity of her cunning mind, he felt as though he could finally stand beneath the weight and understand the deluge of Chinatsu.

He sensed her ancient melancholy, the darkness and age-old weariness pressing in at her from every angle. Isolation, depression, and the sensation of being stretched too thin for too long only held back by the blazing fires of a sacred duty and responsibility to her dearest.

What she saw in him, Ash didn’t know. Might never know. All he knew was that the Feather blazed in his chest and they both looked away from one another, the connection severed in an instant. When it was done, he felt a little empty inside. It gnawed at him, and all of a sudden Ash regarded the grotto differently. Not quite a prison, but claustrophobic. Grating and small and confining.

Part of Ash yearned to reach out and offer some kind of comfort. What a miserable existence she lived. It was a fleeting urge, though. The only ones who would bring a moment’s relief had left Chinatsu’s life long ago. This was her identity now, and to take her from her vigil would be to destroy her entirely.

He couldn’t imagine living here for nearly a thousand years…

Chinatsu cocked her head, studying him anew.

“I did not anticipate such a generous gift when I summoned you here,” her voice echoed both within and without. “Perhaps I was remiss. My dear sister trusted you with a momentous task. You carried it out with no expectations of reward. I… thank you.”

Ash wasn’t sure what to say to that, but he nodded. Chinatsu seemed as uncomfortable giving thanks as he was receiving it, and wheeled around after picking up the arrangement gently with her white teeth. Her tails splayed as she stepped away, voice still ringing. To be honest, he wasn’t sure how much was audible and how much was just her deepest intentions pouring into him from the Fire that linked them.

“My intention was to offer a warning.”

It didn’t take much thought to imagine what the warning might regard. Even in this place he could feel the bone-deep chill of Ice from where it roosted on Mt. Silver’s peak. The pulse of Fire only stayed it to a certain degree. “About what?” He asked, though Ash knew Chinatsu was perfectly aware of his conclusion.

“Ice in its slumber,” her cool voice whispered. “Or, rather, its Champion.”

His mood soured as his mind leapt to the Jynx in the Ice Path. “Haukea.”

Several of Chinatsu’s tails flicked. “Haukea, Daughter of Winter,” she said with more familiarity than Ash would have expected. “Her bond with Ice runs deep. She is of Ice as I am of Fire. A remarkable human, perhaps the only to inspire warmth in Winter’s cold heart.”

“You know her.”

Chinatsu peered at him. “Yes.”

Ash frowned, but waited patiently for Chinatsu to continue as her tails twitched. The temperature dropped with every word, and soon he feared he’d have to rely on the Feather itself to keep him comfortable.

“Haukea is of the old world, born before the first stones of Indigo were laid.”

He blinked. “The Indigo League?”

“No. The city.”

Despite himself, his curiosity stirred. “I didn’t know there was an Indigo City.”

The golden Ninetales didn’t seem amused. “Few do,” she sighed. “It was the birthplace of my brother.”

Champion Taimu, he thought, and soaked up every word. “Is it still around somewhere?”

“No,” she said shortly, and offered no explanation. With the vehemence in her voice it made it easy to guess what happened. Still, now he could only wonder how old Haukea was. How long had she been skulking and spawning Jynx out in the world? How many lives had she changed?

“So how did you meet Haukea?” He asked instead, sensing that Indigo City was a touchy subject. Ash wondered if she’d been there to witness its fall, or if it was secondhand sorrow from Taimu that left her unwilling to discuss it.

He thought Chinatsu seemed almost amused as she looked up at him, the Feather blazing on her back.

“During my brother’s sacred quest, we were forced to flee the Ryujin, Champion of Cerulean,” she recounted fondly. “A mighty foe and a stalwart ally, in the end. He chased us across the sea as we rushed to Cinnabar, and ran us aground. We evaded him, yet landed upon the Seafoam Islands. It was a wild place, and as it came into sight we saw a pale figure upon its shores, waiting. She raised her arms, and spoke to us through the winter winds and words borne on snowflakes.”

Chinatsu sounded ancient as she recalled the meeting, her Feather bright like molten gold against her skin and fur. “With every word, the waves stilled. By the time she was done, the sea froze solid and lay buried under thick sheets of ice.”

To be honest, that didn’t inspire confidence. It was one thing to know she held a link to Articuno, that she could create Jynx through some awful rite. It was quite another to hear that she possessed power enough to bring the ocean around Seafoam to a standstill. What was her limit? He couldn’t even imagine Lorelei’s team able to pull off a feat like that, and he prayed it wasn’t something she could do easily.

It didn’t help that even Chinatsu seemed awed at the feat, or at least grudgingly respectful. She was another Champion of the Birds, and he couldn’t help but wonder what the true limits of a Legendary Champion might be.

“And then what?” He couldn’t help but ask. Taimu had survived after that, obviously, so she clearly didn’t kill them. There weren’t too many good outcomes after a feat of power like that, however. Especially back in those days…

Chinatsu’s eyes glimmered. “The Champion of Champions earned her respect, and her fealty.”

He blinked. “How?” Ash thought back to the memories the Jynx had shared. As much as the Jynx in the Ice Path had adored her ‘mother’, Ash couldn’t help but remember the callous devotion and blind zealotry in her every movement. He wished he could burn those memories out of his mind…

The Ninetales actually seemed amused then. “It was my brother’s gift. They spoke at length, and when they returned she offered her support. Perhaps an edict of her master, as was mine. She did not kneel,” Chinatsu said with distaste, “But she proved invaluable. She was one of his hands.”

Ash didn’t miss the veiled meaning. The Daughter of Winter had been one of Taimu’s Elites - all of a sudden he remembered the origin of the four stadiums the Preliminaries were fought in. They’d been created in honor of the first Elite Four, and so Haukea was the one who had inspired the ice arena…

He was soon lost in thought, feeling a tad uneasy with the sudden revelation. “What can you tell me about her?” He asked. “If she’s active…”

“She is of Ice,” Chinatsu stated simply, and Ash thought that perhaps that was enough.

Still, he couldn’t help but frown. “Should I be worried about her? Do you think she wants to destroy the League?”

Chinatsu’s tail twitched, and he flushed at the stupid question. “Do you think a blizzard wants to bury a village?”

“My brother’s old ally is patient,” Chinatsu continued slowly. “She counts years as a blink of an eye, a decade as a breath… she exists solely to serve her Lord. Her actions now are to prepare for a human lifetime from now, or perhaps several. The Daughter will watch and wait, and will not invite action from one greater than her. She will act when necessary, and disappear when her duty is done.”

The Ninetales’ eyes glittered and her voice uttered low and urgent. “Haukea was old when my mother and my mother’s mother were born. She is frozen in time as she is in spirit, lost in the abyss. Ignore her face - she is no human, not any longer, and you should not treat her as such.”

Well, that was both relieving and not at the same time. It sounded like he had nothing to worry about for now, but he couldn’t help but fear what she might be doing in the background… not to mention what she might do if the right opportunity came up. Or worse, what Haukea might do in the meantime, and what consequences it might have long after he was dead and gone.

His grim thoughts were only scattered when Chinatsu spoke again. If he didn’t know better, he’d think she was eager to move the conversation far, far away from Articuno’s favorite. He couldn’t help but wonder how she would act if Ash met her - would she sense his bond with Ice as Chinatsu did, or would she be too far gone?

“By doing dear Akemi a service, you have served us all. Kindness ought beget kindness, and I offer another warning.”

Ash arched an eyebrow, and waited. He had to catch himself before he blurted something out - lenient as Chinatsu had been this time around, she was still the same prideful Ninetales he’d met the first time around. It wouldn’t do to get too familiar with her.

She stared, the Feather smoldering brightly. The air stilled, and Ash found it almost suffocating as the heat surged.

“Every Fire requires fuel,” her eyes glittered in the pale light. “Remind the Indigo Champion of that before he has nothing left to burn.”

He nodded as his stomach sank, mind abuzz with all sorts of different thoughts and ideas, and after a moment he dipped his head. “Thank you for your warning,” Ash said uneasily, “and for your words.”

Chinatsu’s tails waved, and a moment later she dissolved into countless orbs of flickering golden flame that hovered all about the grotto, dancing as they would to bring new parts of Taimu and Shinobu’s statues into focus. Ash imagined the Ninetales was still peering over them for any flaw or imperfection, or perhaps even trying to puzzle out a new detail that remained elusive even after a thousand years.

Ash dipped his head one last time in respect, then left the lonely place behind.

The Feather pulsed once more, awash in tongues of golden flame, and a deep, lingering warmth filled his chest as he ascended to meet Lance.

They had a lot to discuss…
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Just a few hours after his discussion with Lance found Ash about to lose his breakfast all over the nicely polished floor of the Plateau. He wrung his hand together, only Dazed and Nidoking at his sides keeping him together. Ash normally would’ve drawn on Ice for comfort, but he didn’t feel comfortable with Articuno roosting right above. Part of him recoiled at the idea of inviting more of Articuno inside than necessary.

Nidoking lightly touched his arm, and Ash sent a grateful, brittle smile his way.

“Relax!” Will appeared at his side with a crack. He was already playing with his cane, grinning down at him cheerfully. “It won’t be so bad. You’ll barely have to say a word,” he reassured Ash. “Just think back to all the guidance Karen and I gave you!”

To be fair, they had tried preparing him as they could. Unfortunately, none of that really settled Ash’s nerves. In hindsight, they’d probably spent too much of the night watching Karen’s rom-coms and a few magician shows that Will enjoyed.

Ash wouldn’t have traded it for anything, though. Not even his upcoming humiliation.

A door behind them opened. Ash felt Lance, Koga, Bruno, and Karen as they entered the room. The Fire bound to Lance’s wrist resonated with the Fire in Ash’s heart, and deep beneath their feet he felt Chinatsu’s own Feather blaze.

It stilled his trembling hands, at least, even if his taut mind couldn’t help but worry at Chinatsu’s words and Lance’s pale, drawn features. The Champion was almost inscrutable when Ash passed on the warning, but a certain spark of insight came to life in the tall man’s eyes. That worried him more than anything, particularly when he sent Ash off to train with Oz right after.

How much of himself had Lance burned away?

Lance still appeared distracted, but an easy grin hung across his pointed face. “How’s it going, Ash? Excited?”

He grunted and squeezed his fists shut. “That’s one word for it.”

The Champion barked out a laugh. “Yeah, that’s what I thought,” his features smoothed over to be a little more serious. “Don’t worry, Ash. I won’t let them get the better of you, and neither will your two bodyguards,” Lance nodded to Nidoking and Dazed. His family was the one thing Ash would never doubt.

“It’ll be over before you know it. You’ve just got to stick around and look marketable,” he grinned and poked at Ash’s frayed hat. “Those hats are in high demand all of a sudden.”

Ash scowled - he’d had to send about a million postcards in to get this hat, and now people could just buy one? Lance’s eyes gleamed and Ash couldn’t help but feel like this was some convoluted revenge for Steven’s prank with adding capes to the ACE uniforms (even if he’d had nothing to do with it).

Koga and Bruno stayed silent, content to remain observers, but Karen stepped forward (carefully maneuvering around Dazed and especially Nidoking) to kneel in front him. She was at eye level with him now and he hesitantly smiled back when she bared her white teeth. “It’s just like a battle,” she whispered too low for the others to hear. “You’re great at those, right?”

He nodded, still feeling as if he would be sick.

The Dark Master released Houndoom, who panted happily as he looked around at everyone. He was glad he hadn’t brought Infernus out for this. Ash noted that the other members of the Elite Four followed her lead - Lance released Dragonite (of course), Bruno released Machamp, Koga released Weezing, and Will released Gardevoir.

“We’re looking out for you,” Karen promised. She flicked him on the nose, laughing at Nidoking’s snarl and Ash’s indignant glare. “Just say the bare minimum and let us take the lead, okay?”

“Okay,” Ash mumbled. Karen met his eyes for a moment and finally nodded, as if she found the answer she was looking for.

Lance and Dragonite strode forth with his cape billowing with every movement. The others fell behind him, fanning out like an honor guard… which, technically speaking, they were. Ash and his teammates stepped up just behind Lance on his right, and both the man and Dragonite offered him a sign of encouragement: Lance sent Ash a thumbs up and Dragonite gave a lazy wave.

They stopped behind a few curtains. Ash knew that they’d be drawn back the moment Lance gave the signal. On the other side was the League’s ball room that he’d been in once before back during the Conference. It also happened to double as a press room for when the League deigned to invite reporters into the Plateau.

According to Karen, that wasn’t a frequent occasion. Too much risk, but this was important.

Every swallow felt as if he was choking as a massive knot formed in his throat. Ash dimly realized his hands were shaking and his legs felt like jelly. His stomach did flips and Ash wasn’t sure if he looked completely pale (his face had that funny tingling feeling that he got when he was anxious) or green from the nausea.

Nidoking grunted softly at his side, and Dazed’s pendulum trembled.

We are with you, Friend-trainer. Peace. 

A brittle smile made its way onto Ash’s face even as he recited the countless questions and answers that Karen and Will had coached him on last night in his head. With any luck he wouldn’t have to say much of anything - he’d been told several times to follow Lance’s lead.

“Party time!” Lance whispered to the rest, looking casual as Ash had ever seen him, and the curtains were pulled back.

People. Dozens - hundreds - of people and pokemon. Ash’s mouth went dry as he felt an entire room full of eyes land upon him. They weren’t watching his teammates, they weren’t staring in awe at a battle. They were watching Ash.

Somehow that struck a cord facing down a living cataclysm didn’t.

Ash froze, and hated himself for it.

Then a dull claw nudged him forward. The spell broke, and Ash could breathe again. He barely missed a step as he walked up to Lance’s side, just as he’d been coached. Despite his caution, Ash just barely touched on Ice to settle his nerves, and instantly straightened as he coolly assessed the room.

There weren’t so many as he’d suspected. Maybe a hundred to a hundred and fifty reporters? More than he’d have liked, but nothing Ash couldn’t handle. Now that he could watch them without sending his anxiety spiralling out of control, he saw that most had only sent Ash a cursory glance. There were plenty that whispered to their neighbors and pointed to him, though, and the mutters only grew louder as time went on.

The chatter faded the moment Lance settled in at the podium and motioned for silence. He didn’t even have to raise his voice for the reporters to quiet down immediately. Ash couldn’t help but look at the Champoin with admiration. It was one thing to work with your family and give orders in battle. It was quite another to command the respect of an entire room without a smidge of effort.

Lance allowed a pregnant pause to take hold. Reporters practically squirmed in the uncomfortable silence, and once the tension built to the point that Ash expected someone to blurt out a question, the Champion spoke. He knew Lance well enough to see the utter satisfaction in the man’s whole demeanor as the crowds held onto every word.

Ash knew Champion Lance had been born for this.

“It has been a month since the Greenfield Disaster. We have held off on giving direct statements during our investigation and questioning of all pertinent witnesses and persons of interest,” Lance began. The microphone on the podium cast his words to all corners of the massive ballroom, though Ash suspected Lance would have been perfectly fine without it. “Today, I will address all possible questions regarding the incident.”

However!” His thunderous voice cut off all the sudden murmurs. “Before we proceed, I have a second announcement to make!”

That was his cue. Ash stepped forward, pausing next to Lance. Compared to the Indigo Champion he appeared tiny and insignificant, something that both relieved and frustrated him. What would they do if he pulled the Feather off and sent it up in flames?

Haukea had been awfully casual showing hers off, after all.

“It is my pleasure to announce the newest addition to the League!” The Champion’s voice boomed like thunder, a tiny smile tugging at the curve of his mouth. He turned to Ash and beamed. “Ash Ketchum!” He gave just one moment for the crowd to roar before silencing them with a wave of his hand. “After witnessing his extraordinary performance in the Indigo Conference, it was my decision to offer him a position in the Indigo Elite Four as a trainee.”

Ash fought the urge to cover his ears as a roar emerged from the crowd - every eye was on him now, reporters shouted over one another in a scramble to get him to hear their questions, and part of him felt like crawling into a ball and hiding under the podium. He turned to glimpse Dazed, worried how she handling the sudden stimulus, but before he could do so her voice echoed in his mind.

I am fine. Do not worry for me. 

He didn’t believe her, but only caught a brief glimpse of his stunned friend before Lance pulled him back to attention. Even Lance struggled to quiet this crowd down, and Ash was able to hear the last few chatters as the cacophony came to a halt.

“What do your parents think of your decision to join the League at such a young age?”

“Do you have a girlfriend?”

“Did you suffer any injuries at Greenfield?”

“Reports state you were in Ecruteak when the bells rang! Is that true?”

“What are your thoughts on supplementing pokemon with Rare Candies? A trusted source claims you regularly give them to your pokemon.”

“There were several reported sightings of you in Hoenn after the Indigo Conference. Will you be returning, or will you continue training in Indigo Plateau?”

“My daughter is a huge fan! Can you autograph this hat for her?”

Ash barely managed to stay where he was, mind spinning at the deluge of questions and prying words and overwhelming influx of information, and it took everything he had not to turn tail and sprint right back to his room to hide. Doubt wormed into his mind. What was he thinking being up here? This wasn’t him.

When the voices began to pick back up and Ash feared it would never end, Lance’s expression turned stormy and Dragonite roared. The deep, guttural sound didn’t belong in a gentle giant like Dragonite, and Ash’s whole body shook as the terrible roar seemed to work its way deep into his body - it didn’t spark fear, not in Ash, but it managed to surprise him.

More importantly, the crowd was silent. He caught a few cameramen fumbling to compensate for the sudden burst of sound in their broadcasts.

Lance pointed to a reporter near the front, a sharp-eyed woman with long brown hair, and nodded. Her eyes lit up, but she was too much of a professional to show her excitement beyond that.

She cleared her throat. “Elite Four Ash,” the reporter began, and Ash barely hid his grimace at the title. “Reports indicate that you were in Ecruteak last month when the bells rang. Did you hear them?”

Well, it wasn’t what he would have picked for the first question, but Ash supposed that might have been the point. Give him something he wasn’t expecting. Something he wouldn’t have rehearsed.

And to her credit, it worked.

He opened his mouth and nothing came out.

He tried again and croaked.

A cold bolt of lightning rushed through him, white-hot shame, and his cheeks colored. Ash’s chest rose and fell faster and faster and faster and he swore there were a million people out there now and they were watching him and the silence was awful and everything he’d learned from his interviews in the Conference was useless and -

Dazed’s cool assurance touched his mind. Nidoking grunted behind him. The Elite Four waited patiently, and Ash felt one of them (probably Lance) gently prod him with his foot.

It sparked him to action. Despite everything he didn’t draw on Ice, and a part of him was proud of that. “I saw it,” his voice was thicker than it should have been, and he thought it vaguely sounded like he was trying to cough something up. “The bells. Heard it, I mean.”

Something like sympathy flashed in the reporter’s eyes. Before she could follow up, Lance moved on to the next. Ash appreciated it, not that he was surprised; neither Lance nor Ash wanted to get into a discussion about the Legends with a random reporter.

They barely wanted to talk about the Legends with each other.

“You!”

The reporter that Lance picked, who Ash noted bore a vague resemblance to Lorelei, beamed. Ash noted a Glaceon perched by her feet. “Elite Four Ash!”

He nodded.

She cleared her throat. “I’m Anita Holly with Pewter News Network. After your unprecedented performance in the Indigo Conference you became an icon to young trainers worldwide practically overnight. Is there anything you would like to say to hopeful young trainers following in your footsteps? Were you inspired by anyone else?”

Ash blinked. He almost croaked again, but pulled himself together. This was one he’d been able to prepare for with Will and Karen. “I, uh, just want to say they should keep working hard,” he fell into his rhythm at last, thinking back to all the challenges in his way. “Don’t be afraid of strong opponents. Find them. They’ll make you stronger too.”

Warmth poured into him from Dazed, and he fought a surge of manic laughter that threatened to bubble up. He was getting it, just like back in the Conference.

Stopping to consider the second part of the question was one of the most terrifying things he’d ever done. His momentum died, he felt hundred of eyes staring, and some of the terror came rushing back in to fill the void. This was one he had to give thought to, though, and he wouldn’t feel right rambling off.

“Elite Four Ash…?”

He hurried to answer. “I have a lot. Everyone should. My mom,” he raised one finger, flushing at the ‘awws’ he heard from the audience…and Will behind him, “Professor Oak,” he raised another, then felt his cheeks burn from embarrassment. “…Lance and Steven Stone and Cynthia,” Ash babbled off, sure that Lance was wearing a smug grin. Why did he think that was a good idea? Then he realized he probably sounded too familiar. “Uh, Champion Lance and Steven and Champion Cynthia.”

Some more noise from the audience that he couldn’t quite decipher on account of wanting Nidoking to open up a hole for him to fall into.

The red-haired reporter kept beaming. “Thank you very much for your words, Elite Four Ash! We can’t wait to see what heights you reach in the future!”

Ash said something that came out more as a mumble, and the reporter took her seat.

“Next!” Lance pointed at a third reporter. He was a tall man with otherwise unremarkable features, but visibly perked up at Lance’s direction. “Ask your question.”

“What are your plans for the future now that you have joined the League? Do you plan on challenging another Conference?” The blank-faced man asked calmly into his microphone. After a moment he frowned. “Can you challenge another Conference?”

He shrugged, suddenly uncomfortable. Ash didn’t really want to reveal his plans, so he stayed vague. “I’ll be at the Plateau for a while,” he said as Lance nodded. “I want to travel around after that. See the world and train.”

“Next!” The Champion bellowed before the reporter could follow up on that.

After that, it turned into a bit of a blur. Questions about if Ash had a girlfriend (which earned a scathing look from Karen), asking if he’d selected any additional pokemon he’d like to add to his team (“Analysts have noted your lack of a ghost!”), and a few about his childhood that he didn’t feel comfortable answering. He managed to choke something out all the same, though, and relaxed a little more.

There were only a few that genuinely caught his attention.

A short, stocky man squinted up at Ash. “There are several notable trainers that left Pallet Town with you last year. Amelia Franklin, Jonathan Lindon, and even Gary Oak, grandson of the famous Professor Oak,” the reporter added. All Ash could think about was how much Gary would hate being described like that. “Why do you think so many talented rookies emerged from such a small town? Do you have anything you would like to your fellow Pallet trainers?”

His eyes lit up. He knew this one! “Lots of reasons. Professor Oak is a big part,” he elaborated. “We grew up around pokemon. Professor Oak introduced us to the Corral pokemon during school. Everyone in Pallet loves them,” he grinned. “My mom made sure I was ready,” Ash trailed off, hiding a wince. “For my friends…good luck in the Silver Conference,” he finished quickly. There was no way he was revealing that he planned on being there for it.

The reporter nodded and seemed satisfied, and soon after Ash was buried in more questions. He answered almost subconsciously as it dragged on. Most questions were inane and left Dazed channeling nothing but frustration (or earned a huff from Nidoking) and when he was asked a reasonable one he was left stunned.

It was the red-haired reporter again. Ash began to suspect that Lance had ulterior motives for choosing her again. “Although many members of the press have expressed interest in interviewing you, it’s been impossible to find you,” the reporter still beamed. She flicked a strand of hair out of her eyes and adjusted her glasses.

“The most pressing question for many of us is this: how did you progress so quickly? You bettered Conference veterans with over a decade on you. Even Champion Lance only made it to the Top 8 as a rookie. Do you attribute your swift rise to your own skill and determination, or did you have teachers pushing you along?”

That took a moment for Ash to absorb, but when he had it down he was happy to answer. “My team’s earned every bit of strength they have,” he stated. Nidoking grunted softly behind him, inching just a little closer to the podium. “They deserve the credit,” Ash glowed with pride as he looked back at them.

He ran a hand across the pokeballs on his waist. He wished they could all be out right now.

“I played my part, and I learned from a lot of different people who took me farther than I’d ever get on my own, but my team are the ones who put in the work. They fought for it, and they’re the ones who took me so far in the Conference.”

The reporter smiled at him. Ash was beginning to wonder if she was even capable of frowning. Despite it all, he thought it was genuine. “As a follow up question, I would like to ask your team why they fight so hard for you. Many analysts noted that your team fought with debilitating injuries several times in the Conference. Why did your team not admit defeat?”

His opinion of the reporter redoubled and he patiently allowed Dazed and Nidoking a moment to confer. It only took a moment, and he felt his cheeks grow hot as Dazed’s eyes flashed blue and she transmitted the information directly into his mind to relay to the reporter.

“Dazed and Nidoking say it’s because I’d do the same for them,” Ash found himself off-balance again. “They, uh, they said that they know I’d give my life for them and they want to return the respect,” he finished quickly.

The reporter’s eyes lit up. She dipped her head, and the press conference moved on.

Just a few minutes later and his answers grew shorter and terser than ever. More and more of Ash wanted to just crawl into a ball and hide. He wasn’t too uncomfortable anymore - Ash found it helped to focus only on one person instead of the entire room - but he was drained. Who knew talking could be so exhausting?

Ash did, but that was beside the point.

At long last, Lance pulled him back and took his place on the podium with Dragonite towering at his side. “That will be all of the questions for Elite Four Ash today!” Lance thundered. Part of Ash experienced utter disbelief at the title. A few reporters looked like they wanted to protest, but Dragonite’s glare put an end to that. “We will take requests for a private interview after the press conference. Now I will begin answering all questions regarding the events at Greenfield.”

He winced as Lance forced that last bit out. Someone who didn’t know the Champion would never be able to tell, but past the forced enthusiasm Ash sensed all the cheer of a man walking to his grave.

“Don’t worry!” Will half-whispered half-shouted into his ear as the media went into a frenzy - cameras flashed, reporters howled into their mics, and overall the situation just degenerated. Ash flinched back at the cacophony, but Will helpfully distracted him with a flip of his cane. “The most esteemed Champion Lance is only saying that! He’s already picked out which reporter will have the honor of interviewing the beloved addition to the Elite Four!”

Ash found the red-haired reporter in the crowd and rolled his eyes. If he was a betting man - which he would end up as if he wasn’t careful, given how many bets seemed to be floating around the Plateau - he knew who he would pick for his interview.

Still, he was just grateful that the attention was finally off him and settled into a comfortable cocoon surrounded by Will and Karen on each side and his team behind him.

Koga and Bruno briefly nodded at him, though Karen leaned down close to him. “Good job,” she whispered into his ear. “Not so bad, huh?”

Ash half-heartedly nodded, finally smiling.

Not so bad after all.
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The Ore peaks drifted on endlessly, jutting across the landscape like a row of Nidoking’s spines. For a moment Ash imagined what kind of great beast could produce such heights and shook his head with a smile. Instead he focused on admiring the slate and pale cliff faces piled up like a great heap of cooling slag, the snow and ice crusting their peaks shining like pale halos in the afternoon sun.

All but one.

Uneasiness stirred as he looked at the great blanket of clouds layered thickly over the lesser peaks. Mt. Silver stood indomitable amongst them, the center of power in Indigo for a millennium and now the roost of something far, far greater. Ash shivered as he gazed past the clouds, imagining he could see the sleeping form of Ice towering atop the rest.

Something warned him to look away before Articuno could peer back, and so he did.

He had enough Ice in him already.

“Do you like it?” Lance peered down at him from a few feet away. Both sat on the edges of a stark cliff, gazing down at the tiny world beneath them. From here the stress of the press conference (as okay as it had turned out) seemed about as important as a Rattata chomping on the King. It actually reminded Ash of the time he and Hasta had spent in the cliffs looming over the Wataru compound.

He smiled.

“Yeah,” he said, reaching out to absentmindedly rub Aron’s shiny head. The little steel-type eased into the touch. His baby blue eyes were locked on the majesty of Mt. Silver with a certain glint in his eye that Ash had only seen a few times before.

Was Aron imagining a day where he stood atop a newly built mountain that dwarfed the legendary Silver?

Ash warmed at the thought and made a mental note to take Aron walking through the mountains before they left for Hoenn in a few days. That thought left him feeling uncharacteristically… disappointed? He didn’t linger on the confusing feeling, and just basked in the presence of his team, Lance, and Dov instead.

He pulled his hand away from Aron as his friend plopped to the ground, still staring off at the mountains. Oz, the only other member he’d released aside from Plume soaring above, carefully held her strong fist above Aron. There was no way she’d let him fall.

“…I come up here to think sometimes,” he realized Lance had started speaking, and guiltily pretended as if he’d been listening the whole time. The Champion tossed a little pebble off the cliff and watched listlessly as it sailed to the ground. “Compared to that,” he waved at the gorgeous mountain range running across to the horizon, “our problems don’t seem too significant.”

Well, that was something Ash might have to disagree on. Knowing the Legends, a puny mountain range might not pose too much of a threat. A darkly amused flame whispered its agreement from the back of his head, though Ash didn’t so much as flinch.

“Even with that?”

Lance didn’t have much trouble following along. His face sank at the howling blizzards drenching Mt. Silver’s peak - Ash winced. Maybe he could have made a better choice of words. “Even so,” the Champion said after a moment, a bit of warmth back in his expression. The Champion tossed another pebble off the cliff. “Those mountains have survived this long, haven’t they? Maybe we can as well.”

He nodded along. Ash was still a little perturbed, but the notion cheered him a little. Some of his somber thoughts slipped away and the ever present knot in his stomach loosened just a tad. After a moment he turned back to grin at Oz as she hovered over Aron. If he so much as twitched towards the edge she would be there to catch him. She caught his gaze and bared her flat teeth, and Ash took a moment to marvel at his friend’s evolution.

She really was magnificent.

It was a shame to break the easy silence they’d entered - it reminded him of their all too short month together on Knot Island - but after a time Ash couldn’t hold back the questions building up inside.

“Are you okay?” He choked out, stumbling over every word like it was a poison. Lance looked to him, obviously taken off guard, and stared. It just made Ash squirm even more. “On the inside, I mean,” he said uselessly, gesturing at nothing in particular. “The Feather.”

Lance’s eyes sparked. “Ah. That.”

“That.”

Dov leaned closer. He wasn’t even trying to be subtle about listening in… not that anyone minded. Their teams were a part of them, and Ash knew Lance hid about as much from his family as Ash did his own.

“Chinatsu really worried you,” Lance chuckled. It was a hollow sound that highlighted his pale face and the dark rings under his eyes. “I’ll be fine, Ash. I can’t believe you’re worrying about me,” he scrubbed his knuckles against Ash’s hat even as he squirmed away to glare at the Champion. “Ha! No, I just need some time.”

Ash felt Lance’s reticence, but pushed on anyways. His own Feather flared, touched with rainbow edges as the Song echoed in his ears and a fierce gale howled in from the north. “How much do you use the Feather?”

That caught Lance off guard. “What - ha!” he rolled his eyes with a smile. “Of course you of all people would know.” Lance rolled up his sleeve to reveal the obsidian frame of the Feather hooked into his wrist. It flared to life, bathing them all in its warm golden glow, but Ash frowned. It burned, but it was too low. Too dull. Too close to a sputter of sparks for Ash’s liking.

“It’s all that’s kept me going for the last month,” the Champion admitted lowly, a dark cast to his features. He reached up with his other hand to tousle his red hair. “There’s just…so much to do. Every second wasted is a second Indigo is falling apart. People are afraid. The Champion is meant to embody the best of the League. I have to set an example.”

The sobering words, delivered with a plain rawness that was a far cry from Lance’s normal bravado, humbled him. Still, Ash couldn’t help but think his teacher might be missing the point.

“You’ve burnt out - literally,” he added. Oz whirred in agreement, and even Dov grumbled along with them. Ash let the Feather pulse, grimacing at the magnitude of the response in Lance. He imagined Lance’s own Feather threading his entire core with Fire, lacing every cell and consuming it to sustain the Champion’s will. “People can tell.”

Lance actually snorted at that. His gaunt face curved up into something resembling a smirk. “So can I,” he gazed down at his callused palm, opening and closing his fingers until they reminded Ash of claws. “Not a very inspiring sight, am I?” He said shortly. “Sometimes I wish I could throw the Feather off the cliff. It hasn’t been much help so far, has it?”

He had nothing to say to that. Ash just rested back against Oz, who had curled up on the cold stone behind him. The little bits of electricity jolting him from her fur didn’t trouble him in the least.

“It’s nearly killed me twice now. Crippled me when the people need me the most,” Lance grimaced and listed off a few examples. “New Island, Shamouti…and it left you to pick up the pieces. Left a kid to fix my messes,” the Champion sounded disgusted at that, and Ash knew it was aimed inward. After a moment Lance looked away from Ash, away from Indigo Plateau, and laid his eyes off to the northern mountains that ran all the way past Blackthorn.

“I’ll say it again: I owe you the world for what you’ve been through, and I’m sorry for it

,” the man said. Lance twisted his head to look back at Ash. “Your mom was right. You shouldn’t be caught up in all this, and I’m at fault for roping you into the League in the first place.” Despite the heavy air, Lance seemed to find some kind of amusement in the memory. “It’s been a long time since anyone’s dressed me down like that.”

Ash shifted on the hard stone. His throat tightened and he had to fight hard not to numb the feelings with Ice. It had been cutting it close to use it once to take the edge off during the interview. Treating it so casually was a slippery slope.

He kicked his feet off the cliff, barely cognizant of how high they were anymore. Ash thought back to the events of the last year and shook his head, ignoring that last comment.

“Was there any other choice?” His mind leapt to the brushes with Legends he had and how close each had come to disaster. What if he hadn’t been there? Someone (or something) probably would’ve stepped in to clear up the nightmares, but who really knew? At last his lips curled into a half-grin. “I probably would’ve gotten dragged in anyway. At least this way I have the League at my back, right?”

His heart soared when Lance snorted. “You have the worst luck,” the man sighed.

Ash couldn’t help but think of Lance’s last year: the St. - the Rockets, Mewtwo, Giovanni, Zapdos and the storm that swallowed half of Kanto, Shamouti, Greenfield, and all that piled up on the responsibilities of the Indigo Champion. He didn’t think Lance could say much about bad luck.

The Champion looked down at the cinders laced into his wrist and touched the flames with his other hand. It invigorated him, though there was still a shadow cast over him. “It sure is beautiful, though. Keeps me going when nothing else will,” Lance shook his head with a smile. “If only it wasn’t burning me up from the inside out.”

“You didn’t notice?”

Lance shrugged, though lightened a little as he held out his hand to Aron. The little steel-type seemed utterly captivated by the flickering gold, though Ash offered a warning before Aron could try to lick the Feather with his harsh tongue. “I knew it wasn’t making things better,” he admitted. “New Island and Shamouti showed me that. When Moltres goes down, so do I. After Greenfield -” he hesitated. “Well, Moltres wasn’t involved. I thought it was the stress and long hours. Not literally burning myself away.”

For a time they just sat there as the sun deepened. In just another hour or two it would be sunset. Ash shuffled a few thoughts, cycling Fire, Ice, and Lightning to balance one another, when an idea came to mind.

“In Greenfield I figured out how to balance them,” he said, though didn’t think it necessary to tell Lance the idea came from Mewtwo of all people. “If you just pull on Fire, it burns you from the inside out. Lightning does the same. Ice numbs you - makes you less human,” Ash said slowly. Lance turned to him, fascinated. “They all work against each other. It’s a cycle.”

He felt for the Concepts as he and Lance shared a look.

Fire filled his chest, coursing through his blood. The cold vanished instantly, banished by the power, and steam rose from his bare skin. Ash sensed the resonance in Lance’s own Feather, and grinned madly as it burst into flame with renewed strength.

As it burned too hot and wild, Ash let Lightning arc through him. The world slowed and a sudden awareness of everything struck him: the rise and fall of Lance’s chest, the crackling of Oz’s fur, Aron’s little snores, and the little flakes of snow cascading downward from Mt. Silver. His hands trembled like he’d just chugged his morning coffee, but after the wild passions and power of Fire, the focus of Lightning was a nice change.

Last, he numbed himself with Ice. Ash was cautious, unwilling to draw on it for long with Articuno practically staring down at them, but the focus faded away to cold rationality. There was a comfort in it.

“Let me see your wrist,” Ash instructed. Even through the haze of Ice’s influence he felt a distinct wrongness at the realization he was giving Lance - Lance! - an order. The Indigo Champion didn’t seem to see anything strange and offered up the wrist with the Feather on it. If anything, the man appeared endlessly fascinated with the situation.

Part of him rankled at actually touching Lance (it was different when the Champion threw an arm over his shoulder or messed with him, a part of Ash argued) but steadfastly laid his hand over the heatless flame of Lance’s Feather. Or it was supposed to be heatless, at any rate. Ash nearly flinched at the agonizing heat pouring off of it right now, though he supposed that was just from channeling Ice.

Ash hesitated. “I don’t know if this will work,” he warned, glancing at the shrouded peak of Mt. Silver. “It’s different. It’s not a part of you.”

“It’s worth a shot!” Lance managed to grin, even if he didn’t look totally comfortable. He nodded and Ash decided he might as well go through with it. It felt as if his hands were scalded through his gloves as he grasped the area around the Feather, then focused on sharing Ice.

It turned out to be harder than he expected.

Even though he could feel Ice permeating his entire body, it was entirely different to share it with someone else. Ash honestly had no idea what to do. He just tried to focus it into his hands, but sensed that just froze Lance’s skin. The Champion bore it stoically, but Ash knew he was in pain.

Lance’s heat scalded him, yet he held on. The pain was nothing. Insignificant. Still, he noted that Lance seemed just as uncomfortable. His jaw clenched and frost burns blistered his skin. Despite the bad reaction, Ash was still satisfied that he’d chosen Ice.

He trusted his control over slow, steady Ice a thousand times more than his control over nebulous Lightning. Lightning would have done a fantastic job of interrupting Lance’s Fire, but it could have knocked him out just as easily.

Ash still remembered Oz’s reaction when she received it.

At last, he pulled away. “Did that do anything at all?” He asked.

Lance hid a grimace as he rubbed at his wrist with his free hand - Ash caught him try to draw on his Feather before he realized the mistake. Instead, Lance contented himself with warming himself normally. “I don’t know,” he confessed, staring down at the Feather. “It feels different, but I can’t place how.”

He allowed Ice to flow away and sagged. “I hope it does something,” Ash said, wishing for nothing else than a good nap with his team. Between the press conference and now this he felt terribly weary.

“I do too,” Lance said simply. Dov laid down next to him, laying his great head by his trainer’s side. Oz cast him a quick glance, but didn’t seem irritated by his presence. The pokemon were content to rest peacefully as their trainers talked the day away. “Thank you, Ash.”

“Don’t draw on it for a while,” Ash mumbled, suddenly uncomfortable. “Give your body some time.”

Lance just nodded.

“I feel like I could do better,” he scowled after a moment, looking down at his hands as the cold fled. The frigid mountain stone and the wind whipping across his face was kind and gentle compared to the touch of Ice. “I don’t really know what I’m doing with it. I’m just trying to push harder. Someone better - Haukea,” Ash mumbled, and Lance froze. “She would probably know.”

“Yes, she might do the trick,” Lance laughed. It was a cautious sound, as if the man wasn’t quite sure what he should say to that. Ash didn’t miss the sharpening of Lance’s gaze. The Champion had already known Haukea’s name from the old histories, but at least he seemed just as paranoid of her reappearance as Ash was. “I do feel better,” he said, still rubbing at his wrist. “A little less…worn,” Lance frowned, staring off at the mountains again.

Even if Ash didn’t entirely trust Lance to not just try and make him feel better, he did note that Lance seemed a little more sure of himself. Less jittery and far steadier, like he’d regained confidence or taken a long rest.

“I was afraid I’d burn until I was all hollow, nothing but skin and bones,” Lance admitted. His eyes were on Articuno’s roost. After a moment he laughed, finally looking like his old self again. “Death hangs over us all, doesn’t it? It’ll find us one way or another. Compared to that, burning out doesn’t seem too bad.”

He shook his head. “I’ve seen death,” Ash said, thinking back to his visit to Agatha. “That is something else.”

The Champion nodded slowly, a pang of something etched into his face. “Lavender?”

Ash couldn’t help his jerk. “Yes,” he said slowly, drawing out the word. “You know…?”

Lance chuckled with a rueful shake of his head. “I know what lives in Lavender,” he said. “It’s my job to know all the monsters hiding under our bed. It’s too bad I’m just finding out about the ones in the closet.”

Well, that was a disturbing thought. How many other entities like Lavender still haunted the world? Ash couldn’t help but frown at the thought that Lavender wasn’t unique, a one-in-a-million aberration. Maybe he could find some information on that in the archives later.

That train of thought led Ash down a grim road. He still owed Gary that promise.

He meant to ask a question to distract himself, but his dark mood twisted it. “Have you heard anything from Agatha?” Ash asked. His throat clenched and the words were barely comprehensible, and he would’ve had to pull on Ice again to numb himself if Oz hadn’t laid a heavy hand on his shoulder and Aron hadn’t licked at his hand.

Ash fought a pang of regret at the flicker of pain that crossed his teacher’s face. It was hidden quickly, but even after it was forced down Ash saw that any improvement in Lance’s bearing had vanished.

“Just one last message for us all,” Lance said listlessly, tapping at the stone. “Personal,” he explained at Ash’s curious look, then smiled. “She did mention a visit from ‘a little brat who asks too many questions’,” the Champion grinned broadly. “Her words, not mine.”

He couldn’t help but snort. It left his spirits a little lighter. “That does sound like her.”

Lance peered at him until Ash felt like the man was staring into his very soul, then looked away with a half-smile. “Agatha had - has a way with words,” he chuckled, then slapped a hand against Ash’s back. “Did I ever tell you about the first time we met? I was a cocky little thirteen year old, thought I was the best thing since Dragonite, and she…”

Ash quickly found himself enraptured with Lance’s stories. Before he knew it, the hours had passed by in the blink of an eye.

XX

“It’s wonderful to see you again,” Steven greeted as warmly as ever from the communications room in the Plateau. It looked like he was writing up some report in the privacy of his apartment. Papers were neatly organized all around his, although some laid on top of Metagross’ cold grey carapace as they rested near Steven. He heard several of Steven’s teammates shuffling around in the background and couldn’t fight the sudden surge of longing for the weeks he’d spent training with the Steel Master.

That felt like a lifetime ago.

Steven assessed him with his calm gaze. “You look well,” the man seemed relieved at the news. “I trust your vacation has treated you well?”

Ash nodded stiffly. “Yes,” he thought back to all that had happened in the month since Greenfield. “Busy, but good.”

The former Champion chuckled. “I’ve heard a few stories from Lance. You’ll have to fill me in once you’re back in Rustboro.”

He’d already packed most of his things to leave at a moment’s notice, although it might not come to that depending on this conversation. Bob would be taking him through a few jumps to Rustboro tomorrow. Only a handful of psychics could make that journey with a single teleport; even with an experienced psychic it was safer and more practical to make a few shorter jumps. Ash ignored the dark surge of amusement from Mewtwo at that.

“I’m prepared to leave as scheduled. Same time as planned?”

Even the terse words left his lips, Ash felt something shift in Steven’s bearing. The man leaned forward ever so subtly and Metagross sparked to life, though didn’t move enough to unsettle the papers balanced on their head. “Is everything alright? It sounds like there’s something on your mind.”

Ash shifted, easing Seeker into a more comfortable position as she huddled beneath his jacket. It was frigid in the barren metal room, even if it didn’t actually bother Ash. It was more an awareness of the sensation than any actual discomfort, as though it were muted and colorless.

She squeaked up at him and crawled a little higher with her hooks until she poked her head out of his jacket to look at the screen. Ash knew she was just following the familiar sounds of Steven’s voice, but it left him smiling nonetheless.

“It’s wonderful to see you as well, Seeker,” Steven dipped his head to the Zubat. “Your fur is looking particularly well-groomed today.”

He snorted as Seeker ducked back into his jacket at the compliment. Ash laid a hand on her soft head and took a moment to enjoy the simple pleasure of having her there with him. She’d adjusted well to the Plateau (not to mention the dark clouds dimming the sun’s light for miles around).

Ash tapped his fingers against Nidoking’s pokeball as he shifted again. That knot was there in his gut again and he had a hard time looking directly at Steven. He kept his eyes locked on a few reports stacked neatly on Steven’s granite desk instead. “I - I’d like to stay here a little longer. Not too long! A week or two? Two,” Ash rambled. “I think there’s a lot I can do for my training here, and I know Lance and Karen wanted to get another interview or two. I also want to see my mom before I leave, and maybe Gary and Professor Oak - I just need more time!”

In spite of Ash’s expectations, Steven looked as happy as Ash had ever seen him. “Of course, take all the time you need,” the man said. “It’s your vacation, after all. You’re supposed to enjoy yourself. Besides,” Steven said more quietly, “you’ve earned your rest.”

He nodded stiffly. The tension in his shoulders immediately fled and he relaxed his hand where he’d desperately clutched to Seeker. “Thank you.”

“Of course. We’ll plan for another two weeks. I’ll need to shuffle a few things, but nothing of importance,” Steven reassured Ash. “If you believe you need additional time, just let me know.”

Ash looked gratefully to Steven.

“That said, I was looking forward to hearing about your vacation firsthand in a few days,” Steven said, then smiled. “I understand if you’re busy, but why don’t we catch up for a while?”

“Yeah,” a smile slowly crept onto his face. “That sounds good.”

He adjusted a bit, made sure Seeker was nice and cozy against his chest, and settled in for a long, pleasant talk.

It had only been a month, but he’d missed Steven.

XX

The next morning found him pacing near Will’s quarters. Ash hadn’t spent a lot of time with the psychic, so he’d wanted to visit him a bit before he was teleported to Goldenrod. He could’ve just flown on Plume’s back, but he had some other plans for her while they were out in Goldenrod. It was right by Greenfield, after all, and he could be there in barely an hour.

So now he sat waiting. Ash clenched his fists as he stared at the Xatu clock in Will’s room (the stylized Xatu’s wings acted as the clock’s two hands) and watched the minutes tick down. Most of Will’s team had isolated themselves into little cubes dotted on the walls and ceilings. They were only accessible through teleportation, and apparently made excellent spots for meditation.

Still, Ash had to say he preferred the little spot high in the mountains that Bruno had taken him to the past few mornings. The proud evergreens and claw-rent boulders made for nice scenery than the sterile environment of the cubicles.

He paused, and so did Will. The man seemed infected with the same nervous energy that affected Ash, always flipping his cane and wringing his hands and pacing right alongside Ash. It was strange, certainly, but somehow comforting.

“Why wait for dear Robert?” Will chirped as he elegantly twirled the cane in an impossible motion. Ash was pretty sure he was just showing off at this point. “You have a perfectly skilled psychic right here and now, if I may be so arrogant! We can hop right over to Goldenrod! It would be my honor to meet the woman who raised Ash Ketchum.”

His stomach turned at his memories of the last few times Will had teleported him. Interesting as it might be to have Will meet his mom, he didn’t think losing his lunch at the sight of her would make for the best first impression. It had been months since they were really able to talk.

Ash didn’t count the choking conversations after Greenfield, and quickly turned his mind from the thought altogether.

“Thanks, but I already asked Rob - Bob,” Ash corrected himself with a grimace. “I wouldn’t want to waste his time, right? That would be rude.”

Will lit up. “Of course not! His time is valuable, and I’m certain he’s most honored to assist you! He’s an invaluable member of our League.”

“Of course,” Ash snorted, and he almost thought the corner of Will’s mouth twitched upwards into a sly grin. Before they could say anything else, Bob appeared in a blinding flash and crack. Knowing his skill with teleportation, that was most likely intentional.

Greetings, honored Elite Four Will. Greetings, cargo. 

Ash was pretty sure that second part was hidden from Will, but he couldn’t find it in him to care. He just smiled pleasantly. “Greetings, ‘Whole of Creation’.”

The bad-tempered Alakazam’s mustache twitched, but he didn’t say anything else. A little flicker of psychic power flared in Bob’s narrowed eyes but he gave little other evidence of his displeasure.

“What a grand title for a grander Alakazam!” Will clapped his hands and bounced on his heels. He bowed deeply to Bob. “Thank you for your service, Sir Robert. It would be my honor to hear how you earned such recognition from Elite Four Ash when you return!”

Bob inched away from Will’s positivity. Ash felt how flustered he was. He’d be lying if he said he wasn’t relishing it.

I - no, that won’t be necessary. Thank you for the invitation, Elite Four Will, but it would be remiss of me to waste any of your valuable time. 

Will brightened. “Ah, of course! You’re most thoughtful. But don’t worry! My schedule is clear for the day. It would be my pleasure to act as your host!”

The Alakazam looked between Will and Ash in defeat, and the next thing Ash knew he’d been whisked away to Goldenrod. Bob didn’t know exactly where his destination was, so instead he just dropped Ash off at the Goldenrod Gym. Not that Ash would have expected him to be considerate enough to whisk him to his mom’s apartment directly.

He considered running in to visit Whitney (he wouldn’t mind another battle with her monster of a Miltank) but reluctantly turned away. It was going to take him long enough to find his mom’s apartment, and he still had a lot planned for the day. The flight to Greenfield alone would take another hour.

Besides, he needed some practice getting around cities. He had already memorized his mother’s address, and it wasn’t too far from the Gym. Maybe thirty to forty-five minutes walking. For a trainer, that was nothing. Everything important was clustered in the heart of the city near the water, and Goldenrod’s core was dense. It wasn’t as intimidating as Saffron, to be honest, yet Ash felt a little claustrophobic as he pulled up the PokeNav’s map of Goldenrod and walked amid the high, clustered buildings.

Ash went ahead and released Sneasel, who blinked suddenly at the sun stinging his eyes, then perked up immediately at all the sights and sounds around them. The dark-type hissed at an oblivious man passing by who nearly clocked him with his massive briefcase and quickly scrambled up Ash’s legs to perch on his shoulder for a better view.

He grinned and scratched at Sneasel’s feather. This was already much better.

XX

The apartment building was just a short distance from the university, and Ash found himself dodging groups of students on the sidewalk. Every step closer to the university meant countless more people congregating and laughing and jostling around, which were all things Ash was eager to avoid.

He stepped around another group (they ignored Sneasel’s hiss) and pulled his beaten up cap low. Ash grimaced as a few wandering eyes took in his appearance and brightened. A few passersby nudged their friends or pokemon and whispered, and he felt more and more eyes on him the longer they were out in the open.

They knew. 

Ash quickened his pace and doublechecked his PokeNav to make sure he had the right building. After a quick confirmation, he entered the front office. Its appearance was nothing special - just an average place, clean and tidy with little wasted space, and he only took a moment to scan it before walking up to the front desk.

“I need to find my mom’s apartment,” he said quickly, eager to get this over with. The receptionist looked up at him blankly from his book and motioned for him to offer more information. Ash showed her the PokeNav screen with the message. “Apartment 151.”

The receptionist nodded, though didn’t seem especially enthused to have their reading time interrupted. Good. That meant he’d be just as eager to get this over with as Ash. “We have a note confirming it. There’ve been a few visitors today,” the young man (probably a student) yawned stiffly. His eyes traced over a piece of paper he unfolded. “Apartment #201, Delia Ketchum…” the receptionist did a double take. “Oh!”

“The directions?” Ash insisted.

It didn’t take much attention to see how the receptionist immediately straightened and sent a nervous look at Sneasel (who helpfully unsheathed his claws) and then down to the long strand of pokeballs attached to Ash’s belt.

“Of course!” The receptionist cleared his throat and pointed his finger to a sealed door, which he quickly unlocked. He had to admit all the security relieved him. “Right down that hall, take a left, and it’s going to be the third on your right. Uh, sorry about all the trouble Mr. Ketchum.”

Ash hid a grimace at the title, offered a stiff nod, and strode off to follow the receptionist’s direction. It only took him a minute to reach his mom’s apartment. He froze just as he was about to knock on the door, a hundred frenzied thoughts flying through his mind, and would have taken much longer to work up his courage with Sneasel’s rough tongue poking out to lick at his cheek.

It felt strange going over the long scar Articuno had left him with in Shamouti, but he reached up to scratch Sneasel’s chin in return.

“Thanks,” he whispered, and knocked on the door -

He barely had a moment to take in the door being thrown open before he was wrapped in a suffocating grip. Ash wheezed as the air was forced from his lungs and blinked. Sneasel had already abandoned him, clambering from his shoulder to his attacker’s to avoid getting the life squeezed out of him.

“Ash! You’re here!”

Normally he would’ve responded, but normally he wasn’t afraid his ribs were going to crack.

At long last she let him go and he quickly sucked in a few greedy breaths to clear his vision. His mother pulled back but held his shoulders as she looked at him like a starving man looked at food. A flush of warmth rose in his chest that had nothing to do with the Feather.

“I missed you.”

His mom’s eyes were already a little shimmery, but he felt how his words nearly left her bawling. She’d always worn her heart on her sleeve, even before -

He shut that line of thought down quickly.

“I missed you too, sweetie,” she stepped close and wrapped her arms around him in another warm, iron hug. He didn’t even consider resisting. “But come in! Come in, please! I’m so excited you’re here. I’ve wanted to have you come by for months now!”

She was like a whirlwind as she ushered him in and sat him down on a small, cozy couch piled high with pillows and cushions. He barely had time to look around as she whisked off to the kitchen to grab him some water and a snack.

His first impression was that it was small. Ash felt a little guilty at the thought. He’d been spoiled a bit by the grand Elite Four rooms in Indigo Plateau. They’d been designed to comfortably support a small army of pokemon (plus their trainer) so it was hardly fair to compare the two. Still, he soon found himself appreciating the space his mom had created.

It was similar to his own room in Indigo Plateau in that the kitchen, living room, and dining space were all in a single main room. The walls were painted a warm yellow that reminded Ash of sunflowers and the cream furniture was carefully selected to complement that. He found himself a little jarred at how different it was from the house in Pallet Town. For whatever reason he’d expected his mother to have perfectly recreated the space there.

But she hadn’t. No, she’d made something new.

Everything was designed to be inviting: the way she’d arranged the couches and recliner to be easily accessible, the soft floral fragrance permeating the air, even the little paintings of Goldenrod’s harbor, Pallet Town, and what he recognized as an old picture of her and Uncle Spencer at the Hale Mansion when they’d both been Professor Oak’s students.

That one left a sour taste in his mouth, but he fought it down.

Still, this was her space. Everywhere he looked there were marks of his mother’s identity: Pictures of her first day opening the deli in Pallet Town with Professor Oak beaming beside her, countless pictures of Ash (including one of him and his family that he stared at), and even a few that Ash hadn’t seen before.

His favorite must have been taken before Ash had returned home from the Sevii Islands. It was of her in her gardening clothes with a peaceful Bruiser assisting her with a particularly stubborn stone buried deep in the earth. Plume and Seeker were both hidden up in a shady tree to avoid the bright sun.

Ash stared at it and the guilt at ever leaving a member of his team behind ate at him again. He owed Lance more than he could ever know just for removing the carry limit.

There was one more that attracted his attention: a tiny little photograph in a black frame nearly hidden behind a handful of others standing on a small coffee table. He could tell it was before he’d been born - his mom looked about as young as she had in that picture she loved of her, Professor Oak, and Uncle Spencer together at the Corral.

He reached out to angle it a little better and grimaced.

His mom wore practical pants and a flannel shirt meant for rough work - she must’ve been helping at the Corral. For once, she wasn’t the focus. Ash looked instead at the people laughing near her. Professor Oak snagged his attention, of course, and Ash couldn’t help but hope the Professor had found Agatha. He looked happy in this picture, laughing and relaxed and light like Ash had only rarely seen him.

The others were faces he’d only seen a handful of times: a striking middle-aged woman with kind eyes and a bright smile who looked up at Professor Oak with what he could only call adoration, the brown-haired woman to her right (maybe a few years older than his mom) and a short man with long black hair who held a tiny, grumpy baby with a shock of brown hair between them.

Cold shot through his veins and he gently put the picture back.

Ash knew who they were.

His promise to Gary weighed heavier than ever.

Before he could fall into too pensive of a mood, he was interrupted by a black blur that smashed into his chest and slammed him back into the couch cushions. Ash hid a smile as Sneasel reclined into his lap and stretched to his full length, his lanky arms hanging over the cushions into open space. He almost reached out to pet Sneasel’s soft belly, but thought better of it.

“He’s getting so big!” His mother exclaimed as she swept back in from the kitchen. Ash had a glass of water and sandwich pressed into his hands before he could blink. She stood back practically glowing with her hands on her hips. “You too, Ashy. You’re shooting up like bamboo!”

He didn’t bother hiding his smile for any longer, and for a moment managed to forget the unspoken tension that hovered between them.

Ash cleared his throat and skimmed over the surroundings again. “It’s a nice place.”

His mom blinked, then a slow smile crept over her face. “I’m glad you like it!” She glanced at a handful of books scattered around, although for the most part the apartment was spotless. “Don’t mind the mess. I’ve gotten into awful habits lately,” she confessed. “There’s just so much to do!”

“How’s it coming?” He grinned as his mom thoughtfully tossed a shiny silver spoon to Sneasel. The dark-type’s lightning reflexes ensured he snagged it out of the air with minimal effort and squirmed up so he could turn it between his velvet paws.

Naturally, Sneasel decided to spend the next few minutes of them catching up admiring his distorted reflection in the curved bend of the utensil.

Plume really had rubbed off on him.

“…and I’ve become particularly interested in the rising numbers of psychics worldwide over the past year or so!” His mom finally had to pause for breath. “It’s unprecedented, and I’ve seen all sorts of theories from experts trying to pinpoint the exact cause - it’s a global phenomenon, but seems to be localized in Indigo for some reason. I’ve tried speaking to Professor Oak about it, but he somehow always changes the subject!”

Ash shifted uneasily in his chair even as he felt Mewtwo’s smirk. Hopefully his mom wouldn’t hold him not explaining that particular mystery against him…

His mom bit her lip and tapped thoughtfully against the armrest of her large, cozy recliner. Judging from the small stack of thick books piled up on the nearby side table it was her normal reading spot. “Oh!” She said with a keen glint in her eyes and the beginnings of a small frown. “There have been reports of rising cases of human psychics around Goldenrod recently…”

Knowing his mom, she’d already seen the pattern there. Ash squeezed his eyes shut and felt her overpowering curiosity, the vague and undefined fears drifting in her mind, and the utter satisfaction of a missing piece of a puzzle sliding perfectly into place.

He opened his eyes, and she was talking again.

“I’m going to have to compare the charts from Goldenrod and Vermillion, cross reference them with… oh! I’m sorry,” she squeezed her eyes shut and forced a smile. “I was rambling there for a moment!”

For a moment he threw out his manners and interrupted her before she move on. “You don’t need to apologize,” he said pointedly. “I like hearing about it.”

She put a hand to her heart and practically glowed. His mom barely addressed it, but quickly moved on. “You’re so sweet. But how has your journey been? You told me a little during our call, but I’d love to hear more. I saw your press conference!” She clapped her hands together. “You did so well out there! I’m proud of how well you handled it.”

Ash brightened. “Thanks. They coached me through it beforehand,” Ash admitted and idly tugged at the spoon Sneasel was still entranced with, though it soon turned into a tug-of-war. “But traveling through Johto was been great! I already told you about the Lake of Rage and Blackthorn,” he envisioned them perfectly in that moment, recalling the spray of the Lake of Rage’s fierce waves against his face, the long night time talks with his friends… the indescribable sensation of guiding the North Wind in battle.

Not long after came thoughts of the Wataru compound and Hasta and sitting above the great mesa. Not to mention Gary and Clair. He’d have to check his PokeNav to see if any messages came in; Gary should have challenged the Blackthorn Gym Leader by now. Some felt too private to share with his mom, but others he relayed freely until he finally arrived at the heaviest topic of his travels.

“Lavender was different,” he continued. Ash bit down the melancholy that settled around him at the mere thought of the city. Between the Ghost of Lavender, Akemi’s task, and his last words with Agatha… “Beautiful, but in a sad way. It’s a lonely place,” Ash muttered as his mother hung onto every word. “It doesn’t belong. Lavender is its own little world.”

She nodded. “I’ve never been, but Samuel used to mention it every now and then,” she sighed. “He always needed some time to himself afterwards.”

Ash’s face twisted into a grimace. Sneasel whined when Ash stopped tugging at the spoon and batted at Ash’s fingers until he resumed.

Unfortunately, his mom was much too sharp to miss that. “What is it?” She asked with concern written all over her soft features.

He hesitated, unsure if he should say, but Ash had never been good at hiding things from his mom. “Agatha.”

Recognition flickered and his mother’s mouth settled into a deep frown. “Elite Four Agatha?” She asked, puzzled. “What about her? I know -”

Just as the pieces fit together, Ash hurriedly explained. “She’s sick and she’s off helping Michael in Orre and Professor Oak left to go find her -”

“That man!” His mom bit her lip. “That desert is no place for him! I don’t even know the last time he trained…” she wrung her hands, then threw them up in the air. “He’s going to be the death of me! Now I’m going to be worried sick until I know he’s back safe and sound.”

Ash blinked. His mind flashed back to the fiery former Champion he’d seen take off on his Dragonite. “I think he’ll be fine,” he hedged, even if his mother was still frustrated. “He has his whole team with him.”

His mother just shook her head, muttering to herself the whole time. “Just wait until I tell your father about this!” She scowled, and Ash’s blood froze in his veins. The world seemed far and distant now as she continued her whispered scorn, though Ash couldn’t keep track of a word of it. He just kept stroking Sneasel as he stared off into space. “At least he has Alakazam there to keep an eye on him…”

“Yeah,” he said lamely. Ash thought it was lucky he managed to form any words at all.

She cocked her head at him, puzzled. “What is it - oh,” his mom whispered. Her fists clenched so tight they went white and her eyes squeezed shut.

He almost reached out to touch her shoulder, but stopped himself after the harsh reminder of what Molly - of what the Unown had done to her.

Sneasel yawned in his arms, oblivious to the whole affair.

“I’m sorry, Ashy,” she whispered. “Maybe I wasn’t ready - I knew that visit was a bad idea,” his mom finished miserably. A leaden weight settled in his stomach.

He shook his head and reached out to grasp her forearm. Ash felt Fire pulse through him almost unconsciously, and his mother’s pain eased just a tad. “I’d rather be here than not see you at all,” Ash frowned, then the rest of her words caught up with him. “What visit?”

She squeezed her eyes shut again. “Specialist Rin thought I was ready to see you all again,” his mom said miserably. “She thought my memories were ready to be tested, and I just failed,” she turned away from him. “Spencer and Molly visited earlier. It’s too much, like everything I’ve worked for is slipping away.”

Ash frowned as that same sour taste filled his mouth and let his mom sit in silence as he stewed. It was wrong seeing her like this. She wasn’t supposed to be broken up, wasn’t supposed to be anything but his mom. Even when she’d told him about Giovanni she hadn’t felt so fractured - her identity itself was splitting apart like a pane of glass when a rock smashed through it, and his heart ached.

Silence. Not the comfortable kind. His mom was on the verge of tears, and the dark shadow in the back of his mind’s constant presence wasn’t helping. Much to his surprise Mewtwo actually withdrew, though it didn’t vanish.

He gripped her tighter. Still confused, still unsure, but something inside him knew he had to say something.

It was clumsy, but Ash interjected. “Let me tell you about Indigo Plateau,” he tried moving onto something happier. “Lance set up my room for me…”

His mother finally turned to face him. The tears were still there, but she smiled.

Ash didn’t stop until her tears were gone.

XX

Vast wild tangles of forest blurred beneath them as Plume blasted her way through the air. She maintained her course effortlessly, only slowing to occasionally terrorize the odd Fearow or Noctowl. Once they even spotted a rival Pidgeot soaring thousands of feet above the green canopies, though it fled off into the distance the moment it spotted Plume’s magnificent splendor.

She had seemed quite pleased by that, and only shrieked after it once or twice to taunt the other Pidgeot.

Every now and then she had to angle or adjust their course, but she seemed to remember their flight from a month ago effortlessly. He had to marvel at her incredible sense of direction and astounding ability to tailor her flight to every minute shift in the wind.

For his part, Ash just read some of the notes he’d made for his team. His PokeNav’s strap was safely wrapped around his wrist. Ash was pretty sure Plume would be able to snatch his PokeNav out of the sky with minimal effort if he dropped it, but with the strap he wouldn’t have to worry about that.

Over the last month of making his way all across northern Johto and flying around Kanto, he’d added countless little additions and inquiries and modifications to the techniques for his team, along with updates on their reports. Ash was careful to keep track of everything - Lance had mentioned that he wished he’d kept better notes as a young trainer. Apparently it was a nightmare trying to teach others how to do a technique when you barely remembered the experience yourself.

Besides, having it all laid out for him made it so much easier to keep track of and see what good adjustments and alterations to the schedule might be. Ash was already in the habit of keeping track of training times, what his friends had eaten, and general progress so it wasn’t difficult to add that into the mix.

It was so much harder to see where they might be going wrong while he was on the inside, so to speak. As soon as he removed himself from the frustration and anticipation and nerves and could look at the raw data and cold facts on paper, some things became perfectly clear.

For example, Sneasel was actually progressing extremely well, especially after his conversation with Karen illuminated him to the actual difficulty of implementing something like Mind Breaker. Sneasel could still only hold it for short bursts (it was essentially the equivalent of maintaining a sprint for him), but by charting the durations and intensity, Ash was able to see the massive leaps forward he’d taken recently.

There was still a long way to go before he could use it as Ash dreamed, but it mollified Sneasel and eased some of the frustration they faced during the exhausting training.

He’d encountered similar results for most of his team.

Nidoking had continued progressing with his psychic powers, and Ash had teamed him and Infernus up with Dazed for support. It was harder to measure outside of fights, but Nidoking’s precision and the force he could generate had improved a bit. Now he just needed to incorporate the Protect technique into Nidoking’s repertoire (along with a few other tactical options) and his friend would be exactly where Ash wanted him.

Thanks to Torrent’s brief time with Suicune, his technique had progressed steadily. They hadn’t experienced those same massive leaps since they’d left the Lake of Rage, but he’d worked day and night until the water manipulation was viable in all situations. Ash planned on drilling that over and over again for the next two weeks they had before the return to Hoenn.

Ash frowned and looked up from his notes, settling on the back of Plume’s skull. She seemed to sense his attention and tossed her head back to look at him, cooing softly before turning back to her flight. If he was right, Greenfield was just a few minutes away. They’d see the Hale Mansion in the distance soon.

Seeing Uncle Spencer and Molly again left his heart pounding and his fists clenched (especially after what happened with his mom’s memory earlier), but it wasn’t productive. Ash forced the feelings away and focused on Plume’s progress instead.

Or lack thereof.

Not in combat or flight - he couldn’t be prouder of her advancements there. She’d begun the process of perfecting the tools she already had. No, what frustrated him was his own failing with reverse engineering Lugia’s technique. It wasn’t like he’d expected it to be easy. It was a Legendary’s technique, after all…

No, Plume worked as hard as any pokemon feasibly could. She wanted this. They’d made some minute progress in figuring out possible mechanics, but Ash would have to consult Lance on that. The majority of his team were flying-types, so the Indigo Champion had plenty of experience there.

What stung was that Ash wasn’t good enough. He was failing his partner, and that left him with an ugly scowl and an especially irritating itch under his skin. It wasn’t good enough to just try for his friend; Ash had to succeed for her. She deserved better than his best. Lance’s words from a few days ago echoed in his mind, and Ash would make sure he never had those regrets about where he took his team.

Those cloudy thoughts finally fled as Plume began her descent. Ash peaked over her massive wings to spot Greenfield sitting off in the distance. It was barely visible, but getting closer by the second.

Ash had quickly learned during their flights that if it was in sight, they were basically already on the ground. Once Plume was in motion she wasn’t too far behind teleportation… well, that might be a slight exaggeration, but she certainly made things easier than hiking across the whole region.

Not that he wouldn’t mind traveling across Johto like he had Kanto. Visiting the northern roads from Ecruteak to Mahogany to Blackthorn had stirred something inside him that he’d almost forgotten, brought to life an old part of himself that had just been waiting for the chance to rear its head. It was a beautiful region, and he’d love to experience every inch for himself eventually.

He shook himself out of his musings as Plume circled above Greenfield. Ash had to take a second to blink and reorient himself. The swiftness of their arrival never failed to surprise him.

Though once he did get himself situated, Ash grimaced.

There were easily hundreds of people milling around Greenfield. Not League members like last time (although he did see a few Rangers keeping people away from the Hale Mansion), but mostly curious onlookers and the odd reporter. Most reporters had already visited and extracted any useful information long ago while the League was still here, but he supposed plenty of people wanted to see the site of so much devastation.

And if they were interested enough to visit Greenfield, they would probably be up-to-date enough to recognize him.

Instead of landing where they had during their last visit, Ash angled Plume directly towards the Hale Mansion. She only took a moment to adjust, and soon enough they were soaring over the onlookers. Ash risked only a single glance down.

Most of the visitors spread out over the rolling hills of Greenfield were too preoccupied with their activities to do much more than offer a quick look, but he thought a few held their eyes on Ash and Plume for longer than he’d like.

Yes, skipping past the town was for the best.

A lone Ranger greeted him as Plume swept down. The short woman’s partner was a towering Ursaring that glowered down at Ash as he woke up, then kept its dark eyes on Plume as she took off back into the sky. She deserved a chance to fly around for a while.

“Name and Trainer ID?” The Ranger looked utterly bored. She didn’t even look up from her notebook. He managed to catch the glimpse of a rather nice pencil sketch of Greenfield before she tucked it under her arm. The Ursaring stared at Ash, squinted, then blinked twice. It lightly nudged the Ranger (she was nearly knocked down the steps by the power behind the touch) and scowled as she regained her footing. “What?” She looked up, then stared. “Oh - Elite Four Ash!”

“Just Ash,” he grumbled. This was going to get old. “Do I still need to give you my name?”

The Ranger flushed and discretely hid her notebook behind her back. Her Ursaring shook its shaggy head as if exasperated. “That won’t be necessary!”

She moved to pull the heavy main doors open, only for Ash to prepare himself as a tiny figure burst out of the mansion and wrapped his legs up in a hug. Somehow - through some strange pressure - he knew Molly was going to be there, so he wasn’t surprised. Ash still had to gently push her back a tad so he wouldn’t topple over.

“Hi Molly,” he grinned down at the little girl. She beamed up at him. For a moment he remembered descending into the unearthly depths of her alien world with his team and Karen at his side and stiffened, but a moment later it slipped away as though waking up from a dream. “You knew I was going to be here?”

“Yeah!” She bounced around him in a blur. Her tiny hands grasped at the pokeballs on his waist, but Ash carefully kept his team away from her. Some of them wouldn’t take well to seeing her. “I felt you and then you were here!”

Ash blinked at that, but shook his head. Somehow he knew exactly what she meant. They’d shared parts of themselves when they merged to fix Greenfield from its ruined state, and Ash guessed some of it had stuck.

What was one more mental tagalong?

A quick pressure in his skull that reminded him of thick fingers grasping and squeezing his brain dissuaded him of that notion.

“Can I see Binder again? I like him. He likes to play just like me!”

Binder?

Oh.

“Yeah,” Ash nodded and raised Tangrowth’s pokeball. He cast a quick glance to the Ranger and her burly Ursaring, who looked on curiously. His thoughts were still abuzz at the unsettling comment - it reminded him of Tate and Liza’s cutting insights - and he motioned for Molly to head in. “I’ll release him once we go inside. I know he missed you too.”

Molly cheered and charged into the mansion as fast as her little legs would carry her. Soon enough she had reached the end of the hall and turned around with her hands on her hips. “What’re you waiting for? Come on!”

He offered the ranger a quick nod and strode in. A shiver ran up his spine as he walked through the same halls he’d had to fight his way through just a month ago, but that didn’t last long. To be honest, the alien nature of the Unown’s twisted reflection of the Hale Mansion was almost unrecognizable from the real thing. It made it easier to separate them in his head.

Ash glanced around with a frown as he followed Molly into the vast entrance hall. It was just as he remembered, and this particularly room was still eerily similar to what he and Karen had encountered while they were breaking in - all it was missing was a shifting crystal monster and those thick plates of living, breathing crystal encrusting everything.

“Where’s Uncle Spencer?” He asked. It was awfully still in the mansion, like the air was thick and heavy despite its arched halls and high ceilings. At least Teddiursa was here - the normal-type waddled up next to Molly from another room and waved shyly at Ash, which he happily returned. “Is he -”

“Binder! Tangrowth!” Molly chanted up at him. He snorted and quickly released his friend. Tangrowth gurgled sleepily as his big eyes took in everything, though they almost immediately locked on Molly and lit up. A few vines rushed around her to squeeze the girl in a tight hug as Tangrowth did a little dance, though Teddiursa dodged the rubbery vines sent to wrap it up and glared at the grass-type. “You’re back! We missed you.”

Teddiursa grumbled and wrung its paws together. It clearly didn’t agree with that sentiment.

A warm smile crossed his face, though it was tempered with real concern. “So where’s Uncle Spencer?” Ash asked as Tangrowth swung the shrieking girl up and down with his vines. His tone was intentionally light.

“More, more! Higher!” Molly giggled as Tangrowth tossed her up in the air, though he finally set her back on the firm floor when Ash gently tapped his shell of vines. The grass-type gurgled happily again, though Molly looked a little disappointed as Ash asked his question. “Oh, daddy? He’s gone,” Molly kicked at the floor, her emotions dropping from high to low in an instant…then she switched back to cheerful just as quickly.

“He’s coming back! We went to see mommy earlier and then we came back here and he had to go do some really important stuff but he said he’d be back tonight, so I get to play games with Teddiursa until he gets home!”

Teddiursa puffed out its chest. Initially he stiffened at what Molly called his mom, but the news let Ash relax a little bit - at least Uncle Spencer was just gone for the day. He wondered if he’d taken the assistant that Ash vaguely remembered with him, though Ash also had to ponder where the man might have gone. The Ruins of Alph like where he’d discovered the Unown?

Ash unconsciously grasped the Unown tablet. It grabbed Molly’s attention and she quickly rushed up to see him with wide blue eyes. She rocked back and forth on her feet as she stared at it, though Teddiursa shuddered at the sight. “Can I see them?”

He had to think on that for a moment, but eventually nodded, albeit with some reluctance. Ash knelt so Molly could get a good look at the tablet and gingerly tugged it up on its gossamer string.

Molly bit her lip and ran a finger over the Unown’s solidified form. It remained dull and lifeless. “I miss them,” she admitted and wrapped a tiny hand around the coarse stone. Ash kept a careful eye on things, but he wasn’t going to deny her that. He knew exactly how important the Unown had been to Molly. “They made pretty music.”

The unearthly chorus of the Unown filled his ears - just a particularly vivid memory, or so he hoped - and Ash nodded along. There was a beauty in it, a sense of alien elegance and discordance that somehow flooded together to create a haunting symphony.

Beautiful as it could be, Ash wasn’t in any rush to hear their song again.

Molly pulled closer until she was just an inch away from Ash. She giggled as Tangrowth wrapped a comforting arm around her arm. “They were so much fun. I miss playing with them! I missed you too,” Molly mumbled. “And mommy and daddy and Nid…Nidoking! And Plume and Torrent and…”

“Yeah,” Ash muttered when Molly finished listing off his entire team and wrapped her little arms around him. He took a moment to return it, not especially comfortable with the situation even if he was perfectly fine being around Molly.

Even after they’d been one and the same during their merge it was easy for him to forget she was just a tiny little girl - did she even really understand he wasn’t the same person as Not-Ash? Did she really understand that Not-Ash and the Crystal Entei had been stitched together from her imagination by the cosmic powers of the Unown?

That thought left him unsettled. It was easy enough to get lost in imagination on a normal day, let alone when it was made reality.

Of course, thinking of Not-Ash and the Crystal Entei at all left him uneasy and wanting to hit something, not to mention a sensation that reminded him far too much of guilt. They weren’t real, he knew, just psychic constructs… but he couldn’t forget the pain in Not-Ash’s eyes, the quiet acceptance of returning to nonexistence.

There was too much of himself in Not-Ash for comfort, but he supposed that was rather the point.

Molly finally released him and rocked back and forth again. She looked uncertain, like she’d finally received a toy she’d wanted forever and just now realized she didn’t know how to play with it.

Ash could sympathize.

He cleared his throat. “Why don’t I let some of the team out?”

“Yes! Please!” The little girl added as she bounced - Tangrowth mirrored her excitement, and soon Molly’s shrieking laughter filled the vast space of the hall as the grass-type swung her around again. While she was distracted, Ash decided on which of his teammates to show her. “Did they miss me?”

Tangrowth had, but Ash didn’t want to burst her bubble. He didn’t answer that, trusting Tangrowth to keep her busy.

Nidoking… well, with how he held grudges that probably wasn’t the best idea.

After a moment’s thought, Ash released Torrent, Dazed, Seeker, Bruiser, Oz, and Aron. Sneasel was likely to act cute and inviting and then hiss and swipe at Molly just to mess with her, while Infernus wouldn’t want to be bothered by something like this.

“They’re so big!” Molly’s eyes shimmered. She reached out to Bruiser, who considerately knelt so Molly could curiously poke and prod at his bony crest, though she quickly grew enamored with Seeker. A surge of pride rushed through him as Seeker squeaked and allowed Molly to pet her after a moment’s thought. Ash just had to offer a quick warning not to pet too hard.

He smiled when she quickly followed his words and eased up the pressure so that Seeker could enjoy it. Ash got up and squatted next to Molly as she investigated the calmer members of his team - Torrent allowed her to touch his armored plates, though he seemed to scare the girl - and sent grateful looks to each of them in turn.

Their patience was appreciated. Teddiursa seemed to agree - judging by the determined set of the caretaker’s jaw, Teddiursa was ready to brawl with his team if any of them so much scratched at Molly. Ash could respect the commitment.

“You got bigger!” The girl gasped when she got to Aron and Oz. Her cord-like tails whipped happily, and the Electivire seemed happy to bask in Molly’s attention. “Where’s Nid - Nidoking,” Molly stumbled over his friend’s name for a moment, though had a pleased look on her face when she got it right. “And ‘Fernus and Sneeze and -”

“They’re tired,” Ash interjected quickly. “I didn’t want to wake them up.”

Thankfully, Molly accepted that. “I like naps too,” she agreed and ran up to Dazed, eyes locked on the pendulum. “Pretty!” She declared, and ran away before Dazed felt the need to teleport out of the mansion.

Ash smiled, and the rest of the afternoon passed by in the blur.

XX

“Ready for this?” Karen poked her head into his room. She was in her favorite outfit - Ash rarely saw her without her yellow shirt (or halter top, as she’d made a point of telling him) and white pants. The Dark Master rolled her eyes as she saw him in his standard outfit. “Ugh, do you really have to wear that?”

He clutched at his hat when Karen pointed at it. “It’s fine,” Ash scowled at her.

“It’s fine?” Karen arched a silvery eyebrow. Honchkrow nodded vigorously from where it sat on one of the perches in Ash’s room. It seemed more interested in a few pieces of shiny silverware strewn about where Sneasel had left them, but still offered a mocking caw. “That ratty old thing is falling apart. Not the best look for an Elite Four - not with how much we get paid,” she scoffed.

Karen reached out to snatch his cap from him, but Ash held it tight. The Master rolled her eyes. “Whatever. You’ll have to retire it soon, you know. It’s falling apart.”

Ash decided to pointedly ignore her logic. Sure, it had seen better days but it would last a while longer. It was practically part of him now. He wasn’t about to throw it away. “So who’s the reporter?” Ash said to distract Karen. “Someone I would know?”

The Master sniggered. “Yeah. Anita Holly, if you remember her. Lance is such a sap.”

If anything, his frown just made her smirk widen. “How?”

She looked particularly sadistic as she mentioned the name. Ash thought it fit Karen’s face a little too well… not that it surprised him. “Anita Holly. Kind of tall. Glasses. Red hair. Ring a bell?”

Ash brightened. He knew that description. “The one that looks like Lorelei?”

In that moment, Karen looked as smug as he’d ever seen her. “Yes! He’s so predictable. Poor little Dragon Master.”

Well, Ash didn’t know about that. He just nodded along and let Karen lead him off to the interview room. Apparently Indigo Plateau had an entire section devoted to it. It was one of those things that wasn’t really a surprise, but still made him blink.

After a short frenzy (Karen made a few pointed remarks about his hat and tugged on his plain clothing to straighten it out) Ash found himself planted in a plain, albeit comfortable, chair. He squirmed up until the point he finally decided to release Nidoking, who settled down closely to him once he realized there wasn’t a fight.

He looked a little disappointed - Ash would have to set him up with Koga later. They’d been popping into the Poison Master’s training sessions pretty frequently as of late.

Soon enough, the reporter entered. She looked utterly at ease, as if she’d run interviews a thousand times before. Then again, she probably had. This was probably just a normal day for her.

It definitely wasn’t for Ash.

Still, Karen’s presence on his right helped. She lounged back in her chair like a queen, like she didn’t care whatsoever for Anita Holly’s presence. Absol laid next to her. Ash couldn’t help but notice the dark-type was awfully tense… it also kept sending him sideways glances every few seconds and shuddered a little too often for Ash’s liking. The reporter offered it a speculative glance.

He wasn’t even drawing on the Concepts this time.

“Good afternoon!” The reporter opened once Karen gave her the all clear. It wasn’t televised, which Ash was grateful for. Apparently Lance had been adamant about him getting his feet wet first. No need to dive right in. “My name is Anita Holly. It’s wonderful to meet you face-to-face, Elite Four Ash.”

Ash grimaced. “Just Ash.”

She sent a blindingly white smile his way. “Of course, Ash.”

He sat back in his chair. Ash always rested one hand on Nidoking’s leathery head, though he knew to avoid the spikes and Nidoking’s massive horn like it was second nature by now. Ash would have been stuck with a short career as a trainer if he didn’t.

The reporter eyed Nidoking uneasily, though she seemed more comfortable with Absol. It was a stark reminder that most people didn’t deal with monstrously powerful fighters every hour of the day.

“Your interview at the recent Indigo League press conference caused quite the commotion. Commentators from all over the world have chipped in, and it’s become both a historic occasion and quite the controversy. What would you like to say to those that believe you’re too young for this level of responsibility?”

Anita flinched as Nidoking opened one eye to glower at her, though largely kept her cool. He scratched behind his friend’s ears and managed to settle his mood just a little. “Easy,” he whispered, then looked at the reporter.

“I’m in good hands,” Ash replied, though pointedly did not mention the Rocket raids. Steven was enough of a guilty mess already. “I’m still being trained, and Lance is a good teacher. He won’t let anything happen.”

Anita nodded along as she shuffled through the notes she’d brought. “Your record in the recent Indigo Conference shows an abundance of preparation and strategic thinking. Many have claimed it’s too exceptional for someone of your age to accomplish on their own. Did you receive any help in the Indigo Conference?”

Karen scowled at that and made to cut the reporter off, but Ash shook his head. “All the planning was done by me,” he said. Nidoking nodded steadfastly. “I did the research. I weighed the odds. The only ones in those battles were my team and I. If anyone deserves the credit, it was them.”

The reporter brightened, and that quickly led into a (less loaded) question. Ash answered, which led into another question, and so on. It passed by quickly, to be honest, and he quickly found him responding automatically.

The lessons Karen and Lance had run him through were always in the back of his head, but thankfully Karen only had to step in once or twice when he floundered. Whenever Anita pressed too hard she was soon faced with a dark glare from Karen or Nidoking that sent the reporter rushing to change the subject.

It didn’t take long for him to decide that Karen was a good friend to have.

By the time it was over and he bid Anita Holly goodbye a good hour later, he decided his brain was completely fried. It took him a few moments to react to Karen’s prodding, and when he did she just laughed. “Go take a nap, Ash. Don’t worry about our training today, alright? Your head won’t be in it.”

He stared blankly at her, but shook his head. That might be true for him, but it wasn’t true for Sneasel. Ash was quick to release his friend, who quickly averted eye contact once he realized Karen was with them. Sneasel had learnt a healthy sense of fear for the ferocious woman.

“Go with her,” Ash prodded. The dark-type whined pitifully, but Ash shook his head. “You need more training.”

When Sneasel whined some more, Ash rolled his eyes. Sneasel was just trying to pull one over on him; Ash knew Sneasel was no stranger to hard work. He’d trained with Bruiser. He wasn’t falling for the pitiful act. Still, it never hurt to keep Sneasel’s morale up. He’d earned it.

“What do you want?”

Sneasel mimed digging into a berry and Ash laughed. “Yeah, I think that can be arranged,” he said, then more sternly with, “Tonight, though. You have to do your training first.”

The dark-type nodded eagerly at that, and quickly rushed up to Karen who looked at him with disdain (although Ash suspected she secretly adored him) and ignored his pleas to pick him up. It was a wise choice. Knowing Sneasel, he would’ve dug in his claws in just roughly enough to make the Dark Master uncomfortable.

Karen would’ve picked up on that, of course, and knowing her she already had a training plan that would leave Sneasel face down in the dirt.

A small price to pay for Mind Breaker.

“C’mon squirt,” Karen glowered at Sneasel. Absol seemed to share her opinion of Ash’s friend if the dirty look the twitching dark-type sent him was anything to go by. Nothing that surprised Ash, of course. “I’m so happy you’re sticking me on babysitting duty.”

He couldn’t help the smile. “Glad to hear it. Think you can handle him?”

Karen’s fingers traced over Weavile’s pokeball as an evil grin split her face. “Kid, your little brat has nothing on mine. Weavile can eat him for breakfast.”

Sneasel yowled at that, but still regarded Weavile’s pokeball with a mix of trepidation and fury. Weavile had taken it as his personal responsibility to get Sneasel up to snuff over the past few days that they’d been in Indigo Plateau.

After a moment the Dark Master snorted. “Just go take a nap,” she said pointedly. “You look like death warmed over.”

He was pretty tired. It would be easy to just run Lightning through his system to send his fatigue away, but that wasn’t a habit Ash wanted to get into. He’d still be tired, just forced to stay awake much, much longer than he would naturally.

A nap sounded pretty good right about now.

“I’ll see you tonight,” Ash said to both Karen and Sneasel. He nodded at the woman. “Thanks for your help.”

She offered a real smile. “Someone’s got to scare the reporters for you. They can get vicious,” Karen shook her head and sent her long silvery hair bouncing. Her expression darkened and she pointed imperiously at the door back to the residential quarters. “Now go! No training for you, Ash.”

It rankled him, but the sentiment behind her words softened the blow as Karen swept out of the room with Sneasel and Absol at her heels. Ash sent a long, considerate look at the reporter’s empty chair, shook his head, and decided to follow Karen’s advice.

As he headed back to his room to rest with his friends (except for Infernus, who had bunkered down in a special fire-type area except for when they trained) Ash flipped open his PokeNav as a message notification sounded.

I caught the Tyranitar.

At that first sentence, Ash grinned. This would be good.

She was way up in the mountains. Was in the middle of smashing up a little village when I tracked her down. It took Alakazam, Arcanine, and Blastoise to corner her and weaken her enough to where I could catch her - she’s freaking mean. She’s stubborn as hell, picks a fight with anything that looks at her funny, and has an ego bigger than your reputation after that stupid press conference. 

Alakazam told me that she reminds him of me. I told him he’s a jackass. 

Her name is Diamond, by the way. Figured you’d care about that sort of thing. Only name she’d take without trying to rip my freaking head off… and she still tries that, by the way. I think it’s a game to her. Not so much to me.

We just left the Blackthorn Gym. 

We lost. 

Turns out Diamond isn’t a team player. Still would’ve won if that dragon fetishist hadn’t busted out a Salamence early on. Remember that Shelgon your beast of a Machoke punted around like a Rattata? 

Yeah, that doesn’t exist anymore. It’s a big freaking dragon now. 

If you think I sound surprisingly calm in this letter, you’d be right. I’m pretty sure my rage broke, Ash. I got so pissed I rolled right around to calm. Maybe I’m taking after you. It’s kind of satisfying thinking of Blastoise cracking that Salamence’s skull without all the red-hot rage behind it. The mental image is way clearer. 

The longer I write, the more it’s wearing off. Just you freaking wait, Ash. That dirtbag sore loser Wataru cousin fu -

Well, after that it degenerated pretty quickly. If Ash ever needed to get back at Gary, all he had to do was show this to Professor Oak. Or worse, Daisy.

Or worse, his mom.

He hid a smirk. Yeah, he’d be saving this message for sure.

All the same, he began typing up a reply on his way to his room. Gary sounded like he needed some support. Just because their rivalry was (mostly) settled didn’t mean Gary had lost his competitive streak.

He’d just pointed it in a different direction.

In this case, he’d pointed it at Clair.

Ash had the sneaking suspicion that Gary wouldn’t rest until he’d trained up enough to beat Clair at her best. To be honest, he was all for it. Maybe it would be good for Clair too - he’d have to let Lance know about the whole situation. He could use a good laugh.

Still, a part of him wondered if Gary would be willing to make a quick detour to the Plateau while Ash was still here…
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As always, the Celadon Department Store was noisy, crowded, and a massive headache for Ash. What made it worse was that they weren’t even in the interesting sections where he could browse training materials, TMs, and other things actually worth visiting for.

No, they had all that in the Plateau.

Instead, Karen had brought him here for clothes.

It didn’t really bother him. No, Ash had much bigger problems than clothes shopping. He’d rather not spend a whole afternoon on it, but he wasn’t going to mope and whine. The logical part of him knew Karen was doing it as a favor to him. Nothing was forcing her to do this. Karen probably had much better things to spend her time on as well.

Scratch that. Karen definitely had much better things to spend her time on.

No, what bothered him was that she’d decided to devote their training time for the day to shopping.

Ash needed that.

He looked up from the bench where she’d plopped him. Ash did his best to ignore the countless people pressing in on them - more than a few had taken longer looks at Ash than he’d liked. That left him shifting in his seat and also wondering why she couldn’t have just ordered some of these; there was no way the Elite Four had to do something as mundane as clothes shopping. There had to have been some options at the Plateau, so part of him suspected that Karen brought him out in public for exposure as well.

She took pleasure in pushing him out of his comfort zone.

“Here,” Karen held up a few simple outfits. He paused in stroking Sneasel’s soft black fur (he had his other hand clenched around Sneasel’s scruff to hold him back if he tried to scamper off) to assess them. “Go try these on. You’re growing pretty fast, so I grabbed a few sizes up. You won’t be a little squirt for long,” she laughed.

Despite himself, Ash was pretty pleased. Nothing fancy, nothing frilly, and nothing impractical. It was pretty much identical to what he wore now: dark pants, plain T-shirts, a handful of simple, unadorned jackets, and shorts made of a rough, lightweight material that was sturdy enough to survive hard traveling.

“No masks?” He thought back to one of Will’s suggestions for his new wardrobe.

“No masks,” Karen confirmed with a grimace. She cut a striking figure as she took out something from behind her back and moved from a grimace to the beginnings of a real smile. “I was able to find something else you might like.”

He outright laughed when she flourished a replica of Lance’s cape. It was the same that Steven had bought for the ACE trainers a while back: pure white, woven from a fine fabric, and certain to look either very, very impressive or very, very dumb.

Ash knew which category he would fall under.

“Will it fit me?”

The Dark Master had an uncharacteristically bright smile as she pressed the outfits into his hands (ignoring Sneasel’s disgruntled hiss) along with the cape. He blinked at the weight - it was heavier than he’d expected. “Only one way to find out!”

Shopping wasn’t too bad, he decided.
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The Indigo Archives were buried in some of the deepest reaches of Mt. Silver… the League’s portion of the mountain, anyways. It was one of the more recent excavations, dating back only a century or so, and Will had cheerfully told him about the recent digitization efforts the League had undertaken in order to preserve the last thousand years of their history.

They were contained in a great hollowed chamber lined with steel reinforcement and guarded by no less than three checkpoints manned by an ACE trainer and separate ghost or psychic. The psychics had to excuse themselves once Ash walked in, but he shared familiar nods with the ACE trainers on duty. He’d seen them stationed elsewhere in the Plateau. By now, Ash was enough of a regular fixture that they’d eased up enough to offer him casual greetings or waves.

Dazed and Nidoking followed him in. Their familiar presence eased him as he looked about the cold depths. The air here was chilly and sharp and silent, though the servers lined up all around the archives did their fair share of pumping heat out into the vast expanse of the deep room. He could only imagine how many Porygon were devoted to keeping the Indigo League’s history and secrets safe from any prying eyes - Will had told them this was closed off from any other networks, so it necessitated a direct visit in most cases.

Of course, alongside Dazed and Nidoking strode a confident League member who oversaw the maintenance, security, and expansion of the Indigo Archives. She was a sharp-dressed woman wrapped in a heavy shawl that draped around her sweater. It wasn’t acceptable according to the protocol Karen had seen fit to educate him on, but the League member didn’t seem to care.

“Now, what information are you looking for? As an Elite Four trainee you are guaranteed access to all but the most sensitive of information. For that, you must receive Champion Lance’s permission directly,” the archivist said as she walked briskly alongside him. Her Porygon2 hovered a few feet above the ground as it drifted lazily alongside her, and Ash noted that she wasn’t the least bit intimidated by Nidoking or Dazed. Visits from the strongest trainers in Indigo were a casual affair for her.

He found himself developing a quick respect for her - Ash had a feeling even Lance showed the archivist all the courtesy her position demanded. It only took a moment to skim her ID tag: Isako. She must be from one of the old families of Kanto.

She pinned him with a pointed glare and he quickly focused on her question. “The Oak family,” Ash said hastily, and his heart sank as he elaborated. “Whatever led to Samantha and Scott Oak’s deaths,” he recalled their names with a grimace.

Isako didn’t so much as blink. “That information is within your purview,” she said as she led them over to a central terminal. She quickly typed in a series of identification codes - her fingers were blurring with the speed that Isako typed - and in just a matter of moments had a series of documents pulled up. “Will you require this information to be downloaded onto a personal device?”

Ash grimaced. Whatever happened, Gary was the type to demand to see the evidence for himself. “Yes.”

“Very well,” she said primly. “Wait here, Elite Four Ash.”

She hurried away without any explanation. Her heels clacked on the cold tile, though her Porygon2 remained to watch over them. Ash met its curious stare with one of its own, though he had no idea how to respond to the garbled stream of nonsense it uttered. In a way, the artificial pokemon’s speech reminded him of the jumbled mess of the Jynx in the Ice Path. Occasionally he recognized a word that almost sounded human, but quickly descended into beeps, whistles, and ringing.

It was actually a relief when the archivist returned. She pressed a pen and small packet of dizzyingly dense legal papers into his hands. “You will need to fill out these sections here,” Isako pointed to the relevant areas and primly leafed through the papers, “as well as initial here, here, and here. When you have completed the necessary forms, I will retrieve the information for you and download it to your personal device. Due to your clearance level, sharing this information will be up to your discretion. Any additional information you request will require its own authorization forms.”

“Thank you,” he dipped his head as Isako stuck a drive into a relevant port on the glowing terminal, then offered it to him. Ash already had his PokeNav out and was quick to plug the drive in so he could download the information. Isako was already back to her post with her Porygon2, so Ash found a corner to settle down in.

He waited for the information to be accessible on his end, but glanced up to his friends with a frown. NIdoking peered back at him, tail swishing from side to side on the smooth white tile, and Dazed polished her pendulum as they waited. The faint pressure from her mind bespoke of many things: fascination, wariness, and an endless thirst for knowledge.

“I’m afraid of what I’ll find in here,” Ash confessed as he slid down the wall to sit. The download completed, but he didn’t access it. “What if it’s something horrible? I know it will be,” he admitted. Nidoking laid down and rested his head near Ash’s feet, though he kept his horn pointed away towards the archives and the servers contained within. He rumbled commiseratingly and rested his eyes. “Gary’s parents were young. Something happened to them.”

Dazed’s eyes flashed.

All things worth knowing have their toll. The truth is the truth, no matter how unpleasant. 

Ash steeled himself. She was right, just as he’d known she would be.

Nidoking and Dazed were here with him.

There was nothing to worry about.

He opened the download and was immediately overwhelmed by the sheer volume contained within. The archivist must have given him every relevant scrap of information. Ash inwardly groaned - this would take hours to work through fully, though he began skimming the short, clinical descriptions of each file, article, and report.

After a few minutes of searching - and despairing every moment of digging through all this - Ash finally found a likely lead. It was a quick, concise article penned by a League Ranger and sent directly to Champion Marcus. He remembered hearing about Lance’s predecessor from his mom back when she’d told him about Giovanni, though it had only been a short glimpse into the man’s character.

Unease settled in his gut as he clicked on it, but Nidoking’s gentle touch against his leg gave him the strength to press onward. He began to read the report. Dazed would be able to pick it up from his thoughts, but Nidoking wouldn’t be so lucky. His psychic skills weren’t that advanced.

“Indigo Ranger Captain Lee’s report to Champion Marcus on the 8/4/988 Rocket raid on Pallet Town.

League members responding to event: Ranger Squad 1 (Ranger Captain Lee, Ranger Minato, Ranger Gregory, Ranger Ito, Ranger Izumi). Identification numbers and service records attached to document for perusal by Champion Marcus, along with individual recount of event. 

Location: Pallet Town, Viridian Territory. 

Date: August 4, 988 

Event description: Responded to distress call from Ranger Izumi, our current liaison to Pallet Town and Professor Oak’s laboratory. Ranger Izumi signaled for support from other members of Ranger Squad 1 at approximately 2:38 pm. Due to an unexpected Rocket assault on Ranger Squad 1’s outpost, Ranger Squad 1 was unable to provide immediate support to Ranger Izumi and Pallet Town (see attached casualty reports). Ranger Squad 1 arrived at Pallet Town at approximately 3:43 pm. By the time Ranger Squad 1 arrived, all Rockets were neutralized or had fled the scene. Rangers Minato and Ito pursued, but were unable to capture any additional Rockets. 

According to eyewitness accounts from Samuel Oak, Delia Ketchum, Terrence Brush, and Daisy Oak, Team Rocket made an unexpected attack just before Ranger Izumi requested backup. Reports corroborated that roughly forty Team Rocket grunts, led by Rocket Admins Sage and Loom, arrived via teleportation near the Oak family home.

Admin Sage led an assault on the Oak family home with the support of twenty-five Rocket trainers. After examining their bodies, evidence suggests that they were elite agents of Team Rocket, largely recruited from former Conference entrants, hardened gangs in the National League and beyond, and several of Indigo’s most wanted. They were armed with a wide range of pokemon, and approximately 84 pokemon took part in the assault. 

Samuel Oak’s Alakazam provided some warning. She provided psychic recollections of the events with us to allow Ranger Squad 1 more thorough details on the nature of the attack, and has agreed to share them with additional League personnel due to the high-profile nature of this raid. 

Although Samuel Oak’s team were largely spread out throughout the nearby area, the Alakazam, Exeggutor, and Venusaur were able to provide immediate assistance. Samuel Oak’s Arcanine and Tauros were occupied with a squad of Rockets sent to capture pokemon residing in the Oak Corral, and his Dragonite, Blastoise, and Charizard were some miles away and did not arrive until the end of the raid. His Gyarados assisted in defending against Rocket Admin Loom’s forces that raided Pallet Town itself. 

Samuel Oak, the Alakazam, and the Exeggutor suffered minor injuries during the raid. The Venusaur was killed. All Rockets, including Admin Sage, were killed or captured. Their surviving pokemon have been collected and transferred to a holding facility for evaluation. My recommendation is termination. Most pokemon involved were not broken like the normal Rocket teams. 

During the raid on the Oak residence, a detachment led by Admin Loom targeted nearby homes. Several employees of Pallet Town’s laboratory were killed along with their families. Samuel Oak’s Alakazam’s memories point to them searching for other members of the Oak family, who were attending a picnic near Pallet Town with a family friend (Delia Ketchum, see attachment). 

Sarah and Samantha Oak were killed in the attack, along with Sarah Oak’s Clefable and Samantha Oak’s Arbok, Nidoqueen, Gengar, Golem, and Slowking. Samuel Oak’s Charizard and Dragonite arrived before the remaining members of Samuel Oak’s family (Daisy Oak, 7, and Gary Oak, 6 months), Delia Ketchum, and her infant (Ash Ketchum, 3 months) could be killed. 

Ranger Izumi died in the line of duty protecting the civilians. As her commanding officer, I request she be given all possible commendations for her valiant actions. 

Ranger Squad 1 arrived shortly after Samuel Oak’s team had fought off the Rockets and secured the scene. We captured two Rockets still fighting and prevented Samuel Oak’s Charizard, Exeggutor, and Alakazam from terminating the captives. 

Additional Ranger squads (2, Gamma, and Echo) have been assigned to Pallet Town in order to ensure the town’s continued safety and continue their investigation. Surviving Rocket captives have been sent via teleportation to the Roost to await psychic examination and their trials. 

Complete interviews of all witnesses have been attached in File 1C. 

Due to the high-nature profile of the attack, along with the organized nature and overwhelming force involved, I recommend further investigation. ACE Trainer Scott Oak was ambushed and killed today while investigating a pyrobomb detonation twenty-six miles southeast of Pallet Town. Evidence suggests it was a trap laid by the same group of Rockets that attacked Pallet Town shortly thereafter. 

After examining the available evidence and accounts, I am forced to suspect that this operation was an attack aimed specifically at the Oak family. All additional objectives (capturing pokemon from the Oak Corral, raiding Samuel Oak’s laboratory for data, and damaging Pallet Town) appeared secondary. Only small skeleton crews were assigned to these objectives, and it appears that their primary goal was to harass and pin down Samuel Oak’s isolated team. 

I suspect long-term observation of Pallet Town and Samuel Oak’s security protocols were involved. Each team had a specific objective, and assaulting Samuel Oak and his family appeared to have been of paramount importance. It is impossible to know the motivations behind the attack, though the most likely explanation is to instill terror and fear at the elimination of such a powerful, high-profile target. 

Samuel Oak has drawn similar conclusions, and has requested that I attach a proposal (designated O1) to this report.”

Ash’s hands trembled as he set the PokeNav down. Nidoking grunted and nudged closer, tapping with one of his blunt claws at Tangrowth’s pokeball, then Aron. He managed to send a smile at his friend’s urgent suggestion, but shook his head.

Later.

Dazed’s eyes flashed again. She had paused polishing her pendulum as Ash read through the report, instead clutching it tightly in her large fingers.

Friend-Trainer…

“I know,” he wheezed, and allowed Ice to flood him. The chill in the archives intensified, cutting deep until it struck his bone, but it didn’t bother him one whit. It was just pain, after all, and it was nothing compared to the relief he felt at going numb.

With the cataclysmic storm of turbulent emotions tearing him apart from the inside wiped clean and replaced with a pointed calmness, Ash could focus. The power of Articuno seeping through the mountain’s heart only provided additional clarity. It was something he could appreciate in this moment.

To feel was to be destroyed. That point was only enhanced by the curious attention of Mewtwo, who lurked in the back of his head like a formless black cloud that was all too happy to eavesdrop.

The Rockets had attacked Pallet Town just after he was born. They had killed a member of Professor Oak’s team along with his wife, daughter, son-in-law, and came dangerously close to killing Daisy and Gary as well. There was no clear motive beyond terror.

Ash wasn’t stupid.

Normally he might have been overcome with emotion. Blinded by grief, overcome with wrath, burdened by guilt until he couldn’t think clearly and couldn’t allow himself to make those connections without ripping his heart out.

Ice’s clarity removed such weaknesses.

The pieces were all laid out, and without the attached emotion it was simple to piece them together.

His mother had fled Giovanni while she was pregnant with him.

She had taken shelter in Pallet Town, shielded from Giovanni’s influence by Professor Oak’s strength and long reach.

A large force of Rockets had attacked Pallet Town months later with no clear objective.

Nobody - not the League, not his mother, not Professor Oak - had known Giovanni held a position of power in Team Rocket. Whatever grudge he might have held against Professor Oak would never have even been questioned - why would it have anything to do with the Rocket attack on Pallet Town?

He hadn’t known Giovanni, not beyond his fearsome reputation as a Gym Leader and the single battle they’d shared, but Ash never got the impression that he was a man that liked to lose… or the type to suffer insults lightly.

Giovanni would burn the world if he could rule the ashes. 

Mewtwo’s commentary was unexpected, but Ash’s icy rationality couldn’t dispute it. The Legendary had been in Team Rocket’s service, and he knew Giovanni wouldn’t let such a powerful force exist without some kind of personal oversight.

The dark fire receded, though it was always there, waiting and watching.

Professor Oak and his family weren’t the primary targets… at least, not the only ones. His mother and Ash were objectives as well, and Professor Oak and his family had paid the price for it. Giovanni must have used his pull in Team Rocket to have them sweep in to settle a grudge, send a message, and kill or recover Ash and his mom.

Something coiled in Ash’s gut. It was an unpleasant sensation, one that he could recognize all too well as potent, overpowering emotion, and he didn’t hesitate to renew his connection to Ice. The ugly feelings faded, as did all the others.

It was preferable to the alternative.

He recalled their brief meeting. Giovanni hadn’t seemed the type to kill needlessly. Just from that one conversation, Ash felt that Giovanni would want to control and possess and dominate Ash and his mother instead of killing them.

They belonged to Giovanni, after all, or so the man must have thought.

That thought nearly shattered his composure, but Ash drank even more deeply from Articuno’s power. Perhaps too greedily and desperately, but he preferred the unending calm to the emotional avalanche that awaited him when Ash finally allowed Ice to leave him.

Dazed looked to him.

Continue, Friend-Trainer. 

Yes, that was a good idea. The message of Professor Oak’s that had been mentioned drew his interest, and Ash knew he wouldn’t be in a state to continue reading once his calm shattered. Best to get it over with.

He held the PokeNav up in his still, even grip and read tonelessly as he opened the relevant attachment.

“My Proposal to Champion Marcus:

If you are reading this, you’re aware of what has taken place. I have been content to allow the League to handle Team Rocket, but no more. They have taken everything. If the League cannot be trusted to dispose of their own garbage, then I volunteer my services. 

My team has been treated and is largely intact. We are ready for battle. 

Team Rocket has been a thorn in your side. Your Elite Four and Gym Leaders have been kept occupied by their attacks. The League is overstretched and appears weak. I propose a mutually beneficial arrangement: Send us all relevant information on Rocket safehouses, fortresses, and operations, and we do your job for you. 

The only assistance I require is as follows: provide teleportation services for my team and I, ensure Rockets are unable to flee, and do not try to stop us. 

Sincerely, 

Champion Samuel Oak

He set the PokeNav down and stared up at the ceiling. Even Ice had begun to fail him now, interwoven with countless miniscule cracks that threatened to send the whole facade crashing down around him. Hot emotions - horror, fear, guilt, anger, and the bitter sting of reluctant tears - came gushing through the cracks, thawing Ice away until it melted away entirely.

Nidoking and Dazed remained with him all the while. They did not judge, they did not call out his weakness. They rested and waited as the miserable boy rode out the waves. A thick knot in his throat left him practically unable to speak, his cheeks were wet with hot tears until his sinuses were raw and red and he was stuck with a massive headache pounding in his skull.

Ash couldn’t give voice to what he was feeling even when he did feel strong enough to try, though Dazed set a warm hand against him. She felt it all.

Things only really improved after an unknowable amount of time when Nidoking finally crawled closer, held his head up to Ash’s, and scraped Ash’s tear-stained cheeks clean with his stinging tongue. The toxins in his saliva left Ash’s face tingling and Nidoking’s breath wasn’t the best, but he couldn’t help the genuine smile that worked its way onto his face.

“Thank you,” Ash cradled his friend’s face in his hands and stared into his dark eyes. His heart panged as he felt the awesome depth of Nidoking’s love, the well of concern and devotion that burned so bright it nearly scalded Ash. It rushed into him like a flood, soothing the sting of the truth of what happened to Gary’s family

It was impossible to say how long they sat like that, huddled uncomfortably in a corner of the Indigo Archives. The hurt faded away, dulling to an aching throb instead of the wrenching hole in his chest. He turned his thoughts away from it, focusing instead on his friends close by.

They became his world… though, hadn’t they always been?

He rested his eyes for a time. It wasn’t a normal place to nap, but he just needed relief. Ash needed to shut his brain down for a time, even if the archivist and her Porygon2 would probably be sending him odd looks all the while.

At this point, Ash didn’t care.

Dazed would watch over him.

That plan worked out for quite a while, though eventually he was woken up by a crack and a blinding flash of light. He jerked to awareness instantly, though Dazed poured calming thoughts into his mind. Ash’s heart rate dropped just a tad, but he still glared up at the newcomer.

“Ash, my friend!” Will knelt down next to Nidoking, though the poison-type grumbled at him. Nidoking didn’t try to attack, at least. Ash grunted at Will. He wasn’t in the mood to talk.

Still, something about Will’s countenance captured his attention. Will was different now. Older.

It took his weary mind far too long to realize that Will wasn’t smiling.

That was just wrong.

“I felt you,” Will shooed the archivist away as she hurried over with her Porygon2 to scold them. The psychic’s eyes flashed violet behind his mask as he glanced at the cold stacks of servers, terminals, and monitors. “What did you find?”

Ash couldn’t bring himself to say it aloud - not when his father… not, not his father, Giovanni, was somehow responsible - so he flipped his PokeNav open and showed the first report to Will. The man barely skimmed the title before he glanced away with a wince. His emotions shifted to match Ash’s, and Ash had to clench his jaw not to drown it once again as Will’s presence stirred the storm again.

“A tragedy. I’m sorry, Ash, I truly am,” Will’s eyes shimmered with tears. The psychic felt Ash’s pain as keenly as if it belonged to him - he was open to the world, Ash remembered Gardevoir saying, and vulnerable to his surroundings. Too vulnerable.

He clamped down on the Concepts before any could rouse to life.

Will grasped Ash’s forearm and gently pulled him to his feet. Nidoking did snarl at him this time, though Will paid little attention to the hulking poison-type. It was a strange sensation to be pulled up so lightly; Will’s eyes blazed, and all of a sudden his wiry arm had tugged Ash off the floor with minimal effort.

“We must leave this cold place!” Will declared. He flourished his cane and directed Ash, Dazed, and Nidoking out of the corner and towards the exit with a quick jab. “You have much on your mind, my dear friend. Perhaps a battle would allow your thoughts time to settle?”

Despite himself, Ash smiled. It was brittle and not altogether there, but he couldn’t fight the stirring in his chest as he nodded to Will’s request.

A battle sounded pretty good right about now.
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Ash wrung his hands as Gary inspected every inch of his quarters. The other boy still looked like garbage, to be honest. The physical toll his sleepless nights and long hours spent in hunt of Diamond hadn’t been kind to him. Gary wasn’t much for roughing it, much less in the cold nights north of Blackthorn. Apparently Diamond’s trail had taken him just a few days off of Rota’s southwestern border.

“Not too bad,” Gary grudgingly admitted as he stared up at the giant tangle of perches and hiding spots that dominated his room’s open heights. “Pretty fancy, I guess.”

He hid a snort. Gary wished he had a room like this to come back to. There weren’t too many places that could reasonably accommodate a full team at their level. Now he just needed to find a closer spot for Infernus to relax in and it’d be perfect. Right now he was stuck down in the equivalent of an oven that had been installed for Blaine’s team back in the day.

Not that Infernus minded - he was more concerned about training with Magnus or throwing down with Karen’s team. He’d taken that defeat at Houndoom’s dark fires rather personally… not that Ash was surprised.

“A little better than your tent,” Ash noted. He gently nudged Aron away as the tiny steel-type tried to nibble on the metal aglets at the tip of Gary’s shoelaces.

Gary snorted. “I’ve still got a better setup than you, Ashy-boy.”

“We’ll have to agree to disagree on that one.”

His former rival rolled his eyes. “Or we could settle it with a battle. Isn’t that how you normally do things?”

Ash grinned. “So you’re admitting I’m right?”

Gary flipped him off and Ash laughed. “Bah! At least I didn’t make a fool of myself in front of millions of people,” the brown-haired boy seemed all too pleased. “You looked like you were gonna be sick during that press conference. I’m so glad I was able to catch a recording of that - serves you right for using my name in Ecruteak. I don’t need you ruining my reputation.”

“Not too much of a reputation for me to ruin, is there?” Ash countered, but still felt the blow. He hesitated. “Did I really look that bad? My mom said I did great,” he said doubtfully.

“My mom said I did great,” Gary mimicked with a leer. “Yeah, doesn’t that just fill you with confidence?”

He scowled at the other boy. “Fine then, Lance said I did great.”

“That’s better,” Gary leaned up against Ash’s counter. “Name-dropping the Indigo Champion sounds way cooler than bringing up your mom. Maybe you should default to that.”

“Like you don’t trust my mom’s opinion,” Ash said as he leaned down to rub Aron’s head. He grinned at his friend’s pleased warbles even as Gary looked down at him.

“I’m not saying that!” The other boy argued with a disdainful flick of his wrist. “Just that you shouldn’t jump to her. Seriously, what’s gonna impress all your fangirls more? Bringing up Champion Lance, the Dragon Master, or bringing up your very nice, not that cool mom?”

Ash frowned. “My mom’s cool,” he argued, then shook his head. “And what do you mean by fangirls?”

Gary leered and jabbed a finger towards the calendar Lance had put up in Ash’s room. “You know what I mean.”

He flushed. “I don’t have fangirls,” Ash denied. “Where did you even get that idea?”

An awfully smug look washed over Gary’s face as he listed off magazine after magazine. “…Indigo Youth, The Weekly Trainer, and what’s that new show from TV Mauville?” Gary scratched his chin, then lit up. “Oh yeah! Seeking Trainers did a whole freaking segment on you. ‘Ash Ketchum, the Pallet Prodigy’,” he mocked. “You’re famous, Ashy-boy. Bask in it.”

Gary had a very punchable face, Ash mused.

“Shut up. Why have you been reading up on me in the first place?” Ash grumbled. At least he was rewarded with a particularly satisfying twitch from Gary. “How did anyone even run an article on me? I haven’t talked to that many reporters.”

His friend relished his discomfort as he stuffed his hands in his pockets and kept leaning up against the counter. “They’re dissecting your other interviews, your Conference performance, random trainer’s who claim they’ve battled you, trusted friends who can tell them about how you abuse Rare Candies to make your team stronger…”

His eyes narrowed. Gary wouldn’t be so smug if Nidoking was out right now. “That was you?”

In retrospect, he shouldn’t be surprised. Gary just waved him off. “Who knows? Maybe the losers wanted to help bring you to justice. Rare Candies are only good in small doses, you know,” he said sagely. “I’d hate if your team burnt out so young. What a freakin’ tragedy.”

That left him scowling. “You do realize I can throw you out, right?”

“You do realize I don’t care, right?” Gary shot back with a disgustingly smug grin. He did a big stretch, yawning as he did so. “Worst that happens is I get to tell the story of how I got kicked out of Indigo Plateau visiting my great friend Ash Ketchum. Best case is that I get an interview or ten out of the whole deal. I’ve got to get my just desserts while I can.”

Ash shook his head at Gary’s attitude, but before he could retort a familiar head of spiky reddish hair poked in with a cocky grin. He’d commit the look on Gary’s face to memory for the rest of his life.

“Well, look who it is!” Lance swaggered into the room in his formal outfit. He must have had an interview or meeting of his own to attend to. Shelgon waddled in behind him with Vibrava following close behind, but both paled in comparison to the figure Lance cut as he towered over both Ash and Gary. Aron rushed up fondly, and Lance spared him a quick smile. “If it isn’t my favorite apprentice and…” he studied Gary for a moment. “Jerry Oak, right?”

Gary went white and made a choking noise.

Ash sniggered.

The quick wink Lance sent his way while Gary was otherwise occupied sent a flush of warmth rushing through his chest. “Well, I don’t want to intrude on your alone time,” Lance waggled his eyebrows. “I just wanted to remind you of our training session later tonight. Mael’s really been wanting a piece of Torrent lately - he had a hard time keeping up in our last bout.”

He brightened as he picked up on Lance’s game. “I’ll see if he’s ready,” Ash sighed and fiddled with his cap. “We trained with Will and Karen last night and Torrent was pretty worn out. He took down Will’s Grumpig, though!”

“Keep it up!” Lance gave him a thumbs up. Gary was still making that odd choking noise, which only worsened as Lance looked straight at him. “You too. Good luck in the Silver Conference this year, Jerry.”

Lance vanished as quickly as he disappeared as Gary stammered out something, though Ash couldn’t make heads or tails of it. Seeing Gary caught utterly off-guard was rare enough, let alone seeing him this badly off. He wished he had a camera.

“You put him up to this!”

“No,” Ash admitted with a sigh. “I wish I did, though.”

Gary made a disgusted noise and moved over to the sofa to crash down, though his face was still a little red. It was hard to summon up any sympathy for Gary after he’d done the whole ‘tell reporters Ash was abusing performance enhancing drugs’, though, so he didn’t bother.

After that their visit went about as Ash expected. They mostly hung out in Ash’s room, although he made sure to give Gary a brief tour of the Plateau. Karen, Will, and Koga were all busy with their various responsibilities, so Ash steered clear of their offices. He doubted they’d be too enthused to meet Gary in the first place.

Bruno was off training, likely in the barren valley about twenty miles off that he’d shown Ash to. It was utterly flattened after the training Bruno had done there with the King, and even other Onix and Steelix had long since abandoned the region in fear of the King’s might. Only one particularly stubborn Tyranitar kept coming back for more, which Bruno was happy to entertain.

At long last (and after two hours of snipes, jabs, and prods from both friends) they ended up back in Ash’s room. The whole time they’d visited, Ash had felt an unspoken tension between them. Both knew it was coming, but it was Gary who finally pushed it.

He was as hesitant as Ash had ever seen him. The normal bluster and arrogance was nowhere to be found.

“Did you find anything?”

Ash fought the urge to run out of the room. Instead he steeled himself, though he refused to call on Ice for this. That was a slippery slope, and he needed to be here for this.

“Yes.”

“And?” Gary’s eyes narrowed to slits, though he looked almost as afraid of hearing it as Ash was of saying it. “Tell me.”

He opened his mouth, realized nothing was going to come out, and shook his head. Before Gary could grow too outraged, Ash quickly pulled up all the relevant files on his PokeNav and tossed it over to him. His throat tightened and an unpleasant pressure arose in his chest. He didn’t trust himself to say anything, and just motioned for the boy to read.

First came confusion.

Realization.

Hurt.

Grief.

Rage.

“Fuck!” Gary swore as he finished the report and then Professor Oak’s request. “Son of a bitch! Fuckin’ piece of shit cocksucking Team Rocket!”

The boy tossed Ash’s PokeNav to the ground without a thought, then squeezed his eyes shut. He literally trembled with rage, and Ash nearly gasped as he felt his friend’s fury like it was his own. Everything in Gary wanted to lash out and tear and destroy, but more than that he hurt. It was written all over the boy’s face: the taut set of his jaw, the quiver of his lower lip, the hard glint in his eyes that failed to hide the shimmer of tears.

Ash’s heart clenched. “I’m sorry.”

Gary sneered. “The hell are you sorry for? It’s not like it’s your fault. You didn’t saunter on into Pallet Town and kill them all!” He spat, and Ash felt even guiltier. Nothing in him could bring Ash to explain more, and he hated himself for that failure. Aron waddled up to butt against Gary’s leg, but even that didn’t do much more than bring Gary’s rage down to a simmer. “It’s just bullshit,” the Oak deflated and hid his face from Ash.

He didn’t miss the wet streaks running down Gary’s cheeks. Whether the tears were from grief or simple, hot anger was impossible to say.

“Daisy knew the whole time and never told me a damn thing. Gramps never told me a damn thing and he sure as hell knew - hell, apparently he went off on some big crusade against Team Rocket after it all… after it all went down,” Gary faltered. He had the look of someone who just had a veil ripped off, and he rubbed at his eyes. “Shit, man. Shit, shit, shit.”

He said nothing as Gary vented, and the boy went on for a few minutes like that.

Ash didn’t offer advice.

Ash didn’t offer commiseration.

Ash didn’t offer words of comfort.

Ash offered his presence, and Gary gratefully accepted it.

And when the tears blinding him left him exhausted and miserable and a little broken inside, like a mirror struck and cracked but not yet fractured, Ash remembered what Will did for him. Like Ash, Gary was a person of action. He needed to do something or he’d drive himself crazy turning things over in his head and channeling that energy to useless what-ifs.

“Want to battle?”

For a moment he thought Gary was going to stand up and sock him in the mouth, but the offer of normalcy brought something resembling life back to Gary. A fire lit inside the boy and his eyes grew hard.

It was the same resolve he’d seen in Professor Oak before he’d left to hunt down Agatha in the sands of Orre. Gary was still just a shadow of his legendary grandfather, but in this they were equals.

“Yeah,” Gary bit out. “Let’s fight.”

Ash couldn’t help Gary, but he could distract him.

Sometimes that was all anyone needed.
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Gary stayed at the Plateau that night (he was all too happy to take the bed when Ash offered) but left early the next morning. He was still a red-eyed mess by the time he flew off on his gigantic Pidgeot, but Ash hoped he’d get on well enough.

He didn’t always get along with Gary, but his friend was strong.

Ash couldn’t help but feel a little guilty for his part in all of this, though. Professor Oak had kept all of this hidden for a reason, and now Ash knew exactly why. It might not have been the best to jump in and interfere, but he couldn’t regret telling Gary the truth once he’d known. It wouldn’t have been right to keep hiding it from him.

That didn’t mean Ash couldn’t regret digging into this nightmare to begin with.

He tugged at the Unown tablet. What he wouldn’t give to go back and prevent all of this…

No, that was dangerous thinking.

Still, even the pain he’d taken on faded over time. At times he felt the furious need for answers, to delve deep into the archives and uncover everything he could about the Rockets and Giovanni. Some part of him found himself horribly fascinated by the man who’d helped create him - who was this man that would ruin an entire family out of spite? How could someone be so cruel and petty?

What was wrong with him, and how could the League have missed it?

At night, in the darkest moments when he was about to rest, sometimes Ash wondered if that might mean there was something horribly wrong with him as well. Maybe he just didn’t know it yet…

Dazed had smacked him around the head with a psychic blast when those thoughts crossed his mind. It made for a rude awakening, but he loved her for it.

Gary refused to come back, which stung a little. The acerbic boy hadn’t revealed much more than that he wanted some time to himself, which Ash could understand. Jon and Amelia were in the same boat, unfortunately - they weren’t running from harsh truths, but they had decided to take a vacation to Altomare.

Otherwise, he regained some semblance of normalcy and slowly put those dark thoughts behind him. Instead, Ash immersed himself with the joys of the Plateau and being a part of the League’s Family. Training took over his life, and he was pleased to see progress on all fronts. Steven couldn’t claim he’d been slacking off during his vacation, and the time with Koga and Bruno was excellent for Nidoking and Bruiser in particular. Even Seeker paid attention during their time with Koga.

They didn’t grow much from the training, but his team grew more skilled and efficient with each day that passed. More than that, Ash learned. A day in the presence of the Masters was worth a week on his own, and a casual remark from Koga, Will, Karen, or Bruno opened his eyes to insights that might have eluded him for hours otherwise.

Despite the invaluable expertise of the Elite Four and their Champion, Ash preferred their company. Speaking with them between training sessions, sitting patiently with Bruno as he coached him through looking inward and allowing questions to flow through his mind and guide him to introspection, listening to Koga’s old stories of Fuchsia’s history, and nights spent with Karen and Will as they guided him through his responsibilities and their own journeys as trainers.

It all passed by in a blur.

Eager as he was to get back to Hoenn and learn at Steven’s feet, Ash knew he’d miss the Plateau. This vacation had been a good one, even if it had taken a little longer than he’d expected.

He felt like himself again.

And just like that, it was over.

Ash felt a little hollow on the inside as he finished packing up the last of his things. Tangrowth did his best to help by dragging up random odds and ends with his strong vines and hurling them onto the bed. He offered his friend a smile for his help as a few pots and pans landed heavily on his bed, but was too distracted to say much else.

Would Steven mind if he delayed again? Maybe he could put it off for just a little longer…

He knew he wouldn’t do that as soon as the thoughts crossed his mind. Tempting as it was, the time to rest and relax was over. There was too much to do, too much to see. Staying in one place had its advantages (especially with the Elite Four literally under the same roof) but that familiar itch had started gnawing at him.

Ash was a traveler.

Being rooted to Mt. Silver wasn’t for him.

A long time ago, Professor Oak had mentioned the stagnancy that came with being chained to one place. Oh, he would grow stronger if he stayed here. The Elite Four and their Champion were excellent teachers, and they knew tricks and techniques he could barely imagine at this point.

But to travel was to live, to grow, to experience new things and toss old limitations aside.

Ash would grow stronger, but he and his family wouldn’t grow.

Plume shrieked and spread her wings wide as the door swung open and Karen swaggered in through the door. His friend stared piercingly at Honchkrow, although the dark-type seemed utterly at ease in her presence. She still hadn’t forgotten their battle, and probably wouldn’t.

At least Oz seemed happy to see Karen from where she sat next to a generator. She’d been basking in the electricity for the last hour or so, and probably wouldn’t enjoy the moving process. The mighty Electivire offered a lazy wave to Karen, who returned it with a terse nod.

“Are you ready?” Karen asked as she took in the utter mess on Ash’s bed. She arched an eyebrow, but Ash just looked to Tangrowth, who was all too happy to run his vines over a few utensils Sneasel had left scattered about on the counter earlier.

He nodded.

“Good,” the Dark Master seemed pleased. “Return him.” She pointed to Sneasel, who was lounged over sleeping on a tiny round bed dragged over to the kitchen. It was immensely fluffy and white, so Sneasel was practically drowning in it as he napped. The dark-type unsheathed his claws with a hiss, but Ash just offered him a light shrug and returned him.

It would have to be done regardless. They would be leaving soon.

“What is it?” Ash was more than a little curious. Sneasel could get on her nerves, but Karen generally had a pretty good tolerance for the dark-type. She’d raised a Sneasel herself, so she’d built up an immunity to his antics.

Karen dug around in a small pouch tied securely to her waist for a moment. It didn’t take her long to remove a long, hooked length of stark-white bone. The hook stood out even against her pale skin, and the Dark Master held it gently between her fingers and regarded it with a gentle look that struck Ash as too caring and vulnerable to fit her haughty face.

“A gift,” she said simply. Karen reached forward and took Ash’s hand in her own, then pressed the bone into his palm. He closed his fist around it, careful to avoid cutting himself on the curved edge. “This is all that’s left of my grandmother’s Weavile. She entrusted it to me, and I’m entrusting it to you. Keep it safe.”

He was silent as he held the Razor Claw in his hand, mind abuzz with the momentous possibilities this opened up. Sneasel wasn’t ready, not yet, but when he was…

Sneasel would be all grown up. An indescribable feeling flooded him that left his lips quirked.

“I will,” he met Karen’s pale eyes. “Thank you, Karen. I’ll keep it safe.”

“You’d better,” she said, deathly serious. “I’ll want it back one day,” Karen held his gaze for a bit longer. “You’re a good kid, Ash. A bit grumpy, stupidly stubborn, and with no sense of self-preservation, but a good kid,” her expression softened. “Don’t lose it.”

He nodded stiffly. Ash didn’t know what to say (let alone how) but Ash tried to force every bit of gratitude to the front of his mind. Warmth for all her training, all her aid, for keeping him company in the cold halls of Indigo Plateau and making sure he knew it was a home. For watching out for him and taking him under her wing.

Karen’s eyes widened and a silent gasp uttered from her lips. She reached up to rub at her temples, gave Ash an odd look, but seemed rather pleased. “Well, that’s that,” she brushed herself off, then smirked. “We should be off. The others wanted to see you. Remember our plan?”

Ash glanced to his closet and returned her smirk. “I do.”

XX

The citadel of Indigo Plateau sat nestled against the great jagged mass of Mt. Silver and the lesser peaks that laid clustered around it. It blended easily into the grey stone of the mountain and the thick dark clouds and cold dust and fog billowing off Mt. Silver meant there was little to no contrast between the earth and sky.

Scarcely a single ray of sunlight pierced the veil of pregnant clouds obscuring them all. What little light did make it through scattered across the road of gold and silver leading to the Plateau, and reflected off to be scattered by the haze hovering just above the ground.

Four legendary trainers awaited him.

Champion Lance, the Dragon Master.

Bruno, the Black Belt.

Koga, the Poison Ninja.

Will, the Psychic Harlequin.

Ash and Karen strode out of the fog. The ACE trainers bid them farewell, stealing a quick glance at Ash, before the two Elites descended the stairs and walked to the Indigo Champion and his Elite Four… well, Elite Three in this case.

“Ash!” Lance thundered, stepping forward with his arms opened wide. “I can’t believe you’re leaving us. How can you trade this beautiful weather,” he gestured at the roiling fog, flat grey skies, and the blizzard roaring at Mt. Silver’s peak, “for Hoenn’s clear skies and sun and pretty girls?”

Karen scoffed and looked like she was going to elbow Lance in the ribs the second an opportunity opened up. He just shook his head. After traveling in Hoenn during summer, Ash wasn’t sure he wanted to trade. The heat wasn’t too bad, but the humidity wasn’t something he missed. It was a far cry from Kanto.

He didn’t voice those thoughts. All he could offer was a half-grin and shrug. Eager as he was to get on the road, he couldn’t stop the little piece of him that wanted to call Steven and beg for just one more day. Of course, then it would become two and three and four…

No, this was his path.

It was time to return to Hoenn.

Of course, then Lance actually looked at Ash and stared. His left eye twitched and fire flared into life around his wrist - Ash felt his irritation stirring through Fire, and he began to smile. “Nice cape,” Lance groused, then peered closer at Ash. “Looks a little big on you, Ash.”

Well, that was an understatement. The replica cape that Karen had thoughtfully bought him was tailored for an adult figure, which was something Ash absolutely didn’t possess. His cape was fastened around his neck and shoulders, but a solid foot of its white length piled up in a heap at Ash’s feet and trailed behind him whenever he took a step.

Its edge was already dirty and soggy from the light snowfall, and Ash had no doubt he wouldn’t be keeping it after this.

He smiled at Lance. “I’ll grow into it.”

The Champion snorted. “Should I be worried about keeping my job? You’re sounding pretty confident. Wouldn’t have expected that after how our last practice match went,” Lance grinned to take the sting out of his words. “How did that go? 2-6?”

Ash didn’t let the reminder of his loss affect his mood. “Something like that,” he agreed easily. “We’ll see how it goes next time. I’ll do better.”

“You will! And if you don’t, I’ll have some words with Steven,” Lance shook his head ruefully.

“With how hard you train, that’s going to be a failure on the part of the teacher, not the student.”

Lance belted out another laugh and rushed forward to clasp Ash’s forearm with one hand and clap him on the back with the other. Fire seared at where their hands clasped and Ash called on the Concept to stoke it further - for a moment he felt Lance and enjoyed the brief sensation of contact. Part of him worried that even a slight pulse of Fire would just hollow Lance out further, but relaxed once Lance showed no negative effect.

“Enjoy your time in Hoenn,” the Champion chuckled. “Remember, if Steven gets too suffocating feel free to pop over to the Plateau! It’ll always be home.”

Ash smiled so widely it hurt as Lance released him.

Koga inclined his head. “Goodbye, Ash. It was a pleasure to meet you again.”

He offered Koga a nod and whispered word of thanks, then turned to Bruno as the massive man took a step forward.

“Ash!” The Black Belt rumbled. He was shirtless, but showed no discomfort in the whipping wind or the cold fog. Bruno displayed the same superhuman composure he always had, and now that Ash knew the secret of his mastery he only felt more respect for Bruno. “Your respite has done you well. Seek challenges, overcome your foes, and above all else you must know yourself. If you look inward, you may never be defeated.”

It only took a moment to commit the words to memory. Bruno was an invaluable teacher. The Black Belt would never steer him wrong.

Will was next, casually balancing his cane on one finger as he glanced down at Ash through his mask. “It’s been a pleasure!” He offered a deep bow to Ash. If he hadn’t spent so much time with Will it would have left him flustered or uncertain, but long hours spent training and talking with the psychic had accustomed him to the odd mannerisms. “Please, should you ever need my insight or aid you need only ask, my dear friend!”

“Maybe I’ll see you in Hoenn sometime,” Ash said. Will’s eyes lit up behind his mask, and it had nothing to do with psychic power this time.

Last came Karen. She skirted around Ash to go stand with the rest of the Indigo Elite Four and tower over Ash. Karen knelt in front of Ash so she was just barely below eye level.

“Keep a tight hold on that Razor Claw. Don’t let Sneasel know about it until he’s ready to evolve,” Karen warned. “He’ll steal it the second he can get his grubby little paws on it.”

Ash cracked a grin. That sounded about right.

“It’s not going anywhere,” Ash promised. “I’ll take good care of it.”

The Dark Master relaxed just a tad. “I know you will,” she said. Karen seemed to fight some internal struggle with herself before she cautiously leaned forward (it reminded him of someone reaching out to pet a wild Ursaring) and opened her arms. Ash stiffened, anxiety spiking through him like a knife, but didn’t pull away as Karen awkwardly wrapped him into a tentative hug.

He blinked, frozen in place, and mastered his warring instincts to pull away and run, finally returning the hug.

It was awkward on both ends, tense enough that both were taut as a wire, and an altogether bizarre sensation, but he couldn’t help but shut his eyes. Strange as it was, it was warm and nice and somehow familiar.

When was the last time anyone but his mom had hugged him?

He opened his eyes only to see the rest of the Elite Four watching with a variety of reactions: Lance had pulled his own next-gen PokeNav (presumably a gift from Steven) to snap a few pictures with a goofy grin on his face, Will silently cheered and hopped up and down where he stood, Koga smirked, and Bruno nodded with utter satisfaction.

Ash flushed, but didn’t let go. The warmth was nice with the bitter cold drifting down from Mt. Silver, especially considering he knew exactly what the source was. Any comfort was hard to find around Ice itself.

It was only a few seconds in reality, but it stretched out for a long time. Karen finally pulled away, looking as uncomfortable as Ash felt but with a hint of a smile on her face. She steadfastly refused to look back at the rest of the Elite four and coughed. “Uh, good luck out there, kid,” Karen said gruffly. She looked anywhere but Ash (or at the other Elite Four). “Stay safe.”

“Thanks,” Ash replied with equal shortness. He couldn’t hide his grin though. “You too.”

She nodded and stepped back to join the rest of the Elite Four with a bit too much haste, nearly stumbling over a slightly upraised brick of gold.

It was time.

“Bob!”

The bad-tempered Alakazam appeared in a flash. His eyes burned a fierce blue and Ash felt the beginnings of a cutting remark manifesting in his mind, only for Bob to immediately cut it off and make a choking noise just like Gary’s as he realized the company he was in. Bob’s eyes bulged and Ash would remember the frenzied thoughts touching his mind for a long, long time.

Greetings, Elite Four Ash. 

It was stiff and awkward, but Ash relished it all the same… much like Karen’s hug. This was for entirely different reasons, though. Bob looked utterly uncomfortable in front of the watchful gaze of Lance and the Elite Four - he was much, much more eager to get Ash out of there than Ash himself was.

“To Rustboro,” Ash said shortly. “One jump.”

Bob’s eyes flashed.

Forgive me, Elite Four Ash, but this one is incapable of making such a journey in a single teleport. 

The Alakazam’s eyes narrowed.

Unless…

Ash nodded.

A thrill touched him through the connection Bob maintained. Less than a second later he felt Bob guzzle like a man dying of thirst on the power bleeding off of him from his connection to Mewtwo. It wasn’t uncomfortable in the least, but was definitely an odd sensation as he felt a tug at something rooted deep inside of him.

He had hardly a second to wave goodbye before the world spun in a flash and crack of light, and he found himself welcomed to the brown and greys of Rustboro City -

And then the hot rush of horribly humid air and the blinding light of the Hoenn sun buffeted him. It was a far cry from the chill and cutting winds whipping against Mt. Silver day and night, and Ash grinned.

He was back.

Hoenn awaited him.
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57. Chapter 57: The Homecoming


Suffocating air, hot and oppressive with humidity, draped over him like a blanket. That alone was enough to confirm Bob had whisked him off to Hoenn instead of dumping him in the ocean somewhere.

He might have preferred the ocean.

It would be a fair bit cooler, though at least now he felt comfortable enough to draw on Ice’s freezing presence without Articuno figuratively breathing down his neck. His body cooled to a comfortable range immediately, though he had to balance it with a trickle of Fire. The time he’d invested in controlling the Concepts left it almost a matter of reflex.

Ash took a deep breath as he appeared in front of the Rustboro Gym. A few trainers wandering into the Gym flinched at his sudden appearance, but scurried away at Bob’s glare. Part of Ash wanted to pop in and give Aron a chance to test out his six weeks of training, but the long line stretching out of the plain building dissuaded him from that.

Rustboro was widely considered one of the more accessible Gyms, so it was always pretty popular for new trainers. It was only a few months into the Ever Grande Conference’s season, so Ash estimated they had just hit the mark where most young trainers felt confident enough to tackle their first Gym.

Is this to your satisfaction, O Great Elite Four Ash?

Bob’s snide words ruined his good mood in an instant. “Yes,” he bit back a cutting retort and exhaled. “Thank you for taking me.”

The Alakazam’s bristly mustache twitched. His eyes flashed, yet no words filled Ash’s mind.

He waited for a moment, then Bob finally shook his head. Ash sensed a tug (a spoonful from an ocean) and Bob twisted seamlessly into thin air. It was like he’d never been in Rustboro’s bustling brown streets at all.

Ash just shook his head. Bob had set his standards pretty low when the Alakazam just silently vanishing was an actual improvement.

Once Bob was gone, Ash released Tangrowth and Aron to accompany him on his journey to Steven’s apartment and unclasped the cape before it would attract too much attention. He smiled as they both blinked at the sudden rush of hot, moist air - Aron immediately perked up and offered a passing teenager a cheerful warble. The girl happily waved back, glanced up to Ash, then froze. Her eyes grew wide, and Ash decided now was a good time to make his escape.

It didn’t really bother him, but Ash knew everyone and their mother recognizing him would get old really quick. He was perfectly happy being a random trainer.

So he dipped his head to the teen, spun on his heel, and marched in the vague direction of Steven’s apartment. He’d looked up the instructions ahead of time, even if he’d have to bust out his PokeNav to navigate the last stretch.

Tangrowth and Aron happily followed behind him - the grass-type had already wrapped several of his strong vines around Aron to give him a lift and hold him a few feet above the ground. Ash wasn’t eager to have more attention sent their way, but one glance at Tangrowth dancing down the street and Aron’s stubby little legs waving as he tried to swim in the air dissuaded him from putting a stop to it.

Tossing his anonymity aside was a small price to pay if it kept his friends happy.

On the bright side, it also posed a strange enough sight that all the passersby gave them a wide berth as they made their way into the depths of Rustboro’s dense downtown area. Ash couldn’t help but look up in awe at the skyscrapers and vast malls, hotels, and even a few indoor stadiums used for training camps and tournaments. He knew there was a massive trainer school somewhere in Rustboro for local kids, but didn’t know where it was located.

Cities weren’t his favorite, but he couldn’t deny the sheer scale of some of them could leave him a little stunned. There was just so much. He could probably wander these streets for hours and still find new things to investigate. It was definitely a lot easier to find random metallic snacks for Aron around here…

He couldn’t wait to find Steven and make their way through the rest of the region, but for now he was perfectly happy to enjoy the walk (and let Tangrowth and Aron satisfy some of their curiosity) through the city.

The extra vacation time he took was nice, but he had no doubt Steven was going to push him hard to make up for every spare second of it. Not that he hadn’t put plenty of long hours in with the Elite Four…

Just the thought of training left his eyes alight with anticipation.

Let Steven throw whatever he wanted at them.

His friends would triumph.
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Aron recognized the door of Steven’s apartment well enough to lovingly bash his head into it and loosed a long, keening cry. When Steven didn’t immediately open the door and lavish attention on the little steel-type, Aron squeaked and headbutt the door again.

It shook on its hinges this time, and Ash was quick to put a stop to it… part of him was afraid Tangrowth would join in and try to help if Ash gave him another moment or three to think it through.

“Easy.” Ash knelt to rub Aron’s dome. He wasn’t sure if the steel-type could actually feel it, but it seemed to comfort him regardless. Aron plopped down on his haunches and a forlorn whiff of air left his nostrils. “He’ll be here soon.”

Tangrowth stepped in to comfort Aron, happy to wrap a vine around his friend, and Ash rose back to his feet now that the crisis had been handily tied up.

The seconds ticked by.

At long last, the door swung open. A familiar silver-haired figure in a dark suit greeted them with a smile. “Ash! Tangrowth! Aron! Come right in - ow!” Steven winced as Aron lovingly smashed his head into the former Champion’s leg. “No, I’m afraid I don’t have a treat for you.”

Aron peered up at Steven with big blue eyes. He moaned pitifully. That brought a hint of a smile to Steven’s reserved face. “Fine, fine. Perhaps I have one laying around.”

That perked Aron right up, and he was perfectly happy to run right past Steven into the apartment. “If you don’t have one, I can cover it.”

Steven sighed. “No, no, I’m sure I have a few pieces of scrap in some drawer or another,” he looked fondly after Aron. “He’s gotten quite big. You’ve kept up with your training, then.”

Ash nodded as Steven led him into the living room. It was just as opulent as he remembered: gleaming granite countertops, thick grey rugs that probably cost more than Ash’s entire house in Pallet, and marble slabs laid everywhere that the granite didn’t cover. There were probably thousands of rare and beautiful stones (and some rather plain rocks that Ash suspected were the most valuable of all) locked up in some display cases that had been newly put up.

Of course, there was something new.

“A piano?” Ash blinked at the sight of the sleek black instrument in an unoccupied corner. He knew less than nothing about music (except for the flute, of which he knew precisely nothing about) but the sight of the fancy black piano was enough to impress him. It looked like one that would be playing in a gigantic orchestral hall. He turned his head to his teacher. “I didn’t know you played.”

Steven chuckled, then swept over to the instrument. His fingers swept over the keys in a practiced manner, playing a quick melody with zero effort. Aron perked up, recognizing the sound of metal…or, in Aron’s mind, snacks. After a moment he forgot the hunger and bobbed his head to the music instead.

“Only a little. One of those things my family pressed on me as a boy. Pierce was always -” he shook his head with a grimace. “Nevermind. It’s not for me..”

“Who, then?”

“A friend who will be visiting in the coming months,” Steven said offhandedly. “We’re still working out all the details, but I thought this would be a nice surprise.”

Ash just nodded along and plopped down on one of the couch cushions he favored. Aron had already curled up nearby on a fuzzy bed that practically swallowed him whole. Tangrowth waddled in behind them, curious vines brushing over everything to refamiliarize himself. He kept a close eye on his friend, but Steven’s past rebukes had taught Tangrowth to be gentle here.

And since Ash would be the one who’d be paying for any ‘accidents’, he was sure to stay on top of things.

The Elite Four salary was nice, but not nearly enough to cover anything in Steven’s home. That was money that could be spent on TMs, or better food for his family, or…well, anything else.

“How was your vacation?”

Steven smiled as he sat down on the opposite side of the sofa. None of his team were out (unusual for the Steel Master) but the man seemed completely at ease. Remaining so comfortable with his team stuck away in their pokeballs was completely foreign to Ash. Maybe Steven had left his team to train somewhere?

“It wasn’t much of a vacation, to be honest,” he admitted with a laugh. “Rocket raids targeting breeders, Aqua and Magma rallying support…it’s a mess, honestly. Hoenn’s developing into a powder keg and it seems every two-bit rogue wants to be the spark that sets it off.”

His eyebrows raised. The Rocket raids were expected, unfortunately. “Aqua and Magma are paramilitary, right? Why haven’t they been shut down?”

The former Champion’s mask twitched to reveal a twinge of frustration. “They’re still hiding in the shadows,” Steven waved the question off. “Whoever’s organizing them, they’re good. They’re operating through proxies: sympathizers, agents, and the like.”

Ash nodded. “I remember the dossier,” he said slowly. “Aqua’s based in the archipelago. Hard to pin down. But what about Magma? They’re linked to a bunch of corporations, right?”

Steven sighed. “Some of the largest. Quite a few in Rustboro. Not Devon, of course!” He was horrified even having to entertain the thought. “I’ve been making my own inquest. Magma is pushing for greater expansion of land; land that we wouldn’t have to compete with native pokemon for.”

He frowned “Wouldn’t that be a good thing?” Ash thought for a moment and scowled. “What’s their plan?”

“We know they’re linked to some promising research in land reclamation. Building artificial islands, draining areas, and such. Plenty of people say Hoenn has too much water,” Steven shook his head. “More land is always nice, especially when there aren’t pokemon already living there, but those land reclamation strategies always lead to conflict with local pokemon. The new land occupies space formerly claimed by wild pokemon, and humans attempting to displace them sours the League’s relationship with other groups of wild pokemon.”

Steven exhaled, but was still plainly frustrated. “The process is inefficient at best, and potentially ruinous at worst. Which is why it’s rather worrying that their shell companies and supporters have gathered so much funding recently. Magma paints a grand picture, one that’s too good to be true. And it is.”

Ash would be lying if he said he knew anything at all about raising new land, but at least he knew conflict with local pokemon was a bad idea. It tended to end badly for the humans involved.

There were a lot of wild pokemon, and trained pokemon weren’t always willing to go against their free counterparts.

“If they need to make islands, I could loan out Infernus to them,” Ash offered with a half-smile. “It might make a nice challenge.”

Steven stroked his chin and hummed. “Who knows? Some competition might do them some good.”

Then the man chuckled and the illusion was broken. “Aqua might have something to say about that,” his good humor vanished all too soon. It left him looking much, much older… and Steven still looked better than the hollowed out Lance. “Reports have been pouring in by the day. Recruitment drives, more frequent patrols, new networking with wild pokemon communities. It’s a mess.”

“Sounds like they’re stepping in to do the League’s job,” Ash observed. Based on all his reading from Cynthia’s books and the journals Elder Yari had given him, this wasn’t going to end well.

Steven’s grimace deepened. “Yes, you could say that. The Rockets,” he spat the word like a curse, “running amok is just incentivizing the people of the archipelago to take things into their own hands. Team Aqua is happy to direct them. We do all we can, but we just don’t have the manpower to secure the archipelago and the mainland.”

Silence. The utter weariness in Steven’s words spread to Ash. He felt the man’s exhaustion. Steven was worn to the bone.

“Any help from the other Leagues?” Ash asked. “That’s what the National League is for, right?”

Steven waved the question off. “Some, but nowhere near enough. They’ve helped where they can. But Indigo is still reeling from Greenfield, and after everything else in the last year they’re in no place to help. Lance insisted on sending a few Ranger teams,” Steven added fondly. “Cynthia’s sent all she can spare, but Sinnoh has its own problems. Kalos did spare a squad of ASTRE trainers to help with Durand - their ACE equivalent,” he explained at Ash’s curious expression.

He smiled at the mention of the Sinnoh Champion, but was quickly distracted. “What sort of problems?” He asked, a bad feeling settling in his gut. Sinnoh was the land of mysteries, after all, and he had the nasty feeling that quite a few of those mysteries were about to crawl out of their dens. “Legends?”

“No, I’m sure you’d have ended up there if it was a Legendary issue,” Steven smiled wanly. “You seem to make a habit of that.”

Ash winced. “Fair point.”

“Just unrest,” Steven sighed. “Doomsayers, people stirring up fears, factions seeking to take advantage of the unrest. All the usual. Sinnoh’s an old land with a long memory. Everyone has some old score to settle with everyone else. The Lake Orders have been growing more active as well.”

He nodded along. Yeah, he could see how this might be growing into a problem. Greenfield had proven to the world that times were changing. Even if it wasn’t fully known that the Legends were back, any groups who did have access to that information (or who just saw an opportunity to exploit) would be making their moves early.

It didn’t bode well.

“So Sinnoh can’t send too much support without stretching themselves too thin and leaving themselves wide open,” Ash summarized. “Which is just Hoenn’s problem already.”

“Well put.” Steven measured him up with an interested look. “We can’t ask our allies to sacrifice their own security for our sake. The world is turning quickly, and we all have our own problems.”

He reached down to rub at Aron’s smooth head. “I’ll help however I can.”

“I hope it won’t come to that,” Steven shifted in his couch. Ash thought he looked distinctly uncomfortable. “You do need to learn proper paperwork procedure. With our rangers focused primarily in the archipelago, I might have you fill in occasionally.”

Ash lit up. “As long as I can help.”

Steven sent him a look. “These are routine missions. No Rockets. You’ll be scouting out areas, engaging wild pokemon, and the like.”

His mood dropped. Oh, he was still interested. It would present a new challenge, if nothing else. But it still left a sour taste in his mouth. He’d partially chosen Hoenn because Steven told him about the Rockets here. And after learning about what the Rockets did to the Oaks…

He needed to fight them.

Ash would help however he could, but he would really, really like it if part of that entailed ripping the heart out of these new Rocket factions.

The tension lingered for a moment. Even Tangrowth gurgled unhappily and reached out to wrap them all up in a hug. As Ash comforted his friend and tried to reassure him everything was fine, Steven cleared his throat. “We should go over our schedule.”

Ash gave up on trying to convince Tangrowth to relax, and instead just leaned into the rubbery vines hugging him tightly and laid his arm over one of them. He waited patiently for Steven to continue.

“Greenfield was an…unexpected delay,” Steven chose his words carefully, and ignored Aron as the little steel-type licked at his suit leg. His fingers interlocked and he leaned forward just a hair. “It’s done you well,” a smile graced the reserved man’s face, “but it means we’ll need to accelerate a few things.”

“Like what?”

“We’ll be stopping by Mauville tomorrow for you to meet Wattson. I think you’ll like him,” Steven spoke of the man rather fondly. “He and his wife have graciously offered to let us stay with them for a night. I originally planned to spend a week in Mauville with him, but I think you’ll be better served by us advancing more quickly to Lavaridge.”

Ash’s eyebrows shot up. “What do you have planned up there?” He thought for a moment. “Your old teacher is there, right? Fino Moore?”

Steven’s lips twitched upward in a smile. For a moment Ash felt the Master’s pleasure at Ash recalling that detail. “Yes, he’s currently working with his granddaughter, Flannery. She’s taken over the position for him, but he’s still preparing her fully for the role.”

Fino Moore was a Fire Master and a former member of the Ever Grande Elite Four after the Last War. Ash couldn’t recall any particular details, but he knew the Master had taken over the Lavaridge Gym Leader position as a sort of retirement. It was a similar story to Blaine’s, although from what little he knew about Fino, the man seemed more…adjusted.

He’d taught Steven, after all, and Ash couldn’t imagine Steven learning well under Blaine’s ‘gentle’ tutelage.

“Sounds good,” Ash said, then smiled. “I can’t wait to battle him! I know Infernus needs a good fight. Karen’s Houndoom did a number on him.”

“He might be willing,” Steven chuckled. “It might take some convincing, however. While I would like you to meet Fino and Flannery, we’ll only be stopping in Lavaridge for a brief period. I plan on spending a month near Mt. Chimney. The plans you’ve shared for your team seem promising, but they’ll need time to lay a foundation.”

As much as Ash agreed (and reveled at the thought of having nothing to do for a month but train, fight, and spend time with his team) he couldn’t help but grimace at the reminder of his last training trip with a Champion at the base of a volcano…

“Nothing lives in Mt. Chimney, does it?”

Steven frowned. “Not that I know of. There is a thriving community of fire-types that lives around the volcano, but it only has a small Magmar and Magmortar population. Competition is fierce.”

Well, that was something to look forward to. Infernus would love that. It also wasn’t quite what he wanted to know. “When I trained with Lance, he decided to go fight Moltres,” a little surge of anger bubbled in him, fueled to greater heat by the Feather. “No plans for that, right?”

The former Champion blanched. “What - no! To the best of my knowledge, Moltres has never visited Mt. Chimney. I would certainly never attempt to battle it.”

He relaxed. Steven was too level-headed for something like that, but it was probably better to check. “Do you already have a spot picked out?”

“Indeed,” Steven pulled up a detailed map of Mt. Chimney and its surrounding lands on his PokeNav. Ash leaned closer to look at the area Steven gestured to with his pointer finger. “See this area here? It’s situated between several of Mt. Chimney’s surrounding mountains, and has quite the interesting collection of minerals…”

Ash couldn’t help but smile as real enthusiasm filled Steven’s words, and the rest of the day passed by in a blur of planning, speculation, and preparations.

He was back, and Ash couldn’t wait to see what Hoenn had in store for them.

XX

…as such, Mauville City is considered one of the premier centers of innovation in the Hoenn region. Although Rustboro is home to many of the eminent technology companies in the world (such as the famous Devon Corporation), it is in Mauville where these trailblazing technologies are implemented and put into practice. 

Much of Mauville remains similar to any other city you might find in Hoenn. Due to its central position, Mauville has become a crossroads of trade, communication, and travel in Hoenn. Modern Mauville is built upon ruins of a major stronghold of the Volumo, and existed for some time as a relatively small town before it was revolutionized by Gym Leader Wattson into the innovatory force it has become today. 

Gym Leader Wattson’s premier achievement is a massive center in the city, called New Mauville and dubbed as ‘The City of the Future’ that has incorporated fantastic designs from all corners of the globe. Gym Leader Wattson began his work after his early years spent revitalizing LaRousse City and shaping it into a technological wonder. Of particular influence was Kalos’ famed Lumiose City, which Gym Leader Wattson visited in the aftermath of the Last War in order to promote peace and cooperation between the former enemies…

“You’re fully packed?”

Ash hoisted his pack over his shoulder and nodded. He looked to Dazed and felt her mind separate from his own. His vision swam for a moment. She always immersed herself deeply within his thoughts when he was reading for them. “I’m going to return you now, alright?”

Of course, Friend-Trainer. 

He smiled at her and recalled her into her pokeball. “Ready.”

Steven nodded, then squeezed his eyes shut for a moment. Juliet appeared a moment later, her scarlet eyes widening for just a moment at the sight of Ash. She dipped her head and bowed just an inch, her spindly frame draped in her outer ‘gown’ of protective skin.

Salutations. It is a pleasure to meet you again, Trainee Ash. 

“Likewise,” he smiled at Juliet. She’d already cut the mental connection, which was quite the courtesy for most psychics. Not many cared enough to stop invading his privacy. Then again, she could just find being in his head unpleasant.

Juliet’s eyes flashed a brilliant pink, then her features twisted with something resembling displeasure.

Bob appeared a moment later. Steven’s apartment was growing rather cramped as the Alakazam teleported in. He gripped his spoons tightly in his hands as his frustrated gaze took in everything around him.

Elite Four Ash. What a pleasure. 

He ignored Bob. Part of him took pleasure in the irritation rolling off Juliet. Steven had a pack of his own ready (he’d just spent close to an hour scanning his collection of stones and carefully selecting three rocks to stow away in the bag) and seemed the picture of cool professionalism. He offered Bob a stiff nod.

“Juliet, have you shared the location?”

Her eyes flashed pink, and Steven appeared satisfied. “Excellent. Let’s be off.”

Ash barely had a moment to blink before they were whisked off to Mauville. He was practiced enough with teleportation not to stagger, but it was still quite disorienting. What struck him first was the sound: thousands of people all around, bustling and milling about whatever fancy shopping center they were in. It rose up several levels, and they’d teleported near a balcony that overlooked the entire modern complex. At least the balcony was separate from the rest of the complex, so nobody passed around them.

He didn’t have long to stare at the countless shoppers, flashing neon lights, or the dizzying variety of restaurants, street performers, and even a few small battling rings occupied by young trainers.

No, it was pretty difficult to ignore the short, wide old man who practically tackled Steven in a hug. “Steven! Juliet! My friends! Come in, come in,” the man Ash recognized as Wattson ushered them in with a booming laugh. He found himself liking the man already. “It’s been too long!”

“It’s good to see you as well,” Steven smiled and shook Wattson’s hand. The Gym Leader was only a few inches taller than Ash, so the slim former Champion towered over the squat man. Wattson had a presence to him, though - a wide frame, wider smile, and boundless cheer made him larger than life in his own way. “How have you been?”

“Better and better every day!” The deep laugh lines around Wattson’s eyes crinkled until they resembled deep canyons. He spared an adoring look to the woman on his right, who reached forward to loop her arm in Wattson’s and reached out to shake Steven’s hand. “Sophia and I have been busy keeping Mauville running, but the projects have been coming smoothly.”

Ash took a look at ‘Sophia’, whose name he didn’t recognize. She only looked a few years older than Steven, perhaps in her early thirties, and had long pale green hair, matching eyes that were very kind, and elegant features. Of course, what really stole his attention was Wattson’s brown-sleeved arm wrapped comfortably around her waist and the matching plain platinum bands on her and Wattson’s ring fingers. Wattson’s was slightly more ornate, with an oddly familiar many-hued stone set inside.

Steven’s small smile widened as he gestured to Ash. “That’s wonderful to hear, particularly in such troubled times,” his smile momentarily faded, but soon recovered. “I don’t believe you’ve had the pleasure of meeting Ash.”

He flushed as both Wattson and Sophia’s eyes took him in with more interest. “Nice to meet you,” Ash said in clipped tones, then offered his hand like Steven had. The contact was uncomfortable, but something about Wattson managed to put him at ease.

“A pleasure, an absolute pleasure!” Wattson beamed as he grasped Ash’s gloved hand in his own large one and nearly tossed Ash off-balance with his enthusiasm. As he got closer, Ash got the distinct whiff of ozone’s familiar scent drifting off the old man. “We’ve heard so much about you!”

Ash shifted uneasily, then Sophia cut in. “All good things!” She smiled as radiantly as her…husband? He would have to check with Steven about that. “Little Tate and Liza couldn’t stop gushing about you, and I haven’t seen Brawly so excited in ages.”

He offered a smile back, though he was still reeling from the overwhelming positivity. It was like standing too close to the sun - of course, that just left him thinking of Wes in the Tin Tower and his mood soured. “Glad to hear it.”

“But we’ll have plenty of time to catch up later!” Wattson’s chest rose and fell with a loud bout of laughter. He clapped Steven on the back and practically dragged the silver-haired man into the apartment behind him. Sophia smiled at Ash and beckoned for him to follow - Juliet drifted along behind him like she was gliding above the air, though Bob had already teleported away. “Let’s get you situated - I’m afraid you two will have to share the guest room, but I was able to find some stones you might be interested in looking over before we go to this excellent new pasta joint on the first floor…”

As overwhelmed as he was, Ash couldn’t help but lighten up as Wattson’s good humor and the soft, inviting atmosphere of the very nice suite (it could give Steven’s apartment a run for its money, though instead of cold granite and modern minimalism this one embraced piles of pillows, scented candles, and warm tones that reminded him of springtime) set him at ease.

It reminded him of home.

XX

Lunch was a raucous affair, somewhere between the Elite Four dinners and the wild brawling of the Wataru in their Blackthorn compound. Oh, there were no fists being thrown. Not with Steven around. There weren’t even barbed words or pointed jabs.

The battle here was fought on entirely different terms: sappiness.

“My Wattson increased the output of the complex by 38% with minimal environmental impact!” Sophia gushed, tossing her shimmering green hair over her shoulder to look at the beaming old man with blatant admiration. Their fingers were intertwined atop the spotless brown table of their fancy booth. “All sorts of investors have been popping up recently to see about settling down in Mauville. I don’t know where the city would be without him!”

Wattson’s broad smile stretched wider and he lifted Sophia’s knuckles to his lips. “And I couldn’t have done it without you, my love! Why…”

Ash’s nose wrinkled and he leaned closer to Steven. The couple were too wrapped up in their war of directing more and more aggressive compliment at the other to pay either of them much mind. “Are they always like this?”

“Always,” Steven sent a fond look at the couple. He was reserved, of course, but in the subtlest set of his shoulders, the upward tilt of his lips, and the openness of his frame, Ash could sense that Steven was comfortable.

It was entirely different than how he was around Lance - less guarded, like he wasn’t having to keep watch for any jokes or hold others in his arsenal. When Ash thought of it that way, it reminded him a little of his and Gary’s dynamic.

“It’s rather sweet, isn’t it?”

Steven’s words just dialed Ash’s discomfort up a notch. He picked at a tiny imperfection in the smooth plastic coating of the table with his nails. Anything to avoid watching the overwhelming dose of sugary affection from Wattson and Sophia, even if that didn’t spare him from hearing it.

He was glad they were happy, but he couldn’t shift the itching their display left under his skin. The urge to get up and walk away. The urge to stuff his ears and look away. The urge to go fight.

It was weird seeing people in love like this.

Ash had certainly never been exposed to that kind of affection.

Juliet’s dulcet tones chimed in his head. The Gardevoir rested at the end of the table - apparently she had some history as Wattson’s former teleporter, and both were happy to catch up.

Their love is pure. 

With that, she cut the connection. Ash again found himself appreciating the gesture. He could care less if Dazed lived within his head - Ash embraced the contact, in fact - but there were some things in his skull he’d rather not escape.

And the less time Juliet spent in his head, the less likely she was to run afoul of its other occupant.

A storm gathered in the back of his mind.

The Gardevoir does not deserve my attention. 

Only Ash did, apparently. The thought left Ash with a twisted frown, though Mewtwo didn’t react. He just slipped away to do…whatever it was when he wasn’t sending a tendril of his awareness through Ash. That was a train of thought better left alone.

He quickly flattened his expression out when he caught Sophia’s concerned look.

“Ash!” Wattson’s eager shout dragged every eye in the restaurant to their isolated booth. Ash shrank under the attention and did his best to keep Steven (who had kicked up an animated conversation with Sophia) between him and the crowd. Unfortunately, drawing eyes to the former Champion of Hoenn probably wasn’t doing much for their anonymity. “I’ve heard that an amazing Electabuzz has joined you!”

That brought a spark to him. “Electivire now,” Ash corrected as his thumb brushed over the pokeball. It trembled slightly at his touch. “Her name is Oz.”

“Oz… ozone!” Wattson guffawed. “I can’t wait to meet her. Could I trouble you for a battle later? It’s not often I get a chance to battle against one of the vaunted Indigo Elite Four!”

Ash cracked a smile. “Sounds good to me. I was hoping to ask you a few questions.”

The old man’s bushy eyebrows rose. “Oh? Consider me curious!” Wattson leaned forward and jabbed a finger at Sophia vividly catching up with Steven on some story or another. Ash heard lots of five and six syllable words that his brain couldn’t make head or tails of, and quickly turned back to the old man. “Those two are going to be talking about Devon’s new products for hours. It’s excruciating. How about we run to the Gym while they catch up?”

His smile widened and he pushed his empty plate away.

“Let’s go.”
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“Magnet Rise!” He commanded. Aron warbled happily and lifted off the tight-packed dirt of the Mauville Gym’s battlefield as brilliant yellow sparks arced off of him in a blazing shower. The little steel-type held it for nearly ten seconds, his stubby legs ‘swimming’ in the air, until Ash gave the signal and he landed with a heavy thud. “Great job, Aron!”

His friend’s rasping tongue greedily lashed at the tiny chunk of polished metal they’d grabbed from Steven’s apartment, easily tearing strips from the snack. Ash left Aron to his metal and looked up to Wattson, whose eyes were practically ablaze with delight.

“Wonderful! Wonderful!” Wattson repeated himself, locked on Aron. The ear-piercing shrieks and scrapes of his tongue shredding the metal didn’t seem to bother the old man in the least, though Oz had plugged her ears with her tails from where she stood at Ash’s side. “Most never take Magnet Rise so far. Steven told you about this?”

Ash nodded. “Yes,” he recalled Steven’s Aggron and its absolute control over metal. “He showed us how his Aggron did it and gave us some pointers. I’ve been focusing on Aron’s conditioning mostly,” he admitted. “Magnet Rise was too draining for him at first. He could do it, but just in short bursts.”

Wattson scratched his bushy beard. “Yes, that’s one point where Aron’s mass will work against him,” he observed. Ash dipped his head in agreement, smiling softly as Aron contentedly gnawed on the scrap metal. He was small, but Aron packed a lot of weight into that package. It was one of the reason a regular charge from the steel-type was so devastating. “End goals?”

“Easy use of projectiles,” Ash thought back to Steven’s Aggron manipulating those metal rods so well. Not easy to use in a regulated match, but devastating outside of it. “We might be able to use Automize to give him something to work with. It also opens up some options against certain steel-types, and once he’s mastered it I’m hoping it’ll increase his agility.”

“There’s an idea!” Wattson clapped his hands together with a roar of laughter. “Ah, to see an Aggron sailing through the air… that would be quite the sight!”

Ash snorted. “That’s what I’m hoping for,” he measured Aron up quickly. He was already physically powerful thanks to his conditioning - his armor gave him good resistance against most attacks, and once he built up speed his charges could be devastating. Right now he was only good for straight lines, however. But Magnet Rise (or at least the skills resulting from mastering it) might open up all sorts of possibilities. “If he can learn to maintain it for longer…”

Wattson chuckled again. “You’ll have another monster on your team,” he said, full of good cheer. The Gym Leader took a moment to admire Oz and reached out a large, callused hand. “Speaking of which… may I?”

He looked to Oz, who had unplugged her ears now that Aron was done with his snack (and had wandered off to sniff around the battlefield for anything else interesting he might find) and nodded after a moment. Her tails swished, spraying sparks with each movement, but she stilled as Wattson moved closer to inspect her.

“Excellent. Excellent!” Wattson clapped his hands together and let out another roar of laughter. Ash couldn’t help but smile along with the cheerful man. He had circled around Oz to examine her shaggy fur, cordlike tails, and powerful muscles that flexed beneath her sparking coat. “Impressive size, exceptional capacity, and lovely fur! You’re quite the beauty, Ms. Oz.”

She whirred at the compliment, baring her blunt teeth. It seemed like she was in total agreement.

Ash certainly was.

Wattson circled back around to face them. Both his hands were stuffed into his pockets and something beyond good humor and boundless cheer fell over him: the competitive spirit every good trainer had in spades. “I don’t know about you, but I’m positively amped to see what you can do!” He directed at Oz. “My old friends would never forgive me if I didn’t give them a shot at you!”

A deep whirr, like the guttural hum of a generator, burst from Oz’s coat as the sharp tang of ozone filled the air. Ash breathed deep until it filled his lungs. Lightning filled him, and the world slowed to a crawl. “We’re ready!”

“Excellent! Let’s get this show on the road!” Wattson jogged to the other side of the battlefield with deceptive speed while Ash and Oz strode over to the trainer box closest to them. “How would you like to do this? Single battle? Double?”

He didn’t hesitate. “Single,” Ash said. Oz had fought plenty of strong opponents during their weeks at the Plateau, but she hadn’t had a chance to face down a strong electric-type since those first days of her evolution against Surge. “You ready?”

Oz’s heavy hands curled into fists, then crackled with blinding electricity. She pressed her fists together, and a thunderclap burst forth to rattle Ash’s bones.

Ash would take that as a yes.

“Aron! Over here!” He said. Ash snorted as his friend quickly rushed over to plop next to Ash’s feet as fast as his stubby legs would take him. “Let’s cheer Oz on, okay?”

A flash of light caught his eye and he felt his heart pound as one of Wattson’s most famous pokemon appeared on the opposite side of the field: Manectric. The canine pawed at the earth with its blunt nails and bared its fangs at Oz as its pale mane crackled.

He also noted Manectric’s stomach bulged a little more than he’d last seen it in an old video. Manectric certainly didn’t miss any meals. Ash knew it had been an integral part of Wattson’s team for decades now, but it seemed Manectric was enjoying their partial retirement as much as the man himself.

That didn’t mean it would be any less of a threat, though.

A Grumpig waddled out to rest next to the sidelines with two of its kin for support. Its black pearls pulsed with an inner light for just a moment as a gruff, domineering voice echoed within Ash’s skull.

Begin! 

Manectric stretched for a moment, briefly yawning, then paced as it analyzed Oz. Wattson was saying something to it, but kept his voice too low for Ash to hear.

“Fire off a weak Thunderbolt,” Ash ordered. “Let’s test its resistance.”

Oz nodded, tails flickering, and punched forward - as she did, a thin lance of electricity blasted off her fist to land against Manetric. It easily absorbed the Thunderbolt, stretched again, and began angling itself closer. Every step was graceful and measured, though beneath its thin layer of fat Ash could see its muscles bulging with each movement.

Manetric wasn’t vulnerable to electric-type attacks, then. No surprise there. It had literal decades of experience fighting other electric-types. Something like Lightning Bolt would have enough raw power and concussive force to deal some serious damage, but that would exhaust Oz if she had to keep it up. Her stamina was much, much better now, but that didn’t mean they could afford to waste energy against a seasoned opponent like Wattson and his Manetric.

Before Ash could call out their next move, Manetric made it for them. It howled, a deafening roar that sent thrills of excitement pumping through Ash and Oz both, and its eyes flashed an electric blue that beckoned forth images of dancing lightning in black storm clouds. The crackling of its fur steadied for a moment as an ephemeral second skin of smooth psychic power layered over Manetric.

Agility.

“Steady!” Ash barked as Manetric shot forth with deceptive speed. Its generous belly didn’t slow it down a bit as it shot forward like a bolt of lightning. Oz didn’t even try keeping up with it - his friend was by no means slow, but her added bulk had taken off some of her agility. She could move when she needed to, but keeping up with a nimble opponent wasn’t playing to her strengths. “Defense.”

Oz’s muscular shoulders tensed. Her tails thrashed, spitting showers of glowing sparks, and electricity danced between her antennae. Manetric ran circles around her almost lazily, appearing more as if it was taking long, easy strides rather than sprinting at a breakneck pace.

Manetric had pulled this off a thousand times before, and would do so a thousand times again.

Neither combatant would be felled by electricity. They’d entered this game at a mutual disadvantage, but Manetric and Wattson had known that before it had even started. Manetric opened with a searing gout of orange flame as it came to a momentary stop, bracing itself against the packed dirt to change direction.

The Flamethrower bled plumes of greasy black smoke as it blazed forth, igniting eagerly to devour Oz whole. She waited motionless as it grew closer and closer -

It was a nice attempt, Ash thought as Oz’s Light Screen easily absorbed the Flamethrower, but it was too bad for Manetric that Oz’s primary opponent for the last few weeks had been Infernus.

Manetric’s Flamethrower might as well have been a firecracker for all the good it did.

Manetric snarled, then repeated the same tactic. On and on it went, spitting Flamethrower after Flamethrower in the hopes of wearing down Oz’s defenses. Wattson egged Manetric on in the background, hollering orders one after another until Ash and Oz could barely understand them anymore.

“Steady!” He repeated. They both knew it would be useless to try and chase Manetric down. If she tried running it down with Quick Attack it would just exhaust her and leave her easy pickings. He couldn’t help but think back to Michael’s Jolteon’s tactics back in the Conference. That said, Manetric had already abandoned trying to bait the cool-headed Electivire into that tactic after spitting flames from just a few feet away had failed. “Wait for it…”

“Now!”

At Wattson’s command, Manetric reared back its head with the beginnings of a Flamethrower, its maw glowing hot and molten beneath the rippling heat -

And, just as Ash had expected, it took advantage of Oz’s reaction to the pattern to rush in close. Its previous speed was nothing compared to this, a lazy stroll meant to invite complacency. He could hardly track Manetric with his eyes (though with Lightning inside him he knew where the electric-type was) but felt a deep measure of satisfaction as Manetric’s fangs that were alight with psychic power shredded Oz’s Light Screen with little trouble.

Manetric’s eyes gleamed victorious, then crossed with confusion as Oz split into two the moment her Light Screen was broken. The canine went wide, jaws snapping into the wrong copy, but its nose twitched and it locked onto the real Oz. Manetric landed heavily, stumbling a bit, and the molten golden power of a Hyper Beam collected in its maw -

It was too late.

Oz barreled into Manetric as a black-gold blur. Her mass sent their foe sprawling, but before Manetric had even smashed into the ground one of her massive hands had already snatched Manetric up by the scruff. It was still dazed and rattled when Oz held it aloft with a single hand, then reared her other fist back. Her fist blazed with the white brilliance of a Brick Break, and just as she forced forward to smash her opponent apart the Manetric was snatched away by a flurry of red light.

A moment later it was gone, returned before the final blow could be dealt.

Silence. It was broken moments later by the deep belly laugh that Ash was growing accustomed to.

“Stupendous! Stupendous!” Wattson clapped madly. His grin was so wide it looked painful, but that didn’t stop the cheerful Gym Leader. Aron perked up at the clapping and warbled happily to Oz, who looked quite satisfied with the bout. “I’m afraid it’s been a while since we’ve had a challenger like you come through!”

“It was a good match,” Ash said, and Oz rumbled her agreement. A few weeks ago it might have been closer. But with Oz’s full potential unleashed… “Manetric didn’t have many options.”

Even through the haze of victory, there was a faint dissatisfaction. They needed to fight.

The Gym Leader waved Ash’s platitudes away. “Bah! We’ve just let ourselves go a little. Manetric’s belly is catching up to mine!” Wattson bellowed out another deep drum of laughter. “We’ll have to go through the wringer. Still,” he scratched at his beard, “I’m afraid the rest of my team won’t be a match for someone like Oz!”

It was a compliment, but Ash and Oz both wilted.

“Unless…” Wattson’s bushy eyebrows furrowed. “Well, do you promise not to tell anyone?”

“About what?”

“This!” Wattson raised his hand to expose his wedding ring. Ash’s eyes were drawn to the shimmering stone set inside, and his mind was filled with images of Steven turning Metagross into even more of a monster.

His eyes lit up with the anticipation of a real fight. “I promise!”

Wattson chuckled. “Excellent. Excellent!” He held a pokeball aloft and released an old Ampharos. Its eyes narrowed at the sight of the hulking Electivire before it and the red orb on its tail pulsed so brightly that it nearly scarred Ash’s eyes. It couldn’t hold a candle to Zapdos’ fury, though, and he held strong. “Are you ready, old friend?”

Ampharos squealed loud enough to make them all flinch, and mirth colored Wattson’s eyes. “Wonderful!” With that, the stone set in his ring blazed. Light burst forth like water from a geyser, brighter than Ampharos’ tail, and rainbow tendrils dug into Ampharos until the electric-type was consumed in a furious collection of reds, purples, pinks, and oranges just like Metagross had.

The unearthly power swelled, building to a peak, then vanished in a moment.

He frowned as Wattson sagged from the opposite side of the arena, drawing in ragged breath after ragged breath, but after a while the man recovered and all that was left to look at was the new Ampharos that stood proudly before him.

Despite its confident bearing before, Ampharos had carried obvious marks of age: milky eyes, little tufts of bright yellow fur that never wanted to stay flat, a posture with the faintest hints of sag, and little grey flecks of fur all over.

Now it appeared as it once had in its prime. Ampharos stood straight and unbent. Billowing clouds of fine white wool burst from its skull and tail, building up charge with every movement. The wool around its tail was embedded with countless little red orbs just like those on its tail, and shone with brilliant light as electricity surged from the new Ampharos.

“Are you ready?” Ash directed to Oz. She cracked her knuckles, baring her teeth, and he knew it was on.

Begin.

Tension bled into Grumpig’s harsh telepathic words. It knew the clash it was about to witness.

“Close the distance!” He bit out just a moment faster than Wattson. Oz wasted not a moment - she didn’t bother with her standard tactic of unleashing a Flash. Ampharos’ eyes were well-adapted to resisting intense light.

No, she shot forth in a blurred Quick Attack. Wind whipped wildly around Oz as she bore down on the woolly Ampharos in the span of a single second - Ash wasn’t sure what benefits came from the Mega Evolution, but he doubted that it would be any more vulnerable to raw electricity.

Ampharos seemed keen to prove that assumption correct.

It bleated furiously (much more intimidating than it sounded) and reared its head back even as Oz closed in. Ash shouted a warning, but Oz was on it even as a swirling sphere of familiar green-blue energy burst into existence from Ampharos’ snout. The Dragon Pulse manifested spectacularly quickly and with tremendous force, and Oz only had a moment’s notice to manifest a shimmering Light Screen before Ampharos unleashed the draconic attack.

He staggered backward, protected from the raw force of the detonation by the squad of Grumpig’s hasty psychic interference. Ash couldn’t help the smile that stretched across his face at the site of Oz forced back by the attack. It hadn’t seriously harmed her, but the Light Screen was hard-pressed to stand against Ampharos’ might and only blunted the damage.

After weeks of constant combat with the best the Indigo League had to offer, Ash was confident in saying Ampharos’ raw power could challenge one of Will or Karen’s pokemon. Maybe not for long - he wasn’t sure how long it could maintain the Mega Evolution - but for now it commanded incredible strength. Each attack was a vicious hammer blow capable of shredding right through shields.

With its skill, experience, and new strength, Ash might have expected it to outcompete Oz.

Unfortunately for it, Oz was resistant to its greatest strengths.

Unfortunately for Oz, so was Ampharos.

Then again, it never hurt to check. “Thunderbolt!” Ash barked. Oz didn’t hesitate to hurl off a powerful blast of crackling electricity that speared into Ampharos, only for it to utterly shrug it off.

Whereas most electric-types were able to absorb or manipulate excess electricity away from their bodies, Ampharos just took it. The creature barely reacted beyond a brief grunt. Some of the electricity had gotten through, but its resistance was more than just the natural abilities of an electric-type…

“Keep it up!” Ash raised his voice to be heard above the din of combat as Ampharos fired off a second Dragon Pulse. Oz was prepared this time, however, and avoided wasting the energy on another Protect with a quick leap - it left her vulnerable to Ampharos, but she spat off a Thunderbolt to stymie Ampharos. The attack didn’t so much as scratch Ampharos, but it still bought a moment’s respite for Oz to come crashing down. “Quick Attack!”

Before Oz could execute his command, Ampharos bleated again, eyes harsh and cold, and its gems dimmed. A faint pulse of nausea leapt through Ash as a foul presence washed through them. The wizened old Ampharos’ eyes lost their sheen and went grey and flat as storm clouds as what he knew now as Distortion bled from its crackling form.

A deceptively small orb of not burst from its mouth. It erupted with incredible speed, though at least it didn’t make Ash sick to look at like Karen’s techniques did. The ghastly orb wasn’t pleasant by any means, but it was just a shade of what it could have been.

“Protect!”

Oz already had the same idea. Her eyes were awash with red-hot fury that wouldn’t be out of place on Infernus’ snarling visage. She raised her thick arms as if bracing them, then manifested the soft green glow of Protect to shield herself from the nauseating Confuse Ray.

And as she erected the aegis, the Confuse Ray struck. Its foul power seemed to wash over the Protect like a black-purple miasma and greedily gnawed at it. A thrum of concern filled him as the unearthly powers of the Confuse Ray ate tiny holes in the shield…

Then it was gone, annihilated by its contact with reality.

Relief filled him (and Oz too, he knew) in an instant. Even the empowered Ampharos’ Confuse Ray had nothing on the meanest of Karen’s team, probably just enough to stun Oz or leave her sick. After experiencing the terrifying ability of a Dark Master over…and over…and over again, this was a joke.

It sure felt good to stop it in its tracks, though. A few weeks ago, the Confuse Ray might have spelt Oz’s doom, or at least given Ampharos an opening to land a few powerful blows.

Now?

Now Oz burst forth with a wild howl. She appeared absolutely beastly as she rushed Ampharos in a rush of black-gold fury. Electricity burst from her shaggy fur even as sparks sprayed from her flailing tails - Ampharos took a step back at the sight of her, but steadied itself as resolve filled its every muscle.

“Low Kick!”

Oz struck out with one of her powerful legs the moment she closed the distance. Ampharos cried out as its legs were kicked out from under it, shattering its foundation and sending the creature crashing to the hard floor of the battlefield.

His friend lashed out with a fist, only to be sent back coughing as Ampharos’ tail twitched and sent out thick globs of sticky cotton that clung to Oz’s fur. It stretched and grew tauter with every movement, the Cotton Spores heavily restricting Oz’s movement. She snarled, lashing forth with a flaming fist that spewed smoke in thick streaks, but Ampharos pulled away. Most of the Cotton Spores burst into flame and seared her, but she’d dealt with worse every time she fought Infernus.

Her aggression cost her.

Ampharos squealed as yet another Dragon Pulse slammed into Oz, the fearsome detonation going off in a green flash and thunderclap that left Ash’s ears ringing. The worst was shielded against by another Light Screen, but she flew backwards and landed heavily to Ash’s desperate calls and Wattson’s uproarious laughter.

“Good man! Now…Outrage!”

Their foe’s eyes blazed red, pulsing with the sanguine light as though every blood vessel in Ampharos’ eyes had burst at once. Its muscles bulged as draconic fury pounded through its skull and wreathed it in a flickering aura that danced like flame. Ampharos’ mane billowed outward, kicked out by the aura, and Ash only had a moment to admire the sight before it attacked.

Something ate at him. The enhanced electrical resistance, the new emphasis on draconic techniques, the affinity for the destructive power. It all painted a dangerous picture, and he had to wonder just how significant the changes of Mega Evolution could be.

Then Ampharos shot forth, and Cynthia’s words cut to the forefront of his thoughts.

Why did he take such pleasure in the battle turning against him?

In his heart he already knew the answers. Because he loved the thrill of a good fight. Because it pushed him and his team farther than they could push themselves. Because it meant he might lose.

Because it was fun.

“Protect!” He commanded. Ash’s command jerked Oz out of her stupor. The adrenaline pumped through her veins, electricity surged around her, and she howled her challenge even as she erected the protective barrier not a moment too soon: Ampharos smashed into it with a roar like the crack of lightning even as the rebounding force shoved it back.

Oz barely scrambled to her feet in time to plant herself firmly in the face of Ampharos’ next charge - the electric-type’s gems pulsed brilliantly as power blazed about it, and electricity lashed like whips at the battlefield around it. The dirt was pockmarked with black scars and tiny pits where each bolt landed.

Ampharos bowled into Oz and both went tumbling back. “Grapple it! Keep Ampharos pinned!” Ash’s voice bit out, piercing her ears even amidst the struggle. Ampharos tried to stand up and make another charge against the downed Electivire, but it was here that Oz’s evolution truly came in handy.

Another pokemon, even most electric-types, would be stunned and overcome with the power bursting from Ampharos’ every hair. The electricity was overwhelming, calling to Ash even from this distance. Its muscles were obviously amplified by the Mega Evolution and Outrage, but Ampharos just wasn’t built for brawling. Charging, sure. Strikes, yes.

Grappling in the dirt against a vastly heavier, stronger opponent?

Even Ampharos’ wrathful draconic aura wouldn’t help it here.

Oz weathered the electricity (even if it took a toll on her despite her increased capacity), took the punches (but earned a bloody nose for her trouble), and never, ever let go. It took all her strength to subdue the bucking and bleating Ampharos, muscles straining beneath the demands, and even with her tails helpfully wrapped around Ampharos’ limbs to reduce its leverage, she nearly lost her quarry several times.

Ampharos tried every dirty trick in the book to escape and continue the fight. It smashed its head into Oz’s face several times, nearly breaking her grip twice, but it was too maddened by Outrage to think. In its right mind and listening to Wattson’s frantic commands, it would have just manifested a Confuse Ray or blasted a point blank Dragon Pulse to separate them.

Not in its frenzied state, though. Raw physical power would never win out, and it was tiring quickly.

It was only when Oz took a page from Infernus’ book that the fight truly ended, though. As soon as Ampharos’ vain struggles were flagging, she pressed onward. Ash grinned madly as her fists burst into roaring flame as she subdued the mighty Ampharos. The heat wouldn’t do much to it normally (not with the draconic qualities it seemed to have taken on), but with everything else it sealed the battle.

After nearly a moment of their exhausting bout, Wattson recalled Ampharos. A moment later he was teleported just next to Ash, scratching his chin and beaming. Oz laid limp, not unconscious but utterly drained by her injuries, the overpowering bursts of electricity that had wracked her form, and simple fatigue.

“She’s something special!” Wattson laughed madly. His hands were stuffed deep in his pockets as he admired Oz. “We’re no Steven Stone and Metagross, but Gallo and I are quite the pair ourselves.”

“Gallo,” Ash tested the Ampharos’ name, “He fought hard. Plenty of my team would have had a hard time,” he admitted. Most just weren’t equipped to deal with the sheer amount of electricity thrown around by the powerful Ampharos. “Oz and Gallo canceled each other out. She didn’t have an easy time of it.”

Wattson’s smile widened. “She didn’t,” he sent a look to where she still laid panting on the battlefield. “Gallo’s electricity did a number on her. He still has it!”

“I didn’t expect that,” Ash admitted, though he had to hide a snort as Aron sprinted over to lick at Oz. Hopefully he didn’t get a nasty shock. He peered over at Wattson. “She’s not immune, but Gallo got right through it.”

Wattson looked particularly pleased at that. “He has his ways. Old boy packs a good punch for fifty-nine. He’s still got a decade or two left too.”

Ash snorted. “Maybe more than that if he can keep that up.”

The Gym Leader’s radiant smile dimmed somewhat. “I hope so,” he sighed, then jerked to attention as Oz lumbered to her feet and limped over. Her fur was scarred and ripped, seared by her own Fire Punches as well as Ampharos’ vicious attacks, and a trickle of blood still dripped from her broken nose. He’d have to spend some time cleaning her up later.

And despite her beaten, bloodied form, Oz had never looked happier. She carried Aron’s dense little body with ease, hefting the wriggling steel-type into the cradle of her elbow. Her tails were proud and erect behind her, sparking gently as they swayed slightly with each step.

“You did it,” Ash’s smile stretched wider. She whirred proudly - smugly, even. “How does it feel?”

It only took a glimpse of the earnest, well-earned pride shining from his friend to know the answer. She clutched Aron tighter even as she beamed at Ash, clenching her other mighty hand into a fist.

Their eyes met, and Ash knew her satisfaction as his own. The sweet rewards of a hard-fought battle. The relief at proving that she was strong. The relief in facing a great foe and conquering it.

Oz looked away as two newcomers entered the ring and the vibrant emotions faded away. He shook himself free of them, then perked up at the sight of a slender silver-haired man and Sophia’s painfully bright cheer as she sprung into the Gym.

“We thought we might find you here,” Steven took in the wreckage with something resembling satisfaction. “I see you’ve already wrapped things up.”

“The kid’s a natural!” Wattson clapped him on the back, though gently enough that it didn’t nearly send him flying like Lance’s did. He still grunted, though Oz reached out to steady him. The Gym Leader sent him a concerned glance as electricity danced through his system, but he didn’t even notice it beyond a tiny surge of energy. “And Ms. Oz is a real beauty! She left Gallo seeing stars.”

Sophia laughed and tossed her long green hair. “That grumpy old man needs to be knocked down a peg every now and then,” she said to Oz. “We’ll have to treat you tonight! My Wattson makes the most wonderful -”

It left him feeling a bit guilty, but Ash tuned Sophia out as she listed off all the Gym Leader’s talents and the two made dopey eyes at each other. Still, Oz seemed pleased with the arrangement. That meant Ash was happy.

As for Aron…well, he was always happy.

“Well, why don’t we head back?” Steven smoothly cut in before either one of the couple could go on for too long. “It’ll be nice to get your opinion on Oz’s development, Wattson. I haven’t had the chance to observe her yet…”

XX

The next morning found them all just north of Mauville. It was still grey and dull, colors muted and flat without the sun present to draw out their richest hues. Mist still hung over the grass like a cool blanket and only the faintest streaks of red and gold peeked over the horizon in the east.

He could still spy the sophisticated white-walled complex of classy stores, fine dining, and premier apartments that Wattson had developed over the last decades even from this distance. It was a brilliant contrast to the otherwise dull, mundane high-rises and office buildings that dominated the Mauville skyline. Outside of Wattson’s innovations it remained a rather average city.

At least they’d been able to grab a quick breakfast with Wattson and Sophia before leaving. He didn’t mind trainer meals, but Ash also wouldn’t say no to free food. They’d had to keep it quick, but it still left Ash a little disappointed that they wouldn’t be able to live in Mauville for the original week. And after they’d eaten it had all been a blur as the rest of them split off from Sophia.

She had some sort of appointment with someone from LaRousse City, with a few more arranged with a variety of investors from Rustboro and Lilycove who were interested in expanding their operations into Mauville.

It was a booming city, one that was likely to overtake the other urban centers of Hoenn over the next few decades. Its convenient location meant all sorts of people were likely to travel through, and Wattson’s focus on accelerating Mauville into the new millennium attracted all sorts of far-sighted individuals.

Wattson and Sophia weren’t quite as excited about these particular investors as he’d have expected, but he just chalked it up to being early in the morning. He’d say the same for Steven, but it was hard enough to read the Steel Master normally.

“Stay safe out there, you hear?” Wattson bellowed out a laugh. A few trainers passing by on the road were startled, then scurried along when they saw it was Wattson and his Magnezone. Manetric and Ampharos were still at the Pokemon Center, unfortunately. Ash was just glad Oz’s injuries were largely superficial. “Don’t let old Steven Stone drag you into trouble.”

Ash was pretty sure Wattson was joking, but Steven still had the decency to look mildly abashed.

He hadn’t had quite enough time with Wattson to feel comfortable with him - nowhere near the comfort he had with Pryce, Morty, or Surge - but he still offered the man a small smile and a dip of his head. “It’s been nice meeting you.”

“Indeed! Indeed,” Wattson chortled. Magnezone’s eyes listed aimlessly to the left, utterly disinterested in the happenings of the well-worn path. “Perhaps you’ll come by again one day.”

Ash’s lips curled up. “Maybe I will.”

“And you! Steven Stone, the second Ever Grande Champion!” Wattson shoved a large finger into Steven’s chest. “I expect you to visit again soon. Sophia and I need your slick, big city business savvy to keep our heads straight with all this new money coming in.”

Steven reddened and did some strange cross between a nod and shrug, then threw in a croaking sound for good measure. The Gym Leader chortled and clapped him on the shoulder. “Good man, Mr. Stone!” Wattson bounced around to look at Ash again. “Give Ms. Oz and Mr. Aron my regards! It’ll be a fine day when they master those techniques.”

He appreciated that Wattson said when, not if.

“Well,” Steven coughed as a small group of trainers stopped nearby to gawk at the group. One had a camera and surreptitiously (well, the guy thought so, anyways) snapped a few pictures as their Mankey tugged at the boy’s long blonde hair. “I suppose we’d best be off. It’s been a pleasure.”

“Go on!” Wattson waved them off with a laugh. “I’d best be getting back to the Gym anyways. I’ve got quite a few challengers waiting on me. Apparently one of my overly enthusiastic trainers decided to share the footage from our battle with a few friends,” he looked displeased for the first time since Ash had met him. “I’d best sort the whole mess out.”

Ash dipped his head, Steven finished his farewells, and with a wave they plodded down the road. Ahead of them laid the endless green plains of central Hoenn, and beyond that the faintest shadows of the cluster of mountains which sprawled out around Mt. Chimney.

He paused only to release Sneasel, Plume, and Nidoking. Plume was a speck in the sky in no time at all. She ascended thousands of feet higher than Skarmory, who shimmered like a star as rays of sunlight scattered off its steely wings.

Nidoking’s nostrils flared and he snorted at Steven, whose lips twisted up into a half-smile. The poison-type’s eyes squeezed shut as the sweet air laced with the aroma of grass, countless flowers, and the long stretches of meadows and fields that began almost as soon as Mauville ended.

“We’re ready.”

“Excellent,” Steven nodded. His long fingers almost reached for Metagross’ pokeball, but hesitated. In the end, he didn’t release anything. Ash supposed they had attracted enough attention without any of Steven team adding fuel to the flame. “Well, let’s be off. It will be a long journey.”

A thrill of anticipation raced through his chest as he looked at the plain road which shot out in a straight line to the north. It was full of traffic even in the early morning, though Ash noted there were quite a few more trainers rushing in than leaving at this hour.

No teleportation, no flight. Just Ash, his friends, and Steven trekking their way to Lavaridge.

This was how it was supposed to be.

XX

North of Mauville was hardly the most hospitable area of Hoenn. It shifted into an uneven, hilly landscape composed largely of rocky ledges, foothills, and deep valleys within just two days. They were already venturing into the very base of the craggy mountains which dominated the western reaches of Hoenn. Mt. Chimney rose high above them all, belching smoke and ash like the maw of an enormous beast, though it was so distant that all Ash could see was the faintest plume of soot billowing forth on the horizon.

“Mt. Chimney’s going off.”

Steven cast a quick glance up at the distant sky. His eyes crinkled even as Claydol floated alongside him. “Yes, it’s been active for the last few months. There have been frequent seismic events. Still quite minor, but slowly increasing in intensity. It’s been quite fascinating, honestly!”

I doubt the locals agree. 

“Don’t worry so much,” Steven waved off Claydol’s concerns. “Psychics will keep us updated. It hasn’t caused any serious issues so far. No one’s been displaced, and it’s absolutely historic.” He hesitated. “Admittedly, the recent migration of Absol to central Hoenn is somewhat concerning, but we have systems that will give us forewarning of anything major.”

Ash nodded along, though in truth he found himself distracted. Ever since they’d left Mauville he couldn’t fight the little knot of anxiety building up in his gut. It wasn’t quite overpowering, but it felt as if another grain of tension was piled onto the rest with every step north he took, looming like an executioner’s axe over his neck.

The frustrating part was that he shouldn’t feel this way. What was there to be worried about? Lavaridge sounded like a beautiful town, and Steven had shared enough stories about his old mentor Fino Moore that Ash was more intrigued by the prospect of meeting the man than nervous.

But the tension just kept mounting. Step after step until it had built up to a point that was much, much more difficult to ignore.

He hadn’t shared it with Steven. Even the prospect left his stomach rolling. Steven was unflappable and calm as Suicune. Mentioning his anxiety - anxiety that was here for no good reason at that - to his teacher held no appeal for him.

“We’ll be steering clear of the Arid Zone,” Steven commented. It thankfully snatched Ash from his troubled thoughts. “There are a few sandstorms rolling through. Hiking through these hills is a chore as we get closer to Lavaridge. Normally I cut through the Arid Zone on my way. Sand is coarse and irritating, but nothing Metagross can’t handle. Claydol always enjoys our visits.”

“I wouldn’t mind swinging through at some point,” Ash said. “I’ve never been to a desert before,” he scratched his chin thoughtfully. “How did it even get here? There’s nothing like it anywhere else in Hoenn.”

Steven’s eyes lit up. “I’m glad you asked!”

Claydol’s voice rang in his mind.

Oh dear. You’ve done it now. Would it be rude if I returned to my pokeball?

He barely hid a snort as Steven began. “It’s a rather unusual geographical development,” Steven admitted. “Rain shadows are a normal occurrence, of course, and that’s largely what it is. Moisture swept in from the west coast is blocked by the Chimney mountain range, which has resulted in the Arid Zone. Smaller mountains on the eastern side of the Arid Zone block rain from that direction as well. The result is an extremely dry desert biome which has a unique assortment of minerals, rock formations, and pokemon.”

“So what’s unusual? Everything sounds pretty standard so far.” Ash commented as he stepped over a small tree trunk that had fallen into the trail. A flicker of movement on a high ridge to his left caught his attention; he frowned at the sight of a white-furred figure looming over the road. He’d caught sight of quite a few Absol on their journey so far. Apparently they’d started migrating towards Mt. Chimney over the last few days.

Maybe that news was responsible for his anxiety? Absol were sensitive to things like seismic events. It was worth a thought, but Ash knew in his bones that it wasn’t the answer.

“It’s less the existence of the Arid Zone, and more the fascinating circumstances behind it. Surviving records from Volumo indicate the Arid Zone’s existence and that of the Vesto culture that dominated it, but geological evidence suggests a rapid expansion in the last thousand years. Devon’s research indicates that the rate of desertification has picked up by three to four percent per year in the last decade,” Steven’s eyes gleamed brighter than ever, though he was stumbling over his words by the end and had to take a moment to cough.

“The mountains are also growing at an exponential rate relative to normal mountains. Some in the Chimney range grow more than two feet a year, and have maintained that rate for centuries! On average, mountains increase in height less than an inch per year. It’s absolutely unique, and combined with the recent geological activity it points to groundbreaking discoveries just waiting to be made.”

Ash nodded along. It seemed simple enough so far. “Any idea what causes it?”

Steven deflated, though still spoke more passionately than Ash had ever heard him. “Well, yes, but nothing concrete. Hoenn lays over a massive hotspot and has a history of volcanic eruptions, but aside from those general trends we haven’t been able to pick out anything unique enough to warrant this incredible growth. Even standard volcanic conditions don’t present anything like this.”

His face loosened just a tad. “I’ll be collecting samples and conducting my own research while we train in Forina, however. Metagross is quite excited to investigate the area.” Steven frowned. “Of course, the researchers investigating the Legends fear that it might be related to Moltres’ recent activity. We have no evidence to support this, however.”

Ash blinked. That wasn’t exactly a word he’d easily apply to Metagross. Most of his experiences had revealed nothing more than a dispassionate mind like a steel trap. Even battle seemed more of a task for it than anything capable of eliciting true interest. Still, if it was mentally connected to Steven then he could see how there might be some overlap.

As for the Moltres theory…well, he might have to run some tests of his own when they reached Mt. Chimney.

“So the people there don’t have anything to worry about, right?”

“Not that we know of. Mt. Chimney is an active volcano, but it tends to have regular, controlled eruptions. That’s not a given, of course, but our readings don’t suggest any changes on that front.”

He nodded, satisfied. As long as he didn’t have to worry about the volcano going off while they trained under it..

Steven’s earlier words dragged his attention, however. “Forina,” the name rolled off his tongue pleasantly. “That’s that place with all the rocky spires, right? Southwest of Mt. Chimney?”

“Correct,” Steven seemed pleasantly surprised. A look of fondness washed over his pale features and took years off him. “It’s one of my favorite training grounds. The landscape is beautiful there, and the sandstone pillars are incredible to behold. Fino and I spent a lot of time there when I was a young trainer.”

Ash grinned. “I can’t wait to see it.”

“You’ll like it,” his teacher said firmly. “We’ll be stopping in Lavaridge first, of course. We’ll need to restock. I’d also like you to meet Fino.”

Fire stoked the heat in his blood and the pounding of his heart. His hand reached down to Infernus’ pokeball, which stirred at the brush of his fingertips. “We’ll end up fighting him sooner or later.”

“Agreed,” Steven chuckled. “You need more experience facing Masters. No doubt your Magmortar will draw his eye.”

“So he’s still a Fire Master?” Ash pressed hastily. Even more excitement bloomed now and his words came out faster and faster. “Not like… not like Blaine?” He measured his words carefully. Blaine’s reputation was undaunted, but there was no denying he’d fallen far from his peak as the Fire Master of Indigo.

Steven paused mid-step. “No. Not like Blaine.”

The vehemence left Ash blinking, but he was quick to catch back up to Steven’s side. “So what’s his specialty? Lance has his hit-and-run, you focus on defense, Cynthia…” Ash trailed off, uncertain how he wanted to finish that statement.

In the end Steven finished it for him. “Is frighteningly good at anything she touches?”

“Yeah. That.”

“All Masters tend to specialize. Many won’t be recognized by their fellow Masters until they haven’t just developed a command over the type, but have added to it. Creation is the highest stage of learning,” Steven fell into his role as a teacher all too easily, especially when he had such a rapt listener. “Fino chose not one, but two areas to focus his mastery.”

Steven had his whole attention now. “And what are they?”

“Opposite ends of the fire-type: overwhelming firepower, and laser-tight focus. Most tend to view them as disparate, yet Fino saw the underlying unity and the ways in which each style could blend into the other,” Steven coughed as he realized he’d veered off track. “My apologies. He grew up in the shadow of Mt. Chimney, and began to model his team after the volcano itself. Immense destructive capabilities, secondary effects, and explosive force. Experience tempered him and led his team to embrace a more refined approach. Not just an eruption, but one capable of mimicking the intensity of a plasma cutter.”

Ash nodded along, his own experiences filling in Steven’s words. It was easy to imagine Infernus as taking the volcanic approach now, even if he’d taken steps to focus and hone that power to sear away any waste or inefficiencies. They had a long way to go on that front, however, but in the end he knew they’d master the ‘plasma cutter’ approach just as Steven’s old master had.

Still, neither quite sat right with him. Infernus was more than a volcano or torch. His ambitions weren’t so humble. No, all he could think of now was Infernus glowing too brightly for the eye to bear, Infernus erupting with supernova force, Infernus sailing through the sky like a comet…

Infernus wouldn’t be a volcano or a plasma cutter.

He was born to be a star.

“Now,” Steven continued, blind to the whirring gears in Ash’s mind, “I wouldn’t mind discussing a few more of his techniques and teammates in the meantime. I’d hate to give you an advantage, but I have no doubts you’ll pull his recorded battles tonight regardless…”

Ash smiled as they began the climb up yet another steep hill.

Steven knew him too well.
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For a week they climbed endless hills and mountains, navigated mountain passes, and found themselves giving other trainers a wide berth when possible. Ash had taken on most challengers, but a few lucky rookies found themselves facing down Steven Stone himself. He didn’t think it was a coincidence that most of those young trainers tended to have a Geodude, Aron, or Nosepass tagging along.

Steven’s discomfort was obvious, but at the same time Ash was able to detect a kernel of satisfaction when he sent the trainers along with a few nuggets of wisdom and a Potion or two. To be honest, he thought the whole experience brought back fond memories.

It was dirty, difficult traveling and Ash wouldn’t have traded it for anything in the world. Mt. Chimney’s vast plumes of ash marked a constant for them to travel towards, and setting off after it each morning (several hours after Ash and his team had woken up for some predawn training) proved satisfying.

Watching it steadily progress and grow larger and more daunting only left him more eager to live in its shadow.

And through it all, he felt nothing from Fire. A faint growth, like a sluggish heartbeat, but if anything it felt muted. Almost as if the Feather felt the same nauseating anxiety as Ash did.

Still, it was difficult to shake the swelling fear that lived deep-seated in his gut. He’d grown accustomed to it, but sometimes he could swear the land itself was breathing like a slumbering beast. It wasn’t something he could hear, exactly, but something he knew. At times (usually when Steven was lecturing) he couldn’t fight the urge to reach down and hold his hand to the warm earth just to make sure it wasn’t rising and falling.

So far it hadn’t. It still wasn’t quite enough to convince Ash that he was just being paranoid.

Paranoia wasn’t always unreasonable, though.

“Lovely, isn’t it?” Steven smiled as they passed through central Lavaridge. Ash shook himself out of his morbid thoughts and offered a nod to Steven. It was nice. He took a moment to assess their surroundings. A draw on Lightning let him take it all in within a second, though it took some unexpected effort to actually channel the power.

That left him frowning.

Standard town. More colorful than most towns in Kanto for sure, though. Most of the shops and stalls lining the streets were full of vibrant reds and oranges and yellows which contrasted nicely to the earthy tones of the homes and buildings behind them. There were a few tall office buildings towards the downtown area in the distance, but for the most part buildings were built low and sturdy.

His eyes landed on a particular sign outside an open, warm shop that was labeled ‘Jagged Pass Adventures: Kid-friendly Training Camp!’ along with rates, brief descriptions of activities and locations they’d see, and a few other details he didn’t care to dissect. Ash just smiled and moved on as he thought back to the camp Professor Oak had run a few years back.

What really dragged his attention were the countless restaurants, diners, and patios they passed. Most was standard fare for Hoenn, but the sheer choice was still dizzying: fancy pasta restaurants offering everything from a dozen dishes he couldn’t pronounce and fine wines produced in Lavaridge’s southern territories to plain old spaghetti, others with a dozen customers dining out front eating only a variety of salads, and even one specializing in Kantonian cuisine.

After a long week of trainer meals, protein bars, and some hearty (albeit plain) soup that Steven provided, Ash was tempted to follow the call of his grumbling stomach and sit down. Bruiser didn’t seem quite as interested, but his nostrils did flare open whenever an especially delicious aroma drifted their way.

Maybe later. They had business to attend to.

Still, all in all he actually enjoyed it. Lavaridge felt alive. The uncharacteristic chill in Indigo had kept most people indoor when he’d visited cities like Blackthorn or Lavender…although there were plenty of good reasons to stay off the streets in Lavender.

He snapped back to attention and glanced over to a straight blue stream that trickled alongside the road and divided Lavaridge in twain . It ran down from the famous Lavaridge hot springs, which drew in tens of thousands of visitors each year from Hoenn and beyond. Apparently the hot springs that welled up from the earth near Mt. Chimney was one of the main causes for Lavaridge’s settlement.

Bruiser seemed just as interested. He craned his neck to take in all he could, though blinked as a young boy, perhaps six, smacked into his leg. The child scrambled back, mouthed ‘wow!’ at the sight of Bruiser’s powerful form as the Machoke grunted an apology, then caught sight of Ash. His eyes bugged and his tiny hand went to his mother’s yellow sundress. “Mama! It’s Ash Ketchum!”

“That’s nice, dear,” the frazzled blonde woman said without looking. Her attention was focused entirely on the wailing red-faced baby in her arms, although a tiny Spoink nestled alongside the baby did its best to soothe it with tiny flashes of dancing light and soft coos. “Come along, Aldo. Mama has a lot of errands to run. If you’re good I’ll buy you that training magazine you’ve been wanting…”

The boy protested, but his mother’s firm grip (and a warning flash from Spoink) whisked him away with no trouble. Bruiser watched him go with a fond look in his warm gaze, and it was that look which pushed Ash.

He offered a strained smile and a half-hearted wave before the boy was whisked off into the crowd. The boy gasped, and the last he saw of Aldo was a radiant grin.

It was a minor gesture, the barest acknowledgement, but one that meant the world to Aldo. A second of effort and the world was a slightly happier place.

And even so, it was Bruiser’s approving look that filled Ash’s own chest with warmth.

Of course, with so many people around it was only a matter of time before the moment was shattered.

“Lava cookies for sale!” A wrinkled old woman crowed at them, waving a small plate of wafers in their face. He took a quick glance at the small speckled orange-brown treats, then shook his head once Bruiser indicated he didn’t want any. “They’re delicious!” She waggled her thin white eyebrows at Steven then growled under her breath. “But not as delicious as you…”

“We’ll take three!” Something like recognition sparked in Steven’s eyes. He lit up at the sight of the lava cookies and was already reaching for his wallet. He didn’t even notice the disturbed looks sent his way by Ash and Bruiser. For his own sanity, Ash chose to believe Steven just didn’t hear the vendor over the hustle and bustle of the crowd. “Actually, how much is the whole plate?”

The old woman perked up like a Sharpedo smelling blood. “The whole plate? Oh, I couldn’t! What about my other customers?” She made a big show of moaning and groaning. Steven’s easy smile didn’t fade, but Ash rolled his eyes. Even Bruiser huffed. “But for you, my strapping young silver-haired debonair dreamboat, I think I can make an exception. How does a hundred sound?”

She really was a Sharpedo. Her prices were just as vicious, anyways. Ash wouldn’t have paid fifteen for the whole lot, and even that was pushing it. This was why he liked stopping by stores with set prices. Haggling was a pain.

Ash couldn’t even believe his eyes when Steven actually forked over a few bills and traded the vendor for the full plate of hot lava cookies. He took the plate from Steven, still drowning in disbelief, and just shook his head.

Apparently haggling wasn’t just an annoyance to Steven - he didn’t think the former Champion had even heard of it.

“Thank you,” Steven offered the Sharpedo-in-human-form a polite smile. “They smell wonderful. It’s been a pleasure doing business with you, miss.”

“Oh no,” the vendor purred. She toyed with a lock of her frizzled white hair as she devoured Steven with her eyes. “The pleasure was all mine, Mr. Stone. I hope you enjoy my sweets.”

At least Steven had the tendency to blush this time. He practically dragged Ash and Bruiser away through the streets of Lavaridge. He only paused to snag a lava cookie and pop it into his mouth. “You should both try some. They’re rather good. I used to eat them all the time when I trained here.”

“You realize you just got scammed, right?”

Steven stopped mid-bite. He had to admit it was nice to see the man caught off guard. “Oh, yes. Of course.”

And now it was his turn. “That doesn’t bother you?”

They were approaching the Lavaridge Gym now, or would be once they broke through the great mass of people and pokemon heading to and from the hot springs. The Gym was nestled nearby, laid up against one of Mt. Chimney’s foothills. It was built at the end of a plain dirt path lined by great oaks, with a red roof and plain white walls.

Unremarkable, efficient, and practical. Just the way a Gym was supposed to be.

“I have my reasons.”

“Okay,” Ash nodded. Even he knew it wasn’t convincing. “So you were scammed intentionally?”

“No!” His teacher protested, then stopped. “Hmm. I suppose that’s accurate. Although it’s less with intention and more so awareness. Despite what Lance may tell you from his time in Hoenn, I do know when I’m being taken advantage of.”

Well, that sounded like something to pry out of Lance when he next saw him. He let it go for now. “So why?” He was genuinely curious. Ash took a moment and thought deeper. Why, why, why? “What do you get out of it.”

That must have been the right question. “A few things. The vendor recognized me. She knew money was no concern. I don’t mind paying more than my fair share every now and then. Overpaying on occasion has earned me a reputation for generosity.”

“Or shows you can be taken advantage of.” Ash had to point out. Bruiser nodded along with him.

Steven laughed as they walked the last stretch to the Gym. “That too. It’s not a bad thing to be underestimated, however. If someone enters a negotiation believing you to be gullible and out-of-touch, it can play to your advantage.”

It made sense, but personally Ash would rather not deal with all of that. “I get it.”

His teacher hesitated for a moment. He seemed to choose his next words carefully. “I’m also aware that I have something of a reputation for being stiff. Reserved, especially compared to Champions such as Wallace or Lance,” Steven admitted. “I don’t mind, but it led to some unflattering depictions of me in the media during my tenure as Champion. Selectively showing vulnerability and intentionally making small errors in judgment such as back there have helped me counteract those claims to a degree.”

In that moment, Ash thought a little too much of the Metagross was showing in Steven. Still, his heart went out to Steven. It didn’t seem like it bothered him too much, but he couldn’t even imagine having the media going after him like that. They were bad enough when they were just curious.

Just as they were about to enter the Gym, the doors flew open with a crash.

“Is that…no, it can’t be! Steven Stone and Ash Ketchum?” Someone cried. Ash flinched even as Bruiser stepped in front of him and squared up. “I can’t believe it!”

Thankfully there weren’t any crowds of trainers waiting outside to be alerted. Lavaridge tended to be reserved for mid-season. Strong trainers would trickle in and out at will to collect the Heat Badge, but the Gym had a reputation for chewing overambitious trainers up and spitting them right back out.

No, the only ones out here were Ash, Bruiser, Steven, and the tiny group that had burst out of the Gym. He took the first of them in easily: a thin, bespectacled older man with curly grey hair. Flanking him was the fierce cream underbelly and sharp eyes of an aged Typhlosion and a red-haired girl perhaps two years older than Ash.

“It is you!” The old man cried with an easy, joking smile that reminded Ash too much of Sneasel for his liking. He clapped his hands together with a barking laugh. Typhlosion mimicked the gesture (and the laugh too), while the teenager just went red and looked vaguely embarrassed.

“Fino!” All the stiffness evaporated from Steven in an instant. He rushed forward to engulf the old man in a hug, which the Fire Master was only too happy to return. They parted soon and Steven looked to the girl next with a bright smile. “And how have you been, Flannery? It’s been some time! I’ve heard quite a few stories about how far you’ve come.”

Flannery’s foot scuffed the concrete as she shifted awkwardly, but Ash could tell she was pleased. “I’ve been good, Mr. - Steven,” she corrected herself. “Been busy, that’s for sure. It’s been an adventure getting the Gym set up!”

“And she’s done a wonderful job!” Fino doted on his granddaughter in a way that reminded Ash far, far too much of his mom. He looked away. “But I’ve been terribly rude, haven’t I?” The Fire Master smiled at Ash. “It’s a pleasure to meet you, young man. My name is Fino Moore, the nominal Gym Leader here in this beautiful city.”

Ash shook his hand briskly. “Ash Ketchum, and this is Bruiser.” He gestured to the Machoke, who respectfully dipped his head to the older man. The flames blazing from Typhlosion’s neck like a collar dimmed just a tad. Fino’s statement sparked his curiosity. “Nominal Gym Leader?”

“My name’s on the paperwork, and that’s about it.” He said breezily. Typhlosion snorted at that. “The one putting in all the sweat and tears is this young lady,” Fino looked pointedly at Flannery. “Flannery, dear, you should introduce yourself to our guest.”

She winced. Before he knew it, Ash’s arm was being ripped out of its socket a moment later as the fire-type specialist yanked his hand up and down. “Greetings! As the acting Gym Leader of Lavaridge Town, I am honored to welcome you to my city!”

Fino bit back a sigh as Ash blinked. He drew his crushed hand back and opened and closed it just to get the blood flowing. “Happy to be here.”

Flannery pulled her hand back like she’d been burnt. He was mostly sure he hadn’t drawn on Fire, so Ash had to assume she was just as uncomfortable as he was.

“No need to be so formal,” Fino chided gently. Flannery’s gaze locked to the ground almost immediately, at least until the Fire Master’s finger pushed her chin up so that she was looking him in the eyes. “Our League was founded by Drake the Dragon Master, not Ms. Glacia. We’ve never been a group to stand on ceremony.”

The moment Fino said his piece, Flannery drew in a deep breath and turned back to Ash. “Sorry about that. Can I try again?”

He was still a bit overwhelmed by the whole thing, but nodded nonetheless.

“Hey, I’m Flannery. Nice to meet you!”

They shook hands again, but this time it didn’t leave Ash feeling like Bruiser had just squeezed his hand to pulp. “I’m Ash. Nice to meet you too.” 

“Better,” Fino said. Flannery stood taller. “Perhaps a bit too casual. Well enough for meeting Mr. Ketchum here, but if we were dealing with a more official visit you might want to strike a balance in your approach.”

“Yessir!” Flannery saluted. “Gotcha. I’ll do better next time.”

The Fire Master smiled, then turned back to Steven. “You know how glad I am to see you, Steven. You’ve been run ragged as of late. I’m glad to see you looking so well,” he hesitated. “You were scarce on the details. Business or pleasure?”

Steven shook his head. “A bit of both. As mentioned, we’ll be training near Forina for a month or so. I wanted to make sure you didn’t mind us moving in, and also to see if there was anything we could do to help out.”

“Of course I don’t mind you training here!” Fino scoffed. He reached up to scratch his cheek as he measured their group up. “There is something you could help us with, however.”

Flannery leaned forward, eyes gleaming. “The Eruption!”

Ash’s stomach sank, though an even greater part of him practically frothed at the mouth. On one hand, it sounded like a Legend. On the other, it might be a great fight. “The Eruption?”

“An impressive Torkoal specimen that lives in the area,” Steven informed him. “Quite peaceful - friendly, even - but it’s been known to cause accidental damage as it wanders its territory around Mt. Chimney.” He looked to Fino and Flannery. “Was there another attempt to catch it?”

That drew a laugh from Fino. “Oh, no. Thank goodness! The old beauty is just stirring. I’d hoped for you to check on her,” the Fire Master bit his lip. “She shouldn’t be too hard to find from the air. We just can’t be too careful these days…”

“Of course,” Steven agreed. “We’ll find her.”

“Thank you,” Fino said. “It’s a small thing, I know, but we appreciate it. One less thing for our Gym Trainers to worry about. We’ll feel better with you two around to keep an eye on things.”

“Happy to help.”

Fino looked rather pleased at Ash’s words, then perked up. “There’s the issue of payment, of course! I can’t possibly ask you to take on my Gym’s responsibilities without compensation. That wouldn’t be fair.”

Steven frowned. “You owe us nothing -”

A shake of Fino’s grey head cut Steven right off. “Oh no, I won’t hear it. Now for you,” he measured Steven up, then tapped a storage compartment on his waist to release a massive textbook. It was easily as thick as Cynthia’s books, and looked like the type that required a magnifying glass to read its text. “Luckily for you, Mr. Stone, I’ve planned on giving you this for ages.”

The Steel Master perked up. “The eleventh edition of Exploring Hoenn’s Geology? This hasn’t even come out yet!”

Fino looked as happy to have given the gift as Steven was to receive it. “This old man has his ways,” he chuckled, then pointed to Ash. “Since I haven’t known you for…oh, sixteen years now, I’m afraid I don’t have your gift picked out yet.”

He cracked a smile. “That sounds reasonable.”

“I thought so. Now, what can I offer you?”

There was only one thing Ash wanted.

“Battle me.”

Steven chuckled.

Flannery gawked.

Typhlosion perked up.

Fino’s eyebrows rose high. “Well,” he offered Ash a satisfied smile. “I’d say that’s well within my ability to offer. We have a good bit of work to deal with…hmm, how about I meet you in three weeks? I’ll visit you in Forina.”

“Can I come? I’ve gotta see this!” Flannery blurted out, then seemed to curl up on herself when all eyes turned to her. “If that’s not a problem.”

“Go ahead,” Ash said distractedly, his mind already turning the situation over. Two weeks meant more time to prepare his team, but also some time for Fino to catch up on Ash’s tactics. Perfect. That just meant he’d have to push harder than ever to meet the challenge. “Sounds good.”

Fino and Typhlosion nodded as one. “Is three-on-three acceptable?”

Ash deflated. “Only three-on-three?”

“I’m just afraid they’ll have to rewrite the maps if we use our full teams!” Fino said slyly. “I’ve heard quite a bit about that Magmortar of yours. I assure you that you won’t be disappointed.”

His fingers traced over the pokeballs on his belt. “You’ll need to be ready for more than just Infernus,” Ash glanced to Bruiser. His friend offered a determined nod. “I’ll be waiting.”

The Fire Master clapped his hands together. “Don’t let Steven go soft on you, you hear?” Fino’s eyes gleamed with laughter. “I won’t be holding back, and I’d be so disappointed if you did.”

Ash’s smile widened to the point it ached. “That won’t be a problem.”

Fino measured him up. “I didn’t think it would be.”

A firm cough interrupted them.

“If you two are quite done,” Steven drawled, “I’m afraid that we’ll have to get going. We have a lot of supplies to stock up on.”

The fierce glint in the Fire Master’s gaze faded. “Oh, very well. Flannery and I need to prepare for the next bout of challengers anyways. Her last challenger was quite inconsiderate and left all sorts of holes in our arena.”

“How rude of them.”

“Well, enjoy your stay in Forina! We’ll see you soon.”

With those ominous words, Fino, Flannery, and Typhlosion all retreated into the Gym. The last thing he heard was from Flannery. “He’s not really going to battle you, is he?”

Steven seemed quite pleased with how things went. He checked the time on his next-gen PokeNav. “We’d best be off. Every second wasted buying supplies is one less second you have to prepare for -”

“Let’s go.” 

The former Champion chuckled, then followed Ash and Bruiser as they strode back towards the town center. All thoughts of fancy city food were thrown behind them.

They had a battle to prepare for.

A/N: And that’s that! This chapter took a bit longer than expected. I spent the first few weeks of January working on my original novel, which made switching back to Traveler a bit difficult! This was supposed to be released on Monday, but unfortunately severe winter weather and power issues pushed it back a few days. 

Anyways, I hope you enjoyed the chapter and our return to the Hoenn region! There was a lot of set-up, but things will be moving quickly as we jump back into Hoenn. I’m very excited to get through next chapter and beyond! 

I’d love to see your thoughts in a review! 

If you are interested in joining the Traveler Discord, please go to m on. There’s a free link there that will allow you to join. 






58. Chapter 58: The Burden


In Cynthia’s book, Forina was described efficiently - and succinctly - as ‘a breathtaking landscape composed of a unique blend of natural features such as immense sandstone pillars, ravines, and waterways.’

When he and Steven crested the pass that led into the wild land, he realized Cynthia’s words could never have hoped to capture it. Maybe that was why she’d barely bothered to make an attempt.

From this height, he could take it all in.

Wind whistled past his ears and rushed down to fill the vast valley of Forina. At first, all he could think was green. For miles around, nestled between the great mountains that branched away from Mt. Chimney like enormous vertebrae, lay a huge expanse of verdant canopy. It wasn’t as dense as the thickly-packed forests of Indigo, but still formed a loose layer that hid the forest floor from view.

But more than that, there were the towers.

…No.

Towers might not be the best way to describe them. Pillars. Spires. Columns. Peaks… thousands upon thousands of standing stones, some rising hundreds of feet tall, and anywhere from ten to fifty feet in diameter - high enough that they were on level with Ash and Steven in the mountain pass, and wide enough that he could comfortably camp and explore some.

They were clustered heavily all over, sometimes so dense that they seemed like a great stone forest. Most of the sandstone spires were barely visible beneath countless vines, hanging plants, and even thin trees desperately clinging to the sheer faces of the spires.

He tried soaking up the view, tried to memorize every little detail of the Forina, and found he couldn’t.

Glittering streams which wound their way through the forests and stone towers, shining like sapphire in the late afternoon sun, fed into countless ponds and a handful of great, mirror-like lakes visible from the peak. Even from here he could spot flocks of Taillow fluttering around and numerous pokemon - just tiny specks from this distance - gathering round the waters to drink in the shade.

It was alive.

For a moment, he forgot the leaden weight that gripped his chest and had settled in his gut the moment he’d approached the mountains. All he could do was watch and listen and breathe in the fresh breeze, which was a welcome change from the smokey belches of Mt. Chimney.

Forina was pristine. Untouched. Preserved.

Normally that would be surprising given how close it was to Lavaridge, but he knew from his reading that the Hoenn League had specifically marked it as a preserve. Trainers were free to travel through or train here, but development was prohibited.

Ash looked to Nidoking, his friend staring out at Forina alongside him with glittering eyes. There was a lightness to him now, and Ash had to smile as Nidoking’s nostrils flared to suck in the sweet air. Plume flew overhead, high above, and shrieked from those heavens to herald their arrival.

Forina went silent for just a moment, then the chatter of the thousands of pokemon that called it home began again. Several Swellow shot out of the canopy, crying out their own challenges. Ash could feel the thrill in his friend from the ground - Plume tucked in her wings and dove towards her competition, and the contest began.

Steven seemed pleased with their reaction and outstretched his arms as if attempting to embrace the entire scene.

“Welcome home.”
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“So what would you like to get out of this month?”

The question came as they warmed their hands over an open campfire. It sounded like it should have come from a therapist instead of Steven Stone, but he didn’t linger on the thought.

Ash moved his palms closer to the fire. He didn’t need the heat, but he did enjoy how Fire stirred within him with every moment he spent staring into the dancing embers.

He gave the answer some thought. Somehow, he knew that a quick, effortless response wouldn’t be appreciated by Steven. The man gave no sign of impatience as Ash deliberated.

“I can’t choose just one answer,” Ash finally admitted, pulling his hand back to rest against Sneasel who was curled up in his lap. His fingers parted his friend’s velvety fur and tugged a satisfied groan from the sleepy dark-type, who lazily rolled over to give Ash access to his belly. He was just tired enough that Ash didn’t feel like it was a trap.

“We want to progress our techniques. We want to grow,” he clenched his fist and met Steven’s eyes. “We want to win. It’s a long path and we need to know every part of it.”

Steven cracked a smile. He sat easily atop Metagross, whose blood-red eyes locked on Ash. There was no doubt in his mind that the creature kept track of every rustling branch and curious Poochyena that shifted in the darkness. Their psychic scans illuminated the towering stone spires of Forina better than any torch.

“A good goal,” the former Champion acknowledged. He’d been typing something on his fancy next-gen PokeNav, but at Ash’s words had finally lowered it to his lap. “I presume you have specifics though? I’m certain it’s crossed your mind.”

Ash snorted. “Of course.”

He lazily ran his fingers through the thick, silky fur of Sneasel’s belly. His friend stretched, satisfied with the touch, until his lanky limbs fell completely off Ash’s legs. Nidoking snorted as Sneasel’s foot nearly smacked him in the face from where he lay loyally at Ash’s side. Ash was quick to adjust him - waking up to Nidoking’s spikes spearing Sneasel’s soft paw would not be pleasant for any of them.

“We’ve been working on a few things while we were back in Indigo,” Ash explained. “Refining Nidoking’s psychic skills. Improving Torrent’s water manipulation. A few new techniques for Infernus. Sneasel’s Mind Breaker. Storm Surge for Oz. Reducing inefficiency.” Ash raised a finger for each project he listed off. “We’ve made headway across the board.”

“Excellent,” Steven nodded, pleased. “I know you had plenty of time to work with the Indigo Elite Four. You mentioned you spent quite some time with Karen?”

He smiled as memories of facing down the Dark Master in battle surfaced, then wider as other, equally pleasant ones emerged. Movie night with Lance, Karen, and the rest of the Elite Four. Will and Karen popping in at random to check in on him. Karen dragging him off to Celadon. Karen pressing the Razor Claw into his hand.

A sharp pang pierced his heart, and Ash soon pressed his thoughts to more productive places. “Yeah.” Ash cleared his throat. “We did. Learned a lot.”

“I can imagine,” Steven smiled. “That’s excellent. Dark Masters are a rare find. Not many have the right temperament. In a similar vein, it’s a shame you weren’t able to train with Agatha,” he added. “Her knowledge of the ghost-type is unrivaled.”

His throat tightened for a different reason. Ash looked away, deeper into the flickering, unyielding flames that forced the suffocating darkness away.

“I wish I could have,” he admitted. Each word was like tearing a scabbed wound open again. Nidoking grunted softly and landed a gentle claw against Ash’s leg. “I think I could have learned a lot from her. But she’s in Orre now. She has her duty.”

A little flicker of knowing - a ghostly sorrow - appeared on Steven’s silver-haired trainer cleared his throat before he could try to put that into words. “Ah, of course,” he said, fiddling with a sleeve, and they came to an awkward silence.

Ash’s thoughts went in a hundred directions while Steven readjusted himself atop Metagross’ iron body.

Had Professor Oak found Agatha yet? Dragonite would have gotten him to Orre within two days at most. It had been weeks since then… he had to have found her, even if the Professor hadn’t seen fit to inform Ash.

Would he stay with her until the end?

Would Agatha let him?

Ash couldn’t help but remember her stubborn insistence and the way she railed against the inevitable. The Revenant Crone wasn’t the type to invite others to witness her weaknesses like that. And if Professor Oak tried to force the issue… well, Ash had to admit, a ghost of a smile worked its way onto his features when he thought of Agatha smacking Professor Oak with her cane.

“I have a suggestion.”

He drifted out of his forlorn thoughts at that, even though the anxiety still lurked on the edges of his thoughts. “What is it?”

Steven’s seemed to be trying to redirect the flow of conversation somewhere productive for both of them. “I recommend that you begin keeping more detailed notes and logs of your training. Everything from what you do each day, to the nutritional profile for each team member, to what progress has been made.” He listed each point off with a gesture. “It makes it far easier to measure your progress and have an objective opinion of what you have done so far.”

Ash snorted and raised his PokeNav. “Already on it.”

Steven’s mouth opened, then sealed shut. “Ah. I see… Well, I am certainly glad to hear that.”

“It’s been a big help,” Ash shrugged. “Keeps my head straight and my plans organized.”

His teacher nodded emphatically.

Steven tapped a finger to his forehead. “Indeed. Our brains are excellent at some things, and quite abysmal at others.” He came to rest his hand fondly upon Metagross’ cold chassis. “Metagross compensates for my failures on that front. They taught me the value of organization long ago.”

Metagross’ crimson eyes never left Ash for a moment. He watched back easily, until at last Metagross’ eyes closed. Only then did Ash allow himself to return his attention back to the fire. His will stoked it even through the choked, muted Fire in his breast, and for a time it leapt higher and hotter than before.

“We have a lot to accomplish if we’re going to take on Fino Moore,” Ash mused.

Steven didn’t respond other than to incline his head, but appeared to be in deep thought.

“Psychic training, working our new TMs into our strategies, honing our existing skills…” Ash listed each, just as his teacher had before. The fire wavered as a swift wind cut through the stone spires of Forina. He grabbed a branch and poked at the logs to rekindle it.

Sometimes it was good to do things the old-fashioned way.

“It’s a long road,” Steven acknowledged after a moment. “A difficult one as well. To contend with a Master never is. Certainly not at your age.”

“If it was easy then everyone would do it.”

Steven chuckled. “That they would, I suppose.”

The Steel Master let the moment hang for a long moment, before hesitantly picking it back up. “I- I’m glad to have seen you come so far. Only twelve and willing and able to fight Fino Moore. I - well, it’s a sight. Nothing I ever could have imagined when I first encountered you and your friends in Mt. Moon.” Steven murmured. “It’s been a pleasure, Ash. Truly.

Long-buried memories flashed through his mind - the noxious, suffocating stench of Pierce’s Muk that pummeled the air out of his lungs, its awful weight engulfing him, Amelia, and Jon at Pierce’s command - yet it faded away quickly enough, even without Ice’s influence.

His Fire kindled; with that encouragement, he nodded back at his teacher, at a loss for words.

“I apologize. I’m not good at this. Not like Lance or Cynthia,” Steven admitted ruefully. He wrung his hands from his seat atop the unmoving shape of Metagross. Nidoking and Ash both watched him raptly, the light of the fire dancing in Nidoking’s beady eyes. “My part in your journey has been miniscule, but I am very proud of the trainer you have become,” he stopped. “No - more than that. I’m proud of the person you have become.”

Ash’s face was probably as hot and red as the fire itself, but it wasn’t unpleasant. He looked away from the face of his teacher and down towards Sneasel, who was still snoozing peacefully on his lap. His skin tingled - he couldn’t decide if he wanted to run off into the night or break out into a big, dumb smile.

The glow in his chest more than mere Fire.

His throat refused to work at first, stubbornly staying closed until he forced his voice out. “Thanks, Steven.”

The man coughed. “Of course,” he seemed nearly as uncomfortable as Ash. “I just thought you should know.”

The warmth won out at last, and even if he still couldn’t quite bring himself to meet Steven’s eyes, he could at least grin down at his chest, unable to help the expression from splitting his face. Nidoking grunted softly, chuffed to hear his trainer praised so, and finally allowed himself to rest.

Ash reached one hand away from stroking Sneasel (who sleepily grumbled his displeasure) and allowed it to rest on Nidoking’s leathery head. He scratched him behind the ears just like he had when he was a Nidoran, and looked deeply into the fire. Its rich hues filled his chest with warmth that had nothing to do with the Feather embedded in his sternum.

The easy silence lasted a long time. They didn’t need words, not when the most important had already been said.

“Goodnight, Ash.”

Steven slipped off Metagross with the kind of casual ease that suggested he’d done it a million times. Cradily had set up his small grey tent against one of the spires earlier, and it was there that Steven went now. “Rest well.”

He looked up at the man and nodded. “See you in the morning.”

With that, the Steel Master left Ash to his thoughts. His team shifted in the darkness, their great frames rising to follow their trainer to bed. Ash watched them go.

He wouldn’t be far behind them, but first, he needed to spend some time with his team. They hadn’t had a moment to themselves since Mauville.

“Dazed,” he called out softly. Her eyes flashed brilliantly in the darkness to his left, briefly outshining the campfire’s radiance.

Yes, Friend-Trainer? 

He reached into his pack to grab the journal gifted to him by Elder Yari. It already showed signs of wear and tear from how often he’d flipped through its pages, even though Ash had done his best to be gentle handling it. It wasn’t like he could just pick up another copy at a Lavaridge book store. With the road being what it was, however, such things would occur.

“Care to do some reading with me?”

It would be my pleasure. 

With Sneasel snoozing in his lap, Nidoking and Aron well on their way to slumber by the fire, and the others arrayed around or kept peacefully in their pokeballs, Ash began to quietly read aloud. Torrent - perhaps unsurprisingly - paid rapt attention. He enjoyed these tales. Tangrowth listened as well, but Ash suspected he liked to be a part of the group more than the stories themselves.

Ash cleared his throat.

“‘Penned by Drake Ryoto the morning before the Battle of Mt. Silver,’” he murmured, setting the stage.

It was a familiar one. He’d found himself drawn to the Drake slain by Taimu and his team. When he first came across the man behind the myth, he’d expected to be repulsed - this was the Drake that united Johto behind him and crossed swords with the First himself.

Instead, he’d found himself compelled.

”’My heart weighs in my chest like lead. The dragonsblood demands my people conquer, and in the past I have lusted to follow its call. I still do. It calls to me like the drums of war, pounding hot in my ears, and I yearn to cross sword and fang with Champion Taimu and his legendary companions. Yet we have broken bread and drunk wine and discussed long into the early hours of our dreams and goals, and what we wish to do when our drifting fantasies manifest. 

”’Though Champion Taimu is my earnest enemy, I weep to think that I will remove his brilliance from the world. Yet to offer him mercy would be to spit upon his dream, and I cannot bear it. No, the world is not large enough for both our dreams, and one of us must wake. We are brothers in spirit, if not blood, and one of us will die this day…’”
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A gentle mental touch prodded him awake. His eyes shot open and he lifted himself up on limbs still useless with sleep. It was still pitch-black outside. Dawn wouldn’t come for at least another hour.

“Whassit?” He mumbled, only to jolt alert when Dazed’s soft voice filled his head.

He’s coming, Friend-Trainer. I have awoken you as you asked. 

Oh.

Oh! 

An uncharacteristically smug look made its way onto his face. Lightning, still muted and strangled, was sufficient to fully wake him up in moments. “Perfect,” he rubbed his hands together. “Is he coming this way? Is Torrent awake?”

Yes. I’ve roused the Torrent. I will direct you to him. 

He nodded distractedly as he stuffed some extra clothes he’d left out into his sleeping bag and made the painful decision to leave his worn cap atop it. It wasn’t especially convincing, but it would do its job for now. It only took him a moment longer to shrug on a pair of dark shorts and a simple, grey T-shirt with a Nidoran decal that Karen had gotten him. “Thank you.”

Dazed’s telepathy nudged him in the direction of Torrent, who hovered silently just away from his bedroll. Ash hadn’t seen fit to put a tent up - the sky was clear, and he would know if a storm was coming. Torrent awaited him behind a thin layer of foliage, which obscured him from human view. The Kingdra’s scales seemed to drink up what scant light pierced the thin brush, and only his eyes glittered red in the moonlight.

What struck him more than anything was that Torrent looked eager. His neck craned forth, and his body trembled with an excitement that Ash would have expected to be beneath him.

Ash raised a finger to his lips. Torrent dipped his head and stilled. He still shook just a tad, however, but he’d levitated back to a point far enough away that he wouldn’t give away their position.

And then they waited.

It took longer than expected. He’d chosen a slightly crouched position, and by the time his adjusted eyes were able to catch the faintest shifts of Steven and a hovering figure (Claydol, probably?) drifting along at his side, the muscles of his legs had started to burn. He bore it with resolute focus, however.

He watched Steven’s shape draw closer to his bedroll. Claydol drifted at his side and one of its ‘faces’ spun towards him, but Ash didn’t feel Claydol’s easygoing voice manifest inside his skull. And, judging by the lack of reaction on Steven’s part, Claydol hadn’t seen fit to alert him either.

Good. 

Steven tiptoed closer. He was surprisingly stealthy for someone whose favorite pokemon was a giant metal behemoth, but Ash didn’t let his thoughts waver for a moment. Torrent looked to him, but Ash shook his head. Not yet.

The Steel Master snuck closer, just over Ash’s sleeping bag, and the gently sloshing bucket of frozen water (drained of heat by Metagross until it was so cold that Ash could sense it through Ice) gave away his intentions.

Being on this side of things proved to be a fascinating experience. No wonder Lance and Steven enjoyed it so much.

He smirked as Steven dumped about half the ice-cold water onto the sleeping bag and barked out a question. “You face a Master specializing in ghost and dark-types! They outmatch you and you have no backup. How do you react?”

Ash allowed the silence to linger a moment, then two, then a long while. His teacher paused, then stepped forward and looked to Dazed uncertainly. She still waited patiently by Ash’s bedroll and casually polished her pendulum.

“Ash?” Steven frowned and moved to tip the bucket over his sleeping bag again, and it was then that Ash made his move.

“I wouldn’t do that if I were you.”

The former Champion blinked as Ash stepped out of his cover. Ash folded his arms and shook his head. Steven looked at Ash, back to the bedroll stuffed with clothes to look like someone was sleeping within, then back to Ash. His eyes strayed to the soaking wet hat laid next to his sleeping bag.

Ash scowled. “Not even I sleep with my hat on.”

Steven, still caught off guard, raised his hands placatingly. “I think there’s been a bit of a mistake. I just wanted to test your-”

Ash hissed. “I passed. Torrent?”

The Champion didn’t even have a moment to react before a low-powered Water Gun absolutely drenched him. His dark suit was left completely soaked, even more so than Ash’s sleeping bag and hat, and Steven stumbled backward until he fell onto his back.

“Ash!” He sputtered, water dripping off a few strands of his fine silver hair and dribbling from his chin, then turned to his own teammate with a scowl. The psychic hung suspended in the air, casually spinning in lazy circles. “Claydol! Why didn’t you warn me?”

Claydol was kind enough to broadcast his voice into all their heads.

It was funnier this way. 

Steven leapt up with a sullen look and refused to even glance at Claydol. He flicked the water off his hands, but it was a futile effort. Torrent had managed to completely soak him. A deep rumble echoed from the Kingdra’s throat, and Ash smiled right along with his friend.

“Very amusing,” Steven grumbled, though the vitriol was already fading away. It wasn’t like he could argue that he didn’t deserve it. Not after the trick he tried to pull on Ash. “That’s what I get for leaving you with Lance and a Dark Master for so long, huh?”

His smile widened. “Exactly.”

The Steel Master snorted. “Fine, fine. It was my own fault for attempting to pull the same trick twice.” He shook his head and sent little specks of water flying. Steven’s lips curled at the edges. “I suppose I’ll just have to get my payback during training. I’ll have to revise a few of my plans…”

“Go ahead,” Ash said with the utmost confidence. “We can take it.”

A challenging glint sparked in Steven’s eyes, still barely visible beyond the pale moonlight, and Ash knew he was devising the most brutal, intense, exhausting training imaginable to put them all through.

Perfect.
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“Tired yet?” Steven teased as he jogged alongside him. Ash panted and shook his head. His hair was dripping wet with sweat, probably just as bad as Steven’s was this morning, and that thought managed to breathe some new life into him. He upped the pace, embraced the burn, and managed to drag his feet up over a few shattered tree trunks in their path.

Naturally, Steven just took advantage of his longer legs and slightly upped the pace. At least he wasn’t still running in his suit. That would have been humiliating.

The saving grace was that the Steel master wasn’t in great shape himself.

Oh, physically he was. Ash already knew Steven was much more of a runner than Lance, who preferred building muscle. But even though they were only in plain running gear instead of any suffocating League equipment (which Steven steadfastly refused to talk about when Ash asked him about it), the harsh sun and muggy heat of Hoenn did a number on the silver-haired man.

Steven being a miserable, sweaty mess at least made Ash feel better.

“You face a Champion-level Metagross. It is far superior to you in every way,” Steven said casually between light panting as they wove their way around a spire. Ash groaned inwardly and really, really hoped that they’d reach Dazed’s training spot soon. They’d been running around Forina for twenty minutes now, and he really wasn’t in the shape to deal with this. “You only have Torrent and Infernus. What’s your approach?”

Ash glared sidelong at Steven and wiped some sweat from his brow as he sucked in a rattling breath. He did not want to speak right now. Still, he’d quite literally asked for Steven to take it hard on them all. “I tell Infernus… To teleport on top of the Champion-level Metagross’ trainer,” he growled.

“A good answer,” Steven acknowledged, although his words were broken up with gasps as well. “Of course, without their trainer as potential collateral, there is nothing to stop the Metagross from targeting you. Let’s say that’s… That’s not an option.”

“Have Torrent put on pressure. Draco Meteor or Dragon Pulse,” Ash grunted as they finally circled around the most recent spire. Every step was like dragging a lead weight strapped to his feet… “Then have Infernus teleport on… Onto Metagross… And fire off an Overheat.”

Steven hummed as he leapt over a twisted, gnarl root with ease. “Fair. You wouldn’t care to exploit their new abilities?”

“Not against your - sorry, a random Champion-level Metagross.” Ash cleared the root as well, though he stumbled a bit on his landing. Steven slowed just slightly in order to let him catch up, but still maintained a demanding pace. “Water manipulation doesn’t have the kick to push them. Infernus’ traps would be sensed. Pointless.”

“Very well. And what of - ah.” Steven finally came to a stop. Ash was happy to follow suit.

Both gasped in great heaping lungfuls of sweet, sweet air. They both leaned down to rest their hands on their knees, but Steven quickly pushed Ash to stand up straight and raise his arms over his knees. “Here we are.”

His vision was still spotty, but Ash couldn’t help but smile at the sight that awaited them: Claydol sat perfectly still in the air as if suspended by wires while Dazed sagged where she stood in a small clearing. Small pebbles littered the rocky earth around her.

Her eyes lit up when she saw him.

This morning might have been a mistake.

Ash snorted, then shook his head as he took a sip from his water bottle. “How are things going out here?” He inspected the site a little more. Claydol had considerately chosen an area without any cover. “Any luck with the remote teleportation?”

A measure of foreign frustration touched his mind.

My abilities have proven insufficient thus far. Slow targets are manageable. Faster and smaller targets - 

She groaned into Ash’s head as Claydol helpfully propelled a tiny pebble into her stomach. Dazed’s eyes flashed and her pendulum trembled in an attempt to warp the projectile away, but she was far too slow. It thudded into her. Not powerful enough to damage, but enough that Ash didn’t envy his friend.

Claydol’s relaxed words chided them both.

You shouldn’t get distracted by talking. You never know when someone might take advantage. 

Ash couldn’t help but sneak a look at Steven to make sure he wasn’t about to pull something on them. Thankfully, the silver-haired man seemed distracted by one of the vegetation-tipped spires that jutted from the earth not far away. He reluctantly pulled his suspicious gaze away.

“No shields?”

Dazed didn’t even bother telepathically replying to that one. She just shook her head and clutched her pendulum in a death grip. A faint light always pulsed behind her eyes, not quite the blaze of power that shone when she was serious but enough to make it clear that her psychic abilities were primed and ready to go.

A dirty boulder the size of Ash’s head was lobbed right at her, only to be spirited away in a crack and brilliant flash of light. Ash squinted, then politely clapped when the boulder fell heavily to the ground about twenty feet away. It smashed heavily into the firm earth and left a fine indentation inside.

His eyebrows raised. That rock had been hurled at her from the side, and she’d angled it to go down? “You can change the trajectory?”

Dazed’s fur was damp with sweat. Her large, unwieldy fingers shook as she answered.

A necessity. It requires additional focus, but if I move it to the side or behind me, Mentor simply flings it at me again from the other direction. 

“So you can control the positioning of things around you?” Ash rushed out, mind already spinning with the opportunities. Setting up the right angles, defensive positions, and avenues for attack was easily half a battle. If she could master that advantage and remove it from others… “What’s the cost? Is inertia maintained? How easily would you be able to move another pokemon in combat? Can you redirect their attacks to strike them? Can you -”

The earthen doll sailed closer. A few miscellaneous pieces of their surroundings - some tiny branches, little clusters of broken stone, and even a puddle of muddy water - became wrapped up by psychic power and immediately put Dazed on the defensive. None so much as twitched, but it would only take a moment’s thought for a master psychic like Claydol to send them into motion.

She’s distracted, I’m afraid. 

Ash tracked the dirty water as it was silently scooped up from the mud, hovering as if cupped in the palm of a vast invisible hand. Dazed did too. Her pendulum danced furiously in her grip.

“I can see that.”

I can offer a bit of exposition. Yes, it is possible to teleport her opponents. No, it’s not something she is capable of yet. A tad more difficult to transport an unwilling target. She can do it, but she would be exhausted at this point in her training. 

More projectiles rose smoothly into the air from the field and underbrush.

Much easier to transport attacks. Physical attacks are simpler, particularly for novices.

Claydol flung a log at Dazed, which she managed to teleport away and send spiraling off into the forest, to prove its point. Her breath came harder and harder, and Ash was almost tempted to have her siphon a bit of Mewtwo’s power so that she could stay on her feet.

Almost.

Energy-based attacks or elemental techniques, on the other hand… 

One of Claydol’s ‘arms’ spun off its body in the blink of an eye to take aim at Dazed. Ash shouted a warning, but before Dazed could even react there was a thin, rainbow-hued Psybeam blasting straight at her.

Instead of bothering to teleport it away, Dazed forced a shimmering psychic shield into existence. The rippling azure strained under the force of Claydol’s gentle Psybeam, but did not break. She collapsed afterwards, however, wheezing and clutching the earth with her fingers.

Ash was at her side in an instant. He sent a dirty look at Claydol as he rested his callused hand against her shoulder. Dazed didn’t respond to his prompting, still too exhausted to make psychic contact.

Excellent decision. I’d expected you to attempt to teleport it away and fail miserably. You made my next point easier: Shields are more practical in most cases. They require less focus, less energy, and manage area attacks much better. 

Claydol rotated in place, allowing the remainder of its projectiles to drop heedlessly to the ground.

Remote teleportation is an invaluable skill, but it takes years to work properly into one’s skill set. Using it in the heat of battle requires breaking from previous reflexes.

That sounded like a challenge to Ash, and he thought Claydol knew exactly how it came off.

Years? Please. They’d get a working version in months. Weeks, even. It might not be perfect, but the possibilities were endless.

Dazed’s weary mind brushed his. Her voice reminded him of when she’d first learnt to communicate telepathically - wispy, frail, and indistinct. It echoed and reverberated in his head, a far cry from her crisp tones nowadays.

I concur.

And with that, Dazed’s eyes shut and she gave into the exhaustion and slumped against him. Ash squeezed her hand in his and wondered whether he should recall her, but Claydol was quick to dissuade him of that notion.

Oh, that won’t be necessary. She’s earned a short rest. I’ll wake her up soon enough. She isn’t getting out of training that easily. 

Ash snorted and gently lowered her to the ground. “She can handle it.”

“Can you?” Steven appeared over his shoulder. Apparently he’d wrapped up his hourly rock inspection. “It seems like things have wrapped up here. Oz and Metagross aren’t too far away, only a mile or two.”

He groaned, but took one last drink from his water bottle. The water wasn’t even cool anymore, but anything was a relief for his parched throat in the sunny, humid lands of Hoenn. At least he knew running a few miles was nothing on whatever training Oz was working on with Metagross.

“Let’s go!”

And with that, Steven raced off into the forests.

Ash resolutely followed.

He was going to be so sore tomorrow.
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Lush green vegetation surrounded him as he rested on solid earth and rock with only a fragrant breeze to disturb him. Their resting place was shaded and shrouded by the thin, wispy trees that engulfed Ash and Bruiser. At this altitude, every little scrap of vegetation was in constant motion as winds buffeted and blew them about.

For his part, Ash steadfastly kept his eyes closed and absolutely refused to look down - it was an easy hundred-foot drop to the forest floor beneath their stone pillar, and he was perfectly content with not thinking about that.

His fear of heights had faded since he’d begun to fly with Plume more frequently, but it was just a little bit different when he wasn’t riding a giant Pidgeot.

Why was he up here again?

Ash cracked his eyes open to take in the sight of a peaceful Bruiser sitting cross-legged atop the pillar with him.

Oh yeah. That was a pretty good reason.

He paused just a moment to admire the utter serenity exuded by Bruiser as he meditated. It was too easy to imagine Bruiser sitting like this for years, or even decades in quiet contemplation. The Machoke was rarely so peaceful as he was now, and Ash fought a surge of distaste down at the idea of disturbing it.

The sun was just beginning to set, though, and distasteful or not, they’d have to make their descent soon.

For now though, he could take in the beauty.

Golden light danced off the countless quartz pillars and was soaked up by all the trees adorning their summits. Forina was a valley surrounded by great mountains - Mt. Chimney dominated the northeast, belching smoke and painting the atmosphere a rich blood red rather than the muted greys and drab browns one might expect.

It wouldn’t be long until Forina itself - an insignificant speck against the backdrop of Mt. Chimney - went dark. Evening always seemed to arrive a bit faster than it would have normally as golden sun slid beneath the mountains and cast the whole valley in blackness.

But at least those shadows were nothing like Lavender’s.

That thought brought him some comfort.

He rested, and reached for the Concepts. They were waiting for him. Fire’s cinders eager to be stoked into an inferno. Sleeping Lightning ready to focus and sharpen all his senses. Ice prepared to dampen it all.

Then Ash’s face twisted into a grimace. Fire and Lightning were still smothered. It wasn’t impossible to reach them, but he likened the sensation to trying to force his hand through loose dirt.

A brief focus on the Song’s peace reduced the cloying earth to mud, and after a moment he didn’t have to work quite so hard to let Fire fill his veins and Lightning sharpen his mind.

Every second became twice as long, and he used the extra time well. He immersed himself in the Concepts, balancing each with the next when the strain grew too great to bear, and once he’d left himself in their depths for long enough he even braved the deep pool of anxiety knotted in his gut.

It was endless. Firm and deep as the world itself, and dwarfed him. This exploration wasn’t something he could share. Steven? Absolutely not. Lance? Maybe. Even Bruno and Cynthia, immersed in the mysteries as they were, just couldn’t quite understand. Not like Ash could.

Time slipped away like dust through his fingers and his sluggish mind struggled as if wading through quicksand.

In the recesses of his mind, he felt the rush of water crashing around his head. An awful voice rending his mind as it had the St. Anne. Sludge burying him, filling his nose and mouth and lungs. His heart pierced.

Rotten, twisted, misshapen thoughts and words spewed from the one person who should never have forgotten him.

Ash’s heart pounded in his chest. His stomach went queasy, and Ash practically leapt at the chance to disengage when mighty wing beats and a gentle coo pulled him away from the remembrance.

His eyes opened. The sky was dark with only the faintest glimmer of gold spilling over the mountaintops, and he dreaded to think of how long he’d sat on this pillar while dead to the world. Ash glanced at Bruiser. Still restful and withdrawn, though his giant arms tensed when Plume’s soft sounds reached him.

Bruiser stayed at rest, though, and Ash envied him for that.

Plume though, where she’d perched on the lip of the spire’s edge, seemed eager for something, though similarly contented. She’d been working as hard as the rest of them and was replete with the day of rest. As quietly as an avian of her size could, she waddled over to nuzzle him.

“Hey, girl,” Ash stroked the sleek feathers beneath her beak. Her eyes shut and she stretched out, relishing the touch. He smiled and rested his head against Plume’s. “Here to pick me up?”

She made a soft, throaty noise. The vibrations soothed him, and his racing heart stilled. Her weight leaned against him, and it took all Ash had to not be crushed.

“Thanks.” He smiled up at her.

Ash rose to his feet, but was careful to avoid jostling any of the branches surrounding him or scratching at the rock too much as he stood. The last thing he wanted was to disturb Bruiser. He took one last lingering look at the Machoke and smiled. “C’mon. How about we get out of here?”

Plume cooed again, rubbing against his cheek, and then leapt back to the edge with a rustling flap of her wings.

He silently crept out from the brush to the edge to meet her. Her full resplendent form waited patiently for him. Her saddle wasn’t on, but Ash didn’t hesitate climbing onto her back. Her glossy feathers weren’t especially easy to cling to, and he felt himself slipping almost as soon as he grabbed on, but it would be fine for a short flight.

A few hundred feet down to the campsite? That was a joke for Plume.

He hugged her thick neck tightly. Ash embraced the heat pouring out from Plume, and closed his eyes. It wasn’t the Concepts he reached for now, but Plume. Like he had to thank Karen. The trainer poured his affection, his thanks, his trust into her as he would his thoughts into the Concepts, and Plume froze.

Her head craned back to look at him then, eyes narrowed shrewdly, and she nipped his hat once before her great wings outstretched and they glided back into the untamed forest below.

The stupid smile never left him.
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Big blue eyes met Ash’s.

His gaze didn’t waver.

“I have a challenge for you.”

Aron warbled happily, and plopped down on his bottom. His jaws steadfastly munched on a little rounded sphere of scrap metal that Steven had tossed to him. The screeching scrape of Aron’s tongue tearing the metal to shroud absolutely tortured Ash’s ears, but he didn’t let it affect him too much.

Nidoking watched over them. His shoulders dipped low, exhausted by the drills Aggron had put him through, but he still made sure to stick close to the little steel-type.

“You’ve figured out Magnet Rise, right?”

Aron ripped the metal apart in his mouth and chewed. His giant eyes beckoned Ash.

Good enough.

“Alright,” Ash said slowly, hands on his knees as he crouched in front of Aron. “How about this? Whenever you move, you use Magnet Rise. Train normally. Walk, run, whatever. But I need you to get comfortable with Magnet Rise. Levitate to get water. Levitate to get a treat. Levitate to walk. I’ll tell you when to take a rest and move normally. Make sense?”

His friend nodded fervently up and down, and Ash smiled as Aron immediately used Magnet Rise to hover over to the little stream that he, Nidoking, and Aggron trained beside.

It wasn’t perfect - Aron bobbed up and down like he was surfing waves, and seemed more focused on chewing his treat than maintaining stability, but it was enough, and even if he sank to the earth now, Ash knew it would do him good later. Given a few months, Aron would sail along unchallenged, and since he was already worn out from training with Protect and Rock Tomb, this extra effort would keep him busy for a while.

With that out of the way, Ash was free to focus on Nidoking. He’d come here without Steven shadowing him (apparently the former Champion decided he wanted to run some seismic tests with Claydol today), so he had free reign over Nidoking. Aggron would at least respect his questions, but had no interest in listening to anyone that wasn’t named Steven Stone.

“Let’s see your Sludge Bomb,” Ash directed at Nidoking as Aron levitated off. “Let’s use the new adjustments.”

He pointed out a small boulder jutting from the earth. “Hit that. Use psychic adjustments.”

Nidoking’s eyes scrunched up in concentration. An azure psychic blaze exploded behind his eyes, and in the next moment he spat a fat glob of ugly purple toxins that slammed into the rock and drenched it in the Sludge Bomb. The technique was wreathed in blue flame, Nidoking’s Sludge Bomb corrected by the psychic will to guide it against the rock. It bubbled against it, roiling dangerously, and blazed with a psychic flare.

“Good!” Ash nodded with satisfaction. It wasn’t exactly easy, but guiding his techniques with subtle uses of psychic powers was usable. “Can you do it with Toxic as well?”

The poison-type nodded, a gleam in his eye, and Ash smirked. “Perfect.”

He watched Nidoking bathe the rock in sludge again, and a deep measure of satisfaction filled his chest. “Excellent. That doesn’t seem too difficult. Now,” He glimpsed Aggron, who waited with a dark glare. “Can you split it up into two? If you can do that, let’s focus on tightening up your Earthquake or Earth Power…”

Nidoking grunted, his eyes narrowed, His foot twisted and golden light surrounded it. He was ready to test the limits.

Sadly, Aggron put his foot down on that. The steel titan kept a fond eye on Aron as he zoomed around mid-air, but snarled at the thought of Nidoking throwing out too many Earthquakes. Ash couldn’t figure out if it was out of concern for the beautiful geography that surrounded them or for Aggron’s own comfort. Even if it could hover off the ground to avoid the Earthquake, it might be just enough of a hassle to make Aggron not want to deal with it. Not until Steven was around to study things, at any rate.

Ash grumbled. Annoying, but workable.

“I’ll have to have you training with Infernus to focus on shaping your techniques,” Ash muttered to himself. Nidoking’s nostrils flared, but he didn’t protest beyond that. “You’re doing great,” he assured his friend. “I just think you could teach each other a few things. Infernus guiding his flames, you guiding your toxins…”

Nidoking grumbled again, and Ash shook his head. “Yeah, yeah, I know. He can be rough. But just think! If you can match him here, you can handle him no problem.”

His friend shrugged his comment off and fired off another glowing Toxic to swallow up the rock. Aron levitated over to sniff it, but Aggron shooed him away with a snarl and a wave of his claws. The steel-type was content to munch away at the little bit of scrap metal he’d left over earlier, but never strayed too far away.

Ash was too distracted with Nidoking’s guided attacks to pay much attention.

“Yes, yes,” he muttered as Nidoking guided another Sludge Bomb dead-on into the target. It wasn’t too complex to guide something like a Sludge Bomb or Toxic into an opponent, but it was still worthy of celebration. It required additional concentration and effort, and Ash would never diminish that. “You’re doing excellently. New target?”

Nidoking’s eyes lifted then, and Ash knew he had his attention.

“See that branch?” He pointed to a thick, knotted branch on a nearby tree which was nearly the size of a Houndoom’s neck. Nidoking’s eyes flashed blue, and he saw the branch consumed with the same light. Cracks formed, and Ash smiled in satisfaction.

A little psychic power could go a long way, especially when applied by someone like Nidoking.

“Now break it off,” he directed, and his eyes lit up as Nidoking’s mental force snapped it right off. His friend sagged with the exhaustion that came with the psychic attack, but he remained steadfast. “Perfect, now smash it against the rock. Let’s get some practice in…”
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Night fell over Forina. It came early, but Ash was used to it now. They’d spent an entire week out here, and by this point he’d come to enjoy the long hours spent in darkness. A blazing sliver of red light still peeked over the mountains that wrapped around the great valley, but the long shadows cast by the range still left them largely in the dark.

Seeker flapped about, finally willing to venture a bit beyond the restrictions. He could hear the Zubat chirping in the distance as she fluttered around, occasionally swinging back in above their campsite to check in. Bruiser kept a watchful eye on her, and Ash was certain that Dazed kept track of her through her psychic senses as well.

The valley was relatively safe - most wild pokemon were happy to give them a wide berth, especially with Metagross lurking around - but it paid to be cautious. Seeker couldn’t protect herself like the rest of his team could, which left a nervous little twist in his gut.

She could detect danger before most of them, but if it managed to find her first…

He forced that thought away. It had been a long time since really had to worry about any of his teammates, especially from something as mundane as wild pokemon lurking around. Strength was power, and power was freedom. Certainly something his family had in spades.

Ash shook it off. No point worrying. He just needed to relax. It had been a long, long week. His whole body ached with all the running and climbing Steven put him through. The ache was deep and satisfying, but it was starting to take his toll on him. Every morning he woke up stiffer and stiffer.

Something just barely illuminated by their fire crept along the bare earth and stole his attention. Ash frowned first and Nidoking grumbled, but they both relaxed as they recognized it as one of Tangrowth’s strong vines. Several wandered around as Tangrowth plopped himself down next to Sneasel, Oz, and Aron. Most of his vines sought out those nearby him to wrap comfortably around an arm or leg - Tangrowth’s poor vision didn’t lend itself well to night, and he was always more comfortable if he knew where they were.

One brushed against Ash’s leg and he smiled. Ash reached down to pat the warm, rubbery vine and let his fingers rest against it for a time. Tangrowth’s vine tightened subtly around his calf in his form of a hug.

Even Nidoking didn’t mind the touch. He was used to it at this point, even if it left him shifting a little to find a better position to rest. His breathing was a comfort to Ash, even if it was just barely audible over the crackle of the campfire.

Ash closed his eyes and leaned back against the thin beech he’d set a log up against. Its bark was rough, but comfortable since he had his shirt on. The silence was nice, broken only by the occasional rush of wind through the trees, the shifting or low groan of his team as they adjusted to a better spot, and the occasional cry of a Mightyena or screech of a Nuzleaf in the distance.

Every now and then a Dustox would swing by as a result of their bright, flickering fire, but Dazed and Claydol politely dissuaded them with a mental nudge. They’d disappear in a rustle, though he could still hear their wings beating as they sought out food.

He allowed his mind to trail off to focus in on the next stage of Sneasel’s training with Mind Breaker -

“Agh!” Ash jerked alert in an instant as an awful, air-splitting shriek pierced his ears. It was like someone stuck a knife in and twisted. His eyes snapped open and Fire rushed to the fore, blazing out from his chest in an incandescent glow.

His nerves had been on edge for a week now, and all that tension came pouring out. Hot blood pounded in his ears, pushed along faster and harder by Fire, and his lip curled up in a snarl.

Tangrowth moaned pitifully, and Ash’s eyes narrowed at the sight of one of his vines writhing like an Ekans on the forest floor. It was severed cleanly, like a great blade had cleaved it apart. Its spasms slowed just a little with every second that passed by, but even when it largely fell still the vine would twitch and twist.

Something uncomfortable wriggled in Ash’s gut at the sight of it, and he ground his teeth as he looked for the culprit - it was pretty obvious when Skarmory’s wings flared with a noise like a sword being unsheathed and the steel-type avian took off with a screech.

The pragmatic part of his brain couldn’t help the rush of excitement as something clicked at the sight of the squirming vine. There was a common thread in Tangrowth’s battles: the severing of his vines. Tangrowth guided his techniques with them - with his vines, he dominated the battlefield. Without… well, Gary’s Alakazam, Metagross, and Karen’s Absol had all found that particular weakness.

What if he could remove it entirely? Endless propositions and hypotheses and ideas came together as one, and for just a moment he was yanked away from the current situation.

Then cold reality set in again as he pondered his friend’s situation.

His fingers twitched toward Infernus’ pokeball, but instead he shook it off and rose from his comfortable seat (and did his best to ignore the aches and pains of his protesting body) to meet Tangrowth. Several vines wrapped around him and he just barely managed to wrap a comforting arm around Tangrowth’s warm, rubbery shell of vines.

“You okay?” He muttered. Nidoking loomed up behind him and the rest of the team closed ranks around them. Some were more curious than anything, but even Sneasel glowered over at the spot Skarmory had vacated.

Velvety paws twitched as long, curved claws unsheathed.

“What was that for?” Ash growled at Steven where he sat across the campfire. The former Champion had been logging their day so far, and looked up with a wince. “Tangrowth didn’t do anything!”

Steven coughed into his fist. “I’m afraid he did,” the Master winced as Tangrowth’s severed vine contracted. It rolled dangerously close to the fire, but Claydol took care of that with a twitch of psychic power that hurled the vine off into the brush. Steven thanked Claydol, then pointed into the trees behind him.

Lightning focused his vision until the shadows melted away. His enhanced eyes easily picked out the dark figure of Cradily lurking between a few spindly trees and a nearby rocky spire. It was suspended in a hammock of strong, corded vines that easily supported the ancient creature’s weight.

Cradily was always watching.

For a moment he pondered how Steven knew exactly where Cradily was without looking, but a quick glance at the iron body of Metagross gave him his answer. Did they ever let their minds unmingle? They were practically one and the same.

Imagine that. 

Ash steadfastly ignored Mewtwo’s snide words. The psychic had been relatively silent the last few days, and he had no interest in responding. It didn’t much help his sour mood.

His hand still clutched at the Unown tablet. It might not be alive now, but maybe it would offer some token defense…

Mewtwo’s trickle of laughter didn’t offer him much confidence, but at least the psychic remained blissfully silent.

“And what does Cradily have to do with anything?” Ash stared at the fossil pokemon distrustfully. It was rare enough that he saw it move, even during battle. He wasn’t even sure what the silent creature did beyond lurk and stalk.

Steven had the grace to look embarrassed. “Ah, I’m afraid Cradily wasn’t always so friendly.”

Ash stared at Cradily.

It stared back.

“Uh huh.”

HIs doubtful tone didn’t seem to affect Steven, who continued on without a second thought. “You see, he was rather antisocial as a Lileep. He didn’t enjoy mingling with the rest of the team, despite their best efforts.”

Ash skimmed over Steven’s own family, each of whom seemed relatively surly or at least unapproachable… well, now that Claydol was gone. He wasn’t sure if Steven saw a different side of his team or if he was utterly divorced from reality.

“Unfortunately, Cradily also became somewhat… protective of me,” Steven said. “And that caused him to become quite obstinate. Whenever I worked with other teammates, Cradily had a habit of attacking. Quite viciously, I might add. I didn’t even know vines could do that.”

Steven’s team all twitched. Aggron even shuddered. Only Metagross remained unshaken.

The fossil just bobbed its head up and down, as if agreeing with Steven. Its hammock of vines flexed, like they were threatening to come undone and give Ash an example.

He’d like to see Cradily try.

After all, it didn’t sound like Steven’s team would be leaping to back the fossil up.

“Cradily enjoyed binding Skarmory to the ground for a time,” Steven admitted. “We broke him of the habit, but it left quite the effect on Skarmory. She… won’t react well to Tangrowth’s vines,” he looked to Tangrowth, who was still surrounded by Ash’s team. “We apologize, Tangrowth. I’ll speak to her.”

Tangrowth’s vines wriggled and his eyes finally lit up again. He gurgled and his arms stretched out to mimic a hug. Even Steven couldn’t miss the meaning. “Yes, yes,” Steven chuckled. “I’m sure we’ll be able to smooth things over. The hugs might have to wait awhile.”

Ash smiled as Tangrowth’s good cheer restored. He plopped right back on the ground, comfortably toasty with the flickering fire right there, and the rest of the team returned to their previous conditions. A small group stuck close to Tangrowth, though, which warmed Ash’s heart more than the fire ever could. Aron crawled up to snooze beneath the grass-type’s comfortable veil of vines, Oz leaned against a nearby tree, and Sneasel obstinately climbed atop Tangrowth’s head so he could better glare at Steven’s team.

“I’m very sorry,” Steven apologized again. Ash looked away from the small pile of pokemon back to Steven. “Skarmory was simply taken by surprise.”

He thought of what a few members of his team would do if a random vine snagged them in the middle of the night. “It’s fine,” Ash shrugged it off after a moment’s pondering. His nerves were still on edge, but at least the blood had stopped pounding in his ears. “Tangrowth will win her over eventually.”

Steven snorted. “I’d like to see that.”

He sighed a moment later. Metagross’ eyes flicked open for a moment, but quickly shut again. The former Champion looked at Ash curiously. “Lance mentioned you’ve mastered a nice tune on that flute of yours. Perhaps that would help?”

“Sure,” Ash said after a moment’s hesitation. It only took a moment to draw the flute from his pack. As always, he took a moment to marvel at the glossy length of luminescent material. Plain, yet elegant. Perhaps it was a trick of the light, but he thought it always gleamed a little brighter under the silver glow reflected off the moon.

The flute was cool against his lips. Just before he started playing, the awful knot in his stomach tightened. His natural fears were fed by the heavy pressure of the tension that filled him, and he cracked his eyes open to peer at Steven looking at him from across the fire. The orange light danced across Steven’s face, and all he could see in the man’s expression was a faint curiosity and the slightest quirk of his lips.

Some of his self-consciousness melted away, and the familiar tones burst from the flute. At once the heavy, cloying weight on his shoulders seemed to ease up, and he found himself sitting straighter without thinking. He paused and let the instrument fall from his lips.

He could breathe again.

“Please, continue,” Steven said as Ash drew in a blissful breath of Forina’s sweet summer air. “I hope you didn’t stop on my account. You’re playing very well so far.”

Steven’s opinion might have changed if he realized this was the only song he knew, Ash thought wryly. Still, if this was the only song he knew then he could at least be glad that it was a good one. The best, even.

What was the saying? ‘Fear not the man who has practiced ten thousand kicks once, but instead the man who has practiced one kick ten thousand times?’ Something like that - Bruno had repeated it a few times, and it had stuck with him.

Did the same thing count for music?

“It’s not that,” Ash said before he could be lost in his thoughts. Steven’s concern was touching, though, and he offered the man a smile as he prepared to play again. “Just needed to get a good breath in. Felt a little nervous.”

That was an understatement if he’d ever heard one, but it seemed to appease Steven. Part of him screamed to talk to the man, but what could he even say? ‘Oh, I’ve been feeling extremely anxious for no reason. Can you fix it?’ 

He wasn’t about to let Steven convince him to allow Metagross into his head.

Claydol’s relaxed voice slipped into his head.

Oh, don’t worry. Your brain is the last place Metagross wants to visit. That would be my honor, you see.

Ash froze.

I won’t be spilling any of your secrets. Some of us understand the value of privacy. 

Said the psychic currently whispering into his mind.

At least I don’t feed everything to Steven like my dear friend Metagross. You’re a smart little human, and I doubt my trainer would be of much help. You have the most interesting problems!

Ash didn’t think it was a compliment, but he chose to take it that way.

Enough time had passed to where Steven had fixed him with an odd look again, so he hurriedly made to play the Song again. His fingers moved instinctively and his breath flowed like the wind to produce each note, and the air itself stirred around him. Cloying earth fell away, and Ash didn’t think he imagined the refreshing gust that whipped through Forina in a mighty rush, dancing around the great stone spires as it wrapped around him in a friendly embrace.

Then his fingers fell away, the flute was lowered, and the weight was back.

Steven’s eyes had been shut, but they opened now. “Beautiful,” he murmured. “That song… it’s familiar, somehow. Where is it from?”

“Lugia,” Ash shrugged. Was it bad for him to enjoy Steven’s dumbfounded expression so much?

Probably, but he wasn’t going to beat himself up over it.

“What?” Steven choked out. Metagross’ harsh eyes fell on Ash with something like curiosity. “Lugia?”

“Lugia,” he confirmed. Ash rolled the flute around in his hand, admiring the mother-of-pearl sheen. “Back in Shamouti, I heard the Song. It hasn’t left my head since - not that that’s a bad thing,” Ash added hurriedly.

Steven looked at the pale flute in a new light. He seemed to inch away a tad. “It’s a lovely tune,” he said measuredly. “Does Lance know?”

“Sure,” Ash shrugged. “He knows a lot of things. I don’t know everything,” he admitted. “Who knows what the Feather is whispering to him?”

That didn’t comfort Steven very much. “Who knows indeed?” He murmured. “Still, it’s a beautiful song. Would you be interested in learning another?”

His mouth twisted into a grimace. “Maybe?” Ash said, doubt coloring his words. “I’ve tried, but it’s difficult on my own.”

“I’ve never played the flute, but I do have some minor music talent,” Steven said proudly. His fingers twitched as if he were about to play the piano. “Part of my training, you see.”

“From your parents?”

Steven chuckled. “Almost, but not quite. I learned to play with my parents, but Fino ensured I had a continued education. He loves literature and poetry, and never thought for a second that I wouldn’t share his passions,” he said fondly. “I was bored to tears and always tried to escape to geology, but Fino ensured I was well-rounded.”

Ash smiled at the wistful way Steven trailed off. “That sounds really nice. How long did you train under him?”

“I received my invitation after my first Conference…” Steven muttered, his eyes flitting down to Metagross for an instant. “Two years, perhaps? It was off and on, and I revisited my training with him frequently. It took several years before I could best him.”

“But you did it eventually. Even at a disadvantage.”

Steven nodded along with him. “Oh yes, I won,” he preened. “I studied my teacher for years, and one day it all went to plan. It didn’t bother him, though,” Steven shook his head. “It might have been the happiest I ever saw him, honestly. In the end not all that much of our time was devoted to battle.”

“There’s so much more to being a mentor than just making your pupil strong,” Steven recited as if the words were seared into his skull. He raised a finger at Ash. “We live in a beautiful world. Strength will only take you so far into it. If I can show you a few new facets, I’ll be satisfied.”

Ash smiled. “I’d like that,” he said simply. Silence held steady for a few moments, then he clutched the flute tighter. “Can you teach me a few tricks? I’m tired of scaring off the wild pokemon.”

Steven barked out a laugh - it actually reminded Ash of Lance. “Of course.”

He sat straighter on Metagross’ body. “Get ready, and we can begin. I’m no expert, but I can teach you the basics, if nothing else…”
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Steven set a blistering pace across the forest. His long legs afforded him a much, much greater stride and set Ash to scurrying along after him. Thankfully his shorts and the light shirt he wore kept him cool, but his skin was still hot and flushed.

He didn’t utter a word of complaint. Just drove his legs faster and made sure to clear whatever brambles, stones, and low-hanging branches that Steven brushed through. It would be so, so embarrassing if any of that slowed him down - at this point it just felt like Steven was taking him through the toughest areas on purpose.

Even as his muscles seared and every breath felt like it tore his lungs apart, his mind managed to find some incredible calm. Even the anxiety had withdrawn, overpowered by the exhaustion raking him.

With that came clarity.

How to build on that little strand of insight that flooded into his mind last night? It was all he could think about as his legs raced beneath him and propelled his body just behind Steven.

He’d known for a while that Tangrowth’s biggest weakness was the loss of his vines. Any opponent worth their salt managed to capitalize on it - Gary’s Alakazam had used a psychic blade to sever them en masse, for example - to leave Tangrowth nearly defenseless.

The threads slowly came together. He’d already sown the first seeds last night as he watched Tangrowth’s writhing vine, but now he had focus. With nothing to distract him but whatever obstacles Steven threw in his way a complex problem gave rise to solution after solution.

Tangrowth already had the ability to heal himself. Giga Drain was always reliable, and with a little effort it wouldn’t be hard to adapt that into Ingrain. Synthesis on this level might be a bit harder to teach, but at least it wasn’t a stretch for Tangrowth’s physiology. He already did it. Just at a slightly slower pace than Ash would like.

Right now, Tangrowth could regrow his vines in a matter of days.

But what if he could do better?

Ingrain absorbed nutrients from the soil to provide the raw materials for rapid cell division. Synthesis did much the same thing, but drew on reserves the body already had, and also primed the body for rapid, ‘sprint’ photosynthesis to offset the immediate loss of energy in the form of sugar.

It was exhausting and would leave the user utterly wiped out after the battle, but many grass-type specialists considered it an invaluable technique. Few pokemon could actively bounce back in the middle of a fight, after all.

Each technique was demanding on its own. Both combined would give Tangrowth the edge he needed to keep competing against opponents that could shred his vines like paper - so long as Ash prepared him properly. Right now, Tangrowth’s weaknesses - just the one, really - were known, intuitive, and easily exploitable.

It would be difficult, but if he could remove that as a factor entirely…

“Steven!” He called out. His teacher wheeled around, still moving painfully fast, but slowed down just enough for Ash to keep pace. “I have an idea. Can you help?”

Steven’s entire, sweat-streaked face lit up. “Of course. Let’s hear it..”

Ash was happy to oblige.
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“It’s just you and me today,” Ash told Plume. Her talons gripped deeper into the rocky spire they’d landed upon, crumbling little bits and pieces off to tumble down the sheer cliff, as she crooned softly. He laughed and brushed his fingers against the soft feathers of her throat. “You ready?”

She fluffed her wings and puffed her chest out.

“I don’t know why I even asked,” he snorted, then looked down at Forina below them.

They’d chosen the tallest pillar for miles around, and even the spires that dotted the valley and ascended anywhere from sixty to a hundred feet off the forest floor seemed petty and insignificant from their peak.

Warmth filled his chest as he regarded his friend. “You’ve been training with Skarmory. How’s your progress?”

The mention of Skarmory soured them both for a moment - she had made amends with Tangrowth when she’d returned to the campsite, but Ash would need a stronger sign than that in order to forgive her - but Ash shook it off soon enough.

Plume held her head up proudly, shrieking off to the sky. It left Ash’s ears ringing, but he still smiled. “Good, good,” he said. “You’ve got Protect all figured out?” His question earned another prideful scream. “How about the secret project?”

She reluctantly lowered her head. Ash shook his head. “No worries. That’s why we’re working together.” He recalled the awesome sight of Lugia blowing away the Birds with that orange beam. The flute - he never let it go far, not with how just the touch soothed the tightness in his chest - called to him, and he soon had it grasped in his palm. “We’re reverse-engineering a Legend’s power. It’s not like we can just break out a TM for it.”

Ash was rewarded with a soft coo and a giant Pidgeot head shoved over his shoulder. Plume’s wings stretched out as if to embrace him, and he smiled and wrapped his arms loosely around Plume’s thick neck.

“See? We’ll get it. Just a matter of time,” he said. “We’ll work on this for a while. At least try to build up a foundation we can build off. If we run into too much trouble… well, I have a new idea. One that might help you the next time we go against Metagross.”

That snagged her attention. She pulled away and cocked her head and studied him with blatant curiosity.

His lip curled up into a feral smile. “I think it’s time we start working on Curse. Metagross won’t pick you off so easily if they can barely sense you.”

Plume’s indignant squawk told him everything he needed to know. His smile deepened - that was just the reaction he’d hoped for. She was a prideful Pidgeot, and being picked off by an earthbound (kind of, anyways) Metagross would not sit well with her.

Ash raised his PokeDex, which he’d already pulled up to the Curse technique. Plume wouldn’t be able to wield it like a ghost could, but if she could begin to draw on that ghostly power it just might be enough to shroud her from Metagross’ peerless psychic senses. At the speeds she could travel at, that could potentially give her the edge to outmaneuver them.

At the very least it would dampen the effects of their psychic assaults on her, though he supposed there was nothing stopping Metagross from blasting her with a Flash Cannon. The concentration required would keep her from reaching her peak speeds, but even half-speed from his friend would be almost impossible for anything to accurately strike from the ground.

He pulled away and cautiously scooted over to the edge of the sheer cliff to where his legs dangled off and kicked against the root-covered stone. Plume hopped over and crouched next to him with her wings folded against her side. Her sharp eyes raked out over Forina’s forests and locked onto something wriggling around down below.

As he sat with his legs over the side, he winced as something dug into his thigh through his shorts. Ash grabbed the offender and felt an odd, hooked stone - it only took a glance to recognize it as an ancient fang. Judging from the size, it likely belonged to an old Salamence. Earth clung stubbornly to it, and there were long chips along the stained, serrated, tooth.

It had easily been here for decades going off the thick clumps of dirt bound to it, and he didn’t see fit to disturb it. Ash placed it back, but spared it another glance. Salamence roosted in the mountains around Meteor Falls, so it wasn’t unheard of for them to range this far. The sandstone pillars would make for a great perch as well.

The old Draconids claimed territory all throughout the mountains, so it could always have been one of their relics as well.

Plume’s neck craned to get a better look at the pokemon who’d snagged her attention, and Ash looked away from the fang so he could handle that situation.

“Show me what you’ve got,” Ash said to distract her from whatever unlucky pokemon had attracted her attention. “Slowly, please.” 

Plume nodded. She took off with a roar of rushing wind (he clung for dear life to the thick roots embedded in the rock) and swept off into the sky. It only took her a few lazy flaps of her wings to get to a proper pace. Painfully slow for her, the equivalent of Plume moving through molasses, yet still just a blur in the sky.

She made a few vast loops, ascending higher and higher every time she passed by him until she soared an easy five hundred feet above him. Her glossy feathers caught the light well, and he paused to admire her for a moment before her great head turned to face him. Plume snapped her head forward then, reared back as her beak opened -

A gale ripped forth, howling like a tornado as it burst out of her throat. Invisible and impossible for him to track, but the din was music to his ears. Her eyes flashed blue, and little flickers of psychic power wreathed around the blast of air in a futile attempt to confine the awesome power of her attack. Even from here he could see where it failed - Plume’s psychic powers were meager at best, only used to enhance her speed with Agility. External use was… difficult.

Plume sloped downward, apparently realizing he wouldn’t be able to properly visualize the technique in just the atmosphere, and skimmed about thirty feet above the forest canopy. Her head lowered and the windstream was redirected.

Branches were stripped bare of leaves, then shattered beneath the force. Saplings broke and sturdier trees bent. A wild storm of vegetation, rock, and dust that would have shredded his skin was kicked up as Plume propelled herself up with a single flap of her mighty wings, then circled back to land heavily on the outcropping near Ash.

She left a trail of devastation in her wake. Ash’s heart twinged at the sight of broken trees, a wide rut carved into the dirt, and the gaping emptiness of the new clearing. Bare dirt and tossed trunks greeted him. Hopefully they weren’t displacing any wild pokemon with their practice - there was only so much they could do to limit the collateral of their training.

It didn’t take him long to look away.

A heavy lead weight sank in his gut when, instead of returning his gaze to Plume, he spotted a pair of white-furred quadrupeds prancing away from the destruction.

Recognition flickered, and the tightness worsened.

More Absol? This had to be the third group he’d seen in the last day or so. They’d been pouring into Forina, and plenty of the media announcements he and Steven watched together every now and then (Steven always managed to find a lesson to impart, of course) had made mention of other Absol reported to have had situated themselves in the general vicinity of Mt. Chimney.

Just another thing to worry about, he supposed.

“This isn’t working,” Ash muttered, returning to the task at hand.

Plume nodded - a jerky bob of her head, to her - eyes blank, but she was happy to accept his gloved hand as he rested it against her powerful wing. His mind rewound to the point where she’d taken her windstream to the trees: strong, but unrefined. She’d managed to mimic something along the lines of a Hurricane. Lots of raw force that covered a wide area, shaped and constrained by her flickers of psychic power - it was the same principle he’d applied to Infernus’ flames to try to make them more intense.

Absolutely useful, but nothing new.

He thought back to the blazing orange beams loosed from Lugia’s maw that carried with them the power of a compressed hurricane. Even now he could recall the roar of the wind that carried the Birds themselves away.

That was their goal.

“We’ve got to focus it, but we’re doing it the wrong way” he thought aloud. Plume nodded along, her talons gripping even more tightly into the rock. Ash gently stroked her feathers as he pondered. “Trying to guide it with psychic powers won’t work, not when your Hurricane overpowers the shell so easily.”

His mind churned unendingly. Plume seemed to be in the same boat. She lowered her head and nipped gently on his hat a few times, cooing every now and then or leaning away to preen.

Ash’s eyes shut and one of his hands reached down to touch the bare stone of the spire, though just that left him queasy. His anxiety always got worse when he was drifting off into his thoughts.

Working with his team or speaking with Steven could dull it - as could the exercise - but the moment he didn’t have a distraction was the moment it hit him like a sledgehammer.

Blocking out all the visual stimuli helped him focus, even if the tightness in his chest began to clench harder and harder, soon to the point that it was nearly unbearable…

He hated to give in, but he raised the flute to his lips before he could beat himself up about it.

There was no way he was letting this stupid, pointless anxiety ruin his day with Plume.

Ash felt Plume calm as the first notes of the Song left the pearly instrument. With every breath he poured into the music, the constant dread left with it. The knot in his stomach uncoiled slowly. It never quite left, but it was finally bearable again. Quiet enough to let him think, at any rate.

He kept playing. Every fiber of Ash’s being sought to connect with Lugia, to deepen that bond until he could know just how to guide Plume. The Song’s peace flowed within and without, emanating out to soothe the whipping winds as they slashed the pillar and buffeted his skin, and the world went quiet at the sound.

It wasn’t right, though.

Each note was a battle. Normally, the world was eager to listen. Eager to drink in these rare notes that permeated the universe. Flux and shifting winds would happily slow to a crawl, drifting over Ash like a cool blanket. Pelting sheets of water would give way to slow, fat rain drops.

Here?

The earth seemed to drown it out. Every little bit of the Song fell on deaf ears. The wind listened, as it always did, but the normal peace couldn’t take hold. Heavy, cloying earth smothered it and drank the notes up like a parched man guzzling water.

Ash paused for a moment, and the effects were gone in a moment. The Song’s power didn’t linger. Without Ash fueling it and expressing it into the world, it withered and died helplessly in the strange land of Forina.

It unsettled him, though Plume didn’t seem too bothered, and he quickly raised the flute again. This time he worked in elements of the Beasts’ howls and rumbles and roars, drawing on half-forgotten memories to place each naturally into the Song.

They balanced it as they always did, fitting in seamlessly with the pauses or gaps in Lugia’s Song, though it didn’t seem to penetrate the earth as he’d hoped. It remained obstinate as ever. Everything was absorbed, and the seeds he’d hoped to plant failed to take root.

No, more than that. They were rejected. The thought left him more than a little uneasy, and his mind wandered to dark places once he’d made that observation.

Forina may be a paradise, but something terrible lurked beneath.

Still, he took pleasure in the howling of the North Wind that billowed in from past Mt. Chimney. It draped about him like a cloak, purging a measure of his anxiety, and Ash wished the real Suicune were here. He could use a bit of its serenity right about now.

Or a lot.

Sweet, cool air purged some of the stifling heat of Hoenn, though it left goosebumps all up his arms. Ash smiled nonetheless, and felt Plume coo, pleased at the unexpected freshness.

The purifying air of Suicune was something he’d missed terribly, and the effect only seemed amplified here in muggy Forina. He hadn’t expected to miss the cool, crisp winds of Johto so much, but he wished for nothing more than to dip his toes in the Lake of Rage, or endure beneath the freezing waterfall with Pryce, or sit with Bruno or Lance in the lonely Ore Mountains again.

That nostalgia wouldn’t get him anywhere, though, and he buried it.

Later.

Instead, Ash decided he needed to be productive. That’s why he’d played the Song, after all.

The gears of his mind turned and turned and turned. He let the notes of the Song carry him away, and the focus let his thoughts flow like the wind itself. It was impossible to connect to Lugia like he’d hoped - the bond was stifled, just like the Song, if they were even distinct in the first place - and he wouldn’t receive any revelations today. Not from the Song, at any rate.

Suicune’s influence was strong, though, and with his eyes shut and the gales rushing through Forina it was impossible not to appreciate it. Purification. Serenity. Peace. Acceptance.

They were trying to capture that spark of power unleashed by Lugia into the world, to wield the weapons of the Legends themselves.

His lips curled up into a satisfied smile.

Why should he stop at Lugia?

Ash’s eyes cracked open.

They’d made little progress on how to further Lugia’s technique, but a smooth confidence had filled him. That would come in time. If focusing the Hurricane wouldn’t work, maybe they could focus on raw air manipulation instead? Perhaps the North Wind could guide them, just as it had Torrent. To wield purification in her wind…well, he just had to wonder how a ghost would fare.

Something to think about. He’d need to spend more time trying to decode the actual mechanics of Lugia’s technique before they could really make progress. Until he knew where to go, he could only determine where they shouldn’t go, and lay a foundation on that knowledge.

That was enough for now, he thought, they had a better grasp on where they should begin.

It wasn’t as much as they’d hoped, but it was a step in the right direction. A day wasn’t wasted if they’d bettered themselves.

“Plume?”

She nipped his cap affectionately. He rolled his eyes, but didn’t try to stop her.

“I’m going to need you to close your eyes,” Ash said slowly. Each word was measured and careful, drawn from his crystal clear memories of Cynthia guiding him in the Hale Mansion. Plume cocked her head curiously, but followed along. “Clear your mind. Be calm. Listen.”

Ash played the Song again, but this time favored the harmony of the Beasts. Soon enough the North Wind flowed forth, quick and pure and strong, and purged the dense stench of earth and fear away from this place.

It sang.

Ash and Plume listened.
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Volcanic ash fell like dark snow on the northern slopes of Mt. Chimney and piled up over weeks to build great drifts and walls. The grumbling volcano was a distant shadow on the horizon, largely drowned out by the steady flow of soot and ash gushing from its mouth. Lightning marked the occasional release of excess static in the ashcloud, illuminating spindly veins of even blacker ash and material in the glut.

By now he was used to the mountain’s regular release of lava and smoke, so such sights barely fazed him.

Looking at Mt. Chimney for too long always left him feeling queasy though, and so he was quick to turn his eyes from the horizon. The tension drained out of his shoulders, though his fists were still clenched tight. It didn’t help that his throat always felt raw and red around the ash, like his old injuries from facing Moltres were still ready to rip open at a moment’s notice.

He shook it off and glanced past the ash fields. This area was practically packed full of isolated towns and villages as the mountains gave way to fertile plains and soil that was enriched by the falling ash. The majority of Hoenn’s food was produced in these soils, and it was hard to walk a mile without stumbling into some field or farm.

Fallarbor wasn’t far away, perhaps twenty miles? Close enough that it was just a quick dash on Plume. Part of him was tempted to visit the isolated town, but there would be time for that later.

They were here on a mission.

“Can you show us?”

“Hmm? Oh, of course,” Steven gently brushed a few specks of soot off Skarmory’s gleaming wings. The steel-type ignored the pointed looks from both Ash and Oz, and lightly headbutted Steven before soaring off to the north.

“Skarmory was born in these parts,” the Master explained with an expression dripping with nostalgia. “On some days it feels like just a matter of hours since I stumbled across her cave. On others, it feels like decades.” 

Ash privately agreed with him. Sometimes he could hardly believe it had only been about a year and a half since he’d started training.

Steven coughed and looked to Metagross, who stood unbothered by the thin dots of volcanic ash that draped over their metallic chassis. The monstrously powerful steel-type responded without a word. Its eyes flickered momentarily to the ash in the sky, then focused.

Anticipation built in Ash’s chest. He glanced at Dazed, who waited between him and Oz. This training didn’t really have much for Dazed to participate in, but she needed a break and at least this gave her a chance to see one of the most advanced psychic techniques imaginable.

Elemental Synthesis.

Psychic powers enabled one to control the universe itself. Force, space, time - all fell under the purview of psychic abilities. Others were sensitive to the minds of others, able to nudge thoughts and mold false perceptions. Most psychics only scraped the surface of their potential. Others delved into the deepest mysteries and peeled back layer after layer of reality.

Metagross might not have the curiosity to delve too deep, but they were a master of the physical world.

Red eyes blazed with a furious scarlet light, though the effect was muted by the constant shadow of Mt. Chimney’s ash. Ash felt Lightning flutter to life within him, the tingling racing through him like a livewire. The world slowed, and Ash, Dazed, and Oz as one waited with bated breath.

Light.

For a moment, the darkness was forgotten. A bolt of electricity burst from Metagross’ maw, preceded by the faintest glow of psychic energies. It blazed forth like molten gold and leapt to strike an ashen tree nearly a hundred feet away. The electric lance landed squarely in the tree’s center to shatter it, the entire trunk blasted apart with a sound like thunder rumbling forth, and Ash had no doubt the attack landed exactly where Metagross willed it.

Dazed’s eyes widened. Her pendulum leapt to life in her hand, and Ash felt her greed as if it were her own. She wanted that power, the ability to conjure up the elements from nothing but her own knowledge and mastery, and they both knew she would earn it through sweat and blood.

He shared a glance with Dazed. No mental words were needed - they knew each other’s minds by now. Oz watched eagerly, both tails thrashing against the soot-covered earth. Her flat teeth were bared and she took a half-step forward without even realizing it.

Ash felt a deep, deep satisfaction well up inside him. When it came to power, he wanted his team to be greedy.

“Electricity.” Steven said simply. “Not a common weapon in a Metagross’ armory. At least not at range,” he added. “You know the prevailing theory on ranged electric-type attacks?”

The question earned a nod from Ash. All pokemon - and humans too, he supposed - possessed natural psychic abilities. Evidence suggested that many pokemon, particularly electric-types and fire-types, tended to use those psychic powers to assist with their elemental abilities. While some electric-types relied entirely on their physiology to produce and direct their electrical attacks, many also compensated by using psychic abilities to create a zone of opposite charge where they desired the electricity to flow.

He’d be lying if he said he could entirely wrap his head around the more technical jargon, but he could understand the gist. Mortals couldn’t command the power of true lightning like Zapdos, so they did what they did best: find any loophole available and exploit it.

“Excellent,” his teacher said, then looked silently to Metagross. Fire leapt to life in his chest a split-second before a brilliant cone of hot flame billowed out from Metagross’ maw like a great red tongue. It blazed hotter - a blinding white, then a deep cerulean - and lashed out brilliantly against the ashen shade that shrouded the land.

The heat vanished as instantly as it arrived. Metagross’ artificial fire had seared them all, sparking hotter and hotter, then snuffing out the moment the psychic stopped feeding the flame.

Steven’s lips twitched at the enraptured looks offered by his pupils. His last demonstration came as he pulled his canteen off his belt and carefully allowed a small trickle of water to flow. Metagross’ eyes flashed - the water was consumed in shining light, though it didn’t slow whatsoever - and by the time it crashed to the ashen soil, the ice shattered.

“It’s said that the powers of ghosts and dark-types degrade. They eat away at our reality and annihilate whatever they encounter.”

Ash’s eyes steeled at the thought of Agatha, the Hashimoto, Lavender, and the Ghost that bore its name. Or was it the other way around?

Yes, the power of Distortion was corrosive above all else.

“Psychic powers are different,” Steven said after a moment. He brushed some of the soot off Metagross’ chassis with a fond look. “They can’t create or destroy, but only manipulate what is already there. Force, energy… all the playthings of psychics, and as versatile as they are useful,” he hummed. “Theoretically speaking, there’s nothing a sufficiently skilled and powerful psychic can’t accomplish.”

He grimaced at that even as the cold shadow in the back of his head reared up. Mewtwo was amused, which never left Ash in the best of moods.

Correct. 

Steven frowned at Ash’s visibly disturbed expression, but he just shook his head at the man. Even if Mewtwo would let him address it, he wasn’t sure it was a topic he wanted to delve into with Steven. Lance, maybe. Perhaps Karen, even if he wouldn’t want to burden her with the knowledge. The less she knew about his unique situation the better.

“Dazed can do it,” he said with utmost confidence. Her eyes quirked up. “She’s already made fantastic progress with remote teleportation.”

“She has,” their teacher acknowledged. “This is a serious undertaking, however. It demands utmost finesse and dedication. I’m hesitant to burden her with -”

I will master them both. 

Dazed’s words decisively ended whatever arguments Steven might have had. He just gave an amused, long-suffering sigh and brushed his silver hair away from his eyes. It was damp with sweat.

“Very well,” he acknowledged, stroking his chin thoughtfully. “While we work with Oz, you and Metagross will lay the foundation for Elemental Synthesis. I have the strangest feeling you’d begin training for it regardless… perhaps we’ll avoid a few unnecessary explosions this way.”

Ash wouldn’t bet on that.

Either way, it worked out in their favor. Steven shooed Dazed off to a safe distance so that she could work with Metagross - Ash didn’t envy her for having one-on-one time with them. Metagross normally acted as Steven’s shadow, and rarely deigned to even communicate with them.

Then again, with how integrated with Steven, it was like it didn’t really need to. Steven and Metagross’ words were practically one and the same.

“Are you ready to begin?”

All he had to do was release Torrent to confirm that. His friend squinted and tossed his great head as the soot rained down on him, but suffered through it silently. Oz bore it just as resolutely, though she’d already adjusted to the white flecks staining her coat.

“Can you set up a Rain Dance for us?” He rested a hand on Torrent’s thick blue plates. Torrent rumbled, though Ash thought he sounded a little offended that Ash had phrased it like that. “Oh, I know you can do it. I’ll recall you once you’re done. I know this isn’t the most comfortable place for you.”

Torrent snorted and turned away.

Ash cracked a smile. “Or not. Think you’ll be able to get some use out of this?”

The great Kingdra dipped his head in agreement even as soot collected around his horns. He raised his snout and fired a blue-hued sphere of power into the grey sky. It burst into gorgeous blue light, and soon enough he felt a gentle rain patter down upon his skin. The falling water mixed quickly with the soot and ash layered over the landscape, and soon enough it had morphed into a soggy, muddy mess.

It wasn’t comfortable, but something about the rain eased the dread always lurking in his gut.

He only took a moment to thank Torrent. His friend wasted no time in drifting off, fueling his levitation with as much energy as possible to vanish into the woods. Ash trusted him to work on his own, but part of him rankled at the thought of not being there. Torrent had primarily honed his water manipulation - and practiced his draconic abilities - in solitude but direct attention could never hurt.

“Perfect,” Steven smiled. “Oz, are you ready?”

That should have been his line. Ash’s smile faded, but returned with a vengeance as Torrent steadfastly rushed off to attend to his own training. Oz whirred and plodded over, glaring down at Steven with her arms crossed.

“Yeah, she’s ready,” Ash laughed. “Think you can handle her?”

“I can only pray,” Steven shook his head. “Let’s begin. I admit that much of what we’ll be attempting is to establish a baseline. This is unprecedented. I’ll observe while you begin your work.”

Ash nodded and looked Oz’s way. “Let’s show him what you’ve got. Lightning Bolt, max power.”

Oz’s tails thrashed as she squared herself. Her proximity to Ash drew a concerned glance from Steven, particularly as tiny bolts of electricity danced off her coarse coat and popped against his skin, but Ash paid no heed. By now he was used to it, and with Lightning he was safe.

The Feather trembled against his chest as Oz lit up like a beacon. Rather than banishing away the shadows as Metagross had, the world itself seemed to darken. Her brilliance outshone the meager sunlight that managed to pierce the veil of volcanic ash and clouds, and Ash had to fight the mortal urge to look away.

His eyes remained locked on Oz, and all he could do was admire her radiance. Every muscle rippled beneath her coat of fur as electricity burst out, channeled and controlled until -

A meaty fist punched forth, and the electricity went with it. Metagross’ electric attack paled in comparison to the arcing lance that shot forth from Oz. Thunder rumbled, and Oz’s Lightning Bolt filled the air with the familiar scent of ozone as it pierced the air. The Feather’s trembling strengthened, and Ash’s fingers traced over it as if to calm a wild pokemon.

The Lightning Bolt struck a tree just ten to fifteen feet past where Metagross’ attack landed - Ash smirked, and thought Oz mirrored the sentiment as her point was made - and another tree exploded in a shower of splinters and steam.

Steven blinked. “Impressive,” he stroked his chin as he peered over at Oz.

Ash’s eyes, sharpened by Lightning, picked out the individual strands of Steven’s silver hair that stood frizzy and out of the place. A small part of him enjoyed the fact that Steven wasn’t as perfectly composed as he always seemed, even if it just came down to the static and humidity. Not everything could be controlled all the time. “The additional charge present certainly enhances the effect, but still…”

“This is working out a lot better than when we trained by the Lake of Rage. We only did a little prep, but the conditions here are much better” Ash admitted. Oz rumbled her agreement. He held his palm out and watched as little flecks of soot and rain intermingled. Earth and water…

Land and Sea, Behemoth and Leviathan… they breathe. 

Ash hid a grimace as Lugia’s ageless words slid seamlessly into his thoughts. He flicked his wrist and sent the mess flinging to rest with the mud.

“But the same problems keep coming up,” Ash said. The faintest note of frustration, one which he knew Oz mirrored, colored his words. “Oz is able to use these conditions to enhance her electricity, but it’s a big jump from that to directing true lightning. There’s too much to control. Too much to manage.”

Oz cracked her knuckles and glared up at the sky as if it were its fault. Both tails thrashed behind her, spitting sparks that died uselessly in the mud at her feet.

“Of course,” Steven murmured. He drew closer, but still offered Oz a wary glance. It was probably wise to be cautious near a frustrated Electivire. “This truly is an incredible undertaking, Ash. I hope you don’t take a lack of results to heart. An Electric Master would deem this an impossible task, or close to it.”

“I know that,” he cut in. Steven seemed pleased by his response. Ash glanced to Oz - her whipping tails, the electricity dancing across her fur, the resolute glare. “It will take months. Years, maybe. But we’ll do it. Nobody else has, but that doesn’t mean that we can’t.”

His teacher hummed approvingly, but didn’t say anything. Steven kept his eyes shut. Ash could only imagine what sorts of thoughts were racing through his brilliant mind.

Ash supposed it didn’t matter. What counted were the thoughts that filled his mind - of black stormcloud wings unfurled, a beak blazing like a spear of lightning, and an endless Storm. That was the power they chased, and this was just the first step.

He’d made a promise to Infernus when he’d surrendered the Fire Sphere to Ash - a promise to his entire team, really - and he would do his best to keep it.

“I’m not certain how much help I’ll be,” Steven said softly. “I’ll do my best, but I’m afraid I’ve become a little spoiled by Metagross’ psychic abilities. Most problems don’t last long against those.”

Wow, who could have imagined that? Ash didn’t say it, but he couldn’t help but roll his eyes. Everything seemed easier if you had unspeakable psychic powers on your side.

Yes.

He really could do without Mewtwo’s commentary, but just ignored it again. There was no winning strategy there.

“Still, I have a few ideas…” Steven said.

Ash listened.

Fino would seek him out in less than a week. Only five days to prepare for a battle against a true Master, someone tempered by decades of experience. Karen and Will were good, but they hadn’t had time to perfect their skills yet.

This was his next hurdle, and he couldn’t wait to see how he fared.

XX

By now their campsite had actually begun to feel a bit like home. It wasn’t the coziest - not surprising given how much space both their teams needed - but it was no longer jarring to wake up in his bedroll and see the rocky spire towering overhead. Even the wild pokemon had begun to lose some of their wariness after the first two weeks. Now it wasn’t unusual for a few Taillow to flock around and watch Skarmory and Plume, or for the odd Vigoroth to rush in demanding a challenge.

One look at Nidoking’s dripping venom and thrashing tail tended to scare them off.

For now he just rested his aching legs and typed up a quick reply to Amelia and Jon. His lips quirked as he skimmed over their letter - apparently their vacation to Altomare had gone smoothly. Nothing too exciting had happened beyond Amelia winning some race in the canals with Dewgong.

The smile deepened when he read that apparently Jon had tried to use Gyarados in the race.

Still, their descriptions caught his interest. Altomare sounded beautiful, an ancient city built on centuries of trade between Indigo and Hoenn. He’d picked up a few details from Cynthia’s book, particularly in the notes on Sootopolis, Mossdeep, and Lilycove.

Altomare had been established back in the glory days of the old Volumo Empire as a trading outpost to bridge the gap between the far-flung coasts of the Johto and Hoenn regions. When the empire fell a millennium ago, Altomare relished a brief few decades of independence… which was then broken by a fine, long running tradition of being passed back and forth between the Indigo League and whatever Hoennic alliance ruled the waters at the time.

It was independent now, at least, and currently enjoyed a close relationship with the Indigo League due to its proximity to Johto. Altomare still carried its Hoennic roots, but those had intermingled in unique ways with Indigo’s culture. Apparently, it was full of master craftsmen, and specialized in producing intricate, awe-inspiring creations of glass.

He’d love to visit someday, and his friends’ descriptions only deepened that resolve.

Ash reread the message just to make sure he’d absorbed all the information, then typed up his response. It was brief, but he tried to address everything. Apparently Jon and Amelia planned to visit the Whirl Islands next for a training trip.

Even reading the name of the small archipelago left the Song humming in his ears, and some of the unconscious tension drained from his shoulders.

His mind wandered as his fingers raced to send his response.

Most of his team were out training for the day, but Steven had given him some rare time off - Ash was no pokemon, and overtraining would hurt him a lot worse than his team. They could switch over to technique-based training or work on any number of abilities that wouldn’t strain their bodies, but the best Ash could do was to train his mind.

Which he did. Endlessly, in fact. Sometimes the headaches from the endless studying and Steven’s simulated battles were worse than the runs from training ground to training ground - until Steven decided to test him while they were running, of course.

A sigh left his lips. No pain, no gain.

In this case, they’d managed to earn plenty of progress. Every inch was a fight, but one well worth working through.

He rested his notebook on his knee and skimmed the schedule for today. They’d played around with things as the weeks added up and his friends grew more and more confident with their abilities. Nidoking and Dazed were working with Claydol in a clearing not too far away - the psychics were helping Nidoking hone some of his psychic abilities, particularly the brittle shields he could manifest now.

It cost him a bit of a headache and several seconds, but it added a bit more to his defense than just digging away from all his problems. Even with the downsides, it completely outshone Protect in terms of efficiency. Turning away light blows or blunting elemental attacks could be a life saver.

Tangrowth was off with Cradily, of course. Bruiser had tagged along to hone his teamwork with the happy grass-type - their showing against Princess proved that Tangrowth’s terrain control and Bruiser’s raw power made an incredible pair, and he hoped to take advantage of it down the road.

That was only a side project, though. In the end, the true goal for Tangrowth was to prepare Perfect Regeneration. The mental effort to manage the technique was a lot to handle for Tangrowth, but Cradily had a similar technique that helped him lay the groundwork. The whole process was slow-going, of course, but at least Cradily had no end of patience.

Benefits of being an ambush predator.

Multitasking with his vines was one thing, but that was made infinitely easier by the countless neurons laced through each of the appendages. Each vine essentially had its own nervous system and could act semi-autonomously, though still guided by Tangrowth himself.

In theory, Perfect Regeneration was feasible. In practice, it really depended on how long Tangrowth could focus. Of course, that just left Ash thinking on how long Tangrowth had managed to remember Binder, the name Tangrowth had chosen back during their week with Bruno.

It didn’t make him feel any better, but he had full faith in his friend.

Cradily managed it, after all

Ash’s spirit lifted at the thought of taking down something like Cradily if it really possessedsomething close to what he hoped Perfect Regeneration would become. Even Infernus would be hard pressed to keep the fossil down.

A little chatter from inside his pack snagged his attention. “It’s not too bright, is it?” He asked. The afternoon sun was only just starting to set, and it would be another few hours before Seeker would be comfortable enough to be out in the open. “I can return you if it is.”

Another squeak, more insistent this time. He frowned, but just lifted the bag up to rest on his lap. Sneasel was lurking around here somewhere, just as happy to enjoy a day off as Ash was. He’d earned it after the last game of Hunt the Sneasel where Claydol joined in on the fun, but if he was using his offtime to mess with Seeker…

He’d have to keep an eye out. Aron rested not too far away on a nice, warm patch of soil. Ash would hate to wake him up from his nap (he smiled at the little bar of scrap hanging out of the steel-type’s mouth) but no doubt Aron would enjoy the job. Lovingly greeting Sneasel with a headbutt was a favorite pastime of his.

With the coast relatively clear aside from a Volbeat and Illumise watching from afar, Ash went back to his notes.

Plume had the misfortune to be training with Metagross on evasion while they played electric ‘catch’ with Oz. Skarmory had gotten tired of Infernus’ goading and dragged him off to a distant battleground somewhere, and Armaldo had taken Torrent and Bruiser for the day.

That was something he’d have to stop by one day. Armaldo rarely deigned to train his team, but from what Steven told him the bug-type was an absolute terror on the battlefield. Clad in heavy plates of armor and armed with pincers able to tear through steel, there were few pokemon able to stand against its piercing attacks.

For Steven, that was nothing special.

Instead, what made Armaldo stand out was its versatility. Though its speed and maneuverability were crippled by its heavy armor, Steven’s Armaldo was able to exploit the cover of the whipping Sandstorms it called up to dig and tunnel all throughout the battlefield and strike wherever it needed. All it took was one pincer closing around the enemy’s leg and the battle would essentially be over.

It was able to use Aqua Jet to propel itself in short bursts to close distance, but the real role it played on Steven’s team was as its only aquatic fighter. Besides Metagross, anyways.

But then again, what couldn’t Metagross do thanks to its disgustingly strong psychic abilities?

Aqua Jet and Armaldo’s amphibious nature made it a ruthless opponent in the water. With a faster opponent, it would just spew toxins into the water to drive it out. Against a slower opponent… well, Armaldo’s pincers could punch through a Gyarados’ thick scales with ease.

That gave Ash all sorts of ideas on how to prepare Anorith once it had finished developing - it would only be a few months now, though Ash hoped to swing by and see it in the Devon labs if they ever ended up in Rustboro. Anorith was probably barely recognizable at this point, certainly not much to look at.

He shook it off. Thoughts best saved for another day.

Seeker squeaked again, and this time he heard something as well. His jaw tensed. Leaves rustled. Branches cracked beneath a foot.

His hand went to his pokeball. Steven would have alerted him with Claydol if he was returning, or even just called out for him. Normally something like this wouldn’t bother him, but it was human. They’d only seen a handful of travelers passing through Forina so far, and those that did come by made it clear they wanted to get out as soon as possible.

It always came down to the shadow that loomed over the valley: Mt. Chimney. It was famous for frequent, low-level eruptions. There hadn’t been any major volcanic events for the last few decades, but the people of Lavaridge had grown used to the common sound of a roar and a little bit of lava rolling down from the peak. The town itself hadn’t been exposed to any danger, although apparently it was part of the Lavaridge Gym’s responsibilities to make sure the town was prepared for a more major event.

Given the vast number of Absol that had started crowding these mountains…well, he could only put so much stock into Steven’s claims that the mountain was just behaving as it always was. He trusted Steven’s expertise, but Ash also knew that the rational explanations could only take you so far in his world.

The last year had been anything but rational.

More branches rustled. Ash eased up just a tad as Sneasel appeared in the tangled branches above the disturbance. He clambered silently from tree to tree, just light enough to avoid making any unnecessary noise. His claws flicked open, and the little dark-type’s pupils were wide with anticipation.

At last, the brush was pushed aside -

“I finally found you!”

A Rapidash barreled through the undergrowth with a triumphant snort as it came to a stop not too far from Ash - Sneasel still eyed it viciously, though his attention ultimately landed on the undefended back of its rider. Ash took the mighty Rapidash and its proud rider in with a glance, then shook his head at Sneasel.

Rapidash loosed a satisfied whinny as a few vines and stems that had tangled around its powerful frame fell away in a burst of flame. It lowered itself and twisted its neck to offer support to the rider, who stumbled off rather ungracefully.

“Thanks a million, Brick!” Flannery pet the creamy fur of the fire-type. She turned to Ash with a different kind of fire in her eyes. “Elite Four Ash-”

“Just Ash,” he interjected.

“Elite Four Ash!” She pointed a finger at him like he hadn’t said anything at all.

His eyes curiously tracked her long hair as she jerked her head with the pose - was she always so dramatic? This wasn’t quite how he expected their second meeting to go. He hadn’t expected to see her until at least the battle with Fino. “As acting Gym Leader of Lavaridge, I challenge you to a battle!”

He could only blink, even if his lips twitched. “Now?”

Some of her fire fizzled out. Her finger lowered. “Uh, yes,” Flannery kicked uncomfortably at the dirt. “Is that okay?”

Ash glanced at Aron, who was still passed out. That was actually pretty impressive considering the ruckus Flannery made as she rode in on Brick. He might be good for a quick bout. They’d just have to be sure to keep him from pushing too hard. Seeker had stilled and clutched tightly to him, though he could feel her ears twitch every now and then as she listened.

Sneasel was still lurking in the branches with his razor-sharp claws ready to rend and tear, unseen by Flannery or Brick the Rapidash, and to be honest it seemed like he had plenty of energy to burn.

“Sure, why not?”

Flannery’s shoulders sank as she exhaled. “Whew, that’s a relief!” She quickly scanned the campsite and frowned. “Where’s Mr. Stone?”

It took him a second to realize she meant Steven. That was weird. Then again, she could only be a year or two older than Ash. She’d probably been in diapers the first time she met Steven. “Off taking some samples,” Ash said. “He won’t be back for a few hours. I could send him a message…?”

“Darn!” Flannery pumped her fist. “I’ll just catch him another time then. Maybe he’ll be around after our battle!”

Ash shrugged. He wouldn’t count on it. Steven had a familiar, manic look in his eye that said it might be well after dusk when he returned.

Before Flannery could catch wind of Sneasel, Ash returned him from his spot in the trees, then Aron. No point giving Flannery more of an advantage than she already gained from her ‘ambush’. “Two-on-two sound good? Most of my friends are off training.”

Flannery’s face fell, but she nodded. “This must be how you felt when grandpa set his terms,” she sighed. “But I’ll take what I can get - if you think you can take grandpa, you’ve got to be good! Even better than in the Indigo Conference, anyways.”

He would hope so. It had been around five months - Ash didn’t think Steven would bother with him if he hadn’t improved in all that time.

“Not here,” he decided. His team had gotten comfortable in this campsite now, as had Steven’s. None of them would be too happy if he left a few craters in it - or worse, shattered one of Forina’s stone spires. “There’s a rocky spot not too far that we’ve been using. It should be empty.”

“Perfect!” Flannery recalled Brick after patting his velvety nose in thanks. She flushed and scratched at the back of her neck. “Err, we’re walking, right?”

That had always been the plan, but maybe Sneasel was rubbing off on him. Ash glanced to the pokeball that had just stolen away the mighty Rapidash. “We are now.”

Flannery winced, but fell alongside Ash as they strolled out of the little clearing and into the woods of Forina. She craned her neck to admire the fifty foot pillars that speared from the earth in every direction. Ash felt the fondness washing over her.

“You saw me in the Indigo Conference?” He broke the silence. His curiosity had managed to outweigh the ease with which he fell into the quiet.

“Who didn’t?” Flannery perked up with a wild, eager look on her face. She let out a long, keening whistle. “That Magmortar of yours is a beauty. Even grandpa was impressed - I’ve never seen anything ride a Salamence before, and when he blew up that whole gigantic field? Incredible! I’m gonna get me one of those…”

She went on and on about the battles, and Ash embraced the warmth that cut through the knot in his stomach.

At least someone else out there appreciated Infernus for more than his power.
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Wind whistled through the rocky outcrops, rushing by his face and carrying with it the heat radiating off his skin. His sweat did not do its job out here in the humidity, and so he exhaled in relief - Ice would have sucked the muggy hotness away in an instant, but he wasn’t eager to call upon it.

Anything that might give Sneasel an advantage in the upcoming battle was something to be avoided… the Concepts being so distant here just made it even more of a hassle. It would take too much focus (and certainly raise questions from Flannery) unless he decided to bust out the flute and play Lugia’s Song.

Which would certainly raise even more questions he’d really rather not answer, although at least then Flannery would just think he was strange.

It took just a glance at Flannery and her wild, burning passion for this fight to know he wouldn’t want that. He wasn’t sure how much of a fight this would be, but at least they’d both enjoy it. Someone chomping at the bit for a good battle wasn’t someone he wanted to alienate.

“Nice place you got here!” Flannery shouted from across their impromptu battlefield. It was just a mostly bare stretch of dirt dotted with the occasional boulder, but Ash didn’t think she was being sarcastic. “Grandpa used to take me to a spot just like this when we trained in Forina!”

Well, he supposed it made sense for fire-type specialists to favor this environment. He’d run into enough issues trying to keep Infernus’ training from turning into a natural disaster, and that was with Torrent, Dazed, and Tangrowth to run interference.

She caught his attention with her words, though. “How often were you out here?”

“All the time!” Flannery’s grin faded as she looked off into the green valley and the grey towers bursting from its soil like the spines of an enormous beast. “Not so much now though. My responsibilities as the ascending Gym Leader of Lavaridge Town keep me busy!”

Ash thought back to the reports and forms and requisitions that Steven had him filling out for practice (although the paperwork always seemed to mysteriously pile up whenever one of Ash’s team, usually Sneasel, caused trouble for the Steel Master), and nodded. Gym Leaders were up to their ears in bureaucracy most of the time, and the recent Rocket troubles hadn’t helped things.

Just thinking about the scum soured his mood, and all of a sudden he was really glad Flannery came looking for a fight.

Fire sparked to life in his chest, albeit still sluggish and slow and crawling like half-cooled lava in his chest. It was wrong, and he found himself humming the Song just to free up the blockage. The Song saturated the air, breathing some life back into the Feather, and he breathed in a rush of fresh air as the world seemed to do the same.

“Nice tune!” Flannery tugged at a strand of her red hair. She bounced on the heels of her feet, swaying back and forth with her eyes closed, and smiled. He ignored all that, and was more occupied with wondering how on earth she was able to survive wearing pants in this weather…all he had was a thin t-shirt and shorts and he was still drenched. “Feels like I’ve heard it before somewhere. Deja vu? Is that the right word?”

He shrugged.

“Ah well!” His opponent sounded chipper as ever, though Flannery’s eyes narrowed to slits as her hand grasped for one of the nine pokeballs lining her waist. “We can talk about it after I knock your team around a bit.”

Ash snorted. “Uh huh,” he said flatly. “We’ll see.”

Flannery flicked hair out of her eyes and held a pokeball aloft. “As the challenger, I will release first!”

His lips curved upwards. It was odd to be challenged after so long as the challenger. Ash waved her along. The Gym Leader’s expression turned to steel, though that cocky grin still tugged at her mouth. Ash couldn’t wait to knock it off - in the nicest way possible, of course.

This would be fun.

Her Torkoal appeared in a brilliant flash of light. It squinted to take in its surroundings, though Ash wasn’t sure how well it could see with the air rippling all around it. Heat absolutely poured off the fire-type, though Ash thought it would still sear under Infernus’ molten touch. Then again, what wouldn’t?

Torkoal’s skin practically glowed a cherry red next, as if it had plucked the words from Ash’s mind. It huffed, and great plumes of smoke erupted from its nostrils and its hard, craggy shell. He winced as a sound like a locomotive’s horn pounded his ear drums, though Flannery paid it no notice. It stared Ash’s way and spat a little burst of flame in challenge.

“We’re ready for you!” His opponent folded her arms. “Piper’s all loaded up with fresh coal. Challenger - uh, challengee? Is that a word?”

Ash shrugged.

“Whatever - challengee, how do you respond?”

He assessed Torkoal with a glance. Ash wasn’t overly familiar with the pokemon, though he’d fought Leo’s Torkoal with Aron way back in Slateport, but he knew enough to tell this was an impressive specimen. Pitch black smoke belching from its throat and shell, a deeper orange than most of its wild kin could boast, and the heat pouring off it was intense even from this distance. It was enough to scorch his skin and leave the air painfully dry as it entered his lungs.

It was hard to decide whether it was worse than the humidity.

Ash raised Sneasel’s pokeball, and his friend manifested with a snarl. He sneered at Torkoal and unsheathed his claws with hardly a whisper. The heat was getting to him, though. It wasn’t long before Sneasel breathed out a gust of icy air to cool him off, though it wouldn’t last long.

Hoenn’s weather proved enough of a challenge for Sneasel in general. Thick black fur meant for withstanding winter storms wasn’t the best adaptation for this environment. Throw in Torkoal’s heat and this would be a rough fight. Still, Sneasel regularly tussled (fight would be too generous of a term) with Infernus. He could stand a little heat.

Still… “Let’s make this quick.”

Flannery’s mouth twisted into an ugly scowl. “You’re using a Sneasel against a fire-type? What are you -” she relaxed, though Ash could almost feel how fired up she was. The Gym Leader’s nostrils flared as she let out a deep breath, then pinched the bridge of her nose. “You’re an Elite Four. Okay. Okay. Piper, let’s do this!”

The Torkoal - Piper, he corrected - belched another pitch-black column of smoke. Its breath was laced with flames, and the heat pounding down on them both redoubled.

Ash met Flannery’s eyes. “Ready?”

“Begin!”

He had to give her credit: Piper didn’t hesitate. The moment the battle began, the Torkoal reared its neck back and loosed a howling Flamethrower that streamed right toward Sneasel. Smoke bled off it, curling away at the edges of the attack, but such a straightforward assault was exactly what they’d expected.

Sneasel dashed away from the attack, though the Torkoal swung her head to follow him, and he found shelter behind one of the many rocks dotting the battlefield. He winced as Piper maintained the Flamethrower, bathing the stone in the roaring flame until it glowed a beautiful cherry red, and Sneasel soon found himself pinned down.

Ash’s knuckles rapped against the fabric of his shorts as he waited. He didn’t say anything yet. Best to let Sneasel think his way out of this, though he was sure the dark-type was just waiting for the right moment. They’d trained too much and too hard for this little setback to be a problem.

After what must have been thirty seconds of a sustained Flamethrower - long enough for the very edges of the stone exposed to the attack to begin to waver and drip beneath its power - Piper finally had to take a breath. Smoke dripped from the corners of its mouth, and Sneasel pounced on the opportunity.

“Good boy,” Ash murmured as Sneasel rolled out from behind the rock, hissing and spitting the whole time, and blasted the jagged arcs of an Ice Beam straight at Torkoal. They approached, carrying a white mist in their wake -

Piper’s whole body radiated satisfaction, and the Torkoal spat another Flamethrower without a hint of a struggle. The red-orange column blazed forth, howling and screaming as it raced through the air and devoured the Ice Beam whole, and forced Sneasel to lope to another rock for cover in a casual burst of motion. The Torkoal maintained it for just a few seconds more, then cut the stream off.

A good trick, but nothing Sneasel hadn’t expected. It put a little more pressure on Sneasel, especially in raising the temperature of the arena to nearly intolerable levels, but Sneasel managed to evade it just fine. Still, this couldn’t be all there was to it. Flannery and Piper would know there was plenty of cover now, far too much for Flamethrower to be an effective attack. Logically, their next step would be to either remove the cover or attack in a way that wouldn’t be affected by the boulders.

Ash took advantage of the tense silence that fell over the area to whisper, low enough for Flannery and Piper to miss, to Sneasel. “They’ll try to attack through the cover next. When they do, strike. End this quickly.”

Earthquake wasn’t likely - too destructive, especially without a psychic here to protect the trainers. Hyper Beam? Most likely not. Too energy-intensive, especially since Flannery wanted to draw them into a protracted battle of endurance. Rock Tomb, Ancient Power, and Earth Power were feasible, as was Stone Edge. They were relatively precise.

Flannery said nothing, perhaps fearing that Sneasel’s excellent hearing would catch anything she tried to say, but it didn’t take long for Piper to take action. No doubt she’d fought plenty of opponents with similar styles in her Gym.

A faint silvery sphere shot forth from the Torkoal’s open mouth and flew through the air to suffuse Sneasel’s protective boulder in an outline of white light. It cracked and groaned as Torkoal forced the rock to obey its will, and that gave Sneasel plenty of time to escape the attack.

He vaulted over the rock just as Piper sent it blasting into his previous location, and yowled as he landed an Ice Beam straight into the distracted Torkoal’s face. It didn’t do much; no ice could form in the superheated air that guarded Piper, but it stunned the fire-type.

Sneasel didn’t have much that could deal serious damage to the Torkoal - not without getting too close, anyways. He wouldn’t stand up well against Piper’s body heat, let alone whatever fire-type techniques it had stocked away. Overheat was supposed to be a favorite of Flannery and her grandfather, though Ash wasn’t sure Piper would risk that without a psychic barrier between it and Flannery.

Either way, it was best not to risk it.

They could wear it down with Ice Beams. That would eventually do the trick, especially once Piper started slowing down and Sneasel wouldn’t have to burn as much energy dodging and seeking cover.

But this was just a distraction for them, and he’d hate to burn too much stamina when they’d have training tomorrow. No reason to let Sneasel get too exhausted.

Besides, they’d needed a new test subject… one that wasn’t a Master-level Weavile or Champion-level fighter, anyways.

“Mind Breaker!”

Their opponents recoiled - Flannery’s face went white, and even Piper the Torkoal somehow seemed paler than before. Ash knew there was no possible way for them to know what Mind Breaker was, but nothing by that name could spell good news for them.

Ash clutched Seeker tighter, but on second thought recalled her. To Flannery and Piper’s credit, they reacted quickly. “Uh uh, no way you’re taking that hit! Rock Tomb - wall yourself up!”

Purple spheres sprayed from Piper’s maw, distorted by the superheated air pressing out from the fire-type in suffocating waves, and struck the earth. Ash just watched and waited as Piper wrenched the earth to do its bidding, and even as earthen barriers began to lurch from the ground, a stray Rock Tomb smashed into the previously loosened rock that Sneasel had used as cover. The stone was yanked back at terrible speeds, hurtling towards Sneasel and Piper both, but the slightest twitch of his ears (and Ash’s casual warning) alerted him.

Sneasel dove beneath the massive projectile, hissed with satisfaction even as Piper manipulated the stone to swing back for another blow, and froze. Every muscle tensed for three seconds, and by the end of it an awful, colorless film flowed from his fur.

It was all the warning they had before the world went wrong. A sickening feeling, not dissimilar to the terrible pressure which emanated from the Ghost of Lavender and saturated the very bones of Lavender Town, stained the air, the ground, the very spirit of the land…it lacked the suffocating weight of Lavender, but even an echo of that awful power was terrible to behold.

Every muscle in Sneasel’s body went taut as the Mind Breaker was released - an overpowering Distortional wave, hurled forth screaming with all the velocity of a tornado yet dripping slow and steady like sap bleeding from a tree, that gnawed and shredded everything it touch.

He stumbled even as it struck him. It wasn’t a physical force, of course. Not quite, anyways. Mind Breaker washed over him like a greasy, clinging wave that seemed to coat him within and without. Everything from his hair to his skin to the marrow of his bones was awash in the awful power, and every cell in his body howled to reject it.

Ash grit his teeth and withstood it, though it taxed his will to his limits. No psychic barrier to protect him this time. He’d trained himself to remain standing without any defenses - who knew when he might need that edge? - but Ash could expose himself to it a hundred times and never get more used to it.

There was no way he could say how long it lasted. Logically, it must have been a second, maybe two. But in the presence of Mind Breaker, time lost all meaning. It had no domain when Distortion itself bled into the world.

But in the end, he still stood. Fire filled his veins, and with it he purged the gnawing madness away in an instant. Flannery remained conscious as well - Karen couldn’t withstand Mind Breaker like Ash could, so Sneasel had learnt (mostly at Weavile’s claws) to be very careful where he directed it. He glanced to Flannery, a little worried for her, but relaxed.

Pale, shaking, probably a little nauseous… perfectly reasonable reactions. Nothing to be worried about, and if he’d pegged her right then she’d be more curious than upset. Part of him felt a little guilty for exposing her to the brutal power at all, but at the very least it’d be a good learning experience for her.

She certainly got off better than Piper.

The Torkoal was unconscious amidst a lumpy pile of rock and earth that it had erected as a defense, and a dull grey smoke sputtered from its shell and mouth. Physical barriers only meant so much in the face of Mind Breaker - at least compared to its full force, which Sneasel had drawn upon to end the battle so quickly.

Its unearthly touch had stolen Piper’s control of the Rock Tomb and floating earth from the fire-type. When Mind Breaker washed over the animated stone, it ate away at the power controlling it and left it dead and lifeless.

Not the most satisfying of conclusions, but Ash had to admit there was a certain thrill in seeing Sneasel dominate like that. Mind Breaker wasn’t viable in high-level competition, not when any seasoned combatant would leap on that opening in a heartbeat, but this was solid proof of concept.

“Gah! What just hit us?” Flannery sputtered. Her hands rested on her knees for support as she gasped in air, and Ash thought her face was a little green when she rose. Nevertheless, she recalled Piper before Sneasel could recover. The little dark-type was swaying on his feet, worn to the bone by the massive outpouring of dark power, and was reduced to stumbling towards Ash on all fours after the full force of Mind Breaker.

He recovered quickly, though, and had managed to go bipedal again by the time he arrived at Ash’s side. Sneasel’s limbs still trembled, though it was a sight better than when he’d first shown it off against Karen’s Weavile. Mind Breaker consumed dreadful amounts of stamina - substantially more than Hyper Beam, if Ash had to estimate - and marked the end of any battle against a high-level opponent.

At this point, Steven’s team were disciplined enough to withstand it. Most had defensive options to resist dark and ghost-type assaults anyways, which would at least blunt the effects of Mind Breaker. They’d weather it relatively unharmed, then ruthlessly punish Sneasel for using a technique that required so much time to prepare.

Three seconds was an eternity at their level.

Metagross simply refused to be exposed to it, and would telekinetically hurl pebbles at Sneasel until the dark-type hissed and loped away. To be honest, it was a pretty effective strategy.

“What was that?” The Gym Leader growled as she fumbled for her next pokeball. “Never been hit by anything like that before - was that a Confuse Ray? I hate mental attacks…” she grumbled.

Ash just nodded in agreement. So did he, which was probably why it felt so satisfying to be on the other end of them for once. “Not quite,” he replied. “Just something new Sneasel and I have been working on. It’s not ready yet,” Ash added. “Still needs tweaking.”

Flannery blanched. “Not ready?” She made a face. “I’d rather have Chimney take us all before going against the real thing. Still…” she trailed off and tugged at her hair. “Don’t suppose you’re using the little guy against grandpa, huh?”

He fixed her with a flat look. “And have you feeding him all my new techniques?”

“Worth a try!” Flannery said unabashedly. “Not like he’ll need the help against you, but I’ve got to do my part. Plus I really want to see that in action again,” she watched the exhausted Sneasel with blatant, hungry fascination that reminded Ash of a starving Fearow staring down a juicy Caterpie. Sneasel was too wiped out to care, though he did offer Flannery a halfhearted snarl. “Just don’t want it to be my team that takes it. You understand, right?”

Ash thought back to all the times his team had been laid low by cruel, underhanded methods like Confuse Ray or other mental assaults. “Yeah.”

“Great!” She pumped her fist. Flannery seemed back to her usual form, so he eased up a little bit. “Don’t suppose you’re sending the little guy back out again, huh? I know a few teammates who might like to get some payback for Piper…”

Sneasel’s claws clicked together, eager as always to get into a scrap, but Ash shook his head. His friend wilted and whined petulantly, but Ash stayed firm. “We need you ready to train later,” he said. “Besides, Aron needs some exercise. You’ll cheer him on, right?” He snorted at Sneasel’s disgusted look.

Flannery’s red eyebrows rose. “Aron?” She mouthed. “Wait! Did Mr. Stone’s Aggron have babies or something?”

“Unrelated,” Ash waved her off. “New teammate.”

She rolled her eyes, but a slow, steady grin spread over her face. “Don’t think that means much when it comes to you. Let’s go! Can’t wait to see what this Aron’s got in store for us! And don’t think for a minute I’m taking it easy on your baby - I’m bringing out the big guns!”

Perfect.

He’d already shown his hand, so Ash went ahead and released his friend. Aron plopped down on his hindquarters and yawned widely, still a little drowsy from his nap. The light seemed a little intense for him if his squinted blue eyes were anything to go by, though Ash knew he’d adjust soon.

“Hey buddy. Feel up for a quick battle?”

Ash ignored Flannery’s offended, “Quick? What do you mean quick?”

Aron stretched his stubby limbs, tossed his head back, and offered a happy little noise somewhere between screeching metal and one of Plume’s coos. He might have been spending too much time with her. Plume had renewed hope for Aron learning to fly ever since he started hovering around with Magnet Rise.

Well, that was all he needed to hear. “We’re ready.”

A reckless flare sparked to life in Flannery’s bearing as she clipped off another pokeball, this one right next to Piper’s. “Let’s do this! Come on, Caldera!”

What emerged earned an impressed nod from Ash. And how could it not? A ton and a half of bright orange fur, hide thick enough to shrug off Sneasel’s savage claws, and the physical power to trample anything smaller than a Snorlax. Fourteen feet long from snout to the tip of its stubby tail and six feet at the shoulder, with the bony protrusions on its back reminiscent of volcanoes adding another four feet. They were larger than expected, so this must be a female.

Caldera the Camerupt cut an intimidating figure amidst the rent earth and boulders which had been left in disarray after Sneasel’s battle with Piper. The imposing fire-type only appeared even more massive compared to Aron’s relatively diminutive frame, and even sent a disdainful look Flannery’s way.

“I know, I know. It’s a cute little baby,” Flannery waved off Caldera’s concerns. It wasn’t convincing, especially as Aron warbled a fierce challenge their way…which, unfortunately, just reinforced what Flannery had just said. She placed one hand on her hip and poked a finger out at Caldera. “But you take this seriously! You didn’t see what happened to Piper just a minute ago. This is an Elite Four’s pokemon, and I bet he’s got some trick up his sleeves. Err, armor?”

Sneasel preened under the ‘compliment’ and flicked his claws back out as he leered at Caldera. The Camerupt’s eyes darkened, and Ash had the funny feeling she would much rather have Sneasel out there on the field. Now that would be a good battle.

Flannery spent a bit longer trying to encourage Caldera to take the fight seriously, so Ash took the opportunity to call Aron over. His friend trotted over to look up at him, tongue lolling out of his mouth as it usually did.

“Do you want this fight?” Ash murmured as he laid one hand on Aron’s cool chassis. His thumb rubbed over his domed head. For once, Aron didn’t just lean into it - he did, of course, but he also kept his baby blue eyes open and nodded fiercely. Maybe that ‘cute little baby’ comment had gotten to him. “Good. I know you’re ready for it. You’ve worked hard these last few weeks. Remember your training, and show them what you can do.”

Sneasel hissed and tapped the side of his claw against Aron’s head, though yanked his paw back when the steel-type gave into his curiosity and tried to lick it.

Ash gave him one last pat and rose from his crouched position. “Go get them.”

Aron nodded and turned to trot back to his former position. He squared himself - quite a bit like Nidoking used to as a Nidoran and Nidorino, Ash noted with a smile - and lowered his head. A warble rang through the air, piercing all their ears with a metallic shriek.

When Caldera assessed Aron’s challenge, set her massive shoulders, and bayed out a rumbling roar of her own, a fierce warmth stoked in Ash’s chest and radiated out to the rest of him. This mighty Camerupt, one of a Gym Leader’s (even if an inexperienced one) strongest, decided he was a fighter worth acknowledging.

He was young, but he’d been with Ash nearly three months now. Not long, but long enough to grow strong. It was time to prove it.

A black, furry figure quickly clambered up Ash’s legs and back until it finally came to settle around Ash’s neck. Sneasel’s lean arms looped around for support, and he laid his head over Ash’s shoulder to intently watch the battle.

“Maybe not such a cute little baby after all,” Flannery cheered. “Alright! Let’s get this party started. You ready?”

“Ready.”

And with that, the battle began.

Aron wasn’t as experienced as the rest of his team, so Ash offered him a bit more guidance. “Protect, low-grade!”

They’d trained it enough to where Protect wouldn’t sap a substantial portion of Aron’s stamina, but it still made Ash cringe to start off on such a defensive foot. It was a good call though - Camerupt immediately started the battle by spitting a fiery sphere that crackled as it sailed against Aron, then exploded in a terrible rush of heat and light as it impacted the iridescent green shield that sprang into existence just in front of Aron.

The Flame Burst sprayed sparks and licking tongues of fire in all directions as it impacted, but it washed harmlessly off of the Protect and found itself sputtering against rock and earth.

“Rock Tomb. Hit right under its belly!”

Aron’s aim was flawless. An orb of purple light struck just below Caldera’s body, missing her barrel chest by inches, and landed against the flat tan earth beneath its stomach. The Camerupt had only just refocused after the immediate use of the Flame Burst, and the sudden pillar of earth that erupted straight into her gut elicited a soft grunt.

Unfortunately, it barely phased Caldera. That kind of pain couldn’t shake the mighty Camerupt for long.

“Alright, alright, alright,” Flannery laughed. “You got yours! Now we’re gonna get ours -”

“Mud Slap!” He ordered while she was distracted. If she was going to waste time talking, he was going to punish her for it. It was a good lesson. Aron was happy to provide it - one of his stubby legs kicked a massive spray of dust and dirt at the Camerupt, which temporarily blinded it. Caldera was used to the earth, however, and recovered before Ash could take advantage of her distraction. She fired a gentle spray of flame at Aron, something that wouldn’t have even scratched Nidoking, but forced Aron to raise a rock wall between her and himself to keep fighting.

Flannery huffed. “Rude! But a good move,” she added, a little more secure now that Caldera could keep Aron pinned down. There was no way for him to strike at her while the little steel-type huddled behind his rock wall, and Dig wasn’t an option since Caldera would just loose an Earth Power or Earthquake to tear him apart. “But let’s end this, shall we? Ancient Power! Bring the fight to you and finish this with an Eruption!”

He dared to hope. Was this their chance?

There was absolutely no way they could win a protracted battle. If Sneasel was at a disadvantage against Piper the Torkoal, then Aron was fighting a losing battle from the beginning with mighty Caldera in the picture. A Camerupt was a mighty opponent, and Aron just didn’t have the firepower at this point to deal serious damage with his elemental techniques.

But if she was bringing him closer…

“Run!” He added, slipping a note of desperation into his words to make it more convincing to Flannery and Caldera. Aron stumbled from behind the barrier, doing his absolute best to flee before Camerupt could fling an Ancient Power orb into the earth below his diminutive frame, but it was too late. Caldera was too quick and too precise.

The earth groaned, then a great chunk of it was ripped away with Aron riding atop it. Caldera’s black eyes flashed as the crumbling heap spun closer, nostrils flaring and a great rumbling coming from within the volcano-like protrusions on her back. Smoke belched forth, bringing with it a foul sulfuric odor, and hot, glowing magma dripped behind it.

A terrible light burst forth from the volcanoes, and it seemed like every muscle in Caldera’s body flexed painfully tight. Awful power rumbled, cracking the ground beneath Caldera’s heavy legs, and the Camerupt readied itself to unleash a full-powered Eruption against Aron as the little steel-type was hauled closer and closer atop the floating island.

In seconds, it would arrive. Then Caldera would erupt in a storm of magma, flame, and smoke that would take Aron out of the battle in a heartbeat. Even a Protect - at least one of Aron’s - couldn’t be sustained against that kind of prolonged firepower.

And it was all just as Ash hoped.

The rock sailed through the air, and when it was just ten feet away from Caldera, Ash shouted, “Magnet Leap, then Iron Head!”

Aron warbled out a fierce (and adorable) war-cry, and with a sudden crackle of electricity that burst from his metallic chassis, he shot off the spinning island with his stubby limbs stretched out. The Magnet Rise continued crackling all about him, sparking madly and erratically, yet with a growing steadiness as he mastered the rush of electricity, and lifted him.

Flannery rubbed at her eyes as if she couldn’t believe what they were telling her, but Caldera didn’t so much as twitch - the mighty Camerupt was still lost in her own world as she charged up her all-consuming Eruption. The Gym Leader shouted out a warning, but it was too little too late.

His friend wasn’t quite flying. Magnet Rise was normally meant to push an electric-type off the ground for a brief moment to avoid ground-type techniques. A momentary thing, although it wasn’t uncommon for some pokemon to sustain it for several seconds at a time or use it as a way to cross gaps in the battlefield.

Gliding might be a bit generous too - despite his small size, Aron was dense. He weighed around a hundred and fifty pounds the last time Ash had checked, and he hadn’t mastered Magnet Rise to the point where it would do much more than hold him aloft. At most, he could use it to get around by essentially skating over the earth.

Or, if he really wanted to push it, let him jump much, much farther than something his weight should be able to. That is to say, it let him jump at all.

A little smile tugged at his lips as Aron sailed through the air like a cannonball, warbling the whole time like he was announcing his presence to the world. He’d already begun to sink as he neared Caldera (who had opened her eyes, only to widen them in alarm and try to step back at the sight of a rapidly approaching Aron) but his aim was true.

Caldera barely had time to blink, then one hundred and fifty pounds of metal, bone, and muscle crashed into her forehead with a resounding crack. Aron’s domed head, shining white with power, collided directly with hers, and he didn’t so much bounce off as roll off her orange-furred skull. He landed heavily on his side and struggled to roll over onto his feet, sort of like a Squirtle that had been knocked on its back. Once he did, he stumbled around like Ash imagined Lance would after a party at the Plateau.

If Aron was rattled by the collision, Camerupt was outright stunned. She fell backwards onto her haunches, glowing orange molten stone dribbling uselessly from her volcanoes amidst billowing smoke from her forgotten Eruption, and stared aimlessly into the sky. Her wide, flat tongue rolled out of her mouth and Ash couldn’t help but wince. He could practically feel her head spinning as she uselessly tried to recover from the blow.

She outcompeted Aron in every way: bigger, stronger, faster, tougher, and much more dangerous at range. But nothing could just shrug off a high-velocity Iron Head from Aron to the skull. Ash would be absolutely shocked if the Camerupt wasn’t concussed.

Flannery’s jaw dropped, then her face went red. One of her hands tugged at her red hair while the other jabbed a furious finger at Aron. “C’mon Caldera! You’ve got this - he’s right there! One more attack and this is over. “

A little reason slid into the behemoth’s eyes. She struggled to focus on Aron as he stumbled to his feet and prepared for another charge, but managed to rise off her haunches. Caldera gurgled and tried to glare. At Flannery’s behest, the Camerupt raised her great head for a Flamethrower, looked at Aron with her unfocused gaze…

And promptly threw up all over the crumbled earth. Camerupt made some of the worst, visceral noises Ash had ever heard as her neck extended and globs upon globs of puke blasted out. It steamed, heated by the incredible temperature inside the Camerupt’s body, and sizzled as it landed against the ground.

Definitely concussed.

Ash wrinkled his nose as the pungent scent, but both he and Sneasel leapt to attention when Aron (who had politely waited for Camerupt to finish instead of attacking, which not all of his team would have done) curiously walked over to sniff at the vomit. “Aron! Don’teven think about eating that!”

He looked back at Ash, warbled softly as if trying to convince him otherwise, but moped back to his original position when Ash sternly shook his head. Sneasel made an obnoxious, exaggerated gagging noise by his ear before tightening his wiry arms around Ash’s neck.

Yeah, that was about how he felt about it too.

“Uh, Caldera? You okay?” Flannery called out as the Camerupt seemed to finish. The fire-type looked absolutely miserable as she finished spitting up the last of her vomit, although a few strings of saliva still dripped from her muzzle. Caldera had just enough reason to rumble at Aron, and that was about all the warning they had before she loosed a weak, sputtering Flamethrower at the steel-type.

Aron wasn’t at his best either, and he’d barely begun to erect a weak, immaterial Protect before the Flamethrower washed over him. The heat and intensity of it shattered his efforts, and Ash was quick to return him before he could suffer any real damage.

Flannery rushed over to Caldera the moment the battle was over, and laid a hand against her hot fur while whispering comforting words to her. After a moment she looked at Ash oddly. “Serious question. Do any of your teammates fight normally?”

He cracked a smile. “Why would they?”

She stepped around to inspect the giant lump on Caldera’s skull, carefully avoiding the steaming pile of vomit that had seeped into the cracked ground. “Good point,” Flannery muttered. She gently poked the bruised spot, but immediately yanked her hand away when the Camerupt groaned pitifully. “Never thought an Aron could do a number on Caldera like this. Poor girl.”

“Aron’s special.” A note of pride tinged his words. “We didn’t stand a chance conventionally. Not against Caldera.” Ash admired the Camerupt. Even with what must have been an awful concussion, she was still an incredible specimen. She’d make a great fight for Infernus in a year or two. “She’s a monster. If we gave her a chance she’d end the battle with one Eruption.”

Flannery perked up a little at that, but still fussed over her teammate. She’d whipped out a Potion to spray the wound, though Ash wasn’t sure how much good it would do. It might heal any superficial damage, but to recover from Aron’s Iron Head would take days of rest, if not at least a week. Pokemon were much sturdier than any human, especially something as tough as a Camerupt, but internal damage was always trickier.

“Did you want to keep going?” Ash offered, though he didn’t expect her to take him up on the offer. He pointed to Sneasel. “He’s ready to jump in.”

Sneasel’s ears twitched at the comment. He leered at Flannery and Caldera and hissed, flicking his claws out for good measure.

The Gym Leader looked at Ash like Amelia normally looked at Jonathan. “You’re joking, right?” She said flatly with a glance at her partner. “Are we looking at the same pokemon? I wouldn’t have her fight a Wurmple right now, let alone your monster of a Sneasel. Pretty sure that ‘Mind Shatter’ thing and head injuries don’t mix.”

He snorted at that. “Just figured I should ask.”

The teen softened a bit. Caldera tried to look at Ash, but her eyes were so out-of-focus that they squeezed shut shortly. When Flannery saw that she went ahead and returned the Camerupt. “Yeah, we appreciate it. It’d be one thing if it was just a normal injury, you know? Caldera can handle a broken bone!” She added proudly, then sobered. “But I haven’t seen her rattled like that since she was a Numel. We’re gonna have to bump up our training…”

Flannery trailed off with pursed lips, glaring at one of the rocks torn up by Torkoal as if it personally offended her. “You might, maybe, possibly stand a tiny chance against one or two of grandpa’s team,” she said grudgingly.

A little knot of tension unwound in Ash’s gut, though it was still nothing compared to the constant tightening of his nerves. He’d started to grow accustomed to that, though. Flannery glanced at the pokeballs at her belt. “Sure did make me realize how far I have to go. Got a lot of miles on this road.”

That earned a shrug from him. “At least you’re already moving.”

She barked out a laugh as she walked up next to him with her confident stride. Her defeat didn’t seem to keep her down any - if anything, it’d set her spirit newly ablaze. Ash couldn’t help but respect that. “Yep! Better now than two years from now. Or never,” she grimaced. “I see a lot of challengers that never bother learning to walk before they can run.”

Sneasel hissed as Flannery ventured a little closer, but a quick scratch behind his feather calmed him down quickly enough. “Too cocky?” Ash asked. He knew a few people who fit that mold…

The Gym Leader shrugged. “Sort of. I don’t mind that,” she admitted with a barking laugh. “It’s nice to beat them down and rub their faces in it, you know?”

He’d fought Gary, so yes, he did know. Ash just nodded.

She smashed her fist into her other palm. “The others are no fun. Sometimes I see the same people day after day. It’s so annoying!” Flannery exclaimed. “Always coming at me just the same as yesterday, and leaving with nothing to show for it. Some of them just don’t want to put the effort in. They don’t want to spend time or sweat on their team, and just keep trying the same thing over and over. Then they get mad when nothing changes…”

Ash snorted. “Humans are stupid. Most of them, anyways.”

Flannery looked at him oddly, but nodded nonetheless. “We are kind of dumb, aren’t we?”

“Yeah, we are,” Ash echoed, though it didn’t come quite as easily as he’d have liked. He absentmindedly raised a hand to rest against the Feather embedded in his chest, and was suddenly grateful for it being so muted as Flannery sent a curious glance at the motion.

Thankfully, she didn’t press. Not about that, anyway. “So…what are you doing the rest of the day?” Flannery looked awkwardly around the battlefield. “Don’t think this is what you had in mind.”

He nodded stiffly and found some amusement in the uncomfortable way she rocked back and forth on her heels. “It wasn’t,” but after she stewed in that for a moment, he took pity on her. “This was good, though. Aron’s needed a good fight. Guess I’ll just need to get back to training later.”

Flannery’s mouth twisted at the reminder of Caldera’s defeat, but she shrugged it off. “So…canIcomeandwatchyoutrain?” She babbled almost too fast to hear - it took a brief surge of Lightning for him to keep pace.

Ash blinked. “You…want to watch me train? You’re not trying to spy on me, right?”

She’d gone red as a tamato berry, but pressed on nonetheless. “No tricks. Please,” she scratched at the back of her head and couldn’t quite make eye contact. “I thought I was good, but you? You’re a monster,” Flannery raised her head, and Ash saw a familiar glint in her eye. And with that, Ash knew her, or at least how she was now. She wanted. Not just power, not just strength. She wanted to win, and would stop at nothing to achieve it.

He understood that.

“I need to be a monster too,” she grit her teeth. “For myself. For my grandpa. For my city. I don’t know what I can offer you, but if you want it, it’s yours. Doesn’t matter -”

Ash turned around, his gut telling him which way to head to find Nidoking. He heard her suck in a rattling breath, but she didn’t follow. “What are you waiting for?”

In that moment, he felt her glee as if it were his own. It was light and swift, rising up swift and strong as a volcano’s eruption. “Really? She said. “I thought - uh, never mind that. So what do you want? As Gym Leader of Lavaridge, I pay my debts!”

Sneasel tightened his lanky arms around Ash’s neck as he shook his head. As a Gym Leader, she had plenty to offer. Nothing that Ash would want, though. He’d have to keep that offer in mind, though - it couldn’t hurt to remember the favors owed to him.

As a trainer, though, Flannery had plenty.

His grin was a dead ringer for Infernus’. “Become a monster,” he told her. “Then we’ll be even.”

With that, Ash pressed on to find his teammates.

Flannery followed.

XX

“…sign there, then initial here.” Steven directed with a tap of his pen against the final page of the dense packet of notes, affidavits, and training logs he’d had to document. He did just as his teacher commanded, even if he’d had to drag Ice out of its slumber to stave off the boredom. “Excellent. And just like that, you’ve filled out your first observation log!”

“Very exciting,” his words came out dry and flat. Steven seemed to find it far more momentous of an occasion than Ash did, or Dazed for that matter.

I suspect you would feel the same if you had to experience this from multiple minds, Friend-Trainer. 

Well, she wasn’t wrong.

“Isn’t it?” Steven replied, though the man seemed to barely pay attention as he scanned a picture of the report into his PokeNav. “There’s quite a bit of paperwork that comes along with mentoring the Elite Four trainee of another region. Lance expects monthly reports, and it’s an important skill for you to develop.”

Ash thought of all the paperwork (none of it too important, he was sure) that Gabite had scarfed down. “Is it Lance asking for it, or the Indigo League?”

“Lance, of course. Your training is a priority for him. He pesters at least once a day asking about you.” The former Champion shook his head with a fond smile. “Though most of the actual paperwork is from the League. It’s a complex situation at the best of times, but particularly due to your age.”

That last bit distracted him from the warmth which had spread all through his chest. “What’s different about it?” Ash rose to stretch his legs and sidled over to rest next to Dazed. Her eyes quirked up at his closeness. “Didn’t Lance train with Drake when he was just a bit older than me?”

“And I with Fino,” Steven added. “Although we had developed close relationships with many League members, we weren’t official affiliates at the time. Your situation is…unique,” he wrung his hands as he finally settled on the proper word. “In truth, there have been quite a few critics of your appointment as a trainee.”

Ash’s mouth twisted into an ugly scowl as he thought of all he had seen, all he had done. The spot above his heart where Mew’s psychic lance had pierced him ached for just a moment, and he raised his fingers to it. “I can handle myself.”

“Yes,” Steven said, rather unconvincingly in Ash’s opinion. He frowned at the man, and felt the bubbling mix of emotions too numerous for Ash to separate, and then, just as he had with Plume and Karen, found that tenuous connection and clung to it. Ash needed to know, needed it like he needed to breathe. Maybe more.

All of a sudden the acrid, acidic taste of guilt laid like a greasy film over his tongue, and Ash grit his teeth as feeling welled up inside him. His fingers went to massage his temples, but he didn’t quite let go just yet.

Rookie trainer, male, estimate: ten or eleven. Two others of similar age. Traitor-Thief-False Kin - Cousin Pierce, his human side knew - set his Muk on the male trainer. The black-haired boy appeared very small beneath its weight. Cold anger, then rationalism, then resolution: the children would not die. 

The boy, small and fragile in the Vermillion hospital bed. 

The boy, small and fragile in the Chronos Island hospital bed. 

The boy, small and fragile in the Rustboro hospital bed. 

The boy, small and fragile in the Goldenrod hospital bed. 

And with that, he lost it. Ash’s head pounded a hundred times worse than it had with Plume or Karen, like he’d overreached somehow. The cracking pain in his skull reminded him of grasping at a problem in school or approaching a battle that he just wasn’t ready for, that he didn’t quite understand just yet and had been punished ruthlessly for it.

Steven let out a rattling breath, but didn’t say anything. He didn’t seem too disturbed, but that might have been worse in Ash’s eyes. When the man met his eyes, Ash feigned a cough and looked away. It felt wrong to even glance at him. Even if Ash didn’t quite understand the how behind this, his mind was fairly certain of the why.

If this was the first, nascent steps of his form of self-expression… well, it felt wrong. With Karen, he’d wanted to share. With Plume, he’d wanted to show her his love and appreciation.

With Steven, he’d wanted to know, to greedily dig out the secrets and things the tight-lipped former Champion would never share. And somehow, he had.

He’d seen things that Steven hadn’t seen fit to share with him, torn his privacy to shred, and that left an ugly, nauseous feeling welling up in his stomach. It only complemented the constant anxiety Forina left him bearing.

Worse than the choking sensation, worse than the nauseating realization he’d dipped into another’s mind without permission (he knew all too well how that felt, and the dark shadow in his brain chuckled), was the pride.

He’d grown. He’d gained something of his own efforts, and not from running into yet another Legend. Ash had something of his own now, something that belonged to him and him alone. It was even something he’d found use in.

It was useful.

Ash couldn’t control it, could barely feel that connection most of the time, but he’d at least done it once.

Dazed’s smooth voice filled his mind.

Useful, but dangerous. It can be seductive to live in the minds of others, Ash. Particularly when you might not be able to leave. If you follow this path, I suggest you share, never take. 

She’d used only his human name, and that more than anything stole his attention.

“Are you alright?” Steven asked.

He swallowed to rid the guilt - both his own and what he’d picked up from Steven - from his tongue. It didn’t accomplish much of anything.

“Yeah,” Ash said, though his chest felt hollow. “I’m fine.”

“Good.” Steven cleared his throat. “I thought… well, it doesn’t really matter.”

Uncomfortable silence. Tension which neither of them really understood.

“I do have faith in you,” Steven said after a moment. His slender fingers drummed against his thigh in a discordant rhythm. “I would never imply otherwise. Not after the things you’ve done, Ash. It’s just…” the man hesitated. “You’re too young to be dealing with these things. You shouldn’t need to.”

Steven trailed off for a moment, just long enough for his words to sink in. “Even if your ability isn’t in question, someone your age shouldn’t bear this responsibility. I fear we’re stealing your life away with every new title or responsibility. Endless training and waiting for the next monster to come around is no way to spend your childhood, and it’s my fault for bringing you into all of this.”

He frowned. “I wouldn’t be who I am if you didn’t.”

“I suppose you wouldn’t.” Steven allowed.

Ash looked to Dazed. “I wouldn’t have my family if you didn’t,” he touched his Feather, and allowed the power to resonate through his every cell, even suffocated as it was in this place. “Things would be different without me.”

With that, the silver-haired man seemed to have aged a lifetime in just a few seconds. “A double-edged sword, if nothing else.”

Steven still seemed lost in thought, perhaps even a little moody for the first time since Ash had known him, and so Ash just rested quietly. His thoughts drifted off to the strange intuition he’d experienced, as well as the flashes of insight he’d gleaned from Steven’s thoughts. It ate at him, and he couldn’t decide whether or not to tell Steven he’d slipped into his mind, even if just for a moment.

Would it even matter? What was done was done, and Steven was probably so used to having Metagross or Claydol in his head that it might not bother him. Ash supposed he was just lucky that Metagross was away for once. If this was Aura, would it be detectable by a psychic? Dazed knew, but that was probably just through her own perception into his thoughts.

The more he thought about it, the more he realized just how little he knew. How little he understood. Cynthia had given him a name and the barest knowledge, and it was only now that Ash understood that he had only scratched the surface of this force. Perhaps not even that much.

He was groping blindly for any hold he could find, and that struck a nerve deep inside.

Ash wanted to understand. Ignorance grated at his very being.

Before he could come to any sort of conclusion, Steven cleared his throat again. “It’s only a few days until Fino arrives.”

All his earlier concerns washed away in an instant. “Four days.” Ash corrected. The subject change was transparent, but he wasn’t complaining. He leaned forward and clasped his hands together. “Flannery said he’d probably arrive around dusk. She wanted to see it.”

Steven nodded. “Best to have it after Gym hours in that case,” he said, then a slow smile crept across his face. “You and Flannery seemed to have a nice time together the other day.”

“She’s a strong trainer.”

“Of course, of course,” he said agreeably. “She’s skilled for her age, if a little reckless. Did you introduce her to Infernus?”

Ash snorted. “Not then. She wasn’t happy about that, but I had no clue where Skarmory dragged him off to.”

“A pity,” Steven commented as he leafed through the packet that Ash had filled out. Seemingly satisfied, he placed it on his lap. “Flannery’s uniquely suited to enjoy his company.”

He laughed at that. After her display, he could definitely imagine them getting along. At least on Flannery’s side, anyways. Infernus didn’t take to most people unless they could help make him stronger in some way. Flannery wasn’t quite there yet.

“Next time for sure,” Ash said. “I’d like to see that. At least she can appreciate an explosion or ten.”

Steven’s mouth twisted upwards. “An inheritance from her grandfather, no doubt. Was training all you talked about?”

Ash shrugged. “For the most part.”

“Oh? It’s good for you to meet someone your own age,” Steven commented with a rueful shake of his head. “What do you think of her?”

He squinted at Steven, who did a poor job feigning disinterest. Ash’s mouth flattened to a thin line. Steven wasn’t half as smooth as he hoped to be; not that Lance was any better, but at least Lance proudly threw subtlety to the wind in the name of messing with Ash.

“Strong trainer. Eager. Wants to be her best. Seems like she might need a dictionary,” he said, then elaborated at Steven’s confused look. “She forgets words a lot.”

Steven didn’t seem to know how to respond to that, and instead of pursuing it just gave up. That left a pang of satisfaction ringing in Ash. It looked like Lance’s efforts had paid off. The Steel Master had way, way too much shame ready to be drawn out for him to rival Lance in this department.

“Well,” Steven coughed, then brushed some nonexistent dust off his lap before he rose clutching the sheet of papers. “I believe we’ve dawdled enough. Metagross and I need to go take some samples.”

“From Mt. Chimney?” He asked, even the name stealing his breath away like a great fist clenched around his lungs. At this point it was more annoying than anything else, and he’d made the habit of playing the Song wherever he went just to have some peace of mind.

The Master shook his head. “Oh no! Not this time. We’ve analyzed all the samples from Mt. Chimney that we’ll need,” Steven cast his eyes over to his grey pack that laid over by his equally granite-colored sleeping bag. The pack bulged with all the storage compartments that Steven had filled with countless ore, mineral, and related specimens that Metagross had extracted for him. “It should keep Professor Birch busy for a time. I’m moving my research to the cavern network below Forina.”

Ash frowned. If Professor Birch was involved then it was probably involved with Project SCRY, the League’s attempt to track the Legends. That just confirmed quite a few suspicions - well, things he’d already figured out for himself, honestly - and told him that he’d need to check with Steven later to provide his own input.

“Looking for anything in particular?”

“I suppose not,” Steven shrugged. “There are local legends about the place, but the caverns are largely unexplored. With our time here coming to an end, I thought it might be good to indulge a little.”

Well, that certainly sounded like something Steven would do. Still, Ash’s curiosity was piqued. “What kind of legends?”

Steven did a quick stretch before answering. “Oh, just the usual. Voices to those who pass nearby, explorers who have gone missing, and other odd happenings. Most likely just the work of some ghosts lurking within. Perhaps I’ll clear them out if they cause any trouble.”

That certainly wouldn’t be a problem for Steven and Metagross. Ash was pretty sure that Steven would bring a few of his other teammates in just for security, but he doubted that they’d be needed.

“We’ll get to training then,” he smiled and rose as well. Dazed shuffled closer, clutching her crystalline pendulum tightly in her thick fingers. “Remote Teleportation’s coming along nicely, and I want to test Infernus’ new control over his flames against it.”

Joy. 

Steven chuckled at Dazed’s flat, unimpressed tone, but interjected before Ash could go into his many, many plans for the day. “Actually,” he raised a finger, “I had a thought.”

He could have asked, but instead Ash just waited patiently for Steven to continue.

“We have a favor to do for Fino and the Lavaridge Gym.”

A flame stirred within Ash, and a familiar hunger filled his belly. “The Eruption?”

“Indeed. It would only be polite to fulfill our obligations before Fino fulfills his. Given your… previous encounters with powerful individuals,” Steven said diplomatically. “I thought it might be a good experience for you to go alone. You’ve come far in your training, and I doubt you’ll have any troubles regardless. The Eruption is largely peaceful unless provoked.”

Ash nodded along, enjoying the race of excitement. Yes, he could definitely handle this. Beyond his hopes for a battle, the scant few descriptions he’d heard had piqued his interest. A living behemoth of stone and fire, a relic of the ancient world before the Volumo Empire fell that still walked the land wherever it pleased.

“Think it would want to battle?”

Steven massaged his temples and gave a long-suffering sigh. “I should have known…” he muttered, then emphatically shook his head. “No. Not after the last time that happened.” At Ash’s eager look, Steven refused to elaborate beyond, “When provoked, the Eruption lives up to its name.”

That didn’t sound like a bad thing to Ash, and certainly not to Infernus, but he’d take Steven’s word for it. “Infernus is going to throw a fit,” he muttered to Dazed, who sent a pulse of pure adoration at the thought.

He’d already spoken to Infernus about their meeting with the Eruption. Ash hadn’t managed to find much more than a few passing references to it, but every scrap had gotten the Magmortar more and more eager. It wasn’t that Ash had promised Infernus a battle, but they’d both looked forward to it.

Ash would have to make it up to him.

HIs eyes fell on Mt. Chimney, painting the sky black and grey as it always did as its rim burst with molten light in the distance, and shuddered. Something about it seemed terribly alive, and he grit his teeth at the trace of fear that danced down his spine to diffuse into his every nerve.

Unacceptable.

This fear and anxiety had plagued him for weeks now, haunting his every step like a specter. He’d put up with it for now, immersing himself in training and exercise and action to distract himself and purging it with the Song when it grew too heavy to bear, but he would never let it master him.

Mt. Chimney bellowed another great puff of soot and ash into the sky as if in challenge, and steely resolution sharpened like a blade inside him.

He knew just how he would pay Infernus back.

“Think I can borrow Claydol for the day?”

XX

Mt. Chimney was calm today with nary a rumble to show for it. For once the sky to the north was utterly clear; a vast blue canvas stretching as far as the eye could see (at least, everywhere the lesser mountains surrounding Mt. Chimney didn’t block it from his view).

It didn’t hurt that Ash had the best seat in the house. He held tight to the hardened saddle as Plume lazily soared a thousand feet above. She glided about easily, only flapping occasionally to maintain altitude. Her muscles flexed beneath her glorious feathers like tightened cords, and Ash knew just how badly she wanted to let loose. This type of flight was his equivalent of scooting forward an inch at a time.

Part of him longed to tell her to tear through the skies as she wanted (as they both wanted). They could ride the air current and soar over Rustboro, or Dewford, or Lilycove and probably be back in time for dinner, but they had a job to do.

He couldn’t help but flush with pride as he surveyed the countless trees, mountain passes, and craggy hill tops below. Steven had entrusted him with offering the League’s goodwill to the Eruption, and that purpose felt good.

“It says we’re right above the Eruption’s last coordinates,” he muttered as they circled around Mt. Chimney’s rim at a safe distance. Ash’s vision swam as he stared deep into the caldera’s fiery depths for a moment, locked onto the magma that pulsed like lifeblood within the crater. The tension that drained from him the moment that Ash and Plume took to the skies came back with a vengeance.

When he looked away, it ebbed. Ash already knew that Steven was wrong - that something was terribly wrong with Mt. Chimney, and he already had a fairly strong suspicion of what that something was after living in the fiery volcano’s shadow for nearly three weeks now. This reaction just redoubled his determination to confirm those fears.

Ash would investigate closer once he’d met the Eruption.

With their eyes, they both raked the uneven surfaces below, eager for any sign of the Eruption. Ash wouldn’t think it would be too difficult to find with a name like that, but so far it had proven itself subtler than Infernus.

Though that wasn’t saying much.

They rounded the northeastern slope of Mt. Chimney, just a few hundred feet over the volcano’s maw and the surrounding mountains, and it seemed a promising spot. Bare rock, charred and blackened, but not by the lava dripping down the rim-

Plume shrieked, startling a few groups of Grumpig snuffling around on Mt. Chimney’s rocky slope, and dove. They scattered, but shouldn’t have worried.

Ash glimpsed a great plume of smoke billowing up from behind another nearby pass, but before he could really analyze things for himself they had already arrived. Plume’s great speed had them circling above it in just a few seconds, and he grinned with satisfaction.

“Good eye!” He praised. She couldn’t strut like she normally would, but her feathers ruffled up just a tad.

Ash assessed the situation from above and found himself interested as he took in an immense retinue of fire-types and other natives of Mt. Chimney that had gathered below.

It was hard to make a good estimate, particularly since they were so clustered and quite a few of the Torkoal were blasting out the plumes of smoke that ascended to form a bit of cover for the group. Nothing could hide the characteristic glow of so many fire-types, and Ash’s eyes lit up at the sight of a handful of surly Magmar standing near one another.

Rising from the smoke was a gigantic black boulder that was mostly embedded into the mountainside. Several Torkoal rested around it, as did a lone Camerupt that was easily larger than Caldera and still only rose to a quarter of the massive boulder’s height.

Lightning would have made it easier to pinpoint them all, but it stubbornly proved nearly impossible to call on so close to the source of all the trouble.

Frustrating, yet another piece of evidence.

“This is our best bet!” Ash shouted to Plume.

His fingers drifted to Dazed’s pokeball. She’d be the ideal diplomat here, and would need to be here anyway to transmit the information to him. Her teleportation would be a boon as well. If he needed to escape, she could easily take them far enough away that he could leave on Plume.

He pointed to a clearing nearby, just out of flamethrower-range. “Land just over there! Give us a bit of space!”

She did so easily. Plume landed with a piercing cry as she slowed, angled up, and pounded her wings against the air. A great wind kicked up and swept the noxious smoke away from their location, leaving them exposed amidst the haze as what must have been a retinue of over a hundred startled pokemon turned to face them.

Ash dismounted easily, whispering his thanks to Plume, and Dazed appeared beside him in an instant. She blinked as the last of the stinging smoke dissipated, and her eyes flashed as she took in the wild pokemon of Mt. Chimney. From here, he could spy that the majority were Torkoal, members of the Numel line, or one of nearly thirty Slugma and Magcargo that rested in the midst of the horde.

There were plenty of others as well, of course. The six Magmar he’d spotted before, who had tensed and roared the moment he approached. Younger pokemon such as Spoink, Machop, and even a Tyrogue were pressed back, closer to the rear of the black boulder, while their parents and the other mature, evolved pokemon stepped forward in challenge.

Definitely a good idea to leave Infernus and Nidoking in their pokeballs. It would have been a bloodbath.

He waited patiently as the wild pokemon watched warily. Ash wasn’t the speaker here, not yet anyways, and Dazed would serve well in his stead. She’d get their foot in the door.

Several of the more aggressive-looking pokemon edged closer with teeth bared and smoke pouring from their nostrils. Not one of them relented when Dazed’s eyes blazed and Plume’s fierce shriek split their ears.

Ash sent a measured gaze their way. He intended to fill it with the dubious authority of the League, but decided there was a better alternative, one the testy vanguard would respect a thousand times more than a title and pretty words.

Fire glowed on his chest, bright enough to stand out against the pounding sun,revealing power of a different sort.

It took a moment for comprehension to set in, but then the aggressors shrank away with hisses and cries, falling back to their comrades

The rest of the horde stood away, still largely hidden by the veil of smoke.

Said smoke stung his eyes as it drifted his way, drawing tears as he tried to blink it away.

A stupid mistake - something Ash should have anticipated with all the time he’d spent around Infernus - but he didn’t waver or reach up to rub away the irritation. Any weakness might be exploited. Through his squinting, he was able to tell that, nearer the boulder, the smoke darkened until it was uniformly pitch black, and all that remained visible was the little sparks and embers and fiery bodies behind the darkened wall.

Dazed shuffled forward as the immediate intermediary. Her eyes flashed as direct emotions, images, ideas, and impressions passed between herself and whichever of the horde acted as their representative.

It was brief, but stressful all the same. His palms grew slick with sweat and he wiped them against his shorts just to do something.

A crisp, satisfied acknowledgement from Dazed pressed against his own thoughts, and he nodded his thanks to her.

Ash cleared his throat and raised his voice to the wild pokemon. It was raspy and untrained, unused to being projected outside snapping orders mid-battle or calling out to distant friends. “Hello! We’re representatives of the League,” he said so they wouldn’t think he was just a random trainer too curious for their own good. “The Lavaridge Gym sent us to greet the Eruption. We promise not to intrude for long.”

The information passed between the pokemon swiftly. Growls and rumbling and a cacophony of other noises came from them and their smoke-veiled brethren as they collectively mulled his words over.

They waited patiently amidst the inhospitable heat and choking smoke, and Ash smiled at Dazed as she shuffled back to stand side by side with him. She raised her pendulum and polished away some infinitesimal speck of dust - or perhaps ash, given the environment - that had offended her.

Her eyes crinkled back at him and he felt a flush of warmth, before she peered back down at her project.

Behind him, Plume hopped up onto a craggy ridge. It offered her a better view, and there were several boulders she could take cover behind if they needed to make a quick getaway. A Hurricane or Hyper Beam could wreak havoc on the grouped fire-types and create enough confusion for them to teleport to her, though part of Ash wished they’d managed to advance enough with Plume’s new techniques to try them out.

Only if it was necessary, of course.

You have polished your diplomacy by managing the Brute. I have my reservations that any number of ill-tempered free-fires could prove worse.

Dazed’s flat words carried only the barest traces of her sarcasm. Even with the tense situation they’d walked (well, flown) into, it made him smile.

After a few minutes, their patience was rewarded. The dark cloud of smoke distorted, shifting almost imperceptibly as something truly massive took slow, purposeful steps through it. Each movement sent the smoke rippling, and from his position he could just barely pick out the edges of a coal-black shell scraping the edges of the veil.

A thrill emerged in his chest and his pulse raced - the uneasy pressure in his gut settled and took a backseat as the darkness stirred one last time. The traces of sturdy orange legs and a long, powerful neck, all radiating enough heat and light to shine through the smoke and outline an immense silhouette, appeared just before the smoke parted.

Choooooooooo!

He clapped his hands to his ears with a wince as the Eruption appeared, heralding its approach with a thundering bellow that hit Ash’s ears in places he didn’t know existed and rattled his ribs painfully in their soft, fleshy cage. Ash swiveled his neck so he could check on Dazed,gritting his teeth as the blaring noise continued and continued and continued, overwhelming her all the while.

She recovered quickly, plugging her ears with psychic barriers to take the edge off, and quickly did the same for Ash (and presumably Plume, who also had sensitive hearing). They both waited for the Eruption to finish its horn-like cry as endless torrents of smoke, black as a moonless night, burst from its nostrils and the vents in its shell at an incredible velocity.

The stinging of his eyes got worse, as did the awful heat that pervaded the area. Every step the Eruption took closer seemed to spike the temperature higher, searing every drop of moisture away without even trying. Each breath he took seemed to scorch his lungs anew, and he scowled as his lungs and throat burned, the old pain and injuries from their battle with Moltres acting up as they were exposed to all the heat and smoke.

If he hadn’t been so used to Infernus, it would have crippled him. As it was, Ash took a moment to center himself, and then took the chance to admire the newcomer.

Piper, Flannery’s Torkoal, was a fine specimen. Sturdily built, a solid three feet in height, and heavy enough to shrug off just about anything that could be thrown at it. Physically, anyways. Its skin was a deep orange, its smoke blasted out black and strong, and everything he’d read pointed to it as an absolutely stellar example of a Torkoal.

The Eruption had him rethinking all of that.

From its feet to the tip of its onyx shell, it must have stood eight feet tall and five across. Whereas most Torkoal had tough, leathery skin of a bright orange, the Eruption’s was closer to red: a fiery vermillion barely visible beneath the wavering coat of heated air radiating out from it. Every bit of it was recognizable as a Torkoal, but sculpted to perfection.

Its hide would probably turn away Nidoking’s horn. The heat pouring off of it could rival Infernus in his normal state. The Eruption’s mass would even pose a challenge to a Rampaging Bruiser - Ash had no doubts that Bruiser could crack its heavy shell and throw it down, but it would take everything he had.

It was incredible, and he knew Infernus was going to throw a fit when he wouldn’t be allowed to fight it. The Eruption could withstand Infernus’ body heat, could be bathed in his fires and hardly be singed.

And they couldn’t fight it.

“Hello,” Ash greeted as politely as he could, though every word was a struggle, coming out rough and hoarse and almost impossible to discern. It was difficult enough to avoid coughing, but he managed it all the same. “My name is… agh, Ash Ketchum. I’m with the League. They ask… Asked me to come check on the Eruption - that’s you, right? They gave me some food to bring as an offering.”

The mighty Torkoal squinted at him, another sound like a locomotive horn accompanied by great belches of smoke bursting from its massive shell and nostrils, then slowly shuffled around. Despite its incredible size, the Torkoal seemed surprisingly agile for its enormous mass.

He frowned, but got the message without Dazed’s help when the Eruption tossed its head with clear intent. Ash followed with Dazed shuffling along at his side, part of him rankling at the idea of wading into so many potential threats. They seemed to have settled down now that the Eruption had made its appearance, and some had even begun to disperse.

I can sense the intent of the free-fires. Difficult due to their numbers. Can only pick out sentiment. Overwhelming curiosity. Minor hostility, but waned. Little threat. 

Every word came strained. It must have been grueling for Dazed to communicate at all as most of her attention was tied up in monitoring the other pokemon.

He nodded subtly to her, hoping she would catch his intent if not the physical motion.

The Plume will await our return. Ready to depart in haste. If needed.

He smiled faintly, though it felt like a grimace.

As they followed the enormous Torkoal through the crowds of fire-types and the cover of smoke, his clothes and her fur became utterly drenched in sweat and grime. Ash was eternally grateful to Dazed for constantly forcing the hot, stinging smoke away from them with great gusts of psychic power.

It didn’t remove the irritants entirely, but at least they avoided the worst of it. Ash could tell it was taxing on her, however. She was already doing so much… When she nearly tripped over an errant rock that laid in their path, he grabbed her shoulder in a tight grip to steady her, suddenly grateful for his own training when he barely had to strain to do it. Dazed couldn’t spare the focus to thank him telepathically, but he thought he caught a slight crinkle at the edge of her eyes. That one tiny motion imparted everything it needed to.

Ash stepped closer to guide her; the Hypno took the help in stride, allowing her eyes to shut entirely as she spent all her attention on keeping the smoke at bay and flitting in and out of the minds that surrounded them. Her pendulum leapt in her hand only occasionally, but steadily hummed and turned on its string.

Even battle rarely proved so taxing. When she fought, there was always a mission. One opponent to anticipate and defend against. It wasn’t often she had to split her power in so many ways. Ash’s grip tightened as another little stone came underfoot and Dazed stumbled.

Maybe…

The heat was nearly overwhelming, easily the harshest environmental factor but also the only one he could and was the only thing he could exert control over. Ash focused on the contact between his skin and Dazed’s fur, and pulled from deep within him.

It came easier than Lightning, grounded as it was, though not quite as readily as Fire. Ice came all the same, though, and ever-so-gently, he guided the Concept into Dazed.

It froze her for a moment. Not physically, but nearly to the same effect. Her gait hitched, her nostrils flared with a sudden intake of breath, and the tone of her psychic aura shifted a few notches closer to searing, freezing white. It clearly came as a surprise, as the hand she had free from her pendulum tightened against Ash’s back. ..

She started moving just a second later, though she shivered beneath his touch.

Ash knew she was sensitive to the Concepts, far more than Lance was, so he just barely fed the power into her.

It paid off soon enough; Ice did its job well. He couldn’t maintain it for more than a few seconds, both because of how difficult it was to reach and due to Dazed’s vulnerability, but it seemed to cool her off.

The added focus aided her quite a breathing came steadier, and her face didn’t seem quite as scrunched-up.

With everything that was going on, he couldn’t stop a small frown from appearing on his face - where were they being led? The Eruption took them deeper and deeper into the horde. They must have been nearly to the entirely opposite side now.

Normally, Ash would suspect an ambush, but Dazed gave no indication of such a possibility. Her senses wouldn’t fail them.

Eventually, he got his answer as the Eruption came to a sudden halt. They stood near one of the sheer cliffs looming above the pass. The base was marked by the enormous black boulder they’d noted before, which was even bigger up close, though still hardly visible behind all the smoke that drifted through the area in a choking mist.

Ash and Dazed stayed a respectful distance behind, though even that left them buried in absolutely sweltering heat that left Ash’s clothes unpleasantly damp and clinging tightly to his skin. Ice’s influence receded at his command, pulling back like a melting glacier, and the terrible heat only redoubled. It was tempting to draw on it again, but such a foreign power in this place would only draw more attention.

The oven-like heat was bad enough that he had to take off his hat.

All other thoughts left him in favor of trying to cover Dazed’s pointed ears with his sweaty palms when the Eruption saw fit to blare another siren-like blast of noise that would’ve given an Exploud a run for its money. He sighed in relief as Dazed’s psychic powers shielded them both, though his ears still rang irritatingly.

He looked to Dazed, and she nodded as he released her hand and allowed her to stand under her own strength. They needed their full mobility in case things went south.

The sound, though muffled now, was still strong enough to hum through his flesh and bone. His teeth chattered with the vibrations, as did the solid stone beneath his feet.

For a moment, he was left wondering what the point of it was. Was this some sort of formality? A power-play? Was this the Eruption’s signal to attack? A sign of intent that it was willing to communicate?

Torkoal tended to communicate with an intricate system of high and low-pitched whistles from the vents in their black shells, each frequency capable of imparting basic messages that could be blended to convey deeper meaning, but this went beyond that. A summons, maybe, or another signal to the horde?

They all waited. The Eruption allowed its roar to trail off.

A moment.

Another.

Then, the Eruption shifted impatiently on its feet and blared again. At this point, Ash’s gloved hand began to stray to Infernus’ pokeball.

Just in case.

The giant of a Torkoal roared another, impossibly long minute (how big were its lungs?), then allowed that one too to trail off, and then turned to face them, eyes scrunched up inscrutably.

Ash shared a glance with Dazed, but neither were in the mood for words. Feeling somewhat emboldened that they weren’t being overrun by enraged fire-types, he took another moment to admire the magnificent creature. It really was no wonder Fino, Flannery, and Steven all spoke of it in such high regard. If the people who lived here centuries ago met it like this, a stellar Torkoal at the apex of its species, they may well have thought it a local god of sorts.

Salamence could rule the skies, after all. Wailord and Gyarados the seas. And the Eruption these volcanic mountains. No sane wild pokemon would think to oppose them.

Suddenly, some long-held instinct screamed.

Every muscle in Ash’s body went taut and his fingers clenched tightly around Infernus’ pokeball, thumb just a hair’s-breadth from the release, but nothing happened. Dazed shifted restlessly beside him, her eyes flickering.

Ash had only just begun to relax again when he heard it.

A rumbling, grinding shifting in the earth. Dust and pebbles raining down from on high, pelting them all and streaking their clothes, fur, and skin brown and grey with grime. Ash coughed as the debris kicked up in a cloud and filled his throat in a choking mess. He spit to clear his mouth, and scrunched his nose up when it came out black.

“What’s happening?” He shouted - coughed, really - barely heard above the crumbling of the earth.

Watch. It awakes. 

Ash quickly put his hat back on for extra protection - immediately made redundant by a shimmering psychic barrier - ignoring the heat, and squinted to see the Eruption standing steadfast amidst the rubble.

Then, the grinding worsened; a deep groan, like a sigh of relief, and the smoke went billowing out in a great rush as something moved within it.

Cold fire ignited in the back of Ash’s mind, and a terrible presence joined its mind with his.

Within the darkness, something shone like cooling lava, the barest glimpses of thick black pillars cracking to reveal a scattered network of bloody, burning veins visible beneath the swirling smoke…

It’s alive. I never thought…

Dazed’s monotone words lilted a bit, and her pendulum flung itself to the left as she swept the smokey, dusty veil away with a simple blast of psychic force, and laid bare a titan of heaping, molten stone and cracked flesh the hue of a volcano’s lifeblood.

Its shell, the vast black boulder he’d spotted before, burst to life in a boom of steam and toxic fumes. They rushed out, sputtering and clogged at first, though still in such volume that the towering pillar of black smoke could probably be seen for miles around.

When the thing roused itself, such an awful cacophony exploded from its shell that he thought he might go deaf.

The ringing in his ears only worsened with the clamor, and Ash nearly gagged as his old wounds ignited again with the unstoppable quantity of smoke that gushed forth like a true volcanic eruption.

From here, the shell seemed to stretch as high as Professor Oak’s house in Pallet town. It was an easy two stories tall, although it was difficult to tell exactly with all the smoke obscuring its edges. The shell looked as if it was shaped from countless centuries of resting near Mt. Chimney and bathing in eruption after eruption, resting and cooling and hardening only for the cycle to occur again. From within the impossible darkness shone a terrible glow like staring down the barrels of Infernus’ cannons.

A great head emerged from within the enormous shell.

It slid out steadily but slowly, supported by a neck that went on and on and on. The enormous feature was almost as black as the onyx shell and marred by innumerable cracks in its outer layer of thick skin that revealed the same bloody veins he’d seen in the darkness…

It reminded Ash of the gleaming of fresh lava trapped beneath the cooling surface layer, and at times they seemed to pulse in a strange, hypnotic rhythm.

Just that dark head was nearly as large as the Torkoal - which was certainly not the Eruption, Ash and Dazed thought as one, the psychic’s echo far more dry and ironic than his own befuddled realization- that had guided Ash and Dazed to this behemoth.

And the heat. It was like the sweat boiled off him in an instant. Somehow, his mind went to all those times years ago when his mom would try blow drying his hair before they left. That dry, hot rush that was pleasant enough when it was accompanied by a pair of gentle, firm hands and getting rid of the moisture he didn’t want to keep.

Not so pleasant when it seemed to rush in from all around, scorching his skin and body both inside and out. Desperate - even Infernus couldn’t do this, not on the scale they encountered here - he reached not for Ice, but for Fire.

The Feather burst to life, and the flame inside burned brighter and hotter than the Eruption could hope to.

It didn’t take a genius to realize this wasn’t a sustainable solution.

“Move! Safe space.” Ash hissed, his voice barely more than a dessicated rasp. Dazed, already nearly unconscious from the heat, made to argue but he shook his head. “Now!”

She twisted away through space-time up to a nearby ridge that overlooked the pass; the horde, Ash, and the living titan molded from lava and stone all well within her psychic perception. His eyes just barely caught Plume soaring overhead, prepared to swoop in and buy him time at a moment’s notice.

For all the pressure, for all the soul-sucking heat, for all that this diplomatic meeting had disintegrated into a mess even hotter than the Eruption itself, Ash couldn’t really be afraid. In the face of an impossible challenge, of being pushed, it was his nature to push back twice as hard.

No. He’d sent Dazed away because she was about to keel over. Steven would never have sent him here alone if there was any chance he’d need to fight this.

His fingers twisted to lay against the release of Claydol’s unfamiliar pokeball. It was odd to have that on his belt, and quite a bit of him rebelled at the thought. As much as he liked Claydol, the psychic didn’t belong with his family.

Ash offered up one last admiring glance - he was past awe by this point - to what could only just barely be called a Torkoal. Its enormous head stretched high for a moment, as if cracking away a century’s worth of slumber. The black, stone-like hide cracked, and more dust, now glowing cherry-red and showering down like a torrent of sparks, fell. Hot red vessels pulsed more freely now. Its head was the size of an Onix’s, and its neck was about half as long as one of the average stone serpents.

“You’re the Eruption,” Ash murmured. How old was it? Two centuries? Three? Five? He couldn’t really begin to guess, honestly. Torkoal were famed for their longevity, but he’d never heard of one growing even a fifth of this size. Up to now, he’d have said that first massive Torkoal (was it an offspring of the true giant?) was as large as they could grow.

His Feather flared again, fueled by his reverence and billowing out from beneath his shirt in great golden tongues that licked at his painfully dry skin, up his neck, at the air…

Holding onto the Fire for this long and this hot would have spelled Lance’s doom. But Ash?

He could do this all day.

The Eruption swiveled to stare at him, stony eyelids sliding open. Ash sucked in a scalding breath when all that was revealed were two shriveled lumps set in enormous, mostly empty sockets. Both were black as coal and as large as his entire head, but it didn’t take a genius to see that the Eruption was entirely blind.

Ash stared, more fascinated than horrified. Whatever had once been its eyes had changed over its long life, like all the moisture had been sucked out of them by its impossibly hot body. It looked as if whatever had been left accumulated dust and stone and soot until the solid mass rested like fossils in the skull.

It didn’t seem to bother the titan, though. Out of old reflex, or because it had manifested some way of seeing the true nature of things like Ash had begun to, the Eruption still stared Ash’s way.

For a moment both remained still, taking in the scale of the other.

Then, the Eruption screamed.

Ash stumbled backwards, eyes squeezed shut as an awful clamor assaulted him.

Words couldn’t describe it - the only way he could put it into words was to say that this must have been what the primordial earth had sounded like. Great ventings of noxious gas, the furious rumble of a volcano, the ferocious grinding of tectonic plates slipping over and under one another.

It transcended what he could perceive as ‘noise’ and became a force battering him from within and without until the blood in his veins trembled and resonated with the explosive cry; Dazed reinforced the shields around his ears then, drawing on a cold, azure flame they both despised to sustain it. Without that there was no doubt his eardrums would burst and spill bloody fluid through the ruptured membrane.

If the first Torkoal’s blaring siren call had been overwhelming, this was earth-shattering. Cracks formed in the stone beneath their feet, the cliff face shuddered, and the entire horde joined it.

The Eruption stumbled backward, each step an earthquake, and pulled its head back within its shell, an oddly defensive move for such a powerful beast to make.

Nonetheless, heat flared behind him, and Ash finally acted.

Claydol appeared at his side. It spun leisurely beside him, as if offering its many faces the opportunity to see the situation for themselves. Psychic power burst to life within the animate earth, and both ‘arms’ separated from the body to swivel behind them.

Perhaps we made a mistake sending you off alone like this. 

A psychic barrier flashed to life behind them, blocking a thin stream of sparks. It seemed more like a warning shot, but the mighty Torkoal that had brought them to the Eruption proved more dangerous - it hadn’t yet attacked, but a sound like a blaring horn heralded a massive outpouring of smoke in a threatening display.

Compared to the vast pillars curling like a great fist into the sky, it wasn’t especially impressive. By now the choking smoke from the true Eruption had managed to darken the entire sky above them, though sunlight still beamed down elsewhere on the mountain.

Claydol’s body flashed, and whatever it said to the giant Torkoal seemed to calm it down, though it still watched them uneasily. The rest of the fire-types followed suit, even if there was still a thick tension in the air.

“You guys said it was friendly.” His voice must have sounded dull and slurred, each syllable just a bit misshapen by his tongue. Dazed’s abilities had protected him from the worst of it, but the Eruption’s roar had practically deafened him.

It is. Eager to eat, sleep, and occasionally find a cozier spot to rest every odd decade. It’s actually quite impressive that you set the Eruption off like this. I didn’t know it still had the capacity for fear.

Claydol said it all as casually as Ash might discuss the weather. It was hard to decide if Claydol was really this jaded, or just confident things would play out in their favor.

Ash looked to the Eruption, which had withdrawn its forelimbs into the vast shell just as it had its neck and blunt head. The crowd behind them still rested uneasily, but at least there were no more attacks. If there were, he’d have to release the less diplomatic members of his team.

Torrent for raw power and wide-reaching attacks to face down an army. Nidoking for precision and to handle any that came close. Tangrowth to twist the terrain and nullify the numbers advantage. Oz for precision Thunders and brawling. Bruiser to toss the giant Torkoal off the mountain.

Not a fight he wanted, but one he’d do his utmost to win.

Instead, Ash stepped forward cautiously, staggering only slightly as he adjusted to the differences in his sense of balance. The Eruption remained hidden within its shell, only the merest of flickers penetrating the shadows.

He steadfastly reigned in Fire. With all the adrenaline pumping through his blood, it was wild and eager to be unleashed. It begged him to manifest, and part of him wished that he could let it.

His nerves settled, though that tension from being near Mt. Chimney never quite left. Without Fire coursing through him, he felt hotter and colder and even a little drained, though nothing he couldn’t soothe with a quick rush of Ice once he made it to safety.

“I’m sorry!” he said, hopefully loudly enough to reach the Eruption. That was easier said than done. Within its shell, he could see just the barest glow of its cracked skin. “I won’t use it again.”

Nothing.

Ash nearly pinched his nose and gave a great sigh of exasperation. Was he really that scary to a centuries-old monster of a Torkoal that could probably wade through Mt. Chimney’s heart without any trouble? How could he even salvage this?

Could he?

Something bitter took root. This was the first thing he’d been entrusted with to handle on his own, and it had somehow gone completely awry. At this point he just needed to make sure the Eruption wasn’t going to blow up Lavaridge in a panic.

Yes, that would be a satisfactory outcome. 

Ash rolled his eyes at Claydol’s commentary. It really wasn’t helping.

Oh, my apologies. I had no idea. 

“We’ll leave in just a moment!” he called, though paused when a coughing fit overcame him as more and more smoke drifted over. The heat was utterly miserable at this point, suffocating and nasty and eager to inconvenience him as much as possible.

To be honest, Ash felt rather foolish trying to assuage the skulking Eruption. Even its tail was longer than Ash was tall and probably five times as heavy. “We’re here on behalf of the League. I just wanted to offer a gift. A token of the League’s respect.”

The tip of its nose poked out.

No point wasting any time. Ash figured the only way for this meeting to end well at all was to wrap things up as soon as possible. It really was a shame, though. He’d have loved to see Infernus try and tackle the Eruption.

It might be the first thing aside from Moltres that burned hotter than the Magmortar did.

“Here you go,” Ash said, more to himself than the behemoth. He slowly knelt and reached for the storage compartment that Steven had given him. With one tap, it released much, much more than Ash had expected in a brilliant flash of light.

Heaping piles of standard food, a wide assortment of berries that could be stretched to last a few weeks for the horde with proper rationing, enormous mounds of coal for the Torkoal, and other assorted goodies that would be useful for a group like this.

The Eruption poked its head out just another foot or so, but still refused to leave entirely.

Ash rolled his eyes, but stepped away and slipped the storage compartment back into his pack. At least the lesser Torkoal and the other wild pokemon seemed more interested.

All that was left to do now was to get out of here before he traumatized the Eruption any further.

Agreed. It seems to be a talent of yours.

Ash shot a withering look at the psychic.

Right. Not helping.

With that, they stepped away. Claydol teleported them up to the ridge where Dazed and Plume waited, and Ash took a moment to look over Dazed. Her fur was matted with sooty residue and absolutely drenched in sweat, but her red-rimmed eyes were still alert and conscious.

“I’m going to recall you now, alright?” Ash said quietly. Dazed was exhausted enough both mentally and physically to accept it without argument, and she vanished a moment later.

He smiled tiredly and recalled her. She’d earned her rest.

Ash wasted no time in pulling himself up onto Plume’s saddle and strapping himself in. He did spare a look down from the ridge to see the horde swarming the food (although the first Torkoal blared a warning before any could get too close) and Eruption’s mighty head and forelimbs stretching out to investigate the world.

His senses prickled, and Ash followed his instincts as they cried ‘Up! Up!’

Beyond them all, well-hidden on a distant lesser peak and only visible due to the blinding reflection of their stark white fur, waited a large pack of ten solemn Absol. It was hard to tell, but Ash had the distinct feeling that their dark faces were staring right at him.

He frowned.

Well, onto the next stop. I’ve been looking forward to this. 

Ash massaged his temples to try and ease the headache brewing like a storm. It was tempting to think that Claydol was doing everything in its power to throw fuel on that particular fire.

“Sure. I’ll release you when we find a good spot. Shouldn’t take too long,” he said. After a moment, he took a deep breath and sighed. “Thanks for the help, Claydol.”

You would have been just fine without me, but far be it from me to turn down gratitude. 

That earned a snort from Ash, and he recalled the other psychic just before Plume eagerly stretched her wings once he was all settled in, both of them eager to be away from the crater. “Ready to get away from all this smoke?”

She peered back at him with gleaming eyes and cooed softly - it was strange to see it but not fully hear it above the ringing in his ears - and gave Ash just a moment’s notice before he found them launching off into the open sky. He cast one last look down at the rocky mountain pass and its inhabitants, shook his head, and embraced his friend as she took them into blessedly clear winds.

Time to give Infernus his due.

XX

The breath was ripped from his lungs when his feet touched the ground. His boots crunched on sparse, weathered soil that barely provided enough anchorage for shrubs, young trees, and other light vegetation to root into. They’d landed on an elevated outcrop not too far from Mt. Chimney’s rim. It was safe from any impromptu eruptions, but was near enough for easy access into the volcano’s heart.

Ash barely managed to stumble and rest his hands on his knees as that awful, awful weight bore down on him. It bled from the earth, sucking him in like quicksand.

“I’m fine,” he said when Plume nipped at him. She cocked her head, eyes flat and obviously unconvinced. “Please, don’t worry about me. Just need a moment. Go stretch your wings.”

Plume didn’t even twitch. He sighed, but silently appreciated her gesture as he stared into the dark soil. His lungs were still raw from their brief encounter with the Eruption and its minions. He imagined this was what taking a cheese grater to his insides would feel like.

He’d had worse than this - which was actually quite concerning the more he thought about it- but it still wasn’t pleasant by any means.

Part of him reached for Ice to give himself room to order his thoughts and dull the scraping pain, but Ash wasn’t surprised when it didn’t even react to his prodding. It was still there - it was part of him, after all - but it was like digging for a snowflake buried beneath a landslide. Could he find it? Yes. It wouldn’t be easy, though, and it was definitely more trouble than it was worth.

Here, resting right above the center of the strange pressure, he doubted even the Song would carry much weight.

To be entirely honest, this was the true reason he asked Plume to carry him so close to the summit of Mt. Chimney. There was a mystery here, and one he intended to solve while he had some time away from Steven. If he could confirm his suspicions (or at least get some solid evidence) then he’d come to Steven. He would listen to Ash so long as he had more evidence to back his claims up than ‘I just don’t feel good around the mountain’.

If not, he’d look for more.

Mewtwo’s insidious tendrils coming to life in his mind left Ash feeling a bit more confident that this was the way to go.

The Legendary stayed silent, not even bothering to drop a snide comment or ominous laugh at how pathetic Ash probably looked at the moment, but the psychic’s presence said enough.

Ash reached for Claydol’s pokeball before he thought about releasing Infernus. He might have truly come to Mt. Chimney for other reasons, but there was no reason to keep Infernus from his fun. Before he tried to investigate, he’d send Infernus off.

Claydol appeared immediately. It hovered leisurely, just as comfortable as it had been in the face of the Eruption.

Oh yes, this spot will do… Are you sure you’re prepared?

“You can keep him safe?” Ash asked, ignoring the question. “Infernus can handle himself, but I don’t like him being so far from any help.”

The psychic hesitated, then sent a reluctant affirmative into Ash’s head. It wasn’t quite enough to settle his nerves. Beautiful as the view from the volcano’s peak was, he couldn’t escape the crushing pressure clenching his lungs and heart and throat. Whenever he thought he’d distracted himself, the unending, steady power would break through whatever defenses he had.

Ash shook himself out of those thoughts.

I confess that I can’t feel what you can. Mt. Chimney feels as it always has to me. A bit more active, but nothing like your perception. But then, perhaps we’re all inoculated to its effects. We’ve all grown up in Mt. Chimney’s shadow. Our familiarity has blinded us. 

He grunted. That could do it. Claydol spoke again, a little softer now.

Besides, only an idiot would bet against you on this. Everything that’s happened to you proves that much. Whatever you are, you can see deeper than I can. 

That didn’t really comfort him, but something about it did ease the tension in his shoulders. At least Claydol had faith in him. “I appreciate it. Are you sure you can handle us both?”

Claydol spun ever-so-slowly through the air, its many pink ‘eyes’ staring at Ash as they passed him by.

Child’s play. My body will be here, but my mind will be with Infernus. Try not to make the volcano angry, please. This job will be challenging enough. 

Ash exhaled, but rolled his eyes at Claydol’s sass. “Perfect.” With that said, he released Infernus.

And immediately descended into a hacking, coughing fit as the renewed heat and dry air flooded his lungs. It took a minute, but he fought it off without the aid of any Concepts. He took pride in that.

The itching in his throat lurked, always riding on the edge of throwing him back into the fit, but he waved off Plume’s butting head as she tried to comfort him.

Infernus didn’t offer any sympathy, though his characteristic violent grin was nowhere to be seen. He just waited, though if Ash were being honest, he didn’t seem at his best either.

His friend raised a claw-like hand to his great barrel of a chest even as Ash fought off another coughing fit, and appeared a little unsteady on his feet as if Mt. Chimney’s enormous pressure bore down against him as well. The moment of weakness quickly vanished, replaced with fierce purpose. Soon enough, Infernus was good as new.

Silent. Motionless. Ready.

He hadn’t spoken to him about this yet, but Infernus wasn’t stupid. The Magmortar knew something was up.

Ash didn’t have it in him for niceties at the moment. Thanks to the Eruption’s racket he still couldn’t hear himself properly, but he knew that his voice came out curt, raspy, and final: “You won’t be fighting the Eruption.”

The reaction was immediate: A fierce growl that rattled Ash’s bones once more, and a redoubling of the dreadful heat that poured off Infernus’ glowing body (but that dropped suspiciously quickly when Ash began coughing his lungs out again).

He snorted painfully, and a few clumps of soot shot out from where it had clogged his sinuses. “It wouldn’t have been worth it, anyways.”

Ash thought to the Eruption fleeing into its shell. One of the strongest pokemon in the world, and it wouldn’t even look at him. That left all sorts of unpleasant emotions rearing their ugly heads. “I don’t think it’s fought in decades. Centuries, maybe. It felt a flicker of Fire and ran.”

Infernus’ lip curled into a sneer, but there was less rage in his eyes than deep, raw disappointment.

Ash coughed again, and spit another glob of black saliva into the earth. No blood, at least. Claydol would probably yank him back to civilization whether he liked it or not. At least his condition hadn’t deteriorated too badly - Ash would not be happy if this trip ended with Steven forcing him into a hospital yet again.

He grimaced. After all the dust, smoke, and soot he’d probably be stuck getting all that garbage out of his system for the rest of the day. What had that doctor back in Sevii said? Humans weren’t made for volcanoes?

He’d probably have to fight Steven to not go back on a ventilator at this point. At this rate he might as well invest in a field version that he could bring along with him.

Ash took a moment to uncap his canteen and take a deep swig of the too-warm liquid. Normally it wouldn’t be refreshing in the slightest, but after all the sweat he’d poured out it was just about the best thing in the world.

Once his raspy tongue scraped up any water around his lips - catching too much grit and char in the process - and he’d wiped away the rest, he continued. “I’ve got something else for you.”

His friend leaned forward, the old disappointment replaced by subtle intrigue. As subtle as Infernus ever got, anyways. Anyone else would have described it as the grotesque leer of a starving Mightyena.

Ash grinned. “Steven told me there’s Magmortar and Magmar that live down in the volcano. Maybe a few other things.” He shared a look with Claydol, who sent a brief flicker of confirmation. “Think they’d mind if you paid them a visit?”

It must be terribly lonely down there. They might enjoy the chance to entertain a visitor. 

Claydol’s dry amusement egged them both on, and Infernus’ lips stretched into a fierce, ugly smile. He raised one cannon to the sky, and from its barrel burst a blaze of brilliant blue.

It twisted the air into a rippling mess, bleeding smoke and light for anything to witness from miles around, and joined the roar of the flame with a rumbling cry of his own.

That sounded like a ‘yes’ to Ash.

“Good,” he croaked. At least that seemed to get Infernus’ mind off the missed battle with the Eruption. “Claydol will send you down into the crater. Stick to any that accept the challenge. If anything goes wrong, get out of there. Claydol will pull you out if things get too bad. It might be tough for you to teleport out yourself.”

His friend scoffed at that, but nodded regardless. That was all the time he got before Claydol’s entire form burst to life with a steady, controlled aura of azure power. All at once, Infernus was gone, warped away in a masterful display of teleportation.

Infernus’ great column of flame subsided without its master there to fuel it, and then it was just Plume, Ash, and Claydol.

Appearing deep into the Fire-Earth-Heart, exhilaration and rightness and glee, power filling his muscles and mighty flame filling his cannons. He was in a place that burned hot as he did, and there were others here… mighty foes just like Conqueror had promised! He did not roar a challenge, but instead loosed a brilliant plume of his true fire. 

Shapes appeared, some alike to his own, others familiar, and others unknown to any that lived above…

They came, and he conquered. 

The telepathic connection was cut off suddenly, Claydol having deemed its purpose served.

“Have fun.” Ash said to empty air, wishing Infernus could hear it. Plume cooed and nipped at the bent bill of his cap now that the unpleasant heat had vanished. He just raised a hand to stroke her glossy feathers absentmindedly.

I don’t think we need to be too worried about that. 

Ash huffed out a laugh, but didn’t feel the need to say anything. Why bother when Claydol would pick up on it anyways?

A fair point, although I at least try to maintain the pretense of privacy. 

It was appreciated.

Ash sighed and pushed himself to his feet, ignoring the pulse of apprehension and disapproval radiating off the psychic.

Claydol had its duty, and Ash had his goal.

Now he just needed to find the best way to achieve it.

This was a nice little spot, full of little rocks and boulders that had fallen from up high and buried themselves in the dirt. The sparse trees were grey with soot, but little glimmers of green leaves were still visible beneath the ashy coating. Soon enough they’d turn orange, gold, red, and all shade of delightful colors. Fall was just around the corner.

Something here would ground him. He wanted to connect to the world here, just like Cynthia had guided him in Greenfield, but instinct told him that closing his eyes and breathing deeply wouldn’t cut it here.

Ash needed an anchor.

He prowled around the little overlook with little rhyme or reason to his movements. Ash poked and prodded at the base of trees and observed how the earth clung to them. Occasionally he rested his hand on the dark stone of the volcano itself, and grimaced as he felt its lifeblood pulse deep within - something inside him spoke to a great tension, a yawning gullet, and the stirring of terrible forces within.

And he didn’t even mean Infernus by that.

If someone asked him why he chose the spot he did to rest - this pressure was making him so tired - Ash would have been tongue-tied. His rough hand trailed over the wind-hewn grain of the stone, the sole of his boots crunched leaves and detritus underfoot, and at last something felt right.

He turned his back to lean against the volcanic stone and lowered himself until he was sitting against the rock, with his view becoming a handful of sparse, stubborn trees. It was a relief to fall, like the world itself demanded he bow to it. The oppressive feel of the mountain hadn’t faded, but at least he wasn’t fighting to stay on his feet anymore.

One less battle to sap him.

Ash wasn’t entirely sure what he was doing, but the stirring of Mewtwo, the twinges of something suspiciously like fear -

I do not fear, stupid boy. 

His lips twitched. It didn’t even cost him a stopped heart this time, even though the dark shadow roiled like an oncoming storm.

Enough time had been wasted on games, though. Ash pulled his hat off with soot-stained hands and left great black smudges all into the fabric - he’d have to try and get those out later - and laid it in his lap. He shut his eyes, and waited.

Shockingly, nothing happened.

His heart still pounded. His skin still dripped cold sweat. His intestines still tied themselves in knots.

Somehow, he’d thought he’d just slip right into the world and see the Truth as easily as he’d see the waking world if he opened his eyes. Of course it couldn’t be that easy.

Instead, he waited. He breathed.

And waited.

And waited.

Frustration mounted, roused faster than usual by the negative feelings crawling right beneath his skin and clenching his organs, but he forced it down without the aid of Ice. He couldn’t depend on the Feather (or, rather, the Concepts) in this place.

Only himself.

And so he did.

Patience was a virtue, he had to remind himself. It almost became a mantra as he went longer and longer without that connection he craved.

After an eternity, he felt.

Information trickled into his brain like a sprinkling of dust, then came stronger and stronger until it felt more like a landslide than anything. His head ached, his breath weighed heavy, and even his spirit felt heavy, like a great rock pressed down upon everything he was.

It wasn’t just the physical world he perceived, but the truth of which the physical manifestation was only a reflection of the ideal.

Stone - Wind - Water 

Ash’s fingers wound into the grainy dirt beneath him, and that’s when he felt it.

Something enormous.

Something alive.

It was no wonder he hadn’t perceived it before. How could he have, when he hadn’t even known what to look for? Ash had wasted his time searching for anything that didn’t belong. Anything that marked the natural ways the Legends twisted the world to fit their nature.

And that was where he’d made a mistake.

This Legend didn’t shape the world in its image. It didn’t need to.

Not when it was the world itself. The planet’s mantle and crust were just its muscle and skin and bone, pulsing with molten blood and animate with a pure, primordial power. Every grain of sand, every clump of dirt… little cells of this titan. Each and all bore its influence.

The immense, steady force would be impossible to recognize normally. It was part of the world, after all, and there was no reason to look past that. The only time he would have noticed it without knowing to look was if the influence had been absent, in the same way he’d notice if someone suddenly sucked all the oxygen out of a room.

About the closest thing he could liken it to was cosmic background radiation - ever present, no matter how far back you look - something he’d learned just a little about as he dove into unraveling the mysteries of how the universe fit so seamlessly together. The little physics cheat sheet that Steven had given him during their first time training together was helpful, but if he wanted to push further he’d need to deepen his education.

Just about all of the specifics went over his head, but at least it gave him a starting point. The basic concepts were simple enough, but trying to apply that knowledge? Not so much.

Of course, all that learning went out the window when faced with this.

Its tendrils spread all throughout the world, radiating outward like the sun’s corona, but they found their center here.

The sluggish power pressed upon him now that he’d recognized it, now that he thought to trace it and immerse himself in it. His nerves and every instinct of self-preservation in him screamed to turn back and flee the grinding force, but Ash quelled those. His trepidation never really left him, but how could he turn back now?

He couldn’t just ignore it, not now that he knew it was there and felt it within himself. There was knowledge to be learned and mysteries to be solved… or at least partially unraveled. Ash wasn’t foolish enough to think he’d be able to truly understand the depths he was tunneling into.

Fear was turned away, like batting away a spear before it could shove into his heart. It would rule him otherwise.

Ash took a deep breath. His fingers clawed deeper into the earth almost unconsciously, and he didn’t stop until his hands were stained black and brown with the volcanic soil. Dirt crammed the spaces beneath his fingernails, but he couldn’t care less now. He grasped deeper and deeper, like he wanted to reach into the Truth of this place and trap it between his hands.

For a thousand-year moment, he was the Earth. Eternal. Inexorably shifting and sliding across the eons.

Little things crawled atop him, living and dying, creating and destroying, learning and forgetting, all between his breaths. His mind stretched thin and taut like a wire pulled much too tight, like one man asked to bear the burdens of the world.

Panic filled him…!

But he pulled back and did not lose himself.

Every breath felt like a mountain rested atop his lungs, and his nails scrabbled deeper and deeper into the soil until blood soaked the tips and mingled with the dirt. Ash’s teeth ground against each other like the tectonic plates slipping over and under themselves until he thought they might crack under it, and he forced his mind to turn outwards once again.

Ash’s perception drove deep, burrowing outside his thoughts and physical body to be expressed into Mt. Chimney itself.

The planet, one body. Great islands rolling over seas of magma. 

Oceans eroding rocky epidermis. Atmosphere layered over in a transparent cloak. 

A Distorted blot itching across a continent, but ephemeral. Gone in a million years, perhaps more. Transient. Insignificant. 

He uprooted himself, though not entirely, so he could think.

His mind was abuzz as enormous sums of information flooded his mind, leaving him a dull ache.

Ash suspected that it was only his previous Legendary exposure that let him manage it so well. Connecting to the world here had given him some brief, flickering insights to the state of the world, even if he struggled to retain it.

The feeling reminded him of when he’d spent hours upon hours at night preparing for his next battle in the Conference. Ash could still keep some of the information in his brain, but it was shallow if he didn’t reinforce it, eager to slip away like smoke between his fingers.

Ash took a moment to gather what he’d learned, mulling it over for a short time, then immersed himself again. It took all his focus, but he refused to be caught up in the wide net of the power. He narrowed his ‘gaze’ to the volcano itself and the enormous force he sensed within.

It was an odd feeling. His perception seemed to sink through the soil first, worming beneath the earth until it struck rock and its true nature. The pounding in his head grew worse and worse the deeper he delved, but his will did not falter.

Dirt. Stone - living, almost, but not in a way he truly understood. Mt. Chimney’s summit reached higher and higher into the sky, building faster and faster with every passing moment. A well of magma beneath it all, roiling and spitting. 

A familiar warrior fought within, against nameless things immersed and bathed in the planet’s superheated blood. 

He gasped as his senses brushed Infernus for just a moment, but slipped past. Ash had a mission.

The sea of magma boiled. Heat from the planet’s heart rose and rippled, spilling out into the atmosphere with every moment along with an endless stream of smoke. Power filled it all, animating it with unnatural force and ferocity. 

But there was more… something even deeper than the magma, something enormous - 

Curious as ever, an emotion balanced by the nauseating dread sitting in his stomach, he reached deeper. His perception pushed past the magma, ignoring the pressure that attempted to force him away like the rising heat, and elation surged as he found something dwelling deeper -

PAIN

Burning! His blood went thick and hot as molten stone in his veins and arteries, scorched from the inside out. It was relentless and his jaws wrenched open in a silent, visceral scream - his throat was whipped raw in seconds and his vocal cords threatened to fail under the strain. All his saliva dried up in an instant, and the complete absence of any moisture only made the pain worse.

Crushing! Ash’s skin felt as if it had been laced with heavy lead. It bore down on his muscle and left his bones groaning under the awful weight. He couldn’t breathe - he couldn’t breathe! 

HE NEEDED TO BREATHE!

Worse than the physical - which was just a reflection of what truly assailed him - was the mental.

Lava burst through his brain in an eruption, scouring him clean of all other thoughts. His eyes heated and he thought tears might have filled them, but his eyes stayed dry as his mouth. Even the blood at his fingertips crumbled and caked as the awful awful AWFUL heat filled him.

Just as the magma filled him, he left his own mark on the magma (insignificant as it was). Even as he screamed, shattered beneath the weight of the awesome force of Mt. Chimney - of the Earth itself! - he found a piece of his mind chasing greedily into the inferno.

Something lay beneath the blanket of magma roiling within Mt. Chimney. 

Something vast. 

Something terrible. 

Vague impressions filled his thoughts, carried by the lava. He would never forget them.

A hunched shape, black and lifeless, curled for slumber but spanning mountains in length. The volcano burst from a small portion of its back. 

The same shape stood shadowed by soot crackling with lightning, and brief flashes illuminated a molten red titan which could crush mountains underfoot. 

Blood dripped from his eyes, but it dried the moment it left him. Streaks of crumbling red were left.

The Behemoth dreamt below Mt. Chimney. 

Somewhere through the pain, Ash felt Claydol’s psychic powers scrape uselessly - frantically, but uselessly all the same, like trying to dig up a mountain with just a trowel - against the lava.

It would burn Claydol up too, he noted absentmindedly. Mt. Chimney rumbled beneath them, stronger than he’d felt before, and he felt lava spilling forth in the wake of the quake which heralded the earliest contractions of the Behemoth being born anew in a storm of fiery stone, black ash, and rent earth.

And then, connected as he was to the Behemoth’s catatonic soul, he felt something even worse. Just the realization pierced straight through the lava flooding his neurons and melting him from the inside out - even the pain seemed nothing in comparison to this.

When the Behemoth shifted, something else filled the entire planet. A slow, ponderous thing, more akin to the scattering of pebbles warning of a landslide than the abrupt release of force from an earthquake. It built, springing from the titan resting below the volcano and other mountains for miles around, then rumbled.

A single half-thought; the faintest strand of whatever primordial earth might dream of.

It was indecipherable, a collection of sensations and impressions and PAIN that ripped through his very spirit as the parts of his brain still mortal shattered and struggled and failed to make sense of the sensory input, neurons rewiring and severed and dying beneath just a wisp of the titan’s mind -

His twitching hands grasped for the Unown tablet that lay lifeless around his neck, the smothered Feather on his chest, anything that would save him-

Cold so extreme that it burned like fire exploded in the back of his mind. It rushed through his every cell and knit ruined, burnt skin and shriveled eyes and his bloody throat. The fiery cold wasn’t gentle, but it purged the physical damage in an instant with the masterful precision of a scalpel.

The spiritual pain, the worst of it, lingered.

That wasn’t so easily fixed.

The Behemoth’s latent power, not even a fraction of a fraction of what it would draw on when awakened, was stubborn and immovable as a mountain. Even the purging azure flame that filled Ash’s closed eyes struggled to scrape its passive influence from his mind.

Although the Behemoth’s barest touch remained an immovable object, the cleansing cold combustion seemed determined to prove an unstoppable force.

Where the blazing flame touched, the Earth’s influence baked and hardened. It crumbled in some places, then was wrenched away by the purifying cold and excised entirely, but it felt like hours of agonizing warfare before Ash felt anything resembling human again.

The battle was over and the azure coldflame was extinguished, its strength exhausted.

He returned to himself. Ash was physically unscathed now (aside from the dirt and blood-stained mud that clad him like a second skin) but his mind was still slow and exhausted.

Raw - that was a good word - like when he and Gary had come back to his mom’s house too dirty from a day in the Corral and had been scrubbed relentlessly until their skin was pink and exposed beneath the muck.

A great head lay against his chest, and his muddled mind could barely make out the curve of an enormous beak that cooed frantically in a frenzied lullaby.

Idiot! Meddling with things beyond our power. I will not save you from your own foolishness again, Ash Ketchum. 

Mewtwo’s tired, enfeebled baritone faded away. It echoed in his ears and brain, the words lingering long after the input had vanished, and he couldn’t help the bitter taste in his mouth. Of all the Legends he’d met, Mewtwo had saved him.

The murderer of thousands had saved his life.

Ash’s hands shook, whether with rage or disgust or the profound exhaustion he felt in the aftermath of the Behemoth’s unconscious touch he could not say. His eyes stayed shut (especially as little flakes of ash drifted down to rest on his skin) and a storm brewed inside his chest.

A minute longer, seconds longer, Ash thought, and he would have died. The lava devouring his soul and body would have ripped his mind asunder and left him a burnt husk.

It didn’t elicit as much emotion as it should’ve, and that struck a deep, unsettled cord inside. What would his team do? His family? Would his mom, already teetering between mirrored lives, shatter like a pane of glass? And what of Professor Oak, and Gary, and Lance, and Jon and Amelia and everyone else who cared about him?

And who he cared about.

His face went hot and frustrating, angry - childish! - tears collected at the edge of his eyes..

Ash had been greedy.

He’d become overconfident after all the Legends he’d encountered and all the Concepts he’d embraced, thinking that now that they had become a part of him he was ready to master them all. It had been a long time since Mewtwo’s mere words had threatened to shatter his mind, or a Legend’s simple presence and majesty had brought him to his knees.

After all this time, Ash thought he’d adjusted that much. His experiences had tempered him. Made him stronger. And perhaps he had grown enough to at least function and stand in the face of the Concepts themselves.

But not strong enough.

‘Ash, listen to me. You are not ready for that fight.’

Had Professor Oak read him so easily all those months ago after the raid? Mortal issues like Hunter J were so terribly mundane compared to what dreamt beneath their feet, but the words rang true then as they did now.

There was so, so much more to learn. Ash had punched above his weight from the first days of his journey, and it had left him numb to the idea of being overmatched. Lance’s first lesson had never truly sunk in, not when he’d made it through everything else on the merits of himself, his team, and occasionally a little protection from a Legend.

But he was arrogant and cocky in the stupidest way. Ash survived the last few Legends, even came to understand a few of them, and he thought he was safe?

‘You’re still just a boy.’

A foul taste filled his dry mouth. Blood and dust and fury. Fingers clawed the earth, wishing to tear it all asunder. His body twitched, even if it felt like he’d run a marathon and climbed a mountain on top of it. All the strength was gone from his limbs, but at least the movement served to relax Plume a bit as she sang softly to him.

It soothed the wild emotion pounding in his aching head, and he almost managed a smile as he raised his shaking hand to rest against her glossy head.

Emotion poured out in the form of tears and anger and sorrow, and soon enough his eyes ached and all that was left was emptiness and the faintest vestiges of relief.

I’m alive, Ash thought, and he swore to keep it that way. For his team, for his mom, for all of them.

He opened his eyes to see Plume standing right above him. She butted her beak against him as gently as she could, and renewed guilt flooded him.

Ash had been complacent, and it had almost cost him everything.

Earth had taught him his limits and he had to grow stronger to surpass them. The North Wind, the Guardians of the Sea and Sky and Life… the Birds and their wild freedom. Those he could stand against, if he was careful. If he was clever. If he was brave.

Not the Behemoth. Not yet. What was Fire, or Ice, or Lightning, or Life, to the Earth?

His fist clenched. He’d grow, but he had to be more careful.

Mewtwo wouldn’t save him again. By all rights, staring into the Truth of the molten titan beneath Mt. Chimney should have killed him.

And, worst of all, now he had to send a twisted, paradoxical, confused thought of gratitude to Mewtwo. It rankled him, but he couldn’t dive into all that now. That would just rip him apart again.

The utter silence from Mewtwo told him that the psychic must be as confused as he was.

He returned to the world, and forced everything else down. Later. That could be dealt with later.

“Plume!” Ash embraced his friend and wrapped his arms around her thick neck, happy to hear his voice again, loud and clear. She chirped (always strange to hear from such a massive avian) into his ear and tried to push in as close as she could.

No other words were needed.

They just sat there for a time. Neither was in a hurry to let go. Plume hadn’t been party to what had occurred inside him, but she’d seen the physical effects and been privy to his suffering. That was enough.

Unfortunately, Claydol saw fit to slip in.

This really isn’t how I expected this to go. You’re well?

Ash hesitated. “I’m alive.”

I’ve picked up on that, although I was worried. The power filling you was like nothing I’ve experienced, yet familiar all the same. Quite the conundrum. I couldn’t even break through to your mind. I tried.

“I know. I’d have been impressed if you could,” Every bit of his purged exhaustion returned with those words. “There was nothing you could do. Nothing any of us could do. Not yet,” Ash muttered.

He finally dragged himself to his feet. After what had happened he wanted to be as far from the dirt as he could. “Metagross might have to give up their top spot.”

Oh, I have my ways around Metagross. Quite a few, actually - excuse me. 

Ash frowned, but waited patiently. Plume was kind enough to push her head up underneath his right arm to offer support. He was quick to offer his thanks.

A bright flash of psychic power burst into existence, and a heavy, hot shape pounded into the earth not too far from Ash.

“Infernus!” He rushed over to his friend as he laid limply atop the soil. Little patches of grass and a lone sapling ignited from the awful heat and globs of lava spilling off the Magmortar - without the psychic shields from Claydol, Ash’s skin would’ve been in similar shape (again). Even with their help he had to maintain a fair bit of distance.

His breath came swift and rattling as he frantically raked his eyes over Infernus’ brutally beaten body, though he quickly regained control of himself once he realized his friend wasn’t in mortal danger..

Deep gouges in his shoulder, long and wide enough to leave his left arm hanging limply from his side. A gaping hole in his stomach, where it looked like something had slashed the outermost layers of muscle open with claws and then shoved a fist inside the wound, a litany of slashes, superficial wounds, and an eye so swollen that he could barely see it.

Even Pierce’s Metagross hadn’t left such awful wounds, and even the Birds hadn’t been so visceral.

Whatever Infernus had fought had also managed to smash his lips open and leave steaming blood pouring from his mouth (along with all his other vicious injuries).

All that, and the Magmortar was still miraculously conscious… barely.

Infernus laid still against the ground and stared up at Ash with glazed, dizzy eyes. Probably a concussion, then. Blood gushed from his stomach wound, although Infernus had managed to pack magma into the injuries to enhance their healing and prevent serious blood loss.

At least it didn’t look like anything that couldn’t be patched up before the battle with Fino.

This was the worst he’d seen Infernus in a long, long time.

Naturally, the Magmortar had a massive grin on his face. He stared blearily through the field of stars that must have taken up all his vision, let out a wheezing laugh, and passed out a moment later.

Ash was quick to return him. The stasis would do him well. Still, he couldn’t help but stare at the spot Infernus had vacated.

What on earth lived in that volcano? Aside from his own awful discovery, anyways…

“How did the opponent end up? Opponents?” Ash hedged. It was hard to imagine one wild pokemon doing such a number on Infernus, but he’d learned that anything was possible. Besides, who knew what the effects of living so close to the Behemoth were?

Oh, it’s just fine. I can’t detect much, but Infernus was on the losing side of that battle, aside from a few rather interesting turnabouts. He had a wonderful time, however. It proved quite the vacation. The next time he’s being a handful perhaps we should toss him back in for a second playdate. 

“Maybe…” Ash muttered, still leaning on Plume. “He’d probably get a kick out of that. I’ll have to talk to him later,” he decided. “But for now, we need to go talk to Steven.”

Did you find what you were looking for?

“Yes,” Ash said grimly, aware that Claydol was probably just being courteous.

I’m glad that you appreciate that. 

“Lugia was right. Land and Sea, Behemoth and Leviathan… they breathe,” Ash recited the words from all those months ago, and felt the weight of the world on his shoulders. “Now we know exactly where one of them is.”
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Sparks flew against his fingers as Ash carefully wove a handful of bright blue orchids he’d picked earlier into Oz’s thick fur. Ash felt awfully clumsy as he tried to remember the quick lessons that the woman in Lavender had given him. Braiding wasn’t quite as easy as he’d thought, and the last thing he wanted was for the knots to tug painfully at Oz’s fur.

She peered down at him from above, eyes alight with interest.

“Almost done…” Ash murmured. She whirred happily, one thick finger reached down to poke at two of the orchids he’d tied into the fur around her wrist. It wasn’t likely to survive long during their harsh training, but he was glad it made her happy.

To be honest, it wasn’t just the difficulty involved in working the flowers into her striped fur that was weighing on him. Steven rested on a stump just a few feet away. He was playing on his PokeNav, probably writing up training plans or finding some new resource to drill Ash on, and Claydol levitated just above his shoulder.

The psychic’s presence was like an executioner’s axe hanging over his head.

He’d returned just an hour ago, and found that he wasn’t quite eager to tell Steven the nightmare that had occurred. Ash had already resolved to submit the Eruption report in writing to save him the trouble (and answer any questions Steven asked, of course) but the Mt. Chimney discussion had to be done in person.

That was the case for many reasons, not the least of which was that Ash absolutely did not want any of it to be on the official record.

It wasn’t that he didn’t want to do it. It was more that between his rapidly developing sensitivity to the Legends, the hunch he’d had since arriving in the area, the Absol stalking him, the fact that he’d nearly died - again, at that - and Mewtwo’s entire involvement in the matter, he would have to explain far too much he wasn’t at all ready to divulge.

And at any rate, even if he did want to, he had no idea how he would even begin to explain half of it.

Dazed’s advice would be appreciated right now, but she was still in stasis, absolutely exhausted after the ordeal with the hadn’t had the good fortune to be restored by Mewtwo… which was a whole other issue that he didn’t want to think about.

Left to his own devices, he only had his diplomatic skills to rely on… if they could be called that.

“Groudon lives under Mt. Chimney.” There, it was out.

Ash tied in another flower into the circle around Oz’s neck. She stared at him, mouth agape at the non-sequitur - and then her thick coat quivered as she whirred out a noise that sounded suspiciously like a snigger. Like he was joking. He shot her a dirty look and finished his current braid.

Steven’s PokeNav landed in the soft soil with a thunk. Ash’s stomach dropped, and his hands threatened to shake as he picked up another blue orchid and rubbed the silky petals between his fingers.

“What was that?” Steven’s voice was very calm. Steely, it could be said.

“Groudon lives under Mt. Chimney,” he cleared his throat. “I thought you should know.”

He gently laid the orchid down with the rest (much to Oz’s displeasure) and turned to face Steven. The man had picked up a bit of color after spending so many weeks under the sun, but his face had gone a ghostly white.

The man licked his lips. Tapped his thigh. “I… Excuse me?”

Ash coughed, began to repeat himself, but Steven frantically shook his head. “I heard you! What do you mean ‘Groudon lives under Mt. Chimney?’ You were sent to speak with the Eruption, Ash! How did you even discover that?” Steven wheeled around to glare at Claydol. “Why didn’t you tell me?”

I didn’t want to steal his thunder. 

Steven scoffed, his face going red now, and steadfastly ignored the psychic. “Is that where the dried blood came from?” he demanded, whirling back on Ash. “I thought it was just a training accident. The soot was expected due to your meeting with the Eruption, but -”

He cut Steven off once it became clear he wasn’t going to stop on his own account. The sheer panic coloring the man’s every word and action sent guilt worming its way into his stomach, where it settled right next to the anxiety that still filled his chest thanks to Earth’s mighty presence.

“It’s below Mt. Chimney. I’m not sure how big it is, but it stretches all the way across the volcano and out to some of the other mountains. The eruptions are small now, but they’ll get worse the closer it comes to Awakening. That’s all I could get.” Ash kept his voice level despite the growing pit in his stomach.

Steven went even paler. “How? It must be miles long in that case… if - when - it wakes, it will… Lavaridge!” His eyes went wide and he grasped wildly for his PokeNav. Once it was in his hands he could barely type due to how badly he was shaking. “When it wakes up, Lavaridge will be torn apart. We have to evacuate the city!”

That earned a grimace. He’d been too caught up drowning in his own thoughts to even consider what would happen to the people living nearby. The Behemoth would cause untold devastation when it finally returned to the world - a single step could crush a town, and Lavaridge would be devastated in its entirety by whatever earthquakes and eruptions were unleashed when it awoke.

“There’s time,” he said firmly, yet quietly, trying to instill some amount of calm in the former champion. Oz stayed silent, but rested a powerful hand on his shoulder in support. Claydol’s form flashed with psychic power, and some of the frenzied look in Steven’s eyes fell away.

Fear, anger, horror - all still there, but muted.

“I couldn’t get much from it, but it was still asleep,” Ash clarified when the champion motioned impatiently for him to elaborate. “Rousing, yes, but I doubt it’ll wake up tomorrow.”

Steven’s jaw clenched. “How much time?”

He hesitated. “Months? Maybe years? I don’t know,” Ash confessed, annoyed but resigned.

It was a good question - the most important question, arguably, for all of Hoenn and maybe the whole world beyond.

“I might be able to get a better guess if I went back, but I can’t connect with it again,” he said with a scowl. Dread redoubled as he thought of just how close he’d come to being consumed entirely by the unrivaled power of Earth. Without Mewtwo… “My guess? It’s going to be slow. Stronger earthquakes and larger eruptions building up over time. We’ll know when it’s coming, but not exactly when.”

The former Champion pointed to a wide stump just opposite his own. “Sit.”

Ash shared a look with Oz, but followed Steven’s command. His teacher was almost always serious, but rarely stern. Then again, this was probably a fitting time for that side of him to come out. He leaned forward once he sat on the warm wood and held his hands together.

Something told him he’d be here for a while, and he wasn’t looking forward to a second of it.

Steven’s knuckles were white as he scrambled through the menu of his PokeNav. Once he’d reached an audio recording function, he held the device angled toward Ash. He recited the date and time, then spoke to Ash. “This is Ever Grande League affiliate Steven Stone. I am interviewing Indigo League Elite Four trainee Ash Ketchum regarding an incident taking place earlier today in the vicinity of Mt. Chimney in the Lavaridge territory.”

The man cleared his throat. “Elite Four trainee Ash, please give verbal confirmation of your identity and list your ID number.”

Ash hesitated, then began to list his information.

Yes, he was going to be here for a long, long time…
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“I’m still not convinced you aren’t here to sabotage my training.”

Flannery scoffed. “Please! You sure have a high opinion of yourself, Mr. Youngest-Elite-Four-Ever.”

“Trainee.” Ash corrected as they slid through a narrow gap between two of Forina’s hundred foot-high stone towers.

Flannery led the way, her steps steady as they crossed treacherous terrain. Rocky bumps littered the land; earth softened to sludge by the creek winding between the towers, and trees that elected to spend their lives growing at inconvenient places.

“It’s just suspicious you show up the day before I battle your grandfather.”

“That’s not fair!” She fired back, although Ash didn’t think she was really offended. Flannery was too good-natured for that. “You didn’t have to come with me, you know.” Ash had to admit she was right there. “You must’ve needed a break from training. I’ve gotta give you credit! You’re working awfully hard to get thrashed by grandpa.”

Her earnest smile belied the sly, teasing glint in her eyes as she looked back at him.

And there was that inconsistent focus. It was a wonder Fino hadn’t trained it out of her yet.

Flannery’s bright red hair bounced as she hopped over the little creek, not watching her step, and then suddenly yelped as she missed her leap and her boots scrambled for purchase on the slick mud bank.

Her arms waved wildly in the air, not unlike Oz when she windmilled to build friction and set up for an would’ve fallen backwards into the water if Ash didn’t leap forward and lightly push her back upright.

“Thanks!” Her face went red as she turned back to face Ash while he cleared the bank as well. Flannery puffed out. “I totally had it, though!”

“Had what? A one-way ticket into the water?” Ash’s lips twitched when her face went even redder. “I thought you knew this place like the back of your hand.”

She growled. “I do! You know, maybe those glades and that old Draconid watchtower were good enough. Maybe you should get back to training.”

Ash waved an apology at her, which seemed to mollify the Gym Leader. “Sorry. You’re not wrong. Those were cool,” he said truthfully.

As much as he enjoyed the three gorgeous natural spots she’d shown him, (one of which he’d stumbled upon himself a week or so ago, much to Flannery’s disappointment) it was the Draconid watchtower that captured his interest.

To call it a tower was being… well, it was generous. The structure was little more than a crumbled foundation now, with the tower itself having eroded away and succumbed to the elements at least a century ago. He never would’ve spotted it on Plume’s back - moss and lichens covered the actual stone, and nature had already reclaimed the area by growing tiny trees and shrubs between any gaps.

Most of the remnants were piled up on the stone spire upon which it had been built, while the rest must have been dragged down to the forest floor by gravity. It was built upon one of the highest hills in the area, the better to give the ancient Draconid sentries an optimal view.

Ash couldn’t help but note that it wasn’t far from where he’d found a forgotten Salamence claw. He’d have to swing back by that pillar to check for any relics of the Draconids that might’ve been buried beneath rock and soil over the years.

Flannery’s cheery voice brought him back to earth. “I know, right? And I saved the best for last!”

“Where are we going?” Ash asked as Flannery took him deeper and deeper into the midst of a ring of tightly-packed spires. They loomed over them like enormous trees, high enough to block out all but the barest slivers of the sun. A thin layer of canopy blocked out an aerial view, though it wouldn’t be anywhere near thick enough to inconvenience Plume if she picked it out and chose to investigate.

“Just wait and see! I used to come here all the time as a kid,” Flannery confided.

She motioned to the gloomy, rocky clearing they’d entered with a wide smile.

It was kind of nice, Ash admitted. The ground was largely barren thanks to the lack of sunlight, but the soil was nice and soft beneath his feet and occasionally a few patches of grass clung to life.

Beautiful? Not really. It was peaceful, though. Cooler than the rest of Forina, and it was almost like something in the air changed the farther in they went. Hoenn’s characteristic humidity wasn’t quite as oppressive, and he felt like he could breathe for the first time in weeks.

It was curious enough to distract Ash and lessen the Earth’s crushing weight, and for that he was grateful.

Such a thing was a nice boon, but on the whole it was not quite what he’d expected. Flannery had spent the last few minutes talking their final destination up. “It’s, uh, great. Very peaceful.”

Flannery tossed her hair. “Yep,” she fixed him with a curious stare. “Wait! You didn’t think this was it, did you?”

Ash shrugged, and she barked out a laugh.

“Come on! This is just a big empty clearing! It’s a cool hiding place, though,” she said, each word dripping with nostalgia. “Grandpa could never find me when I slipped in here. But this is just the start! Let’s keep moving.”

She’d stirred his curiosity now, and he was quick to follow in step with Flannery. It was clear that she had an intimate familiarity with the area, and whatever years had passed since she’d visited had done nothing to dull those dearly held memories.

The solid ring of pillars wasn’t too large, so it only took a bit longer for them to reach the opposite side of the barren clearing. “See? Right up here.”

Ash jogged up to stand beside the Gym Leader, and peered ahead. The object of Flannery’s attention was immediately obvious: a narrow chasm in the rock of one of the spires, barely wide enough for a large man to slip through. Most of Ash’s team (and certainly Flannery’s) would struggle to fit.

Hanging from the roof of the tunnel were dozens of serrated Salamence fangs, similar to the one that he’d found on the spire. Each was anywhere from six inches to a foot long, with saw-like serrations for shredding flesh and bone on the back side that then came to a wicked point. He stepped forward to inspect them, and noticed with some small interest that they just kept going.

How many lined the tunnel? They weren’t packed too tightly together, as if affording each tooth its own little territory where they were embedded into the rock, but if they continued deeper into the depths then there must have been thousands.

It left Ash with the impression that they were about to step into the greedy maw of a voracious predator. A tingle raced up his spine, and he felt the Feather flare to life in his chest as his excitement stoked it.

“An entrance to the tunnels?” Ash asked. “I know Steven was poking around there a while back. Is this the one he used?”

“No way!” Flannery waved his question away and puffed out her chest. “This is my secret - our secret now. Nobody else has been here. Even grandpa doesn’t know about this one, so there’s no way Mr. Stone does. The League has a few others marked, but all of these connect to the same network.”

A flush of warmth filled his chest at that.

Flannery tugged at a lock of her hair. “Where’s Mr. Stone, by the way? Brick and I didn’t see him on our way in.”

“Mt. Chimney,” Ash said, uneasy at the reminder of the volcano (or, rather, what lurked beneath). “Research.”

The Gym Leader’s face fell and she kicked at the rock. “Dang it! I would’ve swung by if I knew that,” she sighed, then a whole storm of conflicting emotions blitzed across her pale face.

“That makes sense, though. Grandpa’s been running around like crazy the last few days talking to people and getting a bunch of stuff moved out. He says the League thinks there’s going to be some big eruption soon. Guess that explains all the Absol.” Flannery’s face twisted with impotent fury and the grief of someone whose home was a moment’s misfortune away from being obliterated. “We’re already running evac drills. People are leaving.”

Ash didn’t know what to say, and felt conflicted between telling her the truth (part of him screamed for it) or just sympathizing. The League would have told her already if she needed to know…

“I’m sorry.”

Flannery squinted at him. “You are, aren’t you?” Her brow furrowed. “You get it.”

More than she could ever know.

He didn’t say that.

“My hometown got hit by that hurricane a while back,” he came up with something to answer her unspoken question. Mewtwo’s presence flickered to life in the back of his head, but he ignored it. “A blizzard hit it a few months later. Both times nearly wiped it off the map.”

“I’m glad it didn’t.”

Ash forced down the ugly memories this whole conversation had conjured up, and offered Flannery a quick nod. Both sat in awkward silence for a moment, lost in their own thoughts, and (surprisingly) it was Ash who broke it.

“Who set the fangs up? The Draconids?”

“I guess so.” Flannery shook off all her negative energy and rebounded into her usual chipper self. “It’s not like anyone left a big sign up saying ‘Fang Ceiling, made by Larry the Draconid, please enjoy’, but they had a huge presence out here. Lots of scouts, lots of fortresses.”

His eyebrows shot up. “Larry?”

Flannery grinned. “Traditional Draconid name. What are they teaching you guys out in Kanto?”

He rolled his eyes, but smiled all the same.

“Let’s go! It’s really cool in there - just be careful. You don’t want to get your head chopped off!”

Yeah, dying again would be a real bummer.

They crossed the threshold, both careful to duck far below the hanging curtain of fangs, and stepped into the inky mouth of the tunnel. The walls stayed narrow enough that he couldn’t easily release most of his team, and the two trainers found themselves fitting into an ever-more-cramped space the further in they went.

Things didn’t get much easier once they took a sharp turn that cut off the scant light flooding in from the surface, leaving them both effectively blind.

The only light source remaining was the rainbow-hued tongues of flame licking out from the Feather. It danced out from beneath his shirt, glowing far more brightly than he’d expected given the choking influence of Earth in these parts… particularly since they’d literally entered the belly of the beast, as it were.

But no, the Feather still shone brilliantly.

Its light was slightly muted by his thin shirt, but easily illuminated the cramped tunnel as it evened out. The fangs still rested just above their heads, though they had thinned out a bit, and Ash bit back a gasp as Flannery nearly scraped her head against one as she maneuvered through a tight spot, either none the wiser to the danger or familiar enough with it to not worry.

He followed, his smaller frame making it easier on him, but wasn’t expecting Flannery to be waiting right at the end. Ash’s heart skipped a beat as he nearly stumbled right into the Gym Leader, who poked curiously at the glowing Feather burning on his chest.

“What is that?” She leaned closer until there were only a few inches between them. “I thought you had a glowstick or something.”

Ash blinked as a bunch of bright red hair smacked him in the face, leaving him spitting follicles.

“Elite Four stuff,” he said quickly, and he wanted to smack himself for how flustered he sounded. Weakness. “Classified.”

Flannery arched a red eyebrow. It couldn’t have been more obvious that she didn’t believe a word he said. “Uh huh,” she drawled, dripping with sarcasm. “Suuuuuuure.”

“It is!” Ash protested. He made a mental note to check on that, and to ask Lance to seal it up if it wasn’t already.

She poked at the Feather one last time, taking a moment to study what little of the structure she could see through his shirt, and watched with unabashed curiosity as Ash shielded it with his hand. It did nothing to hide the light, but he was able to dim it with a bit of thought… although his racing nerves did nothing to help him on that front.

“You could’ve just said you didn’t want to talk about it,” she turned around without any further questions. For now, anyway. Flannery was way too curious to leave it for long. “I’ve got no clue what that thing is, but it sure is cool! Can you make it turn different colors? That would be an awesome party trick.”

He blinked. “Uh, kind of?” Ash scratched at his chin as Flannery continued through the thin tunnel. It was just tight enough to set off claustrophobic alarm bells in his head, but the odd question kept him distracted. He didn’t want to give Flannery much information on it, but decided to humor her. “Red. Gold. Rainbow. White.”

“Wait, so does it just look like a rainbow, or are you saying it can turn into all the colors of the rainbow, or what?”

This wasn’t a conversation he’d ever thought to have, so he took a moment to gather his thoughts as they delved deeper and deeper into the labyrinth beneath Forina. Spelunking was dangerous - the trainer books had chapters dedicated to why it was a bad idea to tread off the established paths - but Flannery seemed to know her way. Besides, if worse came to worst then Dazed could easily teleport them out of a precarious position.

He’d never hear the end of it, but better to suffer her dry pokes and prods than be trapped in a subterranean nightmare.

“It just looks like a rainbow. Please don’t ask me why.”

Flannery grumbled but subsided, for which Ash was glad. Any farther down that road and he’d end up spilling something. Ash was generous to explain as much as he did.

They continued onwards, descending deeper into the earth.

Given the titan resting just a few miles away, Ash thought Earth’s power would double, triple, quadruple… that it would continue growing stronger and stronger until it hammered down on him like a physical force anew. It only made sense that it would grow more potent in this claustrophobic, long-forgotten tomb; but, contrary to his expectations, it remained relatively constant.

If anything, it was lighter here. A little less weight on his shoulders, a tiny bit less pressure against his lungs.

Ash turned the odd happenings over in his head as they kept pushing forward, and by the time the tunnel began widening and flattening, he managed to calm some of the anxiety bothering him.

The fangs only came one every few feet now, and it was safe to release some of his team. He held off on it for now, since the tunnels could easily tighten back up in an instant.

“So…” Flannery broke the silence this time, her red ponytails bouncing with every step. “You don’t want to - oh, sorry, can’t - talk about it, but any chance I can get one? I could come up with all sorts of signals for my team with whatever that thing is!”

A good use - it reminded him of Cynthia’s tactical use of sign-language with her Spiritomb. No doubt it would be a powerful boon for her team.

That didn’t change his answer.

“No.”

Flannery sighed dramatically. “Oh well, worth a shot. Can’t blame a girl for trying!”

Ash grunted back, which just got him a peal of laughter in return. “Where are we going? We’ve been walking for a while now.”

“Patience, my young - oh, we’re here. Never mind.”

“Here?” Ash lost track of Flannery for a moment as she took a swift turn and vanished from the light poured out by the Feather, and quickly caught up to her. The tunnel immediately opened up and flattened, and he saw Flannery waiting for him in the midst of a great field of impenetrable darkness.

“Brighten that thing up!”

He shot her a dirty look, but his curiosity got the best of him. Ash closed his eyes for just a moment, and Fire leapt to his command.

It was eager, coming out in a quick rush that shot out from his chest and sleeves in warm licks. The smokeless golden flames had to be wrested under control, and even still a single strand of the fire shot close to Flannery in a spray of cinders.

Ash steadfastly ignored her fascinated look, just as he ignored her trying to cradle one of the sparks in her bare hands before it fell to the ground. Not the best idea, but Ash doubted Flannery thought it was real fire. No normal person would.

Regardless, the Feather did its job. As a torch, it blazed steady, and warm, pulsing waves of light illuminated the entire cavern.

And what a sight it was.

It wasn’t quite as large as he expected, just about thirty feet in diameter and roughly ten feet high. Only a few Salamence fangs hung from the ceiling here, but these tended to be a bit larger on average than the ones in the tight tunnel that had led to this place.

The cavern was dry and strangely pristine, like nothing living had passed through in centuries. No cracks in the stone, no scrapes made to mark territory by native pokemon, and not even the odd bone. Its only openings were the tunnel behind them, and two wide gaps that led deeper into the chasms.

There was more, though.

Something deeper - power. Muted, indistinct. Impossible to truly connect with or grasp, as if it was swaddled in a thick blanket or veiled beneath something much, much greater. It was close… so close.

He willed the Feather to fade by a hair, and when it waned, the touch of this place waxed. It drove forth in a steady tide, and he shuddered at the sensation as it reverberated through his being. All he could liken it to was the calm before a thunderstorm - invisible tension which filled the air and seeped into stone, saturating the entire world with charge.

Ash’s breath hitched, and he cautiously reached out to brush his hand against the smooth stone wall beside him.

When his skin touched the stone, the power shrank back immediately. Not in fear, but as though someone had just kicked dirt all over a sparkling gem to hide its brilliance. It was still present now that he knew what to look for, but certainly obscured compared to its full force.

He pulled his hand away from the rock, and the influence came back like the rising of a tide.

Strange. It was almost like the original presence - what was flooding this whole area with its faint power - was hidden. Trapped below countless tons of stone and soil to smother it.

Immature thoughts of buried treasure came to mind, but he suspected he wouldn’t appreciate what he found here. This wasn’t the first mysterious force he’d found off the beaten track in this region, and he was zero for too-many for discoveries he liked.

Ash bit his lip even as Flannery circled around to investigate the place. She approached it with more comfort than he did, no doubt due to her familiarity.

“Just like I remember!” She declared, sounding quite satisfied. “I swear nothing ever comes down here. It’s always a ghost town when I pop by.”

There just might be a reason for that. Steven thought there were ghosts hiding away in these tunnels, and perhaps there were. But Ash suspected something much, much worse - more potent, at the very least - had claimed these sections of the tunnels.

“How many times have you been here?” He asked, deliberately casual.

Part of him wanted to take Flannery and turn right back around before they stumbled on the source of that energy, but he needed to gather information first. It was difficult to keep his tension from coloring his words, but he managed it with a little bit of help from Ice.

Flannery frowned when the light from the Feather dulled, though a bit of white glowed from beneath his shirt and cold air burst out to fill the cavern. He couldn’t detect any interference from the latent power here with Fire or Ice, which relaxed him just a bit.

That meant whatever here might not have an elemental Concept like Fire, Ice, or Lightning. In his experience, the Birds tended to be the least agreeable, or at least the most wild and territorial. By no means did that mean it was safe, but maybe whatever lived down here wouldn’t try to strike them down just for poking their heads into its home.

“I dunno. Twenty times? I was seven or eight when Piper and I found it,” Flannery patted the Torkoal’s pokeball fondly. “We always stop by when we get the chance, and it’s always the same. It’s cool once you get down here, right? I always feel tingly.”

So she could feel it too. Flannery had no idea what was down here, but it wasn’t just his sensitivity that let him feel it. He just had the freedom to go a little deeper.

Flannery was content to keep chattering on, not that he was going to stop her. He suspected this cavern would be much, much more foreboding without Flannery’s warmth.

“See that tunnel?” She pointed to the left opening that would take them further into the network. “That goes deeper into the cave system. It opens into a few areas I’d been to before.”

Ash felt his interest pique.

“I followed it once when I was kid,” Flannery continued, scratching at her scalp as if embarrassed. “Pretty stupid of me to go alone, but I got out okay. Grandpa and I spent a lot of time in other sections and I ran into some of the maps we’d made for any travelers who got lost.”

He nodded along. “What about the other one?”

Ash glanced at the opening. Just that much left him yearning to go closer, to cross that threshold and slip into the abyss. A dangerous urge, and one he

immediately made to quell.

But…

He squinted as he spotted something indistinct etched into the stone above the right tunnel, and called on Fire to provide a bit more light. Rows of strange, angular carvings - some kind of script that was unfamiliar to him - was revealed. “Do you know what it says?”

For once, Flannery didn’t seem so eager to pipe up. She took a step back and refused to even look at it. “I’ve got no clue what’s down there,” she said without hesitation. “I’ve never been down that way, and I don’t plan on changing that. It just feels weird, like it wants me to go down it. Probably just a ghost or something, but I don’t want to find out.”

Probably a good decision. It was a wonder she’d been so wise when she was younger. Younger him wouldn’t have been able to turn back. Current him might not be able to.

Ash walked up to stand by Flannery, and every step brought him closer and closer to the source of the radiant power. His fingers reached out almost unconsciously to the tunnel on the right, but he curled them back into a fist before Flannery noticed.

“And the carvings?”

That perked her right up. “Well, not to brag, but I do know a little bit of Draconid.” Flannery boasted unreservedly, then literally patted herself on the back.

He just stared, then went closer to get a better look at the etchings. They were cut deep and thick into the stone, and were practically pristine. If Ash didn’t know better, he’d say the carvings were made yesterday.

“That’s Draconid?” He was practically at the mouth of the ominous tunnel now, although it was so dark even the Feather wasn’t much help in getting a good look at what lay within. Now he could see that the characters inscribed into the stone were more angular than most scripts, largely consisting of symbols made up of straight lines that could be put together rather than the curves and bends he was used to.

Flannery hadn’t caught up with him, but he cast his eyes back to her as he investigated and tried to puzzle some of the pieces together to satisfy the burning curiosity in him. “There’s something weird about this.” Ash muttered. “Not just the lines. There’s some stuff I recognize, but…”

It hit him like a brick.

The Draconids didn’t use an alphabet derived from the Unown. Not entirely.

He could recognize a few familiar letters and symbols that were extremely similar, and some outright identical, to the script he was used to. It wasn’t enough for him to piece anything together, especially since they could have used the same Unown symbols for entirely different meanings, but it was curious nonetheless.

All the Unown-based symbols used by the Draconids had one thing in common, though: they were all made up of straight lines.

“The Draconids’ writing was made with their Salamence in mind,” Flannery’s soft words and warm breath brushed against his ear. He shivered, but didn’t look where the girl had snuck up on him. “That’s how they communicated at first - the humans and the dragons learned to write together. It’s tough for their claws to do curves, especially in the stone tablets the Draconids liked, so they used lines.”

To be honest, he would love to sit and talk about this all day. The Draconids had a few mentions in Cynthia’s book, but nothing in-depth at this point. He just might have to read ahead after this…

“So what does it say?” Ash peered even closer. His fingers went to grasp at the Unown tablet looped around his neck, wishing he could unleash them for just an instant. If they could show him the truths of the world, then they could whisper the secrets of the Draconids and their language into his mind. That was a dangerous road to go down, but he supposed it didn’t matter in the end.

The stone tablet was dead and lifeless, and it would stay that way.

Flannery’s face reddened. “I might be a little rusty,” she admitted, scratching at the back of her neck. “But I can still get the basics! This is old,” one of her fingers went up to trace a few of the rows. “Not like the recent stuff. I’m better at that. Trying to figure this out is like reading one of those old poem’s grandpa likes… if it was also a whole different language.”

She cleared her throat and squinted to make the most of the Feather’s light. Ash helpfully poured a bit more fuel into it until Fire blazed anew. “See this section?” Flannery skimmed her finger over the top two rows. “It’s tough to figure out, but it says something about removing ourselves. Going down it talks about ‘fearing our wants’. ‘Safe earth’ and some stuff I can’t translate.”

Her frown deepened as she got to the last row. It was the shortest and consisted of just a handful of carved words. “That one is fear - can’t figure that next one out - and the last one is death.”

That was grim, but not really unexpected. Ash stared deep into the abyss. There was still that unspoken urge screaming for him to leap in without a thought. It wasn’t unlike the bizarre urges that struck him every now and then when he was resting atop one of Forina’s spires or riding Plume. Every now and then, he’d look off into the distance and want to just leap into the sky.

Steven identified that feeling as ‘the call of the void’ when Ash had mentioned it offhandedly once. Dazed called it stupidity. A normal human reaction, albeit a totally bizarre one.

This yearning was like that, but subtly different. More demanding. The compulsion was born of an alien influence, not a product of his own mind.

It had no power over him - not enough to influence his actions, anyways. He’d handled much worse in the (recent) past, but nonetheless, he hesitated. The Behemoth had taught him what it meant to be in over his head, and it wasn’t a lesson he would soon forget. He could well be in the shallows, unknowing of the drop before him

Ash bit his lip and pulled down the neck of his shirt so more light could escape and illuminate the entrance to the tunnel. Not much was revealed beyond mundane stone. He did his best to ignore Flannery’s fascinated stare as she drank in the sight of the fiery tongues dripping from the Feather, but that was easier said than done.

She was quite distracting.

He had no idea what lay before him. His only clues were ominous, half-translated warnings from the Draconids, and those hardly painted a pretty picture. It had been just a few days since his last brush with death, and Ash found he wasn’t too eager to repeat the experience.

Still…

Could he really just walk away?

Ash already knew the answer to that. Whatever was down here had to be investigated. He didn’t know if it was a Legend or just a powerful, otherworldly artifact along the lines of the Moon Stone, but leaving it wasn’t an option.

He could leave with Flannery, talk to Steven, and send a team down here to investigate. It was the right thing to do - by anyone else’s standards. The responsible thing to do.

He could also try reaching out like he had on Mt. Chimney (and hopefully with better results). Open his spirit to the world, connect to whatever had claimed this dark place, and keep his fingers crossed that things went swimmingly. That wasn’t the responsible thing to do - he’d just learned how badly it could go if his luck went south - but it could also be the path that kept the most people safe.

Admittedly - and he cursed this part of him, the arrogant part of him that was impatient to get moving, to tear this challenge apart and sort out the consequences later he sort of planned on doing the second part anyways.

Ash knew there was nobody more suited to investigating a potential Legendary than him. What could a human team hope to do? Psychics would be overwhelmed or burnt out - most could barely stand to be around Ash, let alone a Concept embodied. Those without the ability would be as blind as Steven had been to Behemoth’s presence beneath the mountain. They’d do their best, but their best wasn’t enough.

Pokemon might do better, but they had the good sense to keep a wide berth from these tunnels. They might not even enter with whatever Rangers or League forces were sent down here.

They had the same potential to muck things up as him, and there would inevitably be more of them. More collateral. Lives on his conscience because he didn’t do it.

Ash was the best man for his job…

Plus, he really wanted to find the source for himself. That admittedly played a big role in his decision.

Still, he could do better than he had before. There was a right way to do this. A smart way to do this.

“I’m going in.”

“What?” Flannery yelped. “Are you nuts? We just read an ancient, ominous warning sign. Did you forget that? The Draconids were dumb enough to raise Salamence, and they still decided they didn’t want to mess with this place! Why do you think you think you’ll do any better?”

Ash hated to give more fuel to Flannery’s curiosity, but he tapped the Feather. “This. I can’t tell you much,” he admitted. “Not yet. But I’ve done this before.”

The Gym Leader looked at him like Amelia often looked at Jon. It didn’t really fill him with confidence, but he wasn’t budging.

“You’re serious!?” Flannery exclaimed. “You don’t watch horror movies? I’m pretty sure rule number one is to not ignore signs like that.”

He fixed Flannery with a stare and hoped she could read his conviction. “I’m going.”

Flannery bit her lip. “Fine. Then I’m going too!” She pointed into the abyss. “There’s no way you’re headed down there alone!”

Ash shook his head. That wouldn’t do. He was willing to risk his life, but not Flannery’s, not any more than whatever other League operatives might be sent in his place. She didn’t know what she was signing up for. If Flannery joined him, she might not come back. Even if she lived, the spunky Gym Leader might lose parts of herself… or, even worse, gain new ones.

He felt rather hollow all of a sudden, even as the Feather flared. Fire, Ice, Lightning, the Song, Mew and Mewtwo, the Beasts…

He couldn’t do that to her.

“You’re going back.”

Naturally, Flannery protested. He would have too.

Ash cut her off with a scowl. “It’s dangerous,” he said firmly, but realized even as he said the words that it would just make her dig in her heels. Was this what Steven and Lance felt when they were dealing with him? Ash suddenly pitied them. “I’m going alone, but you have a job to do. Something important.”

Flannery’s eyes narrowed suspiciously. Her mouth curved down into a frown. “What is it?”

“Wait at the entrance for me. This could turn into a Greenfield if it’s not handled right,” Ash added belatedly, hoping that would impress the seriousness of the situation. Dawning realization struck her. Flannery was smart. She could connect the dots. “You’re my insurance. If I’m not back in an hour, I need you to find Steven and let him know what happened. Can you do that for me?”

The Gym Leader - he had to remind himself of that fact, that this wasn’t just a friend, this wasn’t someone with no stake in things; this was someone who would be the guardian of this territory within the next few years, and he was asking her to trust him to handle this - bit her lip, conflict alight in her eyes.

Ash had to press. “Please?”

Mixed emotions warred, but eventually, reluctantly, she nodded.

Ash had no illusions that Flannery was happy about it, and she was probably going to give him a piece of her mind later. He saw lots and lots of additional training sessions in his future…

But he could deal with that. Flannery seemed more worried now than annoyed, the weight of the situation beginning to sink in.

Inspiration - like a flash of sudden lightning.

Her brow furrowed as Ash began to unclip pokeballs from his belt. He kept them in their miniature state, shrunken for portability, and hesitated. This was wrong.

When was the last time they’d left his belt?

Flannery’s eyes widened as he offered her his team, one by one.

“Nidoking.”

“Plume.”

“Torrent.”

“Dazed.”

“Bruiser.”

“Infernus.”

“Tangrowth.”

“Oz.”

“Aron.”

Flannery accepted them silently, but her hands shook.

She was a trainer. That was enough to understand.

She quickly stowed them away into her own pack, and Ash felt an awful sense of loss as they were hidden from him. Most were off training except for Dazed, Sneasel, Seeker, and Tangrowth, but he wouldn’t let their pokeballs be trapped down here if something went awry.

He kept Seeker and Sneasel with him, though. They had the skills to escape in the worst case scenarios, and were the only ones who would be able to move effectively in the tunnel’s tight confines anyways.

Ash hoped he wouldn’t need either of them, but he could trust Seeker to guide him through any tough spots, andSneasel might prove essential against any psychic or mental effects, let alone if they encountered any resistance from local ghosts.

Mind Breaker would ruin anyone’s day.

“If something happens…” his throat clenched, and he couldn’t finish his sentence.

Ash thought back to that brief connection in Taimu’s tomb, of the tragedy of Chinatsu and Mamoru. Locked away in self-imposed prisons suffering through half-lives. He thought of what this could come to - what he’d almost come to already, ignominiously dying in the middle of nowhere, without anyone around to even remark on his passing.

He was done gambling when it came to Legends. His resolve hardened to steel.

That would not be his family’s fate. “Tell them to live.”

The Gym Leader froze and pulled her pack off her back to clutch it in her arms. He could see her hands beginning to shake - he’d scared her, she’d never had to deal with someone making preparations for their own death. “I - Ash, I’ve got them. I’ll keep them safe.”

He couldn’t meet her eyes, not when his whole life was cradled in her arms. Ash had to fight to look away. Hot tears threatened to fill his eyes, and he wiped them away as surreptitiously as he could. There was no shame in it, but he didn’t want to make this any harder than it had to be.

It was hard to ignore the shake in his own hands, the slight tremble of his fingers that hadn’t been present even when he’d given Sneasel the all-clear to try and assassinate a god.

Death taught and he was an attentive student.

“I’ll be back soon,” he whispered to the bag. Ash hoped his friends could hear him. “Don’t worry about me.”

Ash prayed this went well, but dreaded the thought of facing them after he reclaimed them. There was a good chance his team was going to kill him themselves after this stunt, and he couldn’t say he blamed them. And if he didn’t, and there was an afterlife, they’d probably kill him a second time.

Better that than the alternative. They wouldn’t die for his mistake.

“Wait outside,” Ash’s voice was toneless and dull, like part of his spirit had just been ripped away. “I’ll be back.”

Flannery nodded. Before she left, she hesitated and raised her fist. Ash stared, but eventually got the memo and bumped his fist against hers.

A weak grin was all she could offer aside from some parting words. “Good luck down there. Show them what the youngest Elite Four can do! I’ll be waiting.”

He smiled back, and watched Flannery go silently. When she was gone, Ash faced the abyss and steeled himself. His lips went flat, and he took a deep breath. The compulsion begged him to enter.

Ha. He’d seen this trick before.

When he stepped forward, it was of his own will.

Mewtwo’s presence, quiet but watchful all this time, roused to life.

Ash’s hand reached to grasp the rim of the opening for support as he crossed the threshold into the great unknown, and when he touched it -

Leave. Fear. Greed. Death! 

He let go immediately, exhaling, but didn’t back away. There was something there… it was quite familiar, but just indistinct enough that he couldn’t place it. Ash closed his eyes, centered himself, and brushed the stone again. The same awful dread flooded him, identical to the subtle foreboding he’d experienced ever since Flannery and he had entered.

It hardly left him with a clear head, but it did overpower the compulsion.

Ash frowned, and did it again. This time he tried to open himself to the world, tried to see the Truth of it all -

Yes! There it was!

Tied to these tunnels, anchored in the stone. No, anchored in the Earth. Ash’s head spun as information filtered into his brain and he tried to piece together wispy images, ancient memories, and loss, trepidation, FEAR - 

He pulled away before it became too much. Ash allowed his hand to fall away from the stone, and realized the Draconids had done more than just put up a sign. Whatever happened here, whoever had been the one to chisel the warning had invested parts of themselves into this place.

They’d stained the rock with their emotions and desires and regrets as they chiseled and etched and carved, kneading it into their work with the skill of a master.

But it wasn’t just that.

Human works faded. Even those carvings would grow indistinct and useless one day, and the piece of the craftsman would bleed away with them. Instead, it had been tied to something that couldn’t decay. Something permanent. Something timeless.

Whether or not they knew Groudon rested just miles away didn’t matter. What did matter was that the Draconids had tied the warnings to Earth, ascribing to their creations a permanence no mortal could rival. Ash couldn’t even begin to guess how they’d done it or what secrets they must have known, and his mind was whirling with the possibilities.

He wondered if those who built this were the same people who created the mural he’d found in Dewford. Had those people too etched their intention into mundane stone, making something more than mortality?

Were they too of the same ilk who’d anchored Fate and script his role in the prophecy of Shamouti?

What he’d done with the Concepts - stoking fires, controlling himself, influencing the world in subtle ways - was nothing, tantamount to a blind man feeling his way through the dark. Ash didn’t think he could do something like this, not when so many of the Concepts he’d taken into himself were transitory or wild, but it was intriguing - enthralling - nonetheless.

In one more way than he’d felt before, he felt small, and saw the road stretching before him further than he could comprehend.

But… no. Questions for later. He couldn’t afford to be distracted. Not now.

It did leave him wondering if he should turn back after all - the warning could not have been clearer: whatever was coming up would be dangerous.

But his mind was made up.

He pressed forward.

The tunnel was surprisingly mundane, even as more and more of the tight space became visible under the Feather’s light. Fire proved a useful torch, even if he had to laugh at the mundanity of what he was using it for. Those Draconids had created an immortal warning from tying themselves to the stone, and he used Fire itself to light his way.

The ward still pressed on him, urging him to turn back, but it was nothing to his willpower.

It didn’t last for long anyways, soon replaced with the enormous latent power trapped below the weighty influence of catatonic Earth. He didn’t understand the nature of that power - not yet - but he could feel the wispy edges of that understanding, leading him ever onward.

He allowed the fascination imparted by the unknown influence to drive him forward.

It wasn’t long before a sharp turn came up. A pale purple light leaked from around the turn, soft and gentle and beautiful. With every step, his curiosity and desire and yearning was emboldened, and he walked fast and faster. By the end of it, it was all he could do not to break out into a sprint.

He just wanted to understand! Something told him he was so close, and he would stop at nothing to find the source of this mystery.

Ash knew the power was just around this corner. It pounded out in great waves that battered against his resolve until his resistance was all but broken. Every bit of his willpower was needed as inquisitive tendrils poked and prodded his defenses, slithering in whatever cracks they found and taking root.

With every second, they turned his thoughts towards only one thing: More.

His heart pounded and a light sheen of sweat covered his body. The dry rock beneath his feet crunched, becoming uneven as he made the sharp turn to maneuver into a small, round chamber carved by human hands. The purple light pulsed steady, bursting forth from an upraised dias to illuminate the floor to reveal -

Bones.

The small space only had a diameter of twenty feet, and the dais which was the source of the pale light rested in the center.

Every inch of the space was covered in the dead.

Desiccated corpses of Zigzagoon, Mightyena, Shelgon, a Salamence that seemed massive in the small space, Vigoroth, and countless examples of other pokemon species were tangled together all over the flat stone floor, many piled on top of one another with interlocking ribs and joints. His throat tightened at the sight of a dead Gardevoir, mainly identifiable by mummified flaps of skin that still wreathed its thin form. Beneath its ‘dress’ lay an ancient, calcified egg, forgotten in the face of the spell that had enraptured its parent.

Some of the dead were so intermingled and broken that they resembled bizarre fusions of mammal and reptile, like their bones had been rearranged to create some awful new abomination.

There were easily dozens of humans as well.

They were barely distinct from the pokemon that had discovered this place. All were equal in death, and Ash nearly retched at the sight of so many.

Some were withered and frail, full of chips or even missing entire limbs. Others were dreadfully small, smaller than Ash…

Not all were fully decomposed.

Quite a few pokemon and humans still had vestiges of skin and dried tissue clinging to their skeletal frame, and a handful even still had brittle hair embedded to their scalps and skin. Almost as many had been mummified in this awful place as had been reduced to skeletons. The husks leaned whichever way gravity had guided them, wiry hair drifting down and grey, withered skin drawn tight over their hanging jaws.

He knew - truly knew, in that moment - that if he escaped this place, he would be revisiting it with the same frequency he found himself on the deck of the St. Anne, or New Island, or Greenfield or a dozen other hellish places.

He was glad he’d sent Flannery back. Was glad she’d had the intelligence as a child to heed the warning, so he hadn’t found her dessicated corpse amidst the charnel.

Unceasing chills raced down his spine as he stood, paralyzed in the face of the graveyard he’d stumbled into.

His analytical side, the cold part of his mind that remained buzzing as the rest of him shut down, noted that the corpses were all arranged in the same way.

Every dead thing faced the dais in the center and the cool purple light that bathed them.

Horror overcame his lust to press on, and Ash stared with an open mouth at the macabre scene he’d just entered. Hundreds had died here. Hundreds had succumbed to the yearning power until their bodies had failed them and they became yet another addition to this awful tomb.

Fire dimmed, muted and smothered by the nightmare, and Ash did the only thing he could - he couldn’t afford a mistake here.

Ice replaced Fire. The air went cold, his eyes narrowed, and his pulse steadied. He found he could breathe again.

Emotions still bubbled below the surface, which was somewhat troublesome, but they could be pushed aside for now. He had more important things to attend to.

For a moment, he looked at the source of this scene. The dais was simple and stone, likely carved by the same Draconids who had imbued the stone with their warning. Atop it rested something that would have struck him with its beauty under normal conditions.

It was the source of the light, and surprisingly easy to describe given the enchantment it laid upon all who found it. A large crystal, big enough he would struggle to carry it, that Ash thought greatly resembled an amethyst geode. Dozens of asymmetrical segments made it up, each a pale purple that pulsed with a throbbing light.

The more he inspected it, the more he thought it was almost translucent, like the contents could almost be seen lurking below the surface.

Despite the dead surrounding him - despite the warning of danger - he found himself enraptured. Ash had never seen anything like it, and he felt a relentless hunger fill his mind. He needed it.

No. Ash didn’t need anything. He only wanted it, and he would claim it of his own volition.

He stepped forward. The why didn’t matter.

Even through the clarity of Ice, Ash was careful not to step on the bones as he entered the tomb. That proved essentially impossible, and every step was met with a crunch as ancient bone splintered beneath his boots.

Ice couldn’t keep his stomach from turning every time it happened, but he wasn’t in danger of losing his lunch like has moments ago. Ash noted there was a thin layer of old, dried sludge and something close to soil that coasted the stone floor in a slick layer. It was most likely the once-putrid product of centuries of rot and decay, which didn’t help matters.

The air was surprisingly fresh. It stank just a tad with the sickly sweet scent of rot, but most of the foul miasma would have diffused away centuries ago. Most of the corpses must have been here for decades at the minimum; only some seemed fresher.

Ash waded through the corpses as he would through a shallow lake. Sharp bones prodded him, mummified flesh brushed his skin, and occasionally he had to gently push some of the bodies aside or bend a stiff limb away to clear his path.

On the inside, he was screaming. Even the kiln where he’d met the Ghost hadn’t been so awful…

On the outside, he remained composed.

If he broke now, he might stay that way.

He would not join them.

It was only his purity of purpose (and the hunger for that crystal) that pushed him forward. He’d come this far, and to turn back now would be to fail. Failure for himself, and failure for all those who had died here, sucked into this nightmare without a hope of escape.

The power dug its influence into him deeper and deeper with every step. Ash’s breath hitched as he reached the vast ring of corpses which surrounded the dias. They were stacked highest here, almost as high as he was, and the crystal barely remained visible above them all.

Ash gulped, dreading what he was about to do, but did it anyway.

He climbed atop the skeletons. Ash pulled his shirt above his face before he did it, fearing his Ice-driven nerve would break and what if something dead touched his face or got in his mouth or he tried to breathe and it - 

Those were the thoughts that haunted him as he clambered through the piles of dead pokemon and humans, and every time he felt a an elbow or vertebrae poke painfully into him or the horrifyingly soft, leathery feel of desiccated skin or stiff hair drag against his skin - IT JUST TOUCHED HIS STOMACH WHERE HIS SHIRT WAS PULLED UP - 

It was over quickly, but Ash still felt as if he’d fought a war. His last cold thought was an observation that the skeletons nearest to the dais had the tips of their fingerbones all worn down and scratched away, like they’d spent their last days scrabbling uselessly at something, and then his sanity slipped away.

Ash fell to the clearing around the dias, clambered to his feet with shaking hands, and forced Ice away.

He puked all over the dais, but none made it onto the pulsing purple crystal. Ash heaved, hacking up more and more vomit until his body trembled with exhaustion and his throat burned (not with Fire) and his mouth was sour and his boots were sticky and and his nose was running and burning tears dripped - he felt sick and drained and wondering why he did this to himself.

Why didn’t he turn back?

Mewtwo lurked in his thoughts, but blessedly chose not to taunt him. The silence was almost worse.

Ash must have been a wreck when he finally rose a thousand years later. He felt strangely empty and didn’t dare turn around or focus on the corpses staring him in the face - one was a great Aggron, its inorganic ironclad armor preserved perfectly. It looked almost alive.

He wanted to keep crying, but he’d run out of tears. Instead, he just shut his eyes.

All that was left was a void. Ash felt like all his guts had been scraped out to leave an empty husk.

Why was he here?

His eyes opened, and he stared at the full radiance of the crystal.

Ash shuddered, whether in revulsion or desire he couldn’t decide.

This was why he was here.

The purple light was soft, too gentle for the horror it had unleashed. His hunger only grew, and a rapturous bolt of lightning raced down his spine as he raised a hand to gently brush against the smooth crystal. It seemed to tremble at his touch, twitching in the same way Sneasel’s egg had when it was about to hatch, and Ash wanted nothing more than to clutch the crystal close and never, ever leave it…

Its song grew ever stronger, whispering insidious thoughts into his head. Painting images, illuminating possible futures and victories, drawing out entire lifetimes…

With the crystal, he could leave the troubles of the world behind. Abandon humanity and take his family somewhere far, far away. Somewhere nobody could ever find him or drag him into human responsibilities. They could grow strong there together, honing their skills to perfection and relishing the connection no human or pokemon could match. The League couldn’t reclaim him. When the Legends came, they would move on to a new place. They were at peace. 

With the crystal, he could heal his mother. The Unown had broken her, shattered her memories like a rock through a window, but why did she have to stay that way? All he had to do was bring the crystal to her. She could be herself again, could forget Spencer and Molly and things could go back to normal. Things could be RIGHT! 

With the crystal, he put the Legends back to rest. He would heal the earth as he had Greenfield. They would never return. Mewtwo annihilated and the Birds at peace. Ash could forget them. Lance and Steven - even Cynthia! - would congratulate him, he could become a Champion in full, and he could live up to all their expectations. Without the Legends, Ash could topple Lance and set him free. He could live without their shadow! He could live the life he should have! 

With the crystal, he could fix all the wrongs in the world. Gary would have his parents back. His mother’s heart would never be broken. The Rockets would never rise to power. Giovanni would never hurt anyone. The St. Anne would never have sunk. Infernus would never have died. Mewtwo’s hurricanes would never have hurt so many people - Mewtwo wouldn’t even exist. Agatha wouldn’t have to die. Molly would have a mother. 

With the crystal, he could make Giovanni suffer for everything he did. 

With the crystal, he could learn all there was to know. 

With the crystal - 

Ash pulled away, gasping. He still held the thing in his hands, and almost his entire being begged for him to dive back in. So many possibilities, so many dreams, so many desires, and they all lay between his hands. It was captivating in a way he could hardly put to words.

This wasn’t like the Unown. The crystal would grant his every wish in the most perfect way. It wouldn’t construct a reality for him like the Unown had with Molly - it didn’t need to.

All he had to do was find a seat, and wait for this egg to hatch… it couldn’t take too long, could it? Then everything would be right. Everything would be exactly how he wanted it.

Everything.

If he were anyone else, he would succumb to the sweet temptation. No mortal could resist it - how could they?

He wanted to succumb.

But Ash wasn’t mortal. Not entirely.

Surrounded by death, by all those pitiful souls caught in a web they could never hope to escape, he found himself marveling at this terrible, terrible thing.

Why? Why here? Why this?

Ash’s voice came out cracked. “What are you?”

The crystal pulsed, warming beneath his fingers until the cool amethyst became pleasant to the touch. Ash didn’t dare connect with it again, not yet when he was still so close to tipping over the edge, but something told him that the crystal wanted nothing more than to answer his question.

It wanted nothing more but to give and give until there was nothing left for itself.

Unbridled generosity - unlimited generosity - was a terrible thing. Or the temptation of it was. All it took was a quick glimpse around at this crypt of the damned souls which stumbled upon this place to recognize that.

Even the Concepts stirred to life inside him, roused by the presence.

They could be one. They could fly free. The could-

-But Ash clamped down on them before they could spill over into his own thoughts. Quick glimpses still trickled in, however, enhanced by his sensitivity to the place.

Stars burned out in a lifeless universe. Heat, energy, action, all things of the past. Cold stasis and entropy all that remained. 

Thunder and lightning sparking all throughout the sky, storm clouds billowing all around. Upheaval, transition, change in an instant to unseat the old paradigm! 

The world alight with passion. Consumption of the old, burning away rot and stasis to free the new. Burning apart, breaking down, kindling new fires in an endless cycle. 

Enjoy the life it guided. Shield the little ones from what they could not protect against themselves. Watch, wait, and come up with something new to fill the eons! 

A girl, pure and generous and kind and everything he was not, restored. 

Maintain the balance of the seas and preserve it against conflicts between Fire, Ice, and Lightning and the living Earth. 

Maintain the balance of the skies and preserve it against the disruptions of Sea and Earth. 

Serve the master, as they did the One…

Strike! Ignite the fires that will change the world. 

Burn! Usher in the destruction of the old and the birth of something new. 

Wash! Soothe the pains of the burn and purify corruption. 

…WAKE… GROW… CLASH…

Ash’s head pounded with the fury of so many minds infinitely deeper and more complex than his own flooding his perception, and redoubled his attempt to force them all down. All but Mewtwo fell away, and the azure flame seemed as lost and empty as Ash himself.

It was disturbing, honestly, but Ash found himself more concerned by the barest, faintest flicker of life from the Unown tablet. He clutched it, horrified that it might be unleashed and make a bizarre, difficult situation a thousand times worse, but it remained lifeless in his grip.

Just a twinge… one tool recognizing another, like recalling like…

He frowned, then looked at the pulsating crystal with new eyes. Ash took in a deep breath, focusing on the purity of the North Wind inside him rather than the stale rot of the crypt, and opened himself to the world.

The connection with the crystal was faint, but quickly widened. Whatever lay within was practically comatose, only the tiniest portions of its dreaming mind aware, but it wanted him to know, and even this unhatched egg was still capable of that much.

Years, decades, centuries, millennia, tens of thousands then hundreds of thousands then millions then billions -

It was faint, the information simply too much for his brain to handle without falling apart, but he caught glimpses of a billion wishes granted, a billion desires satisfied, and just as many cycles. Rest, store power, wake, and give all it had over and over and over again until it was time for the cycle to repeat.

With that, Ash knew what he’d found.

“You’re the Wish Maker,” he marveled, and for a moment forgot the piled, rotten dead in favor of a scant few tales whispered to him by his mother as she laid in bed with him. Ash always loved her stories, and there was nothing he desired more than to have her rocking him, remembering… no, that was a trap, he realized. “Jirachi. You’re real.”

A wisp of insight trickled through his mind, an old memory from his time as master of the Unown.

“Earth and Sea comatose when the star-shaped Desire granted humanity’s wish, gouging out twin orbs of Red and Blue from their hearts…” 

The gears in his mind turned, and Ash stared with renewed fascination at Jirachi’s pale mineral shell. Was that how Jirachi had ended up here, locked away far beneath the earth and buried so close to the Behemoth itself?

“Desire.” Ash rolled the word over his tongue. It fit, he supposed. The Wish Maker was eager to please, eager to reach into the mind and make all wishes a reality.

Jirachi’s shell pulsated, and Ash couldn’t help but brush his hand over the many segments of the crystal again. He smiled down at it, and part of him wanted to take it away from this terrible place. Jirachi hadn’t done this on purpose… when its carapace hatched, all it would take is a single wish to return them all to life. They’d be healthy, whole, and brought to a new age.

The Wish Maker was powerful beyond belief, a Legend that stored its power for a thousand years (assuming that part of the myth was true, at least) only to unleash it all in a week. With Jirachi at the League’s side, they could put the Legends to rest with but a word.

It was a desire that Jirachi would be all too happy to fulfill.

Ash doubted it could destroy the Behemoth and Leviathan - and that sounded like a terrible idea, given their Concepts - but he had no doubt it could delay their Awakening.

In Jirachi was all the answers Ash could have hoped for. A perfect world lay before him, encased in a cocoon that would shatter one day and free one of the few Legends that may truly serve humanity instead of threatening it.

And with all those answers came new problems.

Ash grimaced. It was just the Unown problem all over again, wasn’t it?

As an Elite Four member, it was his duty to report Jirachi. He should make the League aware of its capabilities, mark its location, and consult with the League on the best way to safely extract Jirachi from this location to await its awakening.

As Ash Ketchum, it was his duty to do the exact opposite.

If he didn’t trust Lance of all people with the power of the Unown, then the last thing he would do was set the Wish Maker out for people to fight over. He glanced out at the mountains of corpses that had succumbed to Jirachi’s allure, and it was all too easy to imagine the world reaching that state should Jirachi be revealed. Even if it was on a millennial timer, he was still handing over a ticking time-bomb - whether it went off now or later, he would not be able to control the outcome.

And there was no clue when Jirachi would emerge from its pale chrysalis in the first place. Soon was his thought - there was a pattern unfolding and it felt safe to assume that much - but what did soon mean? Was it just his greed egging him on and leading him to a terrible fate?

What was time to a Legend? Soon for Jirachi might mean a century.

The last people to have used Jirachi’s awesome power had sealed it away far from those who might abuse it or embrace its strength wholeheartedly.

Ash was inclined to think that they had the right idea.

He rose to his feet and offered one last brush of his fingers over Jirachi’s shell. It warmed even further, then he pulled it away. A dead man’s gaping jaw and empty eye sockets stared at him from behind the dais, and offered a grim reminder of his surroundings.

“I’ll remember you,” Ash murmured softly to the resting Legend. “And when the Millenium Comet is here, I’ll return.”

The thought of coming back to this nightmarish place left Ash’s empty stomach turning all over again, but he fought back his revulsion. Sacrifices had to be made, and his comfort (and any hope for good dreams for Dazed to snack on) was a small price to pay for the potential found in Desire.

Bile rose in the back of his throat at the thought of all the corpses lying behind him that he’d have to wade through, but one last thought took him.

Hundreds had the misfortune to come here, and they’d all died. They’d been trapped by greed and lust and all the things that could be desired, both good and bad.

They’d all come here to take.

Jirachi was all too happy to give, but something about that rubbed him the wrong way. It was in its nature to give, but had it ever even had the chance to accept?

Ash stared, measured thoughts rushing through him, and at last he came to a decision.

He had little to offer. What could a Legend like Jirachi even want? It was beyond mortal needs like food and water, had a purity of purpose he could never hope to comprehend, and had little use for anything he could hope to give.

But perhaps it didn’t need to be useful.

It only needed to be given.

He thought and thought and thought. It couldn’t be just a scrap, but there were some things Ash truly couldn’t afford to give…

At last, he came to his decision.

“It’s not much, but I have something for you.” Ash cleared his throat, and felt distinctly awkward talking to a crystalline lump on a pedestal. He knew there was some vague awareness in there, but it was still a bizarre experience.

He reached into his pack, and pulled out one of his dearest treasures. Ash’s hands shook as he clutched it close, and he couldn’t stop the urge to put it right back. If his desire was to keep it, then Jirachi would be happy to grant it. But he steeled himself, and felt the pang of self-imposed loss.

It was a flat, oval disc a bit bigger than his closed fist. The treasure had a rich golden hue that he’d become accustomed to seeing since his time with the Indigo Champion and there was a lump in his throat at the thought of just giving it away.

“This is my Dragon Scale. Champion Lance, the Champion of Indigo, gave it to me after I helped him and Steven Stone capture a criminal in the Sevii Islands,” Ash rambled, trying not to choke up too much. Every word was brittle, and he distracted himself by placing the coarse golden scale against Jirachi’s chrysalis. “It was a hard fight, but worth it. We did something good that day and put a bad man in prison. I was so proud,” he smiled in remembrance. “One of my best friends, Torrent, evolved with this scale. It was beautiful…”

Ash trailed off as he was lost in memories of the old days. Things were so simple back then. Jirachi’s crystal pulsated, the light brightest in the section near the Dragon Scale, and he chuckled despite their grim surroundings.

“Do you want to hear more? I have a lot of stories.”

Jirachi shone brighter, and Ash brushed his hand against the Dragon Scale one last time.

“Well, it all started in Pallet Town…”

XX

It was with a heavy heart that he left the Dragon Scale and Jirachi behind. All his willpower was needed to turn away from the Legend, and his whole body shuddered in revulsion at the sight of the bodies waiting for him. Their dried remains seemed to glare at him, and some of the skeletons still had their hands outstretched towards the chrysalis.

Ash’s heart nearly stopped, but most of his fear was just replaced by pity.

This could have been him. One of those tiny skeletons might have had Flannery’s bright red hair if she hadn’t been such a smart kid and listened to her gut.

He thought to step forward, but couldn’t bring himself to climb through the bodies again.

He just couldn’t.

“Please, not again.” Ash begged the world, hoping against hope that Jirachi would somehow grant that one wish. He reached for Dazed’s pokeball, but felt sick when he remembered he’d left it with Flannery. And even if he had it, could she even function next to a psychic force like Jirachi? “Please.”

Just as he tried to gather up the nerve to climb back into the pinching bones and rattling ribcages and tight, leathery skin, Ash found himself standing on the other side of the bodies, right where he’d come in.

He trembled in relief, but blinked in confusion as the familiar cold, azure flame of Mewtwo’s power trickled away. Ash couldn’t explain why Mewtwo chose to take pity on him, but nothing but the truest gratitude filled his chest.

“Thank you!” Ash gasped, and Mewtwo was silent. He only had the briefest vision of a young girl with long hair and kind eyes floating in the sky before the Legend vanished entirely. It just left Ash with more questions than answers, but after the absolute mess today had become he could deal with that later.

Ignoring his revulsion, Ash peered one last time at the maze of corpses. So many lost souls, and they would never find what they were looking for. They would never find peace.

“You will be buried,” he promised the dead, guilt rising in his chest. “I can’t… not yet. I can’t bring anyone else here. But when I come back, I’ll make sure you’re put to rest.”

The dead did not answer, but they didn’t need to.

Ash took his first step into the tunnel, and turned his back on the Wish Maker.

It wasn’t going anywhere.
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59. Chapter 59: The Trial


Light - faint as it was piercing the woven canopy between the ring of standing stones - struck him like a hammer to his temples, scorching his retinas, though they adjusted quickly to the new light as he left the caverns which hid Desire far below their feet. His bare skin tingled as it warmed, and fresh air scraped his lungs free of the dank scent of the long-dried rot and death.

Those memories summoned the briefest trembling in his hands, but in the sun’s warmth he found the strength to force his mind to a happier place.

As if aware of his desperate desire to turn away from the crypt, a whisper in his ear tempted him to turn around and brave the rotted depths again. Insubstantial wisps of thought wormed through his mind, grasping at him, reminding him of wishes unmade. Even with the fresh air brushing him, he still felt the leathery skin and claw-like nails exposed by their cuticle’s recession dragging against his skin.

Perhaps he always would. Ash knew he could never forget the Wish Maker’s crypt - knew that simple fact as he knew the Song in his soul or his heartbeat in his ears.

“Ash!”

His breath left him as a red-haired rocket smashed into his chest. Ash wheezed and stumbled back as Flannery’s arms locked around him like a vice, even though she pulled back quickly to hold his shoulders and look down into his eyes.

“You’re back!” She shouted to the heavens, her voice touched by relief and panic intertwined, her grip tightening until it bordered on pain.

Ash blinked at her, unsure of what to say with another human so close.

Flannery seemed to realize the same in the next moment. Her face went red, and the iron grip loosed - Ash dropped to the ground with a grunt and then she was glaring down at him. She was only a few inches taller than him, but right now it might have been Lance looming over Ash with a disapproving scowl.

“You’re back! What happened? You took forever! I had to call Steven - he’ll be here in just a few minutes! It’s been an hour and a half - what took you so long?! What was down there?! Do you know how worried I’ve been?! How worried Steven was when I told him what was going on?! Well?!”

Her questions came out like Bullet Seeds, and it was all he could do to keep up with them.. He couldn’t tell her what he’d found, not in full, but one thing he did know was that she didn’t need to be touching him right now. Not after what he’d just done.

But first… His palms itched, and his eyes locked onto Flannery’s pack. “My team!”

They were back on his belt soon enough, though Flannery burned holes through him with her eyes every moment he spent fervently returning them to their rightful places.

Ash exhaled. His team was back where they belonged: With him.

Flannery fidgeted impatiently. “Come on!”

Ash thought for a moment - how was he supposed to describe what he’d seen down there? What words would do it ‘justice’? In the end, he decided not to even try. “Something awful was down there,” he said at last. “You were right. If you’d gone down that passage as a kid you’d be dead. Anyone with you would be dead.”

Flannery blanched, and her right hand reflexively went down to Piper the Torkoal’s pokeball. Ash had hoped that desperate realization would have snuffed out her curiosity like a candle doused with water, but he’d underestimated her.

At that moment, she changed. Fear, the sickening realization that she’d dodged a terrible fate by a hair, and despair melted away - no, not melted away, but used. Those initial emotions faded, weaponized and stoked to a fury not unlike the simmering volcano that Flannery had spent her life around.

The Lavaridge Gym Leader fixed him with a stern look, channeling all her uncertain authority into it. He thought it was a good attempt, even if she hadn’t quite gotten the menace of someone like Surge or Koga down yet.

“What is it? Details!” She scowled as Ash began shaking his head. “This is my territory. It affects my people and the land under my protection. I don’t care how big or scary it is, Ash. It’s my responsibility! You might not get it, you might not have anyone to protect, but I do!”

He raised a hand to calm her for just a moment, even if it did nothing to quell the fire blazing in her. Part of him prickled at the accusation, irrational anger rearing its ugly head. She didn’t know anything!

It doused his anger as if Steven had poured another bucket of icy water over his head.

She really didn’t know anything. That realization sobered him. Anger still simmered, tied to his mother, to Professor Oak, Lance, Karen, Amelia, Jon, his family - but Ash forced it away. Never gone, but held tightly in check.

Much as he hated it, she was right. This was her responsibility. Flannery might not be much older than he was, but she was the Lavaridge Gym Leader for a reason. She’d been chosen for her strength, her determination, and an unceasing dedication to the people she loved.

She was no Fino Moore - not yet. She was still learning to fill those old shoes. She wasn’t yet burdened by the full weight of the responsibility while her grandpa slowly, painstakingly shifted that weight to her. She was a trainee - the League’s investment in the future. Groomed to be a pillar of an entire territory, but not yet ready.

And here she was, fuming and scared and desperate to act for her land, her people, and the pokemon that called these hot, rugged lands their home. The League might not have given her the full weight of Lavaridge, but Flannery had already learned to take those responsibilities onto her own shoulders without a second thought.

Neither of them were ready, he realized. Unready, but condemned to meet their respective challenges regardless. Flannery knew the razor-blade hanging over the region, felt the doom ticking closer and closer with every passing moment, and was prepared to accept the obligations that came with her position regardless.

At that moment, Ash knew Flannery would be a great Gym Leader. She already was, really. Flannery wouldn’t give an inch if he glared or grunted or growled. Flannery would just dig in her heels, glower right back, and push him back just as hard. Where the world shoved, she would shove back.

His lips twitched, subtle enough that Flannery wouldn’t catch it.

Ash had made his decision.

He couldn’t offer the full truth, but he could at least give her something. Ash chose his words carefully. She was still an inch away from blowing up on him (well, blowing up on him again), and he was unwilling to outright lie.

For one, Flannery would call him out on it. He knew she wouldn’t hesitate.

For two, she deserved better than that.

Part of him, the stubborn, secretive side that clammed up when he thought of sharing his discoveries - the gnawing, greedy thoughts eager to hoard knowledge and clutch it to his chest - balked at the idea.

A better part of him was relieved. It was a part fed by love, and friendship, and a thousand offers to share his burdens.

His tongue still felt heavy in his mouth, but he supposed it was now or never. At least his last encounter with Steven had taught him something of tact… possibly. He could chalk it up to knowing how not to reveal something of Legendary weight, although he couldn’t be certain of any other social scenario.

Ash gestured to a small boulder poking its grey head out of the soft dirt not just a few steps away. “You might want to sit down for this.”

Her fists balled, but at least she was willing to humor him. Even Ash couldn’t miss that Flannery’s temper only barely allowed her to listen, and when Ash saw her glance back, eyes lingering on his shoulder for some reason, he knew part of that anger was fueled by worry.

Nevertheless, she plopped down on the rock. She raised one fist to rest her chin against, staring daggers at him, while the other rapped against her seat.

That added pressure stole his words right off his tongue. Confidence and certainty still filled him, but it sure had seemed much easier before it was actually time to speak. In the end, as he always did, he went with his gut.

“What do you know about Greenfield?”

He couldn’t be sure what he’d expected from him, but that threw her off guard.

“What?” She shook her head. “I don’t get - whatever,” Flannery huffed, apparently deciding to just roll with the question. Ash breathed a sigh of relief.

“I - not much,” she admitted, frustration apparent. “I still don’t have full access to classified reports. I’ve picked up the basics, though!” Flannery defended. “Two Entei were involved, the other Legendary Canines, the Unown, you…” she trailed off, curiosity briefly overcoming her annoyance. “Well, the whole world knows you were there.”

Ash shifted uneasily over that bright spark of curiosity. Knowing there were hundreds, thousands, of people just as eager to uncover the truth as Flannery didn’t help bring him comfort. Her burning stare felt ready to peel back endless layers of mystery away from him, and that incessant need to know struck a chord with Ash.

Of course, then Ash responded reflexively to the most inane of Flannery’s comments.

“Legendary Beasts.”

“Whuh?” Flannery cocked her head, replying both eloquently and intelligently.

Her grandfather was a poet. Flannery… Well, she might have to spend a decade or three to catch up on that front.

“Not Legendary Canines,” Ash corrected, well-aware he was probably testing the limits of the Gym Leader’s frayed patience. She’d cooled off the moment he’d been willing to talk with her, but that probably wouldn’t last. “Legendary Beasts. That’s what they’re called in Johto.”

Flannery’s left eye twitched. “Really? That’s what you’re focusing on?” Her fingers tugged at her red locks. “And I’ve seen the pictures! They look like big dogs! Like, Entei’s basically a bigger, fluffier, browner Arcanine!”

He snorted. It was hard to compare the heaping mass of fur, muscle, and fang that filled his memory to an Arcanine. Even the Crystal Entei (thoughts of the construct and Not-Ash left a sharp pang in his chest) was enormous, and the true Entei dwarfed it. From front to back the Beast of Fire must have been seventeen feet long, and stood eight feet high at the shoulder.

Arcanine was a puppy beside that.

“Sure,” he waved Flannery on. “Let’s go with that.”

His remark didn’t earn him anything but a quick roll of her eyes. Despite the seriousness of the talk and the steam practically pouring from her ears, it brought a thin smile to his face.

“So you know what happened in Greenfield, then. The Unown caused trouble. The League could barely handle it,” Ash said as diplomatically as possible. “You know the Legends are waking up, then.”

She wasn’t smiling anymore. “Yeah,” Flannery muttered, tugging harder at her hair. One of her hands clenched at the belt with her pokeballs on it. “I hop onto Grandpa’s computer sometimes when he’s not there,” she admitted with a touch of guilt. “He’ll go to the hot springs for hours sometimes. Lots of bad stuff going on in Indigo, huh?”

“Yeah,” Ash echoed. “Lots of bad stuff. No more, hopefully.” He rested on a lonely stump across from her. It was a relief to sit after the exhausting time in the caverns, and he held back a groan as his muscles finally got a break. He was going to be stiff tomorrow.

Part of him thought it wasn’t too late to turn back, that he could take this conversation in a different direction that wasn’t half as treacherous, but one look at Flannery ensured he couldn’t.

Ash wanted to glance away from the girl and spare her.

He didn’t.

“Hoenn has its own Legends,” he muttered, but did her the favor of meeting her eyes. She needed to know how serious this was, and he’d say she was already realizing given how her pale skin was absolutely pallid now. Within the shadows and scant light of this spire-ringed place she appeared like a ghost herself. “One of them is right under our feet.”

Emotions flickered across Flannery’s face just as they had Steven a few days ago. Fear, fury, determination, a terrible fragility, and countless other sensations that would rip him apart if he tried to reach out to feel them for himself. Part of him wanted to embrace the raw self-flagellation, to truly share Flannery’s pain so that she wouldn’t have to shoulder it all alone.

He didn’t.

He couldn’t. Not after today. Not after Jirachi and the crypt and the - no, he just couldn’t.

As it was, he just felt it like a faint blow to his gut. Ash waited for Flannery to process it all, then continued once her face went flat and expressionless. He hadn’t known Flannery for long, but it was enough to know that was wrong. Flannery was loud. Flannery was vibrant. Flannery was curious.

Flannery was never dull.

“We’re going to do our best to stop it,” Ash promised, but what use was a promise in the face of the Earth itself? “But that’s why I had to go on and investigate. It’s dangerous, but my luck is bad enough that I’ve built up some experience. Better me than anyone else.”

She looked at him, then nodded. Ash was still uneasy with how quiet she was, but listened as the Lavaridge Gym Leader spoke. “What can I do to help?”

He blinked.

Flannery repeated herself, a little more frustrated this time, and Ash rapped his knuckles against the stump in thought. His brain was exhausted, drained entirely by the experience with Jirachi, and to be honest he wasn’t ready for this. If he could make a wish now, it would be to sleep a dreamless sleep with his team at his side.

But it couldn’t come yet, so he answered the question. What could Flannery do?

“You can’t fight them,” Ash murmured low enough that Flannery had to lean forward to hear. I’ve tried was left unspoken, but Flannery must have realized by the widening of her eyes. “But you can be strong. You can’t fight them, but you can survive them. You can help other people survive them. You can help - prepare people, organize safehouses, train the Gym pokemon for an eruption. Give yourself the best odds possible.”

And that was what it came down to, wasn’t it? You couldn’t beat a Legend down (well, unless you were Infernus) but that didn’t mean they were powerless. They didn’t just have to stand by and watch.

They could act, and that’s all Flannery needed.

“Yeah, yeah,” she muttered to herself, growing more animated by the second. A bit of color came back to her. “That’s gotta be why they’re moving stuff out of the city. I can run evacuation drills, set up fundraisers, get the Gym Trainers into shape…”

Flannery was lost in her own thoughts, and Ash was content to watch. While she mumbled and ran over whatever was filling her head, he just ran his fingers over the pokeballs on his belt. Each that was currently occupied trembled at the touch, eager to be released and greet him, and he basked in it.

They were here. They were with him again.

Crack.

Both Ash and Flannery leapt to their feet as leaves shook from their stems and rained down on them, branches splintered and shattered, and the awful shriek of metal scraping metal -

Skarmory slammed into the soft soil just a few feet beside them both with a piercing hiss. Its wings spread out, glittering like gleaming swords even in the barest light, and she fixed him with ferocious eyes as her razor-sharp talons clawed into the earth. Steven rolled off her back, legs unsteady and eyes wild, and dashed up to them both.

“I saw your message! Details, now!”

Flannery snapped to attention, but had forgotten she was still sitting. She nearly toppled off her boulder, but caught herself and leapt to her feet to give Steven a sloppy salute. “Yessir, Mr. Stone, sir! Ash finally came out of the cave, sir!”

The former Champion pinched the bridge of his nose. “Yes, I gathered - thank you, Flannery.” He turned to Ash, deadly serious. “She said you went down to a strange part of the cave. What happened down there?”

Ash hesitated, mind still too raw to think properly. Even if he wanted to tell Steven about Jirachi, this wasn’t the time to do it. Flannery didn’t need to know just what lay down in the tomb. His heart skipped a beat as he remembered the bones, and especially just how easily there could have been a tiny skeleton with crimson hair down there with all of them…

“I was investigating. It turned out to be our friend from the other day.” Ash felt slimy and unclean for entirely new reasons as he misled Steven. He hoped the man would understand.

Flannery’s eyes narrowed - Ash wasn’t exactly subtle at the best of times - but Steven took a moment to process before it clicked. “Of course,” he said lamely. Skarmory watched Ash with the eyes of a raptor. “How is our friend?”

If he kept this up, he was pretty sure Flannery was going to spontaneously combust out of frustration. Best to wrap things up. “Fine. A little cranky, but not too bad.”

“Oh come on! Ash, you’d be an awful spy. I’ll plug my ears if you need to talk but please stop!” Flannery groaned. She colored as both Ash and Steven sent a look her way. “Err, if you want to, of course, Mr. Stone!”

Steven cleared his throat. “Well, I suppose Flannery is right. We should discuss things later. If there’s nothing else, I’ll see you at camp later. Enjoy your day off.”

It was a little too late for that, but Ash nodded. Steven hopped back on Skarmory, then was off just a moment later. Most likely they were headed back to one of the training grounds. For a moment Ash yearned to go with them and see his team to fill that void, but fought it down.

Later.

There was a moment of awkward silence as the young trainers watched Steven vanish through the canopy, then Flannery frowned at him. She stared at his shoulder - the same spot from earlier - and cocked her head. “Hey, you’ve got something on you. Right there!”

Flannery poked helpfully at a spot on her own black and red shirt, and Ash looked down. He picked off a scrap of something dry and brittle from his shoulder. It was fragmenting between his fingers, and when he looked closer he could see it was a light tan. Familiar, almost like -

He cast it away immediately, careful to throw it in the opposite direction of Flannery. A huge knot filled his chest and bile rose in his throat - it took all of Ash’s willpower not to lean over and retch.

“You good?” Flannery poked him. “What was that? It looked pretty weird.”

“Nothing,” he said tightly, and swore to never tell Flannery. That just brought back memories of the bones. “It was nothing.”

Flannery looked at him doubtfully. “It doesn’t seem like nothing,” she frowned, then looked him up and down. “No offense, but you look like crap. You okay, Ash?.”

He could only imagine what a mess he must be. Clothes and skin covered in a fine layer of dust, grime, and whatever stitches of the corpses had clung to him. Face pale and hands still shaking. Part of him had just gone numb, numb in a way both like and unlike the distance Ice offered, but the rest of Ash was still screaming.

“I’m okay.”

“You’re a liar, is what you are. If you’re okay, then I’m the Ever Grande Champion!” Flannery seemed to perk up at the thought, but quickly pulled back from her fantasy. She shook her head and sent her ponytails flying around - one nearly hit Ash. After a moment’s thought, she smiled brightly and grabbed his wrist to drag him alongside her. “C’mon, let’s go! I have an idea.”

Ash was too exhausted to put up much resistance. “Where are we going?”

“You need to relax,” she said easily. “Normally a battle would do the trick -”

Yes, yes it would.

“- but you’re kind of filthy, you look like you’d pass out halfway through the fight, and you smell all musty and weird. We’re going to get you cleaned up.”

He allowed her to drag him through the narrow passageway that would take them back out to Forina. “There’s a stream not too far from here I use,” he muttered. “Nobody should be training in it now.”

Flannery scoffed. “Oh come on! A stream? You’re in Lavaridge… or, uh, you will be. It’s a crime not to visit the hot springs!” She nodded to herself, pleased with the thought. “I wonder if I could make it an actual crime? Probably not, but it can’t hurt to ask.”

Ash frowned as they left the little ring that hid Jirachi’s resting place. He cast a tired look back, but Flannery jerked him forward.

“So where are we going?” He asked, resigned to it all. To be honest, the hot springs did sound nice. Maybe he could feel physically clean, even if he sort of doubted he could ever feel that way again after what he’d just done. “Do you know a place nearby?”

The girl shook her head. “Well, there’s a few places not too far away, but wild pokemon usually claim them.” Flannery recalled as she raised one of her pokeballs. She clicked the release, and a moment later the familiar form of her mighty Rapidash materialized. “Brick! You’re looking handsome as ever.”

Brick the Rapidash whinnied and butted the side of his head against Flannery’s. She smiled fondly and hugged his thick, sinewy neck back. One of her hands went to pat his creamy fur. “Hey Ash, is your Pidgeot with you?”

“Not today,” he shook his head. “She’s out training.”

She’d been getting close to a breakthrough with their ‘special’ training. Lugia’s power still eluded them, but she had been able to embrace and detect Suicune’s to the point that she and Ash could connect to each other through the North Wind. It was a fleeting thing (much like the North Wind itself) but feeling the surface emotions as the winds whipped over them was a transcendent experience.

Her perception of it was still faint and inconsistent, but with the special affinity she had with the air he doubted it would remain that way for long. Not with the way she’d thrown herself into their training.

If he wanted, he could probably reach out and detect her through the Concepts. A tempting thought - he needed his team right now - but one he decided against. She was training, and he didn’t want to disturb her.

“Gotcha,” Flannery said as she hopped astride Brick’s massive back. “Brick, think you can carry two?”

The Rapidash snorted, then cast Ash an uncertain look. His gaze lowered to Ash’s chest where the Feather sat, but ultimately nodded. Ash watched the heatless flames of the equine’s mane flicker and dance in the wind as it brushed through, but didn’t give into the temptation to channel Fire like he wanted.

Could he stoke the fires of Brick’s mane? Curiosity tugged at him (he could practically feel Professor Oak frothing at the mouth at the thought of the experiment) but he held off. No need to cause an issue like he had with the Eruption.

“What are you waiting for? Hop on!” Flannery grinned, and Ash did. He hopped on behind her and clutched his legs tight to Brick’s muscular body. Red-orange flames licked at him, engulfing nearly his entire body as they danced down the Rapidash’s back, and would have been harmless even without his connection to Fire itself. Brick shivered the moment Ash got on, but didn’t try to throw him off.

It was a wholly different feel from when he rode Plume, and Ash suspected his legs would be in no shape for a run tomorrow. There was an excitement to it, though, and his heart rate picked up a notch as Flannery leaned forward and wrapped her arms all the way around Brick’s neck.

“Hold on tight. I didn’t bring his gear, but Brick’ll get us there safe and sound in no time!” Flannery shouted, then waved an arm in no particular direction. “Onward to Lavaridge my noble steed! Hya!”

Brick rolled his eyes, but still snorted in amusement. Ash barely had any time to react before Brick pushed off to a canter. That motion nearly knocked him off, but Ash tightened his legs around the equine’s sides and yelped. He had to wrap his arms around Flannery’s waist - ignoring the discomfort of touching another human and the sudden spike in his anxiety - just to hold on, and Flannery cackled as Ash struggled to stay on.

The trot was just the beginning, though, and Brick then built up speed faster and faster - trees blurred by, obstacles were dodged with ease, and wow, flying was much less terrifying than this.

Flannery looked back at him with a manic smile. “Isn’t this great!” She shouted above the din of the wind - they were clearing out of the forest now, and charging through the fields of stone spires. He vaguely recognized a few blurry places, but squeezed his eyes shut after a moment.

“Yep.”

She didn’t seem to notice his hesitance. “It’s too bad the ride is only another hour. It always goes too fast for me!”

Ash held back a groan.

These hot springs had better be worth it.
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Hiss.

Thick, roiling clouds of steam billowed out from the sauna in a great rush as Flannery eagerly flung open the door. Ash awkwardly slunk in behind her as she charged through the small crowd of people waiting to enter the hot springs themselves - most were wrinkled, shriveled elderly people, and quite a few scowled in annoyance before quickly recomposing themselves once they recognized Flannery.

A good number waved or offered greetings, and Flannery was quick to beam and shout out hellos to most of them by name. Her brightness seemed to attract attention like a Venemoth to flame, and it felt good not to have people staring at him for once.

“Leader Flannery! It’s an honor to see you today!” A black-haired young man, perhaps fifteen or sixteen and tall and thin as a reed, stammered from behind the counter. “We weren’t expecting you -”

Flannery smashed her fist on the red cedar wood counter. The boy flinched, but smiled nonetheless. “Of course not!” She declared to the whole room - if she was much louder, it would have been to the whole city. “My friend here needed to relax, and what better place than the famous Lavaridge hot springs? I’m here to show off our city!”

The boy nodded good-naturedly even as the six or seven others in the waiting room peered over at them with blatant curiosity. Ash tugged his cap lower, even if it was horribly uncomfortable. He’d been in here for just a minute or so and was already dripping sweat. Ash couldn’t imagine how bad it would be once he actually entered the hot springs.

It had been a while since he’d visited Cinnabar, after all. How long had it been? Just after his training with Lance (and their ill-fated battle with Fire itself in the Sevii Islands) and just before New Island… practically a lifetime ago, or so it felt.

“And what is the name of your honored guest?” The sauna attendant was laying it on a little thick for Ash’s taste, but it was all in good humor. He smiled at Ash quickly, then shifted over to Flannery, who was quick to rap her knuckles on the counter again.

“Ash Ketchum!” Flannery’s loud, cheerful voice carried. Not all the people waiting reacted, but the boy certainly did. His eyes bulged and he quickly peeked around Flannery’s frame to steal a glimpse at Ash.

For his part, he wilted beneath the attention and grumbled something unintelligible at Flannery.

“You might have heard of him - he’s already an Indigo Elite Four trainee, and he’s, like, thirteen or something,” Flannery bragged. “Isn’t that cool?” She looked back and squinted at him. “Huh. How old are you?”

“Twelve.” Ash grunted.

She blinked. “Really? You’re so grumpy that you seem way older.” Flannery shrugged. “Whatever. Do you have the normal room set up?”

“Of course!” The attendant snapped to attention, quickly scribbling their names down into the guest book. “The Leader’s room is always ready. Give me just a moment to send word, and I’ll take you back.”

“The Leader’s room has enough space for our teams,” Flannery whispered to Ash as the attendant’s Kecleon appeared from nowhere and scampered into the back rooms. “After… whatever happened back there I thought it would be good.”

That might’ve been the most relaxing thing she could’ve said. Tension drained from him. “Thank you,” Ash smiled at her. Not all of his team would appreciate the heat, but it would be a good experience for most of them. Infernus was a no-go, of course, and Sneasel and Seeker would both suffer in it, but for the most part his team could at least be out for a bit.

With that, the attendant called them back and led them through the sweltering halls of the hot springs. Ash pointedly didn’t look into any of the side rooms. There were things he really did not need to see, especially given the clientele. Despite the heat, he shuddered.

At least Dazed wasn’t here to pick up on those mental images.

The attendant perked up as they stepped into a small changing room. It was made of the same soft, hearty wood as the rest of the sauna, and a doorway at the end must have led to the Leader’s room. He stared at it for a moment, more uncomfortable than ever, but the attendant stole his attention with a polite cough.

“Swimsuits of all sizes are located in the cabinets over there,” he directed them with the easy words of someone who’d done this a hundred time. Flannery was already over in the cabinet rifling through a great assortment of red clothes, so Ash suspected this was more for his benefit. “See that one? You can grab towels for yourself and your team there.”

Ash nodded his thanks as the attendant left, wishing them a good time. The door clicked shut, and all of a sudden it was just Ash and Flannery. She was still digging through the cabinet, resting on her hands and knees amidst rapidly growing piles of clothes, and a note of discomfort pulsed within him.

Maybe he should’ve just stayed in Forina.

It felt strange with just the two of them, so he released Tangrowth to ease his discomfort. The grass-type wriggled happily when he appeared, bouncing up and down on his big red feet. As usual, he was instantly at ease in the humid environment. It was probably a bit hotter than he’d like, but Tangrowth were tough as a species and used to the oppressive heat of jungles.

Tangrowth peered down at Ash from where he stood just a foot or two away, seemingly taking up half the room with his bulk and happily wiggling vines, and Ash winced when a vine wrapped around his wrist. When Tangrowth recognized something was wrong… awful memories and that deep, deep hunger gifted by Jirachi flickered through Ash’s mind. Then the pressure of Tangrowth’s vines looped around his arm in a hug eased him, and he spared his friend a smile.

“I’m fine,” Ash whispered, resting a hand against Tangrowth’s rubbery arm. “Later, I promise.”

Naturally, Tangrowth was appeased by that, especially when he realized there was another person for him to love.

“Aha!” She crowed. Ash jerked his head up, only to grunt softly when a pair of dark red swim trunks (not unlike the shade of Flannery’s hair) collided with his face. He caught them as they fell, and rubbed his fingers over the soft fabric. “Hop into the changing room real quick and throw that on. I’ll meet you there!”

“Sounds good,” said Ash. “I’ll be over in a minute. Tangrowth, can you wait here for me?”

The grass-type gurgled happily, vines extending all over the place to scout out this fun new place, and rocked back and forth on his red boot-like feet. Despite the massive burden Jirachi had left him with, all the impossible questions and half-truths and suspicion and bone-deep exhaustion, that earned a smile.

Flannery sent him off with a cheerful wave, then started digging through all the swimsuits again. The last thing he heard before he shut the door to the changing room (one of Tangrowth’s vines which had trailed behind him quickly pulled back) was Flannery’s saying to Tangrowth, “Hey dude! You are a dude right? Awesome! I need a little bit of help getting all the towels and stuff together…”

Hearing Flannery’s muffled chattering and Tangrowth’s happy gurgles welcomed in a rush of warmth to fill the exhausted void in his chest, like a great gust clearing out a noxious miasma or stirring up a pocket of stagnant air with motion and life.

Maybe Flannery was onto something…
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“Ah, this is the life!” Flannery sighed, sending the clouds of steam swirling as she reclined against the carved stone rim of the hot springs. “Whatcha think, Ash?”

His eyes cracked open as he sucked in a cleansing mouthful of scalding air. It was pleasant, searing his body from the inside out and burning all the rot and corruption that stained him away. “It’s pretty nice.”

Flannery scoffed. ”’Pretty nice?’ Puh-lease! Hot air, hot water… what else could you ask for? You’ll never feel cleaner!”

He could think of a few things, but was content enough to not say anything. He’d had enough of desire for one day.

Ash just sunk under the hot water, ignoring the slight discomfort. It was nothing compared to the feel of Fire beneath his skin, and the Concept stirred to life anyways with the hot touch.

Unfortunately, that just drew more attention. “How are you doing that?” Flannery asked, voice distorted. Her shoulders and face were already streaked with sweat and she looked at him with disbelief, features indistinct and blobby through the water’s refractive surface and the steam beyond it. “It’s nice and all, but I’m not sticking my face under it.”

Ash blew bubbles for a moment, too relaxed to give into the knot of anxiety dwelling inside. “It’s not so bad,” he said, pulling his face just over the water to peer at her. “I spent some time at Mt. Ember and it was way hotter.”

Flannery perked up. “Mt. Ember? Grandpa told me some interesting stories about that - uh, shouldn’t that thing be put out?”

He blinked, then stretched his hand to his chest. Ash was still wearing a shirt to cover his Feather, but it was easy enough to feel the golden, rainbow-tinged flames brushing against his hand beneath the steaming water. “Don’t worry about it,” he shrugged, rolling his shoulders.

“You realize that’s just gonna make me more curious, right?” Flannery rolled her eyes. “It’s like you don’t know me at all.”

Ash snorted. “I’ve known you for a month. Less, actually.”

“But we’ve gone through so much! You beat my team up, Itore my hair out for an hour while you played in the dirt… all the usual stuff. And hey! I’m even letting you hang out in the Leader’s room with me. That’s got to count for something.”

He sighed. It was pretty nice. All the filth and horrors of the day just seemed to melt away in the scalding water.

“Fine!” Flannery groused. “If you aren’t going to tell me about the cool glowy thing, at least tell me about Mt. Ember.”

Ash’s eyes narrowed at that. “I trained there for a month with Lance -”

Her eyes bugged out. “Champion Lance?”

“Champion Lance,” he confirmed.

“I heard you’d trained with him, but people say a lot of crazy things,” Flannery confessed. Her eyes gleamed. “What’s he like? Ooh, ooh, what are his pokemon like? Is it true his Dragonite can shatter a whole battlefield with one attack?”

He thought back to Earth Wrecker. “Yes,” Ash said slowly. “That part’s definitely true. I don’t think anyone can rival Lance in that department,” he finished, then frowned. “Wait, do you want to hear about Mt. Ember or not?”

“Yes! C’mon, tell me already!” Flannery beamed. “The legends say Moltres rests there, but that can’t be true, right?” She narrowed her eyes suspiciously at him as their previous conversations came to mind. “Right?”

Ash pinched the bridge of his nose and sank back beneath the searing waters.

This might take a while.
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A locomotive’s whistle sounded, piercing the stillness of the air with a grating shriek that drove like a knife into his ears, and it was over. Piper’s charge had flung the howling Loudred to the hard-packed ground with tremendous force, then the formidable normal-type lay still.

“Match!” Ash droned out from the sidelines and half-heartedly waved the flag to signal the end. How he’d ended up in this position he’d never understand, although Sneasel seemed to enjoy watching the fights and Seeker was happy to cling around his neck. “Victory to Leader Flannery, 4-6. Challenger, you may recall your pokemon.”

“Yeah! Good girl, Piper. You nailed him!” Flannery cried out, pumping her fist fiercely into the air. “C’mon, girl. Show mama some love!”

Piper slowly, painstakingly plodded back to her trainer, occasionally having to take a short detour around heavy clods of uprooted earth from the challenger’s Geodude, or small spots still slick with ice spat by his Sealeo. That had actually been a clever little maneuver against Flannery’s Magcargo, although the resulting explosion of steam hadn’t done much good for either of them.

The challenger, a burly third-year trainer from Mossdeep, sighed and kicked at the dirt. Ash couldn’t help but feel a little sympathy for him. He’d fought hard, and his team hadn’t given in until Flannery’s fighters had smashed their faces in… if Ash didn’t know any better, he’d say that they fought harder once they saw Ash as referee.

Given the glare that the pokeballs on his belt got, they still held a bit of a grudge for their loss.

Still, the boy jerked out of his stupor when Flannery appeared right in front of him with a brilliant flash of light and crack, courtesy of one of the Gym’s resident psychics. He scratched at the back of his head, mumbling something out, but Flannery just beamed at him.

“Good fight, man! You pushed us hard. Look at Piper - she’s on her last leg!”

The trainer stood a little taller at the compliment, even as Piper grumbled at him. “Really? Uh, I mean, it was a good fight for sure. I learned a lot from you, uh, Leader Flannery.”

Flannery brightened at that and stood proudly with her hands on her hips. “Of course you did!” She agreed without a moment’s hesitation. Ash snorted. “Come back in a few months and I have no doubt you’ll get your Heat Badge. In the meantime, I’ll keep it nice and safe for you.”

“Uh, thanks, Leader Flannery!” The challenger seemed a little more at ease now, even if the sting of losing was still plain as day on his broad face. “I’ll, uh, see you in a few months then.”

She waved him off with a few words of encouragement, then spun to grin at Ash. “Ha! Did you see that? We clobbered him like he owed us money!”

Even after their sojourn to the hot springs hadn’t completely shorn away the fuzzy layer of fatigue creeping at the edges of his consciousness, but he still managed a smile. “He almost had you at a few points. That Pelipper of his was tough - if Caldera hadn’t managed that lucky shot with Stone Edge, he’d have been up one more. Might’ve been enough.”

Flannery let loose a loud peal of laughter. Piper whistled quietly (for a Torkoal) beside her. “But she did, and we won! It was a good fight, though,” she said, suddenly serious. “I wasn’t lying about that. If they suck, I’ll let them know. If he was weak, I wouldn’t be so happy!”

“Hopefully you don’t tell them like that,” Ash rolled his eyes. His estimation of his own tactfulness was starting to rise just a tad, though it was still well below sea level. That fiasco with telling Steven about Groudon proved that much.

“Of course not! Didn’t you see me back there? I can be nice.”

“And then immediately brag about ‘beating him like he owed you money’.

Her resulting cackle reminded him of the sniggering Mightyena that just loved to harass them from just outside the borders of their camp in Forina. Ash suspected it had become a game to them. “Didn’t I, though?”

Ash acknowledged her point with a slight nod. He let the exchange fizzle out, then tugged at the make-shift scarf she’d made for him out of a towel they’d snagged from the hot springs on the way out. It was soft and pleasant against his skin (he’d definitely keep it for Sneasel or Seeker to cuddle up in) but that didn’t mean it wasn’t hot.

“That was the last one, right?”

“Yep! I don’t take challenges after five o’ clock. We’re normally wiped by then, plus grandpa likes to take us back to review footage. He’ll probably swing by any minute now.”

Well, that was a relief. Ash sucked in a breath of sweet, sweet oxygen - and after what happened earlier today, he knew just what a precious treasure it was - and let the red towel drop down for Sneasel to greedily snatch up. Right now, he’d give fifty-fifty odds that Sneasel would either treasure the gift forever, or that he’d end up shredding it within an hour. There was no in-between with him.

“Finally.”

“Maybe you should keep it on. That was a good look for you,” Flannery teased. “So what was worse? Potentially being recognized as the famous Elite Four Ash Ketchum, or having to wear a scarf around a bunch of fire-types?”

Ash grunted, reaching up to scratch Seeker’s ears as she sniffed at his suddenly bare skin. “Still trying to figure that bit out.”

“Fair, fair. Lemme know what you decide on!” She sniggered. Piper whistled up at her, and Flannery jerked to attention when the Torkoal poked her head towards the Gym entrance, where Fino Moore waited. “Oh! Sorry, Ash, but we’ve got to go in a minute. Thanks for being my ref today! I can’t wait to pick your brain later.”

He smiled. With Flannery, it always came back to training. At least somebody got it.

“Sounds good,” Ash nodded, then hesitated, thinking back to the moment he watched the dust and grime caked onto him from the Wishmaker’s crypt wash off into the steaming water, and with it the horror of the day. The mind-numbing dread, the mummified claws scraping his bare flesh, the communion with Desire… never gone, but washed away. “I - thanks for showing me the hot springs. I needed that.”

She peered more closely at him, a flicker of something dangerously close to concern running across her face. It made Ash tense, each muscle clenching tight as if to ready him for a marathon. “You know it. Feel free to stop by whenever you want. I’ll make sure you have access, okay?”

“Thank you.”

It was all that needed to be said. Her smile shifted to something a little more wild. A little more feral. “Ready for grandpa? You’ve got what, two days?”

“Yes.”

“You’d better use them! I’ll be there, and I told grandpa you’d give him a good fight - don’t prove me wrong, you hear?”

That earned her a snort. “I wouldn’t dream of it,” Ash said. He glanced at Sneasel, who was nibbling at the corner of the surprisingly still intact towel, and back to Seeker, then down to the row of empty pokeballs on his belt. “I don’t suppose you have a way for me to get home?”

She perked up, then winced as Fino poked his head in and stared at her. “Uh, you can take Brick! He’d love the chance to stretch his legs some more.” Flannery reached for his pokeball even as Ash uttered a low groan. Just hearing the Rapidash’s name reminded him of the many, many uncomfortable places he’d be sore tomorrow. “Or, if you’re going to be a big baby about it, I’ll have you teleported back.”

“Teleport, please.”

“Fine, fine,” she squeezed her eyes shut, and a moment later a silent Gardevoir appeared seamlessly into existence. “Rosaline, would you mind doing the honors?” The Gardevoir’s eyes flashed a wan lavender, and Flannery scowled. “Wait, don’t you have some fancy, super special League teleporter waiting on you hand and foot?”

Ugh, Bob.

Rosaline’s eyes blazed again, and he felt her airy mind brush against his. It recoiled away at first, but tentatively brushed out after the Gardevoir had recouped. Memories, emotions, raw information… it all flowed, and soon enough the Gardevoir had everything she needed.

Say no more, Storm-Tamer. Our friend Robert - my apologies, Bob - has quite the reputation. It isn’t often our friends in Indigo complain loud or often enough to reach us here. I am happy to do the honors. 

He had just barely a moment to return Sneasel and Seeker, then wave Flannery goodbye -

And he was back in a sparse forest clearing, awash in evening’s fading reds and golds, surrounded by great stone spires.

More importantly, his bedroll was right there. It was still a good hour or so before the sun set, but Ash couldn’t care less.

A minute later and the campsite was silent save for the rustling of the trees, distant roars, and the soft snores of a world-weary boy.
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Ancient skin brushing his, a monstrous mountain of the dead, DESIRE -

Ash awoke in a daze. What was that - dreams.

When was the last time he’d dreamed? With that thought stuck in his head, he slowly became aware of his surroundings.

The familiar buzz of Ninjask and Nincada was joined by the yipping of Poochyena packs, occasional screech of a Tailow disturbed in its nest, and the solemn, droning cry of the Absol filing their way into the green-topped spires of Forina.

Many nights had been spent resting in the darkest hours with his team, reminiscing over old adventures and planning future victories. Listening to the abundance of life in the valley had shifted into something of a simple pleasure over time, and finally into a dear part of their routine.

Unfortunately, that familiarity could do little more than provide a comfortable backdrop as he lurched up for his bedroll scrabbling at the earth, gasping and staring up into the stars twinkling above.

A cold sweat left his skin moist and uncomfortable, and it would only get worse in the heat. Ash snarled uselessly - was this region ever cold? Even at night the air was hot and wet, utterly saturated with moisture, and seemingly insistent on trying to smother him beneath the blanket of warm, humid air.

Fog still filled his brain, and he forced himself not to call on Lightning to dance through his muscles and energize his nerves. If there was one good thing about Forina, it was that calling on the Concepts wasn’t such a casual thing anymore. On one hand, it felt like a part of himself was scooped up and gouged out, leaving Ash incomplete and crippled. On the other hand, it forced him to rely solely more on his own body.

But those thoughts cleared quickly. What had woken him?

A shadow hovered over him, blotting out the glittering starlight, and polished a loop of gleaming crystal with trembling fingers. His vision focused just enough to see a second not far away, massive and solid - Nidoking. Worry filled him.

“Dazed?” The words came out slow and groggy. “Nidoking?”

Friend-Trainer. Come. 

The telepathic communication lacked its usual focus. It wavered a bit, somewhat indistinct, and echoed as if it was bouncing around inside his skull. Concern practically spilled out of him, but Dazed refuted his questions and whatever prodding he had. She was a brick wall here, and he quickly rolled out of his bed.

It was pitch-black outside other than the scant light which beamed down from the stars (and little enough of that managed to pierce through the verdant canopy) but he could easily spot the enormous shadow of Metagross resting in front of Steven’s tent about fifty feet away. The rest of Steven’s team was visible as well, though only Claydol seemed to still be awake.

Then came the realization that his team were not resting around his bedroll as usual. His hair stood on end, and Ash quickly rose from his bed with a thousand jumbled thoughts going through his mind.

When Dazed offered a mental gesture for him to follow her and Nidoking, he did as she asked.

Thankfully, it was just cool enough that he wasn’t sweating much more than he had when he was asleep. It was annoying, but he just wiped his brow as Dazed led him down a worn trail of flattened bushes and broken trees that the local pokemon had beaten down over years and years of roaming. Every now and then he spotted a glimpse of glowing eyes at waist-height thanks to the scant light burning off of Dazed’s pendulum, though they usually scurried away when he looked at them.

Poochyena, Mightyena, and Absol, he thought. It was difficult to differentiate at these distances and with so little to go off of, but quite a few were in packs. The solitary sets of eyes were always a little slower to drift away, and often seemed less concerned with escaping his gaze and more with angling behind him to remain out of sight.

Of course, when Dazed led him to a well-lit clearing (thanks to Infernus being released and resting safely in a small pool of lava) where each and every one of his team was arrayed before him, those thoughts fled his mind. Sneasel, Seeker, and Aron all rested at the end to his right, huddled together peacefully with Oz, Bruiser, and Tangrowth looming over the tiny pokemon.

“Dazed…”

She shuffled, still hunched and clutching her pendulum with clumsy, shaking fingers, and stood in the midst of the group. On her left and right were Plume and Torrent, respectively.

Silence. Tension filled the air, so thick that even the distant choir of bug-types had gone silent. Glowing eyes littered the darkness, and in the light offered by Infernus’ heat it was easy to catch the snow-white coats of the Absol that had come to watch.

Ash knew what this was.

They all knew what this was.

He didn’t disrespect them by feigning ignorance. They deserved better.

Nidoking remained at his side, but was utterly silent. All Ash could hear from him was the gentle, erratic swaying of his immense tail as it flattened the brush behind them.

Dazed’s eyes flashed.

I speak for the family, Friend-Trainer. 

Immense weariness settled upon his shoulders. His eyes were still red-rimmed with exhaustion, but he forced himself to meet Dazed’s firm gaze, then swept across to the rest of the team. What few hours of sleep he’d managed to snag (when he wasn’t jerking out of unconsciousness to fear and a racing heart) hadn’t done much more than heal his physical fatigue.

There was little that could be done for the spiritual toll that had been exacted.

“I’m sorry,” Ash whispered. His voice was rough and scratchy as always, but came out clear enough for them all to hear. His team waited patiently, even though some of them - Torrent, Oz, Plume, and Sneasel especially - looked positively ferocious in the moment. Oh, some of them hid it well, but he knew them. “You weren’t with me when I went to Desire - Jirachi,” he corrected. “There was no way to know what I was walking into.”

You left us. 

His eyes squeezed shut. “Yes.”

You were in mortal danger. 

“Yes.”

When has silence ever been so deafening? Nidoking, Dazed, Torrent, all of them, just watched him, content to let the weight of his words sit and marinate. Part of him - an immense part of him, in fact - wished they would yell and roar and rage at him, just like he knew he’d want to do.

This, though? The disappointment?

Ash couldn’t bear to meet their gazes any longer. His eyes drifted to the ground as he wrung his hands.

Dazed’s mind filled his own thoughts, gentler now.

Why?

His eyes swept up to run across his team. “Because I’m the one with the protection,” Ash felt the acid drip from his tongue. His team didn’t flinch, well-aware it was directed within, not without. “The Concepts are mine. I can touch them. They’ve changed me forever. Made me a little more and a little less than what I was when this all started. But you all…”

Those were different nightmares entirely.

“Zapdos might have killed you all in the power plant. Moltres did kill Infernus,” he stared at the fighter, who stared measuredly - calmly - right back.

Ash’s voice trembled, but he didn’t break the gaze locked between them. “You’ve almost left us - me - three times. Mt. Ember, New Island, then Shamouti,” he said to the Magmortar, then looked to Plume. “You nearly died in Shamouti as well. Not even intentionally - as a casualty of the Blizzard. As collateral. If Mewtwo hadn’t - I…”

His esophagus clenched as he choked on his words - a reminder that at any moment, any of them could be snuffed out like a candle beneath a hurricane.

“It’s getting worse,” Ash said through clenched teeth. “We know so much more than we did before. For so long we were just flailing against things we couldn’t understand… and now we do. That means we know - I know - how easily things could fall apart. If I make the wrong choice - I… I just don’t want to be the one to put you in danger.”

Oh, Ash. 

Dazed’s voice was kinder now, softer, and he felt the mental caress from her, and the warmth from the rest of his team.

Your body may be older than ours, and your mind may seem it, but it’s easy to forget how young you are. 

Before he could say anything back, she continued.

You wish to keep us safe, but remember that we have seen the unthinkable as well. We watched you fall lifeless to the ground, a pawn in the Guardian’s game. I felt your death. Your mind was there… then it wasn’t. We’ve suffered just as you have. 

Ashamed, Ash couldn’t bear to meet their eyes any longer. An awful, ragged sound came from his throat.

Dazed’s warm mind touched him once again.

We are one, Friend-Trainer. Whether we live or we die - what matters is that we are together, yes?

“Yes,” he whispered, and finally raised his head to look every one of his family in their eyes - even Tangrowth’s wide, innocent eyes were sharp and aware now, more so than he’d ever seen them.

Ash’s face was hot and wet, and his throat spasmed so much it was nearly impossible to get the words out. “Together. I won’t - I won’t leave you again. I won’t make you feel like that again. If you’re off training, I’ll find you. We’ll find each other. But you’ll always be with me.”

Still, a note of steel entered him. “But…” his voice strengthened. “This goes for all of you too. You’ll always be with me,” Ash repeated, affirming it to himself as much as to his team. “You have to let me be there with you. Even if it’s not safe, even if we’re afraid for each other…”

Dazed’s eyes quirked up into one her smiles, and her eyes flashed. The team looked to her as one, privy to a line of communication that Ash had no access to. Earth-stoked anxiety ate away at him as he stole glimpses across the line - Aron warbled something, and Bruiser grunted. Torrent levitated silently and sternly, and even Infernus snarled some indistinguishable thing.

All the while, Nidoking was utterly quiet except for the steady breathing that fed him oxygen. It was Ash’s one comfort, and Nidoking leaned into Ash’s touch when he rested his bare hand against the rough leathery plate of his shoulder.

The warmth that filled his mind was a relief, and bright enough to drown out the lingering worry as that familiar ice-cold flame reared up in the back of his head.

At last, Dazed’s eyes flashed brighter yet again, and the team went silent. They turned as one toward Ash, who stood tall as he could under the weight of their attention.

We are one, as we always have been. 

Despite it all, his lips curled up into a small smile. “And as we always will be.”

And with that, the tension broke.

Ash stepped forward, and was welcomed by his team once again. He was still worn to the bone (and then some) from the last day, his thoughts jumbled and disorganized by their normal standards, but he groaned gratefully and offered his thanks to Tangrowth when the grass-type yanked a small pillar of earth up for Ash to rest against. It was just far enough from Infernus’ magma pit for Ash to not worry about going up in flames.

He settled in, smiling as Nidoking laid down at his side and Seeker fluttered up to rest atop the earthen wall. Aron and Sneasel cuddled in beside him, Oz and Bruiser stepped closer, and Tangrowth’s gurgle was the only warning they all got before a dozen vines came to coil around them in a tight hug.

Ash laid his head back against the cool dirt and welcomed the first true peace since he’d left the Wishmaker. The hot springs had relaxed his body and scoured the filth of the day off his skin, but knowing his team was here for him eased his spirit and mind. It brought a simple comfort which couldn’t be likened to any other.

This was all he could ever want.

His eyes squeezed shut as Ash felt Dazed and the rest of them crowd in even closer, as if enveloping Ash in a protective shell to ward off the rest of the world. Torrent stood guard, glaring at the watching eyes in the dark, while all the rest made themselves comfortable. A gentle coo from the trees told him Plume’s location, and Infernus’ silence said enough.

“I’m sorry that I left you,” Ash said. He put as much of the thoughts and emotions and impressions of the day into his next words as he could, hoping against hope that they would feel them. “It’s just - I didn’t know what was down there. All I could think of was what if? What if the Legend attacked? What if I lost you?”

Mountains and mountains of corpses down there, all a slave to whatever desire possessed them, and it would have been so easy for both he and his family to be another soul lost in the labyrinth beneath Forina…

Just a few more lost souls waiting to greet Jirachi until the end of days.

Dazed’s mind brushed against his thoughts once again.

What would we do if you had been lost?

“The same things I’d do,” Ash grimaced, and tore himself away from those dark thoughts. He steadfastly refused to think of them. Those simple words said enough, and he comforted himself by taking Sneasel’s soft, fluffy shape under his arm.

Nidoking grumbled at that, foreboding enough that most pokemon would have shied away, and Ash reached out to comfort him. “What I saw down there, the Wish Maker -” he trailed off, unsure what all to say, and Dazed cut him off.

I consumed your dreams. I saw. 

Ash’s eyes snapped open. No wonder she was so haggard. She’d taken that horror into herself. “Dazed…”

Let us not speak of it. Not here, not now. 

He nodded, unwilling to press her on this, and allowed himself to rest again surrounded by the warm forms of his team.

Before sleep could take him again, he spoke one last time.

“Don’t eat my dreams. Not tonight. I - I need to face this.”

Only the briefest flickers of connection told him that she heard, and Ash drifted off into a restless slumber beneath the stars.

XX

Plop.

Ash’s eyes barely darted away from the tiny screen of his PokeNav as Steven gently placed Ash’s gigantic stainless steel thermos down in front of him. The bitter tang of coffee filled his nostrils, and he absentmindedly fumbled around to take a long, deep drink of the scalding liquid. It seared his mouth and throat, but he welcomed the pain.

Right now, it was all he could do to stay awake.

The caffeine would take effect soon enough, but for now the burn would get the job done. His eyes didn’t turn away from watching one of Fino Moore’s last exhibition battles as a member of the Ever Grande Elite Four from a few years back, but he did grunt out a “Thanks.”

Aggron was Steven’s escort for the day, it seemed. The lumbering steel-type’s heavy footfalls shook the ground for a few feet around, and each step absolutely obliterated whatever brush and vegetation was in its way. He’d noted that it tended to take the barest path as a result, usually choosing to take a longer route over exposed, lifeless rock than a shorter one through lively areas.

He could appreciate that.

Steven stood over Ash with folded arms, though Aggron offered a light rumble in greeting. Torrent and Plume both hung over Ash’s shoulders while they all watched the battle, taking note of Fino’s expert reactions whenever the beat changed and the fascinating dance between enormous assaults of flame, force, and smoke and the clinical application of inch-wide columns of flame that reminded Ash of a plasma cutter.

It actually reminded Ash of the fine control of Infernus’ fire that they’d been working on. Perhaps there was something to learn here.

“Perhaps it’s time to take a break?”

Ash shook his head. “I can’t. The battle is tomorrow. We have to be ready.”

He could practically hear the frown in Steven’s voice. “You’ve been working for the last two days. Have you even slept?”

“Yes,” Ash replied shortly, more interested in how Fino’s Camerupt had just blown up half the battlefield against a Water Master than in Steven. The Camerupt was a core part of Fino’s team, along with his Torkoal, Typhlosion, Flareon, and Magcargo. From what he’d seen, those were the oldest members, as they’d been in frequent use even before the Last War.

What made Fino particularly interesting (and what made planning for him such a fascinating challenge) were his later additions. None were entirely new to Ash, not since he’d put work into memorizing the entire Pokedex forwards and backwards, but he certainly wasn’t as familiar with them. The foreign additions were ones he expected Fino to feature in their battle in an attempt to exploit Ash’s likely ignorance, though Ash wouldn’t be surprised if the Fire Master did the exact opposite and was banking on Ash coming to expect his more exotic teammates.

The first was Delphox, a strange fire-type from Kalos that commanded its flames with incredible skill and precision thanks to its formidable psychic abilities. It wasn’t seen as often in battles, generally left as an anchor in the back, but Ash had found himself entranced by its precise, elegant fighting style.

Another that caught his attention was Simisear, a Unovan pokemon known for its incredible agility and comfort with both physical and elemental attacks. Fino’s had proven to be a particularly vicious opponent, generally closing distance and using its nimble body to dance around its foes while beating them down with a flurry of flame and fist. It was reckless, though, and would be easy to exploit if age hadn’t mellowed it out too much.

His last two were also interesting, one from tropical, underdeveloped Alola and one from far-off, isolated Galar, and Ash had actually -

“So you’ve slept,” Steven cut his thoughts off. “How well?”

Ash winced at that. That was the question, wasn’t it? Without Dazed devouring his dreams each night, he’d only scraped by with four to five hours. What sleep he did manage to grab (often aided by Dazed’s Hypnosis) was fitful and restless, though Nidoking had taken to sleeping not far away to comfort him when he woke.

“Well enough.”

Steven’s frown deepened as he crouched ahead of Ash. Torrent’s eyes followed the movement, but didn’t seem to find it too quick or aggressive. “Overtraining is just as bad as undertraining. I know I’ve impressed on you the importance of utilizing your time here well, but I’m afraid you might be taking it too far.”

His knuckles whitened as he gripped his PokeNav more tightly than ever. Ash paused the battle (just when it was getting good too!) and sucked in a deep, rattling breath. “I’m -” he cut off before he could lie and say he was fine. It took a moment to recalibrate. “I haven’t been sleeping well,” Ash admitted. “Not for the last few nights.”

It didn’t take a genius to connect the dots, especially not with how Steven had been hovering over him recently.

“What happened down there?” Steven questioned, genuine concern radiating off of him. His hand twitched as if he wanted to rest it on Ash’s shoulder, but the former Champion thought better of it. “You told me you encountered Groudon again, but…”

Ash’s bearing turned guarded. Torrent levitated a tad closer, and Plume fixed Steven with a baleful glare, though Aggron didn’t take kindly to that.

He sighed, and hated himself for lying to Steven of all people. At least Lance would call him out on a lie or half-truth the moment he detected it - Steven was too polite, and that just made things worse.

“I don’t want to talk about it,” Ash said truthfully. Jirachi had to stay hidden, even from the League. “It’s just - it was intense. Brutal. I wasn’t ready for it this time either, not so soon after the last.”

Steven nodded along agreeably. “Of course, of course,” he murmured, then cleared his throat. “Well, if you need to speak of your experience - and feel comfortable, of course - then my door is open. Figuratively, of course,” the man corrected with a quick glimpse over at his tent. Steven’s words were uncertain, and Ash felt much the same.

He appreciated it, though, and smiled up at Steven as best he could under the circumstances. “I know I can come to you, Steven.”

That seemed like the right thing to say. Steven was still a little red in the cheeks, but looked pleased. “Very well,” he cleared his throat again. “I suppose I should help you prepare, then. Fino certainly has a unique team that may be difficult to counter. He’s always fancied himself a world traveler.”

Ash blinked some of the fatigue from his eyes. “Really? You’re going to help me?”

“Only a bit,” Steven shook his head. “This is your battle, after all. You’re responsible for your own preparations, but I will allow you to ask questions.”

With that, Ash brightened. “Great! I saw that Typhlosion tends to remain bipedal and lead with its right hind foot. Was there an old injury that never healed? Is that still consistent, or has -”

Steven raised a hand as Aggron snorted in amusement behind him. “Soon,” he said quickly. “I didn’t finish. I’ll let you ask questions, but only if you take a short break. You aren’t doing yourself any favors in this state.”

Ash glowered, his frustration mounting quickly after the nights of little sleep, but acquiesced with a groan.

“Excellent,” Steven smiled and rose back to his full height. “Now, if you’ll come with me, Claydol and I have tried a new recipe that we’d appreciate your opinion on…”
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Dear Ash, 

It’s so lovely to hear that you’re having a great time in Forina! Don’t let Steven Stone push you too hard, you hear? If he does, just let me know and I’ll come give him a piece of my mind. 

Ash’s lips twitched at that. As tough as that day in Greenfield had been, he wouldn’t forget the sight of his mom tearing the towering Champion Lance a new one. Maybe Steven could use some setting straight.

My studies have been progressing nicely. It’s so kind of you to ask. Recently, I’ve joined a few study groups and it’s been such an amazing experience to meet my fellow students! I’ve said it before, but it’s so strange to be around so many people after living in sleepy little Pallet Town for so long. Sometimes it even feels a little claustrophobic, but it’s nice having so much to do. 

Molly and your Uncle Spencer are doing well now - I’m so glad you were able to see them before you left Indigo last month! They really enjoyed your visit. You’re all little Molly ever talks about! She can’t wait to become a trainer just like you. Whenever I visit she’s always trying to train with Teddiursa. It’s adorable, but she really reminds me quite a bit of you! 

Oh! I don’t want to let this get too long (I know you’re too busy to spend all day listening to your old mom rambling) but you’d never guess who visited me in Goldenrod the other day. Gary messaged me and stopped by! Did you know he wants to go into research? He was so curious about everything I was learning. Knowing the Oaks, he probably understood it as well as I did by the end of the day! He’s growing up so fast. 

Speaking of the Oaks, I know you were asking about Samuel in your last letter. I haven’t been able to speak to him much, but it sounds like he’s been busy in Orre. I still can’t believe that stubborn man went down there all by himself without telling anyone! He’s been working with a Professor Krane down there, and I have to admit some of their research sounds fascinating -

“What’s up?”

“Gah!” Ash spit out a mouthful of water all over the place, thankfully not choking on any of it. A shadow hovered over him, and he kicked himself for being so engrossed in his mom’s letter that he’d lost any awareness of his surroundings.

Sneasel sniggering into his ear from where he rested on his back didn’t help his mood.

“Gross,” Flannery complained as she hopped back towards Brick, who stood resplendently in a sunbeam. She peered at her boots with a grimace. “C’mon, did you have to spray my shoes with a bunch of mouth-water? I just got these, dude.”

“Did you have to sneak up on me?”

Flannery beamed. “Yep.”

Ugh, of course she did. Ash just rolled his eyes, then sent a dirty look at Sneasel as the dark-type tightened his furry arms around Ash’s neck.

Suddenly, something in his mind clicked.

Flannery was here.

It was happening!

He shot to his feet, unsettling Sneasel who yowled as he let go and landed deftly on his feet. “Where is he?”

Flannery peered down at her nails (painted red to perfectly match her hair, of course). “He?”

Impatience, not helped in the least by sleep deprivation, rose up like a spitting Arbok. “Your grandpa!”

“Oh, him?” She shrugged, then raised a hand to the pokeballs on her belt. A grin split her face. “Actually, I’ve got good news for you!”

Ash peered at her with more than a little suspicion.

“Grandpa has important Master stuff to do for the League, so I’ll be your challenger today!” Flannery boasted. Brick nodded “I’ve gotten a lot of training done in the last few days, so I’m confident I can -”

It clicked for him. “You’re kidding,” Ash said flatly.

She deflated. “Yeah,” Flannery sighed, kicking at the dirt. “At least I had you there for a second.” The Gym Leader quickly flipped out her own PokeNav to check the time. “Grandpa should be getting here any second. Rosaline’s going to teleport him out,” she explained. “Jumps around here have been tough on her lately, but she can handle this. I just wanted to get here a bit early, maybe see if you were getting some last-minute training in.”

Ash tapped the sealed pokeballs on his belt. “Not today. They need their rest.”

“They sure do!” She sent him a cocky look. Brick stepped up behind her, towering over the Gym Leader as he nodded along with his trainer’s words. “I know you’re going to put up a good fight, but I can’t wait for you to see what Grandpa can do! He’s incredible, you know? I’ve never seen anyone do the things he can with fire.”

He’d already studied Fino’s techniques to exhaustion (and beyond) but he wouldn’t turn down a firsthand account. Most of the videos he’d seen were years out of date; a glaring flaw in his data like that was painful to consider. “If you’re so confident, why don’t you fill me in?”

Flannery sucked in a breath and winced. “Well,” she stretched the word out, “I was going to do that, but then you got a bunch of gross water all over my boots. Sorry, but it’s not happening. You’ll just have to see for yourself.”

She was so full of it. Ash just rolled his eyes, even if he couldn’t help but smile at her, which she happily returned.

“So…” Flannery cast a furtive look around the campsite, but quickly realized it was empty save for Ash and Sneasel, who’d stubbornly refused to leave Ash’s side to rest in his pokeball. Once she was satisfied, she continued. “Any idea what teammates you’ll be using? Grandpa and I kind of set up a bet, see, and it would be nice to know what to expect.”

Was everyone in the League a gambler? Ash might have to find a way to capitalize on that. Maybe he could get something out of it before everyone realized it was best not to bet against him.

“I’ve got a few plans,” Ash said noncommittally. “Just going to have to see what happens.”

Flannery stuck her tongue out at him. “Can’t blame a girl for trying.” Her eyes traced over the campsite, lingering over Steven’s campsite with blatant curiosity, then landed back on Ash. A moment’s hesitance warned Ash something a bit more serious was coming.

“I know you don’t want to talk about what happened the other day, and that’s okay. Whatever it was, it was bad. I want to know, but getting anything from you is like pulling teeth,” Flannery rambled and scratched her cheek as she peered at him. “But like I said, this is my land. My people. I didn’t want to push too hard before - you really looked like crap, you know - but please, if there’s anything else, tell me.”

Ash wanted nothing more than to glance away, but her firm stare demanded his attention. He bit his lip, mulling thoughts and actions and consequences over in his head, then spoke. “I can’t tell you,” he grimaced, well-aware of the disappointment welling inside her. Nothing cut so deeply as a question unanswered. Ash moved to assuage it. “Not yet. There are things I need to go over with Steven some more, maybe with Wallace -”

“Champion Wallace.”

He nodded absentmindedly at the correction. “Champion Wallace,” he restated. “Afterwards, I’ll tell you what I can. Okay?”

That seemed enough - for now. Knowing Flannery, she’d keep poking and prodding until either something slipped or Ash lost patience and slipped away. This wouldn’t satiate the Gym Leader for long.

Unfortunately, she had him stuck here so long as the battle was going on.

“You remember what we talked about?”

Recognition flickered in her. “About preparing?” She pumped her fist, suddenly full of vigor. “Yeah! Oh, the Gym Trainers hate life right now!” Flannery cackled with an evil grin. “I’ve been running them ragged for the last few days. But you know what? When the time comes, we’ll be ready.”

The constant tension coiled in him like a live wire eased a bit at that. “Good,” he nodded. When Groudon awoke… well, they’d need scrap of that preparation. Just the thought of Earth itself weighed him down like a physical burden, and he quickly turned his mind to other topics to escape the cloying pressure.

If only he could play the Song…

Still, as appealing as it was, it grated on him to be so reliant on anything.

“What sort of teams do they have?” He asked, wanting to get a bit more information. It wasn’t like he was even remotely an expert in matters like this, but if there was anything he could do, it could potentially be a lifesaver.

The Gym Leader perked up, radiating pride that just might measure up to Plume’s. “Oh, they’re awesome!” Flannery bragged. “We’ve got a pretty diverse group -”

Crack.

Ash didn’t flinch, but he did straighten up the moment he heard the tell-tale sound that heralded teleportation. It was louder than normal, likely intentional to alert them, and he noted that Flannery stood to attention as well.

Excitement burst forth, and it took all he had just to keep his hands from trembling with the sudden bout of energy shooting through him like a lightning bolt.

Fino Moore was here.

He was here!

A Master approached, having found his way here to match Ash in strength, mind, and (perhaps most importantly) preparation.

The uncomfortable surge of emotion threatened to run wild, chasing away all his constant anxiety with all the fury of a territorial Gyarados. His fists squeezed, fire of his own making blazed in his heart, and a real smile carved its way across his face.

Sneasel quickly clambered up his leg to settle on his shoulder, ears twitching and claws ready to be flicked from their velvety sheaths at a moment’s notice. The little dark-type chattered and hissed little nothings into Ash’s ear, eyes locked on the two forms that manifested before them.

“Steven always did favor the spires. So predictable, that boy. Lay a few interesting geological formations around Steven Stone and he’ll be sniffing around them for weeks!” Fino surveyed the campsite with his back toward them. His companion was Rosaline the Gardevoir, who offered a wispy Hello in telepathic greeting as she listened to the Master bemoaning his old student’s habits. “Certainly a striking sight, though. Now…”

Fino spun around, first offering Flannery a fond look, then sending a warm smile Ash’s way. “Ah! There you two are. I was worried the campsite would be empty,” he glanced at the Gardevoir which stood on her spindly legs beside him. “Rosie, would you mind letting Steven know that we’ve arrived?”

Rosaline curtsied, then her eyes flashed the same soft lavender as the last time he’d seen her.

The old man’s eyes glimmered with something like amusement as he looked Flannery’s way. “I see you’ve already started scouting out the competition. How’d your spying go?”

Flannery saluted him, dead serious. Brick halfheartedly whinnied, then seemed to tire of them all and went off to nibble at whatever shrubs hadn’t been trampled over by Nidoking during the last few weeks. “Wasn’t very successful, sir! He’s a hard nut to crack.”

That earned a smile from Fino, even if Ash’s impatience was mounting by the moment. If this kept up, he was liable to explode - couldn’t they just battle already?

“That’s a shame. Flannery spoke quite highly of the battle you had the other week,” Fino complimented. “I have to admit that I’m looking forward to this! You’ve held up your end of the bargain - quite well, I might add, nobody’s heard a rumbling from the Eruption since you visited - and now it’s time for me to honor mine.”

Ash nodded, then couldn’t hold it back anymore, even if the mention of his ill-fated meeting with the Eruption threatened to deflate him a little. “Let’s go!” He wheeled around with Sneasel still clinging to his shoulder. “Plume - my Pidgeot - and I scouted out a good spot. It’s not too far away. Steven can meet us there.”

“I didn’t know we were in such a rush! Well, I hope you haven’t rigged things too far in your favor.” Fino chuckled as he fell in line behind Ash alongside Flannery. “By all means, lead the way. Rosie, be a dear and alert Steven, will you? I’d hate for the poor man to come all this way just to find an empty campsite!”

He drowned out the conversation behind him, too occupied with the thousand plans he’d made - just seeing the Fire Master’s mood had Ash discarding a few and reshuffling others to the forefront of his mind, though the fact that the smiling old man had only three pokeballs on his belt took priority.

Whatever Fino’s choices were, they were ones he felt confident in. He was totally locked in, at least if he hadn’t stuffed a few backup pokeballs in his pockets or something. While that meant they were likely to be drawn from the best of the best of Fino’s team (which didn’t narrow it down much given that they were all fine combatants), it also meant Ash had an inherent advantage.

To be honest, Ash had already selected five of his friends that would be most likely to face down Fino. It was a flexible list - no point being more rigid than he had to be - but one with plenty of versatility against an experienced Master like Fino. Still, knowing that he had nine potential options against three of Fino’s…

Well, at least now he knew how Michael felt before they’d faced each other in the Finals.

It was nice to have options. Still, his instincts prickled at the certainty Fino showed. No doubt he’d prepared thoroughly enough that he felt all he needed were those three pokeballs at his waist.

Ash remained lost in thought as they took a direct path to the battlefield he’d picked out, fingers brushing against different pokeballs as he thought of the respective teammate. He’d walked these trails a hundred times now, and at this point it hardly demanded a scrap of attention.

That was for the best.

How was he supposed to focus on walking when he had a Master-level trainer at his back? Sure, he’d faced Lance, and Steven, and Cynthia (that fight always brought a smile to his face), and Bruno, and… well, he’d faced plenty of Masters by now. Probably more than any just-barely-not-a-rookie trainer had any right to have battled.

But a good fight was a good fight, and he’d spent three weeks building up his hopes for this one.

Now all he had to do was put all that training to good use…

XX

In Forina, the morning sun beat down like a hammer. Most days, Ash and his team spent time finding nice, shady spots along the myriad creeks and other waterways that carved their way through the stone spire-filled landscape.

Now?

Ash bore the heat better than Sneasel, who panted miserably at his side along with Dazed, Aron, Nidoking, and Torrent. The little dark-type’s eyes were sharp and keen though, locked onto the diminutive shape of Fino across the battlefield.

Eventually, he grew desperate enough to fill the air with an Icy Wind, which brought a welcome reprieve.

Lately, Sneasel had been trying to weather the heat to better train his mind and endurance in Hoenn’s hostile climate, but in this case both Ash and Sneasel had higher priorities.

Specifically, the one that stood across the field in the form of a small, smiling old man who watched them with a deceptively easy-going gaze.

The effect was more intimidating than it sounded, though that only really served to stoke Ash’s eagerness. What intensified it even further was that Steven, Metagross, Aggron, Claydol, Skarmory… nearly all their teachers were over there watching, and Steven was even recording it with some new, slim camera with a giant Devon logo slapped across the side.

Ash’s fists tightened.

He took in the field (although he’d gone over it a dozen times already with his team) with a swift glance. It was a nice blend of several of Forina’s diverse landscapes, roughly divided into thirds.

To the left lay a dense section of tangled vines, knotted roots interlocked with one another to form a hard, misshapen surface, broken in places by thin, albeit sturdy tree trunks. In the center was an empty section not dissimilar to the arena he’d faced Flannery in - flat, hard-packed earth dotted with small boulders.

And to the right? Well, that was his favorite: a gentle slope at first, but one which quickly turned into the sheer face of one of the mountains which embraced Forina. It was one of the ones farthest to the west, as distant from Mt. Chimney as Ash could manage. The lightened effect of Earth was hardly noticeable, certainly not enough to give a substantial edge in the fight, but Ash figured any help in taking the worst of his nerves away shouldn’t be turned down.

A trainer’s mind was just as important as their pokemon’s body.

“Combatants, are you ready?” Flannery bellowed from the sidelines.

He spared a glance, nearly smiling (and he would have, if he wasn’t so laser-focused on his opponent) at the pure delight practically radiating off her. She’d released her full team, who crowded all around the side of the battlefield in a hot huddle, and it looked like she’d brought some Gym pokemon to watch the battle as well. They stood apart from the main team, shifting a little at the tension filling the air.

“I am, Leader Flannery!” Fino dipped his head toward his granddaughter, whose smile widened even more, if that was possible. The Master tugged at a strand of his curly grey hair as he measured up Ash. “Shall we, Mr. Ketchum?”

Ash nodded.

Before he could say anything, Flannery cut in with a roar. “Combatants, prepare your pokemon!” She stabbed a finger in Ash’s direction. “Elite Four Ash! As the challenger, you release first!”

She was really getting into this.

Still, it was what he’d signed up for. An ideal situation would have had Fino releasing first, but beggars couldn’t be choosers. Ash was the one who’d made the challenge, and it was only right that he be the one to set things in motion.

And how else could he begin this battle but with Infernus?

The moment his friend materialized, a scorching heat burst forth and chased away any hint of cooling moisture in the air. Infernus took only a moment to see Fino and roar out a challenge of his own, recognizing him from the videos Ash had gone over with him.

He spat a great gout of flame into the air, leaving it rippling and distorted and black with lingering tendrils of greasy smoke, and settled into a fighting stance, feet planted and hand-cannons held out at his sides.

“Gorgeous!” Fino admired Infernus, though the Magmortar didn’t seem the slightest bit interested in his praise. “My, my. Flannery wasn’t exaggerating. Well then,” he raised up an older model of pokeball, similar to those that Professor Oak’s team was kept in, “I suppose it’s my duty to offer a worthy challenger. It’s been so long since Plinia had a good scrap.”

He tapped the release button, and an arc of red energy burst forth from the antiquated device to slowly, painstakingly materialize into that fierce Typhlosion that they’d seen their first day in Lavaridge.

Infernus roared again, snarling as he took a step forward and heated his body to awful levels, burning hot enough to force lesser pokemon away with ease. Naturally, a Typhlosion which had painstakingly honed its craft for decades didn’t shy away. She just watched Infernus with slit eyes, blue-white flame bursting around her neck like a collar, and seemed more curious than wary.

Thankfully, it was a different kind of curiosity than Princess had shown Bruiser.

On the surface, Plinia the Typhlosion was nothing particularly out of the ordinary. Beyond her silver-streaked muzzle and the faintest blue-silver sheen beginning to glaze her eyes, she had no outstanding features. Her frame was long and lean, corded with muscle without an ounce of extra fat to weigh her down. Plinia was even small for a Typhlosion - not substantially, but she was slighter and an inch or two shorter than the five and a half feet that he’d expect from a full-grown female.

But her bearing, the easy confidence with which she moved, the ripple of muscles trained for many, many more years than Ash (and even his mother) had lived, and the spark behind her cataracts left him wary and eager all in one.

“Remember what we discussed,” he said as quietly as he could, knowing Infernus had committed their tactics to memory. Typhlosion was one of the members he’d have been willing to put money on appearing in this fight - Ash couldn’t miss the way she’d perked up when he’d first made his challenge. Fino would never hear the end of it if she missed out, and Ash knew firsthand what kind of impact that could make on his decisions. “Stick to the plan.”

Infernus rumbled even as his heat cracked the ground beneath his feet. Flame already billowed about him like a cloak, the worst of the effects blunted by the psychic barriers that Metagross and Claydol were kind enough to erect. Just being near the Magmortar left them shimmering, casting the battlefield in a faint blue haze.

Silence, then -

“Begin!”

The words had barely left her lips before Infernus had made his move - when facing a more experienced foe, it was essential to take initiative and control the momentum of the fight. Fino and Plinia would pounce on whatever opportunity they gave them, and even with Infernus’ incredible strength and stamina he didn’t dare let their opponents breathe for a moment.

Naturally, the best way to do that was with a lot of fire.

Infernus’ cannons roared, twin Flamethrowers belching forth in wide cones of red fire. The billowing sea of scorching flame covered nearly the entire center of the battlefield, its tongues barely falling short of igniting the forest to their left (helped by an intentional psychic projection to snuff them out), and it seemed that the whole world before Infernus was consumed by the blaze.

“Steady, steady…” Ash called, then the wall of fire rippled, a shadow darkened within the fiery confines, and he shifted. “Focus!”

With a roar, Plinia emerged from the midst of the inferno. She was enveloped in a coat of blue flame that extended from her cerulean collar all the way over her body - the Flame Wheel had protected her from the worst of Infernus’ initial assault, though it billowed and trembled and flickered beneath Infernus’ new assault.

The jets of flame bursting from his twin cannons ceased spilling so wildly. Ash’s heart leapt as the fruits of their training for the last few weeks paid off: the red-orange cones were suddenly bounded at their origin by a sturdy shell of shimmer blue psychic power (he couldn’t see Infernus’ face, but imagined it was twisted in a grimace from the strain of maintaining his concentration) that shaped and sharpened them.

What had been a clumsy, endless sea of fire was focused now, captured between the firm walls of psychic energy. The cones narrowed, suddenly venting directly ahead of them - namely, the snarling Typhlosion that closed more and more distance every moment.

It would only last for a few moments at most. Ash counted down the seconds with each breath.

One. 

Two. 

Three. 

Four. 

Fi - 

There!

The shell cracked, and with a silent burst the flames were once again unbounded. It was one of the main flaws and challenges they’d faced in controlling Infernus’ flames psychically. Infernus had strong psychic potential for a Magmortar (and Ash could thank the regular use of teleportation for training Infernus’ abilities to this point) but it wasn’t easy to split his concentration down so many lines.

That was ignoring the massive drain that came from maintaining the barriers in the face of such sustained, high temperatures as well. Dazed could have pulled it off fairly easily (and they’d tested it in some of their training sessions), but that was hardly a fair comparison.

Dazed was no average psychic.

His attention focused on Typhlosion - it must have been brutal to survive the pressures of those temperatures, even with her own resistant physiology and Flame Wheel wrapping around her like a cloak, but she weathered it.

Just as Infernus’ Flamethrowers lost some of their precision, the Flame Wheel broke. Typhlosion stumbled, suddenly exposed to the full force of Infernus’ fires, and Ash grinned savagely.

She wouldn’t get out of this unscathed!

Infernus must have thought so too, for he took a single step forward, braced his cannons, and renewed his assault. Ash’s team (not to mention Flannery and Steven) fell back in the face of the scorching heat, but Ash just watched and waited. He embraced the searing brush of the fire-marked air and the faint scent of smoke that made its way across the psychic barriers, allowing it to fuel the Fire inside him.

Even as Infernus unleashed his strength, Typhlosion stumbled again - then, with a snarl barely audible over the roar and hiss of the flames, tucked into a ball when she was but fifty feet from Infernus…

And when Plinia’s curled up form struck the ground, she shot forward, accelerating so fast that it might have torn a human’s muscles apart.

Rollout.

No time to muster up the focus to teleport away -

“Meet her!” The blur came closer. “Brick Break!”

Infernus charged forward, building up momentum as he roared his challenge, and the air twisted around him as his body heat surged. The Typhlosion’s blur came closer and closer even as his right cannon shifted into claws, shone white and bright as the sun with the power of his Brick Break -

Plinia uncurled mere feet from him, pushing off to slide low. Infernus hardly had a moment to react, and his focused strike brushed just over her head as it went high, and the Typhlosion’s eyes glimmered with a white-hot ferocity as she slammed into his thick, muscular gut.

He was too sturdy to be knocked entirely off balance, and managed to slash out with his claws as Infernus was forced back in a deadly stumble. Ash barked out orders, hoping against hope Infernus could compensate for the unexpected blow, and felt a measure of satisfaction as Plinia hissed - Infernus’ claws had done some damage, marking her with a few red scratches on her back.

The Typhlosion needed no orders from Fino, who watched steadily from across the battlefield. Even as Infernus recovered, finding his footing on the cracked earth, Plinia hunched, the blue collar of flame around her neck intensified, spiking out an extra foot or so all around, and she seemed to smile just as she lowered her head to Infernus.

Ash’s eyes widened at the surge, desperation took him - Infernus couldn’t be fast enough - “Confuse Ray!” He roared, and only saw a faint ripple of grey-purple haze burst forth from Infernus as he tried to steady himself before Plinia had prepared.

Then -

Boom.

Ash was forced back by the explosion, supported by Nidoking’s sturdy form, and the psychic barriers shimmered and strained to hold back the bone-rattling force behind Plinia’s Eruption. He was star-struck, one hand going to rub at one eye while the other watched the battle, but was soon blinded by the follow-up burst of flame that followed the shockwave.

Part of him yearned to reach for Fire, to take hold of the flaming geyser born in Plinia’s collar and wrench it out of the way so he could see Fino and Plinia’s eyes widen in disbelief, but he restrained himself.

He grit his teeth and steadied himself, thanking Nidoking with a nod, and returned his focus as the Eruption’s aftershocks faded away. In a matter of seconds the air was clear, the flaming spire curling away into red-hot wisps, and soon after that all that was left were tendrils of smoke rising up above the battlefield and a few cinders raining down.

The aftermath was clear as day: Plinia stood dazed and disoriented, unsteady and wavering as Infernus’ Confuse Ray (a pale imitation of the mind-ravaging horror wielded by Karen’s team) left her nauseous and rattled. She was a Master-level fighter, though, and it was obvious she was already shaking the short-lived effects off.

Now, where was Infernus?

It only took a moment to catch sight of him - Infernus had been flung to the side by the force of Plinia’s Eruption, but Ash had little more than a brief glimpse of a bloody chest (Infernus would definitely need a magma bath after this) and a vicious snarl before he blinked out of existence.

He appeared with an ear splitting boom behind Plinia, the thunderous noise a mark of his lack of focus and unbridled fury, and Ash had to give the Typhlosion credit. Despite her confusion and the nausea left by Infernus’ Confuse Ray, she still tried to whip around the moment she heard him teleport behind her.

Unfortunately for her, it wasn’t fast enough.

Infernus’ lips curled into a nasty smile. His claws burst to life with crackling electricity, the little arcs jumping between his three-pronged claws with malicious intent, and he stabbed it into her back. The little victory left Ash roaring with his team for Infernus - Plinia wasn’t downed, but the Thunder Punch certainly hadn’t left her better off.

She stumbled forward as the electricity wracked her lean frame, spitting and snarling in a way that left Ash no doubt that they would be the worst obscenities imaginable if Plinia was human.

Still, she wasn’t helpless. Infernus shoved her forward, pulling the tips of his claws from her fur-protected hide, and readied his cannon. A brilliant glow lit up from within the barrel, the Magmortar raised it… then, naturally Fino and Plinia made their move.

“Francesca!”

Despite her confusion, Fino’s words brought Plinia back to the battle. A great plume of black, oily smoke burst from her in hacking coughs - the Smokescreen quickly exploded outward, shrouding her form immediately, and left Infernus blind and exposed. He still sprayed his Flamethrower, the gout of flame bursting viciously through the Smokescreen and striking the psychic barrier about ten feet to Ash’s left.

Plinia had vanished, though. Her darker fur left her practically invisible given how thick the smoke was, although occasionally Ash thought he caught sight of her shape stalking through it as little ripples revealed her location.

He hesitated. Was this it, or was there more to whatever Fino had shouted out? In previous battles he’d said as little as possible, and Ash hadn’t been able to decipher a pattern to whatever code phrases he used with his team other than that most were seemingly random names…

Ash refocused. Nothing to do about it at this point.

Plinia laid low for now, probably trying to shake off any lingering effects of the Confuse Ray and the electricity that surged through her body. Ash’s gut twisted as he caught sight of a great glow within the smoke, casting it all in a hellish red light.

Infernus.

His body heat left him like a beacon within the Smokescreen, while Plinia’s collar had faded to nothing. She was like a specter haunting the darkness, skulking around until the perfect opportunity to attack presented itself.

Ash was going to shout out orders to teleport or pick a direction and run out of the veil, but there was no need - Infernus had already teleported out to a position near the cliffs, probably wary of the Typhlosion picking out his footsteps had he tried to run out.

While Infernus might have been surprised for a moment at the unexpected move, he knew just how exposed and vulnerable he was in the Smokescreen. Plinia appeared half-blind anyway based on the cataracts Ash had seen, and no doubt had trained to compensate for that.

Knowing what he’d seen from Fino’s other battles (long ago as the most recent had been) Ash wouldn’t be surprised if they’d leaned heavily into the Smokescreen strategy just for that reason. There was a certain elegance in turning the weaknesses of an aging team into one’s strength that Ash could appreciate.

Infernus’s head reared back, then he spat out a fast, condensed fireball into the midst of the smoke. It exploded with a roar, and the smoke billowed outward for a brief moment - the Smokescreen settled rather quickly, but they’d seen enough when the flat ground of the battlefield was exposed.

Plinia had left the Smokescreen, most likely through Dig. What was more annoying was that she’d been careful enough to smooth it over, preventing them from pinpointing where she’d tunneled.

Part of Ash wanted to order an Earth Burn right now - with Plinia below the surface, that would win the battle right now. She was a Master-level fighter as well, so she could probably nullify it somehow and emerge (relatively) unscathed.

Unfortunately, the risk was too high. Earth Burn couldn’t be used against just any opponent, especially not a relatively vulnerable one like a Typhlosion. Honestly, the only opponents he was really comfortable unleashing it would be fliers or behemoths like Onix or Steelix.

No, instead he had to stick to alternatives.

“Tephra! Set them up in a few locations,” Ash commanded, and Infernus quickly set to work building up a few of the traps all around, teleporting from location to location in order to avoid Plinia from striking from beneath. All it would take was one good blast to ruin her day.

There was an inherent risk, of course, but even if Plinia turned them against Infernus, he would be hardy enough to take it. The raw force and shrapnel-like effect of the earth and stone bursting up could be a problem, but the heat and lava would be shrugged off with ease.

Ash scanned the battlefield as Infernus finished his work over the course of a minute or so, but couldn’t pick out Plinia. She was playing it safe, likely trying to scout out the magma pockets herself so that she didn’t accidentally run into any of them. Even if she was prepared, Infernus’ traps would lock Plinia into certain areas of the battlefield.

He glimpsed Fino, who looked frustratingly serene amidst all this chaos. The Master offered Ash a brief wave, which did nothing for his mood.

No, he couldn’t let Fino get to him. Of course Fino wouldn’t show if he was worried - not like Flannery did, nibbling her nails to nubs over on the sidelines. Control of oneself was as important as control of the team.

Infernus was silent as he finished his last magma chamber, and clambered a short distance away. He was tense, ready for attack from any direction, but kept his eyes focused on the thick, noxious plumes of smoke still settled about the center of the battlefield.

Unease grew inside Ash. The more time that passed, the more likely it was that Plinia would recover fully and press the attack. For them to win, they had to keep her on the back foot. She’d already proven to be a wily, vicious opponent. Ash had no desire to see what she would do as the aggressor.

“Earthquake!” He commanded, hoping that would at least put some pressure on her. No doubt she’d be able to surface or protect herself, but at least it would put the impetus on her to defend.

He watched with razor eyes as Infernus leapt up, then crashed down to the earth with a furious roar - a rippling wave of force carved its way out, tearing the earth asunder wherever the force swept. Gaping chasms opened up nearer to Infernus, while only the splindliest threads appeared at the distant corners of the battlefield.

Ash’s eyes caught something. “There!” He alerted Infernus to the sudden flare in the midst of the Smokescreen. The fumes were cast a dim blue, with the barest shape of a Typhlosion in the center. His instincts prickled - this was too easy. “Careful! Flamethrower, don’t commit.”

Infernus knew as well as Ash that the words were just bait - it was rare for him to be so specific in battle, and the Magmortar played his part to perfection. One of his cannons spat a roaring Flamethrower, the rippling stream kept steady and even as Infernus carefully swept it across the veiled portion of the battlefield. The golden flames were difficult to stare at directly, so Ash kept his eyes traced on any hint of movement, any sign that Plinia was forced out of a comfortable, hidden position -

Not a moment later, twin flares erupted in the smoke, both mere feet from each other. Blue light exploded outward, consuming the Smokescreen in a blinding flash, and Infernus roared out his fury as both cannons spewed white-hot Flamethrowers directly into the midst. Ash grit his teeth, shouted out a warning about Double Team, but before they could react, a third figure, totally extinguished to complete the feint, dashed towards them with the unstoppable blur of a Quick Attack.

Razor claws and a maw full of roaring fire lashed at Infernus, a hundred feet closed in an instant, but he met the Quick Attack just as fiercely - a wild spray of fire, then a shimmering green shield which manifested just as Plinia’s assault would have met him. Her natural weapons rolled harmlessly off the Protect, the momentum carrying her awkwardly to the side, and she allowed herself (she certainly wasn’t forced) to stumble and expose her side.

Infernus’ claws crackled with electricity, he lunged forth to strike another Thunder Punch into her vulnerable left side, and Plinia punished him with more than a little glee.

He roared in agony and fury and a dozen other violent emotions when Plinia’s glowing fist decked him in the gut with a Mega Punch. Infernus fell to one knee, stunned just a moment by the blow, but was too cognizant to stay still and let her press the advantage. Less than a second passed by before his eyes flashed blue, building focus and power to teleport to a more advantageous position far, far away from the vicious Typhlosion, when savage claws wreathed in a fiery black-purple haze met his bleeding chest.

They raked deep, augmented by Distortion that allowed them to cut deeper and deeper into flesh and spirit alike. The psychic power he’d gathered faded instantly, dispelled by Plinia’s well-timed Shadow Claw.

There was no escape for Infernus now, no teleportation to whisk him away to safety.

Ash only had a grim moment of satisfaction to relish before Plinia’s widened with the realization that she’d made a terrible mistake.

Before, Infernus had planned to put distance between the two of them. They would begin their dance anew, trade bursts of flame at range, then brawl for a bit before breaking apart. So it would go again and again until one of them broke against the other.

Now? They were stuck together. Neither would let the other go, not when one of them was still conscious.

On one hand, Plinia had cut off Infernus’ escape.

On the other hand, Plinia had cut off Infernus’ escape. 

This all processed in one moment, and by the next Infernus sneered - Ash couldn’t help but notice his eyes were alive now, really alive - and tensed his legs, then pounced.

Plinia leapt forward as well, and the two fighters met in a flurry of ferocious fang and fire. Ash could hardly keep track of them both as they wrapped up in one another, snarling and spitting, spouting flame whenever they could - Infernus outweighed Plinia by at least a hundred pounds of thick muscle, but she was like quicksilver in his grasp, slipping out of grapples and weaving in and out of blows.

But for every blow she avoided with superhuman grace and dexterity, Infernus inflicted two. He was a frenzy, glowing white-hot and stabbing again and again and again with his claws, forgoing his cannons in favor of beating the life out of his cunning foe. Part of Ash - the weak part - recoiled away from the violence, grimacing with every blow Infernus smashed into the Typhlosion’s body and face, or with the poison-tipped claws that carved into the furrows left on Infernus’ chest from earlier in the battle.

The other part of him rejoiced.

Desperation, rage, glee - he could feel them bleeding off the fighters in waves, each eager as the other to have encountered an opponent who could take the worst they had to give. Plinia especially fought more ferociously with every passing moment, leading up to her slender jaws latching against Infernus’ shoulder while her back feet kicked and kicked and kicked, ripping into Infernus’ belly like she was trying to dig up the earth for a den.

They rolled, punching and kicking and scrabbling in the blackened dirt beneath them, and neither heeded a single one of Ash or Fino’s orders, too lost in the rush of blood through their ears and the fire stirring in their spirit.

He’d nearly accepted letting Infernus finish this on his own as the Magmortar found himself on top and smashed his burning elbow into Typhlosion’s nose, dislodging her from his shoulder with an agonized, thrilled shout… well, up until he noted that they’d rolled dangerously close to a slightly upraised bubble on the battlefield. It was a subtle thing, barely visible if you didn’t know to look for the swelling of the earth, but Ash knew exactly what it meant: one of Infernus’ traps.

Unfortunately, someone else picked it out as well.

“Lorenzo’s Folly!” Fino barked, a note of discord slipping into his words for the first time. The moment the noise reached Plinia through the hissing and thunder of the frenzied blows, she stopped scrabbling at Infernus’ belly.

The faintest recognition slipped through Ash - he knew that phrase, and part of his mind grasped all through his memory in search of it - but his own hurried warning didn’t make it out in time.

Plinia found herself beneath Infernus’ heavier weight and roasted alive by his extreme body heat. Pain was obvious, especially when one cannon pressed down against her cream underbelly (stained black with soot and ash and smoke by now) to keep her from escaping.

Infernus’ other cannon raised, the golden glow of a Hyper Beam roaring to life within, then Plinia’s eyes squeezed shut, her head smashed back against the earth with terrible intent -

Boom! He was flung off with a familiar explosion of molten stone, gas, and earth. Ash’s ears rang as the trap was set off - and not by Infernus, but Plinia - and a burst of lava gushed forth where Infernus’ trap had rested. Most landed on Infernus where he had landed, but he wasted not a second in grasping a thick glob of the lava and brushing it across his front as he struggled to rise to his feet.

It wasn’t perfect, but soon enough most of Infernus’ wounds were packed with at least a little lava. That wouldn’t heal them, especially not while he was fighting, but it would alleviate some of the pain and prevent blood loss… not to mention prevent Plinia from being able to strike him as easily. She was resistant to fire, but couldn’t stand up to lava for more than a second or two.

“Up!” Ash roared. Plinia had been flung away as well by the detonation, though she’d managed to act just a moment before Infernus realized what had happened. The Typhlosion had rolled away from the worst of the explosion, and had already found her footing. “Protect!”

Only the barest shimmers of green light had manifested before Plinia struck. She was quick as lightning as she dashed forward in a blur, smashing into Infernus hard enough to bowl him over. His legs weren’t steady yet, and he paid for it.

Infernus roared out a challenge as he struck forth with a Thunder Punch, but Plinia slid around the blow like she’d expected it. She wove around his follow ups, ducked beneath his Flamethrower, slashed his knee with poison-tipped claws, and shone with satisfaction as Infernus’ head reared back, fire already spilling from his lips.

As quick and vicious as she could be, this battle had stolen a great deal of Plinia’s strength. She was still keeping up with Infernus, but her movements slowed with every passing minute. Age had been kind to the old Typhlosion, but that didn’t mean it had left her entirely untouched.

While Infernus was largely going strong, only flagging a bit after their vicious exchange, Plinia wore her wounds more heavily. They stuck with her longer, and Ash could see it with her every strike. Powerful as she was, a battle of attrition would only favor his friend.

Plinia was getting tired, and that made her dangerous.

As if to prove that thought, the wily Typhlosion eyed Infernus’ mouth as fire built up, ready to swallow her whole in an immense inferno. Heat burst from his skin as the cloak of flame about him flared, and Plinia waited just a moment with the eerie precision that decades of experience lent her.

Just as the Flamethrower began to spill from Infernus’ lips, she moved.

Ash’s warning fell on deaf ears. Time seemed to slow as Plinia’s claws curled into a ball, and she thrust forward with a strike that appeared almost gentle to him. It sailed through the air, suddenly wreathed in an understated purple glow, with terrible ease.

There was nothing gentle about how it landed, or where: Plinia’s strike landed squarely in Infernus’ throat.

He stumbled back, gagging, spitting aimless spouts of flame and smoke as his eyes bulged in their sockets. Ash and the team grimaced as one at the strike - powerful as most of Plinia’s attacks were, this was the first one that stuck - and he ignored Flannery’s totally unbiased cheer.

Naturally, Plinia wasn’t letting this opportunity go to waste. She was in this fight to win, and it didn’t seem like she was going to disappoint her trainer here.

Before Ash could get a word in for Infernus, she struck like a coiled Ekans - she was little more than a green-blue and cream blur of coarse fur, blue flame, and savage delight as she shot forward, latched her jaws around his wounded stomach (a tiny area that wasn’t drenched in lava) and a golden glow spilled out…

He barely had time to recognize the fiery glow of a Hyper Beam before her technique was unleashed. Dread filled him as Infernus was sent flying with a noise - not a snarl or roar, but a pained grunt - only to land on his back, then scramble to his knees. Plinia’s Hyper Beam didn’t have time to charge to its full power, but it had done a number on his friend.

The damage was bad, but not crippling - surface layers of skin had been peeled off, exposing sensitive flesh beneath, and molten blood dripped down his bulbous front. It was already intermingling with the lava, meeting in a hiss, and Infernus still wheezed agonizing breath after agonizing breath from the Throat Chop.

…and despite it all, he rose to stand on his own two feet. Unsteady, certainly, but aware, alive, and angry.

“Confuse Ray!” Ash commanded, hoping against hope that they could break Plinia’s momentum, slow her down, anything to give Infernus a chance to recover. Infernus spat another sickeningly grey and purple ripple that trailed forward, only for it to go high - Plinia dashed forward with Quick Attack again, though this time Infernus was ready and barely budged, sending the lighter fire-type bouncing off, only for her to recover and launch forward to strike at his throat again, only to sock him in the mouth with a vicious blow, step back, try to circle -

Well, she had it all planned out.

Too bad for Plinia, even all her experience didn’t prepare her for Infernus to rear back his head and spit. Rather than flame or a Hyper Beam, Plinia found herself showered in a spray of agonizing, magmatic blood from the wounds she’d dealt him - the Typhlosion shrieked, scrambling away and scraping it off her fur and face as quickly as she could.

She’d handled herself well throughout the fight, especially given her proximity to Infernus’ fiery body, but it took a toll on her now. Quite a few patches of her fur were left bare or stripped off by Infernus’ blows and flames, and no doubt she was covered in first and second-degree burns that left her sensitive to further damage.

Ash felt a little bad for her, but the rest of him exulted in this little victory and the sweet, sweet revenge for that wonderfully dirty blow to Infernus’ throat.

Still, she was recovering quickly - give it another few seconds and she’d no doubt close the distance and rip into Infernus again, cutting him down over the course of a thousand little strikes. Plinia’s strongest abilities and fire-type techniques were of little use against Infernus (part of the reason why he’d unleashed him against Fino’s cornerstone) and so she was left with cunning, tricks dirty enough for Ash and Infernus both to respect, and every scrap of vicious battle-lust she could spare.

Which had turned out to be a lot, as they’d found out.

“End it now!” Ash called, projecting his voice just enough. Plinia was slowing down, but that didn’t mean she didn’t have any nasty surprises left. They’d nullified her most dangerous abilities with this matchup, and she still fought like a monster. One chance, one opportunity was all it would take for her to turn things around.

Infernus’ lips peeled back, revealing a red-stained maw, and he leapt back to put just a bit more space between the fighters. He raised both cannons, leveled both at her with savage delight, and focused.

He wouldn’t be striking her with useless flame this time around.

At this point, Fino deemed it necessary to step in once again. “Steven vs. Drake!”

Ash blinked - What? - but watched carefully nonetheless. That last order Fino had given, Lorenzo’s Folly, had struck a chord with him, but he hadn’t managed to figure out the pattern yet. If he could just pick out the logic to Fino’s orders… well, it would do his team quite a bit of good in the upcoming matches.

So he watched and waited. Infernus’ cannons burned gold, twin Hyper Beams forming deep within each barrel, and Typhlosion had no time to dig or dodge - they were close enough that even the detonation would send her flying and open to further attacks, and her stamina wouldn’t keep her going for long after that.

Unable to run or fight, she waited. He studied every twitch, every rise and fall of her chest. Anything could betray Fino’s intentions. Ash was already thinking of the Championship bout between Steven and Drake years ago, recalled a time when Claydol had unleashed a double Hyper Beam against Drake’s Salamence when it had been grounded -

It took all he had not to smile.

The Hyper Beams charged fully, tightly coiled spheres of power practically begging to be unleashed, and Infernus was all too eager to grant their wish.

“Stagger them!” Ash called out at the last second, and Plinia twitched.

Plinia’s face screwed up in concentration as the first Hyper Beam released. A rippling Protect manifested before her, the nigh-impenetrable barrier nearly opaque in the moments before the golden lance struck, crumbling beneath the explosion -

She stood unscathed, but only a breath before the next Hyper Beam was fired just two to three seconds after the first. Once again she erected a Protect to shield her from the blast, but Ash could practically feel the strain now. It was draining enough to raise one Protect, especially one sturdy enough to block a Hyper Beam from Infernus, but multiple in such a quick succession?

Just as the Typhlosion stumbled back, panting with the effort she’d expended but already tensing to leap forward and take the fight back to Infernus (and finish him for good this time), Infernus’ grin burned gold.

The look on Plinia, Flannery, and Fino’s face would be a sweet, sweet memory for a long time to come.

Their foe had barely a moment to react, and when she attempted to manifest one last Protect, the green light barely managed to coalesce into the suggestion of a shield before disintegrating - she’d thrown all she had into that last one.

Plinia had only a moment to regret before Infernus’ final Hyper Beam landed - like quicksilver, she duck and wove around it, moving just enough to avoid it, but Infernus had aimed it a bit low intentionally. If it went high, it would just shoot harmlessly until it crashed against a tree or psychic barriers.

If it went low?

Well, it could still affect the fight.

With her injuries and exhaustion finally taking their toll, Plinia fell back, flung away a few feet in the face of the sudden, concussive blast of the explosion and speckled by painful, earthen shrapnel. Dust and smoke curled around her, highlighting the glow as she flared her flaming collar up with a snarl, but it was clear she was on her last run. The Typhlosion definitely favored her right leg now, just as he’d noted, and Ash felt a little satisfaction at picking that out.

It seemed to have healed up better than he’d expected - just as Steven had claimed while Ash more-or-less interrogated him on the subject - but that old injury was still a vulnerability.

…Unless this was just a ploy which Fino and Plinia had rehearsed, which was frustratingly possible.

“Teleport back!” Ash commanded, unwilling to have Infernus close distance. He’d done massive damage to Plinia, pushing her to the brink, but in a melee she had options. At range, she was toothless. Most fire-type techniques would wash off Infernus, and Ash doubted she had the stamina for another Hyper Beam.

From a distance he could drive her into the Tephra magma chambers, chip away at her now that she’d already suffered minor burns that rendered her vulnerable, and control the battle. If she went underground, he could force her out with an Earthquake. If she used Quick Attack to close distance, he could teleport away.

At a distance, they were in control.

So Ash watched with satisfaction as Infernus disappeared with a flash of light, then reappeared at the other end of the battlefield, not far from Fino himself. He was exhausted, likely unable to do more than one or two more teleports and still fight, but Plinia could barely walk.

“Why don’t we finish this battle like true warriors?” Fino’s offer rang across the battlefield like the crystal clear notes of the bell. He blinked, staring at the Master with a scowl. “Haven’t they proven their strength and skill? If we continue like this, then I fear the entire battlefield will be ruined!”

The Master trailed off thoughtfully. Ash and Infernus shared a look, both as lost as the other, then he turned his eyes to Flannery. She was the referee, so surely she’d have some kind of input?

Flannery shrugged, then beamed at him and offered a thumbs up… it wasn’t as helpful as he would’ve liked.

Steven’s face might as well have been carved from marble.

“What I propose is simple!” The Fire Master declared. Plinia inched closer to Infernus, eyes locked on her foe. “Our allies pit their strongest techniques against each other, matching fire with fire, and -”

At that moment, Infernus moved.

Unfortunately, Plinia had the same idea. At the same moment Infernus raised his cannon to lash out at her with a testing stream of flame, she shot forward on her injured legs with a Quick Attack, grimacing all the while. She was little more than a dark blur dashing across the battlefield in a handful of swift movements, carving through the Flamethrower with little more than a pained cry, and met Infernus in one last frenzied tackle -

“Teleport!”

“I should’ve known that trick wouldn’t work!” Fino beamed just like his granddaughter as Infernus carried Plinia the Typhlosion twenty feet into the air with his last teleport. They scrambled against each other, hooking into old wounds and striking one another with fierce blows charged with electricity and fire and raw power. “Talk is cheap!”

Plinia used her claws to hook into Infernus and pull him close, sticking her muzzle right in his face and spewing a massive Smokescreen that filled his lungs and blinded him, then pulled back to spray Infernus with a few trickles of black-tinged Will-O-Wisp that earned a vicious cry from Infernus.

Ash wanted to scoff - in a battle like this, anyone talking was a massive red flag. Even if he hadn’t spent too much time with Karen at the Plateau, his hackles would’ve raised at an offer like that.

Those thoughts vanished as Infernus kicked Plinia off, hurling her heavily into the dirt, and retreated back to put some distance between the two of them, still gagging on the oily residue - he was resistant to smoke inhalation, but a full dose like that would damage anyone. He was limping as he staggered away, losing more and more blood with every moment, but still able to fight.

Plinia was still consumed in the black smoke, leaving Ash sharp-eyed and watching carefully for the slightest sign of subterfuge, but when the dust and Smokescreen cleared, it revealed her shape hidden beneath it all.

Unlike Infernus, she only just pulled herself to her feet.

She wavered, trembling with effort, but stood tall and proud in the face of her younger foe. Plinia’s fangs were bared, stained red with Infernus’ blood (and more than a bit of her own, Ash’d wager), and her cataracts seemed to stand out more than ever as the sun struck the milky gaze.

Ash took a moment to admire her silver-streaked fur and the dignity she still held even when bruised, bloodied, and (almost) beaten. She eyed Infernus for a moment, then seemed to grudgingly lower herself from her bipedal stance onto all fours.

The Magmortar squared himself, both cannons held aloft, and matched her with a guarded look. After everything they’d seen from her, neither Ash nor Infernus trusted this new action… and they trusted it even less when her whole body tensed, each lean muscle drawn taut as a wire, and her collar blazed, still a deep azure compared to the normal red-gold flames a lesser Typhlosion would project.

Infernus, still marred by the cursed fire she’d sprayed him with during their aerial tussle, allowed new flames to surge about his form, layering over him in a fiery blaze. Compared to their earlier intensity they were sad and flitting things, but Ash was just surprised he was conscious at this point.

After all this, there was no build up. No stare off. Only a surge of Fire within him as Plinia’s collar blazed a glorious azure and her old body trembled, legs threatening to give out, and Ash and Infernus only had a moment to realize what was about to be unleashed, only a breath to comprehend it -

Then Plinia acted.

It was a sign of her mastery that there was no charging necessary, no visible strain beyond the subtle shake of her weary muscles. Compared to the amateur fumblings of Jonathan’s Charizard, she was a well-oiled machine.

There was nothing, and then - Fire!

Infernus could not run, could not avoid this without leaping through space-time, and so he matched it. Even as a massive sphere of swirling flame burst from Plinia’s maw, white at the edges and blue in its core, he raised both cannons and prepared to pour everything he had against his foe.

He never got the chance.

What started out as a massive surge of fire condensed into a fist-sized cylinder. It burned brilliantly, then struck out with incredible speed - the attack lanced out unerringly straight, more like a Hyper Beam than a Flamethrower, and struck Infernus dead in his chest.

Fire couldn’t hurt him, not really.

Force could.

Before Infernus could even release a Flamethrower, the attack detonated with an almighty rush of force and wind that reminded Ash of a video he’d watched of a pyrobomb going off, and Infernus was ripped from his feet - as he landed, Ash saw him land awkwardly on a leg, nearly breaking it, and he laid limp.

Plinia nearly collapsed, eyes squeezed shut beneath the strain, but howled out victorious as Ash dumbly recalled Infernus.

It happened so fast…

“I saw you face that boy in your Indigo Conference!” Fino shouted from across the battlefield. He didn’t sound particularly pleased, though the Master did offer Plinia generous words of praise before he continued.

“Clumsy though it was, that Charizard of his had indeed been trained to use Blast Burn. I’d hate to know what he paid for that knowledge,” the Fire Master shook his head ruefully. “Whatever it was, I’d say he ended up on the losing end of that deal. Power is only one side of the equation, and a small one at that. What marks Blast Burn is finesse. It isn’t an attack, or a technique. It’s an artform. It takes a Master’s eye to properly appreciate, and I’m afraid that friend of yours was no Master.”

Ash’s eyes narrowed at that, mulling over the information. So Jon was just playing with building blocks, huh? There was something fitting about that. Still, he couldn’t help but watch the Typhlosion with renewed interest.

Refined Blast Burn. Not an unwieldy hammer or a sea of flame, but a blue-cored cylinder of fire that shone with the precision and intensity of a laser cutter. It had erupted in a massive detonation when it landed, but seeing such an understated technique belonging to a Fire Master stirred something deep in Ash to life.

Precision and power brought together to make something greater than the sum of its parts.

It really was beautiful.

“You go, Plinia! Grandpa, you’ve got this!” Flannery cheered with all the pokemon at her side. She went red when Ash glared at her. “Uh, the current score is 1-0, favor to grandpa - er, Leader Fino. Challenger, release your next pokemon!”

Before he continued the battle, Ash offered Infernus’ warm pokeball a quick smile. “You fought fiercer than any Legend,” then clipped the pokeball to his belt. It trembled just a tad, then went cool and still. A dark, icy flame flickered in the back of his head, but didn’t take action beyond a gentle pressure.

Ash raked his eyes over Plinia. At this point, he knew in his bones that she wasn’t faking the exhaustion as she stared his way with her milky eyes. Oh, she was probably playing it up, but Infernus had put her through one of the worst beatings she had been through in a long, long time.

Still, he had no doubt Plinia had some nasty tricks just waiting for them to walk into. Ash would put money (ugh, maybe Lance had been a bad influence on him) on her pulling off some sort of sacrificial play to strengthen Fino’s position.

With that in mind, he already had his next choice ready.

She appeared just a few feet ahead of him. Plume’s eyes raked her surroundings, more than a little curious at the devastation unleashed on the battlefield: a great, gaping, smoking crater where Plinia had burst Infernus’ Tephra magma chamber, littering the field with cherry-red and black droplets of molten stone. Fissures rent across the earth’s crust in every direction. The greasy residue of settled Smokescreen that had been blown this way and that.

“She’s tired, and will likely to tunnel to hide,” Ash whispered before Flannery could begin the battle, absentmindedly nudging Aron with his boot to keep the little steel-type from rushing out onto the battlefield to greet Plume. Once he was more occupied with licking the shoe than smashing through the psychic barrier, Ash continued. “Keep your distance. She likes Smokescreen. Several long-range fire techniques. Fights dirty. Don’t give her a chance to hit you.”

Plume cooed, spread her wings in preparation, and then: “Begin!”

He shielded his eyes reflexively as Plume burst into the sky with a shriek, kicking up a massive wind, though it turned out to be unnecessary as all the dust and debris found itself blocked by the psychic barrier. Ash immediately tried his best to track Plume, but she’d already soared high.

They’d planned out a few basic tactics for this battle over the past few weeks in Forina, so he could at least estimate she was somewhere with the sun at her back. Typhlosion - most fire-types, really - possessed evolutionary adaptations to let them quickly react to sudden increases in light to avoid being blinded by their attacks, but Ash figured every slight advantage helped.

Those thoughts went by the wayside when a sudden column of fire struck the shimmering barrier directly in front of him, the hot flame spilling over the psychic wall until the Flamethrower was cut off. Ash squinted, grateful that it wasn’t another Blast Burn, and contented himself with the knowledge Plinia had just wasted more strength even as his team roared and hissed at her from his side.

Not that Plinia cared, naturally. In fact, the last glimpse he caught of the Typhlosion was her hind legs and the spiky fringe of dark fur shielding them disappearing into a tunnel. Ash shook his head, but didn’t allow the frustration to infringe on his calm.

She could try to delay, but it was only a matter of time. Plume was too wily to come down and exposed herself to Plinia’s attacks, so it might seem a stalemate for a while.

They’d planned for this, however.

Plume circled lazily overhead, a black dot against the sun as Dazed’s psychic awareness filtered into his brain, and watched the barest shiftings of earth with raptor eyes. She was trained to recognize the subtlest twitches of prey, and for now that’s all Plinia was.

To Plume, she may as well have been a particularly stubborn Magikarp. A Magikarp with fiery breath, a whole arsenal of supplementary techniques, and a particularly nasty attitude.

…He just described a Gyarados. This metaphor might have slipped away from him.

Indeed. 

Ash shook him away from those idle thoughts as the waiting game commenced. These slow periods of battle often invited strange ideas and bizarre imaginings, but it was essential he remained focused on the here and now. It wasn’t wise to give Plinia time to think - who knew what wily machinations were at work in her old, cunning mind?

He scanned the ground again, confident at least that Plinia wouldn’t dare skirt too close to Infernus’ magma chambers in her state (although she might detonate them for cover), and -

“There!” Ash roared even as Plume’s shriek filled the skies - she’d seen it too! It was faint, little more than a trickle of earth moving near the base of the sheer cliffs, but it told Ash all he needed to know. Those fissures probably made tunneling a tad easier with the earth conveniently broken up, but it also meant Plinia would have had to go deeper than before to avoid being seen.

One of the narrow pillars of earth still standing in the midst of the new ravine shifted, and that tiny motion gave her away.

Plume lowered, diving down hundreds of feet in a few seconds then bracing herself against the sudden deceleration with her mighty wings, but stayed far, far away from where Plinia could strike her. The Typhlosion could scale the cliffs, fire off another Blast Burn, and it still wouldn’t have a hope of reaching Plume.

Not before she put a thousand feet between herself and the blazing spear, at any rate.

Still, only an idiot would underestimate Plinia. Fino was silent (worrying in itself) and seemed content to rest with his hands clasped together over at the other end of the battlefield.

No, Plinia had to be planning something, and Ash wasn’t about to give her the chance to execute it.

Plinia was still burrowing near the cliffs, winding closer and closer to the hard rock, probably hoping for shelter from the raptor in the skies, and Ash saw his opportunity.

“Hyper Beam! Bring the cliff down!”

Before any more reasonable minds could cut in - Steven turned white beneath the bright sun, face twisted into a dismayed grimace - Plume swooped a few feet lower. She locked her eyes onto the cliff face below, Ash’s own fixed on her glorious crest and felt her intent as his own, and her beak snapped open with a certain amount of glee.

Gold power swirled within her maw, Plume’s own power given form and direction, and a brilliant, eye-searing spear of molten power burst from where it had condensed into an unstable sphere. It blazed forth with a roar in a stream of brilliant yellow plasma, forcing air away in a sizzle, and smashed into the very edge of the cliff face just above where Plinia had burrowed.

Fino stared. Steven hid his face behind his hands. And Flannery whooped.

The cliff?

It fell.

Stone and pebbles and dirt showered the flat-packed battlefield beneath the vertical rock wall, pelting it in a painful rain, but that was all the warning Plinia might have received. Moments later, the cliff groaned, age-old bonds shattered beneath the force of Plume’s fury, and great heaps cascaded down in a tumultuous tide of grinding rock.

Great chunks of stone and soil, glued together by old trees and their stubborn roots, hammered down against the fractured battlefield with an overpowering sound like thunder - enormous boulders shuddered as they landed, some bursting apart when they struck the land like a comet slamming down, and soon enough he could see nothing through the thick haze of dark dust clouding the air. Tons and tons of material had been dumped upon the battlefield, and his thoughts already turned to ways he might turn it to his advantage.

For a moment, they all stared. Ash pointedly didn’t look Steven’s way - destroying a geological feature was never going to sit well with him, even if it was just a tiny portion of the cliff - but at least Flannery seemed excited. He couldn’t quite make out her rambling commentary to her team, but it was punctuated by plenty of cheers.

No, he was too focused on picking out any shifting of the rock. The area Plinia was sniffing around in had been absolutely devastated, smashed apart by the impromptu rock slide. Most of the broken earth had been compressed, and much of the gaps had been filled in entirely by the rain of sand, soil, and stone.

It would be loose in most cases, easy to shift aside, but even a tiny movement could cascade into a small rain of -

Plinia halfheartedly drug herself out of the fissure with a brown, dirt-stained coat, and fell limply against a firm section of the battlefield that still remained on the edge. Her eyes squeezed shut, undoubtedly to protect from all the loose dust, but her breath still came in short, rapid bursts. Ash’s eyes narrowed as his sharp eyes caught sight of dust failing to deposit on her broken form.

Plume had seen her, naturally, but kept her distance at Ash’s command. Fino hadn’t recalled her yet, and that had done nothing to allay Ash’s concerns.

“Air Slash!” He ordered, and Plume’s wings beat forcefully to send a blade of air to smash into Plinia’s form. Dust parted, chunks of dirt shattered, and Plinia’s form… disappeared.

He bit his lip to avoid cursing. What would it take to put her down?

The answer to that question was soon answered - Plume didn’t hang suspended in the air for long, well-aware that in battle hesitation was defeat, and it proved a valuable lesson. Just as she dashed away, tearing through the skies with a fierce scream, a terrifyingly familiar blast of condensed blue fire shot to meet her -

Plume easily swerved away from the refined Blast Burn, and the remnants of the devastating technique quickly faded into azure embers. They hung for a moment, coiling and twisting like a predator lashing out for its prey, but the wind shifted with Plume’s passing, and they were swept away in the breeze.

Naturally, he’d traced the source of the Blast Burn the moment it was unleashed. He had full confidence in Plume’s ability to evade, and decided to do something more useful than wringing his hands and watching her avoid the advanced technique.

Plinia had leapt from the rubble just a moment after the Double Team was targeted by the Air Slash, and now she had collapsed atop the rock from where she’d made her last stand. High in the sky, Plume wheeled around. She shrieked, talons grasping as though she wished to pluck Plinia in them and toss her from the cliffs, prepared to unleash an attack to finish the Typhlosion for good -

At that moment, Fino recalled her. Ash’s eyes swept to the man, caught up in the moment and nearly outraged at Plume’s victory being stolen, but quickly cooled.

He would do the same thing to spare his friends the final blow. The battle-fury drifted away from him as Fino closed his eyes, cradled Plinia’s old pokeball to his chest, and recited something (a poem, perhaps) to the Typhlosion before lovingly placing the device back onto his belt.

“Plinia was eager for this battle, you know. When was the last time I saw her with that kind of fire blazing in her eyes? It must have been years ago, now! Steven, brilliant and spectacular a battler as he is, never quite embraced the battle-lust to Plinia’s liking. Difficult to do that when you live in the head of a Metagross,” Fino sighed, sparing the former Champion a brief smile to take any sting from his words.

Claydol’s body flashed, and Steven’s frown deepened at whatever comment the psychic made. As usual, Metagross was silent and still. Always watching, always waiting.

Fino glanced at his granddaughter. “I hope you were paying close attention, dear.”

Her salute satisfied him. “Well, it seems you’ve done your research. I’m glad Plinia could blow off some steam. That Magmortar of yours gave as good as he got!” he laughed. “She’s a brawler at heart, after all. Not all of my team fight to her tastes however, and I think that might be just what we need against such a magnificent Pidgeot!”

Ash snorted. Buttering Plume up wasn’t going to make her any less eager to fight, though he was certain she was pleased with herself up in the sky. Still, he waited eagerly to see what would be released next. Part of him hoped for the Talonflame that Fino often used to combat other fliers - wouldn’t that be a vision? Plume and Talonflame dancing in the skies, trading blows and cornering the other through skill, experience, and the artistry that came with such magnificent flying-types?

And what’s best, Plume would pluck Talonflame from the skies in her great talons, crush, and conquer. She had fallen to Karen’s Honchkrow, but that was in a confined, dark cavern. Here?

Open, sunlit skies were Plume’s domain.

Unfortunately, Fino’s next choice revealed that he must have had a similar thought process… or, Ash supposed, that he just hadn’t expected Talonflame to be as useful against Ash’s team.

Instead of Talonflame, out came the slender form of Delphox. It hunched over slightly as it materialized, the fire-type’s taut muscle hidden away by a veil of thick orange, gold, and white fur that draped its form like a thick robe.

Delphox’s tail swayed back and forth, held aloft to avoid tracking up dirt, and its massive, furry ears twitched with every tiny sound that reached it. From the voluminous, sleeve-like fur near its right hand slipped a thin brown branch that was forked at the end.

The Delphox lowered its gaze to the little stick lovingly, brushed the tip against the golden fur of its chest, and seemed to smile delightedly as the tip of the stick gently ignited with a brilliant red flame. It stared at the flame, not unlike Dazed with her pendulum, and gave it a gentle wave to send golden sparks showering all about.

Ash spent the whole time analyzing it. He knew Delphox well enough, now. Fino relied quite heavily on it, though it seemed to be a far newer addition to his team relative to Plinia or his Camerupt. It had joined Fino’s well-oiled team decades ago, but still seemed eager and vibrant. Only a few silver strands could be found in its shining fur, and Delphox’s eyes were like dark pools without a hint of Plinia’s cataracts.

The psychic was a staple of Fino’s team, capable of fascinating feats of twisting flame to its bidding with its mental powers, and had proved its worth time and time again in every fight Ash had seen from it.

A warmth touched his mind, gentle and comforting as a campfire in a cold, lonely night, and Ash allowed it to brush deeper after it initially recoiled.

Dazed’s presence touched him as well, vigilant as always.

Greetings! This one is called Starlight-Radiance-of-Chosen-Path, but your kind refers to me as Lucille. Master knows me as Lucy. 

“Ash Ketchum. Nice to meet you.”

Amusement.

This one knows you by many names. Your being sings them into the world. A loud chorus, full of conflict and discord, all yelling over one another demanding to be heard above the rest. Many names, names old and new, and that is the one you choose?

Ash shrugged. “Call me what you want. I know what I am.”

Silence, then a laugh.

Perhaps so! Take care of your name, Ash Ketchum. It may not remain yours forever. 

With that ominous warning, Starlight-Radiance - Lucille slipped out of his mind with a parting sunburst of warmth, and Fino finally spoke. “Lucy’s a delight, of course. She brings an artistic touch to battle, though it’s no gentler than Plinia’s.”

“The score is 1-1. Battlers… begin!”

Plume had circled lower, landing on a tree in plain view of Lucille, but took off in a rush of air the second Flannery’s words reached her. Ash smiled as she vanished into the sky in an instant, unwilling to test this ‘artistic touch’ of Lucille’s.

And Lucille… did nothing. Well, not exactly. She held her burning stick aloft, red eyes gazing deeply into the flickering flame. Nothing he could do would offer the same revelations she found in the flame, though a part of him found a certain academic interest in what would happen if he snuffed it out from here.

He knew Delphox used their flame as a focus. It was a tool to ground themselves, to anchor themselves to as they directed their psychic power in whatever they wished. They were particularly known for precognitive abilities, though it would be difficult to follow even a single future path with the pressures of battle.

Against a Master-level opponent, however, that was a dangerous line of thought. Assumptions were a great way to be surprised.

Lucille’s eyes were locked on the flame even as Plume circled, the great Pidgeot taking the opportunity to remain in Lucille’s blind spot. It flickered, surging in size for a moment with a roar, then crackling as the little fire intensified and shrank to the size of a lit candle. Her fur coat rippled in the breeze as a great wave of heat poured out from the stick - only a moment passed before the Delphox was shrouded in a twisting nexus of air.

She was veiled behind the heat-warped atmosphere, barely visible as a distorted shadow. The Delphox continued staring into the stick, and the heat field seemed to thicken and bloat with each passing second, branching out to the edges of the forest. It slowed then, likely to avoid igniting any dry tinder in the woods, but Delphox continued to stoke the heat higher and higher until she was practically invisible within the warped area.

Ash kept his eyes locked on her shadow nonetheless. Precision attacks would be a pain now, although he wouldn’t want Plume getting in close to such a powerful psychic regardless. Potent psychics like Lucille could exert their power across great stretches of distance, but it grew exponentially more difficult with every inch.

Still, giving the fire-type more time to prepare would be a terrible mistake. She was still working now, gracefully moving her stick with swift flourishes and pointed arcs as if it were a conductor’s baton, and Ash wasn’t foolish enough to miss one of the few opportunities they may have.

He whistled once, twice -

Plume swooped down like a rocket, her high, clear shriek the only warning they got. Ash could hardly keep track of her as she shot down a thousand feet in just a few seconds, sailed over Delphox, and beat her wings with another cry. The testing Air Slash carved its way through the air as Plume dashed overhead, already putting another hundred feet between her and their foe, and it tore through the dust on its way to its target.

Naturally, Delphox didn’t even spare it a glance. She was turned away from the attack, but a simple swish of her focus to the left swept up a great rush of psychic power - it was small, but precise, and seemed just potent enough to disperse the Air Slash. The condensed wall of air broke apart on contact with the force with less a roar and more a breathy sigh, and Lucille went back to stoking the heat around her.

Ash frowned at the casual display. That psychic awareness was going to be a pain. Plume might be almost impossible for Lucille to strike, but she was going to have to expose herself with each offensive maneuver.

One good hit would be all it took, but Lucille’s flexible psychic abilities and heat-based abilities made that a dangerous prospect. Still, Plume would fare well. They’d managed to collect a working knowledge of the Delphox, so they had a base to work with.

He chewed on those thoughts as Plume wove in and out of battle, striking with an Air Slash or the occasional Hurricane to help pressure Lucille and interfere with her heat field. There was no guidance needed here - Plume was smart, and rarely chose the same angle of attack.

She was all too happy to mix in a Double Team when needed, or burst forward with a rush of Agility when Lucille made a viciously quick counterattack with her psychic powers - Plume even forced Lucille back a few steps when she used Mirror Move to return a devastating lance of psychic power the Delphox had cast at her.

No, she had this handled.

Normally, Delphox was used to counteract particularly aggressive opponents. She’d somehow managed to intertwine the rippling lens of heat stoked by her powers with the illusory abilities of a psychic - now that some time had passed, he could even pick out… uncertainty around Lucille.

When she moved, it was as though there was another Delphox superimposed over her, but just barely off. A ripple of fur here, a strange motion there, but enough to warn him that she was already beginning to manipulate their perceptions.

What was worse, it was physical. Rather than directly interface with their minds as Dazed would, Lucille created physical tricks of the light with the air in flux - a technique that cost a bit of time and attention, but practically no raw power. A Distortion-based technique like Curse wouldn’t break the illusion, though he planned for Plume to get a bit of use out of the technique once things picked up.

Their game went on for a while, but in each moment of peace the Delphox was able to rebuild and reforge any damage that Plume had done to her rippling dome of sweltering air with just a few flicks of her focus. It stretched further and further with each passing moment, too hot for most pokemon to fight for more than a few seconds within, and more and more subtle illusions were added as Lucille wove her bizarre domain.

They couldn’t let that stand.

Ash’s following three whistles reached Plume, and she was quick to act. Her distant black dot slowed for a moment, lingering in the air like a human wading through quicksand, then burst into motion. He grinned at the brief sight of Super Speed (and it only widened when her sonic boom reached his ears) before Plume escaped his vision entirely.

Fino had stayed silent for most of the current bout, content to let Lucille handle things in this case, but finally stepped in. “Battle of Mistralton!”

He frowned, more and more clicking together in his mind, but watched and waited for just a tad longer.

Lucille ceased the endless flourishes and stilled her baton. Rather than repainting reality the way she saw fit, her eyes shone a brilliant blue as enormous quantities of psychic power were channeled through her thin, hunched frame.

Ash watched with fascination as she stared deeply into the flame, eyes bleeding endless rivers of light into the world. Power grew and mounted, massed to a critical point, and from that tiny little candlelight she conjured up an inferno.

Fire surged in his chest - Lucille’s eyes squeezed shut as she swung her cherished focus in a wide arc, spilling enormous torrents of flame from the tiny stick. In mere moments she’d made a full revolution and held her focus aloft with the slightest smile on her fur-covered face. Brilliant, crackling flame exploded, bursting forth like a geyser, and soon the fiery psychic was hidden entirely behind a wall of flame that hung suspended in the air.

And that was what caught his interest.

Where Infernus’ fires would surge, spread, and dissipate into countless little tongues of flame, Lucille’s seemed frozen in time as soon as it spurted from the stick. It still moved, constrained within a faint haze of psychic power, but at times rippled and shifted like a living thing eager to escape its confines. But it never went out, fed by the Delphox’s endless skill and flare.

Plume was still nowhere to be seen, naturally. Some part of Ash was amused with the thought that she could have been miles upon miles away by now if she’d just lost interest in the fight. That sort of freedom was addictive.

Still, the beauty of Lucille’s technique kept his attention on her. She was invisible now, cocooned entirely in the suspended flame, but he could tell she was still working her magic: flame animated, roaring to life with tangible eagerness as its mistress commanded it, and spun out all around.

The flames stoked brighter, blazing white as Delphox intensified them, then simultaneously separated into countless tiny spheres that hung suspended around the newly revealed Lucille. Her critical eye swept over each and every one of them, then with a great flick of her focus sent the spheres cascading in all directions. They remained within thirty to forty feet of their mistress, but were swiftly arranged in some pattern that escaped Ash - it seemed to please Lucille, however, if the happy sway of her tail was any indication.

With that work done and her arcane spheres scattered, the Delphox returned to staring into the little flame of her focus and digesting whatever revelations it offered.

Ash scanned the placement of the fireballs, certain Plume had already picked them out. She wouldn’t have attempted an attack with Delphox actively preparing for it. Most likely she was hoping he would offer some sort of guidance.

He had to give Lucille credit - of all the strange fighters he’d come across, she managed to carve out a special niche for herself.

Any ruminations he hoped to linger on flicked out of his mind the moment he noted certain spheres (perhaps one in every four scattered across the low atmosphere) subtly shifting into long, thin projectiles that reminded him of arrows. They remained suspended, but seemed to constantly twitch to new angles, always aiming in the same direction.

That was when it clicked, and a stupid smile found itself plastered over his face.

Was it really so simple?

Fino’s orders - particularly the ‘Steven vs. Drake - were clear references played straight in execution. What was that first one?

Lorenzo’s Folly.

“Thanks,” Ash said absentmindedly, still lost in thought as the battle hit a lull with both fighters preparing for the next engagement. He’d managed to decipher Steven vs. Drake (was that a test, a low ball thrown by Fino to check if Ash had come to understand his code, or a simple mistake in the heat of the moment?) easily enough, even using it to his advantage, but Lorenzo’s Folly escaped him. He knew he’d read about it somewhere, but couldn’t recall exactly what it was.

But this one? ‘Battle of Mistralton’? That was easy.

When the National League besieged Unova, the prospect of the Unovan Landfall was daunting. Castelia had been fortified by the regime the moment the war turned against them, well-aware that it was an essential target and necessary for the National League to open up Unova’s heart.

While the League poked and prodded several defensive positions, holding Castelia as the fulcrum upon which the rest of the invasion hinged upon, they took action to weaken Unova in any way possible and prepare it for assault.

Part of that involved the Battle of Mistralton - a distant corner of Unova, but one where the majority of their flying-type specialists were trained and housed, airships were based out of, and which remained a central fixture of their supply lines.

League forces (quite a few of them Wataru, along with several of Champion Drake’s students) assaulted from the air while the resistance fighters, led by future Champion Alder, took advantage of the chaos to steal resources, destroy military equipment, and force the regime out of Mistralton for a time.

But what was important were the anti-air tactics the Unovans used… namely, filling the air with pyrobombs and hoping for the best, then picking apart fliers buffeted by the explosions with precision attacks.

Part of Ash was offended. Did Fino think he wouldn’t know history? The rest was just eager to put this into motion, already toying with thoughts of how to twist the situation to his advantage.

There was a very real chance Plume was too fast to actually hear him, so he remained silent for now. She was smart enough to handle things, and he’d tweak a few of their strategies once she’d slowed down enough.

Thankfully, his chance came soon after - Plume came rocketing down from the sky once Ash signaled her with a wave of his hand, and the tan blur shrieked soundlessly as she swept down, flapping her wings once to unleash a mighty gale of wind that hurtled through the sky.

Plume slowed just a hundred feet or so above the battlefield, circumventing some of the dark clouds that had gathered with all the flame and heat being thrown around thanks to Lucille, Plinia, and Infernus’ massive techniques, and waited patiently as Lucille effortlessly swept her focus down in a vertical slash. A brilliant azure followed the motion, surging out like a blade to intercept the Hurricane with ease. The roaring rush of wind came to a halt, curling out around the wall of force to harmlessly dissipate.

“Fly low - we need a physical strike! Your wind won’t do anything!” He shouted, forcing his raspy voice much, much louder than he’d prefer. His vocal cords strained after all the yelling he’d done this battle, but he put up with it resolutely.

It would be all worth it.

To finish (and to stop Plume from tossing him an odd look that made him feel insane) he drew a quick circle in the air with his finger. He caught a faint glimpse of comprehension, then she was gone.

Lucille chased her away with a rainbow-hued Psybeam, though they all knew it was a half-hearted gesture at best as the technique diffused into nothingness. There was no catching Plume with a projectile, not with that much distance between them.

Unless you were Metagross, that was.

No, he was much more focused on the speeding Pidgeot that appeared from nowhere, blurring just overhead the Delphox’s dome of heat and arrangement of fireballs in a rush, the massive displacement of air forcing Lucille to hold her focus aloft to stabilize it with a flex of psychic power.

The movement left her distracted for just a moment, and that’s all Plume needed.

She pulled up just before she might have gone crashing through the woods (Ash suspected Lucille might have taken cover there if it weren’t for her reliance on fire) and pulled a sharp turn back around that would have sent him flying into the trees if he’d been on her back. Plume’s eyes glimmered with satisfaction as she turned to the distracted Delphox, fired off another Air Slash to disrupt the heat dome -

Plume just barely dodged the flaming missile that shot towards her with insane speed. It went wide, then, still held together by Lucille’s psychic power, wheeled around back towards Plume -

“Behind you!”

A dozen more arrows shaped from animate flame shot towards her at breakneck speed, pressuring Plume to weave in and out of the frenzied volley of fiery projectiles. When one missed, three more would line up and thrust towards her. She had not a moment to breathe, and her mighty wings took her up and up and up, but the arrows followed.

More and more of the fireballs were sent after her, several shifting into the flaming missiles mid flight, but not one struck Plume. She had trained with several of the best fliers of the world, and this was nothing. Plume even let out a mocking cry as she gained more and more altitude, effortlessly dodging another series of the arrows animated by Delphox, driven by her incredible psychic abilities as she stared unflinchingly into the flaming tip of her focus.

By now, the sky was marked with countless glowing darts dashing to and fro, too high to be picked out easily. They were visible as nothing more than starlike specks. Perhaps fifty of them had been cast up now, though at this point it seemed like Lucille had hit her limit. Only a few fireballs remained suspended in the air around her, likely as a failsafe.

Still, the growing number of red-orange darts had taken a visible toll on Delphox. When she’d only had to split her attention between a dozen of the things, they moved in amazing harmony and intricate patterns, always weaving around Plume from every angle to pressure her in the low altitude.

Whether it was the distance, quantity, or a combination of many factors, the darts lost some of that cunning. Ash couldn’t imagine the power required to move fifty of the things at hundreds of miles per hour, but it was clear Lucille compensated by reducing the complexity of her maneuvers.

Plume was still pressured by the darts, but the Delphox had grouped them into several separate volleys, perhaps ten of the flaming arrows in each set, and each moving in synchronicity. The wider area meant it was a greater challenge for Plume to avoid being trapped, but Ash couldn’t help but shake his head and think that Lucille would have been better off maintaining just a handful.

More wasn’t always better.

Fino’s face was flat and expressionless. Ash had the funny feeling that he was dying to say something, but was unwilling to disturb Lucille’s meditation to do so.

Well… now was time to make Fino regret it.

Plume banked a hard left, dodging a flurry of the darts even as two other swarms shot at her with incredible fury. All three groups overshot, flying nearly fifty feet past her before Lucille reined them in, and two others circled back around to launch her way.

She could outrun these all day, but that wouldn’t do much. “It’s vulnerable - come down now!”

The Pidgeot didn’t announce her decision with a shriek. No, she simply swept to angle directly at Lucille (at Ash’s words, the psychic’s eyes had snapped open, and the fiery arrows all merged into one group to follow their target) then pressed her wings to her side and dove at incredible speed. She closed hundreds of feet in seconds, growing larger and larger as she was pursued by what looked like fifty comets streaking down the sky.

Plume slowed as she got within just five hundred feet of the battlefield, spreading her wings just enough to catch air and break her descent, and Delphox’s whole body blazed with a flickering aura of psychic power as she stared intently into the little flame of her focus.

With Plume slowing, Lucille pressed the rain of arrows down with incredible fervor. The missiles left little streaks of cinder in the sky behind them as they caught up with Plume, whistling through the air like rockets, and before Plume could launch into a Quick Attack to hammer into Lucille with terrible force they stuck -

A silvery shimmer that manifested just behind her as she came within two hundred feet of the earth. Lucille had whipped the darts into a frenzy, and though a few managed to swerve away and loop around in an attempt to strike Plume’s slowed form, the majority were sucked into the Mirror Move and vanished… only for Plume to flick away in a burst of speed, pausing only to send an Air Slash carving down at her foe, and then from the shimmer came nearly all fifty arrows.

Their momentum was preserved, and Lucille only had a moment to react before her own arrows peppered her with holes. She was caught off-guard, but the Delphox wasn’t considered a Master-level fighter for show - as the arrows rained down against her, she raised her focus to meet them.

For a moment, the world slowed. There was only Lucille, clutching the flaming twig tightly in her black-furred grip while a storm of missiles neared, and then her eyes flashed. Her twig’s little fire erupted forth like a golden river to form a shield-like projection that spouted from her focus. Where the arrows landed, they dissolved into the mass of roaring flame, merging with it and leaving the Delphox unharmed.

With that, she tracked Plume, who was still ‘slow’ and near the surface as she skimmed the surface of the woods, and jabbed her focus forth with uncharacteristic ferocity - the disc shaped into a searing pillar of flame that lunged forth like a striking Seviper, twisting to and fro in an effort to incinerate the Pidgeot.

A wan smile appeared on Delphox’s face as the gout swallowed Plume whole, having cut her off when she tried to flee -

Her cry was especially satisfying when another Plume, having successfully distracted her foe with a convincing Double Team, hammered into her with a Quick Attack from a separate angle. The frail psychic was no match for the brutal strike, far too slender and delicate to weather Plume’s terrible speed and large bulk, and found herself tossed from the sweltering heat dome she’d maintained this whole time, skipping once across the earth before her reflexes came in and caught her in a gentle blanket of psychic power.

She stabbed her focus at Plume again as the Pidgeot blurred away - Plume was too smart to stick around and let her enemy catch her - but yowled out a curse when the flaming spear missed. The Delphox’s eyes widened when she realized where she was, out and exposed amongst the ruins of the previous battle, and immediately swept her focus out in a circle to conjure up another dome of searing heat.

Momentarily protected, though still in danger from the unseen Plume, Lucille quickly peered into her focus’ flame yet again. Ash caught her eyes glowing with psychic power, then his sharp ears picked up the faintest chanting over the roar of flame that burst from Delphox’s focus.

Rhythmic and slow, each arcane word guiding the fire spilling out of the twig into something that resembled Tangrowth’s vines. They curled out, splitting again and again and again as Lucille’s Lucky Chant continued until they had divided into nearly a hundred thin, whiplike growths that burst outwards to form a small cage with bars of flame around her.

Not a conventional use of Lucky Chant, but Ash supposed it would do. Plume could probably dash through the flames fast enough to strike the Delphox harmlessly, but he wouldn’t put it past Lucille to harden the flames with psychic power the moment Plume made contact. At those speeds… well, that would certainly cut the battle short.

Plume circled above, watching carefully, then something seemed to trigger. Her eyes sharpened, and she swept closer with a shriek. A golden sphere burst into existence ahead of her opened beak, the condensed power roiling with barely controlled force, and she cut a sharp descent as she dove closer.

Lucille never let her eyes drift from her flame. Several of the bars of her self-imposed prison lurched forth, extending out like the crack of the whip to narrowly miss Plume, but failed to stop the Hyper Beam from lancing out. It blazed through the air like a bolt of lightning hammering down from above, devoured several of Lucille’s passively defending fire tentacles, and -

Another Lucille manifested just outside the fiery prison as though stepping out from a second reality (psychic enhancement of heat illusions? He’d have to ask) and stabbed her focus upward. Plume shrieked, eyes sharp as a razor, and swept her Hyper Beam to strike just between the two Delphox.

Not a bad plan since she didn’t know which was which, but Lucille seemed eager to punish Plume for it. The one in the cage flicked her focus - a shimmering wall of psychic power appeared between it and the Hyper Beam, absorbing its indirect force with a shudder, then traced a tiny circle in the air with her focus as her eyes locked on Plume.

Before Plume could swerve away and come back for another attack, a large ring of animate flame spouted from Lucille’s stick: Mystical Fire. Ash shouted out a warning as his mind flashed back to the dozen times he’d seen the Delphox use this exact technique in the recordings, but all Plume could do was twist to the side.

The ring of fire held steady as Lucille stuck her furry head through it and spat a brilliant burst of white flame from her maw. It was a massive stream, thicker than he expected, but went high. Plume swooped lower to avoid it as Lucille tried to follow her, then held her wings wide to slow and let her flap to gain altitude, but Lucille kept the pressure on her.

“Get in close!” His sharp words pierced the air, hoping a distraction would shatter Lucille’s attention and allow Plume a brief chance to escape. Plume twisted in midair, thrust backwards at Lucille in a brilliant display of aerial acrobatics, and shrieked as she shot forward like one of Lucille’s fiery darts from before. The flame grew wider and swept closer, bringing Plume lower out of desperation, and that’s when Fino made his appearance.

He chose the worst times, in Ash’s opinion. And what was worse? He didn’t even hide his command this time.

“Trick Room!”

His blood ran cold. That wasn’t in the battles he’d watched!

Delphox’s mouth curled up in a smirk as she cut off the Mystical Fire in an instant. Even as Plume accelerated to smash into her with all the fury of a storm, Lucille held her focus with its flaming tip to the sky, and the world changed.

Something - Ash couldn’t say what - shifted inside of him. An unpleasant sensation crawled over his skin as Lucille’s eyes flashed blue, bleeding azure light which gushed forth to illuminate the sun-stricken battlefield anew, her whole body flickered with psychic power, and the power burst forth. It swept over everything, stretching to encompass a shimmering dome around fifty feet in both height and diameter that cast a blue haze over everything within it.

The moment the power swallowed up Plume, she froze.

Oh, not exactly.

If Fino and Lucille wanted to freeze Plume, there were easier ways. A lock of psychic energy, for one. But that was difficult, actually easier to do in a real fight where they wouldn’t have to worry about Plume’s safety.

Immediate, massive deceleration of something like a Pidgeot in flight tended to be… messy. It was a nightmare to try to focus psychic power on Plume, manifest it, and keep her relatively unharmed.

Naturally, their opponents decided doing something much, much more difficult was a brilliant alternative.

Which, Ash had to admit, it was.

No, Trick Room didn’t freeze a pokemon within its translucent walls. It slowed. It angled the hourglass so only the slightest trickle of sand could pass through the narrow neck - all while the user experienced time at a normal rate, of course.

Time: Only the most skilled and learned psychics dared to delve into its mysteries. Few trained pokemon had ever managed it, and those that did guarded their secrets jealously. Trick Room was one of the few techniques with that knowledge distilled into a TM by a human psychic of Alamos Town, though it remained one of the techniques simple knowledge couldn’t replicate.

Give a lesser psychic the knowledge of Trick Room and you’d get about as much out of it as if Ash had tried to teach Infernus Hydro Pump. Trick Room demanded specialized training, immense power, calculating precision, and (ironically) time to master to a usable form.

Spatial techniques such as teleportation were a bit simpler on an individual scale, and its massive application in the world led to its knowledge being widespread. But temporal techniques? Aside from their sheer difficulty, they just weren’t able to be passed on as quickly. Most temporal techniques originated from secretive enclaves of psychic-types which had delved into the mysteries of the universe for centuries, if not longer.

Little of that precious knowledge ever left the psychic sages that made their homes there.

It was one of the reasons Sabrina was so highly respected. For a human, even one of Sabrina’s immense powers, to cast her mind into the timestream and survive (mostly) unscathed was unheard of. Even psychic pokemon came to her to seek out wisdom.

And now that esoteric skill had been turned against Plume. She moved at a crawl. Ash caught her wings forcing her powerful body forward, spied the deadly focus of her eyes as she locked onto her target, and the sluggish outstretch of her savage talons.

Despite the spike in his blood pressure and Ash’s momentarily frazzled mind, he couldn’t help but appreciate Plume’s beauty. In battle, Plume was like a whirlwind. He rarely caught sight of her as anything but a blur, often keeping track of her by her shrieks and the buffeting of wind cast from her wings than by sight.

But here he could admire the power and grace intertwined in her frame, the noble ferocity of her talons and curved beak, and the shine of her sleek feathers in the azure light.

Then, as always, he turned his mind back to practical things.

Unsure of how she’d perceive time within the Trick Room, Ash both whistled one of their signals repeatedly and signed to her as well - Curse!

Plume’s dark eyes swiveled at a Slugma’s pace to catch sight of him - confusion stood out starkly - and that was when Lucille finally made her move. The fire-type’s eyes remained locked desperately on her focus, lost in the twisting flames that guided her power like a rudder, and her hunched body trembled beneath the strain of maintaining the Trick Room.

As the Pidgeot inched closer with every second, Lucille stoked the flames flickering at her focus’ tip into an inferno, and they gushed forward like a red river undammed -

Just as they billowed out, Plume’s body became encased by a grey glow. Every muscle flexed with the effort of channeling the sickly, otherworldly power that ghosts and dark-types subsisted off of, and as more and more flowed through her, the psychic effect trapping her in time found itself gnawed and dissolved.

First she moved from a crawl, then to a rush, then a frenzied shot forward.

Lucille caught it, acting almost before Plume had freed herself through whatever prescience she found within the flames of her focus, and tried to yank her flames back to form into a defensive wall. Her opponent was too quick, though, and even with the strain of maintaining Curse and wreathing her shape in a cloudy grey haze, Plume reached Lucille with a victorious screech.

The bars of the flaming cage she’d animated around herself flared to life with psychic power that would solidify them and make them hard as iron, but Plume’s sickening haze allowed her to rip right through the technique with only a tiny bit of resistance - Lucille used the time wisely, though, and wrapped them both up in a swirling column of roaring flame while Plume’s talons gouged into her body.

Ash couldn’t track anything for a moment amidst the cacophony of howls, spitting, and the boom boom of Plume’s wings. Lucille was dragged out of the fireball by their momentum, all psychic powers forgotten as she scratched at Plume’s legs with her claws and stabbed her focus into Plume’s chest with a snarling hiss, a vicious smile appearing on the Delphox’s face when Plume shrieked at the touch of the fire and pointed wood.

Then Plume thrust her beak down, snapped the focus up, and tossed it to the side as she slammed Lucille into the ground. Ash roared with Plume as the Delphox wheezed, unable to react to the frenzied orders Fino recited to her like a song or epic poem, and Plume snapped down against the frail arm raised to ward her off.

Lucille howled - a psychic shriek that left Ash’s vision blurred with the sudden onset of a headache - and spat a stream of flame into Plume’s face. The Pidgeot reared back, though she kept a wicked talon plunged down against the Delphox’s gut, and Lucille left all pretense of politeness and refinery behind her.

When Plume tried to snap back on Lucille’s arm (which hung at an odd, jutting angle that would’ve left Ash feeling a little nauseous if he weren’t beaming like a madman) the Delphox sneered, allowed her entire broken arm to be engulfed in flame, and shoved it into Plume’s throat.

Plume screamed like he’d never heard before. Ash stepped forward, fury in his eyes, but Dazed’s soft, soothing words slowed him down. Though Lucille held her good hand up and her focus sailed through the air back into her waiting hand, already blazing with power to end this battle once and for all, Plume wasn’t done quite yet.

A familiar molten glow burst from her beak, bleeding out from around Lucille’s arm where it was stuck down Plume’s throat, and the Delphox had hardly a moment to yank her arm free (groaning as she did) and whip up a blazing psychic barrier before Plume’s Hyper Beam speared out - it shredded through the barrier like Aron through a pokeball, and Lucille was forced away by the remnants of the explosion.

She staggered back, reflexively whipping a searing whip of flame from her focus to lash against Plume’s right wing, which filled the air with the nauseating scent of burnt keratin. It lingered there for a moment, wrapping around with malicious intelligence, and Plume found herself grounded.

It didn’t stop her, though. She fought through the pain, flapping her wings hard enough to shatter the psychic flame, and charged forth with a shriek and outstretched wings - it was a lot more intimidating than it sounded, given her wingspan left Lucille looking like a helpless, cornered Vulpix.

Lucille quickly erected another heat field as she retreated, weaving it to stymie Plume, and Ash saw the beginnings of heat illusions being produced, little tricks of the light in the rippling air that made it impossible to track the real Delphox -

Plume slowed just outside, still unable to fly, and shut her eyes. He frowned, but a few familiar, haunting notes spilled from Plume’s beak and moved something terribly deep inside him. The melody did nothing at first beyond resonating in his bones and mind, but then he sensed it.

A change.

The Song’s melody, laced with Suicune’s own mournful, serene influence, rang throughout the valley of Forina. Air stirred as a swift breeze rushed in from the north, the cloying presence of Earth ebbed beneath the sudden gust, and Plume’s little speech to the world trickled away.

She still didn’t get it, not like Ash did. Plume could make the world listen, but could only stir the faintest of reactions.

In this case, it was enough. Ash sucked in a greedy mouthful of the fresh, clean air as it caressed him, then bid it goodbye as it streaked past them.

It swept the heat field aside for just a moment before the searing air settled down again, but that was all Plume had needed. She outstretched her wings, shrieked out one last war cry, and leapt forth as she was carried towards Lucille by the last vestiges of her own strength and the last trickles of the North Wind.

Lucille’s eyes widened, she raised the focus in a warding gesture -

Plume hammered her into the ground just as an enormous conflagration erupted about them both in a brilliant flash of heat and light and sound, and they were lost. Ash held his breath, anxiety knotting deep inside him, and then the last flickers of flame shriveled away.

He exhaled.

Where there had been two, now there was one.

Plume stood triumphant above Lucille, her talons locked around the mighty psychic’s neck. She was bloody, burnt, and beaten, but not broken. Never broken.

A victorious shriek pierced the air, sounding all throughout the valley as Plume raised her head and shared her victory with the world.

“YES!” Steven’s cry took him by surprise, but brought a stupid smile to Ash’s face. His cheeks colored and he didn’t dare look over his mentor’s way, lest the storm of feeling in his chest crack his face open entirely. “YES!”

His lips quirked upward, but he turned to check Plume out instead. Lucille might be a beautiful artist in battle, painting the landscape and her opponents red, gold, blue, and white with the tools of her craft, but she was a nasty opponent.

Ash glanced to the wing Lucille had snared with the whip and winced at the sight. A thick black band of black, fused feathers circled the center of her wing. There was no flight left for her today, and that meant she’d done her part.

When given the open skies, Plume could outmaneuver nearly any opponent. But hobbled and landlocked? Well, Ash had no doubt that she would fight. What he doubted were the results, at least against opponents of Fino’s caliber.

Those thoughts fled when he realized Plume’s desperate eyes had found his, and he let himself slip from the heat of battle and his analytical haze.

He smiled, and forced every bit of love and feeling he could into his gaze. Thoughts of Plume as a fierce little Pidgey, her evolution into Pidgeotto to protect him, Jon, and Amelia in Viridian Forest, then again in their first battle against Mamoru…

“You won,” Ash said softly, and the subtle relief in the softening of her eyes and the slackening of her body told him that she’d heard what she needed. “Plume,” he said firmly, “You’re amazing.”

Plume’s head rose higher, and she stared at him with seeming offense. Of course I am! He imagined she’d say.

If only you could hear her thoughts. She will be insufferable now… 

Ash grinned. That was fair.

Still, he found himself distracted when Lucille’s form disappeared in a flash of light. Plume’s talon crushed down a bit of stone where she’d been, and they both faced Fino. Flannery was shaken enough, staring at Plume with an open jaw, but Fino was blank-faced.

For a moment he feared that Fino would shout, or rage, or indulge in some other pettiness. Instead, the beginnings of a wide, intrigued smile spread across the man’s face. His wrinkle-lined features stretched as he acknowledged Plume with a bow.

“Forgive an old man his vanities,” he raised Lucille’s pokeball to his chest before clipping it onto his belt alongside Plinia’s. “When you reach my age, you begin to think you can predict everything, that everything’s all the same pattern with just a few off-colored threads for variation. Lucy is young, a Delphox in her prime, and well… I suppose you’re quite the artist yourself, Ms. Plume.”

“She’s more than that.”

Fino inclined his head, though he seemed amused as the brutalized Plume still managed to preen beneath his praise. “That she is,” he murmured. “Still, we aren’t done quite yet. Plinia is my warrior. Lucille is my artist. I suppose it’s time for you to meet my knife in the dark.”

And just like that, Ash knew Fino’s last teammate. His hand instinctively twitched towards the member of his team best equipped for this fight… Ash’s eyes glanced up to the storm clouds brewing above from all the flame.

Yes, his planning had paid off.

This last enemy would be a dangerous one, capable of dealing devastating strikes and slipping away unnoticed, but he had a plan.

If only Plume hadn’t burnt her wing - Lucille had been sure to remove her as a threat, even if she hadn’t been able to bring the Pidgeot down herself. Ash couldn’t help but hold a grudging respect, although it was hard to get past the fact that PLUME HAD BEATEN A MASTER!

Indeed. Please, Friend-Trainer, calm your thoughts. We are with you. 

Ash cast an apologetic glance back at Nidoking, Dazed, and the rest, but quickly turned his eyes back to Plume. “You’ve done more than enough. Are you sure you want to -”

The Pidgeot glared, and he smiled.

It faded away as Fino released a slender creature near his side of the battlefield - black with vibrant purple eyes, a purple underbelly, and a magenta tail. The creature from far-flung Alola stretched lazily, smirking as it assessed the battlefield and found Plume waiting for it, and huffed a noxious mix of toxic fumes as it waited for Flannery to begin the battle.

Ash took its measure, recognizing it instantly as a Salazzle (its entries and social dynamics were fascinating) as did Plume. They’d trained for this.

Still, he couldn’t help but notice Plume’s neck crane forward a bit, eyes locked hungrily on the Salazzle’s tail in the same way she stared at a Wurmple or poor Caterpie that had caught her attention. Ash didn’t let her act on those urges, but Plume never bothered hiding them.

Too bad this Salazzle would put up a bit more fight than a little bug-type petrified with fear. Her battles were always particularly fierce, and Ash thought the Salazzle particularly enjoyed creeping across a landscape bathed in smog and ash, then cutting a psychic or ranged fighter down with a single blow.

She’d also relished bringing down fellow poison-types as well, generally peeling away their outer defenses with regular fire, dragon-type techniques, and the occasional Iron Tail to pummel them into unconsciousness or expose their vulnerable insides to her venom.

Toxin-infused flames were her favored method of attack, and he’d seen a glancing blow from that bring a mighty Girafarig fielded by Lucian of Sinnoh’s Elite Four down in less than a minute. It was brilliant, honestly, reminding him somewhat of the dark fire wielded by Karen’s Houndoom. There was something to learn there.

It was hardly her only tactic, of course. Drenching her lumbering opponents in thick heaps of toxin, striking with a Thunder Wave to lock them down and expose their defenses, and unleashing formidable blows augmented with draconic power all fell well within her comfort zone.

He allowed his breathing to slow and even out. It was still a little erratic with the adrenaline pumping through his bloodstream after the excitement of the last battle. Ash needed utter calm. He needed focus.

“Meet Kalena!” Fino announced from across the battlefield. Ash’s ears trained on every word, hoping for any slip. The Salazzle stretched long, whipping her tail back and forth as if ready to launch into action at any second. Her forked tongue flicked out to taste the air as purple eyes trained on Ash and Plume with much the same look as Plume had sent her way.

Good. She might find them fiercer than her normal prey.

“She’s adapted quite well to Hoenn’s climate,” the Fire Master continued. “Dear Kalena’s the youngest of my team - only a few years older than you, actually! - but she’s quite formidable. A gentle soul, really, more partial to sunning herself atop warm rock than battle. Don’t underestimate her, however!”

Kalena the Salazzle rolled her eyes, flicked her tongue out again, then lowered herself to all fours. A bit of toxic smoke burst from her nostrils, and Ash could track her eyes, already taking note of the ruin of the current battlefield and all the different roads that may lead her to her crippled opponent.

“The score is 1-2, favor to Ash. Battlers… begin!”

Ash took just a moment to relish the tremble in Flannery’s voice, drawing deep, deep satisfaction from it, but acted immediately afterwards. “Air Slash!”

Plume was hardly in shape to fly, but that didn’t stop her from fighting through the pain. She screeched, then flapped her wings in a mighty beat. A vicious blade of air slashed over the battlefield, stirring dust and kicking up flecks of coagulated lava left over from Infernus’ battle, but the distance was too great.

The Salazzle darted around with ease, scrambling to and fro with incredible speed as she dashed over a fissure, ducked another Air Slash, then leapt to cling to a large boulder knocked down when Plume had shattered the cliffside. Honestly, the way she ran was bizarre, nearly comical, with her legs awkwardly splaying out as she sprinted on all fours. It didn’t change her speed, though, and Ash grit his teeth as she rapidly closed ground.

A hundred feet - she leapt over an Air Slash in a dazzling display of acrobatics.

Seventy feet - she spewed a cloud of poisonous gas to cover her approach.

Fifty feet - she split into two, three, four copies with Double Team.

Thirty feet - Plume’s Air Slash tore through two. One twitched. She reared back. Salazzle leaped forward.

Ten feet - Salazzle closed fast, spat poison-drenched flames tinged purple and black -

Plume fluttered to the side, shrieking at the strain put on her by her damaged wing, and Kalena’s snarling visage landed wide. She was thrown back by a gust of wind, but let loose her toxic flames again to rush over Plume, and tenses to dash forward again.

Unfortunately, Plume dashed forth on her talons. They clinked against hard stone as she closed the distance with a furious cry, and Kalena actually blinked dumbfoundedly as the crippled Pidgeot lunged forward with a snapping beak, wings outstretched wide enough to temporarily block the sun.

Salazzle only hesitated a moment though, and smoothly leapt aside even as Plume skittered and spun to follow with her beak opened wide - rather than the molten gold of a Hyper Beam, Plume’s eyes flickered blue with psychic power.

Kalena’s eyes widened.

A howling Hurricane exploded from Plume’s throat in a mighty gale that roared like a tornado. It was confined by the flickers of psychic power that attempted to shape it - their best attempt at mimicking Lugia’s terrifyingly-powerful ability - unchained with all Plume’s remaining power for fuel.

It still wasn’t even a pale imitation, but it was enough for their purposes.

The Salazzle was quick to realize a rush of wind like that would make a poor combination with its low mass, and Kalena reflexively manifested a glowing green Protect to take the force for her. Plume’s furious tempest blasted around it, unable to penetrate the firm barrier, but Ash smiled nonetheless.

Her attack didn’t need to break it. 

Salazzle’s Protect held strong, sure. But the earth beneath it?

Not even a little.

Beneath the force of Plume’s violent blast of air, the earth before her tore and ripped and came loose. Little flecks at first, kicking up in a massive cloud of dust, pebbles, and scraps of vegetation, but then great chunks were torn up, groaning as they came loose.

And with the chunks went Kalena. She hissed, sputtering as her focus was broken and the Protect disintegrated, but had bigger problems soon after - namely, she might have been the first Salazzle to discover flight. Plume sagged in exhaustion, but managed to maintain the gale for just a few more seconds once she saw Salazzle soar into the sky, slamming into the ruined cliffside with a Sneasel-like yowl.

Kalena withstood it well, however, and somehow twisted to land belly-first. She trembled beneath the force, but wasted only a few seconds to reorient herself - just as Plume attempted to spit one last Hyper Beam, the Salazzle’s front right claw scrambled at the thicker scales on her belly, prying a few off.

Before Plume could release the attack, too fatigued to manage it quickly, Salazzle took her deep-purple scales into her mouth and spat them with eerie precision - they were helped along with the iconic blue-green light that marked many dragon-type techniques, and Plume barely had time to react before they slammed into her chest, one after the other.

Plume squawked once, the wind knocked from her as the Scale Shot did its work, and the long fatigue of the battle finally caught up to her.

The light of the nascent hyper beam faded into fast-dissolving particles of golden energy, she swayed back and forth, cried out one last time, and then toppled to the ground.

Ash recalled her with a slight smile. “Beautiful work,” he whispered. “They’ll remember you.”

Kalena scrambled to the ground, rushing back over to Fino, who stroked his chin as he went deep into thought. The gesture was uncannily similar to Steven’s mannerisms. “My word! I haven’t seen a fighting spirit like that in a pokemon in a long, long time. She just wouldn’t quit, would she? That seems to be something she shares with that Magmortar of yours. I wonder if your last teammate will show that same spirit?”

He bared his teeth in an eager, battle-hungry smile. “Just wait and see.”

Fino’s eyes lit up. “By all means, Mr. Ketchum! By all means…”

As Flannery rattled off the current score, Ash’s eyes flicked upwards to the heavens which Plume had claimed as her own. A number of dark clouds choked with evaporated moisture and ash carried up in billows of superheated air lingered over the battlefield. They were low-hanging and cast a shadow over the central portion of the battlefield where Infernus and Plinia had brawled, along with Lucille’s greatest feats of pyrokinesis.

Perfect.

Storm Surge was by no means mastered, but they’d at least managed one or two of the most basic, rudimentary steps. It would be months, if not years, before their vision came to completion, but the additional charge provided by the presence of the pyrocumulus clouds would be welcome.

Several teammates fell under his consideration, but were ultimately discarded. Torrent was too stationary and lacked mobility (not to mention there wasn’t a water source available), while Dazed would probably be run ragged trying to distance herself from Salazzle’s speedy maneuvering. Nidoking would stand up well against her toxins, but Kalena specialized against her fellow poison-types.

Bruiser was just a bad match-up - even with Rampage, Ash doubted he’d be able to lay a finger on Kalena. She was just too nimble. Sneasel could match her with speed, and he would love to see Fino’s reaction to Mind Breaker, but one touch of her flames would spell his doom.

With half the set-up done and her Light Screens able to take the worst of Kalena’s flames, Oz would stand an excellent chance. If she could just hit Kalena once, perhaps stun her with Flash or Thunder Wave, they could end this. She was too fast for most of his team - Plume would have been amazing against Kalena at full strength, he thought ruefully - but at least Oz could prevent her from effectively utilizing that strength.

And with those thoughts, he held Oz’s pokeball high. Moments later, she appeared with a violent whirr, eyes widening at the devastated ruin of a battlefield. That was all she needed to recognize that Infernus had been involved, and little arcs of electricity jumped between her jutting antennae as she tested the latent charge in the air.

Her massive shoulders flexed as she did a quick stretch, rumbled a challenge that came out like thunder to Kalena the Salazzle, and tossed a quick smile back to Ash with her broad, flat teeth.

Ash smiled right back, especially when he saw the poppies still tied delicately into her thick fur. “Ready? You and the Salazzle are the last. Infernus and Plume did some damage.”

Oz’s eyes took on a curious glint, and he knew she’d be getting the details from the rest of them later. But she grunted, turned back to Salazzle, and readied herself for battle.

He caught Flannery’s eyes flitting between both challengers. Her team and the Lavaridge Gym fighters weren’t any subtler, and Ash sent another smile her way.

However this ended, they would remember. 

“Begin!”

“Shock Wave!” Ash whispered, and Oz’s fur shone brilliantly as it crackled with furious electricity almost as bright as Infernus.

That energy released as she punched forward. A sizzling net of yellow electricity exploded from her fist, arcing out and then honing in on Kalena, the technique tracking her via her natural bioelectric signature.

She avoided it anyways of course, canny enough to take cover within a fissure opened during the fight with Plinia.

Kalena moved as soon as the Shock Wave harmlessly splashed against the earth, hardly more than a black-purple blur as she dashed for the cover of the forest. Smart move, but one that Ash had expected. With Oz’s quick, powerful ranged attacks it was the only option. She could lurk in there for as long as she needed.

She poked her head out, and all at once Ash saw a shift in the Salazzle’s eyes. The poison-type tensed, suddenly overflowing with fury, and barely reigned in a mad desire to attack and tear and savage her larger opponent - a perfected use of Nasty Plot, he realized, and one that would be a nightmare to handle in close quarters.

“Unity Tower!”

That command from Fino earned a frown from Ash. The name stirred his memory, but he couldn’t quite place it.

Fino loved his history, his references to foreign lands…

Unovan island tower taken in the initial Landfall - hijacked by National League for a base of operations - center of the Unovan Ministry of Communication?

He grit his teeth, but kept it in his thoughts. If he wanted to match Fino, he had to understand his orders.

Well, at least he had something to keep Fino and Kalena busy in the meantime.

“Oz!” He roared. She didn’t dare turn back to him, but she twitched. Silence as she hurled a Thunderbolt at the Salazzle as she flitted between the trees and spat another Scale Shot at Oz, though they went wide at this distance. “Bring the sky down!”

She rolled her shoulders back, threw another spear of lightning at Kalena for good measure, and practically shook with eagerness as she smashed one foot against the earth, then the other, and repeated the motion. Oz’s fist shot toward the sky, crackling with power, and a glowing sphere shot up into the clouds, then exploded into a shockwave of pale blue light.

Clouds darkened, then the first raindrops began to fall.

Oz sagged for a moment, catching her breath after the draining technique, but at least the pyrocumulus clouds were already there. That saved a good chunk of energy compared to what it might have cost her she’d had to summon the clouds from nothing.

She’d only recently learned Rain Dance from one of the TMs he’d taken from Indigo Plateau’s library in anticipation of refining Storm Surge farther with Steven. It wasn’t an ideal situation - preferably they’d have both Infernus to gather the clouds, then Torrent to really enhance them with his own substantially-stronger Rain Dance - but it could have been worse.

Oz whirred ferociously as the rain began to fall harder, steadily building until it came down in a constant downpour, extinguishing the remaining fires and quickly smothering the area in a thick layer of humidity.

She waited patiently for Kalena’s next move though. She had that virtue over Infernus even on her worst day.

With the rain, she was at a distinct advantage. While Kalena would certainly have ways to get around the rain itself, it would make it more difficult for her to gain traction, turn the battlefield into a muddy bog to slow her down, and weaken the effects of her flames at range.

That wasn’t to say they would just wait around and rest on their laurels. Ash kept up a steady stream of orders even as Kalena attempted a guerilla campaign from the treeline. As Oz received her directives, the low hum of excited electrical currents filled the air - audible even over the oppressive beat of falling water - and the bombardment began.

Tree after tree received a Thunderbolt, the smaller ones exploding in showers of splinters that rained against Kalena, but the Salazzle was too wily to take more than superficial damage and made excellent use of the undergrowth to constantly break Oz’s line of sight and cover her own hide from direct attacks.

“Richard’s Last Stand!”

Salazzle didn’t seem to do anything different as Fino’s voice rang loudly over the din, though she absolutely heard it even through her Nasty Plot-induced fury. She kept in ceaseless motion under Oz’s sustained assault, eyes darting this way and that for the next few feet of cover.

Meanwhile, Ash struggled to think of what a command like Last Stand could mean. Beyond the obvious, of course.

He came up blank, though. Kalena was Fino’s last - he couldn’t afford a sacrificial play like that sounded. Had the old Master altered his orders to account for Ash’s predictions?

Still, he didn’t miss the steady stream of opaque purple smog wafting out from the forest. It lingered, though the wind and rain scattered it faster than it normally would, but Kalena constantly added to it. With her shape obscured by the toxic gas, she grew more comfortable with taking time to fire more accurate Scale Shots, though Oz stepped away from most or blocked them with a psychic barrier.

Yet they still waited, and equilibrium was maintained between the two combatants. Let the rain do its work, Ash thought.

He frowned as his eyes caught the faint shimmer of rain runoff coming in from the woods. It rolled down the gentle slope in a sheet, but looked off, a little oily, and Ash’s eyes narrowed suspiciously.

Then -

“Dragon Pulse!” Was all the warning Ash could give before a dense sphere of condensed draconic power shot out of the woods, straight in Oz’s direction - she brought up a Light Screen to stop it, but the powerful attack shattered it and the remaining force sent Oz staggering back.

Scale Shot came next, the scales laced with draconic power flinging out to strike Oz in her muscular chest. She easily handled it, but then came Salazzle dashing out of the woods while she was off balance.

Just as Oz charged forward, rearing her fist back to unleash a mighty lance of electricity, Kalena leapt back with a gleam of victory in her frenzied eyes, spat a tiny stream of flame into the rain runoff that had started to soak the mud around Oz’s feet, and BOOM!

The force of the explosion hurled Oz back, though she managed to pull up a Protect to shield against the worst of it. Her brilliant green shield absorbed the force easily, though she still had to stamp out the fires raining down all around her, burning with the flammable gas Kalena had secreted even beneath the torrent coming down from the skies.

It hadn’t managed much more than to singe Oz’s fur and leave it gleaming with cinders, but it forced the Electivire to push forward ever fast lest Kalena take advantage of her weakness.

Oz roared, tails whipping madly and spraying sparks all over the place, and thrust a fist to send yet another Thunderbolt at Kalena as the fire-type dashed across the field in an effort to close the distance.

Kalena made her first mistake, though, slipping in a particularly muddy section of sodden earth. She hissed in irritation, but rolled out of the way of Oz’s attack and spat a thick Sludge Bomb straight at Oz’s feet.

The Electivire brought up yet another Light Screen just substantial enough to let the Sludge Bomb roll harmlessly off, but then the Salazzle was on her in a scramble of snapping teeth, slashing claws, and vengeful bursts of toxic flame. The poison-type returned the all out offensive with interest, abandoning most of her tricks in favor of ending this fight quickly.

It worked at first - the momentum of the skirmish swinging widely in Kalena’s favor as her foe reeled. Oz whirred in agony when the first blast of purple-tinged flame washed over her, the laced fire seeping into her fur and the hide below, but the moment Kalena closed the distance entirely she regretted it - Oz didn’t turn her back, but lowered to all fours. Just as Kalena neared, mouth full of a noxious batch of toxins ready to be spit onto the Electivire, Oz’s tails flailed out in a whipping frenzy.

Kalena shrieked as one of the oversized livewires struck her and pumped her full of electricity, though she was hardy enough to allow it to roll off of her with minimal lasting damage. Oz wasn’t willing to allow the initiative to escape her, however, and burst forward in a sprint, catching the Salazzle with her shoulder with a thunderous crackle of force and latent electric charge, sending the creature sprawling.

It was enough of a moment, however, for Kalena to viciously spit a globule of her toxic saliva into Oz’s eyes.

Ash winced as Oz staggered backward, howling and swinging madly with her fists in a vain hope of striking Kalena. She was helpless as her opponent maneuvered just out of range, and didn’t see when Kalena smirked and released a quick jet of toxic flame directly into her face, setting some of the striped fur there alight and totally blinding her.

Ah.Unity Tower. Blinding.

Ash grit his teeth and fought back a snarl - a dual meaning. Some Unovan Minister lost an eye in the escape, he remembered now, and the loss of Unity Tower, a major communication and observation center, also ‘blinded’ the fascists of the previous Unovan regime.

Stupid!

If he didn’t - No!

“Storm Surge! NOW!” He roared, voice raw as he projected over the din of combat.

The desperation flooding his voice barely registered as Kalena scrambled forth, a Dragon Pulse shaping in the reptile’s mouth to mark the beginning of the end of this fight if they did nothing to stop her.

But fighting through the agony of her seared retinas, Oz heeded his command.

With the mastery she held over her own mind and body, she fought through the pain and confusion and madness of the toxins stinging her eyes and filling her airways, and raised her fist.

Kalena trundled closer, the Dragon Pulse grew to its full potential -

The clouds shuddered, then an explosion of brilliant white light burst into existence, followed by the awesome, ear-splitting roar of lightning unchained.

It blinded them all with its enormity, Lightning itself roaring in Ash’s being despite Groudon lurking beneath their feet, and from the low-hanging veil of clouds leapt a dozen threads of thin electricity. One found its way to Oz just as Kalena leapt, the path of least resistance found, it surged -

BOOM

Ash blinked the stars from his eyes as his ears rang from the thunder rolling through the earth and tearing through the air.

Bad, but nothing compared to being near Zapdos.

The psychic barriers around the battlefield trembled, then disintegrated as the psychics maintaining them were overwhelmed by the stimulus. They flickered back into existence quickly, but for a moment Ash caught sight of Oz shining bright as a star as the endless power of true lightning surged through her body.

As an Electabuzz she had nearly broken beneath the immense discharge of an Electrizer.

As an Electivire, she took the full force of a lightning bolt and only fell to her knees.

She smoked, striped coat blazing with charge like a coat of plasma, and shuddered beneath the power - what might have been Thunderbolts in their own right danced off her in a shower of electricity, one even striking Kalena who had been left stunned and smoking in crumpled heap by the sheer force unleashed by the lightning strike, but the majority of the power remained trapped in Oz for much much much much longer than it should have.

Oz shuddered, the charge leaping further and brighter from her kneeling form, and though he could see her curled, determined expression from hundreds of feet away, did not rise.

His heart sank.

By design, the lightning drawn by Oz wasn’t supposed to stay in her. Storm Surge relied on lightning, true, but ideally it would just be a momentary absorption, then Oz would redirect it to strike her opponent. She would find herself energized and empowered by the strike, but the majority would be launched like a crackling spear to hammer through her opponent’s defenses.

One day, he even hoped to have Oz direct lightning strikes remotely.

They’d managed a few test runs, but it hadn’t gone to plan. She could only handle one lightning strike before becoming drained and exhausted (one reason he’d used it as a last resort when Oz had been blinded) but it had begun to build capacity at an incredible rate.

But Oz still hadn’t managed to redirect it flawlessly, and today was no different. Instead, the lightning wracked her body as if she were one of her opponents fallen victim to her abilities.

“Oz… you have this. You’ve trained for this!” He didn’t know whether she could hear him, but the words spilled from his cracked lips regardless.

Several dozen Thunderbolts lanced off in random directions from Oz’s body, her shaking fists loosing the most powerful of the bunch, and she sagged from the effort.

Kalena, still dazzled by the explosion, slowly stirred.

Neither Ash nor Fino made a sound as the two combatants slowly recovered, each silently willing theirs to rise first.

Oz, her muscles well-adapted to immense levels of charge and quicker to shake off the excess, shuddered, and managed to pull herself up onto both feet.

She allowed a few more errant discharges to escape her smoking, sparking body, before she began staggering drunkenly over to the groaning Kalena, with every step releasing more electricity than most electric-types would discharge in an entire week, and without further preamble collapsed on top of her.

Oz’s massive bulk would have hurt the slight reptile badly enough anyways, but the sudden discharge of a disgusting amount of electricity sealed the Salazzle’s fate. She was invisible beneath Oz’s huge shape, but even through the blinding light he caught the sudden sinking of Oz’s torso as Fino recalled the unconscious, paralyzed, thoroughly-defeated poison-type.

Ash’s breath caught.

Without a target, the electricity quickly faded out while it surged harmlessly into the ground. Soon enough, there was only Oz left in the lightning-scarred pit of mud. She was limp and unmoving, smoking even as the rain sprinkled over her exhausted form, but raised her head just long enough to look at Ash with bleary, mindless eyes somehow still alight with her desperate hope for victory.

He nodded shakily, mind distant, and with a relieved sigh her head fell into the mud with a thunk, though he immediately raised his arm to return her to a well-deserved stasis.

Ash’s blood ran hot and cold and he might have screamed -

His team erupted.

All at once he was enveloped by a variety of bodies and cries, soaked through with the rain yet scorched and tingling with the lingering static in the air, and the smell of ozone and smoke filled his nostrils. Somehow that was right. Of the many pokemon clamoring for his attention, eager to share the victory all as one, Nidoking immediately wrapped him in a crushing hug that squeezed his ribs till they were sore and bruised, and he didn’t care (how could he care?) as the others closed in -

Flannery was still off to the side, stunned, then let off a long stream of expletives, earning a “Goodness, Flannery! What has that boy been teaching you?!” from a dumbfounded Fino -

And as time passed into a blur, he felt a slight, silver-haired man slam into the group hug, wrap his arms around him, and shout along with them while grinning like a lunatic. “Ash! Ash! You did it! You fucking did it! How did you -”

Even a cold fire flickered to life in his mind, always watching, and foreign feeling emanated from it -

Then Dazed’s svelte voice, brighter and wilder than he’d ever heard, slid into his mind. It was weightier than normal, and from his familiarity Ash felt other presences faintly attached, presences he knew like he knew his own mind -

The first of many, Friend-Trainer. Master-Ash.

The shock faded. Realization - the belief that his team had actually just done that! - filtered into him, and for just a moment Ash forgot the weight of the world.

Their family had beaten a Master.

They’d won.

Ash smiled, and at last leaned into the love engulfing him from all directions.
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Below the ravaged cliffside lay a pockmarked landscape reduced to muddy slopes and ashen wastes. Enormous chunks of earth were strewn all over the battlefield, mounded in mismatched heaps, and quite a few of the larger pieces remained green and alive with shrubs, grasses, and the odd sapling.

Ash’s legs fell over the side, knocking against the solid stone of this section, and he stared blankly down at his handiwork. His brain was still lost in thought, memories and flashes of intuition and exultant glee all muddying together. All he really had the presence of mind to do was gently stroke Seeker where she laid in his lap, comfortable and content in the shade cast by the thick clouds which still lingered over their heads.

The great dark swathes were so, so close. He could nearly touch them…

“Flannery, dear, why don’t you return to Lavaridge with our valiant fallen warriors after lunch? I doubt there will be any more training this evening, and I’d like the chance to speak with Mr. Ketchum alone.”

Normally a gentle request from her grandfather would send Flannery scrambling to please him, but she scoffed this time. Ash’s lips twisted upwards. “Puh-lease! I have so many questions, and he just started acting like a human being again. He’s been catatomic - uh, is that the word? - for like a day!”

An amused huff.

“Catatonic. After that display of colorful vocabulary earlier I wouldn’t think you’d have any words left to learn…”

Ash could practically see Flannery’s red face as she stammered. “Uh, Lavaridge. That sounds like a good idea! Bye!”

“Aren’t you forgetting something?” Fino sounded more amused now, and he heard Flannery awkwardly apologize as the Fire Master no doubt handed her his team with reverence. “Remember, Leader Flannery, you must practice intentionality. Don’t be so quick to become flustered. There are plenty of greedy Carvanha out in the world just waiting to sink their teeth into you.”

“Yes sir!” The Gym Leader snapped to attention behind him. His ears strained for every word.

He didn’t have to try for long. He met her eyes as she glanced his way, hands full with the three antiquated pokeballs.

“Uh, Ash.” Flannery stumbled as if she wasn’t sure how to address him after his team’s victory. In the meantime, he just kept stroking Seeker as she burrowed contentedly into his arms. “Want me to take your team with me?”

He hesitated. Infernus was already soaking in a lava bath he’d managed to draw up with what little energy he’d had left when Ash released him - it was all he could do to stumble into the simmering molten stone before he passed out again. They’d had to get Tangrowth to cover it up with Ancient Power.

Rain and lava didn’t mix.

Plume and Oz didn’t heal so easily, though. Part of Ash wanted to tend to his friends himself with Full Restores and what scraps of medical knowledge that he’d pieced together through his journey, reading, and the training with Lance on Mt. Ember, but actual medical personnel might do a better job.

“I… yes,” Ash decided at last. It wasn’t an easy choice, even with no danger looming over their heads like an executioner’s axe, but he knew Flannery would treasure them like her own. There was still a gaping emptiness as he handed them over, only made stronger by the commitment he’d made with his team.

This was different, he had to tell himself.

“Ah, there you all are!” Steven’s voice came out lighter and cheerier than usual, like he was skipping with every step. “I brought lunch just like you asked, Fino. It’s nothing special, just some linguine that I whipped up and a bit of bread we had saved. I did add a bit of Slowpoke tail for flavor, however, so let me know how that tastes.”

“Excuse me?!” Came Fino’s rebuke while Flannery wordlessly gagged behind him.

Ash blinked, then craned his neck around to stare at Steven, who stood with a wide (creepy, really) smile while Claydol levitated next to him, holding several bowls of steaming pasta in protective psychic bubbles. Thankfully, Flannery and Fino seemed just as horrified. At least it wasn’t some awful culinary trend in Hoenn he’d been ignorant to…

“You’re joking.” Ash said flatly, and Steven seemed particularly satisfied with that.

“I am!” Steven sang - well, it sounded like it by Steven’s standards. For the first time, Steven seemed relaxed. To be honest, Ash had no idea what to make of it. “Did you enjoy it? Claydol gave me the idea.”

A psychic voice eerily reminiscent of Steven’s filled their minds.

You all got off easy. He asked Metagross first. I narrowly averted disaster. It would have been wonderful.

“I see,” Fino said, and for the first time since Ash had met the Master he seemed utterly unsure of how to handle this situation.

He just waited silently as Claydol levitated the steaming bowls of pasta over with practiced ease, gratefully accepted his, and sent a measuring look Steven and Flannery’s way. “Hmm. I was hoping to speak with Ash for a time. Could I convince you and Flannery to give us a moment before we all sit down to eat?”

Steven frowned, but nodded after a moment’s thought. He glanced to Claydol, then at Flannery. “Very well. Let’s go, Flannery. We’ll discuss the battle while we wait. Perhaps Aggron would be up for a quick bout.” Steven added as an afterthought.

Flannery followed after him with starstruck eyes (“Yessir Mr. Stone Sir!”), Piper trailing along behind her. Steven sent Ash a look, then that same smile stretched across his face. “Kudos to you, Ash. We’ll celebrate tonight.”

That earned a beaming grin from Ash himself, and they waved each other off as Steven and Flannery traipsed off through the woods with their pokemon. After a moment, it was just Ash and Fino.

The old man grunted and groaned as he settled down at Ash’s side and looked down over the cliff with his lunch in his lap. Ash had already set his own bowl down, and smiled at Seeker as she cautiously sniffed it, and then decided she was feeling bold enough to steal a noodle and gobble it down.

Ash wasn’t about to reprimand her for showing some initiative, and fought down a laugh when she snagged a second.

“We made quite the mess!” Fino observed, adjusting his spectacles as they slipped a little on the sweat-slick bridge of his nose.

He nodded, and for a moment they sat together beneath the grey clouds, watching some of the residual dust settle.

Fino stirred. “Facing you brought back quite a few memories, some better than others. I know poetry isn’t a hip thing for you kids nowadays - Flannery humors me, bless her - but would it be alright if I shared a poem with you?”

Ash simply nodded.

The Fire Master cleared his throat.

“A shining new world

And inside ev’ry new soul

A revolution”

“Not my best work, but you’ve reminded me of my first forays into it.” The old man chuckled as Ash listened intently. “I was young then. A few years short of forty, if I recall - goodness, I really am old.”

“Professor Oak’s dabbled in it for a while,” Ash mused. “I don’t really know enough to say whether he was good at it or not.”

Fino chuckled. “That’s good to hear. It’s a relic of the war for me, or rather the tentative peace that followed. Champion Alder and I wrote it together as an exercise in building international relations. Neither of us were overly familiar with Indigo at the time, and what better way exists to learn the soul of a nation than to study its poetry?”

Well, that was one way to pique Ash’s curiosity. “You knew Champion Alder? That never came up in my books, or your files.”

Fino smiled. “I thought you were well read. Luck and viewing my old battles alone wouldn’t allow you to catch my commands. Good to know I haven’t totally lost my edge.”

“Not all of them,” Ash admitted as he cast a look at Fino. “And some too late.”

“I’ll be sure to fill you in!” Laughed the Master. “But yes, I knew Champion Alder. I worked with him for a time after the war,” his face twisted up into a grimace, though soon smoothed out. “I wasn’t a member of the Elite Four then, but I was dangerously close. After all the hatred, all the devastation and bloodshed, the League needed a strong voice to remain in Unova and help the new Vertress League rebuild.”

His eyes squeezed shut as long-buried memories crawled to the forefront, thumbs playing along the edge of his bowl, like he couldn’t quite keep himself still at all times. “We’d all been cut deep, but some more bore deeper scars than most. They demanded vengeance - ‘Crush Unova forever, cripple them financially and grind them into the dust so they can never rise up to threaten us again!’”

The old man looked away. “No matter that the orchestrators of the war were captured, six feet under, or run off with their tails between their legs. Hate begets hate, and they’d set the world’s ashes aflame all over again to quench that lust for revenge.”

Feeling the need to let the man vent, Ash remained silent.

“Set Blaine on them! Burn them like they burnt us! Kalos is suing for peace? The nerve! After all they did? Crush them like we did Unova!’” Fino recited, voice pitching low and furious, then sighed tiredly. “Oh, Titos. You poor old fool…”

Ash nodded along, vaguely recalling mentions of similar ideals in some of the books he’d read. None specifically on the Last War, but there were plenty of little scraps scattered throughout various accounts, particularly in the modern direction of various cities. “That didn’t happen.”

“No. No it did not,” Fino smiled. “Cooler heads prevailed. Champions Uther, Drake, and Irene… they knew better. Unova rebuilt beneath Champion Alder’s good heart would be a great friend, and pursuing war with Kalos would destroy us all. No! Their forces bled dry in Sinnoh’s southern territories, where their fae were powerless, but on their own shores? We would win the war, but who would rule the ashes?”

He might not know Fino especially well, but it didn’t take a genius to realize Fino’s mood wouldn’t last long beneath the weight of these memories. “So how long were you in Unova with Champion Alder?”

Ash’s ploy worked, it seemed. The Fire Master immediately brightened. “Oh, only a year or so. Long enough to see order restored, the last vestiges of the previous regime forced out to the northern frontiers, and Champion Alder unify his wartorn people beneath one banner and show them a better way. A happier way.” Fino smiled proudly. “I’d done my part. War became a distant memory and the seeds of friendship had been sown. By the end, most of my time was spent training a new friend.”

Ash perked up. “Simisear?”

Fino blinked, then favored Ash with an amused look. “Well-read. You did your research. That shouldn’t surprise me by now.”

That one statement made Ash think of countless late nights poring over Fino’s old battles, watching individual fights with his friends and preparing counters, drilling again and again for specific matchups… “Like you wouldn’t believe.”

“Good!” Fino appeared satisfied with his answer and smiled over at Ash before looking back over the battlefield and Forina’s countless stone spires. “Genius is one part talent and nine parts hard work. Don’t grow complacent or you’ll end up like me - an old fool with the honor of being the first footnote in a young man’s long list of conquests.”

A smile tugged at Ash’s lips, but he still flushed a deep red. “Barely. It took me weeks to prepare. Dozens of hours with my team preparing for yours. If you’d brought your full team it could have gone differently.” Would have, Ash wanted to say, but stilled his tongue.

“And next time, perhaps you’ll only need a few days. Then they will start preparing for you.”

“They won’t make it easy.”

“What kind of Masters would they be if they did?”

Ash’s teeth bared. “Not Masters at all.”

“Ha! Good answer,” Fino laughed. “There’s nothing to learn on the easy road. Your team earned this with blood and sweat.”

He cocked his head, then loosed a billowy laugh. “Oh, Lucille will be fuming when she wakes up. It’s been ages since anything evaded her darts like that.”

“She was amazing!” Ash praised the Delphox. He couldn’t help but smile as he remembered the sheer complexity and artistry of those fiery techniques. “I never knew fire could be manipulated like that. The arrow technique she used -”

“I’ll have to change my orders now that young men are taking an interest in history,” Fino shook his head ruefully, though he seemed far from displeased.

Ash continued undaunted. ““It would have been nearly impossible for any other member of my team to face. Even Plume could barely outrun them. And Trick Room!” Ash trailed off. “When did you get her?”

Fino spent a moment in thought. “Oh, just a bit under thirty years ago. How the years flash by!” He sighed again. “Champion Drake rotated me to Kalos after my stint in Unova. Tensions were high - Sinnoh still demanded blood for the invasion of their territories, plus Drasna’s head, heart, lungs, and any other organs available - and I was one of the few volunteers willing to poke their head into that mess.”

The old man’s eyes squeezed shut. “Lucy met us there as a young Braixen. Plinia and I were training outside Lumiose when she ambushed us - Plinia didn’t take kindly to that, of course.”

He smiled. No, if Nidoking was anything to go by that would have been an utter disaster. “I can imagine.”

“She warmed up after a time and chose to accompany us home to Lavaridge,” Fino continued. His eyes tracked to Mt. Chimney, and he spent a long time staring wistfully at it before he said another word. Ash’s gaze followed, and his gut twisted at what lay beneath the rumbling mountain. “Oh, how I miss traveling! Lavaridge is my love, but there are so many beautiful lands to explore. It’s a wide world, and beautiful. I could never settle for one piece of it.”

Ash nodded along. “It is. So many places to see, so little time,” he frowned. “I’ve been all over Kanto. I’ve explored northern Johto. Some of the places I’ve been -” Champion Taimu’s tomb, Chinatsu’s grotto, the highest floor of the Lavender Tower, the Tin tower all sprang to mind, and Ash swallowed. “Some of them have been untouched for centuries.”

Fino listened, enraptured. “I’d love to hear of them! It’s been so many years since I’ve walked Alola’s beaches or dined beneath the Prism Tower of Lumiose. Three decades since I watched the musicals in Nimbasa!” He muttered under his breath. “Now, if only I’d managed to convince them to let me through the Galarian border… if only Kabu had left Lavaridge by then!”

He huffed, exasperated but amused with himself. “So many ‘if only’s! That’s how I know I’ve been in one place too long. Regrets are for the stagnant.”

That last name made no sense to Ash - he knew precious little about isolationist Galar - but he nodded along with the rest. “I can’t tell you everything,” he confessed. “Some things…”

“I understand,” Fino said easily, though he seemed more curious than ever after Ash’s admission. “Perhaps I’ll have some tales for you one day! Flannery won’t need my help much longer. When she’s ready, I’ll take my leave. Drake spends his days sailing the archipelago, so why can’t I go stretch these old legs?” He mused more to himself than to Ash. “The old Dragon Master might even join me. He’s always wanted to sail sunken Onulo.”

His eyes shone with dreams. “Ah! To pass into the Giant Chasm! To climb Mt. Silver’s peak and delve into Coronet. Perhaps I’ll even pass through the Seafoam Caverns on my way north. I’ve heard wonderful things about the Ice Time!”

Ash flinched. Great white wings outstretched, cold passing through his skin, muscle, bone, and deeper. “I… wouldn’t do that.”

Fino’s eyes widened, eagerness drawing his lips back in a youthful grin. “You’ve been?”

“To the depths,” Ash confirmed. Despite the hot weather, he found himself shivering at the memories of long, timeless days spent delving beneath the frozen caverns, the hunting calls of Dewgong sounding and Golduck - when was the last time he’d thought of the little traitor?

Ash’s finger traced the bald spot on Seeker’s belly where she’d blocked Golduck’s attack. She still couldn’t grow more than the tiniest bits of blue fuzz there, and a surge of violent anger overtook him. He didn’t let it show, though, and let the spike of simmering fury bleed out as Seeker squeaked and nuzzled into his hand.

“What did you find?” Fino pressed, his whole bearing lit up with curiosity. “The tales I’ve heard are incredible. Subterranean lakes stretching far as the eye can see and crusted with ice, countless water and ice-types living amongst each other - natural beauty unmatched!”

“Just imagine winter. Beautiful and deadly all in one,” Ash’s face twisted. Even Seeker ceased trying to get after his food to shudder beneath his hand. No doubt she recalled those long, freezing days just as fiercely as Ash. He hesitated. “I found Articuno at the bottom.”

Fino blinked. “Goodness. I… Well, I can’t even imagine.”

For once, the Master seemed tongue-tied. Perhaps that was one part of the reports he hadn’t seen.

“You really can’t.”

“Perhaps that’s one sight better left to the stories,” Fino’s gaze strayed from Ash back to Mt. Chimney. Black smoke belched from its red mouth. “Ah, all those far-flung places filled my dreams. They were my dream. My reward for a life spent in service… but it seems Lavaridge has need of me for a little longer.”

Ash’s mouth flattened into a thin line. Memories of unifying with the Earth itself nearly frayed his mind all over again, hands clenched to fists as the choking feeling came back, and he followed Fino’s melancholic stare to the volcano. Then he glanced at the spires of Forina. Somewhere below there waited the Wish Maker in its silent tomb.

“I’ll be here when it happens.”

“I expect you will.” The man nodded. “We’re in a new world - a world where the natural laws we’ve studied are all being rewritten - and you seem to make a habit of finding the unbelievable,” Fino looked his age then. “I’m no Blaine,” he said with distaste on his tongue, “and certainly not a scientist, but even an old poet can see the pattern.”

Ash scowled in defense of the Cinnabar Gym Leader. “Blaine’s not that bad.”

Fino’s eyes squeezed shut. “Perhaps you know a different man than I do - did. It’s been thirty years now. Enough time for the worst of us to change.”

They sat for a moment, then Ash said, “I’d like to hear about the places you’ve been. I’ve read so much, but I don’t really know anything. All I have is words on a page and a few pictures.”

The Master smiled over at him. “You’ll see them one day,” Fino said with certainty. “But we still have a little time before my granddaughter’s done interrogating Steven - or throwing herself against the iron wall. It would be my honor to share some of these wonders with you…”

And so they sat, and Ash listened, and questioned, and shared his own stories.

When Steven and Flannery returned, it was to the sound of laughter.
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ASH! 

I got the news (and video) from Steven yesterday. Phenomenal work. You’re just bound and determined to break my record, huh? All of us watched the battle together for movie night - just between you and me, I think you lit a fire under the others. The training rooms have been very active lately. Nobody wants to be the first to be dethroned by you! 

Excellent work with Plume, by the way. I’m glad to see that you’ve been working together to keep pushing. With her speed pushing the limits, it’s good that she’s becoming well-rounded. That focused Hurricane was beautiful. Good use of thinking outside the box to circumvent Protect. 

Is that your current attempt at replicating the technique you told me about? Keep me updated. I may be the Dragon Master, but I’m somewhat familiar with the flying-type…

I know you’ve been working hard out there. You’re doing great, Ash, and I can’t wait to see what you do. While I’ll be the first to say keep it all up, just remember to live a little, okay? There’s more to life than strength and battling. Don’t let Steven keep you cooped up! 

Speaking of which, tell Steven he’s in hot water for using such horrible, awful, terrible language around you. Koga and Karen weren’t pleased. (On my end, I don’t think he went far enough).

Enjoy your time in Hoenn. We can’t wait to see you back at the Plateau. 

Your favorite teacher, Master, and Champion, 

Lance

P.S. Thanks a ton for the sudden availability of funds to update the TV. We’ve pooled together a cut of the winnings and left a surprise for you in your room. 

Ash smiled at the message as he committed every word to memory. It certainly sounded like Lance was more himself than the last time he’d seen the Indigo Champion. They’d exchanged a few letters since Ash left Indigo Plateau over a month ago, and each time Lance sounded happier and more relaxed.

He hoped that trend continued.

Still, it looked like he’d received several messages over the last four days since he’d managed to defeat Fino. Most were from the Indigo Elite Four, although there was one from Gary and another from Amelia and Jonathan.

Ash made a mental note to give them the good news when he responded.

Ash had taken the rest of that day and the next off to give his team time to rest (and to celebrate with them and Steven) but after that he’d thrown himself into training again.

It had taken weeks and weeks of specific training just to match Fino Moore. Pride flushed in his chest at that, but he wasn’t a fool. Fino was a true Master, but he’d shown up with three fighters, one of which was half-blind. Time had done nothing to dull his skills, quite unlike world-weary Blaine, and Lucille had certainly been refined with age.

And at the end of the day, while he’d been declared the victor, it had been by the barest of margins.

But Ash could do better. Fino hadn’t come at him with everything he had, and that galled him.

Next time though…

Ash snorted, then decided to check the rest of his messages to take his mind off training for a bit. After the last few days of few breaks and little time to recuperate he needed the break. Steven had taken his narrow victory as a sign that Ash needed to double, perhaps triple, down on his training - not that Ash was complaining.

Most of them were quite short, though they still brought a mad smile to Ash’s face as he read them out to Nidoking, Torrent, Seeker, and Aron. They were the only ones still up during these late hours since Dazed was off talking with Claydol about one of the techniques they were working on.

The rest of the team were softly snoozing thanks to the brutal drills they’d been running.

Ash, 

It was a pleasure to hear the results of your battle with Master Fino. He is a worthy opponent. 

Toil and sweat will carry you far. Give Bruiser my regards. 

With friendship, 

Bruno.

He glanced at Bruiser, who was currently utterly spent after a long day of sparring with Skarmory to hone his defenses against aerial opponents. They’d made the goal to protect Aron from Skarmory’s attacks, which proved to be quite the motivator for the Machoke.

On the bright side, Aron was currently munching on a discarded metallic feather that Bruiser managed to knock off Skarmory before the fierce steel-type knocked him out with a vengeful Sky Attack.

Ash would tell Bruiser tomorrow.

He skimmed over Koga’s - just a few lines congratulating him on his win - and Will’s, which was so overflowing with enthusiasm and glee that Ash felt vaguely exhausted by the time he was done with the ten (ten!) pages. It left a smile on his face, though, which only grew when he read Karen’s.

Dear Ash, 

Congrats on the big win. Seeing that made me happy Honchkrow fought Plume in the dark. She’s a tough little birdie with a nasty attitude - I’m going to have to spend some more time with her next time you’re around. I think I have a few tricks she may like. 

Don’t get too big of a head, though. You’re good, but Will and I aren’t just sitting around twiddling our thumbs. If you think you’ll take us down like you took down that washed up old man then you’ve got another thing coming. Weavile can’t wait for a rematch with Bruiser - I hope he’ll be a Machamp the next time we see him. 

Speaking of evolutions, be sure to let me know when you evolve the little squirt. Weavile’s got a bit of a grudge, but I was nice and told him he can’t go all-out on Sneasel until he’s all grown up. 

Anyways, I hope you’re doing good down there. Hoenn’s a sticky mess of a region and we’re a little worried. Steven Stone might be a great trainer, but from what Lance tells me he doesn’t have a lick of common sense. Make sure he feeds you something besides rocks, and doesn’t get you killed. 

Get a new hat too! People are going to think you’re some kind of Nomad nutjob. It’s going to be so embarrassing if some reporter plasters a headline of you with that ratty old thing on your head. And don’t ruin your new clothes! 

Be sure to stay safe. I’ve heard those disgusting Rockets have been more active down there. All kinds of infighting from what I can tell. Steer clear. 

With love, 

Karen 

He smiled and reread Karen’s again. Ash felt a dark surge at the mention of the Rockets, but quelled it.

The night was too beautiful for his mood to be spoiled.

Around their campsite were woods drenched black by inky darkness, the calming buzzing of the countless bug-types that made Forina their home, and only the occasional howl of a Mightyena and somber cry of the dozens of Absol that had adopted this place.

After all this time, he’d found a certain peace in their melancholy songs.

It reminded him of Lavender.

Ash laid his head back against Nidoking’s resting shape, pulled off his hat, flicked off his PokeNav, and closed his eyes after a moment’s thought. All sorts of worries and tendrils of dreams rattled around in his head, but after a time he found himself drifting off to sleep.

When the nightmares came, they came faintly. His last waking thoughts were of a lonely purple chrysalis marked by a golden-hued scale, but instead of falling down that pit his mind went another way.

Rather than sinking into the crypt, his dreams surged back with victory, far-flung places, and the warmth of his mentor in the next tent over and his team huddling around him.
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Breakfast was a calm affair, but one tinged with sorrow. They’d reached the end of their time in Forina.

This place had become home for a time, and now they were leaving. Ash sipped at his black coffee, barely grimacing at the bitter flavor that had become so familiar over the last few months, and spoke with Bruiser as the massive Machoke guzzled an enormous thermos of nutrient paste.

It wasn’t good (Ash’s nose wrinkled every time he made it for Bruiser) but Machoke didn’t have a strong sense of taste anyways.

Besides, the results spoke for themselves.

“It’s been a good month.”

Ash looked to Steven, who sat across him on a dull rock. The former Champion had already finished his own meal, and had been engrossed with his own conversation with Claydol (and presumably Metagross as well, given how often they shared mental space).

Ash smiled.

“It has,” he agreed.

He and his team were worn to the bone from the past month’s racing and training in the confines of the valley, beneath its countless spires, but he felt… satisfied. Ready for whatever could challenge them.

Wherever they went after this (Ash suspected Fortree, given a few ‘subtle’ comments that Steven made) he knew it wouldn’t be an easy adjustment. Still, Ash was ready to travel again. He’d gotten that itch again over the week since the battle. Fascinating as Forina was - full of hidden secrets, caves, and countless nooks and crannies to discover - it had grown a little too familiar.

There were too many places to see for him to remain here long. Too many secrets that needed peeling back. After sharing stories with Fino, he never wanted to be plagued by thoughts of ‘if only’.

And, perhaps more than anything, he longed to live outside the oppressive weight of Mt. Chimney.

Steven sent him a measured look. “Do you think you’re ready to take on the Ever Grande Elite Four?”

The conversations around them lulled.

Ash blanched. Where had that come from?

“No!” He exclaimed, then shook his head. “I want to fight them. Of course. But…”

Ash trailed off. How to put it into words? “I may have beaten Fino, but all it did is show us how far we have to go. We had to tailor our tactics and train for specific matchups. A six-on-six matchup would be amazing - more than amazing - but we don’t have the flexibility yet.”

The Steel Master nodded with the ghost of a smile on his lips. “At least you know your limits. When Lance beat his first Master at fourteen, he challenged Drake and…” Steven chuckled, but didn’t continue. “You’ll get there. Believe me, you’ll get there.”

Ash sighed in relief - he’d thought the Steel Master was serious for a moment. He leaned forward and took another swig of the scalding hot coffee, a new question burning on his tongue. “Who was Lance’s first win?”

Aggron stomped over, rattling the earth with each step, and stood next to Steven as Ash waited. The moment he saw his teacher, Aron activated Magnet Rise to skim over and butt against the enormous creature’s thick iron-plated leg with a cheerful warble.

Steven smiled at the sight.

“A half-mad Nomad Ice Master that made his home in the archipelago, actually. He had a habit of having his team create ice bridges to cross from island to island.” Steven rolled his eyes. “His name was… Kapono? Kapono Paewei! Yes, that’s right. Lance paid him a small fortune to battle him in the Shoal Cave - as poor a place for his dragons as he could think of. He couldn’t have anyone tarnishing his victory.”

“How did it go?” Ash pressed eagerly. Even Bruiser was paying a bit more attention now that he’d finished his breakfast. “I know he won, but what happened?”

Steven shrugged. “I wasn’t there, and Lance was barely coherent when he was telling me the story, he was so worked up. All I know was that it was a full battle, Lance won by a hair, and that Kapono named him Master.”

“But not the Dragon Master,” Ash observed.

“Correct.” Steven nodded approvingly. “That wasn’t Kapono’s title to give. That came later, when he defeated Drake at the height of his strength.”

Ash marveled at the idea, desperately wishing he could have watched that battle in person. There was a reason that Drake’s reputation loomed so large, after all. That was a man who’d reshaped the world to his liking and forged the disparate city-states of Hoenn into one functioning whole.

“Speaking of Drake,” Steven coughed and Ash’s full attention focused upon him. “Given our… Well, let’s be fair, your findings, I will need to go to Ever Grande City to discuss the finer details with him and Wallace. They are… troubling.”

“Didn’t you already tell them?”

Steven nodded. “Yes, but there are certain things that can only be done in person, and these are certainly things I’d rather not send via technology. There are eyes and ears everywhere.”

Ash’s brow furrowed. “You said I.”

“For now,” his teacher admitted. “I’d like you to join me. Our last opportunity for you to meet Wallace in Slateport was… sidetracked, let’s say, and I’d like to make introductions as soon as possible.”

“But?” Ash prompted.

“But I have an assignment for you!” Steven smiled. “Given how the last one turned out, I’d like to give you the opportunity to go on a standard, routine assignment.”

His eyebrows rose up, though he sent a dirty look at Oz as she paused her breakfast to give a disbelieving snort.

“Really?” Ash asked, recalling the disaster and how he’d traumatized the Eruption. “What is it?”

“Simple!” Steven raised a finger proudly, then fished out two folded pieces of paper from his pocket. “Here, take this.”

Ash quickly unfolded it and skimmed over the single paper. It was somewhat formal, but clearly a rushed report. No doubt whoever filled it out had more important things to deal with given what Karen had mentioned in her letter.

Ever Grande League Report J940.c5

Filer: Ranger Floresco Bianci.

Filing Date: 10.2.999 

Beginning 9.24.999, Ranger Station Arid received several reports of travelers through the Arid Zone being harassed by wild pokemon. These pokemon have evaded Ranger patrols, but reports from friendly wild pokemon populations in the area suggest they have continued to harass local groups. There has been a noted exodus of wild pokemon from the southern reaches of the Arid Zone. 

Ranger Coppola made forays into the deep desert, but found little evidence of such activity. Current communications with human locals in the Arid Zone have provided little interest, although further contact is recommended. 

Upon cursory investigation, no pattern to emergent disruptions have been noted. Due to Rocket activity in the Lavaridge and Mauville territories, however, Team Arid has only been able to perform minimal reconnaissance. A pattern may exist that Team Arid has not found sufficient evidence to discern. 

Current recommendations for future investigations are as follows:

Make additional contact with human populations in the area (coordinates provided below). 

Interface with local populations of pokemon with psychic aid. Team Arid was unable to make contact with the Spirit of the Desert, but if problems continue it is expected that it may take action. 

Seemed simple enough. “Is that it?”

Steven nodded, seeming rather satisfied with himself. “That’s it. These disturbances have appeared recently in the desert for unknown reasons. Your job is to hunt it down. Coordinates for sources have been highlighted, and I’ve forwarded additional information on your PokeNav.”

Ash smiled. “I can do that.”

“Excellent,” Steven smiled. “I’ve spoken with Fino already regarding your assignment. The Lavaridge Gym technically has authority over the Arid Zone, so they will be providing you with materials to assist with your mission.”

He perked up at that. Flannery had been around a few times the last few days to watch him train and question him endlessly (which he’d begun to look forward to) but he hadn’t spoken to Fino since the day of their battle.

It would be nice to have a chance to say goodbye.

“Juliet will arrive within the hour to take me to Ever Grande,” Steven said, casting a mournful glance all around at the stone spires surrounding them. “Care to work in one last training session before we part ways?”

Ash smiled. “That’s sounding pretty good to me. Infernus has been looking for something to take his frustrations out on. He’s still mad that he was the only one not to bring down one of Fino’s team…”
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60. Chapter 60: The Tomb


A/N: Many apologies for the wait! This came out about 25,000 words longer than I expected. I hope you enjoy Ash’s next adventure! As always, please reach out to me through PMs if you would like. 

Cw: suicidal thoughts (near end of chapter). 

Ash limped into the Lavaridge Gym with an unsteady sway and a smile. His legs were still adjusting after the quick flight from the campsite in Forina, but every passing step had him growing steadier and at home on solid earth once more.

“Excuse me!”

Ash paused to turn and cock his head at the voice.

“I’m afraid Leader Flannery is taking a brief break for lunch. Challenges will resume in thirty -” The mousy-haired attendant’s eyes bulged as he recognized Ash. “Oh! Uh, sorry! Leader Flannery is -”

She slammed the heavy doors open and burst out from the Gym’s arena with a radiant smile. “Right here!”

Ash rolled his eyes. By now he knew Flannery well enough to say with certainty she’d planned this. How long had she been waiting?

Flannery strode over, doing a poor job of concealing the plainly wrapped package clutched in one hand and hidden behind her back. The attendant seemed to make himself as tiny as possible behind the counter as her presence filled the entire room. “Hey there, Ash! I hear you’re leaving us.”

He winced regretfully. “Yeah.”

Flannery sighed. “Well, that’s a shame. It was a good month though, right?”

“Definitely,” Ash smiled. “I’ll have to come by again sometime.”

She cheered at that and sent him a thumbs up. “Alright! Good stuff. Now…” Flannery grinned and brandished the bundle in her hand. “The Lavaridge Gym has a surprise for you!”

It was rather small. Just larger than the kind of gift-box you might put a gift card in for a birthday.

Ash blinked. “Okay?”

Flannery deflated.

“You could stand to be a little more excited, you know!” She complained. “Sure, we’re obligated to give you supplies for this job - it’s kind of the bare minimum, you know? - but that’s not the point!”

She pressed the package into his face and gave it a rattle. “I could have shoved this off on Robby-” she pointed with her other hand at the receptionist, who was currently doing his best impression of a Sandshrew trying to curl up on itself. “To bring this out, but nope. Leader Flannery decided to be nice to a friend and do the grunt work and say goodbye! Personally!”

“Oh.” He didn’t really know how to respond to that. “Thanks for your patronage, Leader Flannery.”

“You’ve ruined it. Thanks a lot, Elite Four Ash,” Flannery grumbled. Still, she tossed him the package. It was heavier than expected, and he let out a small grunt as he caught it. “Guess what’s in it!”

His mind ran over what little he knew about the mission, which he’d reviewed over the flight here. Steven hadn’t known much more than what was on the paper, which Ash had found out after constantly poking and prodding during the quick bout they’d had between Infernus and Armaldo.

Still. It was enough to make a proper guess.

“Pokeballs?” It was the only thing that made sense given that he’d probably end up facing down whatever wild pokemon was responsible for the disturbances at some point.

Flannery’s nose wrinkled. “One for two. Not bad!”

She gave him an (overly sarcastic) thumbs up, then hurried him along. “Now open it!”

He didn’t bother with any delicate attempts to unwrap the box, which looked as if someone (probably Flannery) had haphazardly slapped enough tape around the bundle of brown packaging paper to protect it from one of Infernus’ Flamethrowers.

Instead, he tore it open, then stuffed some of the thick, crinkly paper in some of his pockets.

“For Sneasel,” he explained when he caught Flannery’s questioning glance, then proceeded to rip the rest of the paper off to reveal a hastily wrapped bundle of ten standard pokeballs. None of the advanced models were included, but they would get the job done.

Below those, Ash found something more curious: a small set of red-lensed adjustable goggles that reminded him of the helmet he’d worn during the Stone colony raid. He picked them up by their elastic band and dangled them in front of his face - he’d definitely have to keep these away from Sneasel. They’d be much too tempting to steal and play with.

“Go-Goggles?” Ash read off the label.

He tried them on, adjusting the tightness so that they didn’t squeeze too hard and leave him with a headache, or snag on his hair. It was pretty simple, thankfully, and they proved to be fairly comfortable. “I’m guessing sandstorms are in my future?”

“You know it!” Flannery laughed. “I’m sure you’d get through them just fine anyways, but it’s better to be safe than sorry. I’ve had to take a few expeditions there to meet with some of the tribal leaders and the Go-Goggles have always been a huge help.”

He turned the Go-Goggles over in his hands and read the logo on the back. Devon Corp.

Of course.

Ash offered Flannery a genuine smile despite the urge to let a smirk overtake it. “Thank you. I appreciate it.” Then he hesitated. “Should I get anything for my team before we head out?”

She tossed her head, smiling back. “Nah, they’ll be fine! Just recall them if a sandstorm picks up. Nidoking should be able to take it, but make sure Seeker is put up. She’d get tossed around like a toy by the wind alone, and probably pretty roughed up by the friction.”

He made a mental note of that. Seeker was far, far too delicate to be exposed to whipping winds and grinding sands. Sun exposure would be bad enough, but at least they could work around that.

A new voice cut into their conversation. “Ah, you’re here earlier than I expected!”

Ash turned to the newcomer with a smile. “Juliet picked Steven up just a few minutes ago. I didn’t want to waste any time.”

Fino adjusted his spectacles as his Simisear lazily came to a stop alongside him.

The fire-type hardly spared Ash a glance, though he could tell by the momentary flit of the simian’s droopy eyes to Ash’s chest that it knew something of the Feather. He focused for a moment, drawing deep to force Fire to the surface despite Earth’s oppressive weight, and took a small pleasure in Simisear’s choking gasp as heat flooded his blood.

“Oh dear, I told you not to scarf that lava cookie down so quickly,” Fino chided his companion, who chattered out a protest. “Goodness! But I appreciate your enthusiasm, Ash. We received another report this morning from a Ranger out in the Arid Zone.”

A flicker of worry panged in his chest. “Is it serious?”

“No, no!” Fino raised a hand to reassure Ash. “I wouldn’t say it’s good by any means, but it’s just an additional report of local pokemon being harassed by these newcomers. None have been hurt so far, but there’s been an additional exodus from the southern dunes.”

Which meant his targeted area had expanded significantly.

“I suppose I should start there,” Ash mused. “I saw the coordinates for where to make human contact. Do you have any leads on where I should bring Dazed to meet with wild pokemon, or should I just ask the locals?”

Fino smiled at that. “No to the former, but I’m certain they’ll find you. They’ve been rather attentive to newcomers as of late. I know Caterina - Matriarch Caterina to you, myself, Champion Wallace, and anyone else who crosses her - might be able to bring a few to you.”

Ash nodded, already curious about the hardy people that called the desert their home.

The Arid Zone was a harsh, desolate land, but he knew that in the past civilization had thrived there amongst the rolling sea of sandy dunes. By now those glory days were long past, eroded by frequent wars and the migration of the desert folk to greener pastures, but a number of people still clung to the old ways.

They reminded him of the people of Pewter’s rugged territories. Old names, old customs, and older thinking. They’d never quite grown comfortable in the modern world, though they’d forged an unbreakable bond with the land and native pokemon for it.

Suffice to say that while Ash didn’t particularly want to live like that, those were all things that piqued Ash’s personal interests.

“I’ll be sure to contact her,” Ash replied as he stowed away the pokeballs and Go-Goggles in his pack. He cleared his throat. “I should go though. I - thank you for your help. For everything,” he added, eyes straying from Fino to Flannery.

How odd it was to feel so profoundly for people he’d shared just a few weeks with. It reminded him of his time training with Lance at Mt. Ember. In just a month he’d come to know the man beneath the Champion’s mantle.

Ash hadn’t spent his short life buried in tales of Fino Moore or Leader Flannery, but in them he’d found that same bond.

“Of course,” Fino smiled kindly, the age-lined creases of his face wrinkling. He patted Ash on the shoulder. “You’re a friend of Lavaridge. You’re always welcome here.”

Flannery gave Ash a brief hug, then pulled away to look him in the eyes. “Yeah! And don’t forget to swing by if you’re in the area. My team and I are coming for you! Plinia’s already promised to help - I think she’s holding a grudge.”

Ash barked out a laugh. “Good. I’m looking forward to it,” he said, then fought back a surge of longing to stay just a little longer. “I - until next time.”

Ash dipped his head to them both, and smiled when they returned the farewell.

With more regret than he expected, Ash left the Lavaridge Gym to go meet Plume back outside. Fino and Flannery followed behind, waiting just outside the Gym along with Simisear.

He cast one last look back at Flannery and Fino’s smiling faces, waved one last time, and hopped onto Plume’s back.

She leaned back to rub her head against his outstretched hand, let loose a keening cry as a goodbye to both Fino and Flannery, then took off in a rush of wind and wings.

Plume seemed eager to leave Lavaridge and the cumbersome weight of cloying Earth behind them, and Ash closed his eyes and relaxed. Tension and anxiety and the thump thump thump of the beast’s heartbeat buried beneath Lavaridge faded away, blown off by the freedom of the skies as if he was casting off a heavy cloak or shaking loose a heavy coating of dust acquired over the course of a long, tiresome journey.

Lavaridge soon became little more than a dark dot hidden amidst the enormous slopes of Mt. Chimney, and Ash left it all behind him.

Sweet as it was to leave the awful burden behind, to fly far, far away from the troubles of the world and Mt. Chimney’s red-rimmed mouth, he couldn’t help but linger on the bitter partings as well. It had been a month well spent, full of warm memories and new connections, and Ash knew he’d miss them soon enough.

But for now?

For now he looked forward to the great stretch of golden sand visible on the horizon.

He’d return to Lavaridge and Forina one day - he must, for he couldn’t imagine leaving this beautiful land for good - but for the next few days he belonged to the desert.

XX

Less than half an hour later found Ash and Plume waiting amidst a small collection of squat, sand-colored buildings carved into an eastern region of the Arid Zone rich with firm, starkly-protruding sandstone.

The dwellings never rose higher than a single story at most on the surface, but Ash could see window-wells scooped out beside the foundations that indicated they extended deep below the earth into the cool, dark recesses beneath the desert’s sun-baked crust.

Ash longed to explore them and poke around these fascinating dwellings - no doubt Nidoking or Sneasel would get a kick out of it themselves - but stopped himself.

He had a job to do.

He couldn’t stop the little knot of worry burrowed in his gut. They’d left Mt. Chimney and Lavaridge behind, but something about the sands still left Earth roiling up within him - he’d escaped its immediate resting place, but these golden dunes were still stained with the lingering press of its power.

A voice interrupted his musings. “Elite Four Ash.”

A slim woman shrouded in a breezy, hooded white robe dipped her head as she approached with a spinning Baltoy at her side. Ash had to crane his neck a little to meet her eyes - she had the tall, gangly proportions of someone hitting a late growth spurt, and towered above him as a result.

She looked at him with slightly widened eyes. Her gaze lingered on his arms bared under the sun with something between criticality and veiled amusement. “The honored matriarch will meet with you soon. I will stay with you in the meantime and show you to her when she is ready. I am Ilaria.”

Ash shifted uncomfortably at the formal address, but didn’t correct her. It was inconsequential, and this was business. “Thank you,” he replied simply. “Will it be long? I’m not in a hurry,” he interrupted her before her lips could part. “Just curious.”

Ilaria blinked. “No, I do not think so. Perhaps you would like to step inside while we wait? Out of the sun?” She stared not-so-subtly at his uncovered skin and head. Ash could only imagine how Karen would have reacted if she saw him on League business with his well-loved hat.

“Sure. Do you have somewhere in mind?” The Fire laced through his being might do a bit to protect him, but he supposed it was best not to tempt fate when the next few days might be spent baking under the sun’s glow.

What was her name again? Ilaria? Something like that. For now, he decided to assuage some of his curiosity. “May I ask a question?”

She nodded, obviously nervous beneath Plume’s raptor gaze. “Of course!”

Ash recalled Plume with a whispered word of thanks. He nodded to Ilaria. “I’m ready.”

Her long strides forced Ash to move quickly just to keep up with her walk into the settlement. It wasn’t large - hardly larger than a village like Littleroot - but its architects had chosen this place well. It was situated in the lee of a canyon which offered plentiful protection from the infamous sandstorms that swept across the Arid Zone’s expanse.

It was amazing they’d managed to eke out a living in a desolate place like this. His view from Plume confirmed the lack of any major rivers or water sources in the desert, but they had to get it from somewhere. Underground reservoirs, perhaps? He’d read of desert civilizations with extensive qanat networks to transport water across vast deserts without suffering evaporation.

“How do you make your homes?” Ash asked his guide, inclining his head to the sandstone buildings, a few of which had been carved directly from the canyon walls.

A few people moved in and out as they made their way through the small village, often casting Ash mistrustful or bewildered glances before they scurried back into the cooler lower levels. Not even the Trapinch, Baltoy, Sandshrew, or the odd Cacnea that dwelt in the tiny settlement were willing to be out beneath the pounding midday sun.

Ash couldn’t blame them - he was already sweating as badly as Sneasel had when they’d first arrived in Hoenn

The only saving grace was that at least it actually did something in the desert. Nothing was worse than going on a run with Steven through sweltering, humid Forina and just becoming a sticky mess of hot sweat that refused to cool him off like it was supposed to.

It didn’t do much, but it was something. His skin was tan thanks to long hours spent under the sun, but without any shade or cover to speak of he knew the desert would prove harsh.

Ilaria’s Baltoy spun suddenly, kicking up a slight breeze with a rush of its psychic powers, and Ash sighed in relief as the punishing heat slackened a bit. Its body flashed with the azure of psychic energy, but it didn’t dare brush his mind.

Ash should count himself lucky that the lesser psychic remained conscious.

“We rely on our companions to dig,” the desert woman said slowly, glancing down at her Baltoy curiously. “They are familiar with these lands and know the earth like their own bodies. Better, maybe. Many of our homes are connected beneath the sands to offer relief. There, we keep the cisterns, and our growing things, such as we have.” Her voice turned wry. “We rarely wake during the day. Night is safer.”

He winced. “I’m sorry for disturbing you.”

Ilaria’s eyes widened, as though she had not considered the implications of her statement. “No! No!” She gesticulated wildly. “It’s an honor to have you visit us, Elite Four Ash! A true honor! We never imagined the League would send such a powerful trainer to help us. It’s a pleasure to host you.”

The sheer earnestness - and panic - in the woman’s eyes made him decide not to reveal this was just a training mission for him. Given how high-strung she was, he might not have been alone in that.

“The League is always here to help,” he said instead, now quite uncomfortable.

A firm psychic presence, solid like stone, dared to brush his mind and recoiled like a hand pulling away from a hot stove.

Ash sighed, the hair on his nape already lowering. He’d never get used to that.

Still, he turned to the newcomers, who’d emerged from a set of shadowed stairs within the largest of the surface dwellings.

Nothing out of the ordinary - a Claydol that swayed drunkenly at the side of a figure hidden almost entirely in sand-colored robes. As they approached, he caught sight of a few interesting details on the building they’d just vacated.

The dwelling was taller than its neighbors - only by a few feet, but sufficient that Ash suspected it must either have a high ceiling, a loft, or some sort of storage. The walls were primarily sandstone like all the rest, though tiled in a wide stripe with glazed blue ceramics in ornate patterns both elegant and simple.

With the Unown-sourced script tracing with the patterns, it cut a blaze of unlooked-for color through the largely earth-toned settlement.

It took Ash a few moments to discern the words, though they were in a language or dialect he’d never seen or heard before. Perhaps it was something he could decipher with enough time - surely the desert folk couldn’t be that isolated from the other mainlanders - but he did notice with no little curiosity that a few Draconid symbols he’d seen in Jirachi’s caverns were intermixed in a few places.

Images of Cacturne and Cacnea adorned the right side of the home, carved masterfully into the sandstone to depict scenes of the grass-types standing above robed humans and pricking their thick skin to release streams of vivid blue into the vessels carried by the humans.

To the left were etched a dozen humans bowing, with a woman of much larger stature kneeling before the unmistakable image of an immense Flygon. It shrouded the people protectively within its enormous wings as a stylized sandstorm whipped fruitlessly against it. Its eyes were glazed of a different shade; vivid crimson orbs set in a sculpted skull, as well as the characteristic outlines of its outspread wings and tail.

And in the center, above the main door which was guarded by a simple flap of pale cloth, the imposing shape of a tower with strangely faded edges rose. It was surrounded by humans and other pokemon of the desert, all kneeling in supplication or worship, and images of Claydol and Baltoy rose above them all.

His eyes noted a distinction in how the different figures were carved - humans tended to be a little finer and more precise, likely hammered into the stone with hammer and chisel. Pokemon, however, were a bit rougher and carved with a different style, like tooth and claw had been used to shape it into a separate - though no less beautiful and well-crafted - image.

The exceptions were Claydol and Baltoy, however, which were emblazoned upon the stone in the same style as humans.

“‘Tis a representation of the three pillars of our ancestors, the Siculus.”

He found himself distracted from his examination by the short, rail-thin woman who approached them both. It was difficult to discern her frame beneath the oversized tan robes she wore, but the little glimpses of narrow wrists and the drawn, sun-baked skin of her face told Ash that she was hardened and shriveled by a long life in the desert. Whether she was naturally dark-skinned or if her earthen tone was acquired with time and sun was anyone’s guess.

“Cacturne, Flygon, and Claydol,” Ash murmured, more to himself than to the desert folk. “Water, shelter, and -”

“Service,” the tiny woman interrupted, a little flap of loose skin beneath her chin (perhaps the only part of her that wasn’t drawn taut as a wire over her bony frame) twitching with her words.

Ilaria’s eyes bulged as she made a choking sound. “Ah! I was just bringing Elite-”

The woman shot Ilaria a silencing glance. “The Piede is a harsh mistress,” she continued. “And hardly a fair one. Bitter Old Hoenn came stomping by and left his ugly mark on the place.”

He blinked. “Old Hoenn?”

She waved his question off.

“The Dessicator - are you simple?” Her sharp question left Ash with a frown, less from her tone and more by the insinuation. Ignorance wasn’t stupidity.

Ilaria’s hands disappeared into her voluminous sleeves, though little twitches and shifts in the fabric spoke of anxious fidgeting.

The crone took no notice of it - or if she did, she gave no indication of it, too busy shuffling into Ash’s personal space as she was. “Groudon, boy!” she snapped. “Blind, soft green folk!”

Ash’s frown deepened. “I know Groudon.”

She scoffed. “Just look at you! Fat with water and pale as a Sandshrew’s belly. How can one of the green folk know the Dessicator?” The shriveled woman slapped her thigh - a thin, sharp sound in itself.

Iliara hid her face behind her hands.

Ash couldn’t help but recall another acerbic crone, and realized with more than a little horror that Agatha would adore this desert-hardened old woman.

Or kill her. One of the two.

He met her eyes, but didn’t bother stoking anything to strike the fear of something more into the woman.

There was no need. Much like when he’d last met Chinatsu, he merely looked, set his jaw, drew in his expression, and waited.

What she saw, whether it was the dark rings below his eyes as a relic of his sleepless nights, or a lingering ghost of the waking nightmares he’d seen, or just the physical tolls of a dozen deadly experiences, seemed to finally satisfy her.

She harrumphed, then revealed a gummy smile - her mouth was a black pit marred by two yellow teeth; one brittle, jagged canine and the other a lower incisor. The rest had likely abraded away by a tough, plain diet contaminated with too much sand.

She didn’t seem to notice his curious stare. “Perhaps not so soft after all,” she muttered thoughtfully, leering up at him and craning her neck forward to get a better look at him. “Still one of the green folk, though, if only just. Now-”

The matriarch cast a dirty look back at her Claydol, who reluctantly sailed closer through the air.

“What brings the League nosing around the Piede and her people? And to send a not-child!” She scoffed with a dismissive flick of her wrist beneath her robes. “I see the islander Champion still knows nothing of our ways.”

“I’m here to help.” Ash said simply. Patiently.

“Help!” the woman exclaimed. “Ha! It’s been years since your ilk poked your noses into our affairs. Last time you swept over the desert like a plague, sniffing around for who-knows-what, sifting through the sands like you owned them and leaving all sorts of nasty places upturned and buzzing with trouble for us to clean up!”

Ash blinked, bemused by the matriarch’s onslaught. Glancing to the side, however, he couldn’t help but smile faintly at how horrified Iliara was - she’d surreptitiously shifted a few steps backward, angling closer and closer to the village’s underground sanctum, her hands frantically twisting together over and over again beneath the linen of her sleeves.

He cleared his throat, doing his best to ignore the pounding sun. By now he firmly regretted not making it to whatever place Ilaria had thought to take him to before his curiosity had gotten the better of him. “Our rangers reported a series of attacks on travelers in the area by a wild pokemon. I’ve been sent to investigate and help.”

An edge slipped into his voice. Could anyone blame him?

Sadly, his words just earned an indignant snort from the matriarch (and he realized now that she’d never bothered to introduce herself - but he felt comfortable with the assumption) and she looked half a moment from turning on her heel and striding back into her home. “Good! Far be it from me to stop the Piede from pushing out those too weak or unprepared to wander it. We have no need for weak blood.”

Iliara gasped, and her Baltoy flickered with psychic power, letting loose a high-pitched keen.

“Matriarch Caterina!” She scolded, looking scandalized, though the look on her face spoke of immediate regret as she became the target for a new glare. Still, she seemed emboldened when her sharp-tongued elder didn’t immediately bite her head off, and took a step closer. “Gilo ran afoul of the shadow just the other day! You’d discount your own grandson so easily?”

The matriarch snorted. “If he can’t handle a little shade, what use is he? We ought to send him packing out in the dunes until he toughens up. And I would!” She added, rounding on and scowling at a nonplussed Ash. “If only I didn’t think the empty headed boy would run off crying to the greenlands the moment he left the village! Your Rangers have infected him with silly dreams.”

“He could grow strong away from here,” Ash said to the leathery old woman. “My team and I have.”

A pale tongue, more white than pink and dry as the sands themselves, swept out to lick at the matriarch’s incisor, which wobbled dangerously beneath the gentle prod.

“Bah! You might be strong, but for what? Your League can’t even rule its own lands!” She spat against the sandy stone the village was built upon… or tried to, anyways. There was hardly enough moisture in it to even blot the sand. “We followed the Dragon Master to foreign shores with dreams of glory, and now his successors feel it slipping through their fingers - the folly of great men and little boys!”

Don’t scowl, became Ash’s mantra. Don’t disappoint Steven. “It’s better to dream than to hide away in the desert thinking that your suffering puts you over anyone who has it better.”

Her sunken cheeks hollowed as her lips pursed, and her eyes narrowed, assessing. There was a distinct canniness to her now, like a Mightyena sniffing out concealed prey… or his mother when she’d held him under interrogation for some mischief or another.

It laid him bare in a different way from before, and he shifted beneath it.

Then the dangerous glint twisted to amusement. The matriarch snorted softly.

“So this soft flower has thorn after all!” Her lined face wrinkled even further with her thin smile. “There’s wisdom in the desert, little boy. Lessons oft forgotten in this new, united Hoenn. You won’t find them elsewhere, of that much you may be assured. They’ll do you good, I think.”

“So where should I learn them?” Ash challenged. He was tired of these games. The desert sun wasn’t doing much for his patience. “If it’s in the direction of this ‘shadow’ then I’m sure I’ll come away a little wiser.”

“Hmph!” Caterina grunted. She cast a look at Claydol, who was still eager to keep its distance. “Dispense with that certainty, for one. It rarely serves you well, and makes you sound like an idiot besides. I can’t say where you’ll find it, but I suppose I can tell you who might.”

Ash leaned forward. “I’m listening.”

The matriarch turned her back to him, shuffling towards her home. Ash wanted to shout at her, to demand she stay until she’d pointed him on his way, but held his tongue.

She stilled for a moment, and then, apparently satisfied, hummed. “You want to learn the desert? Igigi, show them.”

The Claydol flashed a brilliant blue, but Ash never felt the expected psychic tendril make contact. Instead, he took a bit of pleasure in the way the matriarch suddenly wheeled around (Iliara flinched back, probably expecting a tongue lashing) and peered at him with glittering eyes. “What? What do you mean he - ugh, tell me then, doll!”

His mouth flattened. “What is it?”

She waved his question away. “Just the old doll speaking nonsense,” Caterina said with disgust. “Spouting about Storm-Tamer this, doomseeker that! Superstitious tripe.”

Her nose wrinkled beneath her hood, and she pointed a long, shriveled finger to the east. “Four miles that way. You’ll find one of the Piede’s elders. Well-informed enough, a prominent set of eyes and ears for the Pack here. It will know where these desert shadows are hiding, and then you can be on your way. Release the bird you arrived on, Igigi will give her precise directions if your own sense of direction falters.”

Ash nodded and immediately released Plume. The Pack? He’d have to inquire later, maybe when the matriarch had a few days to forget this whole conversation. “Thank you.”

“Best to get it over with,” she replied smartly. “You seem like a stubborn one. You might weather the biting sands better than most, but even the tallest rocks can be ground to dust. The faster you’re on your way, the faster these specters leave my people in peace, and the faster my niece can stop playing with her hands like a child!”

Iliara squeaked and yanked her hands away from her sleeves, stammering an apology for the older woman. Under a harsher glare, she stepped forward, and bowed her head to Ash, seemingly eager to keep her distance from the prickly old crone’s temper. “W-we thank you for your help, Elite Four Ash! Are you properly equipped for the desert?”

He tugged the Go-Goggles from his pack. “Flan - Leader Flannery,” Ash corrected himself. “Provided me with these to help with any sandstorms.”

“Ha! Those little goggles may help, but are you really going out in those?” Caterina barked, gesturing at his athletic shorts and his t-shirt, both of which were made from a lightweight, breathy fabric. “If so then you are as much a fool as I initially assumed; I don’t suppose the desert might be kind enough to spit you back out once it’s done chewing you up.”

“What the matriarch is trying to say” Iliara shot a dirty, nervous look Caterina’s way, not that the old woman gave a lick about it. “Is that there is potential for severe sandstorms over the next few days. It might be best for you to wear more… suitable clothing.”

His eyebrows rose. “Like yours?”

“Like ours!” Caterina snapped impatiently. “I don’t suppose you carry the price for such things?”

Ash touched his pocket. “Your currency is stardust, right?”

She sighed, aggressively rolling her eyes, and then swept around with her robes catching in the slight breeze that whisked through the village. “‘Currency’ he says! As though we would use such precious material for such mundane matters… Bah. Very well. Come along, little hunter. Bring what they gave you, flax isn’t free in these parts. You’re about my grandson’s size…”
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“We must be close,” Ash said to Nidoking as they trod across the sweeping golden dunes of the Hoenn Piede.

Sunlight beat down on them both, but Nidoking bore it with stoic acceptance while Ash was sheltered from its worst effects by the long white robes gifted to him by the desert folk - they were a little long - Caterina only had her grandson’s spare clothes because he’d so quickly begun to grow out of them - so he had to take care with every step to avoid his feet getting tangled up, but Ash had to admit it made the desert far more bearable.

Long clothing might have seemed miserable at first glance, but the fabric was soft from use and breezy. Wind easily rushed through to and carried away heat, and without the direct touch of the sun on his skin and hair he found it significantly easier to push along.

He would be hot no matter what, but at least this way he didn’t have to worry about sunburn as well. Not even Fire’s influence would save him from here.

Nidoking grunted, and Ash smiled over at him. His legs burned as they climbed yet another dune, the loose sand making it a challenge to move as quickly as he normally would, but it wasn’t so bad after all the running that Steven had put him through in Forina.

“Think it’s going to be there?” Ash pointed forward to a massive outcrop that rose up from the desert. It was made up of several great jagged spires of windworn, russet stone, not unlike the great towers of Forina, and he could make out the faintest traces of movement amidst the rocks.

His friend peered, shrugged, but seemed content to follow along at Ash’s side.

They came down to the little valley between the dunes, and Ash looked with no little curiosity at the (relatively) tiny Trapinch hiding in the bowl-like pit. Its orange jaws were just barely visible amidst the yellow sands, and it quickly realized that they weren’t prey - the sand shifted, filling in, and soon enough the Trapinch was totally invisible.

“At least it’s not trying to ambush us,” Ash observed.

Nidoking’s nostrils flared at the thought. He glared down at the pit with beady black eyes, snarled, and the sand shifted again as the pokemon dug ever deeper to escape his glare.

Ash snorted, and they gave the Trapinch a wide berth and began to climb the next set of dunes, Nidoking’s great tail leaving a distinct trail behind them.

Nothing would have a hard time tracking them, though Ash wasn’t worried about that. They weren’t hiding from anything - couldn’t have if they wanted to - and anything hunting them would run into a nasty surprise… or ten.

They moved across the desert in companionable silence for the most part, although every now and then Nidoking would grumble at half-buried Trapinch or roar out a challenge at the odd Cacnea which passed by carelessly, each of which were often preceded by a wonderfully sweet scent that was incredibly out of place in the arid desert.

Ash made the occasional comment too, of course, especially as they neared the outcropping. It grew larger and larger the closer they got - distance had proven deceptive in such a vast, featureless space. It wasn’t much in terms of height, but the rugged stone formed something of a platform in the desert, like an island in the sea of sand, and Ash could make out several shallow hollows and dark tunnels shaped into the spires where several pokemon had made their home.

A golden head poked out of one of the pits - a Sandshrew, and a surprised one at that - and he heard it loose a keening cry. Several other Sandshrew that had been lazing about on the stone or digging through a small pile of berries, shrubs, and tubers in the shade of a stone tower perked up, grabbed their haul, and scurried to safety.

Then - buzz! 

Ash winced as the unmistakable sound of a Vibrava’s vibrating wings tore through his ears. Normally, they attacked prey with the frequencies they produced, stunning them long enough for the Vibrava to belch stomach acid over them to begin the process of digestion, but from personal experience with Lance’s Vibrava he knew it also doubled as a phenomenal warning system.

Anything within several miles would know they were here now. Even Caterina might catch it if her hands weren’t stopped up with the sand and grit she loved going on about.

Well, he figured. This must be the place. Ash held his hand to stop Nidoking, then went ahead and released Dazed. She appeared in a flash of light, and her distaste was evident in her expression the moment she took in their surroundings.

Will we tarry here long?

He snorted. “Just until the job’s done. Don’t worry,” he reassured her as she squinted beneath the sun’s harsh rays. “I just need you to help make contact with a wild pokemon population, then I’ll return you.”

Understood, Friend-Trainer. Perhaps this will go better than our most recent attempt at diplomacy. 

Ash cracked a smile. “I hope so.”

Nidoking grunted softly and inclined his head to the sand ahead of them - it took Ash a moment, but he soon caught sight of a ripple in the fine grains. Seconds passed and the presence grew closer as it wound towards them. He could tell Nidoking was more than ready to unleash a mighty Earthquake or Earth Power to stop it in its tracks if necessary, but Ash didn’t give the signal just yet.

It was slow and steady.

Whatever this was, it wanted them to know it was coming.

The tunneling creature came to a stop just a few feet ahead of them. For a moment the earth seemed to quiver, trembling as it was rent and rearranged, and then a pair of distinctive digging claws appeared.

Ash smiled as a truly massive Sandslash dragged itself from the dirt. It was difficult to discern its features when first it emerged and was covered in dirt, but then the creature casually shook off most of the sand to reveal its formidable shape.

Sandslash weren’t the largest of pokemon, but this one stooped around four and a half feet in height and had impressive bulk for an inhabitant of such a heat-blasted waste. What it might have lacked in stature it more than made up for in width and muscle.

The Sandslash’s creamy belly was mottled with small nicks and cuts, though the most standout bit was the massivecord of knotted scar tissue that ran from its pelvis all the way up to its neck.

If he had to guess, he would guess that it was a relic of some territorial dispute with another Sandslash, although whatever Sandslash did thatmust have been even more massive than this one. Nidoking chuffed as both his and Ash’s eyes fell on the old wound, and Ash felt a grudging respect from Nidoking at the sight.

Several of its thick brown quills were missing, though all but one were in various stages of regrowth, and the Sandslash stretched for a moment before finally peering up at them with intelligent blue eyes.

To be honest, Ash was impressed that it had come out to confront them on its own. The Sandslash was undoubtedly powerful, but it was no Eruption, and wild pokemon were seldom so trusting of outsiders, whatever the reputation of the League might mean to them. Though the Piede felt distant and remote, the League still watched over this place.

Ash’s eyes and intuition told him that this Sandslash was experienced, tough, and a veteran of countless battles, but at the same time that would only buy it a few moments against Nidoking’s might.

So it was either overconfident, or stupid, or it was clever, and Ash was missing something. This Sandslash was mighty by mundane measure, but it couldn’t approach a titan like the Eruption.

It didn’t look overconfident or stupid, so it hadto have some kind of backup. Ash would wager there were others more subtly hidden beneath their feet - maybe even subtle enough that Nidoking couldn’t fully detect them, though he wouldn’t need to to do what he would need to to protect Ash if things went poorly.

Dazed’s telepathic voice echoed in his mind.

Seven of the Arid Lady’s kin wait in the tunnels should conflict prove inevitable. Others beneath its protection watch from the rocks. They fear us. 

Ash nodded. As they should. Not them, per se, but it was smart of them to be wary of pokemon as powerful as Nidoking and Dazed. Just one of them would be enough to tear their way through this entire community. At least they had the right attitude if the Rockets ever set their sights here.

“Hello!” Ash smiled as the Sandslash - or the Arid Lady, as Dazed named it - as her keen eyes glanced at him. The Arid Lady lowered her head in greeting and offered a low-pitched rumble, which Nidoking returned. “I’m sorry to disturb you. We mean no harm.”

The Arid Lady allowed some of the tension to drain out of her form at that - her quills lowered just a bit, and let her wicked claws drift down to lay against the sands. She was still ready for a fight, no doubt, but at least it seemed peace was the preferable option for all of them.

Speaking of which…

“A gift for your hospitality.”

Ash made a show of slowly pulling his pack from his back, then clicked the storage compartment to materialize a brown cloth sack of rich, fleshy berries. The Arid Lady’s nose twitched and she eyed the bag greedily.

There was movement from the rocks, and he had no doubt he’d snagged the attention of each and every one of the Lady’s brood. He didn’t make a move to approach the Sandslash, but gently tossed the bag closer to land in the soft, windswept sand with a dull thunk.

After the experience with the Eruption, Ash figured it would never hurt to have a few bags of berries and other foodstuffs prepped to bribe wild pokemon with. It would be a win-win for all of them, and he was pleased it was coming in handy.

It was incredible how many problems could be solved by filling an empty stomach.

The old Sandslash’s nostrils twitched again, but she didn’t move to accept the food. Instead, she made some quick motion with her razor-sharp claws - a brandish so quick his eyes could barely track it - and a small squad of four Baltoy spun out of a little den carved into the brown rock around fifty feet away.

They were strangely silent as they spun over the stone to the rock island’s edge, then as one they held their arms aloft. Rainbow-hued psychic power erupted from their earthen bodies, and Ash’s eyes remained on the Arid Lady as her psychics levitated the woven bag safely away from the meeting without coming too close to Ash, Dazed, and Nidoking.

Dazed’s eyes flashed, and the largest Baltoy lingered as its fellows carried the foodstuffs away in their psychic grip - it thrummed, waggled its arms a bit, then rushed off to join them. The group cast a fearful glance backwards to Ash.

The Arid Lady snorted, and all at once the tension drained from the meeting. She didn’t visibly relax, but some sixth sense of Ash’s could feel her sudden ease. Although the Sandslash didn’t invite the party into her domain, she didn’t make a show of shooing them away either.

Now she waited, head cocked and eyes glimmering with curiosity.

The Arid Lady accepts your offering. She awaits our inquiry. 

He nodded his thanks to Dazed for the confirmation, and felt Nidoking shift next to him as Ash cleared his throat.

“My name is Ash Ketchum. These are my partners, Nidoking and Dazed,” he said, trying to remain direct and to the point.“We’re with the Hoenn League. We’re investigating reports of travelers and wild pokemon in the area being attacked.”

The wizened Sandslash nodded, eyes closing thoughtfully, and Ash didn’t think she seemed particularly surprised. No doubt they’d run afoul of whatever had been behind the attacks.

“Matriarch Caterina pointed us your way,” Ash explained, and took a little pleasure in the way the Arid Lady’s narrow muzzle scrunched up at the crotchety old woman’s name. Well, at least he wasn’t alone in his opinion of the woman.

Then he hesitated, thinking back to her mention of shadows stalking the sands. “From what she said… it sounded like ghosts. Have you run into anything like that?”

The Arid Lady sniffed the air, then the rows of thick brown quills along her back rose and fell in a shrugging motion. She grumbled something to Dazed, whose eyes immediately flared blue with psychic energies as she cast forth a tendril of thought to connect to Ash’s mind.

Wisps haunt the southern sands - his eyes squeezed shut as foreign images and experiences and concepts flooded his thoughts, rushing through like a river bursting through a shoddy dam. These thoughts weren’t attuned to his own like Dazed’s were. They lacked the warmth, the familiarity, the traces of his own thought patterns that had left their mark on his friend.

Dazed’s shared memories, granted to Ash secondhand and indistinct and wavering relative to their normal fine-tuned communication, were colored by gnawing worry, an unrelenting sense of duty, and the warmth of a mother’s love that left his heart aching in his chest.

New-kin found half-dead in the desert, Not woven through their thoughts, bound to pile more of the gold-earth to the Sandbound - wisps flitting about seeking dark thoughts to devour - the family followed by desperate, starving Not-kin lost - parties tunneling, contacting the free and Skybound, Thorn-Stalk and all the others too slow to catch the disruptors. 

It cut off abruptly, and he blinked away the foreign thoughts. He was used to such communication now, however, and mastered himself soon enough. Ash took a deep breath, found his center, and dipped his head to the Arid Lady.

“Thank you,” Ash rasped, his white robes hanging low with his bow. Though Nidoking refused to offer any sign of submission to the Arid Lady, he was generous enough to send a somewhat grateful grunt her way. She should consider herself lucky. “We’ll put a stop to this.”

She nodded once, seemingly satisfied, and turned away at that. With their business concluded, the Arid Lady waddled back across the sand to rejoin her kin. They waited for her just out of sight, Ash knew, and he smiled.

It felt nice to help.

Then she stopped, raised her muzzle high to the sky, and let out a fierce, keening cry. Ash frowned, muscles tensing just as Nidoking lowered his long horn, but no ambush came.

No, all that changed was the sudden appearance of a grinning Cacturne from the shade cast by the towering outcropping. Its dour countenance contrasted harshly with its ‘smile’ but Ash supposed that half of that was probably just the Cacturne - Thorn-Stalk in the Arid Lady’s thoughts, Ash recollected as strands memory rushed to the fore - being forced awake during the day.

Cacturne were normally a fiercely nocturnal species. Every little drop of water was precious in this unforgiving land, and the sun was greedy and eager to slurp up every bit of moisture it could scorch away with its incessant rays. For this one to emerge from whatever shaded den it had tucked away in… well, it spoke volumes to the Arid Lady’s urgency.

The Piede was stubborn and clung to its age-old order with a grip like iron. Any disruption was to be snuffed out relentlessly, and if Thorn-Stalk hadn’t been so lumbering and its greatest advantage of stealth removed against its quarry, then Ash had no doubt he’d never have gotten this report at all.

“I’m Ash. Nidoking. Dazed,” Ash listed them off, nodding at his friends. Though Dazed could no doubt dominate Thorn-Stalk with minimal effort, he didn’t miss that she still seemed unwilling to let her eyes linger on it for more than a few moments - no doubt it was unsettling to deal with an entity with a shrouded mind and murky thoughts… at least when it wasn’t Sneasel, who she’d known from hatching.

Nidoking just huffed, and Thorn-Stalk seemed content to ignore them all. It kept its head angled to the sun to ward off direct sunlight from its face with its ‘cap’ and paused for a moment to pull up a brief spray of sand that showered it and clung to its green, thorned flesh. Once the protective coating was there, it set off abruptly without waiting to see if they followed.

He shared a glance with his teammates, then prepared to follow. Ash hesitated, casting a look off into the dunes, and glanced Dazed’s way. “We’ll be walking for a long time without cover.”

The Hypno polished her pendulum (which sparkled particularly brilliantly in the harsh rays pounding down on them) as her eyes flashed with an air of put-on sufferance.

I will be of little use with my strength sapped by a long journey. 

Ash nodded, having suspected as much, and decided to recall her. Not yet, though.

He shot a look at Thorn-Stalk’s sandy back, frowned as the Cacturne continued on without them at a glacial pace, then released Plume with a laugh as she greeted the world with a fierce shriek - and sent Thorn-Stalk lurching forward a little faster. Her plumage was soft and glossy as ever as he stroked her shiny feathers, though she nearly sent him sprawling back into the fine sand when she butted him with a coo.

It would have been nice to spend some time with Torrent or Tangrowth, but neither would fare well in this environment. Torrent would be miserable even with protective wax coating his plated scales, and Tangrowth lacked a Cacturne’s adaptations. He’d shrivel up and wilt and be utterly miserable… for Tangrowth, anyways. No doubt he’d still make the rest of his team seem dry and humorless.

Nidoking, Plume, Infernus, Bruiser, and Aron were really Ash’s only realistic traveling partners in the Piede. The rest of his team could be released briefly, but were either vulnerable to the environment, struggled to travel long distances, or would quickly be worn down by the heat.

They’d be good for quick bursts of action, but prolonged activity would be a mess.

Thorn-Stalk was still just a few hundred feet away and hadn’t bothered to look back once as it plodded south, so Ash felt comfortable enough to spare a bit longer to speak with Plume.

“We’ll be crossing the desert on foot.”

Plume scanned the horizon and found nothing but sand, sand, and more sand with her superior vision. She tested the fine grains with her talons, shrieked with all the irritation of a deathly insult (or a mild inconvenience, as anyone else would perceive it) as it slid easily through the tight grip of her talons, and spread her wings. At the very least the thermals rising from the sun-baked surface would make it easy to coast on above them.

“I know, I know,” he said, rolling his eyes at her rather disgusted look. Nidoking stepped closer, grunted something, and Plume regained some of her normal proud bearing in short order. “We’re being led to whatever’s causing this mess. Our view will be limited from the ground, though. Can you warn us if you see anything interesting?”

She nodded swiftly, leaned forward to gently nip his hat’s bill (Ash hid a wince for his poor cap), then took off in a massive rush of wind and an even larger shower of sand that rained down on Ash and Nidoking both. His friend was mostly unbothered by it, though he did snort to get a few specks out of his nostrils, but Ash just knewhe’d be shaking it out of his clothes for the rest of the day.

Well, at least he could be grateful for the robes, and that they weren’t his.

Ash shared a look with Nidoking, then they set off, following Thorn-Stalk’s awkward, lumbering gait as it stalked its way across the desert.

We appear to have advanced in our diplomatic abilities. 

“Thankfully,” Ash snorted as Nidoking chuffed in a way suspiciously similar to a laugh, and then recalled Dazed after a brief goodbye.

He turned to look out on the dunes, drawing in a lungful of hot air.

Something in his stomach tightened as they looked off to the horizon, where the jagged mountains which surrounded the Arid Zone like great, sharp claws. For a moment, Ash felt as if they rested in the open palm of a titan.

Then he set the fanciful thoughts aside and smiled.

“Let’s go hunting.”
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Hours had passed since they’d left the Arid Lady and her little island of stone behind them, and Ash was beginning to understand why the desert folk preferred to hide away during the day.

Learning firsthand pounded that understanding into his head like a dull, hot hammer.

Although a firm, whipping wind constantly rushed between the dunes and sent his robes billowing, the unrelenting sunlight left its mark. While the robes helped, his skin was still red and inflamed as blood flushed the surface and sought to deposit the excess heat in the thin, constantly evaporating layer of sweat gathered there.

Everything was hot. He wished he’d waited now - that he’d listened to Iliara’s recommendation to wait for the sun to begin its descent toward the horizon in one of their cool cellars with its cool water and well-ventilated, cool air.

No, he had a job to do. Too restless to wait, he’d waved her off and set out despite her concern and exasperation.

Caterina hadn’t said a word.

‘Desert’s wisdom.’ He spat, feeling grit on his tongue, and took a swig of dull, lukewarm water from his canteen, unsure of whether he was more irritated with himself, or her, or the heat, or…

He was just irritated.

Ash counted himself lucky that no sandstorm had come tearing across the desert. The Arid Zone was famous for them, and they could build up to enormous sizes with frightful speed and unpredictability. There were countless tales of travelers crossing through traditionally safe paths and then being buried beneath the shifting sands.

He’d prefer to avoid such a fate, not that his team would let it happen in the first place. Nidoking would dig them a burrow of their own first.

It would have been a thousand times worse if he’d been trekking across the Piede desert in his normal clothes, though, and he found himself grateful to Iliara and (reluctantly) the ornery matriarch for outfitting him properly. They’d taken the worst edge of the desert’s bite away, and now the only truly terrible part to deal with was the sand infesting his boots, socks, and clinging to him like a scratchy second skin.

But bearable overall, though impossibly irritating.

It took the better part of the second hour of the trek, but Ash eventually conquered his temper and found himself counting his blessings rather than cursing his misfortunes: the robes protected his skin, and at least his sweat was doing its job for once, and he had enough water (and crackers, for the salt) so that he wouldn’t dessicate himself during the journey.

He couldn’t quite say it was beautiful.

The harsh sunbeams left him squinting as it bounced off the yellow sands, painting them nearly white as it reflected into his eyes, but overall the Piede was an entirely different sort of experience than the humid forests of Forina.

He found it intriguing, if nothing else.

Ash eventually began to tire though, his strength sapped from the miles and miles spent trekking across the sands. Thorn-Stalk was implacable, never speeding up and never slowing down, and had only cast a glance back at them once or twice. Sour thoughts filled him when he considered the Cacturne hopedto see them lagging behind, frail and weak and unprepared for its native lands, and that had kept him going the last two hours.

By now he was starting to doubt whether that pride was worth the price.

A sigh left his lips as they passed through the trough of two great dunes and climbed the next. When they reached its crest, Ash turned to the west and its setting sun, and as he did so he swore he caught the glimpse of a great tower jutting from the sands like an enormous pillar of shaped sandstone…

When he blinked, it was gone.

Ash blinked again, wondering if it was a trick of the light on his sun-scorched retinas, and when it didn’t reappear he shook his head tiredly. Mirage, probably.

It refused to leave his thoughts - not like there was anything else out here to distract him - though eventually he turned them to the mission at hand.

They must have followed Thorn-Stalk for another five or six miles by then, though it was hard to tell with the only measurement of distance being the slow passage of the mountains surrounding the Arid Zone and the painstakingly subtle turn of the glaring sun. The shadows had shifted as mountains blotted out the fading rays and cast the rim of the desert in long, leaning blots of darkness.

That, Ash finally had to admit, was beautiful. Purples, golds, and a light like flame itself painted the Piede’s vast expanse. Though it was an arid, lifeless waste, it was still like stepping into a painting, rather than any place he would have imagined seeing with his own eyes.

Cacnea quickly became a more common sight, finally stirring to hunt and seek out whatever water they could under the cover of dusk, though they always kept a safe distance between themselves and the party crossing the sands.

Thorn-Stalk, seemingly pleased in its own, strange way by the setting of the sun, was kind - or pragmatic - enough to guide them around the vast stretches of desert filled with countless Trapinch pits - not that Ash thought them any threat, not with Nidoking plodding along resolutely beside him, but he’d rather not disturb the little ambush predators.

That wasn’t to say they didn’t attract attention. They were an anomaly in a largely unchanging, cyclical world, and as such they were interesting.

Thorn-Stalk, of course, wasn’t much of a concern for most desert inhabitants - Cacturne were dangerous, eager to take any meal they could and absorb as much fluid as they could from their unlucky targets, but most desert natives were too canny to fall for their slow, steady tricks.

No, they tended to follow after unlucky pokemon or travelers that had strayed into the desert and found themselves wildly out of their element… well, at least before the League set up watering stations throughout the desert to provide for the needs of the scant wild pokemon that lived here.

Pokemon with their needs provided for tended to be much, much less dangerous. There was a reason so much of the League’s resources went towards maintaining good relationships with the wild pokemon populations. Full bellies meant few pokemon desperate or cruel enough to go after humans - and those that did it for sport tended to be regarded as unstable and dangerous by wild pokemon as well, who normally took care of that problem amongst themselves.

The world could be cruel, but the symbiosis between humanity and pokemon had softened its sharpest edges.

But, by contrast, Ash and Nidoking were in the opposite situation. Humans perhaps weren’t so strange a sight, but Ash would guess that Nidoking might well have been the first of his kind to cross these sands, especially so far from their edge. To a wild pokemon, that usually meant an easy target, or a terrible threat.

He smiled. It was the latter, if they tried anything. But he could feel dozens of eyes on them regardless, watching, waiting. Some perhaps wondering who would be the first to try their luck, and whether they would be able to capitalize if it went poorly.

The shadows lengthened further as twilight hour began.

Ash panted as they climbed a particularly steep dune, taking care not to step too firmly and slip on the fine grains, and glanced to the sky. Plume had come down to check in with them a few times over the last few hours, but for the most part seemed content to fly overhead.

She’d outright vanished from his vision several times before, which Ash suspected to be boredom at the agonizingly slow pace set by Thorn-Stalk. Plume could have circled the entire region in the time they’d been walking.

“Think we’ll find anything soon?” Ash asked raspily, looking at Nidoking. Most of their time had been spent walking in content, comfortable silence, though every now and then Ash had shared a little comment on their surroundings or tossed training ideas for Nidoking to mull over and offer feedback on.

His friend chuffed as he raised one claw and pointed to the shadows off in the distance. A tiny bit of unnatural grey power flickered atop the blunt tips, hurting Ash’s eyes to stare at for long and stirring a faint stomach-turning nausea this close, and understanding flickered.

“They’re more likely to come out during the night,” Ash agreed. He frowned as he tossed what information they’d managed to amass from the report, the villagers, and the Arid Lady around in his head.

“Everything points to a surge of ghosts,” he said, trusting the Arid Lady’s memories, particularly once he compared them to his own experiences with Lavender Town. “Shadows in the desert. Not. Most ghosts won’t hunt during the day. Easier to build fear and feed when everything’s already jumpy.”

Nidoking grunted and set his shoulders forward. Ash laughed. “Not that you’re jumpy. In fact…” Ash trailed off with a frown. “You’ll probably scare them off.”

The hulking poison-type nodded as if that made perfect sense. Well, nobody had ever accused Nidoking of modesty.

Well,Plume. Probably. But then, who wasn’t modest by her standards?

With that said, they continued following Thorn-Stalk.

It had sped up a bit, emboldened by the sun’s descent as the mountains began to blot it out, and pushed onward with far more pep in its step. They shared few words as the red and gold finally began to leech from the land entirely, the remaining light dimming to deep purples and finally a cool blue illuminated by the twinkling stars and crescent moon wheeling overhead.

Wind and shadow left the desert growing cooler and cooler, a welcome reprieve from the daytime. Without water to soak up and trap heat, the desert could flit between hot and cold in mere hours. It didn’t bother Ash whatsoever - he could deal with the cold, especially cold of this sort. The desert’s chill nipped at him, but it would never freeze his core like the true bite of winter.

No, he was mostly eager for it because it opened up a few new options.

All the while Nidoking and Ash moved in tune with one another, their bond honed by their long friendship. Ash frowned as he tried to think of ways to bait the specters in. They fed off strong emotion, of course, but it was… difficult to try and create that in himself. He’d prefer to set himself as bait - the only other options were Aron or Tangrowth, who might pour off enough positive emotion to attract them, but that was obviously unacceptable.

He would neverput his friends through that, and especially not the most innocent among them.

Instead, he decided to do things the old-fashioned way. Plume was still high in the sky, though he fully expected her to come down to earth soon. She had excellent vision, but it faded quickly in the darkness. The desert was quickly becoming an inky pit lit only by the scant silver light of the crescent moon and stars, and he doubted she’d care to navigate under the cover of night.

While he waited, Ash went ahead and released the two members of his team most fit for their task.

Sneasel appeared with a yowl, the sudden noise sounding far throughout the desert. Thorn-Stalk twitched, sent them a dirty look, but hurried away faster than before when Sneasel snarled its way with his hooked claws unsheathed. That Sneasel blew a little puff of frosty air told Ash it was still a little too warm for his thick fur, but at least it was bearable.

An hour or two ago it certainly wouldn’t have been.

Next came Dazed. She blinked for a moment at her sudden appearance in the dark, but adjusted quickly enough.

“We’re farther south now,” Ash explained at his friends’ questioning looks. He pointed to Thorn-Stalk, who finally came to a stop just ahead and turned back to face them with its rictus grin. “The ghosts should be in the area now,” he said as he quickly pulled out his PokeNav and showed them that they’d crossed into the southern section of the desert. “Plume hasn’t seen anything yet, but this is when they’re most likely to appear.”

Ghosts fed on the Aura of the material world, inanimate and animate alike. It only made sense for them to become more active at dusk here, waking alongside their prey.

He looked down at Sneasel, whose eyes were alight with a predatory gleam. The little dark-type’s claws reflexively sheathed and unsheathed, shifting rhythmically in his velvet paws. Dark-types were some of the few pokemon willing and able to hunt ghosts on their own turf - the Distortion pulsing through their veins offered a defense against the alien entities, and consuming a ghost would expand their own strength and abilities however slightly.

“You’ll be our main hunter,” Ash said quietly, though he snorted at the utter delight shining on Sneasel’s eager face. “Scout the sands. Be quiet. Stay unseen. Don’t attack first,” Ash warned, though it left his friend pouting and deflated. “Remember, we want to make contact with them if possible. Just be ready. If it does turn into a fight… don’t let them escape. Keep them pinned down.”

Sneasel growled in agreement, stretched his neck out so that Ash could scratch at his itchy feather for a moment, then loped off into the shaded dunes at breathtaking speed for something not adapted for racing on unstable sand. Ash watched him go with a small smile, then turned to Dazed.

I do not need my abilities to know the Brat’s thoughts. 

“He doesseem pretty happy,” Ash agreed as he shared a look with Nidoking. The poison-type’s nostrils opened to suck in air, and something in Nidoking’s stance shifted. He leaned closer as his friend’s large ears twitched. “Do you have something?”

Nidoking’s right ear twitched again as he scanned the darkness, then huffed and relaxed as they began to catch up to Thorn-Stalk, who regarded Dazed warily.

A passing stimulus. There are many unfamiliar things in these lands. 

Ash nodded along. “And it falls to us to find the most unfamiliar of them all.”

Dazed’s eyes flashed.

So long as we do it together. 

His lips twitched even as Nidoking stepped a little closer to them both, his bulk filling the space. “Of course,” he said, then focused again on the task at hand. “Dazed, what’s the range you can sense disturbances?”

Dazed’s well-ordered thoughts connected with his as she made the telepathic connection. Information trickled in at a manageable rate, far easier for Ash to integrate than the secondhand sensations from the Arid Lady earlier in the day. He felt the incredible precision of her psychic awareness stretching out for around five hundred feet - it was difficult for his brain to process all of it at once, but he still marveled at the utter efficiency of it.

Nine Trapinch buried deep, all scattered in different directions - a lonely Baltoy skulking at the edge of their perception, doing its best to hide from Sneasel as he stalked the dunes - three Sandshrew curled up in a little den, scared senseless by the vibrations and the little peek they’d gotten at Thorn-Stalk.

Then the sensations faded away, and Ash had only his mundane vision to rely on again. He blinked at the loss, then smiled at Dazed. “Thank you. You’ll be able to pick out any ghosts without much trouble?”

She polished her pendulum in the brilliant white fur of her mane.

Yes. I will discern the gaps. 

Ash accepted her words without comment. She knew her limitations, and between Sneasel, Lavender Town, and their time with Karen she had had plenty of time to master the skill. It was an invaluable one; the ‘shadows’ cast in reality by Distortion-based entities visible to the psychic sense in its own right.

With that, they moved on for another few minutes. Thorn-Stalk seemed more willing to remain close now, perhaps wary of ambush down here in the southern reaches now that the sun had sunk behind the mountains.

The ‘shadows’ had become more daring as of late, the report had said, though Ash wasn’t sure if they were attacking in groups or individually. If the Arid Lady had known, it wasn’t information she’d deemed necessary to impart.

Not that Ash was worried about being attacked. No.

He was more worried that their group would be too intimidating for a lone ghost. It would be best if they massed in groups, honestly. That would make his job easier.

Thorn-Stalk strode with more urgency. Its stubby left arm raised to the sky, brimming with flickers of unearthly Distortion - just the sight sent shivers down his spine, though it was more from the memories of Lavender it summoned than any power of Thorn-Stalk.

He watched with some curiosity as Thorn-Stalk came to a stop, surged some more Distortion through its arm, then adjusted their course. Those minute changes became less and less frequent as time went on, and Thorn-Stalk grew ever more confident. After a few more corrections, it managed to steer them onto the correct path for good.

Ash watched, fascinated as Thorn-Stalk navigated them.

Was it using the Distortion to somehow detect other sources, like some sort of tuning fork? Perhaps there was some resonance or interference that could be detected by a skilled user. Many electric-types could navigate by electric fields and detect other living things through them, though most could only do so through extensive training - he wouldn’t be surprised if there was some analogous technique used by ghosts and dark-types.

Still, that raised all sorts of questions.

Could Sneasel do it? Ash thought so. They might just have to train based off of using Dazed or Nidoking to use Shadow Ball or Shadow Claw to give him something to hone his senses on. That alone offered countless uses in battle, especially against dark-type specialists like Karen or Sidney, or even ghost specialists.

Just being able to pinpoint a ghost or dark-type pokemon would be invaluable in battle - all it took was remembering the frustration of facing Karen’s team in the utter blackness of that cavern to know that. But if he could train Sneasel to become more sensitive, he may even be able to train him to track Distortion-based attacks. And if Nidoking could learn to sense them as well…

A hunger, always awake inside him, flickered like a light with new fuel as new ideas raced through his head, and Ash felt his lips twitch into a slight smile. If he could make that technique alone usable then this trek would be worth it a thousand times over.

Still, those thoughts reminded Ash again that he was on a mission. And if the way Thorn-Stalk was speeding up said anything…

He surreptitiously took three of the pokeballs given to him by Flannery and Fino and clipped it onto his belt. Best to have them ready. You never knew when -

Nidoking froze. Naturally, Ash did as well. If there was one member of his team he’d trust to sniff out danger, it was him.

He felt his senses all stiffen involuntarily - instincts drilled into humans by countless centuries and millennia dedicated to surviving in a hostile world awakening like he’d been doused in ice-cold water. He called on Lightning, too, to heighten them further, only to realize it was nearly as difficult to summon it in the Piede as it was in Forina, and waited carefully.

Not a word spilled from his lips, and he moved not a muscle. Ash just skimmed the horizon, his eyes briefly the only part of him in motion, and then looked questioningly to Nidoking and Dazed - Thorn-Stalk had come to a stop as well just a few feet ahead of them, its lean green body tense and eager for combat.

A shadow lies ahead. 

His heart pounded in his chest and a smile caught his face - it was different this way, hunting a pokemon, rather than simply encountering one. He hadn’t felt this way, not properly, since they first tracked Mamoru. Anticipation mounted, and it was all he could do to reign in the excitement and keep his feet planted firmly where they were. One of his hands drifted down to a red-and-white pokeball and rested there.

“Where?” Ash whispered, twitching slightly as a sudden rush of telepathic information slipped into his thoughts.

Around four hundred feet to the southeast, quite close to the edge of the upraised badlands that marked the border between the desert proper and the foothills leading to the mountains circling the Piede. It was barely perceptible even to Dazed’s keen senses, but a little psychic nudge from her tipped him off.

It was a faint thing, just a ragged little hole in Dazed’s perception - a tiny gap in reality, as if the universe forgot to fill in a missing patch.

A young ghost, most likely. Older ghosts would have a keener sense of their own influence, particularly when a Sneasel’s keening hunting cry sounded. This one flickered, gnawing at the heaping dunes which radiated the suffocating whisper of Earth with its unnatural essence.

He couldn’t tell what it was, not at this range and with only the vaguest allowances granted by Dazed’s psychic abilities. It was no fault of her own, but a limit of psychic abilities themselves.

The alien power embodied by ghosts and wielded by dark-types as their sword and shield escaped psychic power utterly; trying to view it with her abilities was like trying to spy the moon on a moonless night - you might know something should be there, and perhaps might even be able to make out the slightest hints of a familiar form, but everything beyond that escaped them.

It wasn’t as though he had more than a handful of personal experiences with ghosts to begin with; only those distant, from the other end of the battlefield, or hunched over the screen of his PokeNav. They remained a frustrating gap in his foundation, and one he hoped to mend with this task.

And that was just fine with him. His curiosity was already piqued, and he felt a thrill race through him.

What would they discover?

Ash motioned to his friends (and Thorn-Stalk) and began their slow creep. He wished now more than ever that it was possible for Dazed to telepathically reach Sneasel, but there was nothing to do for it now. Long, piercing cries that would have made Plume proud - and did, judging from the matching shriek from high above - sounded, bouncing off the dunes and sending the Trapinch scurrying for cover.

They were slow and steady. Ash controlled their gait, ensuring the change to a new angle wouldn’t be abrupt. Their little crew was close enough that the ghost had to know they were in the area.

Sneasel hadn’t opted for subtlety this time around, Nidoking’s weight dragging along the sand was probably noticeable to anything nearby, and Plume was a massive, screaming avian skimming just below the night clouds and announcing her presence to anyone with ears… and considering the native Baltoy, even those who didn’t.

…And it could probably taste his eagerness.

He might have to adjust their approach when they found the others.

Soon enough the badlands came up. Their steep, uneven orange slopes and the eroded landscape didn’t make them particularly appealing for settlement or agriculture, so he doubted many humans had ever bothered setting anything more than a temporary camp or outpost here. They had their name for a reason.

A great wall of dunes rested between him and the border (and beyond them, the mountains), although it evened out over a massive, flat expanse to make way for the loose soil of the rougher terrain beyond. Two particularly massive dunes caught his eye - they were large enough to appear unnatural, and his eyes narrowed as he took in the placement.

There was no reason for them to be so enormous. He judged them both nearly thirty feet high, piled ten feet higher than any other nearby dunes and covering the area of three or more. They were placed so that there was a narrow valley between them, forming something of a funnel, and in it -

Ah.

Ash smiled fiercely..

Within that little funnel was a hoard. 

It was an outright treasure trove, in fact, full of countless little stone carved tools, withered husks of berries that would still hold value in the desert, nearly a dozen silken, navy-toned bags containing a fine red stardust, and a small assortment of medicines, all piled together. Familiar with their use, he easily picked out the Revives, Potions, and even a Full Heal and what looked like a few of the native, medicinal herbs he’d seen drying on a rack in Caterina’s home.

A few bags woven by the skilled hands of the desert folk from flax and the discarded fibers of Cacnea and Cacturne laid starkly against the pale sands near the exposed hoard, the vibrant green almost shocking in this inhospitable place. He assumed most of the goods had spilled from those bags, though Ash would have to be a fool to assume they’d appeared here naturally.

Amidst the tools lay one that caught Ash’s attention in particular: a simple stone trowel half-embedded in the sand. It looked older than the other tools, and something left Ash’s stomach turning as he analyzed it.

The grey tool looked ready to crumble from long exposure to the unforgiving environment around them, yet stood proudly upright from where it stabbed the earth.

He stepped forward.

Something tickled his consciousness, a tickling urge to go grasp it. Wasn’t it a nice tool? Old, but useful. Surely he could find some opportunity to use it. At worst, he might take it back to the village and question them about it. Could it be a historical relic, long lost amidst the sands after it was cast carelessly aside? It did seem special…

His thoughts grew more and more fascinated with the deceptively plain trowel, his curiosity building to bizarre heights as he imagined grasping it in his hand and pulling it free of its -

Ash blinked. What was he thinking?

The simple realization that this wasn’t right was enough to snap him out of his stupor, and he easily chased off whatever spell had been cast over him. It had only entrapped his surface thoughts. Perhaps someone less experienced with mental influence might have fallen for it. Sadly, Ash couldn’t claim that for himself…

Three heartbeats. Faster than expected, Friend-Trainer.

“That wasn’t you. Not fast enough,” Ash growled, irritation bubbling inside. His fists balled as he analyzed the hoard and the conspicuously inconspicuous trowel, which seemed to do its best to avoid him now. When he tried to glare at the artifact, he found a compulsion laid on him to look away, look away, look anywhere but here…

Ash stared straight at it out of spite as much as any concerns about its danger.

Her pendulum fluttered and shone blue. Nidoking, having not moved a muscle, watched Ash and Dazed for a moment, confused, and then glared daggers at the trowel - for a moment his vision dulled, purpose and sense lost in the tool’s insidious whispering, then it sharpened anew.

“Stop!” Ash whispered fiercely, raising a hand to hold Nidoking back even as the beginnings of a Shadow Ball manifested ahead of his snarling visage. His eyes never left the trowel, which twitched where it rested. “Stay here and cover me. I’m going to check it out.”

Nidoking rumbled and tossed his head, obviously unhappy with the plan, but Ash smiled and laid a hand on his friend’s leathery grey chest. “You’re here. I’m in no danger.”

Flattery didn’t do much to sway Nidoking, but Ash met his eyes and impressed his thoughts, his plan, his anticipation - all of it strained against the bounds of his own spirit. It was through the physical contact, though; through their ironclad bond and long experience, that he found a moment of clarity.

At that moment, the distance between them was bridged.

It was just the one moment, but that was all that was needed. Nidoking grumbled a bit, still unwilling to let Ash get close, but conceded. He still kept his eyes locked on the trowel, though, and Ash knew he would spring forth at a moment’s notice.

Not that it was ever in doubt.

“The ghost has to be connected to it,” Ash told Dazed, though spoke aloud for Thorn-Stalk’s benefit. The aloof Cacturne waited at their side silent as ever, but seemed to nod slightly with Ash’s assessment. At least the Arid Lady’s ghost hunter didn’t totally disapprove. “It’s baiting passersby in with the supplies, then snaring them to feed on their Aura. I’m going to attempt contact.”

Understood. We are ready. 

Ash nodded and stepped forward. Thorn-Stalk kept its distance and began to circle around to the other side, though not at an angle that Dazed or Nidoking’s attacks might put it at risk. It was canny in that way.

Sneasel’s hunting cries sounded closer now, and a rush of wind came from overhead.

His lips twitched. They had all found him.

Still, he focused entirely on the trowel. It tried harder and harder to throw him off with gentle nudges of confusion and fumbling, inexperienced mental prods. Ash’s mind was tempered by contact with entities far greater than this ghost could imagine however, and now that he was wise to its tricks they didn’t slow him for a second.

It was like when Molly innocently tried to deceive him, or Spencer, or even his mother, in those quiet, fleeting moments they’d had together at Greenfield, or over voice calls; all wide, guileless eyes and blunt misdirection.

Easy enough to navigate when you knew what to do, and that it was there.

Ash carefully stepped over the green, Cacnea-fiber bags and picked his way across the little hoard. Some of it might be useful for the village, and he thought it would only be right that he returned it to them. He would make sure to gather it all up before he left.

This ghost had probably stolen it from one of their people anyways.

At last, the trowel rested before him, twitching and trembling as though whatever it was connected to desperately wanted to flee, but Ash wouldn’t give it another second to contemplate a plan. He knelt before it, reached out, and firmly grasped it in his hand -

Hunger! 

His breath hitched as an otherworldly, alien power flooded into him. It poured up through his fingers, his palm, his wrist, gnawing and greedy as a thousand little spectral fangs leeched away at everything he was from the inside out, ready to spiritually flay him to sate its starvation until he was exhausted and hardly able to crawl away under his own power -

Ash sucked in a breath and steeled himself.

The Concepts were in reach, though still muted by the old whisper of Earth that permeated the Piede, and a touch of Fire sent the little tendrils racing away back to whence they came - the way they retreated the moment he offered an inkling of resistance confirmed his suspicions of this ghost’s youth.

Any old, experienced predator would have adapted. It would have retreated, then lashed out like a cornered Ekans. This one’s feeding tendrils simply recoiled away from the pain and searing Fire, unused to any pushback and incapable of striking again.

Soon enough it had faded away, and he peered unflinchingly down at the little tool.

“Come out,” he commanded sternly, and took a step back to give the creature some space.

It waited a long moment, and might have waited longer, but Nidoking stamped his foot and sent a wave of force rippling through the loose sands - it wasn’t enough to cause harm, it was merely a warning, but it certainly spoke to his friend’s impatience.

The sand rippled.

From the white-gold sand lurched an unsteady creature mostly unfamiliar to Ash. It trembled as it rose, pushing the little mound of supplies away while it rose up as a wave of animate, golden granules.

He smiled down at it in an attempt to put it at ease, though that was difficult when Nidoking was glaring daggers at the thing and Thorn-Stalk’s eyes glimmered with a terrible hunger.

It took the form of a living mound of sand, nearly indistinguishable from the vast dunes it had piled up around them. Though its shape was simple, it had a few notable features: pale pebbles for ‘eyes’, a gaping hole in its center that appeared to act as a mouth, and the ancient stone trowel embedded in its head.

Sandygast. Vast sums of information filled his mind as he made the connection, his long nights spent studying the PokeDex and any other scraps of data he could find now put to good use. Dazed, who had often sat with him on those nights as well, recalled her own memories and added them to his.

Rare. Commonly found on Alolan beaches where the species originates. Odd specimens may be found where unbound ghosts use sand as their corporeal foundation, although they are not of the same lineage as the Sandygast propagated in Alola. A phenomenon similar to convergent evolution, or at least whatever you might call the ghostly equivalent. Professor Oak wanted to study them, of course. 

Ash smiled, and though it didn’t really come naturally to him, it was kind.

“We don’t want to hurt you,” he said as he knelt before it, making himself as small as he could manage, and met its ‘eyes’. He wondered, could it even see? Or did it just sense things through vibrations or whatever perception its ghostly powers offered?

Regardless, he put extra effort into appearing as non threatening as possible, his hands held open, palm up on his knees. It was strange to consider, but he could tell the creature would have bolted if it could. Its fear bled off of it in rolling waves. “I’m Ash. This is Nidoking, that’s Dazed, and then you have Thorn-Stalk.”

The ghost discreetly shifted over the sand to block Thorn-Stalk’s leering face.

Thorn-Stalk poked its head around Ash’s side to stare down at Sandygast again, though it backed off at the dirty look Ash sent its way. It wasn’t helping.

He turned back to the specter. “You’re young, aren’t you?”

Its sandy body seemed to ripple beneath his gaze. It was difficult to describe, but the dancing grains nearly shimmered beneath the moonlight, like a trick of light under water. The Sandygast’s edges still grasped and crawled away, obviously eager to flee if it had the chance, but at least it wasn’t terrified enough to be forced into a desperate fight it had no chance of winning.

He hesitated. How to convince it?

“Do you know what the League is?”

Sandygast groaned, a low, whistling noise that came out like the crash of waves. The little trowel on its head twitched, waving in a motion Ash took to mean ‘no’.

Ash nodded. “That’s okay. People like me help pokemon like you. We can keep you safe. Keep you fed. Take you away from the hunters, and give you a home.”

The ghost went so still he could almost swear it really was sand.

His voice was still low and quiet amidst the eerie silence of the desert. Only his words, the shifting of sand beneath him as he adjusted his weight, and the steady breaths of his companions broke it. Then the shriek of Plume and Sneasel’s gleeful hunting cries sounded, and he really hoped he resolved this before they arrived.

Well, Sneasel more so than Plume. He’d probably leap into Sandygast’s funnel in a blur of black fur, flashing claws, and savage hisses and scare the life out of the ghost.

Really, with its trove of shiny things, and it being a ghost, there really was no better draw for something like Sneasel.

Best to avoid that.

Ash extended his hand. He wasn’t sure if Sandygast could see it, but he did his best to focus on what he knew Sandygast could feel. His pounding heart stilled as he focused on warmth, and safety, and security, and stability, and family - everything the League was, and could be.

He brought all those feelings to the fore, and hoped Sandygast could taste them.

This can be yours too, he tried to say.

His eyes drifted down to the yawning mouth in the sand-spirit’s center, then flicked upwards to the trowel. Indecision, hesitance, this was probably a bad idea - then he cast a look back at Dazed and Nidoking, smiled, and grasped the tool again. His fingers wrapped around it, the writhing, chaotic flux of the Distortion which animated Sandygast trembling beneath his touch, but there was no feeding now.

It froze beneath his touch, probably unused to anything touching it without hostile intentions, but Ash whispered, “It’s okay. Feel.”

Then a trickle of its power touched him. It didn’t gnaw and slurp away at his essence like before, nor did it try to sway his thoughts. Perhaps it had recognized the futility, or perhaps it had calmed enough to avoid lashing out.

No matter what the reasoning, it was gentle now. Gentle as a veritably newborn ghost could be, at any rate. It wasn’t comfortable, but it didn’t hurt. All it left him with was the faintest emptiness, the slightest sensation of being pulled taut, and at the end when Sandygast had sipped his thoughts and feelings as best it could, he was left with a trace of fatigue.

After a long day trekking over dunes and sweating beneath the sun’s glare, that trace of fatigue felt like an Onix coiling around his shoulders.

He pulled his hand away and surreptitiously shook it out behind his back, hoping the unnatural chill would soon pass. “Will you come with us? The League can help you - will help you,” Ash promised.

A moment passed.

And then, despite Sandygast’s fear, and the harsh days it had spent out here in the Piede - or perhaps because of them - it hesitated, but then stretched a thick tendril of sand up to touch Ash’s hand. It was neither warm like the desert’s day nor cold as the night, but something fluctuating and alien, as if Sandygast’s own body couldn’t decide what rules it wanted to follow.

“You’re making the right choice,” Ash whispered.

The desert was still all around, and even Sneasel had gone quiet. His fingers grasped for one of the pokeballs he’d prepared earlier, then displayed it to Sandygast. A bit of animated sand brushed over it, taking in the smooth surface. Its shape shifted with something like fascination, and he had to pry it away. “I’m going to touch this to you, and it’s going to put you inside. It’ll be like falling asleep,” - did Sandygast sleep? - “When you wake up, you’ll be home.”

There was still fear. Still uncertainty.

But Sandygast had decided. No matter where it woke up, it would be better than this life spent skulking in the desert and preying on whatever unlucky creature happened to pass by. Better than hiding away from the wandering Cacturne with their rictus grins and hunger for the power anchored in its sands.

Did the sands the young spirit had bound itself to remember the men, women, and pokemon who had trod over it? Did Sandygast remember the struggles the owner of that trowel had faced, however many decades or centuries ago they’d lived?

He didn’t know, and neither did Sandygast. But regardless, Sandygast knew it wanted better.

And it fell to Ash to open that door.

He smiled, primed the pokeball, and tapped it to Sandygast’s trowel. A brilliant white flash lit the desert, illuminating the sandy funnel and the strewn supplies and his friends, and Sandygast found itself sucked into the pokeball.

The pokeball snapped shut. It shook violently, only once, and then fell still and clicked.

Ash rose to his feet, brushed off the sand from crouching so close to the ground, and clipped the ball to his belt. It felt strange there, but Ash accepted its presence for now - he’d promised Sandygast a better future, after all. It wouldn’t do to leave it all alone in his pack.

Ash thought Sandygast deserved a break from loneliness. He hesitated, then shifted it to fit between Tangrowth’s and Aron’s pokeballs. Purely symbolic, of course, but he thought Sandygast might appreciate it.

Symbolism meant quite a bit to creatures that straddled the physical and immaterial.

“One down,” Ash breathed, appreciating the crisp night air, and the sense of satisfaction.

Nidoking rumbled as he plodded over to stand next to Ash. He eyed the new addition mistrustfully, though he didn’t voice his displeasure beyond that. Thorn-Stalk just looked vaguely disappointed it hadn’t come to violence.

Ash would have to keep an eye on him.

His eyes drifted to the scattered pile of dried berries, silky purses stuffed full with stardust, and the other supplies that Sandygast had gathered in its short life. No point in letting those go to waste. Just as he fell to his knees to start gathering them (helped by Dazed’s psychic powers lifting up the Cacnea-fiber bags and Nidoking brushing a bunch of goods closer with his tail) Sneasel poked his head up over the dune’s lip.

Sneasel hissed something, then pointed his claw to the west. It wasn’t possible to fully translate, but anyone could’ve figured out his meaning.

It only took another minute to finish gathering their bounty - Ash hoped the desert folk would appreciate this - before Ash and the rest of the group were ready to follow Sneasel towards their next target.

Ash could only hope it was as easy to catch as Sandygast had been…
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News flash: They weren’t.

Five captures. Five captures in one long, miserable night.

It turned out Sandygast was the most agreeable of them all. On the one hand, he appreciated the living sand even more after all the trouble the rest had put him through. On the other, the Misdreavus he’d spent the last hour hunting had been playful and insufferable enough to constantly skirt their group. Even Sneasel had been outmaneuvered by the crafty little thing, and it had run circles around Thorn-Stalk’s Distortional navigation.

Misdreavus had fallen at last when it had grown a little too cocky - under the cover of darkness it was nearly invisible, and had lurked in a small dune they’d passed. When it leapt out to frighten them with a little giggle, Sneasel had snarled and chased it right into Dazed’s (weak) Shadow Ball.

The ghost had just been trying to play - and feed, of course - but Ash’s patience was fully spent. Misdreavus had been customarily captured with another pokeball, then clipped onto his very, very full belt.

What was that about a ghost-shaped hole?

Still, at least Misdreavus hadn’t tried to attack them. Not seriously, anyways. Shrieks and trying to brush the back of their necks with the flowing ‘hair’ rippling out from its ethereal head didn’t count.

Two Shuppet had paired as their second targets, and those had been nasty little things. Sneasel had done a good job of corralling them and preventing them from going too far - of them all, he was the only one they’d shown any fear of. When they tried to outright flee, Sneasel and Plume had barred all exits and trapped them within a particular field of dunes near the desert’s center.

Capturing those two had a migraine-inducing affair thanks to their shared ability to use Shadow Sneak. One would toss off a Will-O-Wisp or Nightshade or Hex - anything to harass the party - while the other would dip through reality to appear elsewhere, provide cover for its partner, and then start the whole process again.

A quick, toned down Mind Breaker had been enough to knock them both unconscious, and Ash had captured their flickering forms without a hint of regret.

The desert had once again stolen most of his good mood, and these specimens hadn’t made it up to him by at least gifting him new insights.

As for their penultimate capture… well, that had been an easygoing Gastly. Ash wasn’t sure where the newborn specter had found a little pocket of toxic gas to take as its corporeal body, but he wouldn’t complain. It had put up a token resistance, but that seemed more out of pride than anything else.

Once Nidoking roared, the Gastly became rather docile.

They’d made camp now, Ash finally surrendering to the complaints of his body, tucked away in a concealed portion of the dunes that would shelter them from wandering pokemon during the night. Nidoking and Dazed had remained outside their balls the entire time, but Plume he’d recalled a few hours before. She’d need her rest.

For now, he only had Nidoking, Dazed, Bruiser, Aron, and Seeker released. Dazed and Seeker made for excellent sentries. Nidoking and Bruiser? Muscle. Aron?

Well, Ash just thought he’d like to stretch his stubby little legs a little bit.

They didn’t bother with a fire. Cool as the desert had become - and as the entered the deepest part of the night it was truly becoming cold - it was still warm enough to be comfortable against what little exposed skin he had.

Ash’s real concern was his futile battle to keep sand from infiltrating every nook and crevice in his bag, and his clothes, and just about anything else he owned…

For now, he sat atop a towel, though more and more grainy sand snuck into the folds every time he shifted. He’d offered towels to the rest of his team as well, but only Seeker had taken it. Nidoking, Aron, and Bruiser didn’t seem too concerned with the grating substance, while Dazed wouldn’t need to sleep in the mess.

He occupied his thoughts by staring at his PokeNav as he attempted to come up with their plans for the next day. He’d rather spend as little time in the desert as possible, and today had been… disorganized. Things had turned out well enough, but Ash could do better.

Ghosts tended to be more active at night, and he was rather tired from the extended day already, so sleeping through the next day was probably the best option. He wanted to press forward as quickly as possible though, and Plume was much better equipped to help them during the day when the light was greatest.

The discomfort on his part would probably be worth it twice over if she could spy out unusual happenings or if they needed to move swiftly.

Still, after the long day (and night) he’d had there was no way to keep his thoughts from straying. Lost sleep could always be made up.

‘Your team has a ghost-shaped hole in it.’

Agatha’s words way back in Goldenrod returned, this time with less sarcasm. He rubbed Aron’s shiny metal head with one hand while the other drifted over to tap the new pokeballs neatly organized on his belt. Each twitched lightly, though Sandygast’s was the most responsive.

He smiled.

Ash had reservations in adding a new member to the team, at least one like the ghosts he’d encountered tonight. Sandygast could be interesting - very interesting - and both Gastly and Misdreavus had their own advantages. Gastly had accepted its defeat well, but Misdreavus had been crafty. It was cunning, eager to play and run circles around them, and skilled for what must have been a young ghost.

It had a natural affinity for the sorts of techniques that would give the greatest advantages for what Ash preferred in a battle, and Ash had seen the fascinating, unnatural powers of a Mismagius in Ecruteak. Morty’s had been a devastating opponent with its crooned spells and ethereal murmurs, and it would be a very, very nice addition.

Mismagius were powerful ghosts in their own right. He could count several renowned ghost-type specialists who favored them off the top of his head… and if they were good enough for Agatha, they were good enough for anyone. But their raw power wasn’t what truly entranced him.

That was their ability to warp reality and strike past physical defenses. Even now, the thought of Mismagius’ whispered chants summoned the memory of a splitting headache, and Infernus howling with his power overthrown. They could be powerful allies, and one would serve well on his team.

His team was growing more well-rounded by the day, but they were still limited in their reliance on physical attacks. Something with proper defenses - or disgusting skill like Metagross - could weather any amount of physical blows, elemental storms, and psychic strikes.

They needed something that could strike through those defenses. A new friend who could penetrate past the physical, shred psychic defenses like a hot knife through butter, and open those new avenues to him. A ‘knife in the dark’, as Fino had so aptly put it.

Sneasel was growing and adapting in leaps and bounds. Mind Breaker alone was a massive advantage in that department, and a fantastic step in the right direction, but he needed more. If he was measuring himself against Steven’s ilk… well, even Sneasel wouldn’t be enough to hamstring Metagross.

Metagross’ physical and psychic might, incredible analytical ability, and bond with Steven gave it a very, very reasonable claim to being the strongest trained pokemon in the world. Even Dragonite or Princess couldn’t match it one-on-one. It was a titan.

That was what he measured himself against.

And if he ever expected to take down Metagross without sacrificing the majority of his team, he needed to hammer in on its weaknesses. He didn’t doubt for a second that Metagross had a thousand and one strategies to take down a Distortion-based fighter, but if it could spare one of his teammates, then it would be worth it. Metagross itself was evidence enough of the benefits of leveraging one’s advantages.

There were a hundred other reasons to finally claim a ghost, of course. It filled a particular niche that others couldn’t, and the mobility of Mismagius in particular appealed to him. Add its spectacularly flexible incantations and arcane tricks and it could be a vital member of his team one day…

Ash closed his eyes and sighed, quiet and weary, but satisfied.

He was spoiled for choice at the moment, and was in no rush to make such decisions.

Ash smiled and laid back against Nidoking, who was kind enough to have volunteered as Ash’s pillow. He wasn’t the most comfortable - not with his tough hide and the thick muscle layered over his chest and belly - but the warmth and trust he radiated more than made up for it, banishing chill and loneliness alike.

He turned his thoughts away from team building for now. There was always time for that later, and dwelling on it overmuch would end up leading him down an endless path of hypotheticals.

His PokeNav’s yellow plastic cover was cool in his hand as he pulled up a map of the area and checked over the captures he marked. Thorn-Stalk had struggled to find Misdreavus, so Ash hoped that they’d managed to take down the majority of the ghosts flickering around. They would likely be done by midmorning, if they set out with the dawn.

If all went according to plan, he may well be back to civilization by afternoon tomorrow, especially if he took Plume.

Still, though…

Something didn’t sit right with him in this, the more he thought about it. Ghosts didn’t just appear without reason. They were alien, after all; little sapient scraps of another world lost and desperate for survival in the material. Each of the ghosts he’d found had been particularly young… not that Ash was an expert of the ghost-type, of course, but the vast general knowledge that he’d collected was enough to be applied.

Small amounts of corporeal material: both a sign of a general lack of strength and inexperience in manipulating the matter they’d possessed.

Outright attacks on local human and pokemon populations: A rarity, and concerning. A ghost willing to assault others in broad daylight was either desperate, young, or powerful enough to stand against any coalition of wild pokemon that might form to force it away. The ghosts Ash had captured certainly weren’t the latter.

Overall, those they’d found seemed lost and cut loose in an unfamiliar world without an idea of what to do. Their instincts had served them well enough, but Ash thought it fortuitous that the League had sent someone when they did. The local pokemon had been stirred - not quite into the necessary frenzy to banish them, but enough to take notice and concoct their plots to deal with the issue themselves..

Several times that night they’d collected the odd Cacnea or Cacturne willing to hunt with them for a time - and the Arid Lady had just wanted the problem fixed, and had possibly begun to prepare to take care of it herself, or at least delegate it.

If that involved the little ghosts being devoured by Thorn-Stalk, all the better. No spines off her back. Her resident ghost hunter gained a bit of power and experience, and she retained her command of her portion of the Piede.

The League was much, much gentler than the justice served by wild pokemon. A balance disrupted was quickly restored, one way or another.

Those thoughts and more drove him to analyze the map more closely. The Piede wasn’t especially vast; despite the strong local culture that had developed and its distinct geography, it only covered a small chunk of Lavaridge’s sprawling territory. You could cross the whole thing on foot within a few days if you pushed yourself.

Still, that was only a favor to him now. There was a certain sense of satisfaction in scrolling over the map to chronicle his journey across the sands. He’d marked the approximate location of Caterina’s village, the Arid Lady’s safe haven, as well as certain landmarks such as the sand-covered wreckage of old caravans, the occasional ancient ruin, or even sun bleached bones belonging to some poor pokemon.

Naturally, he’d marked the capture locations as well. It had been impossible to tell as he tracked the ghosts on foot, but now that he looked at it from a different perspective a pattern emerged: they were all roughly equidistant from the southernmost point of the desert, a place where the vast cliffs and plateaus walling in the Piede desert sealed the rest of Hoenn away.

His mouth twisted into a frown.

“Nidoking?”

His friend grunted, half-asleep, but opened one big, beady eye. Ash shifted his PokeNav closer so Nidoking could see it. The sharp intelligence in Nidoking’s gaze drifted over it quickly, taking hold of the map’s information in an instant.

“Do you see it?”

Nidoking’s massive head nodded, realization settling in. He raised his claws and extended a blunt nail to trace over the capture points, then tapped it to an empty spot between them. It was roughly covering the area sandwiched between Gastly and the Shuppet twins’ locations.

Ash smiled. “I agree. If we looked, I bet we’d find a ghost or two skulking around those points.”

At the mention of ghosts he saw Thorn-Stalk perk up where it loomed just away from their camp. It didn’t take much to set its hunger off. Ash absentmindedly shielded the ghosts’ pokeballs on his belt with his arm, as if that would shield them from the Cacturne’s ill intentions.

He frowned at the dull glow of the PokeNav’s map and shared a look with Nidoking. “We can hit that point as well, but I feel like we’ll be treating symptoms of a larger problem. Ghosts… they don’t come from nowhere.”

Nidoking shifted, tail scraping the sand behind them in agreement. His right claws became wreathed in an otherworldly shadow, the alien power soaking up light and dark alike as if it were the starving maw of a black hole.

Of course, Ash didn’t miss the fact that Thorn-Stalk had turned to stare even before the power had materialized.

With that, there was no doubt in his mind that Thorn-Stalk had honed some rare talent for sensing Distortion’s presence. It was a shame that between the Cacturne’s rocklike personality and the dark power flowing through it that he couldn’t interrogate it - at least any other type would be open to Dazed’s telepathy. She could pick up a trace or two of its ideas.

Perhaps he’d ask after the mission was over…

Then again, if he kept piling conversations up for after they’d completed their objectives then he might be stuck in the desert forever.

“It’s strange for them to form out in the desert. Normally they can only survive the early stages outside a population center. They starve otherwise,” Ash commented, more to himself than to Nidoking. Ideas swirled around in his mind, and his friend listened with rapt attention. Bruiser and Aron were resting now, long asleep by this point and happily cuddled up a few feet away.

Nidoking’s ears twitched. He didn’t rise, but he lazily stretched to extend both arms out past Ash, who waited curiously. On his right he flickered his Shadow Claw again (Thorn-Stalk shivered, offered a lingering stare, then stalked off into the darkness) and then waited a few moments before he activated a far weaker version on his left claw.

Ash nodded along with his display, easily putting the pieces together. “That’s a possibility,” he agreed. “A strong enough ghost could spawn a few wisps. Still, that raises the question of what. The desert pokemon are tight-knit - unless the ghost just arrived, it should have been noted.”

Wild thoughts spun through his mind then, imagining a great spirit of the desert stealthily growing fat and strong like Lavender as it sipped on the overwhelming potency of Earth that covered this place. Perhaps a great spirit had buried far beneath the sands, gnawing and spreading like a fungus and was only now breaching the surface after eons below…

What a fight that would be!

Then he was back in the cold emptiness of the desert. The sand crunched beneath his towel as he reclined further against Nidoking. “I wonder if there are any ghost specialists in the area.” Ash commented to his friend, who grunted back softly in response. “They might have isolated themselves somewhere in a cave network or high up on a ridge. The right strength and the right techniques might let a few wisps slip through - it’s just a matter of finding them.”

They sat in a companionable silence for a few minutes. Ash would occasionally toss out a theory or two to Nidoking, who would mime out a response. He sent a grateful pulse of emotion to Dazed, who waited in the darkness a short distance away. The only sign she was even present was the odd gleam of the moonlight on her pendulum or stark white mane, and she seemed content in the silence - the moon had stolen her attention, and she stared up at it with unblinking eyes.

It wasn’t often Ash and Nidoking had the chance to rest and talk, just the two of them, and he was going to savor every moment of it he could. Normally they had training to focus on, or a team issue to hammer out, or were pulled apart by duty before either could relax.

If it took trekking through a desert, chasing mischievous ghosts, and getting sand in places that didn’t bear mentioning… it was all worth it.

Tonight they could rest.

Tomorrow?

Tomorrow they would trek south, find the source of these newborn ghosts, and finish their mission properly this time.

Ash smiled, and rested back.

The Piede was no Forina, but it had charms of its own.
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‘The Piede had charms of its own’. 

What a load of crap.

Ash didn’t know what he had been thinking last night, but he did know that exhausted, desert-worn Ash was either an idiot or a liar.

Or both.

Any fondness he’d been fooled into having for this miserable place had been wiped clean away by the sandstorm that had borne down on them - Nidoking’s frantic jostling had offered Ash just enough time to pull up his hood, slap on his Go-Goggles, and gather up his supplies in a hurry before a howling barrage of tiny sand flecks whipped up and then horizontal and then everywhere.

The desert roared its displeasure at their intrusion, the whistling winds whipped up to a maddened rush as Ash covered his mouth with his gloved hand. It wasn’t long before he managed to wrap the mask gifted to him by Caterina over his mouth - he’d already gotten a mouthful of sand and grit, and he was in no rush to repeat the experience.

Nidoking did his best to shelter him where they’d staggered into the lee of a towering dune, but there was only so much he could do, and they would need to keep moving soon once they’d had their respite. Any gap was relentlessly filled with sand and wind, and any hope of visibility had been cut off by a thick black-brown blanket. Even the sun barely pierced through the haze, and then only in tortured fits.

Even worse, it was still hot somehow, though this was a kind of maddening heat born of trillion (quadrillions, quintillions? Ash had no clue) of sand grains stirring and rubbing together in a storm of whipping friction. Breathing became an awful chore beneath the mask and his sweat became a filthy second skin caked onto him.

If Articuno’s Blizzard could whip against him like a storm of frozen razors, Moltres’ inferno could sear the earth until it cracked under its passing, and Zapdos’ storms could flatten forests and crack mountains, then something must command a misery like this.

Whatever it was, Ash hoped to never meet it.

Bruiser and Aron were safely sequestered away inside their pokeballs now. Dazed had initially elected to remain outside, and sheltered them as best she could with a shimmering blue shield. It stopped the wind and sand in its tracks, but Ash argued that she needed to conserve her strength for whatever trials lay ahead. The smooth energy barrier really only redirected the onslaught, and they still found themselves half-buried in the sand as it piled atop their feet.

They’d only plodded a few minutes through the sandstorm before Ash finally recalled Dazed - she wasn’t quite flagging, but he knew her. It was difficult enough to maintain shields like that in ideal conditions, and the constant irritation wasn’t making it easy on her.

Miserable as it was, it was the right call. Ideally they’d find shelter soon - their previous encampment had been enough to prevent the worst of it, but even Thorn-Stalk seemed surprised by the suddenness and ferocity of the sandstorm that had overtaken them, and the Cacturne had quickly begun to lead them away.

Thorn-Stalk’s dark green back was Ash’s entire world now. He and Nidoking followed along close as they could to maintain visibility. The Cacturne moved with purpose, and Ash hoped desperately that it knew where to take them.

If this endured, he’d just have Nidoking use his ground-type techniques to open up a new shelter, but for now he’d work his way through the sandstorm.

Despite his reservations, he trusted Thorn-Stalk.

Besides, Ash had to admit - deep down, where the sands couldn’t touch and where the fire within him burned ever-bright - there was something incredible about being buffeted by the sandstorm. It was fierce, unrelenting, eager to grind him down to nothing… and he respected that raw power of nature. Even as his thoughts dwindled and he found new focus inward, he couldn’t help but imagine what ways he could turn this to his advantage in the future…

And if thinking about it - forcing his mind to work through its usual calculation - meant that he wasn’t thinking about sand and heat and their miserable condition, that was all the better.

Sandstorm was always a useful technique, of course, though a draining one if you wanted anything powerful enough to bother a pokemon. The environmental advantages alone would be incredible, especially if Nidoking could exert finer control with the rudimentary earth manipulation they’d been working on. Grinding through the tough armor of rock-types with a flurry of animated sand…

Ash smiled beneath his mask, then it widened as a new thought sprung to mind.

Infernus could turn stone to cherry-red slag with enough time and focus. What could he do to the whipping sand in a storm like this? His smile only grew more eager and feral by the second as possibilities filled his mind: enemies being bathed in fiery glass, team techniques where Dazed could telekinetically capture the molten sand and spray it at opponents…

Then he sealed his lips tightly over his teeth - even beneath the mask, even though it had been just a second, he’d gotten a new mouthful of sand and grit in his mouth and now he’d have to deal with it for the next hour.

His smile now was less feral, but equally determined.

With thoughts like that, their time in the sandstorm passed quickly. Ash entertained himself with wild fantasies of insane techniques, glorious victories, and unsurpassed challenges. It was a comfort from the grinding of the sand grains, the howling of the wind, and the overwhelming darkness that encompassed him - for Ash, the world was a rendering of pale and dark browns.

For a time, that was all it would ever be.

Then, it stopped.

There was no fanfare, no buildup.

One second the sandstorm roared about them, buffeting them with unrelenting force, then it ceased. It was as if someone had just flicked the off switch to end it in a moment. Ash, Nidoking, and Thorn-Stalk all froze at the unexpected change, the Cacturne especially seeming baffled, though Ash and Nidoking soon both readied for combat.

A roar rang as great sheets of sand and dust fell lifeless to the earth, crashing down like a great wave as the winds carrying them died with nary a whimper. An enormous shudder wracked the Piede as the sandstorm collapsed inanimate as one - like they were as one trapped in the bottom of an overturned hourglass. Ash watched the dark walls compress and shorten and pile new dunes tall all around, the desert reshaped by whatever had swept through its blue skies.

All thoughts of battle fell away when a great shadow tore over them - two wings darkened the desert, blotting out the sun with the last remnants of the sandstorm shrouded them from its intensity, and then the shadow dropped. In an explosion of sand, dust, and a great rush of wind arrived a figure.

It was slender, though muscular, and rose to a height of roughly seven feet once it had straightened with the long-suffering cracks and groans of something ancient. The creature bore an immense weight of age and weariness on its shoulders.

Vast, angular, red-rimmed wings jutted outwards from its thick shoulders, and its segmented tail whipped back and forth in the sand as it gazed towards them. One of its red-guarded eyes and long antennae were shorn away, layered, scourged scar tissues a relic of some long forgotten battle, and as Ash took it in he saw that its gigantic wings were tattered and damaged.

His eyes recognized it immediately though, from records and reliefs alike: Flygon.

They were powerful creatures, and in this individual he saw a pale shadow of what Lance’s Vibrava would one day become.

This specimen was a brilliant example of its species, of course, but even as the moments passed Ash recognized that it was… faded. Limited by the wild conditions in which it had lived, and the age that wracked its mortal shell. It had been tempered by them, by the Piede, honed into a spectacular master of the desert, but in its bearing Ash could see the toll taken by age and countless trials.

By its eyes, he could see that its spirit was unmatched, but its body was worn to the bone.

That didn’t stop it, though. It made no effort to challenge them, but offered a simple, unmatched confidence. Its wings flapped mightily, though not strong enough to kick up a vicious sandstorm such as the one they’d just escaped, and when it did so a sweet, whistling tune filled the air.

Ash had grit his teeth when it first arrived, more out of surprise than fear, but the moment the tune struck him he relaxed. It had a power to it, something deeper than noise and random notes produced by its wings.

Spirit of the Desert. Peace - Friend - GUIDE. 

He remained planted on his feet, but Ash felt as though he’d spiritually staggered back in the face of the Flygon’s communication. He measured the wizened dragon with an assessing gaze. The Arid Lady may rule the local wild pokemon population, but the Spirit of the Desert was the Piede’s true master. It had ruled these sands, undoubtedly for countless decades now, perhaps even measuring its dominion in centuries.

And it had come for Ash.

“Your Aura…” Ash trailed off as the song swept by him again, enrapturing him with little flickers of the Flygon’s wisdom, eagerness, and experiences. They touched him as little trickles, though when he attempted to grasp them he only caught the faintest of memories. What was left was lessons, impressions, and patterns.

He processed them as best he could, though he found himself distracted by Thorn-Stalk’s reaction - though Nidoking remained firm and belligerent as ever, refusing to lower his horn to this newcomer, Thorn-Stalk had submitted entirely. The dark-type had lowered itself to the sands, its green flesh stained with countless brown grains, and refused to even look at the Spirit.

For its part, the Spirit ignored Thorn-Stalk as well. It seemed more interested in Ash and Nidoking, constantly scanning them with its guarded eyes and sending off new wind-spawned songs to carry their minds and souls away.

At last, Ash stepped forward. He didn’t dip his head to the Spirit of the Desert - and he thought that was right, for the creature claimed no dominion - but did smile at it. When its aged mouth (twisted in a gnarled scar from whatever slash had shorn off its antennae and right eye) curled up in a matching smile, he held his hand to it.

Though trepidation filled him - and Nidoking glared with his horn dripping venom - the Spirit raised its clawed hand. The tough nails and scaled flesh touched his palm more gently than expected, and Ash’s eyes met the Spirit’s as it stared.

A tension filled the air, then a connection -

Gnawing hunger - lurking in its pit - freedom! Wings! - Soar over the sands, devouring prey, sending intruders away in a sandstorm - Discontent - Strive higher, seek the Concept, GUIDE - a new friend, desperate and hungry and furious at the world - the shadow awoke - three little specks wandering the sands - a connection with the Storm-Tamer! - 

He supped on the Spirit’s existence, measured it, gave back -

A yearning for battle - loss of old companions and connections with the new - a quiet quest for strength filled with terrible trials and testing tribulations - a terrible storm of Concepts wrested into control by an adamantine will - a measure of peace, a mission - 

Experiences from both parties intermingled and filled inside and out. Ash pulled his hand away after a time, gasping not from fear or pain but mental strain, and he stared at the Spirit. Guided not by himself but by the Flygon, he’d shared his life. Just as the Spirit had shared its own essence. It was strange to have another direct him like that, just as it had been when Cynthia steered his perception, but liberating all the same.

It was nice to have someone else take the wheel for once, however briefly.

Still, it left him with an impression.

“Spirit of the Desert - Guide,” Ash corrected, marveling at the idea of a mortal pokemon striving to embody a Concept to its fullest. Had such a thing been attempted before? Surely it had, but the Spirit of the Desert had come to such a conclusion on its own.

What would his team become if they lived their lives in such a way?

“You know where the ghost is.” It was a statement, not a question, and the Spirit nodded silently. The sandstorm was long gone now, having rushed its way across the desert until it was just a distant blot of shadow now. If he listened closely he could still hear its rumbling.

The Flygon nodded.

“Will you take me to it?” Ash asked.

Flygon hesitated. Ash frowned.

“You know me now,” he implored. “You know Nidoking,” he nodded to his friend, who never took his eyes off the desert-dwelling dragon. “We’re strong. We’ll take it away from your desert. We’ll make it safe for others. Safe for it, too.”

Its eyes flashed at the mention of its desert, but the Spirit nodded regardless.

“Lead us.”

That was what it had been waiting for. At his words, the wizened guide stretched its tattered wings out. The Spirit smiled down, burst into the air with another spray of sand, and circled above. He admired the sight of the Piede’s master’s green form stamped against the pure blue above - and how he relished that sight after the impromptu sandstorm - carried by the Flygon! - then shouldered his pack, scraped off the worst of the sand that covered him, and shared a look with Nidoking.

“Ready?”

Nidoking snorted, eyes eager and excited for the first time in ages, and similar feelings roared to life in Ash. He spared another glance for Thorn-Stalk, who seemed utterly petrified by the Spirit’s appearance. Of course, it seemed those feelings extended to Ash and Nidoking now as well.

The Cacturne watched them as most would watch Infernus. It fell behind obediently as they followed their guide across the reshaped sands. New dunes were piled high and broad with the initial death of the sandstorm, and it was unsteady and loose beneath their feet as they crawled their way across the desert.

Though occasionally the Spirit launched ahead in a winding burst of wind, Ash always knew where they needed to go. He would hear a call from far ahead, spot the vague flicker of green on blue, and knew what paths to take. Ash would avoid shifting sands with the experience of a desert-dweller, step around Trapinch fields as if he’d always known they were present, and navigate the greater dunes with ease.

All because of the Spirit’s songs and sweet whistles and the rhythmic wingbeats that sounded for miles. Desert natives hid away in their cool burrows or lowered themselves in reverence as they passed, and none offered Ash, Nidoking, and Thorn-Stalk a second look as their eyes kept to the sky.

He followed the Spirit’s guidance thoughtlessly. At another time he might treat its appearance and help with some kind of skepticism, but he knew the creature now, knew its essence as he did his own. The Spirit’s songs and touch had blended them for that moment.

It wasn’t the precious, intimate connection he shared with Plume or his other companions. That wasn’t the nature of their connection. No, the Spirit shared its Aura with him in other ways. Impersonal and distant, though not without care.

The Spirit had spent its long life striving to embody a Concept itself: Guide. That little revelation had startled Ash, but the more he ruminated on it during their long walk through the desert the more it fascinated him. Legends weren’t mortal by any sense of the term - even the Beasts were something more now. They’d left behind their mortal trappings in the ruins of the Brass Tower.

Immortal flesh and spirit and sinew woven over a mortal skeleton.

Perhaps the Spirit could never become a Legend itself, but Ash didn’t think that was what it wanted anyways. The value of its path was in the journey, that endless yearning to be something greater than it had been born, than in the destination.

He respected that.

All the same, he couldn’t help but imagine the possibilities arising from those little wisps of revelation granted by his connection with the Spirit. So many choices. So many paths. Would any of his friends dedicate themselves to becoming an avatar of a Concept?

Would they lose themselves?

Ash looked to Nidoking. It was hard to imagine Nidoking as anything but what he was: earnest, loyal, and unbreakable to anything in this world. Yet Ash knew all too well the dangers of inviting something greater into himself. He’d felt the Spheres in Shamouti seek to scour away anything that wasn’t theirs as their immense power flooded him.

His mind had been nearly lost ten times over since his journey - more, much more, actually - and Ash’s mouth set in a flat line.

That really should bother him more than it did. It should invite something more than resignation… or worse, the desire to test himself again. To take his tempered mind and spirit and test his edge against the bones of the universe.

It wasn’t as strong as it had once been, certainly. Groudon’s simple immensity had taught him wisdom in that regard. He shuddered under the desert sun as memories of the Earth’s mighty foundation and that brief, flickering thought he’d felt filled him.

The earth seemed to tremble beneath his feet, and he was quick to turn his thoughts away.

His path was set before him. He trusted his team and knew them to their core. If they chose to strive for more one day, then he would support them in any way he could.

They would do the same for him. It would remain their choice, however. Ash would never force it on another. Ash knew what demands came with it.

Their guide led them for miles upon miles.

Its knowledge was shared through the sands and wind, carried with its song and even the way it marked the sand with its passing. Not a movement was wasted as it sailed ahead and then circled around. Time passed in a dreamlike haze, as though they’d breached a place where such laws stood unwelcome.

And then they crested a high dune, and Ash stopped, as he realized they’d passed a line drawn in the sand, and things became clear.

On its surface the landscape was unchanged. Where the sandy hill sloped down it only gave way to more dunes, but they were smaller and sharper. While the empty expanse behind them had felt like walking the great waves of the distant sea, here he felt as if they became more frantic.

Beyond the sea of tiny dunes loomed the great southern mountains that walled off the Arid Zone from the rest of Hoenn. Just past them would be fields and forests and green. 

Green things. Growing things. Bark and sprouts and running water and air that did not chafe his throat, did not invite the unending thirst.

It had only been a day in the Piede and he already missed the lush nature which covered the rest of Hoenn.

…Perhaps there was some truth to the matriarch’s scorn.

Only some, though. Ash certainly wouldn’t turn his nose up at the verdant lands outside again. He’d only learned a new appreciation for them - a feeling that could only come from knowing something familiar’s glaring absence.

Not to say the desert didn’t have its own beauty, but it was a harsh one. Remote and dry and impersonal. Less beauty of the landscape and more beauty in that anything managed to survive here. Life’s ability to eke out an existence in the harshest of circumstances was nothing less than amazing.

The desert was beauty in austerity. It took and took and took and what remained became stark; the kind of beauty one could find nowhere else on the planet, in no other kind of condition.

His eyes narrowed as a new detail of the black mountains caught his attention.

They formed a nearly impenetrable wall of sheer cliffs and forbidding stone, but between two of the greatest lay a crevasse that rested nearly invisible. Something about it demanded his eyes stray away to look at the sands or stone or even the blue sky - anywhere but there!

The mental influence slid off him without trouble. It couldn’t hope to dig its hooks into him. Not now.

Ash frowned as he picked out a vague shape in the dark valley. Even when he squinted he couldn’t discern much detail, but it was enough to recognize it as… a lump of stone? It was almost like a tiny mountain itself, half-buried beneath the dunes that extended all the way out between the mountains.

And the Spirit was guiding them right toward it.

“See that?” He asked Nidoking, who squinted and shrugged. Ash shook his head - of course they were still too far. Nidoking didn’t have the best vision. Part of him was tempted to go ahead and release Plume, but she wouldn’t have much of a chance to stretch her wings.

Whatever waited for them… Well, he rested a hand on Nidoking’s leathery shoulder plate. They’d be ready. Still, as he began to follow the whispered instructions and little adjustments from Flygon’s song, he noticed there were only two sets of footsteps plodding across the sand.

Ash turned back and saw that Thorn-Stalk had frozen. Its eyes were locked on their destination and had opened wide as imaginable. In another situation it might have been comical. If he didn’t know better, he’d say the Cacturne had gone pale.

He looked to the mountains, then back to Thorn-Stalk. At last, he sighed. “You’ve led us far enough. The Spirit will guide us now. Thank you,” Ash put all his sincerity into those words. “You were a great help and a great guide. But we’ll take it from here.”

Thorn-Stalk wasted no time in stepping back, eager to turn away from their final destination. It was gracious enough to offer them a quick nod, a salute, and then it lumbered away to return home. Ash though it had a newfound urgency in its step. That alone ignited a little bit of gnawing worry, but he quenched it and turned back.

Never backward. Always forward.

He had a mission to complete.
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Their trip across the remaining stretch of desert was dull. Ash and Nidoking simply kept a slow, steady pace that ate up the distance over the next two hours. Neither were too exhausted by the time they arrived near the base of the mountains, which Ash could be grateful for, but weariness had nonetheless settled into their bones and couldn’t quite be banished by the scant rest they’d taken the night before.

It certainly took a bit longer. With the relative flatness of the desert it felt like an eternity - the mountains were visible once they’d crossed the largest dunes, but such enormous heaps of stone and earth had cast an illusion of the actual distance involved. Nothing was more frustrating than realizing you had only just begun to chip away at the journey after an hour trekking beneath the sun’s glare.

All the while Ash was consumed with wild imaginings of what might have caused the spirits to flood from this place. He was favorable to an enormous Palossand at this point, preferably one nearly large enough to animate the entire desert with its Distorted touch. What a fight that would be!

His sun-inspired daydreams took on a decidedly fantastical bent as he imagined what fighting the Piede itself would be like, but it was a nice enough way to pass the time while he walked with Nidoking. Occasionally he’d ask for one of Nidoking’s suggestions on how they’d tackle the monstrosity, which were usually accompanied by a grunt and then a demonstration of one of his techniques to represent one of their friends.

Ash’s personal favorite was when Nidoking channeled his growing psychic power to cast his eyes in brilliant blue while he mimed rubbing his claw up against his neck, feigning to pick grains of sand from an invisible mane. He’d certainly known Dazed long enough to have her mannerisms down.

But now they’d set foot into the heart of the mountain pass. Shadows fell over them now as only a scant few rays of light managed to pierce between the twin mountains in the late afternoon light. Small dunes continued beneath their feet, almost glowing an eerie white rather than the sunkissed gold they’d left behind.

What truly bothered Ash was the silence.

Not a single cry or hoot or chirp was to be heard in the shadowed valley. The sand didn’t rustle with subterranean pokemon foraging or shifting within their dens. Even the normal assortment of rock and ground-types that would normally make a nice, secluded place like this their home were absent.

It was still and silent and not a thing was around to disturb the peace.

Nothing except for Ash and Nidoking. This dark valley left them feeling like intruders. Who was the last soul to set foot here?

Of course, that just left him paranoid. Ash could spot the Spirit circling above, unwilling to stray far from them both as it soared high over the sandy valley. He knew it wouldn’t mislead them, but Ash found his hand straying towards the rows of pokeballs on his belt.

Wild pokemon wouldn’t avoid a place without reason - it was abandoning potential shelter, safety, shade, and whatever sustenance might be found. When even they decided to leave a nice, dark place like this secluded…

He grit his teeth and stepped forward as they finally grew close enough to spy the massive lump of stone from before in real detail. It loomed perhaps thirty feet high and was little more than a massive boulder on the surface - a dark russet not unlike the stone where the Arid Lady had made her home. The boulder held a rugged simplicity to it, a plainness that begged Ash to find something more interesting to turn his attention to, but in the end that was what attracted his focus the most.

It wanted to be left alone.

Nidoking had similar thoughts. For a moment he had looked ready to leave and stray off to find a more likely target, but when he saw Ash still interested in the stone the spell broke. His nostrils flared and he grumbled what might have been a curse at the stone. He rather looked like he wouldn’t mind tearing it apart with a well-placed Hyper Beam.

“C’mon, let’s take a closer look.” Ash said, patting his shoulder comfortingly.

Up close, it seemed even less welcoming, and the shadows seemed to grow darker around it. Sands had piled high at the base, noticeably taller than the short, flat dunes spreading throughout the rest of the valley, almost as if someone - or something- had sloppily attempted to bury the whole thing in sand. Nearby was scraped down to moist underlayers of sand and dirt.

Ash eyed the dark near-mud with raised eyebrows. That pokemon would avoid this place when water was available…

Of course, what really caught his attention as he came closer was the tiny little fissure present in the monolithic stone. It was small enough that even Seeker would barely be able to slip into it, so he couldn’t see even a tiny bit of detail. The crack went from the center of the stone down to its base, seemingly running down to the parts of the boulder buried beneath the desert.

There was more, though. As he neared the boulder he saw plenty of sand scraped up near its surface, hidden behind a wide wedge of the piled material. It was dark in the valley, but even the barest light infiltrating it was enough to illuminate the shine of… metal? It was largely a flat layer, but what truly caught his attention was a portion of it that had been violently ripped asunder with extreme force, tearing great flaps of the steel up and out like skin from a flayed man to expose the dark innards of the subterranean lair.

He froze before he went to investigate, quiet instinct warning him.

Nidoking rumbled, his great horn immediately dripping vicious poison, and shoved his way in front of Ash. The enormous poison-type’s eyes squeezed shut as he focused. Even Ash sensed it after a moment - shifting of the sand beneath their feet, the fracture of the quiet, and the dangerous growl tearing forth from Nidoking’s throat.

Nidoking stamped his foot. A light wave of force burst forth and the sand around them sprayed up. Ash was spared from it thanks to Nidoking’s growing control, so he was free to scan the surface in hopes of spotting whatever lurked beneath.

Rustling, then -

Flygon’s shrill cry whispered frantic comforts to them - Warmth-Lost Soul-Atoner-Friend!

It didn’t do much to calm Nidoking, but Ash stayed him before he could do anything rash. He waited instead, trusting the Spirit to guide them true. His own nerves screamed, but Ash was more than the primordial soup of nerve, bone, and instinct that made him up.

He waited. And waited. And waited. And -

Sifting sands. One, two, three deep intakes of breath as a long and rounded maroon snout broke through the loose earth. A black band followed, then a massive head with unfocused milky eyes burst up, and peered around it, head twisting this way and that.

Ash held his breath.

Though it appeared blind, something about it spoke of danger and blood and violence, albeit only barely remembered. After a moment, it seemed assured that it would be safe, and one arm, then another reached up and pulled the remainder with it.

Out crawled a thick and muscular body, lined with countless scars. Its scales were heavy and strong, more than enough to stop the claws or fangs of a lesser pokemon with ease.

Two of the decades-old scars drew Ash’s attention: the first the wicked slice of a great blade or talon or claw across the reptilian’s face. Its eyes had been ruined permanently by whatever grievous wound it had suffered. That they remained at all with how the band of ravaged flesh and scales stretched across its cranium was a miracle - he would have expected them to burst like little pockets of jelly beneath that kind of force.

The second was a wicked mass of scarred flesh that layered over the comparatively soft scales of its pale underbelly - it was difficult to tell against the grey flesh, but to Ash it almost looked clean. Still ugly and agonizing, but something about the old injury seemed intentional. Above its heart there were three precise claw marks (suspiciously similar to the creature’s own claws, Ash thought) embedded over its heart.

Altogether it only took him a second or two to scan the creature and identify its defining characteristics.

Krookodile. An old one, if the information he’d gleaned from the PokeDex was accurate - their scales deepened in hue as they aged, and this specimen almost appeared more brown than red.

The “Bully of the Sands”. Vicious, immensely powerful, and ruthless. It was unknown how long they could live in the wild - they weren’t believed to be biologically immortal like Rhydon, Aggron, and select other rock and steel-types, but it was suspected they could live at least a century, and more likely a few decades beyond that.

Too bad they kept killing each other the moment one got too big for its boots and decided to muscle in on another’s turf. That tended to put a damper on their potential lifespans, along with all the scientists eager to research such powerful pokemon.

Of course, all that was ignoring the fact that Krookodile was native to the Western Continent - most commonly in Unova’s central desert region, although it had proven to be immensely successful and could be found in most any desert on that continent. Small populations of Sandile had even appeared in Orre and Alola thanks to Unovan actions on the Southern Continent prior to and during the Last War.

One place they weren’t found, of course, was in Hoenn’s Piede desert. Weren’t supposed to be found, anyways.

The blind Krookodile’s nostrils flared as it emerged fully from its sandy home. Although it appeared standard for a member of its species, he did note the odd addition of a small zipped bag built of old, worn black canvas looped around its neck to hang down over its belly. It must have been a hindrance as Krookodile dove through the sands, but apparently it hadn’t let inconvenience stop it.

It made no move of aggression, but Nidoking still took his place ahead of Ash. One wrong move would send him barreling into the newcomer, likely with his venomous horn buried straight into his fellow ground-type’s throat.

Ash hoped it wouldn’t come to that. He remained safely behind Nidoking (more for his friend’s peace of mind than his own concerns) but leveled his voice as he called out.

“Hello! My name’s Ash. This is Nidoking. We’re here to help with the ghost issue. The Spirit brought us here.”

Krookodile inclined its massive head more peacefully than Ash would’ve expected given the reputation its species had earned. It even lowered its claws as it had dug itself out from beneath the sands, seemingly eager to present as little of a threat as possible.

Nidoking appreciated it, at least. He was still wary, but the psychic glow from his eyes had faded. He snorted, stood straight, and waited for Ash to communicate with the creature.

Despite the situation they were in - and the eye catching monolithic rock set behind the Krookodile’s muscular form - he couldn’t quell his curiosity.

“We’re with the League,” he said, and watched carefully at Krookodile’s twitch at the name. “Sorry if this is rude… but what are you doing out here?”

The ground-type snorted, its form wracked with a snuffling wheeze of amusement, and pointed to the Spirit. It was unable or unwilling to spend the time communicating itself. But if it was more efficient to do things this way… well, Ash wasn’t going to complain.

He waited for the keening cry of the Spirit. It bounced off the rock walls of the valley they were in, sounding one, two, three times in his ears before it faded, and Ash and Nidoking both found themselves plunged into the Aura-imprinted recollections of the Spirit as it guided them into those fragmented depths.

Alien metal-beasts carried strange humans across the waves in their enormous stomachs - battles fought below his wings as it ventured outside home-sands to investigate great plumes of smoke and many screams - red wings and a terrible roar carried a sky-lover as it slashed a brown-black-banded creature’s face and turned on the trainer - escape from certain death! - seek a home, find sands, hunt, kill, hollow - lost, seek new way, peace, find a Guide -

It cut off then, the dizzying rush of information nearly blinding Ash as he processed it.

Ash took a moment to recover from the connection, but marveled at the fluidity of telepathic (and Aura-based) communication. He spared the Krookodile another look and offered a nod, which it happily returned.

It took only a few moments to stitch together the impressions and memories.

A lost soldier, huh? From what he’d read, most of the Unovan pokemon left in Hoenn after the war had ended up in the Safari Zone here - he supposed Krookodile had been missed in the sweep, given that few skirmishes had even been fought in Hoenn’s interior. It took a cunning foe to evade the League’s eyes, especially back then, when fear dominated and paranoia reigned supreme.

A cunning foe, or one with help from the locals.

“You’re from Unova,” Ash said.“A survivor of the war.”

Krookodile nodded. It listened to a burst of the Spirit’s song, hesitated, then grasped the canvas bag looped around its neck and delicately unzipped it with claws better suited to tearing flesh asunder than fine manipulations. Those same white claws pinched at something inside and tugged out a flattened disc of bright metal.

It seemed reluctant to hand the disc over, but at the Flygon’s nod it tossed them to Ash. He easily caught it and took care to avoid smudging it with his dirty fingertips. Whatever this was, it was important to the Krookodile. He wouldn’t do it the disrespect of treating it casually.

He spared it a smile. “Thank you.”

He tested it with his hands - Nidoking finally took his eyes off Krookodile for a moment, genuine interest sparking to life inside him - and found that it was actually hinged, forming a sort of clasp. An armband?

Ash carefully stretched it out and glanced at the surface. On it was etched three black (and all too familiar) heads of a raging Hydreigon - each mouth was open to expose tiny teeth and their collars all flattened as the beast roared at some unseen foe, seemingly ready to devour whatever had challenged it with three sets of razor teeth.

The symbol was familiar, and expected, but his blood chilled anyways. Expecting something was different from seeing it.

It was the symbol of Unova during the Last War and the age prior to it, the slavering beast, the symbol of the regime that declared war on half the world and nearly won. It was one thing to know intellectually Krookodile’s former allegiance (or former master’s, Ash couldn’t say) and quite another to be slapped in the face with reality.

Krookodile was silent as Ash flipped it over. It was cool against his fingers, protected from the desert’s heat by the bag and Krookodile’s place under the sand. Strange as it was to hold the old artifact - and strange it certainly was, given that this was a piece of history in his hands - Ash found himself more fascinated than anything, particularly as he found little bits of text etched into the back.

There were two sections that immediately caught his eye. Both appeared almost identical in formatting, but one was composed of the Unovan native tongue - it was still based off the Unown script, but it might as well have been gibberish. The other was more familiar, written in the written words of the Eastern Continent, which had been derived from the wide-stretching trade networks established by Sinnoan merchants and their fleets from Sunyshore and Canalave.

Languages had a fair bit of overlap regardless thanks to the prevalence of Pidgey worldwide - they were successful, and the ridiculous speeds at which Pidgeot could travel meant that populations could appear in new lands practically overnight. In the old days it had been fairly common for the few humans capable of earning the loyalty of a Pidgeot to become great travelers, taking with them language and knowledge all over the world.

Extensive contact was impossible thanks to the dangers of the world (and particularly the open ocean) but for countless millennia there had been lone humans and their pokemon partners crossing seas and treacherous stretches of frontier that divided human settlements.

Humans and their Pidgeot friends had been the most common explorers and cultural ambassadors, but Ash knew quite a few Wataru had also fallen prey to the wanderlust and appeal of the wider world outside their mountainous homeland in Blackthorn.

Cynthia’s book on Johto had quite a few records of locals in far-flung Sinnoh, Kalos… even the most distant lands such as Unova had tales of fierce-eyed men and women bearing gifts and wild tales on golden dragonback appearing with the winds.

Ash had to briefly wonder if Lance would have been one of them if he had been born back then… but then he turned back to the cold steel of the armband.
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There were a few more sequences of numbers and Unown-script letters, but most were indecipherable for Ash. He read them over a few times in hopes of finding a pattern, but ultimately found himself lost. Ash couldn’t help the intellectual hunger that roared through him as he skimmed the armband again - a service tag? It made sense that the pokemon would have something to identify it in the case of capture.

He supposed the Unovans had included the translation for the National League - well, Hoennic city-states at the time - as a precaution.

Krookodile apparently decided capture and extradition back to Unovan forces as a trade or postwar deal wouldn’t be its fate.

“Here.” his examination complete, Ash offered the armband back to Krookodile.

It kept a healthy distance thanks to Nidoking’s warning rumble, but seemed comforted once it had plucked back the relic of its past and stowed it away in the black bag around its neck. He hesitated. “I have so, so many questions I want to ask you, but now isn’t the time.”

The creature (and Nidoking) agreed with a nod and grunt respectively. Ash stole a glance at the Spirit as it carefully fluttered down to the thin sand by them. Little blasts of the coarse grains sprayed over them, but thanks to Flygon’s care it was nothing that couldn’t be blocked safely by Ash’s borrowed robes.

He really, really needed to thank the villagers for that…

“What is this place?” Ash gestured at the stony monolith. It loomed over them all with a weight and presence that weighed on him like something physical, though he still felt that little mental influence prodding him.

There was a lot of that in this desert.

Once he’d broken through the plainness radiating from the monolith and decided that yes, this was interesting, it was far easier to focus on the heaping stone. It still attempted to tug his attention away by stirring his subconscious with all the things of interest around them - the mountains! The valley! Sand! Rock - but Ash wasn’t fooled.

This silent valley held only one thing of interest, and that the monolith was trying so very hard not to be that one thing stole his attention like nothing else.

Both Krookodile and the Spirit shared a look with each other, one that spoke of long, long years of friendship. After a moment Krookodile grunted, shifted to turn its back to them, and led them a bit closer to the great stone. Ash followed with Nidoking close at his side, eager to uncover whatever mystery this place held.

Nidoking’s shell of paranoia and general grumpiness had finally given way in full. He still kept his eyes on the other pokemon and ensured he was in a good place to intervene if necessary, but Ash didn’t think either the Spirit or Krookodile held any illusions about their ability to take Nidoking on.

The Spirit was the old ruler of this slice of sand and stone and sun and the Krookodile was a veteran of the fiercest war in history. Neither would face a sliver of resistance from any of the Piede natives.

Nidoking would destroy them.

They stalked across the flattening dunes, then Krookodile swished its tail in warning. It only took a moment for the Spirit to flap its great wings and cast a gust of wind forward, which carried off more and more of the sand to fully expose the gleaming metal he’d spied earlier… and the section that had been ripped asunder by what he knew now to be the mighty jaws of Krookodile.

He stepped forward and peered down into the utter blackness exposed by the flayed metal, careful to stay some distance away from the edge. The slow, steady breathing of Krookodile and the Spirit eased his own eager jitteriness. Ash couldn’t help but marvel at Krookodile’s handiwork - the metal sheet was several inches thick and laid flat all the way to the monolith, buried beneath the sand.

Krookodile had savaged it.

Still, that stirred several suspicions of his own. “This leads under the rock, doesn’t it?”

His newfound allies nodded as one.

He frowned. “Why not break through the rock instead? It had to have been easier than… that.” Ash gestured lamely at the peeled steel skin.

The Spirit shook its head, its one good eye blinking beneath the red carapace protecting it, and allowed a little dribble of blue-green dragonfire to spill from its maw. A moment went by before it cut it off, which certainly got the point across. Not to mention it made Nidoking much, much more comfortable.

Ash’s frown deepened. “Nidoking?”

His friend knew exactly what Ash wanted. With a little more zeal than was necessary (Ash thought Nidoking just wanted to impress on the Spirit and Krookodile that fighting them was a bad idea) Nidoking reared back, shaped a mighty swirling sphere of molten gold into existence just outside his mouth, and unleashed a Hyper Beam straight into the monolith.

Boom. 

They all shielded themselves from the explosion, and what an explosion it was! Sand sprayed over them all, then came raining down in a pitter-patter of grains as it followed the release of heat, light, and concussive force. Nidoking stepped in front of Ash to absorb its effects, but Ash still found himself stumbling back a bit.

He poked his head around Nidoking’s meaty shoulder and found exactly what he expected.

The monolith stood unharmed. It would take more than a single Hyper Beam to fully tear that giant heap of rock down, but it should have suffered under that kind of attack: craters, an open wound, miniature rock slides as stone was split asunder. Something.

It looked pristine as ever. The only difference was all the sand that had been sent flying away to expose more of the rock’s base.

Well, that was interesting. The Spirit gestured knowingly at the monolith in silent invitation. Ash stepped around his friend to walk over to the great rock. It truly was massive, and the closer he got the more he realized just how out of place it was in this valley.

Great mountains had formed around the Piede, but this was too even. Too intentional. Too strange.

Ash laid his hand on the dark rock, closed his eyes, and focused.

Time passed by in a blur, or was it slow as molasses? It was hard to tell as he lost himself in the world. The silence was a boon, and he focused in on the sound of Nidoking’s breathing. His friend had come to rest beside him, facing outward so that he could better watch their audience, and that was a great comfort to Ash.

He felt… something. It was indistinct, but firm. To be honest, Ash wasn’t entirely certain he wasn’t just imagining it. That might as well have been the normal feeling of the rocky surface of the monolith against his skin. Firm, steady, and timeless.

Ash needed to focus deeper. He needed an anchor.

His hand grasped out and grabbed Nidoking’s heavy claws in his grip. Nidoking started, then settled. Ash felt the great pounding of his heartbeat through Nidoking’s thick skin and smiled. That was what he clutched to. Nidoking’s heart melded with the sensation of Ash’s own and for a moment he could feel the love and trust that bonded them, the long trials and time well spent, and Ash wanted nothing more than to spend an eternity exploring that.

But for now, he simply kept it as his lifeline. Ash sharpened his mind with every passing heartbeat, pressed harder and harder against the monolith as he clutched at it like he was trying to tear into it with his dull nails, and then the Truth came filtering into him -

Intent!
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Ash tore away from the weighty touch of the altered stone. It had been changed by someone. Something. Made more than simple rock and mineral, made more real. No wonder the Hyper Beam hadn’t so much as scratched it! Fractals and fractals and fractals set into the stone by a master…

And yet, it was imperfect. Strong and implacable as the stone had been made, it wasn’t invincible. For all intents and purposes the monolith was impenetrable, but Ash had felt the work. There were cracks threaded throughout the immortality granted to the stone, and not just a result of time.

Something had broken the wards. An unstoppable force had swept through, caught upon the immovable object, and found it wanting. And with the cloying weight of Earth that had swept into the array and interjected itself into that previously perfect pattern, Ash suspected he knew exactly what it was.

Strong as the stone had been made, it had faltered beneath the aftershocks of Groudon shifting beneath the earth’s skin. Ash wasn’t sure if it was an earthquake or simply a waking thought like had nearly shattered his mind and spirit, but it had broken the pattern and plucked out the keystone.

The work reminded him of the barriers surrounding Jirachi’s tomb, honestly, and that thought left a shiver racing down Ash’s spine.

Grey skin stretched taut…

He shook it off. Similar as it was, he didn’t think it was of the exact same make. They had the same product, but a different execution. Then again, it was more than a little strange that he’d run into these so close to each other - he went his whole journey without finding these barriers and secret protections, and now he found two within weeks.

Ash nearly snorted at the absurdity of it. Then… perhaps he had found them before. Perhaps he’d only just now begun to recognize them. To sense them as more than a subconscious influence. Perhaps they’d worked properly on him in the past.

Perhaps he had only just opened his eyes.

Regardless, this left him with more questions than answers. Ash pulled away from the stone, shared a look with Nidoking, and spoke to the Spirit. “Do you know who made this? Was it the Draconids?”

The Spirit cocked its head to stare blankly at him, then shook its head and shrugged its shoulders. Well, that was no help at all. Maybe they’d be able to find an answer or two inside the monolith itself - uninviting as the interior was, Ash couldn’t wait to actually explore it. A craving for adventure had grown inside him, welling up alongside the thrill of hunting out whatever truths were to be found within.

“Understood.” Ash said quietly, then allowed his hands to trace over the pokeballs on his belt. If he was going in, it wouldn’t be alone. Before he released his team, he looked to the two natives. “Do you want to come in with us?”

Krookodile’s reaction was immediate - it scurried away, groaning, and made its thoughts rather clear. The veteran scurried over to a nearby dune, dug around for a moment with remarkable precision given its blindness, and plucked out a few discarded little fragments of dark cloth…

Oh.

Those were Shuppet. Three of them all unconscious and limp where they’d been stuck beneath the sand. All seemed relatively healthy beyond being knocked out, which wasn’t nearly as worrying for ghosts as it was for more material organisms.

Still, they seemed just as young and helpless as the pair that Ash had captured earlier. And if Krookodile had already done the hard work… well, he supposed he might catch these as well.

Better than than letting them escape and having to hunt them down across the desert later.

Krookodile waited patiently, seemingly aware of what Ash wanted, and crossed its muscular arms.

Another realization struck him as he pulled out three pokeballs to contain them. “You didn’t eat them?” They were small and helpless, both of which were things most pokemon wouldn’t want to be around a hungry Krookodile. He doubted they’d be much of a meal, but any advantage might be useful out here.

Krookodile snorted and pinched two of its claws together to leave just a tiny sliver of space empty between them.

“Ah,” Ash said. Too small. Still, it was more mercy than most wild dark-types would offer a helpless ghost. Krookodile really had adopted a new path out in these harsh lands. He wasted no more time before he captured all three Shuppet and safely stowed them away, though he was definitely starting to run out of space on his belt now.

Hopefully whatever lay within wouldn’t be a horde. He only had a few pokeballs remaining, although he still had an Ultra Ball or two from that tournament on the St. Anne way, way back. That might be a necessity against a more powerful ghost, though it might be tricky landing the pokeball against an experienced foe’s phasing in and out of reality, were that to become an issue.

He’d figure it out, though. Ideally it wouldn’t come down to a fight at all.

As he captured the last Shuppet, he noticed something else buried beneath the sand nearby where Krookodile had dug these last few out - two familiar rounded, earthen bodies with an array of reddish faces atop their circular head.

Claydol. They were alive judging by the pathetic twitches they offered, but appeared entirely crippled and incapable of movement, speech, or attack. Had they emerged from the monolith as well? Krookodile must have neutralized them with its dark-type abilities.

The dark-type didn’t offer any explanation and simply stepped away from Ash, always ensuring it had at least six feet between it and the chasm it had opened up in the metal. Ash moved closer to it out of curiosity, though didn’t enter quite yet. Not without his team.

Still, there was one question that remained.

“Spirit… who covered this place up?” He asked. “Not the monolith,” Ash hastily corrected, then pointed down at the metal coating that had been torn up by Krookodile’s mighty jaws. “The steel. Has someone been here before?”

A burst of sand-song was his response, and Ash’s eyes squeezed shut as the Spirit guided him through its own experiences. Visions, rich and blurry and distinct and faded, a rush of colors, a new curiosity -

Humans - Rangers! - stalking through the desert, guided by a stone faced man with dark green hair and bright green clothing, and with him walked a silver-haired man accompanied by a terrible steel titan - Eternal rock, shattered by Earth, was made vulnerable to the titan’s blows - the humans entered, emerged, and returned to seal their entry with gleaming metal and cover it with sand. 

It was all too fast, and Ash wheezed when the song flitted away. Steven had been here? His mind went ablaze with a thousand and one questions, thoughts leaping all over the place as they took in the information, rearranged it, and tried to fit it into his current schema. Nothing quite worked, and Ash held back a grumble he might have vocalized, reserving it for his thoughts alone.

…He had a bone to pick with Steven.

The former Champion should have known better than anyone to warn him there was something unnatural out here. At this point his track record spoke for itself.

Regardless, he’d be hunting down his teacher promptly once this was all said and done.

He pulled away to release his team one after another - Ash didn’t plan on taking all of them down into the chasm with him, but they deserved to know what weirdness he’d found himself in this time.

Ash would never make the mistake of leaving them behind. Not again. Those that remained in their pokeballs would still be held close. All those on his team, that was.

His mind went to the new souls added to his belt. After a moment’s consideration, Ash unclipped them and carefully laid them into a neat pile atop a nearby sand dune. They sank an inch or two as their weight pressed down, then Ash shared a look with Krookodile and the Spirit.

“I’ll be fine, but just in case…”

Comprehension lit in the Spirit’s good eye and the wizened dragon nodded. Ash smiled his thanks, then released his team in full. Bright flashes lit the ancient valley one after the other and brought rare light to the shaded pass.

As they illuminated the darkened monolith and cast its size in stark contrast to the rugged mountains towering above and the flat sands settled around, something sparked to life - something like the little wisps of insight he retained from his brief mastery of the Unown. His hand didn’t go to the hewn tablet around his neck, though.

No, this was less a revelation and more a long-forgotten piece of a puzzle slotting into place.

Old stone ruins collapsed into a rolling sea of sandy dunes. 

Lavender branded the image into his spirit once upon a time in the Lavender Tower. Now it came back again, and for a moment he thought he heard a little girl’s giggles - Chieko- carried on the wind.

But then he knew it must be all in his head, for the air in the shaded valley was still and heavy.

The thought of old Lavender earned a pensive frown and then a shake of his head as he turned to his team. They’d waited patiently as Ash fell into his little lapse. By now they were used to his wandering mind, particularly in times like these.

Ash coughed, then began his assessment. “We’ve tracked something to this place,” he gestured to the rocky monolith and then the gaping chasm of rent steel and inky blackness. Nidoking nodded along with him and grunted something to Dazed to earn her attention. Dazed’s eyes flashed as she picked up whatever thoughts and memories he’d sent her way, then her pendulum trembled with psychic power as she transmitted a concise packet of information to the rest of the team.

He allowed them a moment to process the rush of knowledge and then continued.

“The Spirit and… Krookodile?” He sent the reptilian ground-type a questioning look. Krookodile nodded, though remained guarded as his team’s attention fell on the veteran.

“Krookodile.” Ash repeated, “They uncovered the ruins. The Spirit led us here. Whatever is bringing the ghosts here should be down in that pit. It could be a ghost itself, a powerful dark-type, or some artifact spawning them. I don’t know. We’ve narrowed things down, but honestly, we’re going in a bit blind.”

Bruiser wasn’t exactly raring to go in and challenge a powerful ghost on its own turf, but he pounded his chest regardless. The sentiment was echoed by the rest - Infernus had been released a safe distance away (far enough that he wouldn’t bring any harm to Krookodile or the Spirit) and eagerly bared his teeth.

Infernus was more than ready to earn a bit of revenge on a specter or two. Unfortunately, Infernus was the last teammate Ash wanted in an enclosed space or in a situation where diplomacy was still an option.

He’d be on standby, though. The ace in Ash’s pocket.

His eyes skimmed over his team as a burst of warmth filled his chest. They stood strong and proud and ready to face the unknown.

Then again, why wouldn’t they? He felt his own nerves firing up, but that was more excitement than anxiety or fear. Whatever waited within that darkness… They were ready. Hadn’t they already seen the worst that the world had to offer? Certainly some of the most powerful.

Treating any ghost carelessly was the height of foolishness, but they weren’t the inexperienced, stumbling beginners they’d once been. They were ready.

After all, they’d encountered the Ghost of Lavender and parted on friendly terms (as good of terms as you could get for something like that, anyways). It was somehow comforting knowing they wouldn’t find anything more potent. Lavender would gobble up whatever spirit lurked below like a crumb.

They could handle anything else.

Now it was time for the bad news.

“I can’t bring all of you.” Ash winced at the rush of protests that greeted him, but raised his hand to placate them. “Caves and fire don’t mix. Unfortunately, I need oxygen to breathe.” Ash looked pointedly at Infernus, who scowled back sullenly and kicked at the sand. It warped and melted beneath his white-hot feet.

“So far we’ve been able to do things peacefully. Mostly,” he corrected as he recalled some of the more troublesome ghosts. “I’d like to keep it that way. The goal is to wrap this up peacefully. We aren’t trying to pick a fight.”

Infernus scoffed at that, as did Sneasel. The little dark-type scraped his white claws against each other while his lean muscles tightened in preparation of a good scrap.

He skimmed his team quickly and took note of mood, possibilities, potential injuries, strategies. It only took a moment to weigh them all. Ash pointed at each in turn. “Dazed. Tangrowth. Sneasel,” he laced his words with a tad more severity. “Torrent as well. Bruiser? I’ll leave it to you.”

A ridiculous question in hindsight, but that didn’t matter. Ash liked giving his friends autonomy. It took less than a second for Bruiser to dip his head and smack his chest a thump.

Ash pounded his chest right back. It didn’t make quite the same impact as Bruiser’s meaty fist, but it earned a quick smile.

He would take it.

“I’ll recall the rest of you. If anything goes wrong, I promise to - ow!”

A curse rolled off his tongue that would have his mom scrubbing his mouth with soap if she’d heard. Ash hopped back on one leg while his team stared silently as the culprit warbled, stared up at Ash with baby blue eyes, lowered his metallic dome head, and readied for another valiant charge into Ash’s other shin.

It was all he could do to keep his balance as Ash managed to dodge the second attack. For once his warbling war cry didn’t seem quite so adorable. Ash let loose a sigh when Nidoking grunted, strode over to Aron as he circled around for another go, and casually rested his enormous foot against Aron’s shiny head.

The immense weight sent Aron sinking slowly into the loose sand. He grunted fiercely as his stubby little legs scrambled to break loose, but that effort only made him sink faster until his lower body was totally submerged.

“Thanks,” Ash grunted. Nidoking just snorted and seemed more entertained than anything. Ash thought that was a good thing despite the throbbing in his shin. Not so long ago any attack on Ash, even one regarded as an inconvenience, would have sent his protector into a blind fury.

An attack from another member of his team might have sparked frustration or worry that some psychic was plucking their thoughts to its own tune. But this was Aron. His other friends seemed to share that feeling going by the odd looks they shared. Seeker poked her head out from behind Bruiser’s shoulder to whine at Aron, who responded with a fierce warble.

“Hey! What’s going on?” Ash knelt before his friend. Nidoking released Aron, who immediately ceased his squirming as Ash brushed some of the sand off him. His baleful blue eyes turned up. For once it wasn’t just good cheer filling them. They were (relatively) hard now. Ash’s shins might be safe, but his heart ached.

He’d missed something important.

“I’m sorry, Aron. Can you talk to me? Please?” He extended his fingers to Aron, who tentatively licked his exposed skin with his rasping tongue. The stinging as layer after layer of skin was scraped off was well worth it when Aron finally calmed. Ash finally laid his hand against Aron’s dome when Aron was done sniffing at him, and smiled as he felt some of the tension ease. “What’s wrong?”

Aron chuffed in a way that reminded Ash of Nidoking and then turned to butt his head at the metal rent by Krookodile’s jaws. He didn’t even try to nibble at it.

Ash’s brow furrowed. “You want to come down with us?” Aron grumbled, pawed at the dirt, and tossed his head. No, that wasn’t the whole picture.

After a moment the pieces fit together and Ash wanted to smack himself. Idiot! He gently nudged Aron’s chin up so that he’d look at him. “You don’t want to be protected.”

That earned a vigorous nod and another lick. Little specks of blood dotted his fingertip, but Ash didn’t pull it away. It was a small price to pay.

Conflicting feelings warred inside him. A mote of fear. The tightening of anxiety. Then pride grew taller than them all.

Ash wanted to keep Aron hidden. He was so small, so young, so inexperienced! But then… wasn’t that exactly how Lance and Steven must have felt about him?

Was it wrong? Absolutely not. But that little insight made up his mind.

He brushed against Aron’s dome and offered the steel-type a firm look. “Well… okay. You’ll be with us. It doesn’t matter what’s down there. We’ll face it together, or not at all.”

Aron’s eyes lit up and he did a little buck, but Ash wagged his finger at him. “I want you in the back, though. Only get involved if the others are tied up. Deal?”

His friend tried to wag his hindquarters, but resulted in his whole body wriggling back and forth. Ash glanced Dazed’s way, whose eyes and pendulum flashed.

He will be safe. We are here. 

“Thank you.” Ash rose, though rubbed at his aching shin. That would leave an ugly bruise and he certainly wasn’t eager to fly later. “Move to the chasm if you’re coming with me. Otherwise…” he hesitated as a little blue-furred head poked up from behind Bruiser. His voice softened. “Seeker? Do you want to come with us?”

Squeak. 

The Zubat froze at the question. Her thin coat puffed up as she shivered and her hooks clutched tighter to Bruiser’s solid form. Even the Machoke cast a tentative look back and laid his heavy hand against her small body with an encouraging grunt.

Ash waited patiently. She’d processed the question quickly enough, but she needed a moment.

Something shifted, and Ash knew she wanted to. Seeker wanted to join them with all her heart. In that moment, he knew that he could reach out and make a connection just like he had with Plume.

He knew Seeker.

A breeze swept through the stagnant valley. Seeker clambered higher on Bruiser’s frame and spread her wings wide until the faint light could pass through and illuminate the intricate network of veins crisscrossed through the membranes. The little bald patch on her chest was exposed and Ash’s eyes were drawn to it.

In that moment Seeker opened herself to the world and all the possibilities therein. Sand and wind brushed against her to ruffle her fur and course over her shape -

Then Seeker went still as a statue as something reared its ugly head. She squeaked and scrambled back down to clutch at Bruiser like a lifeline. What-could-have-been was broken and both Ash and Bruiser wilted.

He’d seen it! For a moment all the healing, all the comfort, and all the love had restored her. That slow, steady restoration had borne fruit. Seeker’s strength had shone like a beacon, and then it flitted away like dust in the end.

Disappointment swelled. Not at Seeker - never at Seeker - but for the lost moment.

“It’s okay, Seeker.” Ash stepped close and gently stroked Seeker’s ears as they laid flat against her head. He lowered his head to whisper low. It wouldn’t matter to most of his team, but Ash hoped it felt more personal. Ash brushed her soft blue fur and smiled as she leaned into his touch. “There’s always next time. We’ll be back soon, okay?”

Seeker was still petrified, but he sensed a tacit acceptance. Ash shared a look with Bruiser and then returned Seeker. Infernus followed next with a last puff of flame, then frowning Oz, and then the rest who wouldn’t be delving into the chasm.

Ash arranged his family carefully back on his belt and turned to his remaining team.

“Plume?” She cocked her head and cooed. “I’ll need you to be our eyes in the sky. If we don’t come out by nightfall…” Ash trailed off, then shook it off. “If it happens, return to Lavaridge for help. Fino or Flannery. We should be fine!” Ash assured her as she stared disapprovingly. “I just want to play it safe.”

Plume nodded at last, then leapt up into the sky with a rush of wind. She was just a distant speck above in no time at all.

He smiled at Tangrowth, then focused on their mission.

“Lower us in, Tangrowth. Bruiser, Torrent, Sneasel, Dazed, then Aron. In that order, please. I’ll head in last.”

Tangrowth bounced up and down at first, vines wriggling eagerly, but each passing name left him more and more perplexed. By the end his eyes were totally glazed over.

Ash sighed. He had no one to blame but himself.

Best to do this one at a time.

With things simplified, it wasn’t long before the others had been passed down into the abyss. Only Ash, Tangrowth, the Spirit, and Krookodile remained topside. Dazed signaled him to come down with telepathy once the team had cleared the area, although Ash noted it lacked her normal clarity.

He wasted a few seconds staring into the dark pit before he gathered his wits. The Spirit and Krookodile received a brief nod, then Ash waved at Tangrowth.

Warm, comforting vines enveloped him, squeezed him once, then twice, then a third time in a bone-straining hug. It reminded him of his mom’s embrace, and that was his last thought before he found himself surrounded by darkness.
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The chamber he’d been lowered into was far simpler than he’d expected. Somehow he’d thought to find a labyrinthine network like Forina’s lurking just below the Piede, a bizarre maze full of twists, turns, and dead ends that would send him on a wild hunt.

Instead Tangrowth him down and down and down until his feet gently touched the plain rock floor of an open cave. It was dark. What little light entered the shaded valley above was unable to penetrate so deep, but that was an issue easily rectified as Tangrowth’s vines unwrapped after one last affectionate squeeze.

What Ash first noticed was the cavern’s air. It was cool and dry. Rather comfortable, really. Not quite musty, but it still smelled of dirt and stone that had been trapped for ages. Krookodile’s work allowed some circulation, but the Piede’s warm air wasn’t so eager to fill this old place.

Tangrowth swung down twenty feet or so to plop down on the cavern floor and broke the room’s foreboding nature with a cheerful gurgle. One of his vines looped around Ash’s wrist and a little snarl from Sneasel and exasperated rumble from both Torrent and Bruiser told him that they’d been wrapped up as well.

His lips twitched.

Ash’s eyes shut and he reached for the excitement, the thrill of the hunt, and the burning desire to seek out whatever lurked within this dark cave.

Fire stirred, subdued in this place due to whatever malign influence lingered, but still leapt to his command. A brilliant glow erupted from beneath the robes. The Feather was slightly obscured, but that was still enough to cast the darkness away.

Rather than a simple cave, Ash had found himself in a plain chamber. Ash looked around and found himself struck with severe déjà vu. The Feather’s light didn’t fill the entire area, but it served its purpose. Ash spotted the edges and lines and knew this was a place carved by human hands.

Not by artisans or skilled masons either. The cavern hadn’t been shaped with skill and certainly hadn’t been made beautiful. There were no artifacts or murals or old texts that he could see. This place was made for simple functionality.

But what could that be?

No adornments graced the chamber aside from six small boulders placed in the same pattern as those around the monolith. They’d been placed deliberately, which was enough to pique his curiosity. There had to be some meaning to it. A religious site for the people of the Piede?

Who knew?

The desert folk certainly hadn’t mentioned anything of this sort. Perhaps it had been forgotten, or maybe they’d been caught in the protections layered over the stone. It was the power imbued here to ward away any and all investigators that really ate at him.

Nobody would bother going to the trouble of doing all that without reason.

What hid here?

By now he was reasonably confident nothing was skulking in the chamber’s corners, although he looked up to scan the ceiling for good measure. It wasn’t in most human’s natures to look up.

Still, none of his friends had detected anything. Sneasel and Dazed’s senses would have caught any concealed ghosts at this point, although he would’ve felt better if he could have dragged Thorn-Stalk down here. He’d have to look into training Sneasel in that Distortional sensing.

He still asked his team. Better safe than sorry.

“Can you feel anything?”

Bruiser tossed his head from where he rested at Ash’s side.

Ash would have to keep an eye on him. His face was twisted into a slight grimace. Thinking about Seeker, no doubt. They’d need to talk once they got out of here.

No, Friend-Trainer. Nothing living has ever made its home here. There are… echoes. Traces of something I cannot place. Old. Mighty. Sturdy. 

His eyes narrowed. “A Legend?”

If he found another less than a month after stumbling onto Jirachi and Groudon…

Dazed’s large fingers squeezed against her pendulum, which flickered azure in the light glow cast by the Feather. She wrung her hands around her focus and clenched tight. That alone spoke volumes to Ash. It demonstrated more uncertainty than Ash had seen from his friend in ages.

I do not know. It is jumbled. Lesser than one would expect. It has not stained this place with its essence as Fire or Ice or Lightning would. Or Earth. If it is of their ilk, it stands shorter than any other.

There was no accusation in her words, but it still stung regardless. His breath hitched and his mind sharpened and the thrill of the hunt faded to a grim sense of duty.

“And now it’s gone.”

Ash stepped out of the circle. Bruiser and Torrent flanked him to his left and right respectively as they accompanied him. Although Bruiser appeared distracted, he did seem curious about the stones embedded in the rocky floor. His nature wouldn’t lead him to disturb the tranquility of a natural place, but it was clear now that this chamber was the farthest thing from natural.

Bruiser pushed gently against one of the boulders out of curiosity.

It didn’t budge.

Ash scanned the room again for any sign of civilization. Any artwork or tool or relic of those that came before. Any scrap that might offer any kind of insight as to what was once kept here.

There was nothing.

The walls were bare. The floor was empty aside from the boulders. Whatever had once rested here had been left in a barren chamber. It was as sterile as a temple-tomb-ruin could be.

Still… he supposed he should be grateful for finding just an empty tomb. He knew how much worse it could have been.

“This place is empty. No sign of anything that might spawn the ghosts…” Ash murmured, then glanced behind him. Torrent had been oddly silent, barely offering a rumble other than when Tangrowth had looped a vine around his tail. Tellingly, he hadn’t tried to remove it. “What are your thoughts?”

Red eyes took in their surroundings, then squeezed shut. Ash knew the arid environment couldn’t have been comfortable for him, but Torrent never complained. He shouldn’t leave him out for much longer, though.

Those thoughts slipped away as Torrent levitated ahead to one of the six stones and looked pointedly down at it. His curled tail flicked out to tap it.

“Worth a shot,” Ash hummed. He knelt beside the boulder and laid his bare hand against it. A bit of the blood on his finger that wasn’t dried yet stained the stone.

He knew what to look for after his experience with the monolith, but there was something else - something wrapped up in the stone. A warning?

Ash pressed past the hesitation and immersed himself into the layers of intent bound to the stones. He recognized the links and similarities and the touch of humans on it, then used those to strengthen his connection. This time, Tangrowth was his anchor. Tangrowth kept him attached to the real world.

A flood of information rushed through his mind.

Another might have found it overwhelming. Another may have been left unconscious and gibbering and groaning with a splitting headache.

But Ash had borne the weight of the world, if only for a moment, and this was little more than a tickle.

Reinforcement - Perpetual - Unchanging - Stability - Eternal - all the same ideas and wishes carved into the essence of the monolith above, but then it changed - Stasis- Boundary - Reality - Remember! 

A rush of images trickled through his thoughts. They were hazy, indistinct, and faded with time, but Ash still found himself enraptured.

The titan waded through their lines at the Alfa heir’s command, viewed through battle-haze as it towered above them all, dripping in gore and viscera, its pulses and groans and nonsensical clicks and whistles shattering their morale 

His fellows stalked through the night at his side, they found the heir in his camp, throat slit by the girl as promised, they secured the titan, whisked it away to the ends of the earth 

Six Aura Guardians encircled the God-King’s lifeless titan in its final resting place, imbued the place with their will, and left the golem sealed forever behind a fouler abomination

Never would it find another master, never would it be a tool of kings

He sighed as he came to and Ash stared at the place around him. Those impressions had already slipped away, only the surface most bits retained, but it left him with the lingering vision of a resting colossus standing tall between the stones.

“What is that thing?” He whispered as he imagined the colossus’ silhouette. Colors, size… all gone. Any true detail had been lost.

No, all that remained was a vision of burning orange dots. It was arrayed in two lines of three vertical spots and linked by a single touch of fiery light, and inhuman noises no living thing could produce shrieked from its enormous body…

It is gone, Friend-Trainer. 

“I hope Steven’s already finished his business. I have questions.” Ash grumbled.

He stared to the center of the circle where the titan once stood. Tangrowth had bounced between the circles and replaced the colossus as he snaked his vines all around them. He opened his mind to Dazed as she brushed against his thoughts. “I have no clue what that thing is, but I do know it’s not here anymore. It’s not spawning our ghosts.”

He glanced at Sneasel as his friend sniffed around one of the walls. The dark-type’s fur drank up the light radiating from Ash and made Ash imagine him as a little blot of living ink prowling around.

“Sneasel… do you feel anything?” Ash’s brow furrowed. “There has to be something beyond this chamber. We’re not supposed to be here; the titan was sealed behind something. Something powerful. I think we might have taken a shortcut into this chamber.”

No doubt the architects of this place hadn’t expected the monolith to crack and weaken their precious seals. They certainly hadn’t planned for Krookodile to tear its way in.

The fragments he retained were summoned to the fore of his thoughts and his every neuron strained to fire and recall whatever scraps he could. Ash tried to trace the wisps and cling to the long-dead figure who had invested those pieces of themselves into the guarding stone, but could barely imagine anything other than the vaguest impressions of the titan as it was sealed away.

If he couldn’t do it that way…

Ash glanced back at Sneasel and found that he was a bust. Sneasel growled and scraped at the rock walls with his razor claws, but bone had no effect against the fortified material. A thought came to mind. Could a Distortional ability like Shadow Claw weaken the protections embedded in the foundation?

It was a sound idea, but Ash was loath to damage this place if he could help it. That would remain a last resort.

Even after the sanctum had been cracked open by Earth’s fitful breath it still retained incredible fortitude. Part of Ash dallied with the thought of preserving this place for his own use. Most would never bypass its lingering aura of misdirection. The thought of a private hideaway far from the troubles of civilization and celebrity held quite a bit of appeal.

He and Gary had constructed a few secret forts and dug out the occasional burrow to hide out in as kids while they roamed the limits of Pallet Town. ‘Secret bases’. Ash smiled at what Gary would say if he found out Ash might be continuing that tradition.

That could come later. He had other priorities now.

“We’re missing something.” Ash scanned again for any hidden entrance or chamber that might lead them elsewhere in the monolith’s interior. Torrent remained by his side, but Bruiser had ventured off to press against the wall and tapped rhythmically against different sections of the stone.

Ash watched him curiously for a moment as he moved his way around the wall. Was this something he’d learned in the Fuschian territory? He had run into Bruiser in a cave, after all.

Just a minute or two afterwards Bruiser grunted softly with satisfaction and poked at a certain section of the chamber’s wall.

“Can you feel anything past the stone?” Ash turned to Dazed. Her eyes squeezed shut and burned blue. Her crystalline pendulum quivered as her psychic awareness swept over the place and dug past the protections -

There. A passage.

She helpfully filtered the information directly into his mind. Dazed had pinpointed an imperceptible shift in the grain and fit of the stone. It would’ve taken the rest of them hours to find it without her and Bruiser’s aid. It would have been too easy to be misdirected by its similarity to the rock and the inhuman perfection in which it had been slotted in.

Nothing about this place was natural. This discovery just confirmed it.

“There! Let’s go!”

Bruiser strode ahead of him to shield him from an ambush, but none seemed forthcoming. Instead he leaned forward and squinted. Ash powered the Feather to greater heights in order to illuminate the patch of rock.

Even with Dazed’s guidance he found it almost impossible to determine the exact boundaries of the hidden passage.

Still, there was something odd as he pressed his hand against it. Not a message woven into the stone. Nothing supernatural at all, actually.

Just a bunch of etchings into the stone, sharp and crisp and recent.

It felt as if it had been carved into the stone just a few days ago, but Ash knew better than most that appearances could be deceiving. The writings in Jirachi’s caverns had seemed timeless as well. Still, Ash felt distinctly unsettled as he read it over and realized it really was modern.

DO NOT ENTER BY COMMAND OF THE EVER GRANDE LEAGUE AND CHAMPION STEVEN STONE

UNKNOWN PRESENCE WITHIN

SUSPECTED HOSTILE

… Of course. On one hand, he should turn back, contact Steven, and try to figure this whole mess out.

Son of a bitch, Steven!

…And on the other hand, curiosity gnawed at him like a Growlithe with a bone. Or Professor Oak’s Arcanine and wrapping paper. Those hungry thoughts ate at him - what could be down here that was so dangerous the League itself had sealed it off?

“And why write the warning on the secret door?” He griped to Dazed, who just shook her head.

Torrent snorted. This was blunt enough that it could only have come from Steven himself. Claydol must not have had a chance to add to the plan; there was no way the psychic would stand for anything so unsubtle.

They’d meant for this place to be buried in sand and tossed from living memory, but it was fairly clear that hadn’t gone to plan. Things here had degenerated to the point of shredded protections and newborn ghosts flooding out to roam the desert. The Spirit and Krookodile had deemed it necessary to guide him here ahead of time rather than challenge whatever lay within.

Despite his misgivings, Ash felt ready to press onward. His heart pounded, anticipation stirred, and he felt no fear.

This was his mission.

This was his duty.

Most importantly, he wasn’t alone.

That didn’t mean he would be reckless, however. He expected they’d have to blast down this door. Given the warning left by the League, that probably meant they’d be walking into a fight. Whatever lay behind the wall was dangerous one way or another.

It wouldn’t be easy, but it shouldn’t be impossible either. Steven had chosen not to press forward, but that could have been for a dozen different reasons. The protections must have been sturdier then and sufficient to prevent any influence from leaking out of this prison. It was clear the ghosts were a recent problem.

Ash suspected the League had grabbed the colossus and ghosted it away. They had their prize. Pushing on for another fight against an unknown opponent would have been futile.

“Back up!”

They all shifted away as one. Ash glanced between his teammates and saw they’d all tensed and readied for battle. “We don’t know what’s waiting for us. Give it a chance, but be ready for the worst.”

Any levity had drained from them. Even Sneasel nodded his agreement and stood with his claws unsheathed. Tangrowth almost certainly did not understand but seemed happy to be included nonetheless.

He steeled himself. “We have to break through,” Ash brushed his hand over the hard stone. A plan quickly came to mind. “Dazed, strike it with a Shadow Ball once I give the signal. That should dispel any protections for a minute. Bruiser, do you think you can break through the wall?”

Bruiser nodded.

“Good. Just be careful. This place is tough, but I don’t want to bring the whole structure down on us. Once the wall is down we’ll give it a moment before we enter. I don’t want to put it on the defensive.”

That would probably be the case regardless, but Ash would do everything in his power to avoid a fight. Ghosts were tricky and this one was likely to be particularly tough. While his team were the ideal opponents and he’d have Nidoking’s pokeball at the ready just to be safe, he also hoped they could approach it without setting off alarms in its head.

If it hada head, that was.

He’d chosen his partners for this fight with good reason. Dazed’s Shadow Ball and shields would be useful, as would any telepathy she could manage. Sneasel’s resistance against any dark power would be essential, as would his ability to shred its essence with his claws. Bruiser could pummel whatever corporeal bits it had into submission.

It was difficult to think of a scenario where Torrent wasn’t useful.

And in the worst case scenario he could rely on Tangrowth to rip the whole monolith apart with Ancient Power. It might be difficult, but its protections were failing. He had faith in his friend.

He sucked in a deep breath, reigned in his excitement and used it as fuel - “Now!”

The entire structure shuddered as Dazed slammed a Shadow Ball into the secret door. Grey energy splashed across it and crackled furiously as it ate away at the material. They gave it just a moment to shred its defenses.

Bruiser wasted no time when Ash nodded. Muscles grew taut and swollen while blood pounded through them, veins and arteries bulging and pumping and burning. A guttural roar erupted from Bruiser’s throat as he took two steps and hammered the door with one of his massive fists.

He thought it might have been for nothing at first. The chamber shook beneath the force of that strike. A human’s arm would’ve shattered into a million tiny splinters of bone and streaked the room red under that kind of strain, but the door stood firm.

Then ancient stone and old protections fell apart beneath Bruiser’s raw might and Ash heard a deep note like a groan burst forth from the emptiness. The sound rushed outward, swept through them, and died just as soon as it arose. An otherworldly chill lingered about them like an invisible miasma that seeped past skin and bone, but it showed no signs of strengthening.

His nostrils flared as ancient air infiltrated his airway. It was dry, musty, and seemingly relieved to finally be released from its prison. It rushed out and was soon swept out by the air circulating in the hole to the surface.

Silence.

They shared a glance and asked silent questions, but Ash shook his head. There was no time to wait.

He must move forward. Always forward.

Now his way forward was an abyss. The door shattered quite cleanly, all things considered. Dazed’s efforts to strip away its defenses had left those on the surrounding walls relatively intact. Bruiser’s punch had only left a bare rectangular window into the void beyond.

It was there they’d find their target.

“Hello?”

No response came, but the chill curled its claws deeper. His Feather’s light dimmed, then returned to its full brilliance with a flex of Ash’s will.

Aron clutched close to Ash’s leg. He shivered from the unearthly presence that waxed and waxed and waxed with every passing second. His fear was plain as day, but his baby blue eyes didn’t stray from the passageway. After a moment, Aron warbled and stepped out from behind Ash on his wobbly legs.

He stood beside Ash now, not behind him.

Despite himself, Ash smiled.

“Can you sense anything?” Ash whispered. Dazed’s eyes and pendulum flashed, but no explanations or packets of information slipped into Ash’s thoughts. Her focus quivered ever more fervently with Dazed’s will, but after a moment it hung limp.

Dazed’s eyes narrowed to slits.

Well, that wasn’t good. It was mighty enough to dampen Dazed’s telepathy. No, not just that. It had managed to utterly silence her. Its presence would ruin attempts at finer psychic manipulations, but she should be able to fight.

There were other ways to communicate, however. Dazed pointed a thick finger at the door, then shook her head.

Nothing.

“We’re with the League!” Ash called out into the darkness, then winced at his own stupidity. This thing might be millennia old! What would the League possibly mean to it? “We’re here to talk. Nobody wants to fight. May we enter?”

Nothing.

Hesitation took hold. After a moment (and especially once he sensed the shadow in his mind’s growing curiosity) he laid his hand on Nidoking’s pokeball. It wasn’t time to release him just yet. They could still resolve things peacefully.

Better to have a knife in his hand than in its sheath, though.

He loved Nidoking, but Nidoking wasn’t exactly a diplomat. Perhaps one day, but not now. If a threat reared its head then he would end it. Against an unknown specter creeping in the dark… well, his paranoia would show in full.

This was no Arid Lady or Krookodile (or even the Spirit of the Desert) that Nidoking could crush into the dirt.

“Please don’t attack us. We’re coming in, but we just want to meet with you. It will be me and just two of my friends. The rest will stay outside.” Ash stressed his point again.

He signaled Bruiser, who snagged Sneasel by his scruff and pulled the uncharacteristically silent dark-type up to his shoulder. He was in the best position to break any attack that came through while Sneasel could rush in and attack while the spirit was distracted.

The Feather’s light couldn’t penetrate the darkness. It was swallowed up and devoured whole. Bruiser and Sneasel stepped forward and brushed the void. They were ready for anything.

Or so they thought.

They crossed the threshold. When they did, it began. Something shifted. That tentative weight redoubled. Cold seeped through his robes, then coated his skin like a slick oily film.

Something hidden in that abyss flickered with life.

His first sight of it was a venomous green light flickering. Its hue reminded him more of a sizzling Acid attack than the chlorophyllic hue of a grass-type or the natural wonders of Forina. It spilled upwards and coalesced into a few hanging orbs that waited still and lifeless within the shadow. They reminded Ash of ripe, poisonous berries.

He had the odd feeling he was being watched.

One. Shudder.

Two. Shudder.

Three. Shudder.

With every pulse the pressure filling the room suddenly redoubled. An exhaustion bore down on him - on all of them! - and the strength sapped from Ash’s limbs. His knees weakened and his arms grew heavy. Even his mind’s hectic flurry of thoughts slowed to a crawl as if they’d been trapped in a sea of molasses.

Ash’s vision blurred until even his team were only insubstantial mirages. They slipped away from him. Were they real, or was this just one terribly long dream? Who knew? Who cared?

Thinking was too much effort.

So tired. So sleepy. What he wouldn’t give for a real bed right now.

The full weight of his long travels hammered down now with every burden imaginable. Last night’s long hunt for the ghosts. The incessant training and inexhaustible efforts he’d poured into Forina. Hours and hours spent working and walking. All of the work spent becoming human again.

Four. 

Every scar ached. His cheek. His face. His arms. His throat. His spirit.

Five.

He’d come so far. And for what?

Six. 

Hadn’t he earned his rest?

Seven.

The floor was cold. Hard.

Eight. 

It would do.

Nine. 

Eyes shut.

Ten. 

Something wrong. Not him.

Eleven. 

Too much to do. Can’t rest.

Twelve. 

Mission.

Thirteen.

Fight fatigue. Twitch finger. So hard.

Better to sleep?

No!

Wrong. Wrong. Wrong.

Open eyes!

Was it worth it? Why care? Tired.

Eyes cracked.

Flickers of awareness. Other shapes around him. His team!

Real. Not dream.

Team not moving.

He squeezed his fist. It felt like climbing a mountain..

He did it again.

It was easier now.

He propped himself up on shaking forearms. Why was he so tired? It wasn’t like that before.

That was what he clung to. All he had to do was remember that this wasn’t right. If he could just remember that, he could reach down to Nidoking’s pokeball. First he had to look. See what was happening -

The innermost sanctum wasn’t pitch-black anymore. It was the first thing he noticed.

Still dark. Almost inscrutable.

Inscrutable except for a still ring of evil green orbs filled with a sulfuric yellow. Pulsating, or at least trying to. Still more lifeless than he’d expect.

A gently glowing cloud of ghastly lavender gas emanated from something still hidden in the dark. It didn’t roil or shudder or waver in an invisible breeze, but stayed constant and eerily controlled as it framed a familiar that stirred something.

He strained his eyes and picked out a spectral face of horrid green embedded in the lavender gas.

The last time he’d seen a creature like this it had been twisted in a hateful, wrathful rictus. Malice had poured outward, so thick as to be tangible.

This one was different. No jagged scowl or baleful glare, but a ‘face’ flat of spirit. Empty. Lifeless. Its unwavering features reflected nothing at all. Its slit green eyes stared past Ash and the rest who were still scattered across the floor.

It looked through them, not at them.

Was it even conscious?

Did it know they were here?

His groggy mind watched it for a moment. It was wrong, so wrong… and he knew it didn’t belong. Alien and abominable as it spilled forth from the cracked stone briefly illuminated as its green spheres pulsed -

“Shit.”

Spiritomb.

All it took was that brief recognition and the spell was broken. He’d fought his way out of its corruptive power just barely with his force of will, but his team began to stir as well. Tangrowth appeared to still be trapped in a deep sleep.

No! There was Sneasel. He’d already scrambled to his feet. His claws shone in the dark.

“Sneasel…” Ash groaned, overcome as another wave of exhaustion nearly bowled him over. His friend looked back and snarled. His eyes were wide and frantic. “Wake the others!”

Every word came just a little easier than before, but still left him wishing to do nothing more than lay back down and close his eyes until it all went away… “Hurry! They only need a nudge.”

His friend cast a hateful glare Spiritomb’s way, but moved swiftly when he saw that Spiritomb hadn’t moved to attack. Somehow the hate brought Cynthia’s horrid yarn of their creation to his dim thoughts and Ash felt a pinch of pity beneath the panic.

Spiritomb didn’t even twitch at Ash’s sluggish movement and frenzied words. Its dispassionate lack of concern struck a chord in Ash, and he stared.

The lavender gas of its ‘body’ didn’t flicker. Didn’t twist and coil. It stayed flat. Even its sinister eyes remained blank. The ring of odd green spheres which had circled and remained in flux on Cynthia’s Spiritomb were stagnant.

At a glance Spiritomb appeared frozen in time. It was stagnant. Unmoving. Unfeeling. He could imagine Sneasel rending it apart with a Shadow Claw and not even elicit a flinch.

But Ash felt the pressure emanating from it and the oily film that clung to his skin. Tasted the unearthly presence. Watched the subtle cracks in reality, the wavering of shadow and strain in the air.

The shadow in his mind had fled.

His team still hadn’t risen. Sneasel dashed to Bruiser first and slapped him with his velvety paws. When that didn’t work, Sneasel hissed in his ear and even spit on his face when that failed to wake him fully. Bruiser sat up and blinked slowly as his muscles flexed slightly and one of his open palms swung to swat at the little dark-type.

Sneasel danced away, though his motions seemed slow and unsteady still, and went to the next.

As Sneasel raced to Torrent, Dazed’s fingers clasped around her pendulum. Her eyes stared blankly above. She wasn’t asleep, just overwhelmed by the enfeebling presence. Or so Ash hoped. If Spiritomb could bring sleep to a Hypno… no. She would rise soon.

She must.

Tangrowth’s vines twitched. The one around his wrist had fallen limply away, but still strained for Ash. A soft gurgle came from within the wriggling shell.

Then his vision pulled to his left and there was Torrent. His great body sagged, but his red eyes were sharp beneath the haze of exhaustion. Torrent drifted sluggishly Ash’s way and almost seemed drunk as he dipped and sagged, but steadily appeared at Ash’s side. He spared a look for Aron, still asleep, and waited for Ash’s command.

“Wait,” Ash murmured and wrapped an arm around Torrent’s tough scales. His friend provided an anchor for Ash as he rose. Every second he stood felt an eternity and taxed his stamina to its limits, but Ash only had eyes for Spiritomb. One hand drifted down to Nidoking’s pokeball.

It hadn’t technically attacked them. He’d give it one last chance.

“Spiritomb! Listen - agh!”

The spell broke once that name left his lips. Ash felt some tension uncoil, felt the world itself grow dark around him, and the lavender haze flickered for just a moment before it returned to its unnatural stasis.

Green spheres quivered, no longer paralyzed by the Spiritomb, and those flat eyes looked at him -

He handed over Nidoran at Mt. Moon lest he be killed (how could he?!) - Accepting oblivion beneath Muk - The Rocket grunt smashed his face into the wall, his nose crunched, he was too weak and confused to stand up - 

Burning lungs! Why fight? He was going to die - Freezing in the Seafoam Caverns, why had he come down here? Why not spend the night resting and then turn back? - Sit at the Pokemon Center, watch other trainers together, go numb - Infernus limp. The fight leaves him - Accept oblivion - Tuck it all away - Deal with it later -

Memory after memory of despair, hopelessness, submission, apathy - all those rushed by in a blur. Spiritomb’s gaze struck a melancholy chord and Ash looked back. It roiled now, false serenity shattered by a reminder of what it was, and the pressure rolling off it cracked reality, sent the temperature in flux, set the air alight with a lavender tint cast with ugly green.

Spiritomb screamed.

Its power pressed against his spirit like a torrential downpour attempting to snuff out a bonfire.

Another Ash, a younger Ash, might have succumbed to the unstoppable force. Spiritomb’s mental howl tried to batter down the guard around his thoughts, tried to carve through and share its pain. Not just with Ash, but with his team, with the world - everything had to know!

Everything must know! Everything must feel!

The sustained second wave wracked his team. Aron yipped and cried as his stubby limbs kicked back and forth. Dazed’s sensitivity left her limp. Even Sneasel stumbled back and clutched his heart. He let loose a mewling cry as if he were a newborn again, and looked tearfully to Ash.

Bruiser’s muscles went rigid, taut as an iron rod, but he still rose, as did Torrent. The great Kingdra was bent but unbroken.

In Ash it met an immovable object.

Ash grit his teeth as Spiritomb shrieked, an unearthly sound like the cracking of stone and the wail of a high mountain wind and something horribly reminiscent of a baby’s cry, and a third wave rippled forth. It cut deep.

Never hunger never thirst just enough to survive keep them on the edge of death and only darkness and time in the pit until they were pulled by the Lucario and welcomed what was to come as a break in the monotony end the tortures end the eternity please end the torture the end is here it is almost over almost free no no no no no no not free no no no no no no no

He hissed as the foreign experiences poured in as a jumble of impressions and emotional desolation wrapped up in a demanding cry. It beat down on him incessantly, every moment an age, and the Feather dimmed but he let it. Ash didn’t need its strength! Not for this!

Sit down. Curl up.

Life was cruel.

Why continue? Suffering lay ahead.

Why fight?

Just sit and wait for the end.

Remember New Island? Just a pinch and all the pain and fight and effort was gone.

Close your eyes. Find your peace.

It was a kinder fate than he’d get out there.

No!

Ash broke the insidious thoughts - products of his own mind, not demands of Spiritomb, all hidden desires and secret weariness Spiritomb’s sympathetic power had hooked into and dragged to the surface - and glared at Spiritomb, who still seemed barely cognizant of him. It watched him, but was content to just blast them with its malevolent presence.

It wasn’t even really fighting them!

Still, he found it easier to bear with time. He recognized the influence as foreign now and found it easier to move. The exhaustion broke (his team was ready to rise) and Ash found the strength to steel himself for the fourth wave of misery that struck him to his core.

Empty his fears. Fighting is pointless. Just accept it.

Let the end come.

Let the end come.

Let the -

Ash threw the mental influence off again with a titanic struggle of will that left him gasping for breath. He hissed something unintelligible that stirred his team, and finally found the strength to move.

He snarled as he tapped Nidoking’s release. That rage born of his team’s suffering was good. It was good as a sword and shield against a creature composed of raw emotion. He clutched that, burned it as fuel and purpose and direction to fight off the intoxicating lure of apathy and oblivion, and a savage smile came to his lips as Nidoking appeared with a roar.

That roar fell away in an instant. Hope fled.

Nidoking sagged forward, burdened immediately by the crippling apathy and emptiness and misery that Spiritomb shared with them. He wheezed, whined, and see, why were they even bothering? Fighting was useless. There was no point wasting energy like this.

Their end was inevitable. They would die here. Perhaps someone would find their bones one day like Ash had discovered the corpses piled high in Jirachi’s crypt. Was it really so bad? His bones ached. His scars twinged. His eyelids felt heavy as lead.

Ash’s insides felt like someone had scooped them out and left him hollow, just skin and bone and the ashen remains of a flame that had burnt too long and too bright.

One final breath and Ash shut his eyes as Nidoking knelt beside him.

He was ready. At least he was here with -

His team!

“Agh!” Ash wrenched himself upwards, tossing off Spiritomb’s insidious influence with a roar. He stared into those murky lavender depths, eyes locked on the poor creature’s viridescent gaze, and steeled himself.

Not a single tendril of its power could slip by or it would rot him from the inside out.

The power might not be so overbearing outside this tomb. But Spiritomb had stained this place with its pain for an eternity. Even the stone itself felt strained to its breaking point, the fortifications placed here eroded after countless centuries of exposure to the creature’s gnawing presence. The pressure seeped into Ash from all corners.

Remember the sun and the sands and the winds. Remember the warmth of his team. Remember his mom. She was waiting, but then wasn’t she broken? Did she even remember him? He shouldn’t even bother trying. You can’t glue a shattered window pane back the way it was -

“Nidoking!” Ash hissed and slapped at his friend’s shoulder. The poison-type stared blankly ahead, trapped within his own thoughts, and Ash shook him again. He might as well have flicked an Onix for all the reaction it bought. “Nidoking! Please! Help me!”

That earned something. A twitch. Glimmers of awareness. Nidoking rose, but still stumbled under the wave of seductive apathy. Of all his team, Nidoking had carried their burdens the longest and closest to heart.

Leaving that behind under Spiritomb’s spell must seem sweeter than any victory.

“Nidoking…” Ash saw the rest of his team still struggling. Even Sneasel was overburdened by the dark power. He grabbed Nidoking’s great claws and rose to his feet to whisper into his ear. “I’m here. Listen. I need you - we can beat this together.”

Another wave of soulsucking apathy hammered against them. Ash threw it off this time. It twisted his thoughts for a moment, but he knew Spiritomb’s game. He wouldn’t be taken off guard so easily.

Spiritomb’s power was like a great flood sweeping everything else away, but that was all it was. The tortured creature was strong, but it was simple. A flailing beast. Ash had survived its initial assault, and now he had its measure.

That didn’t mean he would find it easy.

His breath slowed to a crawl, his strength fled, but he retained his sense of self. His team struggled, but they weren’t so easily struck down this time. They could recover.

They were finding their senses.

But it would take time. Time they didn’t have.

“Together, Nidoking! To me.”

Just as he prepared for a desperate play to draw on Fire and Lightning to break the mind numbing spell stealing their will - not cold Ice, which might spell their doom - his words finally reached Nidoking, and a smile split across his face as true awareness filled his oldest friend’s expression.

Awareness and fury. Rage at his thoughts and feelings being twisted and plucked to dance at Spiritomb’s tomb. A roar filled the tomb that stirred the rest, and it all clicked for Ash even as he reached to his belt to unclip a pokeball. Ash primed it and prepared to throw it to buy his team a moment’s reprieve. Nidoking had already shaped a Shadow Ball to fling.

He couldn’t be sure what horrors had been visited upon the poor humans and pokemon stripped of their identities and rendered into Spiritomb, but he knew that it had left them empty. They had nothing. Now they were just a void of misery, surrender, nihilism, and apathy.

And it was that nothing that Spiritomb bled into the tomb and his team.

It was no wonder they’d been used to bring armies to their knees. Frightened peasants and greedy lords of Sinnoh would have collapsed and been left easy prey for whatever monster commanded this nightmarish power. They’d be hollowed out from the inside and welcome death as an old friend.

His eyes caught sight of a cracked rock at Spiritomb’s base and he knew what they must do.

“The keystone!” Every word came easier than the last despite Spiritomb’s power falling down on them like a hammer. Its spectral face remained flat and emotionless still, and that was what bothered Ash the most. Could he truly consider Spiritomb malicious, or was it just empty?

He wasn’t sure how long its passivity would last once he targeted its keystone, though.

Nidoking’s aim was true. The Shadow Ball went low, sucked whatever scant light rested in the tomb into it, and -

Faded away?

Ash blinked, though it seemed he’d finally gotten Spiritomb’s attention. Its green rings and blank face deepened in hue, darkened until it had become emerald, and the power redoubled. He grit his teeth as a focused expression of Spiritomb’s will hammered against his own, but that did spare his teammates from the pressure and they began to rise.

For just a moment he bore all the Spiritomb’s oppressive apathy on his shoulders.

He wheezed, thought of meeting a little Nidoran and Pidgey and Horsea, thought of his friends, thought of his mentors. He even thought of Team Rocket and Giovanni! Clung to how furious he was at what Molly had done to his mother. A limp body burning atop Mt. Ember.

Anything that stirred emotion, good or bad, fair or foul, was his lifeline.

Feelings acted like an aegis against the slothful, apathetic appeals Spiritomb attempted to insinuate into his spirit.

It was enough, but only barely. Tears filled Ash’s eyes as misery and little flickers of stitched together lives that weren’t his own trickled into his mind, that horrid emptiness amplified with the wretched silence in a single mind forged of one hundred and eight, like watching a roaring crowd go utterly silent -

He felt bile and grit burning like acid in his throat, setting the scarred tissue aflame, and that pain was good too.

Ash fought through it, pulled his arm back, and tossed the pokeball at Spiritomb. It sailed through the air at the perfect angle, reached the midway point, and froze as Spiritomb’s emerald gaze landed upon the red-and-white device.

He gaped.

The pokeball didn’t just slow beneath Spiritomb’s pressure. It petrified under its empty stare, like time itself had been torn from it and told to come back later. Ash watched for any signs of subtle movement, but it didn’t so much as twitch.

Well, that was something.

Spiritomb vanished from reality, then reappeared just a few feet to the side as its Shadow Sneak took effect. It was slow, like attempting to move and act was horribly taxing, but Ash had no doubt it could leap hundreds of feet with the technique if necessary.

When Spiritomb slipped away the pokeball unfroze and slammed into the ground uselessly right where Spiritomb had been.

“Keep it off balance!” Ash hissed to his reawakened team. Nidoking responded with a Thunderbolt that leapt from his horn to Spiritomb, though it was devoured whole by the shroud of Distortional power emanating from the keystone.

Then came Torrent’s Hydro Pump. It froze beneath another empty stare and was slowly nibbled away by Spiritomb’s radiant power.

Their attacks turned the tide and kept it on the defensive, though none of their assaults had a hope of making it through Spiritomb’s protective shroud and freezing stare at this rate.

They didn’t have to, though. The unending flurry of attacks from every direction kept Spiritomb from mounting another assault, though, and that bought him time. His thoughts slowly cleared without Spiritomb’s power bringing his worst parts to the surface.

His clear eyes couldn’t miss Spiritomb’s flat gaze as it sparked with something other than emptiness.

Ash glanced around. Dazed was still out of commission, though he couldn’t recall her yet. If there was any chance she might be needed… Ash hated himself for it, but turned his gaze to Tangrowth, who stirred just as Spiritomb turned its gaze on Nidoking as he readied another Shadow Ball.

A bulky grey rocket leapt through the air with a roar, fist poised back to hammer into Spiritomb’s material keystone, and froze. Spiritomb moaned, finally displaying some kind of discomfort, but kept its stare locked on Bruiser as it shredded time around the Machoke.

Bruiser didn’t even twitch under its power, but something about him must have been straining still. With every passing moment Spiritomb’s pressure lessened, all bound up in silencing Bruiser’s time and protecting from the relentless blasts of electricity and water and darkness that came down on it like a storm.

Spiritomb still held them back, but without its power actively pounding through their minds and twisting their thoughts the momentum shifted fully in their favor. Ash could breathe again, and so could his team.

Dazed was only twitching, but at least she was safe.

He took their measure (Tangrowth whined, rocking back and forth, and Ash recalled him as the grass-type still seemed lost in his own mind) and new orders spilled from his lips.

Sneasel had the right idea, though. Before Ash said a word, Sneasel threw off the final shreds of Spiritomb’s influence and leapt at the spirit with a deadly hiss. He ripped through its petrifying stare in a frenzy of flashing claws and struck at its keystone directly with a Shadow Claw.

With that, Sneasel drew first blood (or the equivalent when dealing with an ancient Sinnoan ghost) and Spiritomb howled. Bruiser came free as they all moaned as it lashed out and this had gone on long enough it was time to give up -

“Keep at it!” Ash roared. His words snapped his team out of their own stupors.

Spiritomb’s face scowled and its green spheres finally circled like those of Cynthia’s Spiritomb now. It spat out misery and curses and dark power that a less experienced Ash would have fallen against easily.

As it was, they weathered it.

Nidoking stepped in front of Ash and manifested a shimmering green Protect to block against Spiritomb’s stare, though it eroded quickly under its blank eyes until Torrent struck at it with a Dragon Pulse that shook the room, then Sneasel dashed in to strike, only for Spiritomb to vanish and reappear in the titan’s chamber -

Another wave of emptiness wracked them and stole away their will and memories and strength. They fought through it and wheeled around to face their mighty foe. Bruiser was already sprinting with grim determination plastered across his reptilian face, but suddenly found himself frozen in the face of Spiritomb’s glare.

Enormous power welled from Spiritomb and a feeling like a placid sea turned to storm filled the chambers. It stunned the rest for just a moment and rolled over them to seep into their spirits, but Ash remained undeterred.

While his team recovered and he bore the force of Spiritomb’s spiritual pressure, he grit his teeth and prepared an Ultra Ball.

He didn’t throw it. Not yet.

Still, with most of his team frozen he looked to Sneasel, who had already dashed at Spiritomb again. Spiritomb’s shell of apathy had shattered entirely and its full strength was enough to petrify Sneasel, though the dark-type managed to crawl forth in slow motion regardless. It couldn’t entirely overcome Sneasel’s resistance.

The others started to come to again. Victory was so close - Spiritomb stared at Ash.

Emptiness filled his chest. A power born of Spiritomb’s fractured minds swept over him - only darkness, only ever darkness, time has no meaning in the darkness- until he broke his way out of the abyss with his own iron will.

Time caught up. Spiritomb’s eyes went from blank to wide in an instant as its terrible power slid away from Ash, then a warble filled the air.

Aron, little Aron, charged forth on stubby legs. He roared his war cry, sailed up into the air with Magnet Rise, lowered his head to hammer into Spiritomb’s keystone even as Sneasel flanked the creature -

Time silenced.

The full scale of Spiritomb’s misery was shared with Aron. He cried out and Ash roared with fury - “Mind Breaker!” - to give the damn thing a taste of its own medicine, and Sneasel tensed. Every muscle quivered as an awful yowl spilled and Sneasel ensured he was turned away from the rest to avoid catching them in the attack.

Aron fell free. He sailed forward as Spiritomb loosened its grip on time, but collapsed to the earth with a cry as Spiritomb’s power wracked his mind.

Ash’s eyes widened as Aron’s body began to glow a familiar white, the brightest and most brilliant light imaginable spilling forth -

Then it was drowned out by a surge of darkness. Aron’s little body was left nothing more than a distant star in the void of space when Sneasel channeled his full power into a single Mind Breaker.

Sneasel was only a foot or two away from Spiritomb when he unleashed the Distortional wave. The power filling the room shuddered as all the light sucked away for an instant. It spat dripping slow and steady like a tree’s sap from Sneasel’s snarling mouth and washed over Spiritomb’s incorporeal body of lavender smoke. Emerald eyes that showed a hint of confusion, something like relief -

And then it was done. Sneasel staggered away before Spiritomb could counterattack, but there was no need. It had retreated into its keystone beneath the power of the Mind Breaker. The potent Distortional attack was the only thing thus far to truly damage it. Apparently Spiritomb wasn’t eager to experience the same power it wielded.

Lavender gas already seeped out of the keystone, but far more sluggishly. His team rushed forth to keep it suppressed and cover Aron, but Ash had enough. His mind raced as Aron’s blinding form shifted and began to grow. He couldn’t deal with Spiritomb right now, he had to -

An Ultra Ball smashed into Spiritomb’s keystone while it was vulnerable and sucked it up. It shook once, shook twice, and then sealed itself with a little click.

A sweeter sound couldn’t be imagined.

“Aron!” Ash rushed forth to kneel by his friend. His thoughts were his own again without Spiritomb’s toxic spirit influencing his own, but that meant true panic and unmuted worry could surge through his mind.

Sneasel limped forward, utterly exhausted by his Mind Breaker, and watched from a short distance away. He’d sheathed his claws and seemed curious (and perhaps a little jealous) of Aron’s ensuing evolution as the little steel-type seized and froze in the throes of metamorphosis. The young dark type’s eyes glimmered in the scant rays pouring in from the hole above, though that was soon drowned out by the light gushing forth from Aron.

It wasn’t long before the rest joined them.

Ash absentmindedly recalled Dazed now that the threat was gone, but never took his eyes off Aron. Nidoking laid down at Aron’s side and watched silently. After a moment a deep, comfortable rumble came from him like a purr. Bruiser stood behind Ash and smiled broadly down at the steel-type now that the danger had passed.

Torrent simply waited. Perhaps his eyes seemed softer, but he didn’t betray his thoughts.

“C’mon buddy,” Ash whispered. He didn’t dare lay a hand on Aron in the midst of evolution, especially not when Spiritomb had just ravaged his mind. Aron was silent as his body continued to shine bright as the sun. It was that light that finally pierced the murky shroud left over by Spiritomb’s presence. “You’re okay. Let it happen. We’re here for you - see?”

He clicked Oz’s pokeball to release her. She looked ready to kill at first, but her eyes soon widened and she growled something soft as her tails whipped back and forth. Once she’d taken her place then Tangrowth and Seeker were released as well.

They should be here for this. If Plume wasn’t circling above he’d have called her as well.

Their presence brought some peace to the steel-type. Aron’s shuddering form at last embraced the transformation. It wasn’t dramatic like Nidoking’s final evolution, but every evolution carried its own changes.

Aron’s carapace stretched beneath the blinding glare and doubled, tripled, quadrupled in length with a grinding creak. He was around four feet long now and Nidoking had to shift away so that Aron wouldn’t thrash and make contact with him.

The changes piled up quickly now.

Tiny little legs (which Ash loved) thickened and bulged. Stubby feet defined themselves and sturdy claws burst outwards. A new ridge at the base of his neck sprouted, followed by several more, jutting out one after another. His whole body grew strong and sturdy to fill in its new length. In seconds it shifted from a small metal shell to one reminiscent in size to a Rhyhorn.

The major changes faded quickly, but small details solidified and shifted and found permanence in Aron’s new flesh..

Then the light dimmed and died away until only Aron - no, Lairon remained. He laid on his side just as he’d landed. His mouth hung open, his rasping tongue hung out, and then Lairon’s eyes snapped open.

Baby blue set in grey metal.

Ash exhaled. He still didn’t reach out to touch him since the effects of evolution were still so fresh. Who knew what was going through his head right now? He’d need a moment.

Lairon groaned as he rolled off his side. It took him a moment to adjust to his new weight. His frantic attempts to find his footing reminded Ash vaguely of a flipped Squirtle, but he soon drifted away from those thoughts when Lairon found himself surrounded by the rest of the team.

He grumbled at them, eyes narrowed suspiciously as he surveyed them from a slightly greater height, but didn’t move to attack. They all gave him his space for now, though only Oz’s firm hand kept Tangrowth from wrapping Lairon up in one of his patented hundred-vine-hugs.

It took a moment to process everything that had happened. Lairon shuddered as whatever memories he retained from Spiritomb raced through his thoughts, then squeezed his eyes shut. Ash waited as he stretched with the screech of grinding metal and then whispered to him.

“We’re here Ar - Lairon. Are you okay?”

Blue eyes snapped open. Lairon grunted softly and scanned them all. His eyes lingered on Nidoking, Oz, Bruiser, and Tangrowth in particular, though they softened at Seeker’s tiny shape as well. She had no eyes, but still turned away quickly as Lairon ground out another noise that filled the cavern.

Ash frowned. They’d have to speak later. Still, he was so glad he hadn’t left her out…

And then Aron’s evolution finally made sense.

Lairon shuddered again as he glanced at Spiritomb’s Ultra Ball. It was still and lifeless for the most part, although Ash didn’t miss the way it subtly rocked on the cavern floor every now and then. Just the sight of it left him faintly ill, but he didn’t dare linger on the awful thoughts it had filled his head with.

Not now. They should be celebrating.

Of course, he was quite distracted when Lairon’s eyes narrowed and he dashed forth to try to chomp Spiritomb’s ball with his new, much stronger jaws. Ash just barely snagged it before Lairon could release Spiritomb.

A destroyed pokeball didn’t kill the pokemon. It just released them before they could die with it. Ash doubted any of them felt up for round two right now.

“Easy!” Ash placated Lairon as he clipped Spiritomb’s pokeball on his belt in the last available slot. It felt strange there. Heavy. He hoped that was just in his head. “How are you feeling?”

Another grunt - tired, but acceptable - and then Lairon licked at Ash’s extended hand. Well, at least Ash was already very experienced in interpreting random grunts and growls.

Speaking of which, Nidoking leaned down to sniff Lairon. The steel-type froze, but seemed content as Nidoking silently rubbed his cheek against his metal chassis.

The sight was something Ash desperately needed after the terror they’d just experienced.

“You look good as a Lairon,” Ash attempted a brittle smile. It seemed to please Lairon, who puffed up under the praise. He tried to toss his head back to look at his new ridges, but unfortunately his neck wasn’t quite flexible enough. He was able to catch sight of his longer tail, though, which wagged back and forth.

“Here!” He quickly pulled a chunk of scrap metal from his storage compartment. It materialized with a flash and Lairon rumbled happily at the sight. Ash handed it over to him and smiled as Lairon chowed down in a series of awful noises that sounded more like a murder than a snack. “Enjoy, alright? I’ve been saving that just for you.”

Lairon spared him a brief look of curiosity before he went back to his first meal in his new form. Ash observed him for a moment. He noted the lingering tension in his friend’s body, the exhaustion in his eyes, and a faint shadow that hung over him.

It only confirmed his suspicions.

There was no doubt Lairon was born of the same happy-go-lucky Aron he loved, but he was more than that now. Ash had always sheltered him and hidden him from the cruelties they faced while the others fought.

Spiritomb had torn that precious innocence away with just a glance.

“It wasn’t the fight that made you evolve, was it? That was just part of it.” He murmured as the others crowded in close to watch Lairon nibble at the remains of the scrap iron. Lairon looked up sharply. “Spiritomb triggered it.”

The name sent a shudder down Lairon’s spine. His baby blue eyes shut again for a moment before he silently nodded. Ash sighed as the impressions from Spiritomb passed through his own thoughts. He gently rubbed at the cool metal of Lairon’s defined ridge, marveled at the difference from Aron’s dome-like head, and smiled wearily.

“Look at you! You’re all grown up.”

That sparked a bit of pride in Lairon, though Ash couldn’t stop the sharp pang of loss that raced through him. He scratched beneath Lairon’s chin (not that he could actually feel the touch) and offered Lairon one last rub before he rose and brushed the dust off his robes.

It wouldn’t do to treat them carelessly.

“Take a moment. Catch up here with the others,” Ash offered. Lairon brightened at that and looked up at the team before he finally loosed a familiar warble, albeit far deeper. It cracked a little, which made Ash snort. “I’ll be back in a minute, alright?”

Nidoking moved to follow Ash, but he shook his head. Lairon needed Nidoking right now. There was no mistaking the pride (and worry, of course) pouring out of Nidoking. Ash wasn’t about to disrupt that meeting. Anything that offered Nidoking another tie needed to be encouraged.

He slipped away from his friends and smiled back at them while they marveled over Lairon and welcomed him fully to the team.

Ash sighed as his fingers traced against Dazed’s pokeball as he stepped away from the titan’s chamber and into the antechamber which had held Spiritomb. Normally she would be his confidant now, but she needed time. Dazed was uniquely vulnerable to Spiritomb.

And if Spiritomb had done that to him, he could only imagine how awful Dazed felt now.

No, she absolutely had to rest.

That didn’t mean he was alone. One of his friends came up to rest beside him, head raised high as scarlet eyes scanned the blank chamber. It was empty, of course. Nothing had ever rested here except for Spiritomb itself. Not a single mark marred the walls or a single artifact littered the floor - only the splintered remains of the shattered door cascaded all over the place.

A companionable silence lingered. It was just enough to assuage some of his dark thoughts.

“How are you feeling?” Ash asked quietly. “Spiritomb was… I’m tired, Torrent.”

Torrent’s rumble nearly quaked Ash’s bones. There was something comforting about Torrent’s steady strength. Just having the regal Kingdra at his side stilled his racing thoughts and brought his racing heart down to a steady beat.

He detected a kindred spirit in Torrent. That note of exhaustion was something they shared. Something in Torrent’s scarlet eyes gave it away. Torrent might pretend he wasn’t mortal to the team to act as their mighty monarch, but that veneer could be shed around Ash.

Here in the chamber stained black with a nihilistic melancholy, he did. Torrent tossed a look behind to make sure the rest were still celebrating Lairon’s evolution, then sagged as if the day’s burden had finally caught up with him.

Ash’s hand laid against his rough, heavy plates. His hand appeared dark with sand and dirt against Torrent’s pale blue. That touch seemed to restore some measure of strength to Torrent, who lightly pressed into the friendly contact.

He smiled for a moment, then pulled the Ultra Ball from his belt as darker feelings came to the fore. Ash stared at it for a moment and traced the black and yellow as if he expected it to burst open and release the pitiful thing again.

Ash clenched tightly.

“What is this even doing here?”

Torrent watched him carefully, but offered no response. Ash pulled away and paced to and fro around the dark chamber. He kept his voice down, though undeniable anger bled through.

“A Spiritomb in Hoenn? Why?! Cynthia told me -” Torrent rumbled a reminder and he lowered his voice. “She told me they were from Sinnoh. Cursed relics of the Alfa dynasty.”

Torrent stared knowingly at him. Ash sighed as some of the fire bled from him.

“I know,” he muttered as he stared at the Ultra Ball. It had been more than a year since he’d earned the devices in that tournament on the St. Anne and this one had finally found some use. “I know why. Spiritomb was brought here as a protector, no. Another ward against intruders. A monster worse than whatever they were hiding. It’s just horrible. What, they couldn’t stand what they’d created?”

That same silhouette of the colossus flickered in his mind, though he’d retained little from the impressions from the binding stone.

His voice tightened. “And whatever that titan is, I’d wager the League has it.” Ash scowled as his exhausted brain struggled to piece together the pieces. Torrent echoed the sentiment with a nod. “Steven might even have it. I swear -” Ash stopped himself and breathed. “Forget Lavaridge. We’re going straight to Ever Grande City to drop the ghosts off.”

The Kingdra rumbled quietly and looked pointedly at the (formerly) white robes draped over Ash. He colored. “After I swing by the village,” Ash corrected. “Thanks, Torrent. I’m - I can’t think straight. I’m sorry. I need to be better.”

Torrent’s scarlet eyes softened. He levitated closer to lightly press against Ash and leaned his great head down to rub one of his thin blue horns down against Ash’s face. It scraped slightly, but Ash took the embrace for what it was and clasped onto Torrent as well.

They sat there for a moment, two friends relying on each other during a dark time, and Ash felt at peace for the first time all day. The thrill of the hunt, the horror of Spiritomb - all gone now.

For now.

He finally pulled away and tightened his grip around Spiritomb. It was terribly heavy in his hand, but at least this time he knew he was just imagining it.

“Torrent… what do I do with this?” He shook Spiritomb lamely, words failing him. “What do I do with Spiritomb? The other ghosts…” Ash bit his lip. “I can handle them. They were simple. Newborn. But Spiritomb?” Ash shook his head, fear warring with pity as he regarded the unfortunate creation. “You saw it. You felt it.”

There was nothing Torrent needed to say. He just waited patiently while Ash spilled his worries and fears to a sympathetic ear.

“It’s strong. So, so strong. But what an awful power. Do you know how Spiritomb were made?” Ash glanced at his friend, who shook his head. That wasn’t a conversation he’d been present for, and Torrent wasn’t Dazed. They’d shared some information on the abilities of Cynthia’s Spiritomb, but Torrent wouldn’t go digging for every scrap of information he could. Not when it wasn’t necessary.

“One hundred and eight living souls broken and Reversed,” Ash recalled Cynthia’s words. “Forged into a weapon. They were designed to stop armies in their tracks.”

After that display, Ash could believe it. His will had been tempered. His friends were mighty.

Spiritomb still nearly struck them down.

It had come so, so close. Ash understood now why the League had chosen not to break into that chamber and left the tormented guardian alone. They might not have known what lay behind the wall, but someone in the party had sensed enough to leave well alone, or else their ignorance had shielded them.

While its raw destructive power didn’t appear to be spectacular, it didn’t need to be. A Spiritomb’s power came from its nature, and from what it could impress upon the world.

Ash held that power in his hand.

“Should I just leave it here?” Ash wondered aloud, though he already knew the answer. “We could walk away. I could release it and toss it back into the pit to gather dust.”

Torrent stared silently at him.

“I know,” he sighed. Ash’s fingers squeezed down. “I don’t want to do that - it’s hardly Spiritomb’s fault. Even if I did, I don’t think I could. There’s no way we can leave it down here to suffer. Cynthia’s Spiritomb… she said it had grown with her. That it grew beyond its nature.”

That didn’t stop it from being an utter terror. Still, Ash could recall how easily she spoke of it. How affectionate she had been when its keystone - its unprotected keystone! - hung from her own belt.

At the time it had been hard to imagine Spiritomb as worse, but he’d experienced it himself now. Ash felt the raw, unbridled power that composed it and was exposed to its hollowing pressure. If he released Spiritomb right now and tried to clip just the keystone on his belt…

Well, Ash would deserve whatever fate he received. It might be content to hide away behind its shell, but Ash had no doubt its power would still bleed forth and twist the world in its own image.

Cynthia had told him that Aura was the truest form of self-expression. It was taking everything you were, good and bad, and expressing it into the world to share and change and alter.

What did Spiritomb have to share?

He sighed as sympathy welled up. Horror and fading adrenaline still pounded through his veins, but Ash found indecision piled on top. Ash earlier considered speaking with the other ghosts he’d captured about joining his team. Could he really even think of approaching Spiritomb? A cursed being condemned to share its pain with anything it encountered?

Would it even be right to wield it in battle? It had been forged as a weapon, but what if it was just a broken thing like Seeker beneath that raw power and horrifying presence?

“Argh!” Something about the sting stilled some of the emotions rolling through him. Ash pulled his knuckles back from the stone. They throbbed, but that gave him focus just as it had in battle. It cut through the fog.

Hopefully it wouldn’t bruise too badly.

He glared off at the wall and wished he could just have Bruiser pulverize it like the first. To be honest, he’d quite like to have Torrent bomb this awful place with Draco Meteor. Nidoking and Infernus could sink it entirely into the sand and Earth Burn it for good measure.

The catharsis would be unreal.

Still, a greater part of him knew he couldn’t go through with that. This place carried a history of its own, dark as it was. Ash had no desire to stay here, but he just couldn’t find it in himself to destroy it entirely… and that was if their attacks could even have an effect.

“I could give it to the League,” Ash mused as he paced. “Sydney,” his face twisted with distaste, “Phoebe - even Cynthia! Anyone of them could be trusted with it. Agatha…”

Grief struck him, then he turned his thoughts away from her and back to those options. Maybe not Sydney. He doubted the man’s poking and prodding would do Spiritomb any good.

He stared ahead.

Spiritomb would be hard.

It would challenge, and test Ash in a hundred different ways. He could barely bear to be in its presence, though he’d gotten the hang of it after a bit. At least he and his friends could filter its mental effects better now. If he could communicate with it he might be able to get it to learn restraint, though that just begged the question of whether it was even mentally fit to interact with humans or pokemon.

Scratch that. Not a hundred. A thousand!

“And what if it hurts one of us? Just being exposed was enough to trigger evolution in Aron!” Ash hissed to Torrent, who patiently bore it all. He threw his hands up. “There’s no way I could let it out around Seeker. Not for ages. If I did bring it onto the team - if it even wants to be on the team - then it could only be out for minutes at a time. Could I even work with that? Argh!”

The hiss spilled out into the tomb’s cool air. This time it only brought a suggestion of relief.

It took… he didn’t know how long. Long enough for the frenzy of his thoughts to slow a little. Long enough for him to breathe, and tame the roiling emotions within him.

Long enough.

He turned to Torrent with a scowl as his thoughts finally boiled over into a raw hiss. Ash looked at his friend with a sigh. “Can we handle this, Torrent? What should I do?”

His friend cocked his head, then pointed his snout at Ash’s heart.

“It’s that easy, huh?” Ash laughed, though not unkindly. It did help him a little, he supposed, and more thoughts came to mind. “Spiritomb is strong, but it would be so difficult. I have Ar - Lairon now, the rest of you are working on your own techniques, and I don’t even know if I’ll have the time to split my focus like that…”

Torrent peered downward at Ash like he was a Ditto wearing the skin of Ash Ketchum. He lowered his horns and tossed his head once, then waited.

The gesture and the meaning behind it sparked a memory in Ash.

When your challenge finds you, do not run from it. 

Ageless words etched into his mind by Lavender within the tower’s kiln. For a moment he was back there, staring at the ancient spirit’s Marowak form while Chieko giggled into his mind and Akemi offered her easy grace and kind words, then he was back in the darkness.

He shut his eyes, sighed, and found his center. Torrent rumbled at his side, pleased at the change he saw come over Ash.

“When have we ever cared if something is easy?” Ash sighed, speaking more to himself than anything else. He could have been speaking to the universe. There was little enough distance between the two, in that moment.

Ash felt a certain clarity now, albeit tinged with resignation to his own nature. Stress of his own creation bled away from him as he stared at Spiritomb’s Ultra Ball one last time. “Enjoy your rest, Spiritomb. We’ll talk soon.”

It quivered in his hand, then laid still. Ash clipped it back onto his belt. “Thank you…” he whispered to Torrent, who dipped his head in return. “I needed that. My head is such a mess right now.”

Torrent’s rumble sounded more like a laugh now. Perhaps he was still feeling a little off as well.

“When it’s time, I’d like you to be there with me,” Ash said. Torrent inclined his head again. “We need to talk to the League first. Then we can release Spiritomb. I’d like their input before that conversation. If it doesn’t want to come with us… well, we can deal with that when it comes to it. I’ll have to ask the others as well. I won’t force Spiritomb on them anymore than I’d force us on Spiritomb. This can’t be like Golduck.”

They fell into a pensive silence then. Ash’s shock and dulled mind was finally beginning to give way to his normal thoughts now, and he felt more and more questions (and a little anger to go with it) rising up in his chest like one of Lance’s dragons.

What was the colossus trapped behind a Spiritomb? More importantly, what had the Ever Grande League done with it?

He said his farewells, then recalled Torrent. Ash wasn’t furious, but Spiritomb had left him in a poor mood, and much joy though there was in his evolution, Lairon hadn’t come out untarnished

The lingering echo of misery cast over this place wasn’t doing him any favors.

No, he wouldn’t feel better until he had answers. Or until he got out of this terrible place. One of the two.

Steven was the one with his name plastered on the ancient tomb containing a monstrous relic of the ancient world, so to Steven he would go.

It was time to pay Ever Grande City a visit.

XX

The sun was painfully bright after his adjustment to the utter darkness within Spiritomb’s chambers. It stung at his eyes despite the relative shade of the monolith’s valley, but he couldn’t care less.

He was free!

Ash refused to even give the exposed innards of the tomb one last glance. That was the second subterranean hidden crypt he’d encountered in Hoenn. He planned on it being the last.

They’d completed their mission. It was time to leave the Piede and finally live again.

Still, he found a welcome sight in Krookodile and the Spirit waiting for him. They peered at him, both a safe distance from the peeled metal layered over the chamber’s interior, and Ash finally offered a smile as he tapped Spiritomb’s Ultra Ball.

Relief washed over them in an instant. Krookodile’s eyes shut as it reclined in the sand as decades spilled off it while the Spirit offered one last keening song before it spread its wings and exploded away in a billow of wind.

He followed it for a moment as it raced out of the narrow valley, though squinted as he caught a glimpse of stark white fur, a dark blue-black face, and matching scythe-like horn out in the desert and staring straight at him.

Ash blinked disbelievingly - what on earth would an Absol be doing out here? - and frowned when it vanished.

A mirage, perhaps? It wouldn’t be too surprising given the day he’d had. He desperately needed a long night’s sleep, or three.

Disregarding it entirely didn’t sit quite right with him, however, and Ash cast another suspicious look off into the desert before a rushing of wings and a piercing cry split the sky. His worries bled right off as Plume slammed into the sand ahead of him and nuzzled up to him with a coo.

Ash spent a moment catching her up on what had happened down there (she seemed a bit miffed that she’d missed Lairon’s evolution) and offered her a brief hug that she happily returned. Any touch was welcome now, and he smiled softly as Plume helped him leave the darkness of Spiritomb’s chamber behind.

It only took a moment to gather up the pokeballs he’d hidden earlier and just like that he was ready to go.

“Ready, Plume?” He held up her saddle as it materialized from the storage compartment. Plume nodded, lowered herself, and waited patiently as Ash began preparing the saddle and securing it.

Soon enough she was all saddled up and he was only too eager to hop on and leave this place behind him. He winced as he climbed up and strapped him in. Aron’s headbutt really had hurt… still, at least he hadn’t evolved at that point. Lairon probably would have broken his leg. “Let’s head to the village first. One quick stop to offload all that stuff Sandygast was hoarding, then we’ll be off to Ever Grande.”

She shrieked as she burst into the air. Just like that, their adventure in the Piede was left behind them. A pang dashed through Ash as he realized he wouldn’t be able to return to Lavaridge as planned, but he waved it off after a moment’s rumination.

Flannery and Fino weren’t going anywhere. He’d visit them soon enough.

But now?

Ever Grande City awaited them.

A/N: This chapter has been a long time coming, hasn’t it? I’d expected it to come out in early September, but it just kept demanding more and more attention. It ends at 117 pages, around 43.5k words, and two months of writing and editing. As always, many thanks to Valasania, Raptor, and Jain for their help in giving feedback and providing that extra layer of polish. Val was up way, way too late last night going over this! 

Thank you all for reading, and I hope that you continue to enjoy the story. I expect the next chapter to come out around Christmas at the latest, but we know how well I keep to my plans. The chapters should be going back to a more normal length (15-20k words) but I’ve also probably said that a hundred times in the last few years. 

As always, thank you so much for sticking with Traveler! I can’t wait to continue the story.

**I corrected some formatting issues that came as a result of submitting the doc to Fanfiction.






61. Chapter 61: The Vault


The golden Piede bled into brown mountains which bled into endless swathes of vibrant green which bled into rugged peaks, rocky hills, and vast plains of tall grass drenched in constant rainstorms. It lent the illusion of Hoenn coming to life beneath him, a great composite organism with mountains and forests and prairies upon its back.

Hoenn was a land ruled by nature, something its people knew well. Yet, from Ash’s seat in the sky, the earth and sea passed beneath him in a blur.

Plume carried him to the limits of Hoenn’s vast mainland in less than an hour. After their trek through the desolate sands of the Piede he scarcely knew what to do with moisture, and the green, the life, but his thoughts couldn’t linger on it, as thin, snaky lines of tan and white marked the beaches which heralded the beginning of the archipelago.

Ash noted far more urban sprawl as they reached the farthest reaches of the mainland. Civilization shone like a gem beneath the sun, sparkling centers of glass and steel like pearls in the enormity of Hoenn’s untamed land.

Cities dominated the landscape more and more as they roamed the coast, though mangrove forests and waterways had a habit of lacing through the urban centers like veins through a beating heart, intertwined to the point that to separate them would be to destroy them both.

Lilycove rose to the north - and it must have been Lilycove, for no other city in the area could have entangled so much of the coastline and crept its way into nature mile by mile while somehow seeming to merge seamlessly into the plains and swamps at its edges.

Every League balanced human settlement carefully against the needs of the environment, yet Hoenn above all others had a well-earned reputation for going above and beyond in that mission.

Ash couldn’t say how much of that was careful planning and delicate growth and how much wasHoenn’s storied history of natural disasters, constant internal warfare, and unusually organized wild pokemon community. It couldn’t necessarily be said that virtue and good intention was the driving force for such care. But all of those things had a habit of adding up in the end.

Soon enough there were nothing but emerald waves beneath him. Ash could have sworn he caught a flash of silver like the moon in the waters below. He sighed as the Song washed over him… no, it was gone. Swallowed up by the endless ocean, or perhaps it was just an errant trick of the eye.

But he had his doubts.

Islands dotted the sea here and there, some small enough to cross over in the blink of an eye and others large enough to catch his attention from miles and miles away. Little masses of villages and towns and even the odd city stood out like beacons. What truly struck him was the simple immensity of the archipelago: vast, scattered, and untamed.

It was no wonder the Ever Grande League struggled to manage it all.

A beautiful sight for sure, but Ash found himself unable to properly appreciate it. The new additions on his belt weighed heavily, though one in particular might as well have been a large stone.

…Not inaccurate, actually.

He’d tried steering his thoughts in a dozen different directions since he and Plume had shed Sandygast’s treasures and returned his desert robes to Catarina, but in the end they always returned to Spiritomb.

What should he do with it?

The question gnawed at him incessantly; from Cynthia he’d learned that such relics originated in Sinnoh. Their creation was the ultimate culmination of the centuries-long cesspit of cruel warlords, power-mad nobility, and mad visionaries mingling in the vacuum left by the crumbling Alfa dynasty.

How, then, had this one ended up beneath the Piede?

He’d come to a few simple conclusions so far. They’d wished to hide it away, obviously. That wasn’t in question. He’d struck deeply into the memories and impressions etched into the strange tomb to learn that much. It was hard to reconcile that Spiritomb, a soul-sucking terror in its own right, was just a guard.

A deterrent.

What was it protecting?

His thoughts filled with images of the blood-soaked titan, an engine of war that literally waded through the thick-packed lines of its foes, clicking and groaning and shrieking like nothing of this world.

Whatever that thing was, Steven had taken it away. Or the League had, at any rate. Ash hadn’t found mentions of such a thing in the League archives - did he even clear for that level of information? What else could be outside the purview of an Elite Four trainee, and why?

Questions upon questions…

Ash strained to imagine anything worse than a Spiritomb, particularly to the ancient folk of Sinnoh. From what Cynthia had told him, Spiritomb were army-killers, of a different sort from what it was protecting. Trainers hadn’t always carried small armies on them after all. In the olden days before training and technology had advanced to this point, Spiritomb would have been nearly unstoppable.

That was the power he’d tasted just hours ago. Ash’s eyes squeezed shut beneath his goggles the memory of Spiritomb’s hollowing pressure struck him like a lance; where Cynthia’s Spiritomb projected fury and hatred and pain, flaying the world with the storm inside so the universe might feel its sting, this Spiritomb was an altogether different beast.

Just the memory left Ash hollow and empty like a void that yearned desperately to be filled. Spiritomb had reached inside his brain and scooped out everything its tendrils could hook into. A shudder ran through him, visceral and unpleasant, and for a moment that memory left him teetering on the edge of an abyss.

And then Plume adjusted her flight path and Ash felt the sun on his skin again, the bracing wind on his face, and the warmth of a friend beneath him, and the phantom feelings faded into a distant echo.

His hand clasped over Spiritomb’s Ultra Ball and clenched. What to do, what to do?

The sentiment sounded awful even to himself, but part of Ash was fascinated with Spiritomb. Its unique and terrible power, combined with its strange legacy, intermixed to concoct a unique allure. The ability to lock things in time was incredible, and it was enough to set his mind ablaze with its countless possibilities.

He pointedly thought back to the nightmare of Spiritomb’s creation in order to nip those thoughts in the bud.

Spiritomb had suffered terribly.

The full details eluded him, but Spiritomb had revealed enough of what had gone into its nightmarish forging. It felt the need to impress upon him the raw chaos of its creation so someone would know what it had gone through, and that little frenzied fragment was enough to leave his stomach turning. It couldn’t escape the urge even in the midst of battle.

What else had it seen, felt, done? It was made as a weapon - who had it been fielded against? Had it killed? Was it aware, could it still remember empathy or understand loss?

It must. Spiritomb was a person… people? The spirit may have been rendered down and reduced to something less than it was, but it could never be a thing. So many questions like that were tied up in Spiritomb, integral to its nature and state of being.

Ash expected it would never offer easy answers.

Despite it all, Ash wanted Spiritomb.

It was a pitiful and terrible thing, one hundred and eight souls shattered and stitched together into a misshapen mass of apathy and grey-tinged feeling, but Ash had also seen a glimmer of hope in it as well, buried as it was beneath the rest. He couldn’t forget the briefest glimpse of relief when Sneasel finally forced it back into its keystone, a hint of something deeper than its outward shell.

Cynthia had offered a lifeline to hers, hadn’t she?

It had been ferocious, but Cynthia’s Spiritomb wasn’t quite so suffocating. A blunted sword, Ash supposed. Deadly in its own right, but not so liable to cut everything it touched.

‘Why can’t I do the same?’

His own fascination was a powerful temptation, but he also had to remind himself that this wasn’t a decision to take lightly, and certainly not without consulting his team. Taking on the mountain that was Spiritomb might prove beneficial to them all, but Ash couldn’t quash the uneasy feeling that thought stamped him with. The opposite might be true as well.

Just its direct attention had forced Aron into evolution. How could it ever interact with Seeker? She’d just begun to claw back a few shreds of confidence. Ash would never risk setting back that milestone.

Nidoking’s blood pressure would skyrocket.

Dazed might find it suffocating.

It might encourage the worst of Sneasel’s impulses, or even rob him of his drive.

It could hurt Tangrowth - could Tangrowth even understand why his joy fled around Spiritomb?

He didn’t even know how Infernus might think of it.

And the others…

Ash reflexively stroked Plume’s smooth feathers as those doubts plagued him. They were hardly new concerns, all echoes of the teetering feelings he’d wrestled with alongside Torrent in the aftermath of the battle. They were valid, though, and couldn’t so easily be put aside.

Doubt became a leaden weight, but Ash resolved to think on it later when things weren’t so raw. His thoughts still felt as though they’d been buffeted by the sandstorms of the Piede, all raw and red and hot.

What struck him off-balance was the simple fact that he had options. He had not one choice to fill that ghost-shaped hole, but several. The League had resources to help any and all of the ghosts he’d captured that night, even Spiritomb. He could say no. 

That realization hammered into him like a hurricane.

But before anything else, he had to speak with his team before making any final decisions. They would do this as one, or not at all.

He sighed.

When did things get so complicated? The horizon beckoned him, and he was quick to follow that urge before he could become lost in his inner quagmire yet again. Ever Grande City hung far, far away, still little more than a distant speck, though it grew minutely with every passing minute.

Well, Ever Grande City might have been a bit of a stretch. An overgrown fortress might be more apt. Decades ago, it was an ordinary island that perhaps merited a short sentence or two in a history book, one more in a long list of places to be picked over like carrion by petty lords and city states in their unending contest for supremacy.

That changed when Drake the Dragon Master chose it for his lair as he waged war against the Unovans.

A force of destruction like nothing in living memory, his legendary dragons and his famed students chiseled away every landing point on the island with claw, fang, and might. White beaches warped to black glass beneath blue-green dragonfire and the porous underbelly of the isle was sealed with stone. Wild pokemon remained as sentries, paid handsomely for their service in shelter and supplies, and the forests crowding the summit became impassable beneath the eyes of the League and their allies.

When Drake Teach was done, Ever Grande City stood alone like a vast mesa in the Nuomara Sea. Any who sought entrance had to ascend by flight, teleport atop, or climb sheer walls ready to be brought down at a moment’s notice.

It was a fortress unlike any other.

Plume rode the winds faster and faster now that the end was in sight. Details came into focus with startling speed and Ash felt the familiarity with which Plume swept forward. She made minute adjustments at the sight of each distinctive landmark. Ash couldn’t help but wonder how many times she had flown these skies to build such ease, and found it remarkable how accurately she could anticipate thermals and other wind patterns based on the complex mental map she’d constructed of the region.

It was humbling to realize she could do laps of Hoenn in a single day of training, particularly without Ash burdening her.

Ash soon realized that he had to correct himself. There was a small city planted near the edge of the steep cliff sides. Thick tangles of trees and a handful of jutting mountains dominated the remainder of the island. Final Falls, one of the largest waterfalls in the world, cascaded down the cliff just by the city.

Unovan saboteurs once attempted to climb under the crushing spray during the war as part of an assassination attempt on Hoenn’s leaders, but had the misfortune to run into Drake’s Kingdra snoozing at the top.

Its roar would deafen anyone at its base, but from here Ash could appreciate the natural wonder in silence. White clouds of vapor billowed up where the foamy waterfall hammered into the rocky outcrops that peeked out from the ocean below. The clash between land and sea shrouded the base of the island in a thick coat of mist.

Beyond the modest city rested a bright blue lake, placid as a mirror in comparison to the Final Falls. Within the peaceful expanse towered a gargantuan stadium, massive in scale even from miles away. Several rings occupied the remaining space in the lake and circled the Ever Grande Stadium. Each ring was filled with smaller arenas, a dizzying array of shops, housing facilities, and other amenities for travelers.

Anticipation stirred in his gut as his eyes swept over the sunny scene. It seemed so quiet now, but in just over six months it would be bustling with hundreds of thousands of humans and pokemon alike. This upcoming spring would invite a great pilgrimage of competitors and enthusiasts from the world over.

He had no clue what his involvement might be, but Ash had no doubt he’d find himself here in some capacity.

Something to bring up to Steven. It had been plotted out for months, knowing him.

Impressive as the Ever Grande Stadium might have been, however, it wasn’t the true seat of power in Hoenn.

No, that honor belonged to the great tower that dominated the central island. Its modern skyscraper style was a symbol of the Ever Grande League’s relative youth, and its warm orange coloration reminded Ash of a gentle campfire. It rose thirty stories from its base and housed the vast majority of the Ever Grande League’s administrative staff, standing too as a proud dedication to Hoenn’s victory and establishment thirty years ago.

It was the beating heart and pulsating brain of the Ever Grande League all in one.

A massive platform crowned the tower, with several, smaller rings dotting its sides every few floors. It was obvious to Ash’s eye that they were meant to stage and receive various fliers. That was a natural consequence of the first Ever Grande Champion being a Dragon Master, he supposed.

It must have been quite the sight all those years ago - had it been built before, or after the war? He could imagine the sky blanketed with hundreds of flying-types flying in and out each day, ferrying personnel and sealed documents to wherever they may be needed as so many people toiled together to forge a nation from so many disparate parts.

Now the platforms were bare and deserted. They were little more than decorative white rings these days. It was tough to compete with teleportation, though Ash was certain they still saw some use. The League wasn’t wasteful.

A relatively small castle sat at the tower’s base. It toed the thin line between vibrant and garish, all lively oranges, soft greens, and even a great golden pokeball symbol that marked the gates of the Ever Grande League. At first glance, one might expect the bright colors to clash, but through some miracle of design they managed to complement one another and stand distinct but harmonious.

Ever Grande City had sprung up around this castle. This was the original Ever Grande League, a holdover vacation home of a Duke of Mossdeep that conveniently doubled as a fortress in the olden days.

As an empty mansion on relatively neutral ground, Drake had found it quite useful to commandeer. Even better, it was still standing by the time the Dragon Master brought the city-states to the negotiating table, which was really all the qualifications needed at that point. Most of the archipelago’s great cities couldn’t have boasted the same.

History was forged there. Alliances cemented, treaties signed, and the skeleton of a united Hoenn arranged with painstaking detail by a firm hand.

Gnawing thoughts still nibbled at him, but Ash had to marvel at the scene.

Ever Grande might not hold the same grim austerity as weather-worn Indigo Plateau, hewn into Mt. Silver as it was, but it possessed its own magnificence nonetheless. In time, it might wax to become the Plateau’s equal in grandeur.

And he was welcome here.

That took a moment to digest. How many people could pop into Ever Grande’s airspace without a formal invitation? How many would be ushered in? It boggled the -

Something brushed his mind, tentative and feeble, then, as suddenly, vanished.

He frowned as the process repeated, then again, and again; and then they all went blank. Ash winced. League psychics, no doubt. Normally they only recoiled away, but this was different. It felt as if he’d buried a candle beneath a landslide.

“Down there!”

Ash hugged Plume’s neck tightly and pointed at the long stone walkway that led to the castle’s doors. The stone was so old it must have been a part of the original structure.

Plume banked left and swept past the little specks of Taillow and Wingull that hovered around the tower. At least the old flight platforms still saw some use, even if just as a perch. Ash had no doubt there were hundreds of eyes on them now. There was no way they hadn’t attracted the League’s attention by now.

They descended over the course of a minute. Something he loved about flying with Plume was how quickly all sorts of tiny details came into focus when they landed. What seemed like miniscule specks from above may be looming trees or rising hills as they returned to earth.

Plume landed with surprising gentleness, though the deceleration still jerked him around in the saddle. Ash rubbed Plume’s face as he hopped off and quickly undid the saddle. She crooned and leaned into his touch, but chirped at him after a moment. He couldn’t blame her for being worried.

“I’m fine,” Ash said as he undid a few more straps. Just a bit longer… “I’m heading in once I get this off of you. Want to come in, or do you want to spend the day on your own? I know this was just a little warm-up.”

Plume studied him for a moment, then looked pointedly to the sky as she spread her vast wings. He laughed, then hoisted the saddle off and stored it away with a flash of light. “Gotcha. Have a good flight!”

Ash stroked her feathers one last time before she vanished off into the sky. She made a few circles over the tower before leaving, but he knew Plume would wait for Ash to enter before she allowed any real distance between them.

He briefly entertained the thought of attaching a camera to her one day when she went on one of her flights. It would be amazing to see what she could do without him weighing her down!

That curiosity had to be reigned in for now, unfortunately. Ash shifted his pack and turned his eyes to the foundations of Ever Grande. This perspective made the three-story castle appear far more impressive, and the tower itself benefited as well. It swallowed the sky as an indomitable bastion of Hoenn’s power.

Plume had deposited him just a short distance from the castle, so it was no skin off Ash’s back to take his time. He shouldered his bag and released Nidoking, who blinked at the sudden sunburst. His eyes were still adjusted to the dim crypt.

Ash appreciated the warm oceanic breeze with Nidoking as it swept through. It was impossible to describe the sheer relief they experienced after their time in the sunscorched, sand-infested winds of the Piede or the despairing darkness of Spiritomb’s lair.

He was quick to fill Nidoking in. “We’re at the Ever Grande League. Seeing Steven. I thought we should have a talk about our new friend.”

Nidoking grumbled and spared Spiritomb’s Ultra Ball an ugly look. His tail swept back and forth with enough force to bowl Ash over, but he wasn’t agitated enough to produce toxins.

Small mercies.

There was nothing he’d rather do than spend some time with Nidoking, but duty called to them both. “We’ll talk later,” Ash promised, then nodded to the castle.

Both started when the great doors were swept open by an invisible hand (no blue or purple glow, so he suspected ghosts) and their eyes focused upon the pale figure that emerged. It only took Ash one look at her for him to know with certainty that she was far, far more intimidating than the grimacing Glalie that hovered alongside her.

Glacial blue eyes pinned them down and then raked over them. Ash’s tattered hat earned a flitting frown, but she showed no sign of displeasure beyond that. Of average height, perhaps a bit less, her skin was pale as marble, and between that, her flaxen hair, and her periwinkle dress, she appeared at stark odds with the warm air and the lively orange of the castle behind her.

If Ash didn’t know better, he’d think someone had dropped an ice sculpture into Ever Grande by mistake. He half-expected her to start melting when she stepped into direct sunlight.

The two came to a stop just a short distance from Ash and Nidoking. Her Glalie never ventured far from its trainer, and frosty air wafted off its hide to cool the surrounding area. Ash took a moment to suck in a breath of that refreshing air.

Glalie glared at him, flat teeth bared in a permanent snarl, but Ash couldn’t take it personally. Even the PokeDex was fond of mentioning Glalie’s famous sneer. It didn’t mean anything by it. Nidoking wasn’t so understanding, unfortunately, and eyed the ice-type with ire.

The woman spoke flatly. “Elite Four Ash.”

Ash ‘s instincts demanded he straighten his spine immediately. Even Nidoking’s irritation faded away as he quickly did the same.

He swallowed. “Yes ma’am?”

She didn’t blink. “You have basic manners. Excellent. Allow me to introduce myself.”

The pale woman needed no introduction, but Ash didn’t dare interrupt her. She matched his mother at her strictest.

“I am Glacia Galanis of the Ever Grande Elite Four and scion of the Snowpoint Galanis,” the Ice Master spoke, her voice heavy with formality. “This is my partner, Arkepagos. It is my pleasure to welcome you to Ever Grande City.”

“Thank you,” Ash said slowly. Given the situation, he chose to say as little as possible to avoid an inadvertent faux pas. He suspected her standards stretched taller than the Ever Grande tower. Who knew? He and Plume may have flown right by them on the way here.

Glacia folded her hands across the front of her stiff dress. “Champion Wallace and Mister Stone are currently meeting with Elite Four Sidney and Elite Four Phoebe. I will show you to them shortly, but I must inquire into your arrival first. We were only made aware of your visit when several of our sentries fell unconscious.”

“Are they hurt?”

Her frigid stare softened a degree. “No. We have been assured their condition is only temporary. Several have regained consciousness already. The rest ought to follow soon enough.”

Ash sighed in relief. “Ste - Mr. Stone,” he changed his tune quickly when Glalie fervently shook its head from behind Glacia’s shoulder, “Dispatched me to the Piede on a mission.”

“I am aware. Report 6940.c5. Disturbances in the Arid Zone, I believe.”

He didn’t believe the equivocation for a moment. How to explain the absolute mess the job had turned into? It would take some creativity unless he wanted to start going off like Gary would. “There was an… unexpected engagement during my mission. It is very important that I speak to Mr. Stone as soon as possible.”

Glacia processed that.

“Very well. Follow me, please. I will guide you to Mr. Stone.”

“Thank you.”

She struck the figure of a noble lady from the old stories as she swept around with her hands folded primly before her, just so, and led him into the lively orange castle. Glacia’s long dress conjured up an illusion of the Ice Master levitating smoothly along the uneven cobblestone path, prim and untouchable.

Ash stuck close to Glacia’s heels with far less grace.

Doors swept open at her approach, though Ash had already turned away from his ghost theory in favor of the much more likely possibility that reality itself bent to the will of the Ice Master’s authority.

His vision swam the moment he stepped foot into the Ever Grande League. Space rippled, dimensions twisted to and fro, and the only path he could bear to look at without feeling nauseous was the one Glacia led him down. It wasn’t as elaborate as Indigo Plateau’s labyrinthine defenses, but Ever Grande didn’t have the benefit of centuries behind it.

…Then again, he supposed Chinatsu might play a role in the intricacy of the Plateau’s designs. Small wonder the newborn Ever Grande League couldn’t compete.

The nausea and twisting was an irritant all the same, and so he focused for a moment. Steeling his will, he looked past the world as Cynthia had shown him, looking… searching for… and there!

The illusory world snapped away in an instant. There was no grand reveal or slow steady dissolution as the false reality crumbled away, only a sudden surge of clarity as his eyes flooded his brain with previously veiled stimuli.

It was actually pretty disappointing, he thought, blinking hard. All that for a wide open atrium as elaborate and warm as the castle’s facade. Fancy and pretty, but nothing really worth masking. They’d hidden it just as a matter of principle.

Tiles in the shape of orange diamonds criss crossed across most of the floor, shiny and sleek and new as artificial light danced off. Glacia and Arkepagos led them down a long straight path of crimson touched only by a great golden League symbol in the center.

Fanciful thoughts entrapped him, and he considered the castle like a flame corralled and hammered into a solid structure. It was bright, cozy, and lively as the sun itself. A pair of Grumpig, previously blotted from view, watched them warily as Glacia led him to a pair of soft green doors lined with brilliant gold.

The grey creatures’ pearls glimmered softly as the group approached, but wilted away the moment he looked at them. Nidoking snorted, amused by their sudden hesitance, and paid them no heed as they dipped their heads in recognition of Glacia and her partner.

Ash offered a quick smile, which one of the Grumpig managed to return. Then the moment was stolen away by Glacia’s quick pace and fluttering skirts.

Ash soon found himself lost in the lively orange halls of the castle proper. Ancient portraits of great heroes, traditional landscapes of Blackthorn, Viridian, Celadon, countless other territories, as well as the occasional epic poem adorned Indigo Plateau’s walls. Ash had spent a fair amount of time perusing them in some of the spare time of his last visit.

Ever Grande took a different route and lined the halls with all sorts of treasures and relics.

Exhibited historical artifacts immediately caught his eye. They were stored away safely in climate-controlled glass cases: displayed scrolls and first editions of the finest literature and masterpieces Hoenn had to offer. He espied collections of ancient Volumo manuscripts bound in shed Seviper skin.

Most were marked by flowing Unown-based script and epic scenes of ironclad warriors clashing with lone men and women bearing the features of monstrous dragons.

Others depicted various men and women clad in blue scale armor decorated with jagged fangs and red cloaks tearing through armies with Salamence and Flygon at their sides. He recognized the forceful, angular script of the Draconids all too well.

There were weapons aplenty on display, many of which hailed from the long millennium of competition between Hoenn’s fiercely independent city-states. Such conditions and a plethora of would-be conquerors ensured a ripe harvest of simple, efficient human weapons such as swords, hammers, and spears, alongside quite a few that had been crafted specifically for the use of pokemon.

Most pokemon couldn’t benefit much from armor and weapons crafted by human hands, since their own physical strength would normally shatter steel and tear through modern protective gear with ease. Most metals would crumple long before a pokemon’s body would.

Many regions overflowed with legendary tales of master smiths imbuing arms and armor with something more, something that worked the steel into something beyond mortal limits, but it was easy to dismiss those as fables. Equipped with the knowledge of what Aura-users had done with the tomb in the desert… Ash couldn’t discount them so easily.

It couldn’t be a coincidence that so many of those stories were born in the hidden valleys and mountain passes of snowy Sinnoh.

But when did humans ever listen to practicality?

He dragged his eyes away from an absolutely enormous club cast in heavy brass. It struck him as less of a shaped weapon and more of a simple block of shiny metal. The crudely forged weapon’s plaque said it was designed for use by a Machoke.

Ash couldn’t decide whether he should be fascinated or utterly horrified.

This was just the tip of the iceberg. Hoenn’s long and storied history since the Volumo Empire’s fall meant there was a rich variety of relics to examine. Most history prior to that point died in the continent-spanning kingdom’s swift collapse, but a few treasures had been preserved against all odds.

It meant it was far easier to find rich white-and-turquoise tapestries of Sootopolitan nobles or impressive (albeit ceremonial) suits of armor. According to the labels, it appeared most were recovered from minor lords killed in ancient wars only remembered by professors and the most dedicated of students.

Some of the designs were… questionable. Nidoking snorted at some of the exaggerated codpieces on the oldest suits.

He still skimmed every display as they passed by - Nidoking wasn’t entirely without his own curiosity - although every now and then one earned an eye roll.

More recent exhibits were mixed in with the ancient. Some carried solemn accounts of Last War veterans, and presented twisted scrap metal salvaged from old airships and carriers. Others housed spent and defunct cryo and pyrobomb shells, their launchers hanging on the wall behind them, and others still various treasures pillaged by the Unovans and seized in turn by National League forces. These were presented above all the others, a bright memory of victory and pain.

This lucky handful had been brought back, Ash thought, but who knew how many of these priceless items were lost forever during the conflict?

One piece, a beautifully wrought dagger claimed as Mari’s Needle, stole his breath away as he passed. He couldn’t guess at the secrets of its creation, but it looked like some master craftsman had shaped it from a shining yellow topaz through some secret, potentially forgotten technique.

That was only the surface, though. When he peered closer, Ash found himself staring into the depths of a living flame dancing and flowing within the glass like blood.

Fire pulsed in his veins. The scrap of entombed flame within the dagger responded with an orange glow of its own and danced quicker in response.

Realization struck him.

It was a Fire Stone! Ash had never heard of one being shaped like this, and he had to wonder how on earth its maker had managed to chisel it into anything usable. Elemental stones could be… volatile.

He’d have to study this one later. Carefully. Ash would be driven out of Hoenn if he accidentally blew the treasure to bits.

Ash tried to keep his glances surreptitious, but little escaped Glacia.

“The illusions don’t affect you.”

It wasn’t a question, but Ash had begun to expect that from the Ice Master. She spoke with such certainty that he didn’t contemplate slipping an excuse by her. Ash didn’t know Glacia beyond reputation, but that was enough to recognize that she demanded total honesty and would offer it back in turn.

“No… well, I felt them at first, but I decided to break them.”

She betrayed nothing beyond a flicker of curiosity as she glided through the halls. Her pace picked up as she guided him since she no longer had to worry about Ash falling behind. It took real effort to catch up with Glacia, mostly due to his soreness after trekking through the desert. Navigating the sifting sands worked muscles he hadn’t known existed.

Aron headbutting him earlier in the day hadn’t helped either. His shin felt like one giant, throbbing bruise.

Glacia soon took a left turn and brought Ash and Nidoking to a flight of stairs. They groaned beneath Nidoking’s weight as they plodded up to find a pair of heavy doors much like those that guarded the castle’s interior. It was unguarded, but who was going to break through a door with two Champions and several members of the Elite Four behind it?

They came to an abrupt stop and Glacia whisked around to face Ash. Her partner hovered just over her shoulder with the same surly expression as before. Muffled voices sounded through the thick wood. It didn’t sound like anyone was shouting, but they were clearly heated.

“Champion Wallace is within. Please do not interrupt the proceedings.”

The doors swept open just as smoothly as before. He still couldn’t detect any psychic power, so the theory of the castle obeying Glacia out of fear steadily gained ground in his thoughts.

Steven’s voice buffeted them the moment the doors opened. His words were harder and flatter than normal, and he knew Steven well enough to know he was extremely frustrated.

“- Rocket activity in the archipelago has been increasing for weeks! Five raids on three different breeding facilities. Villages are being extorted by any criminal worth six badges or more. Rangers have reported dozens of young trainers harassed and robbed in the last month alone. The Pack’s network warns of wild pokemon scooped up by the hundred.”

The former Champion took a deep breath and rubbed at his temples. His cheeks were flushed bright red.

“We’ve seen this before,” he concluded harshly. “They’re mobilizing for something massive.”

Glacia made their entrance as subtle as possible, so the inhabitants hadn’t registered them yet. He absorbed the room in an instant and paid particular attention to the occupants.

The room itself was decorated in a style similar to the rest of the castle. Orange dominated no matter where he looked, balanced with traces of green and rich brown wooden paneling. Some of the decorations were interesting; Ash noted a bit of a nautical theme to them.

Yellowing maps of various islands, sea routes, and regions adorned the walls. One case near Wallace at the end of the table displayed a strange clockwork device comprised of various interlocking gears barely distinguishable beneath a layer of seaborn rust. An enormous fireplace crackled lowly to one side of the room, untended, and above it hung a spear carved from a thick femur, tipped with an enormous Gyarados fang, and… and was that a human skull bolted to the mantle?

He stared, but couldn’t waste his time wondering about that morbid curiosity. Steven was still on his tirade, but they would notice Ash and Glacia in seconds.

His teacher sat on the left side of a great polished table that dominated the center of the room. The table was carved in the shape of Hoenn’s mainland, and Steven had not-so-coincidentally taken the seat nearest to Rustboro.

A moment later, the former champion turned and revealed the dark bags under his eyes, a pinched expression of fatigue hanging over him like a shadow. Ash was reminded of Lance’s burnt-out state and felt a pang of concern.

He’d noticed Steven first, but of the rest, the most recognizable of the occupants sat directly across from Steven in the Lilycove spot.

A floppy white hat hid most of the turquoise hair, but not the matching eyes that immediately reminded Ash of Lisia. Champion Wallace appeared much more dour than his adored niece however.

This took Ash only somewhat by surprise.

Hoenn’s reigning champion was known for his bright smiles and endless zest for life, but right then he didn’t look any better off than Steven. Mostly hidden beneath his stark white Champion’s mantle - his preferred avant-garde style obscured for the moment - Ash could read the slouch in his shoulders and the tired lean of his chin against a propped-up fist: he was just as worn down as his predecessor.

He was just better at hiding it, Ash noted, as the man straightened subtly under a concerned Phoebe’s inspection; his slouch disappearing, and an enigmatic half-smile curling his lips. If he wasn’t looking for it, he wouldn’t have noticed the difference.

You don’t become a Champion Coordinator without understanding the value of appearances.

A young woman sat between Steven and Wallace. Bright pink flowers in her hair clashed with the orange pervading the room, and she shifted her blue, floral-printed skirt with the dull rattle of a jiggling knee as she listened raptly to the proceedings.

Ash thought most of her attention was devoted to the snoozing Sableye sprawled over her lap, though. Its purple body was practically armored in gems of all sorts which clad its vaguely-corporeal form in a shimmering coat.

Her attire wasn’t conducive to a belt, so the dark-skinned woman wore a necklace of pokeballs that swung over Sableye with every movement. Sneasel wouldn’t have been able to resist batting them around.

Elite Four Phoebe presented a playful air, but she had a reputation for playing with her food in battle, in a way resembling her ghosts… but hopefully not in the same form as Agatha.

He knew the last face. Unfortunately familiar, Sidney had his feet kicked up on the massive mahogany table, although Ash couldn’t be sure it wasn’t just Zoroark under an illusion. He had the bored, oppressed air of someone forced to be present, but not inconvenienced enough to do anything about it.

Of course, he noticed Ash first.

Glacia was obscured behind Nidoking’s bulk, but Ash stood awkwardly in the doorway, taking in the sudden rush of information and the familiar feeling that he’d walked into a roomful of living legends.

Sidney smirked, finally offered up a fine new toy.

“Shh!” He cut Steven off. “Quiet down, boss man! Don’t put that filth in the baby’s ears!” He cackled as Steven’s face went redder than ever, his countenance might have been carved from granite for all the warmth it held.

Sidney ignored him in favor of Ash. “Should’ve known our own little walking disaster was coming around! Absol’s been such a -”

Ash tuned him out. His friendship with Gary had trained him well.

This was why he wasn’t looking forward to seeing Sidney again. He was an amazing trainer, but his personality fell somewhere in the mucky territory between George Grey and Gary Oak.

It lasted until Glacia swept up behind him in a flurry of skirts. One frown was all it took for Sidney to cringe, offer a muttered apology, and yank his black loafers off the polished table and onto the floor.

Glacia didn’t spare the man another look. She circled the table and sat primly at Wallace’s left with all the grace befitting a noble lady.

“I apologize for the interruption. It is my pleasure to introduce -”

“Ash! Nidoking!” Steven greeted them with warmth he hadn’t shown the others. It only lasted a moment before he frowned. “What are you doing here?” His eyes widened. “Wait, what happened? What went wrong? Are you all right?”

“What? Nothing. I finished the job.” That came as a reflex, and his hand went to Spiritomb’s Ultra Ball. Steven was too meticulous to miss the motion and frowned subtly. “Uh, maybe. Yes? Definitely yes.”

He hated stumbling over his words in front of the Ever Grande Elite Four, but given the circumstances…

Ash spared the Champion and Phoebe a polite greeting before he continued. They seemed more bemused than anything, and Ash even nodded to Sidney. That was gracious of him, wasn’t it?

With pleasantries dispensed, he cleared his throat. “‘Do not enter by command of Ever Grande League and Champion Steven Stone. Unknown presence within. Suspected hostile.’”

Normally he might take pleasure in stirring a reaction from Steven. This wasn’t one of those occasions. Ash was worn to the bone and one look at Steven proved he felt the same.

Steven’s face was chalk white as his shaking hands clutched at the table as if seeking to throttle it. He looked like he’d seen a ghost, which Ash supposed was a fitting reaction.

“What - how - why?”

“When? Where?” Sidney added unhelpfully.

Glacia tapped the table. “That is enough, Elite Four Sidney. Mr. Stone, please compose yourself.”

Sidney leaned back in his luxurious armchair like a sulking Growlithe. It lightened Ash’s mood just a little, although Sidney’s eyes soon lingered on Steven like a Mightyena eying crippled prey.

“Thank you, Glacia,” Steven pinched the bridge of his nose. “I - this was supposed to be a routine mission, Ash. What happened?”

Ash offered up an abridged version for the sake of time. “I met a wild pokemon contact in the Piede during my mission. She offered us a scout to help us with their ghost problem. We tracked down a few ghosts last night and pinpointed their source.”

Wallace and Steven shared a look. “The tomb. How? Brandon assured us the protections were still in place!”

“They were,” Ash confirmed. “But the Aura - protections eroded since the tomb was opened. Spiritomb wore them down.”

“Spiritomb!”

The name sparked two wildly different reactions. Steven was all wide eyes and slack mouth, but Phoebe’s eyes gleamed like she’d just been handed a winning lottery ticket. She’d been the one to exclaim.

Ash smiled humorlessly. “I can release it if you need proof.”

“Do it!”

Wallace quickly took the situation in hand and shut down Phoebe’s suggestion, cutting in with soft, lilting tones that softened the abruptness of his command. “That won’t be necessary.”

Ash sensed a shadow in his words. No doubt Wallace remembered some unfortunate experience with Cynthia’s corrosive Spiritomb.

How would Wallace react if Ash did release Spiritomb? Could he stand the unfettered power of a Spiritomb unsoftened by years of love, attention, and trust?

The intrusive thought was soon discarded. Ash decided to blame Spiritomb’s influence earlier in the day.

“A Spiritomb… I never would have imagined!” Steven muttered. His face twisted as he comprehended some unknown mystery, and then his lips flattened as the anger resurged. “Ash! I left that warning for a reason. I -”

He abruptly stopped halfway through his tirade. Steven glanced around the room and took stock of the others. Phoebe’s dark, fascinated eyes currently burned a hole through Ash, while Sidney just seemed amused. Glacia was unreadable at Wallace’s side.

“I apologize, but we’ll need to continue this meeting another time. The Champion, Ash, and I require privacy.”

Not one of the Ever Grande Elite Four moved. Three heads swiveled to Champion Wallace, who sent them away with a brief nod. Sidney slunk out first, though Glacia scolded him to correct his posture as he left, and Phoebe drifted in closer as she passed by Ash.

“Please, please, please show me Spiritomb later!”

Her overwhelming enthusiasm was difficult to handle right now, so Ash nodded along just to get the Ghost Master out the door. Phoebe beamed as she skipped out with Sableye prancing along behind her.

Glacia rose like a queen from her seat to Wallace’s left. Arkepagos the Glalie dutifully escorted her as she strode to the exit.

“A pleasure to meet you, Elite Four Ash. I look forward to conversing more. By your leave, Champion Wallace.”

The white-clad Champion dipped his head and Glacia swiftly left them. He could finally breathe with Glacia gone. She wasn’t cruel or malicious in any way, but she loomed much larger than her average height would suggest.

Wallace chuckled at Ash’s reaction, his eyes gleaming knowingly, which left him a little flushed. He’d hoped no one would notice…

Steven could speak freely with the other Elite Four members gone. He appeared outwardly calm, but Ash knew Steven.

The former Champion was drawn taut as a steel cord right now. One good pluck was all it would take to make him snap.

“We didn’t know what was in that tomb,” the Steel Master’s voice was cold stone as he resumed his tirade. “But we did know it was dangerous!” Steven’s calm cracked at the end. His knuckles were white as he gripped the table’s edge. “What possessed you to ignore the warning? It was right there, plain as day!”

Nidoking’s rumble failed to garner a reaction from Steven. Ash scowled. “My mission was to fix the problems in the desert. I found the source of the problem, so I handled it.”

“But why would you go in alone?”

What? He fought to keep his voice level. “My team was with me. I wasn’t alone. We’ve hunted worse than Spiritomb before, and I don’t just mean Legends. It was nothing we couldn’t take care of.”

Nidoking grunted his agreement.

A vein bulged in Steven’s forehead. Steven massaged his temples. “I - Ash. I want to know why you didn’t call for backup. League backup!”

Oh. Ash sighed internally and summoned up his patience.

“We sealed that tomb with metal! Buried it in sand! We carved warnings into the walls… and believe me, that was much harder than it sounds! Nobody was supposed to enter. If anyone did, we thought they’d have the sense to walk away!”

Nidoking snarled. Ash wasn’t far from it. “The protections were fading. One of the locals tore the metal open. It was still an issue! I wasn’t even the first one to check it out - just the only one to go deep enough to deal with it. I handled it, didn’t I?”

Ash unclipped Spiritomb’s Ultra Ball and slammed it on the table. It rested alert and lifeless, just like Spiritomb itself.

“It’s in here. No more ghosts. Mission accomplished.”

“That’s not the problem! I know what Spiritomb are like, Ash! Cynthia didn’t skimp on the details - I’ve spent more than enough time near hers. You could have died!”

“But I didn’t. We handled it,” Ash bit out. “Did you know what was behind that wall? I didn’t. I had my job, and I did it. It was tougher than we thought, but we figured it out. This conversation wouldn’t be happening if I found a Gengar back there. Spiritomb is no Legend.”

It was like he’d flipped Steven’s off switch. One moment he was red and tense and angry and the next he collapsed back into his comfy armchair like a puppet with its strings cut.

Steven’s stare was hard as stone. “That’s not something to measure a threat against. Legends aren’t the only thing that can kill you. Did you ever fear for your life? Did you ever consider that maybe you and your team might have died down there?”

Ash’s hesitation was all Steven needed. His voice was soft. “You made it out, but what if you didn’t? What if I’d gone looking and found you down there… or worse, what if I hadn’t?”

He looked away. “I survived. I won. We’re still here for a reason, Steven.”

Despite his words, Ash imagined the grim alternative. What would his family think if they heard that news? His friends?

“We had a job to do.” He said instead of what he was thinking. “There was no reason to think it would be anything stronger than us. It wasn’t. We couldn’t just walk away!”

Steven considered him. “No, I suppose you couldn’t. You had to see it through. That’s who you are. But did you have to finish it then? Did you have to finish it alone? Was Spiritomb going anywhere?”

Normally silence was Ash’s favorite companion. Not now. Steven seemed content with it, although Wallace was busy reading something on his PokeNav with the single-minded intensity normally reserved for the battlefield.

At least Ash wasn’t alone. This must have been even more awkward for Wallace than it was for Ash. It stung that the Ever Grande Champion was here to watch his dressing down, but at least the rest of the Elite Four had been ushered out.

He considered it. Genuinely.

“No.”

Who knew it could be so difficult to say one word?

“Correct.” Ash flexed his fingers. “What could you have done instead?”

It was always a learning opportunity with Steven. His instincts urged him to look anywhere but Steven’s impassive stare, but Ash steeled himself.

Nidoking was agitated, so Ash brushed his hand against his friend’s shoulder to calm him. It steadied him, too. The huffing and grumbling slowed, but didn’t stop.

Ash grit his teeth and swallowed his pride. “I could have secured the entrance. Called for help. Alerted you.”

“Yes.”

The word hung over them.

“I wanted this to be a routine mission,” Steven grumbled. “Something simple. Fun, even… I wanted you to get experience in the field without dealing with me hovering around. You weren’t supposed to find anything important… although I suppose I should have known something like this would happen. It always does.”

Steven pinched the bridge of his nose and let out a great sigh.

“I digress. My point is that you aren’t alone. When the mission changes, you request assistance, or at least clarification. You’re a part of the League now. “Why did you join us if you won’t ask for help? We’re all part of the same family, extended as it may be. You aren’t alone, Ash. You’re never alone.”

Ash swallowed, taken somewhat aback. “I - I understand.”

Steven looked away. “My intent isn’t to make you feel bad. I’m sure you did well. I just - I want you to know it’s not you alone against the world. We’re here to share that weight.”

Silence fell as Ash processed that.

“I am truly sorry, Ash.” Steven cracked a little. “I’ve sent you into danger so many times and… I thought this was safe. It’s my job to protect you, and I’ve failed time and time again.”

Neither of them could make eye contact anymore. By now Wallace had given up on his pretense and lounged back in his chair with his eyes squeezed tightly shut and headphones clasped over his ears. He’d withdrawn totally from the scene.

Ash envied him.

He considered Steven’s words.

His mentor’s point was valid, he had to concede. Lance and Steven made the offer, and it was Ash who’d signed the contract. The perks were wide and varied, but there were obligations that came with it. Perhaps he should have reached out at least to clarify his objective - Steven was only a single call away.

Yet something inside Ash resisted. The League was his ally. Ash trusted them. He would trust them with Spiritomb, he realized. He’d trust them with the Rockets. He would trust them with Durand and any worldly threat.

The League was composed of strong people. Good people. The best.

But Ash was no fool. His encounter with Spiritomb was only the tip of the iceberg. He’d done well, and he challenged anyone to say otherwise. But Steven’s normal lack of subtlety came down like a hammer in this instance. Steven had perceived a pattern, and he wouldn’t let it go so easily.

He could trust them with so much, but they could never shoulder the burden of the Legends. They couldn’t understand like he did. Couldn’t glean insight into their nature, couldn’t even sense them.

Even Lance…

Explaining that to Steven wouldn’t accomplish anything. He’d tried. He could accept the League’s help, but Ash knew the truth. When it was time, and the stakes were highest, it would be himself and his family where it mattered - where they were called - not the League.

Ash shoved those miserable thoughts away though. They wouldn’t help him here.

“I understand,” he said, letting some of his genuine contrition bleed through the frustration. “I’m sorry. If it helps, I really never thought it would be something like Spiritomb. The others were newborns. Harmless. I was confident in our ability to handle it, but I still should have checked in to be safe. I’ll be better.”

Steven looked ten years younger. “Good. I can’t ask anything more of you. There are so many people in your corner, and we care about you. We want to help you. Please let us.”

Ash’s throat tightened. He managed a nod.

Neither felt especially comfortable with all the mushy talk, so they sat in silence awhile.

Ash rocked back and forth on his heels, seeking any possible outlet for the wellspring of nervous energy writhing beneath his skin, and gripped Nidoking’s clawed hand. Nidoking squeezed back gently, his beady eyes glinting in understanding.

It was fitting, Ash supposed, since Nidoking knew something about interventions himself.

Steven appeared lost in thought, and Wallace was content to wait them out until the fireworks were over, so this went on for at least a minute.

He stood there until he couldn’t stand it anymore.

It was his turn to ask the questions.

“Why didn’t you take down Spiritomb?” Ash asked. “You knew something was there.”

Steven and Wallace shared a look, Steven looking somewhat pained, though not shamed. The Champion nodded.

“Well,” the Steel Master began, “My expedition was aware the tomb would be protected. A Distortional entity was a prime suspect, but we couldn’t gather enough data to verify its nature. We actually managed to achieve our objective with minimal effort and much faster than projected, so we judged it best to withdraw without disturbing it. We saw no need to interfere with the protections. In fact, we’d hoped to keep them intact to dissuade future intruders.”

Ash snorted. He grabbed Spiritomb’s Ultra Ball and clipped it back to his belt. “You don’t say.”

Steven pretended like he didn’t hear Ash. “We didn’t judge it a priority, ultimately. The potential danger outweighed any benefits, particularly given our extensive efforts to ensure the tomb remained hidden. Its natural protections had kept it well-guarded for countless centuries. We expected them to last at least a few more.”

It went unsaid that those efforts weren’t enough to keep Ash out, but that was hardly a fair criticism. Most humans and pokemon would find it impossible to recognize the ruins. The method by which those Aura-forged protections operated still remained a seductive mystery to Ash.

He found it frustrating for another reason as well. After all, who knew what other forcefully inconspicuous places he’d passed over in ignorance?

There could be countless sealed ruins all over Hoenn for all he knew. Indigo might even have a few! Taimu’s tomb was just one he’d become privy to in his time traveling there. Who knew how many more secret places might be tucked away in Sinnoh’s mysterious nooks and crannies, much less the wider world?

Speaking of which…

“I caught glimpses of the thing Spiritomb was guarding,” Ash said. “Not much, but I know it was strong. Was it some kind of weapon?”

Steven appeared disturbed, but Ash had finally caught Wallace’s interest. He realized it was the first time Wallace had spoken to him directly, and there was a marked intensity to him, a sort of manic energy belied by his cool, soothing tones. “Truly? How interesting!” the man exclaimed softly. “In truth, it would be simple to tell you and leave you with a shade of understanding, but perhaps a demonstration is in order. You might be able to answer a few long-standing questions of ours! Steven?”

The former Champion nodded. He closed his eyes, then Juliet appeared seamlessly with a single, delicate step through space-time. She curtsied to Champion Wallace and Steven both, then offered Ash a warm greeting.

Welcome to Ever Grande City. I hope you are enjoying your stay. It’s lovely to see you again.

He projected all the warmth he could into the mental link she’d forged, and then Juliet severed it before she could suffer any backlash from their connection.

Ash turned to Wallace with undisguised curiosity. “You still have it?” he thought back to the vision he’d snagged of the League contingent trekking across the Piede. “I have to see it!”

“Soon!” Wallace finally showed the good cheer he was known for. His smile was just as blindingly white as his mantle. “It might be unfair to say that I still have it. You’ll understand soon enough.”

“Let’s go!” Ash pressed.

He needed to hunt this mystery down and unveil it with his own eyes. Its identity eluded him, but it was, if not responsible for, then at least the reason for Spiritomb’s imprisonment. Someone had seen fit to haul the thing half a world away in times where traveling past one’s native region was a grand accomplishment, just to bury it in the earth, to be forgotten.

There was a story there, and Ash found himself desperate to know it for himself.

Steven rose from his seat. “It’s buried beneath our feet. An extensive network of tunnels and caverns runs beneath our feet. We normally use it as a training ground, but there are other uses for such an isolated and well-protected place.

His blood boiled with anticipation. “What are we waiting for?”

Wallace smiled indulgently. “Only a word! Juliet?”

Psychic power filled the air with a gentle hum. Azure light burned within the Gardevoir’s large eyes, and Ash sensed something twist -

He and Nidoking materialized alongside Steven and Wallace on a confined, grey platform. It looked like a boulder that had been shorn in half, leaving a flat plane to stand on. The platform opened into a box-like hallway of more rough-hewn stone. It was plain, perfectly straight, and lit with a handful of sterile, faintly buzzing white lights reminiscent of those found in hospitals.

“This way!” Wallace gestured forward. “Your answers await beyond this threshold!”

The reigning champion took the lead with a flourish of his brilliant white cape and a swiftness of step. The accessory appeared too pristine to leave the safe confines of the castle, but the Ever Grande Champion held no reservations about drudging through the dust and dirt.

Ash shot a look at Steven, who simply shrugged as if saying ‘What can you do?’.

They followed cautiously. Steven didn’t seem worried - he was smiling, in fact - and wasn’t in a rush like Wallace seemed to be. Ash had no trouble stepping into the tiny, cramped corridor, but Nidoking found it a chore. His sides scraped the walls and blotted out the light behind them.

He offered to return Nidoking, but wasn’t surprised when Nidoking firmly declined. His partner was still agitated after the conversation with Steven, and it soothed him to be able to protect Ash, just in case.

Absent anything else to think about - he wasn’t going to reflect on his argument with Steven until later - Ash instead wondered about the hallway’s purpose. Most League installations were designed with fairly large pokemon in mind, but this design was positively claustrophobic. It was shaped with meticulous care, but was only five and a half feet high at its tallest, with odd dips that forced Steven and Wallace to crouch every few feet. Nidoking only squeezed through by shambling on all fours.

At least his own smaller size was finally coming in handy.

He felt a prickle of curiosity spark when something caught his attention from the corner of his eye; dark and smooth and glistening. Ash leaned down closer to see where it was embedded in the wall.

Barely larger than his hand, the… stone, he realized, fell into a strange, blurred category between velvet purple and pitch black. Looking at it spawned a terrible itch within him, like nails on chalkboard within some primordial corner of his brain. It appeared to slurp up any light that struck it.

His new discovery opened the door to many others like it. More of the dark stones were pressed into the stone walls at regular intervals, but it wasn’t until he focused on one, pushing past the primal urge to recoil, that his suspicions were confirmed.

Dusk stones. Dozens of them. They must have cost a fortune.

A long straightaway. Tight confines. Distortional influence.

“Steven.”

Steven was unable to twist his head around fully, but craned his neck back as far as he could. “Yes?”

“Are we in a kill zone?” Ash’s tone rang with morbid curiosity, dulled by the fact that he knew nothing down here would threaten the Ever Grande Champions. “This is a natural chokepoint.”

Ash could practically hear the wry smile in Steven’s reply. “You’ll see soon enough.”

He sounded more cheerful than Ash would have expected, though there was still an edge of grim humor there - the satisfaction of a well-laid plan, or trap, that experience told Ash he should tread carefully lest he stumble into it.

“There’s still a way to go,” his mentor said. “What else have you noticed?”

Ash’s fingers brushed against a Dusk Stone. It was cool to the touch, but the brief contact shrouded the Concepts within him in the same way as a blanket tossed over a lantern obscured the light and warmth of it.

“The Dusk Stones.”

“Of course. What is their purpose?”

“Blocking teleportation. Psychic interference.” He couldn’t see much past Steven’s back, but the hallway stretched on for ages. “How many?”

Steven radiated satisfaction. “Enough,” he said. “And that is correct. We’ve isolated this chamber from the subterranean network, but the stones help hide it from prying eyes. Wild pokemon tend to avoid Distortion-saturated areas, and only those intimately familiar with the vault may teleport in safely.”

“Doesn’t it cast a shadow?” He struggled to translate his thoughts into words - psychics thought of these things differently than he did. It didn’t translate easily. “Dazed can sense ghosts and dark-types through the hole they leave in her senses. Is it the same here?”

“Few are that capable. Noxoceptory skills are rather specialized, though quite valuable. A good question, however,” Steven acknowledged. “In theory, a skilled psychic might perceive the cavern. The rock surrounding the vault is enough to block some of their senses though, and the concentration of Dusk Stones makes the task even more difficult. Piercing the vault at all would demand an intimate familiarity; this can all be considered insurance.”

Their little group neared the end of the tunnel by the time Steven finished his explanation. Another chamber lay beyond. Ash noticed that their tunnel seemed to grow more cramped as it went on. He could only imagine how difficult it would be for intruders to squeeze through tripping over the divots in their haste. They’d be stuck shuffling along, trapped and cramped.

No teleportation to pull them out. No way to protect themselves. No way to call for help.

His sense of claustrophobia only intensified. It hadn’t been helped by his experiences in Spiritomb’s crypt, nor Jirachi’s. The Dusk Stones cast a shadow over more than just the stone, and Ash found that their proximity soon left his mind haunted with paranoia and eager to twitch at every shadow.

Ash shoved it down to deal with later.

“Voila!” Wallace’s delighted cry echoed throughout the vault ahead. He’d escaped the tunnel and turned to face Ash with his arms spread wide. There was a hint of relief in his eyes. “Behold our treasure!”

Steven wasn’t so dramatic, but he seemed just as excited as Wallace. Ash might be able to pick up on the sensations if he pushed outward rather than inward, but was too overcome by his own curiosity to try and snag a sense of Steven’s feelings as well.

Nidoking struggled through the last few feet of the kill zone and groaned in relief. Vertebrae popped as he stretched back to his full height and his great tail swished happily along the floor. Ash showed his sympathy with a quick pat before he took the new chamber into account.

He froze.

The vault was simple, just like the sealed tomb beneath the Piede. It was rectangular, clearly chiseled out of a natural hollow, and was dotted with lanterns that hung from the walls. They washed the chamber in the same sterile white light as the tunnel behind them.

Functional and practical. Ash approved.

Why pretty something up if no one was meant to see it?

That thought lasted as long as Steven stepped aside and the vault’s centerpiece appeared behind him.

A stone titan rested beneath Ever Grande.

Both could only stare, Nidoking with an instinctual wariness, Ash with his mind heavy with memories not his own, plucked from history and the sands of time.

It was an eternity before he shook himself and sucked in a breath. Ash stepped forward.

The Champions might as well have vanished for all the attention he paid them. A dark shape - a Probopass? - levitated over to Steven, but that only distracted him for a moment before the towering monolith dragged him back.

It loomed with the presence of a mountain. The titan was immobile and lifeless, which was a relief as memories of a bloodsoaked statue clicking and shrieking and crushing enemy lines came to mind, but still offered the uncanny sensation of life.

He’d seen performers in various city squares who acted like statues. They’d sit motionless for hours before a twitch - inevitable, a failure of the flesh - would give them away.

The titan left Ash with the same impression, but it was not so flawed.

It scraped the vault’s ceiling, standing just under twenty feet tall, and suffocated the chamber with its bulk. The titan’s form was that of a chiseled - literally - humanoid, comprised of a thick trunk of stone that ended with short, stocky legs. Enormous, club-like arms were connected to the main body by jutting, russet shoulders.

A thinner ‘head’ hewn atop its pillar-like trunk cemented its appearance. Dull dots in a familiar pattern sat on the titan’s featureless face, and the sight sparked another vision from Spiritomb’s crypt.

Old, foreign memories of this monolith in action came to the forefront of his mind.

Club arms crushed a Steelix like a Caterpie, mighty feet trod over snapping bone, bodies popped like overripe fruit, the empty shell’s eyes burned yellow with dread purpose. 

This was an engine of war.

He couldn’t imagine the effort invested into trapping it beneath the sands of the Piede by those who sought to remove a deadly tool forever. How many had it crushed beneath its feet before those ancients discovered a way to deactivate it? What price was paid to transport it so many leagues from its homeland? Why bring it here at all, and not simply drop it into the sea to weather away?

Why, why, why?

Now it was held by another great power hundreds - thousands? - of years later.

History did love to repeat itself. Nothing remained buried forever.

He found himself grateful this titan was found when it was. Ash couldn’t estimate its strength in the modern day, but the League had evidently deemed it valuable enough to invest significant resources into safeguarding it. It must still hold some degree of power, despite the centuries of technological and training advancement.

The Last War had been bad enough without throwing ancient superweapons into the mix.

Thirty years ago, the titan might have rampaged through Unova. It would have been set to work shattering enemy lines and weathering artillery strikes and elemental storms. Would have spilled blood of hundreds anew, unthinking, an automaton set to task.

But then, who could know? Maybe it would have been used in the reconstruction efforts as well. Rock-types had been invaluable there. Ash’s League was not the cruel, capricious kingdoms of old.

It could be different.

For now though?

For now it gathered dust. He was grateful for that.

His curiosity couldn’t be sated with just a look, though. Ash yearned to touch it. His gut demanded he reach beyond his skin and fill this silent stone statue with his spirit. Its secrets needed to be sought out. He needed to take them for himself.

He needed to know.

“May I?”

Ash already stepped closer to the golem, but Wallace happily waved him along.

“Magnificent, isn’t it?”

It certainly was.

He walked circles around the titan. His eyes took in every facet and crack and imperfection, and there were many. It was weathered like an exposed cliffside, a patchwork of different varieties of stone, but Ash couldn’t pick out any individual battle scars. At first glance it appeared crafted from ordinary rock - crafted, because it definitely wasn’t natural - but….

Ash hadn’t tried to extend his senses yet, but he didn’t really need to.

Authority bled into the world from the titan’s skin and exuded power. The desire of a starving man filled him. What secrets had been buried within the titan by the ancient masons?

At least Wallace seemed pleased with his awe, like a collector showing off his favorite trophy.

Steven beat him to the punch. His hand rested on the silent Probopass with surprising familiarity, and Ash wondered what connection they held. “See what you can learn. Chemical analysis revealed little useful information. It’s proven unreactive to everything from hydrofluoric acid to - oh, nevermind. It’s composed of various stones, primarily common types such as granite, sandstone, and limestone. Samples match up with specimens from Sinnoh, especially those sourced from certain parts of Mt. Coronet, but there is no apparent pattern to the composition itself.”

He didn’t respond.

“Battlefield simulations revealed its physical properties aren’t in line with the quality of its materials. It’s too strong and too durable. Drake’s practical demonstrations turned up similar results.”

Ash pressed his hand against it. He half-expected it to lurch and kill them all the moment he brushed it, but the titan remained inert.

That was a pleasant surprise. His day hadn’t exactly gone to plan so far.

“What do you call it?”

The rock was exactly what he’d expected. His touch corroborated it as simple stone. No heartbeat pounded beneath the lithic skin. No core burned hot beneath its carapace. It really did feel like a big statue.

For now.

“Champion Cynthia visited at Steven’s request when it was first unearthed. She was hesitant to make any bold claims, but she was confident it was a Sinnoan relic from the days before the League.”

“The Weeping Centuries.”

Wallace blinked. “Yes! There are fairy tales of golems shaped by their mythical God-King after his supposed pilgrimage to Snowpoint. Others mention a Ponderous Mover, whatever that may be.”

He treated the subject more flippantly than Ash would expect. After all, he supposed, if you went to the right villages you might hear old ghost stories of tormented spirits tied to keystones. Ash wouldn’t be so quick to discount all of Sinnoh’s legends.

Wait!

Ash dug through complex webs of lore crisscrossed with historical fact from his readings. He called brief passages to mind - myths and legends interested him for obvious reasons, and Sinnoh was infested with them.

Dense mountains, hidden valleys, and the general oddities of Mt. Coronet combined with truly ancient legacies ensured countless stories were passed down the generations.

He remembered one of those tales now. Three golems molded from the elements. One shaped of frost, one of metal, and one of…

Ash examined the stone golem again. His curiosity burned even brighter now. It was impossible to describe the realization you stood in the presence of history. The relics preserved in Ever Grande Castle were amazing, but they might have been shaped yesterday compared to the stone titan.

Assuming the legends were correct, of course. They might hold a grain of truth, but they were hardly a sturdy foundation to build a hypothesis off of.

What were their names? Ash couldn’t quite recall. He looked to Nidoking for help and received a blank stare and a halfhearted shrug in response to his question.

Dazed would know for certain. Plenty of his team loved to be around while Ash read, but Dazed took the content to heart. She’d probably even make fun of him for losing track. He could remember reading the words aloud to her while they studied.

Ash spent a good bit of time trying to teach her to read human script since they’d returned to Hoenn, but they’d met with limited success. Personally, he thought she was downplaying her capabilities so they could spend more time -

Maybe Spiritomb had messed with his head more than he’d thought. It felt like he couldn’t go five seconds without getting sidetracked.

Those memories were the key, though. He thought about it more.

…Ah.

“Regirock. Regice. Registeel.”

He’d look up their specifics later. Ash doubted the little scrap he’d tracked down would be very useful, but any information was better than none.

“Cynthia came to that conclusion as well!” Wallace seemed happy enough to stand aside while Ash investigated, but he edged away whenever Ash circled closer. He might have been offended, but given his luck… “She spent half a week poring over Regirock, but she encountered limited success. Please continue to examine it. Your particular talents may turn something up.”

Steven sent Wallace a dirty look.

Ash focused back on Regirock as the Champions watched. Steven whispered to Probopass, but Ash ignored it. His whole world was twenty feet tall, built thicker than a brick house, and silent as the dead.

His hand pressed his hand harder against the unyielding stone. Ash breathed deeply and closed his eyes. The vault was still and silent beyond the faint breaths of himself, Nidoking, and the two Champions.

He fell deeper into the silence.

Dark. Quiet. Alone. Sleep. Don’t fight. Aren’t you tired? Lay down. Embrace the end. 

Ash’s breath hitched as he teetered on the abyss inside him. His hand twitched towards Spiritomb’s container to reassure him it was safely sealed, but Ash knew this was his own doing. The cursed spirit couldn’t affect him from within the Ultra Ball.

No, it was just his mind playing tricks on him…

His self-awareness helped him regain focus. The gnawing emptiness within him threatened to rise again. It was a relic of Spiritomb’s hollow nature, empowered, perhaps, by the Dusk Stones cloaking this place, scooping out the joy and life and everything else within him. Good or bad, positive or negative, fair or foul… it was all gobbled up by the yawning void.

Without action - something to occupy his thoughts, his hands, his focus - and the absence of any stimulus, Ash was alone with himself.

It couldn’t catch him off guard this time, though. He skirted around the gaping void threatening to swallow him. Ash pressed harder against Regirock’s solid form and brought all he could to drag up to bear; the curiosity, hunger, the thirst for whatever knowledge the titan elicited to the surface.

When his urge for self-improvement wasn’t enough, he grasped Nidoking’s clawed hand.

Nidoking was warm and alive and everything Ash needed. His blunt claws clenched around Ash’s smaller hand, and that one action centered Ash.

They stood together for a long, long time. Ash had experimented a bit and never stopped poking at his limits these last few weeks, but he’d only picked up so much. He pressed outward, but there was no tangible connection to draw on.

With Plume, they had a bond broad and deep as an ocean, filled to the brim with shared victories and failures. Most of all, they bore a mutual love that bound them together. Steven was his first real teacher. His guidance and actions had paved the way for everything Ash had become.

Regirock offered an intellectual curiosity. All that tied Ash to the golem was a passion for the legacy this lifeless creature embodied, and an endless desire to know what it could truly accomplish.

Ash soon realized that that wasn’t enough. There was… something… there.

It was akin to the sensation of staring into someone’s eyes and finding only mysteries lurking behind them. There were hints, the beginnings of something greater, but not enough to discern insights into Regirock’s past, or its true nature.

The realization earned a disgruntled frown. He wasn’t about to fail here. Not with Steven around and Wallace’s rapt attention on him.

What else, what else, what else?

Ash delved into the tomb which was Regirock’s home for countless years. Centuries washed over Regirock like rain drops off a mountain while it rested there. Empires rose and fell. The ordinary lives of pokemon and humans rushed by in the blink of an eye, only to be replaced by fresh life, an ever-flowing river of change that touched all, save it.

The world moved on without Regirock.

Could it be lonely? Did it feel? Ash frowned.

He’d pierced the veils anchored in Regirock’s tomb as only a handful of others had managed. He was able to sense the true nature of those embedded ideas and emotions and memories. He knew the minds of those men, women, and pokemon who carved them into the stone and sand.

Ash and his family had bested Regirock’s pitiful, terrible guardian and whisked it away from its empty tomb. It hung on his belt! Who else could say they’d seen this titan in action? It was faded and swift like a dream, but he remembered the bloodsoaked war machine’s implacable stride across a dozen battlefields.

Feel me, he pressed into the titan. Tell me your story.

He clung to these ideas. Ruminating for a brief eternity, tethered to himself by Nidoking’s reassuring presence, searching, and -

There! Information flooded his mind, difficult to describe and murky as a bog. Not thoughts and not quite memories, but feelings, impressions, and ideas. And beneath it all, a reflection of something so much greater.

“For my children when I am gone, and my children’s children…”

His hands, those of a common man, took ordinary Michinan stone and made something extraordinary. 

“Be mighty, perpetual, and unchanging. Do not falter and do not break! Endure! And if you must break, you will not remain broken. You are an empty vessel waiting to be filled. Live! Live and serve!”

Serve serve serve serve serve 

His hand threatened to slip away from Regirock as the rush of knowledge carved through his brain like an oncoming storm. Painful? No. Overwhelming? Very. It strained him like those long nights planning for Fino, training his team to their limits, or reviewing the Pokedex to ensure his knowledge stayed fresh.

Face after face filled his mind. Most grinned and laughed, ecstatic with their new servant. Many shared a resemblance, but others quaked in their boots. Those faces never lasted long. A new master would replace them soon enough.

Ash tasted their souls and sipped their thoughts. He felt the commands carved into Regirock’s core. They’d entangled themselves there and infused the mighty shell with their will. Regirock was a canvas to a hundred different shades, a drop of each master’s unique color added to cement their bond.

They were all gone, but a shallow trace of their legacy lived on in the golem.

No… not all were gone! There was still one, fresh and young and strong - and close! One who had traversed the sands and unburied a relic of times long past. Silver!

Ash followed that silver thread, traced the familiar presence, and swiveled to face him.

“Steven?”

“Yes?” Steven looked up from doting on ‘d carefully picked over Probopass’ every inch for any nicks or scratches.

All he could do was stare. His hand slipped away from Regirock. The golem remained dead stone, but he knew the truth now. Ash sensed the depths beneath its calm surface, if only barely, and wondered if the firm bond between Steven and the titan might become visible like a knotted thread if he imagined hard enough.

“…How?”

Wallace made a pleased noise in his throat.

“Ah. You figured it out.” Steven looked pointedly at Wallace, who waved him on as if graciously admitting defeat. There was definitely a story there, but Ash couldn’t care less at the moment.

Until he had the stubborn thought that he’d been subject to yet another bet, anyway.

He’d have to start taking a cut of all this eventually. It sounded like he was the only one not benefitting from the rampant gambling plague infecting the Leagues.

“How? Something to do with Aura. Some kind of bond,” Ash said, every synapse filled with fireworks.

He theorized what he could, based on the impressions he’d received. “But you aren’t trained,” he continued. “Cynthia would have mentioned it, and I’ve never sensed anything from you. So you don’t need any experience to command it?” He shook his head. “Or it’s not a conscious pairing. Can you control it? You should. It’s like a little piece of you is in there filling up all that empty space. Can you give it conscious commands, or does it respond automatically? That would be much more efficient -”

Steven looked rather overwhelmed with the flood of questions and raised his hand to placate Ash.

He flushed, but felt more impatience than anything else. Normally Steven could handle questioning like that. Was he taking longer than normal, or was it just in his head? Ash wondered if it was a consequence of not having Metagross’ processing power linked to him.

“To answer your questions…” Steven began. “No. I didn’t intentionally bond with Regirock. I was just the first to touch it. A link formed when I did, one that remains beyond my own understanding. It obeys my commands, but requires conscious direction.”

Steven’s eyes squeezed shut. Nearly thirty seconds passed before Regirock lurched to life with a whistle. Its patterned dots burned orange like hot coals and soon after greeted the world with clicks and stuttering chirps.

Ash and Nidoking both startled - his partner immediately shifted to gently, but firmly, yank Ash behind him. Nidoking was cognizant enough of the situation to show some restraint, but still adopted a defensive stance that secured Ash entirely from any direct danger. Ash allowed it, his attention too enraptured by the titan to protest.

Regirock didn’t move again until Steven’s face scrunched up. One enormous clublike arm lifted, and then it took a single step forward and shook the cavern. For a moment Ash feared the entire vault might come crashing down around them.

He noted that Regirock’s movements grew smoother the longer Steven commanded it. It gradually shifted from the shambling of a newly reanimated creature to something more fluid and natural, however bizarre it was to apply that word to such a monolithic creature.

Steven further demonstrated his command over Regirock for a minute or two - making it raise and lower its arms, turn around, and even lift a few errant pebbles with whatever rock sense it possessed - before allowing it to slip back into unconsciousness.

Regirock droned loudly and clicked once, twice, three times before it complied, shifting back to its original position and returning to stasis. Its arms lowered to scrape the ground as the animative force fled and left it nothing but a lifeless statue once again.

Ash watched raptly. Every twitch of Regirock’s mighty form fascinated him. Power, vigor, and strength radiated off of it, and the only thing he could imagine right now was facing it with his team. He wasn’t sure if they could truly damage it given the mysteries of its creation, but they would have a great time trying!

What a fight that would be!

Wallace gently supported Steven as his eyes snapped open. The man swayed, but then steadied himself on Probopass, who levitated its Mini-Noses beneath Steven’s arms to hoist him up.

“Thank you!” Steven gasped, sucking in a few grateful breaths. “It’s a draining experience. I find it grows easier over time, but I haven’t connected with it in months. I used to manage for an hour before the strain would overcome me.”

Ash nodded, but remained silently adrift in his own thoughts. Regirock must be a phenomenal force to command, but he had to question its use on a real battlefield… at least with how Steven controlled it. It took forever to get moving! One good ambush would leave him defenseless.

That begged his next question. “Has it seen any use?”

“No!” Wallace said firmly. “We’ve tested its capabilities, but we can’t share it with the world! Besides, we are long past the days of monolithic, sluggish armies. Regirock is ill-adapted for the conflicts we face today.”

“Our current methods are sufficient for Rockets,” Steven interjected. “Regirock would invite questions. There are too many wagging tongues and cameras are everywhere these days.” He looked pointedly at Ash, who agreed. Greenfield had proven that many times over. One good look at the truth and the whole world would want to scrape it bare. “There are the practical considerations as well, as I’m sure you can understand.”

Ash could read between the lines well enough. Regirock was too big. Too unwieldy. Too slow. It was designed to tear down a fortress and uproot its foundation, not to engage in the kind of asymmetrical conflict that the League found itself bogged down in.

Hoenn was a vast land. The mainland alone was the size of Johto, and when you took the archipelago and surrounding waters into account it was just as expansive as Indigo itself. Criminals could hide anywhere, and subduing them was a matter of flexibility, quick action, and stealth rather than strength.

The League already had strength in spades. Regirock might not be likely to be overpowered unless something like Mewtwo was skulking around, but…

A cold fire flickered, then went dim. It scanned Regirock for just a moment, but didn’t seem overly interested in it. That only reinforced Ash’s own thoughts about the golem.

“You mentioned tests,” he asked. “What did the League find?”

“It’s nearly invulnerable to physical force,” Steven seemed rather perturbed by that, probably due to his comments earlier about Regirock’s composition. He was a logical man, and Regirock defied sense. “Elemental attacks have minimal effect. Cryobombs can’t impair its movement and regular explosives barely scratch it. I encountered limited success with Metagross’ Mega Evolved form and Railgun, but it only managed to snap off two of its limbs.”

Ash blinked. “Only?”

“Regirock remained combat capable. It repaired itself within a minute,” Steven explained with a furrowed brow. “Its regenerative abilities and durability combine to render Regirock nearly indestructible. If I remember correctly, Drake enjoyed putting that theory to the test.”

Ash narrowed his eyes. “Physical force and elemental attacks don’t work, so psychic attacks should be pretty useless. Telekinetic abilities, anyway. They could attack your mind, but you have Metagross to handle that. What about ghosts and dark-types?”

They were masters of circumventing conventional protections, as Ash knew well. It was hard to imagine Regirock susceptible, though. Sinnoh had experienced entire plagues of weaponized ghosts courtesy of Hearthome.

“Useless. Phoebe and Sidney worked as a team and couldn’t break down its defenses. Regirock’s regeneration slowed, but they left no lasting damage.”

Nidoking eyed Regirock curiously and snorted. Ash could easily imagine what was going through his head. Maybe Steven wouldn’t be averse to letting his team work out some frustration on the golem. It wasn’t like they could break it, right?

Perhaps he should ask Wallace first. He seemed invested in learning more, and Ash could spin it as testing Plume’s new technique on it.

Getting it out of this vault would be a nightmare, though.

“How’d you even get it out of the tomb? Regirock is…” Ash struggled with words. Instead he just stretched his arms wide like he was trying to give Nidoking a hug. Which he then did, because why waste the opportunity?

Steven smiled and rapped his knuckles against a plain pokeball hanging from his belt.

Ash’s eyebrows rose. “Really?”

But, he thought, answering his own question, if Regirock had no will to resist the capture, it was no surprise. At least now he knew how they managed to smuggle the giant thing out of the desert with no one the wiser.

“Isn’t technology amazing? A century ago, it would have been almost impossible to extract Regirock. We certainly wouldn’t be able to blast through the walls.” The Steel Master’s eyes took on a distant haze. “They must have placed Regirock and then built the tomb around it. My father should -”

“It’s amazing you can learn so much from a single touch. Fascinating!” Wallace interrupted Steven pointedly. The man studied Ash with blatant fascination. “You remind me of the old stories. What do you feel? Bah! Time for that later,” he said before Ash could respond. “But I have one more question before we leave.”

Seconds ticked by.

“…Yes?”

With Wallace’s dramatic flair satisfied, he pointed to Regirock. “Is it a Legend?”

Now that was a hard question. Ash hesitated for long enough to turn the question over in his mind.

“…No.”

He could have said that no legend could have been created by mortal hands, but the cold presence lurking in his mind put that thought to rest immediately.

Regirock though, was not.

He couldn’t tell whether that relieved the Ever Grande Champions or introduced new distress. Something clicked into place and Ash sighed. “Neither of you have seen a Legend, have you?”

They shared a glance. Ash had caught them doing that several times now. They looked for guidance from the other, like neither man could determine which held the true power.

Steven had been Champion until recently, after all, so perhaps Wallace hadn’t quite filled those boots. It was something to keep an eye on.

“I - well…” Steven stammered.

“We’ve received footage of recent events in Kanto, and also had the privilege of witnessing Johto’s Legendary Beasts in Greenfield! In fact, your name was attached to most of those files.” Wallace said, though Steven winced at the reminder.

Ash ignored the memories attached and toyed with the Unown tablet looped around his neck. For a moment he missed the nexus of knowledge and power he’d held for just a few brief minutes. What wonders would he have spun if he clung to their power?

Seductive as the thought was, it was one he had to scoff at.

What nightmares, more like. 

“The Beasts are newborn,” Ash relished the look on Wallace’s face, but reminded himself of how much he missed Suicune. He would give so much for the wind against his face and cooling rain against his skin. “I’ve had… visions of Regirock. Flashes of battle. It was unstoppable. For mortals. But a true Legend wouldn’t leave a battlefield to fight on. There’s no comparison.”

“I see.” Wallace muttered. He really didn’t. “Well… there’s that plan for Lavaridge, then.”

It took a second, then Ash fought down his snort of derision. They’d hoped Regirock might stand a chance against the beast beneath Mt. Chimney?

They really had no idea.

“As expected,” Steven sighed. “Data from Project SCRY indicated Regirock would be of limited use. It was still nice to hope they were wrong.” He stroked his chin thoughtfully. “We might be able to use it as a guard. Ash’s recent information indicates it’s advisable to fortify the Ranger position on Mt. Pyre.”

Ash filed that tidbit away for later.

“It may be necessary,” Wallace agreed. “But only if you can learn to automate it!” He jabbed an imperious finger at the former Champion. Steven offered a long-suffering sigh, but listened intently. “Steven, it’s your responsibility to manage it more effectively. Regirock is an underutilized asset, and we may require its services sooner than we’d like. If your ability to puppet it has degraded, we must correct that immediately.”

Steven sighed. “I’ll update Fino and Flannery. Would you like to speak with Phoebe, or should I?”

Ash soon drowned out their exchange as it slipped into the mundane. He was interested in the logistics and concessions and arrangements they discussed, but it was hard to focus with a twenty foot tall golem occupying the room.

They discussed Lavaridge, Mt. Pyre, and a dozen other contingencies and potential uses for the golem, and an obvious fact slapped Ash in the face.

Regirock’s master was Steven.

Steven, who stepped down from his Champion’s throne.

That certainly complicated things. Did that play a role in Steven’s current closeness with the League, or did he just prefer being a close affiliate? Lance spoke all-too-often of the burden shouldered by a Champion, and Ash had seen the toll it had taken on him.

Steven left to chase after Pierce, and the man was locked away for good now. He’d devoted himself to bringing his blood to justice and relinquished an envied position to accomplish it.

But what had it cost him?

It wasn’t something he’d thought of before, but Steven’s strange half-position in the League drew more of Ash’s curiosity. Steven had authority, certainly, but his word wasn’t law. Had Wallace fended off any recent challenges from Steven? Had he not attempted to reclaim his title at all? Would he ever?

Questions for later, Ash supposed. Steven’s expression would be priceless if Ash brought it up now with Wallace in the same room, but he wouldn’t do that. It would be clueless, if not downright rude.

Claydol would love it, though. He might be able to barter some extra lessons for Dazed if he shared the not-memory with Claydol.

And Dazed would love that, so he might convince her to work more with Nidoking…

“- hope you realize why this matter is held to secrecy,” Steven said. How long had he been talking? He’d been utterly lost in his own world. “Information on Regirock is shared on a need-to-know basis. In hindsight, I should have included you on that short list. You’re our resident expert, after all.”

Ash snorted. “Let me know if you have any other superweapons. Or Legends.”

“Just the one for now!” Wallace laughed. “And you’ll include us in any new discoveries, I hope.”

Guilt blossomed in his gut as Jirachi’s purple chrysalis filled his thoughts. It was so lonely beneath Forina, smothered by Earth’s overwhelming presence and encircled by an audience of corpses.

“I’ve been in Hoenn for six weeks. It took me around three to find a monster underneath Mt. Chimney, and three more to find a Spiritomb. Check back with me in a few weeks.”

At least he wasn’t directly lying, he thought as Steven smiled painfully at him and Wallace laughed delightedly.

It didn’t make him feel any better. Half-truths were just lies with a pretty face. He knew how he’d feel if faced with one - he was standing in front of the subject of that very kind of omission - and the deception raked at every fiber of his being.

It’s important, he justified it.

Yeah, that was what every liar told themselves. Twisting the truth just meant you were too cowardly to face reality… Ash absolutely despised the realization that it was accurate.

Steven was white as a ghost. He settled one hand on Probopass. Ash would have to dig up the story about those two later. “I hope not,” he muttered. “Thank you for your assistance, Ash. We have more to work with thanks to you. There is one last matter I’d like to address before we leave.”

There was only one possibility. Ash tapped the Ultra Ball, which Nidoking grumbled at.

“Spiritomb,” Steven frowned. “The Ever Grande League will safeguard it. I believe Phoebe has a fascination with them. We’ll have to get Cynthia’s expert opinion on how to treat it. In the worst case scenario, we can give it peace without harming others.”

“No.”

Steven blinked. “Excuse me?”

Ash steadied his nerves. His fingers went white as he squeezed the Ultra Ball. One twitch of his and Spiritomb’s power would be released back into the world.

He kept his finger far, far away from the release.

It was hard, but he forced all doubt from his mind. Nidoking twitched as he realized where this was going, but went back to glaring at the Champions. “I’m holding onto it.”

Steven looked at him aghast. “You… want to keep it? Why?”

“I have to get my team’s thoughts first,” Ash said. “But yes. I think I can help it.”

Wallace backed away, his face a neutral mask. It was plain as day that he wanted nothing to do with this discussion, and that emboldened Ash. Spiritomb couldn’t be that important to the League if the Ever Grande Champion wasn’t willing to take a position.

Steven pulled his hand from Probopass, who stared at Ash with its blank eyes. The little dots of iron held tight to its face with magnetic force danced around as though a stiff breeze had rushed through the silent vault.

“Ash…” he trailed off, obviously exasperated. “You’ve seen what a Spiritomb can do. I met Cynthia’s when it was freshly caught. It takes a terrible toll on you! You’re already unsta - “

He cut himself off with a cough.

“You’re already burdened,” he continued more gently. “Cynthia walked an easier road than you, Ash. Training Spiritomb still left her a husk for months. Insomnia, post-traumatic stress, emotional imbalances… she’d be the first to tell you how dangerous and unhealthy it is. It won’t be like Infernus when you first received him, and it won’t necessarily get better.”

“Then I’ll speak to her.”

Ash held himself straight with all the self-control he could muster, though he felt himself vibrate with restless frustration. The day hadn’t done much for his patience. It would be so easy to embrace Fire to let the storm run wild or numb himself with Ice to steel himself with cold objectivity. They were the undercurrent always with him and ready to be drawn on.

He didn’t call on either.

“I’ll get Cynthia’s opinion,” he repeated, louder, when Steven opened his mouth to argue. Then he saw Wallace’s frown. “Champion Cynthia’s opinion,” he corrected himself. “Can you put me in contact? I’ll need time to get my team’s thoughts as well. I want to see what she has to say, what she’d recommend.”

A thrill shot through him at the thought of speaking with Cynthia again, but Steven’s words soon whisked him back.

“For the record, I’m very unhappy,” Steven said tightly. “This isn’t a good idea. An undiluted Spiritomb is a disaster waiting to happen. Any average person would fall apart. And you, Ash…”

“And me?” Ash clamped down on the challenge in his words. He needed to win Steven’s approval, not convince him to dig in his heels. “What about me?”

Steven’s paced in front of Regirock now, the titan’s silent presence hovering over them all. He spoke gently.

“You’re too young to have seen the things you have, Ash. Far too young. And much of it is directly my fault,” Steven grimaced. “What if this is what breaks you, and I don’t do anything to stop it?”

Wallace was fully turned away now and tapped his foot rhythmically to the vault’s floor. He quietly whistled a cheery tune while muffled music blared from his PokeNav into the white headphones from before.

“It’s too late for that,” Ash said. “If I was going to fall apart, it would have happened already. That ship’s sailed.”

He’d been tempered by the Concepts. Mewtwo’s oceanic mind had flooded his own. Legends had touched his spirit. Something small as a Spiritomb couldn’t devour him, not now that he knew its power and how to counter it.

It wasn’t something to treat lightly, but he was better armed than anyone else for the challenge.

Steven looked close to despair, but must have seen something indomitable in Ash. His mouth open and closed, then he cocked his head as if to say something insightful, and finally Steven seemed to give in altogether.

“We’ll be having a discussion later about how unhealthy that attitude is, but… I’m allowing it..”

Ash grinned.

“On a few conditions!”

“Name them.”

“Cynthia’s approval is a must. That’s non-negotiable,” Steven said. Given resolution, he was falling back into his role as a mentor. Ash could already see the wheels turning in his mind as he made plans and contingencies “If she supports your decision, you’ll need to maintain regular correspondence so that she can ensure you aren’t in any danger.”

Oh no, how terrible. Ash hid his delight behind a neutral mask.

“You will also submit regular self-assessments on your emotional state. If you notice any serious changes you are expected to come forward immediately. Additionally, I will require weekly check-ins with a psychic to monitor your emotional state.”

Ash raised an eyebrow. “Finding a psychic capable of working with me might be tough. Who’s reading these reports?”

“There are a small number that can handle you, although the list grows shorter every day. Not Dazed, of course. Claydol would also be a conflict of interest. So would Metagross. I’m not familiar with the wellness department’s current specialists, unfortunately.”

Ash nearly cringed at the thought of Metagross digging around in his thoughts. Metagross pointedly ignored Ash’s existence most of the time. He couldn’t remember an occasion it had connected telepathically with him. Normally it was too intertwined with Steven to bother.

Did Metagross even know what feelings were? Ash doubted it.

Claydol wouldn’t be too bad. They got on well, although that connection may be too intimate for Ash’s liking. At least Steven hadn’t suggested Bob…

That actually brought an idea to mind.

“How about Juliet?” He suggested. “I trust her.”

He only needed to make sure that Mewtwo wouldn’t interfere.

“I’ll discuss it with her,” Steven nodded. “As for your reports, they will be filed here and left unread unless Juliet - or whichever psychic you’re assigned - believes there is cause for concern. It is primarily for you to reflect on your emotional state and become self-aware of any changes.”

Well, that was a relief.

He’d put up with a lot to keep Spiritomb on his team, but imagining another person - a human, of all things - skimming over his private thoughts was disconcerting. The idea of making himself so open - so raw, exposed… that was uncomfortable. They could dissect every word and compare it to other entries, build patterns around his behavior… ugh.

He didn’t want a file on him to be tucked away in some bureaucrat’s desk. 

Ash shoved it down. “Anything else?”

Steven hesitated. “There are no additional official requirements. I will keep you informed of any updates to our arrangement.”

“And unofficial?”

“I know you’ll do this anyway, but make sure your entire team supports you on this. I would expect nothing left for you, but they must know what they’re getting into.”

He thought back to the reactions they’d displayed in the face of Spiritomb’s unbridled presence. “I don’t think that’ll be a problem.”

“Good.” Steven sighed. His hands trembled slightly. “Ash… please don’t be afraid to come to me.”

His throat clenched, but Ash nodded stiffly.

An awkward moment passed.

Nothing else sounded satisfactory, so Ash decided to change the subject entirely. That sounded like the easiest option. “We’ll be in Ever Grande City for a while, then?”

Steven looked as relieved as Ash… as did Wallace, if the cautious removal of his headphones was anything to go by. The former Champion brushed against Probopass again. “Yes. A week, if not more. I have our course charted out, but there are matters here I must attend to.”

That was fine with Ash. Spiritomb gave him plenty to prepare for, and he had a few things he’d like to consult with Sidney and Phoebe about. If he could pick up pointers from more experienced Masters such as Glacia, Wallace, or even Drake himself… well, it was tough not to salivate at the thought.

Ever Grande already fascinated him. He couldn’t wait to walk its halls and hunt down every scrap of knowledge it had to offer. There was enough here to keep him occupied for months. This week would just give him a taste.

“Juliet is scheduled to return shortly. She’ll return you to the castle. Wallace and I will remain down here.”

No doubt they’d be down here for hours discussing a thousand different subjects. It was hard to imagine a more secure location for sensitive topics - Regirock certainly wasn’t going to be eavesdropping. With a land as diverse and rife with conflicting views as Hoenn, there would always be plenty of fires to douse.

He didn’t envy them that.

Ash wouldn’t turn down a free pass to get out of here though. Nidoking’s presence was a constant reassurance and Regirock fed the fires of his fascination, but the vault felt suffocating. The walls were too close and Regirock too large. Ash hungered for fresh air, bright colors, and the salt spray on his skin… but he would make do with an empty grey room over spending another moment underground.

Besides, he had all sorts of things to attend to. He suspected there would be little rest in his future.

Steven’s eyes squeezed shut as he processed something. His lips twitched. “Phoebe’s waiting upstairs to show you to your quarters. Don’t mind her too much… you’ve presented her with an intriguing mystery and she can be quite enthusiastic.”

His stomach sank. More talking? At least he might be able to needle some information out of her. Still, there was one last curiosity he could satisfy here before Juliet whisked him away.

Ash’s eyes settled on Probopass. “What’s up with Probopass? You two seem pretty familiar.”

Probopass blinked sleepily even as Steven smiled fondly at the steel-type. “We have a long history. She’s one of my old teammates, actually,” and Probopass rocked happily into his touch. “She’s never been fond of people, and didn’t enjoy my duties as Champion. She elected to guard Regirock and take a well-earned vacation.”

Ash blinked. She’d been down here for five years? He couldn’t imagine living in this vault for five days without going mad, let alone five years! Probopass were largely sedentary, generally reliant on blending into their surroundings and ambushing whatever unfortunate pokemon passed by, so they weren’t often keen to roam around aimlessly, but it still boggled his mind.

And for trainer and pokemon to be apart for so long… no wonder Steven was so content down here. Sending his teammates back to Pallet before he’d had his carry limit removed had been painful.

Five years apart would be utter agony. That was over three times longer than he’d even been training!

He clutched Nidoking’s wrist again protectively. No poisonous spines there, thankfully.

Ash snuck a look back at the narrow, cramped hallway lined with Dusk Stones. It was the only way in and out of this vault unless you wanted to dig through countless tons of stone and Probopass was at the end of it.

The little iron flakes beneath her massive red magnetic ‘nose’ twitched a little as she caught him staring, and a few levitated around with ease. He looked from her to the kill zone, and it all made sense.

He’d seen Steven’s Aggron manipulate a plain iron bar like a deadly projectile. It was simple to accelerate the hard material to the point where it would crack most rock-type’s armor like an egg. Anything not wrapped up in a thick carapace of steel would be shredded to pieces by just a few of those metallic filings, and he was certain it had plenty of other tricks up its figurative sleeves.

A Champion-level guard just as formidable as Regirock’s last protector.

Ash pitied anyone who ever made the mistake of trying to break into this vault.

His senses stirred suddenly, and he felt a comfortable presence brushing his mind. Juliet had arrived.

“We’ll speak later,” Steven promised, then waved him off. He turned to face Regirock again, and Ash had no doubt that he’d be spending countless hours down in the vault trying to master it in full.

It was hard to feel comfortable going through the narrow hallway with Probopass at his back, but Juliet’s spindly form beckoned him from the entrance chamber.

Well, if it was the only way out…
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His quarters in Ever Grande City were a far cry from his room in the Plateau. It reminded him of Hoenn itself, as much of the room was draped in warm, vibrant colors - bright orange detailing and ruby walls - but was accented with various patterns of deep sapphire and spots of emerald. The room was bright and lively like the sun - infused with a zest for life - while the large, luxurious bed, soft armchairs, and wide sofa were enveloped in blue covers.

The floor was crafted of the same rich wood as the rest of the castle and provided a nice bridge between the fiery orange and softer colors.

All in all, it vaguely reminded Ash of the nights he’d spent watching the sunset over the ocean with Daisy while they traveled from Sootopolis to Dewford.

Ash was quick to skim it over, but all it really ignited was a forlorn longing for his home at Indigo Plateau. This was neat and beautiful, but so impersonal. Lance, Karen, and the others had all had some input on tailoring his room for him and crafting it to be perfect.

Even the raw luxury felt a little off. He’d spent a month roughing it with Steven and last night stalking the sandswept Piede in search of ghosts. Steven may have been partial to his fluffy carpets, cold granite, and monogrammed grey hand towels, but at least his apartment felt like home. It felt like Steven. This room was just a hollow shell, bereft of any identity and designed for transient guests.

He wouldn’t miss it.

“Not a fan?”

He quickly shook his head. “It’s fine.”

“You sure? You kind of look like someone just tried to tell you that you couldn’t have a really cool, fantastically rare ghost that will crush your enemies and make you the Indigo Champion at the ripe old age of thirteen.”

Ash blinked. “That’s… really specific.”

“But am I wrong?” Phoebe toyed with one of the flowers wound through her hair as she poked around. Something about her casual demeanor put Ash instantly at ease - she was remarkably easygoing, and he found himself reminded of some unholy love child of Karen and Will.

The undammed enthusiasm that rolled off her the moment Spiritomb became a topic might have played a part in that. Ash’s morbid fascination with it paled in the face of Phoebe’s unadulterated delight.

“Well, Steven wasn’t a fan of me keeping Spiritomb,” Ash said with a frown. “But there’s no way I could become Indigo Champion yet. One pokemon, no matter how strong, isn’t going to close a gap like that.”

“Tell that to Steven,” Phoebe said with the barest hint of scorn. He watched her closely, a little put off with her attitude, but she brightened up within another moment. “Oh well! Maybe I should recommend the room get a makeover to Champion Wallace? One look in here and he’d probably tear the place apart. That rug? That countertop? ‘An assault to the eyes!’”

He snorted at Phoebe’s good-natured impression as he took a closer look at the room. The aforementioned rug was thick, blue, and fluffy with stylized white depictions of various water-type pokemon woven into the fabric. Ash picked out the simplistic forms of bulbous Wailord, thrashing Gyarados, graceful Milotic, and even a regal Kingdra with a bowed head.

Ash quite liked it.

As for the countertop Phoebe pointed a trembling finger and… it was a countertop.

But no one would reach out to Ash for advice on interior design. His room in Pallet was relatively bare beyond a handful of trophies, various training materials, and the odd treasure he’d collected. While his room at Indigo Plateau was amazing, he hadn’t exactly picked its decorations out himself.

He definitely hadn’t picked out the calendar Lance had pinned up on his wall when he’d first arrived from Blackthorn.

That was no complaint, though. Ash loved his room. It really was the complete package - big enough for his team to sprawl out comfortably, the tangled masses of branches that let him drift off to sleep under the pretense of resting out in a forest, and the sheer comfort the thought of returning granted him.

Best of all, it had been made for him. Lance had personally attended to it, Will and Karen had brought in plenty of little quality of life improvements, and it was all done by people who knew him.

Basically, Ash knew as much about decorating a room as Infernus did about ancient Kantonian poetry, so he just nodded along with Phoebe’s faux-critique and remained silent. There was no point in speaking without anything meaningful to say.

“Oh well,” Phoebe plopped onto the sapphire couch with a yawn. “Champion Wallace could use a pet project to indulge in. He’s a bit of a perfectionist, you see, and keeping that attitude up in Hoenn will drive the best of us mad.”

A perfectionist? Yeah, Ash could picture that.

Everyone knew Wallace. It wasn’t often anyone could ascend the peaks of two disparate worlds, after all. Competitive battlers and Coordinators had plenty of overlap in their skills, sure, but most learned to walk one path or the other.

Champion Wallace considered specialization beneath him, though, and thus synthesized the two worlds into a sum greater than their parts.

Plenty of battlers dipped their toes into the Contest world out of simple practicality. Control and complexity were valued highly there, and so it was an excellent way of honing those skills in your own team. The displays put on at the highest tiers of Contests were said to be magnificent - he’d have seen it himself in Slateport if Greenfield hadn’t stolen that day from him.

He might not have been in a good place to appreciate it much - not in that outfit and half-sick over competing - but…

Ash grimaced. Daisy had already hinted in her messages that he’d be making that up to her at some point.

“Is it just the current situation?” Ash asked, genuinely interested but also eager to move things along. Nidoking still towered at his side and offered Ash his quiet confidence, but he still wasn’t quite sure what to make of Phoebe.

There were so, so many questions he’d like to ask, but he needed to speak to his team first about Spiritomb.

That prospect weighed heavily on him, though Ash was certain his team would support him. As of the moment, Ash planned on approaching his teammates individually (or in small groups) over the next few days. He wouldn’t want any of the quieter voices to be drowned out in a full meeting.

Phoebe kicked her bare feet up on the coffee table, which left Ash’s eye threatening to twitch. He’d thought that sort of behavior was limited to Sydney. Sydney at least wore shoes and pants.

Maybe Glacia had a good reason for being so insistent on manners. He could only imagine his mom’s reaction if she saw one of the vaunted Elite Four like this.

“Sure, sure,” Phoebe waved errantly. “Mainland’s bad enough with the hordes of angry senior citizens holding onto two-hundred-year-old grudges like a bunch of geriatric Mightyena, but the archipelago really screws us. It’s chock full of hidey holes for the bad guys to play in.”

“Rockets.”

“Mhm! Other nasties too. Runaways, fugitives, poachers, killers… it feels like human garbage the world over likes to wash up on Hoenn’s shores when things get too hot back home.” Phoebe blew a raspberry into the air. “Even psychic surveillance can only do so much out there. Aqua helps, but not really, because they’re a bunch of seditious Carvanha just waiting to tear a chunk out of us. Folk are tight-lipped around our Rangers too nowadays… unless Drake’s sailing nearby. Everyone loves Drake.”

So he’d gathered.

“But that’s a bunch of depressing junk and I’m on break, so I’m not being paid to think about it. Let’s move onto the good stuff!”

He rolled his eyes at her sudden enthusiasm. Trepidation filled him as his hand went to the Ultra Ball, which he unclipped, tapped to return it to full size, and placed on the table. Phoebe perked up, eyes like saucers as she stared down at it in rapt fascination and tugged at one of the giant flowers in her hair.

Ash didn’t release it. Not yet.

“It’s not like other ghosts,” he said quietly. “If I release it, it’s going to attack you mentally. I don’t think it will do it consciously, but there’s no getting around it.”

“Really?” Phoebe only looked more eager. “That’s fascinating! All sorts of ghosts have an affinity for punching you right in the brain, but this sounds even cooler.”

Ash blinked. Cool? “Are you sure you can handle it?”

She scoffed. “Are you kidding?”

Phoebe tapped one of the pokeballs to release a Chimecho, which swayed delicately as it levitated just by her shoulder. It chimed happily, though recoiled when it tried to brush Ash’s mind.

“Sorry,” he muttered, but the Chimecho just whistled cheerily at him to show there was no harm done.

“I grew up on Mt. Pyre. A little trauma is good for the soul! It builds character.”

Ash snorted. Well, if she was that confident…

“Just for a second. I don’t want to overstimulate it.”

He tapped the release.

The keystone appeared, sitting inanimate on the smooth wood of the coffee table. No trembling, no shaking, no life at all - Ash worried for a half-second, then Spiritomb’s dormant presence slammed down on them like a sledgehammer.

For his part, Ash only took an unconscious step backward as the draining presence touched him.

Little lavender spirals rose from the keystone, froze in place, and then the emergence of the spirit from its keystone flooded the room with its devastating power.

His eyes closed halfway, Distortional energy filling his skull with the dull, hazy buzz of a bad dream, like a pressure pounding at the edges of his skull, and…

And he glanced at the cozy looking bed just a few steps away. He was so tired… all he had to do was take a few steps, then he could rest…

Too hard.

Maybe the floor would do.

If he was lucky he would sleep and sleep and never wake up -

No.

He was adjusted to Spiritomb’s presence by now, and found it easier to throw off the foreign influence. Ash was the master of himself - he was - and nothing would steal that from him. It just took a moment - just a moment! - to forge his will into iron, and then the harsh clarity returned and the haze of apathy and misery slipped away like oil from water.

…Part of him missed the brain fog, though. Everything seemed so simple with that overpowering urge to rest. The promise of an unending sleep, an invitation to lay his burdens down and see them erased, never to return… It bothered him, how tempting that was.

He shook himself.

Coming back to himself felt like waking from a dreamless sleep or ducking his head in a barrel of ice-cold water. That seductive urge to turn away and forget everything frightened him more than the actual danger.

Phoebe didn’t fare any better. She was paler than he’d thought possible, a tinge of green on her dark face, and her eyes were stretched wide as she beheld Spiritomb. The Ghost Master kept her awareness, however, and after a moment, every muscle in her body tensed.

Something within her flexed, and a dark haze of Distortional power bled from her, rising like steam from her skin.

She reached into a small satchel hidden beneath her blue skirt - Ash noted a belt wrapped securely around her thigh - and withdrew a handful of magenta, fan-like leaves with practiced ease. They devoured the Distortional miasma as it steadily bled from her pores, leaving her looking as though she was drenched in smoke.

Ash stared, leaning into his bafflement and fascination to temporarily ward away the effects of Spiritomb’s presence.

Then, Phoebe grunted once, twice, and then the remaining Not-smoke sucked into the leaves as if vacuumed up, leaving her looking fatigued, but otherwise relieved.

“A little trick from Pyre,” she coughed, seeing his expression, a little trickle of void-smoke escaping the corner of her mouth. “Chimecho, are you going to help out any time soon?”

Chimecho shuddered once, then rang.

The high, clear jingle swept through the room, a conduit for some great, purifying power just as the wind and rain was for Suicune. Ash could finally breathe again as the presence swept away the alien power gnawing at their minds.

It came back in an instant, though, overpowering and noxious and darkening the edges of his vision, and though he felt fortified by Chimecho, Ash quickly returned Spiritomb in a flash of light.

He had his doubts as to whether the spirit was even conscious, but it was going to ruin their day either way if he wasn’t careful, and he thought they’d had enough already.

Everything stilled as the tension vanished abruptly.

And was equally shattered a moment later.

“That was awesome!” Phoebe trilled the moment she could think clearly again.

She reached out to brush Chimecho’s head before planting a kiss on its cheek. Chimecho fluttered a bit, clearly exhausted, and Phoebe reluctantly returned it. “Did you see that? Did you feel that?”

“Yes, and that was just a little taste.” Ash quieted while Phoebe listened on with excited, saucer-like eyes that reminded him of Tangrowth. “You should visit the tomb we found it in.”

“That’s a great idea!” Phoebe bit at her lip. “Hmm, I’ll just have to wait until Steven’s gone to corner Champion Wallace. He’s a little cagey, but if Spiritomb is already gone…”

Ash didn’t think Phoebe would find much there beyond stone, sand, and a bit of lingering corruption, but perhaps the last of those might be of some interest to her.

Who knew, after all, what gifts or secret knowledge she might possess to peel back layer after layer to see what he’d missed? It was obvious she’d learned more than training techniques at Mt. Pyre.

She didn’t worry about it for long. “You said Steven didn’t want you taking the little cutie on?”

Little cutie? Ash and Nidoking shared a bemused glance. That sealed it - he wasn’t going to bring up that Steven originally wanted Phoebe to take Spiritomb. She might murder him in cold blood if it ever came out that he’d kept it from her.

“That’s right. I talked him around, though. Just have to do regular check-ins with Juliet and get Cy - Champion Cynthia’s input.”

Phoebe winced.

“What?”

“That first one’s pretty routine, especially for your first ghost,” Phoebe explained. “There’s a bit of a problem, though: Champion Cynthia’s currently holed up at Lake Acuity hunting down something or other. She prefers not to be disturbed when she’s doing research, so it may take some time for any messages to reach her.”

“Lake Acuity?” Ash murmured. He knew it well. The Lake of Knowledge, home of Uxie to those who knew the old tales. The Learned of Uxie were an ancient order devoted to the Legend who made their home there, recording every scrap of knowledge they could in their vast annals.

Sages, philosophers, kings, and countless common folk and pokemon had spent long years studying and meditating in its frigid waters in search of whatever answers they sought. Between the Learned, the legendary Snowpoint Temple, and the universities which had cropped up there, it was no wonder Cynthia ended up on its shores.

“It’ll get through. Eventually, anyways,” Phoebe reassured him “Even Champions - especially Champions, really - can’t just vanish off the grid. She’ll get back to you. Just don’t expect a response immediately.”

He frowned, unwilling to wait a second longer than necessary, but Ash supposed it wasn’t something he could control. Besides, another Spiritomb capture just might be enough to break through Cynthia’s fervor and ignite a sense of curiosity about the situation down in Hoenn.

Who knew? She might even come to examine his Spiritomb herself!

While Ash’s spirits had fallen, he supposed it at least offered him a little bit more time to get his team’s input on things. It wasn’t like he was forced to sit around twiddling his thumbs.

Ash sighed, though brightened as an idea quickly came to mind. “Do you know where I can turn in the ghosts I caught?”

“Of course!” A greedy look more at home on a mustache-twirling cartoon villain than Phoebe’s cheerful face appeared. “Don’t suppose you caught a second Spiritomb for me?”

“Afraid not.”

Phoebe groaned. “Oh well. Let’s see what you found!”

He quickly unclipped the extra pokeballs from his belt. It was far more comfortable with them off, more similar to the weight he’d grown so accustomed to. Ash listed off the occupants as he gently placed them onto the coffee table.

“These two are Shuppet. Both have a mean streak. That’s Gastly. It was an easy capture - I think it’s happy to find a way out of the desert. There’s Misdreavus, and…” he hesitated as he came to a quick decision. “Here, let me show you.”

It only took a moment to release the ghost. Sandygast appeared in a flash and its sand pile clumped together into a more compact form as it nervously scanned the room. The grains of sand shuddered beneath their gazes. This world of fabric and wood and brick must seem so alien after its entire short existence was spent in the Piede’s dunes.

“Hey,” Ash knelt to be on Sandygast’s level. It relaxed a little when it recognized him, the ancient trowel embedded in its ‘head’ bobbing slightly, and some of the sand grains spilled away as it expanded. “You remember me?”

Sandygast groaned softly and its trowel waggled in a clear affirmative.

“Good. We’re with the League, just like I said. You’re safe.”

Though it took some effort, Sandygast finally looked away from Ash and Nidoking to focus on Phoebe, who smiled brightly and waved. “Hey there! I’m Phoebe. It’s so lovely to meet you. You’re absolutely adorable!”

Sandygast moaned and stirred a little, obviously uncertain of how to handle Phoebe’s unrelenting friendliness.

“This is all new to you, isn’t it?”

Scattering sand was her answer, which earned a laugh. “It must be so scary appearing in a new place like this. It’s hard talking this way, isn’t it? Do you mind if I -” Phoebe mimed reaching for Sandygast’s trowel. After a few seconds the animated sand hesitantly nodded. “Beautiful!”

With that, Phoebe grasped the ancient stone trowel embedded in its head and shut her eyes.

Ash watched with Nidoking, fascinated by the display. There was no surge of power or dramatic flood of darkness, yet he felt the connection forged into existence between them at the moment of contact.

There was a sudden temptation to throw his hand on as well to peer into the bond, but Ash didn’t dare interfere. That would be… well, rude felt like an understatement. Ash remembered the intimacy of that contact all too well. Baring his soul to Sandygast left him exposed, naked, and vulnerable.

Anyone barging in on that connection would have earned whatever they had coming.

Phoebe’s smile was radiant as she communicated with the young ghost, and after a moment even the gaping black abyss in Sandygast’s center curved into something far happier than Ash could have expected. It leaned into Phoebe’s touch, trowel quivering, and allowed itself to relax entirely.

A sound reminiscent of Sneasel’s content purrs escaped it and Phoebe finally pulled it away. She cracked one eye open. “You’re a good guy, Ash.”

“What?”

“Let me paint you a picture!” Phoebe flourished as though holding a massive imaginary paintbrush - it was too bad Sidney wasn’t here. Zoroark would’ve made this whole thing much more convincing. “Ash Ketchum, rookie extraordinaire, youngest Elite Four trainee in history! Mysterious, impossible to track, and heartthrob to all the baby trainers!”

His face colored while Nidoking wheezed like he’d been punched in the chest by Bruiser. Traitor. “What have you been reading?”

“Trendy Trainer!” Phoebe said matter-of-factly. Her eyebrows waggled. “They claim to have an exclusive, anonymous source with the juiciest, most up-to-date information on the mysterious Ash Ketchum. I wonder who that could be?”

His teeth ground together. “A prick.”

Phoebe laughed.

“Maybe so! But back to the pretty picture. So, you have this unknown trainer appear from who-cares nowhere, win silver in the Indigo Conference in front of millions of people, and vanish back into anonymity! He almost never smiles, and when he does it’s like watching a cripple relearning how to walk. He’s described as ‘intense’ and ‘single-minded’ by his opponents, and getting an interview longer than five minutes is like pulling teeth.”

Ash was vaguely offended, but something about Phoebe dulled the impact. She was too earnest about it, sort of like how it was impossible to get mad at Will for anything. 

Phoebe let them sit in silence for just a moment, then continued with a smile for Sandygast.

“See what I mean? If more people saw you like this adorable little beach bum does, you’d be setting the tabloids on fire. I can see the headlines now, ‘Ash Ketchum, grumpy prodigy with a heart of gold! Does his hard exterior hide a warm, gooey center? Who might crack the prickly shell of this rough-and-tumble trainer? Find out next time on -”

Ash groaned. “Are you done?”

“Am I?” Phoebe sounded all too pleased with herself. “Huh. Guess I am.”

She poked Sandygast’s trowel again to feed it a treat of whatever flurry of warm feelings she’d concocted, which made it shudder happily. “I’ll take these guys and get out of your hair. Enjoy your stay in Ever Grande! Dinner’s in an hour.”

It was abrupt, but he had the feeling that spontaneity came naturally to Phoebe. He waved her off as she quickly gathered up the pokeballs in a big pile, though she allowed Sandygast to pull itself along after her. Ash smiled at Sandygast, said his goodbye, and laughed when the ghost waggled its trowel his way one last time.

Maybe it would find a home here after all.
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They fell into a pleasant routine over the next few days.

In the mornings, Ash allowed himself the luxury of waiting until dawn broke to drag himself out of bed. His team would eat a quick breakfast - Sneasel particularly loved stealing little bites of Ash’s fluffy frittatas - and then head over to the training facilities to work on their various objectives.

Unfortunately, snagging the Ever Grande Elite Four for any length of time felt nearly impossible.

Drake was off “playing sailor” according to Phoebe, and would be patrolling the southern archipelago in his ship for some time.

Sidney was investigating rumors of a Rocket cell in Lilycove branching out of their normal habits of smuggling out local pokemon to include family-friendly activities such as robbing young trainers, extorting various businesses, and smuggling in restricted substances…

Spending some quality time with Sidney didn’t sound so bad all of a sudden. At least he’d have some Rockets to take his frustration out on. Steven had vehemently vetoed that on one of the rare occasions he emerged from the vault, unfortunately.

Personally, Ash just thought he was bitter that he wasn’t able to go either.

Ignoring the obvious problems of half the Elite Four being out on assignments, it didn’t help that the ones who did remain here to hold down the fort were run ragged trying to keep things under control.

Phoebe never remained in one place for longer than five minutes, constantly directing her SPECTERs like a madwoman to patch up whatever ghosts or dark-types were causing issues. There were reports every day throughout the mainland and the archipelago of new disturbances.

If you listened to the Ghost Master herself, half of them already knew her personally and just did it out of spite. After a few days here, it was easy to see why they’d needed Ash to go into the Piede in the first place.

Wallace was everywhere and nowhere as he dipped in and out of Ever Grande. He was mercurial and fluid as water as he attended enough meetings, fundraisers, and press conferences to make Lance weep. Whereas Lance was consumed with crisis after crisis and the work of managing the aftershocks wracking Indigo, Wallace spent the vast majority of his time regluing the disparate pieces of Hoenn together.

It was a crueler task than one might imagine.

Hoenn had been a coalition of bitterly warring city-states until just thirty years ago, after all, and the older generation had long memories. Cynthia’s book had all sorts of fascinating anecdotes and accounts from those who were too happy to go into extensive detail about how wretched their faithless neighbors were, and still were.

While things ran relatively smoothly nowadays and the Gym Leaders did all they could, maintaining harmony between the smaller towns and territories required constant upkeep.

And where Wallace ensured the League itself ran smoothly, Glacia’s presence at Ever Grande ensured the capital worked like a well-oiled machine. Ash saw Glacia more than anyone else.…If only she had enough time to give Ash more than a brief nod or polite salutation.

Honestly, Ash was left wondering when on earth the Ever Grande Elite Four had time to actually train. With the Rockets and other groups purposefully straining the League to its logistical limits, especially in terms of manpower, each and every Elite Four member felt like a rubber band waiting to snap.

Indigo was hardly in the best state at the moment, but at least by comparison it had the foundation and manpower to run its well-established territories effectively. There was little to no internal dissent. The Elite Four had been run ragged over the past year, but at least that was ‘only’ due to the literal forces of nature awakening beneath their feet.

If the same happened in Hoenn, he feared they would crumble.

When it happened here in Hoenn, not if… t

He bit down on that uneasy thought. There was nothing he could do for now. Nothing he could do but train, work with his team, and grow.

So that was what he did.

He’d learned that there were countless things to worry about that he couldn’t control. They would eat him up if he let them. All that mattered was that he spun what he could in his favor.

“A little wobbly,” he commented as Lairon jerked through the air like a rock skipping across a pond. His eyes scrunched up in concentration as he levitated with Magnet Rise and skimmed a foot or so above the stone.

They’d found their way into the extensive network of tunnels beneath Ever Grande occupied with strong wild pokemon that the League left open for training purposes. Regirock was buried down here as well. “Definitely not as smooth as you were before. Do you think it’s a lack of power, or a lack of control?”

Lairon shot upward nearly a foot and held it for a second, though it took everything he had. It wasn’t long before he was resting at a more comfortable height.

“Control, then.” Ash hummed. That made sense given Lairon’s recent evolution.

Part of why they’d started him so early on his magnetism training was so that he’d reap the benefits of evolution rather than have to try and catch that skill up with his others. With any luck it would be as natural as breathing by the time he evolved into an Aggron, but power spikes from evolution could throw him out of sync for a while. “We’ll work on that. See if we can’t get you back up to snuff.”

That seemed to make Lairon happy - his tongue lolled out as his legs kicked in the air, and he shot back up another foot before Magnet Rise gave out and he landed to the earth with a heavy clunk.

Ash, Bruiser, and Seeker all winced, but Lairon was tough enough to laugh it off. He needed a little nudge from Bruiser to get back on his feet, though, and peppered him with licks in thanks. It was humbling to watch that little motion and realize it would have taken Ash’s full strength plus some, but Bruiser made it look easy as lifting a feather.

“And you’re still feeling okay? No long-term effects?” Ash said quietly in the dimly lit tunnel they’d claimed for themselves. He leaned back against a sturdy stalagmite as he watched Lairon for any indications of stress or unease.

Lairon shuddered and grunted softly in a way reminiscent of Nidoking, but returned to earth a moment later. For a moment his bright blue eyes grew old, but quickly returned to normal.

That alone was worrying.

Ash laid a hand on Lairon’s head. The metal was cool to the touch, which was rather pleasant after the hot Hoenn day they’d braved to get down here.

“I know how that feels,” he said quietly as Lairon stared at him. Bruiser and Seeker listened, but made no move to break into the conversation. “Give it time. Endure it. Keep going and it’ll just be a bad memory before you know it, okay?”

His partner warbled back resolutely. It was still shocking to hear that familiar sound so deep and resonant.

“Keep working. Never stop moving. If you can’t sleep, let Dazed know. She can help,” Ash said with utter certainty. “And if you need anything, I’m here. We all are. If it’s in the middle of a battle, or the middle of the night, at any time at all, we’re here.”

Lairon’s eyes squeezed shut, and Ash only had a moment to ready himself before his friend practically stampeded over him. He was a little gentler than normal as he butted his head up against Ash’s leg, but considering he still wore the ugly purple evidence of the last headbutt…

Bruiser was kind enough to pull him back before he could slam into Ash with his full weight, for which Ash sent him a grateful look. It still earned a low groan from him, and he realized they were going to be in the same boat as Plume was while she evolved from a tiny Pidgey into a magnificent, enormous Pidgeot.

“Love you too, buddy,” Ash wheezed and clutched his leg. He reached out to pat Lairon one more time, and his friend accepted one pet before he lifted a few inches off the ground with Magnet Rise.

That earned a quick smile from Ash. If nothing else, Lairon had become more devoted to training than ever these last few days. He was acclimating to his new form with incredible speed, and Ash couldn’t wait to see what he could do with his new size and strength.

Still, it almost worried him at times. He’d always been dedicated, but now Lairon was taking it nearly to the point of obsession. It wouldn’t be healthy if he kept that up.

“How about you go off and practice for a bit?” Ash suggested. “I need to talk to Bruiser and Seeker real quick.”

Lairon offered a determined nod and then sailed off - Ash snorted at the sight of his stubby legs waving around like he was trying to swim through the air. No doubt whatever other pokemon he came across would be horribly confused.

But just to be safe…

“Seeker, there’s nothing down that tunnel, right?”

Her furry ears twitched. She faced down the direction Lairon had wandered off and squeaked a few times. Seeker shook her fuzzy little head after a moment.

Ash nodded his thanks, then squeezed his eyes shut. Bruiser rested a powerful hand on his shoulder with gentleness most couldn’t have imagined from a musclebound Machoke. He appreciated the support, and whispered another few words of gratitude to Bruiser before he moved on.

He wrung his hands together. “I need to talk to you both.”

Seeker squeaked and fluttered over to Ash to clutch tightly at his shirt. Her affection made this easier, and the warmth of her body brought him comfort. Bruiser waited with his usual serenity.

He decided to lay his cards right on the table. No point putting off the inevitable, right?

Ash unclipped Spiritomb’s Ultra Ball and rolled it on the stone floor to Bruiser. His reptilian smile flattened away in an instant, but at least he wasn’t actively hostile like Ash had feared. Bruiser’s clumsy fingers roughly grasped the container and held it up so he could look more closely.

Bruiser looked at him with a dozen questions ready.

He confirmed Bruiser’s suspicions. “Spiritomb’s still in there.”

The Machoke’s frown deepened. Seeker just watched silently. Little hooks pressed deeper against Ash’s shirt as he ran his fingers through her fuzzy blue fur.

“That’s one of the things I wanted to talk to you about. But I wanted to check in on you first. It’s been a few days, and I know that was…”

Ash held Seeker tight as she curled up tightly against him.

“Don’t do that…” Ash rubbed her tiny head affectionately. Seeker squeaked, and it didn’t take his burgeoning perceptions to recognize what she was thinking. She felt ashamed, and that was unacceptable. “Seeker. Please look at me.”

… Perhaps that wasn’t the best choice of words when dealing with a Zubat, but the point still stood.

Bruiser scooted closer in case he was needed, but Seeker was content in Ash’s arms for now. She pointedly kept her head buried in Ash’s soft shirt - she couldn’t even look at him. He and Bruiser shared a glance. While Bruiser did look worried, he also watched Ash with an implacable confidence.

If only he could take that confidence for himself.

“You wanted to come in with us, didn’t you?”

Another squeak was muffled by his shirt.

“Shh, it’s okay,” Ash reassured her with steady strokes down her spine. Her shivers slowed, then stilled. “You’re okay. What happened? I want to understand.”

Seeker pulled away from him then and hopped off onto the dusty brown floor of the tunnel. Ash was instantly struck by how small she was compared to everything else. Even one of Bruiser’s feet was as large as she was, yet she showed more confidence than he’d seen from her in ages as she clung to the stone.

She managed to point one of her hooks toward her head (quite the feat given her anatomy) and gave an exaggerated shiver. Seeker’s meaning was clear enough, and essentially what Ash had expected.

What was important was that she’d chosen to share it with him.

“Memories.”

Seeker nodded, then fluttered up to rest against his shirt again. Zubat may be well-adapted to cave life, but they didn’t handle any sort of chill well. With such small bodies they depended on huddling together to share body heat.

It was something he was happy to provide. Ash even tugged on Fire for a bit to flood his chest and blood with additional warmth. She chattered happily as she snuggled in even closer than before.

“I don’t know what you saw with those pieces of -” His teeth bared, but fell short of spitting out his opinion of Team Rocket. This wasn’t the time. “None of us do. But you’re one of us. You’ll always be one of us.”

Seeker was silent.

“I have absolutely no idea what I’m doing.”

Her ears twitched. Bruiser snorted. Ash absentmindedly stroked Seeker’s head again.

“I don’t have any answers for you. Do I know how I deal with things? Sure. But you’re Seeker, not Ash. All I can say is… take your time. When you’re ready, you’re ready. We’re in a marathon, not a sprint,” Ash said slowly, putting things together for himself as well. “You’re strong. So strong, Seeker. Choose to fight, choose to be gentle. All that matters is that it’s your choice to make.”

Seeker clicked to locate Bruiser and looked at him. Her ears twitched as she chattered to Bruiser, who simply listened to her high-pitched squeaks. It wasn’t long before Bruiser grunted and brushed her tiny head with his gentle hands.

“Sorry, I think you’re stuck with us,” Ash laughed. “This is your choice to make. I love you, Seeker. We love you,” he said, and Seeker froze while Bruiser grunted emphatically. “We’ve spent a lot of this last year fighting, and I’d be happy for you to join us if that’s what you want. But what’s the point of us being strong if we can’t use it to help the ones we love?”

He leaned back against the stalagmite and found comfort in its sturdy presence. Exhaustion tugged at him, and he felt like a bowl that had been emptied of its contents. Ash had nothing left to say. All he could give was his presence.

Bruiser still held Spiritomb’s Ultra Ball, but that wasn’t what captured his attention. His broad face was contorted in thought as he drifted through his mind. His beady eyes flitted from Seeker to Ash, and finally to the pokeballs on Ash’s belt… which was thankfully a bit emptier now that Phoebe had taken the newcomers.

Massive fingers tugged at the black belt looped around Bruiser’s neck like a tie and he frowned as he reached some uncertain conclusion. Bruiser looked to Ash and raised his hand to ask a question -

Spiritomb’s Ultra Ball twitched in Bruiser’s hand.

All three of them froze. Ash’s blood ran cold while they waited for another hint of awareness. Did Spiritomb want to escape? Did it grow weary of stasis?

He reached for Sneasel’s pokeball, certain that he would be the best option if Spiritomb attempted to break free of its confines. In theory, it shouldn’t be able to release itself, but who could really know with something like a Spiritomb? They’d been forged atop mountains of broken rules.

It certainly wasn’t something he wanted to gamble on.

Thankfully, that was the end of it. Ash stared at the Ultra Ball, worried because he had no clue what had spawned that little spark of life. What would it take to truly awaken it?

More importantly, how could he avoid it?

“Maybe I should take that back.”

Bruiser passed the Ultra Ball back as if it were searing hot. It remained utterly still in his palm, but Ash couldn’t trust it. Offering Spiritomb his proposal was going to be… interesting. Phoebe would probably describe it as a delight. “I need your input on something. “

Ash hesitated, a little worried that it was too soon to bring this on Seeker, but what else could he do? She was surrounded by those who cared for her, and he doubted she’d make her opinion known if others like Infernus or Torrent were present to dominate the discussion. “There’s something we need to discuss. I was going to wait, but…”

Neither looked surprised. He suspected Dazed had already begun to spread the information around, but it also wouldn’t have been difficult for the rest to figure it out for themselves.

They did know him better than anyone.

Ash inhaled, but soon enough the words spilled like water from a burst pipe. “I’m offering Spiritomb a chance to be on the team, it’s going to be hard and I’m going to be careful to make sure none of you get hurt, and Nidoking and Torrent and Infernus and Tangrowth have agreed, but I want to get everyone’s approval because this won’t be easy and you’re all going to be affected, and I got Steven’s permission, even though I would have asked Spiritomb anyways, but-”

Seeker chirped sharply. Ash stopped talking.

Seeker shifted against him, and chirped and clicked a little more - faster, and directed to Bruiser. Ash struggled to keep up with the streamlined communication they shared.

Bruiser nodded along with what she said, contributing his own grunts and inflections. Whatever was being said - and Ash could infer, even lacking detail - he seemed more perturbed than her by the idea.

He’d suffered Spiritomb’s hollowing aura for himself, after all. He knew exactly what Ash was inviting into their family.

Eventually, they seemed to reach an accord. Bruiser leaned closer to Seeker and grunted once before waving his hands in a few motions. She squeaked, gave a firm nod, and Bruiser’s face was overcome by the curl of his reptilian smile. The Machoke thumped his barrel chest to indicate his own support, and Ash projected all the gratitude he could.

Even though Bruiser was on board, Ash knelt before Seeker. Of all his team, she was the one he was most worried about. She had to understand.

Introducing her to Spiritomb right then and there would be the absolute worst way to handle this, but Ash held the Ultra Ball up in offering to Seeker. She clicked to echolocate as her sensitive ears detected movement, and once realization struck her she inched closer and sniffed at the capture device.

Not what Ash had originally planned, but it earned a smile nonetheless. It soon slipped away.

“Seeker, this isn’t an easy choice. Spiritomb… you didn’t feel it. It brings you back to your worst moments. Sucks every shred of feeling away. Hollows you out until you’re empty and makes you wonder why you bother to live. It’s strong, sure, but that’s not the real danger,” Ash said. Seeker listened intently. “I’ll keep you two as separated as possible, but you know that will only work to a point. I need you to know what we’re walking into.”

Is this what Steven had felt, given the same situation?

Her wings curled inward and her ears flattened to her skull, but Seeker’s hesitation didn’t last long. She nodded again, steadfast as before, and Ash glimpsed steel beneath silk. Seeker’s intent was clear: she would meet this challenge, and she would prevail.

“I - I’m going to make this as safe as I can, I promise,” Ash’s voice cracked slightly. “But if you ever feel uncomfortable, or think it’s hurting you, you have to let me know. You’re my priority. I don’t care how strong it is, you understand? You come first. Can you promise me that?”

Tension fled away as Seeker squeaked. He looked at Bruiser. “That goes for you too. One word - well, you know what I mean - and it’s gone. I won’t risk any of you.”

Bruiser nodded and that expression like he was trying to solve a puzzle crossed his features. It killed Ash to not press for details. But Bruiser would bring it up on his own if he wanted Ash to know about it.

He could wait.

The sounds of a clunk and low, distressed warble echoed from the tunnel beyond, and Ash rolled his eyes. Even evolution hadn’t dulled Lairon’s curiosity, and apparently it had tugged him into a bit of trouble.

“C’mon,” Ash groaned as he rose. He thought his bones creaked more than a twelve-year-old’s should. “Let’s see what he poked his nose into this time.”
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“Argh!”

Arms strained against the weight, his feet planted firmly against the tile, and at last the heavyset oaken door creaked open. Cool air wafted outwards and swirled against the two intruders as a cool layer of mist that coated their skin. It would be bitterly cold for most humans, but for these two it provided a pleasant chill.

“See? I told you it would work!”

Ash and Sneasel looked out into the training ground they’d pried into, eager to see what lay beyond the heavy doors. Sneasel hissed in delight at the sight of a bright white expanse bathed in light.

Most of the training ground was dominated by a vast blue pool glazed with a hair-thin layer of ice. Black islands dotted it, some simple circles of rock while others curved in great crescent or plain rectangular shapes.

Naturally, Sneasel dashed forward and leapt to sprawl on a thicker patch of ice that coated the water. He stretched his long, lean limbs out and rolled back and forth as he screeched out how happy he was to find a bit of cold in this hot, humid land.

Ash laughed and stepped forward. This training ground was one he’d been hesitant to invade at first, but eventually his own curiosity outweighed the risk. They were technically open to any Elite Four member, and Ash had been invited to use any and all of their facilities by Phoebe and Steven over dinner the other day.

It was almost rude to refuse an invitation like that, and the very last thing he wanted to be with Glacia was rude.

Besides, Sneasel had earned a reprieve. Hoenn’s heat forced him to maintain a chilled area around himself. It wasn’t especially difficult, but it did prove a constant annoyance. Sneasel deserved a chance to relax in a place that wouldn’t cook him in his black coat.

“Having fun?”

Sneasel didn’t respond with a hiss or yowl like he normally would. In fact, he didn’t respond at all. He was still rolling around on the ice, though, which was all the answer Ash needed.

Yeah, that’s about what he expected.

Ash found a seat on one of the many plain stone benches situated near the entrance. There were several dotted all around the pool’s concrete rim, likely for Glacia to rest at when she didn’t need to be up and moving to direct her team. Well, that or any onlookers lucky enough to witness an experienced Master in action.

He was neither, but he found it comfortable nonetheless.

So far this was his favorite of the training grounds he’d investigated so far. Ash hadn’t poked into Wallace’s yet - that felt like an overstep - but he’d managed to swing by Phoebe’s and Sidney’s over the last few days.

They were interesting. Sidney infested his battleground with countless traps, camouflaged trenches, and dozens of fiendishly creative hazards that would punish fighters for a single misstep. Using Zoroark’s unique abilities in conjunction with that would be an absolute nightmare for any pokemon.

He wanted it.

Phoebe’s was a little less blatantly dangerous, but still posed an interesting challenge. She’d somehow managed to preserve an Ominous Wind - or something close enough to be indistinguishable - in the battlefield. It constantly sapped his strength and was absolutely punishing for any psychic unfortunate enough to be in the area. The entire arena had to remain underground, lest an errant attack escape and generate unfortunate collateral. It went without saying that standard psychic barriers weren’t viable.

Sneasel seemed to enjoy it, though, and ‘safe’ environments with access to such a high concentration of Distortion were fantastically rare.

He couldn’t draw those energies to greatly enhance himself or anything such as that, but it did preserve techniques such as Mind Breaker or Night Slash for longer. Plus, it was perfect to work on the pet project he’d thought of after seeing Thorn-Stalk in action. Mind Breaker wasn’t perfected yet, but they’d hit a point where Ash felt comfortable splitting their attention.

He’d already drawn up several ways the two abilities could complement one another. Learning to sense Distortion properly like Thorn-Stalk had could open up countless opportunities for Sneasel, and potentially take him even farther than Mind Breaker could if they played their cards correctly.

Speaking of opening up countless opportunities…

“Hey! Come on over. I have something for you.”

Uncertainty warred within Ash as Sneasel reluctantly leapt to his feet with a groan. His feather twitched in a clear sign of irritation, but Sneasel soon quelled it.

It still felt too soon… but Sneasel had earned this. He had to remember that.

Sneasel plopped down by Ash’s feet with an overly dramatic yowl. He began to scrape little lines into the ice impatiently, likely mimicking whatever instinct it was that led Sneasel and Weavile to develop their intricate system of markings. Ash would love to cross reference it against records of Sneasel pack markers, but this just wasn’t the time.

“I have something for you.”

Sneasel greedily extended his paws.

“A choice.”

His friend whined pitifully and all enthusiasm instantly drained away until he looked like a wrung out melanistic Furret. Sneasel would probably hiss and swipe at him if he ever heard that comparison, but Ash held his amusement back for now.

It was hard to be offended when he knew what was coming next.

“You’ve grown so much the last few months,” Ash began, voice level but warm. “You’ve fought in the Conference. You’ve worked every day with Bruiser to be the best you can. You’ve even won a few games of Catch the Sneasel!” Sneasel snarled at that, claws coming unsheathed, but waited where he was. “But you’ve shown your true colors this past month. You’re strong, Sneasel, and able to fight with the best of us.”

Plume’s influence showed as Sneasel preened beneath the praise, but shifted uneasily now that the conversation had taken a new turn.

“You fought so hard against Spiritomb. You were the one to strike the finishing blow. Not Nidoking, not Infernus, not Torrent, not Tangrowth. You.”

Sneasel idly scraped his claws together nervously.

Ash reached into his pocket and presented Sneasel with a long, hooked length of ivory bone. It had been given to him by Karen, and now he offered it to Sneasel.

“This is a Razor Claw,” Ash said softly. “If you take it, you’ll evolve. You’ll be a Weavile.”

A hunger like nothing Ash had ever seen in another filled Sneasel’s sharp eyes. His paws stretched towards Ash by reflex, drawn towards the Razor Claw like a Venemoth to a flame, and Sneasel whined pitifully when he stopped himself of his own volition.

That was what Ash had waited for. He closed his fingers over the Razor Claw.

“If you take it, you’ll evolve.” Ash repeated. His eyes bored into Sneasel as the little dark-type squirmed. “I’ve had it since we were at the Plateau and I’ve been saving it for the right moment. You’re ready. You’ve earned it. If you take it, you’ll be strong. Incredibly strong.”

Sneasel almost reached for it again, but again yanked his paw back.

Ash smiled at him. “Not yet. I haven’t finished.”

“It’s here whenever you want it. Now, tomorrow, a week from now, a month, a year… as far as I’m concerned, this belongs to you,” Ash said. “Well, it’s loaned to you. Karen would kill me if I didn’t get it back to her.”

His friend recoiled at that, all too familiar with Karen’s displeasure. She’d already raised a Sneasel herself and had little patience for his antics. Sneasel always managed to be on his best behavior around her.

Ash was pretty certain he feared Karen more than he did Weavile.

Quite wise, in his opinion.

“If you wait, you’ll be stronger. Every day that goes by you’ll keep growing, and that will be amplified by evolution,” Ash said. “The stronger you grow as a Sneasel, the further you’ll go when you choose to evolve. You’ll reach the same peaks, but it may benefit you more.”

He opened his palm and Sneasel received the unspoken message.

Choose.

Sneasel moved to snatch it away, then hesitated. His paw remained outstretched just inches from the Razor Claw, ready to pluck it away at any moment. All it would take was a twitch and Sneasel would be overtaken by a bright white light and tap into power unknown to him.

The latent strength in his body would reshape him in his entirety. His bones would stretch and strengthen, his muscles would grow dense and layered to unveil new strength, and his existing powers would find themselves nurtured to new heights.

He would become Weavile and take his place as an undeniable equal next to those who had stood by Ash from the beginning.

All this and more at his paws…

…And Sneasel finally turned away. His every muscle trembled with yearning to claim that strength for himself, but the resolve honed over long, long months of training and struggle won out. It was the same will that brought him back to Bruiser day after day.

Ash closed his palm and tucked the Razor Claw away. Nothing more needed to be said. Both understood the terms of this deal, and both knew exactly why Sneasel had pulled away at the last second.

He didn’t whisper any approval, but he couldn’t fight the well of pride that sprung forth. This scenario would’ve been unthinkable in the aftermath of the Conference. More than anything else, Sneasel had mastered himself. That would take him further than any simple evolution.

Sneasel didn’t need words, but Ash grasped his furry shoulder, and tried to project all the pride he felt for his friend into that touch.

That was enough.

They sat like there for a time, content with one another’s company and drifting off in their own imaginations. He’d seen Sneasel grow from egg to the powerful warrior he was now, and Ash found himself reflecting on their journey together.

Time passed by in a blur until the oaken door suddenly creaked. The sound was so quiet that Ash could barely catch it, but to Sneasel it may as well have been a blaring alarm.

His stomach sunk as he turned around. Glacia stood primly at the entrance to the training field with her hands folded as she glanced his way. They lingered again on his hat, then shifted to Sneasel. Ash peered back and caught a surprising warmth in the crinkling of her eyes.

“Elite Four Glacia. I’m sorry for intruding.”

A formal tone wasn’t natural at all, but he didn’t want to get on Glacia’s bad side.

“Elite Four Ash. It is no intrusion, I assure you. I hope that my training ground meets your approval?”

“Of course.” His eyes dipped down to Sneasel. He didn’t take kindly to the newcomer, and Ash flushed as Sneasel bared his teeth… then he wilted away at Glacia’s even stare and hid behind Ash’s leg. “It’s nice to escape the heat.”

Glacia fully stepped into the arena then. Somehow he hadn’t noticed the giant that wheezed and snuffled alongside her. Its blue hide bulged with thick layers of blubber and muscle, and Glacia’s modest frame was absolutely dwarfed beside it. A pair of mighty tusks projected from the enormous tufts of snow-white fur growing around its maw.

Walrein looked like terrestrial movement should be a strain, but it dragged itself along pretty smoothly. Ash knew it would be terrifyingly adept at navigating the icy water in the pool. If Hoenn was rough on Sneasel, it must have been torturous for Walrein. It was around five tons, after all, and its entire biology was adapted to trap heat so it could survive the miserable cold it was most comfortable with.

His assessment seemed accurate enough given how Walrein utterly ignored both Ash and Sneasel in favor of sliding past them in its rush to dive into the freezing pool with an enormous splash. The sight of such a mighty pokemon acting so childishly was something Ash could find a certain pleasure in..

“I concur,” Glacia said as Walrein surfaced again. It groaned with satisfaction as it splashed through the pool.

Glacia was close now and eyed his attire curiously. It was hard to blame her given that he was wearing shorts and one of the T-shirts he’d gotten with Karen. This one was bright white with a teal depiction of a Kingdra, and wasn’t exactly ideal for hanging out in a winter wonderland.

Well, it passed for an odd look from Glacia. From anyone else it would be a subtle arch of a pale blonde eyebrow.

“You are remarkably well-suited for the cold. Most southerners find my training grounds uncomfortable.”

Ash kept his face straight. “I have an affinity for the cold.”

That was vague enough to not be a lie while also not going into any awkward truths.

“I see.” Her tone didn’t change one iota. “You might enjoy my homeland, then. Snowpoint’s climate is a far cry from Hoenn’s. My compatriots found it difficult to enjoy their last visit to Sinnoh.”

That piqued his curiosity. Sinnoh had frequently occupied his thoughts recently for obvious reasons, and his interest soon got the best of him.

“What’s it like up in Snowpoint? I’ve heard all sorts of stories about Snowpoint Temple, Lake Acuity, the Learned of Uxie, the Knights. Why did you come to Hoenn - if I may ask?” he coughed when he realized how rude he must have sounded.

…by Glacia’s standards, anyway..

“Stand up straight,” Glacia ordered, and he did without thinking. His mother had trained him well, and Glacia somehow hit her exact notes. “I encourage curiosity in all its forms, but it behooves you to remember the conduct expected of your station, Elite Four Ash.”

Sneasel hissed at her, and Ash sent a sour look his way. That certainly wasn’t helping his case.

“Sorry - I am sorry,” Ash swiftly corrected. “I will do my best to remember.”

This way of speaking was stiff and formal and uncomfortable for Ash, who preferred to keep things as succinct as possible, but it was a price worth paying for the opportunity to learn from Glacia. Ice Masters were relatively rare due to the limited conditions in which they thrived, and it was rarer still to find one in a tropical land like Hoenn.

Of course, Indigo once had an Ice Master from the warm, summer-blessed Sevii Islands in Lorelei. Maybe the National League had a monopoly on them?

“Sufficient.”

Glacia’s icy blue eyes burrowed into him. It was easy enough to meet them, though he still felt like he was being scolded. He found it difficult to pin down just how old Glacia was at a glance. Realistically, he knew enough to say she was in her early forties at the most, but she held an ageless quality that reminded him of an ancient statue or expertly carved sculpture.

“It is my understanding that the Indigo League has entrusted your training to Mr. Stone. I am disappointed that he has not seen fit to begin your schooling in etiquette. Many eyes are on you, Elite Four Ash.”

“Steven - Mr. Stone,” Ash said, though it still felt wrong to call Steven that. It made him sound so old. “Has taught me a lot I know how to write reports. I can fill out forms properly. I can requisition resources!”

Glacia was patient, but she interjected as soon as he was done.

“I did not mean to imply he has entirely neglected his duties,” she said. “However, it is essential for League representatives to communicate well with those outside the League as well as those within,” Glacia paused to let him think her words through. “As a ward of the Ever Grande League, it is our responsibility to educate you in these matters. As Mr. Stone is occupied with his own duties, I have deemed it my duty to ensure you are properly prepared for whatever situations you may encounter.”

Her tone was businesslike, but Ash still felt a little worm of dread rise up in his gut. Maybe this wouldn’t be worth the little nuggets of wisdom from the Ice Master…

Still, he wasn’t about to try and evade her. He wasn’t eager to learn, and he found it difficult to imagine a time he might need fancy words and meaningless rules, but Ash suspected Glacia would hunt him across Hoenn if he tried to escape her tutelage. She wasn’t one to be trifled with.

“I understand, Elite Four Glacia.”

Her gaze softened ever so slightly. “I expect it will not be the burden you expect. Your manners are pleasing thus far. Our time together will simply reinforce those lessons and ensure you are aware of certain expectations you might not have encountered before. Who taught you?”

“My mother. Delia Ketchum.”

“I see that she did an excellent job.”

Ash thawed a little and found himself smiling.

“Your lessons will take begin tomorrow, here. We will meet promptly each day at noon for the remainder of your time in Ever Grande City.”

“Yes, Elite Four Glacia.”

His response seemed to please her, and she peered down at Sneasel, who still hid behind Ash. It was probably the wisest thing he’d done all day… and that included his choice to hold off on his evolution.

“Have you chosen a name?”

Sneasel poked his head out, shook it, then retreated back to safety. Glacia’s lips thinned. “Your trainer does not hide away like a sulking child. Why do you?”

Walrein poked its head out and laid it atop an ice floe, which swayed precariously under the sudden weight, but didn’t so much as grumble when Sneasel growled at Glacia. To be fair, Sneasel did ruin the effect since he refused to leave his safe spot behind Ash. The massive ice-type just seemed vaguely amused.

“Very well,” Glacia’s words dripped with stiff politeness that she wielded like a thin dagger. “You will require your own lessons. I expect you to accompany Elite Four Ash each day.”

Sneasel refused to respond until Ash not-so-subtly nudged him with his boot. It took a moment, but he finally groaned his agreement. Ash flushed a little at Sneasel’s antics, but then he realized how much worse it would have gone if she’d met a hormone-addled Weavile fresh from evolution.

Maybe this wasn’t so bad after all.

“I will leave you to your training. Please enjoy the facilities.”

Ash scrambled for words. “Thank you for allowing us to use your training grounds, Elite Four Glacia.”

“It is my pleasure,” Glacia glanced at Walrein, who seemed rather content in the vast expanse of the pool. Her lips twitched. “I will return to collect Agepetos once he has had his fill here. In the meantime, I am certain he would be eager to participate in whatever training exercises you see fit.”

The enormous Walrein eagerly slapped his flippers together with a clap and came crashing back down onto the ice floe. It soon crumbled beneath his mass and left Agepetos to float leisurely. He waggled his furry eyebrows at Ash, who grinned back.

Sneasel and Torrent could learn so much, and even Nidoking might pick up a few tips for his ice-type techniques.

“Thank you!”

She allowed the slip this time. Glacia swept away, no doubt hurrying to resume her enormous list of duties, but stopped just before the door.

“You inquired earlier regarding why I came to Hoenn,” Glacia said. “I saw endless potential here as a girl and endless challenges for myself and my family in its foreign climate. The world is too large and too beautiful to see only one small corner. Life without challenges is rather dull, don’t you agree?”

“I do, Elite Four Glacia.”

With her piece said and some of Ash’s questions answered, she said her final farewell. Ash dutifully returned it and was left alone with a ten thousand pound Walrein doing its best impersonation of a human grin. It dragged itself from the pool with a little huff, then groaned out a challenge.

Ash smiled back and glanced at Sneasel, glad he’d finally recovered from Glacia’s reprimand. “Looks like he wants a challenge. Think you’re up to it?”

Cruel white hooks flicked forth from their velvety sheaths. Sneasel raised them in challenge to Agepetos, and just like that their battle began.
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Days and nights passed by in a blur.

Steven assured him they’d depart within three or four days, but Ash had little time to think about what came next. Every waking moment was consumed with training, theorizing, consulting, and otherwise doing his best to make use of the resources he had available.

Without Dazed even his unwaking moments might have been used the same way.

At least it was time well spent. Ash’s well-established routine was a comfort. He clung to the order like a lifeline to pull him out of the anxiety-ridden thoughts fraying the corners of his mind.

Breakfast. Training. Etiquette. Lunch. Training. Dinner with Steven. Training. Relax. Sleep. Repeat.

Despite how much Ash had on his plate, he still had time to worry for Steven. He spent the majority of the day down with Regirock and Probopass, but at least it didn’t seem to take too harsh a toll. Steven was exhausted, but he seemed relieved by having one clear, concise task to throw his full energy at.

Steven wouldn’t speak too much on the topic, but it sounded like he was making progress. This sort of task was right up his alley, so it didn’t surprise Ash. Complex, open-ended problems such as the Rockets or the diplomatic challenges of managing the region strained him, but Steven blossomed as his rigid nature was offered its best opportunity.

Every day had Steven in better spirits, which in turn rolled over to Wallace. The Champion had even found time to attend the occasional meal with his Elite Four.

Ash found a mote of his own peace in Ever Grande City, but there was one shadow hanging over his head like an executioner’s axe. It was felt by his friends as well, but none seemed willing to bring up the taboo topic.

Ash couldn’t blame them. Even he wasn’t eager to address the problem, though the thought that he was running away drove him a little mad.

He still hadn’t released Spiritomb from its pokeball.

Steven continuously reiterated the importance of Cynthia’s permission. That requirement grated at Ash more and more by the day given her self-imposed isolation Lake Acuity. What was her purpose there?

The Learned of Uxie were no stranger to transient guests. But did she live with them on the shores of their frigid lake? Did she scour their ancient codices in hunt of answers? Did she sit on the cold beaches seeking sparks of inspiration or enlightenment from the sacred waters?

Who knew? Certainly not Ash. For all he knew, the isolation may be a convenient excuse to go write in peace for a few days… personally, he wouldn’t mind that explanation at all. Ash had to split his time between her various works, but he’d almost finished the monolithic Hoenn text given to him by his mother.

Around one hundred pages crammed to the brim with detailed, complex explanations of Hoenn’s modern political, social, and civic trends remained, but after that the wellspring would run dry and he’d have to hunt down new reading material. He would still have her unpublished notes on Johto, of course, alongside the Drakes’ journal given to him by Elder Yari, along with countless archives in the PokeDex, but it was odd to realize he’d nearly made it through.

Then he thought back to the other reading material he needed to review and work through.

Steven’s physics cheat sheet, his manual on raising fossil pokemon, his own training notes, homework for Glacia, Phoebe’s notes on raising ghosts, mail and personal messages so his friends and loved ones didn’t think he’d gotten himself killed in the wilderness, and the League handbook Steven was so insistent on…

Okay, so maybe he wouldn’t run out of reading material any time soon. But the League handbook - minus then-Champion Drake’s contributions, of course - left the Piede looking like a lush oasis in comparison.

He needed more of Cynthia’s work if he wanted to make it through that monstrosity.

You’re doing it again, Friend-Trainer. 

Agh, he was!

“Thanks, Dazed,” he sighed and forced the self-imposed distraction away. Ash ceased pacing around his room and stared at the innocuous Ultra Ball on his coffee table. It appeared inert as ever.

The shake during his conversation with Bruiser and Seeker was the only sign of life he’d detected. Ash dissected that moment over and over again, but he still wasn’t entirely certain what led to the change.

Heightened emotion? Spiritomb’s latent consciousness having a particularly active dream?

…Did Spiritomb dream? It must have. Right? But would it dream of its own experiences, or would it be lost in tattered threads of those individuals who made it up?

Ash sighed, refocused, and stared daggers at the pokeball.

This stalemate was lingering on for too long. It had turned into a battle of attrition with Ash and his team on one side and something that spent thousands of years in an isolated tomb on the other. He didn’t fancy their chances if this kept up. Every passing day added to their stress.

Cynthia hadn’t responded to Steven’s missive yet, but the longer he waited the more Ash found that he didn’t care. He had about ten thousand questions for her (and was excited to hear from her for entirely professional reasons, no matter what Dazed’s lingering amusement said!) but this wasn’t the time to wait.

It was time to act!

You don’t leave a wound to fester. You suture it, cauterize it, whatever. All that matters is you don’t let it rot and grow.

He was tired of waiting.

Ash had handled Spiritomb before. He could do it again.

His hand stopped inches away from the device.

He was eager to confront the specter, but wisdom prevailed.

He was still going to release it. Training it wasn’t an option, But this wasn’t sustainable. Were it any other pokemon, leaving it in its ball for so long would qualify as cruelty on its own. The anticipation - or dread - were killing him in slow degrees.

Ash needed to speak with it.

Would any of the questions plaguing him be answered? Most likely not. Ash was reluctant to even try at this stage. Better to build up some mutual trust and respect before he went prying.

But he could make contact. He could put the possibility of working together in Spiritomb’s mind… minds?

Ugh. Things got so complicated with composite organisms. Who would have thought anything could make Metagross seem straightforward?

Dazed watched over him silently. For once she wasn’t polishing her pendulum. Instead she was brushing her fur with fine uses of psychic power instead. Her yellow fur was short enough that little maintenance was needed, but it never hurt to pluck out any bits of dust or mud that clung to her after training.

“I could release it right this second.”

Yes. 

He could do that. Of course, that would also probably send the local psychics into a panic attack. He’d heard about it when he’d let it out with Phoebe.

More importantly, what would Steven think when he inevitably got that report?

What would Steven think of him?

In the best case scenario, Steven would see that Ash hadn’t retained a single word of their conversation in Regirock’s vault. At worst, he might think Ash was deliberately rejecting his input.

Ash wanted to just rip the bandage off, but that would be pointless. It would do more harm than good to everyone involved.

He crashed back against the luxurious navy couch and just stared at the Ultra Ball. Still no movement. “Dazed, can you put in a request for Phoebe to stop by?”

Of course. 

Ash detected a distinct note of pleasure in her words. At least it seemed Dazed approved.

It will be some time. 

“I figured,” Ash said. It would have been a shock if Phoebe could drop her duties at a moment’s notice. But she might just make an exception for Spiritomb.

He knew how he wanted to spend the time while they waited, but it would have to wait. There was one topic he still needed to broach with Dazed, and what better opportunity could he find?

“Dazed, can you look into my mind?”

Her eyes lit up with brilliant power. Ash focused on all his hopes, plans, and worries for Spiritomb potentially joining their team. He allowed time for the negatives, a vague awareness of Dazed’s own mind lingering on them, before turning to the bright hopes he had for the future, a chance to help and offer a new chance -

I believe in you. 

Warmth flooded him and his cheeks went a little red at the trust that radiated from her like the sun’s light. “I - thank you, Dazed.”

She said nothing, but instead watched him with her pendulum held tightly between two stubby yellow fingers.

Huh, that went much faster than he’d expected.

Well, if they had time to burn… Ash cleared his throat.

“Want to get some reading in?”

He plucked the Drakes’ journal from his pocket and brandished it at Dazed, whose eyes immediately twisted into one of her smiles. Warmth flooded their bond, and he was quick to flip it open to where he’d left his bookmark.

They’d almost caught up to the present century, but their progress had slowed substantially. The accounts recorded in the journal grew more and more complete as they made it further into the book.

Ash cleared his throat as Dazed shuffled closer, then began to read aloud for her. He’d normally release the rest of the team to listen in, but the majority were off training. Bruiser, Seeker, and Tangrowth were off to explore the tunnels, Sneasel and Torrent remained in Glacia’s battleground with Agepatos, and Nidoking and Lairon had accompanied Steven to train with Probopass for the day. Plume was probably halfway across Hoenn.

Oz had situated herself down at a rocky little outcropping near the base of Final Falls running a few experiments for Storm Surge. She’d been a little cagey about it all, so Ash hadn’t pressed too much.

As for Infernus? Ash had made a mistake by mentioning that Phoebe had a Chandelure. They’d been ripping a few practice fields apart for hours now.

Oh well. Ash wasn’t going to complain about a chance to review the entries twice.

His lips twisted up into a smile when he read the name of their Drake for the day. Definitely one of Lance’s ancestors.

“Drake Naginata’s account of the Saffron Subjugation in the Secession,” Ash read the entry’s label, “Let’s see… second of the Elite Four at the time, well-established, noted Indigoan loyalist… Okay! With that out of the way, let’s get started!”

The Ultra Ball remained lifeless on the table.
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“It’s significant! I know it doesn’t make any sense to you, but it’s important to humans.”

Dazed rolled her eyes, which flashed blue as she made telepathic contact.

Humans are strange. 

Ash nodded in agreement.

The Drake changed what others called it? Why? It was Drake. That is its place. That is what it remained.

He kicked his feet up on the coffee table while he struggled to translate his thoughts into words. “Humans put a lot of worth into names.”

Dazed’s pendulum twitched.

I struggle to understand. 

Ash frowned. “You’ve called me by my name before… just a few times,” he admitted. “But it’s happened.”

She cocked her head.

It is what you are. 

“I thought I was Friend-Trainer?”

That is also what you are. 

“Is Lance what Lance is, or is he just Champion-Mentor?”

He is Champion-Mentor. That is his place. 

Ash hummed to himself. He had an instinctual understanding of Dazed’s naming sense by now, but it interested him to hear her own perspective. To be honest, hers made more sense to him. It was certainly simpler.

“It’s different for humans,” Ash said at last. “We like to complicate things. It’s not just your role. Not just what you act as. A name… it’s like your own concept. It’s your family, and when people think of it, they think of you as an individual, not just your place. It can be something to aspire to, or a reminder of something lost, or a statement; it can be more or less. But they’re seldom simple.”

It seems unnecessary. We are our actions. A name cannot reveal more than what one has created. You cannot choose your place without taking action to become it. 

He snorted. “You aren’t wrong. Still, that’s just how it is for humans. I don’t think it’s changing any time soon,” Ash cocked his head as a thought sprung to mind. “What do you think of yourself as? Is there something you’d like me to call you instead?”

Dazed’s eyes twisted into another smile.

I am Dazed.

His heart filled with warmth which he made sure to project outward, certain that Dazed would sense it, and smiled wider than he had in a long, long time.

“So,” he said quickly, “with Drake Naginata, she was making a point when she changed her name… well, changed what order it was in. She was the Drake, yes?”

Dazed nodded.

“Things were different back then. No Gym Leaders, only Lords of Indigo. Same role, same purpose, but power was passed down from generation to generation for the most part, not earned.”

You have explained this to me before. I repeat: humans are strange. Birth does not indicate success. 

“People used to believe all sorts of stupid things. Some still do,” Ash scowled. “But back then, it was all about the clans. The League was in charge, but they had to balance their power with the Lords. The Lords held the local authority, and the League usually wasn’t strong enough to fully control them.”

“Clan members put their family name first back then,” Ash said. “Wataru Lance, for example. The family was put above the individual. Ketchum Ash,” he said, although that brought some dark thoughts forward.

In another life where Giovanni had gotten his way, his name might not have been Ketchum at all.

Disgust filled him, but he quickly buried it away. Later.

“Drake Naginata was a loyalist. She wasn’t the Champion, but she believed in Indigo. Didn’t seem like she was in it just for the practical benefits,” Ash ran his fingers over her entry again. Her passion bled through every inked word as she went on tirade after tirade - Naginata believed in the individual above all else. Perhaps the Wataru custom of crowning their strongest Drake had colored her view there.

Just like the Champions, no one was born Drake. You had to earn it. You had to fight every day for it, prove to the clan that you and your partner deserved to command, and claw it for yourself. Birth might smooth your path, but it didn’t confer the right to rule in the Wataru, nor in the League.

Drakes who attempted to change that custom rarely even managed to kick off bloody civil wars - their traditions were sacred to the Wataru, and the rite of becoming Drake was held precious beyond all others.

Ignoring the idealistic explanations, he had to imagine the pragmatic ones came through as well. What Wataru with a single scrap of ambition would allow the chance (however slim) that they may become Drake slip through their fingers? It was a point of pride that any family may give rise to a mighty Drake.

“Anyway, it sounded like she was fed up with the Lords. Tired of clans, tired of the great families. She introduced herself as Naginata Wataru from then on. Wanted to put the focus on the individual, not the name behind them. Fit pretty well with the League, and I guess everyone else ended up doing the same.”

It is the proper way. I still find human traditions odd, however. 

“Same here, Dazed, same.”

Both twitched when the door suddenly slammed open. A beaming face poked in, and Phoebe rapped her knuckles against the entryway after she’d already sprung in. She soon loomed over him with the same intensity from the other day… at least when Spiritomb was involved.

“You called?” Phoebe’s hands were planted firmly on her hips, although her attention immediately flicked to Spiritomb’s Ultra Ball. “Aww, look at the poor little thing just sitting there. So… is it time? Has Cynthia gotten back to you?”

Ash and Dazed shared a look. “Not exactly.”

Phoebe appeared delighted as she connected the dots

“Oh! Teenage rebellion in Ever Grande City?” She clucked her tongue, waggled her finger at him, and grinned. “It’s been too long. I’m here for it.”

Well, when she put it like that…

“I’m twelve,” Ash protested, but Phoebe paid him no heed as she circled the table and knelt to poke at the Ultra Ball. It didn’t even twitch. He’d have told her to knock it off if he thought her prodding would accomplish anything. “And it’s not rebellion! I just need to talk to Spiritomb. That’s it.”

“And you thought having a mature, responsible adult like me to chaperone you would look better to Steven?”

“Pretty much.”

Phoebe’s lips curled into a smile. “Champion Wallace doesn’t have an opinion on Spiritomb, so that’s just perfect. No sweat off my back if Steven gets his Metagross-spotted panties in a wad.”

“It’ll be fine,” Ash said, though now he didn’t feel as confident. “I’m not asking it to join the team yet. I just want to make a good first… third,” he corrected. “impression in it. Make the offer, see if it’s interested, return it.”

“Sure,” Phoebe drawled. “Whatever you say.”

“Do you want to be here or not?”

“Wouldn’t miss this for the world! Not often I get to see such an amazing ghost. My kuia would kill for this!”

“Kuia?”

“Grandmother,” Phoebe explained. She plucked one of the compressed pokeballs from her necklace and returned it to its active state. One tap released a Mismagius’ familiar form, which hung suspended by Phoebe’s side.

It took in its company quickly, winked at Dazed and whispered eerily to Ash, and turned to the Ultra Ball with a grave expression.

“Well, what are you waiting for? Let’s do this!”

“Here?”

His initial plan was to go with Phoebe to her battlegrounds for their chat. It felt strange to release it here, but he supposed a (barely) more familiar environment might be good. Any comfort they could offer was essential.

“Of course. Tick tock!” Phoebe tapped her bare wrist. “I’ve got stuff to do. Let’s go!”

“You don’t have a watch.”

“It’s metaphorical. Mismagius, you’re responsible for limiting its influence. Suppress excess Distortion. Feed off what you can, warp away the rest. No need to give the poor surveillance team a heart attack… oh wait, too late for that with you around, Ash.”

Ash sighed and returned Dazed. He regretted it, since she was his only teammate he had access to at the moment. Part of him wanted to re-release her immediately, but that would be doing her a disservice. Spiritomb would carve through her defenses in an instant.

This was the right way to do it though. Spiritomb had fought his team. They’d hurt it and pushed it to the brink. One glimpse of them might trigger a reaction, and he needed to keep Spiritomb calm.

Phoebe’s orders begged a question, though. He couldn’t pass up the chance to interrogate her for scraps like that. It might be invaluable for Sneasel’s new project. “How does Mismagius control the Distortion?”

“Specialized incantations mostly,” Phoebe replied impatiently. “Acts like a focus for ghosts. Enhances Distortional control, so she can tear a little hole in the world for it to slip away. Takes the stuff back to where it originates. Neat, clean, and not too difficult with the right skill.”

He expected ‘the right skill’ to be Master, so he didn’t push forward. That was intriguing, though, and he had to wonder if it would be a possibility for Sneasel one day. So much potential that he was just beginning to brush the surface of…

“Ready?”

“Ready!”

Phoebe was too cheery for someone preparing to face a Spiritomb, but he felt a little thrill as well.

They both steeled themselves in preparation for what was to come, but that was just enough to ready them for the first brush of Spiritomb’s potent aura. It washed over them like a freezing tide of black water the moment the plain keystone appeared in a flash of red light.

Phoebe stumbled and clutched at a nearby chair for support as her eyes went wide while Ash’s breath hitched. Mismagius’ eyes squeezed shut as the specter murmured countless nonsensical words in an arcane flood.

Both withstood it, however, and Mismagius’ effort dulled Spiritomb’s passive fangs.

Only a few wisps of lavender and venomous green miasma spiraled from the seal like dancing clouds of smoke, yet the power was still enormous and settled around the room like a thick, suffocating blanket. Spiritomb hadn’t seen fit to reveal itself (just like last time) and it still almost brought them to their knees.

Even Mismagius looked vaguely ill. It couldn’t turn green, but he swore its violet features had darkened to a deep purple that brushed on black.

“Hello, Spiritomb,” Ash’s teeth clenched as that hollow feeling came back. Spiritomb’s power scrubbed away any hint of joy, thrill, and fear. His affect was flattened, his senses dulled, and the world seemed terribly grey.

This was after Mismagius’ efforts.

What was he doing here? Why did he even bother? It was so, so hard and all he wanted to do was rest…

No! This wasn’t him. But wasn’t it?

The worst part was that Spiritomb dredged up his own thoughts and worries and moved them to the forefront. Everything seemed insignificant in the face of the monumental task ahead of him. It weighed on him, he couldn’t do it, weren’t there better uses of his time and precious energy? Why bother if he was just going to fail -

No! No no no no.

Not him. They might be part of him, but he was more than the emptiness and apathy. He was more than the hollow rot.

He gripped memories good and bad as he had before, impaling the void with spikes of positive and negative emotion. Anything that made him feel, anything that could feed the void inside him and fill it up drop by drop, was fodder.

At last he felt himself again. Still tinged grey, but other colors bled through.

He’d learned to weather it, but that feeling was still wholly unpleasant.

Ash took a shallow breath and allowed tension to drain away, then continued. Phoebe still breathed heavily, but she’d calmed from the initial rush. This exposure had already carried on longer than the first, and he could tell it was draining her rapidly.

Phoebe was able to ward Spiritomb’s malign power away with a few symbols drawn in the air. A rush of darkness passed through her and expelled the dark influence for a moment, and she quickly reached into her herb pouch to snag a purple, flower-shaped berry. Kasib, he quickly recognized.

It wasn’t recommended for regular human ingestion, but it was a clever trick. The fruit and some of the rind was known to promote resistance against Distortional abilities, although its efficacy was limited against stronger attacks. Ash shouldn’t be surprised that Phoebe had so many preparations in place to protect herself from powerful Distortional influence.

“I don’t think I’ve had the chance to introduce myself. That’s rude of me, isn’t it?” Ash said, still feeling like Lairon was laying on his chest and squeezing the oxygen from his lungs. He tried to put Glacia’s etiquette training to good use. “My name is Ash Ketchum.”

The keystone laid flat and quiet. Even the gaseous wisps had frozen into place as if locked in time now that Spiritomb had adjusted to its surroundings. At a glance it would appear eerie, serene, and unnatural all as one.

It was wrong for something to be so still. Somehow even an inanimate stone seemed to possess more life, capable of being moved by a touch or brushed by the wind. Spiritomb felt removed from the world, phantasmal, an incorporeal alien eager to vanish away entirely.

“Can we talk? Just for a minute.”

No response.

Ash was certain it was listening, though, and continued as if it had. “I’m sorry that we fought last time. We were just defending ourselves, and I bet you were doing the same.”

Nothing.

“We won’t bother you for long,” Ash shared a glance with Phoebe, who nodded but looked immeasurably disappointed. She’d probably use Spiritomb’s keystone like a plushie if he allowed it. “I just want to talk for a bit. Is that okay?”

It struck Ash that he was essentially talking to a brick wall, but he rolled with it.

“Just let me know if you want to be left alone.”

Still nothing.

“I’m sorry to have disturbed you. But we need to go over a few things. You need to know your options.”

Phoebe was still no help at all. She was more curious in analyzing Spiritomb. When she wasn’t poring over its phantasmal miasma, she was clutching a strange tag. It was woven of stiff bamboo fibers and inscribed with bizarre symbols unrecognizable as Unown or Draconid script.

It caught his interest, but he had bigger things to worry about. Besides, he’d brought Phoebe to supervise, not to intervene.

But maybe he should just let her deal with it. Talking at Spiritomb (it certainly wasn’t with) was so exhausting…

Ash snapped out of it the same moment he consciously recognized Spiritomb had slipped in through some crack in his armor. It was getting easier.

“The first option is to allow you to rest with the League.”

“Or I could take you!” Phoebe added helpfully as Mismagius grimaced. “We can travel, train, and have team bonding sessions. It’ll be like a big party! Or a sleepover!”

What little wisps remained frozen outside the keystone sucked back in until only the faintest tinge of purple smoke spilled outward. Phoebe wilted, then winked at Ash.

“I’d have to check with a few people, but we could see about returning you to the tomb and -”

Mist came roiling out of the stone, swirling furiously for a single moment before it stilled and retreated. Ash and Phoebe felt an awful touch storm their consciousness, brushing aside their barriers like a green sapling before a hurricane -

“Do you want to be friends?”

His dearest memory filled him with warmth even as Spiritomb sapped everything else away, and soon enough, the storm was over. It had swept over him with terrible force, but he remained standing, although his legs felt they’d turned to jelly.

Ash helped Phoebe to her feet as she stirred, though his weakened muscles strained to support her weight, and her eyes were empty for a moment… of course, then she looked back at Spiritomb, lit up again, and everything was back to normal.

“Okay, not that one.”

The keystone was still.

Ash took in a deep, rattling breath. “There’s one more option… you can come with me. You can stay in your pokeball all day if you want. I’ll need to talk to you sometimes, but I won’t make you do anything you don’t want to. If you want to be left alone, I’ll leave you alone. It can be like taking a long nap.”

While Spiritomb didn’t react, it also didn’t recoil like it had to the other possibilities. He couldn’t take it as acceptance, but it wasn’t an outright declination either. Ash decided it was worth bringing up to Cynthia when she got back to him. He’d get Phoebe’s thoughts as well.

Still, with Spiritomb’s power seeping into the room bit by bit and saturating it with its emptiness, it was time to go. Ash didn’t want Mismagius to be pressed too hard.

“We could do a trial run,” Ash suggested, thinking frantically. “Stick with me for a bit. If you like it, you can stay. If you don’t, I’ll take you anywhere you want.”

A twitch, but the mist did nothing else before it froze again.

“I’m going to return you now. Is that all right?”

Nothing.

He recalled it and clipped the Ultra Ball to his belt… and then collapsed onto the couch. Ash clutched his book like a lifeline. It was real. Ash remembered telling stories of the Drakes to Lairon, poring over it with Dazed to wring out every little detail and subtlety they could, leaning against Nidoking…

Ash could breathe again.

Phoebe sighed loudly.

“Whoo! That was pretty intense. Can’t imagine what it’s like facing Spiritomb in battle!” The Ghost Master sounded exhausted, but apparently the adrenaline had finally kicked in. She paced around with a ragged smile and never looked away from where Spiritomb’s keystone had been. “I know it might be a while, but I’d love to battle you if Spiritomb is up for it.”

A thrill raced through him. Phoebe wanted to battle him. Well, Spiritomb, but him by proxy. Technically.

He’d take it.

“So you think Spiritomb will come around?” He asked, not concealing the note of hope in his voice.

“Hard to say.” She shrugged. “It’s not interested right now, but at least it didn’t hide away from you like it did with me.” Phoebe clutched at her chest as if Spiritomb had dealt her a mortal wound, then laughed. “How’d you like my acting, by the way? I made you look like an amazing alternative!”

Ash snorted. “Thanks. Spiritomb doesn’t seem the type for parties.”

“It’s just never been to one of my parties.” Phoebe sounded offended. “Personally, I think you should just take Spiritomb with you. I only know a little, but it’s enough. Spiritomb needs to see the world. Make some friends. Get some positive experiences. It would be hard to do that stuck in Ever Grande City all the time,” she finished glumly.

Ash hummed. “I’ll see what Cynthia thinks.”

He definitely wanted Spiritomb on his team, but the last thing he wanted was to drag it along. But maybe the trial run would be a good idea. Spiritomb could experience a month or two with him, then he could allow it to make a decision.

The real problem would be breaking through Spiritomb’s shell in that timeframe. Ash wasn’t about to try to force anything, but that didn’t mean he couldn’t start strategizing.

It was horrifying to consider, but Spiritomb truly didn’t seem to care what happened to it so long as it didn’t return to Regirock’s secret tomb. Pity stirred in his heart.

“A word of advice, Ash.”

“Yeah?”

“Remember you’re a part of the Indigo League.” Phoebe was uncharacteristically solemn. “Steven is your teacher and Champion Cynthia is brilliant, but your duty is to Indigo. Forget Hoenn for a bit and think about your future. What do you want? What would Champion Lance think? What would your brothers and sisters in the Indigo Elite Four say? Will they support you?”

Lance would want him to grow stronger, of course. But what would Lance advise on the subject of Spiritomb? Would he want him to accept that challenge? He couldn’t forget Lance’ pale, pinched features the last time he’d seen him, nor his haggard spirit and unbreakable determination.

What was it like to burn yourself, bit by bit, as fuel for the Feather? Lance had heaped his hopes, dreams, and even his health atop the pyre in exchange for the strength to push ever onward.

And Ash imagined taking on Spiritomb would be much the same.

But he had to remember why Lance threw himself into the flame and nearly burnt everything he was to cinders. It wasn’t for personal glory or selfish desire. It was to help the League. To help his people. To ensure he would be the shield of Indigo.

Spiritomb needed help, and Ash wouldn’t be the one to turn away from it.

“You look like your mind’s made up. Did you figure it out, or do you just want to punch something?”

“Yes.”

“Great!” Phoebe said. Then she yawned. “Wow, Spiritomb hits hard. It’s like someone just took a shovel to my brain. Want to satisfy that urge to punch something? I need to clear this fog out or I’ll be useless all day.”

Thank goodness he’d sent Sneasel off to train in Phoebe’s battleground.

It was prime real estate for Sneasel’s new training, and he’d love to test the little progress they’d made up against a true ghostly expert… although he’d have to be careful not to reveal too many of their cards until it was time for a real battle.

“Lead the way.”

Ash quickly arranged a few things on his bed, winced at the dark power still lingering within the room, and followed Phoebe out the door as she chatted about Spiritomb, which Ash was quickly finding to be a subject she was just as fascinated with as he was.

He still wasn’t sure how she saw it as ‘cute’, but he supposed he’d have time to unravel that mystery if he could convince Spiritomb to stick with him.

If.
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Nidoking roared, Sneasel hissed, and Torrent rumbled.

Jagged arcs of frosty light arced forth forth from their mouths and coalesced together as they converged on their target, and Agepetos was encased in a thick layer of craggy, semi-translucent ice -

The mighty Walrein tore through it in an instant, threw its great head back to cackle, and then hurled itself through the water with amazing grace and absolutely terrifying speed. Closing the distance, he launched himself at the trio of opponents, who promptly scattered.

The juggernaut gave chase, and Nidoking quickly spat a long stream of flame to bathe over the Walrein, but he simply dipped deeper into the water and continued his unstoppable pursuit.

Raging flames struck the water and burst into an immense cloud of thick steam that obscured their vision, which Agepetos was happy to take advantage of. He thumped his muscular tail against the bottom of the deep pool to release an Earthquake, and water burst away, rising up in a twenty foot wave that rippled forward to engulf Nidoking and hurl him to the ground -

“Elite Four Glacia, couldn’t Agepetos used Surf instead?”

Sneasel climbed up on a floe of ice he’d created, spitting mad and yowling furiously while he brandished his claws at Agepetos, who eagerly turned to address the new challenger. Sneasel would be spitting vile streams of obscenities that would impress Gary if he were human.

He couldn’t help his smile, though. Sneasel’s fur was dripping wet and completely matted to his skin. All the pleasant fluff he would normally poof up to appear intimidating just made him look like a little Meowth who’d just experienced its first bath.

Glacia sipped her steaming mountain tea as they watched the battle. She’d told him it was Snowpoint stock she imported, so he made his appreciation known when she offered him a cup. He matched her sip with one of his own. It was pleasant enough with its floral, earthy taste with hints of mint and citrus, though he preferred his bitter black coffee.

Ash was very careful not to slurp. Steven would swing by soon to pick him up, and he wanted to say farewell to Glacia on a good note. Her lessons were straightforward enough, even if some of the pointless rules made him want to rip his hair out.

Glacia understood that learning the vast majority wasn’t practical, although she insisted that didn’t diminish its value, and didn’t force him to commit them all to memory. Ash begrudgingly acknowledged her point, and committed himself to what he could to at least satisfy her. He wouldn’t want to embarrass anyone at some formal event, even if he made it a priority to avoid them whenever he could. Just the thought of those nightmares left him swimming in anxiety.

Couldn’t he just fight things instead?

“He could,” Glacia said. “But Agepetos has always had a flair for the dramatic.”

Yes, he could see that, although he thought the Walrein might regret it. Nidoking had already flung himself to his feet and readied a Thunderbolt while Torrent had slammed a Dragon Pulse straight into his back as the gigantic ice-type tore after Sneasel, who cackled when Walrein was knocked aside with a groan.

Agepetos twisted with surprising grace, fired off a great storm of freezing wind and ice chips at Nidoking, who cut off his assault in order to manifest a Protect, but soon found himself frozen in the water as he attempted to swim after Sneasel yet again.

It was as if the cold water in the pool itself had come alive and ensnared the Walrein with a mighty fist - he strained and strained, mustache-like tufts of white fur twitching as he roared, and Ash knew it took all of Torrent’s will to keep him locked in place. The smallest twitch from a Walrein like that would be enough to tear through ice and crack concrete.

His team capitalized on it in an instant. Agepetos was a mighty opponent, easily amongst the strongest of her team, and just the one display from Torrent was enough to catch him off guard. They’d just have to ensure they had a few new tricks up their sleeves by the time they faced her for real.

“Water manipulation. Most impressive, Elite Four Ash. My compliments.”

“Thank you. I will pass them along to Torrent.”

His response earned another of Glacia’s rare smiles, though he wasn’t sure what spurred this one. She sipped her tea again as they watched the battle unfold. Agepetos was an unstoppable juggernaut, but his team harried and prodded from every angle.

There was no certainty to how it would end; this was just a fun little spar. In a real fight he’d have his team fighting much dirtier.

“If you find yourselves in Ever Grande City again, I will recommend to Champion Wallace that he oversees your training. Several of his teammates possess a particular talent for water manipulation, and I believe they may be of assistance,” Glacia said, though her eyes were still locked on Torrent as he pulled a sheet of water upwards to block a Powder Snow from Agepetos. “Torrent’s abilities are quite refined, however. There is a smoothness to them that I have rarely seen. Where was he trained?”

How to explain that Torrent had honed his talent after lessons from Suicune itself?

The simple answer was that he didn’t. While he’d come to like Glacia over this past week, he still wouldn’t feel comfortable enough confiding in her about the Legends. She had access to his file, but that was a little tidbit she wouldn’t find in any dossier.

“We spent several weeks at the Lake of Rage,” he said at last, careful to enunciate each word. Any misstep would have Glacia frowning at him, which he’d rather avoid. Normally she only offered him a sign of disapproval when he made an obvious mistake… or when she looked at his hat. “Torrent was able to practice there.”

“I see.”

Ash couldn’t read any signs of approval or disapproval in her calm gaze, though he was certain she realized he wasn’t telling the full truth.

“I am surprised you didn’t utilize water manipulation in your battle against Master Fino.”

The change of subjects was a welcome one, and he felt himself flush with pride as he recalled his victory over the Fire Master. “I thought it would be too predictable. Torrent attracted attention during the Indigo Conference, and I expected Fino -” Glacia watched him like Plume watched Wurmple, “Master Fino, to have planned for him.”

“You did well. Master Fino is a cunning foe with many years of experience. I have heard that Champion Lance is quite excited about your victory,” Glacia sipped her tea again. “From my understanding, the Elite Four quarters in Indigo Plateau have seen quite a few renovations these past weeks.”

Ash blinked. Just how much money had been on the line for that battle?

“It also taught several of my compatriots a well-deserved lesson about making poor choices in their gambling habits,” Glacia sniffed. “You have my thanks.”

“You’re welcome,” Ash said reflexively, still a little bewildered at how much money had changed hands because of him. He slouched unconsciously as he lost himself in errant thought, but a pointed look from Glacia had him straightened up before he could blink. “Elite Four Glacia?”

“Yes, dear?”

He smiled, open his mouth to ask his question about Lake Acuity -

“Ash?”

It took only a second to place the newcomer’s voice. Steven.

“We are here, Mr. Stone.”

Glacia’s curt words led Steven to their small table in just a moment, though he looked distinctly uncomfortable in Glacia’s frosty training grounds. His suit was designed for breathability, so Ash had no doubt the cold air and chilled water splashed all around the great pool were miserable for him.

Steven looked at Ash’s shorts and T-shirt oddly, but seemed to dismiss it as another of Ash’s strange quirks. That was normally a safe assumption for Steven to make.

“Good afternoon, Elite Four Glacia,” Steven said stiffly. He appeared a little out of it, though still sharp, so he must have just recently left Regirock’s chamber. Normally he’d be in there for a few extra hours.

Had Cynthia reached out? She’d gone into a solitary chamber on Lake Acuity’s shores, or so he’d heard, but perhaps she’d struck enough of a breakthrough to address more worldly concerns.

“Good afternoon, Mr. Stone.” The words felt very strange in his mouth, but he would be able to return to normalcy soon.

“Ash, I just wanted to inform you that we will be leaving at dawn.”

His eyebrows rose. “Where are we headed?”

Glacia’s blue eyes bored a hole in him.

“…Mr. Stone,” he appended.

The battle had come to a stop now, all of the combatants more interested in what news Steven had to share, and Ash found himself missing the rhythmic crashing of waves and the battle cries of his friends.

“We’ll be traveling to Sudmauna, a small island in the southern archipelago. It’s not far from Pacifidlog,” Steven added. “Fino took me there when I was his apprentice, and I would like to share it with you as well.”

Ash’s heart warmed. “Are there any missions -”

Steven blanched. “No!” He calmed at Glacia’s frown, but remained steadfast. “No missions. We will spend some time with the villagers there - they have a festival I think you will enjoy - and continue honing your skills. We shall begin work with your new companion as well. Sudmauna is sparsely populated enough that I believe we can work without risking anyone stumbling onto us.”

That meant… “Champion Cynthia responded?”

“No,” Steven sighed. “She’s still in isolation. Only critical news is being passed along, I’m afraid. Everything else is routed to Lucian. That wouldn’t normally be a problem, but he’s hardly an authority on these matters.”

He held back a groan to avoid disappointing Glacia, but couldn’t help the disappointment that filled him.

“But we’re moving forward with Spiritomb?”

“On a temporary basis. You said your team supports your decision, and the more time available for Spiritomb to adjust the better. But!” Steven raised a finger. “Juliet will begin her check-ins while we wait for Cynthia.”

Ash nodded. That made sense, naturally, and eagerness rose up in his chest. This whole week had been spent planning on how to work with Spiritomb, and now it was time to put them into action! He was nervous, of course, but the excitement overpowered it.

They chatted for a bit longer, though there wasn’t much they could say outside of a truly secure area such as the vault, and eventually the cold grew to be too much for Steven to bear in his thin suit. He left with a formal farewell for Glacia and a swift nod to Ash, and then it was just Ash, Glacia, and the fighters who were all too eager to resume their battle.

The Ice Master sipped her tea one last time, then placed the empty porcelain cup down as she turned to watch the battle.

“It seems our time together is limited. Before you depart, I will allow you to ask whatever questions you would like.”

He couldn’t refuse an offer like that! Glacia appeared torn between utter bemusement and the faintest signs of mirth as the floodgates opened and a dozen questions at once rolled off his tongue… all phrased very politely, of course.

Ash had been taught well.

This week in Ever Grande City had passed by in a blur and he was eager to go out and explore the world, but Ash had to admit that there would be a few things he missed. Still, Hoenn was ripe and ready for him, and that familiar itch demanded he go out and walk every inch of it.

Steven hadn’t been too forthcoming on what Sudmauna was like (beyond his obvious fondness for the island) but Ash found himself curious all the same. He’d traipsed all over the western reaches of the mainland now, seen the great city of Rustboro and experienced Lavaridge’s wildlands for himself, but he’d done little more than camp in the archipelago.

The hunger rose up, and it was all he could do to distract himself with thoughts of snowy Sinnoh, the clear waters of Lake Acuity, and Snowpoint’s ancient traditions that Glacia was finally happy to share with him.

Not a bad way to spend his last day here.

Not bad at all.
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62. Chapter 62: The Ceremony


“Drinks! Cold water, fresh lemonade, soda… Nana has whatever your heart desires!”

“Here, please!” Steven waved the vendor over to their shaded cabana. The ancient woman shuffled over with a massive tray of drinks that seemed too heavy for her skeletal arms, but she somehow made it look like a breeze as she passed through the gigantic palm leaves draped over the entrance.

Ash quickly hopped up to help her balance the heavy tray on one of the simple cedar tables situated around the huge enclosure. Steven had spared no expense to ensure their teams would be comfortable. She patted his cheek (he fought hard not to twitch at the contact) and smiled toothlessly as she offered up her thanks.

“Thank you, darling. Goodness! Isn’t it hot out today?” She fanned herself with another palm leaf tucked into the strap of her bathing suit. The vendor stared a little too long at Steven for Ash’s liking. “Sea and stars! Say, young man, don’t I know you from somewhere?”

“Uh, no, I don’t believe so.” Steven twitched and tugged his gigantic orange sun hat down over his face. It was an enormous floppy orange monstrosity that would’ve fit comfortably on Aggron, so it appeared ridiculous on a human. Only a pair of gigantic black sunglasses kept it from drooping down to cover Steven’s whole face. “Some of my cousins have visited Sudmauna. Perhaps you’ve met one of them.”

His claim appeared valid at a glance. Steven had taken great care in preparing a disguise of sorts before they’d flown off from Ever Grande earlier in the morning.

It was quite nice seeing the tension and worry slip off Steven’s shoulders as he picked out various pieces of clothing and accessories that would make him unrecognizable as Steven Stone, former Ever Grande Champion. He’d seemed ten years younger as he showed off item after item to Skarmory, Claydol, Aggron, and even Armaldo for them to critique.

Ash considered the end result a success.

Right now Steven reclined back in a wicker beach lounger with a glass full of ice and one of those fancy little pink umbrellas in hand. His beachwear was just as gaudy as his hat and glasses. Steven’s open shirt was a tropical-themed nightmare printed with bright red flowers and grinning blue Wailmer. Many of the other beachgoers outside the village wore something similar, but it was Steven’s swim trunks that sold the illusion.

Steven looked a little green when he first looked at them and muttered something about how his father would disown him if he saw him like this, but he decided to wear the neon green shorts anyway. The color would’ve been offensive enough on its own, but the truly damning element was the massive Silph Co. logo plastered prominently all over the trunks.

It wasn’t the most convincing disguise Ash had ever seen, but it was garish enough that it hurt his eyes (and sense of taste) if he looked at it for too long. Steven’s most recognizable features such as his silver hair and grey eyes were obscured by his accessories, and nobody else would pay enough attention to discern his true identity.

He doubted anyone would break through the ruse… unfortunately Steven had also decided to release Metagross. The huge creature currently stood at Steven’s side like a fearsome metal sculpture. A few towels had been tossed over Metagross alongside Steven’s pokeballs. Bright red eyes glared out from beneath the various coverings, and the poor old woman received a dreadful fright when she caught sight of them.

“Oh my!” She clutched her chest, and for a terrifying moment Ash feared he might have to put those CPR lessons from his trainer certification classes to good use. Knowing Metagross, however, it might not be necessary. Metagross could probably fix something like a heart attack with a quick burst of psychic power and fend off half his team at the same time.

“Metagross is perfectly harmless,” Steven reassured the woman. She took a few deep breaths, but refused to make eye contact with the intimidating psychic. His eyes strayed over to the forgotten tray of drinks, and the vendor quickly snapped back to her duties.

“What catches your fancy?”

“Water, please.”

She filled his cup with icy water, then raked her eyes over Steven once again, settling mainly on the sliver of pale skin exposed by his open shirt. Ash shuddered as the old woman smiled roguishly, although Steven seemed entirely oblivious to her attention.

“And for you, darling?” She leered at Steven, then stole a look at Ash and lowered her voice. “We have the best rum in the archipelago! Good Champion Drake swears by it! If you prefer something… sweeter, I can make you my special mai tai.”

Steven’s silver eyebrows rose, but he cast a guilty look at Ash, who snorted. “It’s a little late for that. Remember the ferry back from the Sevii Islands?”

That earned a groan, but Ash’s point was made. Steven quickly made his order and the vendor shuffled away with her massive tray of drinks a few moments later, but not without one last glance at Steven.

Well, that was horrifying.

Steven’s ignorance somehow made it worse. Misery loved company, and Ash had no one to share it with but Nidoking, who pointedly closed his eyes. It might have been worth training up Dazed’s mental abilities just so she could pluck this memory from his brain and erase it forever.

“I think that went well.”

“She definitely recognized you.”

“What?” Steven shook his head. “Absolutely not. I’m unrecognizable.”

“You are… kind of. Someone else isn’t,” Ash looked pointedly at Metagross, who still sat inhumanly still. Any children who poked their heads into the big fancy cabana were liable to run away screaming at the sight.

Steven frowned. “I’m hardly the only trainer with a Metagross. Admittedly, they likely haven’t seen one in-person since my last visit with Fino.”

“When was that?” Steven’s remark piqued Ash’s interest. “You came here during your apprenticeship, right?”

“Fino gained an appreciation for the people of Sudmauna while he was stationed here during the war. He makes a point to come back often. I expect he’d be here now, in fact, if it weren’t for the situation in Lavaridge.”

His stomach twisted in guilt as he sipped on his refreshing water. The ice cubes resonated with him, but the little brush of objectivity did little to soothe him. Lavaridge would be in danger no matter what, but he still wished that Fino and Flannery might have had a little longer before their lives were turned upside down. Ash’s revelation meant their waking lives were consumed with drills, evacuation plans, and the careful extraction of Lavaridge’s most priceless histories.

“- appreciated his efforts to monitor the volcano. It’s currently dormant, but expected to erupt within the next five years or so.”

Ash grimaced. This line of conversation wasn’t taking his thoughts anywhere pleasant. “So when is this festival you’ve mentioned?”

“Nine days,” Steven cheered up immediately. Years slipped off him in an instant. “I can’t wait! It’s been… my goodness, it’s been six years since I’ve had the pleasure.”

That certainly put things into perspective. Ash would have been six at the time, probably still roaming around the Corral with Gary and trekking him with muddy feet and dirt-streaked skin.

Good times.

“It’s based around celebrating the natural world, right?”

“Yes. The Origin Festival honors Groudon, Kyogre, and Rayquaza and their roles in the creation of the world. I’m not overly familiar with the lore behind it all,” Steven admitted. “I enjoyed observing the more technical aspects of the production. Fino is the one you’d want to ask about that.”

Fair enough.

“I’ll have to hunt around,” Ash said. “Where are they putting it on, though? The town looks a little…”

“Broken?” Steven sighed. “Yes, it’s seen better days. Those hurricanes last year came out of nowhere. There was no time to prepare. Sudmauna was almost destroyed. Thank goodness they vanished just as abruptly as they appeared.”

His stomach turned. Ash remembered Moltres buried beneath a great trench carved in the waves, Mewtwo’s dominating presence and the words that scraped his mind raw, and the clean snap of Fergus’ arm fracturing.

It wasn’t just the survivors of New Island that had suffered that night.

“I saw a few crews trying to get things set up. Could we help?”

Steven stroked his chin. “Hmm. Yes, that’s a good thought. I’d hoped to offer our services for the ceremony regardless, but it’s clear they need help. Our teams would take a lot of the pressure off.”

Interest mounted at the prospect. Steven wanted them to help in the ceremony? He had no idea where to begin - his team was rather straightforward, although Ash’s mind spun as he began to think of ways they might be useful. It would help if he knew more about the ceremony, but he could always ask around for that information.

“I’d like for you to have a chance to decompress after your mission,” Steven sipped at his drink. “I’ll ask around, but we won’t jump into anything just yet. You’ve earned a few days off after your time with Glacia. She’s a stern taskmaster.”

Ash snorted. He couldn’t help but think fondly of his lessons with Glacia, even if sitting down with her each day had somehow been just as intimidating as rushing headlong into a battle. “Yeah. I learned a lot, though.”

“She gets results. You should have seen how Lance shaped up around her, although now that I think of it that might have been for a different reason entirely,” Steven smiled softly as he drifted off into old memories. “Now, there’s a training spot on the other side of the volcano that Fino and I used during our previous visits. It’s isolated enough that we shouldn’t run the risk of anyone coming upon us. We should be safe from causing any property damage as well.”

Ash listened and nodded along as Steven outlined their regime. It was a little lighter than normal (this was supposed to be a bit of a vacation, after all) but Ash already picked out several points in the day where he could either study his own material or set up individual training sessions with different members of his team.

The island would be the perfect environment to train several of his teammates. Infernus would be able to utilize the volcano for quick healing or help Tangrowth with his lava training, Torrent had the whole ocean to practice his water manipulation, and the diverse environments offered up plenty of opportunities for the others to stretch their legs.

Oz still had a long way to go with Storm Surge, and right now time was the most precious resource he had for her and several other members of his team such as Dazed and Sneasel. They had the foundations. Now they just needed to build upon them and perfect their skills.

“- has Cynthia contacted you yet?”

“No,” Ash quickly shook his head as he snapped back to reality. “Not yet.”

“Goodness, what is she doing up there?” Steven muttered to himself. “It’s not unusual for her to go off on research binges like this, but she normally leaves a few avenues to reach her. I hope she’ll reach out soon.”

Ash nodded. He felt the same. “I have a few ideas for Spiritomb. No training!” He said hastily when Steven frowned. “I don’t think we’re ready for that. But I don’t want to let this time go to waste. If I can just get Spiritomb to trust us…”

“Easier said than done,” Steven pointed out. “I knew Cynthia when she first acquired her Spiritomb. I know the situations aren’t identical, but I hope you don’t expect this to come easily.”

“Of course not. I know what Spiritomb is. I’ve felt a hint of what it’s gone through. Scars like that take a long time to heal. But I’d rather get started now than leave it to fester. There’s no time like the present.”

Steven acknowledged Ash’s point with a nod and sipped again from his giant straw. “I’ll inform Juliet, then. She’ll keep up with your progress. If you need any of my team’s support…”

“You’ll be the first to know,” Ash promised. “I want to take things slow, though. There’s no reason to stress out Spiritomb any more than I have to.”

“Very well. Now, how has your progress on Sneasel’s new technique been going? You mentioned you were hoping to train him to sense Distortion? That seems like something Phoebe would be fascinated by…”
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Sudmauna was a decent-sized isle in the southern reaches of Hoenn’s archipelago, a lesser island nestled between two larger landmasses. The archipelago was relatively untouched aside from the odd village and town. Any city numbering more than twenty thousand people stood out as a gem of civilization amid the great clusters of islands.

Hundreds of thousands of people were scattered all over the archipelago’s vast territory, but their population density was so low that sometimes the archipelago felt like a wasteland. You could travel for hours by ship or pokemon and never see another human soul or settlement.

The town’s size was hardly exceptional, but it did boast a population of several thousand native islanders and a few hundred mainlanders that had settled here over the years. Many of the mainlanders had once been stationed here during the Last War and gained an appreciation for the lifestyle and values on the island.

It wasn’t quite a tourist trap like Cinnabar, but it did seem to have a steady influx of visitors who brought a welcomed influx of cash into the community. A few research stations scattered across the island and a Ranger outpost in the village also offered incentive for outsiders to stop in.

Most tourists were content lounging on the beach - Steven was there now, probably sipping on his third mai tai of the day and being ogled by old ladies - but Ash set his sights on a different prize: Mauna Whenuatoto, the green-clad volcano which rose far above the human towns scattered along the isle.

Local legends claimed Mauna Whenuatoto was the mountain of the earth’s blood, a great stone scab heaped upon a weeping wound in the world’s crust. For once he couldn’t boast any secret intuition or hidden knowledge beyond a subtle throbbing in the Earth which he didn’t dare investigate, but he found the stories fascinating nonetheless.

He couldn’t claim any secret knowledge on that front, but he did know it was an absolute pain in the neck to climb. Sheer rock walls blocked most routes up the mountain. It was only with Bruiser’s help that he was able to work his way up the imposing trails winding their way up the volcano. A few Tailow chirped at him from their roosts, but they and the many bug-types that occupied the island gave Ash and Bruiser a wide berth.

Mauna Whenuatoto provided an impenetrable barrier to any casual hiker. Even Ash felt the first tinges of exhaustion as he wound his gloved hands in a few thick vines and steadily crawled up a sharp incline. Sharp rocks prodded at his unprotected skin, but he steadfastly shoved the sensation away as Bruiser clasped his forearm and hauled him up from above.

Ash might have been struggling, but Bruiser made this trek look as easy as breathing. In another life he’d made his home in the rugged mountains of Fuchsia and thrived there. The powerful combination of his well-honed instincts and absurd strength left Bruiser able to dance from hill to hill. When a sapling blocked Ash’s way, Bruiser bent it away with a single hand, then carefully allowed it to return to its proper place.

He was just grateful that Bruiser was such an excellent guide. They’d left the village far behind them, but after just two hours of climbing, all manner of acquired cuts, scrapes, and fresh bruises, and caked on layers of sweat muddled with the loamy dirt and scraps of vegetation, Ash found himself at his destination.

“Not too shabby. What do you think?”

Bruiser made a show of squinting at the massive heap of vine-covered stone, then offered Ash a thumbs up before plodding around to investigate. He laughed and turned his attention to their surroundings.

At first glance, his senses insisted he’d stumbled onto a handful of towering rock formations and weathered black boulders all draped in green vinery and heaps of vegetation and sediment. Most of the spires were hardly visible beneath the verdant overgrowth, and behind them lay a great hill of lush, tangled flora all competing for the precious sunlight scattered across this clearing.

Beyond the hill rose a sheer cliff, and not long after would be the volcano’s yawning mouth. The thick canopy jutting up above the rocky heights was enough to obscure his view of the higher reaches of the volcano, but that was fine. Ash wasn’t so eager to stare into the belly of the beast after his experience at Mt. Chimney.

No, he hadn’t come here for the natural wonders.

Ash stepped forward, careful to avoid the three-leafed heads of a few snoozing Oddish nearby. A Gloom peered out at warily Ash and Bruiser from behind a mossy fallen log, but didn’t seem to recognize them as a threat. He nodded his thanks to the grass-type, who squealed out a quick response before ducking away.

Some Tailow and a lone Swellow had set their homes in the spires set around the clearing. Most watched the pair with blatant curiosity. Sudmauna treated their wild pokemon well, but it wasn’t likely they often received visitors so high above the town. One of the more daring Tailow squawked at him in challenge.

Ash snorted as he imagined Plume’s response.

None of them were bold enough to do anything more than observe, particularly with Bruiser carefully scanning them over, and Ash walked past one of the moss-covered boulders. He absentmindedly tossed his bag onto it and enjoyed the brief reprieve from its weight.

After a moment’s search he found his next target. The gleaming bronze plaque was bound to the top of a rectangular limestone block placed just before the huge rock formations. Bruiser wasn’t interested in the history here, but Ash knew Dazed had been looking for it ever since they’d arrived.

She wasn’t built for an endurance climb. Dazed could have teleported from place to place, but that would have left her exhausted and grumpy.

He found himself especially grateful for pokeball technology. How did people ever get by without it?

Ash put the thought away as he released Dazed. She blinked once as she took in their surroundings and her eyes soon flashed as she offered Ash and Bruiser a short telepathic greeting.

“We’re here!” Ash shook off his exhaustion as he tapped at the bronze plaque. “See?”

I do. 

Ash stepped aside to make room for her to glance over it. She should be able to translate the modern script easily enough. Dazed struggled with long and unfamiliar words, but she was making progress by the day.

He offered Bruiser a sheepish glance as the Machoke saw how absorbed they’d become. Bruiser just smiled at him and found his own way to relax.

It didn’t take him long to find a relatively clear boulder and adopt a meditative pose. Ash smiled softly as Bruiser’s chest took on a steady ebb and flow like the tides lapping against Sudmauna’s black beaches.

Bruiser could stay like this for hours. There was no need for Ash and Dazed to rush.

“Having any luck?”

Dazed’s pendulum leapt in her hand as her eyes flashed blue.

Will you read it to me?

He doubted she had much trouble with the acid-etched lettering, but far be it from him to refuse her request. Ash cleared his throat as he skimmed it over.

“Helo’s Tower,” he read. “Constructed in the early sixth century PIL, this small fortress was built on the high reaches of Mauna Whenuatoto by order of the Draconid Diarch Lyconia, who had it constructed in order to provide a secure outpost and waystation for passing Draconids. Her network of small, secure fortresses helped to ensure her domination of the archipelago and was used to fortify the seas around the sacred Sky Pillar where she ruled.

The tower bears the name of Diarch Lyconia’s original Salamence partner, who was slain in battle against Diarch Proclo, who she supplanted in PIL 540. Helo’s Tower stood as a bastion of Draconid influence until PIL 888…”

Ash rattled off the remaining text of the plaque. The letters were written small enough to fill several long paragraphs in the large plaque. He and Dazed both absorbed the new information like a sponge, and he soon wished he could have seen this place in its full grandeur.

It was difficult to imagine these overgrown ruins as a small tower-fortress of the old Draconids, but his vivid imagination allowed the little details to add up. The plaque offered a small diagram of the tower’s layout and gave him enough information to spin himself a little fantasy.

The great spires he’d found were the bones of the tower. They’d crumbled away beneath time and the slow death of Draconid power in the region. What he’d first imagined to be boulders were great heaps of stone which had slipped off the tower as it crumbled. Those fortifications had landed some small distance away and were now hidden beneath layers of moss and lichen.

What he’d imagined to be a hill was actually the fortress proper buried beneath a century’s worth of soil and rendered unrecognizable. Was anything of value left hidden in the entombed armories and stockrooms, or had it been plucked away by hungry pokemon and the villagers of times long past?

Hoenn had known hard times in the last hundred years. Anything precious would have been looted by the desperate long ago without the Draconids here to protect it.

Part of Ash longed to dig away and excavate the hidden ruins, but he couldn’t bear the thought of disturbing something left to its rest for so long. It had spent at least a century hidden beneath the masses of greenery. It felt wrong to intrude upon that.

Sometimes what was buried should remain so.

Ash’s hand slipped to the Ultra Ball on his belt as the thought crossed his mind, and he supposed it was probably best to let sleeping Arcanine lie. Digging around in ancient ruins hadn’t done him many favors recently, even if it had helped to soothe his burning curiosity.

But that circled back to the other reason he’d come all the way up here.

The Draconids made a point to build in isolated spots such as these. They lacked the speed of the Wataru and their Dragonite, but the Salamence they bonded with still opened up options that no other force in Hoenn possessed.

While the Draconids weren’t so loyal to their Salamence as the Wataru were to their Dragonite; they were a devastatingly practical people and regularly bonded with Trapinch, Horsea, Swablu… the Draconids were eager to welcome anything draconic into their ranks.

Still, the original Draconid people honored their Salamence above all else.

A Salamence might not match a Dragonite’s speed and maneuverability in the open air, but they were no slouches. They were robust, mighty, and eager to stretch their wings in battle. The Draconids used their partners to secure dominance wherever they roamed, and their people thrived wherever conventional nations would struggle.

The dragon could carry its partner and supplies to unassailable mountains and badlands on Hoenn’s mainland, while their draconic power could obliterate ships and burn towns to the ground in the archipelago. It was child’s play for the Draconids to fly from island to island demanding tribute from anyone who wanted to live in their shadow.

His reading even suggested that sort of thuggish behavior was even a rite of passage. They were strong, but few, and you have to keep the peasants in line, right?

They constructed their towers and fortifications in out-of-the-way places to leverage that advantage. Most of the Draconid aeries would be a long, miserable trek up a mountain for any attackers but just a few minutes by flight to the village. It was a constant reminder of who really held the power.

Its isolated location made it perfect for his own mission.

Ash moved farther into the collection of tattered stone pillars. What was it like in its heyday? It would have been stuffed full of supply crates and foodstuffs. Soldiers would be stationed on its walls and always watching for messengers from the skies. Dragons would have roamed where they would and squabbled for dominance amongst themselves.

But the arches had fallen. The tower had crumbled.

Creeping vines and mats of tangled vegetation ruled now. It wouldn’t have taken them long at all to supplant the Draconids once this location was abandoned. Nature might be displaced for a time, but it would always creep back once the tenants had pulled away.

Ash soon found himself in the midst of the old tower. Some parts of the ancient foundation were bare of anything but pioneering mosses and lichens due to dayround shade, although much of the floor was covered in small grasses and shrubs.

Dazed was his shadow, of course. Ash trusted her to alert Bruiser if they stumbled upon anything surprising. He didn’t think it likely, what with the peacefully snoozing grass-types littered all over the place, but it never hurt to be careful. He laid his hand against one of the pillars and felt nothing but the coarse vines on its surface.

Ash was loath to disturb the stones if he could help it, but there was a way around that.

Thank goodness for psychics.

“See anything interesting underneath all this?”

She didn’t answer him, but the tell-tale blue glow of psychic power pouring from her said enough. Dazed’s pendulum swayed purposefully as she scanned the area. Soon enough her eyes quirked up.

A thin section of clumped green moss burned brilliant blue before it suddenly peeled away. Dazed errantly tossed it to the side and it thumped against the damp earth. Psychic powers really were the most versatile tool in existence. There was a reason the wild Alakazam enclaves never saw fit to develop any others. Everything they needed was already a part of them.

Ash squinted at the bare patch of stone. It was damp and dark with moisture, but beneath it all were a handful of those same angular symbols as he’d seen in the caves below Forina.

“Draconid!”

Indeed. There is more.

He quickly pulled out his PokeNav to take a few pictures of the dulled etchings, but decided to wait until he could get the rest. Dazed prepared to peel away greater and greater sections of moss and vines, but Ash interrupted her.

“Teleport it away.”

Very well. 

It was a bit of a pain for Dazed, no doubt, but they both saw the advantages of working the advanced skill into their everyday lives. Incorporating Magnet Rise into Lairon’s everyday routine had shot him leagues ahead of Ash’s expectations, and Remote Teleportation was infinitely more demanding to master.

They’d take any excuse to push once inch closer to their final goal.

Dazed took some additional time to build up focus, but after a few seconds her eyes flashed and Ash felt a twist. He smiled when a huge chunk of the greenery vanished… although he winced when he saw that Dazed had taken a small sliver of the rock wall as well.

A trickle of panic filled him as he inspected the rocks, but he felt a tiny prick of relief as he saw she’d only teleported a few square inches of it with the moss. Ash flushed and inspected the wall. At least that section appeared to be blank and he sighed in relief.

At least nothing too valuable was lost.

Still… “Maybe we should be more careful where we use that

I concur. 

He was thankful that their experiment hadn’t truly damaged the weathered old stone, but that had been too close for comfort. It didn’t slow them down for long, though. Ash peered closely at the wall to inspect the engravings again. He found himself frustrated that he couldn’t make heads or tails of the deep-carved symbols.

Some appeared carved by chisel and hammer, while other lines cut deeper and rougher as if cut in by claw. All were achingly familiar.

Dazed hadn’t uncovered just the carvings, however. Above the long rows of writing were a few small carvings of great dragons, tall humans fighting alongside them, and dozens of smaller human and pokemon figures fleeing them.

Dragon fought dragon, Draconid fought Draconid, and at the end a lone figure, an enormous woman with long hair painted red (a few flecks of the pigment had somehow survived until now) stood alone without the Salamence that accompanied her in the other images. Ash wondered whether the script all around it told this story.

Context from the plaque suggested it was probably a remembrance of Diarch Lyconia and her Salamence partner, but he hoped Flannery could shed some light on this. It wasn’t Lavaridge history, but she’d probably get a kick out of any chance to flex her rusty translation skills.

“I’ll check around with some of the locals once we get back” Ash said. “They probably recorded this stuff ages ago.”

Dazed continued peeling away new sections of moss to reveal more of the Draconid etchings. Just the sight sent a little thrill through him, and it didn’t take long for him to snap as many pictures as he could, often from several different angles so that Flannery could easily make everything out.

It could be the exciting tale of a Draconid conqueror as she took hold of the oceanic realm, but the etchings could be a bunch of old tax records for all he knew. Ash considered him thoroughly corrupted by his studies when even that seemed exciting.

Cynthia’s books often lent credence to the idea that even the most mundane discoveries revealed insight into the day-to-day lives of ancient peoples. No doubt some enterprising scholar had pored over this site decades ago, but there was something incredible in the realization that he (well, Dazed) had made a discovery and recorded it.

Plus, who knew? There was always the potential for a thrill.

They stood within the ruins for a time and happily chatted about whatever inane details they discovered in the circle. Ash and Dazed poked around a bit more, carefully avoiding disturbing the local pokemon, and uncovered a few new details: a handful of clay-caked pottery shards dug up at some point by an enterprising wild pokemon, then promptly abandoned when their finder realized they were neither shiny or filling.

Time passed and the sun turned overhead. Little else of interest was discovered, but Ash took pleasure in the company. Bruiser joined after an hour or so. He was content to listen and nod along to Ash’s errant ramblings and Dazed’s pointed conjectures as they gathered more scraps, but he did make a token effort to poke around with them.

He eventually returned to his meditation, but Ash enjoyed his presence while it lasted.

It was nice while it lasted, but they couldn’t play around forever. The others were training and this wasn’t just a field trip for Ash. He’d come here with a purpose.

Two, actually.

I will be nearby investigating further. I will come if I am needed. Shall I warn the sleepers away?

“Yes, that would be best. We don’t want them getting caught up in this.”

He spared Dazed a smile as she shuffled off through the plants in the direction of the overgrown keep. With any luck she’d find some old, rusted relic or shattered pottery. That wasn’t why she’d chosen to leave, though, and he appreciated her awareness.

Telepathy meant she had it easier than most on that front.

It has its advantages. 

Ash snorted, then plopped down on one of the smaller boulders. It must have been one of the little chunks that tumbled off the tower’s arch when it crumbled away. The moss and lush greenery that blanketed it made for a relatively comfortable seat, and Ash situated himself as Bruiser rested nearby with a small rock in his hand.

He took one look at him and laughed. A lazy (but certainly daring) Tailow had perched on his shoulder, preening itself meticulously, and a fat Shroomish had plopped itself into Bruiser’s lap without a care in the world. Bruiser hadn’t let that bother him, but he did gently shift to shoo them both away.

The offended Tailow squawked and screeched amidst a flutter of feathers and beating wings, while the Shroomish sleepily wandered off to a less disruptive cushion. Bruiser toyed again with the rock in his hand. It was grey and caked in red clay, roughly the size of Ash’s PokeNav.

Bruiser frowned at it.

The stone crumbled to dust in his meaty fist. Bruiser watched as the coarse grains spilled from his hand to scatter along the underbrush, then his eyes squeezed shut as he prepared to meditate.

Concern flickered in Ash’s heart. He longed to peer into Bruiser’s thoughts, to know what was carried in the undercurrent of his soul, but held back. Not now - Bruiser might not even think of it as an intrusion, but Ash wasn’t sure he could handle two streams of thought at the moment.

Not when Spiritomb was next.

Ash watched Bruiser consideringly, turned his future words over again and again until they felt right, and finally spoke.

“Fear will eat you alive.”

Bruiser cast Ash an inscrutable look. When was the last time Bruiser had shown him anything but outright warmth? It felt odd to see the slip in Bruiser’s demeanor, but he pressed on anyway as Bruiser’s thick fingers tugged at the Black Belt around his neck.

There was no hostility, of course, but Ash knew his friend was troubled.

“I won’t say much. You already know everything I’m about to tell you. I bet you’ve been thinking about it for ages. You just need to hear it from someone else.”

Bruiser’s stone-like countenance betrayed nothing. But Ash knew Bruiser, knew him just as he knew himself, and felt utter certainty that his friend hung onto his every word.

He pointedly looked around at the tattered foundations and mossy stones.

“How long would it take you to tear all this down? I give it one minute.”

Bruiser flinched.

“There! There’s that fear. See?”

That earned a soft frown.

Ash’s point was made and his words softened.

“It’s scary, isn’t it? You have the strength to break stone. The strength to break people. Strength is power, power is change… it’s all the same, just another burden to bear.”

Bruiser brushed his knuckles against a few small plants that Ash and Dazed had disturbed. A few moments of his attention smoothed them out to their proper state.

“Change is a burden, but it doesn’t have to be bad. You’re so strong, Bruiser. When did you learn to fear it?”

You could hardly chalk a pattern of behavior to one singular moment. Ash knew that. A dozen moments flitted through his mind, all feats of strength that would put any other Machoke to shame. Little scenes where Bruiser pushed too hard and discovered the world might as well be made of tissue paper.

But he knew what Bruiser would always come back to, and Ash was soon proved correct. The question had to be asked.

Bruiser grimaced as he plucked a fallen branch from one of the great trees overhead. It was thick as a man’s wrist, knotted and tough and mottled with age. Ash would have loved to find it when he was a kid running around the Corral - him and Gary probably would have beaten the snot out of each other with it.

Yet Bruiser snapped it between two fingers as easily as Ash might break a toothpick.

His friend looked forlornly at the splintered remnants, then cast them aside to lay in the dirt and grass.

For a moment he considered reminding Bruiser that Princess hadn’t seemed to mind having her leg broken - she definitely hadn’t taken it as harshly as Bruiser - but that would be insensitive.

“I understand.”

Bruiser smiled tiredly at him.

“How long have you spent mastering yourself? Your whole life, I bet. Bruno told us that control comes before everything else. You can tame a fire into a tool, or it can burn out of control.”

Nothing about this was new, but Bruiser enjoyed routine. He’d spent more time with Bruno than Ash during their last visit to the Plateau, and the vast majority of their work was spent on compensating for the Rampage-fueled leaps in strength.

Most Machoke trained solely to control their immense strength. Fine motor control was deemed more important than bulking up any further. Enormous challenges were required for Machoke or Machamp to push their limits, and it just wasn’t feasible for wild specimens to seek them out.

And why would they?

But Rampage set Bruiser at war with himself. In the end, the only challenge fitting for his iron body was his own might. Ash saw something fitting in that.

This road less traveled led them to new challenges, however, and Ash felt a stir of sympathy for Bruiser’s plight. Of all Machoke, he was the last that should have to deal with this struggle. But they would prevail. They always had.

Ash’s throat tightened. “Agatha… she told me that a ghost would find a feast in me. She picked me apart with one look. What are you talking about? I’m not afraid of anything?”

His words came mocking and cruel at the blindness of his past self, though Bruiser didn’t find it so funny. Ash sobered quickly and continued. This wasn’t about him.

“She was right. I bet she’d love to hear that, but she knew all along. I am afraid, and why not?” There was a lot to be afraid of. Ash might forge ahead, but he wasn’t that willing to shove his head in the sand. “The St. Anne, New Island…” Bruiser pat him gently on the knee and gave Ash space to continue. “Fear sucks. You surrender yourself. It’s weakness. But it’s also fuel.”

He offered Bruiser a moment to mull that over. “It’s pushing you now, isn’t it? You’re afraid of hurting someone like you did Princess, so you work hard to control it. That can be good, so long as you don’t drown in it.”

Bruiser looked away. This time it was Ash’s turn to pat him on the knee. It was like slapping a chiseled statue.

“You’ve pulled me out of that pit before. You all have. Now it’s my turn to help you.”

A tiny smile appeared on Bruiser’s face. He plucked another stone and squeezed tight until a bit more dust sifted out between his fingers. Bruiser stared silently at the fragments of stone.

“It’s all a tool,” Ash said quietly. “Strength, fear. Use them for good, use them for bad. They’re neutral in the end. Some people use them to tear things down, but that’s not you, is it?”

Bruiser’s hum rumbled one of Lance’s enormous speakers. He rose smoothly from his seat and cut a heroic form in the sun rays that spilled through the canopy and painted the old ruins gold. Something in the underbrush attracted his attention and he spent a few moments nudging it out.

A large hunk of stone half-buried beneath the dirt and vines emerged. It was a small boulder around Sneasel’s size, yet Bruiser plucked it free as easily as Ash might pull a weed in his mom’s garden. He held the hundred-pound rock in one hand as he scanned the weathered rocks nearby.

It took him a moment, but Bruiser soon found an empty spot in the broken tower that was at the correct angle to have discarded the stone. Bruiser hefted the stone, set it back in its proper place, and smiled at last.

The rock didn’t slide into its old home easily, not after decades or centuries of elemental exposure, but at last it fit correctly. Who knew how long it would rest there? It may fall again in a week, a month, a year… but that wasn’t the point, was it?

Bruiser admired his handiwork. He still appeared deep in thought, but Ash knew one conversation wouldn’t change that. All Ash could do was validate Bruiser and perhaps reinforce ideas that had already begun to condense during his hours of meditation.

It was just like he’d said earlier… sometimes you have to hear it from someone else.

Ash gave Bruiser his time. He wouldn’t rush his friend. When Bruiser finally appeared at peace, Ash found hesitation and eagerness warring within him. His decision was made, though.

They weren’t done here.

“Bruiser? I’m going to release Spiritomb. It won’t affect anyone else out here. It’s just you and me.”

Ash clutched Spiritomb’s Ultra Ball. His knuckles were white.

“Will you stay with us?”

Bruiser nodded without hesitation. He was tense, but that was only natural. Only a fool would look toward this. Ash thought Bruiser would be the most prepared to stand tall against Spiritomb’s storm. His placid nature and implacable spirit would ward off the worst effects.

He was also one of the least likely to try to grab the keystone and hurl it off the cliff.

Ash had spent time going over what details he knew of Spiritomb’s creation with his team. His frequent conversations with Dazed meant many were already aware, but not all of his friends desired to keep up with those.

They couldn’t treat Spiritomb as a monster. This whole wild reach for the heavens was doomed to failure if they did.

Bruiser might know what Spiritomb needed best of all Ash’s team. He’d walked this road with Seeker, and Ash hoped he may be able to use that experience to provide solace for another tortured soul… or one hundred and eight of them.

It might be selfish of him. Bruiser had a big heart. Spiritomb’s pain might become his own, but Ash didn’t know what else to do. He would need to have his own conversations with Bruiser to make sure he wasn’t burning out or taking on too much.

“I - thank you. You remember what it felt like?”

Bruiser nodded stiffly.

He pressed on quickly. It was like building up the will to jump into a freezing lake. If you thought too much you would be paralyzed.

“It’s going to come out just as strong. Spiritomb’s apathy is infectious. You can’t let it take root. If you do, there’s no cutting it out until Spiritomb is returned. Never give in.”

Bruiser digested that. He swung his arms a few times in a clear effort to work out some of the tension, but he was as ready as he’d ever be.

“An ounce of prevention is worth a pound of cure, right? Remember yourself.”

He chose his next words carefully.

“Think about what’s most important to you. Good or bad. Your worst memory or your best. Anything that will make you feel. Hold tight to it no matter what. Spiritomb will do its best to take them from you,” Ash murmured. “Remember what’s yours. Stand and protect it with everything you have. Do you understand?”

Bruiser nodded with a distant glimmer in his eyes.

“Are you ready?”

He received a thumbs up.

Spiritomb was released.

The keystone sat innocuously in the midst of the ruins. It was somehow disconnected from the warmth, sunlight, and life all around them. Spiritomb’s presence immediately struck them like a hammer.

Ash only had to grit his teeth against the despair - tucked in, warm, his mother’s voice sweet and lilting as she read him a bedtime story, “A long, long time ago, there was a beautiful land known as Michina…”, fingernails softly scratching Ash’s scalp beneath thick black hair until his eyes slid closed - to weather it.

Bruiser fell back. One of his hands clutched at a boulder and dug deep until little fractures appeared, but he didn’t fall entirely. Ash laid a hand on Bruiser’s huge shoulder and his breathing calmed.

The helping hand was all he needed. Ash’s lifeline helped Bruiser rally. Once Bruiser wasn’t in imminent danger of collapsing, Ash turned to the plain keystone. Lavender wisps hung suspended from its cracks and a venomous green glow oozed from its unknowable depths.

So calm. So peaceful. He should take a seat and -

No! Not this time. Ash threw off the mental influence and stood indomitable against it, though it was like a starving man tossing out a banquet. Nothing seemed so appealing as a brief respite, a quick nap, just close his eyes and fall into the -

Nope.

Ash forced himself to stay on his own two feet and hated himself for it. If he gave Spiritomb an inch it would take a mile… and probably his life too.

“Hello,” He decided not to call it Spiritomb. Who knew what kind of reaction that might provoke? “It’s me, Ash. Do you remember me?”

Nothing.

It didn’t dishearten him. Ash expected this to be their relationship for some time, and that realization helped steel his resolve. They had two weeks in Sudmauna before the festival. Ash planned to set aside at least an hour a day to sit with his newest teammates.

More, if he could stand it.

Part of him quailed at the thought of exposing himself to its aura for so long, but he had to see it through to the end. His mom hadn’t raised him to be a quitter.

“This is Bruiser.” He decided not to mention anything about their previous meeting. Ash thought it best not to stir up memories of that fight. Not yet, anyway. They needed to build a foundation first. “He’s one of my oldest friends. I’ve never met anyone with a heart like his.”

Bruiser’s face darkened as he grunted softly to Spiritomb. Ash wasn’t sure if Machoke could blush, but this certainly came close. as he grunted softly to Spiritomb. He appeared to have found his own anchor now. Bruiser stood tall.

Ash could sense the burden it laid on him, however, and appreciated his friend’s resolve more than ever.

“We’re on an island called Sudmauna. It’s located in the far south of Hoenn. There’s a village an hour or so from here, but I didn’t think you’d want to see so many people. Let’s just sit here for a while and enjoy the sun. It’s a beautiful view and there’s life all around us. Trees, vines, mushrooms, pokemon… the whole island is thriving.”

Ash continued with his inane ramblings for as long as he could manage. Spiritomb never offered any sort of response, but Ash hoped it could hear him and process his company. He wasn’t sure what Spiritomb could sense from within its keystone, so he slipped into as many descriptions as possible.

Did it sense through the Distortion it bled? Could it view the truth of the world like Cynthia through some sort of Aura sense? Were those haunted eyes able to see as he did? He hoped to answer those questions one day.

Bruiser would grunt or nod along occasionally, but Spiritomb’s aura took a visible toll on him. Ash had to return him after twenty minutes despite Bruiser’s protests. He could see the despair seeping in and sapping Bruiser’s resolve. His friend managed longer than Ash had hoped, and his heart swelled with pride.

He clung to that emotion like a lifeline.

The hour passed without any sudden surges or signs of consciousness from Spiritomb. A part of him was disappointed, but Ash would take that over it lashing out. He wanted to ease it into the group, so this was a success in his eyes.

But even Ash was worn down eventually.

The signs piled up slowly but steadily. Every string of thought was eventually infiltrated with desires to sleep, sit down, and wait and wait and wait. He wanted nothing more than to forfeit his power of movement (too much effort, like climbing the volcano) and let the days pass by until he toppled over as a desiccated husk -

Ash returned Spiritomb, exhaled, and collapsed against one of the tower’s ruined walls. The world was grey and every breath took titanic effort. Even the thought of uncapping his canteen to soothe his parched throat seemed impossible.

He’d wrung himself dry of all emotion in fueling his resolve against Spiritomb’s passive force. Ash had sifted through memory after memory - a cocky boy with brown hair ran ahead, cackling as Arcanine covered Ash’s face in warm licks - to cling to, and he couldn’t bear to do it again.

But he would.

Tomorrow, and the next day, and the day after that.

As bad as it was to be around Spiritomb, Ash knew he could withstand it. It would only make him stronger in the end.

If this was Spiritomb’s way of sharing itself with the world, then Ash would find a way to soothe its pain. He could put Spiritomb away and recover. Spiritomb didn’t have the option to run away and lick its wounds.

His resolve only strengthened… but for tomorrow.

Dazed was here now and she knew what he needed. Her pendulum swayed gently in an unseen breeze, red light enveloped him, and he found the rest he sought.

XX

Steven’s attire was just as outlandish as Ash had come to expect. He’d elected against all sense of odds and decency to wear a blinding teal shirt adorned with grinning Whiscash and Luvdisc, neon orange trunks that made Ash’s eyes ache, the same oversized sunglasses and floppy hat, and garish green flip flops with long white socks on underneath.

He assumed the locals must be used to tourists wearing all kinds of similarly bizarre outfits, but they still watched Steven’s innovative socks and flip flop combo with blatant disgust. Steven was too drunk on his newfound anonymity to be fazed as they roamed the beaches and buzzing markets of Sudmauna.

To be fair, it wasn’t just the anonymity. Vendors shoved mojitos, mai tai, cocktails, and bottles of rum at Steven from all directions. That hadn’t helped. Steven was always careful to moderate (especially with Ash around) but there was no mistaking the ruddy tinge to his cheeks by the afternoon.

Steven earned a well-deserved reputation around Sudmauna as a big spender within just a few days, despite his insistence to Ash and Claydol that all his purchases were modest and discrete. The warm welcomes that Steven received from shop owners, restaurateurs, bartenders, and the dozens of sun beaten peddlers begged to differ.

Storage technology made his purchases hard to keep track of, but Ash stumbled upon Steven perusing Sudmauna’s mineral, fossil, and jewelry stalls each day during his own wanderings. He feared that Steven had spent a king’s ransom during their short stay, especially when he browsed after a local had plied him with drinks.

Worse, Steven would pay whatever the hawkers demanded without haggling. He wouldn’t even blink at their outlandish prices! Then again, why bother? It was all pocket change to Steven. Ash didn’t know what access Steven had to his family fortune, but his time as a star trainer and the Ever Grande Champion ensured he wasn’t hurting for cash.

Most would see it as a textbook case of a clueless tourist suckered into as many bad deals as he could stumble into, but Ash remembered Steven’s words during their first Lavaridge visit.

“It’s not a bad thing to be underestimated.”

Ash wouldn’t complain if that was how Steven wanted to play it. He and his team were able to reap some of the benefits. Steven was welcomed with open arms no matter where he went, and today that had led them to a fine restaurant full of cheerful islanders, lazing pokemon, and enthused tourists.

Its name was a dreadful pun, like most of the restaurants here. In this case, it was named after the owner’s Octillery partner, who served several customers at once from within the small pool in the center of the restaurant.

The Heavy Octillery Seaside Diner had earned its reputation, though. Ash was happy to poke at the Octillery-ink pasta. The unique flavor had been donated by the establishment’s namesake.

Ash finished chewing his bite and swallowed before he spoke lest he conjure up a disapproving Glacia to scold him. “You’re going to be recognized. What happens then?”

I confiscate any pictures that are taken. Winona would sell her Gym for a set. 

He snorted at Claydol’s comment, though Steven didn’t seem as amused. The former Champion cut quite the figure as he leaned back in his stool and sipped on his fruity drink through a bright pink curly straw.

“Who could recognize me?” Steven scoffed and spread his arms wide. A few wandering eyes found him, but most of the locals soon went back to their business. Bombastic tourists were undoubtedly a common sight. “I fully expect you to give us away. You’re not even wearing a disguise!”

Ash looked the same as ever in a plain blue T-shirt and black hiking shorts. And his hat, of course. He ignored Steven’s pointed look.

“I can’t believe you just said that with a straight face,” Ash said. But he had caught a few lingering eyes over the last few days, mostly from younger islanders. “There’s no way your disguise actually works.”

“Look around.”

Most of their fellow diners were too engrossed in their own cups and conversations to pay much attention to the two outsiders. Claydol received an odd look or two - they were rare in the archipelago - but they were hardly the only mainlanders littering the town.

Haven’t you learned? Humans are universally too narcissistic to take note of anything not directly related to them. All sapient beings are self-interested snobs, really. You won’t notice anything that doesn’t have something to offer you. Does Steven look like he has anything to offer when he’s dressed up like this?

Definitely not.

“I get it,” Ash waved off Steven’s explanation before it could begin. Curiosity rose up as he glanced over Steven’s horrendous patchwork attire again. “Still… What’s with the disguises? It’s not…”

Respectable for a decorated former Champion and heir to the prestigious Devon Corporation to galavant around like he’s in the midst of a midlife crisis? For shame! So judgmental! He hasn’t even shopped around for a shiny new yacht yet. 

“Thank you, Claydol,” Steven gave a long-suffering sigh, a surefire sign that Claydol had seen fit to broadcast its thoughts. “I’m quite content, thank you very much. As for the disguise, it’s a little trick I picked up from Fino. He’s quite well-known. Fino enjoys authentic experiences, so he preferred to travel incognito when possible.”

First Blaine, now Fino. Were Fire Masters obligated to take up a penchant for disguises and misdirection, or did he just keep meeting the weird ones?

Most Masters were kind of weird in their own way, though. It took a special kind of person to reach those heights. Ash supposed he had no room to talk.

At least Fino wasn’t obsessed with puns and riddles. He even kept his Gym publicly accessible. That gave him a few points on Blaine.

“- quite eager for the festival to begin!”

Ash hid a wince as he realized he’d lost track of the conversation again. “Did you ever find out if we could help?”

“I did. I asked around and it seems that one of the town elders is leading the efforts. Would you like to swing by and speak with her after lunch?”

“Yes!”

He might have sounded a bit cheery, but this was something Ash had begun to look forward to. Not just the Origin Festival and the history embedded within, but the thought of being a part of it… it lit a fire in his belly.

Steven smiled and sipped from his curly straw. “Very well. I have her location. Finish up and we can head off. The day’s still young.”

Ash thought Jon would have been proud about how viciously he attacked his bowl.
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Living in a small town sure could be convenient. The Origin Festival’s organizer lived just a short jaunt away from Heavy Octillery. It reminded him favorably of Pallet Town. Cities were just too big sometimes. Who wanted to spend all day trekking around a bunch of dirty streets?

The brain behind the festival was located in a straw-thatched home built in the traditional archipelago style. A few harried looking people ran in and out, and several Tailow flitted from her window with letters tied around their legs.

Plume’s shadow soared over them. The lesser flying-types’ eyes bugged before they quickly sought the cover of some nearby trees.

Steven and Ash pushed past the woven strips of fabric that served as the home’s door. They barely had time to blink before an old woman behind a rickety desk listed off a dozen tasks without looking up from the paperwork she had her nose buried in.

They stared.

“Well?” She bit off. “Are you just going to stand there and gawk? We have -”

The old, hunched Mawile curled up near her feet tugged on her sleeve with the jaws sprouting from its head. She was too engrossed in her work to notice. It took a second, firmer tug to convince the elder to raise her head.

“Yes, dear, what is - oh my!” She squinted. It accentuated the deep laugh-lines that furrowed her face. A spark of recognition flickered as she saw Steven’s bizarre outfit.

“Oh!” She cried. The plump Mawile rolled its eyes and slumped back into its little nest of colorful blankets and a shirt that must have belonged to its trainer. “You must think me beastly with a reception like that! I swear it’s not how I usually greet guests - here, take a cookie.”

The elder rose and tugged a tall stack of crumbly cookies from a covered platter on her desk. He barely had time to blink before two cookies appeared in his palm. Three were forced into Steven’s hands - “Look at you! You’re so thin, you poor thing.” - before she actually introduced herself.

“I am Elder Amiri, but you can call me Miri, if you like. Now, let me make a proper introduction. Who do I have the pleasure of welcoming to my home?”

Aggron poked his great horned head through the cloth door to snag a warm cookie from Steven’s hand. Steven blinked as Amiri wordlessly replaced it and offered half the remaining cookies to Aggron, who rumbled thankfully before making his exit.

“We’re wandering trainers. We heard of the Origin Festival’s troubles through the grapevine and hoped to assist with your preparations.

Amiri’s jaw hung agape. “I - truly… you wish to help us?”

“Of course. I’ve attended in the past, and I know there have been difficulties this past year.”

A wide smile cracked Amiri’s stunned expression. Ash grunted as she yanked them both into a warm embrace. “My, what did I do to deserve such shiny pearls? The sea smiles upon us today! Don’t you agree, Kamaka?”

The Mawile nodded innocently as its jaws stealthily snagged one of the chocolate chip cookies from the platter. Amiri pretended not to see it.

“We’re both moderately skilled,” Steven said, obviously flustered by Amiri’s welcome. “I specialize in steel and rock-types, but I have several psychics among my team. Ash - uh, Dash -”

Ash hoped Steven knew he wasn’t going to go along with that stupid ruse.

“- is a generalist. We’re happy to help however we can.”

“What a blessing! I never expected a mainlander to - ah, I’m sorry. Times are hard. Our normal friends can’t make it to help this time around. And with those hurricanes last year…”

“That’s part of why we’re here,” Steven admitted. “We knew you might need additional assistance given recent events.”

“How kind,” Amiri bit her lip, then reached back to her neatly organized desk for a notepad and ballpoint pen. “We can’t afford to offer you much in the way of compensation, you know. We can barely pull trainers in with a mission board post.”

“No compensation necessary!” Ash was aghast at the idea. It was something he would’ve considered back in his journey through Kanto, but he and Steven were the last people who needed to take this community’s money. The League compensates them well. This was just serving the people they’d sworn themselves to.

Well, Ash was given heaps of cash that he had no idea how to spend. As for Steven, who knew? His situation with the League was opaque at best, and his teacher wasn’t one to discuss his financial situation with Ash.

It must be good, though. There was no way he’d have acquired such a hoard of vendor junk otherwise.

“Your hospitality will be payment enough,” Steven’s lips curled upwards at Ash’s remark. “There are six days until the Origin Festival, correct?”

“There are, and there’s so much to do!” Amiri despaired. “The stage must be assembled, the torches must be set, the commissions must be transported…”

Steven raised a hand. “We’re at your service until the festival. What do you need us to do?”

“What can you do?” Amiri asked quickly. Her eyes narrowed. “There’s been tell of storms and thunder on the far side of the island. None of ours venture there, and I know none of our trainers could pull that off.”

He and Steven shared a glance. “That might have been us.”

A glint appeared in Amiri’s gaze, smoldering beneath her matronly demeanor. Ash recognized it all too well - she’d stumbled upon a treasure trove, and there was no way she was going to let this opportunity go to waste. This kindly old woman was going to work them to the bone, and maybe scrape a little past it to the marrow.

At least it was for a good cause, right?
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Time was a fickle thing.

It was meant to trek along at a steady gait in theory. Time was never supposed to stumble or sprint ahead. Personally, Ash thought that was a load of garbage. Some days lingered on like a bad houseguest. Others stretched on just as long, but were kind enough to be full of new sensations, sights, and experiences.

Right now? Ash felt as if entire days slipped by in the blink of an eye. He’d learned to get used to it as he immersed himself in a task. Time burned by and Ash soon felt buried beneath the hundred tasks that his team took on.

Training, studying, sitting with Spiritomb, carving out relaxation time no matter the demands, assisting the locals with the Origin Festival… Ash couldn’t be sure how he managed to keep his head above the figurative water.

He wouldn’t change it for the world. They toiled hard and a bone-deep satisfaction was their reward. This was his vacation. Ash spent about as much time lounging about as Jon spent with his nose buried in a book, but so what?

Anything was better than twiddling his thumbs, and the best way to recover from his sessions with Spiritomb was to get up and move. He had to live if he wanted to do this day after day.

Besides, he was happy to help the Sudmaunans. His team (most of them, anyway) took pleasure in their service.

The festival’s organizers had been abuzz for weeks now as they tugged all the necessary strings. Sudmauna arranged for visitors, spent hundreds of man hours to prepare the site, and offered up all sorts of food and favor to the wild pokemon for their services. Job postings were made and every viable trainer was enlisted or paid off.

It was a madhouse.

Elder Amiri might be a plump, cheery woman, but she wielded her warm smile, induced guilt, and the respect she’d fostered like a whip. She was like the very concept of a grandmother stuffed into a single skin suit. That didn’t stop her from running a tight ship.

Ash had seen through her within the first day.

“You want a break?” Amiri patted a local girl’s cheek affectionately with a rueful smile. “Oh, bless your heart. We have a job to do, I’m afraid. The Origin Festival won’t prepare itself, you know! Now off with you. Work hard, and I’ll see if I can’t whip up a treat for you.”

Anyone who pushed for an extra break received the same treatment. Afterwards they weren’t sure what had happened. They were shut down immediately, but left mollified and uncertain as to why they’d ever asked at all.

Ash respected her for it. She must have been quite the trainer in her youth, and Amiri hadn’t let that talent slip between her fingers. Four scuffed pokeballs (all in the old style preferred by Professor Oak and Fino) were proudly displayed as a necklace.

Elder Amiri was a one-woman army, but she wasn’t the only elder involved.

“No, not there! There! Don’t just fumble with it - Amiri will gut you if that falls. No more cookies for you, pipsqueak!”

Mahaka braced himself and readjusted the clay pot he hauled. It was far too big for his tiny frame. The boy couldn’t have been older than nine and had started following Ash around like a lost Growlithe during their rare breaks.

Ash moved to help him, but it was too late. Mahaka teetered back and forth with the effort to carry the pottery and bumped into several other children and pokemon along his path. One of them growled and shoved Mahaka back.

He was going to fall -

Bruiser effortlessly shifted the twenty-foot log on his shoulder so he could spare a hand to steady the boy. Ash smiled at the scene, especially when Mahaka gleefully chattered out a few words of thanks.

The stream of commands from the grizzle man beside him never let up.

“Hurry up, Mahona! Stop flirting with Diego and get to work on those banners, you lazy little thing! Don’t you dare laugh at her, Tane. I see you hiding behind those sacks. I’ll have your hide if you don’t shape up!”

Ash snorted as the children and young trainers sprinted to and fro at the verbal lashing. Elder Amiri cajoled and nudged just so to get things done. This overseer treated every problem as if it were a nail and himself a hammer.

“Rotten little squirts!” Elder Rawiri’s mustache quivered with displeasure as his raptor-like eyes scanned the beach for any sign of laziness or insubordination. His bare, oiled scalp gleamed beneath the sun. Thick, twisted pink scar tissue caked his skull, although his face had been spared by whatever flame had swallowed him. “Always trying to sneak off… disgusting! No appreciation and no respect means no mercy!”

Rawiri was only a few inches taller than Ash himself, but he managed to cut a frightful figure nonetheless. His bellows and red face made him a giant in the eyes of the children, who didn’t dare plead for sympathy. They knew he’d give them a good tongue-lashing when it was deserved. Most of the young workers fled the moment they heard Rawiri’s cane clacking closer.

The man’s prickly nature initially rubbed Ash the wrong way. Initially it was only Glacia’s lessons that kept his tongue in check, but he soon discovered a few of Rawiri’s redeeming qualities.

First, he made a habit of sneaking candy to a dozen children a day (and far more pokemon).

If you were a hard worker or volunteer he offered praise. If you came up with better ways to accomplish a task he would congratulate you and find a fitting reward. If you were caught offering a hand to those in need he’d press a little trinket or seashell into your palm. If you were a big-eyed toddler doing your best he would make you feel like the biggest kid on the beach.

If you pulled your weight he would reward you… and demand you never tell anyone where you got the candy, of course.

Second, Rawiri held himself to even higher standards. He must have been at least seventy and trapped in a failing body. Rawiri relied on a beautifully polished red-and-grey cane shaped from the discarded lance of an Escavalier to get around, but he still threw himself into every task he could.

The old man helped the children lift with his good arm and pushed things into their proper place. He’d press his weight against beams as more experienced workers or pokemon hammered them into place.

Ash never thought a man with a peg leg could move so swiftly.

Third, Rawiri never appeared without his uniform. The dichotomy between his spitting exterior and softer center intrigued him, but Rawiri’s olive green fatigues and the frayed red badge displayed proudly on his frail chest truly caught his attention. His uniform was worn and patched, but there was no doubt they were painstakingly cared for.

It frustrated him that he couldn’t recognize the badge. He couldn’t look at it without his brain itching. The cloth must have been a vivid crimson once, but the years had dulled it to the color of dried blood.

Ash could’ve beaten around the bush and hunted down the information himself in a long hunt for knowledge.

But he was busy, so he just asked the grumpy old sailor about it instead.

“I have a question.”

Rawiri’s face was stone. “Can it wait?”

“It can… but I’d rather know now.”

“Not even going to pretty it up?” Rawiri paused to holler at a few passing children and the chirping trio of Swablu hanging above, then patted his patch proudly. “Whatever. The Crimson Wings, Drake’s finest.”

“The First to Follow.”

Rawiri’s knuckles whitened around his metal cane. “You know our words?”

“I do.”

The old man harrumphed.

“If only our own children were so dutiful. Look at this lot! They’d rather dream their dreams and run off to the mainland as soon as they’re old enough to stretch their legs. No respect, I tell you!”

Ash was reminded of his conversation with withered old Caterina. “What’s wrong with dreams?”

“We all had a dream once. You’d know all about that, wouldn’t you? You’re… nine? Ten? It’s hard to tell with these old eyes.”

“Twelve.”

Rawiri curled his lip, then pointedly glared over at a few slackers. One of them had his finger stuck up his nose, which Rawiri had some choice words for. They slunk back to their positions.

“It’s all the same. You think three years is worth splitting hairs over? Forgive me if I don’t think too much of what you have to say. It’s salt in the sea, boy. Salt in the sea.”

A few Gary-inspired caustic remarks were ready to fly off his tongue, but Ash imagined Jon expressing the same thoughts. Nothing would change and Rawiri wasn’t half as patient as an old sage like Pryce. He felt a surge of affection for the Mahogany Gym Leader.

There was so much that Ash wished to say to that, but he held his tongue as he imagined Jon expressing the same thoughts. It wouldn’t change anything, and Rawiri wasn’t half as patient as a man like Pryce. Ash felt a sudden surge of affection for the old Mahogany Gym Leader.

Butting heads wouldn’t accomplish much, but he was still going to pry what he could from Rawiri.

“Then I’ll listen. Hoenn’s new to me. There’s so much I don’t know, but I want to understand.”

Rawiri looked at him for a moment, shook his head, and wordlessly tossed him a piece of salt water taffy. He unwrapped it and popped into his mouth as the elder began.

“I can’t blather on all day. There’s too much to do, so I won’t repeat myself. You want to know our story?”

Ash nodded. His eyes locked on Rawiri’s ancient face as the old man grumbled. Nidoking glared from across the beach as Rawiri roughly grabbed Ash’s shoulder and angled him so he could look into Sudmauna’s bay.

“See that little island - no, not there. There. No! Are you slow? Lords of Wind and Water, finally!”

Rawiri’s rude commentary didn’t do much for Ash’s nerves, but he finally managed to locate the specific island pointed out to him. A dozen other shadowy mounds around it threw him off. Only the low rise of a slope and the distinctive shape of mangroves were discernible from this distance.

“What about it?”

“Aren’t you supposed to be listening, not running your trap? Thing is, it’s no island at all.”

“So what is it?”

“I was getting to that! It’s a bloody Unovan carrier, boy. Sunk, salvaged for whatever it was worth, and finally put to good use as a new habitat to replace the reefs they destroyed. Only good it ever did.”

Rawiri spat a fat glob of saliva onto the sand. “Rotten commander wanted our island, and look at what it got him. I hope the bastard wallows in a pool of Hydreigon piss for the rest of time.”

Well, that was an unpleasant image to be forced into his head. Ash shook it off as his mind set to work. “They needed an outpost?”

Rawiri spit again, then made a rude (but well-deserved) hand gesture at the distant ship. A few of the smaller children saw it and laughed, only to scurry when the crusty old veteran directed the gesture at them instead.

“Aye. Sudmauna was secure and distant from the great powers. We had no navy and the old Draconids were scattered to the four corners. The Vans wanted to turn us into their staging ground in the archipelago.”

Ash trained his eyes on the sunken Unovan carrier. “I see how that worked out.”

“That rustheap didn’t come until later. We had to earn it! They gave us demands, we spat in their face, and they laughed. They had a strategy, see, and it worked wonders. The Vans liked to round up rowdy wild pokemon from their northern frontier. Catch ‘em all, drug ‘em all, and dump them in enemy territory.”

Rawiri spat again. “Local pokemon don’t like the competition and hunt them. The transplants were fighting for their lives. Ripped the whole damn island apart.”

Ash looked at the Escavalier cane clasped in Rawiri’s shaking hands. Did that mean…?

“This is one of them. An old friend - a good friend. We took some in after the initial bloodbath. We offered safety if they’d join the resistance. We fought. The Vans tried to break us. Executions. Hostages. They brought their Beheeyem in and shattered mind after mind.”

The old man smiled humorlessly. His eyes were lost and unfocused. “We held out. They decided it wasn’t worth the trouble and began shelling the village. Better to build atop the ashes than deal with us, see. Their Beheeyem couldn’t break us all. We slowed them down and they needed a port. We left them no other choice.”

Ash gestured to the sunken carrier. It was shocking to realize he’d have never noticed its true nature without Rawiri pointing it out. The years hadn’t been kind to it. All sorts of sediment and mud had accumulated to disguise its shape. Corsola might have initially been attracted to its sturdy frame, and the rest would have been history.

“So how did you bring down that?”

“We gave it our best. We were a bunch of fools trying to play hero. Old Malia and I flew with the others while our village burned, but we couldn’t make ti through. Their Aviator Corps were waiting for us. They picked us off like Swellow swooping up Magikarp.”

Rawiri’s face was blank.

“They made a game out of us. Ten for the Tropius! Twenty for the Altaria! Five for every islander head!”

A dull hollowness filled his chest. It reminded him of what Spiritomb inspired. All Ash could do was listen to these old horrors.

“And then it was over. We heard a roar. The shelling stopped. All of a sudden it was quiet, so quiet, like we’d stepped into the eye of a hurricane. Like the whole world realized a predator was afoot. You should have seen it!”

“The carrier forgot the village. It dropped everything and turned all its fire to the western skies. The Braviary abandoned us. We pulled ourselves together, got ready to go after the carrier… then there was a green flash, brighter than all the Vans’ pyrobombs combined, and the carrier fell apart! It split like a twig!”

Rawiri pounded his frail old chest with his good hand and saluted off to the west. Ash could imagine the scent of smoke and seawater, the cry of Braviary and Tropius tangled together, and the guttural roar that froze them all. That old victory gave the elder some respite, but Ash still felt the old man’s burden.

How many had died for that one moment?

“Drake.”

“Good Champion Drake sent them running. He tore through them like fang through flesh. His dragons plucked wings and offered the riders up to us. The Good Champion won our battle, then came down and helped rebuild our village with his own two hands. We took our pound of flash. From there… you know your history, boy. I can see it in your eyes.”

“The First to Follow,” Ash murmured. “It all started here.”

Rawiri’s chest puffed out like Plume when she saw her own reflection. “We offered ourselves before any of the mainlanders. History was made here! Some stayed to rebuild. Others followed the Dragon Master to Lilycove. The Ever Grande Accord was struck. By the end we followed the Good Champion to foreign shores. Castelia, Mistralton…”

His good hand brushed over the Crimson Wings patch on his breast and then went to his peg leg. Rawiri’s missing arm stood out all the more prominently with the green sleeve of his fatigues tied into a clumsy knot over the absent limb.

“War’s shit. Try to avoid them.”

Ash nodded along numbly. His mind was still whirring with all he’d heard. There were so many connections to be made. There were so many paragraphs to bring to life!

“The Good Champion remembered our loyalty. We earned our seat at the table as equals. His League was a good one. A strong one.”

“It’s still the same League. Drake’s still on the Elite Four… and Wallace is from the archipelago.”

Rawiri burst out laughing. It was a frightful sight. “Oh, you really don’t know anything! Wallace is Sootopolis through and through. Pretty-boy is a mainlander. I don’t care what rot he spits. He doesn’t know us and never has. If only one of our own had been strong enough to claim that throne!”

Ash frowned.

“Are things really that bad? I know the League is stretched thin, but…”

He could only gesture at the village as his words failed him. It was still scarred from the ‘freak’ hurricanes and a bit rundown, but its people bustled, laughed, and worked in harmony with the pokemon around them. Sudmauna wasn’t pristine, but it burst with life.

Rawiri was silent. “It’s a hard job,” he allowed. “The Good Champion was up to the task. His soft little successors, though? They don’t have the grit. How the Dragon Master ever lost to those delicate little flowers…”

Ash himself could give a play-by-play breakdown about what missteps had sealed Drake’s fate in those battles, but he didn’t think Rawiri would appreciate it. Those battles were some of his favorites and he’d watched them again and again to pick apart strategies and techniques. Rawiri would just lament every wrong turn or pick apart any perceived fault in Steven and Wallace’s approaches regardless.

“The League’s trying. They’re good people.”

“Aye, I suppose they are. Good Champion Drake wouldn’t step aside for anything less, even if the mainlanders sink their claws deeper year by year. But good men have failed us before. I expect they’ll do so again. You can’t patch a gaping hole with a dishrag and pray the ship won’t sink. And until they figure things out, we have Aq… our own to turn to.”

The slip didn’t go unnoticed by either of them. Ash’s stomach tightened. Rawiri seemed ready to finish on that note and was quick to give a few nearby children some scathing reprimands as his temper fouled. Rawiri turned to Ash again, tossed him a few pieces of taffy, and sent him away.

Elder Amiri hadn’t joked about how badly they needed assistance. The great wooden stages for the crowd were the primary project, but preparing the materials for the ceremony was only a tenth of the battle.

Mewtwo’s hurricanes had done a horrible number on the town. The mainland’s interior was largely spared, but the islands and coasts were vulnerable to the storms. Many homes sported obvious patches and others had been reconstructed entirely. Whole streets had been repaved and cleared of debris. Sudmauna’s power grid had been utterly ruined by the howling winds and torrential downpours.

But the people had rebuilt nonetheless.

They’d done a fine job, but the reconstruction of critical infrastructure meant the splintered remains of their wooden stands, ceremonial site, and viewing platforms had been neglected.

Amiri was efficient enough that they would have pulled off a successful ceremony no matter what, but Steven and Ash’s appearance brought a resurgence. Their efforts offered hope for the festival’s old glory to shine through, and Amiri was determined to wring them dry to ensure the Origin Festival would go off without a hitch.

Metagross (well, their psychic powers) had earned her undying love. They’d almost single-handedly tripled the rate of construction at Steven’s command. Stands and platforms came together shockingly fast. The pace only increased when Claydol took charge of the rest of the team and put them to task.

It only took a day for the project’s skeleton to be raised.

The wide variety of Ash’s family meant they could do what Steven’s could not. Nidoking patrolled the beach and roads as Ash’s shadow. He frequently corralled wayward or lazing pokemon and trainers into action with a stern glare or disgusted snort.

Nidoking inspired nearly as much fear as Rawiri these days. He had little patience for anyone who wouldn’t pull their own weight. He’d spent the last year around Ash and the rest of the team, after all, and they were nothing but driven. Laziness was anathema to him.

While Nidoking domineered the horde and nipped at the figurative heels of anyone who caught his ire, the rest of the team soon found their places in the madness.

A legion of water-types bowed to Torrent’s every command. Every toss of his horned head sent his followers clamoring to do his bidding, and his presence brought order to the disorganized masses of the young trainers and recruited wild pokemon.

Long string of admirers trailed behind him at all hours of the day. It didn’t matter whether Torrent was working or spending time with the team. Ash had even caught a besotted wild Seadra puffing her scaly chest out whenever Torrent levitated by.

Torrent’s retinue expanded by the day. It didn’t take long for his collaboration with Nidoking to bear fruit. They worked well together, and an experienced local Swampert guided them in the construction of a simple microcosm of Hoenn on a nearby beach.

They’d reshaped the field of damp, seafoam-brushed sand into a vast intermixing of earth and water in mere hours.

Sand and hard-packed earth formed Hoenn’s land. Torrent and his subjects painstakingly carved out an intricate system of canals to flood it properly. Ash had little input on this project. He’d been put to work keeping the kids to task alongside Dazed and Bruiser, both of whom proved useful in a dozen different ways.

Even Seeker found pleasure in venturing out on her own to carry messages to and fro. Her natural speed and agility made her ideal for the task once dusk fell and the sun’s searing rays faded away. Ash’s heart warmed to see her so animated, and he found himself writing entirely unnecessary messages to Steven, even as his teacher’s replies became more and more bemused by the day.

Infernus and Spiritomb were the obvious exceptions. Ash still carved out an hour to fly to Helo’s Tower and sit with Spiritomb, but he knew it would be an awful idea to let it out anywhere near the town. Unspeakable trauma might put a bit of a downer on the festival.

As for Infernus, he had his own niche to fill. He was content to train within the confines of the volcano for now, even if he’d been bitterly disappointed with the lack of monsters buried in its depths. The mated Magmortar pair in the chamber hadn’t met his standards.

The days would pass quickly like this, but that only spurred him to invest more and more of himself into the good work. Every bit he could spare was poured into the project.

It was nice to build something for once.

XX

Sudmauna’s clock tower chimed ten times.

Every light was extinguished. Families flipped breakers and snuffed candles. The night flooded in like a rising tide. Its darkness was heavy and weighty, almost suffocating, and thick enough that Ash could almost feel it against his skin.

Only the silver sickle of a waxing crescent moon and the milky sea of glittering stars pierced the veil. Even their radiance was obscured by a hazy shroud of flat grey clouds.

Sneasel was in his element.

He pranced by Ash’s side, nearly invisible in the shadows. Ash could only perceive him by the faint rustles of his soft fur and the occasional thump of his velvet paws against the freshly erected bridge they traveled on.

Ash’s Feather outshone the stars tonight. It was a constant effort to suppress the rainbow glow. The conduit was eager, perhaps feeding off his own anticipation and the energy that filled the air, and desired nothing more than to dance along to his heartbeat and the sound of the Song in his ears.

The day was long, but it felt so good to be here now. Everyone in the village had emptied from their homes to filter into the sacred cove at sunset. They’d begun the first stages of their celebration, although the real party wouldn’t start until after the ceremony.

Ash had spent the early hours of the night with Steven and their teams. They’d enjoyed a well-deserved respite after a long day of rehearsals and last minute alterations.

Part of him wished he could have joined the townsfolk. He probably would have ended up enjoying the early celebrations from afar, but it still would have been nice. Ash didn’t want to intrude, though. They had their own part to play.

“Are you excited?”

Sneasel hissed back and rushed off into the night. He wouldn’t stray far. Tangrowth was happy to steal Ash for himself and waddled alongside him with a vine laced tightly around Ash’s hand. His huge eyes reflected the faint starlight as he gurgled happily. Ash could hear the rest of his vines dragging along the wood and sand.

“I know you are!” Ash squeezed Tangrowth’s vine. His friend took that as an invitation and it was only moments before Ash was snagged in a dozen vines and clutched close in a warm, rubbery hug. The scent of earth and rainforests filled Ash’s nostrils. “I love you too, Tangrowth. Do you feel ready?”

Tangrowth wriggled all over.

“Just make sure to keep Infernus in line, okay? You know how he is. I’m trusting you!”

Tangrowth’s vines looped around Ash to support him properly, then hauled him up around his ‘shoulders’ to carry him as he walked. Ash looped his hands into Tangrowth’s wriggling shell for a little extra grip and smiled again as some of Tangrowth’s vines supported him from below like a seat.

“You’re the best.”

Ash’s weight was like a feather to Tangrowth. He enjoyed the comfortable ride, even as Sneasel appeared from the darkness and whined pitifully. The little dark-type stretched out his arms in silent pleading. There was no way that Tangrowth could resist that.

Sneasel was wrapped up and tossed onto Ash’s shoulder just a few seconds later.

“Couldn’t help yourself, huh?”

The dark-type hissed and looped his wiry arms around Ash’s neck as Tangrowth carried them steadily onward. Ash spent a moment looking up at the stars and pointing out familiar constellations to his friends, but soon found himself more focused on the rise and fall of Tangrowth’s happy gait and the warmth of Sneasel’s fuzzy cheek pressed against his neck instead.

Forget the heavens. Ash had everything he needed right here.

It wasn’t long before they arrived at their destination. The organizers dedicated themselves to preserving the darkness, but they were paying for their efforts if the assortment of arguments, curses, and low growls from the dunes were anything to go by.

Steven was already in place on the other side of the cove. They should still have a solid forty minutes before the ceremony began.

His nerves writhed under his skin like electric cables as the anticipation mounted. Ash took a deep breath to steady himself. They’d spent hours preparing for this night. Old Rawiri and a dozen other elders corrected Ash’s team again and again until their critical eyes found no fault. That was something he could take comfort in.

Rawiri was very good at finding the tiniest flaws in otherwise ironclad performances. If Rawiri was satisfied, then the only person Ash would worry about disappointing was himself.

…Well, that didn’t help his nerves any. There was no turning back now. Ash had made a commitment.

“You’re here!”

A tiny face (had he ever been that small?) peered up at him. It was barely distinguishable in the darkness. The boy giggled as Tangrowth poked and prodded with one of his vines, but quickly grew more serious as one of the leather-skinned elders sent him a pointed look.

“Mahaka. You look prepared.”

He’d grown fond of the boy, even if Mahaka’s obsession with trailing after him could be annoying. Mahaka was the ringleader of Ash’s own cohort. They all tended to blend together with Nidoking and Torrent’s fans.

Mahaka was carefully garbed in an assortment of traditional clothing. A long, richly decorated skirt woven of several varieties of green fiber hung around his hips. Bits of broken Clamperl shell encrusted the fabric and a belt of iridescent Heart Scales was clasped around his waist.

His chest was washed in deep blue pigment that blended in perfectly with the night. Its even color was only broken by an intricate pattern of bright crimson lines that sparked something in Ash’s memory.

The boy’s feet and calves were painted a rich brown that was difficult to see in the darkness, although the brilliant veins of orange and red streaked over them in an intricate network of bright vessels caught some light.

Atop the boy’s green-painted head was a crown of dragon fangs. They’d been carefully gathered over the years and preserved for ritual use. Most of the teeth were the long, jagged knives of old Salamence, obviously prized and painstakingly cared for, but amidst the mass were also a handful of Dragonite teeth, the grinding molars of a Flygon, an Altaria’s talons, and a rather fresh looking set.

Ash suspected the newest fangs originally belonged in a Hydreigon’s maw.

“It took forever to get all this on!” The boy complained. Mahaka still flexed and grinned. “But it’s pretty cool, huh? Maro’s gonna be so jealous!”

He snorted and sent Mahaka scurrying off with a few encouraging words. The different squads were beginning to pair up. It only took a moment to find his crew of trainers and wild pokemon. Ash wasn’t really in charge, but the strength of his team meant that they took the lead during the ceremony.

The dunes soon became a bustling hive of activity. It warmed his heart to see so many busy people and pokemon stop to greet Tangrowth affectionately. His friend had made himself well-known these last few weeks.

“Let’s go!”

His group was ten trainers strong. It was largely composed of young locals who hadn’t quite worked up the courage to leave home on a journey yet. Ash released his team and motioned for the others to do the same.

“Torrent and Oz, you’re with Anton and Izzy. Infernus and Tangrowth, up on the ridge with Maia and Sparkly. Dazed, with me. Bruiser, they need you down on the shore. Seeker, I need you to take something to Steven…”

They’d rehearsed this all before. His orders came swift and easier. The energy in the air infected them all with a wild fervor. It didn’t live up to the pounding adrenaline before a battle, but it might be the next best thing. The anticipation lacked the intensity that set his pulse pounding and set his blood aflame, but he relished the satisfaction of seeing all these moving parts and hours of effort coming smoothly together.

He supposed it reminded him of the thrill of watching one of Tangrowth or Infernus’ traps set off successfully. There was nothing like spending an entire battle lining up the pieces and watching the terror in the opponent’s eyes when they realized they’d been caught.

Ash had a hard time imagining a sweeter sight.

Plume cooed softly at the sight of him. Ash brushed her plumage with his thumb and smiled. “It’s pretty dark up there. Will you be able to see everything?”

His comment merited an undignified squawk and a quick nip. Ash laughed and quickly stroked Plume to appease her. “I know, I know. What was I thinking? You’re queen of the sun and the stars.”

She nodded back fervently, but she was still a bit offended. Ash snorted and whistled a few notes of the Song, smiling as Plume bobbed her head to the tune. Its peace soothed her poked pride and it wasn’t long before she took off in a gust of wind and left them all behind.

“Ash, we need you over on the ridge! Your Magmortar is scaring the kids…”

He’d say that was unexpected, but… well, he’d best take care of that.

The ceremony ticked ever closer.

XX

Stars glittered like diamonds overhead. The veil of clouds still swallowed the majority of their light, but enough pierced them to illuminate the faint rocking of waves on the black ocean. It drank up every droplet of moonlight that scattered across its surface and extended on forever like a void.

The wind carried the scent of sea salt and mud. Only the rhythmic lapping of the dark waves against the pale sands of the beach, the steady rise and fall of the teeming crowd’s quiet words, and the faint commotion of the hidden organizers filled the air.

Every inhabitant of Sudmauna was represented, human and pokemon alike. Hordes of people lined the dark beach. Friends and family stood together as wild and trained pokemon intermixed with the crowd. Their calm presence lent weight to the restless mass of humanity. The energy in the air infected them as well, but the pokemon knew the importance of what was to come.

Ash picked out the subtle rocking of Ludicolo, eerily still Nosepass, and countless others all here to pay their respects to the natural world that birthed them.

Something awoke in Ash’s mind, dark, cold, and… curious?

A great silence overtook them all as the minutes slid by. Chirps, growls, and songs fell to the wayside. Shouts and whispers died down. Even the wind fell silent and the sea splash muted.

The darkness grew more poignant by the moment. It was unmarred by torchlight or flashing cameras and even the subtlest sounds seemed drowned in its cloak. Ash’s own breath froze in his chest.

… Then a baby wailed its little lungs out. The tension shattered as its mother frantically shushed the infant.

It was only a brief reprieve. The silence mounted until a single voice shattered it.

“In the beginning, there was the void.”

His senses screamed as a new shadow filled the night.

Before, the darkness was the mundane absence of light. It suddenly grew thick and terrible with writhing, aberrant power. From all around the beach the world tore and distorted beneath the new burden. Little pinpricks of Not prodded from all directions, but the greatest by far burst like a noxious geyser from the dunes to his west.

It wasn’t a proper Mind Breaker, but the Distorted power that Sneasel poured into the world struck the crowd mute. The spectral veil was gentle, more like a light grip than a choking grasp, but it washed over them like a rotten tide and froze the great crowd.

The world darkened further and further as a dozen dark-types and a handful of ghosts poured their essence into the world to recreate the primal void. A mass of dark energies brought the night into life as the stars and moonlight bent and refracted. It devoured everything it touched and the light soon faded.

It wasn’t long before the Distortion permeated the entire cove.

“In the timeless, spaceless void there was nothing, and from nothing sprang the world!”

In an instant the shadows faded and the night regained its former softness. The void retreated and the world seemed to exhale in relief along with the crowd. A new power soon swept the gnawing Distortion away.

Dazed’s eyes burned blue. Another azure-shrouded figure blazed from across the cove. Steven and Claydol were stationed over there. Metagross had little aptitude for their work and was most likely placed where its telekinesis could be put to good use.

Both psychics channeled in unison. They thrummed with a great swell of strength. Smaller lights soon blazed with them as their subordinates fed their masters power to spin into existence.

“The shadows of the void settled into the black waters of the abyss.”

An illusory figure woven from psychic power appeared beneath the waters. Its shape was impossible to discern, but was easily as vast as a Wailord. The figure’s appearance broke the darkness and the crowds could see the true enormity of the endless ocean before them, although the beach remained cloaked in shadow.

“As the waters settled over the bedrock of reality, fires erupted and land formed.”

A blazing heat washed over the gathered crowd at the signal. Scattered fire-types turned their heads to the sky and spat hot gouts of flame to illuminate the world, but they only heralded something greater. Another spectral figure manifested. It was craggy and misshapen like a hot coal and loomed over the onlookers like a mountain.

Great globs of lava sailed through the air from farther down the coast. Their fiery glow outshone everything else, even the leviathan beneath the waters. All eyes tracked the molten heaps as the air warped and twisted around them.

Tangrowth and Infernus’ aim was true. Nearly a dozen of the massive spheres struck the ocean like comets! Enormous bursts of hissing steam exploded from the sea as the lava made contact. The dark waters churned as great waves tore up at the elemental clash.

The waves soon broke against the shore, but more and more lava came down like rain until the noise rolled like thunder and the crowd feared the storm would grow out of hand.

A steady patter of rain came down, spawned into existence by a handful of well-trained water-types capable of maintaining a Rain Dance, and only added to the chaos as the clouds thickened.

Boom! 

Lightning flashed and the crowd quailed. Oz hurled Lightning Bolt after Lightning Bolt while the pokemon crowded all around her used Flash and Thunder to emphasize her mighty display. The world threatened to come apart at the seams as thunder rolled, the sea raged, and lava fell again and again.

Tangrowth and Infernus kept tossing lava into the sea until it was set wild and whipping and a thick layer of steam roiled above the entire cove. The lava was swallowed by the sea and sank to the bottom, though superheated water continued to billow upward and form a great white pillar over the frenzied surface.

“From their conflict, the firmament was born! Tired of the endless clash of the Earth and Sea, the Sky descended from the newborn heavens and quelled their long war.”

Dazed and Claydol refocused. A gleaming serpentine figure appeared within the mist, terrible and beautiful and coiled in fury.

Boom! 

Oz put her training in Storm Surge to good use, for a bolt of true lightning descended from the clouds and struck the sea. The brilliant arc illuminated the entire world for a brief instant, bringing the rolling waters, the sodden sands, and the angry black clouds above into focus.

… Ash hoped Oz hadn’t overdone it. The lightning hadn’t struck her, but that effort might have left her exhausted.

But he had little time to think of it. Ash watched with bated breath as a phantom swept over the island. It was too swift to see, invisible in the night, but its effects instantly made themselves known.

A sonic boom burst above them all, frightening the children and setting everyone’s nerves on edge, and Ash heard the first notes of a beautiful song as the sky’s fury swept the rest away.

The crowd stumbled as a low-grade Gust hammered over them, strong enough to rock them but too weak to hurt anyone. Plume swept over them again to rock them one last time, then turned to smite the interlopers of earth and sea.

Lava surged again, only to be swatted from the sky with a Hurricane. The globs exploded into the sea in another burst of steam, which was also blown away and scattered with Plume’s might. The clouds were banished as she shot through them in a blur. Plume proudly sang her own song and parted the clouds like a knife through butter.

She flew faster and faster and the world reshaped beneath her. Tangrowth and Infernus ceased their assaults, though Ash knew Infernus must have been tempted to throw one at Plume for real, and Torrent steadied the raging sea from his throne below the waves.

“The Sea grew weary and retreated to the deepest depths of the abyss. The Earth stumbled and fell to rest. And so the Sky tamed the world!”

Dazed sagged as she and Claydol released the titanic illusions and allowed all but the serpentine form of Rayquaza, the Sky, to drift away into nothingness. The serpent uncoiled, roared in a terrible display emphasized by a Hurricane spat by Plume, and then sailed off into the scattered clouds.

“You’ve got this. Just a little longer.”

He allowed Dazed to rest against his shoulder for a moment. Ash felt a moment of loss when she quickly regained the strength to stand on her own.

Thank you, Friend-Trainer. 

“Of course.”

Silence reigned in the aftermath of the violent displays and the sudden onset of Plume’s forced peace. The world settled and stilled, as if it were afraid to disturb the newfound tranquility. What could be more terrifying than inviting the Sky back?

And then it shattered.

A sudden eruption of song deeper than language burst from the beach. Humans and pokemon alike lent their voices to the handful of experienced masters guiding the rest. Flutes whistled alongside other woodwind instruments which Ash couldn’t name to cut an undercurrent that carried steady beneath the mortal voices.

There was an intentional discord between the singers and their instruments as it first began. Yet a new harmony emerged as it continued. It settled in comfortably with the lapping of the calmed ocean. New voices joined and piled on faster and faster until the initial song became a chorus of thousands as the onlookers lent their voices to the world.

Something about the tune struck him. It carried so naturally with the wind and came in accordance with the waves. It struck a chord buried deep in his spirit. It reminded him of an old friend and beckoned forth an aching nostalgia for seafloor depths that Ash had never seen.

The moon shone a more brilliant silver than before.

This was a hollow facsimile, an echo lingering perhaps a thousand years or more since it last sounded here, but he knew.

“It’s the Song. They’re singing Lugia’s Song!”

Dazed’s pendulum leapt in her hand. Her eyes burned blue in the night as she enmeshed herself in the natural world.

Yes. 

The pearlescent flute gifted to him after Shamouti appeared in his hand almost subconsciously. Ash raised it to his lips and added his own contribution without a second thought. There was something magical about acting in concert with so many other living things. His melody merged seamlessly with the rest, and something in the voices of the crowd shifted, as if finally recognizing they were singing a half-composed tune.

Ash’s sound was subtle, playing deep beneath the rest, but even so it became the core of the performance. Voices layered around it. The musicians subtly altered their notes, and the black sea softened and went flat as a mirror as the Song cast its serene spell on the world.

Then it shifted! Flutes fell away in favor of great, pounding drums that stirred something primal within him. He allowed the Song to die down as this new beat struck him. The villagers roared and pounded their feet against the sand.

Thump.

The drums hammered.

Thump.

The villagers roared.

Thump.

The beach trembled at Nidoking’s behest.

Thump.

For a moment he was back on Mt. Chimney and lost in the roots of the earth. The even breathing of a great beast… Ash shuddered and found himself back in the present, and found himself imagining the Earth’s heartbeat pounding beneath him.

It continued for a long time. The villagers poured all their primordial spirit into the performance, then cut off abruptly. The musicians didn’t miss a beat, however, and the flutes returned with a new tune. The new beat wasn’t so firm and mighty as the Earth’s, nor as serene as the half-forgotten Song, but fell somewhere in between.

Content tranquility thrummed, ready to be roused to apocalyptic anger should its peace be disturbed.

If Ash had to describe it in a word, he would say it was tension. There was an uncomfortable and frantic tautness to the new sound. But he found certain notes familiar, and soon his instrument joined the rest. He didn’t play the familiar Song now. Instead he drew on the counter notes he’d learned from the Beasts, the equal and complementary sounds that filled in gaps and created a cohesive whole with Lugia’s Song.

“And with the Sea and the Earth tamed, the Sky slept! The abyss fostered the first life in its cradle and it spread throughout the Sea and onto the Earth’s skin. But the world turned on itself again and again and life was beaten back.”

The sea stirred. Steam billowed forth as Tangrowth helpfully tossed an enormous ball of lava that dripped hot stone over the tumultuous waters.

“And each time they did, the Sky came thundering down!”

Oz’s companions made a massive Flash that blinded them all as she clapped her hands together and beckoned forth a roll of thunder that rattled the crowd’s bones.

“Between these battles, the Moon was born of the Abyssal Sea. The Primordial Earth’s blood congealed and joined its side. Resplendent Sky, eager to illuminate its beauty, spawned the Sun!”

Dazed quivered under the strain as she and Claydol guided the lesser psychics again. The titanic illusions manifested, but only lasted a few moments this time before they slipped away.

“And so the cycle repeated ten thousand times. At last, humanity was born! It grew strong and wise in its cradle, and spilled forth.”

A long row of torches lit as one, likely sparked to life by Metagross’ fine control over Elemental Synthesis. The tiny figure of Mahaka in his regalia greeted the crowd, grinning madly as thousands of eyes landed on him. Light barely beat back the darkness, but the darkness was so complete that the boy might as well have had a spotlight on him.

Anyone could have recognized how happy Mahaka was, but he adopted a serious expression. Amiri continued to speak.

“Humanity found beautiful lands and fine partners… and yet one day the Earth rose again and the Sea with it.”

More torches lit until the entire beach was visible. Onlookers blinked, yet soon oohed and aahed at the facsimile of Hoenn carved into the beach. Nidoking and Torrent’s work was well-regarded as they all admired the perfect divisions of land and sea.

Several notable landmarks had been shaped by the pair. Mt. Chimney and its branching mountains were symbolized with upraised boulders, as was Mt. Pyre to the east. Ash noted that the archipelago was shaped with exquisite detail, particularly around Sudmauna. There was far more landmass in the archipelago than there should have been…

Then it was swept away by a violent explosion from the mountains. Fire belched out and frightened those nearest to it. A great rush of heat billowed out and the continent cracked, but that was nothing compared to the shrieks that appeared when Torrent summoned a great wave from the ocean.

Half of Hoenn was drowned in an instant. Much of it was swept away entirely and pulled into the great sea. Mahaka squawked as he fell into the mud, but recovered his footing with impressive speed.

“When the Sea rose, its terrible power sunk the south and the east! The Earth fought hard to reclaim its lost territory, but it was for naught. Humanity feared its end! Our lands were devoured by the great flood, and the Sea would not relinquish them. Oracles foresaw the catastrophe, and guided our people to the highest mountaintops!”

Mahaka staggered, covered in mud and seaspray, and clung to one of the surviving ‘mountains’ of the new archipelago. He was soaked wet, thoroughly miserable, yet still wore it all like a badge of honor.

The sea came alive with a tempest at Torrent’s command. Clouds thickened anew and rain poured down in great sheets. Lava burst forth from the cove to match it. A hill to the south shuddered, quaked, and exploded with smoke and molten rock - Ash could just imagine Infernus’ cackle in the rumbling beneath his feet.

Lava spilled as Earth Burn stole the attention of the crowd, hissing and bubbling and roiling as it rolled down the hill and clashed with the sea in a terrible display.

More and more lava bursts roared up. Each new explosion sent the sea into new chaos as the steam pillars piled higher and higher.

“Our ancestors watched the world break from this peak. Days passed and the conflict raged hotter and hotter. Soon they feared even their sanctuary would come apart. The Earth and Sea waxed in power, but neither could win! At last, the Sky appeared on the horizon, furious its long slumber was broken and guided by the hopes and dreams of humanity to Hoenn.”

A single flash of lightning punctuated Amiri’s tale, but it was unlike any other they’d seen. Oz summoned her full might for this, and Ash knew she’d probably collapsed… but it was worth it. For a moment the whole world stood still as the heavens lit with the light of a sun.

The enormous arc of white lightning hung precariously in the air, streamers dancing in every direction before it found its true mark. He could imagine Oz’s fist raised proudly and her form consumed with power as the stark lance found it.

Screams burst forth from the crowd at the ferocity of the sound and sight, and the Feather on his chest arced hungrily as it resonated with the expression of Lightning.

It vanished as quickly as it had appeared. The light vanished. The moment was broken, but its impact was not forgotten. Sea stilled and Earth quieted, cowed by the display… although Torrent and Infernus were probably raring for a fight after all this.

“When it was over, the Sky returned to its throne as Sea and Earth hid away for their long slumber. May they never wake again!”

“May they never wake again!” The crowd chanted in unison. Ash’s stomach sank.

“Our people saw the new world and forgot the old. The seas stretched far now, and we made our home on Sudmauna - and we will never leave!”

“We will never leave!”

“Come forth, children of Sudmauna, and offer your bounty. Pay your respects to the world that birthed us!”

More torches lit. The whole town was unveiled. Families awoke from their spell and blinked away the sudden light. Every family carried a discarded Clamperl shell. Ash and Steven wouldn’t participate in this part of the ceremony, but Ash saw many of the native trainers stepping toward the water.

Family after family walked their way to the shore hand-in-hand. Every Clamperl shell was fit to bursting with treasured trinkets, favorite foods, and various wishes and hopes inscribed into the shell itself by chisel or written neatly onto little bits of paper.

Desires for a bountiful year, for the blessings of the sea to be theirs… Sudmauna had long depended on the ocean for survival, and that need was clear as day in the reverence they held for it.

They held that the mighty Sea once swept their old homes away, but celebrated the new home they’d been given. The ocean was feared and loved in equal measure.

It went on for a long, long time.

Sudmauna was just a small town, but the Origin Festival attracted attendees from dozens of nearby communities. Even the larger cities in the archipelago still held this place close to heart. Ash began to slouch as the minutes passed, but straightened immediately as Glacia’s small frown filled his thoughts.

He couldn’t say how Glacia had managed to build muscle memory in just a few days, but she’d managed the impossible.

Ash wished that the others could have been here to see this. His mom, Professor Oak, Gary, Jon and Amelia, little Molly… they should be here with him. Just imagine if Gary, Amelia, and Jon had been recruited to help with the ceremony. What a show they could have put on!

More thoughts filled his mind.

Did Lance ever attend the Origin Festival? He’d spent years in Hoenn and was close with Steven during that time. No doubt Drake and Fino were good friends. Rawiri had told Ash that Drake often made an effort to take part, generally playing the Sky while Fino played the Earth.

Every year brought a new performance. It heavily relied on whatever trainers were available to lend their talents. Ash could only hope that he’d done it justice.

Rites to honor the sea continued for some time. When the families had finished paying their respects, they opened the shells and splashed a tiny handful of water over the various offerings and pushed them out to sea. The shells bobbed like cradles on the waves as they were carried away. Torrent and his crew helpfully guide them out into the open ocean.

They didn’t only pray to the ocean. The sea might rule their day-to-day lives, but the beach soon came to life with their offerings to the earth. Ash and Dazed watched fascinatedly as the people and pokemon unveiled hundreds of intricate creations.

Dozens of sandcastles were displayed. Some were vast, richly decorated palaces and others were simplistic forts shaped by a child’s unsteady hands. Sculptures of glass and sand stood proudly with a similar range of quality. Great carvings and statues were lugged across the island and gathered awed attention. Many people placed offerings atop them or buried them into the sand.

Ash didn’t miss the hungry pokemon scoping out likely spots to return to for a free meal.

“As we have paid respects to the sea, let us pay respects to the land that saved us!”

The crowd went silent, then bowed once to the great volcano which dominated the mountain.

“And now let us give thanks to the Sky which defended us!”

A great cheer rose, and the people turned to face the direction of the distant Sky Pillar on the horizon. During the day it was visible as a thin profile, but right now it vanished into the blackness of the night. The Sky Pillar was so immense that it could be seen nearly anywhere in the archipelago if you cared to look for it.

They fell to a knee as one and prostrated themselves in the sand. He could hear the low whisper of hundreds of murmured thanks, prayers, and litanies, but they offered no material offering or sacrifices as they had to the sea and earth.

And why would they? To the islanders, their very survival was an offering to Rayquaza. That they lived on was thanks to its intervention, and every day that went by was a mark of their affection for the great serpent.

The festival was their dedication.

Minutes passed steadily, and he imagined they might have rested in silent contemplation for half an hour before Amiri’s voice broke the silence once more.

“We sit now in the darkness, as we did during our great trial! After seven days of toil, upon the passing of the last night, a rainbow stretched upon the horizon, a symbol of the Sun that our suffering was past. Let us spend the night in revelry until the sun breaks again! Dance, sing, feast, and make merry! We are alive, so let us act like it! Praise the sun!”

That earned a resounding cheer. Laughs carried on the wind as the tension of the ceremony broke, and the cohesion descended into cheerful chaos. Merchants sprinted for their stalls to prepare their wares. Families met and gathered to celebrate together. Children squealed as they played their games and chased their peers, adults, pokemon, and anyone else they could wrangle into their festivities.

Ash watched from afar with Dazed. All the other organizers rushed back to the beach to join the rest of the town - Ash suspected this was the most eagerly anticipated night of the year - and take part in the raucous festival.

All the coiled up tension was unleashed as the town came together to celebrate.

The darkness closed in. Ash paused to enjoy the peace and quiet. Stars glittered as the clouds dispersed, and he smiled as Plume landed with a joyful shriek.

“You were amazing!” Dazed rolled her eyes as Plume preened beneath the praise. “I loved how you tore through the clouds… I just wish everyone could have seen you. You were too fast for most of them!”

Plume cooed and nuzzled against him, though that soon cut off as Infernus teleported a short distance away. His fiery glow left Ash’s eyes watering, and he seemed pleased with his contributions.

Ash offered him his own congratulations even while Tangrowth landed in their midst, having pulled himself along with his strong vines. Sneasel yowled from within a tangled cage of greenery. An opportunistic Tangrowth must have captured him on the way over.

Nidoking plodded along the sandy path with a few loyal stragglers keeping pace with him from a distance. His beady eyes were narrowed, but Ash could tell some part of him appreciated their loyalty.

“The others will be here soon,” Ash leaned in close to Nidoking’s massive form. Warmth radiated off him, softer than the eye-watering heat that radiated from Infernus. “Can your entourage give us a minute?”

Nidoking grunted softly. A dozen feet begrudgingly retreated. Ash wished he could make them out in the darkness. He suspected they were still skulking around to listen in on the proceedings, but oh well. There was nothing to do about that.

Nothing he was willing to do, anyways. Let them have their fun.

It wasn’t long before Ash’s words came true. First it was Seeker. She squeaked and flapped to herald Bruiser’s approach. He hauled Oz’s limp, crackling form over his shoulder like she was a sack of flour, although she was massive enough that he was drowning in a sea of black and white fur. Oz was barely conscious, but pumped her fist in victory when she saw Ash. Sparks danced down her shaggy coat, but Bruiser’s grey hide was tough enough for him to shrug it off.

Ash snorted. “Thanks, Bruiser. I appreciate you making sure she got here okay. Oz, I think you might have overdone it. You look like a wrung out rag.”

She fervently shook her head, but her current state reminded him of Steven when he’d accidentally had one too many drinks.

Nidoking’s nostrils flared at the sight of Oz, a flicker of amusement dancing in his black eyes, but a swell of water on the beach distracted them before they could tease her. Torrent rose from the black waters with his head raised proudly.

None of his subjects had followed after him, but Ash suspected that they knew better. Nidoking might play tough, but he was a softy at heart.

Ash was content to sit with them and catch up for a few minutes. They eagerly soaked up praise, but more than anything they were just happy with their achievement.

The Origin Festival couldn’t have occurred without them. Not like this, at any rate. They’d worked hard and invested countless hours into it. Now it was time to reap what they’d sown.

Ash thought back to the great displays of power and finesse, as well as the artistic flair hammered into them by the elders until they brushed perfection… Maybe there was something to Contests after all. They couldn’t be so different from this.

But the lure of the festival was strong. They all stole glances at the raucous celebration. By now most of the villagers had broken out into wild dance. Bonfires blazed on the beach, often erected in circles around the offerings to Groudon. Dozens of goods-laden stalls had been raised to meet the demands for food and drink.

Laughter and shouts filled the air, along with the occasional crack of a fist or the roar of flame as impromptu pokemon battles broke out. It was the last that left Ash hungering like nothing else. Still, he was happy to spend the whole night with his team. The crowds would be difficult, he’d probably end up just standing at a distance lost in his own mind anyways -

A soft presence slid against his mind and seemed to encircle his anxious thoughts.

Join them. We are with you. 

His heart pounded. The Feather seared him as it fed on the fuel he offered, and at last he quelled the sensations and was himself again. Ash smiled hesitantly as Sneasel clambered up around his shoulders, Torrent offered a low nod, and Nidoking took his place on his side.

… Tangrowth was already inching towards the festival, vines wriggling in anticipation. This was what he’d been looking forward to all along. Where else could he make so many new friends?

Ash exhaled. “Okay, you got me. Let’s go.”

It was time to join the rest of humanity.
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Chaos! Pure unadulterated madness. He hadn’t seen so many people in one place since the Indigo Conference. Energy bled through the air and animated people that much more. Passions rose, blood pumped, and it seemed everyone was doing their utmost to honor the life their ancestors had bought them.

The village smelled of smoke and sand from the festivities, along with the distant smell of rain that faded by the minute. Scents of strange, delicious foods filled his nose and beckoned him towards the stalls, although the teeming mass of humans that clogged Sudmauna’s cramped streets put him off for now. Still, Ash couldn’t help but study them with blatant fascination.

They fought harder, laughed louder, and indulged more in dance and song and drink than he’d ever seen - Sudmauna was alive, and Ash could feel the music in his bones. His foot tapped along, though he absolutely refused to be pulled into the midst of all these people, let alone dance.

He’d rather not embarrass himself, thank you very much. Glacia’s brief pointers hadn’t covered the lively dancing found here. The dark corners were perfectly fine. Ash was content to enjoy the festival from a safe distance.

League Rangers patrolled among the populace to keep the peace. They seemed just as eager as the rest of them, though, and were welcomed with open arms by most. He could easily pick them out at their posts or skirting purposefully around the throngs, but his eyes were sharp enough to pick a few others on a similar mission.

They were clearly locals, or at least natives of the archipelago, and they moved just like the Rangers. He could tell they wanted to keep a low profile, but they were too loud and too happy to stick with it. Most patrolled with a single Ludicolo or Pelipper. The majority carried a few extra pokeballs on their belt.

This came in all sorts of different outfits (usually with adornments offering respect to Kyogre) but they all wore a black bandanna.

Ash watched for a while, but soon grew bored. The Rangers could handle them if there was any trouble. It wasn’t long before he immersed himself in the festival again.

“- to Mala’s Snack Shack for the best treats in town! We have honey nut treats and cinnamon rolls straight from -”

“Forget your offerings? For only a small price, I can save you from a divine grudge -”

“Fancy yourself a battler? Join our tournament for a chance at eternal glory!”

Vendors shouted from every direction to advertise their wares. Ash was tempted to go grab something to eat - even Nidoking eyed a few of the treats hungrily. He knew his mom would just love a souvenir as well, even if it was probably all cheaply made garbage sold at a premium…

The tournament attracted his attention, but he wanted to keep a low profile. Besides, it wouldn’t be fair unless Steven got involved. Well, it would be fair if it were Ash and everyone else who entered up against the former Champion, along with a few of the Rangers stationed around.

Ash had come far these past few months, but he wasn’t an idiot.

“What do you think? Should we go grab a bite?”

Nidoking huffed as he nodded. His performance had taken quite a lot out of him, even if he hadn’t been quite as involved as Tangrowth or Infernus in playing the part of Groudon. He’d put in far more work in the preparations, however, and Ash had learned that keeping track of all the moving pieces (many of which seemed to be pulling in all different directions no matter how frustrated he grew) was an exhausting experience.

The others had dropped off to seek their own fun at Ash’s prodding. Most were quickly caught up in scores of human and pokemon admirers eager to ply them with praise for their service, and his team had been happy enough to invest themselves into the festival.

They’d also made it a point to steer the wellwishers clear of Ash. He certainly appreciated that gesture. Only Nidoking remained stubborn enough to stick with Ash despite his urging - Bruiser, Seeker, Aron, and Tangrowth had dragged Oz off to enjoy the festival to the fullest, while Torrent was swamped with fans as he returned to the beach.

Dazed had no taste for the overwhelming mass of humanity and emotions, so she’d gone off to converse with Claydol and a few of Steven’s other less sociable teammates such as Cradily and Armaldo. She was a comforting warmth in his thoughts, though, always watching and only a request away.

As for Plume… well, she’d taken to the celebrations like a Magikarp to water. She soared above as a flock of lesser flying-types chirped and squawked in their efforts to keep pace, earning raucous shouts of glee as she tore through the skies just above the streets. Admirers swamped her in hopes to gain her attention and young battlers challenged the mighty Pidgeot.

It was their funeral.

Infernus had opted to be dropped off at the volcano to train, of course. He’d taken one look at the festival and scoffed when he determined there were no worthy opponents to be found.

“Ash!” Steven shouted from across the square. He was red-faced and still in his ridiculous get-up, although it was a bit muted in respect for the ceremony. The floppy hat was a constant, of course. “I was worried you wouldn’t make it! I’m so happy to see you!”

He shared a quick glance with Nidoking, who snorted amusedly at the sight of Steven’s red cheeks. “We found our way.”

“Good! Everyone’s so nice here! They keep giving me things! I just had the best cinnamon roll!”

Said person also told Steven that he was the best cinnamon roll. Thankfully Metagross is here to keep an eye on him. 

Claydol’s dull droll connected to his mind for an instant, then slipped away and left Ash to his privacy. He smiled up at Steven. His teacher was relaxed and happy and laughing - when was the last time he’d seen Steven without a frown or furrowed brow? It was like their stay in the village and the festival had remade him.

Steven was twenty-eight years old. This was the first time he’d ever looked like it.

“I’m having fun too.”

His teacher beamed radiantly. Ash was tempted to take a picture for safekeeping. Who knew when he’d see this side of Steven again? If he’d see this side of Steven again. “You are? That’s wonderful! I was afraid you wouldn’t want to come!”

“I thought about it. I guess I just couldn’t stay away.”

“Good! Good! You should come with me! There are a few shows done on the night of the festival, and I know they’d love to meet you! Your team did a fantastic job tonight, and so did you! Thanks for all your hard work!”

Steven frowned as if hearing something no one else could. He disconnected from the wild mood for a moment and temporarily retreated back into Steven Stone - it only lasted for a moment though, and he soon shook his head and clapped Ash on the shoulder just like Lance might have.

“On second thought, you don’t need me dragging you off. I’ll be around! If you want to find me, just ask Claydol! Claydol’s always watching.”

This is true. 

“Go off and have some fun! Make some friends!”

“I’ll try to live up to your example.”

“Good thinking! See you, Ash!”

With that, this oddly cheerful version of Steven staggered off, probably led around by Claydol to keep him safe. Metagross appeared behind him, somehow having vanished into the crowd. The metallic behemoth didn’t spare Ash a glance as it stomped after Steven before he could slip away.

He shook his head and shared a smile with Nidoking, then moved to go off and enjoy the festival like Steven said. Ash doubted he’d have half as much fun as Steven tonight, especially as he stepped back to avoid a horde of screaming kids chasing each other and yelling something about ‘Get the Grumpig!’ but he’d make an effort for Steven’s sake.

“Bah. Half a girly drink down and Steven Stone’s stumbling around like a lad with no hair on his chest.”

Four girly drinks, two shots of rum, a mai tai, and whatever else the townsfolk can shove down his throat. I’m glad Steven’s having fun tonight, because he won’t be in the morning. Poor thing. 

That last bit was said without an ounce of authenticity.

“Four girly drinks, actually. And a little extra.”

Rawiri limped up on his peg leg with eyes lighter than had ever seen them, although right now they fixed Ash with an odd look. “Why on earth do you know that?”

Ash shrugged and looked the elder over.

He was dressed in his normal fatigues with the Crimson Wings patch affixed proudly to his chest. A vacant-eyed woman walked with him, thin fingers laced within Rawiri’s good hand.

It was difficult not to stare at her. She was hunched with age and seemed utterly disconnected from the bright atmosphere around them. Stringy white hair crowned her head. It was straight, but appeared unkempt as if fumbling, amateur hands had tried to groom her. The woman didn’t say a word when Ash greeted her politely.

She stared at him with a doll’s eyes. Her jaw hung slightly open. Rawiri shook his head at Ash while he led the woman along with more tenderness than Ash had ever seen from him.

Ash frowned, but he refocused on the conversation.

“So I can mark him up as a bad influence too.”

“He’s not,” Ash said testily, unwilling to have anyone step on Steven’s good mood tonight. Nidoking grumbled in his favor. “He’s one of the best people I know.”

Then something struck him.

“Wait, how do you…” Ash mumbled, then sighed. “The disguise didn’t work.”

Rawiri’s whiskered mouth curled up into a grin. “Maybe the first day, but we’re not dumb. I’ve been grabbing pictures all week. Blueblood’s got a famous face. All the shriveled old biddies here are obsessed with that boy. Can’t say I understand it.”

Well, that was one thing they could agree on. For a moment he wanted to ask if the woman shuffling alongside Rawiri thought the same, but he didn’t dare. It was too personal - rude, even. Rawiri seemed content to pretend that she didn’t exist, but he gripped her frail hand tightly as if she were the most precious thing in the world.

“Anyone who pretended otherwise was blind, damn fool enough to chug brine, or playing along for some stupid reason. Bah!” Rawiri literally spat and heaped a glob of phlegm on the ground. Ash’s nose wrinkled, as did a few passersby who gave Rawiri a wide berth. “And he can’t even hold his drink! Good Champion Drake could chug a barrel with the best of them! You haven’t seen a man until he’s knee deep in Drake’s Piss!”

Ash shared another horrified look with Nidoking. “Drake’s what?!”

What kind of League had he joined up with?

Rawiri cackled at the look on Ash and Nidoking’s faces. “Ha! Never gets old. It’s the Good Champion’s prize brew - one sip will make you a man, and probably scorch your tongue off to boot.”

Ugh. His thoughts must have been obvious, because Rawiri let off another rasping laugh. For a moment the man looked at the woman with mirth in his eyes, though it flattened away in an instant and he ceased rubbing at the simple gold wedding band around her finger.

She burbled for a moment, then went silent again.

An awkward pause hit, though Rawiri was clearly unwilling to address it.

“Uh, enjoying the festival?”

It was as awful an opening as Ash had ever made, but it was something. Rawiri brightened, eyes alight with torchlight. “Aye, it was a good show. I have to thank you for that, don’t I?”

“And Steven. And about fifty other trainers who helped set everything up.”

“Yeah, yeah. I see your point,” Rawiri squinted at him, then scratched at the simple black bandana he’d layered over the gnarled layer of pink scar tissue on his head. “Blueblood’s got a little bit of steel to him.”

Ash wasn’t sure if the pun was intentional, but he was sure Blaine would have loved it regardless… maybe he’d have to try and get Rawiri off to Cinnabar to see the old Fire Master. They’d either get along great or be enemies for life.

“Excuse me!”

Rawiri stiffened and his hand twitched toward a salute as someone came up behind Ash. Thankfully they were smart enough to give Nidoking a wide berth.

“Ah no need for that, you old Carvanha! You’ll embarrass me in front of your friend.”

“No worries there,” Rawiri grunted, voice stiffer than iron. It was clear the newcomer had left him ill at ease, but he spoke with nothing but genuine respect. The old woman at his side smiled vapidly at the newcomer, “The boy has no place to judge.”

The newcomer, a tall, dark man in casual native clothing and a plain blue bandanna that matched Rawiri’s in appearance, barked out some rough laughter. Ash couldn’t miss the row of eight pokeballs on the man’s belt, which immediately stole his interest.

A trainer, then, and a strong one at that.

“Sure, sure whatever you say!” He grinned down at Ash - he couldn’t detect a hint of anything but genuine pleasure to make his acquaintance. “The name’s Arnold. What about you, scamp?”

“Ash. This is Nidoking.”

Arnold squinted at him, his face cast in dark shadow by the torchlight. “Ha! It’s good to meet you both. Folk mentioned a little Master-boy helping with the ceremony. I’d expected to find him soaking up love from his adoring fans, not honoring his elders!”

Rawiri’s face twisted up like he wanted to drop an acerbic remark, but the new man seemed to have softened his tongue a bit. He could be grateful for that, even if Rawiri’s deference itched at him. If you’d asked Ash a few minutes ago, he’d have said only Drake would have Rawiri on his best behavior like this.

“I’m no Master.” Yet. 

“Close enough that all us nobodies can’t tell the difference! The great Ash Ketchum in our neck of the woods… you’re all the kids have been talking about. I didn’t believe it until I saw you for myself.”

The elder growled. “Just wait until you hear who else is stumbling around…”

Their efforts to remain incognito really were a miserable failure. Steven was going to wither when Ash told him. It’s not like Ash had really tried that hard, but he’d made a token effort so he could enjoy their privacy.

He grunted once at the reminder and earned a laugh from the large man. An impressive black beard hid much of his face, but even in the flickering torch light Ash could see that his features were lined with the faintest beginnings of wrinkles around his mouth and eyes.

His senses warned him moments before a large Crobat flitted down from a rafter and landed effortlessly on Arnold’s muscular shoulder. The man seemed naturally suited to a blinding smile or wry grin, and when his eyes turned more serious for a moment it seemed unnatural and forced.

Crobat chattered happily into Arnold’s ear and Ash ached for Seeker’s company. He missed the weight of her or Sneasel clutching to his neck, though Nidoking’s strong presence was a comfort. Ash couldn’t help but gain a measure of trust for the man.

Many social pokemon evolved only when the right chemical cocktail of hormones and neurotransmitters were present in the body - high levels of oxytocin, dopamine, and serotonin were favored, as well as low levels of cortisol and other signifiers of stress.

It wasn’t the happiness itself that was important, however, but what it indicated. A happy pokemon with low levels of stress was more likely to have a steady supply of food, shelter, and other conditions that meant its body could sustain the demanding process of evolution.

Quite a few first-stage pokemon such as Igglybuff and Pichu relied on it for similar reasons. Their bodies were small, stealthy, and required little food. Favorable conditions with a caring parent, strong social bonds, and good nutrition usually meant it was safe for the young pokemon to abandon those advantages, while higher stress levels generally indicated that conditions weren’t right.

The presence of a Crobat or other pokemon who evolved through those methods was hardly a perfect indication of someone’s nature, but it was at least a good sign. Bad people could still treat pokemon well, even if for only pragmatic reasons, but Ash wouldn’t expect to see scum like the Rockets with a Crobat, for example.

“Is that so?” Arnold murmured to Crobat, who wrapped its huge wings tightly around the musclebound man. He absentmindedly reached up to scratch beneath the poison-type’s throat. “A pleasure to make your acquaintance, Ash Ketchum, but I’m afraid Mr. Rawiri and I have some business to discuss.”

Ash scowled, but looked to Rawiri. When the elder nodded and he realized there would be nothing else, he accepted the dismissal. Besides, those cinnamon rolls sure did smell good and he hadn’t eaten in hours…

“See you around, Rawiri.”

“You did good work tonight, kid. Go have some fun… and don’t let any of the babies talk you into a battle! I don’t want to mop up a sea of their tears tomorrow.”

Ash nodded, then turned to leave. As he left, he caught just a few traces of conversation. It was almost drowned out by the cacophony and happy chatter of the crowds, but a handful of Arnold’s words were audible through the haze.

“- nice kid! You look lovely tonight, Miss Aroha. Now, have you heard the news? Richard and Roland have been getting rowdy…”

It was none of his business, really, and Ash soon found himself content to embrace the festival at last.

From a safe distance, of course.
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Night persisted, but the dawn would soon arrive to paint the land gold and red. The horizon would lighten, the ocean would sparkle, and the festival would at last be over.

It persisted down below. From this height he could still see all sorts of small battles, shows, and various contests going on. Children were flagging and the mood had just begun to fizzle out, but the people fought on through the night. Even as bodies grew weary and conversations grew shorter and terser and just about everyone appeared dead on the feet, the party continued.

Ash had his fill. He’d eaten with Nidoking and chased Bruiser, Oz, Seeker, Tangrowth, and Aron around. Steven had introduced him to various elders, shopkeepers, and others he’d met in Sudmauna (most of whom were in a similar state as the former Champion). When he’d grown weary of human company and overseeing a few impromptu battles between some of the younger children, Ash found himself resting with Dazed, Claydol, and the other recluses at the edges of the town.

Then he’d walked the streets again, laughed and ate with Plume as she deigned to descend to his level, and at last found himself on a high cliff overlooking the whole town. It was tricky to navigate in the dark given the lush vegetation and thick vines and branches that covered the mountain’s slopes, but the Feather offered light and he had ample fuel for it after tonight.

Exhaustion left every step an effort, but he pushed on. Dawn would break soon and put an end to this long night. He could rest then.

But he had one last person to attend to.

A tangled mass of vines and poking branches parted before him as he shoved past. Ash ignored the little scratches they left on his bare arms and instead embraced the sight of Sudmauna below in all its glory - people had begun shifting to the beach and leaving the streets behind.

He felt a heavy dread settle upon him as he stepped forward, an insidious whisper tugging out all his secret thoughts and forbidden feelings, but by now Ash could shrug it off for a time. It was easier than ever now. Ash had just left a feast of positive feelings and memories to hold dear for a long, long time.

Even Spiritomb couldn’t take that from him.

The keystone seemed so innocuous where it sat a foot or so from the cliff’s edge. Not a wisp of spectral energy was to be seen, but Spiritomb was always lurking within. It didn’t respond to Ash’s presence, but he didn’t let that put him off.

One step at a time.

He plopped down next to the keystone, although he was careful to give Spiritomb some space. Ash spent a moment just looking down at the village and the people gathering on the beach to rejoice and pay homage one last time.

From here he could see it all. Part of him wished he could have sat on the cliffside with Spiritomb and watched the ceremony, although he’d never give up the opportunity to support them as he had. It must have been incredible to see the psychic phantasms and the roiling sea from this high up, though, let alone the spears of lightning and explosions of lava as it met the ocean.

“Did you get to watch any of the ceremony?”

A wisp of lavender fog spilled from the stone. It was as much of a reaction as Ash could have hoped for, and it encouraged him to continue.

“I think this might be the best view on the island.”

Nothing.

“The Sudmaunans carry it out every year on this day. They celebrate their ancestors to remember the lives they once lived, then celebrate to cherish the life they have now. They’ve been going strong the whole night - I don’t know how they’re still dancing. I’m exhausted.”

In fact, his eyes grew heavier and heavier, the toils of the night taking their toll -

“Nice try.”

Nothing.

“It really is beautiful down there. I don’t really like people. Humans are hard to understand sometimes, not like pokemon. They’re hard. Too loud. And they always want something! Why can’t they just -” Ash cut himself off. Negativity would do Spiritomb no good. “Tonight I understood. I felt like I was one of them.”

A little more lavender escaped and one toxic green eye manifested to peer down over the town. It was half-closed, squinting as if awoken from a deep slumber, but for a moment Ash saw - no, felt - something from Spiritomb. It swept over him, shared freely with the world, but for an instant the apathy cracked and the void like emptiness was filled.

Lean in close for a kiss share an embrace spin through the plaza laughing “Come dance with me!” take him take me to the fields bite into a juicy fig listen to peaceful breathing - 

Ash tore himself away from the mass of feeling and fragments and confusion. His vision swam as if trying to make sense of a vision fractured across a splintered mirror and its hundred shards, but he steeled himself and retained control from those shared perspectives.

Spiritomb’s form boiled, growing tempestuous as the raging sea from earlier in the night. Its light cast a ghastly pallor over the world, venomous green lights waxing, Power flooded forth and its shape spread terribly quickly. Tendrils lashed out like whips, or perhaps an Octillery’s tentacles, to flay at the world and share just a little of Spiritomb’s pain.

For a moment it was furious and Ash grit his teeth to bear the terrible brunt of emotion. Countless memories from dozens, shattered and stitched together, connected only by that thread of rage, flooded him and inspired a deep, ugly anger in his gut, but Ash was the master of himself and clamped down on it.

But he wanted to be angry. Spiritomb poured thought after feeling after memory into him, and he saw for a moment what this poor, pitiful thing had once been. They were alive, and now they were not. Their destinies were stolen and made a mockery of.

Now Spiritomb gave freely the only thing it had: itself.

He weathered it for a time, and then it was over. Fury was spent, then the void was unfilled.

Spiritomb retreated and Ash felt no more. The change was abrupt and Ash watched the keystone carefully, but there was no deception there. All he’d seen was the stirring of mostly-dead ashes to reveal the last live coal buried deeply beneath.

Ash sat there with Spiritomb until the dawn broke.

The sun rose in the east, the world came to life, and the villagers all offered one last bow to the golden star and then another to the Sky Pillar as it unveiled to the north. People and pokemon alike prostrated themselves and offered up their hopes for the next year, then scattered in all directions.

It was over.

He silently returned Spiritomb, then rose with a groan. It was agony to fight that exhaustion and the Feather beckoned him with its strength, but he’d rely on his own for this chore.

The walk down to the village would be long, but the soft bed waiting in his hotel and the company of his team beckoned him like a golden lure.

A long night, but a good one.
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Steven’s still form laid silently on the bed. He’d been asleep for a full day now, wrapped up in a cocoon of the grey sheets that had replaced the original bed dressings. Comfort was always a priority for Steven. Ash supposed it was paying off now.

Every now and then he’d rise for a moment to scarf down whatever food or water, but he wouldn’t respond to anything Ash said other than with a dull groan. He wasn’t entirely certain whether Steven himself was making the effort or if it was Claydol or Metagross telekinetically controlling him to make sure he got some nutrition in.

“Should I do this?”

His current predicament came in the form of a gigantic pitcher of chilled water held in his hand. Ash looked at it, glanced down to the insensate man below, and ultimately shook his head.

That would be cruel.

Ash set the pitcher down… only for it to be engulfed in a fiery skin of blue light, levitate upward, and dump the freezing water all over Steven, who rose sputtering, only to be caught up in the cocoon and roll off the bed with a heavy thump against the maple flooring.

Apparently it was too much for Steven, because the poor trainer just gave up and laid limp for a moment in his sodden sheets. Sneasel pointed a black paw and snickered, but Lairon was kind enough to nudge Steven with his hard head and roll him over onto his side.

He shot an irritated look at Claydol, but the construct somehow managed to look innocent.

What? I didn’t do it. 

Huh. Ash’s eyes glanced over to Metagross’ hulking form. Metagross appeared totally oblivious to the world, but he didn’t miss the faint traces of blue energy fading around their scarlet eyes.

As usual, Metagross steadfastly ignored Ash. He thought he saw a flicker of irritation about the metallic creature, though. Apparently they didn’t enjoy going through life on their own. Were they lonely without Steven conjoined to their mind, or were they just irritated that Steven had put himself into such a state?

He doubted he’d receive answers anytime soon.

“Steven?”

“Bluh?”

A pale, shaking arm protruded from the cocoon. Ash helpfully tugged some of the covers off to unveil Steven, who stared miserably up at the ceiling. He could only imagine how bad it would’ve been without the water and greasy food shoved down his throat over the last day.

“Turn the lights off. Please.”

He nodded to Dazed, who used a quick burst of psychic power to flip off the lights and pull the curtains closed. Steven seemed a little happier once that was done, but still laid flat against the ground and staring up at the ceiling like a man who’d just seen battle.

“Are you alive?”

“Unfortunately. Is the festival over?”

“It ended a day ago.”

Steven groaned.

“Don’t tell Lance. He’ll never let this go.”

Ash shrugged noncommittally. He’d already given Lance a rundown in his last letter. There wasn’t much to do while waiting around for Steven to wake up, especially after he’d helped with the cleanup. Lance hadn’t sent a response yet, but he hoped it would give him a good laugh.

“You’ve had a few visitors.”

“Who?”

“The mayor, Amiri, some of the vendors wondering where their favorite customer had gone, a few old ladies who were worried about you…”

Steven’s face twisted unpleasantly. “They did this to me. All of them.”

He doubted they’d forced Steven down and shoved drinks down his throat… well, actually, he wasn’t sure now that he thought about it. Steven had earned a lot of goodwill for all he’d contributed to the ceremony, and the people had embraced him.

One of Steven’s hands grasped out for the huge sun hat and clutched it to him.

“I don’t think you’ll need your disguises anymore. Turns out everyone knew who we were the whole time. Big surprise.”

“It always worked for Fino when he came to play Groudon,” Steven grumbled, then squeezed the hat tightly. “But that’s now what I grabbed it for. I need it in case I get sick.”

Oh, are you not feeling well? I’m sorry. Could it be related to the poison you kept chugging? 

Steven glared at Claydol, but had no good response.

“I’d planned on leaving today…” Steven rasped. Ash silently handed him another glass of cool water, which Steven gratefully accepted to sip on. “But I’m afraid we might need to stay another day or two before we head to Petalburg. I don’t think I’m in a fit state to travel.”

“Agreed.”

That was no trouble for him. He enjoyed exploring the tangled jungles of the island and he could always use a bit more training time. Their preparations for the ceremony gave him a few ideas of some other objectives he could try to hit, and the ruins atop the mountain offered plenty of opportunity for his own study and a good place to work with Spiritomb.

No, a few extra days here would be no problem at all.

“Good,” Steven groaned, then laid his head back down against his soft grey sheets. “I’m afraid I’m not going to be one for conversation for some time. If you’ll excuse me, I’m going to go back to sleep.”

Ash frowned. He was lucky Amiri had offered a few tips on how to get Steven presentable again. “Food and water first. After that Dazed can put you to sleep.”

Steven nodded miserably and Ash felt a surge of amusement at his sorry state. Maybe he should take a few more pictures. Ash had a sneaking suspicion that Phoebe would be overjoyed to receive them, and he could probably try to bargain with Sidney for a few pointers.

Things had taken an unexpected turn with Steven’s ‘illness’ but Ash found himself satisfied with his stay in Sudmauna despite it all. The ceremony was a success, Spiritomb had shown something besides its veil of apathy, and his team had managed to progress their own techniques a fair bit.

Then his PokeNav chirped to indicate a message. Hope flooded Ash’s chest as he began to prepare a quick meal of noodles and beans for Steven and he hurriedly flipped it open to see who it was from. Lance was a good possibility, as was his mother or one of his friends from Pallet Town, but…

You have one message from: Cynthia Carolina. 

Ash’s smile was radiant.

A/N: I hope you enjoyed the chapter! I apologize for the wait - the actual writing of this chapter took me roughly two weeks split up over the last two months, but I found myself distracted with several side projects that should be very beneficial down the line. I’ve finally compiled all my notes and written up a detailed breakdown of every remaining Traveler chapter with scenes and other details plotted out, so that has made my life MUCH easier. 

The other culprit is Elden Ring. No explanation needed on that front! Exploring the Lands Between brought my writing to a screeching halt for a few weeks lol. I wrote the last 40 pages in the last week trying to get caught up. 

I know this chapter didn’t have much action in it, but I do hope you enjoyed the mandatory beach episode that gave them a bit of time to recuperate and regroup as the story picks up again after the training in Forina and the adventure in the desert. 

I’m very excited for the next chapter, and I hope we’ll see it released in April! Thank you so much to Raptor, Jain, and Val for their feedback and hard work. 

Thank you so much for reading! As always, I’d love to hear your thoughts! 
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